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Foreword



Due to this story having started on Royalroad/Scribblehub, I had originally designed the explicit scenes to show up in chapters of their own. For the most part, aside from the romantic/relationship elements usually at the beginning of them (before the intimacy), they can be skipped.

They are denoted by the 3 hearts (♥♥♥) and called interludes, besides. The interludes without the hearts that have the girl's name separated by dashes often are focused on their point of view, and have important character/plot information and I did not intend for them to be skipped.

I don't use it much at all in the story, but there are a small number of point of view or scene breaks. They look like this:

[image: image-placeholder]


It doesn't happen often, but if you see it, be on the lookout to see if the point of view might have shifted, but it could also denote the passage of time.

[This denotes when the Point of View Character is receiving mental communication from someone.]

“Mental replies from the Point of View Character show like this, but you'll often find it explicitly says so, besides.”

Within the story, there are many terms that share words with the English language, but have unique meanings in the story. I typically leave these capitalized at a minimum, to denote their uniqueness as a story term. I will also often signify a new term using brackets at least the first time or times it appears within the story in order to help signal to the reader that there is yet another! But often leave many Framework terms, especially abilities and spells in brackets to help signify their usage. Still, I removed brackets from many repetitive Framework terms, as there are simply too many now.

Some paragraphs would go by with a dozen words in brackets and just looked disgusting, so I had to make a decision about reducing the usage of them. For that reason, words that have appeared many times like Refuge or, later in the story, Rifts, only have brackets on them a handful of times but stay capitalized. I tried to be consistent, but with how many terms appear in the story this was difficult to catch every instance. I hope that it doesn’t ruin story immersion when you run into any inconsistencies here, but instead overall it helps you easily identify when a story term is being used.

For anyone wanting to contact me, for corrections or other purposes, my email is: JJBookerson@gmail.com

Thank you for reading, I hope you do enjoy the story.

	JJ Bookerson





Our Story So Far



This section is for readers that have waited months between volumes and need a light refresher on the characters and happenings within the story. It was getting long in the tooth, so from now on, I’m going to change this. It will only have the most recent book happenings and a few other details. If you want to read the happenings of the first four books, please check Book 5’s Our Story So Far section.

If you’re binging the story, you can happily skip this section!

At the end of Book 4, the curse of the death god was defeated, and changes all over Highlands started to occur. Storms raged, and earthquakes shook the ground, new mountains and islands rising up from the ocean. Once again, Highlands would be reborn and transformed.

With the HQ placed and the portal being created in Harmony Peaks, the World Tree Seed was pending placement. With Timone and Dahlia defending it, Clan Hart could safely head East, and much of Hearthtribe would head West, taking the fight to the enemy and reclaiming all lost lands.

Jake and his party arrived near Lakemere, finding countless refugees. Killing many Rift spawns, they learned Lakemere itself was under siege and Jake finally learned an important spell for their mobility: Reverse Summon, where within minutes, he could teleport across the entire continent to any one of his wives or summons. A strange happening also occurred, where Jake and Bree had a battle of wills, and he marked the heroic boar as his Permanent Summon before she desummoned herself.

Two Greater Rifts were set to spawn in the near future, where a Tier 2 Boss-level enemy would appear if they were not closed in time. Clan Hart and Hearthtribe would have to prepare to face these two difficult challenges, and clear the Dungeon Raid before Highlands could be saved.

This was where we continued the story in Book 5: Dungeon Raid.

Jake and his party arrived in Lakemere, rescuing it from a siege and completing their trek East. From there, they went on a campaign of clearing Rifts and providing aid to the broken up peoples. With two Greater Rifts forming, they had to work hard to clear the enemies and prepare for the difficult challenges.

Meanwhile, Morwen, Bedwyr and the Emberborn, along with Warrior Brotherhood and Rookard’s Wolves, had gone to the West. There they found and fought countless betrayers, who were capturing Beastkin for horrible sacrifices to power a ritual of an unknown purpose.

The World Tree seed arrived in Harmony Peaks and was planted in a special grotto on the mountain, hidden from prying eyes and kept safely by the Ravenwolf Tribe until it could grow.

With enough research, Jake finally applied the first Hearth Enchantments to the Eternum, the sapient and sentient undead spirits living within armors and various items. With this, the Eternum could finally join their allies in combat, without their minds and spirits twisting and causing them to become unthinking monsters only capable of violence.

Jake and Fhesiah began their Yin Yang Body Tempering, where the two could level up from enjoyment, but also advance Fhesiah’s bloodlines. This ended up with a shocking revelation: that Jake too had a bloodline.

Almost dying while it was unlocked, they fed him various treasures and formed resonance with one another, until the bloodline was finally satisfied. With Ira’s help, they learned that his bloodline was a Void Envoy, a type of creature that traveled the void, and could have a humanoid form.

Hestia filled in the blanks with an impromptu meeting, and they learned the creature had invaded Earth, and it mated with his great-grandmother. This bloodline was passed onto him against all odds.

Using the Array from the temporary Conquest Store, they upgraded the Yin Yang body Tempering to the Chaotic Voidborne Soul Harmonization Technique, which was perfect for Jake advancing his void bloodline, and of course, leveling up. This had its own problems with requiring balance between Jake and his wives, but this was something the family was going to work on.

Shadows loomed in the background, a horrible plot being carried out by a group of Tartarus Champions and a creature called an Enforcer. They worked to sacrifice more beastkin, hoping to open a portal. Meanwhile, they also used the Veridriths and locusts to control the Naga and build a horrible bone galleon with the undead, wanting to ambush Clan Hart and defeat them.

On another world, Nessa, daughter of Tyr, found herself in a precarious situation fighting in a Greater Rift. Originally a Norse Cleric of Tyr, when she was declined by Jake and family over Bloodberri, Tyr had her reborn as a cultivator like her mother, the embodiment of a magic lake–an ice lake serpent.

Avaron had paid off her allies and extorted them, threatening family members and more. Using a foul Tartarus item to enable PvP within the Greater Rift, he faced Nessa within while the boss was still alive. In an intense one on one, Nessa was victorious, making Avaron her enemy for life and sealing the deal with winning the rights to the Dungeon Raid Prime Instance.

The Hart Family went off to meet the Divine at a special party where they showed up as projections. There they met various Divine, but also numerous of their favored parties containing their clergy within Sector 87. Jake learned of Earth’s Integration event and what it might entail, and Fhesiah became the Champion of Bastet. She was granted Bastet’s Celestial Mirror to have access to a portion of bloodline energy in either form, and also a spell: Curse of the Sun and Moon, which would burn targets with bloodline flames.

Guan Yu, Zhang Fei, and Zhuge Liang became their official mentors, which allowed them to give advice. In addition, Ophelia became Guan Yu’s first Champion instead of Athena’s, both because he resonated well with her current path, but also because Athena asked. Athena had outlined that because of the situation in Sector 87, that being the trusted Guan Yu’s Champion would actually further her personal goals.

Ophelia also received an apology from Freya for what happened to her parents, and learned that it might actually be possible to rescue their souls: during the War Trial. In the future, her world of Drengrbjord’s fate would hang in the balance, something she desperately wanted to fight for.

Returning to Highlands, the war continued. The World Tree Seed planted and protected, the Ravenwolf Tribe reinforced those out West, defeating yet another Tartarus plot to entrap Morwen and her allies. Ophelia summoned Valora, a longma mount that would allow her to move even faster with her Ride of the Valkyries Technique.

New allies arrived on Highlands: the high-level Elysians. Joining the younger beastkin in the defense, the treants, satyrs and dryads would help protect Life’s Haven and Cascadia, while Jake and his allies stayed on the offensive.

The greater rifts spawned, and so the family moved out: choosing the East for closure. They pushed to the portal, the reptile beastkin led by Vesuvius and Takoda, the auril beast tamer.

While inside, the enemy Champions sprung their trap. The Veridriths drove away Vesuvius and his army, the Naga assaulting Lakemere. Meanwhile, the betrayers fought against Timone and Dahlia’s forces on the West Coast, along with Naga and undead-controlled nethril warriors.

The bone galleon led by a monstrous Tier 2 Naga King and a swarm of mind-controlled Naga crashed into Cascadia, where Aisling, Seamus, Valtor, Amara, and Nadessa, along with all their numerous new allies, defended the walls.

The Battleground Clan Hart faced was one that resembled an MMORPG PvP match, defending points and conquering the enemy through control of the map. The enemy used horrible sacrifice to summon a wraith, and when Clan Hart crushed them, they sacrificed themselves to summon a giant demon. They kited it around the map, and eventually won.

Once dropped back on Highlands, the Champions and the Enforcer ambushed them. The Veridrith Champion focused a mental attack on Jake and family, disorienting them, but through a heroic effort by Davonius, he changed a fatal blow into a glancing one, enabling Clan Hart to turn the tide on the ambush.

Through immense effort, Clan Hart defeated the enemy Champions. Tanda summoned Cernunnos capturing the malevolent energy from the Apophis Champion into a seed, and Bree aided Fhesiah in defeating the Eternal Night Champion. Bloodberri defeated the annoying leech all on their own, while Ophelia bought time against the terrifying Enforcer. Only through all their efforts could they defeat the powerful being, and their awarded Divine Energy and sparks was immense.

The ambush defeated, they rescued Cascadia from the combined Naga and undead assault, Fhesiah summoning Bastet and Bloodberri summoning Echidna resulting from them completing their Divine Task. Jake rescued the Naga Siren by making her a permanent summon, which removed the enemy’s control of the Naga King, and Berri named her Jasmina.

The attack thwarted, the war was all but won. They defeated the other Greater Rift with ease, and entered the Dungeon Raid Prime Instance. Thousands of beastkin, Elysians, Emberborn, Warrior Brotherhood and even Adventurers participated in separate instances, forming their own groups to challenge the Raid to earn more potential for Highlands.

Hearthtribe fought strongly in all instances, showing excellent results. During the final battle against the life and death demons boss, Tartarus increased the difficulty far beyond their Tier, cheating to stop the Hart family’s growth. Each summoned their Divine and Jake formed resonance with each of his girls and entering the State of the Family. Using a Heroic Scorching Ray attack, they managed to overcome the great challenge, defeating the boss and winning a significant victory for Highlands.

They upgraded all of their Mythic equipment using tokens from their victory, and purchased important core formation materials for Fhesiah–and realized she didn’t quite have everything they needed. She would need to enter the Battleground for Bastet’s task to get everything she required and form her core.

Jake became a Baron for his services in rescuing the equivalent of six worlds due to Tartarus penalties for cheating, which provided various benefits for both his Refuge but also expanded many of the Knight benefits. Now his Refuge could have a permanent footprint, using projections that enabled people to visit their family even when their Refuge was in transit to another world.

In a surprise visit, Hestia aided Clan Hart in entering the Second Tier. All family members became Hearthians as she forged their Hearthian Cores, connecting them all to Jake, the Hearthian Nexus. Fhesiah’s changes were stored away in her Hearth, awaiting her cultivator core creation.

Jake and all the girls shifted significantly when they became Hearthians. All had grown an entire head taller and larger. Each now had a flaming hole in their chest sitting where a necklace might have rested.

Ophelia’s wings now matched that of a golden horned owl, with golden hair and feathers in it, like Tanda’s had been. She now had her own set of tail feathers, becoming a Hearthian Valkyrie with a lightning flame giving off her Hearthian Presence as a loyal guardian. Her blue eye color stayed the same, her body becoming even more like a powerful amazoness.

Bloodberri became even larger as she became a Hearthian Echidna, maintaining her relative size advantage over Jake at nearly four meters tall in their casual posture. The scales on their tail became golden, and new scales grew from their elbow to their fingertips, and were granted retractable claws. Draconic horns now grew from their head much like Fhesiah’s, and their serpentine eyes bone white hair shifted to golden, losing their albinism. Their black and white flame swirled in their chest, their motherly Presence washing over those around them.

Tanda changed the least on the outside, simply becoming larger and maintaining their relative size differences as she became a Hearthian Beastkin. Her Auril Heart advanced to a Cyclical Auril Hearth, an organ that cycled, stored, and managed Auril and Nethril energy. A black flame in her chest and her black fur having a more vibrant purple hue in the light completed her changes, giving off the presence of an empathetic avenger.

While Jake was asleep and going through the most significant changes of becoming the Nexus with his Core, the girls had planned a beautiful wedding and coronation ceremony. The Divine and the Heart of the World, Avalara, officiated the wedding, the family having an official ceremony in front of their friends and allies to match their Hearthbonds. Jake became the King of Highlands and his wives the queens, becoming the leader and protector of those joined to the Framework and those not.

On a steamy wedding night, Jake got Ophelia, Bloodberri, and Tanda all pregnant, their Hearthian races capable of achieving this with a hundred percent certainty. Fhesiah abstained for now, knowing that she would soon leave for the Battleground and be away in unsafe territory.

The challenges all completed, the Hart family began to relax–but it was at this time that they received contact from the Obsidian Blades.

Morwen’s appeal to the Sector Council was received containing the ill behavior from the Guild: War, Glory, and Profit, where they betrayed the Framework and aided Tartarus with their deeds. They must be punished, but Cassius from their parent guild requested Jake to rescind the claim, or else his Guild and numerous subguilds would declare PvP war against them.

But Clan Hart wasn’t backing down, even if the Obsidian Blades were a much more powerful guild. This meant Hearthtribe would be forced to face PvP battles in addition to their Conquest activities in the first Tier, but Jake and his bloodthirsty wives had no problems with this. Their people would be tempered in the heat of battle, the enemy guilds just whetstones to sharpen their blades against.

After some rest and relaxation, Avalara called on Jake and invited him to check out her new home. Meeting again in the underground cavern where they faced the Death God and healed the Heart of the World, it was newly remodeled to become Avalara’s home.

The heroic beasts of the Celtic Divine were present, and the world tree’s roots passed through the room. Within the chamber, Avalara became Jake’s Permanent Summon, performing a battle of wills much like Jake had done with Bree.

Because her main Avatar could not be used in battle, nor could her lesser avatars, they created her a body using Tanda’s Fusion Summon. This battle body resembled a giant, 10-meter-tall humanoid reindeer treant, capable of using auril and nethril. Avalara would be able to join the family’s battles as a summon, much like the Garuda or Jasmina, happy to be able to pull her weight.

Meanwhile, Nessa finished her Prime Instance rescuing and gaining ownership of her own world, and gaining numerous allies. She became a Knight of the Alliance, and received a secret message from her father, Tyr. In the message she learned her potential love interest, Jake Hart, had met with the Divine and had a proper bearing. Then, he and his family defeated an extremely difficult boss and thwarted Tartarus cheating, dealing a significant blow.

While Nessa was interested in Jake and potentially joining the Hart family, she was just as excited about the family’s ability to bring justice and defeat evil. She would focus on herself for a time, hoping that when she met them, she could be a valued ally… and maybe more.

After a Winter’s Giving Celebration where Jake gifted each of his wives and Avalara appropriate living hairpins, this concluded Bonded Summoner Book 5: Dungeon Raid.

And thus, this is where Bonded Summoner Book 6: Celestial Nexus begins. Enjoy!


Prologue



The skies were blue and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, as Jake rode on his pterodactyl. Jasmina the siren naga swam in the water beneath them at an impressive pace, searching the water with echolocation.

Despite it being winter near Cascadia, Jake was traveling even further to the south, by the equator. The weather was warm, and he was having a blast exploring the world of Highlands.

It had been a few days since their Winter’s Giving celebration, and Jake had already collected several templates. When a creature or beast was friendly and willing, scanning them did not take overly long–just a few minutes.

Unfortunately, scanning a complex intelligent humanoid did take a long time. Jake would need hours in total to scan one of the Highlands beastkin. Thankfully, he could split this up into several sessions with an individual.

He had scanned Roxo, who was helpful to give up his time. Many of the Hearthtribe elites that had joined for the Prime Instance were busy, doing one of two things.

Making war, or making babies.

When the winter front came in, it was like an instinct of the beastkin to have a child. It appeared their normal pregnancy period would cause them to give birth in late spring and early summer.

Of course, when Jake contacted Roxo and Darris who hadn’t yet left to join their Conquest and PvP activities, they didn’t tell Jake they were making babies. They said they were doing their duty, which, Jake was thankful for.

He had done his duty too, with three children on the way.

Suddenly, Jasmina sent a spark of alarm, a fear of something, and Jake felt something shift in the distance.

Unable to protect her entire body, he still covered her upper body with a Barrier as he saw a tentacle erupt from the water like a spear, covered in auril. The barrier held and deflected the attacking limb with a burst of flame searing into it, but it quickly twisted and went toward her unprotected snake-fish body.

Jasmina’s tuning fork staff vibrated as she sang a discordant note, the resulting shockwave causing the oncoming tentacle to freeze in motion. Continuing her song, she retreated toward Jake with haste across the water’s surface, him having changed his course with the pterodactyl. He leaped down to fly directly at her in his flight suit, descending rapidly.

What Jake saw with his Umbral Gaze, his new bloodline ability, was surprising. It was a giant octopus, that utilized the gray auril much like Davonius, the chameleon beastkin shaman of Bastet. It was covered in an armor-like coral that shifted along with it, making it difficult to detect.

The creature continued toward Jasmina, its body moving after its prey. Jasmina controlled the water slowing its approach, but the aquatic beast had power over the same.

Until Jake’s Aura washed over the creature. It froze once more as it detected something it couldn’t understand, and while Jake’s Hearthian Presence was welcoming to most creatures, it was still a somewhat alien feeling to them.

Jake created a runic platform where he landed next to Jasmina and then provided a peace offering. Dumping the meat of a giant crab out of his Storage Ring and into the water, the large chunks of meat created large splashes of water.

He had a whole lot where that came from. In addition to capturing various templates, he was also hunting auril beasts and collecting meat.

His pregnant wives’ appetite was insatiable, and not just the monstrous one.

The octopus was large and tentacles as long as a semi-truck, but it wasn’t at the level of a boss. Jake instructed Jasmina to sing a song of calming, to try to reduce the creature’s aggressiveness.

It immediately sensed the crab’s flesh in the water, snatching large pieces of it with its large tendrils and bringing it back to its beak. Jake pushed his Aura further, trying to make himself feel like less of a threat, and more of a friend.

The creature started ignoring Jake and continued eating his peace offering. Thus, Jake began using his Enhanced Capture Template.

Soothing lights gathered around the creature, and it just happily enjoyed its offered meal, the lights not bothering it at all. Jake even dumped a school of fish he captured, allowing him a little more time to get the job done. The larger, complex creature took a bit of time, the beast of the sea having three auril hearts.

Its meal completed and its hunger sated, the octopus covered itself with its gray auril and disappeared as it returned to the depths. Luckily, Jake had finished the job in time.

Jasmina rose from the water, her fish-snake body treading water to bring her humanoid body close to Jake.

He patted her snout and ran his fingers down and along her neck, which he could tell she liked. “Nice work, Jasmina. That was scary for a moment, huh, girl?”

She nodded, but he could tell from their bond that she hadn’t been overly worried. Now that Jake had entered the second Tier, he was like a god living among mortals as he traveled throughout Highlands.

His wife’s teasing voice entered his mind, [Are you almost done playing with that other woman, husband? Remember, do not have too much fun–if you do, I better be there to watch. You said you wanted to be here when I used that Dao treasure. It’s almost time.]

The next voice sounded a little angry. [H-How could you waste such a yummy crab like that? That was for the baby! And Me! And Blood! …Lia and Tanda could have had a little, too.]

Jake laughed. He guessed that if he ever became a god in truth, nothing would change back at home. “I can collect another one, not to worry. I’ll be back shortly.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Jake arrived back at the Refuge through his portal, depositing Jasmina in her sanctuary. He found all his wives, and his future wife, busy in his living room.

Avalara, Tanda, and Ophelia were working on ecology planning. The world was still growing, and shifting, and Avalara had much control over this. Their gaming table had a hologram above it, with the world of Highlands pictured, along with many other areas zoomed in. The girls were gathered around it with thoughtful looks but smiled at him as he entered.

Tanda bounded toward him, her black wolf tail wagging as she collided with him. She hugged him tightly and kissed his cheek. “Did you enjoy your hunt, my mate?”

Jake nodded, returning her tight hug. “I did. The octopus was a welcome find, but I found a few other useful creatures, too. If we ever have to fight in the water, I’ll have quite a bit of confidence. What’s all this?”

Ophelia chuckled from the table, her golden wings fluttering and her blue eyes looking at Jake with a bit of mirth. “We’re still planning things out. While building something like Berri’s precious castle is easy, projecting the world’s growth along with its people and species’ movements to place it in a location that matters, and continues to matter, is a lot more complicated.”

Avalara added with her calm voice, “It’s not just that, but all the immigrants. Valtor predicts we’ll have hundreds of thousands over the next several years. Many are desiring to live on the world of Hestia’s Champion, along with our special environment. Foreign immigration is not something I’ve ever had to consider, and if not for him, I’d be a little lost on how to predict this at all.”

Jake looked at the holograms, trying to get a feel for what they were working on.

The odd geography of Highlands with the many plateaus was interesting and had been effective for protecting the beastkin from Tartarus and the dangerous wildlife, but the game would change in the second Tier.

Many of their enemies would be capable of flight or scaling walls and mountains with ease. Then, as Jake understood it, the flat-footed dinosaurs of Highlands which had been incapable of climbing would no longer have this problem at all, at the second Tier.

Not only would they be more capable of controlling their vines and more in tune with the auril energy, but the creatures would also evolve and change somewhat as they ascended.

Jake frowned in thought. “The immigration issue is a challenging one and something important for us to get right the first time. We cannot just fit infinite people into our major cities–there is only so much space, auril, and mana to go around. That means establishing more cities and villages. More to build and protect, but even that has limits.”

He had been spending some time reading the many books his master, Zhuge Liang, had recommended. Alliance Kingdom planning was one of the several topics outlined, the skilled statesman from Ancient China providing a detailed summary of his personal lessons learned during his second Tier.

Avalara nodded and gestured to the hologram of the world. It shifted its representation from geography, to a dizzying array of lines that encompassed the globe. Jake noticed that many of the thicker lines certainly followed mountain ranges, rivers, and oceans, matching the previous map.

The living world core smiled with pride. “My core draws in vast energies from the cosmos, and through the connection with the beastkin and the cycle of life and death of the world, generates mana and auril and sends it along the channels. The world’s air and water currents carry this life or death energy both to and from my core, almost like a body’s circulatory system.”

She pointed at a few locations, showing where energy converged–Jake knew at least five of the brightest points completely coincided with the major cities of the current world. These were currently the brightest of all, though there were a few that could compete with those.

Complete with those in the ocean and dotted around the entire world, there were nearly two dozen others that were nearly the same size. Then numerous much lower qualities dotted the landscape.

Avalara continued, “These locations, nexus points, are perfect for cities, but some require much more effort for me to alter and prepare. We are trying to find a balance between nature and civilization. Not only that, but new conflicts with Tartarus will require new entrances to the dungeon. Some of these nexus points must remain open for those purposes.”

Tanda smiled. “There’s really so much room for growth! But eventually, there will come a time where people must live in suboptimal places, or the cities will become overcrowded.”

Jake nodded. “It will be some time, but there will eventually be a separation between those that have, and those that don’t, even here on Highlands. Building a world and kingdom is a challenging task, and even the divine’s worlds have flaws. Creating a utopia is an impossibility, but we’ll try to give our people an opportunity for success and the presence of safety.”

He smiled at each of the girls and added, “I’m thankful I have my queens to aid me in this. I’m looking forward to how our kingdom, world, and people mature, together.”

Jake received a hug and a kiss from each of his girls before he headed over to see what his echidna wife was doing.

Bloodberri was in the kitchen, cooking up a storm–while also working in front of some figures of their own provided by Amara, the Eternum magical tome woman. Of course, she was also somehow managing to snack between actions, the pregnant chimeral girl constantly requiring sustenance.

Berri was busy with her work in creating a template for an orphanage and school. The beastkin had little to no need for an orphanage, their families interconnected to the point where any children orphaned would almost always find a home with a relative.

Many of the war-torn beastkin families adopted, an extra mouth to feed and song to protect being an easy thing for them. However, the Elysians had mass migrated, and then various races had started to join the world of Highlands now that it was no longer Contested.

Thus, they were creating a multiversal orphanage. It would pay transit fees to bring children needing a home and family to this world, where they would stay until they found a new home. Whether they found a home or not, they’d be cared for and be provided schooling, helping prepare them for their lives.

“Jakey!”

The many cooking implements stopped, and Jake was wrapped up in her snake body in a blur, her smiling face brought closer to his own.

Berri hummed in pleasure as she hugged him tightly, “Mmm…mwah!” And kissed him on the cheek. “Welcome back, Daddy Jake!”

Jake chuckled, hugging his wife’s snake body back with a tight hug. He had let himself be captured, and while his monstrous wife was strong, he was no slouch either.

Berri’s eyes narrowed in happiness, as Jake added, “It’s good to be home. As always, I’ve brought gifts.”

“Oh, goody! I–We, were getting so hungry! This little one is going to be so strong, I just know it!”

Berri rubbed her budding belly. Despite it only being about two weeks, she was already showing–something that normally took human women nearly four to five months. At the same time, it was just a tiny bump on her immense body.

Without a word, Jake transferred the many spoils into the various bracelets in the kitchen–along with a surprise. Jake had not been completely idle or focused on his travels. In addition to doing enchanting on the go, he had also been cooking with his hearth’s flames.

In their kitchen, heating up any of these efforts would only take seconds, and they would be ready to eat, piping hot and perfect as if they had just finished cooking for the first time.

Blood and Berri looked at the many bracelets with a bit of hunger. Something within them stirred, and it really felt like Jake was in the room with a wild beast.

Blood smiled with him, her golden serpentine eyes meeting his. “Thank you, milord. You’re truly taking care of us, in our time of need… Oh! We did make something for you, too.”

She opened the oven with her telekinesis and floated a tray of his favorite–chocolate chip cookies.

Jake chuckled as Blood floated one of the cookies directly into his mouth for a bite. The hot cookie was soft and gooey, the chocolaty goodness giving him a nostalgic pleasure. If not for her telekinesis, the cookie would have crumbled into dozens of pieces trying to pick it up, the cookie far too hot. With his superhuman body, they were just perfect.

It also gave him a thankful feeling–his wives, even in their own hunger, had thought of him. After all, this tray of cookies was like little coins of sugar to them, providing little sustenance at all.

“Thanks for thinking of me. Of course, these are my important first steps as a father–providing for the little ones.”

Berri smiled. “Nope! Your first step was on our wedding night, where you filled us! Remember? In my–” She was pointing to her mouth, as Jake chuckled, and interrupted.

“How could I forget?” He kissed her cheek and willed her to relax her tail, dropping him onto the ground. He looked over all the tabled numerical figures, which held cost and size projections for their orphanage. “Everything going well here?”

Blood waved her hand, and a few more diagrams appeared above the table. Blood was about to speak, but when he saw one of the images, he laughed.

“Don’t tell me Berri wants that coliseum for her baseball?”

Berri bristled. “W-Why not! They already have two others, why can’t I have just one?”

She pouted, and Blood cleared her throat. “Warrior Brotherhood and Seamus are looking to instead expand the others–the fixture that generates the monsters and environments is better to just upgrade a single one rather than several, at least for now. I think the coliseum for a sports and martial arts complex is a great idea.”

Jake looked over the other buildings and figures and noticed something else. “What are these income projections? We’re going to be working these orphans?”

Blood chuckled. “I suppose for someone with Earth sensibilities, they will see this as a terrible thing. This will not be exclusive to the orphanage and is a normal part of the school. Alliance schooling is simply different from that of Earth, and we are going to push two paths that should match the lifestyle of someone who lives on Alliance worlds from an early age–after the grade school level.”

Berri took over their body and features, waving at the two different paths, “Sports, and Crafting!”

Blood continued, “Of course, scholarly pursuits and business, along with pure art or music are important too, but the goal will be for each child to choose one or more of these two paths in addition to that. As Faye would say, conflict is the truth of our multiverse, and to not be prepared means to do a disservice to yourself. For us to choose something else over that for these children would be the same.”

Jake nodded. “And I take it the sports are still a little more… martial-focused than just sports? And then, we’re somehow earning an income from all these activities to pay for them?”

Berri nodded. “That’s right! And, both sports and crafting can earn money. So it’s win, win, win!”

Blood smiled. “She’s right. While we may be able to fund all of these efforts with altruism and philanthropy, the children themselves will benefit from becoming self-sufficient instead, earning their own way, and forming a sense of comradery in working toward these goals. It is only a mandatory two hours per day at the middle or junior high school level, but ramps up to four at the high school level.”

She continued, “It’s at those times that most primary studies in the Alliance shift towards adventuring and personal magical progression among those gifted as well. Ours will be no different.”

Jake understood the latter was hardly different from most work release programs on Earth, though often the four hours or more of early release was something reserved for seniors ready to leave for the workforce or college, and more.

The only thing different here was that selecting one of the two paths was a mandatory part of the curriculum. Jake also understood that many races were completely different, and might arrive at these ages for being able to utilize magic sooner or later than others.

“I like what you girls are coming up with. I suppose the larger challenge here, in my eyes, is the difficulty in making money from the children’s sports and martial arts–magical or not. Adults who have money are often not that interested in seeing other children compete, let alone paying to watch or enjoy–most are just there to watch their own kids.”

Blood nodded. “I think for now we’ll have a unique product that those in the multiverse might be interested in, but it might not scale all that well–there’s only so much enjoyment one could get from amateurs competing. Berri is definitely pushing to sell all sorts of memorabilia for the children’s parents, as well as making money off of food sales in the coliseum. There is much to learn and try here, to find profitability will be a moving target. Mysticus and Amara are helping out with their calculations, so we have a great foundation.”

Jake’s eyebrows raised at that. The odd, unliving magical abacus was somehow using its mystical calculations to help them predict aspects like that. With that kind of help, their success seemed plausible to him.

He once again gave them his love and received theirs, and teleported to his cultivator wife’s lair, knowing Fhesiah was ready for him. He hurriedly left because his wives were voracious. Bloodberri was hungry, but they didn’t like to feast in front of him.

He had no problem with it as it was necessary, but she was eating a whole cow's worth of food in minutes and was becoming bashful at the act. Her stomach was magical and quickly broke down all food rapidly, bones and all.

For that reason, she had little need for chewing aside from her enjoyment and fitting the food in her large mouth. It was an odd thing to watch her swallow large pieces of meat and bones after taking bites and chewing very little. Though he suspected, when he wasn’t around to watch, she was probably going a bit further than even that.

Arriving in Fhesiah’s cultivation chamber, the room was currently a bit larger than he was used to. It had to be increased in size, just to fit the giant painting that sat in the back.

Formations–magical lines and glyphs etched throughout the room–carried and transformed the mystical energies, following some heavenly laws that Jake couldn’t understand. Fhesiah’s proxy hearth rested within the wall, sending Qi into the formations, the powerful energies being drawn from their Divine Item.

Fhesiah sat on what looked like a prayer mat but for cultivation. Dressed in her mother’s robes, she was in her kitsune form, her three lustrous purple fox tails waving high behind her. She was scanning over the contents of scrolls and crystals, and she had done much to prepare herself for this moment.

The Qi in the room was extremely dense, pushing what was possible for them to collect and provide, and even withstand, in the second Tier. A non-cultivator of the first Tier would almost immediately be wracked in pain, the energies like poison to their bodies.

This was even though much of it was heading toward the cultivation mat.

What Fhesiah needed to do was something Jake didn’t fully understand. Of course, he’d given quite a bit of effort to doing so, reading numerous books on the topic and spending hours on end in discussion with his cultivator wife.

A cultivator’s Dao, their Path, was simply something hard for him to firmly grasp with his mind, as he couldn’t experience it for himself beyond feeling the effects of his wife’s will on the world.

Fhesiah smiled at him, her emotions filled with love and respect carrying over their strong bond. “I’m not so sure of that anymore, husband. Those divine sparks have altered your body in a manner that, in many ways, is far beyond what a cultivator could achieve, merging themselves with the heavens at this Tier. Your Presence and Aura are approaching a level of a cultivator’s Dao domain on their own.”

Jake sat next to her, her tails enveloping him as he wrapped one arm around her waist. His woman was brimming with Qi at the moment, a vast quantity saturating her body.

Since she was not making it her own, this was something that should only be temporary. Spending too long with this much Qi in her body would eventually be like poison, but he knew this short duration would be fine.

He returned her smile, his feelings for his lovely sage causing their hearths to connect once more. The warmth and love they had for each other carried over their bond. It also ignited his wife’s passion, but she dutifully fought this rather than jumping him. She had spent much preparation for this moment.

“Who knows what the future holds. I’m just happy I can witness this special moment for you. I’m a bit worried about your journey, but I have confidence in you and us.”

Jake was somewhat referring to their bond. Despite her leaving and entering a special Battleground, Jake thought there would still be some opportunity for him to help her, or at the very least, stay in touch.

Fhesiah turned back to the painting, the giant theatrical scene of a giant kitsune and its family facing off against a giant… carnivorous plant monster. The energy within the room was immense, and on some level, the painting actually looked and felt alive.

The kitsune flames and their many tails almost danced as he moved the focus of his vision around, and the plant’s many maws seemed to ooze acidic drool as their tendrils swirled. There was nearly a wall of vines headed toward the kitsune, with many lances or spears of tendrils advancing.

It felt like there was little hope of either side coming out unscathed. Originally, Jake had felt like the plant monster was the villain or such when he had first viewed it.

Now he had an odd feeling, like it was no longer so clear. The kitsunes, even the younger ones that were thought to be being protected at first, had an almost malicious, or feral glint in their eyes.

Fhesiah’s expression became serious, her lips forming a thin line. “Conflict is Heavenly Law, as I always told you, husband. Goodwill is a luxury of the strong, for being weak is a sin or evil of its own that will lead to death and destruction. As the strong, we must grasp power, to take it when necessary in conflict–for if we are too weak, those lacking in benevolence and duty will send our kingdom, everything we care about and love, crashing down.”

It was a sobering thought. In Fhesiah’s world of cultivators, there was a thin, almost nonexistent line between those who were good and evil. Even pillars of righteousness and good likely committed their own crimes and atrocities on their path to power.

It was to the point where attacking another entity for power could almost be considered an act of self-defense, the limited resources for ascension contested and fought for. Cultivators had created a culture that might made right, and it took some mental gymnastics to empathize with, but Jake at least understood it.

Despite the dark tone of Fhesiah’s warning, Jake couldn’t help but give off a feral smile. In a way, he was thankful for their great enemy–Tartarus.

It was thanks to this wicked enemy, along with the Framework, that he would probably never have to choose to destroy someone or something undeserving in his path to power. There was no moral quandary for him to face, no villainous act he would ever have to perform for the good of his family and kingdom.

He only needed to defeat a singular, perfectly villainous entity, and the Framework would grant him reward after reward.

Twisted enemy guilds were muddying the waters, but their intentions were clear. They were serving the enemy whether they understood this or not, and they were deserving of punishment. Hearthtribe would sharpen themselves in these conflicts, and take everything from these greedy wolves wearing sheep’s clothing.

Fhesiah nodded at Jake’s thoughts, their entire family’s matching. It was with those thoughts and more, that she retrieved her Dao treasure from her Storage Ring. Brimming with Source energy, the ornate vial had a special weight on the air itself, the dense Qi in the room rushing toward it.

This Source energy was supposed to be like Dao stem cells. As Fhesiah harmonized her spirit with the heavens and took on these truths, the Source energy would join hers and elevate her epiphany. It would assist her with taking on these truths and becoming one with them.

It was time.


Chapter 1 - Jake and Fhesiah - Kitsune Flames



As Fhesiah opened the vial, Jake and Fhesiah’s state was a strange one. Their hearths were connected, their hearts and minds one. Like when Jake and Tanda found harmony, it was hard to tell where one person’s thoughts and feelings ended, and the other’s began.

Both Jake and Fhesiah were enjoying the feeling of being one. Fhesiah was harmonizing her body and soul with the heavens, and Jake couldn’t help but feel like this had some sort of impact on himself.

Energy was always traversing from his wives and into himself, the energies being pulled from the void and into their cores and filtered into their beings. Fhesiah did not generate Qi from the void, her spirit was still unattuned, but heavenly energy was present in all of their hearths as it was burned and sacrificed into energy they could use.

The Source Energy was released into the room as the stopper was removed, a weight and pressure, unlike anything Jake ever felt before. The transparent energy surged into Fhesiah’s dantian and spiritual temple–but also the painting.

Something else shifted, but Jake wasn’t sure what–until Fhesiah’s and his eyes landed on the painting, together. They were both drawn into the image, as the colors swirled before them.

It was like Fhesiah and Jake were there in the scene, sitting next to each other and witnessing the events as they occurred. The scene had rewound somewhat as the fox family arrived in the valley, the Matriarch’s massive body towering over them. Even the smaller kitsune were larger than Bloodberri, the mother the size of a massive hill.

The two could see and even feel the emotions in the creature’s eyes as they gazed covetously at the rich valley, filled with vast amounts of Qi.

Hunger. Desperation.

It was these needs and emotions that drove the family of kitsunes here, to this valley. Fleeing their home from various challenges, they were forced into this desperate move to obtain a new one.

The matriarch was of the nascent soul realm, more than capable of rational thought. She and her patriarch both knew they were the aggressors, that this creature had claim over its den for thousands of years.

They were trespassing on this plant’s sacred ground, risking their everything in the hopes of changing their own fate.

While they had risen beyond the baser instincts of beasts, calamity loomed. Without a den to call their own, their family would decline and eventually fall, their flesh or cores consumed by another cultivator, another creature’s path of ascension.

Instead, they would go out in a blaze of glory. It was either kill or be killed, consume, or be consumed. It was then that the kitsune began their attack, gathering up flames around themselves.

They were trespassing in the plant’s domain, and like a beast, this plant was territorial. It surged from hiding, its tendrils ripping through the ground and trees alike, sending dust and debris into the air and toppling trees.

Gaping maws approached filled with acidic bile tipped the plant tendrils, dozens of plant mouths more than large enough to swallow the smaller kitsunes in a single bite.

The matriarch of the kitsune family stood at the forefront, her immense purple-furred body with seven tails billowing around her in a graceful dance. Her eyes blazed with determination as she channeled the power of her ruinous yin flames, wreathing herself in an aura of destructive energy, before sending it into the oncoming storm of plant maws.

With each mysterious movement of her tails, the flames licked outwards, consuming everything in their path with relentless ferocity. The flames climbed the tendrils rapidly and halted their advance.

Each movement and spark of the kitsune’s flames held the truths of the Dao, their very essence a part of the heavenly laws that governed their reality. Damaging the creature more than a mere hot flame, it burned through the plant’s vines at a prodigious pace.

Fhesiah gazed at the matriarch in a trance, the ruinous flames consuming the plant monster’s flesh. While the yin flames of ruin appeared to be completely destructive, there was a profound duality taking place as the plant’s tendrils were burned.

The plant’s green vines were filled with an endless vitality, and coated with a red aura of savagery. But while the kitsune’s ruinous flames destroyed the red aura, it transformed the plant’s powerful vitality into fuel for the creation of more black and purple flames.

The Yin flames embodied the decaying power of destruction but contained within them the transformative nature that consumed and propagated the flames even further. A truly formidable flame.

Consumption and transformation.

And what was left from the flames were ashes rich with vitality. The matriarch’s hungry, destructive flames were paving the way for creation and growth. Fhesiah’s yang flames of creation were similar, but there was a fundamental difference.

The yang flames of her heritage contained boundless vitality and would destroy to pave the way for creation just the same. But they would bring order to the chaos by destroying through purification and renewal, while these kitsune yin flames could destroy and create chaos through consumption and transformation.

At first, the kitsune flames had climbed the plant’s tendrils, pushing them back and creating an area of safety near the family. The trees in a wide arc were lit aflame into a flaming barrier, the area in front of them devastated.

But within the plant monster was an endless vitality, and the savagery of a beast.

The plant too held a feral intelligence, along with a drive to evolve and overcome all challenges. Newly spawned tendrils approached from below the ground as they surged through uncontested by the barrier of flames, and others cut off the invading flames by cutting itself, ending their consumption and propagation.

Many tendrils now encroached on the family, and the matriarch growled in frustration as the maws approached. She prepared her claws, and the other kitsunes now drew up their own flames, preparing to join in the battle, their tails all swaying.

Besides the massive kitsune matriarch, the patriarch was much smaller yet stood strong and resolute, his canine expression a mix of pride and sorrow.

A profound, transparent aura was released, a weight on reality filled with the patriarch’s will as his lustrous purple mane of fur whitened in age. The domain of a father and leader, a pride-filled wish for the success of his brood.

Flames crawled up his own body, and grew in intensity, before being sent to join the matriarch’s flames which surrounded her. The family’s flames quickly followed, joining into the matriarch’s tails, the flames becoming brighter, Jake and Fhesiah’s vision blurring from the heat as they watched.

The patriarch knew this battle would cost them dearly, but still made the ultimate sacrifice, pouring his own life force into his mate's flames. His actions bolstered their intensity to unprecedented levels, and he directed the family’s combined flames all in the hopes they could obtain a new home.

His sacrifice fueled the matriarch’s power, amplifying it to unimaginable heights as they faced off against the monstrous plant creature. The matriarch’s mysterious tail movements continued as new flames joined the others to burn the oncoming plant. The cut-off tendril’s flames re-ignited from the scorching hot flames, and as if alive, leaped and spread among the replacement and regrown tendrils.

The flames even pierced into the ground, surging toward the heart of the plant monster. In a final effort, the carnivorous plant’s main head burst forth from the ground, its massive maw enough to swallow the matriarch and the rest of the family in a single bite.

The plant monster loomed over them in its approach, its massive tendrils thrashing wildly as it unleashed waves of savage vitality to counter the flames. But the kitsune family refused to yield, their resolve unshaken even in the face of overwhelming adversity.

More flames were drawn forth, the many auras of the family working together as one. With each strike of their ruinous flames, they carved deep wounds into the creature's plant flesh and pushed away its giant maw, unraveling its savage vitality and exposing its weakness.

The plant was burned down to its core as the black and purple flames reached its base, the matriarch charging up a much larger flaming spear. She delivered the final blow with a lancing flame straight through the ground, the earth shattering in front of them, and the vision coming to an end.

As it came to an end, an aura was released from the painting, though Jake and Fhesiah had little mind to notice this. Source energy was released and surged toward them, containing an ancient tranquility beyond that which was contained in the vial they used–the painting empowering it.

Fhesiah had been watching the flames with rapt attention, and as she understood the profound truths of the matriarch’s flames, the Source energy surged into her being and merged with her very spirit.

The bloodline flames within her spiritual temple took on an even more powerful ruinous and consuming quality, her truths, her dao, changing forever.

Jake was in a trance of his own, but he was not watching the matriarch. Despite being a mere fraction of the matriarch’s strength, the patriarch of the kitsune stood proudly, protecting and guiding his fox family’s efforts.

When the fighting became fierce, it sacrificed its own lifespan, its life, and vitality to enhance the matriarch's flames, pushing them beyond the monster’s tremendous life energy’s ability to evolve and regrow. The patriarch didn’t appear to have long to live after the battle, but it had watched on with pride as its brood’s success was assured. The fox family had captured its new lair, something that would serve them for generations to come.

At the heart of every family, in the end, what held all successful families together was two things.

Love and sacrifice.

Humans of Earth may experience or demonstrate this differently than the fox family did, but it was a fundamental truth for all families. Whether it be late nights at work to make money, a tired early morning to take the kids to school, or an endless sink of dirty dishes, loving parents would give up things important to them in return for the stability and success of their children and families. Their sacrifices were driven by love, the two intertwined.

Without these two things, a family was nothing more than a group of people in proximity to one another. Sooner or later, they were destined to fail completely or drift apart.

Jake’s focus or role had long since been to support others and enhance them. He made his wives’ dreams his own, his primary goal and purpose in life to help his wives and his kingdom–his extended family to flourish and evolve.

He was the cornerstone of his family, one who sacrificed his own desires, goals, and dreams into nothingness in exchange for a single overarching one: his family’s success.

Jake was an emptiness that nurtured and protected. Like the emptiness that allowed for the manifestation of all things, the void, his actions were driven by a desire to nurture and support his family members, without expecting anything in return.

He held his family together with both his love and his sacrifice, and his diverse family was better able to find harmony and balance thanks to his efforts.

While each wife in the Hart family got along well, it was because each had complete freedom to pursue their own goals and dreams. If Jake had conflicting goals or desires of his own, odds were, conflict within their great family would occur.

The selfless nature of Jake’s guidance was reflected in the essence of the void. The glue of the void held his family together, helping them weather the storm of adversity. As Jake understood these truths of both himself and the void, Source energy surged toward Jake’s Hearth Core.

Within the aperture of his soul, lay the many hearth enchantments Jake had created–along with Hestia’s modifications during her hearthforging. The demonic runes contained his personal truths and knowledge, his special hearth mana as the glue, and even divine energy from his earned sparks and the goddess.

The emptiness that nurtured was solidified as a part of his path as the Source energy joined him at the center of his very being. This part of his soul harmonized with the heavens, taking on the fundamental truths of family and the void.

Jake wasn’t sure how long he was in that trance, but when he came to, for a moment, he thought he was wrapped tightly by his snake wife–but it was Fhesiah’s tails and arms hugging him snugly instead.

Fhesiah was beaming, her smile wide and her eyes filled with excitement. He could feel over their bond that her heart swelled with pride, a satisfaction that reached deep within her–her warmth filled him, just the same as her soft body and tails enveloping him.

“You really did it, husband! I really hoped you could do it, someday!”

Jake chuckled and hugged her back. Her pride was his own, his own heart filled with warmth. “I… guess I did. What did I do, exactly?”

She snorted. “What do you mean? You made the heavens a part of you! You’ve taken your first true steps of walking the path of a cultivator! Why, many do not truly make a dao a part of them until they form their core, so you are right on track!”

“I felt that, but I meant… functionally. I’m not sure I feel…different, really? Can I do something new now?”

Fhesiah hummed. “It’s strange that you don’t really feel different, yourself. Your Hearthian Presence has shifted ever so slightly, but a cultivator would feel the difference, normally. For example, if they merged with the dao of the sword, their very body would take on this truth. Their hands could cut like one, with their will alone.”

Jake laughed. “That example is terrible for me. What will my body do with the truth of family, or… some kind of emptiness? I guess thanks to the void I’m…different.”

Fhesiah was stricken, frowning in thought. She pulled away and tapped her lips. “Why don’t you try it? Remember your Advanced Energy Manipulation training and Auril Manifestation? The feeling of manifesting your Dao is quite similar to this, you are using your will to paint reality with your path–just do it while holding on to the feeling you had during the vision.”

Jake nodded and focused his thoughts. Drawing up his will, much like as she said, he shoved like before, following her instructions.

An odd stillness filled the room, the sound of his breathing and even color somewhat washed away near Jake. But overall, nothing really happened.

Fhesiah frowned. “Your Hearthian Presence shifted. Maybe try with auril now? You couldn’t get anything out of your manifestation before, either.”

Jake started trying each energy, pushing his will as he did his best to focus on the nurturing stillness, his dao of family.

What Fhesiah mentioned was a detail that had somewhat alarmed them, but Jake wasn’t the only one, at least at first. Ophelia had manifested her death shield first, and Berri her death ball rather rapidly once Tanda’s deathly auril joined them after they reached the hearth bonded level.

But Blood could not manifest anything either until she obtained her Hearthian Presence. Now, her presence was boosted in terms of control when she manifested her will using auril, enhancing her commanding aura.

As Jake’s thoughts shifted to his Devoted Queen, his Hearth shifted. From what Jake could feel, it felt a lot like Blood’s commanding presence.

“There! That’s Blood’s manifestation! Oh, try Ophelia now!”

Jake managed to conjure up Ophelia’s deathly shield, and Tanda’s wolf bite–and then Berri’s baseball, by focusing on each of his wives.

Borrowing Fhesiah’s bloodline Qi through his Energy Sharing, he managed to manifest her dao of dragon flames, and her brand new dao of kitsune flames.

They were but a shadow of the original, but he was excited to potentially join her in her dao-infused attacks.

Fhesiah’s smile was still beaming. “How amazing! This is the best farewell gift I could ask for. But this also means with more Source energy, you may be able to grasp more of the heavens in the future!”

She bowled into him as she molded into his lap, the two having separated slightly to do his tests. She kissed him on the lips, and her adoration was felt both in her actions and over their bond.

Their two hearths connected once more, the two’s minds synchronizing once more. The two’s hands roamed each other’s bodies in passion, a different kind of heat rising in the room.

Her hand began snaking into his robes towards his waist before she gave him a coy smile. “Well, maybe there’s something else I’d like as a farewell gift?”

Jake chuckled, as he twisted her body onto her back so that he was now above her, causing her to squeal in surprise as he began undoing her robes, instead. “Our desires are one and the same. I’m not letting you go until I have enough.”

Fhesiah gave a husky hum as their lips met once more, the two enjoying each other’s embrace.


Chapter 2 - Farewell



“Are you sure you have the–”

“Yes.”

“How about the–”

“Right here!”

“Do you have enough–”

“Yes, husband, I have a mountain of Qi crystals and scrolls, shields, and even a few cultivator talismans. Even if I became a laughingstock for defeating my enemies with the power of money instead of personal strength, I will crush them under the heel of wealth with a smile should the event allow it. Happy?”

Jake nodded with a satisfied smile. ”Very. Alright, then one more gift.”

Jake held out another storage bracelet, and Fhesiah looked at it in question. The other girls all stood behind Jake, the group arrayed outside in front of their manor, their Refuge.

She perused the items within with her mind, and a wide smile grew on her face. “Spicy wings! And so many of my other favorite spicy foods you make. Thank you, husband.”

“It should only be a short time, but we–I’m going to miss you.” Jake couldn’t help but feel a little lost. He had never been without any one of his girls for more than a single day. The idea that she was leaving to an entirely different Sector for up to a few months was daunting.

“Aw, you really mean that. You’ll have plenty to keep busy with while I’m off being a hero and spreading the name of our family even to another sector, and helping our allies. I’ll make plenty of friends, and–”

Jake narrowed his eyes on Fhesiah. “Try not to collect too many wives for… me.” He would let her interpret his double meaning.

Fhesiah pretended to tap her lips in thought. “Hmm… but just how many waifus is too many? You certainly wouldn’t have said you had too many before we met Tanda, right? Or how about Ava? Can you ever have too much? Besides, they can really only be wife candidates when I bring them back, right? The more, the merrier!”

Blood narrowed her eyes. “Remember, quality over quantity. Our family may do charity, but it is not one. Besides, you never know. Lord Husband could find one while you’re gone.”

Fhesiah snorted at that, but Avalara looked thoughtful, a teasing smile on her lips as she glanced at Jake. “Did Jake want more? I could ask if any beastkin are interested over the song of the world. I’m sure we could have dozens knocking on our door and ready to join our family.”

The kitsune woman dashed next to Avalara, grasping her hands in hers, her smile beaming. “That sounds like fun! It’ll be like super-Tinder. Wait until I get back for that, I don’t want to miss it!”

Ava smiled and nodded, and Jake groaned at having yet another trickster and tease around the house.

Lia and Tanda both covered Fhesiah in a hug, their wings wrapping around her. The Hearthian Valkyrie had a smile on her expression, but she spoke much more seriously.

“Do take care, Faye. These Battlegrounds for the initiated don’t end in permanent death, but there can be many cultivator traps that… many ultimately trigger Avatar Dissolution.”

Jake and Tanda’s expressions both shifted to pained looks. It was a blessing that this ability was available to them, but it didn’t make it any less worrying. Avatar Dissolution was the Framework-assisted suicide that any initiated could use.

If the situation called for it and the person in question couldn’t respond and trigger it on their own, the Framework could initiate it on their behalf.

It was a stark reminder that in the end, they truly were like video-game characters when protected by the Framework, but also, that there were in fact things worse than death under it.

Zeke from the Dusky Sky Sect, who Jake and Fhesiah had met all that time ago on Ariminum, had hinted at situations like this–where initiated cultivators would be tortured rather than killed, knowing that they could merely respawn.

Like anything else within the Framework, it had a cost. And for a cultivator that was barely scraping by because they weren’t all that great at fighting and trying to get to greener pastures, the cost would be significant.

Higher than just being killed and revived, as often, they would be transported away from the risky location to where they could repay the Framework for their revival if they triggered the dissolution. It wasn’t a problem for Jake and his wives, but for the aforementioned poor cultivator, they may wish for escape or rescue, or to endure until death instead.

It was because of this that the absolute worst thing that could happen to Fhesiah was that she might lose some of her progress. Either dying and needing to restore her foundations which were harmed by the death, or if some evil champion appeared, she might lose a single Divine Spark they had earned.

A significant loss, but a risk that was worth the potential reward: helping Bastet’s followers, and obtaining what she needed for ascension. If the risk was higher, he wouldn’t have agreed unless they could risk themselves together.

They could have eventually obtained what she required with money and enough time. The whole family was progressing rapidly in their many crafts, and the money they were bringing in was not insignificant. Core formation materials were expensive, but it wasn’t as if they were beyond them given enough time.

Fhesiah replied to Ophelia’s warning, returning the hug. “Of course, sister. While I will do my best to enjoy my time away, I am entering a battlefield. I will not let my guard down.”

Satisfied, Tanda and Ophelia returned to Jake’s side, allowing Blood and Berri to give their hug and well-wishes.

“I will also do my best to recruit cultivators into the Framework. It’ll be tough, but some should see reason after seeing my strength and my results.”

Jake nodded, though he knew it would be difficult to convince these cultivators to go against the Heaven’s Path. All his girls were now granted the rank of Knight, to go along with him becoming a Baron, except for Avalara.

The sheer amount of contribution from the Greater Rift Closures, defeating Champions, and the Prime Instance of the Dungeon Raid had brought them well beyond the threshold.

Their rank of Knight was granted during a minor visit of the divine at the shrines in their Refuge. Some flowers appeared in the shrine within, and the gods and goddesses thanked each of the girls for their service individually.

Berri hugged Fhesiah tightly, then rubbed the demoness’s belly. “Hurry back! That way, you can join us!”

Fhesiah chuckled. “Of course. I feel left out being the only one, but now I have extra incentive to hurry back. This moment of peace is perfect for starting our family, and I refuse to waste it stuck in some cave healing or trying to form my core instead.”

Avalara’s smaller avatar gave a short hug of her own. “I haven’t known you directly long, but our long talks have been fun. Do take care, I wish for your success.”

“You will be missed. I do hope you and husband get along well, while I’m gone. I’d like you to join our girly talks sooner rather than later, among… other fun things.”

Fhesiah withdrew her express ticket, a special right to participate in the battleground. It really looked like little more than a golden paper ticket. But a special weight had appeared the moment she removed it, the group able to feel that it was special.

“Farewell, family of mine. I’ll be as back as quick as I can, and hopefully, with many gifts! Love ya!”

She activated the ticket and golden hexagons of the Framework surrounded her in a sphere. Space shifted, and folded around her as the sphere eventually disappeared, leaving nothing behind.

Jake could tell she entered the void, the Framework protecting her as she traveled through what was the fastest, but perhaps most dangerous, route.

He tried to feel her over their bond, and already, the feeling was very faint. This, of course, made him worried about the prospect of staying in touch.

Ophelia wrapped her large golden wing around him. “Don’t worry, Jake! I have a hundred percent confidence that she will win and come back, more powerful and cockier than ever.”

Berri frowned. “But not too cocky. She knows only Jake’s is allowed.”

Tanda laughed. “But what do we do now?”

Avalara tapped her lips. “How about we fight? Now that you are done focusing on earning money for the moment, we can train. I think I’m ready to try my battle body!”

Ophelia asked, “Battle body?”

Ava nodded. “Right! My vessel I made, remember? Jake has been giving me time to practice in the Refuge, and now I’m ready to try fighting against real opponents!”

Berri was excited, clapping with a smile. “Yay! I wanted to see that. You were so big!”

Tanda beamed. “This should be fun! I can’t wait to try out my new abilities, and see all of yours!”

Jake was interested in seeing this, but he suddenly became more than a little worried. Fighting while pregnant just didn’t feel right to him, and Avalara was huge on top of that.

Ophelia responded to his worries. “Don’t worry, Jake–it’ll be fine. We have protection, and we are just sparring. Tanda and I have already been practicing.”

The protection was special equipment that wasn’t all that dissimilar to the necklace he had crafted, but sold in the Alliance Shop. It was a belt, that perpetually protected the woman’s womb with a magical barrier.

It was meant to protect a woman during training, but Jake still couldn’t help but feel weird about this. Bloodberri’s mythic armor actually included this protection from the beginning, they had learned. Likely, it was some hope or wish from Echidna for them to have children sooner rather than later, but it didn’t end up happening until now.

Tanda hugged Jake’s arm from the side, doing her best to send reassurance to him with a smile. “We’ll be careful, right, Ava? And Daddy Jake can watch over us, making sure nothing bad happens, right?”

Ava beamed. “That is right. We are just going to play around.”

Jake sighed. He knew women athletes and so on would often continue training while pregnant, but fighting just felt different. “Alright, as long as you don’t go too hard at it.”

The five of them used the Refuge’s teleporter to appear in their large training area. Deep within their home, was this special room lined with their old impervious walls. It was a room with black tiles, with orbs that provided light spaced throughout floating near the ceiling.

They had a fixture similar to the Arena now in another area, but materials in the second Tier just wouldn’t hold up against much of their practice.

Jake’s family all had Storage Rings now, so their battle gear appeared immediately around them. Their Mythic equipment had all been upgraded by the earned Dungeon Raid tokens, now matching their second Tier selves.

In all, not all that much had changed visibly beyond his girl’s personal appearance. Each equipment looked even more impressive than before in terms of capability, but were only slight upgrades of their red and gold armors and weapons.

The odd crystal in Jake’s chest was repeated in Bloodberri’s armor, and Ophelia was working on reproducing something nearly equal for her own and Tanda’s next. The materials within the many mythic items improved, and much of the utility the items provided were enhanced.

On the edge of the training ground were several benches and a table. Avalara’s minor avatar brought out a tray of refreshments and set them up off to the side with a smile. She then sat down on the bench with popcorn and straightened and smoothed out her leaf dress, as if preparing herself for viewing.

“Okay, Jake, I’m ready now. Call me out!”

Tanda, Ophelia and Bloodberri all stood a distance away from Jake, the latter with her spiked tail coiled beneath her.

Gathering a large portion of his current hearth mana, he did just that. He actually needed to pull some mana from the surrounding environment, taking several seconds of drawing it in to have enough to form her immense body.

Her large body appeared in motes of light next to Jake, the humanoid tree deer over ten meters tall with her antlers. Avalara’s odd humanoid reindeer body was covered in black and green leaves and vines, and her fists were oversized for her frame, nearly as large as Jake was.

An auril and nethril heart beat within her chest, drawing in the energy from the surrounding environment. Something Jake really did enjoy about his auril summons was their longevity. His mana constructs did not draw in mana from the surrounding area, making them a constant expenditure to fuel their abilities or spells.

But his auril creatures, while they had a larger up-front cost, would maintain themselves quite well from the auril in the area.

That was part of the reason summoning Avalara’s battle avatar was so expensive for him.

Ava’s deer face had a smile full of square teeth as she formed fists, reminiscent of Cernunnos. Her voice came out a little deeper, her large body’s voice rumbling. “Alright! It feels good. Who wants to face me first?”

Of course, Ophelia was quite eager. “I’ll go first!” With a powerful flap of her larger wings, she blurred forth filled with flaming lightning, before landing a distance off in front of Avalara’s battle body.

In all, Ophelia was the one that her fighting and spells likely changed the least upon reaching Tier 2. However, her deadliness and protection had just upgraded significantly, as vajrafire replaced holy energy. If she was forced to face her previous self, she would absolutely crush her.

Auril surged toward Avalara, the Auril Sovereign of the second Tier having full control over this aspect. This was also how mana control progressed, casting larger spells and using less of their own mana to accomplish.

Her vines all over her body grew further, and the fight began. Avalara punched out at Ophelia with speed belying her size, but the Hearthian Valkyrie was still too fast. She blurred to the side and slammed her halberd against Ava’s fist, redirecting it away.

Some black vines lashed out like a tail whip from behind Ava, the girl having hid this growth from her foe.

Ophelia blocked with her nearly-sentient floating shield, and Ava appeared to be gathering more vines into a shield of her own, as she swung her next punch in a wide hook. Ophelia blocked with a powerful swing of her halberd, meshing her vajrafire flames throughout her body.

Despite the immense power and weight behind Ava’s blow, the much smaller valkyrie managed to match it with her skilled attack.

As Jake saw with his Umbral Gaze, watching like a hawk, the two were not fully exerting themselves. In addition, Ophelia’s defensive runes were powered with mana, going above and beyond defensively to keep herself safe.

Power was met with strength and skill, but Ava was not discouraged that the tiny valkyrie could match her blow. The formed shield shoved into Ophelia next, pushing her away. Ava smiled as an aura had seemingly formed around her, activating the power of an Auril Sovereign: Sublimation.

Like a portal to the Highlands jungle was opened, auril surged into the surrounding ground, grass and trees seemingly forming out of nothing. The nearly all black, plain room with sturdy tiles for their fighting needs was quickly replaced and became that of a verdant jungle in a wide area.

If it were only that, it wouldn’t be that big of a deal. But her sublimation had a special weight on reality that Fhesiah felt competed with a cultivator’s dao domain. It was weaker, but it was something an Auril Sovereign could keep up for much longer, especially while present on Highlands.

Ava gave out a low roar, and bulked up even further as she grew from her beast-plant body being filled with more auril. Her vines all over her body grew, then some spiraled, hardened, and formed into a giant tree-club, which she now held in her massive hand.

Berri clapped at this choice in the background, and nearly buzzed in excitement–she couldn’t wait to play mega-baseball with Ava later.

Ava’s next attack was nearly a blur, as she surged forward at Ophelia with her new weapon.

Ophelia met her attack with her upgraded Vajra Strike: [Vajrafire Blast]. Righteous lightning of Guan Yu mixed with the flames of Hestia exploded forth from her halberd’s blade with her empowered swing, engulfing Ava’s large body with golden fire and lightning.

But Ava was quite sturdy. The auril from her domain wrapped around Ava’s body, meeting the flames and lightning with the powerful vigor of life. As the vines that covered Ava were engulfed with flames and shredded with lightning, new ones grew from the surrounding area and merged with her beast-plant body.

From there, Ophelia got to showcase her new Technique, Vajrafire Blitz. An upgrade to Ride of the Valkyries, she could move rapidly, the divine flames and lightning empowering her instead of holy energy.

Each swing of her halberd was like a special attack, nearly performing at the level of her old Vajra Strike as it sent flames and lightning into her enemy. Jake looked over her new class and status sheet, to see what else was left.


[Legendary Class: Champion Sentinel of Guan Yu]
[Effects: +4 All Attributes]
[30% Increased Durability and Hardiness]
[Effectiveness of Str,Con,Wis increased by 30%]
[An evolution of the Vanguard class, the Champion Sentinel guards and protects allies across the battlefield with her summons and various magics, while controlling the battlefield with their unmatched mobility and martial prowess. With this Champion's connection to Hestia as her valkyrie and her Eternal Oath to her Chosen, the two provide additional damage, healing and summon capabilities to this Sentinel.]


[Ophelia Status Level 26]
[Strength: 211]
[Dexterity: 171]
[Constitution: 206]
[Intelligence: 169]
[Wisdom: 205]
[Charisma: 206]


Thanks to their Hearthian Cores giving such a large bonus to all attributes, nearly all of the Hart family’s attributes were quite even. There were a few standouts among Jake’s girls, but Jake’s party developed their martial and spell capabilities nearly evenly, and their new Legendary or above classes all gave all attributes per level. 


[Ophelia’s Level 26 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Expert Mana Control: 1]
[Expert Champion Magic: 1]
[Expert Runic Magic: 1]
[Hearth Control: 1]
[Technique: Vajrafire Blitz: 1]
[Auril Enhancement, Healing, Manifestation: 5]


[Valkyrie Spells Known: Renewal, Consecration, Spear of Hestia, Barrier]
[Champion Spells Known: Summon Mystical Steed, Vajrafire Blast, Vajrafire Guardian Hearth, Sentinel, Valkyrie Champion]


It looked like the only ability she hadn’t yet showcased was Sentinel and Vajrafire Guardian Hearth. He knew Sentinel was an upgrade to Intervene, and was the class’s namesake, but wasn’t all that useful in a one-on-one. It would allow her a lesser version of her Guan Yu summoning ability, in addition to being able to Intervene occasionally.

Then, the Vajrafire Guardian Hearth was not much different from before. The main differences were that it too could use Sentinel, and its spells and capabilities were more heavily influenced by Jake’s Runebound State. 


[Ophelia’s Level 26 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Runic Smithing: 1]
[Smithing Subskills: Essence Transfer, Magical Metallurgy, Mana Forging, Mana Structure Enhancement, Runic Crucible]
[VajraFire Hearthian Core: Level 1]
[Misc Skills: Energy Vacuum, Eternal Oath, Chosen Technique, Hearthian Bond, Expert Purifying Flames, Hearthian Presence, Auto-Loot]


Ophelia was more than a little excited about her new Runic Smithing skill, the Runic Crucible. It was a skill that would actually support her in using the different energies by enabling her to filter and purify them out, or add them in as she melted the mysterious metals. 

The bonus to nearly all smithing outcomes like his Hearth Enchanting was also significant.

Having play-fought enough, Ophelia backed off, and moved to join Avalara’s lesser avatar on the bench. Ava’s battle body had kept up well with the veteran, the beast treant having little difficulty with both the flames and the lightning.

However, her avatar needed a few minutes to recover after their bout, her auril heavily expended.

Ophelia sat next to the smaller Ava, swapping to her more casual gym clothes instantly before hugging Ava from the side.“You’re really sturdy! We’re really going to enjoy having such a big ally on our team.”

Ava beamed. “I’ll be happy to help when you need me! You didn’t call Valora out?”

Ophelia chuckled. “She’s wanting to get stronger now! She’s resting next to one of our hearths in the Refuge, she got especially motivated when she learned I was with child.”

Jake chuckled. “That’s cute of her. I did want to see her fight, though.”

“She’s tough! I’m really glad she can fight properly now, and so is she.”

Jake knew that the draconic pony was actually running incursions now to gain levels. Just like how Jake could use his permanent summons by giving them their own core and allowing the Framework to maintain their vessel, Ophelia could do the same for Valora.

This Tier was going to be quite a grind, they learned. In the weeks since Valora started running them, she had not yet gained a level. It was true that her incursions were limited to level 25, but enough enemies killed… and eaten, and she should gain a level.

Ophelia grabbed some kettle chips from the table, and started munching on them happily. “It looks like Bloodberri is next. This should be fun to watch!”

Jake was excited to see Bloodberri fight. From his perspective, it was nearly a tie between Tanda and Bloodberri for how much their class or combat had shifted. He would continue to watch like a hawk, but he was enjoying seeing his girls try out their new abilities.


Chapter 3 - Tier 2 Practice 



He reviewed her new class, as Bloodberri’s armor and axe began to shift and become ready for battle. 


[Legendary Class: Echidna's Champion Arch Cleric of Twilight]
[Effect: +4 All Attributes per level]
[30% Increased Durability and 15% Increased effectiveness of Twilight Spells]
[30% Effectiveness in Strength, Constitution, Wisdom]
[An evolution of the Holy Dark Priestess class, this monstrous cleric controls power over both holy light and darkness interchangeably, thanks to their connection to both Hestia and Echidna. The class combines a powerful twilight aura and devastating melee capabilities to be an impossible to ignore figure on any battlefield.]


Her class had managed to jump from Rare to Legendary in a single go. This significantly improved her durability, while also improving her casting power. Then, it was almost as if Echidna had decided that she had too many spells, and combined many of them into a single, more effective one. She even utilized the Life Drain spell that Blood never really used, turning the aura into a sort of vampiric one.


[Skills Merged: Dark Siphon, Weakness, Life Drain, Absorb Strength, Armor of Faith -> Twilight Monarch]
[The powerful twilight aura of the Arch Cleric enables allies to siphon off strength and life force from enemies they strike, while also slowly weakening and draining life from enemies that enter the Arch Cleric's monstrous twilight aura. Allies’ defenses are bolstered with saintly protection.]


Jake wondered how Avalara would deal with this, but realized he would see it quite soon, as the two surged toward one another. In an attempt to make Jake satisfied, and also because it was fun for her, Berri had made a quick shift to her armor.

Her armor had already an odd champion belt that protected her belly, almost like a shield. But she shifted it further, and now it really looked like she had an actual shield there, wrapped around her waist area.

Bloodberri’s axe met Avalara’s giant club with a large crashing sound, the two titans matching their strength. Blood’s Twilight Monarch ability sent a black aura washing over Avalara, the spell covering a wide radius.

The vigor of life appeared to fight the effect for a moment, before the aura covered her body and sapped her strength. Bloodberri’s tail slammed into Ava’s chest and shredded chunks of plant and bark off, sending her stumbling back. Life was being drained from her verdant vitality, and being absorbed in a haze by Bloodberri.

The two continued their bout and traded blows for a time, and Jake started looking over their shared status sheet further.


[Bloodberri Status Level 26]
[Strength: 279]
[Dexterity: 165]
[Constitution: 243]
[Intelligence: 187]
[Wisdom: 187]
[Charisma: 189]


His monstrous wife’s stats were the most unbalanced of his wives. Her previous classes had barely granted her any dexterity. While their tempering had increased it slightly, this hadn’t yet made up for her lacking attribute. On the other hand, her strength and constitution was the highest among his party, thanks to her trait.


[Echidnean Fortitude]
[Effect: +80 Strength, +40 Constitution.]
[This being is stronger and more resilient than others, due to having a monstrous size and a chimeral constitution that improves power and fortitude.]


Her old trait had given her 45 strength and 20 constitution at the final level, but now this would be a static capability, likely only improving when they increased in Tier once more. 


[Bloodberri’s Level 26 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Expert Mana Control: 1]
[Technique: Monstrous Twilight Paampu Attam: 1]
[Expert Twilight Magic: 1]
[Expert Champion Magic: 1]
[Expert Runic Magic: 1]
[Expert Energy Control: 1]
[Divine Energy Manipulation: 2]
[Auril Enhancement, Healing, Manifestation: 5]


[Bloodberri’s Level 26 Spell List]
[Holy Twilight Spells: Weakness, Absorb Strength, Life Drain, Dark Siphon, Armor of Faith, Divine Intervention, Resurrection]
[Champion Spells: Twilight Divide, Twilight Monarch, Call Divine]
[Framework Spells: Telekinesis]


Her spellform usage with Telekinesis had been used enough that the Framework had actually supplied her with a skill. Now, her telekinesis would improve with her mana control, and her control over it had massively improved overnight. 

The total force she could bring about was probably less than if she had moved on to the more advanced spellforms, but the convenience of the Framework-assisted spell made it like an invisible hand Blood could use with little more than a thought.

Blood started using her telekinetic shoves to displace Avalara slightly, their axe cleaving into her plant flesh. More strength was drained by Blood’s aura, her movements becoming enhanced.

After a few blows, things started to look one-sided, but then Avalara roared, and pushed her sublimation. The verdant jungle surrounding them shifted and twisted, until it became a swamp-like mire. The auril covering Avalara’s body shifted from auril to nethril, a black aura of her own.

Black spears rose from the swampy mire, attacking Bloodberri’s tail and body, and Avalara’s club was covered in black thorns. Going on the assault once more, she swung her club at the Arch Cleric.

But Bloodberri’s body was then covered in black and white energy, the result being an almost bronze haze as the energies merged from her Technique. The spikes and blades and her tail in motion easily shredded the oncoming black spears from the mire, and an odd, stuttering motion shifted her upper body out of the club’s trajectory.

Their counter was fierce, but the axe was met with Avalara’s large antlers. The two continued trading their blows, as Jake looked over Bloodberri’s final sheet. 


[Bloodberri’s Level 26 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Advanced Tailoring 2]
[Savage Boneforging: 1]
[Savage Boneforging Subskills: Essence Extraction, Essence Infusion, Bone Working, Essence Forging]
[Holy Twilight Hearthian Core: Level 1]
[Misc Skills: Energy Vacuum, Twin-souled and Twin-minded, Echidnean Fortitude, Expert Purifying Flames, Hearthian Bond, Hearthian Presence, Auto-Loot]


Bloodberri had also gained a special crafting skill, which gave bonuses to using monster essence and bones into her armor-working results. The Essence Forging subskill enabled them to work and manipulate nearly any hide or bone that had monstrous essence in it, similar to how using auril she had been able to manipulate the auril hides and bones from Highlands creatures.

Using the other essence skills, they could easily create or forge bone and hide armors, infusing and meshing the essences like molding clay. This had made her output substantial, the number of masterwork hide and bone forged armors they sold to Guild members or the greater Multiversal Market was significant.

Avalara was much more massive than Bloodberri, but it did not feel like it as the two fought. Bloodberri’s long armored tail was filled with strength and power, and enabled her to move rapidly and meet Ava’s blows with enough momentum to match.

Blood also added her telekinesis to slow down Ava or speed up her own weapon, the large weapons smacking into each other with loud sounds echoing out.

Jake knew they could go much harder in their fight, but they were holding back for the spar. The two went back and forth for a time, Berri focusing on mixing and utilizing the various energies available to her. Eventually, Avalara backed off to heal her avatar up once more, Jake sending some additional mana and auril.

As much as Berri wanted to show off her new Twilight Divide, it was not an appropriate skill for a duel.

She could still use the old Maul of Hestia-Echidna ability as it was previously, and even while using an axe now. But the new ability had merged her Between Heaven and Hell and the older ability, into a devastatingly powerful attack.

Wanting to give her the appropriate opportunity, Jake provided her the perfect target: Bill the stegosaurus. Even larger now, Bill’s construct was scaled up to Jake’s level. Covered in even more plants, the template Jake had captured became more powerful as the Framework scaled the creature up with his Mana Control skill. However, it did not include the actual evolution the beast would accomplish when entering the second Tier.

Jake would need to capture a new one once the beasts of Highlands started hitting the second Tier, soon. Berri squealed at the opportunity to destroy her hated foe and not just in her dreams, and working together with Blood, a wave of black then white was sent over Bill.

The black haze covered the dinosaur, enshrouding it in smothering darkness. Its flesh weakening somewhat as the monster was afflicted, then the wave of holy light energy encircled the creature.

Some kind of violent reaction began to occur, where the two energies met. The black and white swirled around Bill, the two energies creating miniature explosions where the two touched. Like a symbol of yin and yang, the holy black and white energies struggled as they swirled around the dinosaur, debuffing and harming the target.

Bloodberri’s chimeral axe was filled with swirling energies of the same, but within their body was a bronze haze as a result of their mixture instead. Something about their monstrous essence was holding the two energies together, at least while they were contained within her savage body. The axe grew in response, the chimera roaring with power.

Bloodberri’s tail spiraled upward as they raised their glowing upper body high, the large axe high above their head. Swinging downward as their tail’s strength and gravity blurred them forward, the power contained within their blow was immense. The bronze haze drew a cruel arc toward Bill, and when the separate mixtures collided, an explosion of golden energy cleaved the creature in half.

A miniature hole in the void was opened, reality cracking like glass shattering the air itself. The resulting destruction was immense, sending a wide wave of bronze and golden energy in a violent explosion.

Had Avalara’s battle avatar been struck, the explosion would have engulfed her nearly in its entirety. She had a powerful attack of her own to meet it, but it just wasn’t a good idea to use at this time. Bill was disbursed easily into motes of light, Berri’s smile filled with satisfaction at the overkilling of the creature.

But her smile faltered. “It’s too bad Faye-faye wasn’t here for that. Then I could have a recording of it, so I could watch it again and again.”

Jake chuckled. “If you really want to, I’ll let you do it any time you want to blow off some steam.”

Berri cheered before swapping her clothes and hugging Jake’s head between her large breasts with a smile.

Bloodberri then joined them next to the bench, but rather than eat the offered popcorn or chips and other refreshments, they immediately began eating some barbecue skewers.

