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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 also have these point of views, 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 Jake is receiving mental communication from someone.]
For you RoyalRoad/Scribblehub readers who've already read Book 1, the bonus chapters that were made specifically for this book are in Epilogue 2/3. I hope you'll stick around and read the whole book however, as I made a lot of improvements!
Thank you for reading, I hope you do enjoy the story.
JJ Bookerson




Prologue


“Didn’t I say to stack more dots? Why are there only six dots on the boss right now?!” 
Jake rolled his eyes as he added a damage-over-time spell to the boss, acquiescing to the raid leader’s stupid demands. His mana was more effectively used on just about anything else, but if it would make the guy stop yelling, he would waste it on something he was not specialized in. This annoyed Jake, but he couldn’t help but be excited as he faced the challenging boss with a group of people.
Jake healed the small Dwarven Siegebreaker as he tanked the giant Infernal Demon around the room, the dichotomy between the two beings amusing him. While damage over time effects could be a viable strategy for a target that constantly went in and out of range for damage dealers, this was nothing more than a tank and spank.
There was just something about Massively Multiplayer Online Games, or MMOs, that always attracted Jake. Something about working as a team, each character progressing in their own special ways, really motivated him to spend most of his available free time playing them ever since he was a teenager. 
Despite enjoying playing his favorite game with his many friends, he was feeling like something was missing. The sense of accomplishment was diminishing, and the enjoyment of supporting others was limited by both their enthusiasm to play the game and to improve as much as Jake.
Jake’s primary character was the Summoner class in the game, [The Labyrinth]. Often considered the jack of all trades, master of none class, in Jake’s opinion, it was the ultimate support. Using the advantages of various summons, it could win any game of paper-rock-scissors. This was thanks to the amount of effort Jake put into each one of his summoned creatures, just so that they would be effective and available in case they were needed. 
His summons could buff, heal, tank, and they could even bring any damage type to a fight. This was on top of all the things that Jake himself could do: the only things he couldn’t do on his own without his summons was tank a boss or bring sufficient melee damage to the fight.
Thanks to this, Jake was no longer just a jack of all trades, master of none; he was the master of supporting his allies to bring out the best in them, being just what his party needed which he loved. 
However, it looked like the game of [The Labyrinth] was out of easy-to-complete content, and many of his friends had lost the motivation to gear up, skill up, and complete some of the last raids of the game. It was because of that, that Jake had bothered to team up with this group of man-children.
The Summoner class had various specialization choices. Jake had chosen [Buffing] for his spells and for his creature focus: he chose [No-focus]. This gave a minor benefit to any summoned creature that was less than picking other specialties like dragons, elementals, or beasts. 
Instead, he would not receive any penalties for bringing different creatures or using different summon types, allowing him much more versatility than any of those. He went through all the effort to collect and earn many rare summons, to have the best of those available to him; to have an answer to almost any situation.
That situation was about to happen. His small raid party of ten players was facing off against the giant Infernal Demon, for the fourth time tonight. It was probably the second to last attempt before his raid party called it quits for the night. 
At ten percent health, the demon was supposed to unleash a wave of hellfire that would wash over the party, but they could not reach that point on previous attempts. A few classes had ways of mitigating this ability, but their specializations were often less desirable, and they had been hard-pressed to form this group. Other classes could avoid it for themselves only, but that would require them both to pay attention and save such ability for that precise moment.
Jake had a solution, and this was the only reason they were here, facing this boss. He shared over the voice chat, “Get ready. Placing Wartortoise in the center like planned in ten seconds.” As his internal timer counted down, he noticed that nobody in his group had bothered to head there; too focused on trying to maximize their damage to beat their teammates on a damage chart. 
He knew that this train wreck was about to happen, so he started his plan: finish the boss by himself. He knew that even the one-off abilities that would allow the party members to save themselves would end up not being triggered at the right time by his party members, or at least successfully by enough of them to win. Jake grinned, as he realized that the raid leader’s incessant focus on dots might actually be what makes this possible for him.
Jake finished summoning the [Asmodian Wartortoise] with only a few moments to spare. With his spare time, he started acting on his plan. He drank mana potions, placed his mana font, and began summoning the other creatures he would need to make the impossible happen. 
The Infernal Demon released its wave of hell-fire encompassing the entire battlefield, and Jake did his best to heal through a large amount of damage over time by those hit by the wave of hell-fire, but it only delayed the inevitable and gave his allies just a few more seconds of damage against the boss; damage that he needed. The entire time, his ‘friends’ raged in the voice chat, blaming others for their own failure. The boss was now down to seven percent health and enraged. 
Jake was completely safe from the damage hiding behind the Wartortoise, as the activated ability created a barrier that protected those behind the giant turtle in relation to the boss, forming a powerful shell of water around itself. The turtle still took the damage, and Jake’s plan was going to use this, as he had activated a second ability: [Wartortoise’s Rage]. 
The more damage the turtle took in the time the first ability was active, the more damage it could accomplish with the second. It just took an unreasonable amount of damage, so this turtle was particularly pissed.
As the angry turtle took on the boss, Jake was casting his much longer cast-time summons. Normally, the boss would still have Jake on its threat table, causing them to come after Jake before the turtle because of all the healing that Jake had done throughout the raid: more than anyone else in his party. However, once again, Jake had a plan for this: he had summoned a [Sharkgoblin Assassin].
This would normally be a useless summon in this situation, but he had found that when the goblin had access to water, exactly like the water given off by the turtle, it could create a domain in which it could spread and share its stealth ability with Jake and his allies. This took him off of the Infernal Demon’s threat table. Jake loved interactions like these and found that there were many few players even knew about, because of just how many creatures there were in the game: tens of thousands.
A Beast or Humanoid Summoner could not take advantage of this combination, because the penalties involved would simply not allow access to both abilities; summons outside their respective specialization couldn’t have access to everything. This was not the case for Jake’s no-focus specialization. Sure, the beast summoner’s Wartortoise would be even stronger and better than his, but then the Sharkgoblin could not interact with it in this way.
The turtle was nearly dead, and Jake released his next summon: [Swarm of Vicious Blight-filled Mayflies], and once again downed more potions and started on his next. Jake could not use this summon during a raid under normal circumstances. Swarms for the Summoner class could be exceedingly powerful, but they came with one major downside: they did not follow the will of the summoner. This meant that they were now attacking both his turtle and the boss. Jake was only safe because of being inside the domain the goblin created.
The mayflies had several effects. They filled their bites and claws with blighted diseases and poisons that stacked, reducing both the health and effectiveness of the boss. The best part, though, was that these actually extended his dead team member’s damage over time effects, allowing them to help Jake from the grave. This would be a terrible idea to use with his party still alive, as these effects would probably hurt them a lot more than the boss, but Jake could do this because they were all dead. 
Jake summoned the mayflies for their last effect: when they died, their bodies would explode and release an acid that would add even more damage, and sunder the enemy’s armor. Jake’s turtle died, his valor to forever be remembered, and Jake would only have but a few moments before the intelligence of the boss released another area of effect to both find and kill him.  
This Boss did not much care to target swarming enemies, as they would die on their own to the boss’s hell-fire aura. A shame, Jake thought, as he would have to farm for hours to collect so many mayflies again. They were unlike his other summons he would simply need to revive at a temple. Swarming creatures just didn’t have the same type of connection to the summoner, and when they died, they would have to be captured again, one by one. Still, this was the only path that Jake saw for victory.    
With that, Jake released his second to last summon: another humanoid. This time, it was a [Korstrazi Blademaster]. The Korstrazi come from a world nearly infested with demons; there is nothing they hate more. Because of that, they have become extremely proficient in killing them. Not only that, they use blights and poisons to great effect. The Korstrazi appeared, only to find the object of his hatred right in front of him.
The blade master immediately charged the Infernal Demon and used even more blights and poisons, enhancing the ones already present on the boss. With the boss’s armor sundered, the blade master’s damage was quite impressive. The blade master had various attacks that were boosted by how many diseases and poisons were on the boss, which, thanks to the mayflies, were quite many.
With the boss enraged, even with the Korstrazi’s natural advantage against demons, he would be dead within a few swings of the Infernal Demon’s giant axe. However, blade masters specialize in evasion, and they had an ability they could use only one time per ten minutes that allowed them to become near unhittable for thirty seconds. This allowed Jake to make his final preparation, as the boss’s hit points dipped down to two percent. The blade master would die in mere moments, as his evasion ability would wear off soon.
The entire time Jake fought his one on one with the boss, the raid party raged at him over the voice chat. They wanted him to hurry and wipe so that they could make another attempt on the boss; they did not think that Jake would win and that he was merely showing off. He was even threatened that they would not invite him back for future runs. 
Jake knew from experience they were just mad that they thought they could not get the loot from the boss for all their hard work. They couldn’t usually care less how or why the killing blow against the boss was achieved. 
If they could simply walk into the room and get the loot, they would gratefully accept it and move on. Jake just ignored their childishness and replied, “Just wait a minute, guys. I will resurrect you when I am done.” They would get their precious loot, thanks to Jake.
Jake cast his rarely used ephemeral summon: a [Blighted Dragon]. Casting this creature took up nearly all of his mana, and this was why he rarely used it. It was a type of summon that would execute only one attack or ability before disappearing, like a certain fantasy game that was final, yet there were somehow like twenty of them. 
It was simply not efficient to blow nearly all of his mana for a single attack, and it was usually much better to cast several other longer-duration summons over a period. Jake could only keep his mana so high doing what he was doing because he had laid down the mana font, and had kept his mana as full as possible. 
This legendary artifact called a mana font was reason enough for Jake to get added to the raid by itself. He spent countless days farming and hunting down what it needed to make this item, all so that it would regenerate mana for those near it, even during combat. Mana would hardly regenerate at all in combat, aside from his Summoner class and random buffs or abilities, so stacking this mana font allowed his mana regeneration to reach unprecedented levels.
If his party had simply followed his plan, it would have been like a reset of the fight as the other casters and healers could have regenerated most, if not all, of their mana. Even if the boss had nearly double the total hit-points, they still would have won. They could only blame themselves for not being where they needed to be.
With that, the blade-master died, and the Dragon released its blighted breath attack as it disappeared into motes of light. Once again, the blight added and fed on the blights already present on the boss, and it took an immense amount of damage and added even more damage-over-time effects. The boss was already dead, it just didn’t know it yet. Jake sent in his goblin friend that protected him the whole time, and it released its empowered backstab, killing the Infernal Demon.    




Chapter 1 – You’re Drafted!


Jake thought that his defeat of the boss would be met with cheers, but for some reason, everyone else in the party left instead. Were they really just jealous that Jake was able to finish the boss by himself, or just mad that he didn’t listen to them and let himself die instead of trying to win? Jake did his best to put himself in their shoes, but he just could not understand how they could be upset. He looked over to the loot he earned with a sigh.  
While it was important to progress his own character with better equipment, he was more looking forward to having a team to take on the next dungeon. Still, there was nothing for it. He would have to find a new party to team up with and take on the dungeon again to proceed through more bosses, as the Infernal Demon was not even the last one. 
It was at that time that he noticed he had earned an achievement, [Last Man Standing – finish a raid boss as the last one alive from over 5 percent health]. The effect of the achievement had an odd, perhaps ominous, statement: “Account Marked.”   
Jake finished his usual post-raid tasks of replenishing his potions and reviving his summons and logged out of the game. Jake would need to find a new group of people to party with if he were to continue playing, it appeared. There were several dungeons beyond the one they took on, but a party that didn’t put in the kind of effort Jake did would be hard-pressed to ever reach them. 
He sighed as he looked at his photos next to his computer. Each picture showed him at a different school, with different people. Orphaned at the young age of 8, he bounced from foster home to foster home until he came of age and was able to live on his own; moving into his own place before even finishing high school. He could not immediately afford college, so he got a job working the third shift so that he could both afford his own place, and save up. 
Jake always felt that he only had himself, so personal improvement had been high on his list of priorities: he had taken up boxing for personal fitness and to have something to focus on, and had worked hard to keep all his grades up. While he hadn’t earned the Valedictorian at his school, primarily due to his switching schools almost every year: he had still come very close.
He yearned for family and thought that was perhaps why he had chosen the Summoner class in the first place: he wanted to be useful, to be desired, as he felt that this class had a lot to offer teaming up with anyone. He also didn’t like being alone, something that a Summoner hardly had to worry about; an escape from his real life.
Not only was his world of gaming running into roadblocks, but his career and personal life, too. He had recently quit his job working the third shift at the warehouse to finally look for a job that would use his computer science degree he earned online, but it appeared there were no true entry-level positions; every company wanted years of experience, even those jobs labeled as entry-level. On top of that, the few internships he applied for scoffed at his online degree.
Then on a personal level, he had struck out enough times on the dating app that he was losing confidence there as well. It’s not that Jake was bad looking: 23 years old, at 6’1, brown hair with hazel eyes, and in decent shape, he felt like he was attractive and had plenty going for him. The problem he had thought was due to working the third shift, his available time was simply not meant for being involved with normal people; this was one of the main reasons for leaving his third shift job in the first place. To be honest with himself, between work and schooling, he did not feel he had the time for a relationship previously.
Jake got up from his gaming desk. He would not spend any more time feeling bad for himself. He would continue to work on and improve himself, and things would change naturally on their own. Jake would continue to focus on the things that he can change, and acknowledge the things that he couldn’t. That was why he pursued his degree online despite working full-time at the warehouse, and why he kept in shape. 
If they wouldn’t hire him because he had no experience, then he would write his own application or make his own game. He would be his own boss and successful at best, or he would have something in his portfolio to show prospective employers, at worst. 
Jake decided he would also take a small break from his game, and go back to volunteer work. Jake had given it up before due to simply not having enough time between work and school, but now, he had nothing but time. Volunteering both felt good and was a great place to meet people. He decided he would go for a run outside. Just as he was about to head out the door, he heard a voice. 
“That was a good showing, kid. You even had a few more cards to play if that blight dragon wasn’t quite enough, didn’t you? Jake Hart, isn’t it? Your drive and ingenuity are exactly what we need.”
Jake started. His apartment was locked, and the voice came from all around him. He began to wonder if he was hallucinating–
“You’re not imagining me, kid. I’m very real. I’ll start from the beginning. Nice to meet you, I’m Odin.”
The last few words came from behind him, and he spun around. In front of him was definitely someone that looked like they could be the god, Odin. He had an eye patch, white hair, and a wizened face despite looking middle-aged, wearing some kind of armor that exuded power, and a spear. There was palpable energy leaking off of him, giving Jake a feeling he had not felt before. His body felt heavy as if the man’s mere presence would push him to kneel. Was this divinity?
Odin had a smirk on his face, and he was holding out his hand for a handshake. “Are you going to just gawk at me? I greeted you; you are being a little rude. Yes, I’m hearing your thoughts as if you were speaking them aloud, yes, you are experiencing my divinity,” Odin said. 
Jake shook himself out of it and reached out and grasped Odin’s hand to give it a shake. “I- I’m Jake. A pleasure…”
His hand was engulfed in power, and he felt like the other man could crush him with ease. Odin released Jake and replied, “Yes. It is. Now, as I said, we need you. I’ll do my best to bring you up to speed here. Many of the fantasy races and settings that you know of are actually real, and their respective universes are part of a greater multiverse.”
Jake was about to ask a question when that bomb was dropped, but he was cut off by Odin, “Save your questions. They will all be answered, in due time. My time here is limited, however, and the information I can provide you is restricted. We, [The Alliance], are fighting a war with outsiders: eldritch-like beings as you know them. Their goal is to consume and consume until nothing is left. Their attack on our multiverse is an insidious thing, an expansive web spanning all over the multiverse as something that you might know: a dungeon. [Tartarus], an infinite labyrinth.” 
Jake was surprised, as this felt a lot like the game he was playing. Still, he wondered what on earth this had to do with him, and why a god was now in his pathetic living room. 
Odin interjected, “I'll get to that, in time. Just listen for now. Maybe this will help.”
Odin gestured to his side, and what looked like a hologram of a giant tree appeared. As Jake looked, the leaves were made up of what looked like bubbles with worlds inside, with the branches being some sort of pathway that connected them. 
A giant black being of darkness and hate appeared, encroaching upon the tree. Jake saw a bunch of gods he recognized, from Greek gods such as Zeus or Ares, to Nordic gods like Odin himself, to Ra on his skiff, an Egyptian god. There were many others from all over the world, and many that he had no idea who the gods and goddesses were. 
“This being arrived ages ago, consuming everything in sight. Us gods fought it, and many of us died. With each one of us it consumed, it only became stronger. The war against it was a losing battle, so we had to change how it was fought. We formed [The Alliance], and together, we created a barrier: [The Framework].”
The gods all worked together gathering their various energies and powers, and a large barrier formed around the tree, with a brilliant golden color. Millions of hexagons formed this sphere, and Jake saw pathways for entering the barrier. The being entered inside, and how it moved or even looked became completely different. 
“With this barrier, we created a trap. In order for it to enter, it would have to fight us using rules like a giant game, much like [The Labyrinth]. In order to consume or enter our worlds, it would use its dungeons and various other means. Contests, that resemble aspects of MMO games you are familiar with. By doing this, it gave us a path to victory, as the Framework would allow us to take power from the enemy itself, instead.”
Jake looked on in interest. The sphere began to move, the tree and the outsider inside. Eventually, a world not inside a bubble appeared and started to enter the shield.
“The tree floats through the cosmos, and new planets it encounters are called [Fringe Worlds], such as Earth. They must go through a [Trial] to be integrated into the Yggdrasil and protected from the outsiders, the same as you. During this Trial, it spawns dungeons as a form of contest. Enough victories of dungeons or trials by the inhabitants and Earth will be forever protected, or enough losses, then the world will become [Contested], where it will have a chance to be consumed.” 
Small tentacles split off from the creature, made of blocks. It surrounded the world on its way into the barrier, several streams from the creature. 
Odin continued, “For everything they destroy, the beings they kill, and their soul consumed, Tartarus expands more. It spawns more incursions and so on, and it will continue until it has consumed everything if we do not stop it. We have slowed it down, but we are not winning. It was a major victory in the battle against Tartarus, creating the barrier that is [The Framework]. But so far, it has only prolonged the loss of the war.”
Odin let that ominous statement sink into Jake’s mind. “Earth is lucky, being on the fringe of where the outsiders can reach. Its inhabitants are kept mostly unaware, as us gods and goddesses choose who participates in this contest, but it is still under attack. If things get worse, monsters can spawn on earth and invade, then everyone would be forced to fight this evil, making the world [Contested], another chance to save the world itself.“
Jake saw as the tentacles reached Earth and the view of it enlarged, the world taking up his whole room. Portals appeared all over Earth, evil creatures emerging, attacking the people on it. A progress bar appeared, and as the invaders succeeded in destroying cities, it progressed for the invaders.
“There are countless worlds that are at this stage, where they are actively defending against dungeons and the creatures they spawn on the surface, but it is a losing battle. With every death, they are only empowering their enemy. While we have won back some worlds, we have lost many more than we have won, once they get to that point.”
The progress was completed with the invaders winning, and then the world was surrounded by black tentacles as the view zoomed out once more. Almost as if it was a result of it consuming the Earth, more tentacles grew out of it, approaching other bubbled worlds on the tree.
“To combat the outsiders, [The Alliance] has come up with many methods for accumulating power to fight them, and means of recruitment. I like to use games like [The Labyrinth] on Earth, to test people’s mettle and introduce them to the concepts needed to be successful in recruitment.”      
The hologram shifted to show a warrior, that almost looked like Odin himself. An orb floated near the warrior, and overlay on top of him.
“My [Einherjar], and those that I recruit to [The Alliance], make use of [The Framework]. You can think of [The Framework] as an artificial intelligence, template, and guide all in one. Its purpose is to guide us in the war against Tartarus and raise warriors. Like the game, you can choose a template or class that fits you. It then quantifies your advancement, and awards you for defeating enemies in the dungeon, granting skills and knowledge as you progress, as your soul grows, to contain them.”
The warrior fought through enemies, and with each enemy he killed, the orb grew slightly. The warrior’s attacks became faster and stronger, and he eventually powered up. He then cast a spell, what looked like a flame.
Odin continued, “It also guides your advancement, helping you become better at your spells and skills, becoming a better warrior. Time is a valuable commodity, and those able to train you are often better used pushing back the outsiders. You might know of fighting through boxing, and that will help set what I consider the bare minimum, but you are not a warrior, at least not yet. [The Framework] will help make you into one in no time.“
Jake was filled with doubt. Him, a warrior? He was hoping to be a computer programmer!
The hologram shifted back to the tree and the evil invader. Tentacles grew out from Tartarus, and golden orbs or portals blocked them.
Odin continued, “Lastly, there’s the Artificial Intelligence portion of [The Framework]. It connects incursions from [Tartarus] to what we call [Refuge]’s, allowing the initiated to destroy them and take that power back for themselves, and to grow [The Framework]. It is like a general that directs our war against The Outsiders. 
Drafting or initiating people into [The Framework] has a cost. It has various benefits, but that cost is part of the reason we don’t just draft everyone. A large portion of that cost is protecting the soul so that those defeated are not used to grow [Tartarus], and instead, those people’s souls can be revived or used in various ways to continue the fight against it.”
Jake took that in. It appeared that these so-called drafted into [The Framework] were effectively immortal, or even more like how a video game character was. Still, despite this long introduction about this framework and the alliance, Jake wondered what this had to do with him–
Odin once again interrupted Jake’s thoughts, “So, I wanted to congratulate you. You’re being drafted! Welcome to [The Alliance].” 
Jake gawked at Odin, “Wait a minute! Don’t I get some sort of choice?” 
Jake thought that such a major task was not for him. He was no warrior, as Odin pointed out. Surely Odin should grab some Navy SEAL or something? Odin snorted but replied.
“Don’t you know what being drafted means? Of course, you don’t get a choice,” Odin smiled. “Now, you accepted the agreement when you joined [The Labyrinth] that said that you would join [The Framework] if you were called upon, does your word not mean anything?”
Jake started. Was Odin talking about the terms and conditions that nobody reads when logging into the game? Odin laughed. “You should really read something before you agree to it! Now, you mentioned the Navy SEAL. I have recruited a few of those guys, and they do well enough. A few have even become [Einherjar]. But they are few and far between, and at the end of the day: they are only human. 
The multiverse contains myriad races, and Earth is extremely soft. Those guys train, becoming the best of the best on modern Earth. But do you really think they compare to Spartans that trained their entire lives to use weaponry that works well against outsiders practically from the day they are born? 
Let alone the equivalent of those, but as a Titan, or Dragon, or something like this? That’s not even mentioning the other paths to power in advancement in the multiverse, outside of those that use the class templates you’re familiar with in [The Labyrinth]. The rules that the framework forced outsiders to use, outlaw advanced weaponry such as guns. This goes both ways, as now the dungeon won’t be able to spawn gun-wielding goblins or fire cannons at you for setting off a trap.”
Jake realized that, of course, Odin was right. Just within [The Labyrinth], Jake didn’t even play a Human for his character; they were just not very good. 
Odin continued, “With that said, there’s only so many Navy SEALs, and many of them have lingering attachments. Drafting them is still done, but sparingly. For recruitment, we have to cast a wider net. We have hundreds of methods of finding people to draft, [The Labyrinth] was just one of them that I or many of us use. And don’t look down on humans. I started out as one, after all.”
Jake was resigned to his fate. He tried to look on the bright side, that he would be a part of something greater, but he had a hard time picturing where he would truly be successful as a warrior. Even in the game, he did not focus at all on doing damage himself, even if there were offensive summoners.
Even fighting that boss, he only had creatures that could situationally produce a lot of damage, usually meant to be working together with his allies. He had a hard time imagining being some kind of immortal warrior, clearing dungeons of monsters.
Odin looked at Jake, and his one good eye glowed. The feeling Jake got was that Odin’s divinity spiked and grew, and he guessed that he was drawing some of his power. He fondly smiled at Jake like a father to his son, and Odin spoke, 
“Jake Hart, know this. It takes a special person to be alone and kicked while you were down over and over again, yet still remain positive and continue to improve yourself and even help others. Many would give up, or be filled with resentment instead. Continue to work hard, and you will find what you have been searching for all your life: a family, and to matter in the world. Work hard on yourself like always, and you will be an excellent Summoner that helps us fight the outsiders, and obtain glory and love beyond belief. I know that you will be mad that I forced you into this, but it is for the best. 
I will be turning this place into your [Refuge]. A shame that it's a dump, but everyone has to start somewhere. At the very least: it will be familiar to you. Even your computer will remain, but your ability to contact the outside world will be removed. I know you have no lingering attachments, that’s part of why you were drafted. You will find new bonds, and you will find happiness, that I promise you.
This is all the time that I have, and all the information I am allowed to give you without both of us paying for it. I will now initiate you into [The Framework], activating your possibility for magic. I will even leave you some gifts. Good luck to you, child. The [Einherjar] will welcome you once you are strong enough to complete your [Trial] and can visit worlds outside your [Refuge], but you are welcome to join any faction within [The Alliance]. We are all a part of the same team, after all.”
Odin reached out his hand towards Jake faster than he could react. All of Jake's hair on his body stood on end, and his heart nearly stopped from the pressure building in his chest. He felt a burning sensation, and then his vision went dark as he lost consciousness.