Jake noted, “Blood, you’re a bit busy. Anything I can help with?” Blood was clearly messaging those within the guild, and hardly participating in their spars from Jake’s perspective. She helped Berri in the fight with moving some of the energy and telekinesis, but she was clearly phoning it in.

Blood blushed in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, milord. The many beastkin and Elysians of our guild are arriving or set to arrive at some Contested worlds, including Brock and Rookard’s clans and tribes on Ariminum soon. As far as you being able to help, you already have with our planning and strategy session. I am just…”

Jake nodded. “Micromanaging huh. I know our people appreciate how attentive you are, but you should take a break too. Our people are capable in combat because Ophelia, Tanda, Seamus and the Eternum have trained them well.”

Blood sighed. “I know this, but our enemies are many. It has been a balancing act to react to the new information as it comes in. We have sortied a few parties or clans to reinforce a few locations already.”

Berri groaned, as she looked at the meat. “Please stop her, Jakey. I can hardly enjoy–I mean, the baby can hardly enjoy the meat with all the buzzing in our head, from her sending all these messages. Buzz bzz buzz bzz buzz! It can’t be good for them.”

Jake chuckled. Of course, Berri would make it all about herself. Still, he thought his devoted monarch was a bit overworked when they should be resting, and finding a bit of relaxation. He would give her something she actually enjoyed working on, and while keeping his thoughts to himself, he went ahead and sent a message for Valtor to begin taking care of something for him.

“Valtor and Amara are taking care of things, aren’t they?” He exaggeratedly stretched spreading his hands wide above his head, then rubbed his lower back a little. He then shifted in hist seat, like he could not find a comfortable position on the bench. “I’ll try to have a chat with them, and see how I can help, to take the load off of you.”

He yawned, despite not really being tired. In truth, his new Hearthian physiology was one that was brimming with power, and could take any level of abuse. He had even been getting sleep in for rest and enjoyment alike, despite no longer needing it in the end.

But Blood’s golden serpentine eyes had snapped to Jake during his actions, and appeared to almost blaze with intensity. Dozens of thoughts went through her head, and Berri nearly scoffed at all the buzzing once more.

Blood blushed. “No, this cannot do. I apologize for making you worry, milord. I won’t neglect you any further! Please, let me attend you once more.”

Of course, she noticed what Jake was doing, that he was exaggerating a need for her. But she knew that he knew she needed to relax, and that her way to enjoy that was to take care of her lord. It was confusing being in each other’s heads sometimes, but that was Jake’s life now.

He was quickly lifted up with telekinesis, and was casually wrapped up and provided a perfectly comfy seat to watch the battle within their massive, golden-scaled tail.

Berri was busy with their shared hands and mouth, eating the barbecue, but telekinetic versions of hands began working through his muscles on his back and neck, causing Jake to groan at her attention.

Ophelia and Avalara smiled at the two as they had their snacks, the former able to tell Blood was quite satisfied with Jake’s groan. Blood then floated some snacks near Jake, knowing what he would like.

Jake chuckled. “You know, it’s fine to rely a little more on Seamus, and the previous elders of Cascadia, such as Dhruva and Ronan. Delegate some more of this busywork with them, so that you can be by my side a bit more often. Just set up where anything important, Valtor or Amara can call out to you. Otherwise, I will join you for a time each day, and we can work together to get what remains hammered out quickly.”

Blood smiled, stopping Berri from eating more barbecue for a moment. “You’re right. I do look forward to our…time together going forward.”

Berri was next to smile. “Yes! I like that buzz much better. The, I love Jake buzzes are good.” She nodded to herself, all too pleased with the result.

Jake’s schedule was much more free-form now that Fhesiah was gone. They had spent many hours on crafting each day to farm cash, but going forward they could definitely split their attentions a lot more.

The previous breakneck pace they worked for months saving Highlands was now complete, but it was important for them to keep progressing in some way.

They would slow down but never stop. Jake still had plans to spend a few hours per day crafting and training, both for themselves and with their many subordinates within the large tribe that was Hearthtribe.

However, they would also focus on their enjoyment, Jake replacing his mini-dates with actual dates, along with time spent together as a family. He was sure the latter would especially shift, once they had little ones out and about.

It was now Tanda’s turn, and she had changed the most in her capabilities among them. First, she finally had a true class provided by the Framework, which would likely provide her with at least a couple more skills throughout the second Tier, in addition to three completely new ones. But the primary benefits of the class were directing her development, and providing her with substantial bonuses.

[Legendary Class: Champion Cyclic Druidic Avenger of Cernunnos]
[Effect: +4 All Attributes per level]
[30% Increased Precision and 15% Increased effectiveness of Druidic Spells]
[30% Effectiveness in Strength, Dexterity, Charisma]
[Wielding the powers of life, death, transformation and rebirth through auril, nethril, and mana alike, this class combines the powers of a druid, assassin, and summoner. The druidic powers when combined with a powerful Auril Sovereign and summons, allow the assassin to control the environment and enemies alike, and prepare their deadly finishers while supporting her allies.]


Tanda’s stats had improved significantly, the beastkin girl not previously having a core. Her core was a bit weaker as a result, but her overall stat gain was still significant and placed her close to the rest of the party.


[Tanda Status Level 26]
[Strength: 205]
[Dexterity: 225]
[Constitution: 215]
[Intelligence: 191]
[Wisdom: 216]
[Charisma: 187]


Her core only gave off a base 80 to all attributes instead of a hundred like the rest, having a smaller basis from just being formed. In the end, this put her physical attributes a bit ahead of her mental ones, the immense life force from the auril having strengthened her body significantly.

The tempering with Jake was starting to improve these to match, but it would be slow to improve her soul, and thus her mind.

Avalara stayed in her deathly form, the swampy mire and dark, twisted roots covering her beastly tree body. The battle avatar definitely looked like a massive, scary swamp monster, carrying a wicked large club.

Tanda was comically smaller, but her form was compact and powerful. Her body was brimming with vitality, her auril heart beating the power of life through her body. Avalara was given quite a bit of time to prepare, so she would do the same.

She gathered an immense amount of mana and auril from the area, then triggered her summons, her new ability: [Verdant Rebirth].

Several seeds leapt out of the black, flaming hole in her chest, filled with the powers of life. They quickly morphed into familiar figures: Spriggons. Berri cheered at her friends appearing, though they looked a bit different. A fog or aura of life covered them, as if they had been reborn as Highlands natives able to use auril.

In addition to those that gifted Tanda some seeds when they met Avalara and created her Battle Avatar, numerous others had supplied her with seeds. Within her hearth, she now cultivated nearly a dozen different seeds, and vast amounts of energy had been invested in different quantities of auril, nethril, mana, and even their family’s energies.

The result was various little helpers, of which she possessed a few of each type. For now, she went with some creatures with life affinity, who were happy to join the mock battle.

Her Champion’s weapon took on the form of a bow, the vines growing and twisting into the curved shape. Seeds along her bow were filled with nature magic, she then pulled back the string and triggered her new ability: [Verdant Barrage].

Several shots were rapidly fired in a row, of simple mana constructs holding the seeds. Tanda’s aim was not Avalara, but various places around the vicinity. Just like Avalara’s sublimation, grass, bushes, and vines sprouted out of nowhere, the spriggons adding magics of their own to enhance the growth.

Within mere moments. Tanda was completely hidden from view, a miniature jungle formed around her.

Ava’s lesser avatar spoke up from next to Jake, “Where’d she go? That’s no fair!” She then pulled out binoculars, and began to look for her.

Ophelia chuckled, as she looked at Ava. “How’s that fair? And, you really had those stashed away?”

The fight began in earnest, the large Ava stomping toward Tanda’s fortifications. But Tanda triggered Verdant Barrage again, only this time, the arrows were carrying a different seed: deathbloom.

Many arrows were deflected by Ava’s vines whipping about in front of her as she approached, but several of them managed to deliver their payloads. The seeds began feeding off the nethril wafting off of the beast treant, and while Ava was quick to pierce through the cores of the seeds and tear them away, a few remained, drawing nethril from her body and restricting her as they grew.

Meanwhile, the little bushmen spriggons had been casting some spells of their own. Some vine lashers and other odd carnivorous plants were growing, and Jake was surprised at how quickly they grew, and the number of them.

As Ava arrived at the edge of Tanda’s jungle, her sublimation had followed. The swamp moved with her large body, and the deathly mire beneath her began to kill Tanda’s plants. It appeared Ava’s giant body still didn’t have a true target in mind, as each arrow from Tanda had been fired on the move.

She was like a ghost within her jungle, making it difficult for enemies to attack her directly from afar.

Still, Ava swung her massive club with swirling, whipping black vines, swatting away a large swath of jungle in a single attack. She was then met with a powerful, flaming giant wolf, was surprisingly not made of deathly flames, but ones much more like Fhesiah’s. They were green and filled with the power of life, an odd flame that could burn enemies or heal allies alike.

This fiery explosion knocked Ava back, and the spriggons redoubled their efforts to regrow the forest lost, as several more wolves crashed into her. Tanda changed her position even as she added more seeds to her jungle with Rampant Growth, her thicket having grown impressive from nowhere.

Jake took this moment to look further at her status sheet. 


[Tanda's Level 26 Combat Skill-sheet]
[Expert Auril Mastery: 1]
[Auril Mastery Subskills: Enhancement, Healing, Manifestation, Harmony, Sublimation]
[Technique: Cyclic Avenging Flames: 1]
[Expert Mana Control: 1]
[Expert Energy Control: 1]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 4]
[Divine Energy Manipulation: 2]
[Expert Druidic Magic: 1]
[Druidic Magic Spells: Rampant Growth, Area Plant Control, Rejuvenation, Verdant Barrage, Bloom Burst]
[Expert Champion Magic: 1]
[Champion Spells: Cyclic Resonance, Call Divine, Avenging Strike, Verdant Rebirth]


Not much had changed here not already understood, besides her Technique, Cyclic Avenging Flames. Jake guessed that this technique was what allowed her to produce the odd flames of life, cycling between those and her deathly flames filling her body.

Her Non-combat skillsheet was next.


[Tanda’s Level 26 Non-Combat Skillsheet]
[Magic Botany: 1]
[Misc Skills: Cyclical Auril Heart, Hearthvine Ivy, Death Absorption, Auto-loot, Hearthian Bond]


Her efforts to magically create plants, long term, had bore fruit for a crafting skill. Many of the plants she used for battle had short lifespans, merely meant for combat. However, she had begun attempting to master growing a wide variety of plants in the hopes of the Framework aiding her for her purposes, and it didn’t let her down. 

Soon, her hopes were to grow various plants with different energies, both for Fhesiah’s purposes, but also as a means of accomplishing the family’s numerous goals. She was a tremendous help with her Harmony ability, able to participate in any family member’s crafts, but she had a personal quest to see if she too could produce something of use to others.

For now, she was spending a bit of time with her childhood friend Avina, the snow owl beastkin girl from Harmony Peaks, and Avalara, working on increasing her capabilities as an arborist. Her skill was only in the first Tier for now, but she was still deciding which subskills she wanted to earn and focus on for her progression.

Tanda eventually showed herself, green flames filling her as she charged with her halberd. The large Ava was happy to meet her with her club, and while Tanda’s strength and speed as she flapped her wings and swung her enlarged blade at the giant figure was less than Ophelia’s, the fluidity of her strikes were impressive.

Tanda’s vines from the surrounding jungle lashed and whipped out, the many plants attacking the current enemy.

The deathbloom began to release their corrosive mist onto Ava’s larger body, and her deer face was crinkling with distaste–along with her non-combat avatar, sitting next to Ophelia.

It was then that her body’s aura and sublimation turned toward life, and the deathbloom was finally squashed as vines tore them to shreds. Her club grew in length, auril extending it further. Ava’s eyes then snapped to Tanda’s location, where the beastkin girl nodded and began preparing her own attack.

A manifestation of a powerful stag appeared, covered in life and death. An oppressive aura was released, the weight of an auril sovereign’s will. From what Jake understood, Ava had enough control over this through her connection with all beastkin, that she could make a powerful manifestation of nearly anything other beastkin could.

He still didn’t know what her personal manifestation looked like or did, but he imagined it resulted in that golden flame they saw within her core.

A wave of death energy from Tanda was released during this time, as she used her ability, [Bloom Burst]. Many flowers bloomed, releasing a significant quantity of pollen, steeped with dense auril that surged toward Tanda. The plants had been gathering and drawing up auril from the surrounding area, to release in this attack all at once.

The pollen gathered around Tanda and enhanced her green flames, empowering her halberd to grow several sizes larger. She then swung the giant blade, which crashed into the oncoming stag, cleaving through it and dispelling it. This attack felt at the level of a single cycle of Cyclic Resonance, and Jake knew if she wanted, she could empower the Bloom Burst with that ability.

In truth, there was a lot left to explore about Tanda and Ava’s attacks, but they called it quits there. Tanda’s sublimation could shift her created jungle over to death as her cycle moved to the next stage, a savage jungle that embodied the deathly hunt.

However, as her class featured, it turned her into a deadly assassin. Her vicious attacks were something that could only really be fought by matching the severity, or expending significant effort to block. While Ava’s avatar could die without too much loss, resurrecting it was quite the exertion to expend for a spar.

They would practice more later, when they didn’t have fragile passengers, and they had improved their control and mastery of their abilities further.

The spriggons triggered a few spells, drawing the many plants to consume themselves. They quickly withered away, but not before the flowers curled in on themselves, and produced seeds. Those seeds drifted into Tanda’s bow, a special magical plant quiver that stored the various seeds for her Verdant Barrage. The spriggons themselves then turned into seeds as well, and then shot into the hearth in her chest, ready to be reborn once more.

As Tanda flew back and hugged Ava, her smile was beaming, and her tail was wagging. “That was fun! We’ll need to practice more, and go again! Your battle avatar could take a real beating, and dish one out!” Tanda then went to enjoy some refreshments.

Ava’s nose crinkled cutely again. “Playing the bad guy kinda stinks. Still, it was fun to see what you girls could do.”

Jake asked her, “Did you wanna have a go at Bill next? That way, you can show off a little bit, too.”

Ava hesitated, and Berri narrowed her eyes on her as she continued chewing her meat. Could it be she actually liked Bill?

Ava seemed to notice this, and chuckled. “I’m fine with destroying the poor construct, but I’m still working on my bigger attacks. As it stands now, it takes me too long to build up for using them in combat, and it’s too wild for using near allies.”

Seeing his wives’ new abilities, even Ava’s as she was limited, made Jake excited about the future. He was looking forward to how Tanda and Avalara both transformed the battlefield, and Bloodberri could fight alongside his army of summons, or many allies.

He could already imagine dozens of strategies for their team to take advantage of these various elements as they fought either powerful individuals, or massive quantities of enemies.

It was Blood that replied, “You’ll get there, Ava. You’ve been alive for a long time, so your fundamentals are far above ours. Controlling and casting through that Avatar must be strange?”

Ava nodded. “It’s difficult to explain, but it’s different from my main one in numerous ways. Using Oran and my seed as the base made things compatible, but this only goes so far. When I first started, I felt like I was upside-down or deep underwater while controlling my body and auril, my senses tricking me because my body couldn’t keep up with my mind. Now I’m much better, but I still have a long way to go.”

Tanda finished drinking a smoothie, a wide smile on her face. She asked, “So what’s next? That was a good workout, but we didn’t kill all that much time. We have… a few weeks before Faye is back.”

He had gotten confirmation from Valtor that his date plans were confirmed during the fighting, so Jake was more than happy to give his queen the good news.

Jake looked over at Blood, giving her a smile. “Whatever we want for now, but that could change soon. I’m sure everyone here has their own goals, but we should have fun in the coming weeks. I’m going to spend the rest of the day with my devoted queen, but we’ll all get to enjoy some time together soon.”

Blood smiled in return, hugging Jake’s body close before pulling back to look at him, and then her eyes narrowed on him. “A whole day? You… already have something planned?”

Jake chuckled. “I do. Come, let’s go get dressed and ready to go. You’ve waited far too long for a proper date.”

Blood now looked a little worried, her planning mind moving miles a minute. “Oh, but what should I wear…?”

“Why don’t you wear something a little fancy? Highlands doesn’t have many places that fit, but I have just the place in mind.”

Blood’s smile was beaming before she kissed Jake and teleported away, but Berri was somewhat annoyed. This sounds super boring!

Blood and Berri gone, Jake gave his love to Ophelia and Tanda, the two heading off to join with Seamus in training the beastkin. That left only Avalara, and her giant avatar standing off in the distance.

“I’d like to get some time with you alone soon, Ava.”

She smiled, and crossed her leg in front of her. “We’re alone now.”

He chuckled. “True, but I mean for more than just a few moments. I feel like I don’t know where to start, with you.”

Ava tugged her mixed-colored hair behind her deer ear, before she teased, “What do you mean, start? Aren’t we already at the finish?”

Jake arched his eyebrow in question. In truth, they had not gotten much time together. They had celebrated Winter’s Giving, and he felt like he was barely starting to know her. Of course, Jake had spent time with Ava plenty as a group.

Ava chuckled, and gave him a warm smile. “You should know already that beastkin girls are quick to love. I already accepted you as my mate, having a good feel of you as a person long before we shared our first words. We’re opposite in that, at least from your perspective. Allow me to share with you, how I feel.”

She closed her eyes, and sent how she felt for him over their bond.

There was a precious warmth, a sense of pride and respect. There was a longing for his touch, a desire for them to become closer.

The emotions and their strength she sent surprised Jake. He reached a sudden understanding, just as her voice entered his ears.

“Faye told me you were a little intimidated by my age, and my strange nature as a world. But in the end, I’m beastkin, and you don’t have to worry about a thing with me. I just need to make sure that you fall in love with me.”


Chapter 4 - Rhia - Arrival On Ariminum



Rhia’s trip to Ariminum was an exciting experience. Many of the beastkin that participated in the Raid were chock-full of Contribution Points, and had purchased a Refuge to aid them in their travels.

Thanks to this, Rhia had joined a party from Rookard’s tribe as they made their way to Ariminum, to reinforce the Battlegroup heading that way. The magical spaceships left in a synchronized manner, to arrive at the destination at around the same time.

Many Highlands beastkin were headed all over the Sector, their goals rather similar. To face enemies in PvP, and to push conquest in the Alliance’s favor to rescue worlds from Tartarus’s clutches.

Ariminum was a prime target for two reasons. Clan Hart had already gained a significant amount of contribution on this world, and they had potential allies. The Sons of Rome had agreed that if Hearthtribe won their initial clash with their enemies, they would join their first Tier Alliance.

Rhia spent time getting to know her new friends and current party, and practicing with riding her new mount.

In all, she enjoyed the fighting method of surrounding a beastkin in her protection, and feeding off of their life energy to empower her body’s mana. However, it was becoming a little weird to use as a strategy. First, Rhia practiced using spells with her mana and fighting in melee with her ninja swords.

But if she mounted a warrior, how could they still use their weapon of choice? Sure, she was still powerful, protective armor then, but it was like she could hardly help at all. It was a very passive way to participate in the fight aside from her spells.

Really, Mindy was the perfect mount that could barely fight on her own. Somehow, her odd heal on strike ability worked even with Rhia swinging the blades, and since she was actually kind of bad at fighting, at least for a beastkin, it was hardly a loss for Rhia to be the one driving their actions.

But now, Mindy actually earned a priestess class and had improved significantly. She was now a strong auril hero, and it wasn’t really required for her to fight that way. Not only that, but Rhia was getting bigger.

For now, she found a bear parentage woman that was quite large, and she was a Paladin of Brigid. Her auril sent waves of healing vitality to allies near her, and this particular effect worked great even within Rhia’s protection. She was a strong warrior on her own that used a heavy maul, and the two had practiced separation and surprise double-teaming enemies.

When her party arrived at the destination world, they were placed in a queue. Hearthtribe was at war with another guild, which allowed the enemies on world to trigger an event when enough enemies arrived at once.

Fighting in the streets of the city was common, but the arrival of significant forces when at war would cause this to be a little too chaotic. Normally, despite the guild’s arrival all at once, they would ultimately split off across the entire world to move against Monster Dens, Rifts, and any other special events in smaller groups. Traveling as a large Battlegroup of a hundred was often a waste of their efforts.

Thus, the guild already present on the world would be given a warning of the enemy’s arrival, allowing them to prepare for the event.

Of course, this was part of the reason the cost of enabling the war was high in the first place. Then, PvP was only allowed on an individual world when conquest was above 30%. In this case, Ariminum was above 70%, making it more than safe enough for such activities in the short term.

A countdown timer appeared for them to enter the event, giving several hours of leeway for the last of Hearthtribe to arrive. In total, Hearthtribe had a hundred today, and many more arriving here in the coming days, and it was the same on nearly a dozen of other worlds.

As Rhia understood it, these PvP events were common at three separate times. Arrival on world, forced events by paying CP, and on CP turn in. In order for CP to be earned while at war, it must be turned in at a special fixture within the Alliance HQ. Not only that, but it had to be done within a certain period from when they were earned, or the CP would be lost.

Of course, this was just in respect to the guild’s earnings–and had no influence on whether the Conquest Progress against Tartarus shifted from their victories or not.

The area provided within the HQ was a common ground for PvP, and if allies were killed before turning in their points, the enemy guild would earn it for themselves instead.

The respawn timers from PvP death was normalized to a shorter amount despite conquest percentage, and they could exit the city during a grace period where they couldn’t be stopped to fight the true enemy.

There were even safe areas where they could not be targeted within the city, so this all combined to allow for the PvP activities to have the least impact on their ability to face Tartarus.

The countdown finished, and Rhia was transferred with her teammates to a large waiting area. Around a hundred of Hearthtribe were waiting, and she spotted Rookard, Takoda, and Brock’s clans. Many treants and Elysians, dinosaurs and auril beasts were present, the many pets of the beast tamers.

Dozens of auril hearts beat, sending the vitality of Highlands into the room. Her arcane energy surged as her flame consumed the life energy, and she had a thought–perhaps as her allies got stronger and more numerous, mounting a beastkin to enjoy their vitality wouldn’t be completely necessary.

The Battlegroup was formed, allowing the many parties to monitor their allies.


[PvP Event: Hearthtribe versus Swiftblade Syndicate] 
[To reduce fighting in the streets of Ariminum, an event has been created upon your guild’s arrival. Parties of five will face off in a separated space in a tournament format, loosely matched by battle power in single elimination. The Guild with the most teams active after three battles wins.Reward to Winner: 250,000 CP from Loser.] 


Within minutes, Rhia’s party was transported into a medium-sized stone tiled arena. There were large pillars interspersed throughout in a three by three pattern, including one in the direct center. Their enemies were situated off at an angle, allowing her party to identify their enemies.

There did appear to be a priest among them, the five dressed in Grecian styled equipment. Their chain armor was covered by an odd toga, and the priest had some kind of crown of leaves. Three warriors were human, but the priest was a satyr. There was also an orc archer, and Rhia decided to make him her target for some arcane punishment.

On her side, it was Rhia, then a paladin and priest of Brigid, and two Pack Warriors–a class many wolf beastkin had that focused on fighting as a pack. They each wielded a spear and shield, and of course, the javelins that took their auril.

The battle began with Rhia surrounding her bear beastkin paladin friend, each team charging at the other. Javelins were thrown by her team filled with auril, but the javelins were blocked by the enemy’s shield users. A second set were thrown on the approach, and this time, they activated their manifestations, and one was shot toward the priest.

Meanwhile, Rhia had built up her arcane mana, and prepared an assortment of Nordic runes before they coalesced into a blast of empowered lightning. Her lightning slammed into the orc archer, sending him flying with a groan, as the manifestations of claws and wolves slashed and snapped at the warriors.

The priest managed a magical shield over himself, but one of the warrior’s legs got slashed deeply into by the javelin, his armor not putting up much protection against the magically enhanced attack.

Rhia laughed as her mount leapt forward suddenly with a roar, Rhia boosting their movement. Thanks to her carrying her own heavy weight, the bear beastkin was able to move much faster than she had any business to.

Their efforts combined, swinging the giant maul and smashing into one of the warrior’s shields, caving it in and sending the man flying into the one behind him before he could even activate a skill.

The other shield warrior managed to activate a skill and brace with his shield filled with a magical aura, but it was already too late. The two Hearthtribe pack warriors were filled with dense auril, surging forward with enhanced speed.

The formation destroyed, the two auril heroes activated powerful skills of their own, slashing with large edges on their spears and cleaving into the other shield user’s legs as they charged past him.

From there, it was a complete stomp of the enemy team to the point that Rhia was quite disappointed. While the priest managed to heal the shield warrior who lost both his feet beneath the ankles, the priest was quickly taken out while Rhia and her mount pummeled those knocked down with ease.

The message had said that teams would be matched up loosely based on battle power, but it wasn’t even close.

Rookard and Takoda both led elite parties, those that had already fought either in the Prime Instance of the Dungeon Raid or some of the best instances. Rhia’s party was probably around what she considered the middle of the road of what to expect within Hearthtribe. She was not yet level 20, and had been in one of the lowest average raid instances.

Her father mentioned that beastkin performed well above average compared to their battle power, but this appeared to be something else entirely. Could it be that among their twenty teams, this Swiftblade Syndicate didn’t have ones good enough beyond their elites to face Hearthtribe’s weaker teams? Rhia would find out the next battle.

Upon their victory, they were transferred back to the waiting area. 


[First Round: Hearthtribe: 17 Swiftblade Syndicate: 3]
[Victory: Hearthtribe]


Rhia’s fiery green eyes went wide. They had won already? A battle report followed, and it was clear their top teams had won all their battles. The three that had lost were actually some of their weakest teams, facing off against the enemy’s weakest teams. 

She supposed their Guild won already, as the rules only enabled each team to fight a maximum of three times. It appeared to be an anti-sweep mechanism, but it also kept from wasting time when the other team couldn’t win no matter what.

Takoda patted his large Brachiosaurus Missy, sending calm healing energy into her. The man smiled and cheered along with the beastkin roaring at their victory. Brock’s mate Bria looked especially disappointed, but Mindy cheered along with Serena. Brock walked over to Rookard, and seemed to be talking about his battle.

Rhia separated from her mount and moved a bit closer, wanting to greet Brock’s family.

Rookard’s look was feral, with a few wounds on his body. He laughed in response to Brock. “That’s it? I suppose I shouldn’t be too surprised. If these guys had any strength and talent, they wouldn’t need to extort for small gains.”

Takoda chuckled as he looked on at Missy with pride. “They didn’t seem to know what to do with Missy. Can you imagine? They said I was cheating. She properly takes a party slot!”

Rhia could tell they were hardly winded or wounded. At one of Hearthtribe’s destinations for battle, they had gotten stonewalled for a week. The younger generation previously headed to the nearest known enemy location, and they suffered heavy losses–until Timone and Dahlia’s party took a quick trip, and reinforced them.

That elite party quickly evened the score before they were reinforced further, and already went on to find even more challenges. Traveling as a single elite party, they could easily scout and crush any opposition.

Supposedly, the man was hunting and playing around for a bit before entering the next Tier, mostly to satisfy Dahlia and her desire to go on the hunt. Also, Aisling was still a bit behind in level and not quite ready to advance.

The victory called, a portal allowed them to exit the waiting area, letting them out within the Alliance HQ. A separate entrance meant for PvP purposes, it was a special area to reduce the impact of people fighting all over the place. It could still happen within the HQ, but by making the turn-in and other events within a separate area, it minimized the impact.

As they entered the main HQ, Rhia felt the losing team running away in the distance. Her sense of her Battlegroup or Guild members nearby was enhanced by a feeling of warning, able to detect that the enemy was near.

Several bows twanged as they shot and took down the enemies in the distance, but their force did not follow. After all, Antonius and a few parties of allies were waiting there, the Sons of Rome looking a little more organized and better equipped than the Swiftblade Syndicate.

Antonius looked like a strong roman warrior, a centurion with a spear and shield. Rhia’s magical senses were surprised, as she sensed the power of Valor within the man, the same path as Warrior Brotherhood. Antonius laughed at seeing Rookard and Takoda firing their bows at the fleeing Swiftblade Syndicate.

“Looks like you guys crushed them! I should have known you’d give those troublemakers a run for their money. Jake’s party broke convention, so it makes sense that his guild would too. It’s nice to finally meet you, Rookard, Takoda, and Brock.”

Rookard laughed. “Those men will need to spend more time training than they do at the brothels and bars if they want to stand up to our warriors. This Guild of Hermes was weak.”

Rookard and Takoda stored their bows, and each including Brock clasped Antonius’s wrists one by one, and met with the other leaders of the Sons of Rome. Rhia was excited to learn more about this world, the first she would be visiting as a warrior of Hearthtribe.

Forming the alliance with the Sons of Rome went smoothly, and soon they would march out and go on a Rift closing frenzy, trying to push the world toward the Raid. Between Hearthtribe’s mobility and the Sons of Rome’s planning and aid, they should be able to hit the ground running.

Together, they would earn Conquest Points for the guild, and hopefully, ownership of Ariminum. With a good result, they may even push the world close to the second Tier. Rhia was excited to battle and become stronger with the living.
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“How do I look?”

Jake somewhat knew what to expect as he went to pick up Blood for her date, wearing a black tux, but he was still stricken by her appearance. She stood at the edge of the living room, dressed in a black dress with a deep v-neck cut. It had a large slit on one side of the dress, her human leg exposed.

She had changed her hair to the old white but kept her new horns, and her hearth was unable to be seen–without his Umbral Gaze. He could also feel it, her Presence still washing over him.

They had both used a special appearance altering item, similar to when they spoke with Baron Cassius. Jake had mostly suggested a size altering item for where they were going, along with hiding their Hearthian status.

Bloodberri was simply too large now, her coiled snake body taking up too much space for a restaurant. Even Jake had normalized his size somewhat back to his non evolved two meters in height, so he was shocked when she walked out of the room wearing high heels.

With her horns and her golden eyes to go along with her elfin beauty, she had an otherworldly radiance that was difficult for Jake to put into words. Her draconic horns were like a queen’s crown, and without the snake body, reminded Jake of a demon queen. Another difference, was that her baby bump was hidden.

“You look fantastic, my beautiful queen. I’m most surprised you went with legs, though. Berri… is not a fan of legs for herself.”

Of course, that was putting it lightly. Blood’s smile beamed. “Well, she’s asleep now, or else I’d be the one whining about all the buzzing. I figured with her out of the picture for our date, I could try something else? While I love the body I share with my sister, I’d like to set myself apart at least a little.”

Jake walked over, and found that her height brought them precisely eye to eye with her heels. He placed his hands on her waist, and brought her in for a quick, chaste kiss before his eyes met hers.

“You girls couldn’t be more different. I love you both just the way you were, and are. I do think I like the white hair better than the gold, though.”

Blood smiled. “I think Ophelia has already been considering at least shifting to platinum blonde. In the end, it’s just a hair color. We went with how our bodies shifted for our wedding, but plenty of women change their hair color and style, right? The Framework will let us shift our vessel’s hair color easily. Now, are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

Jake sent her a message in their Menu, containing the information so she could easily peruse it before offering his arm.

She smiled as she wrapped her hand around it, then her eyes went off into the distance, reading over it. They began to walk toward the door, Jake surprised by her graceful steps.

Blood hummed. “A primer on the Kingdom of Kaemun’s Pharaohs, and the Concordia Republic’s Regents?”

“It’s who we’re having dinner with. We’ll go for a ride in a carriage, and then we’ll meet the leaders of our new kingdoms.”

Blood brightened even further, taking another look at Jake’s outfit, and he could sense her approval of his choices. “How wonderful! I can’t wait to meet them. You really thought of what I might enjoy.”

He smiled back at her, as they arrived at the portal. “Of course. How could I forget you’d like to see me act more king-ly? And I’ll get to do that with my beloved queen by my side.”

She now tugged him, hastening their steps. “I love it! Let’s go.”

Jake chuckled as they went through the portal. He was excited to indulge Blood for once.


Chapter 5 - Sandreavers of Ankhmar



Jake and Blood sat at an opulent dinner table, eating their meal at the newly established restaurant. It was a fancy meal with multiple courses, and he thanked Hestia that Berri was still asleep–he could just imagine her whining at the last plate, which only had a couple of bites.

Blood chewed her salad thoughtfully, but he could tell even she felt that the food was dubious. None of that showed on her face, as she tried the odd salad of the people of Kaemun.

They were a desert people, and so the salad included cactus to go along with their other greens, and something that was like dates and nuts within. As far as salads went, Jake didn’t think it was too bad at all, the cacti having a rich flavor and invigorating texture.

But Jake had to practically trick Berri like a child to eat vegetables–at least until she became pregnant. Now, everything went down the hatch for her growing baby. Still, what was placed in front of them was definitely a human quantity, not even enough for an appetizer for her.

Across from Jake and Blood sat the pharaoh of Kaemun, a pair that unsettled Jake a little for several reasons. The first, was that it was a teenage boy and his mother. Their outfits certainly reminded Jake of an Egyptian pharaoh from a period piece, but what unsettled him was their race.

They were anubians, which meant that they were like jackal beastkin, just like the Summoner he fought during the Fortress Assault. Within their world were many races, but the anubians were their chosen rulers with the power to control the sands and earth of the deserts.

Few others could be born with this affinity and not at the level of the royal family of the pharaohs.

This new restaurant had a special feature, which was somewhat like Jake’s Refuge. The pharaoh and his mother were on their own world currently, but they appeared on Highlands as projections, and Jake and Blood on Ankhmar, within the Kaemun Kingdom.

The Kaemun pharoahs were eating some Highlands salad, to which the two seemed to be enjoying quite a bit.

This dinner meeting was actually requested by the Republic a few weeks back, but they didn’t have this place built quite yet. The Kaemun Kingdom requested the audience suddenly, and Jake decided to take out two birds with one stone, as it were.

The Kaemun Kingdom stated that the issue was time-sensitive, so Jake decided to meet with them first. They had exchanged polite greetings before the first course came out, but otherwise kept mostly silent, only making small talk about the food.

Their first part of the meal completed, they enjoyed some cactus pear juice.

The boy was young, but his eyes and voice shone with intelligence. “Thank you for meeting us on such short notice, and I apologize for the delay in reaching out. We had some difficulties with…succession.”

Jake had been given a minor report on the Conquest of the world of Ankhmar, and things had gone quite poorly. His victory had truly saved them from the jaws of death, the world under 20% Conquest. A Raid was inevitable, and a large percentage of their population was dying each day.

With Tartarus gone, the beasts and other creatures of the world should return to normal. Jake supposed that didn’t mean things would instantly be safe, but it meant that the immortal warriors of the Framework should have been able to just fight back against most threats–even going so far as using sacrificial wave tactics if they must.

Jake replied, “It’s not a problem. I was a little alarmed that something could be so urgent with the world being free from the Great Enemy’s grasp. Could you explain what happened there?”

It was the mother who answered, “During the war, Tartarus… changed the sandreavers in a way that we never expected. The creatures were often born in our mausoleums from the corpses and death energy contained within, but were a part of the natural cycle and would often stay in the crypts in solitude, almost as if guarding them. Tartarus used them, and they…seem to have gained a form of sapience, and they have begun to gather and attack settlements even after its influence is gone.”

She continued, “But we’ve had little time to investigate this. A civil war had broken out, which was one of the larger reasons we had such difficulty with overcoming the many challenges. The rival faction had taken advantage of the situation, and had done everything just short of being marked as betrayers by the Framework.”

Jake couldn’t help but grimace at that. When a world reached the Contested state, what occurs is not that dissimilar from what was seen when the Dungeon Raid began. The world would be covered in the golden hexagons, but runes and scripts anyone could read would appear in the sky, underwater, and underground where people lived detailing what happened.

The Alliance HQ would usually appear in the most populous city, and the most populated regions with a handful of Nexus Nodes across the world based on population. Included in the runes would be a set of rules for inhabitants of the world to follow, or they would be marked as betrayers.

The biggest rule aside from repeated killing of Adventurers, was to not obstruct or deny access to the Alliance HQ or Nexus Nodes. If a country was at war with one another and they would prefer no entry into their city, they could move the Nexus Node to the outskirts.

To deny access was the same as helping the enemy, and the Framework could give out quests for Adventurers to overcome the natives, depending on the situation. The war against Tartarus always took priority, and completely abandoning a world and allowing natives to suicide themselves wasn’t an accepted option except in excessive circumstances–because it would empower their enemy.

Thankfully, the locations of these items were not placed at random. The Sector Council which was led by gods and Sector natives alike would decide on the placement of them. While they couldn’t fully predict the native’s reaction, they could make intelligent guesses.

The council could potentially invest in a Nexus Node or HQ in the opposing country’s capital in the event of two countries at war, just in case they couldn’t put aside their differences to face the greater enemy.

Highland’s situation was abnormal due to the smaller world and odd geography to go along with their smaller population. Picking Life’s Haven over Harmony Peaks was likely a calculated move, the people of Harmony Peaks rejecting it and having special mobility for the future if they eventually changed their mind.

Jake understood that Earth’s integration would go somewhat the same way, but would likely have many more Alliance HQ’s and Nexus Nodes right at the start, simply due to the overwhelming population there.

The next course was delivered, and it resembled charcuterie. It was a wide assortment of items, of both Highlands and Ankhmar food.

While snacking, the young pharaoh continued, “My uncle killed my father in the chaos of the Framework’s arrival, and nearly killed me as well. We only barely escaped, and it was a real challenge to stand against him. Only by rallying allies and joining the Framework did we barely hold on.”

Blood asked, “Your uncle and his people didn’t join?”

He shook his head. “In truth, our people were somewhat against joining–it was against our beliefs to become undying. He gained more allies going against it than using it. I also suspect… he wanted to be the one to kill me. He’d be unable to if he himself joined, after I did.”

Jake replied, “That’s… I’m sorry to hear that. But you somehow prevailed?”

The former queen gave a feral smile with her canine face, “After we gathered our initiated allies, the only way he could hold us off was by forcing us to deal with the monster swarms and Rifts. When the Rifts suddenly disappeared from your victory, we struck. It has taken the past few weeks to clean up the fallout and manage the sandreavers to have time to meet you.”

The Kaemun pharaoh continued, “We have mostly settled the situation, but the sandreavers are challenging for us to deal with. The Adventurers left with no CP to earn, and our people are fractured. My people suffer, and you’re the only one I could entreat for help. We’re told you’re a proper hero, a great warrior that saved Highlands from certain doom. You saved our world too, but the work is not yet done.”

Kaemun stood, and bowed his head deeply with his hands clasped in front of him, as he made a passionate plea. “As pharaoh of Kaemun, I beg you. My people still need your help!”

Jake was pretty sure he was going to help the pharaoh, but the particulars about how were in the air. He asked Blood in their minds, their speech faster than normal thought, “What do you think? I’m sure we can send some Hearthtribe to handle this, despite our Conquest and other activities.”

[Why not handle it ourselves? Our Refuge is faster than any of our allies, and we can arrive in under a week. A desert is not that appealing for a vacation, but you can have fun gathering your templates, and who knows? Maybe we might win even more allies for the future by making a good showing.]

A pang of worry twisted in Jake’s stomach thinking about his girls fighting once again in their condition, but he pushed it down. In the end, this world was a Tier 1 world. Since it isn’t contested, his family would be able to enter as is without issue.

While it could have some sort of ancient evil or powerful enemy that exceeded the first Tier slightly, ultimately, they weren’t their match. Jake’s party could even call upon their Divine, if anything outside their expectations appeared.

Not only that, but Jake would ultimately lead any risky fighting, sounding out any enemy with his summons. Both Ophelia and Tanda had various ways to fight without even getting into melee range now, including summons of their own. This was also a good opportunity for Avalara to get some real fighting experience.

Jake smiled. “You are a young pharaoh, but your heart is in the right place. I hope as you get older you don’t forget your passion for protecting your people. You’ve earned my family’s assistance. We should be able to reinforce you within a week.”

The young pharaoh’s eyes widened in shock as he stood, and a smile took over his and his mother’s features. “I thank you! Even the knowledge that a Champion is on his way should boost morale, and save many lives! This is the best news.”

He sat down, and the main course of their meal was delivered not long after. The meat given to the pharaoh was some auril beast steaks. For Jake and Blood, it was some type of desert lamb that the flavor was quite unique.

After their meal, they discussed some specifics about their upcoming aid. It was detailed that Highlands was still in a state of rebuilding and preparing for the future War Trial, but they would do their best to spare some people to aid them.

Blood even provided details about their multiversal orphanage and how the Kaemun kingdom could take advantage of it, showing her passion for the topic was not lesser than Berri’s.

They eventually said goodbye to the pharaoh and his mother, and they saw some familiar faces at the restaurant.

Nadessa was meeting with druids and other clergy from the Concordia Republic. Jake had given her the okay to make the attempt to spread the influence of Hestia’s Pantheon, thinking her experience with the other Divine would be convincing.

Seamus was also meeting with some generals from the same, extolling the value of his coliseums and training areas. They were also recruiting for Hearthtribe by offering benefits for each viable recruit provided.

They met with the Concordia Republic regents next, and they were a much larger, and varied group. The world of Ganestra had a wide variety of races, including what Jake considered the staple fantasy races. There were elves, dwarves, gnomes, humans, beastkin, but even races like the dark elves and lamia, though not dark lamia, underground.

Things weren’t going quite as bad for them, having only been at 40% conquest when Jake’s party flipped the ownership. But after hearing their descriptions, it sounded a lot like the situation Alisara from Ariminum had created.

Their Battlegroups kept getting ambushed by creatures outside of the Rifts, Tartarus somehow getting details about their assaults and crushing them repeatedly. Once again, it appeared they would require some sort of investigation. There might be some form of betrayers left in the world.

Near the end of their conversation, Jake felt something within him shift.

He knew what it was immediately–it was the connection to Fhesiah over their bond.

However, it was an odd feeling. It was like he could hear her voice, but it was scrambled. Instead, her emotions seemed mostly stable, but even those would come and go rapidly.

Eventually, he understood what he was feeling. He guessed that time was heavily dilated within the Battleground, and their bond was out of sync. Her voice came through far too fast, and far too sporadically, thanks to their poor connection, for him to understand.

On the other side, Fhesiah probably had difficulty understanding him because his thoughts would come through too slowly.

They knew that the event could only take two months, but it appeared that from Fhesiah’s perspective, it would take much longer than that.

They had learned that this was a possibility, though Bastet hadn’t mentioned it. Perhaps she couldn’t confirm nor deny this for them. There were some preparations they could make so that Jake could better connect with Fhesiah.

However, a true temporal chamber they could use continuously or could variably match the accelerated time in the Battleground, without massive limitations, was far too expensive at their Tier.

Jake was inwardly relieved that Fhesiah had extra time within her Battleground to accomplish her goals. The fighting would be far too frantic if the goal was within the short two-month maximum timeframe, and even forming her Core might take days even with the perfect environment.

At the same time, now it would be difficult or nearly impossible for him to help her in truth.

Their meetings completed, they set a course with their bond communication with the other girls. The Harts would head to Ankhmar while making their preparations. While it would take a week for them to get there, for Fhesiah, it would likely be over an entire month from her perception or more.

Jake and Blood walked to the carriage together, holding hands. They entered and sat down next to each other, and he wrapped his arm around her waist, holding her tightly to him.

She leaned into him with a pleased sigh, but then Blood turned and gave him a confused look. “Shouldn’t we start heading to Ankhmar? We can just open a portal to our Refuge.”

Jake smiled at her. “Our date isn’t over yet. I want to capture an emberborn priestess pattern before we leave, and I’ll be meeting with them in the morning.”

“Ah, the sandreavers are undead–that might help quite a bit.”

“It’s mostly so I can spend more time alone with you.”

Her slender hand caressed his face, and her soft lips brushed against his. She then gazed longingly into his eyes. “Keep saying things like that, and I just might try to find a way to tie her down more often.”

The carriage began heading for their destination, and they watched the city pass by slowly as their hands roamed each other’s bodies. Jake’s hand roamed her calves and thighs, and Blood enjoyed the differing sensations. Her body shivered as his large hands gripped her legs, and he teased her skin.

Blood smiled. “I have to say, the feeling is not bad. I don’t mind having legs, if you enjoy touching them.”

“I’m more enjoying your legs because you are. These are not you.”

“True. But I do also miss you mounting us–in the bedroom. Our new snake body doesn’t offer as many… options. Maybe later, we can…”

“We will. Ah, we’re here.”

The carriage stopped, and he helped her down the carriage steps and toward their destination.

“We’re riding one of your new airships? But can’t you fly?”

“I can, but if I’m concentrating on that… I think this way we’ll be able to better enjoy the view–and our time together. There are a few surprises inside.”

The airship was one of the more commercial designs meant for privileged travel, barely larger than the blimps his people used before to liberate Highlands. Now that they had access to Tier 2 materials, upgrading Jake’s designs was trivial for Valtor and the many new magical engineers which had joined his guild.

While most would travel using the portals, not every destination would have one. They entered, and the ship took off not long after, Jake having reserved a pilot.

Its ascent was mostly ponderous, so the two just enjoyed the view of Life’s Haven as the airship spiraled upwards. They could see the several coliseums, but the walls, tower, and many magical lights shimmering in the evening light.

Blood looked down at Life’s Haven with a proud smile. “I have to say, our victory over Tartarus here earned us quite the special place.”

He nodded. “It’s our home. I wouldn’t trade it for anything now.”

Jake brought her over to the other side of the airship, where mounted binoculars sat. He changed their view, and she looked inside.

“Oh! It’s Cascadia.” She smiled. "I love the waterfall, and how the walls turned out. It's like an oasis in the jungle."

“Life’s Haven is impressive, but I’ll always remember how hard you drove the transformation of Cascadia. You had just joined our family weeks prior, your entire life before then with the mindset of a Dark Lamia. But you took the task of directing the people of Highlands seriously, taking on the difficult task of coordinating the disparate peoples across the many villages. You helped hold Highlands and our family together before we could get help.”

Blood looked at the horizon with a small smile as she fiddled with her Six Hearts as One necklace. The previous one was destroyed, but the replacement took its place.

She seemed to be remembering the times where she was revealed from hiding, and Berri convinced her to trust Jake and join. Blood treasured their subsequent date, even if Berri was the main focus. That Jake cared about her and included her in his gift and saw her as family had already meant a lot.

Even Fhesiah and Ophelia had made her feel welcome, treating her as one of the family. Compared to her upbringing as a Dark Lamia where she had to watch her back, waiting for the betrayal, she instead could feel their sincerity.

Blood was lost in thought. “It was a big shift, and it happened all so fast. I went from only caring about myself and Berri, to feeling your love over the bond. Your patience, your acceptance… I… didn’t know how much I wanted those, but now I know I cannot live without it. Your boundless love… I’d do anything for it.”

“You might have worked hard for me and the family at first, but you seemed to enjoy it quickly enough.”

Blood smiled in remembrance. “When we first arrived to Highlands, Berri worked hard to feed the hungry. Seeing the shattered beastkin families and their pure gratitude at how we changed their lives, I couldn’t help but feel something special in my dark heart. Combined with the words of Hestia, I decided to give duty and responsibility a real try.”

Jake said, “Not all the Highlands people were thankful for our help. Some denied our charity, and others held resentment for bringing the Framework to their world. It’s easy to focus on the negatives, to be discouraged by the ungrateful. The few often ruin a good thing for the many. ”

“I did feel that way, at least a little at first. But your thoughts and love rescued me from that downward spiral, making me want to change their minds through my efforts. The Highlands people have a wonderful mindset and culture, and I’m so glad that they’re our people now. Many fight across the Sector under your banner, and even the most stubborn dissidents against your rule have quieted.”

“Our rule. I couldn’t have done it without my Queen.”

“I don’t believe that. You are truly capable, and while Ophelia and I handled many tasks for you, there were shadows of your influence in everything we did. Your vision of leadership is one where we lead by example and strength, but also uplift and enable our people to reach their maximum potential. I only did what I could to follow that, but I agree that our struggle came to its conclusion with a better result thanks to my hard work.”

There simply weren’t enough hours in the day, when they arrived on Highlands it was truly an uphill struggle. Without any of his girl’s help, the outcome could have been terrible, with thousands, or hundreds of thousands more dying.

Even efforts like his gondolas saved the lives of many, and he certainly wouldn’t have had the time if not for all the efforts of his girls. Then, Cascadia would have easily been swept away in that final battle, if not for their unrelenting efforts in building up the defenses.

She continued, “It’s for these reasons I wish to build a dynasty. A long-lasting empire of worlds built with your guiding hands, your protection and love encompassing all of your people–just like the flames in your chest, and your Dao.”

Jake could feel the warmth in his chest from her love, her desire to make his goals come true. While Jake wasn’t all that interested in a dynasty on its own, he desired the goodwill and outcome that it could achieve in this Sector, and the greater multiverse.

He now had three worlds under his control, but he would lead these worlds with a light touch, guiding them to be ready for war with incentives for desirable behaviors. Still, his wives would also make sure they understood who they had to thank for their victory over Tartarus.

“I don’t know that your vision for a kingdom is all that different?”

Blood grinned. “No? Without your guidance, I would instead go for an absolute monarchy–an emperor. You would stand at the top, and rule all your worlds with an iron fist. The dissidents to your rule would be crushed by our might. They would worship you and our strength for all of time, our ends justifying our means. Because I know the truth–that even if you might not be a god today, you will be.” She narrowed her eyes, “You’re more than deserving of their faith and allegiance both for how you’ve already saved them, but also how you will protect them in the future. Anyone that can feel your presence and think otherwise is not worthy to be in it.”

Her words had taken on an edge at the end of her statement, and her golden serpentine eyes gazed at him with an almost manic light. Blood’s devotion to him and his goals tempered her desire for power, along with the duty and responsibility Hestia and Jake had hoped she would come to value.

Even in her vision of him ruling as an emperor with an iron fist with her at his side, his duty was still a factor. He would still protect and aid his people, not take advantage of them and live frivolously. She yearned for him to strive for the peak and become a god, so she had high expectations for him, just as she did his people.

It was all his wives who wished for and drove him to be better, but Blood was the one that desired he grew his rulership along with Fhesiah. It was thanks to Blood’s many plots and goals that the beastkin of Highlands, the Elysians, the Emberborn and the many multiversal recruits of Hearthtribe unified effectively into a singular purpose.

Soon, the Republic of Concordia and the Kingdom of Kaemun would further Jake and the Hart family’s goals, and Blood would be the driving force behind it.

Reaching out to Blood, Jake’s hand framed her beautiful face and grazed her elfin ear. Her ears were sensitive, and she shivered at his touch.

He said, “I do appreciate my devoted queen. I may have gotten you as an unexpected bonus when I summoned Berri, but now I’m proud that you’re mine.”

She blushed as he sent his feelings for her over their bond, and their hearths began connecting as they beat for one another and they kissed deeply. Blood pulled her flames away however, as connecting would have an undesired side effect: Berri would almost assuredly wake up.

Their current appearance was almost like a skin in a game, or a visual effect but different. Jake and Blood’s hearths were hidden for the meetings, but underneath the magical shifting of their disguise, Jake and Blood’s hearths still blazed.

Jake and Blood were also shrunk as part of how their body had changed, and the snake girl’s golden tail was shifted into some long, fit legs–and her overall mass slightly reduced. With about a minute’s worth of time and a thought, her disguise could be removed.

Something Berri might do instantly, the moment she realized she had legs.

Blood’s gaze drifted over to the center of the airship, where a private cabin was attached to the helm. “There’s a bed in there, I hope?”

Jake chuckled, as he placed his hand on her back and started walking her toward it. “There is, but don’t you want to shift back for that anyway?”

Her blush grew another shade of red deeper. “I… something about this disguise has made me feel like… it’s something special between us, that I don’t have to share with my sister. With her, I share everything. Like this, tonight can be a special experience that will be mine alone with you. Is it greedy of me?”

“Not at all. You indulge her probably more than you should, but it’s how you take care of her–directing her energy and making her happy, that I can tell you’re going to make a great mother. You’ve been a loving and caring woman even before I met you, and I love that about you.”

She hastened their steps to get inside, all but tugging on Jake to enter. Hearing her thoughts, he was sure this would be a night for them both to remember.


Interlude 1 - ❤❤❤ - Devoted Monarch 



Blood’s lips crashed into his after he closed the door, her arms wrapping around the back of his neck in a tight embrace. He returned the kiss, her need consuming his own thoughts.

The room behind her was a simple one, a spartan room resembling any hotel or bedroom, with a bed, recliner, desk and nightstands, with dim lighting that set a good atmosphere for the room.

As the kiss deepened and their tongues dueled, Blood’s breaths were getting heavy, and she was further picturing and imagining how she could serve her lord. This time, without Berri butting heads with her, taking control of their body.

“I do love serving you with her, but she…somehow always makes it about her, doesn’t she? We do work well together, but…”

He framed her beautiful elfin face, his thumb touching her long ear. Grazing it caused her to shiver, and she blushed.

“Say no more. You should not feel guilty for wanting something for yourself, and yourself alone. It’s normal. For now, let’s just enjoy the moment?”

Kissing her again, he didn’t give her any time to object. The passionate warmth for each other blazed in their hearths, though they still kept them intentionally disconnected–they didn’t want Berri to wake up, at least not yet.

“Please, lord husband–come to the bed.”

She led him over to the bed, and sensing what she wanted, removed all his clothes with his storage ring before he sat down on the bed. She shrugged off her straps, letting her dress pool down to the floor.

Wearing a black bra and panties contrasted her pale skin well, the lace lingerie framing her perfect body and making it even more inviting. Her large chest was pushed up perfectly, the firm orbs having a delightful valley that Jake was ready to explore.

His cock was already at attention, but she got on her knees and grabbed it with her scaled hand, giving it a few experimental pumps. Her hands were soft and smooth, her warm touch loving and gentle.

Blood’s golden serpentine eyes met his as she kissed his thighs and fondled his cock with her hands. Her pouty lips kissed the tip next, then rained kisses along his entire length, the sound of wet smacks filling the room.

Each kiss was filled with love and affection, a warmth filling Jake’s chest to go along with the delicate sensations she was giving him.

She drew her tongue out, and allowed it to form a loop around his girth from the side. Sliding it along his length, Blood’s eyes continued to meet his as her soft lips moved up and down his cock.

Her mouth busy as she continued her tongue job, her voice came over their bond instead, [Mm, you taste so exquisite, milord.]

Jake groaned at the sensation as her tongue formed more loops around his cock, and her tongue tightened all around his length. With no sign of hurry, she took her time to lavish his cock with her affection. Wet smacks continued as she kissed up and down his hardness, the loops of tongue feeling like a portion of his cock was entering a warm, wet, and tight pussy.

It was when he had this thought that Blood placed her face at the edge of his tip, and took his cock into her mouth, wrapped tongue and all. She went all the way to the base in one go, and she moaned as his cock entered her throat. The sensations of soft tightness covered his entire length, as her tongue gripped his cock tightly and her inviting mouth embraced him.

His cock finally entering her mouth, he knew she was now receiving pleasure on her end. But her eyes focused on him, paying attention to every groan and what her lord enjoyed. She focused on his pleasure for minutes, continuing to worship his cock with loving affection.

Feeling Jake getting closer, Blood didn’t speed up. She took her time, slowly pulsing her tongue as she bobbed her head, taking him deeply into her hot mouth. Jake’s ragged breaths, her soft moans and wet slurps were the only sounds that filled the quiet room, Blood lavishing Jake’s cock with her praise.

The love and devotion brought Jake to his peak just as much as the pleasure, as his balls tightened and he felt his orgasm coming. Words weren’t necessary to warn his lover, her own body already shaking in mutual pleasure.

He filled her throat with his cum, groaning as his cock spurt ropes of it into her mouth.

But as he came down from his orgasm, Blood didn’t stop her attention. She loosened her tongue, but she continued granting her lord pleasure. Thanks to magic and his new biology, Jake did not have a refractory period. His hardness hadn’t decreased, and Blood knew and took advantage of this.

[Mmm! That was a good start, milord.]

Start? Her speed then increased to what it was before he came–which was a languished pace. Her head bobbed up and down his length, and he put his hands on her horns out of reflex. She shivered at his touch, able to feel his rising desire through their bond. Because he heard her thought about her intentions.

She intended to continue being devoted to his pleasure. Blood would worship his cock as long as he would allow it.

That meant the entire evening and more if he willed it.

He hastened her pace, guiding her with her horns, but it was still her who drove her lips down to the base of his cock with every movement. Her moans increased in volume as she fucked her own throat, Blood’s love and devotion filling Jake with warmth over their bond.

Her tongue tightened and pulsed all along his length as her mouth moved up and down his cock, the pleasure mounting as he guided her pace. Blood’s body shook in mutual arousal, her Echidnean body able to feel pleasure from her mate’s cock in her mouth.

Time seemed to lose all meaning as they continued for a time, and Jake cumming a second time came and went. Blood’s love and devotion filled him, and he continued to enjoy her lavishing him with her devotion.

Filled with warmth and desire, his hips now moved as he stood, using her throat as he pumped her face using her horns. Her body shook as she moaned, the love and warmth in her chest increasing her arousal.

[Yes! Milord, use me! Fill me with your love!]

Staring into her loving gaze, Jake matched her with his own. His hips became a blur as he fucked her face, pulling her roughly as he knew she could take. Jake’s balls boiled and his cock tightened, as he released a third load into her throat. She swallowed, her smile beaming as her desires were fulfilled.

Despite seeing spots as he came, Jake was not sated. Using his hearthflames like telekinesis, he lifted Blood’s body up, raising her into the air. Burning away her panties and not harming her flesh, he spread her legs in front of him and lowered her pussy onto his cock slowly.

Her pussy was tight, his girth stretching her in her reduced form. Blood moaned as each inch invaded her, “Mmm, it feels like it’s splitting me! Ohhh yes!”

Reaching the base, her body shook, her pussy pulsing and sending pleasure all along his length.

Jake grabbed her bra-covered breasts with both hands, and his magic lifted her up and down on his cock. Blood’s hands had grabbed onto his shoulders, and her moans filled the room as he thrust his hips. Her large breasts filled his hands, him tugging and groping them through the thin lace.

He moved one hand down to her clit, moving circles around it with his thumb. Her body shook as she moaned, her pussy clamping down on his cock.

“Yesss! I feel so full. S-So good!”

He continued ravaging her pussy, her insides rippling along his length. Her coils within continued stroking him, attempting to milk him for his seed as he lifted her up and down on his cock.

Reaching his peak quickly as he increased his pace, Jake groaned as he filled her willing cunt with his cum, Blood shouting from the pleasure of their mutual orgasm carried over their bond. He allowed her to come down from her high as he slowed his movements, and Blood’s breaths were ragged.

Floating her over the edge of the bed with his hearthflames, he knew she missed what was next. Her knees on the bed and her face down, her heart shaped ass was raised in front of him. Spreading her legs to get her pussy to the right height, Jake pushed into it.

His flesh clapped hers repeatedly as he thrust his hips, her giving coos of pleasure and soft moans.

“Yesss…Oh, I have missed this so. Please, milord, fill me again while you mount me,” she begged.

Jake’s hands roamed the soft flesh of her ass, his hips moving faster. Her pussy gripped him tightly, pulsing all along his length. It rippled with need as it tightened and he fucked her, the snug pressure from their angle increasing his pleasure.

He sent hearthflames roaming her body, his invisible hands grabbing her nipples and rubbing her clit as he pounded her deeply. Grabbing her hair, he pulled and got more leverage to fuck her harder. She wailed as she felt his need, him getting closer to the peak.

“Oh fuck, yes, Jake! I’m cumming!”

Her body shook, and Jake’s body went rigid as he filled her willing cunt. It milked his length with its delicate tightness, the inner coils tightening and jacking his cock until he was done.

He laid down next to her, and Blood hugged him tightly, kissing him fiercely and full of satisfaction.

“I have to say, I do love the feeling of you splitting me. Even in our old form, it didn’t feel like that. The pressure against my cervix also felt different. My organs being smaller was interesting, and when you mounted me….”

Jake chuckled. “It has a visual appeal, but doesn’t feel all that different from my side. Your insides feel amazing in all your forms.”

She blushed, proud of his praise. “I’m glad. I do think I liked our older form best. The variety was more enjoyable, a wonderful compromise.”

“When Fhesiah gets back, I’m sure she can shift your body for you, at least while you’re not…birthing.”

Blood chuckled. “You’re right. You don’t have a preference?”

“I told you I get plenty of variety from the other girls. You already put things perfectly though, I think that other form was a wonderful compromise. Not just for you, but for Berri too.”

She nodded. “You’re right. Now, while I am perfectly happy in this form, I will shift back to normal. Berri might wake up soon.”

“I’ve been awake for a while. You thought I could sleep through being split, and you moaning like that? I just didn’t want to ruin your… alone time.” Berri’s sudden response shocked them both.

Blood blushed. “Thank you for that. I had a wonderful time with our dear husband. While I am happy to share, I did treasure the moment I had alone.”

Berri nodded. “I know. You always indulge me on what I want to do, I’m sorry I’m always so…selfish when it comes to our activities. And how I get bored easily, and how–”

“It’s okay, I do not blame you for what you are. Even I can feel your uneasiness, your discomfort at staying on a singular focus. Only Jake or fighting can keep your focus…or baseball. I’m sure when the baby comes…”

Berri frowned, rubbing her empty belly. “That is the worst part of this form. Can we switch back now? I want to wrap Jake up, and feel our baby through our skin again.”

Jake arched his brow. “Asking instead of just doing? That’s different.”

Berri blushed. “I’ll…try to be better. Also, some of the…anxiety has gone down since I became preggers. I also felt how happy Blood was, and…”

Blood interrupted, “Say no more. I know you are truly giving and loving.”

She transformed, her body’s larger form spilling out into the room. Jake quickly found himself wrapped up to his waist, Bloodberri’s humanoid body directly in front of him. Her tongue flicked out as she tasted the air, her giant form over double Jake’s size–since he hadn’t removed his disguise with her.

“Hehe, I like Jake being so small again! This is fun.”

Jake arched his brow. “I thought you liked when I was big too?”

“I like all the Jake versions!”

The three of them rubbed the baby bump together, all sighing in satisfaction as their hearths connected.

Berri beamed, as she looked down at her bump. “You’re going to be so lovely, I just know it! I can’t wait to meet our babies.”

“Me too. I know you are going to be amazing mothers, and I can’t wait to see that too.”


Chapter 6 - Fhesiah - Celestial Nexus Battleground



Fhesiah gathered her kitsune flames in her tails as they danced behind her, matching the mysterious movements from the vision within the painting. Flames flickered into existence behind her, even as she channeled Qi into the formations of the mystic seal along one of the many columns surrounding the ancient platform.

She moved her Qi with precision, unraveling the seal as the many cultivators did the same all across the strange shrine, though sluggishly in comparison. Fhesiah had finally found a method to the madness, decoding the tapestry of mysterious symbols into a pattern that pierced through the seal’s protections far more rapidly.

While the symbols of the Framework were not demonic runes, they were still a proper codification of the Dao. Each symbol had meaning that echoed their truths, and understanding them allowed her to more easily unravel them in the proper order.

Alliance Adventurers faced the spawned creature Challenge on the platform, while cultivators worked to remove the seal on a miniature realm within the portal. Enemies spawned like a Rift wave as they worked to unravel the seals, the difficulty seemingly increasing if the cultivators work moved too quickly.

Her flames smashed into the wraith-like monsters, her fires consuming their spectral bodies as the tribal warriors took their attention and dispatched them. She wore her mother’s robes shifted to a deep purple to match her kitsune form, as she kept her draconic form a secret, for now.

Throughout the week since she arrived, they had opened over a dozen of these seals across the vast mountain range, which opened portals to special realms. The Battleground was absolutely vast, one that could take months to traverse, even with their flying vessels.

The cultivators hated that they were reduced to merely unraveling seals and ferrying others, but begrudgingly worked together with the Adventurers. After all, within each portal unsealed were powerful caches of resources from a lost time.

Occasionally, there were even special chambers for enlightenment, which were perfect for a cultivator forming their core, or otherwise advancing in level. The Adventurers could not much make use of the treasures within, but also the areas inside were both dangerous to traverse for an Adventurer, and the energies hostile. Thus, they would protect the area while the cultivators delved inside, the score from collecting them like Conquest Progress on a Contested World.

Looking over the vast mountain range, Fhesiah saw a strange patchwork amalgamation of different mountains, lakes, and temples from various sects taken from all over the multiverse. Floating above them were many more powerful mountains covered in clouds and dangerous weather anomalies, rising high into the sky.

The mountain path she stood on was already so high it was in the clouds, and there were over a dozen paths leading toward the main mountain. Like a too-many-legged starfish, she and her forced allies were required to take the path on each of the legs until they arrived at the base of the main one, a vast mountain.

At a distance that was difficult to fathom above the highest point of the mountain, was a final building which looked like a floating castle.

But approaching the castle too soon would even destroy a Cultivator Core level cultivator, from terrible storms of dense energies. Each seal unraveled from both sides would reduce the protections, enabling them to rise higher and reach better rewards.

She recalled the prompt from when she first arrived.


[Welcome to the Celestial Nexus Battleground]


[Gathered across this pocket realm are sealed portals to treasure, dangers, opportunities, and enlightenment. Cultivators must work with Adventurers to navigate and traverse the dangerous mountain peaks, while fighting against the enemy in a race against time. Each seal unraveled from both sides will reduce the restrictions above, where danger, reward and providence increase.

Tartarus has teamed up with unorthodox cultivators from this Sector, and to fail in the battle as Cultivators means fates worse than death. Each seal unraveled, monster killed and treasure collected increases the Alliance or Tartarus score, resulting in a better war outcome.

Theft of storage accessories containing treasures will count as points for your team. Adventurers are tasked with protecting cultivators, but also attacking the enemy.

This is a multi-tier event. All entrants arrived in the first Tier, but those that increase in Tier during event will not be ejected from the Battleground.

The ultimate prize held in the castle is Perfected Core Ascension. Only one slot is available for the top contributor, the victor of the final event.]

Fhesiah finished unraveling the seal on her pillar, and the other groups of cultivators finished theirs not long after. She was alone on hers, doing the work of nearly a dozen cultivators.

All while she also managed to aid the Adventurers in taking out the spawned enemies. The other cultivators had trouble doing the same, removing the mysterious seals requiring their full attention and significant amounts of Qi.

The final wraith died, a tribal warrior’s blessed spear piercing deeply into its core. The enemies dead and the seals removed, the portal began to coalesce and stabilize in the center of the grounds.

Fhesiah almost thought the heavens were working against her. First, these tribal warriors definitely came in with plenty of women who seemed interesting. However, they were already paired with their bonded warriors. Then–

A young man’s voice interrupted her thoughts, “Senior, your mastery of heavenly energy is truly sublime. May I have a word with you before we enter the portal?”

Fhesiah inwardly groaned, but she put on a polite smile as she turned to the human man. Like the other men in his all male sect, the Radiant Flame Sect: he wore blazing robes of red, orange, and gold, depicting flames.

“You may. What is it, number three?”

“N-Number three?” He paled at her naming of him. She had burned the first two idiots when they came on a little too strong. Fhesiah told them she was already married to her fated, but that didn’t appear to be enough for them.

It was obvious they were the pillars of their sect, some young masters who were sons of the actual leaders of it. There were a few elders accompanying them, older and experienced cultivators aiding them on their journey.

Number three, whose name was actually Xu Weiyan appeared to be the same, but he was definitely more calm and collected.

The man bowed his head slightly, and took on an apologetic tone. “Once again, I do apologize for the…young masters’ behavior. We still endeavor to find a way to earn your favor, but it has been hard to… even the scales. Even more so since you denied treasure as restitution. Combined with your talents in finding treasure and aiding us with the great task, this has left us in a difficult position.”

The two still burnt men glowered at her from the background, though she saw an elder smack the back of both of their heads for their actions. She nearly smiled at the sight, but kept her face impassive.

Fhesiah replied, “I have punished them to my satisfaction. So as long as they stay behaved and there doesn’t need to be a fourth, I am happy to work together and hold no grudge against them. After all, we must work together to win against a much more terrible enemy.”

“I… you are right, and we thank our lucky stars to be joined with a hero such as you on this great challenge. You didn’t want treasure as restitution, but would you be open to a trade? We wanted to discuss what you found in the last portal. The Yang Fireblooms are deeply compatible with our cultivation, and we were hoping we could trade for them. Being that your flames are Yin flames, we imagine they are not quite as useful for you…”

Her interest was piqued, and she was surprised they even knew what she had looted in the last portal. While she hid her actions slightly as they explored the ruined temples of a lost Sect, she reasoned that the aura released when she unlocked the chamber containing them was discovered thanks to the same compatibility.

It seemed that they were learning. The first young master would have merely demanded them, the second likely insinuating something terrible would happen to her if she didn’t.

In truth, the first one wasn’t actually that bad–she was just in a foul mood for being unable to reach Jake for a proper conversation when she arrived. When he insinuated that since her lover wasn’t there, she should live in the moment, she covered him in kitsune fire. So much fire.

The entire sect of nearly forty men could not stop her from burning him, and the elders had instead begun to prostrate in front of her. They begged her to stop and leave him with what was left of his burnt life.

She stopped just short of permanently crippling each of them. Fhesiah doubted unless they found special treasures for healing them, or she had mercy on them, that they would be fully healed before they left the Battlegrounds in over a year.

“I am open, should the value be balanced. What would you like to trade for them?”

Number three reached into his cosmos sack, and revealed a mysterious lamp. It was gold with ornate inscriptions of flames covering it, with a large glass cylinder in the center. Fhesiah could feel the item’s aura as it was removed from the sack, its energies powerful in her senses.

“Elder Wang has had this lamp in the family for generations, a mysterious treasure retrieved from a spatial realm. It has the core of a spiritual creature that consumes flames, and it can be attuned to your flames to store them for a special attack. It can also consume flames from nearly any environment, making it safer to travel through difficult areas.”

She smiled. “May I inspect the lamp?”

“Of course, Senior. We still have a few minutes for the portal to stabilize.”

The energies were being drawn from higher in the mountain to open the portal now that the seals were released, weakening the protections further above.

She scanned the lamp with her divine sense, inspecting every detail. The energies contained within were truly mysterious, and the item rivaled the pill furnace she received from the Dusky Sky Sect. She too was capable of consuming most flames now, much like this spiritual creature.

“I like the lamp. All of them, though? I study the Dao of alchemy, and they are useful for my creations.”

The man looked shocked, and murmurs spread among the men in the sect. Several of them turned to the idiot young masters to glare at them.

“Senior is an alchemist too? That is surprising because of your flames.”

Fhesiah nodded. She often used her draconic flames primarily for alchemy, but she had found interesting ways to use the consuming properties of her kitsune flames in the past weeks for refining materials.

Yang flames were known to be much more compatible for creation, as purifying flames would burn away impurities. Instead, using her Yin flames, she could transform portions of special materials that were resistant to this activity, allowing her to make medicines and poisons alike. After all, many medicines were ultimately a poison used in the correct dosages, and to purify them is akin to destroying their efficacy.

Alchemists were probably the most valued contributor to any cultivator sect, their creations a requirement for cultivators to increase in power. Often, an entire sect could be slain by an enemy, but an alchemist and his family would be spared and given excellent treatment.

That Fhesiah practiced alchemy just increased her standing several notches in their minds.

“I am. With the right techniques, even flames of yin can be used to make powerful pills.”

“It must be a very advanced technique. Still, Elder Wang wanted all the yang firebloom in return for his ancestral flame lamp. With it, he can create valuable pills for the sect with his alchemy. It is up to you if you would like to trade them or not.”

She pretended to hesitate, but had already decided. Fhesiah would accept the trade, and give one final test to this Radiant Flame Sect. If she had a third attack on her, then she would take the tribal warriors and ditch them immediately, and destroy them if they tried to stop her.

Now that she had found the trick to the seals, she could in theory unravel them herself–it would simply take longer. Judging by the Battleground Ladder where she was near the top as an individual, they still had time before she was forced to join others to keep her placement competitive in the race.

While the route they were on was the path of least resistance, it was entirely possible to cross over to the neighboring path. She wagered few tried this, as it was not an efficient use of their time.

This was a race, and the paths only became closer and closer to one another as they ascended. To cross the turbulent clouds would take significant effort, when they would eventually arrive where it would be as simple as just walking over.

It was true that the unorthodox cultivators may want to cross over sooner, but that was a foolish move. Why not continue on your path and wait until your enemy collected all of the goods for you, then kill them and steal them all?

Things would definitely become dangerous once they arrived at the foot of the main mountain, where various floating temples and rocks lingered for exploring, and she’d like to avoid having enemies on both sides. She’d rather know if she could trust them if the going got tough sooner rather than later.

Reaching into her cosmos sack, a cultivator spatial item, she took out an ornate glass case, pulling out an item much larger than the sack’s small entrance. The case alone was worth a fortune, a miniature greenhouse that contracted space and held Qi to nourish the plants inside–yet could still be placed inside another spatial treasure.

Rows of yang firebloom sat within, perfect for creating special pills for the cultivators in the sect. She offered it up, and Weiyan grasped it with his Qi and took it with a smile, and floated it over to Elder Wang, who looked on at the blooms with excitement.

“With that, this trade is completed.” She quickly cut her thumb and allowed a drop of her blood to land on the lamp, binding it to herself. The lamp stirred, and she took out a crystal of Fire Qi to test its absorption of the flames. It hungrily drank them up, allowing her to store the flames rapidly.

In all, she thought it was an excellent addition to her arsenal, and would work perfectly with her Hestia’s Torch, which she hadn’t shown them yet.

Elder Wang’s face became stormy, as he inspected the greenhouse more closely. “Wha–what’s this!”

Fhesiah asked innocently, blinking her eyes. “What seems to be the problem, Elder?”

“The firebloom seeds are gone. You removed them, going against our deal!”

“Ah, the seeds that you did not mention in our trade? Just why didn’t you mention them, I wonder? Could it be that you hoped I didn’t know about the seeds, so you neglected to mention them? You made it clear you wanted all the yang firebloom in exchange for the lamp. You’ve received them. Is there a problem?”

The fireblooms would normally only produce one set of seeds in their lifetime. There was a perfect time to harvest them, receiving a seed and the full efficacy of the fireblooms. Nearly all of them were left in this precise stage, the spatial treasure locking them at this specific point in time.

The older man’s expression shifted through several emotions rapidly. Cultivators were known for their control over their bodies, and even their emotions. But yang fire cultivators, their emotions would run hot just like their flames.

Even the elders watching the trade with rapid attention looked cheated, and the younger ones looked outright angry.

However, the elder’s expression evened out, changing to one of loss. He gave a sad chuckle. “It’s my loss. I apologize, Senior. I had hoped to gain a valuable renewable resource for our sect, but I got too greedy. If you knew about the seeds, I thought you either would not trade them, or would want even more in trade. Even the spatial greenhouse is a true treasure, I should be satisfied with the outcome even without the seeds.”

Fhesiah held out an information crystal. “The seeds are valuable to me and my arborist friends. But here, Elder. With this method, you should be able to nurture these plants by sacrificing a few of them, to grow more seeds before they expire and start the cycle anew.”

She floated the information crystal over, and the man ran Qi through it, reading through the contents rapidly.

“T-This method!” The man’s eyes gleamed, and Fhesiah could nearly see the gears turning in his mind. His face slackened as his mouth opened in shock, and his breaths were heavy. “Nurturing Yang with Yin…”

“Arboriculture and alchemy are linked. It isn’t much, but you can have that method. In the future, deal with me in earnest and you will not regret it.” She made her voice louder, her words carrying to the rest of the cultivators, “This goes for the rest of you–this is my final warning for future dealings. If you are disrespectful and greedy with me just one more time, losing on a trade or getting a little burnt will be the least of your worries.”

Weiyan looked like he was about to say something and the two burnt in question looked outright wronged, while the rest looked fearful of her wrath, but then the portal opened. The connection to the spatial realm was now stable, allowing for entry.

Scanning through the entryway with her Divine Sense, she could feel the power contained within. This was definitely going to be the most valuable realm they explored so far. Looking at the temple within, she thought these fire cultivators would be very interested in what was contained within.

It was too bad that, as usual, she would be taking most of the treasure for herself. Maybe if they asked really nicely, she’d leave them with something of use.