Chapter 2 – Trapped in his own Apartment


When Jake woke up, his body was aching. He struggled to get up, feeling completely drained. He looked around and saw that his front door was replaced with an ominous-looking portal. In front of it, was a box, with a letter on top. He looked over to his windows and saw almost nothing but a black void that he found to be quite unsettling. 
Jake did not feel well, and he was full of despair and frustration. He was, sort of, taken away from his home, and is now going to be forced to trudge through dungeons killing creatures. This was something that happened to him many times already in his life: forced to move and leave schools for new ones, many times outside his control due to foster parents. Once again, he was forced away from the life he thought he finally had under some level of control.
He was now all alone, unable to communicate with anyone until he completed this so-called [Trial]. He closed his eyes and took a few minutes to calm down, before staring at the unsettling void outside his windows. Eventually, he realized that this was something that he could not change, so he would continue to focus on the things that he could. He could prepare, and he could work through dungeons until he completed this [Trial]. 
He dragged the box away from the portal and then opened the letter.
Welcome to [The Alliance]. Your sponsor cannot communicate with you again until you complete your [Trial]. We have included everything you need to be successful as a new initiate into [The Framework]. You can now access your [Menu] by just thinking of it. Note that framework access is only fully available in a framework [Refuge]. It is limited inside the dungeon to [Dungeon Information] and [Status].
Your home has become a [Refuge] and is no longer on Earth! You can think of it as a magical spaceship that travels through subspace as it faces incursions, or moves on to challenge [Tartarus]. You may only exit to challenge dungeons, for now. Earn credits by selling monster materials on the [Alliance Shop] and [Multiverse Market], and some will be awarded for completing incursions. You can still go on the internet using your personal computer, but you may not intentionally communicate with the non-initiated of Earth.
You can access the [Alliance Wiki], [Alliance Shop], and [Multiverse Market] from your [Menu] or personal computer, as well. Please note that while your tutorial incursion should have plenty of leeways for you to complete it: you do not want to procrastinate for too long, lest you run out of time and monsters burst forth into your [Refuge]. Good luck with your fight against the outsiders!
Jake put down the letter and then opened the box, as it was fairly large. Inside, he found several books, along with what looked like a spear, with a magical focus; a spear staff. Jake remembered, in the early game, this type of weapon made the most sense. Summon options were quite limited and potentially weak, along with the summoner having very little in the way of supporting them, thus the summoner needed to bring some melee damage to the table. 
Later on, it would be replaced with a pure staff, as melee damage from himself instead of casting was superfluous. The staff was a little taller than himself and looked mostly plain, with an inlaid blue gem-like focus near where the copper or bronze spear tip connected to the wooden shaft. It was a starter weapon that would do him well for a while. Aside from the spear and the books, the box was mostly empty, aside from another box. Inside the box was an assortment of fantasy materials, along with a small, what appeared to be a handmade booklet for a ritual labeled: [Summon Familiar]. 
Jake had a familiar in the game, but the familiar was just a minor personal buff disguised as a cute pet. Not dissimilar from visual-only pets in various other MMOs, where they served no purpose other than to look cute or cool, or both. 
He wondered if things would be the same here; perhaps within the confines of the game, they did not undertake the effort it would take to make a familiar behave like what a common familiar might in fantasy stories. The box contained all the prerequisite materials for the [Summon Familiar] ritual. 
With the box unloaded, he looked at his [Menu]. It appeared in his vision but didn’t block it, somehow. 
[Menu]
[Status]
[Alliance Shop]
[Multiverse Market]
[Dungeon Information]
[Alliance Wiki]
Nothing outside the ordinary there, the letter telling him what to expect. He looked over the current dungeon allocation information.
[Dungeon Information]
[Dungeon: Beginner Goblin’s Lair]
[Time Left: 10 Days, 4 Hours]
[Goal: Defeat Goblin Shaman]
[Level |Boss: 1-2 | 2 ]
He found that he would have just a little over 10 days to complete the dungeon and that the target appeared to be some sort of boss monster. This was plenty of time for Jake, as he couldn’t imagine preparations or what should be a beginner dungeon should take overly long.
When Jake did something like make a character in a game, he tried to get all the information he could to make a plan with a high possibility of success, while also remaining effective in the early stages. Instead, this was actually himself that he was building, and so he would want to spend even more time than usual. It’s one thing to control a character with a keyboard and mouse. It’s another thing entirely to cast spells and attack a creature with a spear staff. He needed to build his confidence first.
Within the menu, there was a selection for choosing his class. He was almost certain that he was going to pick the Summoner class, but he looked at what he could select. He reviewed the list, and nothing really stood out to him that he would want to be rather than Summoner, except for one: Void Mage.
This was interesting to him, as it wasn’t even in the game he played. Jake felt that the Void Mage class was not really something that fits him well as a person, however. Summoner was always the class that appealed most to him within the game, as it allowed him to support his allies in ways that made them all more successful as a whole. He selected it, and it provided some information about his new class to him.
[Summoner Class: Tier 0]
[+50% Mana Regeneration]
[50% Mana Regeneration in-combat]
[3 Spendable Attribute points per level]
[10% Increase Effectiveness for Int, Wis, Cha]
[Through their connection to the void, Summoners draw in energy and call forth creatures. Through their bonds and contracts, they draw power and can cast various magics.]
It was nothing all that unexpected there, not very much unlike the game. He now brought up his personal status, though things were less complicated here than he was expecting.
[Jake Hart]
[Age: 23]
[Race: Human]
[Jake Status Level 1]
[Strength: 13]
[Dexterity: 12]
[Constitution: 12]
[Intelligence: 16]
[Wisdom: 15]
[Charisma: 12]
There was no health, and there was no mana. Jake guessed that the average human adult would be about 10 in each attribute, or so. Being above six feet in height and in great shape, he felt it was fair to put him above the average on the physical attributes, for sure. 
Regarding his caster stats, he felt that this was accurate as well. He was well above average on these things, often seen as more mature for his own age, and nearly achieved top scores in his schooling.
Jake started by reading the [Introduction to The Alliance] book. He learned his apartment was now what is called a [Refuge]. His door was now replaced with a portal that [The Framework] connected to a dungeon. [The Framework] was to assess dungeons that spawn all over Earth, and connect them to Alliance members appropriate for them to clear successfully, instead. All while preventing the outsiders from growing and emerging on Earth, where monsters would attack people not equipped to deal with such threats and become even stronger. 
As Jake advanced in [The Alliance], he would slowly get more responsibility to clear dungeons and travel the multiverse to reach other worlds. He would even have the option of teaming up with other Alliance members, if he so desired, at that point. He could expand his [Refuge], which uses magic to add rooms and additional facilities that will help him be successful while he’s inside dungeons, or for rest and relaxation. The beginner guide showed that there were many other perks available in the future, though the information was restricted for now. 
Not everything was good news, however. It was made clear he could not go back to Earth, or any Fringe world, under [The Framework]. Once he completed his [Trial], he could go to contested worlds or worlds called [Bastion]’s, for which the details were limited to him for now, but not Earth. Not unless [The Alliance] failed Earth, and it became contested and dungeons spawned there, anyway. If Earth succeeded in the world’s [Trial], that would be another way for him to visit.
Jake tested the claim about his being unable to contact the outside world. He had friends he would still like to talk to, even if they were not overly close. Jake went to his computer and tried to find his friends online and message them. 
He found that there was some sort of compulsion, and when he went to type into his computer intending to communicate, he found himself unable to. Jake felt it was disturbing, his body refusing to cooperate with his intentions. The intent was what it worked off of, as he could type into his computer just fine into search engines or otherwise, or make notes. He could even print a webpage.
He could make drawings and send them to people but figured that this was mostly useless for his purposes. Sending ominous pictures where he was trapped in his apartment and a request for the other person to keep trying to talk to him was just not going to end with worthwhile communication. Communicating using language appeared to be the restriction for the compulsion. 
Jake sighed as he wrapped up reading the [Introduction to The Alliance] book. There were a few topics left over, but they were definitely best gone over when he was exploring the [Alliance Shop] and [Multiverse Market], and making his plans for his remaining [Credits]. 
It turned out the [Alliance Shop] was like a sponsored store for the organization he was now a part of, where what it sold was limited, the price fixed, and it was affordable. The [Multiverse Market] was like a popular auction website and marketplace, and it included sellers that were not even members of [The Alliance]. 
Even Jake could sell the items he got from the dungeon or crafting here, and there were many items he could not even understand for sale there. This led him to move on to the next stage of his preparations: reading the book on [Mana Control]. 
Jake was filled with excitement. Who doesn’t dream of learning to wield magic? It’s up there on the list of top wishes, up there with flying and becoming invisible. With this book, he assumed whatever being initiated into [The Framework] did to him that knocked him out, he could do exactly that. Though, he didn’t think he’d be able to do much with [Mana Control] on its own. 




Chapter 3 – Summon Familiar


As Jake read the book, he felt like the knowledge was truly becoming a part of him. He wasn’t sure if this was [The Framework] assisting him, or if it was that the book was magical, but as he turned the pages, he felt like he was truly getting an absolute understanding of controlling mana. Mana was present in all things, even if the people of Earth didn’t know it. Mana flowed and filled his [Refuge], and he could take it in within his body.  
Even his body both had, and his soul created mana, where he felt the burning in his chest when Odin drafted him into [The Framework]. After reading the book and feeling like he fully understood [Mana Control], he received a notification, but he looked inward and tried to control his mana. It took him a while, but he could eventually move it. He tried pushing some of it out of his body, but he quickly lost control, his efforts accomplishing nothing that he could see.  Jake checked the notification that he had ignored. 
[Skill learned: Mana Control]
[You have discovered the mana in all things. You can now control the power to alter reality. Improving this skill improves all framework-assisted spells.] 
Jake had done it. He had found his mana within himself and could now control it, at least somewhat, within his body. He noticed several hours had passed since he had read the book and began trying to control his mana, and he was now covered in sweat, hungry, and exhausted. Jake realized he needed to take a shower and have something to eat before he continued. 
His small apartment shower was a bit of a letdown, but it still did its job. He wondered how it continued to work, but he guessed that [The Framework] was supplying his [Refuge] with these resources. Now that this was his [Refuge] and he could add rooms and improve them, he wondered how all of that was going to work, as he wanted to cover up his ominous-looking windows. 
Jake went to cook lunch. His kitchen was not much to write home about either, but he had the normal fixtures of a sink, oven with stove top, microwave oven, and fridge. As part of taking care of himself, he had taken up cooking as a hobby. 
Jake found it difficult to eat healthy with prepackaged food, at least while being able to enjoy it. That led to him striving to improve his meals and learning various recipes online, and he was quite proud of the things he could make. He made a toasted panini and settled down to read the wiki on familiars while he ate.
Jake learned that there were many types of familiars that could be summoned from various rituals: from demons to animal spirits, to Fae, such as fairies and pixies. Even humanoid familiars existed, although both summoning and binding them would require someone or something extremely powerful to accomplish this; there was a difference in power required between the two beings. Familiars would serve who summoned and bound them, and in return, they would receive the summoner’s mana or some other agreed-upon resource. 
Someone of his power, barely able to control his mana and with a low capacity, would have difficulty summoning anything that could handle more than minor tasks, let alone be useful in combat or helping at all in the dungeon. Because of the harm that would come to both parties when something bad happened to the familiar, it simply felt too risky to bring them into the dungeon.
Just why did Odin provide a [Summon Familiar] ritual instead of something else? Surely, an offensive or healing spell would be much more useful to him as he entered a dungeon and started risking his life. A rat that could sneak through grates and unlock doors or an owl that could deliver mail simply would not be very useful for killing goblins.
He finished his food, and so he took a much closer look at the [Summon Familiar] ritual Odin provided him. It came with instructions, but not a lot of information on what kind of familiar he would be summoning. 
He used the materials provided and tried to match them up with the [Summon Familiar] information on the wiki. It took some time to match up the familiar information with his ritual, but he eventually thought he managed it. The only difference looked to be the stone statue, a mangled figurine perhaps, replaced by another object.
He found this ritual was one which established a permanent bond with a familiar that resonated perfectly with Jake’s soul. Specifically, one that would share his goals and desires. Through the ritual, Jake would bare his soul to the void, and only a creature that liked what it saw and wanted what Jake wanted would answer the call and bind themselves to him. 
Unlike the other rituals or familiar types, it did not seem to be limited by his personal power, but only by his soul resonance, and his desires being what the creature wanted to bond with. The creature would then pay whatever price to bind itself with him, and they would forever be stuck with Jake and Jake with them. 
The idea both excited and concerned Jake. He could get anything, even a powerful creature, though the creature itself would be limited by his current mana pool and strength to be bound. As he got stronger, so could they, though they would always remain much weaker than him. He could also get a very weak and useless creature, and just what would that say about Jake? Still, Jake could use all the help he could get. 
Because this ritual was based on soul resonance, it was unlikely that his being stronger or waiting a few years would make any difference to what he summoned. His desires and the type of person he was should be unlikely to change much in the short term. This was like summoning a soulmate. 
The familiar bond went deep into each other’s soul, where all thoughts and feelings would pass through between him and his summoned familiar. His familiar’s desires would match his own, and they would work together to achieve his goals. He was getting excited about the prospect; he very much desired someone to work in a team with. For a long time, he had been alone. This was almost like summoning a family member.
While he had many friends online, they were not deep connections, and they were not of a similar mindset. This being he would summon, their very nature would make them desire what he did.
Despite that, he was simply too excited to find out what kind of summoned familiar would answer his call. He set out, clearing out ample space in his apartment, adding a few extra feet to the dimensions of the planned ritual circle to give ample space for it. He had to move his couch; his apartment was simply not very large. Jake at least had a single bedroom, making it so that his bedroom, as small as it was, was at least some private area. 
Then, he followed the instructions for drawing the ritual circle with chalk and a string that was provided. He then set out to place the prerequisite materials in the proper locations until he had a pathetic looking totally not-satanic ritual circle with random items scattered about. 
Jake added the symbols and made the final preparations, making sure each section of the circle matched the diagram, other than the strange relic replacing a different material. The relic had an odd feeling to it, and he wondered what it was. Either way, the god, Odin, supplied it, so he had some expectation of what might happen.
He then made one more check and read the remaining instructions in full before he would begin. Jake was excited, but he did everything he knew to do in order to make sure this ritual was successful. 
With that thought, he arduously channeled his mana into the crystal until he felt it made a connection, then set it down on the ritual circle. The energies expanded and joined the circle, and Jake tried to use his will to make the request for a familiar to join him and kept his heart open.
Jake felt the energy swirling within the magical circle, and the materials in their respective locations were added to it, along with all the markings, taking on an eerie, blue glow. Jake closed his eyes, not wanting to be distracted by what was happening, to continue sending his desire for a familiar, and keeping his heart open for the connection to this other being. His eyes were closed, but eventually, he could tell the ritual had gotten so bright and then dark, so he opened his eyes.
As the ritual was completed, Jake felt a connection to the summoned being before he was hit with, somehow, blinding darkness. As he rubbed the blindness out of his eyes, he felt emotions that were simply not his own. While Jake was excited and a little concerned over the magical explosion of darkness, the other creature was elated and seemed to restrain their excitement, and something else. As his vision cleared, looking over from the floor where he kneeled, he realized that the creature he summoned was quite small; around 6 inches tall as far as he could tell. 
His vision cleared some more, to where he could see the rest of his apartment, and the mess he created just fine, but the tiny figure was still quite blurry. Rather than being only 6 inches tall, it looked like the creature was crouched, or kneeling with its hands on the ground in front of them with its forehead on top of its hands. They likely were not much taller than a foot while standing. It was difficult to make out more features than this, for Jake. 
It was like they were made of shadows as if they were a three-dimensional silhouette if that were possible. While the surrounding area was blurred with a shadow fog, Jake could pick out a few features. The creature had wings, and horns on its head, as well as long hair. 
Jake realized he was probably staring for a little too long, though the creature was quite patient, or too busy holding back their emotions to realize it themselves. He decided he had to say something. 
“Uh… Hello, I’m Jake. Thank you for answering my call. Please take care of me. Welcome to my [Refuge].” As soon as he finished speaking, the being blurred into motion, flying up into the air toward him. 
The restrained excitement was no longer restrained, and they openly danced through the air around Jake’s head. Now that Jake got a closer look, it was obvious the creature was feminine, and he could now see that the creature had a tail as well. It looked more like a large lizard’s tail, rather than what he was expecting. The creature looked like a succubus wearing odd clothes, perhaps robes, or a long dress, aside from that detail. 
This filled Jake with worry, and disappointment in himself. The possible succubus instantly picked up on this, slowing her excited movements and mirroring her own concern and worry about Jake through their new bond.
Causing the succubus concern and worry made Jake feel a little bad, but this was one of the things Jake was a little afraid of. Just what did it say about him that his soul would resonate with a succubus? He realized he was far from perfect, but he did not feel as if he was some kind of hedonistic person. He had his lusts and desires, as he thought of many other men his age, but he didn’t think they were to where a sex demon would take interest. 
Jake pushed down the feelings of worry and filled himself with determination. He would not let this occurrence get him down. He would look on the bright side of things, and focus on the things that he can change. 
First, a succubus is much more useful in most lore Jake knew, than the potential worst-case scenario. This was much better than some kind of rodent or other creature that is only marginally useful. One can often replace their overall effectiveness with a spell that can accomplish many of the same things that such a minor creature could accomplish. Second, this creature might not even be a succubus; after all, the tail differed from what he would usually expect.
With that, he will open his [Menu], then under his status he found the information on his familiar.
[Familiar Information]
[Name: Fhesiah]
[Race: Dragon-Touched Demoness]
[Bond Level: Error]
So, she wasn’t a succubus, but a [Dragon-touched Demoness]. While succubus can be considered demons, not all female demons can be considered succubus. Depending on the lore from which the demon or demoness originate, they can be not all that different from humans. In some lore, they were little different from humans with magic as a part of their being, other than perhaps their mindsets. 
They could also be a creature from another plane that lived on a completely unique set of rules, like the demons summoned by warlocks with demonic pacts from the planes of Hell. Because of how she was summoned, he guessed she would be similar to the latter, but Jake wasn’t so sure. He also noticed that there was something wrong with the bond: it showed an error instead of a level. 
Just what did dragon-touched mean? Why not half-dragon demoness, or dragoness? He hoped he could hear the story from her eventually, or maybe he could do some research about her race later. Jake felt relief at learning this, but he felt it didn’t excuse his feelings that he now broadcast to his recipient, as if he said so out loud. He would need some time to get used to this connection and be careful of his feelings. 
He decided he would apologize and try to learn more from his forever partner, so he looked as best he could towards her eyes and said, “Sorry about that, Fhesiah. I’m very new to the magical world and didn’t really know what to expect. I may have had some weird expectations of what might resonate with me. You answered my call, and I am thrilled about that.”
Fhesiah nodded, and Jake thought she might be smiling through the shadows, judging by her emotions. Still, the demoness didn’t talk, and he wondered if something might be wrong; the wiki had shown that besides feelings, thoughts should be shared as well. 
While Jake wasn’t sure if a mouse could really talk into his mind or have coherent thoughts, he didn’t see a reason a demoness would not be capable of it. 
He asked, “I can tell we share our feelings over the bond, but are you able to hear my thoughts?” 
She nodded, which caused Jake some confusion. “If you can hear mine, why can’t I hear yours?” 
She paused in thought, but eventually floated near his chest, where he had found his magic, and where he believes the link between him and her resides. She then pantomimed a path or rope between his and her chest with her hands and showed her hands grasping onto the rope. Fhesiah then seemed to show the rope growing in size and then mimed holding a ball inside each of their chests and the ball growing. 
“So, our bond needs to grow, or perhaps our magic or souls need to grow as well. Then, we’ll be able to talk?” 
Fhesiah nodded and gave a thumbs up, confirming them. Wait, did demons really do thumbs up? With that thought, Jake looked at her, and he was sure of it now. Thanks to the emotions she was sending through the bond: she was smiling.




Chapter 4 – Dungeon Preparations


Jake spent some time thinking about himself and the recent happenings in his life: finishing college, quitting his job, looking for work, and eventually meeting with Odin where he was introduced to the supernatural world. How his patron lined him up with the staff and the ritual materials, which he then performed, and she came to his call.  
Jake could tell Fhesiah paid attention to his thoughts with rapt attention, but she never seemed to stay still. She didn’t appear to need to flap her wings to fly and just floated and spun in midair, even striking poses like she was lounging or pretending to swim through water. Her lazy somersaults and spins through the air were amusing, making Jake smile, but not overly distracting him as he sort of told his story. 
“Wow, you really don’t sit still, huh? Well, I suppose if I could fly, I would probably make use of it…”
When he was done with his story, he thought about his current plans, that he needed to check the [Alliance Shop] and [Multiverse Market] for what he considered his final preparations to head into the dungeon for the first time. With that, he remembered that part of the reason he held off on that was that he was waiting to see what his familiar was capable of and if he could somehow supplement their effectiveness with his purchases. 
With that, she stopped moving in her flight and waved to make sure Jake’s attention was focused on her. When it was, she disappeared from sight, leaving only a small glimmer or blur. She then picked up some mail he had sitting on the counter and floated it towards him, stopping midair once again. Jake realized she could scout for him at a minimum, being functionally invisible, and she might use items or incendiaries if they were light enough. 
With that, she reappeared into his view and lifted his mail above her head. He felt what he thought to be magical energy, and then the mail was engulfed in flames. “Great, you can–Shit!” 
Jake needed that! He rushed and grabbed the flaming mail, threw it on the ground, and tried stomping it out. The entire time, Fhesiah was bent over in laughter, pretending to roll on the floor except in the air, laughing. 
It looked like she had a bit of a mischievous side, but he joined her in laughter. It took Jake a moment to realize that the mail no longer served any purpose, his old life was completely gone. That bummed him out a bit, but as he looked on at her, he couldn’t help but still be excited, glad that at least he had someone to interact with.
He wondered what her limits for casting spells were, and he glanced at her. 
“Could you cook a goblin, do you think?” She was hesitant, but she shook her head no. It looked like for now: a distraction was the best he could hope for. 
“Well, scouting and a distraction are quite useful, and I bet your abilities will grow in the future?” She nodded, so he moved on to check out the two stores on his personal computer, to which she looked on in interest.
Jake only had 500 credits to spend, and this amount would not get him very far in either store. He tried looking for [Mana Control] and found it to be a flat 1000 credits, using it as a means for comparison. He had wanted to get some kind of offensive spell like a magic missile or something like it to supplement his ability to melee the goblins, but he would need to save up several hundred, or thousands of credits for it. 
Not only that, but he found a few of the other spells that he was interested in. They were way outside what he would have available to him in the first dungeon, and perhaps the second, depending on how much he could earn. As a summoner, once he had his summon, his staple spells were going to be buffs and heals to help support his allies, and he found these were quite expensive.
As he felt disappointment, he noticed over the bond a feeling of pride, and he glanced over at her, who was paying attention to his actions on the computer. She started gesturing between him and her, but he didn’t seem to get what she was trying to tell him. 
She struck a pose and fired a tiny sort of magic missile off into the air, then she floated onto his hand and did the same thing again, firing the magic missile from where his hand was pointing.
“You can teach me?” He asked, to which she nodded, and Jake guessed she was smiling. 
“That’s great. Do you think I could learn it in a single day?” Jake asked, to which she shrugged. It looked like it might just depend on Jake. Still, he decided he would finish his preparations tomorrow and attempt to spend some time learning the spell prior to heading out. If he learned it in a few hours before they left, then great, and if not, he would leave and continue his training on the following day.
That decided, he looked over what he could purchase in the shop. There were healing salves and unguents that were quite affordable and could heal minor wounds rapidly. Jake picked up a few of those, along with some other cheap odds and ends like stamina pills and two minor healing potions for general healing when he doesn’t have time to apply the salve.
With those minor preparations out of the way, he looked into some protection. As a summoner, he would never want to opt for any heavy armor. He found that linen gambesons or leather armor that were better than mundane, with enchantments or with any kind of fantasy materials were simply outside of his price range. 
Jake glanced over to what used to be his doorway. He had a full motorcycle outfit, as that was his primary means of transportation. It was rubberized and complete with hard-shell bracers and guards for his extremities, and even had excellent protection for everywhere on his chest and back, missing only protection for his throat. He would pick up something for that from the shop or market.
Jake did some reading, and mundane materials could provide adequate protection against smaller monsters that lack decent weaponry or inhuman strength, such as goblins. As long as their weapons were crude clubs or flint knives and spears, something like motorcycle armor would mitigate damage. It wasn’t until he fought things with weapons and the strength of humans that the armor would be rendered destroyed or mostly useless in just a few attacks.
He also looked into dismantling the creatures he would defeat, or looting. He learned that there was not much that the beginner dungeon monsters had available to harvest, but there were some things that could be collected that had value on the [Multiverse Market]. [The Framework] would even assist him with a dismantling skill, allowing him to improve the quality of materials harvested, as well as the speed and accuracy. That grossed him out, as he realized in order to earn funds, he would have to be elbow deep in the creature’s guts after he killed them much of the time. 
While Jake was excited as he thought the motorcycle armor looked kind of cool, he could sense amusement over the bond coming from his familiar. As he glanced over at Fhesiah, he could see her stifling a laugh with a hand over her mouth; not that he could hear her, anyway. 
He purchased a short sword and a decent sized folding knife that should be good for dismantling creatures, finding them to be quite cheap. He also added some steel-toed boots that should also work well enough for hiking, a headlamp for seeing in the dark, and a LED lamp he could set down. Jake felt that the odd tech-fantasy mix was odd, but reasoned that Odin used a computer game to recruit him, so he got over it. A box got shoved out of the portal, and his purchases arrived instantly. His preparations were completed; it was time for some dinner.
The rest of the evening had been uneventful; Jake had finished eating, finding out that Fhesiah did not eat or needed to eat, then spent the rest of the evening reading the wiki. He went over all the low-level monsters he might encounter in the beginner dungeons and spent some time watching some videos on how to use a spear. When he went to sleep, she just snuggled up on top of his chest. Because of her almost intangible and small nature as a spirit or ghost-like entity, he barely felt her there, but her presence and feelings over the bond left his heart with a light, warm feeling. 
[Page Break]
When Jake woke up, Fhesiah was no longer on his chest. She was sleeping, but it was almost like she had drifted away, several feet away. Perhaps responding to his thoughts, she stirred and woke up. With that, she floated and flitted around lazily, stretching. 
His plan for the day was to do some practice with the spear; putting to use the videos he had watched and perhaps watching them again. He also planned on practicing his mana control a little more, prior to Fhesiah’s lesson. Once he was satisfied with his preparations, he would head into the dungeon. For now, he would shower and have breakfast.
Jake's needs were taken care of; he was now dressed in his jogging clothes. His living area still had the summoning circle, so he cleaned that mess and used the same space for spear drills and getting used to the movement. The videos included some drills on some common spear moves. The more he used them, the more his muscles became accustomed to moving in that way, and the faster and more confident he could do them when under attack. Not only that, but the Framework would assist him in progressing meaningfully. 
Jake set his feet apart with his left foot forward and took a stance with his spear, his dominant right hand at the butt of the spear, and his left hand about waist width apart. He moved his right hand and found how slight movements moved the spear point significantly. This made it easy to track a moving target, or to change from a low attack to a high, or from left to right with much more speed than a swordsman could. He practiced some spear thrusts, and he felt a sense of incongruity; like he was doing something wrong. 
After some trial and error, he found the feeling went away when he stopped doing the things that were wrong. He was thrusting too far, putting himself off balance, or he was using the wrong muscles to perform the thrusts, causing him to waste energy. Sometimes, he would even receive what he felt like a mental nudge, pushing him in the right direction when he was close but not quite there.
He practiced gathering steps, which allowed him to shuffle forward or backward while maintaining his ability to feint or otherwise attack or guard, should his opponent approach unexpectedly. He also practiced sidestepping and how he could choke up on the spear if an enemy got in close.
After about thirty minutes and Jake building up a decent sweat, Fhesiah came up with an idea of how she could help. She could float and move a piece of paper in the air, allowing him to aim his spear thrusts at a moving target. Hitting the moving target took some getting used to, but it was clear this was more in line with what he needed. He did his best to send his appreciation over the bond, and the little demoness preened at the praise. 
Jake was attacking the paper when it started moving faster and faster. He did his best to keep up, but he started getting tired. Jake felt some mischievousness over the bond, and Jake saw the little demoness teasing him. She was too close for him to really hit with his spear and shaking her butt, her tail swaying back and forth as she waved the paper in his face. She smacked said butt, and Jake thought she probably had stuck her tongue out at him.
Jake laughed as he pushed on, trying to do better. A few furious stabs hit the fast-moving paper, and eventually, his spear went through the paper, then her. She froze like she had gotten impaled, and Jake was aghast at what he had done, only for him to be flicked in the forehead a moment later. He laughed once more. His familiar really kept things interesting for him.
Besides helping him with the spear, the training had the unintended side effect of learning a lot more about Fhesiah. Jake was no longer worried about her being caught or damaged soon. She could move much faster than he could attack when she wanted to, and she could become completely intangible to his spear weapon.   
Having spent over an hour doing spear drills and watching more videos, Jake felt much more confident about using the spear to fight enemies. He would have the short sword to draw for enemies that both entered his personal space and overwhelmed him, though he had a hard time imagining many situations where he would need that, other than narrow corridors. 
The spear and its shaft could be used in various ways, along with his own body using his elbows and kicks to push enemies back to allow movement of the spear. Choking up on the spear properly for his spear which was not much taller than himself was simply more effective than drawing a sword. If he were drawing the short sword, he was probably in some deep shit, and he should do his best to distance himself or avoid that number of enemies entirely. Perhaps if he threw his spear, he would see the value of drawing a knife or a sword.
Sensing what Jake wanted, Fhesiah handed him a small hand towel. 
“Thank you, Fhesiah. I appreciate it.” He toweled himself off with a smile, deciding to move on to his mana control training. He sat down cross-legged and tried to clear his mind and find the state he had gotten into when he had awakened the ability. 
It was at that point that he was filled with surprise: it looked like Fhesiah was joining him in this endeavor as well. Not only that, but he looked at her: her hand was entering his body, near where his mana congregated. He felt uneasy about this, but she sent a reassuring feeling of confidence to him over their bond.
He tried to feel what she was doing with the mana inside his body. It looked like she couldn’t move the mana in his core area, but he could feel that she was sending something, perhaps mana in various directions, wrapping it around his mana and trying to guide it. 
Jake tried to follow her movements with his mana, but it was still quite sluggish compared to how she could move it. Slowly but surely, he was mimicking what she was doing. It looked like she was trying to make a vortex, or spiral, out of his mana. 
Jake wasn’t sure what the purpose of this was, but he noticed he was slowly getting better at doing it, and when he stopped, the spiral would continue moving for a period instead of immediately snapping back. 
“Are we close to accomplishing something, or should we move on to the magic missile practice?” She shook her head; whatever it was they were working on with the spiral will probably take quite some time. 
He could already tell that his mana control had improved, however minutely. It was not quite enough to move the skill up a rank; he had quite a long way to go. He appreciated her help, though. It would have taken a long time for him to get where he was without her help. Feeling her mana interacting with his mana was a unique experience and made it easier for him to replicate.
With that thought, he took a quick break to have a snack. Once done, they would work on learning a magic missile attack. He toweled off once again and had an apple. This skill she was going to teach him was going to both save him 1,000 [Credits] and help protect him in the dungeon. 
Jake looked over at her expectantly. He was ready to learn. While he was just as excited to learn mana control, it was anticlimactic. He couldn’t do anything useful with the mana, besides partially powering a ritual, apparently. This would be the first actual step towards feeling like he was a wielder of magic. 
Fhesiah thought for a moment, then flew away into the other area of the room. She came back with some of his printer paper and a pencil. She then drew, first, an almost-stick figure that was supposed to be a person, with a sphere in the chest; representing the magic inside of Jake. 
Fhesiah then drew a series of images that depicted gathering a portion of his mana inside of him and pushing it into a shape: in this case, a cone. She pantomimed with her hands near the chest and gave a feeling of giving more effort, squeezing or pushing his mana into a shape. 
Jake wished he could see her face because he would bet money on her expression being cute right about now. He felt what he thought was the emotional equivalent of a blush, and he laughed in response. She felt wronged, and Jake tried to understand why. 
“What’s the matter, Fhesiah? Turnabout is fair play, isn’t it? You teased me first.”
She folded her arms and snapped her head to the side like she didn’t want to look at him. Jake thought she might have harrumphed, but of course, he couldn’t hear or see her face properly. He laughed.
The pushing required more effort and would be the most troublesome part. Once that was done, he would wrap that shape with another layer of mana. Then, he would use this to drag the shape outside his body and through his staff and its focus, before removing the layer of mana and sending it at a target. 
This process had several steps, and to some extent, Jake thought that this was simple. For a spell such as firing a missile or bolt at a target, perhaps he was expecting too much. Jake then thought about just what kind of shape could he possibly make that would heal someone? A thought for later. For now, the intentions of Fhesiah were for him to give it a go, now that he had the overview of the process, and she would help guide him like before. 
With that, in companionable silence, he began trying to mold a portion of his mana into the prescribed shape. He had difficulties at first, even separating a portion of mana from his core area for this spell. Each time he cut it off, as soon as he let go, it would rejoin the pool of mana. 
Eventually, he got the hang of it, using his concentration to keep it separate and from dispersing: controlling it continuously. From there, he worked on just trying to shove the mana into any shape, while Fhesiah watched. Up to now, she was content to allow Jake to just experiment on his own. 
After what must have been more than a dozen failures and trying what Jake would think of, Fhesiah took pity on Jake and showed him how it was done. She took on a haughty demeanor, with her chin raised as she looked down on him. Jake thought she was miming being a professor in front of a class using a pencil that was nearly as large as herself, pointing at the picture associated with what he was starting with.
She added a little to the drawing, showing lines exaggerating that he needed to push it into the shape. She then joined him at his chest once again, and she motioned for him to try again. 
Jake paid attention to what she was doing with his mana; apparently, she could control his mana once it left his core just fine, perhaps because she was his familiar? With that, he tried copying what she was doing. 
It looked like his magic fingers, or intent on moving the mana needed to just be a little less stupid. He felt a mental smirk from her, and he couldn’t help but feel that she was teasing him somehow. Like anything else, Jake just needed practice. More and more rapidly, he and Fhesiah worked to make the shape that she had drawn previously until he had it. 
Jake noticed that any withdrawal of his intent would cause the shape to collapse rather rapidly, causing him to have to repeat the molding back into the shape he had created previously. Now, based on the drawings, he would need to envelop what he made in a layer of mana, grab it with his intent, then send that out of his body. 
Accomplishing this was slow-going at first, but eventually, he could “let go” of the internal structure, keeping his control over the outer layer. He could then easily move the shape around; controlling the thinner layer of mana was much easier than shoving the construct with his mind without it. 
Jake asked, “Is this spell ready, finally?” She flew off and returned with some trash from his initial delivery: an empty box. This would be the first target to feel the wrath of his spell. 
Jake tried to mimic what Fhesiah had done before, aiming his hand and pointing his finger toward the target. He then sent the shaped mana through his body and out his finger, shoving it toward the box. After it left his body, it sped until it hit the box, where it ripped a small hole through both sides before it dissipated. Fhesiah danced through the air clapping, and he could feel her feeling of triumph and pride, and [The Framework] showed him a notification.
[Skill Learned: Lesser Spell-forms Level 1]
[You’ve learned a lesser form of spell-form. Shaping mana imposes your will on reality in different ways.]
[Spell-form Learned: Mana Bolt]
[This spell fires a bolt of mana at your target. Mana cost varies on size.]
Jake’s feelings matched Fhesiah’s, and he couldn’t help but feel proud of what he accomplished. Still, he knew that there was no way he would have ever been able to do this without her help. 
“Thank you, Fhesiah. I really appreciate you helping me learn this and make it as fun as you have.”
She dusted herself off and fixed her robes, and bowed like she was some kind of play actress who just finished a major performance, and was receiving the adoration of her fans, nodding and spreading her hands wide. Jake clapped and wooed in response, and she preened at his praise. 
What he had created was a lesser spell-form, and it was actually called [Mana Bolt] instead of a magic missile. Jake found he could consume a tiny fraction and create a bolt the size of a thimble Fhesiah had made. He could increase it all the way up to the size of his fist before consuming too much mana or having a challenge keeping the shape. When Jake had read the [Alliance Wiki], he learned that there were various types of spell-casting.  
Jake was surprised to learn that many of the fantasy genre styles of magic casting were in fact real: from how cultivators use their Qi and truths of the universe to cast spells, to wizards that chant long poems to create a spell effect. All the way to calling upon the gods with a prayer, and even framework-assisted casting that was almost like a video game: where you supplied the mana and picked your spell, and it was like [The Framework] handled casting for you to an extent. 
What Jake learned was just one of the many methods to cast magic, and Jake was not stuck with using this method now that he was using it. He would have had to wait until he could save up over a thousand credits before he could have even learned a spell, if not for Fhesiah. 
One method that appealed to Jake was [Runic Magic], as it looked like it was quite versatile. Not only did it allow him to provide buffing effects, but he could also use those same runes in enchanting. Even enchanting had many working methods, just like spell casting. 
Still, it appeared Jake was just beginning his journey of learning lesser spell-forms. He noticed that the spell itself did not have a proficiency level, but [Lesser Spell-forms] did. Jake learned that as he got better with all lesser spell-forms, Mana Bolt would sort of improve on its own. 
Jake’s plan was to use [Mana Bolt] to start combat, or to take out a ranged attacker once, or after he’d dealt with the melee attackers. 
A few hours and half a dozen destroyed knick-knacks and cardboard boxes later, Jake was satisfied with his usage of [Mana Bolt]. He did not think that he would swing his spear and be able to use the lesser spell-form at the same time, but with a few more days of practice, he might. 
It currently took him nearly 5 seconds to create the [Mana Bolt], and it required a lot of his concentration. The result depended on how much mana he used to create the spell-form, and to damage, something like a goblin to change the outcome of a fight would take nearly one-fifth of his capacity, he guessed. 
To kill a goblin outright might take nearly half of it, or a strike to a weak point like the throat or their eye with a weaker mana bolt could work. Jake was mostly guessing how much damage the bolts would likely do to himself. Still, he would try to use it in combat when he felt he could spare the concentration.
Currently, Jake’s mana pool was not very large. Even if he spent half of it, it didn’t seem to take long for his mana to reach full capacity again; Jake guessed it took less than one hour to recover from empty. This meant in a long dungeon delve, he should be able to fire well over five bolts. He made and ate lunch, thinking about the tasks he wanted to accomplish before he headed into the dungeon. 
He prodded Fhesiah on if she wanted to work on the spiral again, to which she was excited to do so, for some reason. Once again, he sat down and got his mana spinning, and found it easier this time. In addition, the spiral would persist for a longer period once he stopped spinning it. It appeared even she was working hard to make it spin, and that they were getting closer to something, but Fhesiah pulled back. Whatever it was, they would not achieve it today. 
Jake started getting himself ready for his first dungeon run. He donned his steel-toed boots, motorcycle armor with an added throat protector, and motorcycle helmet. He filled his backpack with his dungeon-delving supplies, leaving a compartment for goblin cores and other dismantling results, and attached the headlamp to his helmet. Jake grabbed his spear-staff and headed to the door with Fhesiah in tow. It took him a little over a day spent in preparations, but he was finally ready. 