Chapter 7 - Fhesiah - Treasure Hunting and Bargain 



Fhesiah’s kitsune flames danced around her, creating a powerful illusion as she traversed the twisting tunnels. The Radiant Flame sect had no idea that she was using draconic flight to navigate through the tunnels so rapidly, and she wanted to keep it that way.

The ruins of this ancient sect were built within a natural cave system, with dozens of cultivator caves dug out within. Molten magma periodically blasted through the tunnels at a furious pace, causing every twist and turn to become a chamber of death.

Influenced by vast quantities of fiery heavenly energy over thousands of years, the walls themselves now echoed the truths of the Dao. A piece from the cave walls were nearly to the point that it would be considered a treasure.

The natural formations and expressions of fire, metal and earth mixed into and became a larger piece of the heavens, and one could learn more about them simply by paying attention to the fractal patterns contained within.

Her Divine Sense had a significant range, enabling her to both see dangers coming, but also hone in on her targets: treasure.

She pilfered cultivation caves and natural resources from the ancient sect, and unraveled various protections with her superior skill. The Radiant Flame sect she was competing with for treasure may be many, and they might work together, but their activities were slow-going.

They would waste time removing the protections of a nearly empty room some of the time, having only a few marginally skilled in sensory. Other times, they might not sense danger coming and need to back off instead of progressing.

Then, the energies within were far too turbulent for utilizing flying treasures–something her draconic flight had no problems with. Some of the spatial realms even limited or prevented their usage entirely, some limitation provided by the Framework.

Fhesiah blitzed through the tunnels, nearly never slowing down. Items flew into her cosmos sack from adjacent corridors, tearing them away from their various protections. Most of the arrays and formations had already degraded as they were lost to time, and many only needed a small nudge to erase.

At the same time, these protections were often what kept the pills, seals, and natural treasures from being erased and joining the heavenly energy magma soup flowing through the tunnels. Her vast knowledge of a hundred years had combined with Zhuge Liang’s teachings of natural formations, enabling her to swiftly and efficiently grab all that could be grabbed.

She was homing in on one of the three top targets. Fhesiah suspected there was a perfect area for forming one’s core in this spatial realm, and it was suitable for the Radiant Flame sect. The other appeared to be the den of a large creature, and she would actually tackle it with her forced allies, probably.

That was why she instead headed toward a small chamber, as she looted many others. It was difficult to reach, and she would only barely fit inside the entrance–after she blasted it open a tiny bit. Okay, maybe a lot.

Waiting for the right moment, Fhesiah gathered her yin flames. Her tails flowed behind her, dancing in the wind wake of the passing magma burst. She was now nearly ten times the distance away from when she collected those fireblooms, being much more careful this time to conceal her aura.

A powerful burst of flames shot forth from her, a beam of black-purple fire that rocked the cave with its immense force. Several meters of rock were shattered and sheared, revealing a path downward.

She flew into the newly established hole and sealed the exit to prevent the magma from entering, and the path barely big enough for her to fit. This area was shielded from the magma, and she could feel the difference the moment she entered.

The previous caverns had a vast mixture of fire and earth Qi, and even some metal Qi mixed in. But deep in this chamber was true fire alone.

As a cultivator, it was entirely possible to cultivate the Qi in the previous caverns, increasing one’s level. A fire cultivator could filter out the other elements and take only what they wanted, and could even have a technique that did exactly that, utilizing that special environment. She imagined the ancient sect contained both fire and earth cultivators, with some that likely cultivated both.

However, absorbing such pure and perfect flames like those within this chamber would result in fewer impurities within oneself, and allow one to absorb it faster and without detriment.

The thin tunnel eventually widened into a larger chamber, and she cut out her kitsune flames. There was still plenty of light within the cave, streaks of flames covering the wall. Fractal patterns like curling vines and swirling flames were shown on the wall, true expressions of the Dao contained within. Lights and shadows danced on the wall, from movements deeper in the cave.

She had already spotted what was causing the movement with her Divine Sense, but she was still a bit surprised by the sight as she crested over the stones blocking her view. A swarm of fire spirits danced and flew, circling around an unadorned fiery stone.

Like little pixies, the tiny creatures had shapes reminiscent of a humanoid: a head, flaming wings, arms and legs, and were small enough to fit in one’s palm. Dozens of them flew, their flames matching the signature of the fiery stone.

It was some kind of core of a being of fire, likely an elemental at the peak of the second Tier. However, while it had died, its core had lived on and was refined by the unique environment within this chamber, becoming a true treasure.

It both molded the environment, but also was molded by it. The fire spirits had eventually found this unique environment, and accomplished the same with their dancing and frolicking, the creatures becoming a deep red matching the treasure itself.

The fire spirits sensed her approach, and hid within tiny pockets in the walls nearby. Individually they were not strong, but working together, the swarm could likely slay several members of the Radiant Flame sect.

Their extremely pure flames would be difficult to stop, breaking right through their defensive skills and protections. Then, they would likely be able to drink or be impervious to the Radiant Flame Sect member’s flames.

But Fhesiah was like an apex predator in their midsts, capable of consuming all flame–even them. Then, her flames with the power of her path infused could overwhelm the creatures and slay them. The tiny creatures could sense this, fleeing in fear rather than fighting.

At the same time, the beast’s core was like their home, something they required in order to live and progress.

Perhaps in a few hundred years, the pixies would begin to evolve thanks to this treasure. This was the only reason they didn’t flee the area completely, as the fate of their home and futures was at stake.

Taking from the pixies felt like taking candy from a baby. They were victims, and she was a tyrant taking what was theirs for perhaps hundreds or thousands of years. At the same time, she needed this to save lives, whether it be from earning points in the Battleground or for her own future.

“I’m sorry little ones, but I need this. Conflict is heavenly law, and you are not strong enough to defend what is yours. Your luck has run out.”

The creatures seemed to flicker in both anger and remorse, somehow understanding her meaning. The fire spirits were ancient, having intelligence that belied their tiny frames.

She withdrew the mysterious lamp she just obtained. “Or perhaps, your fates have shifted. While this room is special, it’s a bit boring. Won’t you come with me? I will feed you many flames, and we can go on adventures as friends. Who knows? Maybe I will find you an even more special flame to enjoy.”

Fhesiah filled the lamp with different flames, from her draconic flames to her kitsune flames, to even the rest of her family’s from her hearth. The many flames floated within, drifting and circling around the lamp lazily, almost like the sprites themselves.

The sprites floated out from their hiding places as they approached the lamp in wonder, an interest in the many unique flames. However, while there were many interesting flames contained within, the quantity and quality was not as impressive as the core.

Some pixies were interested, while others remained unhappy. Next, she withdrew her Hestia’s Torch. A veritable font of fiery energy, this could constantly draw the special flame into the environment within the lamp. She filled the lamp with even more flames, the quantity increasing with each passing moment.

Now all the pixies flew toward either the torch or lamp, like moths to a flame. They danced and spun in the air, drawing in the flames of the torch and playing with it.

“If you come with me, you can have the flames anytime. I have a hearth at home that is even more abundant, and much more special than this core.”

A few enterprising spirits seemed to nod their assent, and she sucked them inside the lamp. They floated inside happily, observing and enjoying the special atmosphere contained within. She then filled it with more of the flames from Hestia’s torch, building up the flames within further.

Fhesiah then stored the elemental’s core in her sack, and that was the straw that broke the camel’s back. The final spirits decided to join, understanding their home was gone, and moved into their new one.

She focused on improving the many flames within, the hundreds of flames dancing and growing in intensity. They created an odd orbit of various flames moving within, the spirits dancing as they consumed and played with them.

With that, she had obtained the main treasure, and she could see her score on the ladder jump significantly having obtained it. This was close to a peak Tier 2 treasure, bordering the third. The amount of energy contained within would allow her to even use the powerful flame as a bomb against her enemies, though that would be a tremendous waste of such a special treasure. Instead, she hoped to use it at home to mold her own cultivation chamber for the second Tier.

She returned to the main path, and worked her way toward the chambers that appeared perfect for core formation. The Radiant Flame sect were working toward it, and were now only a few chambers or corridors away. She kept feeding the lamp with the torch and her hearth, until she got near to her destination and stowed them away.

The pixies were beings of nearly pure energy, and could live within her cosmos sack–especially within the lamp.

Fhesiah finally reached the ascension chambers observing its capabilities and removing the protecting arrays. The large room had a stream of magma flowing from above in the center, as if being poured from an endless pitcher. The formations and scripts appeared to filter the magma entering, making it perfect for the cultivator’s purposes.

The magma flowed around the outskirts, filling various troughs and lines meant to power all kinds of formations. A large pool of it had gathered, like an immense battery of heavenly energy.

In the middle of the large chamber on a platform, there were five dome-like rooms seen, with sealed doors. Within each chamber was a special pedestal, for placing your core formation materials.

Activating the room’s formations, energy would be infused into the treasures and into the room, allowing one to refine them and put them into a malleable state.

Someone ready to form their cores could then bring the treasures into their dantian, filling them with energy beyond their Tier. They would then house their spirit inside, and mold their core to their path. If they had mastered any Daos, this process would go quite smoothly, usually. Their very will would mold the core more rapidly, painting it in the aspects of their path and building a more robust core–just before the tribulation of the Old Heavens arrived.

Otherwise, they would simply need to rely exclusively on their cultivation technique, to draw the energies through their channels and organs forged from those same techniques throughout their lifetime, to establish their core.

Either way, they would need substantial amounts of energy to mold and shape their core, and the room would accommodate them with the powerful, filtered magma filled with Qi. Fhesiah could tell these chambers had been loaded with the required energies, and would take years to build up again after each usage.

A total of five could attempt ascension here today. The previous opportunities only allowed for one, and there were two different opportunities.

In both, those attempting failed and died. She had taken each aside, and tried talking them into joining the Framework before they entered–only offering them a small treasure for their secrecy before they made their attempt, and took the secret to their graves.

While it wouldn’t have been the end of the world if they learned she was a member of the Framework, she figured it would have painted every interaction with the Radiant Flame Sect up to now in a negative light.

Instead of her being a gift from the heavens and someone that they wanted to win her favor, they would see her as someone who had drunk from a tainted well and were forced to cooperate with. Not as bad as if she were an unorthodox cultivator, but close.

Fhesiah thought she had built up enough merit and rapport with them now, and she decided that five was too many for her to hold back the secret any longer. She would lay her cards on the table.

She then worked her way toward the Radiant Flame sect members, who were working together. These men were truly oafish brutes. They removed seals with brute force more often than not, their understandings of things outside of fighting poor. They destroyed more treasures than they obtained…

Large double doors made of metal and flowing fire eventually barred their entry–she had entered from a separate chamber. They were now working to remove the protections, even as a dozen of them shoved with their strength.

Fhesiah removed the protections for the door from her side as they shoved, and several of them comically spilled out onto the floor and onto each other as the resistance was removed, and the door creaked open ponderously. Fhesiah floated above them with Qi, as she looked down indifferently, like a bored goddess.

“Ah, you’ve finally made it here now. Good work, boys. Did you find anything useful?”

A few of their cheeks reddened in embarrassment at her taunt as they attempted to stand, while others reddened in anger. Her lips curled upward at their responses, but Weiyan laughed as he walked into the room.

“You’re here already, Senior? You are truly capable, thank you for your aid with the door. This room–”

She interrupted, “Is special, and should be perfect for some of you to form your cores–I am uninterested in this environment. There are five chambers stocked and ready, but before that, I have a proposition and a bargain for the Radiant Flame Sect.”

Weiyan nodded. “Addressing the whole sect? This must be important. We would love to hear Senior’s proposal.”

“This environment is probably above what many in your Sect could hope to achieve, perhaps even back home, but those with strong foundations should wait. We shall see much better throughout this Battleground as we ascend no doubt, and the results will be significantly enhanced. I feel instead of the young masters, we should allow the older generation a chance at ascension here.”

“The elders? But we need them for the unraveling of the seals, and their chances of survival…”

Fhesiah nodded. “Don’t look good, normally. They have expended their longevity, their bodies and dantians alike hardened and less malleable to the heavens. Under normal circumstances, unique environment or not, they would be destroyed by the heavenly tribulations as they attempted to ascend.”

Both young and old grimaced, thinking of the difficulties of both forming their core, but also fending off the attacks of the heavens as they defied fate, and shed some of the shackles of their mortality. Those too old would have trouble creating their core at all–even without the tribulation lightning.

Weiyan arched his brow. “Under normal circumstances?”

Fhesiah nodded with a smile. “That’s right. I offer a path for you, the members of the Radiant Flame Sect. Take my offer, and I will provide these treasures and personally help with your ascension, with the exception of taking on the tribulation.”

She revealed a gambit of treasures, each perfect for aiding in a fiery core formation, and floated them in the air around them. From pills with ample energies to fuel the process, to what she considered middle-quality core formation treasures.

Treasures that were substantial enough that an elder would consider handing them down to their descendants and simply just dying of old age, in the hopes that their successor could carry the torch instead and succeed where they failed.

Shocked gasps and murmurs ran through the crowd, and Weiyan looked on with a frown. Several even looked like they would attack and rob her of them if given the chance, as cultivators saw paths to their immortality floating in front of them.

Weiyan was calm, these treasures not enough to fill his heart with greed. But his tone questioning. “And what do you ask in return?”

“There are two stages and conditions. First, those that hear my real offer must taste my flames, my Dao. In return, they will earn these pills.” She shook the floating pills which were perfect for core formation. Even the young masters should be interested in the resource, as she had found several special ones throughout her travels.

“Taste them? As in…you will attack them?”

Fhesiah chuckled. “That’s right. But they will not be the same flames as before, these will actually carry the flames of my path. No harm should come to them, but it’s my belief those that do shall understand me, and won’t turn away my real offer out of hand. As mentioned, I want this room for the elder generation, but those that accept my offer now, I shall aid them in future spatial realms should we come across the appropriate opportunities.”

Weiyan frowned. “This is a strange proposition, but I suppose your need for subterfuge is dubious at best. All of us felt your flames and strength. Should you desire our destruction, you only need to will it. Why go this roundabout way?”

Fhesiah smiled. “Taste my flames, and you shall find out. Take my second offer or not, I don’t think you’ll regret it.” She shook the pills again with her Qi. “Only those that take my second offer will get the treasures and my assistance. If the elders do not accept the second offer, I would agree that they should not make the attempt in the chambers. We need their assistance, and many of them have much to live for.”

“Can those not interested in the offer still witness the first part? If so, I don’t see the harm.”

“They may. Those wanting a pill for core formation, step forward.”

Nearly twenty of them stepped forward, a total of forty within the chamber. A total of five had stayed outside the portal with the Adventurers to monitor it, and to help defend and send warning in case an enemy arrived outside.

Fhesiah was happy to see that Elder Wang had stepped forward. He was an alchemist, and he was on the decline. His and the other elder’s chances of forming their cores were nearly nil before the Battleground, and this was likely the reason they came in the first place.

A chance to overturn fate, or a means to help the younger generation pass through safely. Finally, more likely than not, a chance to obtain treasures to pass onto their descendants.

Weiyan had stepped forward most likely just to see her second offer, but he looked over at Elder Wang in surprise. “Elder Wang? You? We have resources for you, and we can get you a spot further up the mountain.”

“It is not about materials, and how can I covet what the younger generation truly needs? I don’t have much time left, and Senior Hart’s methods are unfathomable. If I have a chance at forming my core, is it not with her aid? I’d be fooling myself if I thought I could succeed even with the perfect environment.”

Weiyan looked conflicted, but understanding seemed to be shown in his eyes. He turned to Fhesiah and nodded his assent, that he was ready.

She withdrew her fan from her sack, which had been upgraded. While crafting a completely brand new item with heavenly energy was beyond her family as of yet, they still managed to improve both the materials and the enchantments thanks to the Framework’s aid. They had purchased a special token with their contribution points.

Jake then upgraded the enchantments, bringing the quality of the fan to the peak of Epic. One side held golden engravings of celestial moons and kitsunes with a blackish-purple background that matched her robes and flames. On the other side, a red background, with golden dragons and suns depicted.

The fan was now even more in tune with her Dao, the enchantments a joint effort between herself and Jake. It was a true work of art, and the demonic runes that acted as Qi stencils made them highly effective.

“Those taking my flame are allowed to activate defensive skills, but external sources of strength are not allowed. Those that choose to escape instead will miss out on the opportunity.”

She ran her Qi through the fan as she raised it above her head, and pushed with her will to manifest her path and fill the demonic runes. Five flames flickered into existence above her at first, their black and purple flames absorbing the light in the chamber rather than giving it off, darkening the room.

The Radiant Flame members all activated their own spells and defensive skills, each having unique choices, but following the same theme.

One man was covered in powerful flames, while another created a giant sun in front of him. Weiyan grew flaming wings, while a fiery halo appeared above his head. A fiery mystic cauldron appeared in front of Elder Wang, while others activated a simple flaming shield in front of them.

She gathered up three more sets of five flames, the power contained within them shocking. The Radiant Flame Sect members looked on at them with fear and awe, able to feel the power of her path. While it was like one against twenty and this was not meant to be a deadly attack, they felt certain death contained within the flames, their immense heat and weight on reality.

Her twenty flames shot forward like arrows at their targets, slamming into the fiery constructs intent on blocking her attack. The sound of explosions and crashes rang out, as their defenses slowed her fire.

But her flames did not stop, and would not be snuffed out. The twenty flames only grew from consuming the defensive abilities, her flames spreading despite the twenty member’s methods.

One after the other, the defensive skills failed, and the black and purple flames surpassed their barriers. The flames continued to strike the cultivators, surrounding them in her kitsune flames.

As they were struck by the flames, many shouted in alarm or screamed for mercy, but paused as their breath caught in their throats. The flames were not harming them, but burning through their bodies harmlessly.

These people were not Fhesiah’s enemies, and her kitsune flames contained the powers of the goddess Bastet. Her divine spark altered the kitsune flames to carry a profound holiness, that enabled her to burn enemies and aid allies if she willed it.

The flames covered their bodies, burning away ailments and removing the detritus contained within their channels.

Weiyan and Wang’s defenses had lasted nearly the longest among those that faced her flames, and the latter let go on purpose, to allow her flames through, seeing the results.

The twenty not taking part in the attack looked on with rapt attention. They had prepared to attack in case she outright murdered their allies, but seeing that they were receiving benefits instead, made their gazes covetous.

Her attack complete, she pulled the flames from the twenty, returning them to her fan. She snapped it closed, and sucked the grown flames into her cosmos sack–to the lantern within. Fhesiah was sure the sprites inside would enjoy them.

The Radiant Flame Sect looked over at her in shock. While she had retracted her flames, those struck by them knew that if she had just willed it, they would have been burned and killed–unable to stop her.

Weiyan was nearly breathless from exerting effort. “Those flames… Heaven-merging realm… Just… what are you?”

Fhesiah smiled. “You’ve earned your answer, but those that did not take my offer should leave for now as I give my second one.”

The other men hesitated, but ultimately left the chamber, closing the large door behind them. They could certainly re-enter, but the room was sealed from their senses.

She gave her speech, “You’ve felt my flames, and my flames are my truth. You felt the echoes of the Dao contained within, so you know that they contain a piece of the heavens.”

“I am the Champion of the goddess Bastet, a Knight of the Framework. Those flames you felt had just a tiny fraction of her power, and she can compare to a Heaven-merging realm cultivator. My offer is not for you to join and worship my goddess, but to join the Framework in the great battle against Tartarus. In return, the New Heavens will protect your immortal soul and aid you in changing your fate.”

Elder Wang asked, “New Heavens? It will aid in forming our cores?”

“That’s right. If you join, when you form your core–you will still experience a tribulation. However, it will be levied by the New Heavens instead. It will strike your core, but instead of trying to strike you down for defying the heavens, it will try to build you up. It will aid you in removing imperfections, and help you cross the threshold.”

She continued, “If you fail and die, you will be able to be resurrected and continue aiding your Sect until the end of your days, nothing lost. If you succeed, you’ll have subverted your fate.”

The men all had different expressions. Some were unhappy at the offer to deviate from heaven’s path, but they had been moved by her flames. They kept quiet, listening to her continue.

“This is in addition to protecting your soul from Tartarus, and preventing the unorthodox cultivators from turning you into something terrible. As you know, unorthodox cultivators often use curses, sacrifices, implant horrible creatures into your bodies, and even control your minds and bodies. These are all fates worse than death, but the Framework can protect you. The multiverse needs heroes, and I can feel the Radiant Flame Sect is full of them. Why not join?”

Weiyan asked, “You can initiate us into the Framework?”

“I can. I am a Knight of the Framework, having helped save an entire world from certain doom with my family. My husband is a Baron, the ruler of three worlds. I can initiate up to five per day, though with the temporal effect in this realm, it will probably be five per ten days. If we find a Node in the realm, I can accommodate much more.”

Weiyan frowned. “So if we join the Framework, you will aid us and provide the core formation treasure? And if not?”

“That’s right. If not, I won’t stop you. But so far, I only see three of you that I have confidence in your success, even if we get further up the mountain and find an even more perfect chamber, at least without the Framework’s aid. You knew your fates were teetering in the balance, and that was why many of you accepted coming to this Battleground in the first place, and then accepted my bargain.”

Weiyan looked confused. “Which three?”

Fhesiah smirked, and created a managram of blue arrows pointing at them. Weiyan was one, and then two of the younger generation. The older fellows were all doomed to die within the chamber, her betting that one in ten would succeed at best. But one of the younger ones was shocked when an arrow did not include him.

“What! You’re saying I would fail?”

She nodded. “I would give you less than a one in four chance of ascending as you are now, without the Framework and my aid. Your foundations are poor, your aura unstable. Let me guess, you knew the battleground was coming soon, and you stuffed yourself full of pills like some kind of greedy chipmunk to prepare?”

The young master got even angrier as several elders chuckled and stroked their beards, but two attempted to calm him, to moderate success. Likely, only Fhesiah’s strength quelled his anger and kept him from doing something stupid.

Fhesiah continued, “While I think you could improve and make it before the end of the Battleground, your chances are better if you join the Framework. But hold that thought. Are there any takers among you elders? The first will get the best treasure of the bunch. Allow one of the elders to pave the way for the rest, and prove my words. I am hoping the first will allow the others to watch, the chambers can accommodate this.”

Weiyan was surprised, “You are that confident of their success?”

“I am. After you witness the New Heavens yourself, you will too. I believe our paths crossing is fate, that I was meant to aid you.”

She then spent some time detailing the threat of Tartarus, in case it had never reached their ears, though it appeared they were already mostly familiar. They had truly chosen to forgo joining, and having it interfere with their pursuit of the Dao.

But she added that it doesn’t interfere, that she was able to continue her path despite joining. It aided her, and helped her find a path forward. The Framework offered a guiding hand, like an elder or general, rather than a puppet and its master.

Weiyan seemed mostly convinced. “This Battleground is more dangerous than we had thought before we entered, and we had been naive in thinking this was nothing more than an opportunity. We are not halfway up the mountain, and we have already lost two before it became more dangerous, not even counting those that failed to ascend. If not for Senior Hart, we’d have lost many in the blood sphere incident.”

The sect members, and even Fhesiah grimaced. The blood sphere was a nasty trap unleashed as they ransacked a previous spatial realm, the Radiant Flame Sect’s attacks useless against it. Even her kitsune flames had trouble penetrating it, and she had nearly needed to use one of her scrolls to get them out before they were torn apart and drained. But she managed to use one of Jake’s talismans he bought for her, which was able to freeze the sphere long enough to get the trapped sect members out before they died from wounds and loss of blood.

Weiyan continued, “As it stands, without help, nearly none will escape this Battleground alive. Still, is it possible we can see this New Heavens? Are there any takers to Senior’s bargain?”

To her surprise, Elder Wang eventually stepped forward. “I will do it. I will join! I feel it–the pull of fate.”

Weiyan frowned. “You, Elder Wang?”

He chuckled, as he stroked his long beard. “I don’t have long left, that was why I came. If I have a chance of ascending, I want to grasp it. I was humbled, and learned something for the first time in a long time. I want to see more, to experience the Dao as Senior does. Even the Patriarch’s flames are lacking in comparison.”

Fhesiah nearly laughed as the sect members nodded and murmured in agreement. They didn’t even get to see her draconic flames, just what would have happened if they did? Maybe she could have taken over their sect?

Without much ceremony, Fhesiah initiated him into the Framework. She paid the price in CP, and a wave of golden light entered him as he accepted.

Fhesiah could feel all the cultivators were scanning him with their divine sense and spells, looking for anything out of place. However, little had actually changed. The longevity gained as a cultivator was not very significant compared to the Highlands Beastkin or Earth Human, and would likely not change much even if they waited weeks for the Framework to make its changes.

“Alright. Elder Wang.” She floated the fiery treasure in front of him. It was a refined core of a powerful spirit beast–a creature that could cultivate. Beast cores were not appropriate for human cultivators and contain a portion of essence that would actually harm one, but this one had been refined by ancient methods and purified for a cultivator’s usage. She felt high levels of yang energies contained within, the power of the sun.

He chuckled. “No need. I have long since prepared the proper treasure for me. Alchemists enjoy a special status in the sect.”

Elder Wang revealed an ornate box, and she could feel the energy levels inside were a match for the treasures she’d found. However, there was a more earthly tone inside, and she realized it may match the Elder just a little better than the one she had prepared.

This simply meant she would need to compensate less with her formations and the room’s arrays.

“You consent to the others watching?”

“I’d like the others to watch. This way, they can see this New Heavens you told us about along with me, and make the best decisions for themselves. It’s another way for me to help my sect in case…” Elder Wang hesitated, and his eyes became glassy. It seemed he really cared about his sect a lot.

Fhesiah smiled reassuringly. “Worry not, Elder Wang, and I thank you. No matter what happens, you will live to see another day. I personally believe you shall succeed.”

They entered the chamber with the twenty in tow. The chamber, aside from a platform in the center, was nearly spherical in design. There was a small section of the chamber for monitoring, meant for elders to aid in the process. The sect members all joined here.

The same fractal patterns filled the cracks like the many hallways, but the energy contained within them was dense.

Fhesiah floated out several of her scribe tools, and began drawing out the formations on the walls. Heavenly Energy crystals of fire and earth were inserted in specific places, to enhance the effect of the natural formations contained within.

While she didn’t have a complete understanding of Elder Wang’s path, as she finished each section, the aura the walls themselves gave off began to match his much further.

“Are you ready, Elder? Go ahead and add your core formation treasure.”

He did so, and she activated the apparatus in the room. Qi surged into the chamber, filling the formation lines she etched. The treasure, a crystallized earthen flame, liquidized and shifted as heavenly energy poured inside the bowl. She did what she could to shift the treasure closer in alignment with his path, without tainting it with her own.

Fhesiah brought out Hestia’s Torch, adding the flames to it and purifying it further.

Elder Wang looked at it with awe, and the other cultivators monitoring as well. “T-This treasure… These flames are from a truly higher realm. A Framework item?”

“A reward from another goddess for services rendered, Hestia.”

The elder took his core formation pill, filling him with vast amounts of energy. He used his cultivation technique, harmonizing his body and dantian with the heavens, and matching the room and treasure.

The power within his body and the room continued to build, until he looked at Fhesiah in question. She nodded, and he brought the results of the liquid treasure into his dantian.

He continued with his eyes closed, breathing and continuing moving the energy inside him. The energy lining the spherical walls drifted toward the elder, all aligning with the center of his being as he began floating into the air. At this point, his cultivation technique was shaping the malleable treasure around his spiritual temple, forming the basis for his cultivator core.

Time passed, and Fhesiah backed off to the rear of the chamber with the elders, as it was at this time: the New Heavens had arrived.

Space seemed to distort, and golden clouds drifted into the room above Elder Wang, as if they were standing outside beneath the sky. Lightning roiled within and built for a time, before it began striking at Elder Wang’s core.

The elder was forming a sphere around his spiritual temple, a core that would encapsulate his path, mind, and the connection to his soul.

Fhesiah’s Core was a bit unique, a sign of her immense foundations. Normally, a spiritual temple would be only that: a singular temple or shrine within their dantian. When one created their core, it would start becoming more like a miniature world within.

But Fhesiah’s had already started becoming a world into its own, with the temple becoming more like a castle, and a lake holding vast heavenly energy out front. The difference of the hearth and the power of her bloodlines brought her well beyond what should be possible in the first Tier.

A Core cultivator would still require their body to live, but in the Second Tier they could heal even the loss of their heart or head, though usually, not both at once. The lightning continued to strike for a few minutes, but rather than weakening the elder: it felt like he became stronger.

Imperfections were shown, and weak areas destroyed and removed. The elder shifted his core and rebuilt what was destroyed with the Framework’s guidance providing small nudges in his mind, the core better for it. While the old heavens would attack these weaknesses and use them to strike him dead, the New Heavens only laid them bare to see.

The elder shouted to the heavens as they receded, a powerful aura being released from him. A flame was released from his chest, an earthen spirit flame matching his path of alchemy.

He had successfully formed his core, with the many Radiant Flame Sect people watching with shock. While they might not have believed her words even after feeling the flames of her path, witnessing the New Heavens gave them a new perspective.

She covered him in her flames, removing old skin and detritus from his body as it shifted and changed. When her flames were removed, he looked like a much younger man. Previously, he had looked like he was on death’s door, with liver spots and a balding head. But now, he looked like a man in his late forties, with salt and pepper hair instead.

The increase in longevity from raising in Tier was significant. His core formation didn’t just succeed, but had a decent result instead on top of that. Normally, such a good result would have saved him months or years of progress.

The man’s power had increased significantly. While she would wager his attributes only increased maybe thirty percent, the difference was even more substantial than that. In a long fight, he would produce double, or even triple the amount of Qi for battle. His core would act like a reactor that pulled Qi from the surrounding area, and produced aspected, fiery Qi capable of being used in powerful attacks.

Elder Wang looked moved, his eyes wide as he appeared to examine his body. “The New Heavens… it really helped me. This feeling… it’s hard to explain. We truly need this strength to defeat this evil, don’t we?”

Fhesiah nodded. “Congratulations, Elder, and this is exactly right. Our enemy does not fight fair. It is unorthodox, straying from Heaven’s Path. Like the Framework, it is an entity with power that competes with the heavens themselves. If we don’t stand together and take this righteous power for the fight as it is given, then we shall all fall.”

Weiyan looked moved. “This New Heavens… is truly different than we had imagined. I will allow those wishing to take Senior Hart’s bargain to join the Framework, and just hope I can convince the Patriarch and the Council of the same when we return.”

Fhesiah smirked. “When your life is in danger, I think it’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission.”

The rest of the sect members nodded their assent. She would help four more ascend to the second Tier this day, increasing their chances of victory in the battleground and beyond. Today wasn’t just about them, but convincing many others to join the Framework, and her cause.

“So who’s next? Who will overturn fate and ascend, becoming the heroes the multiverse needs?”

All strode forward, even Weiyan. While she didn’t think it was all going to be sunshine and roses, she had found a group of decent allies for the rest of the battlegrounds.

She would do her best to convert as many to the Framework as she could within the Celestial Nexus, and those would continue to spread the knowledge of the New Heavens to many others. Then, she would try to get as many of them to come to Sector 87 as possible.

It was a challenging day, but rewarding. She knew she was missing out on whatever fun Jake and family were taking part of, but maybe they had some annoying problems to take care of too?


Chapter 8 - Sandreaver Liberation 



“Yay! This is so much fun. Get ‘em, Bulldozer!”

The large insectoid chirped and its wings buzzed, emboldened by Berri’s order. Blood’s Hearthian Presence combined with Jake’s State of the Monarch and her new skill, Twilight Monarch, washed over Bulldozer and the many allied undead beetle people as they crashed into the enemies.

Bulldozer was the largest sandreaver, its pincers large and wide. It pushed and shoved right through enemy lines, very much like a… bulldozer. The Twilight Monarch aura, enhanced by Jake’s State and his own Aura, caused enemies to explode and energy to be drained into their allies.

Jake and Bloodberri just let their army do the work, and Berri ordered them around for fun.

Berri cheered as the bugs fought the other bugs, converting some of them to their cause with the help of Jake’s summons. Ava and Valora knocked the sturdy beetle people around as well, while Tanda fired her bow into the backlines to cover them in vines. Ophelia’s Vajrafire Hearth Guardians roamed throughout the battlefield, knocking them away with their shields and disarming them with their weapons.

The Battlegroup was fighting toward a large pyramid in the distance, the third one since arriving on the world of Ankhmar. A green beam of light illuminated the desert sky from the pyramid, an ominous green glow washing over the sandreavers.

It appeared this was the method of controlling the undead creatures, and Jake thought his forces were getting close to reaching the mastermind in charge.

In truth, if Fhesiah were here, they probably would have found the mastermind when they assaulted the second pyramid. Jake and his other wives just couldn’t match her sensory capabilities, and Ira was still in its stasis.

His Umbral Gaze just revealed a multitude of energies being sent through the air, and he couldn’t really tell which signal was greater.

He thought this might be the main hideout from triangulating the energies given off by the odd control beacon, but it wasn’t his specialty. The signal from this direction was the strongest, and it was confirmed with his summons, the veridriths.

If nothing else, they would obtain new allies and end the attacks against the locals. It appeared these beetles were both eating and capturing them, and converting them into more beetles.

Jake had summoned a few veridriths both times, the odd locust mentalist creatures that matched the enemy Champion of Greed. They had pointed in several directions as there were dozens of pyramids scattered across the world where these creatures were gathering, but this was the direction that matched his own triangulation.

Nevertheless, the Hart family had hit the previous two locations hard and fast, much to the satisfaction of the pharaoh and his people. The pharaoh even rode an odd sand barge as he followed Jake’s party, monitoring and somewhat participating in the battles with their sand magic.

A wind mage would control and blow wind into the sails, and some form of sand magic reduced the friction on the boat as oars magically propelled the large boat forward. It moved a bit faster than a horse-drawn carriage on average, but for how many mages were required to move it forward, Jake’s airships were a bit more effective.

Many people were saved from their two assaults. When they destroyed the beacon, they also found that not only did the control over the creatures fade, but the creatures themselves were happy for their liberation and joined in on the next assaults to free their brethren.

Several of the beetle people even joined the Framework, like Bulldozer.

Thankfully, the Framework and Jake’s Aura combined seemed to protect them from being controlled once more. The unliving beetles fought through their former brethren, and focused on disabling rather than killing. Being unliving, it required a bit of overkill to completely kill them for good.

The enemy swarm of beetles was difficult to pierce, preventing Jake’s party from attacking from the sky. It was much easier to work through the swarm slowly and safely on the ground, rather than burning through the vast quantities of enemies in widespread attacks–killing them permanently.

Berri hummed. “Hmm… I think the only thing that would make this trip even better is if we weren’t fighting undead bug people, and they were edible… And it wasn’t a desert.”

Ophelia chuckled. “That’s like everything is bad. Why would it matter if they were edible? Jake can always cook amazing meals for you.”

Berri pursed her lips, and shook her head. “You just don’t get it. It’s way better when you eat the bad guys. What do you think, Tanda? Am I right?”

Tanda relaxed her bow, and nodded. “There is certainly something special when it comes to eating the prey you hunted, the berries you foraged for. The taste of an earned success–the taste of victory.”

Berri beamed. “Yes! That’s it. You’re such a good girl, Tanda!”

Tanda laughed and smiled, her tail wagging as she focused on her power as an auril sovereign. Seeds sprouted various desert plants, bringing green to the desert wasteland. Massive cacti grew and created a defensive barrier, their large and powerful thorns a deterrent to enemy approach.

Her spriggon summons from Verdant Rebirth aided in their growth, the plants corralling their enemies in the distance.

As they passed the downed enemies, Jake, Berri and Ophelia would focus their purifying flames on them. They pushed out the enemy’s influence, and then, another one of Jake’s summoned templates would stride forward: an Emberborn Priestess.

Knowing they were facing undead, Jake had quickly met with a priestess and gathered her template before they left for Ankhmar. While most were up North in the frozen tundra of Highlands preparing their new home, some remained in Life’s Haven to continue their research and magical practice in the guild facilities.

The priestess would assert control, protecting the undead scarab people from the enemy’s influence for the remainder of the battle. While they could force the sandreavers to fight, they hardly needed to. The insectoid embodiments of death were quick to join their brethren in the fight to liberate the enemy, Jake and Bloodberri’s auras protecting their march.

Assaulting the two previous enemy holdings certainly wasn’t a waste. After the battles were completed and the beacons destroyed, many of the insectoids joined them. Their minds were a bit different, but capable of forming a will and having somewhat coherent thoughts.

Their clicks and the thumps of their feet were like an interpretive dance and song, and Berri and Blood somehow were able to converse with them with a dance and their own speech. The undead beetle people even saw her as a goddess or special being, desiring to serve her and right the wrongs of the tainted one, as they called the evil influence.

Jake’s undead army was reaching a critical mass, where their number of allies was about to exceed the number of enemies on the field. With the special auras Jake and Bloodberri provided, this battle was about to become a cakewalk.

Which was why it wasn’t a surprise when there was an explosion of stone and rubble from the pyramid. A giant scorpion larger than a semi truck crawled out, and gave off a malevolent aura. A black smoky haze drifted off the immense creature, and the monster began barreling toward their position.

Behind it, another creature rose into the air: A creature of bone, emanating a similar, yet more familiar aura. Upon reaching the second Tier, Jake thought he had a much better handle on feeling and understanding divine energy, his own divine energy manipulation skill skyrocketing compared to before. In just the past three weeks, he had already passed level 3, and thought he was close to the fourth level.

Ophelia frowned. “Is that… it feels almost like a champion, but not. Something like the beast avatars?”

Jake agreed at that assessment and gave his orders. “Ava and Valora, you take on the scorpion with Lia’s protection, Bloodberri and I will take on the necromancer, and Tanda will support both parties.”

He summoned five more of the priestesses of Arawn, the emberborn drawing in death energy and controlling it. Using his invested mana, they sent out a large deathly green haze–a wave of miasma, meant to protect their control over their undead allies.

“C’mon, Jake! Let’s do the thing!”

Jake couldn’t help but laugh, knowing exactly what she meant. It wasn’t a bad idea at all. He sent his affirmative over their bond, and both his Divine weapon and her chimeral axe began to morph as the two both gathered their runes.

Blood began gathering her runes for another purpose, and Tanda drew upon her cyclical avenging flames as well. Meanwhile, Lia and Ava charged toward the incoming giant scorpion.

Jake and Berri’s runes coalesced onto his staff, which had morphed into a giant ball of divine flames. She coiled her tail as she positioned herself, holding her transformed mythic baseball bat.

“Now, for my secret move–Berri’s Grand slam of Hestia-Echidna-Jake!”

Black and white coalesced across her body, and she used the previous version of Maul of Hestia-Echidna against the large ball of flames. An explosion of light and dark sent the ball of divine flames at their target: the powerful necromancer.

Jake and Berri’s coordinated attack did not take long at all to power up and prepare, and the necromancer had very little time to get ready for the oncoming ball of flames. It hastily erected a black barrier around itself, and the beacon of green light shuddered ominously as the green energy joined with it.

But Jake was well aware of necromancer’s moves. The runes on the ball of divine flames activated, creating a spear of flames in front of it. The barrier was pierced by the sheer force and power of their combined attack, the black-and-green magical shield shattering like glass in the air.

The ball of flames continued unimpeded, crashing into the necromancer and exploding in a wave of divine flames. The necromancer was flung back through the air, and Jake retracted his flaming weapon to return to him with his will.

If this was one of the necromancers they were used to facing, this would have been more than enough to kill it. The monster was filled with malevolent energy however, and while much of its bones were crushed and burned away by the holy flames, it began reconstructing itself and pulling deathly energy from the sandreavers.

Tanda’s powerful shot containing the energies of life struck the necromancer next, seeds being released from her Verdant Barrage. The deathbloom flowers rapidly grew from the death energy, sapping the energy it was using to heal as it was wrapped in vines.

Jake and Bloodberri were about to approach to try to finish off the necromancer, but Avalara sent the scorpion flying through the air with her giant club. Then Ophelia lanced it riding on Valora, sending a powerful condensed burst of vajrafire flames through the scorpion and into the necromancer.

Her Vajrafire Guardian turned into yet another blast of fiery lightning, and Valora released a powerful bolt of lightning with its breath, striking both enemies.

Blood then released her Tier 2 spell, a smite using the twin’s twilight energy against the necromancer. It was like a hammer of white light struck the monster powerfully, the holy energy invading deep into the necromancer’s body.

It began to crumble, and a tiny spark of evil divinity exited it and shot at Ophelia, who was the closest at that moment.

The scorpion tumbled to the ground from Avalara and Ophelia’s combined attack, and the power animating it was dispelled. The scorpion returned to being a lifeless corpse, and the beacon in the background stopped sending out its green light.

Ophelia closed her eyes as Valora came to a stop, trying to focus her senses on the energy that just entered her, and so did Jake–the energy had rushed into all of them, from her. In all, it was like they received a small amount of divine energy added to their total pool.

He had mostly been unable to sense the difference before, but now he could definitely feel even this minute amount. Most likely, they had received larger increases each time they defeated a Champion in the past. Jake wasn’t precisely sure about the amount, but killing the Enforcer was easy to feel–this was like a hundredth or less of the amount.

Ophelia stated, “That was a bit anticlimactic. The necromancer was early in the second Tier like us, but that definitely wasn’t at the level of a Champion against all of us. We were a bit overkill.”

Tanda landed next to Bloodberri, “I like that you added Jake to your secret move’s name, but not even Blood made the cut? Didn’t you use her darkness energy?”

Berri’s expression shifted to indifference, and she began inspecting her gauntleted nails. “She thought the move was lame. Now the energy is both of ours, so it hardly counts as her darkness. She used my light energy for that smite just now and didn’t need to give me credit, so it’s all fair.”

Blood then took over their features, giving a tired look as she groaned. “I didn’t say it was lame, I said the name was too long! You’re so sensitive about your baseball stuff. Your… baseball attack with our Lord is impressive, and I’m not just saying that.”

Berri looked all too pleased with herself, a wide smile taking over her face. “Okay! You’re forgiven. It’s BB’s Grand Slam of Hestia-Echidna-Jake now!”

The sandreavers were now free from the control of the necromancer, and Bulldozer and its many brethren began their dance and buzzing to communicate. Berri and Blood added their own words and swaying movements, and convinced many of them to join the Framework, though whether they could or should join a guild like Hearthtribe was up in the air.

It seemed the creatures had some gratitude and were willing to come to Jake’s aid if he needed it. Being monstrous and without a true language, the Framework still did not provide translation–much like the spriggons.

This made it somewhat difficult to coordinate, but Jake’s rank of Baron aided in this. He was able to guide and incentivize them with Quests, thanks to the world’s ownership–even with them outside of his guild.

In the distance, they could see that all the other pyramids had powered down. They had truly defeated this mastermind for now, and now Bulldozer and the many others could go on a recruitment spree.

Eventually, the pharaoh and his barge approached, and the young king and his mother thanked them for their efforts. It had only taken them a few days to handle the difficult task, and without many losses. After gaining some sandreavers as allies, they allowed the pharaoh’s soldiers to protect their holdings instead.

Jake’s party would stay for a few days on the world, allowing Bloodberri to work with the sandreavers and recruit more into the Framework.

For now they returned to their Refuge, where their recent contribution purchase was finally ready.

A Temporal Chamber.

Something available beginning at Tier 2 and requiring a tremendous amount of power, even with their Divine Hearth they would only get an hour of time at most. It was a 1:7 ratio of one hour on the outside would equal seven inside, but he would only be able to at most get 1 hour per week.

In actuality, it was a tremendous waste. While getting an extra six hours per week sounded great, it was really only useful for getting a little extra training in.

It was not even that useful for that. Due to the nature of the environment, supplying the insides with more energy after it was expended was not currently possible. It appeared that once they used what was inside the chamber, he would not be able to recover rapidly.

Compared to their training rooms where they had nearly limitless mana thanks to their Divine Hearth, it might only be good for something like training their melee or ranged Techniques. Then, only one person could be inside at a time. Many of these features could be upgraded for a cost, but the requirements were well beyond their ability to afford them at the moment.

That meant, at least currently, the chamber only served a singular purpose. They were lounging around in their Refuge’s living room, clean from their recent task.

Ophelia’s feathers ruffled and flittered as she got comfortable next to Jake, and snorted. “I can’t believe you spent so much on a booty call chamber.”

Avalara sat on the other side of Jake, and smiled across him at Ophelia, “Ah, but he’s worried about his mate, is he not? Of course, he will do what it takes to protect her.”

Blood hummed. “Hmm, true, but could she really need help? I think the hundred days without the touch of our lord husband is easily the biggest thing he can save her from.”

Tanda grimaced. “Has it been that long for her? Quick, Jake–we better let her know quickly!”

Berri giggled. “I bet she is cranky as can be by now, probably toasting people in frustration! I can’t imagine being without our Jakey for a week. If the Framework didn’t stop me, I’d probably… smush anyone that got in my way!”

Jake chuckled. “Alright, let’s do it. Help me out, Tanda?”

Jake didn’t really need her help now, but he was happy to use the excuse to get her in his lap. She sat in his lap with a smile, her tail wagging and flapping against his stomach as she faced away from them. Synchronizing their breathing, he did his best to enter the state of the Sage, thinking of his foxy, draconic wife.

He had tried this a few times in the past week, but had been mostly unsuccessful. This time, he added a Tier 2 runic spell of Haste. With his Divine Reinforcement, it did not actually hasten him a ton, but he hoped it would be enough.

Finally, he did his best to convey for her to get to a safe location, and to send him a sort of signal–pulses of feelings when she was ready to meet. He would try to meet her within her spiritual temple.

When she got the message, he felt elation for several minutes, and excitement–and his wives’ premonitions were correct–plenty of lust.

However, it was only an hour later that those feelings had switched to anger and frustration, then calm acceptance. The connection between them only got even worse, though he thought she did her best to signal not to worry about her.

Throughout those days, feelings came even more rapidly, so he guessed that somehow, the temporal difference became even larger somehow. So he opted to wait to use the chamber and synchronize with her for when she had confirmed with the signal.

Eventually, feelings of relief arrived over their bond, and then those same feelings of elation and lust for a few minutes–only for it to switch to despair and anger once more, the signal that she was ready not arriving. Just what was going on in that Battleground?


Chapter 9 - Fhesiah - Angry Dragon 



Fhesiah burst through the formation’s weakness, her body covered in her dragon scales–all pretense of hiding her heritage gone at this point. A haze of shimmering barriers blocked her path, an activation of the realm’s owner blocking her escape.

The old man’s voice was both questioning and pleading as it echoed off the walls, the voice coming from everywhere but also nowhere all at once, hurriedly. “Wait! How the hell are you a dragon, anyway? We can work this out. Don’t you want my heritage?”

She only sneered in response as she filled her body with Draconic Empowerment, and stomped her leg down with enough force to crush a mountain. The stone beneath gave way, shattering and disturbing the energy flow into the important segments of the heavenly energy-powered formations.

The barriers disappeared, and she roared as she breathed a concentrated beam of flames at the cornerstone of the trap. The priceless gem containing vast energies shattered, exploding and sending turbulent energies and shrapnel all over the stone-covered room. The wall was shredded from the explosion, the power of the blast immense.

A piece of rock shrapnel struck her chest, but her body was sturdy from all its tempering and she took it with little more than a grunt.

The trap destroyed, a weight lifted from her, and her aura became unsealed as she dashed to the next room. The perception array revealed the changes to the room she was in, showing the enemy’s true visage in front of her. It now looked like a room covered in black, with golden stars all over like a starry sky.

Using her Divine Sense, she realized that she was now within a strange area, in a cabin within some kind of home within the realm. It was odd because it felt completely separate from the surrounding cavern, like the cultivator brought it there. Perhaps some kind of…mobile home? It was so… ugly.

A ghostly old man, a remnant nascent soul of a dying cultivator was now in front of her. The man who had sealed her inside this… opportunity. She had been exploring a spatial realm with the Radiant Flame Sect, and she got sucked inside this inheritance.

Fhesiah wasn’t sure how the Framework thought this was fair, or if it was just a risk of this special event. The gain was significant, but the risk was absurd. Anyone other than her would have been trapped and killed.

She began gathering her flames, now that her hated enemy had been revealed. It was an old human man, a formation master who offered to teach her his mastery of arrays and formations. He claimed he didn’t want anything at all, just to hand off his heritage, his mastery of formations and arrays before he died–and of course, his vast treasure.

But Fhesiah knew from the beginning, that there was no such thing as a free lunch, and he was up to no good.

After all, this same thing already happened with the damned alchemy master!

He held up his hands, “N-Now, don’t do anything hasty. If it wasn’t for my teachings being so effective and my knowledge so profound, you’d never have been able to escape! You have gained something special here, and if you’ll be patient, there is much more for you to master.”

Fhesiah’s aura continued to rise with every moment that passed, her draconic flames building in her chest. The old ghost of the third Tier was still alive, but with his soul trapped and tied to the very same realm without a body, he was firmly within the range she could deal with.

The man’s words only increased her rage.

“Oh? You mean the teachings you used to lure me into a false sense of security, while you worked to weaken and eventually possess my body? I should just sit down on that enlightenment formation and study after all of this?”

“How could you know this?” The man frowned in thought, surprised that she understood his trap. “To cultivate is to defy the heavens, you can’t blame me for doing what it takes to defy fate! How about you leave for now, and we call it even? Your mastery of formations has increased thanks to my knowledge and teachings, you’ll receive bad karma for returning such kindness with malice!”

“Hmm, your kindness, you say?” Fhesiah smiled, but her grin went a little too wide, her eyes taking on a manic light. She had been trapped into this temporal space within the battleground’s temporal space, making her live nearly another year without seeing her husband. Worst of all, the first one happened nearly just as Jake must have figured out how to properly meet with her.

“T-That look. I know that one–that was the one you had before you smashed my–”

“You’re absolutely right, I should thank you for your kindness!”

She withdrew her pill furnace from her now unsealed cosmos sack, though the furnace had changed significantly since she left on her battleground adventure. The alchemy master had been ecstatic that a kitsune apprentice would show up within his heritage, him being a rare alchemist that specialized in using yin flames for alchemy. After all, all that was left of him was his spirit flame itself.

The pill furnace had been modified to contain and enhance her kitsune flames, the master showing her how to refine and transform the insides of the furnace while refining pills using her yin flames.

It was an exceptional method, one if he had taught her while asking nothing in return, she’d have thanked her lucky stars for meeting him.

But he was trying to do the same thing at this formation master–though rather than stealing her body, he simply wanted to turn her into a pill to consume and empower himself. She lost nearly a year worth of her sanity from that asshole too. What was with cultivators and trapping people to kill and steal from them?

Her scribe flew out, along with several treasures she’d collected from the Battleground so far. They all flew inside the pill furnace, the formation master looking on in interest, but undisguised worry. “What are you doing? You’re… drawing a formation inside?”

He snorted, his expression taking on a sneer. “What, is that to be my prison? I am the master of formations, your teacher! You might be strong for a Foundation Establishment cultivator, but do you really think you can weaken me enough that–”

“Shut up, I’m busy right now!” Fhesiah continued her work within the pill furnace, but retrieved several talismans from her sack. Like spell scrolls, cultivator talismans required a bit of personal Qi to activate, but contained significant levels of their own from their creator’s investments.

These were talismans at the peak of their Tier. Because of the significant investment, likely requiring a cultivator at the next one just to be able to craft them to such efficacy, these had cost hundreds of thousands of T1 Credits.

White lightning exploded outward, slamming into the ghost’s form and causing him to scream in agony. The man had originally been a Nascent Soul Cultivator, much like herself. However, he had become injured in battle to the point where he lost his body, and escaped to the void and eventually an adjacent realm.

The energy levels were too low to reform his body and escape, not having such a useful method like her own, or was otherwise unwilling to start from scratch once more, like she had. His strength had degraded over the years to the point where he could hardly be comparable to a second Tier cultivator. This was why he was trying to snatch her body so he could leave before it was too late.

Fhesiah learned she was not the first cultivator to arrive in his lair. Unfortunately for them and for the man named Elron, they simply weren’t compatible or strong enough for him to house his soul within.

She discovered their fates within a few days of her arrival, but was unable to really accomplish much with what she learned until she was ready to make her escape.

He just didn’t suspect that Fhesiah would also be a dragon, and that she had extra means of empowering herself beyond his understanding–her hearth. Who would?

She continued drawing the formations, and she had to thank Zhuge Liang for his guidance on them. While this master’s knowledge was much deeper than what was contained in Brother Zhuge’s book, Elron certainly wouldn’t teach her how to both spot and destabilize the nefarious purposes in his own formations, now would he?

And Elron definitely wouldn’t teach her how to utilize a combination of teachings and balancing of energies to create something more natural and capable of trapping a Nascent Soul. She had managed to trap the first asshole in her pill furnace, but that was because he was nothing more than a dark spirit flame.

Of course, killing the jerk was easy enough. To trap them both and benefit from it so she didn’t waste her last two years, beyond learning a bunch of good stuff, she would have to be a bit more… inventive.

Elron began gathering his remaining Qi, absolutely pissed about being hit with her talismans and being ignored in favor of building out her formation. She activated a few more with a smile, the man’s face falling when she realized she had more. Thanks to her overprotective husband, there was a lot more where that came from!

Preparations made, she blitzed toward him, and she withdrew and activated a few spell scrolls to confuse and weaken him even further. Several runic shackles wrapped around his spirit body, as she covered Elron in the hexes of the sun and moon.

He reeled in shock and rage as he was covered in foreign energies that inhibited and burned him, unable to understand how mana influenced his spirit body so heavily.

She breathed out her draconic flames, the fires of purity slamming into him and shredding his spirit body. He only barely held on, and–whoops, she almost killed him accidentally. Fhesiah took a calming breath, as she weakened her hexes and breathed back her flames.

Just a little more, and she would be back in Jake’s arms within her spiritual temple–hopefully. While it had been another year inside this stupid place, for Jake, it was only a few days. He would hopefully still have whatever method he had intended to reach her with.

If she had to wait another year for any reason, she’d find some way to kill this guy twice!

Elron’s face turned pleading, his spiritual body barely being held together. “H-How are you so strong, and what is this energy? Just what are you? No–wait, it doesn’t matter. Let me go, and I’ll give you–”

Fhesiah snorted, and covered the wall behind him with glowing runes of her yin flames, targeting the weaknesses of the protective formations Elron used to conceal and guard his treasure. They ate away at the protective arrays as they took on the consuming and transformative natures of her path, shredding and destabilizing the various flavors of heavenly energies that traversed the arrays.

The door began to crumble, and she smashed it with her draconic fist. Several cosmos sacks floated out of the room right away, having long-since planned her heist.

“You don’t have anything left to give me, I’m afraid.”

“What the–you could sense the room with the perception array? You planned this? For how long?”

Fhesiah gave a tired sigh, even though she was proud of her powerful Divine Sense beyond her Tier. “Way too long. Anyway, off you go inside.” She mock bowed at him with a sneer, holding her hands together.

“Thank you, master, for teaching me what you know about the formations of the heavens. I’ll make sure to use all I learned this past year under your tutelage–you can consider your legacy to have been passed on. Both what you wanted me to learn, but also what you didn’t. Maybe in your next life you will learn not to interrupt a girl’s booty call.”

The ghost cultivator frowned in confusion. “Booty call? What the hell is–”

She wrapped actual physical shackles around him from her cosmos sack, then lifted and threw him into the furnace, the man shouting in both anger and pain.

The man now gone, she realized the strange construction, the room filled with stars was actually some kind of…flying device, a shuttle. Just why? She took ownership of it, but it was unable to fly where it was currently, anyway. Hopefully, it was just a restriction or nature of this realm.

Stepping outside of it, she was able to stow it away in her cosmos sack, and realized it would actually be quite useful, as ugly as it was.

Fhesiah began her trek to the portal, knowing she would be out and with her husband shortly. If the stupid inheritance place tried to suck her into another one, she’d tear the whole damn place down.

[image: image-placeholder]

Elron looked around at the insides of the pill furnace with awe. It was almost its own spatial realm, a priceless treasure that a mere Foundation Establishment cultivator should not possess. This was inside her sack the whole time? The formations and treasures that lined the walls of the large area were surprising as well. The room was shaped like a giant cylinder, the lines and glyphs of the formations lighting the walls.

It was a powerful sealing formation, and he could see it was based on heaven and earth reversal. Heavenly energy would enter the formation’s pathways, and the energy would be transformed by several natural treasures.

Earthly pillars held up, but also restricted the heavens. The starry sky blanketed the pillars, limiting the earth and enhancing it with its majesty. Within the center was a strange array, which would take the transformed energy from the heaven and earth formations, and…do something with it, which he was unsure of at the moment.

It was one of the many methods she’d learned under his tutelage. There were various treasures of different origins, ones of immense value.

Each and every single one was a rarity and quality that was well within what a Core cultivator would covet, and the various special energies were balanced across the runes of the formation.

In truth, Elron was both amazed and kind of pissed. He probably could have escaped using all this nonsense from the beginning! But how could he know she was so rich? He had sealed all spatial devices within his realm, to prevent escape. Where could she have hidden this?

But he thought it was strange. He cultivated the Dao of Order, and yet the seal had opposing–

“Who are you?”

A male’s voice rang out, and Elron was shocked he hadn’t spotted it until it spoke–he was simply too busy observing the dozens of other treasures in the room. It was a flame placed within the center of the opposing formation far above him, a dark spirit flame which caused Elron to frown. It was clearly a Nascent Soul cultivator’s flame.

“I’m Elron, a master of formations.”

“A formation master?” the flame snorted. “That crazy bitch beat you too? So what do you think, is there a way out of this place?”

Elron inwardly sneered as he observed the formations once more, with new eyes. Of course there was a way out, there was always a weakness to any formation. Their opponent was young and hadn’t even formed her core yet. Her energy wasn’t limitless.

All it would take would be for her to allow the pill furnace to run out of energy, or a moment of weakness and the protections would be lowered. It was then that he could target this… living alchemy flame to destabilize both formations, and make his escape.

However, there was another set of formations and runes, that he didn’t quite understand even with his vast knowledge. The heaven and earth formation of opposing energies was meant to seal and drain them, to both weaken them and empower the seal itself–this, he was familiar with.

The second set was made from some runes that seemed to echo the truths of the demon’s path, the draconic and kitsune flames that she had used. There were even more than that, runes that held meaning he couldn’t discern, that almost looked like tribal paintings or drawings.

He was just about to ask the other to introduce himself, when suddenly, a third being joined them within the furnace.

It was a creature of pure fire, about the size of a child. Eyes and lips floated on its fiery face, a smile of pure joy as it began to flit about and spin as it flew through the innards of the pill furnace.

It looked over all the treasures with excitement, but it was most interested in one thing. Of course, it was fascinated by the dark spirit flame, observing it with eagerness as it even drank some of its flames.

The spirit flame whimpered and raged against the creature shouting incoherently at it, but the childlike flame just laughed and continued its flittering about the furnace.

Elron and the dark flame were sealed and couldn’t do anything to the creature, but it flew around unimpeded, its bright golden eyes shining with curiosity.

The runes from the second formation lit up, of both blackish purple flames on his side, and flames of red and gold on the dark spirit flame’s side. Powerful energies that Elron knew were not Qi at all joined, ones that he had never encountered.

The heaven and earth formation lit up, and the weight and drain on Elron and the dark flame increased, feeding the flaming runes. Elron was already heavily injured, and didn’t have a whole to give. He only barely held on to his own consciousness, using his strength of will.

A fire ignited directly in the center from the array, a swirling flame matching the woman’s dual paths.

A voice echoed out from their captor, “You two both taught me valuable lessons. Thankfully, it wasn’t that old guys trapped in a spatial realm wanting to hand over their heritage might have bad intentions. No, I already knew that! It was that stealing a body, or turning someone into a pill is totally okay on the path of immortality.”

Elron grimaced, his fear and anxiety increasing–if he had his body, his skin would be filled with goosebumps and his hairs raised. Now that he had a moment to think, he realized something else. This wasn’t just a place or room that he would be sealed in. It was a pill furnace, which meant…

“Now, the problem is… you’re both trash and little more than ghosts. But my friend here, why, she’s just so nice and cute, and most importantly: special, isn’t she? I’d really like to help her out, and you both taught me interesting methods. It’ll take some experiments, but I think I’ve already learned enough to turn you into nourishment for my friend!”

Elron roared, “This is unorthodox. The heavens will strike you down!”

Fhesiah snorted. “Oh really? Just where were these heavens when you tried to take over my body, or that guy tried to turn me into a pill to do the same thing? Anyway, this is an eye for an eye, and my friend here is without sin. I’m just going to turn you guys into some juicy flames, slowly. They just so happen to be what she loves to eat. The heavens have no problems with that.”

The dark flame spirit spoke up, “Wait! Have mercy, and I will teach you–”

“I’ve learned all that I need from someone like you, thank you very much. Just how many had entered your realm that you killed or consumed before me? Oh, and one more thing, Elron. This pill furnace is stocked with enough energy to power the formation for a few years. Also, I’m a member of the Framework–I cannot die of anything but old age. Now, I got a hot date with my husband, and I gotta go for now. Toodles!”

Elron was filled with despair from her words–it was clear there was nearly no path for escape, only the possibility of someone stealing the furnace now. But if someone managed to steal such a treasure from someone as powerful as her–would Elron be any better off?

The flames in the pill furnace increased in their intensity, and the energy within began to distort the light in the chamber. More energy was drained from Elron, the fires painful as they broke down his nascent spirit and fueled the flames building in the center of the furnace.

The once happy and joyful fire spirit’s smile turned ominous to Elron, as she absorbed the pure flames gathering in the center of the pill furnace. Agony rippled through his spirit body as it was torn apart, to fuel the arrays somewhat of his own design.

This time, he was unable to hold on to his consciousness.


Interlude 2 - ❤❤❤ - Horny Dragon



Jake arrived in Fhesiah’s spiritual temple, his mind a mental projection. He had entered meditation like Tanda had taught him within the Temporal Chamber, and synchronized with her mind and followed their bond to come here. He marveled at her palace, happy to have finally made it.

After a few seconds, something within the recreation of their refuge shifted. The sun rose high in the sky, which he could see through the skylight, and the fire within the hearth behind him blazed brightly. Lines, runes, and glyphs lit up on the draconic side of the room.

A shift occurred, and suddenly, he found himself sitting on their bed–a recreation of their room at home as if teleported.

He was also suddenly naked, despite him arriving wearing more homely robes.

Jake knew how this was going to go, but he had very little time to prepare for when his dragon wife appeared.

He was bowled over by pale flesh, dark hair, and bronze features in a blur. He was used to this from Tanda, but Faye was moving faster than he could easily keep up with. Soft lips pressed against his, a sensuous body molding around his own.

Large, firm and soft breasts pressed against his chest, her warmth covering his entire body. The blur coming to a halt on top of him, golden draconic eyes met his own, full of both love and longing. Her tongue was nearly frenzied as it entered in his mouth, and he desperately tried to keep up.

Eventually, she pulled back, and observed him for a moment as she heard his thoughts. A very quick mental communication, and she understood–it appeared the 7 to 1 Temporal Chamber wasn’t quite enough to keep up with whatever it was inside the Battlegrounds.

However, it was more than good enough for their purposes. When her voice came out full of longing, he could hardly tell she was experiencing time differently.

“I’ve missed you so much.”

Jake was flooded with her emotions, and her many thoughts. The longing felt incongruent in his mind–wasn’t it just like a few months at most? But a number stood out in her thoughts.

“I’ve missed you too…but, it’s really been over 2 years, for you?”

“Yes, but… let’s… talk about it after? I need you.” Her voice trembled, and while there was certainly a lustful desire within her, the need for his love was just as great.

He framed her beautiful elfin face with his hand, and kissed her deeply with their gazes locked on one another. A warmth built in his chest as the two connected, their hearths beating in sync. Understanding the depths of her need, his desire rose to fulfil it.

Of course, that wasn’t all. His dragon wife was completely a bombshell, and he would enjoy this… almost as much as she did. Grabbing her hips, he lined himself up as he sat up, and let her tight heat envelop him as she spread her legs for him. Her body shook as she cried out, his cock filling her to the brim in a single thrust.

Her feet placed on the bed, her legs moved without thought, lifting her body up and down. Faye’s tightness shook and convulsed with need, rippling along his length as she sought her pleasure. Seeing her large chest heaving in front of him, Jake grabbed her nipples and began tugging and pulling on them in the ways he knew she liked.

“Yes! It’s so good…”

Faye’s speed as she bounced on his cock increased, her pleasure mounting. “Ohhh! Yes Jake, yes!” She shivered, her body spasming as she groaned, but didn’t stop or slow the movements of her hips. Her moans increased as she panted, Jake meeting her movements with his own thrusts. With their hearths connected, pleasure wracked Jake’s mind as he felt through her senses.

“I want it, husband–I need it. My body has wanted your seed for so long…”

Her movements only increased, bouncing up and down on his cock. Faye’s wanton moans as she rode Jake to her peak drove him wild, his hands roaming his lover’s body as his arousal built.

It wasn’t long before he filled her, and Faye cried out her excitement as she shook. Her body’s motion nearly locked up, and she cried out when he came. A primal satisfaction came from her over their bond, and a smile tugged on her lips as she gave him a lidded look.

“As always, you’re still ready for me. That’s good because we’re just getting started.”

Her tail lifted behind her, and she rose herself off his cock–before lining up her other entrance and slowly engulfing him once more. Faye’s smile gradually grew wider as she let gravity skewer herself on him, the tightness of her hole constricting all along his length. The heat within her ass felt like his cock was inside a furnace, a pleasant sensation for his Hearthian body as it entered her recreational-only hole.

Finally reaching the base, Faye started to move once more. Her tightness engulfed him rapidly, Faye bouncing up and down with fervor. Combined with the pace and her ass’s grip, Jake felt himself rapidly approaching his peak again.

Despite his wife bouncing rapidly, he steadied and slowed her with one hand grabbing the firm globe of her ass, and began rubbing her clit with his thumb on the other.

“Ohh shit, yes! S-So good.” Her eyes fluttered, but she didn’t slow. She fought against his efforts to slow her movements, her strength causing her ass to collide with his hips harshly as she fucked herself harder. Her moans built to a crescendo as she pounded herself using his cock, her ass gripping it tightly.

Faye’s body shook, and Jake once again found himself past the point of no return as their mutual pleasure filled him. Her ass was promptly filled with his second load, his cock pumping her full of his seed. She started to pick back up again, so Jake took things into his own hands.

Using Hearthfire, he wrapped her wrists and legs and pulled them away. Grabbing her by the waist, he spun her body around and put her back against the bed, pushing her legs back to meet her head with his flames.

She fought her bindings ineffectually, grinning at him taking control. Putting her into the mating press position, he reminded her that this was what would happen as soon as she got home.

Jake now having control with his hands on her legs, he was the one doing the pounding. He fucked her ass with deep thrusts, continuing their frantic coupling. Time seemed to lose all meaning as he continued fucking his dragon wife, switching between filling both of her holes as she moaned and coo’d with glee.

Sprawled out on the bed under him, her straight black hair, bronze tail and wings were a stark contrast spread out behind her against the white sheets. Eventually, Faye became mostly sated, and their frantic fucking slowed to a languished, love-making pace filled with love and affection.

Her legs had wrapped around his back as he slowly fucked her, Jake kissing her neck and lips tenderly as he pumped his hips from above. Her hands roamed his body as she kissed Jake’s neck and shoulders, as if reaffirming his presence.

Faye explored Jake’s body as he explored hers again, the two lovers reconnecting and becoming in sync. Their hearths blazed with their desire for closeness, panting and moaning with their bodies covered in sweat.

Fhesiah mostly finally sated and Jake mostly completely spent, he laid down next to his dragon wife and hugged her to him tightly as he used the cleaning spellform and covered them with a warm blanket. It was time to get caught up on her adventures.


Chapter 10 - Jake and Fhesiah - Catching Up



Fhesiah had more or less pounced on him the moment he had arrived in her spiritual temple, having synchronized their minds much closer using the Temporal Chamber. After fulfilling her… needs, they were laying on the bed, snuggled up against each other under the covers.

“I’m glad you’re okay.”

Fhesiah sighed in happiness. “I am now. Lia really called that thing a booty call chamber, huh? A booty call once every 70 days for me…”

Jake chuckled. “It’s really ten to one in here? If so, then not quite. It’s slightly less efficient, but we could do two three-hour sessions per week instead together. Less total time, but more frequent. Once every 35 days for you then. It might even be better this way for emergencies. If you send the signal to rush, I’ll be able to hop into the chamber to help quickly.”

The energy within the temporal chamber was limited, but he had enough upon entry into the chamber that through her hearth, he could shove quite a bit of his energy over their Energy Sharing. In all, it was actually a huge cheat.

To make sure, he tried transferring all his energy types without problem–except the Divine Energy. It refused to flow across this connection, something blocking him.

Fhesiah groaned, but nodded. “I’m mostly in my kitsune form, so it doesn’t bother me as much there. Still, I’ll take that instead, unless it’s too difficult to find a safe place for a long period.”

Jake looked around, and did his best to sense outside the bedroom, to observe the changes of her spiritual temple. With a thought, she shifted him into the living room instead, making it easier for him. He now wore some kingly-looking red and gold robes, and Fhesiah had her mother’s cultivator robes once more.

“This place has really changed.”

He marveled at the runes and scripts going up and down the walls, and leading to the hearth in the rear-center of the room. The chairs depicting a warm living room rather than thrones in a throne room appeared inviting, and he sat, with her joining him on his lap.

On each side was a lifelike image of the two versions of Fhesiah, with the many demonic runes surrounding them. The formations, glyphs and lines led over to the hearth, where somehow the bloodline bricks fed into the flames.

Fhesiah joined him in his observations. “I have actually learned a bit how to improve this, and it might help me while I form my core. Those old ghosts truly have taught me a lot, and ignited my passion for these things–even if I was driven just as much for another reason.”

Jake laughed. “The power of the booty call, huh? It’s a desire that transcends space and time, gender and culture.” He smiled at her. “Have you gotten any closer on your core situation?”

She grinned. “You got that right. I think I have the fire stuff mostly handled at this point, now I just need to figure out if there’s a way to incorporate the claw into the system. I think I already have what I need to abandon it–I can make my flames of yin and yang find the perfect balance without it.”

“Is including the claw really stronger? I suppose objectively, it’s great to have as an option for enemies strong against flames. But as your Daos get stronger–you grasp more of the heavens and make them your own, aren’t you able to change the laws of reality to match? That something strong against fire would be weak to it, you said?”

Fhesiah smiled. “You’ve been paying attention. I do think it’s stronger–and not just for the reason you mentioned. While I said perfect balance, they would not really empower one another, just coexist. My goal with the claw is to combine them and make something more. I have glimpsed the bronze or golden flames, an embodiment of chaos. But my goal is to make it one that I can control, a flame that destroys anything in its path.”

“Much like the prismatic flames of our family, but different. This way, you keep the claw, and you can bring more power to the family? I will do everything it takes to support you.”

Fhesiah was moved, giving him a heartfelt smile. “That’s exactly right, and that means a lot to me.”

“What’s it like in the Battleground, anyway?”

Fhesiah filled him in on how the Battleground worked, and what happened to her. She even discussed all the treasures she gained, and how she was trapped.

“Damn, they really tried to get you with the dying old spirit trick? Even I know about that one from stories. How can a Nascent Soul be in the Battleground? I thought it was Tier 1 and Tier 2 only?”

“I guess the Framework allowed it, since they were both weakened to our potential levels. Lacking their bodies and starved for energy, they were about an early to mid Core cultivator level–and not specialized in combat. An alchemist and formation master are fearsome in the right situations, but they were trapped in these odd spatial realms for thousands of years and starved of energy. While I got their treasures, they were really junk compared to what a Tier 3 Cultivator covets. The best thing I got was a shuttle, and a dozen information crystals and cultivation methods.”

“A what now? A flying device? That does sound useful for the battleground. You said they were flying boats and swords and stuff before, but this shuttle will be better?”

“Yeah, it’s really great. It can fit hundreds inside the spatial pocket, and it can even fit inside a cosmos sack or my storage ring. It’s kinda like…a gaudy flying mobile home. There’s more.”

It seemed there was a disadvantage to forming a core early in the Battleground–the Core cultivators could not enter all of the spatial realms. Every so often, the portal would destabilize when they attempted to enter. It was for this same reason that the Nascent Soul cultivators were unable to escape on their own.

Odds were, the castle near the top was meant only for the elites of the event among the entrants to duke it out over the ultimate opportunity.

“But the alchemist and the formation masters were part of some heritage or inheritance event?”

Fhesiah nodded. “When we unlocked this shrine on the first floating mountain we managed to reach, it was a special reward. It was a shrine with many entrances within, and those that mastered professions had archways pulling them in, of various qualities. Not many of those Radiant Flame Sect guys had them, but a few did. Elder Wang I told you about had actually gotten a different alchemy heritage, coming out with many benefits.”

“But why were yours malicious in intent? Did anyone else get anything like that?”

“A few were challenged, but most just walked in and got something decent, with no old ghosts there to try to steal from them. However, none of them got the tutelage of Nascent Soul cultivators. I guess with the great reward required great risk, or maybe the Framework could tell I could manage it somehow? It’s weird that it has so many of these just lying around.”

Jake chuckled. “So I had contacted you just before you got sucked into one, and then somehow, you got pulled into another right after? To think two years passed.”

Fhesiah groaned and nodded. “I was so excited to get back to you when you reached out to me the first time, but I had to wait until we were done with our exploration. It’s not safe to have our fun unless we can set up camp, where I have illusion and defensive arrays setup–and the Adventurers well rested.”

“What are your plans now?”

Fhesiah grinned. “My team is actually quite ahead of the game. We might be the first among the Alliance to reach the main mountain. Our Adventurer allies, many of them used the Nexus Node and entered the second Tier, their placement up to now acting nearly as good as a solo Trial. Some of them have held off, as the Node stated that the result would be better if they did near the end of the event. After that, we were lucky and the first floating mountain had drifted near us, so we went for it. Otherwise, my goal was to gather allies. For… reasons.”

Jake knew what kind of reasons those were. While she was excited to shop around for additional wives for Jake, she did take her job as Bastet’s Champion seriously. She was meant to help the potential followers of Bastet, and being capable like she was, it was her duty to help all those around her.

Not only that, but this appeared to be nearly a zero-sum game against the evil entity. Points she and the Alliance earned and enemies defeated meant points the enemy couldn’t earn, and worlds freed from Tartarus’s grasp. The treasure could be stolen, but seals released and enemies defeated were counted in their overall score.

There was a finite time limit, and only by doing her best to raise her allies up could she save millions–or billions, of lives.

“How about you, husband? How are things on your side?”

Jake got her up to speed on the sandreavers of Ankhmar.

“Huh, so you met something like a Cernunnos’s beast avatar, some kind of cultist Necromancer instead? What are your plans for now?”

“We’re going to check out Ganestra, the Concordia Republic next. There might be some betrayers in their midsts, but we’ll be meeting leaders and recruiting for Hearthtribe. I hope Ira wakes soon to help ferret anyone out, since you won’t be there. We’re seeing it as a dry run for Earth’s recruitment event.”

“Aw, that sounds like it could be fun too, huh? And I’m going to miss it…”

“We’re already missing you. I’m happy I got to see you, and that you’re okay.”

Fhesiah smiled and hugged him tightly, able to feel how strongly he meant those words. Their lips met once more, the two sharing their love with one another.

She gave him a sultry smile. “Hmm, we should have a bit of time left, no? Even if we’re cutting it half-way.”

“You know what, I don’t think I’ve had my fill yet either.”

Fhesiah looked at him with a bit of surprise, but also delight as she twisted on his lap to face him. “Those girls are taking care of you, right? How about Ava? Not yet?”

Jake chuckled. “Of course they do, but I still miss you. In truth, I haven’t really moved forward with Ava much at all yet. I’m still getting to know her.”

Fhesiah raised her brow. “Well, don’t take too long. I think she’s waited long enough for love–and you never know. If you hearth bonded her with me in here, it might help me.”

“I’ve been spending time with her. When we arrive at Concordia Republic, I’ll take her on a date.”