Chapter 5 – First Dungeon Run


Entering the dungeon was anticlimactic. He thought he would be fighting goblins left and right, but it appeared half the battle was exploring empty caves. Where they first entered, there was a portal leading back to his home, which would remain open at all times, allowing him to go home as needed. 
It was slow-going at first, as while he had decent lighting with his headlamp and lantern, the stiff inclines and winding tunnels reduced his visibility greatly. He kept himself alert but having an invisible scout going ahead of him took away most of the risk. Almost thirty minutes into slowly exploring, he finally felt a small burst of surprise and anticipation over his bond, to which he stopped his footsteps. She had finally found his quarry. 
After about a minute, Fhesiah became visible and waved at him. She gestured that there were two enemies around the corner, to which Jake questioned whether she checked the surrounding caverns, and she nodded. It appeared Jake would get his first fight against two goblins, with no risk of additional enemies appearing. 
A single enemy would have been better, but this is likely the best Jake could ask for. He reduced the headlamp to the lowest it could go and did his best to prepare his [Mana Bolt]. Holding his spear, his plan was to fire the bolt shortly after coming around the corner and attacking. 
When he rounded the corner, he turned his headlamp to full blast and spotted the two goblins. The two goblins were sitting in front of what appeared to be a hut made of mud. They shouted in surprise and reached to pick up their weapons off the ground. Jake then pointed his spear-staff and released his spell at the goblin that was slightly closer to him, the small mana bolt blasting it near its face. It bowled the goblin over, and bits of flesh and blood splattered. 
Meanwhile, Jake ran towards the other goblin with his spear parallel to the ground. Once he was in range, the goblin was already ready with its crude club. He planted his feet just like he did during his drills and thrust his spear staff toward the goblin’s center mass. The goblin tried to dodge and block using the club, but not only was the spear too fast, but the club, apparently rotted wood, shattered into dozens of pieces and the spear reached its gut, impaling it. 
Jake quickly kicked out at the goblin to retrieve his spear, trying to keep track of the goblin that his [Mana Bolt] had hit. It was now struggling to get up, seeming quite disoriented; it was missing a sizeable chunk of its face, and one eye was closed, or perhaps missing.
Jake retreated once his spear was removed from the goblin’s gut and took stock. Jake thought he could easily finish either of the goblins with his next attack; he moved to put the downed goblin between him and the gut-wounded goblin, and with a stab to its throat and a twist, it was dying. 
The other one charged with speed belying its injury, but Jake easily retracted his spear and returned to his proper stance, to stab the other goblin with leverage and power before it reached him in the chest. The goblin then collapsed, dead, and [The Framework] provided a notification that he ignored for the time being.
In a way, the fight was anticlimactic. At no point did Jake feel like he was in much danger. These goblins were little more than children with sharp knives, and for a prepared combatant like Jake, they were no challenge. 
While Jake was new to using a spear, he was not new to fighting. Before he quit, due to his third shift job, he had been regularly practicing boxing. In boxing, footwork, and distance were paramount, and that transferred over to fighting with weapons well; at least, Jake felt like he wasn’t starting from scratch. 
In another way, the fight took a lot out of Jake. He had killed nothing other than insects before, and the sounds that the goblins made in their death throes made him feel like he was putting down an animal. A hideous and angry animal, but one nonetheless. Like many people who grew up in the city, as Jake did, he hadn’t really killed even an animal before. 
His stomach roiled, and he tried to push down the feeling. Fhesiah sensed this, and sent calm and reassurance over the bond, perhaps even a feeling of righteousness; it was only due course he must kill these creatures. 
Jake expressed his appreciation for her and thought about what she was doing during the fight: watching. It appeared she wanted Jake to tackle this on his own, to build confidence and get his first kill out of the way, but there to add a distraction if Jake needed it. With that, he went to collect the spoils of war, getting his looting knife and pliers out. 
Goblin canines were some sort of spell component, and so they had some value on the [Multiverse Market]: at least enough to be worth collecting. Removing the teeth from their rotting mouths was a little gross, but it was not very difficult. He then sliced into their chest and removed their cores. It was a little difficult to find the tiny core in their chests, but Fhesiah showed him a trick: he could sense them with his mana. 
Enemies looted; Jake reviewed the notifications he ignored in his [Menu].
[Skill Learned: Melee Specialization Level 1]
[Subskill: Spear. Easy to learn, difficult to master. Guidance from the Framework makes you continuously better.]

[Skill Learned: Dismantling Level 1]
[Removing cores and materials from dungeon creatures is grim work, but necessary to obtain Credits.]
Two goblins were not enough for him to earn his first level. Up to now, there was mostly only one path to take through the cave, even if it winded around everywhere and was difficult to traverse. It was slow-going as they were trying to make sure that there were no surprises, and that they got the jump on the enemy instead of the other way around. 
This cavern appeared to have more than one way out, though. He questioned his familiar if she could track and map out the dungeon or not, to which she sent a feeling of confidence; she could find the way back even if they took many paths. 
With that, they continued to explore and ran into three other pairs of goblins, and they went down much the same as the first group. In the most recent group, he landed his [Mana Bolt] right on the goblin’s throat, and they went down immediately, adding absolutely nothing to the fight. After the first fight, he started working on moving his mana in a spiral, both in between and during the fights. This practice helped significantly, as he had even gotten his bolts down to only 4 seconds instead of 5. 
Jake’s mana was moving more and more fluidly, and that helped how quickly he could make the spell-form. After the third grouping, they stopped and Jake had his packed dinner; they had spent several hours in the caves already. They kept moving through the caves until he felt the telltale sign Fhesiah had discovered more enemies. 
This was a little different, though, as there was a more focused and resolute feeling coming over the bond. Jake waited for Fhesiah to return, to which she showed that there were 5 enemies ahead. This might be Jake’s first genuine challenge in this dungeon, as there was a possibility of him being wounded. 
Jake approached until he was in the adjacent pathway with his headlamp off, and prepared his mana bolt, putting more into the charge than he usually would; he would need to make this count. Jake heard the goblins shriek, and he rounded the corner and lit his lamp like he always did, and fired at the nearest goblin. They were over 10 meters away in the cavern, a somewhat large room compared to the previous rooms.
It struck the goblin in the back of the neck, and it shrieked as it went down to the ground. He began charging his next [Mana Bolt], and he saw that the goblins were still quite distracted as Fhesiah kept lighting their faces on fire and fluttering away. They swung their clubs, but could not even come close. When Jake fired his second oversized bolt, he hit the back of the head of one goblin, and it sent brain matter splattering over their allies.  
The first goblin hit was still not getting up from where it fell. Jake only saw it stirring slightly. That was 2 goblins down, with the other three finally paying attention to Jake. Instead of going for a third bolt, he rushed in and stood beside a wall in the cave. They could still only attack him from a few areas, at least. 
When he arrived, the goblins were only barely ready for him; they were so angry and focused on Fhesiah’s distraction. He pierced one goblin and retracted his spear with none of them getting closer to him, allowing him to repeat the process uncontested, which left a goblin dead. 
With one more goblin down, the last two finally leaped in Jake’s direction, trying to bring their small knives to bear on him. Still, Jake kept his distance and warded them off with timed thrusts, the goblins almost retreating until eventually, he landed a slash on the left goblin. That made the other goblin forget about any defense and charge Jake, but he met it with a kick that sent it tumbling backward. 
Jake was about to move to finish one goblin when he felt a flash of surprise and worry come from Fhesiah. He turned just in time to see the original goblin he had knocked over stabbing his thigh with a short knife, where he felt a sharp pain. The goblin pulled the knife out of Jake’s leg, and a shower of blood came out of it. The sight of it filled Jake with distress, his heart thundering in his chest. 
But Jake snapped out of it after a moment, choked up on his spear near the end, and stab the knife-wielding goblin in the chest. Fhesiah took to distracting the other goblins, giving him time to position himself and finish them easily. Jake felt a pain in his thigh just above his knee, and he was bleeding profusely. 
Fhesiah flitted about in worry, having him take off his pants so that she could apply one of the healing unguents he had previously purchased, which stemmed the flow of blood. She then had him drink a single healing potion before putting his motorcycle leathers back on. It looked like the cut went into a major vein or artery, even if not that deep, and Jake felt lightheaded at the blood he lost.
It surprised Jake that Fhesiah hadn’t teased him, removing his clothes down to his boxers. He guessed because of the seriousness of the situation, and he got an amused response from her emotions to the thought.
Somewhere during the fight was a notification, but Jake was too busy to note it. Now that the fighting was over, he checked it.
[Level Up! +3 Attributes to Spend]
[Level Reached: Level 2]

[Skill Increased!]
[Lesser Spell-Forms Level 2]
Finally, Jake had reached level two. It took over ten goblins, but he was finally there. He could now boost his attributes, and his goal was to try moving intelligence and charisma past twenty as soon as possible, with wisdom coming as soon after he can. 
As a Summoner, he could viably summon framework-assisted creatures using a [Summoning Token] whenever he received one. Entities such as creatures or people that were immortalized by [The Framework] would wait in the void when they died, unaware of time passage until summoned through many means, Jake’s summoning class being one of them. [The Framework] could even revive people as they were when they died, especially ones it deemed to be effective or worthwhile expenditures. Jake could die and be revived back in his [Refuge] as if nothing happened, but he knew that this would not be the case until he completed his [Trial].  
Jake guessed the [Summoning Token] would be a reward for completing a dungeon, though a beginner dungeon would be wishful thinking. However, he couldn’t pick a specialty until after level five, so Jake would want to wait until then, anyway. 
Not only would he get a bonus to those summoned creatures; It would guarantee him a rarer creature that matched that specialty, the first time he summoned after selecting it as a sort of starter package. It was disappointing for him to have to wait to summon his first creature, but Jake knew it would be worth it.
Jake finished dismantling the creatures, and he decided that was enough for his first run. He wasn’t sure how far these caves went, but he felt like for a beginner dungeon, there wouldn’t be that much to go. He had already killed thirteen goblins, and he couldn’t imagine that there was much more than double that remaining. Jake would head back to his [Refuge] and sell his loot on the [Multiverse Market], clean himself up, and prepare for tomorrow. He would also spend his attribute points and try to predict how much he could earn in the dungeon that remains. 




Chapter 6 – Goblin Shaman


It turned out not a lot. The return was uneventful as Fhesiah confidently led him back to his home. When he started walking, he felt a bit of a pain in his thigh where he was stabbed, but it slowly cleared up. He had cleaned himself up when he got back and found it to be mostly healed; the potion and the healing unguent could easily heal up what would have been stitches and weeks of healing during the time it took for him to return home.  
He was now on the [Multiverse Market], selling his gains. The goblin canines sold for a credit or two for what came from each goblin, and then the cores were only worth about two each in credits as well. As soon as he sold the items, they were enveloped in light and disappeared. 
All told, Jake had only made a little over 50 credits; effectively bringing him right back to 500 from what he spent on supplies; of which he still had most of them. That meant, even if it turned out that the rest of the dungeon was simply crawling with goblins and their mouths full of canines, he simply couldn’t hope to reach 1,000 credits without receiving some sort of clear bonus. 
Jake decided to relax a little. For nearly two full days, he lived and breathed the dungeon. While he only entered the dungeon for the first time today, for nearly two days other than the time he slept, he spent all of his time thinking of or preparing for the dungeon. With that thought, he asked Fhesiah if she wanted to watch a movie. 
After he described what it was, she was quite excited about the prospect, and he wondered if she would have any difficulty understanding it; she could understand his thoughts and speech, but that didn’t mean she could understand English. It appeared this was of no concern, as she floated about, quite happy about the idea. 
Fhesiah didn’t seem to have a preference for a movie, just leaving it to Jake to pick. He picked an old sci-fi action flick that had a little romance, and five elements. It looked like she just wanted to enjoy time by Jake’s side doing something other than research or fighting because she enjoyed it despite Jake’s thoughts probably ruining every plot point of the movie; knowing what was going to happen next. She floated around and struck poses through the air as they watched.
Jake got ready for bed and realized he ached all over his body. It turned out that fighting goblins and all of his other activities were a great workout. He decided now was the time to spend his attribute points.
[Jake Status Level 2]
[Strength: 13]
[Dexterity: 12]
[Constitution: 12]
[Intelligence: 17]
[Wisdom: 16]
[Charisma: 13]
Nothing overly exciting about him spending his points, one each in intelligence, wisdom, and charisma. He thought he felt like something shifted in him, but he was not sure exactly what? When he only gained three attribute points and already had over 80 attributes between his six attributes, it did not feel like a lot. In the game, Elves would start with 2 or 3 more dexterity, intelligence, wisdom, and charisma, but less strength and constitution. 
Overall, it would still take Jake nearly two or three levels just to make up the difference. A level 3 or 4 human was equal to a level 1 Elf in the number of attributes. He didn’t want to think about what a Titan’s starting attributes looked like, a level 1 was probably superior or close to superior to a level 10 human in physical attributes. 
This was not like a game where everything was balanced and everything was equal, though [The Labyrinth] was this way as well; that was why so few people played the race of human, they were just not very good.
As he lay in bed, he came up with a schedule that he would likely follow over the next few days. He would continue training the spear and the spiral. During the fight with the five goblins, his concentration on the spiral had lapsed. His goal was to keep it going at all times, though he was unsure if he could let it go during his sleep. If Fhesiah knew other spell-forms, he would learn those even if they were not useful to him, or continue working on [Mana Bolt]. 
Jake would then spend more time in the dungeon, working through and clearing it. He had read that most of the time it took at least two beginner dungeons before he would move up to something more challenging. He would need to be beyond the starter dungeons before he could receive a [Summoning Token], as well. Jake would plan on unwinding with research and a movie or show with Fhesiah after each day. 
Jake went through his training when he woke up, and as it turned out, she did know some other spell-forms for him to learn. He wanted to learn a mana shield-type spell, but it appeared that it would be out of his reach until he improved his skill with lesser spell-forms. He was concerned about the goblin caster that was the boss of the dungeon, as he doubted his armor’s ability to protect himself from a fireball, for example, but Fhesiah didn’t feel concerned about this at all. Apparently, the damage the creature could put out was simply not enough to put him at significant risk; at least not with Fhesiah distracting it, or with Jake targeting it with [Mana Bolt]. 
She showed him the spells he could learn next: a sort of push spell that would stagger enemies, a flame, a cleaning spell, and a blade of mana. [Mana Blade] was absolutely what he wanted to learn next, as it looked like it could work with his spear-staff. Jake would eventually learn all the spells, but that was what he wanted next. 
Still, Jake could not learn it before entering the dungeon on his first full day, as the shape and application were much more challenging than forming a shape, wrapping it, and shoving it out. For [Mana Blade], he had to build the shape, wrap it and move it to his spear.  He would then expand it and constantly channel mana into it and keep the shape with his intent, all while he was fighting or using the blade. Still, it was excellent training, and he had gotten the cast time of his [Mana Bolt] down even further when he finished.
The dungeon run was uneventful, with Jake making simple work of all the goblins he ran into. There were larger groups, with no group smaller than 4 now. Still, after killing about 25 goblins this time, they had no luck discovering where the boss monster they needed to kill was located, and Jake took on no more wounds. Jake decided that this was fine; there was still over a week left, and clearing every enemy was gaining him experience. He was also moving closer to the spiral being completed.
This time, they sat and watched a movie about a water boy for a football team that was abused and bullied, only to channel his rage into becoming the ultimate football linebacker. Watching the comedy, Jake and Fhesiah laughed at the man’s antics as he became revered and even found love. 
Fhesiah left the room at some point and returned with one of Jake’s action figures from his room. A man with a sword from a role-playing game he bought. She squared off like a linebacker, and he looked on with interest at her posture. The difference between her having wings and a tail was interesting to Jake, even if he couldn’t see more detail through the shadows. He stared, almost as if his eyes could unveil the shadows. Just how did the tail come out of her clothing? Did it have a hole, or?
The girl in question caught his interest in her rear, and she smacked it, once again teasing Jake. She then tackled the action figure, making him laugh.   
The next two days were a repeat of the previous, with one change: Jake had completed [Mana Blade] on the third day, working on it. His [Lesser Spell-forms] skill reached the next level, as well. Jake wasn’t sure if he was talented, or if Fhesiah was just an excellent teacher. Still, reaching level 3 in a skill was not much to write home about; these were lesser spell-forms, after all. It looked like eventually, he would move on to normal spell-forms and eventually greater ones, which had multiple stages and shapes. 
The skill itself was amazingly effective if a bit costly. Using it required Jake’s full focus, but it sliced through goblins like butter. Their limbs and bones provided no resistance to the blade, but he could only manage a few swings before he would need to cut it off. While his spear was not great at slashing attacks, the [Mana Blade] changed that significantly.
It turned out Jake was very wrong about how many goblins were left. After the second day, goblins began roaming the dungeon, almost as if looking for who was slaughtering them. Still, Fhesiah easily kept Jake from getting surrounded, and the two of them took on fights that they could win. Jake had killed over one hundred goblins by the end of the fourth day, dungeon-diving overall. 
Jake did take a few blows in one of the fights. The armor dulled the blows from the crude clubs, giving Jake enough time to kick the goblins aside and finish them off without taking any major injury. This happened when he took on the largest group of eight goblins, and Fhesiah was only able to distract a few of them.  
On the fifth day of dungeon diving, they finally reached the goal: Fhesiah had found the goblin shaman. Perhaps because of how much they had cleared the passages and killed so many goblins, there were not many other goblins in the room. Jake was now able to cast [Mana Bolt] in around 2 seconds, and his overcharged version now completely shattered goblins no matter where he hit them. 
She initiated the fight by lighting the goblin shaman’s crude clothes on fire, and when Jake released his [Mana Bolt] it knocked it several feet away from where it was standing. Jake wanted to finish the shaman but found that the other goblins were getting in the way. Jake impaled one on his spear, then lifted the goblin and slammed it into another. He freed one of his hands and finished off the goblin shaman with another mana bolt, just as it was about to cast a spell. 
Just as Jake was about to retract his spear and finish off the two bowled-over goblins, a goblin had climbed some rocks near the wall. It jumped on his back and stabbed him in the shoulder, underneath one of the thick plastic plates there. Jake tried to grab the goblin but found it hard to reach on his back, so he found the nearest wall and used his body weight to crush the goblin. 
Luckily, after the initial stab, the goblin could not get much purchase for more, allowing Jake to finish it without taking any more damage. Once again, Jake had gotten hurt by an unexpected enemy, and it hurt. Jake was somewhat getting used to melee combat, but he found himself worrying about taking damage. He hoped he could get a front-line melee combatant soon so that he could bow out and support them from afar.
From there, Jake meticulously kept his distance from the remaining goblins, keeping them at bay using his spear, and he finished the rest of them without taking any additional blows. His shoulder wound did not provide a loss of his capability to kill the rest. He had received notifications but ignored them until he was sure he was back in his [Refuge] safe.
The goblin had a wand that Jake believed was called a fetish that he would sell and nothing else of value. Jake looted the bodies and Fhesiah led him back uneventfully. The dungeon was now completed, and Jake reached level 3. He had killed well over one-hundred goblins since he had hit level two at only a little over ten, and some of the last goblins were clearly higher level than the ones he started fighting early on in the dungeon. 
Jake was very appreciative of Fhesiah. Going through the winding caves with a headlamp would have been much more frustrating without a guide, and the last two days had felt like nothing more than a grind. With just a headlamp, he guessed he would have wandered into countless ambushes, and probably would have been afraid of his own shadow. 
Thanks to Fhesiah: the goblins provided no real challenge when Jake kept them in front of him, and he felt like he would gain just as much practice in his living room; perhaps more now that he was near completing the spiral. 
Once the two of them arrived back in his living room, they went through their usual ritual of cleaning up and unwinding. Fhesiah would help him remove his gear and he would get into the shower, and she would help organize everything for when he put the items on the market, though this time she helped apply the healing unguent. The goblin’s knife couldn’t penetrate his bone, so it was only a long cut around it and not very deep. 
On top of that, she would use a cleaning spell-form to remove most of the grime from his armor and clothing. Once he had everything taken care of, he checked the notification that he got while they were heading back from the dungeon.
[Dungeon Completed!]
[Rating: C]
[Reward: 747 Credits]
[Next Dungeon: 12 hours]
[Level Up! +3 Attributes to Spend]
[Level Reached: Level 3]
So, he had only reached level three thanks to the dungeon reward. Jake still had over half of his time remaining, so his middling rating was probably related to the fact that if he had really pushed hard, he probably could have cleared the dungeon in a single day. He was focused more on his training, instead. 
Jake now had over 1,000 credits to his name. He could now purchase a basic skill guide that would let him learn something new. He really wanted a healing spell, as Fhesiah did not know any to teach him, but it looked like even those would be well outside his budget. Jake hoped that his summoner class might eventually grant such a skill, as it did in the game. 
In the game, skills would be granted at certain levels through a class trainer, but it looked like Jake did not have access to such a service, but instead would be granted skills at the appropriate level. Information on this was limited, as it appeared [The Framework] would grant skills somewhat as it chose to, with some summoners receiving different skills than others at different times. 
Jake knew he could pick his summon specialization at level five, but the spell specialization did not come until level ten. He was certain he would pick buffing spells, so getting as many as he could to take advantage of the specialization was his goal. 
With that in mind, he reviewed the skills available for him to purchase and learn. It appeared all the spells he could learn related to buffing would all start out as quite minor. There were individual attribute increase spells, along with one that would slightly increase the target’s speed of movement and actions called [Haste], or another that provided a small amount of protection called [Reinforcement]. The spell that most interested him, for now, was a stamina regeneration spell.
Jake could see that clearing the dungeon was very much like a job so far. By improving the stamina of himself and his allies, they could safely spend more time in the dungeon per day without getting tired. They would also stay more alert, or be able to better handle marathon-style encounters. This spell would remain useful well into the future, especially with how many melee or other non-magical classes utilized this resource.  
Jake looked over at Fhesiah. In the almost week they spent together: she made almost no requests of him. She was content to do whatever Jake wanted to do, only seeming more excited about certain activities than others. She had even taken to helping Jake cook his meals, even if she could only barely grab small objects and ingredients, like a child helping their parents by grabbing the tool they requested.  
This made Jake feel a little bad. It was like he was taking advantage of her. On the other hand, she enjoyed it, so what was the harm in that? Still, he felt she deserved a reward, or something for herself, for the work she put in. There would still be funds remaining after he purchased his desired spell. He asked her if there was anything she wanted from the [Alliance Shop] or [Multiverse Market]. 
Fhesiah was hesitant, but she took control of the mouse for the first time, and she showed him what appeared to be mana crystals that were similar to the one that he used in the ritual that summoned her. A single one was 100 credits. Jake wasn’t sure what she wanted it for, but it did not matter; she wanted it, and for her hard work without any complaints, she would get it.
He purchased the stamina regeneration spell and the mana crystal, confirming his purchase. There was still a bit of funds remaining in case they needed something special to make the next dungeon safer or simpler to manage. A package emerged from his portal on the ground like always, and he went over to collect it. He handed over the crystal to Fhesiah, to which she took it over to his nightstand next to the bed and returned. It looked like she would do whatever she was going to do with it later.
They wrapped up their dungeon run a little earlier than they usually would, but Jake was at a loss for what to do with the spare time. He did want to celebrate completing their first dungeon, but just what could they do? There were countless things he wished he could show Fhesiah back on Earth, but he could never go back. 
Watching another movie didn’t seem very appealing, and Fhesiah didn’t eat, so it’s not like he could cook a feast for her to enjoy with him. Playing cards or most other games would be ruined by the thought link, and a gaming controller would be too large for her currently. Jake tried his best to cut off these negative thoughts: of what they couldn’t do. 
Fhesiah had shown him that improving the bond and improving his mana would fix their link, so he would just have to work harder and be patient.
Jake was ashamed that they could not even celebrate his minor victory, but he would move on and focus on the things he can change. He settled in after a snack to continue with his spiral practice, to which she joined him. He felt resolve and determination coming over the bond from her as they worked, so he did his best to match and focus his efforts. 
A few hours later, it really felt like they were getting there. He couldn’t imagine it would take more than a few more days, but he’d certainly been wrong before. His [Mana Control] had finally improved as well, and he really felt he was on the cusp of forming something special. It was almost like he was turning the glob of mana in his chest into a sort of spell-form. Jake wondered what kind of effect this would have, but he trusted Fhesiah to act in his best interests, so he was not worried. 
They did their usual evening rituals of dinner and some shows, then settled in for bed. Jake then spent his attribute points from his most recent level up. 
[Jake Status Level 3]
[Strength: 14]
[Dexterity: 12]
[Constitution: 12]
[Intelligence: 18]
[Wisdom: 17]
[Charisma: 14]
Jake was surprised; it appeared that his physical attributes had improved on their own. His body was becoming stronger from the work-outs and dungeon crawling, and probably the assistance of [The Framework], or mana itself. He was in decent shape before, but the body-by-dungeon routine appeared to be a nominal improvement; his body was now cut, his muscles much more expressed than before. 
While this was good, this made Jake even more worried. How high could this supposed Titan raise their attributes, being around mana growing up? With how in-shape Jake already was, it would take months of high-intensity training to really have a measurable difference, but this took place in not even a week. He hoped that this effect was due to the spiral, whatever training it was doing to him. He remembered how exhausted he had gotten just learning [Mana Control] or working on it.  
Jake then reviewed his current skills:
[Lesser Spell-Forms: 3]
[Mana Control: 2]
[Melee Specialization: 1]
[Dismantling: 2]
While there would be a new dungeon for which Jake was interested in the morning, he was most excited about the spiral. He could tell that while utilizing that it allowed his mana to flow better; it would likely be quite the qualitative improvement when it was completed. Fhesiah joined him on his chest like usual, and he drifted off to sleep.




Interlude 1 – Fhesiah - The Dragon-Touched Demoness


Fhesiah watched Jake as his breathing evened out. It had been four days since she was brought to this strange pocket dimension shaped like a pathetic apartment, yet she couldn’t get over how fortunate she was to have been bound to Jake. Her mother had forced her [Nascent Soul] into a relic, severing it from her body in a last-ditch effort to save her from a fate worse than death at the hands of a rival sect.  
Her mother had divined a future for her that would be full of love and happiness. She would only have to accept the pact when it came, or her Soul be doomed to wander the void. Her soul weakened and stuffed into a relic, she had very little concept of that time; millennia likely passed between then and the day Jake bound her. 
How many hands the relic passed through as people could not figure out the purpose she would never know, but she was certain Jake had no idea what the ritual was. His thoughts seemed to indicate he believed he was summoning a familiar from the void, but in actuality, he was binding a servant that was already there in the circle. [The Framework] deemed her as such, and it wasn’t far from the truth, but she had doubts that it would continue to classify her as a familiar in the future. Familiars were meant to be lesser, subservient creatures to the one that bound them. What would happen once they became equal, or more powerful than him, as she inevitably would? 
Just who obtained the relic, and why would they give it to someone so weak? A bound demoness is a prize some of the most powerful existences would fight to obtain, let alone one with a race as rare as hers; that was part of the reason her mother had to go to such lengths to save her and obscure what happened to her. Instead, it appeared to Jake she was freely given; a bonus item for joining this Alliance, like his beginner spear-staff, a laughable weapon. These are questions that would have to be answered later, if ever at all: Jake was unable to even contact his patron, for the time being.
Her initial interactions with him were mostly tests. As she danced around while he spoke with her, she was seeing if he demanded some level of respect or decorum. When she lit the ‘mail’ on fire, she was testing his temper, and finding out what lines she could cross. Jake showed her that he truly believed that they were equals, and unless she did something truly harmful or something that majorly inconvenienced him, he likely would not even bother reprimanding her. 
Fhesiah glanced over at the [Mana Crystal] Jake bought for her. The young man’s dedication to self-improvement and devotion to his goals were admirable, yet they were only exceeded by his best trait: his heart. He lacked any guile, and he was hard on himself, but all his efforts and hard work were to help others be the best they could be. His desires were to help others achieve greatness, but what about himself? 
The reality was hard, and such selflessness was rarely rewarded. Instead, it was punished by those that would take and take until nothing was left. The poor fool had worried that he might have summoned a sex demon as a reflection of his soul; yet he was still looking at the beast specialization for his summons, just so that he could bring out the best in his future team he had not yet met. 
The idea that he would summon females as servants and enjoy them had not even crossed his mind. He hadn’t even imagined that he could probably close off his side of the thought-sharing connection, and instead only use it to communicate when he desired. She felt bad for not trying to let him know, but she was just too used to it now to go back, on top of it being a challenge to communicate this fact. 
Still, the poor young fool was growing on her. While Jake spent every waking moment thinking about self-improvement, almost every other thought was filled with thoughts of her. She preened at the true praise and appreciation that he sent over the bond, noticing all the little things she did, and even things she hadn’t realized that she was doing. 
She loved the amount of attention he gave her, and without any ulterior motives. Fhesiah had often received plenty of attention in the demon cultivator realm, but all of it was feigned interest in her activities for obtaining her favor. They didn’t really care about her, but Jake was genuinely interested in learning everything he could about her.
Jake had thought that she deserved a reward, but what about him? Aside from sleeping and about a couple of hours each day, every other moment was spent either preparing for or thinking about the dungeon and how to improve. She had used her knowledge of manipulating energy learned as a [Nascent Soul] cultivator to be able to use small amounts of mana and create spells, which Jake was able to master rapidly. She was quite impressed at the rate he learned, having touched mana for the first time moments before she met him. Fhesiah could tell that he had amazing potential.
And she wasn’t fooled by the idea of him needing some time to relax for himself, watching movies and TV shows: she knew that a majority of the reason they were watching movies was for him to share his favorites and culture with her because he could tell that she enjoyed it. 
She simply had no way of telling him that she was mostly happy that he was taking a break, or that it was simply because he was sharing something with her. Okay, so maybe she really enjoyed that five elements one. The fact that the balding washed-out hero was able to completely defeat the villain and win the day without even being aware of his existence was positively delicious.
The Demon Realm didn’t have movies just for fun, or at least she hadn’t seen one, so it was interesting to see. When she took her first steps in cultivation, she was barely 10 years old. Most of her time from that point on was spent absorbing heavenly energy and learning about cultivation, hardly interacting with others. Her talent was way above average, even among demons; her heritage helped her succeed and outpace her peers. Nearly a hundred years had passed, and she had just reached the nascent soul realm when her clan was attacked, leading to her need to escape. She had been lucky to reach the [Nascent Soul] realm when she did, otherwise, her mother would have been unable to help her escape.
She might be over a hundred years old, but it was nearly the same one-year lived out over and over again. She would spend her days absorbing the energy of the heavens, only occasionally leaving seclusion to interact with her mothers, and read tomes containing heavenly truths. Her father was even long gone, dying to protect her clan. Her time with Jake was much more amusing, even if he was a bit of a workaholic bore. 
She was so happy about this slight vacation without a care in the world, that she was sad that it was going to come to an end. If she was going to be able to help protect and help Jake progress, she would need to start working hard on restoring her former glory. But she had held off on absorbing energy, and restoring her body because part of her did not want the bond to be repaired. She had barely gotten over the loss of her clan; from her perception, it was like her mother and clan died just a few days ago. She also wasn’t looking forward to Jake changing how he treats her once he learns she is actually old enough to be his grandmother, and she didn’t look forward to unpacking all of her emotional baggage. 
From Jake’s thoughts, she just knew he had dozens of questions about her origins, but held off from asking them to her because explaining the answers with gestures would be an exercise in futility. For now, she waited until he was asleep to try to come to terms with her family’s demise so that Jake would not feel her turbulent emotions. She may easily slip thoughts or plans of such once the bond was reinforced.
Because Jake was so weak compared to what she was, her existence was forced to be reduced to the point where she could barely interact with the world.  It didn’t even allow a proper connection with Jake to form the servant pact. She guessed that her previous power would put her at over level fifty as measured by [The Framework], and she was bound to a level one that had never killed before. She had slaughtered her first den full of creatures similar to goblins when she was only eleven years of age.
This framework forced a template on Jake’s soul and pushed him on a certain path to power. In a way, she was quite angry at [The Framework]: thanks to whatever it did to him, he could not enter the path of cultivation, at least not like how she knew. Still, she did not learn the truths of the universe, of their reality for a hundred years for nothing. She would bend the system to her will, and she would get it to help him do something that at least resembled cultivation: forming a proper mana core.
Being a cultivator, Fhesiah had originally started the path of cultivation by clearing out her meridians or channels and awakening her [Dantian], her spiritual sea of heavenly energy. Her people would call this level of cultivation the [Qi Condensation Realm]. She guessed that upon completion of this, [The Framework] would judge such a person as level one. They would then grow their [Dantian], gaining levels as their sea of heavenly energy grew in size.
The next stage, what [The Framework] deemed level ten, would be [Foundation Establishment] to cultivators, where the sea of heavenly energy would evolve into a metaphysical [Spiritual Temple] that she would build, containing her [Spiritual Sea]. She would refine and improve her body using the heavenly energy, which would build this metaphysical temple further. [Foundation Establishment] would end at level 25, where they would form their [Cultivator Core] out of their [Spiritual Temple] and [Spiritual Sea], as well as their knowledge of heavenly truths, or Daos.
They would then grow their [Cultivator Core] once more with heavenly energy, leveling until reaching the peak, which would be level 50 according to [The Framework]. It was at this point that she would evolve the [Cultivator Core] once more, with her soul enshrined in it instead of her body, creating a [Nascent Soul]. With that, even with her body destroyed, she could continue to live, as she had done previously; so long as her soul was not destroyed. Thanks to this, she could use heavenly energy, as well as the knowledge provided by her mother, to recreate her original body and start over once more. There were stages beyond even this, her mother and father being well over what [The Framework] considered level one hundred. Yet that was not enough to defeat the rival sect.
Right now, she was recreating her original body, and the meridians, or channels. Once completed, she will recreate her [Dantian], and she would then become a level 1 Cultivator, according to [The Framework]. Until then, her body would slowly gain corporeality and grow in size. She smirked; she couldn’t wait to play around with Jake. If Jake waited longer before he summoned her at a higher level, she wouldn’t have been limited as much, and maybe would have been able to create her body nearly right away.
Fhesiah was still glad that Jake summoned her when he did, at level one, though: now she could put him on the right path. If Jake summoned temporary beasts and joined a party as he planned, he would be at the whims and mercy of their capabilities. He would be forced to hope for the best that they were as competent or half as talented as him and that they had his best interests in mind. 
No, she had a much better and more exciting idea. She would make sure he summoned humanoids of the permanent type, and women so that he could have both a party he could trust and won’t take advantage of him. He’d also have the number of wives an inevitably powerful man should have. 
After all, her mother had many sister wives, and this is normal among the powerful in the Demon Realm, and among cultivators. Fhesiah also knew that Jake yearned for a family but had no relatives to speak of; he would need to start a family from scratch, and what better way than by having many children? She knew Jake had both the talent and the drive to become one of the best summoners in existence, and she would be there to make sure he made it there, without him being taken advantage of. She would also make sure he would become a little more interesting.