Fhesiah’s smile grew wide, and she kissed him hard as she imagined Jake and Ava together. “Good. Now, I want to spend every minute we can…”
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Fhesiah opened her eyes from her meditation, finally in a good mood. While it wasn’t her actual body within her spiritual temple, it fulfilled her all the same. She…cleaned herself within her robes and deactivated her arrays surrounding her portable hut, and was surprised at what she found.

Weiyan was waiting for her a safe distance away from her hut.

She looked at him with a bit of confusion. “Is something amiss?”

Weiyan nodded. “The mountain we’re on continued to drift, and we’ve now spotted another party. They move slowly, lacking better than personal flying treasures. We can tell they haven’t joined the Framework, but we’re not so sure if…”

“If they’re unorthodox cultivators, huh? Have you been spotted?”

“We don’t think so–your arrays are just so effective. That they don’t travel with Adventurers is a point against them, but something could have happened and they suffered losses, or they are merely scouting ahead. Their numbers are less than ours.”

Fhesiah thought about the issue for a moment. “It’s hard to know how the Framework balanced the teams, or the challenge itself. Providence is mentioned too, so the challenge for reward could be extremely diverse across the entire event.”

“This is true. We outnumber them, so we were thinking of just requesting to parlay.”

Fhesiah snorted. “And then what, if they’re unorthodox, just kill them? How will you find out?”

Weiyan’s cheeks reddened in shame. “We are not used to this type of situation, where we must work together in an event with unknown allies. Cultivator challenges and events pit us against one another, our fates clashing with other’s. What is your plan, Senior?”

She smiled. “We’ll bait them and see what they will do–that is, if we can’t just sense their nature when we get a little bit closer. Either way, baiting them should both help us gather more information about them, but also prevent them from fleeing if they’re unorthodox.”

Weiyan looked a little worried. “How do you plan on baiting them? I don’t know that any of my men are–”

Fhesiah laughed. “Your men are not very inviting. No, we’ll use the best bait–me, of course.”

Weiyan chuckled. “I suppose I shouldn’t worry about you, and you seem to be in a good mood, Senior. Did you have a breakthrough? It’s hard for any of us to fathom you becoming any stronger aside from forming your core.”

Fhesiah smirked. Yes, something was broken through, she supposed. “Breakthrough? Something like that. Get your men ready, they’ll be riding in this.”

She withdrew her new shuttle from her cosmos sack. It appeared behind her, an ostentatious, oddly-shaped ship even larger than the hut she was resting in. Powered by heavenly energy, it was actually quite fast despite its large size, and could carry their entire Battlegroup together.

Weiyan was shocked as he looked on at the shuttle. “What… where did you get this? Why does it look like…”

“Like a pretentious asshole that loved stars wanted to fly one? I got it from the formation master that tried to steal my body.”

“W-What? Steal your body? I can see… wan–” Weiyan cleared his throat as Fhesiah narrowed her eyes at him. He was just a few words away from being scorched, but she was in a good mood so she’d let it slide.

“I’ll tell you later. I’m going to move the illusion arrays onto this, it just requires a little tweaking. Then you guys will follow me, ready to aid me if these guys are bad news. I’ll send a signal if I want you to help out, don’t rush to my aid unless I signal you–my goal is to collect information, even if they attack me.”

“We trust your wisdom, Senior, but will you truly be okay? Unorthodox cultivators are dangerous. As the Framework warned, they use curses and horrible methods, to take over your body or steal your cultivation. It could be that if they attack you, you may be unable to signal…”

“Do not worry about that. Even if they are all early Core cultivators, I should be able to manage it. I may need to pretend I have been converted to get details from them. If it doesn’t look good, I will signal you using this talisman–I promise. Otherwise, keep your distance and await my message if following becomes difficult or dangerous.”

She handed him the talisman, before Fhesiah flew down on her flying sword with the Battlegroup of tribal warriors and Radiant Flame sect members flying in the… nearly invisible shuttle trailing behind her. The idea that the large ship made of black and gold covered with stars was invisible was a bit funny to her.

The truth was, someone talented in sensory could spot them, but likely would need to be relatively near to do so.

Of course, she was not flying at the cultivators–she took a circuitous route, one made to look like she was careful and hiding her solo path. Thanks to the route she took and her speed, their paths crossed and they eventually spotted her.

The group made a near beeline for her, some even altering their paths to surround her. Clearly not behavior of friendlies against a lone cultivator. And as Fhesiah got closer, she noticed that several of the cultivators had already broken through to become Core cultivators, but it was clear there was something wrong with them. Their auras were unstable, and the scent of blood filled her nostrils as she neared.

She felt who appeared to be the leader or second in command’s divine sense wash over her, then she heard with her sensitive ears, “We capture her. As a beast descendant, she is worth more as a vessel for the curse than a blood bag or cultivation resource.”

Another man responded, “Tsk, another to compete with resources for.”

The men’s auras surged, a red film expanding and covering their bodies. Red claws grew from their arms, and several slashed out toward her, sending waves of red energy at her.

Fhesiah made herself to look worried, but inwardly she smiled. She would make them work hard for it. Withdrawing her fan of the sun and moon, she swung it and sent out a wave of black and purple flames of hunger in return.

Her flames did not merely just block the blood-like oncoming energy, but consumed it and continued toward the enemy cultivators. Covering the two weakest with her flames, they did their best to snuff them out with their heavenly energy as they screamed in pain. Their efforts would not be enough.

Seeing their allies burning, the remaining dozen cultivators redoubled their attacks, and Fhesiah took evasive action as foxfires flickered into the air behind her. Twisting the light around her and weaving an illusion made it all too easy to dodge the next red wave of claws.

The cultivators continued their approach, surrounding her further as they closed the net around her. Fhesiah shot several foxfires at them like arrows, hoping to thin their numbers even further. A Core cultivator drew up a wall of blood in defense, a grotesque mixture of blood and faces of the deceased blocking her attacks instead of hitting their intended targets.

Gathering up a large percentage of her resources, an illusionary moon appeared behind her as her tails danced. Her powerful black flames encircled the moon as she lifted her fan above her, the flames taking on its shape. The ball of flames surged toward their leader, forcing them to prepare his own defense.

Her speed at forming such quantities of energy was shocking, and it took many of them to match her efforts. Several sent blood into the leader’s wall of blood, while others created spears of the sickly red energy in counter.

The spears shot at her, but she had already moved–her illusion making it difficult for her to be targeted in truth.

Her ball of flames crashed into their barrier, and consumed much of the blood–but then her attack exploded through the wall and sent darts of black flames in all directions, igniting four of them and setting them aflame. Others successfully guarded against the attack with their red claws, but even those were having difficulty expelling the energy.

For a moment, she thought her attack might be too much for them to handle–before the two she had originally covered in flames expired, and their bodies exploded in a shower of gore. Two more exploded at the leader’s gesture, and streams of blood rushed toward those wounded to snuff out the flames, while other streams joined and formed an into the manifestation of some kind of talon.

Fhesiah had almost felt bad for killing the two weakest links, but now she realized they were little more than ‘blood bags’ and meant to be sacrificed in order to defeat more powerful foes.

A wave of sickly, malevolent energy washed over her, and the amount of power contained within the talon was immense. It weakened her aura just being in its mere presence, and several of the Core cultivators built the attack up further. A deathly domain had been formed by the blood of this tainted creature, whatever it was, and it dispelled her illusion.

Stirring her Qi, she had difficulty drawing it up into a meaningful attack. In truth, she could counter this with her hearth and her own Dao, but if she drew this fight out further, she’d really have to kill them all and learn nothing.

A few spears were also formed, and she sent what little efforts she could to block the oncoming talon. She mustered up her Dao infused flames to make the fight look good, making it look like she was going beyond her limits. The talon was stopped by the flames of her path, but the spears bypassed her defenses.

Impaled by the spears, they pierced into her stomach and left shoulder. The blood then invaded her bloodstream, heading straight for her heart. As expected, it meant to infect it.

And she would let it.

The heart beating in her chest was twisted and defiled, and a corrupting energy attempted to wash over her dantian–but she just erased it with the power of her hearth. The flames just burned the entity’s encroachment within her body, the curse unable to do anything truly meaningful.

The man sneered at her. “I see you fight it, but you will succumb eventually. In order to live, you must obtain the heart serum and feed the curse, or you will be consumed–something only the leader can give you. You must join us, or you’ll become nothing more than a beast of blood hunger.”

Fhesiah did her best to sound worried, her breaths filled with exhaustion. “Where do I… get it?”

He grimaced. “We were supposed to scout the fifth spine, but running into you… we no longer have the manpower. We’ll have to take you back to the legion camp.”

Another man, a much younger Core cultivator with burn marks on his face from her flames was more than a little angry. “We lost half our men, and we only have this one to show for it. She better have some useful resources. Give me your cosmos sack and your body, and maybe I’ll let you have a little–”

“You don’t get to decide that, though you are right.” He turned to Fhesiah, “You must give up your cosmos sack and come with us, or else we leave you with the curse. The contents will be up to the captain to disburse.”

Fhesiah shrugged, and handed over her cosmos sack. Of course, she had transferred the contents into her Framework storage ring before she came, something that cultivators had little understanding of.

It rested in a concealed pocket in her robes, where she had used some more advanced techniques to cause divine sense to distort around it. It wouldn’t work against anyone thorough like her, but these people appeared to have hollow strength–strength provided by the curse. Not their understanding of the heavens.

She was shocked that the technique had actually worked on Elron and the alchemy master, but perhaps they hadn’t understood the Framework ring’s purpose.

The burned man’s aura became unstable, bloodred energy filling his veins, and showing heavily in his scarred face. From what Fhesiah could tell, he was losing control of this curse.

“No! We don’t have to tell the captain. I will have–”

The leader sighed, and activated some form of talisman within his robes. A wave of energy washed over them, and the man froze. The heart within him stopped beating, and the blood within his body went still.

The leader reached out, grabbing the back of the man’s head.

“Wait–no, I can control it–”

An apparition of a red beast appeared behind the leader, and it sucked the blood within the scarred man’s body. Steams of reddish black blood entered the apparition, its aura rising as it did. The man was drained like a juice box, his body becoming nothing more than a dried husk.

The leader sighed, though he had a pleased smile on his lips. “Lost control. He was promising, too.” He narrowed his eyes at Fhesiah. “This is what happens if you lose control, or you don’t prove useful to the Bloodbeast Sect. This Battleground is a tremendous opportunity, that you haven’t formed your core but your strength is so high bodes well for you.”

“Would the Bloodbeast Sect value an alchemist? Because I have talents in the Dao of alchemy.”

His eyes lit up. “An alchemist? Truly?” The man scanned her cosmos sack, finding various alchemy supplies and even some inferior pill furnaces and cauldrons that she had staged–of course, she was leaning on alchemists getting preferential treatment. The man’s eyes widened.

Fhesiah nodded. “Between my flames and my alchemy, it is hard to say which is better now. I received an inheritance from an event here, a mysterious method.”

“We must get you to the captain right away. This may be better than finding more blood slaves.”

The other men nodded in agreement, and they took out their flying treasures for travel.

The leader motioned for her to join him on his…magic canoe. Better than standing and balancing on a sword flying like an idiot, she supposed.

It looked like Fhesiah would be meeting a middle manager. She was heading straight for the enemy’s den, just like she had hoped. It was sort of as a prisoner, but one she could break the shackles of at any moment.

Their divine sense had scanned her, but they were actually quite poor in their search, and didn’t catch her hidden ring. Thankfully, the pill furnace and the mysterious lamp still functioned as normal within her ring, just like they did within a cosmos sack.

The sect trusted the curse to more or less do their work for them. Any attempts to flee would just be trumped by the curse, and in the end, anyone who fled would either die by becoming a blood beast, or would be forced to return and beg for more of this…serum.

The curse ate away at her heart, currently. She didn’t truly need the heart to live exactly, but it was a bit annoying that the corruption kept trying to taint her dantian.

Still, judging by how this sect captured people, there may be many unwilling ‘blood slaves’ at this camp for her to potentially save. Fhesiah would have to do her best to find out how, and may be able to kill two, maybe even three birds with one stone here.


Chapter 11 - Avalara, The World Spirit



Jake’s brush flowed gently through his ravenwolf lover’s fur, Tanda’s eyes narrowed in satisfaction. He had already brushed her featherlike hair, the fur around her hands and arms, and was now working on her tail as she sat in his lap on the bed.

In truth, the girl’s fur and hair hardly required brushing. The auril and magic running through her body and immense vitality kept her fur in perfect shape, but he was doing it because she liked it.

And he enjoyed doing it for her, seeing her smiling face and feeling her happiness over their bond. He continued the brushing even as her wing wrapped around him, the girl stretching as she shifted position on his lap in her tribal clothes. As soon as he let go of her tail, the brushing of it complete, it began wagging at a furious pace.

Jake was about to move onto Tanda’s legs when she bowled him over instead. While his ravenwolf lover didn’t lick, her little pecks and kisses all over his face and neck in excitement were not much different.

He chuckled, as he dropped the brush and wrapped his arms around her, and met her lips with his own. She gave off a pleased hum as they tumbled onto the bed, him returning her pecks and kisses from before. They enjoyed their time together for a moment, before she pulled away from his embrace and sat up.

“You should groom Ava next!”

“You think she would like that? She doesn’t really have that much fur on her lesser avatars, at least.”

“Tail brushing is the best part, and you could always just do the battle one! It’s too bad Lia doesn’t have any fur. You can run your fingers through her feathers and help align them, and that feels good. But if I had to choose, brushing my fur and hair is a lot more enjoyable.”

“I’ll think on it. I feel like I’m just barely getting to know her. Something about Ava… feels different to me.”

Avalara more or less revealed that the reason their bond hadn’t moved forward was him. Of course, there wasn’t really anything for him to dislike about her–he just had a hard time understanding her as a person.

“I think I know what you mean, and I’ve heard your thoughts. She has ancient wisdom from her age, and yet she’s playful, teasing, and mischievous. To you, it feels calculated because of this…” Tanda shook her head.

“But you’re just overthinking it. She’s a world core who is thousands of years old and has heard countless people’s lives and songs from birth to death, but the truth is that there is only one detail that matters: she is beastkin. You’ve met hundreds, even thousands of beastkin, and she is not all that different from those–including me! She is the embodiment of them, loving and guiding them for all this time. If you love the beastkin and the world of Highlands she built, then you should love her. It’s that simple.”

Jake wasn’t so sure that sounded simple. “Loving a whole world and a people means I love her, a woman? That’s simple?”

“Aren’t you already fond of her? As for her, her desires are no different, and it is for these reasons that she already loves and desires her mighty stag: you.”

Jake chuckled at that, but felt like she was right. Ava was fun to be around, and interesting. She fit in well with their family just like Tanda had, showing that their clan’s hearts could all beat as one.

Even the training with Ava’s Battle Avatar was fun bonding together, the girl showing a playful, yet bloodthirsty attitude–just like his other wives.

While they weren’t exactly at being able to read her thoughts yet–he could feel her emotions, and they did seem genuine.

“I guess her stag is going to go pay her a visit.”

“I’ll come too! It looks like the girls are all having some fun without us.”

He sensed his wives throughout the refuge, and found all the others together on the front lawn. Despite being in transit to Ganestra, the Concordia Republic, they could appear as mental projections within the radius of their home base back on Highlands.

Jake and Tanda teleported outside to their front door, finding the girls surrounded by dozens of spriggons, beastkin, satyr, faun, treant and dryad children–playing. Due to the war having come to an end, the mass migration arrivals of even the children were now present on Highlands. This was a minor welcoming party for the numerous additions in front of the World Tree.

Tanda was quick to fly over and join them, the children shouting with glee. Many of her cousins, nieces, and nephews noticed her right away, happy to see her. Jake stood out in front of the door, unnoticed for the moment, as he observed the small gathering.

Two copies of Ava’s lesser avatars joined Bloodberri and Ophelia, one directing the kids in their chosen games. What was interesting was this was the one that was actually present on Highlands–she had only brought one lesser avatar with them in their Refuge. Even the World Tree hamadryad joined, hanging in that Ava’s hair.

Ava gave him a quick look, and he could feel her emotions over their bond–a warmth as her heart was set aflutter, as she had noticed his gaze on her. It appeared Tanda hadn’t exaggerated her feelings at all, even if he mostly already knew that.

The other Ava stood next to Nadessa, meeting with the many parents and having a small cookout. Whether beastkin, Elysian, or otherwise, they all spoke with a fond smiles on their faces, or ones filled with pride as they pointed out their children to the living world core. They thanked her for the gift of her song and her protection, to which Ava just beamed with pride in response.

Since Jake was only there as a mental projection, he couldn’t really feel the auril in the air or the many presences like he should. The reverse was true for the people of Highlands, in being unable to feel Jake’s.

Nevertheless, he watched the somewhat chaotic, yet peaceful scene of the many kids enjoying their play. The child dryads weren’t really into roughhousing like the beastkin were, and it seemed like they were playing an odd game that was a lot like kick the can–a combination of hide and seek and capture the flag.

Except the ‘can’ they had to ‘kick’ to free those who were tagged, was a spriggon running around and hiding. Its odd illusions and growth magic also deterred their chasers, where the dryads seemed to have increased capabilities in capturing them–an intuitive control over the plants around them.

The parents were relaxing, conversing. If Jake was on Highlands in truth, he knew the auril in the clearing would be filled to the brim with vitality, every breath energizing him.

The many auril hearts would be beating their own songs of excitement and joy, or serenity and pride. Jake found that he already missed that he couldn’t feel or see this–his Umbral Gaze or Arcane Eye would normally be able to, but it couldn’t from here. The people’s presence and his own were just interacting as projections.

He still felt like he was at home since he was within his Refuge’s radius, but the lack of a connection to Highlands suddenly felt a little lonely. Tanda’s cyclical auril heart still beat in her chest, and this allowed her to intuitively listen to the song of her people as if she were on Highlands.

Of course, Jake could join her. He was just about to try to sync with Tanda and enter her state, when Avalara looked his way and gave him a caring smile from the group of parents off to the side. For a moment, it was like Berri had attempted her soul hug, and Ava enveloped him in a warm embrace over their bond.

Suddenly, the many heartbeats of the beastkin filled his ears, and he was able to feel their songs once more. He basked in their joy with a smile for a moment, listening to the beastkin’s anthem.

Once again, he was caught up to speed on the many beastkin happenings–births, people finding mates–even those not among the beastkin, and their many triumphs in battle. A warmth filled his heart that he still heard how thankful and respected him and his family were for all the things they did.

Eventually, many beastkin’s heads turned his way.

A child pointed and shouted, “It’s Chief Jake!”

Jake realized that Ava was replaying his heartbeats, just like Tanda would do for him. The many beastkin parents waved and greeted him, and some kids were quick to crowd him to get their hugs and head pats. Some sniffed the air with confused looks, though they seemed to accept the oddity of his projection quickly–after all, Ophelia and Bloodberri were the same way, only present as projections.

He spent some time greeting the kids and the parents, but eventually arrived by Ava’s side–the one that was with him in his Refuge, wearing his hairpin he gave her for Winter’s Giving. She had moved to stand a bit at the back of the many people, away from the rest so they could speak alone.

“Thank you. I take it–”

Ava nodded. “I could feel it. You were longing for Highlands–longing for your connection to home, your people.” She gave him a beaming smile, and he could feel her pride. “Right now, hundreds of my kin, your Hearthtribe, are far away on other worlds. They also long for it, but the song of the world reassures them.”

“I can see how it would. The song of the world is truly an impressive thing to me. Was this… your parent’s creation, or…yours?”

She tapped her lips, frowning in thought. “Hmm… The short answer is that they made me and auril, all by design, and taught me how to sing the song of the world. I sing my own song now. The long answer…is much more complicated than that.” She gave him a coy look, as if shy all of a sudden.

Jake gave her a fond smile. “I would love to know more about you, and how you came to be.”

Ava looked at the World Tree, as if gathering her thoughts. “I was born of love between my mother and father, and each gave a piece of their divinity to create me to match the people expected to live on the world. Becoming the Heart of the World and having a song heard by all was by their design.”

She continued, “While I was in mother’s womb, and long after I was planted on what came to be known as Highlands, mother and father’s song reached me, carrying their love and guidance. For hundreds of years I listened, learning to grow and finding my voice and my own song. As my heart beat and I sang, the world was slowly forged from the energies of the cosmos and my song alike.”

Jake frowned in thought, having a hard time imagining the plant satyr man, an embodiment of nature’s vengeance, singing to his child. “Cernunnos sang too?”

She laughed, her ears flicking up and down. “Is that the hard part to imagine? Yes, he does. Eventually, my parents’ song and my own weren’t the only song heard by me–the many beastkin and treant races were eventually born of all the Celtic Divine. When I began to sing my song to them, at first, I tried to convey all the love my parents had to their people like they gave me, to be my parent’s messenger, their Herald. This created a wonderful balance in the world, changing the path of rivers, causing mountains to rise, and so on. Over the years, I began to hear many songs joining the choir of the beastkin, and I came to love them too. Together, maintaining the balance of nature was as easy as breathing, our world a utopia for the people of the Celtic Divine.”

Jake could see where this story was going. “Until the Celtic Divine ran into difficulty off world, and the black dragon also appeared to try to finish the job against Cernunnos.”

“That’s right. When it appeared and destroyed all our connection to the Divine, I…was sleeping. They took advantage of this, though I have doubts I could have fully avoided the calamity. When I awoke, I did everything I learned to try to alter and send my parent’s message or divert the calamity, but it was challenging. At the time, my song was a constant, stable thing. Whether I was asleep or I was awake, my song persisted at the beat of my heart.”

“This happened while you were asleep? How…long do you sleep?”

She gave him a sad look. “At that time, I often slept for decades, being only awake for a few years as part of the cycle. I might be beastkin, but I am also part treant. What do you know about them?”

“If Highlands Treant are like the Elysian ones… many of them go through cycles of hibernation and growth. It’s accurate to say many of them spend more time asleep than awake. The hamadryads improve this, and can rouse them from slumber, but…”

Ava nodded. “There is a reason why a majority of the Elysian Treants that arrived were the War Oaks, or those paired with dryads. The rest were too slow to awaken, and many had been slain early in their war. The Treants of Highlands often followed my cycle. While I was asleep…so were they.”

Jake couldn’t help but grimace at that. When the Death God arrived, they actually slayed most of the treants in their slumber. The Highlands people were truly unprepared for the attack, a tragedy of epic proportions.

Now he had an understanding of how things happened, and also understood Avalara a little better. While she might have been alive for a long time, she had actually spent much of her time asleep.

“Our people and I were ill prepared for this new struggle, the lack of conflict making us weak. The cycle of hibernation and rebirth is a powerful force of nature that enabled significant growth, but a terrible weakness against an enemy. As unique or as special as we were, we were a separate people, unused to standing together. Easy pickings, until Timothy and his raven wife rose to the challenge.”

Jake remembered the play: The First Tyrant. Tanda’s ancestors, against all odds, defeated the Death god. However, after their victory, the curse had forced them to stay separate or suffer.

Ava continued, “When that happened, the Celtic Divine paid a price and helped the beastkin change–but I had to fight for my own change. Over several hundred years, my song shifted as I changed myself to be more like the beastkin are now. I grew and learned, and conflict changed me along with the beastkin, changing my song to one where I was more present, able to direct them more. I chose my own path, and it strengthened us as I fought to defeat the curse.”

She changed along with the beastkin, though the effort was all her own. Things eventually led to the Trial where the beastkin failed, and then the world became Contested. Nevertheless, her and the beastkin's efforts after all that struggle were not quite enough. Clan Hart was ultimately the deciding factor, one that Ava and her people would be forever grateful for.

“So you see, my ability to sing was my parents’ design, and my first song was for them. But my song has been reborn, and I sing my own song of life, death, conflict and rebirth. In the end, I chose a song, a path, much like my father’s.”

Jake smiled. “Thank you for sharing that with me. You and the beastkin certainly struggled a lot.”

Ava wrapped her arms around Jake’s right, pulling it to her chest from the side as she looked over the beastkin, a proud smile on her face. “And we only survived thanks to you and your family. Your family and how you’ve changed the world by becoming King and the mass migrations, represents a second rebirth of the beastkin and the world–one where we all find harmony with the Framework, and the greater multiverse.”

“Our family, now.”

She beamed up at him and stood on her tip-toes to kiss his cheek, her lesser avatar a bit shorter than him. But he turned and met her lips, matching her kiss. Finally, Jake felt like he understood Avalara and the beastkin of Highlands much better than before.

He had liked her, but understanding her, a living world, was a little more difficult and awkward for him.

Jake could feel the love and respect Ava had for him, and he wanted to reciprocate that love. His desire for her began to match Ava’s for him, his family’s hearts all beating as one.

Their bond reached the fourth level, her immense mind weighing on the whole family as it joined their mental link. It was an odd feeling, and it was one that actually made Jake worried about what was to come–the Hearth Bond.

Laughter echoed in Jake’s mind, [Not to worry, my mate. That you managed to bind me so thoroughly in our contest means you can handle the weight of my mind and soul. I told you before, did I not? Our contest mattered. It was for more reasons than just testing your resolve and desire.]

[Oh! It’s Ava! Yes, finally! We can talk about the castle all the time now! And not just when Blood–]

Blood groaned, [Sister, nobody wants to talk about baseball and castles all day long, even if they can do other things while they do it.]

[... I don’t talk about those all day long. There’s Jake and our future babies to talk about too!]

Ava replied, [I don’t mind it, Blood. I am used to listening to the songs of thousands–]

Blood snorted, [Do not underestimate her ability to make you regret your next words.]

[Welcome, Ava! I’m pleased that you and Jake are now on the same page. I know you have been hoping for it.] Ophelia appeared delighted for Ava to join them. But not as overjoyed as Tanda.

[I’m so happy for you, Ava! Now you’re only one step away!]

Berri added, [... This is the part where if Faye-Faye were here, she’d say it was the best step.]

Ophelia mentally nodded. [With a very helpful, unsubtle reminder that the more, the merrier. Sharing is caring, double the pleasure, double the enjoyment, that kind of thing?]

Ava chuckled. “It’s lovely how well our Clan gets along. The beastkin always seek harmony, for their hearts to all beat as one. Few achieve this as well as Clan Hart.”

“I think it’s easy when the girls are so great. We are all united in purpose, our pasts and current desires being so similar.”

“You’ve made some very nice choices for mates, though I heard they are just as much the Divine’s machinations as they might have been your choice. However, how they’ve formed a cohesive whole was thanks to their equally great husband, guiding and sacrificing for their happiness and success.”

They stood in silence for a moment, Jake thinking about her words and looking over the kids once more. He felt a special warmth looking over his people’s enjoyment, and his girls all having a good time.

Ava broke the silence, giving him a mischievous smile as she twirled her odd green, black, and golden hair with her finger. “When you arrived, you seemed to want to have a chat with me. Was my story and me so charming that you forgot why you came?”

Jake chuckled. It wasn’t that he had forgotten why he came–it was that her telling him about herself had mostly accomplished his overall goal. “You are charming, and I did want to talk to you. I wasn’t all that particular about the topic, except that I did want to invite you.”

“Invite me? Where to?”

“We should be arriving at the Concordia Republic soon. I was hoping to take you on a date. Did you have any preference for a type of venue, or would you like me to plan everything out like I often do?”

Jake could feel Ava’s excitement over their bond. She smiled in thought. “Hmm… I don’t know. I am excited to explore another world. We were in a bit of a hurry on Ankhmar, and had to leave before we really got to see much of it.”

“Explore? Of course, I’m excited to explore too. That’s different for a date, but I’ll see what I can come up with.”

Ava narrowed her eyes at him and teased, “And not just to capture more templates, right?”

Jake chuckled and nodded. “And not just to capture more templates. Of course, seeing a whole new magical world is exciting.”

[Aw, I want to go on an adventure too! You better explore with me too, Jakey! You promised!]

Ophelia offered, [We can have another girl’s day out, but maybe we should also check out other places to explore.]

Blood hummed. [I’ll reach out to the regent, I do think it would be a waste to not meet with them while we are there.]

The buzzing in Jake’s head began, as all the girls began making their plans. It would take a little more time to arrive at the Concordia Republic, but he was looking forward to it.


Chapter 12 - Fhesiah - Table Flipping



Fhesiah dumped numerous purifying herbs into the cauldron, the cursed blood being refined by her mixing. She almost wanted to sing a song and dance while she cooked, but had to keep the appearance that she was determined and distressed instead.

The captain was catching onto her game, at least slightly. He was becoming increasingly suspicious about how she hadn’t fully succumbed to the curse yet, but only her usefulness as an alchemist stayed his hand.

In all, she thought it was kinda funny. Skilled alchemists were truly a privileged sort even for the unorthodox cultivators, and she was running roughshod all over these jerks.

Working several pill furnaces at once, she eventually finished yet another batch of blood essence pills. This game was nearly over, though it had been an interesting few weeks. When everything was complete, Fhesiah will have made a bunch of allies, reducing their suffering with her pills and preparing for her escape.

She had finally created a true antidote to the curse. Well, at least when caught early enough, or combined with her Torch or draconic flames to heal them for those that were too far gone. Secretly, she had already saved a few from the pits of despair. Unfortunately, she could not save them all.

This camp was just too big. Supposedly, there were a total of twenty-four spines heading to the base of the main mountain. This enemy sect actually comprised of half, or nearly half of them with the Alliance taking up the other half. In addition to that, they had succeeded in merging four groups of their larger sect into one, with a fifth on the way here to join them, containing one of their elite members.

The Tartarus unorthodox sect members had the advantage of all working together, in that they were from the same sect. Nearly each spine the Alliance was on was mixed between representatives of different worlds, whether cultivators or Framework members.

Which led to some infighting and doubting of allies, and greed besides. Thus, when the Bloodbeast Sect reached the base of the mountain, they attacked other groups as they arrived–and had won three out of the four.

The loss forced them to retreat, but they were gathering up for revenge, a renewed assault when the man known as the second in command returned.

Revenge Fhesiah would not allow to be carried out. Her best chance for rescue of those enslaved was before this second in command arrived.

She walked over to the blood urns and removed the lid. Peering inside with her Divine Sense, she monitored the creatures within the unique condensed space within. Two creatures covered in tainted blood battled for dominance, one a sort of scorpion and the other some kind of frenzied mole rat. Its claws were large and vicious, and seemed strong for both offense and defense.

But not good enough. The scorpion’s stinger pierced over the mole’s guard, sinking deep into its skull and killing it.

The scorpion won the battle, and drank the mole rat’s blood into itself. It became empowered, and the ritual inside the urn completed. Blood from all over the urn, the many fallen creatures from the battle, rushed inside the scorpion, strange heretical glyphs within the urn’s lining brightening with a sickly red light.

A weight bore down onto the scorpion, and it began screeching in agony. The creature was crushed and torn apart as the blood within the urn swirled, leaving nothing but a single drop of concentrated blood.

Her corrupted heart screamed to consume the tainted blood, but she covered the heart with her flames and ignored the annoying curse in her chest. With her Qi she grabbed onto the droplet of blood, and added it to one of the many cauldrons for additional refinement–before she would add it to one of her furnaces along with dozens of other materials and make a perfected pill.

Fhesiah’s alchemical efforts would turn one drop into ten.

Carrying over the beast urn, she dumped a new set of creatures inside, and then sent a new drop of tainted blood into each of the creatures from the sect’s blood pool. Once again, her body screamed to consume more of this blood, wanting this essence to fuel its power.

The monsters began their struggle for dominance as they were filled with rage, and she closed the lid, moving onto the next. She then walked to the end of the line of urns to check on her favorite project.

Opening the lid, she found a terrifying beast of blood facing off against another. It was enormous and was a storm of claws, teeth, tails and even spines.

It was up against a more familiar, beloved figure. With its armored, scaled back, it deflected the storm of claws, and it chuckled darkly at its enemy’s futile violence. Four front arms of its own countered the creature’s assault, claws that were long knives of terror that inflicted punishment against its foe. Some kind of bloodbeast badgerdillo with mutated limbs, that she had ensured to only provide cleansed, condensed blood essence.

The blood essence for the others was from a tainted beast. A sort of blood parasite that was likely in the fourth Tier, its blood alone empowered the sect members and beasts alike. The creature would give off its blood, and just a little of it would infect nearly any amount of it, even from the smallest drop thanks to a powerful Intent of the near-divine-level creature.

The cultivators could use it and become more like this blood beast, getting various advantages–so long as they continued to feed it more blood essence.

After a cultivator used the tainted blood essence, it altered themselves. They could then consume enemy cultivator’s blood and improve their own cultivation, stealing their fates. But there was a downside–the original blood beast would slowly wear down their minds and souls, taking control of the members to eventually bring them back to the original beast for consumption.

At the top of the sect was not the blood beast itself. It was merely sect members using the beast’s blood essence for power and control–or at least, that’s what they believed. Perhaps their patriarch was nothing more than a puppet for the blood beast itself to control, to fool these cultivators into becoming food for its own strength.

Because it was inevitable–once tainted by the blood, they would kill and consume until the curse eventually took over, and brought them back to be devoured. They would try to stay in control and use purified blood to feed the curse, but eventually, whatever they fed the corrupted heart would no longer be enough at some point and it would win control over their bodies.

The badgerdillo won, and the ritual was completed. It roared in triumph and satisfaction, consuming the blood from the ritual, though Fhesiah had certainly made sure to alter it. The beast absorbed the blood, and changes began to occur as it purified its bloodline, and advanced to near the peak of the first Tier. Gem-like protrusions began to grow on its body, the same color of red blood like its body.

Fhesiah made sure nobody was watching once more with her Divine Sense, and stowed away the urn in her Storage Ring. Finally, she had it. A purified, nine times refined blood badgerdillo for Jake. Of course, it wasn’t the same exact thing as the ones they met, and it took her nearly twenty tries, but she finally had it.

It was strong, and she had an inkling that what she had done was likely what the Bloodbeast sect members might do. She simply noticed that if she changed a few glyphs, she had a powerful beast that she could control using the blood essence.

And it was a female, for… reasons. Why shut down possibilities before they even become one?

Between the creature, the antidote, and her plan to come to fruition, she only had a couple of requirements left. She would destroy this army dealing a devastating blow to the Bloodbeast sect, and save a bunch of people. Also, to take all the loot–that was important, too. Fhesiah was such a good multitasker.

Suddenly, the curse energy within her began to boil, the blood through her veins raging against her flesh. Her muscles tightened and cramped, and she let out a grunt of pain. Fhesiah nearly rolled her eyes, but instead, let the pain wash over her, pretending to be in agony with her face scrunched up. She could just turn off the feeling of pain entirely, but it was easier to act the part with some of it being real.

Black and red filled her veins as her corrupted heart beat, visible under her pale skin. Some blood crystallized and pierced her flesh, as if wanting to escape her body. It encroached on her dantian, and she made an appearance of fighting off the curse, barely holding on with light amounts of Qi as she stumbled to the ground.

A man entered her tent, the captain of the Bloodbeast sect–and the one that had made the beast’s blood within her body begin boiling from his proximity, and his activation–of course, he had done it on purpose. His name was Arcus, and he was some kind of demon like herself, a son of a demonic beast lion that had reached the nascent soul level.

His fur had been stained red from the blood, and the man was pure wickedness. Fhesiah learned that like these very same urns, he had been baptized in battle against his brethren multiple times before reaching the Foundation Establishment realm. He was an elite of their sect, a chosen to become one of the strongest within the battleground.

Fhesiah wouldn’t be surprised if these so-called captains would just consume all the participants if Tartarus succeeded through some heretical ritual, to go onto bigger and better things–after promising them all glory.

“Do you have it? The pill you promised.”

She began getting up, as she tried to restore her Qi with a crystal. Fhesiah was doing her best to appear weak, and the only reason she was allotted any of the Qi crystals at all was to perform her alchemy in the first place. “I…yes. One moment please.”

“Now!” Arcus roared.

Fhesiah retrieved the pill from the sack they provided her, and once again, her cursed heart screamed at her to consume it–even more than the drop of blood from previously. Blood spears grew from her veins out of her fingers in an attempt for her corrupted heart to grab it, but the captain just snorted and took it from her fingers out of the air with Qi.

“Yes, I can feel it. With this, I can solidify my breakthrough and challenge for second in command.” He laughed as he looked over Fhesiah’s efforts across the room once more. Dozens of cauldrons were simmering, pill furnaces were slowly working at a slow burn, and the many urns were all functioning at full capacity.

“Who knew we would find someone with such talent here. Even within our Sect, there is nobody this capable.”

He scanned her with his Divine Sense, his eyes narrowing. “Why do you still fight it?”

Of course, this was a difficult point for her to overcome. If she were to be loyal to the sect, she needed for the curse to take over her dantian–to discard her path. Her Qi would be taken over by blood Qi, and its compatibility with creating flames was low.

Thankfully, she was a kitsune demoness, and also an alchemist. In order to form a proper flame from blood to continue her alchemy at the best proficiency, she would need a special environment–one not available at this Battleground.

“I’m not confident in forming a flame of blood on my own. I’m building merit for time in the blood pits. It’s a much better start that will make up for how I was cursed, besides.”

“I promised you plenty of essence to maintain the curse, and surely, you don’t need perfect flames to continue your alchemy? You won’t have to suffer like the chattel outside, and this place is a tremendous opportunity for us. This is what you can accomplish now, at Foundation Establishment. Forming your Core, you should be able to exceed what you can do now, even without the blood flame.” The man’s smile grew wide, as he looked her body up and down. “I already told you how you could get the most blood essence.”

Fhesiah nearly scorched him where he stood, but knew her plan would result in that soon enough. Especially if he took that pill. She just stared impassively, pretending to focus on recovering her insides–the damage from the man’s entry, his flex of power over her tainted blood.

Arcus sneered. “Fine. Suffer a little more. If you wait too long, even I cannot protect you from the second in command when he arrives. It’ll be a lot more painful and the result not as good if it is…forced.”

He was referring to how the blood curse took over the body and invaded the dantian. If he covered her in his blood and encroached her dantian himself, it would damage her spiritual temple significantly.

This was what happened to the many blood slaves, being cursed during combat. Those that were strong enough to fight it off, and let the curse in willingly, would receive the benefit of a more intact dantian.

Of course, what Fhesiah did now to protect herself was not perfect. The spiritual temple was a metaphysical representation of the body. And how could the body be well when the heart and the blood within was cursed? Still, using her hearth she kept things at acceptable levels. When she took the antidote herself, this minor tribulation would have tempered her, instead.

“Did you finally prepare the essence awakening pills? We need to be able to move soon, and I would rather the rest be awakened sooner rather than later.”

Many of those in the camp were cursed, but fought it off. Forcing it by empowering the curse with a Bloodbeast Sect cultivator’s blood Qi would harm them. They could use another drop of the essence from the blood urns, but this was another drop that the cultivators themselves could use to progress–and often, to not even get a great result.

Fhesiah nodded, and showed him the pill. “That’s right. Thanks to my efficiency, these extra–”

Arcus snorted as he swept it and her sack with his Divine Sense. “Whatever. I should just force you to take this, and get it over with. Just hand them out so we can move against the enemy soon. We need more blood.”

The awakening pills she devised at their request were not much different from the blood essence pills the sect members were meant to take, to improve the power of their blood curse.

The blood energy levels were simply higher, and it would empower the corrupted heart even further to encroach their dantians and end their struggles nearly immediately. A decent start for them in truth, but she hadn’t actually made the pill she promised.

He left the tent, leaving Fhesiah alone inside. She stealthily used her Divine Sense to monitor his activities as she continued healing her body and her work, but like the brutish oaf he was, he merely beelined for his tent to consume the precious pill.

It would take him some time to absorb, and she was able to sense his aura fluctuating heavily as he began. Thus, she would begin the final stage of her plan. Fhesiah waited a few minutes and gathered her things and left the alchemy tent.

They were currently on another floating island, but this one was anchored to the mountain below. It did not orbit or drift, just swayed in the breeze like a mountain-shaped balloon.

Nearly a thousand tents stood on this plateau, near the peak of the floating mountain. It was for this reason that Fhesiah bade her time, preparing her means of defeating this portion of the sect.

While the Radiant Flame Sect was around forty strong, and their Adventurers another fifty, their losses would just be too substantial taking on these sect members. Plus, until she had concocted the antidote, it would require way too much effort to purge the adventurers and cultivators of the tainted blood.

Lastly, those infected by the curse were like hostages. Until she removed the curse from them, they could be slain with little more than an order from the many squad leader’s talismans, converted into blood-fuel for their abilities and defense. In order to save them, she allowed this situation to continue.

From her understanding, this was nearly a quarter to a third of their overall forces–assuming the others hadn’t been even more successful. If their leader was just as successful in converting others, perhaps they were winning. This would be a significant blow to them, but the battle was only beginning.

She entered each tent, forcing each occupant to eat her antidote–or poison, in the case of sect members. Luckily, it was easy to identify the blood bags and blood slaves that were forced to join them, and she would only save those that she could within them.

Many of those shackled within their tents had their dantians encroached, and didn’t have enough heavenly energy to fight off the curse. With her scribe, she secretly marked each shackle with the other end of a formation, preparing for when she activated her array to break them during their prison break.

For curing themselves, many had no way of destroying their own heart, purging all of their blood and rebuilding it from scratch. If even a single drop of the tainted blood remained, they would become infected yet again, starting the battle all over–and now even weaker and less energy to fight back than before.

In other words, it was hopeless to escape the curse for most, the power of a fourth Tier beast’s blood too impossible for them to defeat. While Fhesiah was unshackled, it was because she was a favored individual.

Those that fought against the curse’s progression were still tied down with chains to prevent their escape or suicide. There might be hope for them if they found a healer or similar capable of purging all the tainted blood.

The sect members thought they were receiving their allotted blood essence and were happy to take Fhesiah’s pill. Her refinement of the blood into a pill was powerful enough to advance them, rather than simply keep the curse at bay. In truth, her pills could bring the Bloodbeast sect to a whole new level.

Even though they stole people’s cultivations and stole fate from countless creatures, the amount of wastage of the essence was tremendous. Her pills eliminated most of this, while providing pure essence that the members could safely consume. Their auras would stabilize thanks to her efforts, and they would become much stronger in the long run.

If she hadn’t just poisoned them all, anyway.

Having stopped at nearly every tent, she entered the last and a woman’s desperate voice rung out. “You again… I told you…please, just kill me!”

Fhesiah gave a disappointed look as she walked slowly into the tent. “Hm? I thought you wanted to stick around a bit longer to protect your clan.”

“What’s the point? They have all either turned into, or are all turning in to this…thing.” She spat.

Fhesiah observed the poor woman named Xara, an odd reptilian that reminded her of Roxo, the raptor parentage beastkin. Her body was thin and sinuous, and blue scales covered her from head to tail. Her face looked like that of a snake, her serpentine eyes gazing at the entrance of the tent where Fhesiah stood.

What was odd was that despite being a reptile, she cultivated ice, and wielded a sword–like the rest of the members in her clan. Over a hundred of them were chained in similar tents, Xara given special treatment. After all, she had reached the second Tier, and had a lot more fight in her. Odds were, the Bloodbeast sect hoped she would exceed most of the squad leaders once turned, a valuable asset.

There were two more sects with members within the tents, but they hadn’t been as compatible with the blood beast’s aura, and most were simply slain. Others were used as blood bags while facing the other army, and now only fifty of them were left–mostly human cultivators. Still, she would value gaining a hundred and fifty more allies, while killing hundreds of the enemy.

“Maybe there is another option?”

“What option? My choices are either to discard my path and become this… blood beast follower, or die.”

Breaking the paths of those infected was one of the larger sins committed by the blood beast sect. Killing others for resources? This was just heavenly law. To cultivate was to defy the heavens, and all were using limited resources to accomplish this. War was as common as breathing, and even righteous sects would fight others for the same.

Stealing cultivation and sacrificing others was usually the limit. There were various means that bordered unorthodox for these, and in the end the difference between orthodox and unorthodox was nuanced. There were various cultivation techniques that would gain through savage combat with others, or that could steal a portion of the enemy’s cultivation. These were not immediately considered outright evil.

However, the blood beast sect clearly was stealing and defying fate to accomplish these two items with their heretical rituals, so they would be judged to be so. Then, the breaking of people’s paths was like forcing people to change their values, religion, and dreams, in a way.

In truth, Fhesiah had worried the Framework might do that to her, if she joined it and used it wholeheartedly. She learned that it only aided her on her own path instead, but many feared it for its potential in breaking or altering their paths.

Fhesiah covered the tent in mana, casting a runic spell of silence. She was mostly ready, but she didn’t want the game given up before the pills had the full time to do their work.

“Do you trust me, Xara?”

Xara hesitated. “I… do appreciate what you have done for my clan. While many still languish in pain, you healed so many. It’s clear that their outcome is better, their days less painful and their potential higher… thanks to you. I know you didn’t need to help them, but you worked hard to improve their conditions. I do trust you, but my clan and our world is likely lost, falling so early in the Battleground. I was so proud for being the first in my Clan’s history to form my core, but now… There’s nothing I have left to lose…”

Fhesiah was allowed to heal those harmed in battle. The captain and others allowed it merely because when they eventually lost to the curse, they would still need to heal. Having improved health of their bodies meant more control over the curse when they succumbed, a stronger stock of warriors going into the next battles.

Many would have been written off as ‘blood bags’ and would be little more than slaves driven by the talismans, controlling their blood and only meant to be absorbed by someone else–once again, a tremendous waste of resources. Thanks to Fhesiah’s efforts, many of them would become true sect members–if they finished their transformation.

Fhesiah withdrew two pills, and held each in her hands out to her. One blue, and one red–and Xara looked at them with confusion.

“If you take the blue pill, your story ends. You die, and this beast growing inside your chest dies along with you. You’ll leave your clan alone, fending for themselves within this horrible sect.”

“If you take the red pill, you get one more fight for your fate. You will gain the strength you need to guide your clan once more, to protect them from more horrifying fates. While the pain they suffer from right now is bad, it is nothing compared to what might happen to them if someone doesn’t protect them in the future. This Battleground is just the beginning of their terrifying fate.”

Xara eyed the blue pill with longing, pain filling her eyes. She mulled it over for a moment.

Fhesiah knew the pain was substantial–she had been feeling it too. But she had plenty of Qi to fight off the curse, and did not allow it to encroach her dantian. She even had infinite mana from her hearth over time to slowly heal it, and her body was reinforced by the Framework.

Xara was in an endless struggle both within her body, but also within her core–what her Dantian became. When it overwhelmed over half of her Core, that was likely the end for her. Fhesiah didn’t allow it to even enter, so shutting off the pain within her body was simple enough.

“So which is it, Xara? Will you take the easy way out, or will you protect your clan? What’s left of your family?”

Xara looked over to the red pill, a look of fear at first. She closed her eyes, and when she opened them, her gaze was replaced with determination. Her tongue lashed out and grabbed the red pill out of Fhesiah’s hand, and swallowed it immediately.

The pill’s energy surged within her stomach, and spread into her bloodstream. It consumed the curse and propagated, using the curse’s own powers against itself as it cleansed the blood within her body. It continued into the heart, and consumed the corruption as well, just like Fhesiah’s kitsune flames.

Using the corruption it ate to fuel itself, the pill continued to release mild healing energy and Qi into the cultivator’s bodies as it tore the corruption away. This was an engineered predator that Fhesiah had released into the bloodstream, and it had no problem defeating the tainted blood.

She had used a combination of her own blood and the beast’s purified corruption. Refining it using the alchemy techniques she learned, she transformed it all for her own purpose. Once the blood was all consumed and the corruption healed, the essence dispersed.

In dozens of the surrounding tents, the same was happening. For Xara, it actually took the longest–since she was a Core cultivator.

“I…I’m healed! Not only am I healed, but everything I lost… Much of it has been returned to me.” Tears filled her eyes. “To be clean again, it feels wonderful. Even if it’s only for a few moments before they…”

Fhesiah snorted. “You think I would go through the trouble of healing you, only for us to get captured again right away? We’re going to fight it out. All your brethren are being healed, I just made sure they… stayed asleep for a bit, so they didn’t clue the enemy into what was happening before it was too late.”

“You cured us all?! I thank you, Senior. For saving my clan, you have my blade–er, if I had one.”

Fhesiah winked and threw her some Qi crystals and a sword, “Good. Because we’re soon going to need it. I’ll rely on you to protect your brethren as they recover, and the other blood slaves. We’re rescuing them all.”

Xara looked over her blade, happy with what Fhesiah had pilfered, even if it wasn’t her original. She shattered her shackles holding her leg, smiling. “You… are truly amazing, Senior. What… did the blue pill really do?”

Fhesiah smiled. “This?” She made a show of holding it up, before she swallowed it. Xara looked on with shock and worry.

The energy rumbled inside her, transforming the curse into pure energy. She no longer had any reason to hide, so she retrieved her Torch of Hestia and accelerated the healing process even as her hearth burned through the curse, destroying it in just a few moments.

Fhesiah sighed in happiness, as her body was finally restored. Her aura filled the tent, and she shivered in contentment as the terrible thing was removed from her as if it were a dream.

“I was hoping you wouldn’t ask, but it did the same thing as yours. But your conflict, your resolve, they mattered to you, didn’t they? Ah–hold on, and get ready. Things are about to become dangerous.”

She activated her talisman, signaling the Radiant Flame Sect that she was ready, and triggered her array. The shackles on all the captive cultivators shattered, the many cultivators beginning to wake up.

A roar filled with rage reached Fhesiah’s ears, so she burned away the tent around them with a smile, revealing the camp. Dozens of bloodbeast sect warriors were throwing up, their bodies covered in purple blisters and their Qi completely unstable.

Arcus was the same, his red fur covered in purple pustules. He stood a significant distance away, in front of his command tent. “You!”

“Me?” Controlling it with her Qi, a cosmos sack flew to Fhesiah, and she retrieved her fan with a smile. There wasn’t much she cared about in her sack she had originally handed over, but she did want this back, at least.

“You’ll pay for this.” The captain’s aura surged, his power rising as his anger did. He reached for his talisman, wanting to trigger its control runes. Holding it up, he pointed it at Fhesiah–and nothing happened.

Fhesiah made herself look confused, tilting her head. “Huh, that was scary. With how dramatic you moved, I thought something would happen?” In the end, she was buying as little time as she could. Every moment she spent talking, her allies were recovering or making their moves.

“You… What happened? How is this possible?!”

Xara was busy restoring some of her Qi, and her core spun and spit out cold Qi into her body. While consuming the antidote helped restore some, she was still dry from fighting the curse for so long. In all, most of the cultivators Fhesiah freed would not be of much use for the fight to come.

In fact, they only really stood a chance to escape rather than being killed outright because of her poison on the bloodbeast sect members.

Arcus watched the many Blizzardblade Clan sect members stepping out of their tents, ready for battle. Some even cut immediately into their captors, or began forming into ranks. It appeared many of them could form blades out of pure ice, or simply used their own claws.

“You…cured them? This…”

Fhesiah’s own energy surged, her might mostly restored. However, her reserves of Qi were a bit low, under 40 percent–unless she used her dragon flames. She would only use them if she had to, but she’d rather not until she really had the lay of the land.

Clearly, Tartarus wasn’t able to communicate with this Sect about who she was, and what she might be capable of, unlike the Champions they fought previously who arrived knowing all about her.

It was entirely possible they had a means of transmitting information to their leaders if she went all out here. Fhesiah wasn’t the only one capable of creating a recording on an information crystal, and there were many means of transmitting this nearly instantly.

Arcus narrowed his eyes at Fhesiah. “You cannot be allowed to live, having an antidote for our beast blood. You think you’ve won, but you haven’t been made aware of all of our tools.”

Several urns landed in front of him, and the lids opened. Blood rushed from Arcus and into the urns, before dozens of powerful beasts surged out of each and toward Fhesiah, each at the peak of Tier 1.

Most likely, they used these and even earned them while opening the seals. Facing the spawned enemies, they gained additional fodder in every battle, even as they unraveled the seals.

In truth, Fhesiah was somewhat shocked at the numbers released. Nearly a hundred beasts filled with blood rage charged toward her, the talisman Arcus held having some control over them. It was a good thing she was prepared.

Still, Fhesiah gave a wide smile. “Look at all your friends! I brought some too.”

With a flourish, Hestia’s Torch, her pill furnace, the blood badgerdillo and the fire lantern appeared around her.

Now she finally understood Jake and why he liked this so much. Summoning a bunch of creatures to do your bidding was a ton of fun!

The sky above them brightened, a giant flame forming like a sun in the sky. The opulent shuttle appeared, and the dozens of Radiant Flame Sect members were working together to create a singular, powerful attack.

It began falling down toward the oncoming horde of beasts and near the center of the bloodbeast sect cultivators, though it looked like some friendly fire may occur.

Fhesiah used one of Jake’s many prepared scrolls from her storage ring, creating a barrier over the recovering cultivators.

The ball of flames exploded within the camp, enveloping the beasts in an immense wave of fire. While it didn’t kill all of them, the dozens of fire spirits were next to fly out of her lantern, sending beams of flames into the enemies. They swarmed the oncoming beasts, both sending flames into the blood beasts and drinking up the flames from the downed creatures.

Fhesiah looked over to the blood badgerdillo with a smile. Its extra set of forelegs made its upper body sit more upright during movement, almost like a humanoid or centaur might. Its scales almost looked draconic rather than just simple scales, but its draconic bloodline was weak–she had only given it a few drops of her own blood before the creature had been refined.

“Your first feast awaits, Ruby. Consume and crush those with tainted hearts. Stick with my Clan, and you will never want for food or combat.”

Ruby nodded, able to understand Fhesiah’s meaning at least somewhat, thanks to her intelligence and the Framework–the dragon blood paying dividends. She chuckled, her eyes narrowed on the oncoming enemy. Ruby leaped into battle with her claws shredding the enemies with ease, the blood of the beasts boiling as she neared.

While the curse was not within her veins, bloodline superiority enabled an innate control over their blood. Combined with the superior dragon blood Fhesiah provided it, the blood badgerdillo was truly fierce.

The frenzied badger slashed and ripped apart beasts with its many claws as it bathed and drank the blood from its enemies. The tainted blood was cleansed as it was consumed, its power over blood crushing the encroaching curse and devouring it as fuel.

Tribal warriors leaped down from the shuttle, the shaman-like women adding a means of landing safely onto the ground and supporting them with spells. They took on the remaining creatures and the oncoming sect members in their formations, while the Radiant Flame sect members began their bombardment–sending beams of flames and fireballs down onto the poisoned sect members.

Arcus roared, and pointed his talisman at several of his own allies. They exploded in a shower of gore, their blood gathering into a large spear of it. However, despite Arcus being even more powerful than the previous squad leaders, the purple, infected blood moved sluggishly. He growled in frustration, and added even more of his own blood.

The much larger fire spirit emerged from the pill furnace, her smile beaming. She had only been nourished for a few weeks inside, but she had already grown from the size of a toddler to an older child. Fhesiah had named her Sati, and she now began to match the flames of Fhesiah’s path somewhat, though it was only a slight amount.

The heaven and earth formation had filtered the transformed energies of the various treasures in the formation, two nascent soul cultivator’s energies, Fhesiah’s bloodline flames and even Clan Hart’s hearth fire, into pure, completely new flames of each.

The fire spirit looked at her expectantly with a smile, though seemed a little confused about everything going on. “Sati. Evil threatens us.”

Sati nodded, and Hestia’s Torch released stored flames into the elemental. Fhesiah raised her fan with it spread open, several foxfires flickering into existence behind her as her tails danced. Adding the Curse of the Moon to Arcus, she imbued the flames with the power of her path, and directed the small elemental to meet the giant spear of blood.

Happy to obey Fhesiah’s guidance of flames, the elemental shot toward the spear with the foxfires, an immense aura of flame surrounding her. Crashing into the spear as it had only began to move forward, the flames both consumed but also shredded the spear into pieces.

Fhesiah covered herself in her armor, the storage ring allowing her to instantly protect her body. Filling the runes with mana, she dashed at Arcus.

He roared with rage, as he formed his claw and slashed at Fhesiah even as her curse burned away at the blood energy surrounding him. Despite having spent a lot of energy he was probably several levels into the second Tier, while Fhesiah had little energy left to work with.

Meeting his claw with her gauntleted fist, several foxfires slammed into him, and her torch and the fire elemental blasted him from the sides. The bloodred aura covered him, dispelling the flames and keeping him from burning significantly.

In the distance, Fhesiah could see Xara dashing in with her blade, cutting various bloodbeast sect members down. The previous Core cultivator that found Fhesiah clashed with her, but weakened as he was, his core was frozen as he was stabbed in his chest.

Arcus met Fhesiah’s fists with his claws, before a raging Ruby came after him with a storm of claws. Ruby’s eyes shone with a sanguine light, wanting to face this stronger enemy. While Ruby was only near the peak of Tier 1, the blood within her hungered for the superior blood within his veins.

Fhesiah used this moment to gather more flames with her fan and torch, spinning in place.

Arcus growled. “What is this thing, how can it resist my control over blood?” He appeared to gaze over the battlefield, and come to a decision. Clearly, his sect was losing as things were. The Blizzardblade Clan and Radiant Flame members, along with the many Adventurers, had already overcome most of the warriors of the bloodbeast sect.

The many fire spirits began to gather around Fhesiah, and she smiled as Sati began to direct them, to prepare a large attack of their own.

The remaining bloodbeast sect members exploded, and streams of blood headed toward and covered him. An apparition of a massive, terrifying beast replaced him with countless maws, claws, and stingers, poising to strike. A powerful, sickly domain was created of the tainted beast, its power weighing down on reality.

Many of those who had blood, including the badgerdillo, groaned as they were inhibited.

It looked like it would attack even the downed cultivators, still in recovery.

Xara covered her blade with ice forming a larger sword over her head, preparing to meet the attack. Meanwhile, Fhesiah drew up the remains of her Qi, the elemental and torch adding the flames into her attack. In all, it didn’t look like their efforts would be enough, and many would die against this giant beast.

It was then that Xu Weiyan and Elder Wang arrived with their fiery attacks, the halo’d angel of flames and fiery cauldron joining the assault. The many attacks met the giant apparition, they struggled against his terrible attack, but shoved it back as its size was expended.

Ruby even consumed much of the blood it sheared away with its claws, continuing its pursuit of Arcus.

The beast lashed out at a few cultivators, but the flaming sprites surprisingly shielded some with their flames, while tribal warriors and Radiant Flame sect members protected others.

The giant apparition was dispelled, leaving Arcus floating in the air with a large pool of blood around him. He activated a treasure, and the blood itself began to boil, before he shot at Fhesiah in a fierce rage.

Sati waved her hand, and the flames from her fire spirit brethren blasted into the oncoming attack slowing him, and Fhesiah snorted as she removed a shield from her storage ring. Shoving mana into the runes, she blocked his oncoming claw, despite his impressive speed and power–before her own flames slammed into him.

Fhesiah and Sati caused the flames to spread, consuming and burning away the barrier surrounding his body. It was then that Ruby’s blade-like claws pierced into his lower spine and kidneys from behind, her jaws biting around his shoulder and neck. Blood drained from his body as he wailed in agony, and Fhesiah was a little shocked by the violent end.

Ruby shook the lion man’s body, snapping his neck as she continued to drink. Her aura rose as the blood energy was drained, and for an instant, it looked like she might actually be cursed. So Fhesiah used Hestia’s torch, purging the curse as she went.

Fhesiah smiled at Ruby’s chirps of gratitude as she continued her feast. Her scales became a more lustrous red, and the blood-like gem structures on her claws even fiercer.

Looking over the battlefield, there was only some minor cleanup left. The Blizzardblade Clan had been freed, and now her forces had grown significantly.

It would take some time to meet up with more Alliance forces, but armed with her antidotes and new allies, she was liking how things were headed. After all, it was time to collect the many treasures for her victory.


Chapter 13 - Avalara’s Adventure Date 



Jake walked into the nature sanctuary within their Refuge, dressed for his date slash adventure. Wearing his Champion’s Vestments, he had chosen them to look and feel like traveler’s robes. An oversized tunic with a belt at his waist, Jake was ready for whatever combat the world of Ganestra had in store for them.

Not that there was much that could threaten them where they were going. This world had been well-traveled, and Jake was not taking her to some ancient crypt with lost magics. While that sounded kind of cool, it wasn’t really a great place to go on a date. Maybe a group date with all of his wives when they weren’t pregnant, though?

Ava was standing in front of her mother and father’s trees and shrines, surrounded by various forest creatures. It was as if they were paying homage to nature’s sovereign, birds singing their songs, and the herbivores like the Highlands rabbit and deer watching her from the distance calmly.

She stood wearing her yellow sundress, which contrasted with her light-green skin. It hugged her curves tightly, the spaghetti straps revealing the smooth skin on her shoulders. Proudly displaying her large chest, the dress dipped in the middle to display her impressive cleavage for Jake.

The dress was also nearly backless, and she wore no shoes. Ava was what looked like a reindeer parentage beastkin mixed with a dryad, her lesser avatar having a human’s legs and feet.

He knew her full avatar had more deer-like appendages beneath the knee, but these were designed like little helpers for her main body. Her legs were long and lithe, making her tall, especially with the antlers on top of her head.

It would be cold where they were going, but her outfit would work just fine.

Ava was with Jake, after all.

“How do I look?” She gave him a teasing smile as he looked at him, but with how her deer ears flicked up and down, he could tell she loved his attention.

“You look fantastic. Before we go, I have a gift for you.”

She touched her twilight blossom hairpin with a smile of anticipation, the luster of the magical flower ever present.

“You liked it?”

Ava smiled. “Of course, the first gift is always special. I’m happy that my mate is so thoughtful.”

Jake took out his gift–four plush toys, and offered them to her.

“Oh! It’s the guardian beasts! They’re so cute.” She hugged them to herself. “And so soft.” She gave him a smile, though there was a question in it.

“What is it?”

“I was just thinking of the other plushies you gave. Why were Bloodberri and Tanda the only ones to receive a plushie Jake?”

Jake shrugged. “I go with what feels right at the time. You were this close to receiving a weird plushy plant abomination.”

Ava giggled. “I want one–the plushie Jake.” To Jake’s surprise, her pale green cheeks took on a light reddish hue.

“I’ll make sure you get one. Let’s go.” He held out his elbow, which she was happy to hold to her chest as they teleported to the portal room.

Jake looked over her. “I did tell you we were going on an adventure, right? Your dress looks great on you, but…”

She gave a mischievous smile, and held Jake’s arm a little tighter. “I believe my powerful mate is all the protection I require.”

They stepped through the portal, which Jake had Ophelia set up earlier–bringing them high into the mountains.

It was freezing where they arrived, with chilling winds whipping through their hair.

“Ah! Oh. It’s not cold?”

But not around Jake. His mere Hearthian Presence kept them both warm.

Ava seemed to understand this immediately, giving him a knowing smile. “So quickly I’m proven right. You’ll keep me warm, no matter how cold it gets, won’t you?”

Jake smiled at her. “You can count on it.”

The wind died down a bit, and it was much easier to see what was ahead of them. An immense canyon and valley was covered in snow, with a waterfall driving water into a nearly frozen lake.

A purple and green haze floated through the air, a sea of stars filling the night sky.

Despite it being nighttime and freezing cold, there was much activity. Odd sprites flittered about through the air across the ground and up the trees, glowing orbs of energy offering a dizzying array of colors and movement.

There were animals or beasts as well, but they took no interest in the sprites. From what Jake understood, much of the native magic users of the world drew energy and power from the sprites in some way.

“How wondrous. It’s so different from Highlands, but also the same.”

They spent time taking it in, since the view was spectacular. Jake did actually think the view was quite close to what she could see from Harmony Peaks, and was one of the reasons he chose this location.

Jake withdrew an item he had some mixed feelings about. A sort of…magical skiff appeared, with a chaise lounge chair, with a back like a sofa in the back of the odd boat. Having a blue crystalline structure, it did look interesting.

“What…is this?” Ava looked at it with a bit of confusion, but interest. It was an odd vehicle.

He couldn’t help but chuckle. “It’s our ride. Blood picked it up, along with a few of the other cultivator items at auction for Faye. She wasn’t interested in this one.”

She gave him an exaggerated, teasing look. “Aw, I was hoping you’d fly me through the air, holding me in this prince carry Lia keeps telling me about.”

He chuckled at her reference, smiling at the memory.

Jake was still working on magical flight. While he could mostly handle himself now with spellforms or directing his immense amounts of mana as a form of propulsion, he was still a bit slow. In addition, carrying a passenger was something he needed a lot more practice with.

It wouldn’t be too much longer, but he had other things he’d been working on. While he met all the Tier 2 requirements, it still took a fair amount of practice, and a month of off and on practice was simply not enough time to do it well.

“I’m working on it, though I’m not quite ready for real travel. Still, I’m happy to give you a similar experience.”

Jake scooped her up off her feet, her body light in his arms.

“Oh! Well I much like this.” Ava beamed, as Jake carried her over to the magical skiff.

Sitting with her draped across his lap, she wiggled, and practically vibrated in place. Her tuft of deer tail swished against his leg, and her ears fluttered up and down.

Jake chuckled. The girl was easy to please–like most of his wives.

Operating the skiff actually required Qi. With Jake’s Energy Nexus skill, he powered a sort of orb and command module with it, transforming his hearth flames into the necessary energy. Using his Expert Energy Manipulation, he found it required much less effort than when he first learned it at the Advanced stage.

His ability to move the energy was probably less than an early Foundation Establishment cultivator, but the quantity he was able to produce would outpace them rapidly. The skiff rose a few feet in the air powered by magic rather than something like rowing–so why shape it like a skiff, or dingy at all? Cultivators were weird.

The ship flew forward as he tested the controls. It moved with wide turns like a boat on water, though in the air it definitely reminded him of how helicopters looked when they flew. Jake had spent a few minutes practicing back at the Refuge, but the chilling winds appeared to make it a little more difficult.

He took them high, Ava gasping at the speed of their assent. Her hair whipped behind her and to his side, her eyes wide with excitement.

“That feels really good! This…thing is a lot faster than it looks. And comfy.” She sneaked a quick peck on his cheek, before continuing to take in the view. He had actually turned the skiff around to head to the top of the peak, to show her the view from the summit.

What was seen was actually more surprising than their original view. The mountain was like a central point for several environments surrounding it. A desert was off in one direction, the area looking hot, and not even dark outside despite it being night.

A moon shone brightly over that area only somehow, making it nearly as bright as it was during the day. Another area was a lush jungle, and a volcano sat in the distance. Lastly, there was a misty lake, with an island in the distance.

“Where to, Ava? This is your adventure.”

“Oh! I get to pick, huh?” She gave a beaming smile. “This is really neat! Well, the desert is right out–we just came from one. There looks like there are some ruins on that island? I wanna see that!”

He sped them up in that direction, her giggling in excitement as they raced toward their target. Landing on the small island, Jake carried her off the skiff before stowing it.

Setting her down, he smiled as he realized something. “You chose the place that is like your namesake.”

“Oh! You’re right–this is like Avalon!” Ava beamed at him. “Did you like my choice for a name?”

“It’s a pretty name. Was the relation to the myth why you chose it?”

Ava gave him a playful smile. “Myth? Avalon is real. I listened to your speeches when you arrived–and proclaimed you would protect me for all of time, remember? Your Clan had sought a home, a community. No matter what, I wanted Highlands to be that for you.”

She continued, “I could feel how enchanted you were with the world I built, and my people. I got to experience you falling in love with Tanda, and her with you. You deserve a place to call home, and I wanted Highlands to be your place of healing and happiness. I wanted to be your Avalon.”

Jake was definitely starting to be attracted to the idea, and more and more in his mind he started to associate all the things he loved about Highlands with Ava.

Holding hands, they walked toward the odd ruins. Dilapidated arches of stone and metal alike barely held, the rest crumbled and lost to the sands of time. The number of sprites seemed to increase, though many of them appeared to be of a green color.

Many of them flocked to float around Ava, her holding out her hand near them as she watched them closely.

“They appear to be life spirits of some kind. Fascinating.”

A few chose to gather around her hair–near her hairpin, almost as if hanging in her hair. They didn’t have any appendages and were just a glowing haze, but Jake did like how they brightened her beautiful, smiling face in the night as they hovered around her.

Continuing their march, they walked through what was likely the center of the original building. A long corridor which had arches every dozen meters or so, the arches the only things standing against the test of time.

Ava smiled. “This reminds me a little of your wedding. We had a path of flowers instead, but the arches are spaced almost appropriately.”

“Do you want that? A wedding of your own.”

Ava gave him a mischievous smile. “Hmm, but wasn’t it like you already married me, when you were crowned lord and protector of Highlands? In truth, I wouldn’t mind it, and I’m willing. But like Tanda, I’m most interested in my people’s custom.” She grasped near her neck, as if grabbing for an invisible necklace.

“I do like the beastkin’s custom now that I know more about it. It felt strange at first, but it is just as varied and diverse as your people are.”

“Ah yes, the more submissive girls and being won over by their husband on the dueling grounds. I can see how a man from Earth would have a bit of difficulty with that. However, in a world filled with danger and where strength matters, I think it’s an important aspect to desire in a mate.”

Blood had mentioned the same sentiment, and Jake could certainly agree. This was especially true since he knew that on Highlands, strength was synonymous with those that could find harmony with the world’s song. They arrived at the main chamber of the ruins, and seeing this room, Jake realized what it likely was.

“A temple or church of some kind.” Jake’s voice broke the silence of their walk, the two taking in the room with interest. This room held up much better than the rest of the ruins, and there was even a stained-glass window. However, the color had been completely washed out, much of it cracked.

The density of the number of spirits was even higher in this room, and there was a much larger mixture of them.

“Hm. It looks like–”

A surge of energy occurred, and Jake’s Umbral Gaze watched through the void as something approached from beneath–straight for Avalara.

However, Jake didn’t need to move at all, only gathering his hearth flames in preparation. A giant specter appeared, its claw-like hand reaching for Ava.

It was rebuffed by Jake’s Aura, a flame blasting into its oncoming hands. The ghost wailed as its entire appendage was shredded by his flames, and Jake latched onto it with his will alone. His immense Presence attribute weighed down on the creature of nearly pure energy and soul, the monster unable to move.

To Jake, it felt like some kind of evil spirit. A gathering of malevolent energies or souls, eventually taking on the form of a specter. Jake began to capture the monster’s template, now capable of capturing such a creature.

Ava hummed. “Looks like it wanted my vast energy, no matter the cost.”

He nodded. “I was surprised–Ophelia and Valora already checked this place, but no spectre was found.”

The template finished capturing, the cubic lights disappearing. He was interested in using it for its special nature–he was pretty sure it was immune to physical attacks.

She walked forward a little bit from him, as if looking around. “Could be because it’s night now, or… I’m just too tempting?” As she said that, her deer tail began to dance and she looked over her shoulder at him. Her tail made her dress rise up her backside a bit more, showing her luscious figure all the more. Her waist was thin, but her hips flared outward to an attractive ass.

He chuckled–two of his girls essentially designed their own bodies, so how would they not be proud about them? “I’m going to go with both as my answer.” Walking up behind her, he placed his hand on her ass possessively. She wrapped a hand around his waist from the side, and her tail was happy to bat and caress the back of his hand as they began to move. They continued toward the center of the temple.

With all the colors from the many sprites, the ruined temple felt otherworldly. Using Jake’s Gaze, he was quick to see that there wasn’t really anything hidden, no deeper chamber to explore.

Jake noted. “It’s a nice view. Unfortunately, not much to explore here, or too much excitement.”

She looked at him with her large eyes, a smile tugging on her lips. “I disagree. How you took out that creature without even moving, and how you showed you wanted me has my heart aflutter.”

Jake smiled. “You want me to choose the next destination?”

She looked down at his hand, which still held her. “That depends. Maybe I am hoping for a different kind of adventure now.”

He could feel her longing over their bond, a warm desire and love that matched his girls. Being able to feel her desire or love, he felt a little guilty that his feelings weren’t as strong. Still, he was coming around.

Jake was starting to desire Ava, and more than just for her beautiful body she created. The more time he spent with her, the more he could align in his mind that the world of Highlands and beastkin people were the same as her.

Ava interrupted his thoughts. “That you long to return to me… I already feel loved. You just think too much. Here. Feel.”

Once again she wrapped him in her soul hug, the song of the world of Highlands reaching him. He could feel the vast jungles and oceans, and the beat of Ava’s heart at the world’s core. However, hearing the beat to the song, he noticed that Ava’s heartbeat of the one in front of him began to overlap.

Jake knew she had shifted her song, to match the upcoming conflict the world of Highlands needed to face. She had chosen her path of life, death, and conflict against evil, a cycle of rebirth and evolution for the entire world. All to prepare it for the challenges to come, the War Trial.

But it was like there was a second song, a layer or texture of a piece played over the other. It was as if this song changed the song of conflict, showing more hope and love. However, it was mixed with a fiery desire, a desire to be claimed. It took Jake a moment of feeling and listening, but eventually, he understood.

It was Ava’s love for Jake and her people. Her love for him was now shaping the world itself. Each change would be miniscule, from the height of a mountain to the width of a river, to the depth and magnitude of an ocean current.

The flow of auril shifted the entire planet ever so slightly as the pulse of the world beat, a butterfly effect of epic proportions.

Ava interrupted his listening, “Right now, the song is incomplete. Can you guess what is missing?”

Jake had an idea. “My song?” He thought for a moment, realizing, in truth he did already love the beastkin and the world of Highlands. “And just how would I sing it?”

She beamed. “That’s right…and, when we form our hearth bond… I think that will handle it, thanks to your goddess’s planning. If not, I’m sure mom and dad can come up with something.”

The more he thought about it, the more excited he seemed by the idea. Not because he was excited about shaping a world, but because of all the ways that Ava was so remarkable.

And most importantly, with Ava, all the hearts of his clan, his wives, were all beating as one. When Jake connected to Ava just now, he had noticed the desire of his wives increased, as they all felt the same.

When he bound her originally, his family’s hearts had all beat as one, pushing their desire and wills to the limit to brand her with his mark. He took her on as a prospective mate–to let their love for each other grow, and to see if they could sing the song of family together.

He knew they could. Jake had long since fallen in love with Highlands and the beastkin, and he knew his song of hope and love for them would almost mirror Ava’s.

Leaning down, Jake kissed Ava on the lips. Her soft lips were warm and inviting, and somehow, tasted like sweet apples. Letting the kiss deepen as he wrapped his arms around her, her body molding to his as their tongues met.

She moaned in excitement, her ears fluttering up and down–and her tail seemed to almost pinwheel from the anticipation, though slowly. Thinking on it, it seemed to almost move in time with her tongue. Seeing that with his Gaze, he couldn’t help but chuckle into her mouth.

Ava was now blushing furiously. “I-I’m not used to it yet–the kissing. It takes a lot of my…focus…elsewhere.”

“It’s cute. We’ll get you a lot more practice, I promise. Now–”

She cleared her throat, anticipating his question, “Here is good! We don’t…need to head back to the Refuge, for that. Didn’t I already say it? This was relatively like your venue. As for mom and dad… I’m sure we can re-enact it for them later–if they aren’t somehow already watching. When it comes to the Divine, their omniscience is a bit difficult to fathom.”

Doing his best to put that detail about the Divine voyeurism out of his mind, Jake couldn’t help but chuckle at her eagerness. He realized she had waited long enough, thousands of years for a mate.

He retrieved her necklace from his storage ring, the now seven hearts as one necklace. This one was made of plants, much like her hairpin, and when she understood, her eyes gleamed. “Oh! I love it. Even the gems are plants.”

His intentions were for her to be able to grow copies around any other avatars she had access to, but all thoughts left him when her lips mashed against his. She had leapt into his arms, kissing him fiercely once again. She giggled as her heart hammered with excitement, and he spun her around before putting her down.

“Alright–you’re excited, and I am too. But there’s one more stop–and it matches our desires perfectly.”

She sensed his thoughts, and her excitement grew. “Oh! I like that. Let’s go!”

Producing the skiff once more, she jumped into his arms happily. Taking off, they flew toward the volcano. Entering a cave nearby, Jake carried Ava to their destination.

A giant cavern filled with hot water was in front of them–hot springs. Lit by spirits, this place was a magical place for enjoyment and relaxation.