Chapter 7 – Zombie Dungeon


Jake awoke to a slight weight on his chest. Jake was starting to get used to sleeping near Fhesiah, but usually, she would be floating away somewhere by the time he awoke. He looked at her and noticed some changes. For one, she was a little larger than before. Second, it was like the shadow fog that covered her body had been reduced somewhat.  
He could now see more of her features. Before, he could barely tell that she might be wearing some kind of clothing, but now he could clearly tell that she was wearing what appeared to be a kimono or robes of some kind.  He could now also make out some features of her face, such as actually being able to see her lips, and that she had what appeared to be elfin ears. The biggest change was to her size: she was now clearly over a foot and a half tall, to which her other portions grew as well. She was now almost 50% larger than she was when she first arrived.
Jake looked over at the nightstand. The crystal he had given her was now gone. If she used these [Mana Crystals] to improve, why hadn’t she asked for one sooner, or for more than just one? Knowing that she needed them, he would have prioritized it; he guessed this might be the real reason why, but he wasn’t sure. For once, Fhesiah did not wake moments after he did, so he began to review information in his [Menu].
[Dungeon Information]
[Dungeon: Beginner Zombie Mausoleum]
[Time Left: 3 Days, 6 Hours]
[Goal: Mausoleum of Zombies]
[Level: 2-3]
It looked like Jake would not be trudging through caves this time, but a mausoleum. The zombie’s levels were double that of the goblins, so he hoped that they would provide double or more of the experience. He read about dismantling zombies and found that their cores would be worth double what the goblin cores were worth, and their hands and fingernails could be used for alchemical components. Their equipment was often rusted and worthless, so unless an individual zombie was extraordinarily equipped, he would be ignoring any equipment or clothing they would be wearing. 
Removing hands or just the fingernails looked like it would be too much work, but it appeared that with the proper tool and the dismantling skill assisting him, the chore would not be too onerous. Only the amount of space they took in his bag would be problematic. Jake would bring his gym bag for extra hand storage. Just thinking about that made him shudder in disgust. 
Still, the hands with their fingernails were worth 5 credits each, so each zombie would be like a minor windfall at around 15 credits when you include the core. He queued the bone clamp that would make removing the hands much easier for purchase and realized the demoness still hadn’t stirred. Her consuming that crystal must have taken a lot out of her. He decided to move on to spiral practice while he was in bed.
It was an hour or so later that Jake was getting hungry that Fhesiah woke up. He smiled at her and decided to greet her. “Good morning. Congratulations on your growth. I have what I think is good news: the new dungeon is zombies, and it looks like they will be quite valuable. I’ve already completed the practice on the spiral for the morning.”
She began to stretch with a smile, then took to the air. Jake went through his daily ablutions, had breakfast, and continued his daily training with his spear drills, and practice with her moving targets. He felt that he was nearing the maximum he could gain from this training, other than keeping in good form and working out his muscles. However, every once in a while he would receive a small nudge about how he could improve. Those completed, he settled in to learn the new stamina regeneration spell he purchased. This book was longer than the mana control one, so he was not sure if he would be able to complete reading it today. 
He read it for a couple of hours and decided to stop for the day. It was quite the dry read, with Jake reading about the impact of mana on the body, and how to manipulate mana in the body to restore stamina. This dungeon was still a beginner dungeon, and this time there was not even a boss monster for a target; they would need to kill all the zombies to clear it.  They also were only given three days to complete it, so Jake wanted to take stock and make sure they had enough time. 
Jake reviewed the zombies' wiki entry and realized he needed to add an antidote for zombie infection. It was not a one-bite-and-done type of infection like most zombie movies, but it was still a painful and damaging infection if left alone. He got ready with the help of Fhesiah after retrieving his purchases from the portal. 
When he exited the portal, Jake gasped in surprise at the change. Instead of a cave or being inside a mausoleum already, he was outside in what appeared to be a graveyard. It was nighttime with a large moon providing light, and the ground was covered in fog. There were seemingly several crypts nearby, and Jake wondered if he had to clear them all or not. He let Fhesiah roam around to have a look, while he prepared for any enemies. 
When she returned, she motioned toward the crypt in front of them. It appeared that the target crypt was there. He entered and went down the stairs, noting that there were various coffins lining the walls even in the first room. He wondered if he would have a waking-the-dead ambush-type situation like in a game, where zombies would climb out of their coffins and attack. She shrugged and pointed down the hallway; it appeared there should be some obvious enemies ahead. 
When Jake rounded the corner, a zombie was just standing in the middle of a long hallway: about 15 meters away. It did not react at all to his headlamp; it appeared their detection was not based on sight, and they could not sense very far. Jake set down his extra gym bag. He then decided to test its durability.
Jake shot an empowered [Mana Bolt] to the zombie’s right ankle. This blew off its foot and caused it to tumble to the ground and begin crawling in Jake’s direction. He went forward, and used [Mana Blade] to cut off one of the zombie’s arms to test the effectiveness of the blade on it, then stabbed it in the head using his spear, killing it. 
The zombies were not very fast, so it was near impossible for him to get surrounded with Fhesiah’s help; he could simply just run away and take shots at them as they approached with [Mana Bolt].
Three hours later, Jake was glad for this training dungeon. He had killed nearly twenty zombies in such a short time, the enemy density much higher than the goblin caves. He had to trudge through the darkness for sometimes over twenty minutes before Fhesiah would signal that enemies were ahead. 
Instead, nearly every hallway or room of this mausoleum had an enemy, and it only took a few minutes to harvest the materials and move on to the next. He decided to take a second run into the dungeon after lunch back at the apartment, due to his gym bag getting full.
When they got back, Jake put the zombie's hands on the [Multiverse Market] as fast as he could. He did not want to have to store them in his apartment any longer than he had to. There was a standing buy order for them, as they were a spell component for an often-used spell. With over 300 credits gained, he asked Fhesiah if she wanted another [Mana Crystal], to which she agreed to just one, at least for now. He wondered if having a crystal for himself would help at all, to which she shook her head. He cleaned up and made lunch, then headed back into the dungeon. 
It was on his fourth trip on the second day that Jake finished the dungeon; the zombies provided no surprises. He was still not able to finish the spiral or the stamina regeneration spell. Jake got the completion reward once they arrived back in his apartment. 
[Dungeon Completed!]
[Rating: B]
[Reward: 1426 Credits, Armor Box]
[Next Dungeon: 12 hours]
Jake learned that he would be able to attempt the [Trial] when he was level 8 or above. The [Trial] would behave much like a dungeon from an RPG, having multiple floors with a dungeon master that needed to be defeated, for [The Framework] to take that power and provide Jake access to the greater multiverse.   
A box appeared from his portal, as his dungeon clear reward included a physical component this time. He retrieved the crate from inside the box, to which Fhesiah looked on in interest. It appeared that this was like a loot crate; it would create a piece of or suit of armor using a random mechanic. 
He read the [Alliance Wiki], the loot box would randomly select armor that would be suited to whoever opened it. He looked over at Fhesiah, to which she firmly grasped his shoulder. She was clear that she wanted him to open it, and she would accept no arguments. 
With that decided, he went ahead and opened it. What appeared to be a hologram appeared above in a burst of light, and he heard powerful tribal drums beating, and men chanting as the rewards cycled through the possibilities. 
Fhesiah looked on with wide eyes, and Jake just wryly smiled; just what had his life come to, that he would be opening loot crates in real life? The roulette stopped on some gloves, and the music and chanting reached its end. Not the most critical place to protect, but it was his first piece of fantasy armor. 
[Uncommon Item Obtained: Warg-Hide Gloves]
[Effect: Increases Strength and Dexterity Effectiveness slightly.]
These gloves would improve both his strength and dexterity. This was useful, but he wondered just how much longer he would train as a warrior. Once he could summon beasts, he would likely be the weak point that would be targeted; getting into the fighting, even with a longer weapon like a spear, seemed like a poor choice. 
He would bring much more to the group, spending his time casting spells and directing his summons from the middle or rear of the party’s formation. He would only use his spear if something penetrated the formation, or to help cover for an ally that might be even squishier than him. 
Jake simply would not have enough attribute points to keep his physical attributes at acceptable levels without giving up far too much in terms of magical attributes. Especially Summoners, needed charisma, wisdom, and intelligence at near-equal levels. 
That aside, Jake and Fhesiah did their evening ritual of dinner and a show, and Jake once again supplied her with a [Mana Crystal]. For the foreseeable future, she would be consuming one each evening. Jake was excited for tomorrow: he planned on finishing his spiral, even if it took him all day. 




Chapter 8 – Mana Core


The two went through their usual morning ritual, and Jake checked out the newest dungeon. 
[Dungeon Information]
[Dungeon: Skeleton Cemetery]
[Time Left: 14 Days, 9 Hours]
[Goal: Kill Skeleton Mage]
[Level: 4-6| Boss: 7]
It looked like they were fighting undead again. This time, it was no longer a beginner dungeon. In addition, it was no longer zombies, but skeletons. Jake found the level disparity quite odd, considering the previous dungeon he completed was only level three at the maximum. The boss was even a high level, at level 7.
They had two full weeks to clear this dungeon, a cemetery, this time. Jake was a little worried: a spear was not a great weapon against skeletons, especially if they are armed. Not only that, but the boss was a skeleton mage. The level range was also much higher than the zombies he had cleared. 
Jake would read the [Alliance Wiki] on skeletons before they headed into the dungeon if they did at all today. Jake was resolved to try to complete his spiral. For that reason, he skipped the usual spear drills and settled in on his training area, to which Fhesiah joined him once more, touching his chest near his core.
He began his usual efforts to set his core spinning, trying to draw and hold the channels that allowed the mana to flow freely. From what Jake could tell, the goal was to make a never-ending spiral that would draw mana into itself from the surrounding area, and that same mana would keep it spinning in perpetuity. 
Tighter and tighter, he used his will to keep the shape of the spiral while keeping the center of his mana spinning, while Fhesiah helped smooth the edges of the channels as the vortex extended outward outside his actual core. 
The speed of the spiral increased and increased, and Jake’s focus and determination on completing this task had reached higher than they ever had. It was like he had dozens of mental hands holding and drawing the mana into the shape that he wanted, and he kept adding more and more, along with Fhesiah.
Eventually, it was like something snapped, and the speed of the spiral increased even further. Jake almost stopped what he was doing, but a mental prod from her urged him to continue and redouble his efforts. 
The speed would increase every few seconds of him smoothing out the edges, and he could just feel the inner section increasing in density. Jake learned that the denser the inside got and the faster it spun, the more it would draw in the energy from the surrounding area. With that, he began doing his best to spin the inner circle further, focusing on that and allowing Fhesiah to focus on smoothing the rest of the spiral. 
Eventually, he could feel satisfaction from Fhesiah, and he could tell that she was no longer smoothing out the outside of the spiral. His actions on the inside of the spiral made things faster but by letting go, he could see that it would continue on his own. He stopped looking inward, and tried to look at her, but found she was gone. 
She came flying back into the area of the living room, only she had…pom poms? Made of shredded tissue paper. She did a dance, and spelled out JAKE using her body, and jumping up and down. It looked like she really wanted to celebrate their success. Jake cheered as well, but it took him a moment to realize where she had even seen a cheerleader: an old show where they had to save the cheerleader to save the world. Jake was ecstatic at their success, but he checked the notification in his menu.
[Core Formed: Spiral Level 1]
[You have formed a mana core, in the form of a spiral. Mana cores hold large amount of mana, and the path to your soul.]
[+50% Maximum Mana]
[+10% Maximum Mana / Core Level]
[+2 All Attributes / Core Level]

[Subskill Learned: Mana Siphon]
[Your Spiral Core siphons mana and other energies from your surroundings at a prodigious pace. Focus can improve the rate mana is siphoned.]
[+50% Mana Regeneration, +10% per Core Level]

[Skill Increased!]
[Mana Control: Level 3]
Jake reviewed the description for each of the items and felt like he had really hit the jackpot. Compared to yesterday, his ability to cast mana bolts had more than doubled. Not only that, but the mana core actually boosted all of his attributes, somehow. Improving his core allowed him to both keep his melee attributes relevant, but also improve his attribute budget for his mental ones. For Jake, this was major. Once this skill reached level 5, it would completely make up for the fact that Jake was human, and then some.
Jake looked over at Fhesiah, and she was beaming. He did his best to send over his praise and appreciation to her for helping him to accomplish this. He was sure that even if he knew how to make the core, without her help, he likely would have needed at least two more ranks of [Mana Control]. By then, he may not even have been successful: with each level, the system seemed to apply more of its template to him and his soul, and his ability to influence the mana deep in his chest became lower and lower, despite his control increasing, Jake had realized. 
How she knew how to do this, Jake was dying to know, but he definitely could not argue with the results. This was a gift that would keep on giving, as it would make it so that the number of spells per fight that he could use would increase dramatically. In addition to the utility benefit, he could simply feel his core now, and it was growing ever so slowly. It was providing qualitative improvements to himself in ways that he could not even begin to understand.
Jake was overwhelmed with emotion, as tears threatened to spill from his eyes. This was the best thing anyone had ever done for him in his entire life. While he worked hard for it, she was there every step of the way, and he never could have done it on his own. Jake had even looked for information on something like a mana core on the Wiki or Market, and absolutely nothing could be found. They had spent hours, day after day, working on this, and she pushed on without complaint. He could tell that this thing, while it only took around a week to accomplish, would change his life, and his future.  
He also thought about how much Fhesiah had helped him in all of his tasks. If not for having her along, he would still be trudging through the goblin caves, sneaking around in the dark, probably afraid of his own shadow by now, and coming home to an empty apartment. Instead, he had a friendly companion that improved his mood, brought joy with her antics, and helped him with his personal advancement. He decided to voice his appreciation. 
“Thank you so much. I’m so glad you’re the one that answered my call. I just wish I could do something so great for you.”
He was already overwhelmed with his own emotions, so he couldn’t really understand all the ones that Fhesiah slammed into him after that statement. She shook her head no, but he could only pick out that she was happy, and that she wanted to reply but was frustrated. It almost looked like she was crying, but he could not see for sure through the shadows.
Jake guessed because she still couldn’t speak with him, she was a little distressed. He tried to send reassurance to her over their bond– that he could wait to hear a response. They would improve their mana and bond, and they would continue to be together all the time– he wasn’t going anywhere. To this, she nodded and smiled. 
Jake had a lot of goals to accomplish still. He would make something to eat, as finishing the spiral did in fact take several hours, and he was a bit exhausted and hungry. Hopefully, some food would get him back into fighting shape so that they could at least try out the dungeon today, to see what to expect. He would read the wiki entries on skeletons a little more closely. Jake had a sneaking suspicion that finishing the stamina regeneration spell would now only be a small challenge, now that his mana control improved. 
Having eaten, Jake felt a lot better. But he still wasn’t ready to go into the dungeon, and even Fhesiah was lacking energy too. Jake had never felt like such a prisoner before. If it took him getting a loan of 100,000 credits to go somewhere other than his [Refuge] or the dungeon just a single time, he would probably take it. 
Unfortunately, clearing the two beginner dungeons just hadn’t earned him the ability to leave his [Refuge], and a movie marathon was just not in the cards either. Finally, Jake had an idea. Since they couldn’t leave, they would go on a virtual tour and plan out the types of places they would like to go when they finally did complete the [Trial] and receive the ability to travel. 
He could show her the places he grew up in using the panoramic views, and some of the photos he had.  He was really glad that the [Refuge] had left the ability to surf the web, though how it managed from subspace he didn’t know, and he didn’t really care.
Fhesiah looked and listened with interest, as Jake laid out where he grew up and the last few years of his life. He eventually realized that he had a good memory of going to an amusement park, and showed her some pictures of that.
“This is a roller coaster, they got those where you’re from?”
She had an amused smile on her face as she looked at the picture and Jake, but she shook her head no.
“You sit in this cart, and it slowly rises to the top. For most people, this is the highest they have been off the ground in their lives, beyond some high building where there is no way to look down like you can on this thing, feeling like you could fall out. When it goes down, it moves really fast like you are falling, and everyone screams like they are. It goes through twists and turns, and you can feel the wind on your face since you are moving so fast. Well, it might not be as big a deal for you since you can fly, but for me, it was pretty fun.”
She laughed at that and pointed at another ride she saw in the background.
“Ah, that’s a Ferris Wheel. It’s for sightseeing. You can see everything from up there, even stuff way outside the amusement park for miles. At night in the city, you can see thousands or even millions of lights. It’s really pretty.” 
Jake got so engrossed in telling her about his life and places that he had been and where they could hopefully go someday, to things perhaps similar at least since they wouldn’t be able to go to Earth: that he hardly realized that it was getting quite late. Still, he had fun, and she seemed to enjoy his stories. It was great to relax and not think about the dungeon for a few hours. They headed off to bed; tomorrow, they had some skeletons to kill.
Jake woke up feeling full of energy, perhaps a result of his new core. As he turned to look at Fhesiah, he found that the shadowy blurriness had decreased yet again. Before, he could not tell the color of her features as they were over-saturated with darkness, but now he could see much more clearly. She had black hair and her robes were red with gold trim. Her horns, tail, and wings all appeared to be the same bronze or gold-looking color. Like her elfin ears, her face also showed the same elf-like beauty that one might expect, with high cheekbones and a narrow chin. 
She had grown yet again, getting closer to two feet tall now. Despite her short size, he could see her womanly curves that lie underneath her tight robes. Ever since she started absorbing crystals at night, she would wake up a bit later than Jake. He browsed his [Menu] in his mind, looking up skeletons and skeleton mages while he waited for her to wake up. 
It was recommended to bring holy water for difficult opponents or to save yourself in a pinch, and the skeletons were weak to fire. Low-level skeletons were not usually much of a challenge. You could target their skull, their spine, or their mana core which floated in their chests to get a killing blow. Typically, it sounded like you could just destroy their joints and render them ineffective. 
With Jake fighting Tier 0 skeletons, the entire bone structure could be destroyed by a single blunt blow. It wasn’t until the skeletons wore armor that it could become much more difficult to target those weak points, and you would get worn down by their overwhelming numbers and limitless stamina. When it came to dismantling, various bones and their core were worthwhile. 
He would load up his gym bag with weird stuff once again. He found the ability to just drop the bag of loot and fight, leaving his valuable and potentially life-saving supplies in his backpack was the right way of doing things; if he had to run, deciding on carrying extra weight bogged down with loot and his healing supplies was not a choice he’d want to make.
Fhesiah stirred, and Jake looked over with a smile. He was really looking forward to when the shadows were fully gone and the bond was repaired, he hoped there might only be a few days left. She awoke, to which he greeted her good morning, and they set to get ready for the day.  
Now that the spiral was completed, Jake could focus his efforts on learning the set of spells that Fhesiah could teach him, and finish learning his stamina regeneration spell. The sort of force push ability would be quite useful when Jake was surrounded by enemies, and if he could make a large flame, it would be useful against the skeletons. 
He finished his spear drills with the help of Fhesiah and moved on to finish reading the book on stamina regeneration and to try to cast it. Reading the book, it turned out that this spell was not considered a spell-form, but a form of Framework-assisted casting. 
Understanding the nature of the spell, having the prerequisite mana control, and using the appropriate amount of mana with the intent to initiate the spell and keep it going was enough. He would have to repeat this process and increase the mana regeneration required to effect additional targets.  
After another hour of reading and practice, he finally managed it. When Jake finished the book and understood it in its entirety, it was like [The Framework] would then allow or help him to cast the spell. Framework-assisted spells were different, as they followed their own set of rules. They improved in various ways with each level [Mana Control], unlike Jake’s [Lesser Spell-forms] or he assumed [Runic Magic]. 
[Framework Spell Learned: Stamina Regen]
[You have learned the spell: Stamina Regen. Consumes mana from active mana regeneration to restore target’s stamina. Requires small amount of Concentration.]
This was Jake’s first concentration spell, as well. It wasn’t that the spell required focus, but rather Jake’s intelligence and wisdom would create a pool of resources. This pool was what limited Jake from adding stamina regen on hundreds of people, aside from the mana regeneration that it would reserve.
Thanks to Jake’s high intelligence and wisdom and the mana core, this was unlikely to become a problem until he was in much larger groups, such as a raid group. That, or he had more than five or six buffs he needed to give every single party member, for example. 
This was one of the several reasons why Jake couldn’t learn every buff spell in existence and instead had to be somewhat selective about what he chose.
The spell might have taken a large portion of his mana regeneration before he completed his mana core, but now it was easy to keep active for him and still be able to regenerate used mana. The effect of the spell felt like it would allow him to walk near indefinitely regarding his body not becoming tired; of course, his mind would need rest, but his body would not. 
If he jogged, instead of being able to jog for ten or fifteen miles before he became so exhausted that he would be useless, he could do more than double that, and recover twice as fast with a break. The spell made it so that he could take fewer breaks and fight for much longer, exactly what he required. He planned on purchasing and learning the protection spell next, but for now, he would learn the spells Fhesiah had to teach him. 
They prepared and headed out. Jake decided he would keep the stamina regeneration going at all times unless he for some reason ran out of mana and needed to recover quicker. They entered through the portal, and Jake once again found himself in a graveyard. 