And it was occupied by his wives. Berri swam around the cavern with Tanda riding her, the two playing as they killed the time. They had rested for a while, but Berri had gotten bored quickly. Lia was reading a romance novel at the edge of the underground lake, and Blood did her best to enjoy the warm water while her sister moved through it all too quickly.

Berri spotted their entry, Jake dismounting from the skiff with Ava in his arms. “Finally! Ava has her necklace!”

Tanda beamed from Bloodberri’s back, but waited for the giant snake woman to bring her right to the edge of the lake, holding on tight.

Jake’s vestments were instantly swapped with some swim trunks, and Ava removed her dress in the same way–and an odd, dark-green one-piece swimsuit was underneath, grown out of her leaves and vines.

The four girls fussed over Ava, making note of her new necklace.

Blood smiled as she enveloped Ava in a warm hug, and looked over the vine necklace. “I do like your version. Perhaps once we all have some control over auril, we can use the same. It allows for better…customization, as well.”

Lia hugged Ava too, enveloping her in her warm wings. Pulling away, she frowned as she looked at it. “I do think I’ll be able to handle metal like this someday, but not quite yet.”

Tanda joined Ophelia in her hugging of Avalara, “I’m so happy for you, Ava! Oh, um… are you able to join us, like this?”

The tanned girl rubbed her belly, and Ava’s smile grew wide as she looked over to Jake’s semi-worried expression. “Hmm, I wonder? Whatever the case may be, I don’t think tonight is the right time for that. I feel like Faye should be first, don’t you agree?”

Ophelia chuckled. “She might be happier if it’s at the same time. Because of the… implications.”

Ava’s smiled at Jake, though she fluttered her eyelashes and gave him a doe-eyed expression, “What do you think, my mate? Does that excite you, breeding your mates together? I know the wedding night was a special occasion, but…”

Remembering that special night, Jake’s desire reached an all-time high. He had loved that night, and–

“Oh! He likes it. Hm, but I have multiple bodies, the two lesser avatars, and then the one in the heart. That could be a really fun night, don’t you think… my stag?”

Jake scooped her up. “That’s later, isn’t it? There was one more thing I did want to show you, tonight.”

Using a mixture of the Telekinesis spellform he learned from Blood, and sending mana out from his body as propulsion, he flew them slowly across the cavern–slow compared to his flying wives’ speeds, anyway.

A side tunnel led to a private grotto, with gemstones lining the ceiling. With the spirits fluttering about, the room was filled with a kaleidoscope of colors. The warm water wasn’t overly deep, with areas to sit and relax in the shallow pool.

Holding his new mate to his chest, he carried her into the simmering water.


Interlude 3 - ❤❤❤ - World Core’s Mate



Carrying Ava into the water, she hummed pleasantly as they entered. The warm water was just right, though Jake’s supernatural body could handle a boiling water just as easily.

Sitting on a flat rock beneath the water, only Jake and Ava’s heads and shoulders stayed above. Her lips eagerly met his when they found their position, her sitting on his lap, facing him askew.

Once again he tasted sweet apples on her lips, her moaning as she kissed him hungrily, repeatedly. He could feel her eagerness, to finish her people’s custom–to mate after giving the necklace.

She pulled back, to meet his eyes. With one pupil golden and the other green, her eyes were striking. “Do you like the taste? Fhesiah gave me…the idea.”

Groaning at how Faye had once again caused an odd change, Jake couldn’t help but chuckle. “I do like it. It’s fun, but–”

“Good. It was just a minor change, I already had special…fluids.”

Jake arched his brow. “Oh?”

Her smile grew wide once more. “Yes, I mentioned I was at least part treant, did I not? Beyond sap for blood, my body is prepared. For motherhood.”

She let that idea settle into Jake’s mind for a moment, before she pulled down her swimsuit, revealing her large breasts. She held one up, and a golden nectar began to dribble down her dark-green nipple. “Would you like to try it, my mate? I think we both will enjoy the act.”

“But you’re not even pregnant yet?”

“I have a bit more control over this. Since you’ve bound me, I’ve been making myself ready, absorbing energy from your Refuge’s Hearth. All for you, and… your children. I may not be, but your other mates are.”

She lifted them, framing her leaking breasts for his to use. Jake’s desire rose, and he was now excited to give it a try. He started by first groping her breasts, her tail wiggling in his lap.

“Ohh yes, they’re all yours, my mate. Y-your touch feels…so good.”

He began licking the nectar off her breast, the two having leaked into his hands. Tasting like the sweetest honeyed milk, he couldn’t help but latch on to drink. He continued massaging both breasts, kneading them as he drew out the precious nectar. It was clear the milk had magic within, filling him with vital energy.

She moaned, “Ahh–oh! Yes…” She hissed, and her breathing increased in pace, her tail spinning behind her as she continued to moan. Ava’s breasts were extremely sensitive, and it was likely she could have an orgasm just from his touch.

Jake’s cock hardened, and she began stroking it through his shorts. Taking one hand off groping her beautiful breasts, he began to feel around her pussy. Finding her clit, his thumb began to circle it, increasing her pleasure.

“Oh! Yes…”

Switching to the other breast, he continued to drink, her moans increased, and he stuck his index finder into her entrance. Her body shook as he thumbed her clit, and could feel she reached her peak.

Slowing his efforts, he licked and sucked her beautiful breast as she moaned and held his head tightly.

“W-wow. That was…even better than I imagined.” She looked down at his hard cock, which she had still been stroking under the water. “That was wonderful. Let me take care of you now, my mate.”

They both stood, and she pulled down his swim trunks and tossed them away with his help. Guiding him, he sat on the edge of the pool, his cock pointing upward. She kneeled, placing her chest in front of his cock. Gathering her nectar, she placed his cock between her breasts.

The two pale green orbs with his cock in between were especially erotic, and he enjoyed the sensations as she began to rub her soft flesh against his length. The nectar spread along his lap, making the surface slick for her movement.

He groaned at the sensations of her playing with his cock between her breasts, a pressure building as he watched his beautiful mate. She began hastening her movements, holding her chest tightly and producing a delicious pleasure along his length.

Ava began alternating kissing and licking his tip between strokes, his large member enough to fit through her large breasts. She moaned as he grabbed her nipples, and began fucking her tits on his own. Her body more than sturdy enough, she had no problem with him fucking them a little roughly.

Sensing what he wanted as he angled himself, she took his cock into her throat instead, as he began to reach his peak. He grabbed her horns, and began to fuck her mouth instead. Her moans only increased, the girl fingering her own clit as her tail fluttered behind her.

Jake finally came down her throat, the girl drinking it down. His cock stayed erect, and she began suckling and licking him once more, Jake groaning at the pleasant sensations.

“This hardly seems like your first time.”

She smiled, her breaths heavy and a blush on her cheeks. “I… sense everything that happens in my world, on some level. Especially so if…they are in tune with my song. Like…you and Tanda were, her first time.”

Jake chuckled. “So it was like you were there, was it?”

She nodded, before kissing and suckling his cock again once more. “Mmm… It even happened in a similar place. Would you mind it? Taking me, like her?”

He wouldn’t.

Ava turned around, and bent over at the edge of the water next to him. Her head nearly down on the stone floor with her hands flat on the ground. Her thighs were just above the warm water. The tuft of deer tail was fluttering, her pussy glistening with nectar between her two pale green orbs.

Jake stood and angled himself behind her, grabbed her ass and caressed her flesh. This sent shivers through her body. Easing into her, he groaned at the sensation of her tightness enveloping his length slowly.

She was wet, and more rivulets of nectar went down her thigh to drip into the water below. Over their bond, he could feel her elation for finally becoming one with her mate. Submitting to his strength and heroism, her lonely struggles were finally over.

Bottoming out in her pussy after easing himself forward, her body shook as she groaned. Pulses of her insides tightening around him made him groan as well, some inner change occurring.

“Ssoo full…please, my mate–give it to me. I am ready for you.”

He began moving his hips, bottoming out inside her pussy with every thrust. Her ass cheeks clapped against his thighs, his hands grabbing onto the top of her round ass. Despite her pleasure and need as she came close to orgasm, she didn’t move as he took his pleasure, fucking her pussy.

She moaned. “Mmm… Do you want me to move, my love? I submit myself to your need, your desire. All that you want, I shall grant it with my body.”

Sensing he did want her to move, she began backing into his cock. It was only small movements as he fucked her deeply, but they quickly found a rhythm as they found pleasure in each other.

Ava’s pussy convulsed as she reached her peak, and her deer tail fluttered. He couldn’t help but grab it, enjoying the feeling of her pussy tightening on his length distracting him. Her whole body shook again, and he gripped it at the base tightly.

“Yess…Please, give it to me–don’t stop on my account.”

Fucking her harder, Ava’s body seemed to lock up and come undone, her face hitting the floor as she moaned.

Feeling that she enjoyed it, he used her small tuft as leverage to fuck her harder. Her insides massaged his length, pulsing along as his hips sped up. The pleasure from her wet heat overwhelmed him, his balls boiling as he filled her.

Ava groaned as she was filled with his cum, her body shaking. Her eyes fluttered as a smile touched her lips, and she laughed.

Aftershocks filled his body as she removed herself from his impalement and turned around, but eventually, he asked, “What is it?”

“An underground volcano erupted from our coupling. A new island will be born!”

Jake chuckled, and shook his head. “Don’t tell Berri that, or she might think you somehow beat her to the punch.”

“Good idea. She is a bit possessive of being the first mommy, isn’t she?” She looked down at his cock, which was still ready for another round. “Oh! You’re still ready. How would you like me now?”

He lifted her up with Telekinesis and pulled her into his embrace. Kissing her, she wrapped her legs around him as his cock entered her wet heat once more. He could feel her deep desire to please her mate, so he was happy to enjoy her body until they were both sated.

After their lovemaking, Jake was laying on Ava’s shoulder, sitting half-submerged in the water. The reverse wasn’t really possible, thanks to her large, coat-rack-like horns. She ran her fingers through his hair, a pleased smile on her expression. She had him enveloped in her soul hug, the song of the beastkin playing through his mind.

“That was wonderful, my love. I am so happy to be yours, and to have finally joined Clan Hart in truth. You and your wives have so many plans, and I’m so excited to see them come to fruition at your side. But for now, take a rest, my hero. You miss home, so I will bring it to you. ”

Jake was happy and filled with the sounds and songs of home, as he rested and relaxed in Ava’s loving arms.


Chapter 14 - Difficult Transition 



After their coupling, Ava and Jake relaxed in the pool in the shimmering grotto for a time. The other girls joined to congratulate her once more, and each of the girls took turns relaxing and getting pampered by Jake.

Ophelia did enjoy him brushing her hair, and running his hands through her golden, owl feathers. She had changed her hair to platinum blonde, a color close to her original white.

Jake and Ava’s bond had reached the fifth level: Summoner’s Bond Level 5: Love. However, when they attempted to form their Hearth bond, it felt like he couldn’t. He didn’t think it was because of them not being willing–it was like something in him was missing.

Lia hummed. “Maybe it’s because Faye isn’t here, or, because she hasn’t entered the second Tier? Whatever Hestia did with her to form the Hearthian Bond is delayed, right?”

Ava was sitting on the rock next to them. She closed her eyes, and he could feel her inspecting their bond. She had a better understanding of the soul than he himself did, though Faye was probably their expert. His sensory was getting better by the day, and soon his focus would be on understanding this a bit better.

Still, there was a major difficulty in his understanding. How could he know what was wrong, when he didn’t know what it was supposed to look like? His soul had changed significantly when he reached the second Tier. It resided somewhere in his Hearth Core which he could intuitively grasp, but his ability to see it or sense the soul directly was limited.

Ava noted, “I do think there is something missing here. Right now, your soul almost resembles a hazy starfish. But one arm looks and feels…unfinished.”

Jake did his best to feel with his mana sensory, and observe with his Umbral Gaze what she meant.

Feeling around a bit and following the lines of his bonds with his wives underneath his enchantments of the spherical core, he eventually found what he thought she meant.

“Looks like you’ll have to wait a bit longer, Ava.”

She giggled, her ears wiggling up and down. “It’s no problem at all, my love. It is wonderful that you have such a bond for us to be so close, and to empower one another. However, I am more than happy with what we have for now.”

Next, Tanda pushed him into brushing her yet again, and then he scrubbed and oiled Bloodberri’s scales. Now having some even on her arms and some retractable claws to sharpen, she had changed quite a bit.

Feeling her hands, despite them being scaled, felt similar enough to a normal woman’s hands–just smoother and more firm, lacking the softness. She was always sturdy with her constitution, but he was thankful little had truly changed.

He did pamper Ava as well, and she was happy to have her ears and tail fluffed with the brush. Once all the girls were done, they all pampered him in return. He received an outstanding massage where each of the girls worked on a limb or his back and shoulders.

Having been well groomed and relaxed, they eventually returned to their Refuge, where it was time to prepare for their recruitment run. Getting dressed in their altered Champion clothes, they prepared to meet various leaders.

Jake was now the planetary ruler of the world, and Hearthtribe was a rapidly growing guild. On the other hand, it also had enemies. It could be difficult to recruit people at such a time.

Blood grinned at his thoughts. “Now is the perfect time to recruit. It is at these difficult times that when we have people join, we know they have mettle in them. That they won’t just give up when the going gets tough in the future.”

Jake saw value in this line of thought. “You’re right. Those willing to join now are either spies, or those that will become the most loyal and valuable to our guild.”

Ophelia noted, “Spies are a concern, but Valtor is confident with his information control. With Mysticus and Zorina, they can decide if foul play is involved at any point, and even set up a trap.”

Tanda beamed. “So far, Hearthtribe is doing fantastic! Out of the many worlds we have moved to influence the war, only two have we suffered major setbacks. Instead, we’re the one’s punishing them, and making a big impact!”

Berri was snacking on a large muckbill, enjoying her blissful revenge, and the taste. “Let’s not forget to do some good stuff for people too! I wanna go to the orphanage, to meet all the cute kids of this world. That was one of the reasons you became Champion too, wasn’t it?”

Jake smiled at Berri, “The war is important, but the goal of Hearthtribe is to protect and empower families. Let’s see if there are some ways for us to both directly and indirectly do that while we’re there.”

Throughout the week, they used the portals to travel throughout the many nations of the Concordia Republic, an alliance of nations that formed much of the world’s powers. The other nations were little more than city states, refusing to join their alliance.

Jake took turns meeting leaders with different girls at his side. Berri and Blood both worked in orphanages and hospitals. Despite having healing magic, not every ailment was easy to cure in the first Tier–for those that hadn’t joined the Framework, to become warriors.

Part of becoming like a video game character or avatar had this advantage, that even minor heal effects could eventually make someone hale and whole. Joining the Framework to be healed had an additional cost, one that many Tier 0 or 1 people could not afford.

Few healers could compete with the Arch Cleric, and she healed many of those with lost limbs or magical illnesses with her holy light. Jake, Ophelia, Avalara and Tanda each spent some time doing the same, as the world had a population in the tens of millions, with dozens upon dozens of hospitals.

Jake was finishing meeting one of the leaders, when he felt a stirring from a location he didn’t expect: his familiar. Ira was starting to wake up. Teleporting home, Ophelia was the first to arrive with him.

When the crystal shattered, Ira’s body streamed out of the void like a snake exiting a hole in the ground. The changes to Ira were a surprise: it now had four clawed limbs, with several streamers running down its black body, like whiskers.

Each stream matched the flames of their family. Ira now looked like an eastern dragon, with deadly claws to match. His familiar had grown in size, and Jake thought Ira was already at the peak of the first Tier.

Ophelia beamed. “Wow! You look really awesome now, Ira!”

Jake nodded. “You really do. Thanks for your help, my friend. Hestia said you helped us in our time of need, risking yourself. I can’t ask for a better protector.”

Ira wrapped around Jake and Ophelia, and gave them both a hug.

A feeling of pride emanated from Ira, and Jake thought it understood his words and their meaning even better now–and was also observing them with newfound intelligence.

“Oh! You think Ira can learn to talk, soon? That’s wonderful. The Framework will likely help Ira learn, as it focuses on it. After all, it provides translations.”

With Ira’s return, Jake felt a lot better about looking for anything strange regarding the betrayers. Thus, he scheduled a surprise visit to each of the city states. In truth, he didn’t think he would find overly much.

Tartarus had various special means, and for all they knew, it simply used spirit readers or some kind of special advantage that was unique to the world.

If Tartarus was able to tap into the song of the world on Highlands for example, it would have been able to counter all of the beastkin’s movements.

Of course, one of the biggest suspects was the dark elves and lamia races–they would visit them, and soon.

[image: image-placeholder]

Recalling a wisp of her consciousness, Bree ended her projection with a satisfied sigh. They were useless for battle, but they still had their purposes. She had finished giving away much of her earned divinity, and had made sure her sprawling list of beast provinces was protected for her future time away.

She would have to give up on this body, at least for now. It was a shame, but if she wanted to grow and fight alongside her mate and pack, it was something that had to be done.

Her mind was back to the paradise of Savage Eden, her mother’s massive home world. Despite her shared body being the size of a small world, it was tiny compared to the world’s vastness. Her sisters and herself were resting in a gigantic mountain cave, recuperating from her mother’s work to separate them.

A voice interrupted her calm, angry barking filling her ears. “What do you seem so happy about?! You grow weaker by the day, sister. Just why are you so stubborn about this path, all for this weak male?” Isolyn’s irritation had led to anger over the past few months.

Bree snorted. “And why must you be so stubborn? Mother encourages it, why can’t you accept that I have made my choice? Just a little longer, and you can have nothing to do with me.”

Ainora’s response was more calm, “We worry for you, sister. Your leaving us… it has us concerned for your safety, your future. That you discard so much of your strength…”

Bree replied, “I may be discarding my strength for now, but I shall rebuild myself anew, earning my strength once more–along with my mate and his pack.”

Ainora hissed at the mention of the word, mate. “You have to understand how difficult this is for us, that you choose such a weak human. He only recently reached the second Tier. I could understand if he was a demigod, but didn’t we all agree to only choose those which could defeat us, that could be our peers?”

Bree nearly rolled her eyes. While that was true, they were quite the old maids already thanks to this policy already. And it was ridiculous. How was any male to win when it was always three versus one?

Isolyn’s voice became haughty, “Yes–I’m not buying it. Are you sure the void child really defeated you? Maybe you were just in heat, ready to bend over for the next male that came along? That mark doesn’t look so strong at all, just look at it.” Her power stirred, and Bree immediately knew what she was going to do.

“Why, it looks like just a little nudge, and it might just unravel.”

Isolyn’s magic and will approached their mark, like a grasping claw near Bree’s soul. With a roar, Bree covered the mark with her will, and breathed flame right in her icy sister’s face. Isolyn had been expecting this of course, blocking with her own icy breath. But she hadn’t been expecting that Bree would lash out and bite deeply into her ear, tearing off some of her flesh.

“Ow–that hurt! How dare you!”

Of course, Bree’s mouth had to cross right in front of Ainora’s face to accomplish that, so Bree could only go so far in her attack lest she leave herself open to her. Isolyn’s ear would heal soon enough, besides.

“Enough!” Ainora’s eyes flashed, “Remember mother’s resolution. Leave her precious mark alone.”

Isolyn huffed. “Hmph. Fine. I still think if this male was worthy, you wouldn’t have to protect his mark and have to feed it to keep it from unraveling. It’s proof that he caught you in a moment of weakness, and while you were thoroughly limited at that. This was not what we agreed upon for our choice of a mate and you know it.”

Ainora snorted. “At the first Tier, at that. Could you really call that a true contest? Millions die and expire each day at that level of arena. Will this void child ever even make it to a level of strength that actually matters? Few ever reach the third tier, let alone the fourth.”

“That may be so. But that he won shows his potential. Had you been in my position, you may have lost too.”

Isolyn scoffed. “It is pointless to think about this, as you know that contest is no longer possible.”

“And yet, I lost. What puts you above me, that you think it couldn’t happen to you?”

Ainora’s eyes flashed, and she grinned. Bree could tell she was up to no good–after all, Bree would get the same look in her eyes when she would do the same.

“You might be right. How about this, my dear sister? If you believe it so, then how about you bring him to challenge one of our Avatars? Sector 87, wasn’t it? We could play a game–have a wager.”

Bree’s eyes narrowed. Paying the Price to enter one of their Avatars to enter the sector would be costly. The Framework and Tartarus both understood the advantage from higher beings entering the contest, even if it was with a restricted vessel. It was for this reason that very few demi-divine or Divine ever entered a frontier sector–at least until the final stages.

This act moved her. While Bree was willing to do the same for her sisters if they were in danger, the cost was still substantial. Of course, it would be expensive to enter to earn the prize of a frontier sector–the natives were given an inherent advantage.

“You would pay the Price to enter, just to face him? What is your wager?”

Ainora looked at her meaningfully, and Bree was able to feel the care in her voice, “It’s just the second Tier, isn’t it? It will be costly, but as much as we fight, you are important to us, sister. Then, it has been a long time since we fought in a proper war, hasn’t it? As to the wager, it’s nothing special. If he fails to defeat us, you’ll simply give up on him and return to where you belong–by our side.”

Bree snorted. “For it to be a wager, it means he must get something for victory. What does he gain when he wins?”

Isolyn was pissed, her eyes narrowed in anger, her dinodog lips furled back, and she growled. “When? You mean if. I’m not sure I agree to pay this Price. After all, that mark looks like it’s almost past the point of no return anyway. This conversation is pointless, it won’t be long before it simply unravels on its own–then what? You won’t even be able to enter unless you pay the price yourself. With what you just spent, do you even have enough? You have a year at most, despite your pitiful efforts.”

Bree couldn’t help but feel ashamed. Isolyn was right–Bree had been reinforcing the mark, but she could only replace the more fiery energies contained within, using her own nascent divinity as a filler. The other energies within the mark were falling apart from the strain, and it was only a matter of time.

On top of that, her mind and soul were nearly separated from their shared body as a result of Mother’s help. Bree would soon need a new vessel because an Avatar would simply be a detriment to Jake and his party.

Her head on their cerberus dino body would slumber, and her sisters would be stuck with a near lifeless head on their shoulders. Knowing them, they just might find some way to make use of it, despite the difficulty.

Her mate’s mark would soon unravel, but she could feel there was a problem with renewing and strengthening it.

Jake was not yet ready. Something happened when he reached the second Tier, and his soul was unable to form a new connection to a mind and soul like hers, at least not yet. She had eavesdropped on Jake’s conversations somewhat, and it appeared the world core may have joined his pack.

Bree grinned, wondering if this particular detail might interest her sisters. Something as rare as having a sapient world core as a mate might be enough to interest them. Not every sector even had one at all because they were so rare.

Unfortunately, it didn’t matter–they were only interested in personal strength. After all, Bree had been the same before.

Ainora had been pondering for a moment. “What are you grinning about? If he wins, we’ll bless your union. We’ll even go so far as fighting as allies, doing everything in our power to help him win the War Trial–even fighting alongside his armies if we must. Of course, our Avatars will be quite formidable, a valuable asset for any budding kingdom.”

Bree narrowed her eyes. They had never served in another army, except for mother’s. They worked ‘alone’, refusing to team up with others. The only reason they didn’t mind fighting using Jake’s mana constructs was because it was like playing with puppets.

It was completely for fun, it had nothing to do with the war or service. It was why Bree herself had refused to clean up those corpses that day.

Still, Bree saw this as an opportunity. While Isolyn and Ainora were limiting the reward to just their aid, she knew just witnessing her mate for themselves would change their minds, and they would be fighting to join his pack soon after.

Bree asked, “What are the specifics? Depending on the terms, I’m in agreement.”

The three discussed for a time, and an agreement was made. Now, she had to hope that Jake could help her with her vessel in time. If successful, they could meet at one of the many beast realms of Sector 87 and have their bout–whenever Jake was ready.

She would give him a little more time to resolve whatever issue he was having, then find a way to broach the discussion. After all, she would be completely unable to help him with this type of issue until she had a new vessel, the Framework restricting all her guidance until she sealed her knowledge and memories properly.

Bree looked over her mate’s mark once more with a sigh. While she treasured her first true defeat in a contest of wills, the anxiety from the troubles ahead was not a pleasant feeling. She would have to trust that her future mate could go above and beyond, and handle all the challenges.


Chapter 15 - Fhesiah - Final Course



After the liberation of the Blizzardblade Clan, Fhesiah had worked with her army to both unseal a few more floating islands, but also meet up with more of the Alliance. Using the star shuttle, they had managed to catch up to and defeat this so-called second in command with her new allies.

The Alliance had simply overwhelmed the enemy. With the Blizzardblade Clan, the Radiant Flame Sect and the several other sparse peoples at full strength and without fear of being tainted, Fhesiah’s forces caught them in a battle that outnumbered the Bloodbeast sect two to one.

Here, Ruby really helped out–as she was able to prevent the many ‘blood bags’ from exploding, giving Fhesiah a chance to save and free many of them. Unfortunately, she could not save them all.

Those that had their spiritual temple fully invaded could not be saved. The tainted blood curse would eventually seep into their minds and souls, and destroy their chosen paths. When they were cleansed, there was nothing left. The Framework might allow them to take on a new path–that of a non-cultivator, but they would need to start from scratch.

As a result, she freed even more people from the curse, and their numbers swelled to over six hundred in total. They decided against splitting up, but sent scouts to search out enemies and allies alike.

Allies that they eventually found. The group that she had been searching for was the one that actually repelled the blood beast sect–and Fhesiah was happy to learn that they were, most likely, the potential followers of Bastet.

Fhesiah was excited to hear that the Celestial Nekomatas had been paired with nearly the perfect Framework Adventurer protectors: a race of metal golems, called the Earthforged. Having no blood, they could not be cursed by the blood beasts.

With the Nekomata’s support of beams of solar or starlight burning the beast cultivators, and blades of moon shadow or moonfire cutting into them, the Earthforged defeated the Bloodbeast sect handily, forcing them to flee.

It wasn’t without losses to the curse, but thankfully, Fhesiah was able to reach them in time with her pills. The Nekomatas had more than one capable healer, but they were unable to keep up with the curse to fully cleanse it.

Having cleared a few more seals with their joined forces, they were now traveling once more. Weeks had passed since she defeated the second in command, and she had already had her second session with Jake.

The shuttle carried their entire army, and was actually quite efficient. It required Qi to power its movement, but it only took a few Core cultivators to bring it to its maximum speed.

A beautiful feminine voice reached Fhesiah’s ears. “I do fancy your shuttle, Senior Hart. The decorations both inside and outside resemble a beautiful starry night sky.”

Fhesiah chuckled awkwardly at the giant Nekomata named Aria–a giant cat with two tails, as she remembered where she obtained the treasure. She was the leader of their clan, a large brood of the creatures that joined this Battleground.

The race of cat creatures was nearly four meters tall standing upright when they reached the 2nd Tier. The creature was like a gray Siamese cat, but it had black and white spots all over it, which looked like tattoos of moons and stars. Its large blue eyes shone with intelligence, meeting Fhesiah’s eyes when she spoke.

“It does have its charms, but I didn’t have it built. I found it in… my travels.” Fhesiah really didn’t want to go too deep into the body snatcher story at this time. Besides, Elron was kind of…still burning, at the moment.

“I see. I would like to trade you for this, but its use in the great battle is something truly special. We’ll have to wait until the battle is won.”

“I’m from another Sector and will be forced to return immediately once the battle is won, I’m afraid. However, if you are searching for an opportunity, Sector 87 will soon be entering the War Trial. If you come to one of these worlds within the next three years, your people’s paths to Nascent Soul will be destined.”

Fhesiah transferred her a list of known cultivator worlds in Sector 87, including at least one that should ultimately end up owned by Hearthtribe itself. There were others owned or protected by Hestia’s Alliance, so she included those as well.

“Truly? I will look into these. You did tell me about the goddess Bastet, and she does seem…amenable to my people. We have joined the Framework after seeing those ascend under the New Heavens, but worshiping a goddess? Those that call themselves goddesses are known Path Breakers.”

Fhesiah smiled. “The Divine of the Framework are very different from cultivators. Bastet is not like that at all, and provides more…motherly guidance and aid. Like the Framework, she is like a caring sect elder in how she guides. However, the energies granted for becoming her clergy have many uses, including how I concocted the pills that defeated the curse. You needn’t worry about meeting with her, she will accept if you reject her.”

“I’ve seen your flames, and your pills. I suppose at the very least for saving many of my brethren, I owe it to at least meet with her to thank her for your aid. I may seek an audience with her in her temple. There are those near us, yes?”

Fhesiah nodded. “You can even build a temple in your world if you like, using contribution points–of which, you’ll have many after this Battleground.”

Aria sighed, her twin tails flicking in irritation. “The truth is, things are not going well for us on our world. We prepared for some time for this opportunity, as our hunting grounds are being… restricted. Many humans move into our lands, and there are just not enough resources to go around. A few of us becoming Core cultivators will help, but in the end, I fear it is not enough. Our world has Nascent Soul cultivators, and our bodies and cores are coveted as a valuable resource, despite our intelligence. Migration to a place we can earn our advancement seems preferable.”

Fhesiah then told Aria a bit about the upcoming War Trial, and how it would be beneficial to them. Finally, she told Aria a bit more about Hearthtribe, and their goals.

“Hmm… This mate of yours, Jake Hart, was it? I’m surprised you’d be mated to such an… idealist.”

Fhesiah chuckled at the statement. Cultivators definitely felt like someone altruistic like Jake had a few screws loose, and was ultimately a detriment to any sect or clan. Fostering weakness when resources were limited could only birth more weakness.

“I assure you, my husband has the strength to back up his ideals. As the Champion of Hestia, he must stand for all families.”

Aria’s tails flicked, and she looked over Fhesiah with serious interest. “We too value family, many raise dozens of kits. But our people are an insular, sometimes solitary people–not entirely by choice, mind you.”

She raised her feline brow, “Say, this Jake–you said he’s human, did you not? Is he still seeking…more mates? We Celestial Nekomatas know humans are not much interested in our form–the feeling is mutual. However…occasionally, such trysts have happened…and I may have a niece that might be more…attractive, and interested in him. She is not overly talented to become a retainer, but could serve as a maid or a nanny? Do you think he would be interested?”

Fhesiah pondered the question for a moment. She had already found Ruby and Sati, and nearly thirty flame sprites that were all female for some reason–that she knew the moment they felt Jake’s Presence, they would all be excited to be bathed in his…fire.

Once they evolved especially, Fhesiah knew they would gather around him like moths to a flame.

Of course, Jake would still need to lay claim to them, but accepting them would be as easy as curling his finger and they would be his. If he rejected them, Fhesiah could always set them up with one of their sons.

Surely, that was enough potential waifus?

No. You can never have too many.

“I do. Tell me more about this…niece of yours.”

During their discussion about the potential mate for Jake, Weiyan and Xara both walked over to where Fhesiah and Aria were speaking on the shuttle’s deck. Fhesiah had noticed the two becoming quite close over the past few weeks.

Because Fhesiah had given Xara a copy of her original Yin Yang body tempering technique. Weiyan had no idea why Xara and the girls of the Blizzardblade Clan were coming on to the members of the Radiant Flame Sect, but she thought it would be a fun little surprise.

Xara hugged Weiyan’s arm to her chest, smiling at Fhesiah with a wink. “This Sector 87’s War Trial has me interested. Would you transfer the list of worlds you recommended?”

Fhesiah transferred them as requested, and Xara seemed to ponder for a moment along with Weiyan. “Hm, this Mystic Expanse seems quite varied. It has both cold oceans with ice Qi, and volcanos with fire Qi. The population has been lowered due to the war, and there is much opportunity. Perfect for a potential new home for the both of us, wouldn’t you say, my dear Yanyan?”

Weiyan didn’t seem used to female attention, perhaps since the Radiant Flame Sect was full of men. He had a blush on his face, and didn’t seem comfortable at all. “Ahaha, uh, maybe? I’m not so sure the Radiant Flame–”

“Ah, but didn’t you say the Patriarch is the staunch, unmoving type? That despite saving your world, he may reject those of you that joined the Framework? I think you may be better off joining us, where we can begin a new clan–or sect–together, and grow in combat as the heroes that you are.”

“I… you might be right. But coming back with nearly forty Core cultivators and vast wealth… I may be able to convince him…”

“Either way, I think this is an excellent opportunity for the Radiant Flame Sect and the Blizzardblade Clan to start a beautiful partnership. Did you know? We have many elders, and many young within our clan. Our two clans will not covet the same resources, and should work in harmony, two halves to make one whole, don’t you think?”

“I will… think on it. We still have much time here–”

Xara nodded with a serpentine grin. “Yes, we do have a bit of time left together, and much to gain. Let us make the most of it.”

Fhesiah couldn’t help but chuckle at how Xara was bowling over Weiyan. Combined with the other young masters suffering from her flames before, it appeared the man had caught quite the few advantages as a result.

Their armies continued their path of gaining allies over the next several weeks, destroying two more armies of unorthodox cultivators and rescuing more. However, they realized it was time to ascend.

The ladder scores showed three nearing Fhesiah’s lead on her collections, though one was from the Alliance. The turbulent energies higher in the sky were thinning, enabling them to reach for the higher islands. These were far more valuable and with higher rewards, so they needed to ensure they were continuing their ascent while they thwarted the enemy.

After all, if they fell too far behind in the ascent, the main treasure would be captured by the enemy–the floating castle. Whichever team got that would undoubtedly be called the victor. It didn’t appear the other team could rush straight to the end, but they still needed to keep pace.

They were still not sure what kind of event might begin when they reached it, so they continued working upward. Dozens of islands floated above, and so they took a near spiraling upward path as they took on more portals and their seals. Because of the thickness of the energies, it took a significant amount of time for even their fast shuttle to rise, and they had difficulty scouting a reasonable distance ahead.

With Fhesiah’s technique unraveling the seals, despite the difficulty having increased, they pushed through rapidly. The nekomatas were excellent at looting, some of them even competing with Fhesiah in skill for sniffing out treasure.

Many of them could become the shadows or light for brief moments, confounding many traps or arrays in rooms. Aria said their people were more in tune with the pulls of fate through their celestial nature, and were often luckier than most others.

The Radiant Flame sect and the Blizzardblade Clan worked well together, the icy reptilians much better at sensory and helping them to move forward rapidly.

Dozens managed to form their cores with Fhesiah’s help, their army swelling in capability. There were even chambers meant for progressing their levels, and not just forming the cores which allowed several to catch up.

It took months, and Fhesiah was happy to have her intermissions with Jake to keep her… good spirits.

Eventually, they ran into the other Alliance team. It appeared to be a wide gamut of Norse, Roman, and Greek adventurers that were quite well-rounded with clergy and even mage types. The cultivators seemed to be wind and martial focused humans, which Fhesiah imagined would get along well with the warrior culture Adventurers.

Being almost exclusively members of the Framework, she and the other leaders landed on the plateau a distance away from the fighting, and dismounted. Fhesiah was happy to see that the other Alliance folks had scouts positioned, and their arrival was not a surprise.

A dwarven warrior wearing a heavy set of armor and an axe on his back, along with an older-looking winged man, a cultivator, walked over to meet them. It was the dwarven warrior that spoke first.

“Greetings! It’s about time we met, Senior Hart! You’ve given us someone to compete with aside from those bloody cultists! You’ll have to forgive the other elders for not coming out to meet you, the battle is ongoing.”

Fhesiah smiled, it appeared the man knew a bit from the Ladder. She had kept her lead on them, but it was still a close thing. “It’s no problem at all, it’s good to meet you before the enemy. You must be Thane Grimm?”

“That’s right, Lass–and this is Inda, of the Greatwind Sect. Things are about to wrap–”

The final seal opened, revealing the portal, and something significant shifted, and a Nexus Node appeared not far away from where they were standing.

The castle above them lit up ominously, and the remaining floating islands above them were covered in beams of red and blue light, and they received a notification.


[Celestial Nexus has entered the penultimate stage. Adventurers can Tier up for Enhanced Merit Trial Reward at this time, and it is recommended for final Conflict.]


[Rules for Final Conflict: Alliance must seek to release the 3 remaining Blue Seals, while Tartarus must remove the 3 Red Seals for entry. The first to remove the third seal will receive advantages over the other team. Battle between factions is highly discouraged from this point on until the final stage.]

Fhesiah sighed. “I was hoping by meeting up, we could take them on before we reached the top. I guess it was mostly intended that the phase where we met at the base of the mountain was where we would come into conflict much.”

Grimm said, “I’m a little relieved, I’d rather have more time to advance the level of our forces. You see that second one on the ladder? Argenthrax? It’s a mithril dragon. It is nearly impervious to everything, and it’s in the second Tier. It… took out the other allied force we met early on with ease, and forced us to flee. Combined with the bloodbeast sect, no offense to you Senior Hart, but I don’t like our chances.”

The winged man, Inda, added, “The Bloodbeast Sect was very effective and difficult to deal with. They brought in less men in total than us, but they converted many people into living resources for their army. Their leader is some form of vampire, and his power over blood is absurd. He doesn’t just control tainted blood like his allies–he controls all blood.”

Fhesiah hummed. “Hmm, that does sound formidable. What about their numbers? We hold nearly a thousand in our shuttle. I did devise an antidote for the blood curse too.”

The dwarven man looked over at the shuttle with a bit of doubt. “Nearly a thousand are in… that? Not bad! Some kind of special treasure?”

Inda gasped. “And an antidote, truly? We have a few tainted–we would greatly appreciate your assistance.”

After Thane Grimm and Inda finished their introductions, they decided to join forces within her shuttle. She could fit all the people inside, and it was faster than what they had available, aside from the Great Wind Sect’s scouts.

The number of cultivators at the peak of the first Tier was actually getting quite sparse among the Alliance. They had already found many opportunities for their ascensions, and she had pushed many of them to success.

After three more opportunities like the ones they had already seen, she might be one of the few left that could actually use the ascension to rise to the second Tier. It was true that anyone could use the Ascension to improve their core, though she was unsure how it worked precisely.

Thankfully, this meant that Ruby and Sati could likely benefit from a chamber in one of the upcoming sealed portals. It had already been months of fighting and growth, and in truth, the two were nearly ready thanks to her guidance and the Framework’s.

As they flew higher in the sky toward the first island, despite removing the seals, the heavenly energy grew thicker and more turbulent. The Adventurers needed the cultivator’s protection to even travel outside the shuttle, and it became slow to progress with the turbulence.

They spent nearly an entire month reaching the first seal, and they were happy to know that it was reached before their enemy removed theirs.

The platform was crowded, the immense number of Alliance members gathered about. The monster spawns were reminiscent of the Dungeon Raid, where enemies were uniquely difficult. Creatures of varying elements spawned, and the diverse Alliance Adventurers shined in taking them on.

When Fhesiah started removing the seals on one of the pillars, she was shocked. Within her spiritual temple, the seals she removed appeared in the sky above.

After a time of collecting dozens of them, she realized–it was forming a sphere. A guide for her core’s energy when she formed it, a sort of magical scaffolding. This was only possible thanks to the Framework’s connection and overlay into her very soul, she realized.

Not all of their new allies had joined the Framework. Among the Great Wind Sect, less than half had been convinced by her, the Radiant Flame Sect, and the Blizzardblade Clan. Some were still waiting to see the results of some of the final ascensions, and she realized that this new scaffolding might spark additional desire for them to join.

Thankfully, she could still induct people to join, despite no longer being at the Node.

Because of the benefit, she did her best to get Sati and Ruby in on the seal removal action. Surprisingly, they were quite good at unraveling the seals–they simply targeted those that felt like their own path. These unraveled for them quickly, the two using their instincts to burn away or devour the seals–in between fighting the spawned monsters.

Fhesiah spent some time watching the glyphs add up within her spiritual temple, and pondering as she ransacked the treasures within the portals. Some of the treasures she found were what she would consider middle-Tier, extreme rarity items.

The amount of wealth she obtained was shocking, to the point where just promising a few of them to her new allies was able to win them over to Sector 87.

She was happy at her successful recruitment, and there were several good pieces of news. They cleared their portal before their enemy did, and she found an excellent treasure for her yin flames and core formation that she had been missing, the Moonfire Emberstone.

Lastly, she found a Source Energy Treasure–but not just a simple one. She had one that might have been good for the claw that their family picked up at the auction, but she knew it was something much more generic and not suited for her. Making her claws sharper or stronger was not really what she was looking for. On the other hand, Ruby might enjoy it.

This special treasure included two stages, one of enlightenment, and one where it supplied the Source Energy to fuel it and make it one with her path, and make it her Dao, merging the heavenly truths with her being.

Most likely, even a Nascent Soul cultivator would find this treasure extremely valuable, whether for themselves or one of their offspring.

It could not teach her something she didn’t already know, but it would bring her memories and her soul to the forefront, and help her find an epiphany on how she could move forward. During this travel, she spent time perusing the two body stealer’s information crystals from their heritage, along with all the loot they had from pilfering from cultivators over the years. She was looking for any clue or piece of information that might help her.

The reason Fhesiah was pondering this entire time, was because she was now at her limit. She needed to make a choice to form her Core, and she thought finding this treasure was once again the heavens guiding her.

Riding on their shuttle with the other sect’s flying treasures in tow, Fhesiah was happy to have the owner’s quarters, a well-protected area. The inside of the shuttle resembled a barracks, having many large rooms. Meant for cultivators, there were no beds, just large areas for placing cultivation mats and privacy curtains.

The Adventurers had to make do, but she had found plenty of odd furniture in her travels to line her shuttle with amenities.

Entering her private quarters, she set up her formations for maintaining the Qi levels in the room, and enabled her privacy arrays. While Fhesiah didn’t think any of the cultivators were hostile and most were now members of the Framework, it didn’t hurt to be safe.

Sitting on her cultivation mat with dozens of Qi crystals in front of her, she retrieved the incense stick from the ornate box. Echoes of the truths of the universe emanated from it, waves of invisible energy drifting from it and into the cosmos. It held a special weight on the world, and gazing at it was not all that dissimilar from the sensations she felt when a Divine was near them.

But it was different, the truths of the universe being laid bare for her to see. Igniting the incense stick, a golden smoke drifted into the air and she set it on the box’s holder. Breathing in the golden smoke, she felt a warmth fill her body. During this time, she did her best to hold on to her desire, to somehow integrate the dragon’s claw into her path.

In just a few breaths, a surge of emotions rushed through her as memories came to the surface. On how she refused to give up her old life as a cultivator defying the heavens, denying aiding Jake and Ophelia with the alchemy of the Framework, at least at first. Instead, she had chosen to cling to those cultivator ideals, taking on the dragon claw.

The pieces of the heavens she claimed for herself contained the pride and strength of dragons, their claws hard and sharp, and their grip strong enough to shatter bone.

She defeated Ophelia in their duel, but the seed of doubt was planted. In the Trial, Fhesiah then lost the bargain she made with herself, her pride bringing danger to her family when she fought the dark elf champion. From then on, she swore not to let her pride get in the way.

She took to alchemy wholeheartedly, and then sought the strength to protect her family. When she reached Foundation Establishment holding on to both bloodlines and defying all odds, it was proven to her that this was the true Heaven’s Path.

Rescuing the beastkin, and now rescuing the Blizzardblade Clan and others, she was shown how valuable alchemy was. Alchemy had shown more than once that her flames were not just for destruction. Whether her yin or yang flames, each could create and destroy, rebirth and transform materials–with alchemy.

But what about the claw? The essence of a claw could certainly protect. While she hoped to shift her understanding of the claw to this, she somehow knew this was fundamentally not enough. It didn’t integrate the two flames in any way, and could not form a more intrinsic whole. She was sure that she could combine either flame with the claw individually, but this was not what she wanted.

The room was now nearly full of golden smoke now, despite having been breathing it in this entire time. The air was thick with it, and it now began to swirl in a ring around her. It was then that a memory returned to her, of a discussion from her past life as a cultivator.

A memory of discussing the knowledge of Internal Alchemy. An alchemist that used their body as their pill furnace and cauldron. A poison master could use their very bloodline to concoct antidotes and poisons alike within their body itself, creating medicine and pills.

Many Nascent Soul alchemists could achieve the same with their spirit flames, taking the usage of their body as a pill furnace concept to a whole new level.

But how could she, a dragon–

Bits and pieces of memories of her time with both the formation and alchemy master came to the fore unbidden, combined with tidbits of those she read from their so-called inheritances. As if piecing together a puzzle, she created a theory, that felt like it just might work thanks to the mystical smoke guiding her judgement.

Her body, her claw–could become a pill furnace, a formidable vessel for her to transform and create materials. Her dragon’s claw had become a part of her path out of pride and foolishness, but she kept it in hopes it could be her family’s strength. Alchemy came along, and she both discovered and ignited a passion for finding understanding and wisdom, but also creation.

Fhesiah knew she was a greedy girl. She wanted all the pleasure and happiness, and all the power. What was wrong with that, if that very same greed fueled the flames of purpose, and both protected and empowered her and her family?

Source Energy surged into her, dragging more pieces of the heavens into her as she merged them into her. While she started with the Dao of Dragon Claws, her truths shifted toward that of her overall body, rather than something so specific.

The smoke surged into her body, the truth of the Dragon Body of Alchemy becoming one with her path. Her body, both inside and out, changed as it harmonized with the heavens, turning her claw and body to become more like a pill furnace and cauldron.

Of course, this had a cost. Her claw would never be as sharp or as devastatingly strong if she had gone another way. At most, she had improved its durability or sturdiness, while keeping it as an effective killing tool that her family would still be able to use. Her claw was now on a hybrid path, mixing claw and alchemy in equal measure.

She could now make pills on the fly without a pill furnace at all, crumpling the materials in her hand and mixing them with her flame, or doing the same within her lungs.

At the end of the epiphany, she did realize something.

This likely had only brought her a tiny bit closer. As a test, she combined her two flames into her draconic claw. She infused all three of her daos into the flames and her claw, and the ignition created that bronze flame.

The powerful scales of her claws and her strength clamped down on it, enabling her to hold on to it for a bit longer, to compress down the resulting flames further.

Her grin spread wide when it appeared to succeed, but the explosion from before still occurred–shredding her fist painfully as the flame burst forth in a wave in front of her. The room’s protective formations barely held on as the multicolored streams of fire crashed into it, despite her using just a small amount of energy.

The grin didn’t go away despite the pain because she could feel it–she was closer now. Not only was her claw not shredded nearly as much as it was before, but she had controlled it for a brief moment before she lost it.

As it stood now, merging the powers of yin and yang flames into a more indomitable flame containing everything would not be held by this alone. She was now closer, but it appeared she would need additional efforts to find success–if it was even truly possible.

She did her best to will to meet Jake in her spiritual temple. It was a little early, but she needed his help, and now.

Jake eventually popped up into her spiritual temple, finding her waiting for him–fully clothed. Of course, she didn’t make it seem that she was distressed, but normally she’d have been on top of him by now.

He raised his brow. “Not that I mind it, but this is a bit surprising. What’s going on?”

Fhesiah smiled. “I need you. Once again, I’d like you to paint me with your love.”

Jake chuckled as he smiled fondly at the repeat of her joke. “You’d like me to enchant your hearth again?” He rubbed his chin in thought, as he looked at the many demonic runes throughout her temple, many of which had shifted as a result of her new understanding and absorbance of the truths. “Huh, something feels a bit different.”

She beamed. “You can feel it? I do need your help with that, but I also need your help with my draconic claws, and my lungs.”

“Why those in particular?”

“I have found a path for me. Once again, I will transform. When I’m done, this dragon and vampire are not even going to be able to understand what hit them.”


Chapter 16 - Fhesiah - Breath of Alchemy



Things went smoothly through completing the second seal, and they were not far away from the third, final seal. The unorthodox cultivators were not far behind. Their first seal was removed not long after they had begun their trek, and the second one was removed nearly in-sync with the Alliance’s.

The Greatwind Sect was now expending additional effort to try to increase the speed of their movement, and now Fhesiah’s shuttle was set to arrive shortly.

Fhesiah was impressed with how well Sati and Ruby were advancing, but realized that the two had been given an excellent environment for it. Continuously feeding treasures into the pill furnace for Sati to consume, and providing plenty of blood from rare enemies had improved their powers rapidly. Fhesiah had even found a special blood-related treasure for Ruby to enjoy, and the happy beast had spent an entire month consuming it within her urn.

Then, there was the Framework providing its odd scaffolding within their Cores. Thanks to this, the two of them were ready for excellent results if they found the right chambers. At this point, Fhesiah was unsure whether they would find the opportunity or not to create their cores in the Battleground.

Spirit beasts like Ruby and energy lifeforms like Sati were different in how this was managed anyway, and they could cross the threshold whenever the conditions were right. A chamber was not necessary for them, but Fhesiah imagined they would still be an ideal or near-perfect environment for them.

In a way, Sati was proof that Fhesiah’s dual path was possible. The two flames found harmony within her body of pure fire, the elemental’s body having a unique makeup.

Within the shuttle’s hidden chamber, Fhesiah stirred her bloodline, scales appearing on her arms and hands as her nails grew into deadly claws. On her palm and insides of her fingers, demonic runes were etched in a formation of heaven and earth with Jake’s hearthfire, representing her dual path.

When she closed her fist, it would seal the flames within, the formation guiding the two energies to inhibit and regulate one another as they mixed. Finding the perfect mixture, she would create something new.

A similar formation was drawn within her lungs. A dragon’s breath was part of its pride, and this would be yet another location of creation and transformation. She hoped to, on some level, create a fiery breath of both of her flames–or perhaps, consume and utilize the flames of an enemy dragon.

The sound of a chime rang through the room, letting her know they had arrived. Exiting her room and arriving onto the deck, she was a little shocked. This location was much grander than all previous floating islands.

On this one, over a dozen pillars rose nearly a hundred meters in the air across the platform, like tall monoliths piercing into the sky. The heavenly energy was now extremely thick, to where Fhesiah felt a strong connection to the heavens. The Core cultivators would benefit heavily if they merely used this area for their cultivation, should they shield themselves from the turbulent energies.

The platform for facing the spawned creatures was far larger, and Fhesiah realized that this might lead to a boss battle. It was imperative that they took this final seal seriously.

As far as they could tell, their opponents had not removed the other seal. While the energies in the distance were so turbulent it was like gazing into the mist or the clouds, a red outline of an island still sat in the vast distance.

While there was some haste in trying to move quickly to remove the seals and defeat the spawned enemies, they played it safe. The island’s energies were a bit less turbulent than in the sky they traversed, so the Adventurers could continue to fight for longer periods.

They were fighting a marathon, not dashing to the finish. Unraveling the seals from the pillars took time, and clearing the enemies was risky for the Adventurers. Vast numbers of creatures spawned for their thousand-strong army to face, and she was thankful their people were up to the task.

Enemies of all sizes exited the portal, and they had difficulty preventing all deaths. Giant beasts lumbered across the battlefield alongside nimble and deadly ones with devastating efficiency, scattering and assassinating allies left and right. Dozens in total died, but they still held on.

They were nearly seventy percent done with removing the seals, the challenge reaching the final stage.

What appeared to be three mid-level bosses appeared with many minions, large stone trolls with massive clubs. They managed to defeat one of them and things were going relatively smoothly, until the sky was suddenly filled with red.

A member of the Great Wind sect yelled out, “It’s the enemy! Prepare the antidotes!”

Blood fell from the sky like rain, and hundreds of winged beasts swarmed toward the battlefield. The creatures did not appear to be all that strong, but they were numerous. Traversing the turbulent sky had left many of them weak, but with the Alliance already busy with the spawned enemies, handling them would be especially difficult.

A mighty roar shook the air, and a massive figure exited the dense clouds above them. The creature was almost as large as the Naga King they faced on Highlands and it was clear what it was: Argenthrax, the mithril dragon.

Its body appeared to be made of thick steel, a western dragon flapping its wings as it moved through the sky. Powerful forearms were separate from the wings, giving the dragon many deadly options.

Cries of fear and alarm sounded out across the battlefield, as this was already a difficult challenge without the enemy showing up to tip the scales. This was a risky undertaking for the Alliance, but it was also an excellent opportunity.

They now had a chance to take out the dragon without the vampire around.

She signalled the forces her intent–she would take on the dragon herself for now, and the forces should continue working on the seals and the enemies. They had removed over seventy percent of the seals, and this meant more and more enemies would spill out of the portal–even if they stopped removing the seals.

It would be difficult for the Alliance to back down now. Too much time without unraveling seals, and they would be empowered by the energies from the unsealed portal. Their second attempt would be all the harder, and even fleeing off the floating island would be a difficult challenge.

Many of the Adventurers would die without a cultivator protecting them from the turbulent energies in the sky, even if they had some method of flight. This meant if they fled, they may not have the strength to complete the challenge.

Thankfully, Fhesiah had been dancing with her fan for some time. The dance of the moon caused her bloodline energy to stay near its peak of strength, her tails dancing behind her as she spun and twirled. Stirring her bloodline further, the moon was nudged the last bit to its peak.

The dragon’s first action was obvious–which was why Fhesiah could not delay. Gathering up nearly half of her Qi stores, she drew up a giant ball of kitsune flames echoing the truth of her path in just a few seconds.

The orb of swirling black, purple flames was nearly the size of an Earth SUV, and she sent it at the silver dragon as it halted itself in the air and drew its head back. Absorbing in the Qi of the surrounding area, an energy grew in its chest.

Fhesiah continued her dance, her torch and lantern already out and she was fully clad in Ophelia’s crafted armor. She dashed toward the dragon’s position, her tails continuing their movements. Her goal was to take on the enemy where it could do the least collateral damage against her allies, while forcing it to face her.

Sati and Ruby were facing the numerous enemies on the battlefield, and Ruby was doing well in managing to absorb much of the blood from her foes.

Fhesiah’s ball of flames neared the dragon, just as it released its breath attack. A silvery storm of blades looking like a large tornado of steel exited its large maw, crashing into and shredding her flames.

Some of her flames persisted to crash into the dragon’s body, her path manifested by her will causing them to cling and begin consuming its draconic flesh. Meanwhile, while the storm of blades was dispersed somewhat, some cutting into alliance members, killing them outright.

One blade even sheered into a pillar, and the nigh-indestructible structure had a large swatch cut into it. The dragon’s breath was indeed powerful.

The dragon did little more than grunt as her flames washed over it, and it only took a few seconds of her flames burning it before a shimmering white aura covered it and snuffed out the flames.

Finally, Fhesiah had reached near enough to the edge of the island, making sure she was away from her allies, so their fight caused as little collateral damage as possible.

Argenthrax swooped down, landing a distance away from Fhesiah–with anger in its eyes as she continued to build her attack. As the dragon neared, she felt its bloodline bearing down on her–but she pushed back with her own, ready for this.

Some of her own draconic bloodline surged through putting a pressure back on it, though she doubted the mithril dragon would understand how it could be feeling both, the mixture confusing it. It watched her with narrowed eyes, scanning her with Divine Sense.

Fhesiah added her Curse of the Moon onto the dragon. Glyphs formed on its silver scales along with the black and purple haze covering it, burning into the dragon’s body and weakening it slightly. The same shimmer from before covered it as the dragon roared in anger, but the curse wasn’t removed.

The Divine’s powers passed down to a Champion were that of a higher Tier, which resembled a lingering intent of a higher Tier cultivator. While her kitsune flames had a hint of Bastet’s energy, it was only the Curse of the Sun and Moon that enabled her to bring out the most of it. That, and summoning the goddess herself–something she might just do momentarily.

After all, she had spent nearly half of her energy, and yet Argenthrax’s aura had barely shrunk from its breath attack. Thankfully, the dragon’s flight across the vast, turbulent sky likely didn’t come without a cost–energy had to have been expended for such a large creature to travel such a vast distance. It was for this reason that the flying blood beasts didn’t appear to be all that strong, weakened from their flight.

Tainted blood had rained down on her allies and the creatures sought to wound and infect, but rather than cursing them, her allies were prepared with antidotes and preventing themselves from being cursed in the first place.

The Celestial Nekomatas targeted the creatures in the sky with their beams of light, and the Earthforged and Fhesiah’s fire spirits protected those on the ground, lead by Sati.

Ruby was tearing through the oncoming horde of blood beasts with ease, consuming their blood as fuel. She was even gathering the blood that had fallen like rain, and was using them as blood spears to pierce into any available enemies. Cultivators slowed their seal unraveling for a moment, dumping powerful attacks onto the spawned trolls to clear out the battlefield. Another one quickly collapsed after a rain of fire and ice blades, giving the Alliance Adventurers a bit more room to breathe.

While the fallen tainted blood appeared to be meant for taking control of the spawned enemies on the battlefield, this only made it even easier for Ruby to deal with them.

Argenthrax observed her dance for a moment, before it snorted with its eyes narrowed on her. It began building up for another attack, and Fhesiah was not going to let it.

Gathering her Divine energy and all of her remaining Kitsune flames, she called upon Bastet. The moon within her spiritual temple took on a holy light, and an apparition of the same appeared in the sky above her.

Those under the Framework and following a path more yin focused, were covered in the special light. The Blizzardblade clan’s ice became more frigid, and the Nekomata’s blades of moon and shadow cut more deeply.

Fhesiah’s several prepared foxfires took on this same quality, blasting onto the dragon’s body and consuming, transforming its scales. It roared as it swiped at her, sending a powerful wave of silver energy in her direction.

But she had already dashed out of the way, the full moon shifting her presence ever so slightly. A dragon’s mind, especially that of a cultivator, would be far too difficult to trick with a full illusion. Shifting her presence was about all she could count on–and that was only possible thanks to Bastet’s moon.

She continued her dance of the moon which now only required her tails moving, sending more fox fires to feed into her curse of the moon. It was burning especially bright, but she also worked on her second goal: gathering flames of both types within her formation in her modified lungs.

The dragon’s tail whipped at her, once again missing by mere inches thanks to her minor illusion as she ducked under it. As foxfires flickered into existence behind her, she sent them as flaming darts onto the dragon’s gigantic frame.

Several swipes of its claws were next, each attack missing her much smaller body. Her tails danced behind her, a smirk on her lips as she continuously barraged the dragon with darts of black flames, the mana drawn from her hearth and torch slowly giving her an edge against the much larger being.

Having spent much of her kitsune flames, she stirred her draconic bloodline and willed her moon to set.

Bastet’s moon began to lose its luster at the same time.

Argenthrax’s scales were now burnt all over its body, blackish purple flames marring and covering its flesh. In truth, she had only weakened the scales, her fires not burning into its dense, heavenly energy infused body.

It roared in anger as it narrowed its eyes at her–seemingly understanding what she had done.

It drew back its wings covered in the silver energy, and Fhesiah triggered one of Jake’s spell scrolls as she withdrew her shield. A dome of white light, Runic Magic: Sanctuary, covered her, just as Argenthrax flapped its monstrous-sized wings.

Many blades of light were sent over the battleground, though the attack was mostly focused on Fhesiah. Immense dual vertical blades of silver light cut through the dense ground before it slammed into the barrier, and sheared through it with the attack weakened somewhat.

Crouching down with Ophelia’s crafted shield, she filled its runes with mana and even filled it with her Dragon Body of Alchemy Dao. The two blades slammed into the shield at the same time–and sent her flying through the air.

It felt like she was hit by Bloodberri’s maul, her shield having slammed into her body–it was a good thing that, thanks to her enjoyable tempering with Jake, that she was sturdy.

Her body tumbled across the ground as she was battered and bruised and her shield flew away. While this sounds horrible, Argenthrax huffed in anger, noticing the truth–its attack which was meant to kill her, barely harmed her. The Torch of Hestia easily restored her wounds, bringing her back to full health.

It stomped at her in pursuit in a rage, though Fhesiah knew it was probably about to use its breath weapon again to finish her off.

However, as aggressive as Argenthrax was, he still froze when the moon became a sun, and her body finished its transformation. Draconic claws grew out of her gauntlet, and wings grew from her back as her three tails combined into the single, draconic tail.

The sun began to rise as it took on a holy light, and now, the curse of the sun was added to Argenthrax, her no longer hiding her dual nature. Blazing red runes began to burn into its steel flesh, noticeably becoming red-hot and starting to melt. The curse of the moon had already weakened and heated its scales, and now the sun was increasing the heat further.

She began gathering her yang flames in her lungs. Fhesiah had been gathering her yin flames in her chest for quite some time now, a decent sum of energy stored.

Her new lungs were a strange organ, having the two sacks for air and energy to enter like normal, with her draconic sacks for storing her dragon flames for breath attacks.

But now there was an additional tubing, or passageway, that connected the two lungs and had a path out of her chest with a valve to open it. It was a little freaky, having what was almost like a mouth on her chest, but she kept it covered with a flap of cloth when it wasn’t in use.

She had to modify her armor to cut this hole in her chest, but reasoned that this would be necessary later anyway–for when she became a Hearthian.

The inner chamber was where she would mold together the two flames into one, something she began doing. The two formations began to light up within her lungs, her chest drawing in heavenly energy from the surrounding area–an advantage of being a dragon in the first place.

Bloodline flames of kitsune and dragon mixed within the inner chamber, and she wrapped the chamber in her new Dao of Alchemy. The flames mixed, but she stopped before the compression resulted in something truly new–because she knew that this would result in an explosion that’d harm her a lot more.

She breathed the flames out at Argenthrax through the hole in her chest. Like a baseball sized comet with a spiraling trail, a blast of the two flames twirling around another slammed into the dragon’s shoulder, exploding on contact. Red and purple flames washed over the giant dragon, and it roared in anger.

Fhesiah then drew on her Draconic Empowerment, and used most of what was left of her stored mana in her hearth and Torch for now. She grew until she was nearly four meters tall, her body covered in scales as she charged the much larger dragon.

It was a shame the dragon wasn’t more harmed. While the explosion tore deeply into its flesh, its muscles were like steel cords. Many of them had snapped and a chunk of its metallic skin was missing, but it was already re-knitting its wound closed, even as some of the steel cords were melting.

Filling her claw with her Dao as she drew up more flames into her lungs in preparation for a new attack, she targeted Argenthrax’s other shoulder. The two traded blows as she prepared, and as strong as she was, she came out the loser of the exchanges.

Despite deflecting its much larger body, the metallic aura that surrounded the mithril dragon cut into her armor and flesh alike, sending her blood into the air as lines were cut into her.

She added her bloodline flames into her claw strikes, adding onto the cursed flames burning into the dragon, melting and weakening its flesh. Bastet’s Sun continued to rise, and Sati, the Radiant Flame Sect and Great Wind Sect members benefitted from the aura given off by it. It wouldn’t be much longer until the portal opened and the enemies would stop spawning.

Argenthrax narrowed its eyes at their army, none of which had become tainted.

The air surrounding Argenthrax changed, its weight on reality increasing. A primal dread filled Fhesiah, as her cursed flames were snuffed out. This was likely the Intent of this dragon’s parents, an inherited energy that drove its own mastery and progress with the element.

This energy would be limited, and likely unable to be restored once used–much like her Divine Energy.

Argenthrax’s body finished knitting itself, and even the charred scales were returned to their original shiny luster. The only consolation was that its body had shrunk in size about thirty percent, but that wasn’t enough to feel like she had accomplished much. The dragon was preparing its breath attack, after all.

Fhesiah realized it was now or never. Either she managed to create the flames of her desired path, or she might just lose the battle and need to flee. While she could call Jake now, she needed to keep an ace for the next fight with the vampire.

She mixed the flames of her family within the two chambers in her lungs, the two formations splitting the flames where they belonged within.

Argenthrax released its mithril breath, a tornado made of blades flying right at her. But Fhesiah didn’t return it with a breath attack of her own just yet. Instead, she breathed in. At first, it didn’t seem like the breath attack was reacting to her pull–so she willed her remaining Divine Energy to act, enhancing her Draconic Fire Plunder ability.

The blades became a near-stream of energy, as she pulled them into her lungs. The blades still cut and scraped inside of her, but the lungs held as the heaven and earth formations began inhibiting and restricting the new energy as they were pulled in.

The flames mixed inside, melting and merging with the mithril breath. Drawing up the last of her Divine Energy, she mixed more of her own in as well as she merged the two in the third, central chamber. Adding the three Daos of her path, she compressed the numerous energies together, transforming them all into something more.

For a moment, everything held. A golden energy was born, before it fluctuated. Not wanting to leave anything to chance, she opened the vent in her chest, and it exploded outward–the baseball-sized hole releasing a tornado of bronze-colored flames and blades.

Argenthrax covered itself with its wings, roaring as its body was surrounded by what remained of its aura. The tornado of flaming blades shredded the dragon, its wings and body providing nearly no resistance to the immense power.

Limbs were torn, and silver blood was splattered as multicolored flames erupted all over the dragon’s body, and the massive creature was sent flying backwards. Fhesiah dashed to follow and landed near–and breathed in again.

Argenthrax weakened, the energy spilled out of what was left of its mouth and face unbidden, very little Intent remaining. Continuously drawing in the breath as the dragon roared in outrage and terror, the heavenly energy contained within its body was drained, and built inside Fhesiah instead.

The dragon’s soul was the last to leave its body as its core was emptied, its soul being added to her mural within her spiritual temple. The whole temple shook, as such a powerful dragon soul was added.

She was proud of her success, and thanks to her efforts, the Alliance had managed to balance the battle and were poised to remove the final seals. However, a worry had grown.

Despite everything she’d done, she was still missing something. She had even used the flames of her family, which wouldn’t be present within her core.

And it still wasn’t enough. Had she vented just an instant later, the flame likely would have exploded in her chest, killing her. The resulting energy was enough to kill Argenthrax, and it was powerful. However, a core built on these elements likely would not work.

Thankfully, she had proven that she was closer. At the very least, practicing with her claws and lungs she could produce amazingly powerful attacks.

Her musing was interrupted by silver blood being drawn through the air–into Ruby’s mouth. The blood badgerdillo’s aura rose as the unique blood of the dragon entered her body, the fuel enhancing the bloodline Fhesiah had given her.

Fhesiah could tell this would be quite advantageous. Ruby’s aura solidified to become even stronger, the mutated badgerdillo ready for entering the next Tier.

She joined the removal of the final seals, the scaffolding looking as complete as she imagined it could ever be. The portal eventually opened to stop the spawning of enemies, a prompt appearing.


[Alliance First in Removing Seal. Portal to Celestial Nexus now open.

Advantage: Arrival in Celestial Nexus Inner Sanctum.]


With the dragon defeated, only one more obstacle remained. While the enemy’s gambit appeared to be to convert Fhesiah and her allies into tainted blood slaves and halt their progress, this had failed thanks to her efforts.

Hopefully, this portal advantage would be enough for them to earn their victory. It was now a race to enter the castle, and they now had what should be a large advantage–the opposing force’s seal was still present.

Xara and Weiyan landed next to Fhesiah. The two’s eyes shone with respect and admiration, and Weiyan said, “Truly amazing Senior. That one could be a kitsune but also a dragon–and a hero. The enemy was formidable, but you triumphed.”

Xara noted, “That was the power of the goddess, Bastet? If not for that, we would have lost even more. However, that won’t be available for when we face the vampire, will it?”

Fhesiah shook her head. “It is a bit worrying, but fear not. I have a few more tricks up my sleeve.”

Ruby finished her meal, and Fhesiah scanned her divine sense over the dragon, her eyes gleaming. She retrieved the dragon’s core, and couldn’t help but smile. Perhaps with her technique, she could transmute it into something suitable for her own.

Her Core materials for her yin and yang flames were top-notch, but the claw material she had obtained from the auction was not quite what she was hoping for. It was with great pride that she stowed the core away. Only–she noticed something else. What looked like a small clasp around the large dragon’s nose, was actually some form of nose ring–and storage device.

Retrieving it, her score skyrocketed as she reclaimed much of the materials it had pillaged from the other forces it destroyed. Snorting, she stored the dragon’s corpse inside its own ring, putting it alongside all the dragon’s other treasures. She was sure the dragon’s horns, teeth, and claws would be quite valuable.

Now, her score was far greater than the vampire, and she was poised for victory.

Aria came limping over, the large Nekomata groaning in pain. “Congratulations on your victory, but we could use a little help, Senior. My brethren require aid.”

Looking over their forces, Fhesiah grimaced. Nearly a third had been lost in that battle, and many were injured and would need to spend time healing.

Preparing her torch, she would need to spend a fair amount of time healing anyone before they entered the portal. They would only enter early if the other seal was removed, but for now they would prepare.


Chapter 17 - Fhesiah - Final Showdown



Fhesiah and her allies were happy to have enough time to heal before a majority of their forces entered the final portal. When Fhesiah learned they would arrive in the inner sanctum, she had no idea what to expect, but it wasn’t more seals and chambers.

They had explored the inner sanctum before attempting to open any chambers, and it was like a giant U-shaped stone corridor with many branching rooms. Symbols lined a large gate to an inner courtyard, and their goal was clear: they needed to remove more seals for entry.

The corridor was massive, allowing their entire thousand-strong army to fight the spawned enemies on large stone platforms in the center of the path. She imagined that the enemy had their own inner sanctum, a separate U-shaped corridor which allowed them to remove seals.

As far as Fhesiah could tell, the inner sanctum was simply a place with better rewards. They had unsealed dozens of chambers which allowed a few members to be sucked into some form of inheritance, or to open a special core formation chamber. There were even a few treasure rooms, granting special materials to suitable individuals.

Fhesiah had obtained several that would help her with her dragon and kitsune bloodline in the second Tier, as well as some unique pills that would help her skyrocket in level once she returned home. Combined with the Framework reward for a tailored cultivation technique, she was confident that her path to Nascent Soul was already laid out for her.

From the looks of it, the major benefit by appearing in the inner sanctum early was they now had free rein over the best treasures. There was a countdown timer before the final stage, and if the enemy did not arrive before then, victory and the final prize, Perfected Core Ascension, would be theirs. She hoped that after the final battle, they could ransack the enemy’s inner sanctum too.

Because of Fhesiah’s merit and score, the final prize would go to her. While someone who Tiered up could benefit from the final chamber, her impossible core just might be made possible thanks to it.

A majority of those present had formed their cores already, and the magical scaffolding alone made their cores more perfect, and Fhesiah didn’t even need to help them. It made up for lacking materials, or for poor cultivation techniques–in addition to the Framework’s aid with the helpful tribulation.

Thanks to this, their leveling through the second Tier would be easy and straight-forward. Every five levels or so might have required them to shift their core slightly toward perfection–which she was sure the Framework would help with. But those helped by her or by the special scaffolding would have a straight shot toward the end of the Tier.

If their core had a poor result, they might have ended up stuck forever. Their core would eventually become unstable as they infused it with heavenly energy to grow, and may require treasures and alterations, or improvements to their cultivation technique or Daos to shift their core toward perfection and continue–if it was even possible at all.

It had already been days since the Alliance entered the inner sanctum, and only the dimming of some seals around the final gate showed any indication that the enemy might be arriving soon. It appeared the enemy was not far behind them, and she wondered how difficult of a challenge the vampire and his army would be.

As they fought through the waves of mobs and removed seals, Fhesiah stayed in kitsune form, slowly refining the dragon’s core and the claw treasure for core formation in her lung pill furnace. Argenthrax’s dragon soul made her lungs even sturdier, and her dragon claws had received a hardness and sharpness improvement as well.

Removing the last seals around a chamber, Fhesiah was shocked when Sati was suddenly sucked inside. Earlier, one of the Nekomatas had received a powerful inheritance, one of Aria’s many nieces. It turned the giant cat into an amazing healer overnight, and Fhesiah was hopeful for her to become a priestess of Bastet later.

After defeating the dragon with Bastet’s power and healing, the Nekomatas felt even more indebted to Fhesiah, and that Bastet was agreeable to them. It was one thing to know of a Divine’s existence, and it was another to feel it, and for it to save your people. Aria’s clan of her race were over a thousand in number, despite only a few dozen of them being present in the Battleground.

It was a day after Sati entered the inheritance that the enemy army arrived at the opposite end of the massive courtyard. Alliance forces had long-since forced open enough chambers to make the final challenge available, their lead providing a tremendous advantage-in earning just a few more benefits before the final confrontation.

Not only that, but even should they fail here and lose much of the loot, it wouldn’t be considered a massive loss, only a minor one when it came to the overall Sector War. She was currently in Sector 81, a location that was several months away without her express ticket.

The large gate to the inner courtyard opened, and Fhesiah sent her signal to her husband as their army marched inside. He had been ready to enter the Temporal Chamber, prepared for the final battle, with as much time in the chamber as he possibly could have.

It was here that their investment in the cultivators appeared to bear fruit. It seemed that rather than invest in his allies, the vampire had invested in himself. Fhesiah guessed he had gained nearly fifteen levels from various chambers consuming the energy instead of allowing most of his allies to advance to the next Tier, and many of his allies had unstable auras at the peak of the first at best.

Several urns were drawn out, and many blood beasts were released. Hundreds of the monsters appeared, their bodies filled with blood rage.

In all, it looked like the two forces were evenly matched based on numbers, but Fhesiah knew the truth: the enemy was on their last legs. They had used some horrible means to force the seals open, likely using the tainted blood in various ways, weakening their allies and consuming much of their better blood beasts.

The Bloodbeast Sect had expected the Alliance to fall to their plot and plunder this inner sanctum, but instead, the Alliance had healed and were strengthened by the special chambers.

Fhesiah’s forces had both quantity and quality, the Adventurers having reached the second Tier. The Earthforged had all grown to be even more menacing, and Thane Grimm’s forces and the tribal warriors even more powerful. Clearing out the many monsters in the chambers, some had even leveled up more than once.

Backed up by the cultivators having all reached the second Tier safely instead of dying in their ascensions, her force’s auras were stable.

The vampire was a man with long white hair and red martial robes, and a rapier at his waist. He floated through the air using heavenly energy, seemingly unwilling to touch the ground. Core cultivators could fly with nearly no effort at all, almost like she could with her draconic flight.

The battlefield was large and flat with a stone tile ground, with what looked like a wizard’s tower in the center. Bands of mysterious glyphs ran up the tower, and ominous clouds swirled around what appeared to be a room or chamber at the very top, with a golden halo encircling it.

Her heart thumped in her chest as she gazed at it, the pull of fate of the special location nearly making her want to run toward it. From the looks of the nearby cultivator’s covetous eyes, she was thankful that she had cemented herself as the leader–otherwise many might have tried to fight her for it.

Perfection was something that all cultivators sought, to bring them closer to the heavens themselves. By harmonizing their souls and bodies with the heavens, they would eventually become one with them. This chamber sounded like it would bring them dozens of steps closer in a single go.

As the fight began, Fhesiah couldn’t help but smile. Dozens of cultivators each triggered their talismans she handed out, not needing them for herself in the end. Of course she kept many, but she might as well get some use out of them.

Transparent barriers of heavenly energy surrounded them, and then many of the warriors triggered spell scrolls and spell rods Jake had prepared.

Thane Grimm and a few of his Nordic warriors used a rod for sending a powerful bolt of lightning across the battlefield, and a large Thornwood Field sprung up, slowing the blood beasts’ advance.

Then, the elemental spirits and Radiant Flame Sect were quick to set the field ablaze, and the Great Wind Sect fueled the flames with their winds. Strangely, many of the Bloodbeast sect members, the cultivators, waited in the back and watched this happen.

And they opened more urns, several stronger beasts spilling out of them. These looked even more chimeral, giant beasts covered in blood. This had a visible cost, directing tainted blood to control the beasts.

The creatures began to rush over, and Fhesiah was satisfied that the formations within the Alliance army shifted, Thane Grimm calling out and guiding the Adventurers.

The vampire then took the field, with a few of the stronger unorthodox cultivators following him. Many of the other blood slaves were being held against their will in chains, and their blood was being spilled onto the ground.

Fhesiah went out to meet the leader in battle, knowing that he would be formidable. Xara, Weiyan, Aria, Elder Wang, and a few of the other more elite members went to join.

When it came to battles among cultivators, the elites often decided victory. Fhesiah or this Vampire would run roughshod over whomever remained, even with minimal amounts of heavenly energy available to them.

The two elite forces neared, and began building up their attacks. The vampire who could only be named Raython based on the ladder scores drew his sword, a blood-red thin blade.

“So it was true–a kitsune led the enemy’s forces. I don’t know how you defeated Argenthrax, but it does not matter.” He sneered. “I came prepared.”

The pools of blood behind him surged, and monstrous faces appeared on several towers of corpses rising from the depths. The entire battlefield felt as if it was covered in blood, monstrous, unholy screams and wails of pain and torment from the towers filling their ears.

The sky darkened, and she felt her kitsune bloodline being restricted. The ice sword held within Xara’s hand began to melt, and Aria’s shadow-like half’s aura diminished.

The foxflames flickering above her tails became but small flames of candles, her aura being weakened significantly. The vampire’s allies began using various methods, from creating large blood spears, to dashing toward the Alliance elites with an apparition of a beast taking over their features. The vampire charged Fhesiah’s position, flying at her with his blade emanating a deadly aura.

Snorting, she triggered her moon to set and her sun to rise, and her body started to shift. Then, there was a welcoming feeling: Jake had arrived in her spiritual temple, and he took on the State of the Sage. Runes on her armor lit up, and the weakening aura against her kitsune bloodline was reduced, her foxfires increasing in power.

Jake’s Hearthian Presence washed over their allies, and his Aura shielded them from the effect further. Xara and Aria’s auras surged, the two joining the defense against the oncoming unorthodox cultivators.

Fhesiah’s body was covered in her armor, but she raised a hand to the sky. Demonic runes filled with draconic fire and Jake’s runes coalesced into a single construct, unleashing their Tier 2 spell: Dragon’s Breath.

As the apparition of a dragon’s head appeared in front of her facing the vampire, he sensed the danger it represented and covered himself with a shield of blood. The roar of flames was tremendous, evaporating much of the blood and sending Raython tumbling, covered with flames.

Raython did not hit the ground, and managed to snuff out the flames with a flaring of his aura. As expected, his strength was significant.

Fhesiah had decided on the move to buy some time for her to finish her transformation, and was already gathering her flames within her lungs. She didn’t want this fight to go on any longer than it had to.

Raython scoffed. “You’re a dragon? How could my information be incorrect? That might explain how you killed Argenthrax, but you are not that strong.”

It was then that Fhesiah hit him with both curses of the sun and moon. To her surprise, the man’s blood seemed to answer on its own and leap in front of the curses, absorbing the effect.

The blood was covered both red, and black and purple flames. The man looked at the flaming blood shield with a frown.

“Interesting. It’s some form of Intent, but different? Very peculiar.” He looked over at the battlefield and how the Adventurers and Cultivators of the Alliance were destroying the Bloodbeast sect cultivators with ease, and sighed. “I did not bring enough resources, it looks like. Somehow, you can even prevent the curse. A miscalculation.”

“It means this’ll be costly. What a waste, to use my ancestor’s blood for this.”

His aura was already powerful, but his strength rose sharply. The blood from the large pool behind him began to float toward him in streams, a terrifying, malevolent energy gathering. It was like one of the evil champions called on his Divine, but Fhesiah knew this was different. This was a cultivator, using a special energy bequeathed to him, much like Argenthrax from before.

A powerful spear of blood shot at Fhesiah, with mysterious black glyphs covering it. Fhesiah was about to meet it with her claw, but Jake blocked with a powerful barrier of Hearthflames in alarm. It was then that she sensed it–even taking a small wound would be extremely dangerous, him taking control of her blood.

Raython frowned at her successful defense, but continued to gather blood for another attack.

“How many spells can you manage, husband?”

[At least five more, limited like this. More if you split the load like the first one.]

Readying her torch, she gathered more flames of both paths, foxfires and draconic flames to counter the vampire’s attack. Continuing to store more flames for her breath attack, she knew this fight would get dangerous.

Using the stencils on her fan, she formed a powerful ball of draconic flames, while Jake’s runes coalesced into an empowered Tier 2 Runic Magic Spear of Berri’s holy-light-infused flames. The two attacks shot out at the vampire at the same time, and the man growled as he finished his empowered attack, slicing his sword into the huge ball of blood he was coalescing.

To Fhesiah’s surprise, dozens of waves of blood were sent out in quick succession, like a sword trail of countless red blades–at their attacks, and the large crowd of Alliance cultivators in the distance.

Her talisman barriers held for some, while others were cut into, sending out a shower of blood as they were killed. This blood released congealed into a new attack, streams of blood forming smaller blades and knives as they rushed at the various Alliance members anew.

Xara had nearly gotten cut by one, but Weiyan swooped down with his angelic wings, forming a powerful flaming shield in front of her. Using his interference, she countered at her opponent with a powerful slash of her blade of ice, while Elder Wang finished off his enemy with a giant flaming cauldron.

Fhesiah gathered her flames and directed the fire elementals to counter the blood, and most importantly, Ruby. The blood badgerdillo halted many of the blood spears, sucking up a small amount of the blood.

Jake was surprised as he sensed the creature, [Wait, what the hell is that? Is that a–]

Raython frowned at the creature, and started to try to counter the creature by controlling the ancestor’s blood–but Fhesiah’s foxfires slammed into his blood wall, interrupting him. This was followed up by the flames of her torch and a Scorching Ray from Jake, the intense hearthflames removing much of Raython’s special blood.

“I’ll tell you later. Help me with my flames, we’re going for broke.”

Quicker than thought, she updated him on her problems in the past with creating the deadly mixture. Both of them in the state of the sage, their minds worked together with expert focus and precision.

Gathering the flames which found balance thanks to the formations in her lungs into her inner chamber, Jake added the flames of their family along with hers. Mixing her three Daos of dragon flames, kitsune flames, and claw of alchemy, the three mixed until they compressed within.

Fhesiah could feel Jake’s worry, but also his focus. As the three energies became something more, he breathed out his void energy. It wrapped around the turbulent ball of multicolored flames, covering it in its entirety.

Ensconced in the void, the energy compressed further, and it was like a star was ignited. A golden flame flickered into existence, a fire that was somehow entirely new, containing flames of heaven and earth–and it was all hers. With her will, she directed it out as she opened up the vent in her chest, and a blast of golden flame shot at the vampire.

The ancestor’s blood reacted to the threat of her golden flames instantly, shooting at it like a spear. Reality seemed to warp around both immense energies, the air becoming thin and the light blurring around them.

When the golden flames met the spear, the Intent within held on for a brief moment as it began to boil. Veins popped out of Raython’s face as he tried to control and reinforce the blood, but eventually, the spear exploded into streams of flame.

Her attack was mostly defeated, but it hadn’t been without cost from the vampire: his entire ball of special blood had been consumed in that counterattack.

Which was why his eyes bugged out of his head, when Fhesiah drew more flames with Jake into her lungs. Many of the blood bags in the distance that maintained the ritual that was meant to weaken her exploded, and the blood rushed toward him.

Fhesiah’s breath attack was ready, and she breathed out again. The golden blast of flames was lesser than the first attack, but she could tell it was beyond Raython’s ability to deal with.

Mustering his bloodred aura, his sword sent out a wave of blood which cut into the flame, but the fire persisted through and snaked toward him, despite his efforts. Depleted slightly by his attack, she guided the flames to move around his weapon’s guard and shred the arm holding his blade.

The golden flames began to spread onto his body, his blood-red aura unable to stop it. With the vampire busy and the Intent destroyed, Fhesiah was quick to add the curse of the sun and moon to the vampire directly, sealing his fate.

The ancestor’s blood dissipated, and Fhesiah came after him with her claws filled with the flames of her path. His sword arm destroyed and much of his Qi depleted, he was put on the defensive.

With draconic empowerment and Jake’s enhancements, wounds mounted on the vampire’s body, her Dao of Alchemy mixed with each of her flames individually.

A bloodred silhouette eventually appeared behind him, four large claws digging deeply into his body from behind.

Once again, it was Ruby. Empowered by all the blood consumed, she bit into his neck and continued to drink as the man screamed in agony.

The vampire was drained, his skin drying up and aging rapidly as his blood was depleted. Ruby bit and chewed on his flesh, sucking in his blood as she ripped and tore into him further, his core being emptied of all his special blood. Raython expired, the light leaving his eyes.

Fhesiah crinkled her nose. “Yuck. We’re going to have to work on your eating and kill-stealing habits later.”

Ruby tilted her head, a frown marring her muzzled face in confusion.

Retrieving Raython’s cosmos sack, Fhesiah’s score jumped significantly once more. Within the sack, she quickly found that there were several resources once purified would be very helpful to Ruby.

Raython dealt with, they quickly worked together to finish off the remaining enemies of the battlefield. All the blood bags and slaves were far beyond the point of rescuing, and the Alliance had truly managed to defeat a majority before the cleanup.

Only a few were kept alive, the blood slaves accepting their fate for survival–becoming cripples of cultivation. 


[All Opposition has been defeated. Victory: Alliance. 

Conquest Score to be calculated and personalized rewards for overall performance to be granted upon Closure.

Celestial Nexus Inner and Outer Sanctum will be available for access until the battleground closes, the seals weakened.

Closure in: 1 month and 13 days.]


[The top earner, you have earned first rights to the final reward, Perfected Core Ascension. Do you accept the Celestial Nexus reward, or will you pass to the next in line?]


Of course, she selected to accept the reward.


[Reward accepted. You have until 7 days remaining to enter the tower.]


[Goddess Task Complete. The potential Bastet followers have been rescued and have joined the Framework, preventing a terrible fate. You have convinced them to both join the Framework, but also consider Bastet as their Divine Patron. Reward: Champion’s Celestial Flame Lamp of Bastet.]

Her special lamp flew out of her bag, and was bathed in the golden lights of the Framework. It transformed before her eyes, changing shape and size, becoming even larger and elaborate. Gold suns and moons matching Bastet’s imagery covered the lamp, and Fhesiah could feel its immense power. 


[Mythic Item: Champion’s Celestial Flame Lamp of Bastet]
[Absorbs and stores flames, and nurtures creatures stored within. Creatures stored within the lamp will be joined to the Framework, and can be used in combat. Grants Summon Flame Elemental ability. Note: Tied to Champion’s Spell to function, does not count toward Challenge Item Limit.]


An interesting ability–she now had her own summon ability to match some of her sister-wives and husband.

Fhesiah looked over her allies, and saw that many had made it. She had been unable to monitor most of them throughout the battle, focused on hers as she was, but very few had fallen thanks to her supplying them with so many talismans and scrolls, and spell rods, and Jake’s Aura when he joined her.

The enemy’s side of the Inner Sanctum was nearly untouched, the Alliance’s lead granting them access to many benefits. While they might have received much from the cosmos sacks of the defeated enemy, many of the treasures and rewards were things people consumed immediately. Because of this, it was like they doubled or tripled their loot.

Fhesiah grinned. “Plenty of time, and tons of loot.”

Weiyan landed next to her, and Xara was quick to join him.

“That tainted blood was truly terrifying. I was worried your fight with Argenthrax recently had weakened you, but it appears you…defied expectations once again. Just what were those flames, and that presence? More powers from the goddess?”

Fhesiah beamed. “No. Those were the powers of my husband, and the power of my family. Anyone who faces one of us will face us all.”

Aria, the large cat arrived next. “The dragon and the vampire were quite the elites, and yet you triumphed, Senior. Thanks to you and all this wealth, my clan is truly saved. We’ll make our way over to your sector soon and try to find a place for ourselves. If you need my people, just call and we’ll be there.”

[Looks like we’re good now, huh? We did it. Those flames of yours were really something, does that mean your path works?]

“Yes, we did, and it does. Still, I’m a bit worried… I don’t have void energy, to make them stable like that.”

[I think it’ll work out. You see, we learned something…]

The two spoke for a time about his hearth situation, and she thought she understood. There was a good chance that things would…just work out. Now was her final chance to scrub away her path, already finding a few treasures that might aid in this.

Instead, she would continue forward with conviction. She, along with her family and their allies, the Framework and the Divine, would make the impossible possible.

Fhesiah stayed and helped clear the way to the remaining chambers over several days, waiting for Sati to get out of her inheritance, and for Ruby to absorb the vampire’s blood.

To kill time, Fhesiah practiced with her Dragon Body of Alchemy using her claws and their formations making pills, and cleaned much of the tainted blood within the many sacks of the enemy. Ultimately, she didn’t want to bring any of the horrible stuff home with her, so she made sure the taint was eradicated in its entirety.

Fhesiah helped Ruby form her core, the blood badgerdillo reaching the second Tier. Her power soared as she increased in size, but kept a fairly compact form. Her four claws were incredibly vicious, the gemlike protrusions that comprised her claws holding an even deadlier sharpness.

Nearly no fur was left on her body, only scales and gemlike spikes.

Sati eventually returned too, her core already formed. Fhesiah was both shocked and excited about the changes, and she couldn’t wait to have her meet Jake.


Chapter 18 - Fhesiah - Core Formation



The large door closed behind her, Fhesiah exhaling as she settled her warring mind. From here, there was no turning back. She was on her own as she entered the tower, but this was normal for a cultivator. Your Path was your own, a cultivator’s pursuit of the truth never-ending.

She would either create her core, or die trying.

Of course, she’d be revived…but… it’d be a huge pain in the ass!

Firming her resolve, she stepped onto the waiting platform. Lights filled the glyphs of the circular platform, and she was teleported to a new room–she imagined at the top of the tower.

The heavenly energy within the spherical room was shocking. Never before had she felt so close to the heavens, every breath she took stirring her very soul. Her body yearned to be closer, the pores in her skin opening to draw in every bit of it.

Glyphs along the walls of the room began to light up, and a crystalline pedestal for her core formation materials opened up.

Opening her sack, it was with great pride she placed her three prepared materials onto the pedestal.

The Vial of Celestial Flames, the reward from the Dungeon Raid. This contained flames of primordial origin, fire from a dying star. This would match and fuel her draconic flames–the heavenly flames of Yang.

The Refined Mythril Dragon’s Core – holding the powers of her draconic claws and body, but infused with the powers of alchemy. Using her internal furnace, over the last few weeks she refined and combined several materials within, making it embody something much closer to her Dao, her path.

Her blood, the energy from the dragon souls, and several alchemical materials were infused to refine this treasure, and it now resembled her closed dragon’s claw–a pill furnace made of her dragon’s body.

The Moonfire Emberstone. A small dark stone, it emanated a soft, silver-blue glow of the earthly flame core contained within. Steeped in powerful moonlight Qi, this artifact contained Yin energies of the earthly realm.

Amazing second Tier materials all, they contained an echo of an even higher energy within. Using this, she would paint them all with her path, and they would form the cornerstone of her Core.

When Elder Wang and the many other cultivators she helped created their cores, she had needed to draw formations on the walls of the room to guide and transform the energy. This aided them with painting their core with their path, matching the energy they required and making it easier to transform and merge it.

One look at this room, and she could both feel and see it: the energy within was already as perfect as she could perceive, no matter what core she would create.

The scaffolding shown around her spiritual temple matched the glyphs in the room, and it was as if all energies from all paths were contained. A codification of the Dao itself, void of any bias. Only something as powerful and complete as the Framework could create such a perfect environment.

Fhesiah imagined that when she began painting the core with her path, her Daos, only those that matched her path would light up and assist her, powering the process.

Sitting on the platform, she entered a meditative state. Closing her eyes, her mind drifted until she stood within her spiritual temple.

She swallowed several pills in succession. Cultivators were quite the drug addicts, weren’t they? One containing Source energy, which would help her with transforming and enhancing her path, filling in any holes as she rose to the next level and formed her core.

Another, was like liquified enlightenment. Her thoughts would be clearer, her mind able to operate faster. The last two, were elite core formation pills. Ones meant to be absorbed to fuel the process with internal energy.

The many inscriptions within her temple grew in brightness, and the energy that suffused her entire body was immense. The lake outside her temple was vast, and the sun and moon were reflected inside her room, the Celestial Mirror of Bastet allowing for both energies to be present.

She took a steadying breath. Her triumvirate path would combine the heavenly flames of yang, with the earthly flames of yin. Combining the two energies led to releasing chaos itself, even if her alchemy attuned them to be merged into something more, a small amount of flame that contained it all.

Fhesiah was still missing something: the void. It brought order to the chaos somehow, and it was the glue that held everything together. She had to hope that this strange scaffolding somehow made up for this because she did not have a void material. It was not even a part of her path, so how would that work, anyway?

She didn’t even have a cultivation technique to paint her core with her path, it was a path never walked as a cultivator, as far as she knew. Growing up as a dragon, she had one for her dragon half, and was fortunate to have learned one for her kitsune half. But she certainly didn’t have anything like that for alchemy, let alone all three at once.

It was only thanks to the heaven and earth formation that she could make up for this and that she had excelled at her three Daos, that made this all possible in the first place.

While failing and dying wouldn’t be the end, it would definitely harm her Dao heart, her conviction in her path. No matter what, any new path she found would feel lesser somehow, and she would be weaker in the end for it.

But Fate itself seemed to be telling her to go for it. The Divine had likely nudged events, giving her the perfect opposition and enlightenment to temper herself and find her path. The formation and alchemy master, the dragon with a core that would be perfect for her, and was an enemy which her alchemy and superior flames were necessary for victory.

Even that kitsune painting felt too good to be a random, lucky find. Just like her meeting with the Dusky Sky Sect and the various materials needed for her bloodline, someone was likely skewing events in her favor. Events she was happy to take advantage of.

So it was with conviction in her found path, her family and the Divine they all shared, that she triggered Core formation. Filling her three dantians with Qi, the process began.

The three materials on the pedestal were infused with special energy, causing them to became liquid, and she drew them to surround her middle dantian–the one which held her spiritual temple.

In the sky, she could see the materials wrapping around, like a multicolored cloud. Grunting at the effort, she waved her hand as she guided and began drawing out the formation of heaven and earth using the liquified materials.

She drew the demonic runes that matched her path out of the clouds, creating the formation of energies that mirrored each other. A cultivator normally would be utilizing their cultivation technique, a method of breathing and directing their energies through the meridians in their body.

This would create what might be considered a natural formation, shaping their core to automatically accomplish this with what one might consider matched nature itself.

In a way, drawing her formations could be considered a much more scientific method of accomplishing this.

The transformation of the incoming heavenly energy would restrict and enhance one another, regulate and harmonize as her heavenly energy reactor created something more out of the heavenly energy she drew in from the world as she cultivated and fought.

Minutes bled into hours as she drew out her formation, only the magical scaffolding and the immense energy in the chamber allowing her the leeway regarding the time necessary. As she was nearing completion, the energies were beginning to build up in the center. The heavenly energy was transformed as it passed through the formations, altering it to match her path.

Her spiritual temple began to shake as it was bathed in the greater energies contained within the special materials, as well as the massive amounts of energy from her pills. Continuing her task, eventually, the hearth blazed in intensity, drawing in an ungodly amount of energy.

This continued before the surrounding tremors became more intense, and the hearth ripped itself from the wall, alarming her. It rose into the air as if drawn to the central formation, and she felt like she knew what she must do.

Floating it to the center of the heaven and earth formation, she guided it to its proper resting place in the sky. This mimicked the pill furnace she created, which held a special array that infused all the energy into a spark for a flame–that Sati would consume.

She drew the liquid energy from the dragon core and wrapped it around the hearth, creating a claw around it.

The clawed hearth sat on the edge of her core, and the two energies from her drawn formation began to mix inside. Yin and Yang started to find a sort of equilibrium, and the liquid began to become just a little more solid as the heavenly energy within the nexus chamber was drawn in to fuel the formation of her core.

She was repeating what she created with her Pill Furnace, and lungs. The two formations drew the transformed energies into a central point or array, where they were merged using her Daos.

Her Core, the sky, currently looked like a tiny world with two halves, one perpetually noon, and the other nighttime. The eerie glow of the moon cast down on the purple clouds of the liquified Moonfire Emberstone, half of the sky bathed in a blackish-purple light. The bright sun cast a reddish orange haze to the other half of the sky, the clouds reflecting the sun’s light.

It was then that both sides of the already strange sky darkened, an arrival of golden clouds rolling in from above. Finally it appeared, the tribulation of the Framework.

Lightning struck several places at once, lightly targeting her formation. In her enlightened state, she watched as the transformation of energy toward her path had shifted.

And she thought she understood what it was. She needed to compensate for the energies of her family, the multicolored flames of the Hearth. Of course, she spent a ton of time with Jake, helping him with his Hearth enchantments. How could she not know the paths of her sister-wives?

She altered and shifted the glyphs in the sections presented, to better match the paths of her family. Ophelia’s vajrafire, Blood and Berri’s holy light and dark, Jake’s flames of Hestia, and Tanda’s deathly flames of the hunt.

The hearth was beyond her understanding, but she thought this element was a little strange. A cultivator’s core was meant to mirror her path, but her family was not a part of this–normally. Not only that, but she hadn’t included core formation materials for these elements.

As if her thoughts were a trigger, lightning began slamming into her dragon claw, which was now her hearth. The heavenly lightning almost seemed to power it, the flames brightening inside.

The lightning eventually struck inside, at the flame itself, and a kernel of something shot out at great speed at Fhesiah’s spiritual temple. It split into two, and crashed into her murals–the images of herself, along with Hestia’s mysterious godly runes.

Her temple began to shake once more, the two walls made of her bloodline energies tearing away from her temple and lifting into the air. They flew up into the sky, finding an open area of her formations. When they struck the hardening wall that was her core, a pulse of golden energy flew out of the walls, drawing those same runes across the sky like some sort of stamp.

What surprised her was that the kitsune mural had gone to the heavens, Yang, section, and the dragon mural arrived in the earthly yin section. The Celestial Mirror of Bastet enlargened and flew into the lake, and she realized that this fit the formation perfectly.

Not only that, but in both Yin and Yang normally held a bit of the opposite element. Her world now matched this, and it was almost as if they formed a much more natural formation, transforming the energy in a more mysterious way compared to hers based on the more scientific method she had used.

The moon brightened in the black and purple section, and the sun did the same in the red sky. Her entire temple seemed to shake as more energy entered into the core, and it was like her world grew. The lake enlarged, and the earth beneath it expanded, her temple becoming even more like a miniature world.

Somehow, it was like the celestial mirror and the lake had merged, and the image of her form was reflected within.

The lightning struck incessantly as the changes were brought about, and she did her best to try to follow and merge the strange kernels further with her core. She also worked to replace the walls of her spiritual temple, rebuilding the room out of bricks of heavenly energy.

The strain on her mind was significant, but she eventually completed the work, the lightning slowing down. The hearth began to brighten as the energies merged being contained by her alchemy.

However, the flame within the hearth started to become unstable. Flickers of different color flames shot out of the hearth as lightning struck further, and this was where Fhesiah started to become worried.

The scaffolding didn’t really appear to include any void energy, from what she could tell-and really, it needed to come from herself. The hearth was the exception, and as far as she knew, it didn’t have void energy within.

Her spiritual temple shook as the energy became more chaotic, and her alarm increased even further. Cracks began to form in the sky, and the speed of the energies as they flowed through the formation started becoming chaotic as well.

That was when a calm spread within her mind, as Jake’s love filled her with warmth over their bond. The shaky flames of the hearth began to calm, a stillness being emanated from Fhesiah herself.

Fhesiah knew this feeling–it was Jake’s Dao, his void of family. The cracks healed rapidly, and the flames in the hearth brightened, releasing a brilliant golden light as a star was ignited. Her world was now bathed in a beautiful golden radiance, the sun and moon taking on a special quality as the skies began to revolve around her miniature world rapidly.

Both the sun and moon now felt closer to Bastet, and the sky slowly shifted to a solid blue as the Framework’s golden clouds receded.

The two forms of her body appeared like constellations visible in the day or night sky. The sun and moon now floated in opposite hemispheres of her core, matching their sky. The clouds remained the same color as her bloodline flames, containing the vast energies of her core formation materials mixed in.

The core was completed, and her aura within her body surged. Information entered her mind, the granted cultivation technique to match her path–her reward for the various challenges on Highlands.

Smirking, she realized that it was quite open. There were many ways for her to enjoy her cultivation, or sit around in a cave gathering energy all day. She’d have to thank the goddesses later.

Her hearthian core was completed, and her murals of her bodies shifted, as Hestia’s modifications to her race commenced. Her kitsune mural gained 2 tails, her kitsune bloodline evolving to the next stage. The form of her mature, sexy body hardly changed other than her hearthian core in her chest, though she could tell her foxy fur would be even thicker and more lustrous.

The dragon mural shifted to show her scales becoming more golden, her body and horns becoming more magnificent. She grew into a veritable amazoness that would be just a bit taller than Jake, and she thought the change would be fun for the variety. Her wings could now disappear entirely if she willed it, the magical appendages not really necessary for flight.

In either form, a yin and yang symbol, made of red and blackish purple flames sat in the center of her chest above her breasts, just like her sister-wives. In the center of the symbol was a flicker of golden flame, a unique flame which matched her core.

The connection to Jake was enhanced, but now, hopped up on enlightenment drugs, she knew.

Fhesiah always had a piece of Jake with her. And through Jake, a piece of all his wives. The hearth bond, they hadn’t fully understood what it was.

Or the cost.

A piece of Jake’s very soul was given to each of them in order to form this bond. They each gave him a piece of their soul back, but each wife, each hearth bond, would leave Jake with a little less of himself. If they kept adding wives with hearth bonds, they would take and take from Jake until nothing was left.

Now, she felt a little bad for her mindset, of wanting more wives for her wonderful husband.

But only a little.

After all, they didn’t have to form hearth bonds with every wife! That was simple. Then, there was another detail–the piece of the soul was just a tiny thing. He didn’t make his first hearth bond until the first Tier, and by then his soul had already grown in both size and power, two divine sparks enhancing him and making him more.

And who knows how different his soul was, having his void bloodline?

At the second Tier, the size and power of his soul grew even further with many of these sparks. He had a lot of soul, and love, to give!

Still, this explained the why of things were happening this way. Tanda had long-since sensed that the hearth bond was drawing all the girls together, their desires and personalities finding a greater harmony. From the very beginning, Jake’s void and boundless love was the glue that held them all together.

Her Core completed, she received some notifications.

[Core Ascension completed. You have seven days remaining to absorb the remaining energy in the chamber.]

Oh! She wouldn’t mind if she did. Stirring her core to move along her new cultivation technique, the heavens and earth themselves shifted in her miniature world, drawing energy into her hearth rapidly.

Sun and moon shone over the different parts of her world as the heavens shifted, as if rapidly going through a day and night cycle. Swirls in the clouds and the stars followed her mystical formations, drawing the energy into her hearth.

The golden light from the brilliant flame produced bathed her world in splendor, increasing the pure heavenly energy contained within. Her mystical temple and floating island grew in both size and strength, areas of her inner world becoming larger.

It was then that she noticed: this miniature world was not only filled with Qi. There were mana currents throughout the waters of the lake and some areas of the clouded formations, and auril permeated the air. It was now not only the mana held within the hearth that she had access to, but a decent reservoir of flames and mana that could be utilized.

Nowhere near the cores of her sister-wives and husband, it was still more than enough for a few spells. Before, it was only what was contained within her hearth, a very small storage for mana. Now, it had increased to be much more respectable.

The energy within the core formation chamber was fantastic, and the heavenly energy was drawn in quickly and made her own. Her cultivation technique filled the star mosaics and temple with heavenly energy, bringing her closer to the heavens themselves.

Over several days she absorbed the energy within the chamber, happy to gain all the lead she could. When the War Trial started, she would be the slowest to gain levels over her sister wives and Jake, just like before.

[Draconic Fire Plunder Level 5 -> Alchemical Plunder Level 1][Can absorb nearly any energy, provided enough understanding. Excels at absorbing draconic breath, but can be used to absorb a singular magical attack to be used as fuel, up to the limit of user’s strength.]

Fhesiah grinned at her new ability. She could now absorb nearly any one spell of her choosing, but it would take her some time to transform it into fuel for herself. This would increase her longevity in battles, able to use the enemy’s power for herself.

[Technique: Dance of the Sun and Moon -> Claws of Celestial Fusion][Using flames of various origin, claw attacks can be merged with different flames or alchemical elements for powerful attacks.]

A truly varied ability, thanks to the diversity of her family and herself. She could mix her Yin Kitsune Flames with any of Jake’s wives with Yang energy, or do the opposite with her Yang Draconic Flames. She had many paths to utilize these claws, and could even shift her formations if she wanted.

[Race: Celestial Hearthian Demoness (Dragon/Kitsune): Tier 3][With the aid of Bastet and Hestia’s Origin and bloodline tempering, both bloodlines have evolved beyond this one’s birth. The two forms and bloodlines are in complete synchrony, carrying energy above the demoness’s Tier. With a Hearthian Core, this cultivator can manage a vast array of spells and abilities utilizing mana, auril, and heavenly energy.]

Reading the prompt, she understood to some extent that becoming Hearthians, all of them had a bit of Hestia in them. The odd kernels stored in her hearth were likely Bastet and Hestia’s, preparing her for this special moment. She reviewed her status sheets.

[Fhesiah Status Level 29][Strength: 224][Dexterity: 202][Constitution: 180][Intelligence: 213][Wisdom: 216][Charisma: 215]

[Fhesiah’s Level 29 Combat Skill Sheet][Draconic Might: 1][Alchemical Plunder: 1][Technique: Claw of Celestial Fusion: 1][Expert Energy Control: 1][Expert Runic Magic: 1][Divine Energy Manipulation: 3][Auril Enhancement, Healing, Manifestation: 5][Champion Spells: Curse of the Sun and Moon, Summon Fire Elemental, Call Divine][Fhesiah’s Level 29 Non-Combat Skill Sheet][Expert Flesh Shaping: 1][Yin and Yang Hearthian Core: 1][Expert Alchemy: 1][Alchemy Subskills: Analyze, Synthesis, Reproduction, Extraction, Infusion, Transmutation][Misc Skills: Draconic Flight, Alchemical Breath, Energy Vacuum, Auto-Loot, Bloodline Transformation, Expert Purifying Flames, Hearthian Bond, Hearthian Presence]

Her draconic empowerment had evolved to draconic might, and she understood that this increased the effect of both strengthening and enlarging herself using her draconic flames. Her Bloodline Transformation was now mastered, becoming a skill with no level. It now only took two full seconds to switch races thanks to her special core and her flesh shaping skill reaching expert.

Fhesiah was filled with vindication. Her chosen path had worked, and she could feel Jake’s bond stronger than ever. Despite being shifted and distorted by time mismatch and crossing into a distant sector, his thoughts and feelings were coming through much more frequently now, and she was sure the reverse was true for him.

The connection was not perfect, but she felt with a powerful push from them both by Jake entering her state, or perhaps help from Ira, they might not even need the Temporal Chamber to make the connection for aid.

Now she couldn’t wait to get home to show Jake and her family her changes, and her new friends. In truth, Fhesiah would be playing the long game with Ruby and Sati. Despite evolving to the second Tier, neither were quite at the level of… worldliness or form to be…waifus just yet.

She could just imagine the conversation. Instead of long walks on the beach, stories from growing up with family and friends or a list of hobbies, the only thing Ruby could offer is a list of fights and a food list. Yes, she could just see it now, as Ruby described the euphoria of consuming the vampire.

And how Ruby loved to fight and consume the blood and flesh of her enemies, and what types tasted best. A riveting conversation for Jake, she was sure, but not one that would likely result in him ever seeing Ruby as a romantic interest.

No, Fhesiah would have to spend some time with each of the girls, teaching them about the multiverse and finding their passions in…something else beyond blood and fire, for Ruby and Sati.

But they would be a work in progress. The companions to lovers was definitely a viable path, and Fhesiah wanted them to have their best shot at it. If it didn’t work out with them, it didn’t work out. Then, Aria’s niece might take a couple of years to arrive, due to how they were looking to migrate the entire clan of Celestial Nekomatas to Sector 87.

Highlands wasn’t the perfect destination for them because it lacked Heavenly Energy, so they would look to join one of the cultivator worlds within the sector. With any luck, Hearthtribe or its allies would lay claim to it, and set them up for success. Even the Radiant Flame and Blizzardblade Clan would be on their way, and the Great Wind Sect was strongly considering it.

She just had a few days left, and she would be back home with plenty of gifts. The Refuge and Highlands were sorely missed, and she couldn’t wait to be home at last.


Chapter 19 - Triumphant Return



Jake and his girls were standing in the forest within their Refuge, their mission to Ganestra completed. The fake sky created an atmosphere much like the outdoors, the connection to nature making Ava and Tanda feel at home.

Fhesiah was likely to arrive soon, so they were waiting to greet her. Dressed in their home wear, half gym and half relaxing outfits, each were lounging around and enjoying. Now, every girl was very obviously pregnant, with contented smiles on their faces.

Despite being the most pregnant, Berri was playing a game with Ira, hitting baseballs for it to fetch with its near instantaneous movement. At almost 3 months, if she were a human woman, she looked like seven or eight months pregnant, ready to burst at any moment.

Because she was also more than triple the volume of a human woman, that meant her baby bump was… bigger than a human woman–crouched down.

Tanda laid in her hammock, relaxing in the faux sun. Ophelia was next to her in her own hammock, reading a book as she waited. The two were quite similar, in that they were looking a bit past the half-way point in their pregnancy. Their baby bumps were small, but their bodies were bigger than a human woman.

Their normal appearance was nearly three meters tall like Jake, and so their relative baby bump was almost the size of a born human baby already.

Ava’s lesser avatar was much like a cartoon princess, the many creatures of the Refuge gathering around her. Most of them were the smaller Highlands creatures: deer, birds, rabbits and similar. Jake spent some time touring the larger forest with her, killing time while they waited for Fhesiah to appear.

The family had spent several weeks on Ganestra recruiting and providing humanitarian aid, and the trip was largely successful.

Through a series of discussions and discoveries, they had gotten to the bottom of the ambush situation. Originally, they thought it sounded an awful lot like betrayers, or something like the Alisara situation they were presented with on Ariminum.

Suspecting the dark elves and lamia, Jake’s party secretly observed them before meeting with their leaders. But while underground, they discovered the real problem plaguing the world.

The upper world denizens had simply ignored the underground invasion, outside the dwarven and gnome owned territory. Even the Adventurers had vaguely avoided spending much time in the underground world, and so Tartarus used this extra leeway to its advantage.

Many underground creatures it spawned had tremor sense and similar, enabling Tartarus to master information on the surface.

Then, it was smart about how it took advantage of this information, doing what it could to not tip them off about how it was happening. It used many worms to expand the underground tunnels, increasing the already vast networks of caverns far beyond their original breadth and creating ambushes with the hidden paths.

The denizens of the underground world fought with urgency, and had even entreated for aid–but were largely ignored due to their original position. The dark elves, lamia, and arachne of Ganestra were in what many might consider Cold War status with surrounding nations, throughout their more recent history.

In the past, they were often used as tools in the larger nation’s plots, and the underworld denizens had been opportunists through and through. Finding out about their plight and Bloodberri meeting with many, Jake had made a few of their leaders offers to join them on Highlands–another migration opportunity.

As to how Jake knew these people were telling the truth, the answer was simple.

Their underground cities were all devastated, and even the average citizen who joined the Framework was able to share an excellent Conquest Performance prompt. Of course, like Bloodberri, an average lamia was quite powerful. However, Tartarus was clearly targeting them, and they had fought hard and well in defense of their homes.

The lamia in particular were extremely excited to live underground on Highlands, to join the reptile beastkin who did the same. Even the arachne would join, much to Berri’s dismay. They all looked at her favorably, able to feel a special connection through Echidna.

There were some dark elves that were interested, and some would be joining them on Highlands. However, it appeared they largely would rather stay on Ganestra, very few interested in Jake’s Hearthtribe.

On the other hand, a majority of the spider and snake girls were interested. After all, the monster girls were much like Bloodberri, where they could only birth females. In the distant past, they had been just like the people of their world, enslaving men and similar. With the world of Ganestra largely united, they had ended the practice lest they be targeted by the large alliance of nations.

In more recent history, they instead had a much more mutual exchange with the upper world’s races for forming a mating practice involving pilgrimages above ground for finding mates, but they had largely stagnated.

The prospect of a people that would be much more interested in mating with them was exciting, the Highlands beastkin having a culture where Jake was certain the reptilian beastkin would be quite interested. But they did worry about losing their cultural identity, their sovereignty. There were several Queendoms, and they didn’t want to lose their established order and rulership.

Thankfully, after meeting them and feeling her power and Champion status of Echidna, they were happy to be under their new empress, Bloodberri.

Jake assured them that he would only rule with a light touch regardless of whether they moved or not, that outside of enslaving or sacrificing others they would be allowed to practice their culture. Several did push their daughters or themselves at Jake, but he held them off.

What he had learned through Fhesiah’s discovery of the hearth bond, meant he needed to be strict about whom he brought close to his heart. While a hearth bond wasn’t required with every wife, it was something that he personally could not help but desire.

It might just be his void bloodline talking, but he wanted powerful connections and bonds with the women he loved.

Jake’s empire was only just beginning to grow, already at three worlds. If he married every queen or princess that entered his sovereignty just for minor benefits, there wouldn’t be enough days in the year for him to spend a day with each of his wives.

Because as it stood now, within five or ten years, he might rule over dozens of Tier 1 and 2 worlds. How many princesses and queens would have been offered to him by then? It sounded thrilling, but every minute he would spend with some other woman besides his hearth-bonded wives felt like a detriment.

He loved his current wives with every fiber of his being. How could he take away from them by frivolously claiming every beautiful woman that crossed his path?

Thankfully, he knew his wives were very selective. Blood and Ophelia were certainly going to fight to ensure–

In a flash of golden light, Fhesiah appeared in front of Jake and Ava, a wide smile on her expression. She was in her kitsune form, her five lustrous tails dancing behind her. The red, gold, and black and purple flame sat in the center of her chest, her Passionate Presence washing over the family.

Wearing designer sunglasses and holding a purple sun umbrella that matched her robes, Fhesiah also carried several bags reminiscent of a recent Earth mall visit held in her tails.

She looked like she just stepped off of an airplane carrying luggage, returning from a sightseeing vacation.

“Honey, I’m home! Back from my vacation.” She winked with a smile.

Jake was quick to sweep her up in his arms, a playful laughter exiting her lips as he kissed her. Her umbrella floated over them, as she returned his embrace.

“Welcome home. I missed you.”

Ophelia closed her book and flashed over with a single flap of her wings. “We missed you! Welcome back!”

Fhesiah was quickly dog and snake-piled by the girls, adding their hugs and welcome homes. The feeling of familial love built, a warmth in the family’s chest for being whole once more. The five of them hadn’t been separated overly long at around seven weeks, but their sister-wife’s presence was still sorely missed.

Ira joined in welcoming Fhesiah, giving her a hug with its new arms. She pet its muzzle, happy to meet the new dragon once more.

Feeling it once more but also somewhat for the first time, a strong feeling of unity permeated the family’s very beings. Their hearths each began to connect to Jake’s, and for him, in this moment, he felt complete once more.

But it wasn’t just figuratively–when Fhesiah’s Hearth made its connection, his soul shuddered. Their connection was strengthened, and the runes around her hearth connection in the aperture of his soul blazed.

Jake was bathed in warmth and love, as Fhesiah’s Hearthian Bond finished being established, his soul strengthened and restored once more. The flames of Fhesiah’s path now appeared in all five of their hearths. A miniscule amount of the golden flame arrived as well, blending in with their divine flames.

Now, what was missing was restored. Jake knew he could form his hearth bond with Ava–

“Hold that thought, husband! I brought gifts for everyone!”

Gift bags flew out to all the girls and Jake. Inside was a cosmos sack and a few trinkets, which Jake had to use his new Qi to access. Lacking Divine Sense, he could only look inside the odd space with his Gaze. The other girls had a bit of trouble, but used their advanced mana perception to view the insides of the sack.

Berri exclaimed, “Oh, neato! So many pelts inside to practice with, and tons of monster corpses! Just what I wanted.” She licked her lips.

Fhesiah snorted. “Those are for crafting, not for eating. I have a special sack set aside for some…more enjoyable meals.”

“Yay! You’re the bestest sister, Faye-Faye!”

Blood rolled her eyes. “Hmph. For that comment, I’m not going to help you cook them later.”

“Aw, come on! All Jake’s lovers are the bestest, and that’s the truth! You’re the bestest of all time, forever and ever, besides Jake and our babies, the end. Okay? I mean it!”

Of course, they could tell she meant her words. Blood’s scowl hid a blush, as she folded her arms. “As if that would make me happy to hear.”

Tanda beamed as she looked over the many contents with her senses, her tail wagging. “There’s so many seeds, this is amazing! Oh! What are these crystal thingies, are they what Faye uses?” She withdrew one of the crystals, and held it in her hand. To Jake, it looked like a colored quartz crystal.

Fhesiah nodded. “Those store information in them, that you can read with divine sense. Each of them has various tidbits of cultivator knowledge, and I made sure each of you got something to help with your crafting! We’re going to need to find some way to transcribe the information, since the family is…lacking it. Hm, this is a strange problem.” She frowned in thought.

Ophelia had pulled out several weapons and armor, as well as ores and natural treasures, to inspect them. “There’s really a lot in these things. These must be worth a fortune?” Jake could tell she was excited to use her new Runic Crucible ability to refine these special materials, and make some new heavenly energy equipment.

Fhesiah pulled some items out of her own sack, from some expensive looking cultivator robes, to some mysterious treasures one after the other.

“In truth–we’re rich! The Battleground truly was a massive win, and I have everything I need for my personal progression for a long time–perhaps all the way until we pass the middle-point of this Tier. However, it’s difficult to pawn off all this stuff. I’ll definitely try to sell the best stuff, or use them to barter with the local cultivator clans to see if I can win them over. Don’t worry about wasting anything, and just use what you like for improving your skills–I already filtered away the truly useful items.”

Within Jake’s sack were various raw Qi-based crafting materials, information crystals, and weird treasures. He really wasn’t sure what to make of some of them, from weird flying contraptions to attack treasures made in odd shapes. Only the helpfully included tags from Fhesiah gave him any clue about what they were or how to operate them.

Who would want a hat that you threw like a frisbee and cut into things, or a statue that would grow after you threw it, for it to crush someone when it landed on them? There were also some unusual tools that seemed interesting that Jake would need to play with to understand how they even worked.

Fhesiah smiled at Jake. “You got the oddest stuff. I figured they might spark some inventions, or maybe you can modify them with your enchanting to be useful! Now, you said Ava was waiting for me to get back, right? Let’s not make her wait any longer!”

Avalara had been looking over her sack with interest. There were many robe-like outfits, and also plants and seeds that looked like Fhesiah had picked out for her. When Fhesiah called out her name, she put down her sack and walked over to Jake with a smile.

“Yes, I am excited to join this bond for all of time.” She fingered her necklace. “You’ve already fulfilled my culture’s desire for our mates, and I would like to join you in yours. So the beastkin and I can be your family’s strength, and I can join this wonderful family in truth forever.”

Jake walked over to Ava, and held on to her waist as he kissed her lesser avatar. She made a pleased hum as she wrapped her hands around the back of his neck and the kiss deepened. He bathed her in his feelings for her, his love for both her and her people, her world.

And his feelings were returned by the warmth of her love, her gratitude, and respect for her glorious hero, her stag that fought off the great enemy against all odds. The man who would protect her song forever.

Their hearths connected over their bond, the world core’s connection directly to his hearth over their bond. This lesser avatar in front of him had nearly nothing to do with this, but she was connected all the same.

Understanding what was happening this time, a piece of Jake’s soul and Ava’s was exchanged, the hearth of the world core becoming one with Jake’s.

Her energy then intermingled with the family’s–her flame of conflict, rebirth and evolution, born of life and death auril and ignited with their triumph against the wicked enemy–the death god. A golden energy containing her nascent divinity, something almost as precious and powerful as the Divine’s flames.

For now, the energy just scattered throughout their bodies, a warmth spreading within them. Much like the divine flames of Hestia or now Fhesiah’s flames, it suffused their bodies. It was a special form of auril, and it would take them some time to get to the bottom of how this would affect them.

Fhesiah had her eyes closed, looking and was already playing with the energy like many of the girls. “Damn, that was a bigger deal than I thought. That’s going to be difficult to top now.”

Jake frowned. “Top?”

“I got special gifts for you, husband! There’s more to come later, but here’s the big ones now!”

Suddenly, an urn, an even stranger lantern with suns and moons, and her… changed pill furnace appeared on the ground beside them.

“What’s–” Jake and all the girls looked over with interest. Just what were these three strange items?

But the urn and pill furnace suddenly opened and there was an explosion of motion, figures exiting the odd spatial devices bathed in a white light.

One stood firmly on the ground, an odd, red scaled creature with six limbs. It stood almost like a centaur at the moment, its almost-humanoid upper body nearly upright. Its claws were like a fist full of long daggers made of ruby, and it had them on its middle limbs as well.

Spikes of the red ruby-like structures grew around the creature’s body, almost like transparent plate armor. It had a muzzled face, that looked very much like the badgerdillo he had seen before minus the fur.

What Jake immediately noticed about this creature was how strong and dense its energy was, its aura savage and powerful. It was a being of heavenly energy, a demonic beast with the power over blood. Jake could even feel how dangerous the claws were, like the sharpness was a part of the creature’s Dao.

Fhesiah had mentioned that these creatures, with strong enough bloodlines, could perform nearly a half-tier above a mana-based life form in certain aspects just like cultivator materials could, and this was easy to believe for him.

While not quite a boss monster, he could tell this creature was outstanding, and could easily compete with his Garuda in strength.

Excited about this gift of a potential permanent summon, he looked over at the other creature, which was floating.

It was a being made entirely of flame, a young woman in a meditative pose. Sitting cross-legged in the air, her hands were clasped out in front of her with her eyes closed. At Jake’s Gaze, her golden eyes opened, and a small, almost shy smile touched on her flaming lips as she returned his look with interest.

Her second Tier aura was also substantial, her power over flame special. It was like she was a living hearth, and he could feel himself drawn to this mysterious creature.

His thoughts were interrupted by another explosion of movement from the lantern took his attention, as dozens of tiny…flaming women swarmed out of the lantern. They flew and spun around Jake and each of his wives, the little creatures taking interest in each of their flames.

But they eventually settled on Jake’s Divine flame resting in his chest as the most interesting. They circled his body, nearer and nearer as they appeared to drink in the heat from his flames, and dance around one another. Their expressions looked joyous and laughing, though no sound resulted from their giggles that he could identify.

These creatures appeared to be nearing the peak of the first Tier. Their individual strength was surprising for their size, and their control over their flames was masterful as they played with the fire leaking from his chest.

“Look at that! They like you, Jake. So, let me introduce everyone. This here is Ruby, and I like to call her a blood badgerdillo! But really, she’s kind of a mutant, and…kinda not really that anymore at all. Still, she’s definitely one at heart! I thought you would like that, and so I nurtured her. So far, she only really knows fighting and eating, so living here in your Refuge will be a big change for her. Ruby loves to fight!”

She motioned over at the flaming girl, in a meditative pose. While she remained nearly motionless unlike her much smaller brethren, Jake could feel her interest in him and the girls all the same. He felt what he knew was her Divine Sense sweeping over him repeatedly, and in an almost excessive fashion.

“This is Sati! I found these fire spirits in a cave, gathered around a treasure. I took it, but offered them a place in my lantern here. She started out as one of the little ones, but really took to my flames and grew. I nurtured her with my pill furnace and she grew quite a bit more. Then, she earned some kind of inheritance in the Battleground, where she found some form of enlightenment. It seems to involve Yoga, and I think she formed an inner fire. I’m really hoping she teaches what she learned to the little ones. They’re…excitable.”

Berri snaked over to Ruby, and seemed to match her gaze for a moment. “I like this one! Nice to meet you!” She hugged the creature from the side, and to Jake’s surprise, Ruby awkwardly tried to hug her back. The beast appeared to struggle with managing her sharp claws, which scraped along Berri’s scales along her lower body.

Ruby backed off from the hug and seemed worried at harming her, frowning at her claws.

“Oh! Hehe, not used to hugs? That’s okay. Fighting and strength is both needed and fun, but it can’t be all the time. Faye said you fought a lot, right?”

Ruby seemed to nod at this, and Jake’s eyebrows were at the top of his head. This beast understood speech?

Fhesiah chuckled, then rubbed Ruby’s scales atop her head between the ears, causing the creature’s eyes to narrow in happiness.

“She’s smart and the Framework helps her understand, but this body is relatively new to her. Not only was she raised for battle in those heretical urns, it was a whirlwind of deadly battles near the end of the Battleground there. It may take some time for her to adapt to a more quiet life, but I bet this is where Jake and Jasmina can help. Go ahead! Bond her and Sati up.”

Jake motioned to the swarm of fire spirits. “And these? I have plenty of permanent summon slots, but not that many.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “Hm, well, I will keep these in my lantern for now, I have a summon skill of my own for them!”

Jake was intrigued by her having her own summon skill, but looked over to Ruby. “Alright. What do you say, Ruby? Do you want to become my summon? I’ll call upon you for battle, and we’ll fight the bad guys together. When we’re not fighting, you can stay here in the Refuge. I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

Berri added, “Jake always makes sure everyone gets plenty of yummy food! Jasmina is also very happy!”

Ruby gave Jake a serious look, and he could feel her getting a feel for his blood–his bloodline. Her eyes widened in shock as his heart thumped, his odd void orbs stirring in response in his lungs. Extra energies from the void were drawn, causing Ira to look over in interest. Jake got the feeling this creature might be able to help him understand his bloodline better than he did now.

The blood badgerdillo looked at Fhesiah, and she gave Ruby a smile and a nod. It appeared Ruby definitely held Fhesiah in high regard.

From her thoughts, it was largely because Ruby held a high amount of gratitude in her heart for how she was nurtured by Fhesiah through her tribulations in the urns.

Jake easily formed the glyphs containing his mark with his hearthfire, and began branding Ruby to make her his permanent summon. When it met with Ruby’s body, a savage aura met the mark–like a frenzy of claws scratching against it.

A low growl came from Ruby’s lips, but a slow exhalation of breath came from her as she stopped what Jake assumed was her body’s instinct to fight it. The mark landed on her cultivator core near her heart, making her his permanent summon.

Thanks to the newer feature in the Refuge, she stayed active within for the moment.

Sati then floated forward, and met his eyes with her own. Lowering her clasped hands, she bowed her head slightly. To Jake, this felt like a clear request for the same.

“Nice to meet you, Sati. I’m glad to have you fight by our side.”

He added the bond to Sati, feeling no resistance at the bond being added at all. Her flames brightened significantly as the mark met her core, something within her shifting as his golden flames met hers. She closed her eyes and seemed to smile in contentment, but moved back to her meditative pose.

Since becoming a Battle-nexus, Jake’s total permanent summon slots were numerous. He not only could fit these two new ones, but his forthcoming fusion summons and several more. Having many active at once was a drain, but the special features of his Refuge aided in this.

Jake was a bit excited to see these two creatures fight. He could feel their strength, and this was just before he buffed them up. Just how strong would they be once he did?

Lia’s eyes were narrowed at Fhesiah, who had a wide smile on her face. Even with her thoughts somewhat hidden, Jake could somewhat guess what she was thinking–and so could Lia.

“Why do you seem so pleased with yourself? It’s pretty great that you brought such strong summons for Jake, and we’re happy about it, too. But why are they all females, even the little sprites?”

Fhesiah clutched her chest, like she was wounded by Ophelia’s words. “Why Lia, just what are you saying? Of course I’m happy to bring such wonderful gifts for my husband, they just happen to be female! Just look how happy he is, and how happy they are! Jake has several summons, from the Garuda to Jasmina, and these girls are no different. What’s the problem?”

Berri frowned. “What’s the big deal about them all being girls? All lamia and arachne are girls too.”

Ophelia’s eyes narrowed on Ruby, who was still frowning at her claws, and seemingly shifting the blood and her gem-like protrusions. Sati just had her eyes closed in meditation, her smile in contentment.

Lia and Faye had a brief mental conversation about Ruby and Sati’s expectations before she relented a bit, her features relaxing. “Can they talk? They seem to understand us just fine.”

Fhesiah nodded. “They should be able to, their intelligence is certainly more than enough. In truth, I just haven’t had the time to teach them–we were fighting for our lives, after all. I will spend some time teaching them a means of communicating with the rest of you, and teaching them more about the overall world. For now, I have just been sending them mental images of what I want them to do with Qi and Divine Sense, and they can in turn do the same with me. I’ll really need to look into our family’s… Divine Sense problem.”

Tanda’s tail was wagging as she stood in front of Ruby. “I’m excited for our new friends, these two will be very helpful! What are we going to do now, anyway?”

Blood hummed. “That’s a good question. Finally, we’re all together again. We can’t involve ourselves in the war for now, so that just brings us back to our original projects. Then, just a bit longer until the little ones…” She rubbed her belly, a feeling of pride filling her and all of Jake’s wives.

Berri beamed. “Soon, the egg will come out! Then we’ll be able to make another, and start our own Hart monster-daughter baseball team!”

Fhesiah smiled, and wrapped her body around Jake’s side, her soft body full of warmth. It was only a few weeks for her since she last saw him, but she was certainly due for some of his time, at least from her perspective.

“And I will soon join you! Right, Daddy Jake?”

Jake only kissed her in response, one filled with more than a little heat.

“Mmm, so good to be home! And Ava might want to join me as well? Can this body in front of us become a mommy too?”

Fhesiah looked over at Ava’s lesser Avatar. The deer-nymph woman smiled, her ears fluttering up and down, and her tail swishing. “I’d like to! As it turns out, this one can. My primary avatar can as well, but I’m not so sure me or my dear mate are quite ready for that.”

Jake asked, “Why’s that?”

Ava’s words came with a bit of pride, but also longing, “Why, when that happens: I shall birth a new world. It is not a task to be taken lightly.”

The family was both shocked and intrigued by this detail, but Faye was quick to move past it. Her body had long-since floated into Jake’s arms, her tails beginning to caress Jake’s thighs and move near his groin.

“Wonderful! Well, I would love it if you wanted to join me on this special occasion–you know, sharing is caring, and the more, the merrier with Jake, after all!” Fhesiah looked at Ophelia as she said this, her voice taking on a teasing tone. Lia paled a little as she realized Fhesiah had a better insight into what might have been said with her away than she might have imagined.

Ava sauntered up to Jake, and he was fine to add and lift her with his other arm. She smiled at Fhesiah, being held up from the other side. “I know my mate desires to celebrate and reward you for your hard work, so I’m happy to aid him in this. We can take care of our lover, and enter motherhood together.”

Fhesiah was beaming with excitement. She looked over to Bloodberri and the rest, who were taking interest in the items within the sacks still, or in the case of Blood and Berri, trying to communicate with Ruby a bit more.

“Toodles, girls! Enjoy the gifts, take care of my friends, and I’ll see you all hopefully much later–unless you wanna join!”

Jake teleported away with his two lovers in his arms, leaving the girls with Sati and Ruby–and the fire spirits running amok in the forest. They weren’t hurting anything, but they were rambunctious and chasing around the wildlife.

Tanda giggled. “So full of energy! Oh, that one started a fire!”

Sati’s eyes opened, and the flame was snuffed out with her mere gaze. She pointed over in the distance, and the flame sprites instantly stopped their playing, before heading in that direction.

Ophelia frowned in thought. “Ah, the hearthfire tree forge. They might like it there. What about you, Sati?”

Sati nodded, and floated toward the forge.

Ophelia watched her float away. “Sati is easy to take care of, but what about Ruby?”

Berri patted Ruby’s head, much like Fhesiah did. “What do you say, Ruby? Are you hungry? I have plenty of Jake’s cooking, and even some raw stuff you might like!”

Ruby nodded, and Blood hummed as she looked over Ruby’s large claws. “Those claws look deadly, but they are not great for eating around polite company, are they? We’ll do our best to teach you.” She spread her own claws, which were certainly deadly on their own, before taking her off to a picnic table they had in the forest.

Ophelia opened her sack, and smiled. “Guess now is as good a time as any. Let’s check out some of this stuff!”

Tanda’s tail was wagging. “Yes! I saw so many interesting seeds! This should be exciting, our sister really got a lot for us.” She sighed, one full of relief. “I’m so glad she’s back and well.”

Ophelia snorted. “Was there ever a doubt? Still, I do feel much better now that she’s back. Now I feel like I can really relax.”

Tanda rubbed her belly, “Our Clan both grows, and becomes stronger. Let our hearts beat as one, and let’s try out that new forging skill of yours, Lia!”

The two headed to the forge, full of excitement. The family finally whole, they could relax further and focus on their passions and motherhood.


Chapter 20 - Family



“Hnng…Hnng….gnununu….ahhh.” Berri gave a sigh of relief, and Blood floated their beautiful egg in the air.

“Oh! This one is a different color.” She gave the purple-spotted egg a gentle hug and a kiss, as the black and white hearth in their chest blazed and swelled with pride. Yet another assuredly beautiful, strong child would be developing inside.

“We’ll put you next to the others,” Berri beamed, as Blood floated the egg to the side.

Berri opened the door to their precious incubator. Enhanced by the Hearth of the Refuge, the incubator would keep their lovelies warm and filled with the appropriate amount of magical energy as their babies developed inside.

Placing the purple egg next to the many others, row after row was filled with eggs. Dozens of eggs in total filled the incubator.

Blood gave a smile of bliss, as her hands framed her blushing, beautiful face. “We’ll have to see lord husband yet again.”

Berri’s grin was wide. “Yes! The incubator isn’t full yet. We can have so many more babies! Let’s go see Daddy Jake right away.”

As if her words were a trigger, several eggs began hatching all at once. Despite Echidna assuring them echidnas like Bloodberri would be born of their meeting, terrible chimeral monsters tore themselves out of the eggs with a roar–

Jake woke up in a cold sweat, wrapped around a very satisfied Bloodberri holding him tightly in their tail. He let out a relieved sigh after he double-checked the incubator with his Arcane Eye, rather than teleport out of their embrace.

It was only a dream, though it was at least somewhat based on reality. There was just the one egg in the incubator, for now.

The egg had an interesting design, having overlapping reptilian scales covering it. The scales were covered in swirls of black and white, with flecks of gold on them.

Various energies were sent into the Refuge at an impressive density, thanks to the Divine Hearth. The balance of auril was certainly higher, and Jake wondered what kind of impact this might have on his and Bloodberri’s children.

All their research assured them that the special incubator would monitor the energy levels within the egg and protect it from harmful oversaturation. It would do this while ensuring it was bathed in the energy required for maximum growth of their developing child.

Bloodberri had…laid the egg, just a few days after Fhesiah had returned. It was almost as if her desire to see their child sooner had aided in its growth, and as if they were waiting for their sister-wife to rejoin them for this momentous occasion.

And then, they assured him they would manage to have another egg laid before it was time to arrive at Earth. Fhesiah had given them a clean bill of health, their ability to have another pregnancy immediately a non-issue. Aside from heightened food consumption, Bloodberri was truly a… baby-making machine.

And this was even though the egg was special–Fhesiah noted that this egg had twins, within. The next egg would be smaller, and…perhaps be even faster, to be ready. So Jake was happy to…indulge their request for another child already.

Two months had already passed since then, and so they were already nearly two months pregnant once again, and their baby bump was much more reasonable this time.

Berri stretched with her hands above her head, a big dopey smile on her face. The echidna didn’t require sleep, just like him, but they were happy to enjoy falling asleep with Jake in their embrace.

Her voice was much calmer and more serene than in the past. Taking her time, she spoke with happiness, “Good morning, Daddy Jake. Today is going to be a wonderful day, I just know it.”

In a way, her calmness was a little freaky to him. He was so used to her being so filled with energy and excitement, that this more calm, patient behavior was a little whip lashing. It happened within just a few days of birthing her egg like a switch was flipped, and there were other things about her that were quite different.

She spent a bunch of time with the egg in its incubator every single day, singing and talking to both the egg and the growing child in her stomach. Her patience had increased, and it was like her bouts with always needing to be occupied with something exciting were completely gone, replaced with a profound, motherly satisfaction and anticipation.

Her thoughts were always filled with the excitement of her unborn child, like an endless drive and need was at least partially fulfilled. He knew she was a little baby-crazy from the beginning, but he had no idea that giving her what she wanted would make her so contented.

Berri gave him a hug and a kiss, before her eyes glazed over–checking the Refuge map for her sister wives.

Berri smiled. “It looks like Ava is already making breakfast for us. Faye is working on her Alchemy, Lia is smithing, and Tanda is working on her garden.” She rubbed her belly as she looked down, a smile tugging on her lips. “Just a bit more and you’ll be ready, little one.”

Blood stirred awake next, and joined her sister in the pride of motherhood. “Yes, I do think you are right, sister. This food our Faye brought and traded for is quite special, and this one is doing nicely.”

Berri gave a contented sigh. “Don’t forget Ava’s milk. So yummy.”

Jake couldn’t help but chuckle as Blood blushed a little at Berri’s comment. It was a bit weird drinking her milk, but because it was delicious and chock-full of special magics, it was easy to put up with the oddity for the good of their unborn child.

Blood nodded at his thoughts. “Yes… It’s so nice that we have Ava, and that she is so…accommodating. Then, if we are away, that she can take care of the little ones for us is reassuring. I’m happy to have her.”

Of course, his wives didn’t need to drink directly at the source, but he and Ava were okay with that if they were. But while on Highlands, Ava had created a more… normal source of the magical honey-milk, through her special stem in her primary Avatar’s lair.

The girls and Jake all teleported up to have breakfast, the three Avatars happily cooking away.

With Jake’s Hearth Bond, the primary avatar was now able to enter the Refuge. It was a welcome change, and they imagined she had even more freedom thanks to the application of Divine Reinforcement.

Adding the spell to Avalara’s Primary Avatar was crazy expensive when it came to the cost of mana and all the other resources moving around in his hearth. He would only be able to keep it while he was at home and didn’t need his mana for much else, at least for now.

Even adding the spell was only possible once they had formed their hearth bond, the reduction in mana cost for his hearth bonded improving.

Enhancing the primary avatar had a significant impact on the world’s song, and a few other capabilities she had. Her ability to direct the wildlife and alter the world increased, and she was sure the pace of growth toward the world’s maximum energy output had improved.

Which had important effects. In just a few short months, much of the world’s flora and fauna were crossing the threshold and entering the second Tier. It was mainly the predators that were first and a bit ahead, but Ava and the beastkin were busy maintaining the balance in preventing things from running askew, along with something else: the sandreavers from Ankhmar and numerous nethril creatures.

Tanda and her people had felt a glorious vindication when they learned a startling detail: when the nethril returned to the world since the curse was removed, their practice of burying the bones of dead auril beasts and their dead beastkin brethren to return their energy to the world bore fruit.

The many graveyards throughout the world attracted this nethril energy, and Ava’s underground movements shifted these locations. Nethril beings were being birthed from these locations, and they were quickly made a part of the endless conflict that was Highlands.

These creatures instinctually maintained the balance, tempering the living and becoming a part of the cycle of life, death, and rebirth.

Tanda had, if anything, felt that this original practice had made them weak. They learned that the spines and bones of auril beasts were especially useful for ranged equipment, which would have drastically improved their outlook in the war if they had learned this sooner. However, this practice had saved hundreds of years of gathering them, paving the way for their futures.

The beastkin’s ancestors, along with Ava, had definitely planned their culture and put them on a path for a triumphant return, and Jake was more than a little impressed.

Ava was floating in the kitchen, with vines working the implements, while the two avatars busied themselves with setting the table.

She smiled at Jake and Bloodberri’s entry. “Good morning, my love–and Bloodberri. Please have a seat and dig in. The others are on their way, and I have plenty of milk for your little ones.”

Berri nodded, taking a big happy sniff of the foods in front of her, and taking a drink of the honey milk. “Thank you for cooking, Ava. The bed was just so comfy with hubby, it was wonderful to rest for a bit.”

Tanda and Ophelia arrived almost at the same moment. They wore tribal outfits, their bellies big and showing. Despite only being about four and a half months pregnant or so, they looked fit to burst.

“Mmm, that smells really good! Thanks, Ava!” Tanda flew up to Ava’s large avatar, and gave it a hug near the neck, her tail wagging. The larger avatar’s head was nearly as large as Tanda’s full body, especially when considering the antlers it had.

Lia nodded, as she rubbed her belly with a sigh. “The little one is hungry, kicking and kicking. I drank some of Ava’s milk, but it just doesn’t seem to be enough for her today.”

Ava’s large avatar smiled. “Not to worry, Lia. Today’s bounty is plentiful. Unless you crave something special? Would you like to send our mate on an errand again today?”

Lia blushed and seemed to think about it for a moment as she looked at the foods available. “No… I think I’m fine for now.”

Jake chuckled. “Those pickles like the ones from Drengrbjord sure were difficult to find. Still, I’m glad you enjoyed them.”

Lia and Tanda then gave him kisses on the cheek, and found their places at the table. It was then that Fhesiah arrived. She too wore a similar outfit, showing her small baby bump. Even one of Ava’s smaller avatars had one, his entire family of wives pregnant at the same time.

Fhesiah beamed as she looked over the room. “My, such delicacies in my view, a wonderful harvest of succulent delight. The foods Ava cooked look inviting, too.”

Lia just rolled her eyes and started eating, and Tanda giggled, her tail wagging. Ava just smiled over everyone, not desiring to eat for the moment. Her lesser avatar was seemingly undergoing a different type of pregnancy, and was spending a lot more time in front of the Hearth instead, as if standing out in the sun.

Fhesiah kissed Jake on the cheek, greeting him, before sitting down. The family all dug into the wide array of Highlands food, with a few extra special items mixed in. Fhesiah had already been trading for demonic beast corpses from nearby cultivator worlds,

Tanda asked, “So what’s our plan? We’ll have our babies soon, but it’s only a couple of months before we head to Earth for that event, right?”

Jake nodded. “Lord Guan Yu said he would meet with us on the way. He had some extra things to take care of, and…it appears he’d rather us not all be pregnant for it. At least, especially not Bloodberri, Tanda and Ophelia.”

Lia frowned. “Why not Faye?”

Blood chuckled. Berri was eating merrily with her mouth full, so her voice carried over their bond instead, [I think our mentor is a bit of a meathead, being pregnant won’t work well for sparring. If we are, we can’t go all out, and neither can he. Your focus with Lord Guan Yu is probably similar.]

Fhesiah nodded, sipping some of Ava’s milk with her eyes locked on hers. “This is good, but I feel like it’s much better from the source.” She grinned at Ava’s smile, before addressing the table once more, “I believe Blood is right. Brother Zhuge will guide with wisdom and theory more than in individual combat, with less worry or concern about my… motherly situation.”

They talked a bit about what they were doing for a time, trading comments about their trades and their excitement about becoming mothers in truth.

Jake was filled with contentment, seeing all his wives so well rested and pleased. For the last two months, none of them had any form of combat, only embracing rest and relaxation, and pursuing their passions.

He spent each day having alone time with each of them, going on miniature dates, sharing in crafting, playing games, and light magical practice. Jake also met with a few handfuls of Hearthtribe to capture their templates and help many train and research, but most of all, they finally got to relax.

They had now spent almost as much time relaxing as they had fought hard on Highlands, and Jake felt truly blessed.

Suddenly while they were eating, Berri teleported out of the room with a bit of alarm, and a wave of excitement.

[Come, everyone! It’s time!]

The party all teleported above, though only one avatar of Ava’s arrived with them–two of them being nothing but mental projections and not truly in their Refuge.

Berri had already opened the incubator, and Blood had lifted the egg with her telekinesis, placing it on the ground in front of them. The egg had several cracks in it, and was pulsing and shaking. The egg had actually grown slightly from when Bloodberri had laid it, and now Jake thought a grown man, perhaps two, would easily sit inside of it.

Despite the excitement, Berri’s voice was calm and encouraging. “Come on out, little ones. Your many mommies and daddy are here, just waiting to meet you.”

Blood ran her hand over the egg. “Yes, come on out. You two are already so strong. You are ready, it is time to see the world.”

The egg’s shaking accelerated, cracks forming before a clawed hand exited the egg. Another hand pierced through the other side, and then the egg was torn as the two echidnas freed their faces and bodies. The egg collapsed, and then their snake bodies spilled out around them as they tumbled onto the grass covered in blood.

It was two little girls, and if they were human, Jake guessed they would be nearly… three or four years of age. Their snake bodies were around a meter and a half long, with their elf-like bodies a little over half of one meter. One of them had a black snake body and scales with white hair, while the other had a white snake body with black hair.

The two little snake girls ‘stood’ up at the same time, facing Bloodberri, “Mommies!”

Jake’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head at their exclamation as they widened, and the newborn girls were quick to snake forward to hug their mothers as Bloodberri lifted them off the ground to their immense chest. Because of how large Bloodberri was, held up against their chest, the two little girls still appeared barely bigger than infants.

They were covered in fluids from the egg they fought through, but Blood swept it away in an instant with the Clean spell form, and fixed their dirty hair with a wave of telekinesis.

Seeing them held up and clean, he now noticed the little nubs for horns to grow on their foreheads, matching their mother’s. With his Gaze, he saw the cores in their chests, their bodies already brimming with magic and vitality.

Berri beamed, her face lighting up with pride. “There you are! You two are so beautiful, just look at you!”

The two little girls made pleased gasps, as they hugged and were hugged by their mothers tightly for the first time.

Blood added, “And so strong and cunning, we love you very much. Now, go say hello to your daddy. He is excited to meet you too.”

Bloodberri placed the two snake girls back onto the ground, and their serpentine gazes snapped to him right away.

“Daddy!” They both exclaimed at the same time, as they spotted him and surged toward him. Jake was shocked both by their speech, but also their speed. Then, as they snaked up his body and hugged his chest tightly on each side with their arms and snake body wrapped around him, he was caught off guard by their strength.

He hugged them back, not feeling like they were fragile at all with their heads up against his chest, right next to his flame. A special kind of warmth built in him as he gazed at his newly born daughters, large smiles on both of their cute faces. They looked so much like their mothers that it was like looking at miniature versions of Blood and Berri.

Jake was filled with a primal satisfaction, a feeling so profound that he didn’t have words to express how he felt. There was a special connection with these girls, beyond the physical or magical that he couldn’t understand.

He was their dad, and the moment they took their first breath, it was like he knew that he would do anything for them. If he must, he would move heaven and earth.

Lia and Tanda stood near, beaming smiles on their expressions, and the latter’s tail wagging. The valkyrie reached out and patted one on the head, while Tanda did the same with the other.

“Other mommies!”

Tanda and Ophelia each took turns hugging their clan-daughters, greeting them to the world. Then Fhesiah did, wrapping them in her fluffy tails as they beamed with laughter, and Ava and Ira, the family protector, got their share of hugs.

Eventually, Blood and Berri called them back to her arms.

Berri had a wide smile. “Now, what should we name you, little ones? You two are just so beautiful!”

“Does Milord have a preference?”

Jake chuckled. “We talked about this a little. As long as Berri keeps out adjectives and nouns out of their names, I think I’ll be happy with whatever you two decide on. Even if she wants to name them after a princess from a cartoon.”

Tanda giggled. “Aw, so no clan daughters named Ninjablade or Fierce Claws?”

The two girls seemed interested, tilting their heads. “What’s a ninja?”

“Oh! Fierce Claws, sound strong!”

Berri noticed the children’s interest, and looked at Jake with puppy-dog eyes, making him feel uncomfortable. She giggled. “I already had a name in mind, and even Blood will like their names.”

Blood hummed. “Very well, you’re right, sister. We shall name you Rena and Nyxa, after the fallen goddesses Eirene and Nyx. Each of you ultimately has pieces of them in your veins, their existence and lineage contributing to yours. Perfect for our first little princesses of the Hart family.”

The girl with the black scales was Nyxa, and the girl with the white scales was Rena.

Berri smiled at them. “What do you say? Do you like your names?”

Nyxa nodded, but Rena frowned. “…Nobody answer me. Ninja sound good.”

Berri whispered something about calling her ninja later when daddy wasn’t looking if she wanted, and Rena beamed. “Okay!”

Nyxa’s eyes fixated on something in the distance of the Refuge forest: a small deer. Licking her lips, she flicked her claws out as she spread her arms and fingers. She began to surge toward it, but was suddenly lifted into the air by Blood’s telekinesis.

“Not yet, young one. You’re hungry? This is not the place for a hunt. We shall eat, but you will also learn proper manners.”

“Awww. But… that look yummy.”

“What manners? Can I eat?” Rena asked.

Berri smiled. “Not to worry, my lovelies. While that deer is yummy, Mommy Ava and daddy’s cooking is even better. Let’s go.”

She teleported the children back to the breakfast table, and the two mothers began teaching the girls to eat the more…normal way, though not for one born minutes ago.

Tanda and Lia both beamed, looking at their own bellies. Lia was first to speak, “Not much longer for us. I hope you are ready for more, Daddy Jake.” She teased.

He joined them, feeling their budding bellies. “I am. I can’t wait to meet even more of our daughters. I know it won’t be long now.”

Jake knew it wouldn’t be too much longer. He couldn’t wait to meet all his children. He teleported to rejoin his new children at the dinner table. While he knew things would be busy once again, this was a type of busy that he would do his utmost to enjoy while he could.


Chapter 21 - Mentors



The next few days were chaos, as the two children tore through tons of food and learning at a blistering pace. Each of Jake’s wives took time watching the two girls, spending time with them and teaching them, but also playing.

And then, Ophelia and Tanda gave birth at nearly the same time. Jake didn’t know whether he should laugh or cry at how quick and painless it was. Their hearths surged with energy at nearly the same moment, and covered the children as they…kind of just shoved them out of their bodies through their chest, the two born babies landing in their own arms.

Magic had completely bypassed the normal biological function, and Jake wagered it was only because of the Echidna’s special nature that, despite being a Hearthian, the children were still born through eggs.

Lia and Tanda’s two children were much closer to the infants Jake was more familiar with among humans. From the moment they were born, they looked already a couple of weeks or a month old, with tiny wings on their back and full heads of hair.

After that, they grew rapidly. It had only taken a few days for them to join their older half-sisters in standing upright, and it wasn’t long after that in which they started babbling and talking.

Tanda had named her daughter Nora, and Ophelia named hers Clara. Nora took after her mother’s raven beastkin heritage, and Clara definitely looked a lot like an owl beastkin, a valkyrie mixed with Athena’s heritage. Tanda’s daughter had raven’s legs beneath the knees, but otherwise the two girls were quite similar.

Because of this, they were a lot like fraternal twins, and for that, Ophelia was excited–this more or less fulfilled her desire for her daughter and having twins. Jake gave a sigh of relief at that–this meant Fhesiah wouldn’t be experimenting with some kind of fertility thing that could have…multiplicative results.

The two children even acted like twins, completely engrossed in one another. While they played with Rena and Nyxa as well, they seemed to prefer to keep each other company.

In all, Jake was shocked at how quickly his children grew. Rena and Nyxa were something like six or seven years old in terms of how developed their bodies were already, and their minds easily matched or exceeded that.

They acted and were like older sisters to Nora and Clara, who now at nearly two months old were like three or four years old in both body and mind. Their minds picked up knowledge at a blistering pace, and their bodies grew rapidly from magical food–including Ava’s milk.

Jake’s Refuge had already arrived home at Highlands just before they were born, and spent some time having their daughters meet their friends and family there. Much of Tanda’s parents were still away on their hunt, so they missed meeting their grandchildren in person.

They still managed to join on a video call, and connecting through the Heart of the World, they got to feel like they already heard their songs. They now fought to wrap things up on their contested world, but opposition kept trying funny stuff–which Timone and Dahlia happily kept crushing.

After spending some time on Highlands, the party began its trip heading toward Earth. They were only a couple of weeks out now and the special Event of Earth’s integration was nearing, and their mentors were set to arrive at their Refuge at any moment.

They were currently waiting in the forest with the shrines of the Divine, where the family spent much of their time. They had many chairs and hammocks for relaxing, and Jake was currently sitting at a wooden table with all of his wives, with two of the smaller Avas present.

Bloodberri was often wanting to be near the incubator, checking on and spending time with their egg. It was laid shortly after Rena and Nyxa’s birth, and Jake knew it would be hatching soon.

This one, to Jake’s surprise, was more of a red and gold color, and Fhesiah had already confirmed that it was still an echidna inside.

Rena and Nyxa were currently playing catch with both Blood and Berri, the two mothers enjoying time with their children. Valora, Ophelia’s longma mount, watched protectively of the two children, along with Ira. The longma was especially excited because she knew it was likely her father, the qilin, would visit, along with Lord Guan Yu.

Brother Zhuge had sent Jake a list of improvements he could make to his Refuge to make the most out of their time together, and he did his best to accommodate the request. Several new training rooms have been added to their Refuge, meant for different forms of personal improvement.