Chapter 9 – The Skeleton Mage


A full moon was high in the sky, and a pervasive mist covered the grass in all directions. Jake stood on a gravel-filled path that led to an intersection, each path leading to gated sections of the graveyard.  
This time, there were skeletons in various areas in all directions, usually behind a fence or gate but milling about at a safe distance. It looked like this area was too far for him to be detected by them, or it was some kind of safe location. The skeletons were all more than 100 meters from where Jake and Fhesiah appeared.
Jake and Fhesiah took it all in, and she pointed off to Jake’s left. This gate was open, making it the most obvious direction to proceed first. He nodded and began to head there. If these skeletons all came when they were attacked, Jake would have to fight more than a dozen skeletons at once.  While Jake felt like he might be able to win against that many, he wasn’t sure. He’d rather fight his way up to larger numbers.
With that, he asked if she could handle the age-old MMO task of pulling, and, potentially, kiting. He explained with his thoughts what he wanted. She would try to grab the attention of hopefully a single enemy and bring it back to him. If the entire group or many came after her, for she to draw them away in a direction that would allow Jake to pick off an enemy from the rear, potentially without the other skeletons knowing. 
Fhesiah would then continue keeping the chasing skeleton’s attention until Jake whittled them all down, killing them until none were left. Plans made, she set to attacking a nearby skeleton with a tiny mana bolt from afar and away from Jake. When the bolt struck the skeleton, two of the other nearby skeletons gave chase towards her. She took off in the same direction, with Jake positioned away from where they were approaching.
Three enemies should prove to be an adequate test of the skeletons. He fired a mana bolt almost perpendicular to their path and struck the one in the rear. The blow did not seem to damage it very much, just blowing off a chunk of bone, but Jake had just sent a probing attack rather than his empowered mana bolt. 
All three skeletons turned towards him, but Fhesiah attacked again, getting the attention of the other two. Jake thanked her for her efforts, and she would continue to kite them around until Jake’s fight with this one was complete.
Jake rushed at the remaining skeleton that was armed with a rusted sword. He feinted a stab towards the skeleton’s rib cage, noticing that the internal structure was a shadowy haze rather than a type of skeleton where he could see through them. The skeleton tried to block with its sword, but Jake stopped the attack short, stepped forward, and swung down towards the skeleton’s leg with a great deal of force. 
Jake was able to take the skeleton’s leg off below the knee, and the skeleton tumbled to the ground, unable to stand on just one foot. Jake then stabbed the skeleton through the skull, killing it. He then used an empowered mana bolt to strike one of the two running skeletons, using the same strategy: blowing off one of its legs. 
He did the same to the others and tried testing their durability against his mana bolt against the near-helpless enemy as they tried to reach him. Jake was able to destroy the skull killing one instantly with an empowered mana bolt, but using just what Jake considered a regular one, took two to be successful. 
Jake smiled at Fhesiah. Their teamwork reminded him of playing two ranged attackers teaming up in an MMO game. Using this sort of strategy, he could safely take on dumb enemies like the skeletons. In addition, Jake noticed that this was a target-rich environment. They would not need to hunt down more enemies, there were plenty just in view. Fighting that small group just took a few minutes. 
With that, he looted their femurs, mana cores, and finger-bones for sale on the [Multiverse Market] and prodded Fhesiah to bring in the next group. Looking around, he definitely had a lot of skeletons to kill. She pulled the next group, and this time there were six that chased her. 
Jake went ahead and sent a mana bolt to take out the legs of one once he got behind them, and he leaped to slash through another with his [Mana Blade]. It carved through their body like it wasn’t even there, and he continued with his assault. After cutting down the third, the other three turned around, but Fhesiah blew out the ankle of one with a mana bolt of her own, causing them to fall over. This also grabbed the remaining two’s attention once again.
Jake had no problem finishing the other two off, and he smiled at Fhesiah. She gave a feeling of amusement as she held out her arm, and Jake wondered what it was she wanted? She nodded at his hand, and he lifted his arm up like her. Fhesiah then blurred towards it, and he felt a light smack on his hand, and he laughed. 
“I never heard of a demon that does thumbs up and high-fives, but I’ll take it. We make a great team.” 
Jake found that with how often he was using mana bolt since he didn’t have to spend time traveling or finding enemies, he did eventually have to monitor his mana usage. It was hardly a consideration with the zombies or the goblins, but here, he had to conserve what he used.
Three hours of killing skeletons and a small break later, it seemed like Jake and Fhesiah had cleared out the graveyard. There was only one section left that they had not yet cleared. Jake had killed over 50 skeletons, and he even had to go through the portal to empty his gym bag twice. 
The skeleton cores were worth the most among the enemies he’d fought at 15 credits each, and the femurs and finger bones added up to over 800 credits total so far. For just a few hours of work, Jake almost wished there were dozens more graveyards full of skeletons.
Fhesiah and Jake’s teamwork on kiting and killing the skeletons were starting to get quite impressive. It was like they each had eyes on the back of their heads as they fought the skeletons together. She would immediately know when Jake was going to finish his skeleton and bring the ones chasing her just in time for Jake to peel them off. She would also target their ankles where she could, causing them to trip or topple over and become easy targets for Jake.
They headed over to the last section they hadn’t checked and found there to be yet another dozen skeletons, but they were tightly packed this time. Most importantly, there was a skeleton with robes and a staff in the back: they had found their goal. 
Jake took stock. He felt like he was barely down on energy. On one of the trips back, he had purchased a canteen of mana water. This allowed him to drink it to recover much more rapidly out of combat. Despite using mana bolts every fight, thanks to his mana siphon and larger mana core, he had barely used more than he could regenerate; even with the stamina regeneration spell going. 
He had spent some time trying to increase the effect of mana siphon, but felt like his attention attempting to get things spinning more rapidly was only marginally improving things. He would still continue and eventually get even better.
Jake looked over to Fhesiah. She was much larger than she was before when they fought the goblins and zombies. He noticed her mana bolts were big enough to even cause damage to these skeletons, whose bones were much more durable than goblin’s bodies. Most likely, if she was back at the goblin caves he started at, she could kill goblins now. Was it possible for her to take out the mage with fire, or at least help him take it down quickly? 
Fhesiah hesitated but eventually nodded. She pointed to Jake and then to the skeleton mage, then gestured something very large as she spread her arms wide, and pointed at the mage again. Jake guessed she wanted him to launch as big an attack at the mage as he could manage, to which she nodded. 
The plan was he would hit the mage with an alpha strike, and she would do her best to finish it off. Jake planned on sweeping through the skeletons with mana blade, as the enemies were packed quite dense to where in just a few seconds he should manage multiple swings, culling several before he was overwhelmed. 
With that, they got into position. Fhesiah had gone invisible, and it appeared she was sneaking up on the skeleton mage. Jake prepared his empowered spell and was mostly ready when she got near the target. However, when she got near, the mage’s head snapped in her direction. Jake did not hesitate and charged his attack as much as he could before he fired, just as the mage raised its staff and a white opaque barrier enveloped it. 
The mana bolt struck the shield causing cracks to form all over it, but it held true. Fhesiah sped away from the mage, but the mage appeared to track where she was flying with its staff.
Jake did not like where this was going, and his mind searched for a way to stop the skeletal mage from doing whatever it was that it was going to do. His heart clenched in worry about her, and his mind reeled at the implications of what might happen if the mage got off its spell. He also felt fear and worry coming from her over their bond. Jake had confidence in her for many things, but durability against something that could target her was simply not one of them. 
A dozen or more skeletons were heading for Jake that was now between him and the mage. They would make it nearly impossible for him to hit the mage with a mana bolt until he blew through more than one, something that would make him far too late to prevent the mage from casting its spell.
He knew that he would be absolutely devastated if she were to die, and he had a hard time imagining his life without Fhesiah in it any longer. She was the only one that had managed to bring joy to Jake’s lonely existence, and just as Jake had thought just before he had summoned her: she had already become an important person in his life, a part of his family.
Jake had only known her for a short time, but he knew that he cared deeply for her, perhaps even loved her. Perhaps, he was just so desperate for love and affection that he latched on to the first one willing to give anything resembling it, to him. While they didn’t share words, they did share feelings over the bond. He knew that she did enjoy her time with him, just as he enjoyed his time with her.
Jake hardened his resolve. He would save Fhesiah, and to do that he would risk himself. He channeled as much of his mana as he could into his spell: [Mana Blade]. The tip of his spear lit up like never before, a near-blinding light. He then reeled his arm back and threw the spear as hard as he could directly at the mage’s center. He tightened his spell with his will and his intent as the spear flew, using everything he had learned with and from Fhesiah.
It passed through two skeletons in between like they were not even there, and they began to crumble from where they were pierced. The spear was above his target, heading directly for the mage’s skull. However, just as Jake thought that they were in the clear, what he feared happened: the mage completed its spell. 
A fireball was released from its staff, and while Jake’s worry spiked, a strange thing happened: he felt the fear disappear over the bond, to be replaced with derision. Jake’s spear struck true, piercing straight through the weakened barrier and into the mage’s skull, destroying the skeleton mage. The fireball slowed to a near stop in front of Fhesiah, like a soldier reporting to its general. 
Jake felt a strange power being emitted, one that felt similar to, but different from, the divinity he felt from Odin. Like Fhesiah was the empress of fire, and all flame must bow down when they enter her domain. She caught the slow-moving fireball that was larger than herself, then flung it at the skeletons coming for Jake, which were now getting almost within striking range. 
The fireball exploded in the center of the pack, instantly destroying several of them, and setting the rest on fire. The flames spread easily through the skeletons, like the flames themselves were alive. The skeletons then paused in anguish for a few seconds, and Jake was ready to draw his short sword, only to find all the skeletons falling to the ground one after the other.  
Jake felt over the bond that Fhesiah was quite tired, and then pained and worried. He saw Fhesiah fall out of the air and onto the ground, and his own stomach dropped in worry. His heart was hammering in his chest, as he ran over as fast as he could. Jake found her body fading, the shadows previously removed returning.
She gave him a weak smile and sent some reassurance to him. While she was harmed, it appeared that she was not at death’s door. She motioned for his shoulder, and Jake thought he understood what she wanted. He picked her up carefully, placing her there. She was able to hold onto his armor there, holding herself up weakly. He collected the mage’s staff and robes slowly, along with the mana cores of the skeletons, and carefully left the dungeon.
That was just too close. Jake had really felt like he had failed her. They both failed to account for the possibility that the mage would be able to detect her, but also target her with a spell so easily. If his gambit with the spear failed, he wasn’t sure what he would have done, the caster preparing another spell. It was a rude awakening, Fhesiah being harmed in the process.
Jake’s body was still full of energy, but he was emotionally exhausted. He was happy that they managed to finish a dungeon in a single day, and the dungeon run was quite the windfall, all things considered. But with what happened to Fhesiah, he couldn’t be happy about it at all.   




Chapter 10 – Frog Bog and Summoning


When Jake arrived at his refuge, the mood was somber. He could tell that Fhesiah was hurt, and she was putting on a strong front. He wanted to help her, but he didn’t know how.  
Jake sat down at his computer with her on his shoulder. Jake sold the collected items on the market and tried shopping for what might be able to heal her.
With each item he showed her, she just shook her head. Jake frowned.
“There has to be something I can do to help? Can I learn a spell or something?”
She frowned and looked conflicted. She motioned for him to set her down next to the keyboard, and she typed some things into it, bringing up a crystal.
It was not a regular mana crystal, but when Jake read the description, he found that it was a crystal containing heavenly energy or Qi as it was otherwise known.  If Jake had to guess, this was what Fhesiah needed from the beginning. 
It all started to make a lot more sense, Jake forming some sort of core with her help, her clothing, she was a cultivator the whole time. However, it became obvious why she was only buying the mana crystals, up to now: this was the cost of twenty of them, at 2,000 credits, and they simply could not afford that purchase until now.
The mage’s staff and robes were worth nearly enough on their own, and he had collected many mana cores. Plus, the dungeon reward was substantial. He purchased this for her immediately.
She rode on his shoulder once more as he got it, and she had him bring her to the room. The crystal was different from the mana crystal, clear yet with an almost golden hue. He could feel it was different in his hands. 
He set her down, and she sat cross-legged on the bed, in the lotus position. She was going to absorb it now, and heal herself, he guessed. He decided to review his notifications, now that she was busy.
[Dungeon Completed!]
[Rating: B]
[Reward: 4235 Credits]
[Next Dungeon: 12 hours]

[Level Up! +3 Attributes to Spend]
[Level Reached: Level 4]

[Framework Spell Learned: Summon Beast]
[Summons mana-based creature chosen from current biome. Duration and effectiveness increased with mana control skill level.]
He finally obtained his first summon spell: the ability to summon a beast. When he leveled up, [The Framework] simply downloaded the information straight into his mind. He immediately knew how to cast it, and what it did. Jake was surprised to learn that the skill behaved and improved at the level of his [Mana Control]. This was his first framework-assisted spell, and so it was tied to that.
With a few seconds of cast time and a decent portion of Jake’s mana, he could summon a small to medium-sized beast for a few minutes, or until it died. What type of beast would be somewhat random, but it should be a predator or at least something vicious enough to use offensively, such as a wolf or leopard. It should not be able to summon something as large or powerful as a tiger or bear, however, at least until his mana control increased, or he received an upgrade to the spell. 
Still, a beast that he could summon would increase Jake’s safety. Even against trained opponents, flanking maneuvers are highly effective. Against dumb opponents like the skeletons, it would make killing them trivial. 
A temporary summons is not truly alive, only forming a copy of a creature of mana from a template, so Jake did not need to worry about keeping it alive or sacrificing them in vain; it would disappear into motes of light whether it lived or died by the end of the spell’s duration.
Jake looked over at Fhesiah. This improved his mood, and hers as well. He could finally behave like a summoner. The next 6 levels or so were likely going to be the most significant, the previous levels granted by the framework only marginally improving his power, whereas the rest would greatly improve his capability and bring him above superhuman levels. He would be able to pick his summon specialization next level, and at level ten he could pick his casting specialization. He was getting close to building himself just like his character when he played the game.
It almost felt like Fhesiah wanted to tell him something, and Jake looked over with interest, but she shook her head. He guessed it would either have to wait or when the time came, she would let him know what it was she was thinking. They had some time before the next dungeon would be assigned to them once again, so he went over and purchased the [Reinforcement] spell from the shop. He would begin reading on this immediately, to have it ready.
Jake had learned that part of clearing incursions was to protect Earth and potentially other worlds once he completed his Trial. Another part was to pay for Jake’s induction into The Framework, to pay for his recruitment from a [Fringe World], and his [Refuge]. Not only did Jake need to earn his keep, but he also needed to become strong enough to complete the [Trial]. The actual [Tartarus] labyrinth proper would be much more dangerous, having an intelligent [Dungeon Master] and other creatures. 
Creatures such as the Dungeon Master could actually be sentient beings the labyrinth absorbed, who have decided to team up with the labyrinth. Often, evil creatures and races would become subservient to the labyrinth and be used as attackers within the labyrinth itself, so that they could be spared. 
Jake read that only sentient creatures that get enjoyment from killing or torturing those that enter were those that would join hands with the labyrinth. Jake finished reading for the day; it would still be some more reading sessions before he mastered this spell, like the stamina regeneration one. 
He skipped his movie-watching for the evening, instead practicing more on his spell-forms. If he had been just a little faster, or better, Fhesiah wouldn’t have been harmed in the first place. He had a burning determination to improve, practicing his mana spiral, improving his core, and all of his spells.
When he got to the bed, Fhesiah was still absorbing the crystal. He could already see an improvement in her body’s corporeality, but it was minor. This put a smile on his face because he was quite worried. Now, it looked like the problem could somewhat be solved with money and a bit of time, and that was something he was more than willing to part with. He laid down next to her on the bed, and she prompted him to move her to his chest as she had previously. He fell asleep almost as soon as his head hit the pillow, exhausted as he was.