Some were simply too expensive, but Jake could already see the value of several of them and would be saving up for the others as time went on. Similar fixtures could be made available to the guild at their HQ, but at different costs.

Nora and Clara were both drinking Ava’s special milk out of their sippy cups, the two already moving away from breastfeeding from their mothers. It was a very rapid growth from them to move on, the two teething just a couple of days after birth.

Lia sat with Nora on her lap, Clara on Tanda’s. The two often switched spots, and hardly favored either mother. The four were very close, and Jake smiled with pride as he watched their contented smiles.

“They grow and learn so fast!” Lia gushed, “I’m really glad we’ve been able to stay at home with them.”

Fhesiah sat on his lap, while Jake felt her belly. There was movement inside, his daughter growing inside. Fhesiah’s smile was beaming at his slight discomfort, but he pushed down his unease at the weirdness, trying to focus on the good feelings.

A kitsune kit was growing inside. The whole time he had been concerned about what might be birthed by his echidna wives, but the oddest one turned out to be his demoness.

She chuckled. “I could have forced our daughter to take on the form of a demoness, but I decided to leave things to chance. Maybe next time we can make our child while I’m a dragon? It might be a while though, since we shall soon begin our body tempering.”

Jake nodded. “We definitely wanted to wait until everyone was ready to participate. I don’t think it’s a good idea while they are with child.”

Berri pouted a little, giving a sad sigh. “But we can have so many more babies in the next few years… What about with…protection?”

Blood’s eyes gleamed. “Do not worry, sister. Protection or no, I shall come up with a viable schedule with Faye that shall work for us. I will not waste this chance to build the beginning of our dynasty because we are too busy leveling up, as Faye would say.”

Berri’s eyes blazed with determination. “Or, I have an even better idea. I just have to get better at making babies!”

Tanda laughed. “I feel like…if it’s her, she can somehow do it?”

Jake now had a concern–that his dream would somehow come true.

One of Ava’s lesser avatars was pregnant, but hers was a different kind. It appeared his son or daughter was in fact going to be some form of treant beastkin, growing like a seed within her.

A chime came along with a notification, Lord Guan Yu and his brethren had arrived. Jake marked his acceptance, sending the lords to the front of their manor.

The two Avas picked up Clara and Nora from their mother’s laps, and vines began to grow from the ground, forming new seats to hold on to them. Tanda threw out her two spriggon summons, and Fhesiah called upon the flame sprites from her lantern.

The pregnant Ava smiled at the four kids. “Now, your other mommies are going to be a bit busy for a while. Let’s see if we can all play some fun games. Who wants to be it, first?”

Nora’s wings fluttered, and she jumped from Ava’s arms. While the child couldn’t fly yet, she could still jump and glide, her wings more than enough for her small body to get some extra airtime. “Me! I want it!”

Clara quickly joined her sister, and they began to chase after the fire elementals, Nyxa and Rena. The kids and sprites all laughed as they played, and Jake knew they would have fun until they got tuckered out and needed a nap.

Jake and the girls swapped clothing to more formal wear, and all teleported up to the front of the manor, ready to meet with their mentors along with the non-pregnant avatar, and Valora.

Lord Guan Yu and his Qilin mount, Zhuge Liang, and Zhang Fei stood in front of their fountain, the four observing the area around the Refuge with interest. They could see the special location, but not really observe beyond the outskirts with their magical senses, since their Refuge was in transit.

However, Jake and his family were on full display to them, and the lords themselves. And this time, the men and qilin arrived in the flesh.

Their auras were condensed and constrained for their benefit, but even with this, Jake could feel just how powerful these men were. It felt like the entire world would buckle by their mere presence, their weight on reality significant. In Jake’s Gaze, the energies contained within their bodies made them look like bright pillars, that he’d be able to see from miles away.

There was a brutality of war coming from both Brother Zhang and Lord Guan, the former tempered by loyalty and responsibility to his brethren. It was the same for Lord Guan, but a little bit different. There was a boundless compassion in his gaze, a solemn duty and love for all people to go along with the same.

Brother Zhuge’s aura was a stark contrast to theirs, having a calm, confident presence. A bright wisdom and intelligence, a man that drove the progress of civilization.

Jake greeted them, “Welcome to our Refuge, Lords Guan Yu, Zhuge Liang, and Zhang Fei. Thank you for coming.”

His wives all said welcome, and Jake introduced Avalara to the three native lords of their sector. Meanwhile, Valora chirped and whinnied with her qilin father, the two meeting once more.

Lord Guan smiled at his mount and Valora, before returning his gaze back to Jake and his family. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Avalara. Thank you for the warm welcome everyone, and for your service. We are pleased with Hearthtribes efforts these past few months, and Hestia’s Pantheon is quite satisfied with Fhesiah’s performance in the Battleground.”

Zhuge Liang chuckled, as he stroked his long beard. “Yes, Fhesiah’s efforts have saved many, it was a tremendous opportunity. Then, while I know you relax and grow your wonderful family, your enemies still lament your guild’s actions. Clearly, you have fostered some capable subordinates.”

Zhang Fei’s voice was booming, ”Congratulations on entering parenthood! We have brought gifts for all, even the little ones.”

Guan Yu stroked his beard with a proud smile. “We might have went a bit overboard, both for you and for the little ones. The three of us are always excited when more virtuous warriors might be born, their stories just beginning. It is one of the few things to look forward to aside from the next battle.”

Brother Zhuge fanned himself with his signature crane feather fan. “We have a little under two weeks before our arrival at Earth. As your Seniors, we are happy to accomplish the difficult task of helping bring order to the world. Instead, your goal for Hestia’s Pantheon will be recruitment, and being a liaison for your home continent to the administrator.”

“A liaison? For…the United States?” Jake asked. He thought the idea was a bit daunting. Just how would he do that? He had basically done this on the world of Ganestra, but the fantasy world was a bit different, to him. The Kaemun Kingdom and Concordia Republic did most of the heavy lifting on those worlds for him as well.

Lord Guan nodded. “Yes, and Canada and South America. A relatively new colony, none in the top ten parties hail from there. It was not long after the Renaissance Period that the Divine sought to limit parties except in extreme situations.”

Brother Zhuge added, “Not to worry. While the Divine’s influence has been limited on Earth, it has still been present. The technology on Earth is a result of various meddling, and even Odin has had plots to influence things in dramatic ways. Even though only one year has passed since you were last there, you may find significant changes. Many people there are more ready for the Framework than you might imagine.”

Jake raised his brows at that, though he understood he would learn more later. The party moved to separate groups, Jake and Fhesiah joining Brother Zhuge in an odd room they purchased at his behest, a tactical simulator.

Bloodberri moved with Brother Zhang to a large clearing, ready to show the fruits of their labor and Tier up. Ophelia and Tanda brought Lord Guan to a simple training area, while Valora continued her meeting with her father out front.

Jake and Fhesiah stood across from Brother Zhuge at a tactics table. Not much different from the conquest table, it had a hexagonal grid of tiles which lit up, able to create a three-dimensional image above it or more simple two-dimensional displays on the grid itself.

The scholar fanned himself with a smile. “I am quite excited about your growth. That the entirety of Clan Hart has become Hearthians is a major boon. Not only this, but your skills have all Tiered up, saving you months of progress. It means our time together will be well spent.”

Jake nodded. “Progressing through the second Tier appears to be a lot of work, so we are looking forward to your guidance. But you had us bring you here to the tactical simulator room, so I take it we’re not working on our magical training for now?”

“Yes, would you mind handing over controls to the formation room, and teleportation within the training areas? It would make preparations go more smoothly.”

Jake did so, going ahead and granting the three lords permission to teleport and utilize the training room’s functions within his Refuge. When he did so, Brother Zhuge nodded, and then he…suddenly split himself into two, a copy of himself appearing.

The other one teleported, leaving Jake’s eyebrows risen in surprise. “What…?”

The scholar chuckled. “First time seeing one form a projection? In the fourth Tier, it is a common skill to learn for two major reasons. The first, is that the multiverse is truly vast. It can take months, even years to traverse from end to end of just the Yggdrasil–that is, the integrated worlds. That’s not even counting the greater multiverse outside of it, for those that traverse the greater void.”

He continued, “The second reason is a problem of scale. If Tier 4 and above beings focus on battling even-level foes, large-scale destruction is impossible to avoid. Vast quantities of resources are necessary to level, and if every battle destroyed the treasures or land we’re fighting over, there would be nothing left–plus, the loser could easily utilize scorched-earth tactics. The truth is that most battles are limited to the peak of the third Tier.”

Jake knew that Lord Guan Yu, and the Divine, had the ability to destroy the Earth with probably a single attack. It made a sense that limiting themselves utilizing the Framework was a common tactic for the war.

Fhesiah asked, “Is there no detriment to forming projections and fighting at a lower Tier? I know some Beast Lords and Beast Gods excel in size, they surely cannot produce a projection in the same way as someone like us?”

Brother Zhuge smiled. “That is correct, it is one of their disadvantages. Many of them will instead focus on creating new vessels or Beast Avatars, which they later merge the earned resources into themselves and grow their followers. The energy requirements for a projection of a creature so large is just beyond many of them, and a smaller projection loses much of their advantage for making it in the first place.”

He continued, “Some do continue to fight and just travel, but any when nearing the fifth Tier will need to maintain and protect a territory of their own. If they left for progression, their territory would get taken out by an enemy, its grounds unprotected while they were away.”

Fhesiah frowned. “Is owning a territory really necessary? For cultivators, this was not really the case.”

“Outside of the Framework, I would say that it’s not required. However, within it, it is difficult if not impossible to maintain divinity or its equivalents without owning a territory. Both Tartarus and the Framework would weigh down such an entity should it enter–starving it of energy and restricting it heavily. There are exceptions to the rule, but generally speaking, if a being of that magnitude is integrated into the Framework, it would need to earn a territory of its own, or it would waste away.”

He let them digest that information for a moment, then continued, “Now, I did bring you here for a reason. While I am less limited in how I can help you since I am a Sector Native, I am still restricted. I cannot give you infinite knowledge and wisdom, even if I left a Projection here all day every day to teach you my many lessons. Growth is going to have to come from within you.”

Jake thought he understood. His mentors couldn’t act as some lecturer–if they could do that, he could just stand there and read him a fourth Tier skillbook. As part of the odd research tree where this war was fought like a 4X game, it would be up to him to internalize what was being taught, and learn to apply it to his Guild.

“I…think I get it. I can still ask you questions, right?”

Brother Zhuge chuckled. “Yes, including that one–how I can answer might be limited, but this will be the most important way I can guide you. That way, I can help you find the answer on your own. Now, the other room is ready, so Lady Fhesiah can join me, and we can do a bit of double-duty here.”

Fhesiah arched her brow. “Double-duty?”

“Of course. Your senses are linked, are they not? A truly impressive feat, my respect and admiration for both your family and Hestia’s accomplishment increase by the minute. I can teach Jake military tactics, while you practice formations and energy manipulation–something that he should pick up along with you. Splitting your focus up is something that you should get the hang of sooner rather than later. There is no secret or cheat for creating Projections in the future aside from meeting the energy requirement and control, though having a stronger mind from being higher tier helps. That your race has already entered the Third Tier means you are already closer than most.”

Jake remembered their mentors had access to their skill sheets. Fhesiah nodded, and joined Zhuge Liang’s projection in the energy manipulation room. Jake paid attention to their conversation, as Brother Zhuge waved his hand at the tactical table.

A location appeared with his various subordinates and grouped armies, and Jake recognized it right away. It was the Nature’s Crossroads battle. The horrible undead swamp, with the four undead trees with the thousands of blighters and undead beasts.

“Now, this was some battle, but I thought it was the best opportunity for learning. City Conquests are some of the more challenging battles, and your people did incredibly well. However, I think you can agree that if you did it again, you could probably do it very differently. Why don’t you start with how you might do so, knowing what you know now?”

Jake had already read several Tier 2 books on Alliance tactics, and realized that his mentor was exactly right. Part of it was his people’s training, equipment, and party makeup at that time. Certainly, this had changed.

But Jake hadn’t fully understood how important the impact of himself and his wives should have on a battlefield. Just what enemy tactics could ultimately be available, and how his wives’ mere presence was a deterrent for them–and an attractor of the enemy’s terrible plots.

The original book of Champions Hestia provided him was very bare bones and vague, but there was a much higher wealth of information available at the second Tier–a Tier in which many might actually become Champions. Jake had become one super early, and he had benefited significantly–but the downside was the lacking of information.

Because of his family’s presence, there was really only one way they should have proceeded, unless they were a hundred percent certain there were no enemy Champions on the field. He placed his entire army as one large force, preparing to make a circuitous path around the undead swamp.

He triggered making changes to the army’s makeup, moving the forces around as the grid made the changes. This was just the first lesson, but he was looking forward to learning what was necessary for victory and success going forward.

Things were only going to get more dangerous, their list of people they cared about longer and longer. Jake needed to get a firm grasp around leadership and battlefield tactics. While he could have generals handle some of the work, the Framework’s challenges often required a field tactician. And as a Champion, it was important for Jake to be strong in this area.

Brother Zhuge nodded with a smile. “Good. I can see you’ve done your homework. I like the choices you have made here. Let’s see how this plays out, then I will show you how I would arrange it.”

Jake had a lot to learn, but he was learning from one of the best in Earth’s history.


Chapter 22 - Divine Vault



Tanda was a little excited as they met their mentor for the second time, her wings fluttering in excitement. Their time spent with him previously hadn’t been long, but he gave helpful guidance. It was from his advice that she chose the Flames of Vengeance Technique over the other one, which looked attractive due to meshing with her cycle.

However, the Flames of Vengeance actually ended up being perfect for her, enabling her to maintain her damage output in their complicated fights. If she had been too busy maintaining her cycle for both the bow and scythe, she thought things would have been far too difficult to get the most out of it.

Over the past few months, Lord Guan Yu had provided her with several updates and congratulations. He recommended she purchase a few books and training primers, to help guide her progression.

There was even some guidance for expecting mothers, which helped make sure she gave her all to ensure Nora was born healthy and safely. Of course, her family had all found similar topics, but that he had been thoughtful showed he cared about more than just her path as a warrior.

Lord Guan smiled at Ophelia. “I’ll have to thank Hestia, Brigid, Cernunnos and Athena later. Such an outcome is unprecedented for you two, and sets an excellent foundation. Now I know my prepared gift for helping with your balance problem will be even better.”

Ophelia asked, “A gift… But what about the laws of balance for the great game? Won’t that make things more challenging for us?”

Tanda knew what Ophelia was asking. If the item was above their Tier, if they hadn’t earned it in some way, it could affect them negatively. Something like when the Life’s Haven boss battle where the boss suddenly powered up, or was stronger as a result could happen. This had been from them being Champions, but receiving powerful items from a patron would have a similar result.

At this point in their lives, few things of the second Tier could really impact them significantly, their hearths performing well above the standard–their races already reaching the third Tier was proof of this.

Something that could fix Ophelia’s need for a death body to go along with her life soul and energy would likely be something unique, and powerful.

“Normally yes,” Guan Yu responded, “but this is why the gift is special. Contained within it is a Trial to win over the inheritance. Personal power is not given freely under the Framework, it must be earned. This item has difficult side effects, and will require constant effort and vigilance.”

Tanda frowned with worry, the ears on the top of her head flattening. “A Trial? Does that mean Lia could be hurt?”

Guan Yu gave Tanda a confident smile. “She could. Even with your strong family’s help in healing, it could take some time to recover if she fails. But the gift and Trial is not only for her, it is for you as well.”

Lia frowned. “Tanda too? But she already has a life body?”

“She does, and that will put her ahead of you for a short time–but not for long. Eventually, your tempering would surpass the life aspect provided by her auril heart and beastkin body, and it would not be able to keep pace. This will fix that.”

An elaborate… burial urn of some kind appeared on the ground. A dark green and black color, it was filled with mysterious scripts and designs, and some strange statues of…what looked like demons. Their visages looked…angry, or even hateful.

“Um…what is it?” Tanda asked, her wings fluttering in anxiety. The moment it appeared, all her fur stood on end, and she was filled with dread. Somehow, it felt like a…terrifying item.

“I can only tell you so much before you begin the Trial. It is Skanda’s Divine Vault of Asura Confinement. Contained within is the sealed energy of dozens of Divas and Asuras, tied to life and death.”

He continued, “You won’t much remember my instructions because your memories will be sealed when you enter the Trial, only remembering what the artifact wants you to. You may not remember family or friends, unless they are vital for the way you are tested. In the Trial, you will be tempted. Only by holding on to who you are and your virtues, can you hope to form the sigils and form the groundwork to obtain an Asura or Diva body–earning the responsibility.”

Tanda asked, “Responsibility?”

Guan Yu nodded. “Once the Divine Vault is consumed in its entirety, the seal the Divas died to create to end the war with the Asuras will have been passed on to you both. Of course, this was just an individual world’s Asuras that were sealed, not all of them. It will take quite some time for you to consume all the energy contained in this treasure. I fully expect for it to take until you’ve reached the third Tier.”

Lia frowned as she looked at the statues. Many of them had numerous heads and arms, and in Tanda’s opinion, they were kind of ugly humanoids. Lia pointed at a particularly fat one, “I’m to have a body like that?”

Lord Guan ran a hand through his long beard. “You will keep your Hearthian body. But the sigils formed on it, like tattoos, will store and grant you the power of one during battle. Asuras are Third and Fourth Tier beings, much like Jake’s Garuda. Their bodies can hold higher elements through their hate and resentment, from bathing in the blood and perverting the power of their enemies–the Divas.”

Lia was incredulous. “I’m going to have to kill Divas to grow? And uh…hate and resent?”

Lord Guan chuckled. “No need. Those contained in this vault have already done that, but are sealed by the Divas of life inside. Balance must be maintained, which is why Tanda here will receive the other half of their power. The sigils will hold the power of the beings, granting your body the energy you require. It will be a struggle even once the Trial is completed, but I believe you two will be perfect for using it to the fullest.”

From Lia’s thoughts, she understood this was a profound gift. It was clear it was powerful, solving their issue of forming a life or death body. Bloodberri had the chaotic chimeral body, and Fhesiah had her odd Yin-Yang body, able to swap between forms.

Tanda was weird, having a life body and death soul, and so this was the reason why, for Jake and Tanda’s sake, she would need to go with a deathly body, instead of just matching her soul.

For Jake and each other, they would do it. If she wanted to be strong enough for the battles to come, she would need to temper her body and soul alike. Ophelia and Tanda’s minds were in sync on the matter, the two’s eyes meeting.

Lia said, “We’ll do it. How do we begin?”
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Whispers of hate and anger filled Ophelia’s mind as she fought a faceless being, her body, armor and shield battered and bloody. A black energy roiled on her skin, empowering her blows. She knew not why she was fighting, but the enemies continued to come.

The whispers promised her strength if she gave into the hate, and she could feel the power added to her blows by the darkness without it. Cleaving off the monster’s arm, she deflected the other with her shield and pierced the enemy’s skull. The enemy turned to dust, leaving her alone in a corridor.

She continued her march forward, only one direction available. Ophelia had no idea how she arrived here, and her mind was frantically searching to understand. Her only recollection was that she had entered this Trial, and took this terrifying power for Jake. It was horrible, the voices were so loud that she could hardly hear herself think.

With each worry or fear she had, the voices would capitalize and increase them. Thus, Ophelia did her best to ignore them, to bring calmness in her mind and focus on her task: finding Jake.

Exiting the stone corridor, she never could have expected what she saw. It was an immense valley, an entire world laid out in front of her to explore. However, in the distance, Jake was wounded and unconscious.

Her sister wives fought against several of the faceless enemies. The voices screamed at her hateful things, and despite doing her best to ignore them, thoughts creeped up in her mind. She couldn’t help but feel a tinge of jealousy, that they were defending him instead of her.

Why wasn’t she there with them? Why was she suffering alone? Jake need only will it, and she should be by his side.

The whispers increased in volume, their voices loud and discordant. They said hateful things about how Jake left her to die, or how he clearly loves them more than her, and similar. But then she noticed something far off in the distance.

It was several ormrfolk, and they spotted her upon her exit. They were filled with fear, and they were running away. Somehow, the voices seemed to make a connection.

One held her mother’s spear, filling her with turbulent emotions.

The whispers became shouts, becoming even more hateful and louder, screams wracking her mind. The black energy roiled all along her body, and she screamed in return. Only one thought filled her mind, her unable to think for herself as dozens of voices all said the same things.

Vengeance.

If she just chased after the ormrfolk, she could have her revenge! Her new power would carve their flesh with ease, and they would finally suffer for their betrayal once and for all!

Her body moved on its own volition, her steps taking her in the direction of the ormrfolk–but she could hear her sister wives were faltering in their fights. The faceless beings were too strong, and they appeared to have a near single-minded determination to go after the downed Jake.

The voices were screaming in her mind, and so finally–

She screamed back.

With a shout and a flex of her will, her roar overwhelmed the voices and she shoved back against them. Using her training in Expert Energy Manipulation, she imposed her might against the odd energy.

But it was too strong to completely defeat. Her shove caused ripples along the black energy along her body, and she used this opportunity to dash toward the thing she cared about most–Jake. A flittering thought remembered something else of great importance, but her mind was too foggy to hold on to it.

She dashed as she yelled, swirling her vajrafire flames through her body as she flapped her wings in haste. The voices were strong, and she didn’t know how long she could hold them back. Her lance pierced deeply into one of the creatures as she screamed, joining her sister-wives in battle.
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Tanda was in a verdant jungle, the vitality of life contained within immense. She flew around not remembering how she arrived there, wondering if she was in some sort of enemy trap. Creatures milled about, peaceful ones that were filled with vitality and power.

Eventually, she heard a bleating cry, a wail of torment and pain. Changing direction, she flew toward the sound.

The cry came from a white elephant–but it was covered in a black miasma. A horrible taint had encroached the animal, and it was crying for help. The energy appeared to be spreading, and even arriving near, Tanda felt it assaulting her. Black had crawled up the neighboring plants and grass, like a crater of horrifying energy.

She could tell the elephant didn’t have long for this world, the rate at which it was dying far too rapid. Willing her cyclical auril heart to beat strongly, a wave of vitality and life filled her body. Drawing the mana from her Hearthian core through her vines, she formed the runes for a healing spell, pushing the effects of Purifying Flames into it.

The elephant was bathed in white light, some of the taint being burned away–but the amount that remained was immense. Her spell helped, but its presence still declined–she could tell it would require her giving her all to save it.

It wailed once more, and Tanda pushed herself closer–even as the taint appeared to react from her presence and efforts.

The taint began to encroach her body, and she couldn’t help but give out a cry of pain. She backed off a little to ensure she could purge what remained–while she wanted to help this creature, she wasn’t sure about risking her life for it. She had a child to go back to, after all. Wait a minute, just where was her child?

Tanda focused on what was in front of her for the moment. Storming through the taint, she arrived next to the elephant, where she released several spells in a row. Her Auril Sublimation of Life was released from her, manifesting her will and shoving away the horrible energy. She used her auril and mana to add Rejuvenation to the elephant, while she converted her hearth’s flames to runic spells of healing as well.

Despite all she did, the taint roiled as it crawled up her body. The grisly energy felt like it was endless. Like burning ants biting into her flesh all over her body, pain surged into her mind. But her efforts bore fruit: the horrible miasma had left the elephant in greater quantities, enabling her to help the creature further.

Time lost all meaning as pain ravaged her senses and she fought to save the poor animal. It cried and wailed in pain, and Tanda redoubled her efforts to help. She didn’t know how long she was at it, but eventually, the miasma was healed.

Sighing with relief, she purged the rest of it from her body. She patted the elephant’s side.

It trumpeted its trunk in victory, as it stood. To her shock, it spoke into her mind.

“Thank you for saving me. My heart is filled with gratitude for your heroic efforts. Please, take this as a reward.”

The elephant gestured its trunk to the side, and suddenly Tanda felt immense life energy coming from a magnificent plant in the distance. A flower opened up, and a jewel sat inside its bulb, giving off life energy to the surrounding area in waves. Closing her eyes, she examined the energy–and she could feel the same coming from the elephant.

Tanda frowned. It was beautiful and likely very useful to have, but she could tell that if she took it, the plants and trees in the area, along with the elephant, would suffer. It likely needed it for its own growth.

“Thank you, but I don’t need a reward. I was happy to ease your suffering and help. Destroying that horrible taint is reward enough.”

“Such compassion and selflessness. Thank you, beast daughter.”

Tanda continued on her way, exploring this strange world. To her shock, she eventually found her daughter wandering in the woods. In the distance was an odd gate, and she scooped up Nora, giving her a hug.

“What are you doing here! I’m so glad you’re okay!”

Her daughter just laughed and hugged into her embrace.

Nora looked over the vast green with wonder, her eyes wide. “This place feels good, Mommy. Like home.”

“This place is strange.” Tanda muttered, knowing it was like Highlands but also not at the same time. There was magic in the air, and it was brimming with life energy even beyond it. But beyond the gate, she could feel it–an even more powerful vitality was within. She imagined it would be just as great as a true world tree.

Suddenly some vines moved, and she realized a strange humanoid covered in vines and other plant life was standing nearly in front of them this whole time. It almost reminded her of Cernunnos, a powerful aura emanating from it.

The humanoid replied, “Paradise. Beyond the gate is a land of perfection, a world brimming with endless vitality. A place you can live out your days in wonder, though you may never leave.”

Visions were shown in Tanda’s eyes, of her and Nora living out their lives in what could only be described as heaven. She and her child would never want for anything, the abundance of nature providing all they could ever want.

“Funny plant man! I like him, mommy.”

“You do?”

“Why wait, mommy? Let’s go!”

Nora nearly leaped out of her arms, but Tanda held her tightly.

The place felt wonderful, and imagining Nora living in such a paradise made Tanda wish to enter. Something tittered on the edge of her mind as she tried to remember other family members, but shifted as she tried to remember anything else before making a decision.

It was then that she remembered something from her people’s history. Highlands was a paradise too, a balanced perfection with no conflict. The beastkin managed the beasts and were custodians of all nature where they sang their songs of life and love and the food was plentiful.

Until the Death God arrived and destroyed nearly everything. Whatever this paradise was, it would leave her weak, and leave Nora weak. When it was time to fight, no matter how full of life and vitality her children, or her children’s children were, they would struggle when tested.

Not only that, but a low growl nearly escaped her throat. How could she stay and enjoy this perfection while others suffer, the wicked free to run loose unpunished? Tartarus was still ever present, and even if this heaven was safe, she wanted no part of it while others suffered.

“This is not my paradise. Highlands is my home, for all its flaws and challenges. I must find my way to return, and get back to the fight.”

A voice laughed. “Good! Good. That you can refuse the siren’s call of paradise while having such compassion is special. You shall make a worthy inheritor. Please, use it well.”

Suddenly, immense life energy surged toward Tanda’s shoulder, forming a powerful sigil. The world faded away as she basked in the powerful energies of life entering her body.

Tanda’s memories returned, slamming into her mind as she groaned and Nora disappeared. She realized that she passed the Trial–she only hoped that her dear friend passed hers.
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Ophelia slayed the last faceless creature, the girls having worked together to defeat them. The entire time she fought, the voices shouted in rage and hate. Deathly energy roiled along her skin, empowering her and dragging her into the depths of hatred and despair both.

She fell to her knees, exhausted. The voices continued their shouts, and it was a struggle just keeping herself from lashing out at her sister wives. Stirring her vajrafire flames, she did her best to fight off and purify the effect.

“He’s not waking up–something’s wrong!” Tanda’s voice was desperate.

Berri could be seen sending healing energy into Jake alongside her, and Fhesiah was quick to join them.

Fhesiah swept over him with Divine Sense, “Something is tainting him from within. Something…” She turned to Ophelia.

“Oh no, Lia!”

Tanda flew over and tried to heal her too–but the dark energy lashed out at her. “Eep!”

Faye walked over, her expression grim. “It’s her. The energy is coming from her, and hurting Jake.”

She was hurting Jake? The…dark energy?

“I’m afraid… she’s too far gone. We have to end her to save Jake.” Fhesiah’s voice was somber, but hard to hear over the voices.

Tanda gasped. “No! There must be some other way!”

She lies, the voices assured her. Fhesiah only wanted Jake all to herself, she was quick to sacrifice Ophelia–she never liked her as much as the other girls.

Berri tried casting her Divine Intervention on Ophelia, but the tainted energy hardly faltered. Ophelia railed against the deathly energy, but her will, her mental energy was well and truly spent.

Berri had tears in her eyes. “We can’t save Lia, either. What do we do?”

The voices only screamed and got more angry, saying hateful and more terrible things. They reminded her of the ormrfolk, that if she ran she just might be able to slay them and get her revenge. But she shoved those voices and thoughts away, focused on looking at Jake. Darkness was crawling up his body, and despite being filled with despair, she knew she needed to act soon. What she needed to do.

With tears in her eyes, Ophelia said, “Please, just end me. And…take care of Jake.”

Blood hefted her large axe. “I’m so sorry, sister. I don’t know what happened to you, but I know your will. You would rather give yourself up than to be the one to kill Jake.”

The energy on her skin roiled and raged, and Ophelia was filled with despair as she fought against it–as it tried to stop the axe from falling. But the world blurred and faded away, the energy disappearing.

“You managed to control your hatred and anger, having a truly pure heart. Then you had such loyalty to your loved ones, and such strength of will in a warrior. You will make a fine inheritor of the Vault.”

Sigils formed on her shoulder, the deathly energies from before drawn in. But rather than the tainted visions from before, a much more purified version of death flowed. It now felt much closer to Tanda’s deathly hunt or flames of vengeance.

The two returned to their bodies, and the burial urn had changed. Several of the Asuras had been switched to Divas on the outside, and they stood or sat in positions holding mudras–various hand symbols meant to seal away the evil.

The treasure now emanated the deathly energies contained within Ophelia’s new black sigils, and also Tanda’s life energies within her green runes. For now, the strange lettering was just on their shoulders like a tattoo.

“Well done. An excellent outcome.”

Ophelia frowned. “There was more than one outcome? Aside from…being infected by the hate, I guess?”

“That you had the control and will to submit yourself to the object of your loyalty was the best outcome. You discarded all desire and resigned yourself to your fate, all for the sake of your lover and lord. In truth, you had passed the Trial when you rushed to save him over seeking your revenge.”

Tanda’s ears were flat on her head, and tears filled her eyes as she realized how terrible Ophelia’s vision must have been. “That sounds horrible! It’s like you died for Jake a second time. Um, I don’t think my Trial had anything like that?”

Guan Yu nodded solemnly. “Her burden is bigger than yours, and thus the Trial was more challenging. The power earned is also greater, the Asura body not just providing death energy, but great strength.”

“Oh! That’s great, Lia!” Tanda beamed, happy for her friend. Ophelia was relieved as Tanda hugged her with arms and wings, but both of them were mentally exhausted.

“It will be a challenging power to master, and will require great vigilance. The voices you experienced in the Trial will return even in combat, and can be more insidious and harmful to you if you do not control it. You both must also grow your sigils in sync, as they are linked.”

He added, “So congratulations, you two. You have gained much. For now, rest a bit with your loved ones, and we shall continue training for battle later.”

Guan Yu disappeared, heading to one of the areas they set aside for the guests.

The two then teleported to their nature preserve, and began watching their kids playing happily. The kids chased the spriggons and fire spirits through the forest, trying to tag and capture them.

Ophelia sighed. “That trial was horrible. To think I didn’t even remember my own daughter… I was really prepared to die. It felt so…real.”

Tanda hugged her from the side tightly. “And you still did it for Jake! You’re amazing, Lia!”

Even though Jake was busy with his training, he arrived and joined them in their hug. His love and feelings for the two girls was sent over their bond, wrapping them in warmth and affection. Once again, they had a difficult Trial, but had become stronger as a result.


Chapter 23 - Berri and Fhesiah - Advanced Training



Berri looked over at Zhang-Zhang, the man almost looking like some kind of… Giant Asian Warrior Santa, with his big beard and red warrior robes with armor underneath. He was tall and broad, his size much similar to Jake’s but even larger. Actually, his form was close to their height, minus their tail.

[For the love of Echidna, do not call the demi-god Zhang-Zhang or ‘Asian Santa.’]

Berri ignored her sister. Her intuition said Zhang-Zhang would be totally cool about it. “You said something about gifts for the little ones?” Berri asked.

Zhang Fei laughed. “I did! I’ve got some perfect food for that weapon of yours, and for you and your young ones. We have some fun toys that are perfect for encouraging young ones to be more active.”

He pulled out a ball, and palming it, he showed them several glyphs. Touching one that said ‘chase’, he dropped it on the ground, and it began bouncing around in different directions with every bounce. The warrior walked toward it, and it started avoiding him. Gesturing with mana, he pulled it back into his pouch.

There were various other modes for the ball to behave, and Bloodberri was excited to see their clan-daughters playing with it later. The four, soon to be five or six, girls, were all very playful and full of energy. This was why they left them with a few dozen flame sprites and the spriggons to help keep them company, and tucker them out.

“There’s a lot like this for them! As they grow, we have more physical ones, perfect for developing young warriors! Now. As for the other gifts… If you manage to reach the second level of your Technique before I leave, I just might have something extra special for you.”

Blood narrowed her eyes. “In just a few weeks? We’re told most can expect to take months to years to improve out of combat. We’ve made some progress on it, but we have mostly consolidated what the Framework taught us when the skill evolved.”

“Of course, we were preggers, so we didn’t try our hardest. Still, we spent quite a bit of time on it!”

The two received a quest more or less stating what Zhang-Zhang said, causing their eyes to widen in shock.

“My gifts are nice, but the reward for success is better. You’ll have to work hard to get something special–another advantage of being your mentor. Come at me with everything you have–don’t hold back.”

Armor covered Bloodberri’s body, and they withdrew their chimeral axe. It roared as it was filled with twilight mana, the axe salivating at the idea of a special meal. Swinging the axe at Zhang Fei, they put all of their heavy body’s immense momentum behind their blow.

And the man almost casually deflected it with a strong swing of his glaive as he stepped to the side, the blow slamming into the ground. While the man didn’t move overly quickly, his strength was more than enough to match the power behind their attack.

But the axe swing was just a part of their attack. Their snake body twisted and twirled toward him, the spikes on their armor looking like the edge of a spinning saw blade for how fast it was moving.

The red warrior filled himself with the familiar white light–Valor. With a roar, he swung his glaive and stopped their body cold in its tracks, and then blocked the incoming axe attack which followed the transfer of momentum easily with his haft.

Zhang Fei’s voice was booming. “Not bad! But for you to learn anything, we’ll need to go a bit further. I will keep my skill levels limited to the second Tier and do the same for my strength, but be prepared to take some wounds. Get ready!”

Before, their mentor’s white aura covered him in a lazy haze. It began to condense as he shouted, his body brightening–before it began to grow. The man had easily deflected their blows without having much of his own mass, but he nearly doubled in height, tripling his overall mass and volume more than likely. His blows would be substantially more powerful now.

Berri’s eyes sparkled with excitement, but she aided Blood in activating one ability after another. Twilight Monarch sent a wave of holy dark and light mana out from them, and twilight energy filled them as they began to sway their body, sending out a similar haze.

They could feel their holy-powered spells wash over the warrior. He was affected as they drained some strength into themselves, but the twin–souled could feel it: his valorous shell combined with the difference in strength, reduced the effectiveness of their debuffs.

The two cycled their twilight mana, and then Berri pushed their auril energy through their long snake body in pulses. Their body surged toward Zhang-Zhang in a complicated weave of blades of their tail, their axe swinging toward his chest.

His laugh filled with excitement was booming as his glaive blurred and swung in counter, blocking their numerous queued attacks blow for blow. Their Technique was pushed to the utter limit as they continued their assault, the two sisters looking for an edge. They took blows to their snake body, their bones creaking as he struck their plate-covered armor and sent their body reeling.

Despite the pain and damage taken, their assault never slowed. The two cycled the auril and holy light mana through their body, continuously restoring it. Blood even worked her telekinesis to accelerate their blows, as slowing the valor-covered warrior was wasteful.

“Not bad at all, descendants of Echidna! Let’s see if we can get practice with all your tools. More blood spilled in training will protect your life in war.”

Blood and Berri were both thrilled to face such a powerful and skilled foe. In all, the other Champions they faced were just annoying. Now, they would get to push themselves to their limits and become stronger. They would gain the skills they need to face any foe, allowing them to crush their enemies and get back to what they loved the most–making babies.
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“So, how do you like my gift, Lady Hart? Or, I heard you might prefer Senior Hart?”

Fhesiah looked over the odd flags once again, as they shifted the energies within the chamber. The mysterious Attunement Array Flags allowed her to paint it with nearly any known energy, and create formations virtually on-the-fly. You could even cast a spell on it, and as long as it was fed the appropriate mana, it would continue to transform the mana in the surrounding area accordingly.

They were fascinating, and Fhesiah knew that Jake would quite enjoy playing with them. Unfortunately, they were strictly a research tool that could not leave their Refuge. They used a higher Tier material in their construction, and could both create powerful formations, but also do it made out of nearly any energy type except for Divine Energy. Perhaps, Jake could make a version of his own that might not be as versatile.

The Hearth of the Refuge fed various energies into the room, which resembled a massive version of the strategy table Jake was using. There was a holographic landscape portrayed, and it would shift as the flags altered the energies in the room.

Brother Zhuge was focusing on elemental mana for the time being, helping her master the properties of it for when they visited Tier 2 worlds.

Placing his flags in his corner of the large grid, it began drawing in the manas of water and wind, and directing it toward her section of the room.

Her section had earth and fire mana, and so the water and wind were actually eroding her section of the room. They were playing a strange game, where they were fighting for control over a middle section.

“It’d be a little strange for you to call me Senior, being my mentor–you may call me Faye. I take it you heard about my Battleground foray? Just how much did you hear?”

She formed the demonic runes mixed with Nordic ones, placing them on the flag to create a blast of magma. The spell coalesced on the flag as she placed it on a tile closer to his side. A volcanic mountain began to form, and the wind and water mana stopped eroding her place on the map. Instead, the water and wind mana scattered, and if anything, began empowering her mountain’s growth.

He chuckled as he looked over the grid and her change, fanning himself with his fan of crane-feathers. “I heard a bit, but not many details. Those that you helped in the early stages are especially tight-lipped. Thane Grimm and his forces were thankful, but for their Guild, it was just another Battleground. His guild comes from the Second Tier. Would you care to enlighten me on the…earlier happenings?”

Brother Zhuge filled another flag with wind mana, the runes and glyphs on it if anything reminding her of demonic runes. He placed it to the side, drawing and enhancing much of the wind energy into a cyclone. It was like a giant hurricane, and the energy just built and built.

Fhesiah told her story of the Battleground, leaving only unimportant details out. They continued to trade placing the strange array flags on the field, transforming the battlefield with every alteration. More elemental manas joined the original four, and the hurricane of before had been transformed into a tempest when she attacked with her magma.

Her mentor had utilized her heat energy to empower his storm, destabilizing the energy on the field heavily in his assault. She learned a lot with every flag, and she saw how important it was for them to learn all the properties of mana to manipulate them effectively.

Eventually, she managed to create a powerful formation of her own, one that both enhanced her energies and restricted his. But then, he flipped the whole table with a single flag, and it was like her formation simply fed into his own, the energy from his formation overwhelming hers. Several of her flags got torn out, her side of the battlefield crumbling.

She frowned as she did her best to learn what was done–

“Not bad! Your formation was interesting, your mastery over mana with runic magic is already quite good.”

Fhesiah was utilizing a bit of what she learned from her husband, combined with following the Framework’s Expert Energy Control. Aside from directing it with her will, she now had a few formations that guided and transformed the energy learned from the formation master.

Brother Zhuge’s flags would be more comparable to the natural formations, much like the underground lava sect where she found Sati. But then he combined them masterfully to overwhelm and transform what she had made, using her efforts for his own purpose.

He gave a good-natured laugh. “Your adventure was something else! You have learned a lot about formations from this master. That you found even more passion with your alchemy is truly special as well, and then you found such tremendous rewards.” Brother Zhuge pointed with his fan. “I think if we were using elemental Qi, it would have been too challenging to beat your formation so early. Mana is much easier to transform, you must keep this property of it in mind. The penalty when converting it to another element, or joining it with plain mana is far less than with Qi or most others.”

He continued with a smile, “That said, it sounds like Bastet must be mighty proud of her choice in making you her Champion. You did not receive any Divine Sparks for this challenge, but I wager the lingering Intent of that dragon will aid you similarly. Then, the perfected core ascension puts you far ahead of your cultivator peers. Having triumphed over forming your difficult core, the path to Nascent Soul shall be simple.”

Fhesiah nodded. “It appears so. At this time, I’m more worried about our family. We lack an auril heart to connect to the Heart of the World, and it has stopped our progression with this. Then, our family members lack Divine Sense. I noticed that they might be able to achieve this with the pseudo Dantian. We can only add one special organ or tool like this through the Framework, so that makes this feel like a weak choice.”

Brother Zhuge chuckled, fanning himself once more. “Is the Hearthian Core not enough? Already you have such massive advantages, and you seek more? It’s a miracle to have access to any one of these energies–even a small amount. As your cores grow, how much you can accomplish with your diverse energies shall increase.”

Fhesiah frowned in thought. Of course, her mentor was right. Part of her just wanted her family to have her amazing sensory, Divine Sense. To cultivate without it was like wearing a blindfold while attempting to seek the truth, a foolish and nearly impossible task. It was why she was so amazed that Jake had found his truth, his Dao of Family.

Rather than waste the pseudo dantian on some mild Qi energy storage and Divine Sense, forming an auril heart for energy storage was much more appealing. Connecting to the song of the world in truth would allow them to become auril heroes as well. They had hoped that forming the Hearth Bond with Ava would accomplish something similar, but so far, it didn’t seem like anything changed.

Zhuge Liang interrupted her thoughts, “That said, I would like to know where you have been exploring your options. The CP Store? I wonder, do you have special possibilities available to you as Champions? What you could trade Divine Sparks for may have changed when you reached the second Tier, shouldn’t it? Then, there’s a special option that becomes available to you on Tier 2 worlds, is there not?”

Fhesiah’s eyes widened. On Tier 2 Worlds, true connections to Tartarus, the greater labyrinth, could be maintained. The rewards for freeing or conquering consumed worlds, defeating difficult challenges much like they experienced in the Greater Rifts, and winning difficult boss battles were immense and varied.

It wasn’t just equipment, but perhaps it would grant them opportunities to advance themselves. The world of Highlands had just entered the second Tier as a result of the war and healing of the death curse, and the connection to Tartarus was still being established. Soon, just before the grace period expired, their people would be able to explore it.

He gave her a smile. “Do not be in a hurry to make your choice or worry about where you might be lacking. Hestia has made preparations, I am sure. For now, I think there are already enough secrets and skills to unlock in that mysterious core of yours. If you master each one individually, that will increase your powers as an individual and as a family by leaps and bounds.”

He continued, “If you do that, maybe some of your worries will be answered on their own. Now, how about we start over?”

The energy on the field stirred as it was dispelled, the flags lifting into the air and returning to their holders in front of them.

“Which energy would you like to work on now?”

She tweaked the hearth in the room, and auril energy started pouring out of it. If there was any energy she needed more effort to learn more about and to master, it was this one.

The field shifted its representation to a different location at Brother Zhuge’s changes. Rather than simple tiles, a varied landscape with several environments from jungles to swamps, mountains, lakes, and rivers appeared.

Zhuge Liang smiled, and his aura stirred. His eyes lit white as he flourished his fan, sending the auril energy into the flag with his immense will. It rose from the holder with several of his natural glyphs on it, and then stabbed into his side of the field, transforming a mountain and redirecting a river.

Fhesiah couldn’t help but return the smile, using everything to sense what he accomplished and how.

Their whole family was spending time practicing their skills with their mentors, preparing themselves for what was to come in the future. When the War Trial began, it would be filled with constant struggle. Only by having an excellent foundation will they be able to continue their march to the finish, without becoming stuck.

They had nearly two weeks before they arrived on Earth, where they hoped it wouldn’t be all that different from their trips on Ankhmar and Ganestra. Early recruitment of people from Earth would be a significant advantage, and they would do their best to make use of it.

From the sounds of things, there shouldn’t be any true danger, and this was just a job for them as Champions. This was an opportunity to gain thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of Tier 0 recruits that would work their way up the ranks.

In the short run, this was not that helpful. But it could be that over the course of the War Trial, that these recruits could make all the difference.


Chapter 24 - Alex - Earth Integration



Alex dug deep, finishing the final squat lift for the set. His heart was pounding as he placed the weight back on the rack, his chest heaving as he tried to fill his lungs with air. Sweat poured down his face, so he grabbed a towel and rubbed himself dry before cleaning up his area.

Utterly exhausted, he checked his smartwatch to see if the strange contraption deemed his efforts over the last two hours were finally worthy.

Nice work! Workout completed. +10 XPStrength increased from 11 to 12 +500 XPBonus Level 5 Reached! +10% Attribute bonus in game earned.

Alex pumped his fist, and just barely kept himself from exclaiming out loud. The last time he did that, several people in the gym glared at him.

In the last year he had begun working out for benefits within the newest game, Infinite Labyrinth VR, and had finally reached an important milestone.

How it knew he was stronger now as a result of his workout he didn’t know, but the results spoke for themselves. Alex had come a long way in the last year, where he was only a pitiful 7 in strength, in just horrible shape.

He would finally get a significant advantage in the game, the previous levels only granting mild improvements to earnings or unlocking special additional training events and resources.

Why a VR game started providing benefits for personal improvement outside the game was beyond him, but he was a sucker for earning benefits inside of the addictive game. Even the strange books he read within it had a benefit to this bonus, but they topped out at a certain point.

Besides, one could only read so many books on weird magical theories before your brain just felt fried, even if it appeared to help his character in the game for some reason.

That working out helped his body become better than its original…oblong, unflattering shape, was an immense benefit.

What he really did enjoy was how skills in the game appeared to transfer decently in real life, especially after his body improved. On a whim, he had joined a beginner’s martial arts class, and had caught on insanely quickly–his experience in foot work and balance from his tank class in the game transferring substantially.

Alex wasn’t the only one, as many other people were noticing the power of the special VR in learning unique skills. From dancing to sword fighting, people could learn skills in The Infinite Labyrinth VR, and then use them in real life–or vice versa.

Finishing toweling off, he left to the locker room to get changed. He’d head home, and then–

[Tess: Are you almost done? Hurry up and get online, so we can run another dungeon! I have a cool new staff I want to show you!! =^.^=]

Alex smiled at Tess’s text. The girl was cute, and fun to be around. They had been playing together for a year now, and she was a part of the motivation for him to improve himself. The two made the perfect team: he was the tank, and she was a healer.

That allowed them to team up with nearly any DPS and have a solid group, or just adventure together just the two of them.

Though, it was just her in-game avatar that was cute. He had no idea what she looked like in real life, as she would divert the conversation anytime conversation started heading that way–which was fine for him because he was the same way. The only thing he knew for sure, which excited him, was that she lived nearby.

For whatever reason, the server it set you up on was aligned geographically.

Alex hadn’t been proud of his real life body, at least until now. He hoped that soon…they’d be able to meet in person. They had flirted with each other in the game, but something about it was just not the same. Besides, the game didn’t allow for more… adult activities.

[Alex: Heading home now. I finally got it: Bonus Level 5!]

[Tess: Wow, way to go, Alex! I’m…still only at level two, and most of that was from reading those weird books. You must’ve been working really hard!]

He sent a thumbs up emoji and started his trek home in a hurry. Of course, he had some guesses about Tess’s situation. She was nearly never not online, and he had earned a couple of hints.

Multiple times she had mentioned a profound dislike for hospital food and doctors, and he thought there was a strong chance she lived at one, or at the very least spent a long time at one.

Arriving home, he showered and had a quick premade dinner.

He was sitting at his small table by the window finishing his meal, when something crazy happened: the entire sky was blanketed in golden light. Like golden…hexagons covered the sky, and strange sigils like the ones he saw in game appeared.

It said that…the Framework had arrived, and–

His TV turned on suddenly, and on the display was a strange…green and black golem of some kind. It kind of stood there motionless, with symbols that said there was an important announcement. It only took about thirty seconds of this before his phone rang–it was Tess on the phone.

“Hello? Are you seeing this, Tess?”

Her voice was filled with excitement, “I am! Are you okay there, Alex? Car alarms are going off here and some people are breaking windows!”

Alex looked around outside seeing nothing really out of the ordinary, and he raised his brow. “I’m…good. What about you, are you okay? That sounds…dangerous.”

“I’m fine. I don’t think people will bother me where I’m at. Are you seeing this golem guy on the TV?”

“Y-Yeah.”

The golem began to speak, his voice deep and rumbling. “Greetings, People of Earth. You may be shocked that your scheduled programming is interrupted with my…strange, to you, visage. Or maybe you were listening to the radio, or speaking with a loved one on a video call–or you tuned in once you saw the strange warning in the sky. Nevertheless, I have taken control of all means of communication for the moment.”

The creature continued, “My Name is Administrator Kintrel, an Earl of the Alliance. I have important news, and not all of it is what you might consider good. Earth is at war, and has been at war for thousands of years in secret against a terrible eldritch entity we call Tartarus. It threatens to consume everything, and it cannot be reasoned with. Your only choice is to fight, or hope that others can protect you and your world in your stead. In this war, people fight this entity in battles against monsters that resemble those seen in MMORPG games. Most significantly, The Infinite Labyrinth.”

Alex was a bit shocked that the game he played had something to do with any of this.

“The biggest piece of good news is that in this secret war on Earth, the first battle was already won. Thanks to thousands of individuals over your past, your world has now been safely integrated into the Yggdrasil and the Framework, granting you potential and opportunity both. Ten of the top parties involved in winning this opportunity will be here to aid in your integration, and should be venerated for their merit.”

“For if they hadn’t succeeded, this message would be much more grim. Monsters would be encroaching your cities and slaughtering people in your suburbs with little warning. The humans of Earth were far from ready for this threat, and thus a tremendous opportunity has been won instead, but the war still continues. Even in just your Sector, there are around a thousand worlds just like Earth fighting against Tartarus, the war never-ending. Having won the first battle, it will be a time before the next. However, Earth must prepare.”

Administrator Kintrel continued to talk, about how the mana in the world would increase over the coming years. It would change their world, changing how technology was required to work, as electronics would not function properly with mana as they were.

It appeared there was an EMP-like effect from mana being drawn into the world that couldn’t be fully avoided. Electronics would go haywire during this time, unable to function when mana levels were at a certain threshold.

Then, anyone could now join the Framework, turning himself into…a video game character–just like the ones in The Infinite Labyrinth VR. In fact, this was designed as a training simulation for the millions of players that used it, and even this bonus system was created to prepare people’s bodies and minds for this very event.

“I…I can’t believe it. Magic is real!” Tess appeared to be filled with excitement.

“You…aren’t you scared about this war? Why are you excited?”

“I…have my reasons. Besides, isn’t it kind of cool? We can become like our video game characters!”

Alex did think that was kind of neat, but he played a tank. Didn’t that mean he would get his ass beat-down by everything? Just imagining a big monster flinging him across the room caused him to shiver.

They listened to Administrator Kintrel for a time, until he revealed a startling detail, “Earth is a special world, with a population exceeding eight billion. It has a unique heritage, with bloodlines from all over the multiverse. It is for that reason, that the Sector Council have approved a special integration event.”

The golem gestured, and a map of the world was shown with many dots. It spun as the golem talked, and Alex thought he saw one where they were: New York.

“Temporary artificial dungeons will be formed across the world, to regulate the mana levels of Earth. Those that complete them within the coming years will receive substantial benefits, unlocking paths to power far above those seen in a newly integrated world. Once joined to the Framework, you will be forced to fight in this war, but this event will postpone the requirement for joining Incursions or defending Contested Worlds. Instead, this is a tremendous opportunity, that Earth should embrace with wide arms.”

The Administrator continued, this forced broadcast continuing far beyond what Alex expected. It took nearly thirty minutes for the golem to drone on about all the details.

Alex imagined the governments of the world were not going to like this, but it appeared those in power had no control or power over this Administrator and his technology, let alone how the golden hexagons appeared in the sky.

The message in the sky was much shorter, the strange glyphs somehow readable to Alex’s mind. However, it only warned about the war, Nexus Nodes, and Alliance HQ’s, and to seek them out, along with the warning of the EMP-like effect coming in a time.

Unfortunately, despite the efforts of the Alliance, a small amount of mana would flood the Earth when they created the Alliance HQ’s and the dungeons, and there was a countdown timer for when this would happen.

Tess had gone quiet for a time, and Alex didn’t know what to make of all this. He had enjoyed fighting in The Infinite Labyrinth VR, but that was without pain, and without true danger. While it sounded like he would be resurrected if he died… wasn’t dying incredibly painful?

He couldn’t imagine how terrifying it would be to actually be eaten by one of these horrible monsters. His bones crunching as giant teeth pierced his flesh… he shivered.

Tess’s voice was firm. “Alex… I’m going to do it. I’m going to join.”

“What! Tess…why? You want to fight in a war?”

“You heard him, we can learn magic! Our bodies will be changed… I need it. I… could use your help, Alex.”

“Need my help? Why?”

“I… haven’t told you this, but… I’m dying. They won’t let me leave the hospital on my own, so, I’ll need your help to sneak me to this Nexus Node thing they talked about.”

Alex gasped in shock, and it felt like he was punched in the gut, learning this. While he had guessed something like this, he was still shocked that things were so dire for her. His heart felt like it was being gripped at the news of his… friend dying.

Despite not knowing her in person, he felt like he cared about her a lot. They had been through a lot together and were the best of friends, and he really enjoyed his time with her.

His voice was quiet, his thoughts conflicted. “Then what? You’ll just fight in this dungeon by yourself?”

“If I have to. I might get lucky! What if I can be a healer like I am in the game? I might be able to just heal myself! And if I die from my heart… won’t I just get resurrected?”

“But you’ll have to keep fighting. It seems retirement is possible after many years, but that means your life will be full of battling monsters!”

“We kind of liked it when it was a game, at least? I think it’s great, we’ll be able to explore new worlds and travel, something that I can’t even do right now. It’s better than dying alone in the hospital. If I have to choose to be weak or fight to be strong, I choose to fight! I’ll do it alone if I have to.”

“Alone! I…” Alex hesitated.

“You don’t have to join too if you don’t want to. If you just get me outside and into a wheelchair, that’s all I need. I… don’t have anyone else to ask, Alex. Please?” Her voice sounded desperate, and Alex’s chest tightened.

Just why didn’t Tess tell him about her situation? He cared about her, and that she didn’t open up to him kind of hurt. Thinking on it further, he realized she probably didn’t want to burden him with it. She definitely seemed like someone who didn’t want his pity or sympathy. Perhaps, it was only because of this strange situation that she brought this up at all.

“Is there a reason you have to be in such a hurry? We should be able to go any time.”

“Now’s the best time to break out! The EMP thing should only last a few minutes, but also… I might not have that much time left. Remember how I was gone three weeks ago? That surgery…didn’t go too well.”

Worry gripped Alex, his heart leaping out of his chest for his friend. “I… I’ll do my best to get you there. Just tell me where to go.”

“Great, I knew I could count on you, Alex! Now, my hospital is located…”

Alex wasn’t sure what he would do once he got her out, but he was filled with determination. He would help Tess, that he was sure of. There was still time before this EMP-thing, but some details were given about where the Nexus Node would appear too–the general area. If he was quick, he just might be able to make it in time.
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Arriving at the hospital, Alex only had about thirty minutes left–since he had made a quick stop at the local Walmart for some scrubs, and the traffic downtown was crazy! At a glance from a distance, he would at least look the part somewhat.

Carrying his backpack, he should look like a nurse that just arrived for his shift–he hoped.

And as he walked through the front doors, he realized that this just might work. The lobby was nearly packed, people worried about their loved ones. Nurses and doctors flittered about, far too busy dealing with the crowd and patients.

Alex realized that there were certain types of patients that might actually expire in just a few minutes while the electronics went haywire if special precautions were not taken.

Thankfully, it was not a true EMP effect, and once the mana levels stabilized, electronics would begin to work properly once again, according to the…golem guy. Despite not really knowing the layout of the hospital aside from Tess’s directions, Alex did his best to make his steps look purposeful, like he belonged.

He wore his old student ID on a lanyard, though he had his ID facing the wrong way as he walked through the hospital. Arriving in the room she identified, seeing her hooked up to all the machines was like a punch in the gut.

Her body was small and emaciated, a ventilator hooked up to her face. IV’s were hooked into her wrists, and she had several grafts on her for connecting other tubes–which were not connected at this moment. He was completely shocked at the number of them and her weak form, as she turned to face him.

Tears filled her eyes, as she removed the ventilator. “That look–that’s why I didn’t want to tell you. I… didn’t want you to know me like this. Close the door.”

“I–I’m sorry. It’s just…a shock.” He closed the door, and moved further into the room.

“I…know that. I don’t blame you…but it still hurts.”

Alex did his best to meet her eyes, and keep his thoughts away from thinking about how she must have suffered. With his help, she would be moving onto a better life. Still, he looked at all the machines with a bit of worry.

“What um…do you have? Are you sure… you can make the trip?”

Tess sighed. “I have CHF, congestive heart failure. We’re a bit lucky: they disconnected the dialysis machine in preparation for the event. The oxygen mask just helps me keep my oxygen levels high, so I can last…quite a bit of time outside, a few hours should be possible. Enough time to become a player!”

“Things are…starting to get a bit crazy out there. I’ll do my best to bring you to the Nexus Node, but it seems like it could be dangerous.”

Car alarms were going off everywhere, and police were already out in full force. They were trying to prevent rioting and looting, and Alex figured they had already somewhat barricaded the area near the destination.

“Stand over there, and get ready to hide if a nurse comes to check on me.”

As they waited for the moment, she walked him through how they would make their escape. She had a wheelchair already for making it to the bathroom on her own, having worked hard both for the privilege and the capability.

They killed a bit of time browsing their phones, watching their various feeds of information. It seemed talk about this Framework was all over the news.

Tess giggled. “Look at this!”

She showed him a strange woman, with horns on her head, eating various foods. Tess licked her lips, watching the girl happily crunch on odd food, some of which looked like … some very exotic foods. Almost like monster parts?

Alex frowned. This was like the weirdest thing he ever saw people watch. Why would anyone want to watch someone else eat? “Why are you watching her eat? … And why is she cosplaying like that? Do people get off on that, or something?”

Tess blushed. “I–I don’t get off on it! I… can’t eat very much, let alone anything I can enjoy, so I like to watch other people enjoying eating lots of food.”

“I…okay. That’s just…weird to me.”

She groaned. “It–It’s not that weird! Lots of people watch her, it’s called mukbang, see! She has over a million followers now! But that’s not why I’m showing you, look!”

The camera suddenly backed away, and Alex’s eyes widened in shock. It was…some kind of snake woman, with golden scales and white hair!

The woman waved, “Hi, watchers! Bestest Snake Girl here! The Framework has come to Earth, and so now I can talk to you! Guess what? I am very real, just like the… Administrator Kintrel guy. And I have news for you too!”

The girl went on, to tell them more about the multiverse, guilds, and more. The two of them listened intently, until the video came to an end.

“Wow, she’s the Champion of the goddess Echidna, and going to be coming here, to Manhattan! We might see her! Oh, she’s not the only one.”

Alex frowned. “Echidna? Isn’t that like the bad guy, usually?”

Other videos of some of the other heroes from Earth were found, various warriors from all over the world using some form of news show or social media to interact with the people of Earth.

Alex noted, “They’re really recruiting us. Huh, this must be a real opportunity for both sides then. Are people from Earth really that useful?”

A knock on the door sounded, and Alex dived underneath the bed. They nearly got caught, a nurse suddenly checking on her. Tess was happy to alleviate the nurse’s concerns after she turned off the oxygen pump. Only a couple of minutes left to go.

“You’re such a little trooper, Tess! I’ll check in on you as soon as I can. A few of us will be pumping oxygen manually for the more dire patients, but hopefully things will sort themselves out quickly. Ten minutes is not that long. You sure you don’t need anything?”

“I’m good, thanks. I’ll be…fine on my own.”

The nurse left, and they both breathed a sigh of relief.

When the lights went out and they felt a minor earthquake, they made their move. He wheeled her out an emergency exit, happy that the alarm didn’t even go off. Outside it was nearly pandemonium, but he weaved her through the crowds toward their destination at a light jog.

Tess’s small body bounced, but she held on, keeping herself from falling out of her chair. To Alex’s shock, he saw fires lighting up, and even heard some gunshots.

Grimacing, he picked up their pace. This was supposed to be a relatively safe integration, but he was sure some people had already died. They were getting close to Central Park, but Alex was starting to worry about getting Tess there safely.

Thankfully, the two buildings were already visible. The Alliance HQ and the Dungeon could be seen in the distance, a tower and a monolith that didn’t look too large compared to the various skyscrapers in the city.

“Oh my god, Alex, look! A plane is falling!”

Alex’s eyes widened as he looked at the sky, slowing his pace. “Holy fuck! It’s going to crash into that building!”

“I thought they should have landed, knowing about the EMP-like effect coming. Did they ignore it?”

Suddenly something shifted, almost like when he felt the earthquake before. A wave of bright lights exploded from near the Alliance HQ, and four forms rose to the sky, colored in red and gold.

Alex couldn’t even make out their descriptions from this distance, but most of them were red and gold armored humanoids, some with wings, all covered with a veil of flaming magic.

But one of them couldn’t fly. A massive snake woman towered over the police barricade, and one shot after another came from a terrified police officer’s gun. Each plinked off the woman’s red and gold armor–or rather, did Alex see a small flame instead?

“Look! It’s Bestest Snake Girl!”

Alex couldn’t believe it. She was huge!

Her voice sounded annoyed, her face scowling at the policeman who shot her, and his gun flew from his grip. “Hey! We’re your friends, not your enemies. You better be nicer, or… I’ll feed you to my axe!”

She held out her massive axe, and the face on the side of it growled, its terrifying tooth-filled mouth salivating, and almost wrestling itself from her grip as it neared the police officer.

As freaky as that was, many turned their gaze to the flying figures. The plane falling from the sky was hit with a burst of magical wind, and a strange creature covered in feathers suddenly appeared in a brilliant white light.

The plane slowed and rose slightly from the powerful currents until it halted, the winged creature having some dominion over the fierce winds. It then gestured with its hands and directed the large jet to lurch in one direction, guiding it to land in the pond of Central Park.

With a splash the large jet landed safely, and the massive audience began clapping and hollering in excitement.

“Wooow. I wonder what level they are,” Tess said with amazement in her voice.

Alex snorted. “Probably at least level fifty. These are supposedly the great heroes of Earth!”

He frowned as he tried to plan out the path to bring Tess over to the Nexus Node. Some people appeared to be gathering near there, but suddenly, the police barricade shifted to block the path, an angry officer barking out orders over a megaphone.

While this was happening the flying figures helped put out fires, one, a fox-tailed woman, sucking them into an orb floating near her. Another riding on a…magical horse helped push the plane onto the edge of the pond, beaching it.

The electricity then returned, lights on the avenue turning on and alarms blaring once more.

Alex’s phone turned back on, and many people started taking theirs out–to record.

“Just why are you blocking the path to the Node, officer? The message is clear, that action is seen as an act of war.” A man’s voice echoed out, loud enough that the entire crowd could hear. The voice was strange, like it was coming from everywhere all at once.

The man’s phrasing was strange, but Alex sort of understood. The Alliance HQ and Nexus Nodes were to be seen as embassies to The Alliance. To block access to citizens of an embassy of any country could be considered as such: a hostile action.

“I am Commissioner Davis, and I am blocking the Node because it is a matter of public safety. There are already riots and looting occurring in the city, so I am blocking access to keep our citizens safe.”

“What you said is true, there are riots. But this large crowd of people is gathering for access. By blocking them, you are creating a problem, increasing the likelihood of more issues. You are endangering them, instead. Shouldn’t you be focused on helping those you know are in need?”

“This… Framework has caused damage–”

“That is incorrect, commissioner. Mana is now a part of the world, just as much a part of it as the air we breathe. If not for the Framework and the Alliance, then your electricity would have never come back. They have minimized the damage for now, preventing an even larger catastrophe. Now, remove this barrier, or it will be removed.”

The man then towered over the commissioner, along with the other figures. Now that they were closer, Alex was absolutely shocked by their size. Especially the snake woman, when she rose herself up, she was taller than a two-story building!

But the man in red and gold was already bigger than the largest basketball player combined with the biggest body builder, the commissioner having to crane his head upwards to even see their faces.

Alex didn’t know what the commissioner was going to say in response, but to everyone’s relief, the commissioner’s walkie-talkie went off, a voice wanting to talk to him.

“The president? No way.” He stepped away from them a bit, and after a quick discussion, called to remove the barricade.

The crowd cheered, and began to advance. The series of figures that helped rescue the plane was happy to move aside, allowing everyone to enter the park and head for the obelisk seen in the distance.

The large snake woman suddenly asked, “Does anyone here need healing? Oh! We can just do that.”

Something shifted, and a veil of white energy surged over everyone in the crowd for dozens of meters. Tess gasped, and the entire crowd murmured and shouted, many people still recording with their phones.

As Alex was bathed in the white light, he felt warm, and his aches from his workout earlier completely faded away in just seconds. The man in red and gold started talking as people were recording, talking about the dungeons and his guild.

“Ah! I’m…this light is healing me! Let’s wait here.” Tess’s smile was beaming as she basked in the light, taking large breaths.

“What?! Y-You mean…”

“I can feel it! My heart… I feel so much stronger now! I can even breathe better.”

“Really? That’s great! It means…you don’t have to join now!”

Tess frowned, twisting to look back at him from her wheelchair. “No. I’m still going to still try to join. Bestest Snake Girl might have casually healed me, but I am still grateful for it. If I can become a healer too, then it will be just right. I can help others like me!”

She must have seen the doubt or hesitation on his face as she looked at him. “C’mon, Alex! Let’s do it! I know you’ll be amazing. You’re the best tank I know!”

Alex grimaced. “Yeah, but…that’s just playing a game! You think I can fight big monsters trying to kill and eat me?”

She gave him a strange look, a teasing smile touching her lips. “If you get hurt, I’ll just have to kiss the pain away!”

“I… What! Y-You’re joking.” Alex was shocked at her proclamation.

Her smile grew wider, but her face quickly became crimson. “Hehe–of course not! How could I forget that you’re the reason I got healed? You’re my hero, Alex! If you come with me, I’ll just have to keep rewarding you every chance… I get. C’mon, let’s at least see what classes we can be.” She placed her hand on top of Alex’s on the wheelchair handle over her shoulder, and gave him a pleading look.

Alex was more than a little moved. From the moment he met her, he had always liked Tess. She was fantastic to be around, and just knowing she would be healthy now filled him with joy.

He began pushing her toward the Nexus Node, the crowd having thinned out somewhat. If Tess was going to be a healer and fight monsters, she would definitely need someone to protect her.


Chapter 25 - Jake and Valtor - Transformation



When Jake and his wives arrived at the Alliance HQ in New York City, he didn’t know what to expect.

But it was not dozens of fires burning from riots, and a plane tumbling out of the sky. Rescuing it without killing the passengers inside was a unique challenge, but one his girls and him managed quickly.

By forming the Tier 2 wind spell as a group, each of his wives only had to provide a few of their own runes, while Jake focused on summoning the Garuda. The creature, having a profound understanding of both wind and flight, managed to produce lift on the steel bird and slow it at the same time.

Averting disaster, Jake was glad they made it in the nick of time.

When it came to managing Earth’s integration, thankfully, Administrator Kintrel had laid down the law of the land. Their Tier 3 and 4 brothers in arms were taking care of any of the major unrest throughout the other continents. Not requiring a portal to arrive, the demigods had been able to land and arrive a little earlier than Jake and family.

Lord Guan Yu had already quelled three uprisings in Europe and in southern Africa, and some of the other heroes had managed the same across the world.

The nearly fifty Earth hero’s parties and their projections and rapid movement across the world had them heading to Nexus Nodes and Dungeons. They each cleared access and ensured people could join to the Framework–and spend time convincing them to join with their guilds and more.

Governments and organized criminals had tried to block access to the Nexus Node and Framework Dungeon in a few locations, just like the commissioner.

Nodes and dungeons were often placed close together, following the true magical leylines of the world. Numerous extra Nodes had been spawned in highly populated areas, with seven Alliance HQ’s, one for each major continent.

Zhang Fei and the many other heroes had stopped rioting and looting in numerous cities, while Zhuge Liang was happy to meet and debate with several of the top leaders of the world at once. Jake imagined the reason this commissioner got a call from the President was probably thanks to his or the Administrator Kintrel’s efforts.

Jake thought that it was quite the blessing in disguise, Guan Yu’s heritage.

China was one of the top powers Jake thought to have some difficulty transitioning into this new era, the government losing much of its power and control over its people. But having one of their ancient war heroes as one of the strongest heroes of the entire Sector, and the location of the primary Alliance HQ seemed to appeal to their pride, and stoke their egos.

Jake imagined the poor all across the world would be interested in this chance to overturn their fates, to become immortal and no longer have to worry about food, and eventually housing so long as they fought.

From the looks of it, Guan Yu’s recruitment run would be decently successful. Russia and its huge nuclear arsenal was another concern in Jake’s mind, but it appeared the Framework removed all nuclear weapons when it surrounded the world in its golden lights.

The Administrator made it clear the same would happen if they intentionally made another, and any nuclear power plants would need to be phased out within five years, to prepare for a potential Contest.

Having such weapons or infrastructure on world when Tartarus invaded would mean it would get similar technology, and that had always spelled a loss for the Alliance. Thus, they must remove such risks as soon as possible.

It was a tall order, but it wasn’t Jake’s problem–this was for the world to figure out. Within a year, non-natives could arrive on Earth. Odds were, the gnomes and dwarves would arrive with their own power and magical solutions, though he wasn’t sure what that would ultimately look like.

So now Jake’s primary task was recruitment, and putting out the fires within his line of sight. Earth would eventually understand their place in the greater multiverse, but it wouldn’t happen overnight. In addition to that, ownership would be up for grabs when the world next became Contested.

For now, it was almost like Administrator Kintrel owned the world–but aside from a modest administrative fee for his services, all Framework taxes went toward the world infrastructure as guided by him.

Thankfully, Jake’s Champion Aura hid his special Hearthian Presence, not needing to turn this off even if he ran into the other Earth heroes. For now, it was important that they hid their Hearthian Race.

Otherwise, their enemies just might take them that much more seriously. Their enemies had no idea how much potential they truly had, thinking that they were only Champions that had started early, earning them a slight advantage.

Instead, their capability and potential was equal to that of those born in Core Sectors, being guided by heritages laid out by the Divine themselves.

Jake figured it was best to show the people of Earth that he and his wives were different, to have more people witness that the world had truly changed.

The Tier 3 and 4 heroes of the world had many other means to feel magical from a significant distance away. For a Tier 0 person that had no mana sensory, without the aura, Jake might not feel or appear all that different aside from his large size. He wasn’t as large as Lord Guan Yu’s party, but few would believe he was even human at this point.

Berri’s voice interrupted his musing, “Oh look! We’re on the internet already!”

Faye snorted. “You are already on the internet, though.”

Lia added, “I can’t believe people spend so much time watching you eat.”

Berri held a tablet, which in her large hands, looked like a phone. On it played a video, of them reorienting the plane and splashing it down into the water. Having already talked to the pilot, it appeared they had gotten quite unlucky and hadn’t managed to make the rush to land the plane.

While air traffic controllers managed to get most planes landed for the emergency, it appeared some had gotten unlucky and ran into issues.

Tanda chuckled. “That was fast! People are watching us now? This internet thing is interesting, but my people’s song feels more…natural.” She was proud of her people’s heart connection. As Avalara got stronger and people became Auril Heroes and more, it was like the radio station reached further and further. With Tanda in the second Tier and her improved connection, she could actually hear the song of her off-world brethren if she listened closely.

Ophelia scrolled through her own phone, and Fhesiah did the same. “Oh look, husband. There is some trouble at some of the other dungeons and nodes. The worst of which, the cartels in Mexico are moving. While they aren’t blocking access to the node directly, they are threatening people. Perhaps we should move out?”

Jake sighed. “Probably a good idea for us to handle it. We’ll split up, and cover more ground that way. We’ll have to count on your speed, Lia and Valora.”

Ophelia’s eyes flashed, and Valora chirped with interest. “Hm, you mean we might be able to bring justice to a bunch of jerks? That sounds exciting. Valora can stretch her legs, and we can see how fast we can really move now.”

Tanda and Fhesiah could both fly rapidly in different directions, and even Jake could now travel at the speed of a helicopter using the…crystal dingy.

Fhesiah snickered. “You’re going to meet the President in a dingy? At least allow me to take you in the star shuttle.”

Jake groaned. “I’m not so sure which one is worse, but I could just take a plane. They’re not as fast as Valora, but I can get special treatment.”

Tanda kissed him on the cheek. “Good luck, my mate. I will head for this Canada. It looks like some big cities are not far from here at all.”

Fhesiah sighed. “I guess I’ll head off as well, husband. The star shuttle to see the President would have been a lot more fun…“

Jake added, “Berri and Blood can do some of your healing work instead, focusing on the hospitals nearby first. I can Summon and Reverse Summon you to others later.”

Berri nodded. “Did you see that girl in the wheelchair? It was nice to help her out. We can visit some of the ones nearby first.”

Many of those in the hospitals would be quite thankful, Jake imagined. That didn’t mean they would be willing to join the Framework or fight, but it was definitely a good way to build good will with the people of Earth.

There were thousands of hospitals in the United States alone, and they would need to travel to South America and Canada.

The five of them split up, heading to different population centers known to be having trouble. The police commissioner was far from the only overzealous one. The Hart Clan would spend some time putting out fires, but also meeting world leaders and engaging the people of Earth for recruitment.

They had a duty as Champions for Hestia’s Pantheon to try to win over recruits–and this was not just for Sector 87. While the war here was important, this was a battle spanning many sectors. Tier 0 and 1 recruits could move cheaply and with zero repercussions.

This meant they could aid their associated Divine on worlds in need of aid, and find excellent opportunities for themselves. There were many worlds that could use people from Earth’s aid, and getting more people for Team Hestia meant that there could be far-reaching changes brought about by their actions.

Of course, he would also recruit for Hearthtribe’s Tier 1 Subguilds, but not everyone on Earth was a perfect fit. Just like not just anyone could be a clergy for an individual Divine, not everyone would resonate with the culture he and his family were creating for their guild of compassionate warriors.

The current plan was to spend at least a few weeks meeting and setting up contacts, and perhaps building a presence online for recruitment. This integration event was exciting for the people of Earth, and Jake would do his best to set them up for success.
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Valtor’s mind worked through his Guild Menu, sending and receiving messages to Hearthtribe’s various subguilds. Hearthtribe was growing, and in many more ways than one.

The Warrior Brotherhood were stalwart allies, but many other Guilds were starting to join their cause, despite the threat from the Obsidian Blades. One of the first was the Sons of Rome, but then they received unexpected aid from the daughter of Tyr’s guild, oddly renamed to Love and Justice.

Apparently, the guild had taken some ideas from Hearthtribe, namely Fhesiah’s matchmaking and reward system, and Blood’s method of scoring actions for the guild. Valtor was happy to provide her aid with details about Hearthtribe’s culture, he was just surprised that they ended up taking on so much of what they provided.

A Guild’s culture was the primary way to drive their actions, and few had been built much like Hearthtribe.

As Hearthtribe touched over a dozen worlds in the past six months, they met several other Guilds. Defeating the enemy Subguilds in the PvP events had drawn others to their cause, and they had made excellent progress on numerous worlds.

Only on three worlds were they forced to retreat, their enemies deeply entrenched and numerous. Hearthtribe shifted their focus for now, and if those worlds were still Contested after they either won ownership or helped the worlds free themselves from Tartarus’s potential clutches, they would once again make their attempt with a much more concerted effort.

In Sector 87, there were hundreds of Tier 1 worlds. However, there were only a few dozen currently Contested, allowing their thousands of Hearthtribe to influence many of them significantly, impacting the war all over the Sector.

Some were far on the opposite end of the Sector and thus took a bit too long for them to pursue, but as they won and grew, they would make their way over to them eventually.

Amara’s voice stirred him from his musing, “Husband, come quick! The breath of unlife took!”

Valtor’s fiery eyes blazed as he closed his Menu. The scholarly armor lit brightly, as arcane excitement coursed through his body. He flew toward the side chamber, arriving at their nursery.

Rather than a human’s nursery with clouds painted on the walls and children’s toys along with a crib, this was the nursery of his people, the Eternum. Workbenches and magical instruments lay strewn about, like some kind of mad scientist’s lair.

His wife floated in front of a table, and next to his beautiful arcane tome wife was a shield. Crafted by Ophelia Hart and enchanted by their King, it was a masterpiece that held excellent potential. In the center of the shield was a bright-green flame, two eyes and a mouth carved into the shield’s face to expose the flame.

Spotting the flame of unlife hit Valtor hard, filling him with emotion as he laid his unliving eyes on his child for the first time. Rhia was their miracle, and this would always be true.

But his son’s creation was the start of a new era. A sign that their salvation had truly arrived, a proof of his people’s bright future. Valtor knew he and his wife were far from the only ones who’d been successful, but that didn’t do nearly as much for him as having his own child like the strong shield in front of him.

“He’s beautiful.”

Amara beamed, the scripts on her pages and cover brightening. “I know! And he’s already so strong! He’s perfect.”

The shield floated into the air, its flaming eyes gazing at the surrounding room, before laying eyes on Valtor and Amara.

“Dad? Mom?”

Valtor’s flame brightened. “And so smart. Hello, son. Yes–we are your mother and father. We shall call you Valtor the Second.”

Amara giggled with glee, as she wrapped her book body around their son. “Welcome to the world, son! We are so blessed to have you!”

They spent some time with their new son answering his questions, helping prepare him for their new world. The Eternum people knew not where they gained their knowledge or from whence their souls came, but there was a level of knowledge present in all his people from the moment they were born. Some more than others, which led them to believe their breath of unlife included fragments of other’s souls and minds.

Being able to speak immediately was rare, but not unheard of–their dear Rhia had been the same way.

Their skills near the peak of the first Tier, Valtor and Amara had felt it–giving the breath of unlife had cost significant vitality and arcane energy from their frames and flames. The amount they needed to eat in order to birth more Eternum would be significant, normally.

But thanks to the vitality and mana in the air alone on Highlands, it wasn’t a problem at all. The war over, the Eternum would soon have many children. Each would be happy to join Hearthtribe in their quest to fight back against Tartarus, and learn the magical secrets of the multiverse.

Perhaps this drive was some lingering desire from their creator, but in the end it did not matter.

They were proud of their pursuit of knowledge, and now they could be proud of their protection of families by fighting the great enemy.

Jake and Blood had big plans for Hearthtribe, and Valtor felt righteous vindication at carrying them out. Using this special two-year grace period, they were creating a foundation that would make all of the top Guilds in this Sector envious.

While it wouldn’t make them strong immediately, they were playing the long game. They would increase their recruit's potential with all that they learned and researched, their guild’s technology and bonuses from the Framework. The Hart family had peak skills that exceeded their Tier in effectiveness, and their influence on his wife’s magical research and their entire department had been significant.

Some native worlds had hundreds of years at the second Tier, but their ability to influence the first was limited. That they were allowed to get these advantages with the grace period was a huge boon to their guild.

Their people would be the best equipped and best prepared of all the Tier 1 Subguilds, their recruits able to have maximum competency and efficiency. Their impact on the overall war would be substantial.

Valtor looked over his Menu, reviewing the tally of Hearthtribe’s earned Conquest Points. The Dungeon Raid on Ariminum was coming up, and he knew that other worlds were likely not far behind. Soon, Baron Jake would be the proud owner of even more worlds, and they were not only a resource for recruitment and Credits.

[T1 World Relay: 1,000,000 CP][T2 World Relay: 5,000,000 CP][Create link between owned worlds, hastening travel between and increasing growth rate of those networked together. Over time, worlds in relay will be drawn closer to one another.]

A useful tool to have. This had value in the long run, allowing them to reinforce worlds that they owned more rapidly. In truth, Hearthtribe was not far off from affording this for all three of their current worlds. Valtor was much more interested in another option, however.

[World Merging - Highlands and Ankhmar: 13,204,083 CP][Merge two worlds together, choosing primary world. Potential is combined into the destination world, the result becoming larger and with greater energy density. Requires acceptance of natives from both worlds.]

This had a varied cost, seemingly influenced by the source and destination worlds. Ganestra had a higher energy level, and thus was almost double the price.

The people of Ankhmar were grateful to their saviors, and were prime candidates for merging their world into Highlands. Their world was only at 1.5 for their energy level, and while Highlands was growing toward its potential near the middle or top end of Tier 2, it was not the same as one plus two equals three.

In the scale for the world’s energy levels, they were logarithmic. The 1.5 energy level would likely only increase Highland’s potential by at most 0.1. But if they did a few more merges…

Valtor knew that in the War Trial, a Tier 3 world was large and important enough to be a major contender for the main prize. Less than a hundred such worlds existed in their Sector, and many of them were owned by natives–usually, worlds that were already in this Tier when integrated.

And many were owned by Tartarus. That left a few of the important resource to be owned by guilds like the Obsidian Blades or Odin’s Einherjar, who came from outside of the Sector to win the prize within the Frontier. Because at the center of every sector, like a black hole which sat in the center of every galaxy: was a relic of the fifth Tier.

This would allow who claimed it to become a Divine, or in Tartarus’s hands, empower it even further. This was why it was paramount that they gave their all, to prevent the worst from happening.

Valtor reviewed the notification he had received when he completed the Dungeon Raid, and the world was saved. He had led his own Dungeon Raid Instance with his wife, and they were victorious with their group.

[Eternum Individual Conquest Score: B][Class Potential: Epic]

[Thanks to you and your people’s contribution in the Dungeon Raid Instances and the war on Highlands, the Eternum have been considered to have completed their required service. As an additional reward, the Framework is prepared to assist with your unique race’s evolution into the second Tier. When ready, select evolution at a Node and be changed forever.]

It was a prompt that shocked Valtor. He had no intention of leaving Hearthtribe, and he knew his people felt the same way, forever grateful to Jake both for giving them the opportunity and for resolving the issue that plagued their race. That his people now had a choice in their service just added another reason for him to thank his lucky stars that he was placed with Baron Jake.

The reward of assisted evolution was a massive boon. Usually, for the Framework to assist would require a racial progenitor, someone to have achieved the next Tier under it first. Given his unique race’s circumstances, Valtor had been worried about achieving it. Created by the evil lich, he didn’t want to think about what might have been required.

Nevertheless, they didn’t know how they would change. Valtor had wanted to…at least have one or two children before he evolved, and of course, to maximize his skills for his class selection.

He wanted this to ensure that if he was altered drastically from what his people were expecting, Rhia wouldn’t have to wait for a brother or sister. As his people’s leader, he would rather not ask any of his brethren to do it for him. It was his duty.

Because as one’s race rose in Tier, typically this meant fertility would decrease. As the confluence of magic in one’s veins increased, along with one’s longevity, this was a common side effect. Very few races could get around this simple fact, a truth of the universe that was difficult to deny.

This was even true for the items they placed their breath of unlife into. The more magical at the start, the less likely for it to take. It was why Valtor was exceedingly proud his son was born from such a masterpiece. Over time, his strength would become formidable.

The Eternum were truly blessed, and no matter what happened, they would remain steadfast for their lord and his cause. They would evolve to the next Tier, and full of gratitude for their savior, transform into a new race. Valtor knew the Elysians and Emberborn were also hopeful for their changes, and he knew they would see their brethren evolving soon.

One way or another, Hearthtribe would surprise all their enemies with their strength.


Chapter 26 - Earth Fun



Nora and Clara sat on Tanda and Ophelia’s laps, steering their race cars while their mothers held the pedals down. The mothers beamed as their children laughed, crashing their cars and having a great time.

Nyxa and Rena shot basketballs into the hoop, the two snake girls enjoying their competition at the arcade.

Nyxa’s machine lit up, her score flashing and showing her as the victor. She pumped her fist. “Yes! Beat you, sis!”

Rena’s face soured, forming a pout. “Again!”

Nyxa snorted. “You’ll never win. You keep trying to make all the shots. Just shoot!”

“Grr, I’ll show you!” Rena growled cutely, her face scrunched in determination.

They played again, and as before, Nyxa’s balls flew repeatedly at the hoop with a rapid pace, while Rena’s shots were controlled and purposeful. Rena did speed up, and nearly all shots went into the basket. By luck nearly as much as skill, Nyxa’s score climbed rapidly. But after several misses in a row, Rena caught up, and took the win.

“Yes! I win, see! I’m the best!” She pumped her fist, her smile filled with satisfaction.

“Hm, not bad, sis. Let’s do the fighting game now!”

Rena looked over to the fighting game section. “Mommies and Dad are still playing.”

“Let’s fight them!”

Jake, Berri, Blood and Avalara were all playing a tag team fighting game, everyone’s bodies shrunk to a more reasonable size and very human shape using their Framework items. They kept only the features they wanted to keep, the girls not wanting to give them all up.

For their non-human children, they managed to find a sort of perception shifting necklace. They could keep their shapes, and people would see what they expected to see–Nyxa and Rena having human legs.

They had already used these disguises to go to a water park previously, where each of the kids enjoyed going down slides and swimming. Many of them already learned to swim in the safety of their Refuge, so going down slides on tubes with their mothers or bigger sisters was a bunch of fun for them.

Blood used her telekinesis to manage her joystick, finally able to manage this as if it were operated with her own hands. Berri was annoyed at both having legs and the being smaller part, but Blood taking over the task of moving the horrible appendages, she accepted it. Her size as a snake girl was just completely unmanageable.

The family had reduced their statures to properly enjoy the arcade within the mall, as well as the many shops within. The people mostly ignored Jake’s family, the kids happy to interact with others and play.

Berri stunned Blood’s fighter with a well-timed counter, and swapped with Jake who followed up with a deadly combo, the two fighting in sync. Blood’s fighter was defeated, and Avalara’s entered the battle as Jake and Berri swapped back once more.

Ava was still learning, but put up a decent fight with her lesser avatar. However, she could not handle Jake and Berri’s teamwork, and lost the battle.

Berri beamed as she hugged Jake, her eyes narrowing in happiness. “We did it. We fought as one!”

Ava noted, “I need to work on my team-work with you girls. This was fun!”

“Moms, dad! We wanna fight next!”

Jake turned to find his two daughters coiled up behind him, bouncing up and down in excitement.

“You want to fight us, or join one of us?”

The two gave each other a look, and said at the same time, “Both!”

Nyxa added, “But we’ll fight against moms and daddy first!”

Jake and Berri then faced off against their children, giving them a hefty handicap.

The way the little girls concentrated as they worked the joysticks and buttons on the arcade machine brought a smile to Jake’s face. Their faces scrunched up cutely, the two girls bickering as they mashed the buttons and controlled their characters.

“Get mom, sis! Ah–oh no! She’s too fast.”

“No! Aww, you almost had him.”

“Go left! No–the other left!”

“Yes, you got her! Now eat her face!”

Jake frowned at that exclamation. Was this game too violent for 4 month-olds? Wait–there was nothing like that in this game.

They each took turns, and Jake was happy to swap with each daughter on his…sort-of lap. The way his snake-girls wrapped around him, they kind of just hung off of his waist like a high-seated belt.

Nyxa’s character knocked out Rena’s, then swapped to Jake’s as Blood’s took the field. The two’s attacks were frantic, but eventually Jake’s knocked her fighter out, winning the game.

His dark daughter beamed as she hugged him fiercely. “Yes! We did it, Daddy!”

Jake chuckled and returned the hug, before raising his hand up. Her tiny hand smacked his for a high five, and then she did a cute dance as she gloated at Rena, her hips swaying side to side.

“Ha! We won again!”

Rena pouted, as Blood patted her head. “We’ll get them next time. Or maybe you’ll want to team up with Daddy next?”

“No. I wanna win with Mommies.” Rena narrowed her eyes at Nyxa, and Jake could see her eyes burning with determination.

Berri joined her, narrowing her eyes at Nyxa and Jake. “Yes, snake girl power. We’ll do it.” She whispered, “Me and you this time, my ninja princess.”

Jake nearly saw flames in Rena’s eyes, as she moved the joystick and slammed the button down, choosing her character.

Berri and Rena eventually won the match, the two beaming in happiness. Rena’s gloating almost mirrored her sister’s swaying dance and Berri joined along with her, and Jake couldn’t help but laugh at their cute expressions.

The two then moved onto a cooperative shooting game, and Jake took turns with his bird-like daughters, helping them use the motorcycle racing game and then the Skee Ball machine.

They had come a long way in four months, but their older sisters were just larger and more coordinated than they were. They were only separated by days, but the echidnas just grew too fast. These two required his help for these games, which he was more than happy to give.

The two children taken off their hands, Tanda and Ophelia tried the racing games on their own, and even a ride simulator. They sat inside an enclosure that shook and moved, a video showing a ride timed to the movements.

When they got off, Tanda’s tail was wagging. “That was fun! We should try the real thing soon. The water slide was good too, but they didn’t have anything that long!”

Ophelia nodded. “There’s a lot of fun things to try here on Earth. Let’s do the fighting game now!”

Fhesiah’s baby bump was getting larger, and Jake could feel her excitement at soon becoming a mother. She took turns watching each of the kids, or competing with Ophelia and Tanda in the various games.

Avalara appeared to like the more cooperative games, joining each of the girls and Jake in games that required teamwork. After getting a taste of it in the tag fighting game, it appeared she quite liked this–just like Jake.

Their time at the arcade eventually completed, and they moved out and into the rest of the mall. The family looked on in excitement, ready to explore. Some heads turned at seeing all the beautiful girls, but a part of their disguises held a bit of magic attached.

Their gazes would quickly slide off if they had no special business or interaction with them, losing interest in Jake’s family quicker than one might expect.

Jake chuckled as a man had nearly jumped at seeing Bloodberri’s horns looking so real, but his eyes glazed over and he continued on with his business.

“Alright, come here, girls. Each of you will need one of these to buy things.” He withdrew a case, with several cards. Using the Framework, exchanging Credits for currency in the form of debit cards was simple.

The rich of the world’s money was now volatile, and they were trading it for Tier 0 and 1 Credits. Mundane materials were cheap on the Multiverse Market, though transportation fees were included in the price.

Not everything was better to purchase with Credits, but there were hundreds of items that were shaking up the world’s economy. A healing potion didn’t cure all ailments for the uninitiated, but their effects rendered much medical care relatively pointless.

It would take some time, but eventually many different prices for goods would normalize at least in part based on how costly they were in Credits. As such, Jake was able to trade for millions of dollars for just a few thousand T1 Credits.

He handed one to each of his wives, having previously paid for their tokens at the arcade visit.

Lia looked on with interest at the tiny card. “Oh! Like from the movies.”

Tanda frowned as she looked at hers. “It is a strange thing. This somehow pays for our stuff?”

Ava’s second Avatar took the kids over to a bounce house place within the mall, while the rest of them made different plans.

Fhesiah latched onto Jake’s side, her tails wrapping around his waist. “Let’s go dress up our dear husband, and try out some Earth outfits. I like the Alliance Shop and Multiverse Market, but I think there’s something fun about trying them on and seeing them all on display.” With her baby bump so large, Jake understood his kitsune wife’s focus on him and the other girls over herself.

“Hmm, yes. I very much would like to see my love in other clothing.” Ava smiled, her tuft of deer tail fluttering behind her. The green girl forewent the antlers above her head, making it easier for her to get around in the stores.

The girls happily went store to store, trying on outfits. All the girls were happy to give Jake a show, each girl proud to show off their fun outfit ideas. Berri showed him a cute punk-rocker outfit that matched the first one he saw her in, a tube-top with a jacket and short skirt. The draconic horns atop her head looked more like a crown, making her look like a punk queen of some kind.

Ophelia forewent all her bird features, only her platinum blonde hair having a few errant golden owl feathers inside. She picked out several new sexy workout outfits, as well as some cute clothes for Clara.

Tanda and Ophelia also bought matching pajamas, the two happy to add more snuggling outfits to their collections.

Jake had watched as Lia cutely had trouble using the credit card, having mild anxiety over using it for the first time. Guiding her over their bond, she tapped it onto the payment system, her giving off a sigh of relief when it worked.

Tanda tried out several outfits that greatly contrasted her usual tribal wear, favoring some low-cut jeans to allow her wolf tail out above them. Her dark skin and lithe body in a halter top showing off her midriff was tantalizing, Jake happy to see her in this different style that still fit her quite well.

Each of his wives had a child, but little had changed about their appearance. If anything, Tanda did seem to be…filling out more, her breasts swelling half a cup in size, and her waist wider. Fhesiah had done the same for her kitsune form, but he knew that was more on purpose and for fun than anything that happened to her.

Ava, Faye and Blood spent plenty of time dressing Jake up. Blood made doubly sure to pick out some thick watches to go along with various outfits, from the more formal style of Earth to casual wear. As their king, the two definitely chose more formal outfits for him, including button-ups and jackets.

Wearing their new outfits, the group raided the food court. The girls would alter the clothes later using the Framework to fit their extra features and increased size.

Each girl bounced from stand to stand, picking up various foods. Berri, Faye, and Lia were happy to get their coffee shakes, while Tanda enjoyed a jumbo berry smoothie and Avalara a chai latte.

Eventually, a veritable mountain of food arrived at their shared table, dozens of trays of snacks and food piled haphazardly. From Korean corn dogs to pizza, to fried chicken, spicy wings, and cheesesteak sandwiches.

Berri ate cinnamon pretzels from a large cardboard tub, the girl having browbeaten the poor employee into selling her a massive quantity, “These are so good! This place is a lot of fun. Even our babies are enjoying themselves!”

Ava beamed. “That’s right! They are having pizza right now, too. Nora and Clara love to bounce and glide. Nyxa and Rena are enjoying racing all the human children and each other on the obstacle course.”

Tanda was trying a slice of pizza, while she drank from her large berry shake. “It’s fun when you have unlimited money, it seems. What should we do next? The pool was fun for both us and the kids. It’s been a fun past few weeks.”

Blood noted, “It seems we should get some of these things for our Refuge. The water slide was a ton of fun, and a bounce house and obstacle course is great fun and practice for them.”

Lia beamed as she thought of how the kids would enjoy her obstacle course someday. “That’s a great idea! They’re not ready for the one I made, but I could make one for the kids to grow! There’s more for us to enjoy here in the mall, but we can try some other locations for some more ideas and fun. The kids would like an amusement park, and I know Tanda, Ava, and Bloodberri hadn’t originally gotten the chance.”

Faye was eating her spicy wings, and enjoying a Korean corn dog with perhaps too much hot sauce on it.

“Ah yes, I know our dear husband will enjoy exploring the tunnel of love of each of you girls.”

Lia frowned. “Of? You mean with?”

“I know what I meant, and so do you.” Fhesiah grinned.

Lia groaned. “You’re terrible. That wasn’t even a good joke–half the audience present doesn’t even know what you’re talking about.”

Ava perked up. “The tunnel of love? Oh, Faye told me about this! When they attacked you in the house of horrors, you destroyed it. The employees came after you, and you made love with Jake as you escaped on the boat. Such excitement! I’d like to try it!” She gave Jake a proud smile. “I know my stag will keep me safe.”

Lia frowned at Faye. “What? That’s not how your ride through the tunnel went!”

Faye rubbed her baby bump lovingly. “I think my baby likes the spicy too! Why Lia, it was just a little embellishment for her enjoyment! You must be a terrible storyteller if you tell stories precisely how they happened!”

Lia blushed, and crossed her arms. “My trip through the tunnel of love was romantic, and didn’t need any embellishment.”

Tanda’s tail was wagging, her smile beaming. “I’d like to try the real rides at an amusement park, the simulation was a lot of fun! I also want to try driving one of those cars, and maybe a plane!”

Jake chuckled. “The car shouldn’t be a problem, but it might take some doing for a plane. You can fly yourself though, you really want to try piloting an airplane?”

“Still seems like fun! I wanna try it. You said those racecars are fast too, can we try one of those?”

Blood added, “And I would like to take a ride with my lord in a more privileged vehicle. A limousine, or perhaps something else that turns heads.”

Berri hummed. “Hmm, I think I want to see more special places. The Statue of Liberty was neat, and I know there’s that mountain with the faces on it somewhere. Oh! Ava, can you build a statue of Jake? Super Jake! Or Mount Jake! I know our girls will love that!”

Ava grinned, her voice taking on a mischievous tone. “Hmm, Mount Jake? I think I can work with that!”

Jake groaned. He really did not want to see his own face on some mountain.

The girls continued with their back and forth on places they would like to go and see, and things they would like to do on Earth. They had already spent a few weeks on Earth and recruited for their guild, and mostly made their presence known and met contacts for continued recruitment.

Jake had met with the President of the United States, finding that Zhuge Liang had already met with him using a projection. The experience was a bit surreal, but he found it was not all that different from his meeting of world leaders of Ankhmar and Ganestra.

The man had liked hearing about Jake’s integration experience, and was instrumental in making sure Jake and his people gained some contacts for reaching out to the general populace for recruitment. In the long run, the more people who joined the Framework, the safer that the world would ultimately be. And, the faster that Earth’s economy would stabilize.

One thing of Jake’s interest was trying to obtain some engineers who focused on merging Earths technological know-how with magic. The dwarves and gnomes specialized in this, and Jake would like to gain some of these advantages over time.

Many of their secrets were hidden among the top guilds of the Sector, and were unable to be utilized in places outside of Bastions and without their secrets hidden.

Jake had reverse summoned himself to Ophelia after meeting with the President, to join her in taking on the cartels. Summoning Bloodberri and Ava’s battle avatar, they quickly tore through several hostile locations. Guns couldn’t do anything to Jake’s Aura or pierce through their Hearthian skin, and so numerous locations were made examples of.

It wasn’t just in Mexico, but in Central and South America where they dealt with a few problematic locations. Bloodberri had continued to visit hospitals along the way, and Jake joined Fhesiah in her star shuttle to do the same.

Jake teleported all over the place between his girls, summoning and reverse summoning them across the country rapidly. Tanda had worked through much of Canada, and even spent some time healing in hospitals, much like Bloodberri.

Things were becoming stable throughout the world in terms of danger, but the economy was taking drastic turns. Someone could make far more becoming a warrior and fighting through the artificial dungeon in a day than weeks at a paltry wage. So many had already joined, and numerous more were considering the long-term commitment.

And of course, many sought power. The Framework would help people master magic, and while they might be discouraged from using it against others, some still tried. In truth, it wasn’t until people passed level ten that they were truly super-humans, a bullet able to put down an initiated.

Guns would need to be destroyed as well, the Framework already providing a special bounty for turning them in. This was yet another instance where the heroes and the administrator needed to step in, to ensure such manufacturing was stopped.

Jake was surprised at how smoothly the integration had gone, but it appeared Odin and the Sector Council had several plots on how to make things go more smoothly. It was a little strange.

Some details appeared to go back to right around the time that Jake was initiated. Almost like Odin knew Jake would move the needle as much as he did, and that they had to be ready sooner rather than later…

Infinite Labyrinth VR came out only days after he joined the Framework, focused on improving people’s bodies outside the game, and even training people with the usage of weapons and mana. The synaptic connection was way ahead of what he had previously seen, and it was like 20 years of technology had occurred overnight.

Millions had purchased the system and began to play, taking the world by storm at how realistic the system felt.

Those that got themselves ahead by playing might actually be on the second level of mana control by now, something that was quite surprising. This start would rival many natives that experienced growing up with mana, and Jake knew the people of Earth were progressing much faster than he imagined they would when he was first told this would happen around a year ago.

Those that weren’t ready for the dungeons could instead practice with the VR first. Jake thought it would be an effective means of training, minimizing an initiated’s risk.

Despite the work in the past few weeks, they had spent some time relaxing and enjoying their trip. They were in no real danger, and the stress levels were low. It was nothing compared to fighting in a war despite the travel, his girls spending a bunch of time speaking with Jake and each other over their mental connection as they did.

Their work mostly done, soon, they would head back to Highlands, which would take several weeks. Their plan was to arrive at their home world before Faye’s kitsune child was born, or soon after. Berri’s second egg was due to hatch soon as well, and Avalara was likely to not be long behind.

Just a little longer, and all his wives would be mothers in truth. The Hart family was all looking forward to meeting the next set of Jake’s daughters.


Chapter 27 - Timone and Nessa - Challenge



Timone and his Ravenwolf Tribe flapped their wings, flying toward the Alliance HQ. Conquest was nearing 85 percent, and the Dungeon Raid was soon to be triggered. Having spent nearly a week closing Rifts, this was their final chance to turn in their contribution. The Conquest Points between them and their enemies nearly even, the enemy was likely to be waiting.

The winner of the battle would gain the ability to claim the Prime Instance, more or less deciding who would win ownership of the world: Hearthtribe, or a Subguild of the Obsidian Blades, one of their numerous enemies.

Looking over to his side, Dahlia’s smile was feral as she flapped her streamers with auril, her flight suit helping her keep up with the other flyers in the Battlegroup. Aisling’s eyes glowed white, and she hummed.

“Looks like trouble ahead, my Chief.”

Timone raised his brow. “How much trouble? Enough that we should wait for our…slower allies?”

While they primarily moved independently as the Ravenwolf Tribe for Conquest activities, there were hundreds more on this world in various Battlegroups. In their several months of battle against the Rifts and their PvP enemies, Elysians and many new Hearthtribe recruits fought alongside them.

Aisling giggled. “Just the right amount! Our brethren are always ready for battle. If you prepare too much, I think the effect won’t be as good. Our dear Dahlia will enjoy the hunt much more if we continue as we are.”

Numerous times they had been attacked by additional monsters while facing a Rift challenge, but their people were strong and ready for any challenge. That both Timone and Dahlia could use Cyclic Resonance had saved their tails more than once, and Aisling’s predictions had become even more reliable after she became an Auril Hero.

Dahlia grinned, her song taking on the cadence of battle as they neared the city. “Hmm, so that means there’s a big fish in the city then? I hope it’s not just numbers again, that was just monotonous. Really, it just felt like I was bullying them.”

They had already won more than one PvP event, and several ambushes in the cities. Each time they stomped the enemy, and Dahlia was getting kind of bored.

They swooped down toward the Alliance HQ, Timone’s heart taking on the song of battle as well. His flock could feel his song shifting, the groups altering their formation and preparing their weapons. Javelins and bows were held and shields were hefted, the warriors getting ready for battle.

As they neared, they spotted their many enemies. Spells built with the light of mana usage, enemy Norse and Greek casters coalescing numerous spells to attack.

The beastkin were faster. Arrows and Javelins fell like colored rain, as Timone and his flock’s howls and screeches filled the sky. Timone formed his raven flock, his auril manifestation, as auril in the area built.

A large portion of the enemy had gathered in front of the HQ on the ground, dozens blocking off the PvP entrance. Others stood on roofs, their ranged weapons and staves ready to rain attacks down on Timone’s beastkin brethren.

Red hazes marked them in Timone’s view, indicating they were PvP enemies–not that he needed that to know this–the Greek and Norse equipment was plenty obvious.

Dahlia dove with her spear covered in bright light, her streamers flicking javelins right into archer’s throats. Manifestations of wolves bit into their necks, nearly separating their heads from their bodies.

With a laugh, her spear spun and twirled among the enemy as she danced, cleaving deep through their flesh, her auril infused blows shearing through their armor like it was nearly not there. A warrior attempted to guard with his shield, only for her streamer to latch on to his arm and yank it out of the way, and for her spear to pierce into their heart with a fierce thrust.

Timone’s ravens started slamming into numerous casters, the squishy enemies doing their best to counter with magical barriers and receiving protection from their allies. His ravens ate away at their flesh like a horrifying virus, taking just a few to weaken them significantly.

His other wives sniped through their defenses with their bows, and Timone joined Dahlia in her furious melee assault.

His brethren all sang the song of battle, auril being pumped into the surrounding area. Auril began to gather within Dahlia, as she began her Cyclic Resonance. Already, his people had wiped out nearly half of the enemies. While they were numerous, they were not a match for his experienced brethren–let alone his fierce huntress.

More allies of the enemies suddenly appeared on the tops and from the adjacent alleys, arrows and spells beginning to rain down upon the Ravenwolf Tribe. Much of it was focused on Timone and Dahlia, the center of their attack.

Timone activated his Anti-Magic Zone, drawing his brethren to defend against the attacks with his dome of black energy. Auril heroes all, his Ravenwolf Tribe began preparing their attacks in counter.

A man strode forward from a nearby alley, and his group’s aura was far above many Timone had run into. Something pushed against Timone’s auril control, the enemy party’s magics encroaching his field.

“I am Baron Cassius, a direct descendant of the Divine Ares. It’s time for you to give up and leave here, Hearthtribe. You’ve given us a hard time for long enough, and this world will soon be ours.”

Timone laughed. “A child of a Divine? I’m afraid your hard times are just beginning, young one. Unless your daddy himself shows up, you’re not sending us home. We’ll go on to kick all your trash out of all the first Tier Contested worlds.”

Cassius growled as his team used their spells, their shimmering plate being covered in a bright light. Cassius used a shield and Greek xiphos sword, the man barreling toward Timone.

But Dahlia met Cassius instead, the speed of her leap as she blazed across the battlefield in a single stride shocking. He only barely raised his shield up in time to block her incoming spear, the surprise on his face evident. Her streamers extended, spun and twirled with her attack, whipping and striking into the nearby members of his retinue and knocking them back.

Javelins and arrows flew from Timone and his mates to attack the enemy party, and he took to the sky as he built up his flock of ravens for his eventual attack. As his auril heart pulsed, more and more ravens manifested for the attack.

Spells and arrows rained down on Timone and his mates as well, but their armor’s streamers and auril ravens whipped around and blocked them, preventing themselves from taking significant damage.

Aisling swooped down with her spear, piercing into the leader’s cleric as she covered him with whipping talon manifestations using her streamers. Despite covering himself with a glimmering barrier, her flurry of attacks shattered it in quick order, and his allies moved to defend him.

“Your healers are a little weak, child of Ares. You will not find any of ours unable to defend themselves.” She leaped away from their reprisal attacks, arrows from their mates piercing into the cleric instead.

Timone focused on taking down the reinforcements as his wife took on the baron. He could feel her thrill of the hunt through her song of battle, streams of auril joining her throughout the cycles of her heartbeats.

Every auril hero was a beacon for more auril energy, the area being flooded with Highland’s will. As the battle went on, it was as though they were standing on Highlands itself.

The baron’s shield work was impressive, able to keep up with Timone’s powerful, skilled wife. Cassius’s xiphos bit heavily into her auril-infused streamers, Dahlia was only barely able to deflect his fierce attacks as she sought an opening with her spear. Her wolves of light attempted to bite into him, but they were met with well-timed shields of light.

Timone sent his raven manifestations attacking archers and casters, as he dove and cleaved through them. His men and women followed his song, bobbing and weaving through the air and pouncing on the squishy targets.

Despite being outnumbered, Timone’s beastkin brethren were skilled and fierce. Their equipment allowed them to both defend and attack using their auril, the auril manifestations enabling special utility.

Auril Heroes all, they fought with amazing coordination and with powerful attacks. They quickly downed their enemies, seeking vitals and having strong defense. Even when taking a wound, auril healing from themselves and other auril heroes kept them fighting.

Timone’s people showed their capabilities in the mixed environment. The enemy wasn’t all human, but most of them could not fly like his flock. The beastkin could reach the second and third stories of the buildings, but the enemies on the ground could not easily reinforce their allies.

When the beastkin took to the air, the soldiers on the ground couldn’t join the fight. The beastkin were then able to rain attacks down from the sky, picking them off–very few of the Greek or Nordic warriors had useful counters.

Baron Cassius’s face was a mask of fury as Timone’s mates finished off two of his party, the cleric and some kind of toga wearing mage who flung javelins that turned into lightning bolts. Suddenly, Cassius and the two remaining warriors shouted and grew to be double the size.

Timone swooped down and protected his snow owl wife with his Shield of Faith and spear, while she countered a blow of the second which targeted her, manifestations of talons blocking the attack.

Dahlia howled as her spear grew in both size and length, not even slowing her assault as her own bright light blazed around her, taking on the enlarged baron.

“I’ll admit your warriors are strong, but they are not my match.” Cassius began shining white, the man activating some kind of ability. “Holy Vengeance!” He shouted, before energy rose from his fallen comrades, and the man was empowered by his losing battle.

Timone growled in annoyance. The corrupt man using anything with the word holy in the name was a horrible travesty. Filling his spear with his will, Timone leapt with a powerful flap of his wings, causing him to blaze across the battlefield.

His raven flock gathered along his spear, as he pierced deeply into one of Cassius’s allies, Timone’s hawk parentage wife finishing him off with a fierce swooping followup with her spear.

Meanwhile, Dahlia was all grins as the songs of their brethren sang their anthem, another cycle completing. Her body was covered in golden light, the auril of the seasons being drawn from their allies. Dahlia loved a thrilling hunt, and facing this powerful foe had filled her with excitement. Timone was sure this…excitement would turn to him in another form later that evening.

Cassius’s xiphos swung down powerfully toward his wife’s head, but with a roar, Dahlia’s spear became a beam of light which blasted away his sword, and crashed into his body and sent him into the air.

The Obsidian Blade leader’s armor cracked, but still landed on his feet. His body was covered in light, the two cycles had not been enough to bring him down. Still, Timone could see it was diminished. Dahlia’s cycle continued, likely only able to build up one more before the ability was cancelled. Timone began his Cyclic Resonance, drawing in auril to him as well.

Cassius charged Dahlia, and Timone started pelting his back with ravens. Death began spreading as the holy light fought it off, but the ravens kept on coming. He charged in with his spear, piercing Cassius in his shoulder from behind.

Dahlia had activated her skills as Lugh’s clergy, one which increased her strength and speed. Another was a fierce attack, that augmented her auril. It made it so each thrust was effectively two spears at once, the attacks difficult to block or deflect by Cassius.

Wounds mounted on the man’s body, her spear piercing his armored protection, and Timone seeking his vitals. Cassius was strong and capable, but he could not match their coordinated hunt–only reduce the damage he took. He had some sort of self-healing, but it was not able to keep up with Timone’s ravens.

The damage began piling up, and Cassius roared as reality appeared to shift. His sword grew to become massive, and he held it over his head with two hands. The amount of energy contained within was massive, some power of divinity that Timone didn’t understand.

But he didn’t need to.

Dahlia’s auril and all in the surrounding area rushed toward her spear, and Timone leapt next to her as ravens swirled around his. Their cycles were not yet complete, but they worked together on a combined attack.

The two of them crouched together with their spears, preparing to counter the son of the divine’s attack. At that moment, Timone and Dahlia’s hearts beat in harmony, their songs combining as one.

As Cassius’s blade descended, Timone and Dahlia’s spears thrust out with all their might. Their auril coalesced, Lugh’s light of life and Cernunnos’s punishing death into a larger spear of golden light. Crashing into the giant’s sword, the blade was deflected, sending the man stumbling backward.

Dahlia and Timone leaped together with their own roars, Dahlia’s spear entering the man’s enlarged throat, and Timone’s piercing into his heart. The man dispelled into motes of light, leaving the impressive-looking xiphos to clatter on the ground.

Aisling picked it up, and began marveling at the magical runes or sigils covering it. It was clearly a Framework created item, likely obtained in a Dungeon Raid or similar. “Huh, we got loot! This is not bad. Their rank and file all has garbage, but these guys had the real deal.”

The other fallen enemies also dropped random items, which they were happy to sell on the market–after all, Hearthtribe-crafted items were simply superior for their personal usage.

Dahlia sighed in happiness. “That was a great hunt. Now it’s time for another Dungeon Raid.”

After healing up and rallying their brethren, they marched inside the HQ. They turned in their contribution to the fixture, a strange pedestal within a large room with a varied landscape meant for confrontations.

There were pillars and rocks, trees and even water. It was meant to not give any one type of fighter or mage an inherent advantage, and the room would shift and change over the course of several days.

Checking their contribution, Timone gave a fierce grin. “We won the battle, and our contribution now exceeds their alliance’s pool of contribution, enabling us to have free rein to select the Prime Instance. That son of Ares idiot sure gave us a lot more than we required, too.”

Dahlia asked Aisling, “What would have happened if we waited for reinforcements?”

Aisling hummed. “Not entirely sure, it seems he would have left. I think he only fought because he thought he could win. If Vesuvius and Nadessa had arrived, he’d have left with his tail between his legs.”

Timone chuckled. “He was not a bad warrior. It’s too bad he’s weak as a man. Good work, my mates. Now, it’s time for us to prepare. For after this Raid, we will enter the second Tier. We’ll pass on the torch to our younger brethren to continue the fight, and join a new one.”

After the Raid was complete, they would save their first world as Hearthtribe. Ariminum was not far behind, but soon they would be a force that couldn’t be ignored.
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Nessa swung her swords, sending blade-like waves of her frigid lake carving into the boss creature–a horrifying golem made of shadows and flesh. Her cultivator and Norse allies continued sending their attacks into the boss, as Astalder kited it across the arena.

It belched a terrible black ooze which contaminated her frozen lake, but her purifying scripture had already enhanced its cleansing capabilities.

Where it would be impossible for people to cross without being burned by ooze, her lake was busy clearing the area and allowing her allies better movement across the field.

Thanks to her frost piling up on the boss and slowing it, Astalder laughed as he threw his axes periodically at the undead monster, recalling them to himself with a special ability.

Humans and large cultivating demonic beasts sent special attacks into the boss, an array of different magics that were surprising. Fiery swipes of claws or poison breath, dangerous talons of lightning and sonic roars periodically slammed into the boss, the cultivators assisting their tamed beasts with arrows and similarly focused magical attacks.

A clan of beast tamers had joined her in this Prime Instance, their intelligent beasts providing unique support. Her new allies were both strong and effective, and she couldn’t believe her luck in gaining their allegiance.

Being the daughter of Tyr, she was somewhat used to the Norse being relatively quick to come to her aid, or join her retinue. However, Tyr was far from the only Divine in the pantheon. She was seen as an important person that they wanted to earn favor for, but that was it.

When she arrived on Aetheris, it was like the red carpet was rolled out. Her bloodline and its purity, combined with a mixture of what her father passed onto her, was felt by the natives. Because of this, they were quick to bow down like a Divine themselves had arrived.

They didn’t just favor her, they were quick to want to become her servants or hand over various offerings and treasures to earn her favor. The whole idea was strange to her. If she were really so important, wouldn’t what they handed her equal trash for her? Yet they happily handed her their cultivation resources, which they really needed a lot more than she did.

Nessa had done her best to… re-appropriate the gifts she received among those that joined her cause.

The new members were weak at the middle of the first Tier at first due to their middling Tier 1 world, but strong-arming them into joining the Framework, they were quick to grow. It was because of this that she was even further venerated, and she was able to form this elite force of allies over the last year.

While the cultivator world wasn’t Contested in the same way as a normal Alliance world, their contribution across the Sector was tallied toward its ongoing protection. Normally, they would have to wait for a Battleground, but now that she had convinced so many of them to join, they were having a significant impact.

Joining in this Dungeon Raid would accomplish something similar to a Battleground win, keeping it from being consumed by Tartarus.

The boss’s health dipped below 20%, and entered the final phase as the creature sped up. It glowed a malevolent red, becoming larger at the same time.

Nessa established her mirrors, creating four on opposing ends of the flat arena. She then stirred her Frostheart Cauldron, the latest addition to her arsenal.

Soothing cold filled her body, her new scales shimmering with a blue haze as she stirred her bloodline. White scales were now interspersed along her body on her sides, starting from her neck. The scales continued along her shoulders and down the sides of her arms and legs, all the way down to her feet.

They completely avoided the front of her body, with only a few along her spine and lower back. Her hair was now blue, another side effect from improving her bloodline further. While she wasn’t sure how to feel about the look, she was confident in the strength she’d gained in the last year.

[They look beautiful, descendant of mine–and that’s coming from a connoisseur of scales. Your efforts of self-improvement have surely brought you closer to love and justice, just like your guild’s namesake.]

Nessa blushed at the teasing reminder of the silly guild name, but had a bit of pride in what the guild had accomplished. To rescue another world so rapidly was a tremendous achievement, and it wouldn’t just stop here. Her efforts would build into several more victories just like this one, whether she led the attack or not.

It was more than a little weird as Astalder picked up more girls for his harem, but she couldn’t argue with the results. He was now even further entrenched in her camp, his cultivator women quick to browbeat away any hope of dissension of his.

[Yes, your guild is doing well. I do think we are ready to form your core soon, now that we created the cauldron. The Raid Points from this Prime Instance should have all that we need.]

“Why were you so focused on making that, anyway? The effect is useful, but the glacial serpent’s heart could have been a core formation material, couldn’t it? The other objects to create the cauldron were worth a king’s ransom, too. That Source Energy treasure had looked quite appealing…”

[We have a few more opportunities for core formation materials, and Source Energy treasures. Let’s just say that when you realize its full worth, you’ll thank me from the bottom of your heart. Plus, don’t you like that I can have a much more direct impact on the fight this way? Surely, you can see how powerful it is even now?]

“Of course, I can see the cauldron is powerful. Speaking of which, you’re up, Nana.”

Her frostheart cauldron pulsed, its flaming contents surging upward. The cauldron was now empty, but pulses from the strange metaphysical relic started to refill the container.

Blue yin flames shot out of her spiritual temple, and she breathed the flame out of her mouth, also sending water serpents from her lake to meet the flame.

But the flame was not hot–it was a flame of cold. As her serpents froze, she lost control over them, the magical creatures she created to attack with swipes of her blades coming to a halt.

Nana then sent pulses of her lake serpent bloodline out, an aura of her ancestry that she did not yet fully understand. Like a strange limb that she hadn’t been born with, infusing her…Serpent Will was difficult for her. She had been making progress, especially as she had improved the bloodline and obtained her scales, but it was nowhere near what Nana could accomplish.

Her ancestor controlled the large frost serpent of frostflame and ice with what Nessa could only compare to timed pulses, something she could not do on her own at all.

The ice serpent roared as it breathed out flame into the boss, its powerful frostflame slowing and damaging its flesh and shadows despite its red gleam. An aura of shadow exploded throughout the arena, damaging those in a large area around it.

Avoiding the attack, Nessa entered her lake, her body disappearing as she built her next attacks into her blades.

The boss turned its attention to Nana’s ice serpent, which snaked and twirled through the air as it dodged the giant construct’s furious swings of its fists. The cultivators and Nords attacked the busy boss with renewed fervor at a distance, its health declining rapidly as they did their best to attack it from afar.

Their distance reduced how much damage they were taking from the shadow aura, but it continued to pile up. More belches of ooze were sprayed, the Battlegroup needing to move out of the way or be harmed even more significantly.

The beasts all roared in pain as the shadow aura damaged them, the Norse healers unable to keep up with the damage for much longer.

Closing her eyes, she stood in her Spiritual Temple. Her pure lake represented her Qi, the water cold, clean, and pure. A small temple stood on a small island, a home for her human form.

But her home, her lake, was being encroached. The black ooze had stained it, and while the frost within the lake moved in mysterious ways, scrubbing it away, she couldn’t help but feel a bit of rage for its encroachment.

Her lake was her home, and she used it to protect her allies and friends. It was her sanctuary, and she would not allow this encroachment to continue any further.

Her four mirrors faced a single point, her blades taking on a powerful gleam. Not needing to hide her assault, she burst from the water with a leap, slashing powerfully with two blades covered in frost. Enhanced by her will, her desire to protect her home, the watery ice bit deeply into the golem’s form.

And Nessa did not stop there. The shadow aura bore down on her, but the water formed a protective bubble as she spun and drew more water into her blade. The layer of water which her allies now tred shrunk, but she slashed two more times with fierce aggression as she pushed her dao, cleaving through the place she previously froze.

The golem now tumbled into her lake as it was cut in half, the boss finally defeated.

Cheers erupted from the Battlegroup, the cultivators receiving the victory prompt. The corruption disappeared into motes of light, the encounter coming to an end.

Nessa drew her lake in, her mirrors shattering as she withdrew her Qi from the field of battle.

She reviewed her victory prompt, finding plenty of Raid Points for a premium item were achieved. Nana looked over the items for her.

[Hm, looks like we lucked out! There’s a Tears of the Frost Phoenix, which is perfect for your core formation. We’ll even be able to afford the Source Energy treasure for the serpent venom, which will be an excellent addition to your Path, your Dao.]

Nessa grimaced. “Venom? That…how does that fit in with my lake? I’m…not so sure I like that as part of my path, venom is a… coward’s weapon. I thought my swords were a part of my path?”

Nana was quiet for a moment, but when she spoke, her voice was firm. [Claws, blades, spears, fangs, venom, these are but a few things humans and beasts can use to kill, but they are all tools used to protect their homes and loved ones. Like it or not, you are a serpent. And while you have taken to the blade, I don’t know that it resonates that well with you. In the end, it is just a tool that you use to slay the enemy. Is venom all that different? As a serpent of the frigid lake, your venom can be a powerful, versatile tool to protect your home. Just one more evolution of your bloodline, and you should have access to it.]

Nessa frowned, thinking on it. In the end, even with what Nana had said about the blade, she had a hard time picturing her lake…with swords. Perhaps, she should consider venom further…

Nana continued, [Now, do not let me force you into your path–your path is your own. I can just feel it, that the blade is not your true calling. That said, do not allow your imagination to limit your choice. Shards of ice within your lake can be a blade that resonates with your path, sharp blades that harm those that encroach on your home, or endanger your friends.

I believe what will resonate better with you, is for a venomous frost that purges the wicked, bringing justice to them even if you must be taken to the grave with them. For your eyes reveal the truth, and when you sink your fangs, your blades into your foe, they are deserving of your wrath. Your cause is righteous, and any that feel your venom should suffer, their fates coming to an end.]

Nessa still hesitated, but she felt that Nana was right. She was starting to build conviction in her path of Home, her lake being a place of purity and protection–her sanctuary. It was versatile, and she knew this could feed into numerous abilities, from a utilitarian perspective. Then, as Nana hinted at, it simply resonated well with her.

And this new thing, this venom…something about it did too.

Nana’s smile could be heard in her voice, [Good. Now, it appears Hearthtribe once again has placed some even more unique items for sale, including some more Bloodline enhancing concoctions. We’ll snatch those up, and once you’ve consumed these treasures, we’ll form your core.]

Nodding, she made her purchases. Resting in her lake, later, she received a prompt with the accounting tally for all the completed instances.

[Conquest Complete! Victory: Alliance.][Overall Conquest Rating for Shadow Haven: B][Personal Conquest Rating: A][Dungeon Raid Rating Prime Instance: A][Top Contribution: Love and Justice][Previous World Energy Rating: Tier 1.61][Ending World Energy Rating: Tier 2.03][Contribution from Cultivators has increased the Energy Rating of their world, 12.3 percent has been allocated to the Mystic Expanse.] [Congratulations, Nessa Tyrsdottir! As the Designated Contribution Earner of your Guild with the highest Conquest Earnings, you are now the Planetary Ruler of Shadow Haven. Current Tax percentage on all Nodes worldwide: 20%]

Nessa beamed. A Tier 2 world was now hers! And each world her new cultivator brethren of the Mystic Expanse helped claim, would strengthen their world, too. This was a unique advantage, when combined with her Relays, perhaps before the end of a few years, they could make it.

She could see that Hearthtribe was doing phenomenally well, but she would soon be receiving some help. Xara from the Blizzardblade Clan and a man named Weiyan from the Righteous Flame Sect made their desires known to join her on the Mystic Expanse, along with a race of creatures called the Celestial Nekomatas.

Things were truly looking good for Nessa. In the past year, she had accomplished more than she ever imagined. Perhaps, love and justice truly could go well together.
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Cassius groaned as he awoke from his resurrection, a frown crossing his features as he stepped out of the shrine in his Refuge. His servants scurried to bring him a drink, but he waved them away.

He withdrew one from his Storage Ring as he tried to get his rage under control. He even lost his sword!

“Your… Patron wishes to speak with you.”

Fuck…this was really not what he needed right now. He gave himself a few moments to clear his head before he walked toward his communication room.

Black light engulfed the room as he sat down, the walls shaking as Tartarus enabled the communication. With the Framework’s power eroded over the course of the war, it was able to stealthily make the special connection.

On the display was a shadowed form, his patron. Or rather, the proxy in which his patron spoke. In frontier sectors like 87, the Divine were severely limited, unable to properly communicate their will. Every sentence requiring a purpose, and every word a cost outside of their home world. Even a message relay would be interfered with by the Framework, monitoring the messenger’s intentions.

Which was why one of the first things his Patron had done when this war began was discover a way to cheat.

“You lost. You lost in front of all your subordinates, in front of all the residents, and to a mere… Tier 1 Clergy Native with overwhelming numbers. Pathetic.”

Cassius grimaced. He was the son of a Divine, he should be comparable to a Champion at the same Tier. That he lost to a mere clergy class while lowering himself beneath his Tier, and outnumbering his enemy, was not something he could easily justify.

Anything else he could offer were merely excuses, and his Patron would only get angrier at them. The Tier 1 Beastkin of Highlands were simply better trained, better equipped, and more powerful than the average recruit. Especially when their only choices for subordinates were from weaker natives.

Still, he realized he had to try. “The beastkin natives are far more capable than we imagined. That they won on over eighty percent of the conflicts so far proves this. They have unparalleled mobility, and even their magic technology could compete with worlds with a much richer history. The Celts have truly kept the wool over our eyes. They are the dark horse of this Sector.”

His patron growled. “And that’s not all. That whore had really maximized her Champion’s debut, earning a Homeworld that cannot be ignored. Having a Tier 2 world out of the gate means it is nearly impossible to starve him of resources. His party will be a thorn in our side in the War Trial, unless we take drastic measures.”

“Drastic measures?”

“Yes. We must prevent their world from entering the third Tier. For now, withdraw your wars in the first Tier, at least until the grace period ends. Focus on raising your people to the second Tier, to focus on this time.”

“Back off from the first Tier! But the cost of canceling–”

The proxy narrowed his eyes, his voice a hiss of anger. “Yes, back off. Your people are only feeding them, a whetstone for their warriors to be sharpened, and hastening their contribution earnings. Thanks to your losses, you are only aiding their recruitment and empowering their individuals. Their advantages are prevalent at the first Tier, but will that be the case in the second?”

Cassius frowned, he didn’t like losing his war so quickly. There were enough Contested worlds in the first that he should be able to avoid Hearthtribe, and just focus on pushing for victory and bringing his people to the second Tier.

It was a shame. His feeder guilds were excellent at raising ruthless mercenaries, their reputations allowing for numerous ways to profit. Losing their freedoms in the first Tier would reduce his ability to recruit for quite some time.

The proxy’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Just do as we say, or else. Here is a list of the upcoming Contests.”

Cassius was more surprised that they would be abandoning the first Tier than he was over receiving a list that could only be obtained through one method: collaboration with Tartarus. By knowing which worlds were going to be Contested next, his men could weaken their defenses through various means, such as enslavement or sabotage, before the Contest even began.

“I see, then you want our activities to progress on these worlds then? Thanks to Tyr and his daughter, eyes are already on some of us. Are you sure we can afford to be so…blatant?”

“Let us worry about this. It should be easy enough to hide your activities on these worlds, they were chosen for this reason. You have plenty of time. Use disguises and proxies, just get it done. We must prevent Highlands from reaching the third Tier before the War Trial, or they can ruin everything.”

Cassius nodded. “So we’ll strangle the child in the crib then. Anything else?”

“Yes, as it should have been already! Fail in this task like you’ve already failed us, and you shall be used for empowerment of another. Are we clear?”

He grimaced. Being sacrificed to empower some Tartarus entity was the same as being sent to hell, forced to suffer for all eternity. Even the most cruel Divine’s afterlives were not so horrible, most only spending time with their memories and sins washing away as they paid for their wrongdoings–usually for a timespan comparable to their original lifetime.

Cassius swallowed. “Crystal.”

“Good. Now focus your overwhelming numbers on your small victories as you withdraw, until their grace period ends. You’ll have new instructions at that time.”

The proxy disappeared, Cassius sagging in his chair. Taking deep breaths, he reined in his anger. He opened his Menu, and started sending a flurry of messages. He targeted the worlds near the outer rim of the Sector, focusing his forces on the few wins they could earn quickly.

His subguilds had a few elites between them, so he just had to make sure they teamed up properly, and not their usual fighting for dominance. Cassius wanted results, and he needed them fast.

Then he focused on the worlds in the second Tier, and those which would be Contested in the next year. This was an important time. As soon as the grace period was done, Hearthtribe and its allies would have two main choices for progression.

The dungeon, or Tier 2 worlds. During the grace period, the dungeon would be the primary means. But the dungeon was full of vicious traps, the evil entity happily taking advantage of those that went too deep.

The rewards were enticing, but all too many found themselves stuck or worse. Many would not progress at all inside, their constant deaths setting them back further than what they gained. Tartarus had even more tools to cheat with within, and the death rate was extremely high. It was why so few worlds had been recovered from the entity in the first place, only the strongest of heroes able to claim such major victories.

But who was Cassius kidding? If Hearthtribe was full of elites like that raven…wolf man abomination and his wife, then perhaps they had much to gain while inside. This was all the more reason that Cassius and Avaron needed to make sure they got taken down a peg the moment they entered the second Tier.

Looking at another report, he frowned. This…Nessa Tyrsdottir was really proving to be a thorn in his side. Just how did she become so capable? Not only did she defeat Avaron, but now she had claimed two Prime Instance victories. She would need to move up in Tier, or else her presence would be a detriment, but her guild’s strength had skyrocketed beyond what anyone could expect.

She had allied with Hearthtribe, but it was the same for many others. Looking over the numbers, Cassius’s eyes took on a cruel glint. Perhaps, they would be even more aggressive with a certain Norse Divine’s daughter going forward.


Epilogue - The Family Continues to Grow



Jake brushed Aiko’s dark purple fur, pampering his kitsune daughter’s fluffy tail. Giving happy chirps, her chest rose and fell at a soft rhythm.

His kitsune wife sat next to him on a couch, reading a storybook for Nora and Clara to also enjoy, while Jake was joined by Ava on his other side. The family was once again relaxing in their Refuge, having returned to their home of Highlands after spending time on Earth.

Blaze, his third lamia daughter, played with her big sisters and Ruby. Born two months ago, near the end of their time on Earth, she was a happy addition to the family. Having red scales and hair, the girl was a little tyrant. Spoiled by her big sisters, she never rested when it came to having fun and seeking of affection.

Ruby the blood badgerdillo was really starting to fit into the family, having better control or understanding over her body and the world around her. She now trained with the girls and Jake, practicing against his summons, and with Ava’s battle body and Jasmina.

Her claws were fierce, and Jake was a bit surprised by the strength and hardiness of the creature’s medium-sized frame.

The blood badgerdillo’s body was now almost completely covered in red crystal like some sort of chrysalis, Fhesiah having fed her various blood related treasures from the vampire’s sack and those she purchased or traded for.

Sati floated over the hearthforge while Tanda and Ophelia worked the forge, helping them. She aided them in creating Qi-infused flames as Lia worked the Runic Crucible ability, allowing the two to more easily create the heavenly energy items.

The fire spirits floated around the family, playing and joining in their activities. Faye had said the little sprites were soon to cross over to the second Tier, the swarm gaining in strength rapidly. Having been infused with energy from Bastet’s Lamp and the Hearth of the Refuge, they were now reaching the size of a small child–the size that his children should currently be.

The two new permanent summons could both talk now, using the mental speech of cultivators. They learned rapidly, digesting knowledge at a furious pace. Jake wasn’t sure why, but both Sati and Ruby acted a bit shy around him. Often he had tried speaking with them, and while polite, their answers were a little…short.

Yet he knew Ruby spent a lot of time speaking with Blood, Berri, and Fhesiah, and it was the same with Sati. Usually while he was…busy. Strange.

Ava’s daughter, a seed, was now planted near the World Tree on Highlands. From what he understood, a treant beastkin would be born–the first in over a thousand years. Already his daughter had sprouted, and while he found this method of birth quite strange, he just rolled with it. His egg-laying wife was odd enough already.

Not being a part of their body tempering cycles, both lesser avatars of Avalara were now with seed once more, Jake doing his…duty to repopulate the treants of Highlands. Of course they would be changed from their original visages, just like the rest of the beastkin, but he imagined that they would be welcomed on Highlands just the same.

Blaze snaked toward Jake, jostling him as she crashed into him on the couch. Aiko growled at her sister for her pleasant rest being disturbed, to which Blaze hissed back.

“Dad! Show us more of your summons! Mommas say we haven’t even seen them all yet!”

Jake frowned and intended to reprimand his daughter lightly for her actions. However, Blood grabbed her by the ear with telekinesis.

“Ah–” Blaze whined.

“When you want someone to do something for you, you ask, and you say please. Then, what you just did was rude. You disturbed your sister, and instead of apologizing: you hissed at her! Be considerate of others, especially your dear sisters–you know that, two months old or not!”

“Aw, but mom, I wanted–”

“No buts. Say you’re sorry to Aiko now. You wouldn’t want to be disturbed during your time with Dad and mothers, would you? Just look at how disappointed your father is.”

Blaze met Jake’s eyes, then scrunched up her face, looking remorseful as she turned to Aiko on his lap. “S-Sorry, Aiko. I’ll be…more careful. I got…excited.” She sighed.

Aiko chirped, and Blaze’s look was pleading. “Sorry, Daddy. P-please, can you show us more of your summons? They’re so cool!”

Nyxa and Rena stood behind her, their expressions pleading, and even Nora and Clara both looked interested.

“What do you think, Aiko? Do you want to see them too?”

She chirped in affirmative and nudged against his chest with a vulpine smile, so they ended their grooming session. Giving her some pats and kissing his kitsune wife and Ava, he got up.

That his daughter understood him, but he couldn’t understand her, was an oddity. He did have Fhesiah, Blood and Berri around to help, but his fox daughter was…a little odd to him. Still, she was definitely cute–and fluffy.

Drawing from his wives and the Hearth of the Refuge, he cast his numerous summons he had collected. His kids and his wives all clapped, pointing out the interesting creatures he had gathered templates for. Some second Tier dinosaurs had now joined his collection, powerful Highlands beasts capable of a wide array of abilities.

The varied creatures of Ganestra joined them, along with a few from Ankhmar. The creatures of Highlands were definitely a mixture of flavored Earth mammals and avian creatures, mixed with dinosaurs. But his templates from Ganestra resembled monsters from games he was familiar with.

From the specter he captured during his date with Ava, to beasts with breath attacks and giant insects, Ganestra and Ankhmar had numerous useful creatures.

Jake now had a wide array of monsters to choose from, and he was excited to make use of them when the situation called for it.

But most of all, he was excited about his Hearthtribe Templates. From Nadessa and her father, the War Treant, to Vesuvius and his daughter, Vexana the venomous cobra woman–Jake now had numerous powerful beastkin to call upon.

While individually they were not that all strong, especially compared to his wives: he could create ten Vexanas if he wanted to use her auril venom against an enemy, as an example.

His daughters all gasped in excitement as each creature was brought out, and he showed off their abilities against each other. His large lava golem punched his death scorpion, crushing its carapace, while his ice devil sliced into the lava golem’s side, freezing it.

Jasmina sang a song, demonstrating her power to enhance his Vesuvius template, who fought off three Roxos as they dashed and spun around with a whirling dervish of blades. The Garuda even made an appearance, dueling Ava’s battle avatar.

He called out Valtor and his wife, Amara. The two worked together and cast a powerful blast of arcane lightning, a surprisingly devastating spell that blasted into Bill, much to Berri’s delight and applause.

The number of templates summoned in such a short duration was far beyond what he could accomplish on his own, but Jake was somewhat shocked at the effect he could bring out. Dozens of creatures now battled, as his daughters, and even his wives, oo’d and aww’d.

Blaze clapped. “Yay! This is awesome, daddy! What about the heroic beasts? Mommy told me they were some of the best ones!”

Jake hesitated, knowing that the heroic beasts appeared to be against being summoned for anything but true combat. But he remembered that at the very least, Bree had shown some interest in his family–she had come to their victory celebrations, anyway. She hadn’t yet met his children, and he had been waiting for the right time to introduce them.

He probed his connection to Bree, and he nearly stumbled in shock from what he felt in response.

Desperation.

Something was going on with Bree, and he wasn’t sure he understood what was going on. It was like the moment he probed the bond, the floodgates for the emotion were opened.

His wives were instantly apprised of the situation and his plan, and each mother quickly scooped their daughters up, or floated them by their side with Telekinesis in the case of Blood and Berri. They shushed their daughters, letting them know what was about to happen might be dangerous.

He drew in all the mana from his constructs, dispelling all but his permanent summons and restoring his available mana. Sati, Jasmina and Ruby looked on in interest, gathering nearby–able to stay present thanks to the Refuge’s ability to maintain them.

The Garuda also floated in the air at the ready with Ava’s battle avatar, the giant treant beast towering over everything.

Jake summoned Bree’s special template, the giant red boar appearing in motes of light. Bree had become larger now, since she was scaled up to the second Tier. Flowers on her body were aflame, her body covered in vine armor. Her auril heart pulsed, and Tanda and Ava both gasped.

After a moment of what Jake knew was many heartbeats as they listened to her song communicating with her, Ava said, “It looks like she needs your help.”

Tanda added, “It was your mark! It caused her…some kind of problem.”

Jake frowned. “So should I… just try to re-mark her then?”

The boar’s eyes widened and shook her head, even as more pulses of her auril heart could be felt.

Ava shook her head as she walked up to Jake. “It appears there’s a problem with doing that. If you unravel your mark to form a new one, you’ll lose your connection to mark her. She cares about this connection to you and doesn’t want to lose it.”

Jake could certainly feel that Bree wanted him to do something. She stared at Ava’s battle avatar, looking between that and Ava.

Ava closed her eyes along with Tanda, trying to talk with her. Lia was already holding Clara, but came to take Nora from her to hold them both up.

Tanda smiled, her tail wagging. “Oh! I think she wants you to do what you did with Ava. Let’s make her a new body!”

He looked between the three of them. “Wait a minute. Why is it she can talk more now, and why did she wait until now?”

Blood hummed. “Is it not because the world was Contested? Even Ava was limited until the war was won.”

Ava nodded. “Not only that, but it seems there is more to her situation than we understood. Even now, she does not quite speak in words. I believe she’ll be able to shed some light on the situation if we manage her request. If you do not make her a body and soon, you will lose her–perhaps forever.”

Jake thought about what they did when they created Ava’s battle avatar. They had used a seed from Ava herself, their bond which led to her core, Oran’s body and Jake’s Fusion Summon with Tanda. Then, Ava forged her body with the requisite materials and energy using her core…

He frowned. “We have the special seed from the Champion and Cernunnos, so I think we have what we need, but will Bree be able to do the heavy lifting here? I don’t think I’m capable of combining all these disparate things to make a body, and I know our…materials originally were all meant for Ava, and she was needed to complete the process.”

Ava had special skills, already understanding how to create an avatar. It was only because she was a world core that she had the skills and energy to make it happen. If Bree was capable of doing this, that meant she was likely much more powerful than he originally imagined.

Bree looked him in the eyes, hers filled with firm determination. She nodded, then looked over to Bloodberri, pointing with her vines.

Jake was a bit surprised. He could feel that she wanted him to use Bloodberri’s Fusion Summon. He reached out his hand to Tanda, and her hand entered her hearth, grabbing the seed she obtained from calling Cernunnos during their battle with the enemy Champion.

As she took it out, it pulsed with immense vitality and energy. Nurtured by her special ability, it had been fed by their Hearth of the Refuge, along with the flames of their family for all these months. It was green and gold in color, spiral fractal patterns running up and down the seed, which was almost the size and shape of an apple at this point.

Bree looked at the seed with what Jake thought was respect, a small smile touching her porcine lips. Jake had previously felt something special from the seed, and now that effect had been amplified, perhaps by more than tenfold. It now almost felt like a Champion or a weak Divine standing next to him, or just like the world tree seed had felt.

This item was clearly special, having a weight on reality that he couldn’t quite fully explain, even after reaching the fourth level in Divine Energy Manipulation.

Fhesiah was calming Aiko, running her hands through her fur. “It really is something. Tanda’s ability to nurture seeds like that one will surely come in handy in the future. To think, the most fertile soil is…” She looked at Tanda’s chest with a smirk.

Berri smiled, holding Rena and Nyxa’s shoulders, and they protectively held on to Blaze. “Yeah, Tanda’s such a good girl! Amazing.” Her three daughters all clapped, joining in on the praise with beaming smiles.

Tanda giggled, her tail wagging. “Okay, let’s do it! We’ll do the Fusion Summon with Bloodberri!”

She joined Jake at his side, and he closed his eyes trying to find harmony with his Monarch and Saint. Their hearths began to beat as one, Jake’s connections within his hearth blazing. Finding it, a flame connected from his hearth to theirs, a rope of black and white holy flames.

Focusing on his mark with Bree next, he felt her anticipation. She had been desperate, but now there was a flash of excitement mixed with desire.

Jake triggered Fusion Summon while focusing on his connection to Bree, along with the seed. A portal opened up, and golden hexagons of the Framework covered the portal. Powerful energies burst forth, along with a familiar energy and vitality emerging from it. On the other side, Jake was shocked at what he saw.

It was some kind of creature’s face, but its teeth alone were larger than anything they had ever fought. Despite the portal being a distance of what was several football fields away from this being, its face took up the entire view.

Tanda’s ears were flat on her head. “Some kind of… dino-dog? Bree is–”

The creature’s head glowed, and something tore itself away as the golden hexagons wrapped around it. It was a shimmering haze, and from Jake's bonded connection, he could tell–this light actually contained his mark. And that could only mean one thing: what just separated from the head was, at the very least, a piece of her soul.

The haze flew into the seed, and Bree's boar body began deconstructing into motes of light and combined with it, even as the portal closed.

A blast of wind blew through the Refuge forest, the tree's leaves and dirt being whipped into the air. The seed lit brightly, and the winds began to reverse, as it started to draw energy in.

His wives shielded the children, but also sent their energies over to Jake through their bond. Ava smiled, and sent a large amount as well through the world core. Something that they could only do while docked and not Contested, the amount of energy entering their Refuge was immense.

A vortex formed as streams of energy poured into the seed, along with something Jake hadn't expected: a seed from the Hearthforge tree of Brigid. They had seen a few seeds or fruits sprouting on its branches, but they hadn't quite been ready–until now.

At the arrival of the hearthvine seed, there was a fiery, and thankfully localized, explosion. It was bright and dense, and the flame started to compact even further before a second explosion occurred. Only this time, the explosion was composed of flaming vines.

The explosion was about the size of a moving truck, and a creature had begun to form in front of the family. Four limbs formed first, a quadrupedal beast of some kind. Next, a tail and a head, the body a deep green. Red scales and flowers bloomed on its skin, and as the creature took shape, Jake was surprised.

It was shifting into what appeared to be…something like a triceratops. An Auril Beast of the second Tier, it definitely looked different from how Jake had seen them depicted. The creature did not have flat feet to handle its massive bulk. Instead, its front and rear legs looked a lot more like… a lizard or a dog’s, now that its form had filled out a bit more.

The vine armor made its return, as Bree’s vines grew and weaved around its body. Her head looked a bit different from a triceratops that he was familiar with. On its odd crown, two larger horns extended far beyond what would have been its beak. It did not have a third horn, as it had more of a mouth of a carnivore, a muzzled jaw rather than a beak, some kind of mixture of a dog and dinosaur.

The tail was different as well, having a spiked club, almost like an ankylosaur. Bree’s auril heart pulsed, and Jake could feel the hearthvines within her chest and throughout the insides of her body.

He could feel a boundless vitality within, a nurturing flame that embodied life and fertility. Its nature kept on changing, as if Bree were trying to alter or find her path, but Jake definitely felt like Brigid had some influence over the flames and her new body. Thinking on it, a triceratops was a lot like a dinosaur version of a boar or cow that represented Brigid.

The body finished transforming, and Bree sat down on her hindquarters, her upper body rising to tower over the family. In her chest beat a powerful auril heart, a pulsing red heat underneath her green skin. The pulsing flame went through her body, the hearthvines underneath her skin like a secondary vein system carrying mana-fueled fire instead of blood.

Blood smiled. “Truly beautiful, and strong. This one feels like… our goddess, Echidna. I believe she is kin of ours. Welcome, Bree.”

Jake could also feel what Blood meant, and the portal which had opened felt a lot like when Jake, Blood and Berri had visited Echidna’s home world in their minds.

Tanda added, “But also Brigid! I feel it in her flames, and in her heart’s song.”

Ava nodded. “Yes, a bit of mother is within her. How nice to meet you once again, Bree.”

Pride and satisfaction radiated from Bree, and Jake could feel what she wanted. Now that her body had been rebuilt anew, she wanted him to fix his mark. It had been worn down, and in truth, it felt like parts of his painting had been erased time and time again and redrawn with a different paint.

Knowing he wasn’t in for a fight again, he formed the mark with the flames of his hearth, the sigils forming the circle and branding her auril heart. Their connection formed anew, relief washed over Jake from Bree’s emotions.

“Welcome back, Bree. If I had known you were in trouble…” Jake didn’t want to blame Bree, and he didn’t think he himself was without blame. However, more than once Bree had shown she was able to send emotion to him over their bond–even Isolyn the hound and Ainora the lioness could when he probed summoning their Templates.

And yet, not even a peep came over it. He had every reason to believe that, if there was some kind of problem, that she could have reached out to him. So, just why didn’t she, waiting for him to reach out to her?

On top of that, things had just been relaxing on the home front. Not needing Bree or the other two for combat, he had no real reason to call out to them.

Bree’s auril heart began to beat strongly, and she looked over to Ava.

“Oh! It might be best if we connect, so she can speak with you.” Jake did his best to do so, his hearth beating and eventually connecting to Ava’s as he found harmony with her and Tanda. His bond with Ava made this easier and clearer than ever.

When that was complete, he heard her voice in his mind. Her voice was filled with remorse, and Jake thought hesitation.

“I apologize for troubling you, Pack Leader. My other body had been…rather limited in how I could speak with you. As soon as you finished your Conquest, your soul wasn’t whole, and I knew you weren’t ready to help me how you did–so I did my best to hold on. I was almost at my limits, and was in truth about to reach out to you. Now that I am here, I am fully at your disposal.”

That was…an odd way of wording things. “Can you tell us what is going on with and Ainora? You three always seemed connected in some way.”

Bree hesitated, before her heart began beating once again, “Certain memories of mine had to be sealed for me to be able to join you in this vessel, so I don’t remember everything. However, they…were, or are, my sisters. We shared…a body.”

“Like Blood and me!” Berri nodded. “That’s great. Let’s call them out, I want to meet them again now. Maybe we can talk to them properly!”

Bree’s expression and voice looked a bit pained, “I’m afraid…that’s not quite correct, we were what you might call a Cerberus. And that won’t be possible. We had…a bit of a falling out, and I’m sure if Pack Leader were to summon their Templates, they will no longer drive them. As to why, I’d rather speak about this at a later date. Perhaps, after I’ve had time to…acclimate to my new existence.” She gave Jake a pleading look. “As long as that’s okay, Pack Leader?”

Jake could sense how important this was to Bree, so as much as he wanted to know, he let it go. That she called him Pack Leader felt like a bit of a hint, but he left it at that for now.

“That’s fine. For now, welcome. I’m afraid there will not be much battle for a while, as our goddess wanted us to take a break and train. I know that was important to you.”

Bree looked over the crowd gathered, and a smile tugged on her odd, dino-dog lips, revealing sharp teeth. “I am excited to train alongside my new pack. I see that it has grown larger since I last joined you, and it is even more impressive than before.”

She stomped over next to Ruby, Jasmina and Sati, and sat down beside them. Jake could feel contentment and pride emanating from her, but also focus. She was doing something to her body, her vines inside shifting around, and she was testing her auril capabilities. He knew she had done similar with her boar body.

Tanda’s wings fluttered. “That was a surprise! You have so many Templates to summon now, Jake! I can’t wait to see you fight with all of them now!” She swiped the air with her claws as if fighting an imaginary foe.

Blood added, “And our people are doing phenomenally well, conquering the first Tier and beating the Obsidian Blades trash. We are building up thousands of allies, preparing for the War Trial.”

Ava smiled. “Highlands will be ready. We are working hard to prepare and protect our people, giving them the best fighting chance one can have when the war begins anew.” She looked over to Berri, “A certain castle is definitely going to be completed in time. Maybe even more than one.”

Berri pumped her fist, her old excitement returning to her. “Yes! We can then reenact the king of the rings movie! I’m going to kick so much butt!”

Lia was brushing Clara and Nora’s hair, fixing it from the burst of wind from before. “We have a lot of crafting and training to do! While we can’t fight in the war, we can still train up our people at Headquarters, and help equip them. They have been fighting in the PvP war, but many are working toward finding their passion.”

Fhesiah beamed. “While we can’t fight in the war, I still want to level up as much as possible.” She winked, and batted her brows. “I think we all know what that means.”

Aiko chirped a negative, and Rena frowned. “What does it mean? Can you really level up without fighting?”

Nyxa added, “And what’s wrong with mommy Faye’s eye?” She tried imitating the wink.

Clara said to Lia, “Mommy quick, heal mommy Faye. Her eye is broken.”

Ophelia rolled her eyes. “I wish healing spells could fix what was wrong with her, but healing spells can’t fix everything. Do not worry, daughter–there’s nothing wrong with her eye. But here, now that the danger is gone, you can all go play now.” She retrieved several of the gifted widgets from Guan Yu and his brothers, the kids snatching them up and dashing away to play with glee.

Jake and his wives, and his permanent summons watched them all play fondly, sometimes joining along. The children were their own perfect playmates, getting along well.

He sighed, smiling at them as they all played. “They grow so quickly. Parenthood has been a strange adventure of its own, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything. I’m glad Hestia fought to give us this special time, as we might not have it in the future.”

Berri pouted, putting her hands on her hips. “This is just the beginning! It’s not enough. We need more babies to make our team! Blood and I will master the art of making babies, just you wait and see. I can get better at it, I just need more practice!”

Faye nodded thoughtfully. “Now, this is a line of thought I can get behind, but it takes at least two to tango. I will be happy to help you and Jake to get better at this, as many times as it takes.”

Tanda laughed, her tail wagging, and Lia groaned. “… I’ll be in my forge.”

Only over eight months had passed since they rescued Highlands, and they had a few years left to go before they could take part in the war once more. The family had grown, from building up their allies to making new ones. They would continue to sharpen their claws, preparing for the difficult War Trial.

The grace period was over in a little over a year, and when that happened, things would change for Hearthtribe. Their second Tier worlds could then be included in these PvP events, and their guild would be forced to participate in Tier 2 Conquest.

Soon, their people would be intentionally crossing over into the second Tier, to help prepare for facing the more difficult enemies. The doors to Tartarus, the dungeon on Highlands would soon open, enabling a new form of exploration, providing danger and opportunity both.

Fhesiah smiled. “I may have a few other surprises coming too, husband.”

Jake frowned. “Surprises? I thought…” He looked over to Ruby and Sati, the two already seemingly conversing with Bree in their…more animal fashion.

Fhesiah nodded. “That wasn’t all! We have so many more allies coming to this Sector, and soon your kingdom will grow faster than the Obsidian Blade clan could have imagined.”

Blood gave a vicious smile. “Yes, I much like that. Those pathetic mercenaries will regret ever crossing us. Soon, our empire will grow, built upon the skulls of our enemies.”

Ava gave a smile of her own. “Many of us will make our debut, truly joining the family in combat. I am ready to show my strength, itching for a real fight.”

Bloodthirsty wives aside, Jake knew they still had a bit of rest and relaxation left. Whatever the case may actually be, the Hart Clan would be ready to face any challenge.

END OF BOOK 6
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