[image: image-placeholder]When Jake awoke, he immediately checked the dungeon prompt.
[Dungeon Information]
[Dungeon: Frogmen Bog]
[Time Left: 14 Days, 17 Hours]
[Goal: Kill all Frogmen]
[Level: 5-7]
That was a bit depressing. He would have to trudge around in a bog and fight a creature that has a natural environmental advantage, and for up to two whole weeks, no less. He looked over at Fhesiah and was happy to see that she looked a fair amount better, but still enshrouded in shadows. As far as he could tell, about a fifth of the crystal was now gone, yet she was in a state that she was in a few days prior.
Fhesiah began to stir, and he looked over at her. She sat up weakly, and Jake’s worry only increased. 
She gave him a weak smile, but sent him some reassurance, pointing at the Qi crystal. He gave it to her.
“Are… you going to be able to come with me into the dungeon later?”
She frowned and shook her head. She motioned to the crystal, and Jake got the feeling that she was trying to tell him that once it was done, she could come with him once more.
Jake frowned in thought. Most of the time, he relied on her for threat detection and traversing through mazes. He supposed he had the [Summon Beast] spell to aid him with this now, and a bog should be a mostly open area in comparison. He would think about whether he would wait for her, as he did in fact have two weeks, after all.
Jake brought her up to speed on the dungeon development.
Her face twisted in disgust about the frogs, and Jake laughed. She wouldn’t be the one to have to wade through the bog, but instead float through it with ease, once she was able to come with him. 
Jake reviewed the stores and purchased some bog-wading boots, and tried to read about the frogmen. He found that their body parts were valuable for alchemical components. 
Part of Jake, like any rational person, wanted to rush and complete the bog as quickly as possible: just who wants to spend their time in a bog? But the other part of Jake saw this as an opportunity. This dungeon gave him nearly two whole weeks to complete; this is longer than Jake had been drafted, or inducted. 
The recent brush with death for Fhesiah made Jake feel particularly vulnerable. If he had more options, such as the spell-form force push she could teach him, he might have been able to stop that caster, or it would have been less of a problem. 
With that, he made a training schedule for the next week or so. He would spend double the time on training and the rest in the dungeon. He would finish up the spells Fhesiah wanted to teach him when she was able, as well as purchase and train the [Haste] and [Reinforcement] spells, before pushing hard to complete the dungeon. 
This would also give Fhesiah time to absorb more crystals, and hopefully restore the bond. He did his practice for the day, with a burning determination to improve. He cast his summon beast spell, and just found it to be a dog that didn’t do much of anything unless he directed it to. After some light rest and some lunch, he decided it was time. 
He said his goodbye to Fhesiah, her focus on absorbing the crystal. He was worried to take off without her, but she sent a feeling of confidence over their bond. She knew Jake would be careful and would come back safely.
Jake entered the portal and found himself standing in, well, a bog. It was somewhat bright outside as there was not much tree cover, though there were trees interspersed across the marshland terrain. Jake saw frogmen meandering about, and it was a bog or swamp as far as Jake’s eyes could see.
Jake cast his [Summon Beast] spell, taking nearly half of his mana core and enlarged mana pool, and the motes of light coalesced into a giant otter. While a normal otter would be the weight of a medium-sized dog, this one was bulkier. Jake guessed it would be heavier than even a large dog. It was almost three meters in length, and Jake was impressed. Jake wasn’t even sure he would be able to beat the creature in a fight unless he started from range, something the predator wasn’t likely to allow to happen.
Jake was excited to have this new party member, even if it was only temporary. There was a group of three frogmen nearby, and with Jake near the exit portal, he was confident if things went bad it would be no problem. He sent the giant otter in and began preparing a [Mana Bolt].
The otter went through the sludgy water almost as if Jake was running on land, and arrived at the frogmen rapidly. It climbed up one of their bodies and gave a savage bite to their neck, and Jake fired a mana bolt at one of the other targets, knocking them back and sending bits of flesh and blood into the water.
One of the frogmen attacked the otter with his spear, but the otter easily rounded around the frogman it was climbing, putting the partner’s ally in the way of the spear. The otter squeaked in ways that suspiciously sounded like giggling at the frogman’s inability to help his friend that was bleeding out, and it leaped onto the attacking frogman and attacked it with its claws. Jake sent another mana bolt at the creature he had previously attacked, and he couldn’t help but feel that this creature was very useful.
Jake quickly finished off his wounded frogman with a third mana bolt, the otter grinning covered in frogman blood. The creature looked all too satisfied with its murder, and it even took a few bites of the creature’s remains, almost toying with the bodies.
He thought it was strange, though. His spell details in his mind indicated that this creature of mana was supposed to have no personality at all, being a mana construct as it was. But the creature was all but taunting the other frogman as it killed it with glee.
Jake was surprised at how skilled the otter was at killing the creatures. Would a level four summoner really have things this easy? He reasoned that without his mana core and his enhanced mana regeneration, he may need to rest for mana without it out at all times, leaving him weak to attack when it was unsummoned, especially if it died while fighting. 
Nevertheless, Jake set off to work on his goal of training as he worked on earning funds and purchasing more spells. After just two days, Fhesiah rejoined him once more, and Jake was relieved and happy about it. She enjoyed watching the creature’s wanton killing, and Jake was happy to have her rejoin him once more.
Jake fought on through the bog killing frogmen, and training with Fhesiah’s help, and eventually, the dungeon was completed.
[Dungeon Completed!]
[Rating: B]
[Reward: 4675 Credits, Summon Token]
[Next Dungeon: 12 hours]
The bog wasn’t actually that bad, and now that he got his reward, he was ecstatic. Fhesiah joined him in his excitement: he finally had a [Summoning Token]. He now only needed to reach level five to pick his specialization, and they would have a new companion. Jake had some idea of what kind of creature he wanted now that he had experienced various incursions. 
The varied landscape and enemies would leave him to desire a pet that would be useful in most situations. Something like a wolf or lion would be useful in almost all scenarios on the ground. Whereas his giant tortoise would be useless in many others, such as in caves where it could hardly fit, or in the desert with no access to water. Still, someday, he hoped he could get his war tortoise back. He had many memories of that war tortoise helping him in raids.
As Jake lamented having to choose another creature over his good friend and those many memories, Fhesiah looked over with a wry smile on her face. He moved on to think about the last ten days.  
[Spell-forms Known: Mana Bolt, Mana Blade, Clean, Force Push, Flame]
[Framework Spells Known: Stamina Regen, Summon Beast, Haste, Reinforcement, Cure Wounds]
[Jake Combat Skills Level 4]
[Dismantling: 3]
[Lesser Spell-Forms: 3]
[Mana Control: 3]
[Core: Spiral: 2]
[Jake Non-Combat Skills Level 4]
[Dismantling: 3]
[Cooking: 2]
He had learned all the lesser spell-forms that Fhesiah could teach him, for now. Jake would need to improve his mana control a little further and obtain the regular spell-forms skill before she had more to teach him. [Lesser Spell-Form: Mana Shield] was high on the list for him to learn, as it would protect him from almost anything. 
Jake learned the protection spell called [Reinforcement], which was a sort of iron-skin ability that would reduce all damage he took, and even strengthened the equipment he was wearing defensively. Rather than an iron skin, it was more like a thin layer of mana that helped protect him at all times.
Then, the frogmen had been worth over 100 credits each after they were dismantled. The alchemical components from their organs were in high demand, especially because collecting them was far from desirable. Jake was able to save up the 5000 credits he needed for his most wanted spell: [Cure Wounds].
Jake’s new summon beast spell really shone in the bog dungeon. When Jake cast the spell, a creature would be chosen from the biome he was located in, and he would get a creature that was effective there. As far as he could tell, he would get the same creature every time after the first summon, but he didn’t know for sure. The frogmen might find the bog to be their home, and they should be able to take on aquatic predators, but they simply could not stand up to a giant otter with Jake supporting it. 
The otter would hunt the frogmen with glee while Jake fired mana bolts and buffed and healed the otter. He got a great workout for his new healing spell, allowing the summon to reach its time limit before dying in almost all situations. The otter would snake up their bodies and claw at their faces and bite their necks. The frog men's allies were barely able to help, as attacking the otter while it was wrapped around their teammate without harming them was a challenge with their spears. 
Between Fhesiah keeping overwatch and the otter, Jake was not even touched by anything but annoying insects that somehow managed to get inside his outfit. He nearly duct-taped himself up to keep them out on the third day, but the bog was just so hot that he thought he might overheat inside it.
Jake looked over to Fhesiah. She was getting bigger and more substantial now. Jake guessed she was about the same height as a two- or three-year-old child at about three feet tall now, rather than a pixie or faerie like she started that could stand in the palm of his hand. She might be the height of a child, and half dragon, but she was all woman. Her curves were starting to cause him a bit of minor distress: ever since she decided to wear clothes other than her robes whenever they were back in his refuge.
She got the idea to purchase what amounted to a sports bra and yoga pants on the [Multiverse Market]. She bought these among other outfits and teased Jake constantly once Jake had spare funds, and saw his interest in a movie they were watching. 
This started ever since that time she nearly died from the mage, Jake realized. From doing yoga as she floats in the air, to doing other sexy poses and being a lot more hands-on with Jake, he felt like something would have to give soon. It was like he was trapped in his house with a miniature bombshell flirting with him, with no way to relieve the tension. 
Still, Jake was happy for Fhesiah, her teasing really took his mind off the fact that he was trapped in his own apartment forced to fight against an eldritch being in the form of musky-old dungeons. As she looked at Jake with a flirtatious smile and a wink, he tried to change the topic in his mind like he always did. In a few hours, he should receive the next incursion assignment, and that should be the last one before he gets his first major summons, most likely.  
Despite spending a large number of funds on the [Cure Wounds], [Reinforcement], and [Haste] spells, he still had enough for some other minor purchases. The frogmen had forged spears, so his armor would not be sufficient any longer. Reviewing the [Alliance Shop] and [Multiverse Market], he realized that he could upgrade a few parts of his equipment. 
From the shop, he could get a sort of loot box that would produce something semi-random, but they were quite pricey, and he would only be able to get one. Their rarity and the fact that he had gotten strength and dexterity enhancement on his gloves made them seem worth it potentially, but he would likely go with more mundane equipment. 
Jake also noticed that he could have simply bought a Servant Token instead of a Summoning Token, and used a spell to bind the servant as his summons. It turned out that not everyone that had been inducted into [The Framework] was given a [Refuge] and forced to fight incursions and otherwise. Some were conscripted or drafted when worlds were contested, and others were simply born into [The Framework]. 
If and when Jake and someone else inducted into the framework had a child, the child would automatically be inducted into the framework. They would not be able to have all the features of it until they became an adult, but they would have the advantage of being protected from the outsiders. The downside is that this of course had a price when they died: they could be revived as servants, unless you paid the fee to resurrect them yourself, or they chose to allow their lives to end.
During their life, they could fight against the incursions, but they would not be required to. They are incentivized to contribute to the effort in some way though, whether it be through fighting or through crafting, or even training or teaching others. The system rewarded this behavior in various ways, from credits to special items that help their personal progression.
If Jake used a [low-grade Servant Token] for 10,000 credits, then odds were that he would receive a low rarity or low-value servant, perhaps, something lesser than a human even, like a barely sentient goblin. Such a person or creature would possibly not be very useful for fighting in the dungeon, and likely would not be skilled in a profession to start.
Jake could invest in them, but it would be a large expense for someone that might not be able to provide any assistance at all to Jake in the short term. Instead, they could be a liability, not to mention a waste of a precious summon slot if he wanted to bind them as his summons. There were many higher-grade tokens, but they were way outside the realm of possibility for Jake right now.
For both the servant and summoning token, when someone was summoned, they would get a choice of whether they would answer the user of the token’s call or not. It required the consent of both the summoner and the summoned for the pact to be accepted. The one being summoned would get the gist of someone’s soul and personality before accepting or declining. 
They would be like an indentured servant, forced to earn back the cost of restoring them from the grave. It appeared there were more options than just becoming a servant, and their will was taken into account.
In contrast, the [Summoning Token] is only available as a reward from The Framework, and it was bound to the person who earned it– Jake could not sell it, or purchase one. When he used it, it would reach into the void of The Framework. With some combination of both lottery and the desire of those drifting in The Framework’s void, of those waiting to be revived, it would provide Jake with a selection of races and classes to choose from.
Every person that could be summoned using the [Summoning Token] would be someone like Jake, someone specifically inducted into The Framework to fight outsiders and died at some early point during their adventures. They would be skilled or talented, but not overly so. If they were extremely competent, The Framework would have decided to revive them and send them back to their [Refuge], or to a city near where they died and pit them against the dungeons once again. 
The Framework would have determined that they were missing some aspect that kept them from being effective on their own, or they were simply unlucky to where they died before they could really pay The Framework back for their induction. 
The idea was that they were sort of indebted to The Framework for their resurrection and thus would pay it back with their servitude. If their summoner died before completing their Trial, based on their performance and progression, they may get a new shot at adventuring on their own. They could also follow their summoner into the next life if they chose to do so. 
When Jake picks his summoning specialization, he will get a sort of bonus on his first summoning token. The rarity or grade should be among the cream of the crop, for his level. As one can imagine, a level one dragon simply could not be compared to a level one human. So just how would they die before reaching the greater multiverse, or earning enough for [The Framework] to consider resurrecting them, and how would they accept becoming a servant or someone’s summon? It would be a rare occasion for such a summon to be available, and Jake would have a better probability of getting something like that. Jake was quite excited to see what he would get for his choices.
Jake, with the help of Fhesiah, selected a new chest piece and leggings. Fhesiah also wanted him to wear a cloak or mantle over the shoulders, for some reason. It was not that expensive at only 200 credits, and it even had a temperature regulation enchantment on it. Jake reasoned he will especially feel like this was a good purchase if he gets an incursion in a cold setting. Jake still felt odd wearing it, though.
The cape was black like his motorcycle helmet was, and the new armor was red, as Fhesiah insisted; it looked like she wanted his armor to match her robes. It was made of some kind of fire salamander leather, so it likely provided a minor resistance to fire, as well as being much more durable than rubber and plastic hard mold shells. Jake would replace the other pieces when he could afford them, but he also had his warg-hide gloves.  
Jake had to admit he looked kind of cool, but he had thought so before, and Fhesiah just made fun of him. Now, though, she had a smile as she flitted about and corrected his clothing in places, like a wife helping their husband get ready for work, wearing her robes as they were about to enter the dungeon. When Jake stood in front of the mirror, he could hardly recognize himself. His body being built by fighting in the dungeon routine was doing wonders for him. 
[Jake Status Level 4]
[Strength: 20]
[Dexterity: 18]
[Constitution: 17]
|[Intelligence: 23]
[Wisdom: 22]
[Charisma: 19]
His physical attributes increased once again from all the training and dungeon runs that he was doing, in addition: his Core level improved, increasing it even further. While he was increasing attributes like charisma with his free attribute points, Jake felt like the core was the primary reason for many of his physical changes. It felt like his pores became smaller, some light scarring was removed, and his body was just becoming better overall. He is always brimming with energy now, and he has been waking up earlier, needing fewer hours of sleep.
As Jake and Fhesiah were wrapping up their preparations, he received the new incursion prompt:
[Dungeon Information]
[Dungeon: Gnoll Tribal Village]
[Time Left: 9 Days, 4 Hours]
[Goal: Kill Gnoll Chief]
[Level: 6-7| Boss: 10]
It looked like he would be facing yet another humanoid creature. These were often quite skilled with weapons, and he would likely see gnolls with shields equipped. Gnolls would be much more challenging to deal with using his spear, but with his pet helping flank and his spells he should have no problem dealing with them– so long as he faced smaller groups. 
With that, Jake headed through the portal with Fhesiah. When he entered, they both took stock. There were currently no enemies in sight, but they were in a large meadow, appearing to be on the prairie, with some copses of trees scattered about. There was a seemingly large hill in the distance, too far to make out any figures, with a massive wooden stake fence with an open gate. 
Jake decided to summon a beast, to help him find and protect against foes. As he finished the spell, the motes of light formed into what appeared to be a mixture of a North-American badger and an armadillo. It was of a decent size, and Jake guessed it would weigh not quite as much as himself, the beast being he guessed about 150 pounds. 
It had a tan color similar to an armadillo, and clearly had plates over most of its body, with fur peeking out in others. Jake thought it looked somewhat like a pangolin, but Its body was wide and its posture somewhat lower to the ground, and the creature was bulkier than one. A pangolin was little more than a scaled anteater, after all, but this creature was very much a predator like a badger. Jake was very glad this creature was on his side, as it looked particularly vicious, with its front claws being like a handful of knives. 
Fhesiah had floated away, but she returned, and she looked at the creature with satisfaction; it appeared she also respected the creature’s ability to commit violence. She pointed in a direction for them to set off that was not directly at the hill but at an angle to circle around it, and they headed out.




Chapter 11 – The Mighty Badgerdillo


The badgerdillo, as Jake was now calling it, was even more vicious than it looked. It completely ignored blows and brute forced itself through gnoll’s formation like it did not have a care in the world, where it would then rip apart its target as it squealed in agony. The gnoll’s shields were mild inconveniences as it grabbed them away with its jaws or claws, or pulled the gnolls to the ground with its superior strength.  
Jake almost felt bad, but he couldn’t help but whimsically imagine summoning an army of the creature as he just watched his minions destroy his target: no matter what it was. Creatures like this one were exactly why he was looking forward to the beast specialization. 
He had wanted to choose the same specialization as he did in the game, [The Labyrinth]. But the [No-Focus] specialization, he had used there, was not available. Thus, he wanted the most versatile while being something that he knew he could obtain. He knew beasts were prevalent all over the multiverse, and he would always be able to find something special and bring out their strengths against opponents.
Each time he had to resummon it, he was afraid he would not get the badgerdillo again for some reason. This was despite him having recast the otter nearly a hundred times and getting it every time while he was in the bog. So, when it emerged from the motes of light he would always fist-pump in joy, and even Fhesiah would cheer. 
Having mana control three had increased the duration from the base of two or three minutes to five to ten. But he was still forced to summon it many times as he worked through some gnoll patrols around their hill village. 
Jake had finally gotten to make good use of his new force push spell-form. The telekinetic blast would often send the gnolls sprawling, making them even easier pickings for the badgerdillo. There were a few times when they had even coordinated a shield wall to keep the angry creature at bay, but then Jake would just completely shatter their formation with the spell. The badgerdillo laughed with savage glee, mocking the hyena-like creatures as it slew them.
Jake thought these mana creatures he summoned weren’t supposed to have an ego or personality, but he couldn’t help but feel the badgerdillo and the otter were somehow different. It simply appeared to enjoy killing a little too much, enough that Jake would legitimately be afraid if he ran into either of them when they weren’t his summons. It frequently shook the prey’s body and ripped it apart even after it was dead when it was the last one left.
Fhesiah continued to help Jake not get ambushed and find the targets until it appeared she was sure there were none left except inside their fenced-in village. Jake noticed that the village was not overtly well-defended. There were no towers with ranged attackers watching over the entrance to the village, only a small contingent of eight gnolls, armed with slightly better equipment than the roaming patrols he had killed.
Still, Jake had killed upwards of two dozen gnolls already, and there appeared to be more than one hundred gnolls inside, maybe even two hundred. He felt that he needed a plan to facilitate his retreat if the worst happened and a near-army emerged to come to take him out. Jake was able to run pretty fast with his [Haste] spell, but the hyena-like creatures were probably a little faster on an open plain. 
Jake decided to head back to his [Refuge] and make use of the market. It cost a large portion of all the funds he earned on this run, but he felt like it was better to be poor than to be dead. If he didn’t make use of it today, he would find a use for it in the future. 
Jake might be acting a little paranoid, but he did not want to take risks when the possibility was there. These creatures appeared to have a social aspect to them, and he thought that it was entirely possible that the city could rally to fight off the threat of Jake, or something to that effect.
He returned with Fhesiah in-tow and resummoned the badgerdillo after making his purchase. He had decided to make a purchase of a one-use spell-scroll of [Thornwood Field]. It would take a large percentage of his mana to activate, but it would create a near-impossible-to-cross field of sharp thorny vines that would cause large amounts of damage to those that carelessly crossed them. 
Jake would only need a few moments to activate and prepare should Fhesiah spot an army approaching. It would slow them down or force them to take so much damage from being sliced all over their bodies that it would be easy to pick them off on the other side. 
Preparations made, Jake considered how to take on the medium-sized group of enemies in front of him. They were spaced apart from the large gate, and they had high visibility of Jake’s approach. They did not appear to have a drum or anything to call more allies, but they could easily have some kind of horn on their persons. Two of them had decent-sized poleaxe instead of the sort of forged-metal smaller spears that many of them had, with others having shields and axes.
Jake decided that these would be his primary targets. He would use the force push spell to keep the group of enemies controlled as the badgerdillo attacked them, but he would try to take them out as quickly as he could with some mana bolts.
With the last level Jake received in lesser spell-forms and mana control, he started having no problems forming the smaller shapes from memory, almost like his intent was enough on its own. Instead of molding his mana into a certain shape, the mana practically jumped at the idea and did it for him. Because of that, he could send mana bolts out at a very rapid pace, almost two per second if he used smaller ones; Jake was primarily limited by how rapidly he could channel his mana and fill the spell-form.
Thanks to that, he was able to easily do something else: line up multiple spell-forms at once. Jake guessed that this was part of the next stage of forming normal spell-forms, where he would form many shapes at once and add them together to make something bigger or more complex. For now, he could load up four regular-powered mana bolts at once. Jake followed the badgerdillo and got ready to create his four mana bolts.
As the badgerdillo approached, the gnolls squealed and grunted as they got into position to receive their enemy. They built a decent formation, with shield users at the front and the spear and poleaxe users in the back, and Jake thought the badgerdillo would actually have a difficult time without Jake’s help. With that thought, Jake released his mana bolts past the shield users and struck all four of the polearm and spear users in the chest.
The badgerdillo bowled into the shield users and began relieving them from their shields, as they impotently hacked at the creature in an attempt to damage it and get it to stop murdering them, as the creature laughed. The spear users were only lightly wounded by Jake’s alpha strike, but the strike and damage it inflicted distracted them. They were unable to keep the badgerdillo at bay with their reach, and weapons that could actually pierce its armor.
Jake worked on sending out empowered bolts into the formation, trying to focus on the poleaxe users, now that it was near pandemonium compared to a focused line. Three of the gnolls broke off to try to take out Jake, but he just ran perpendicular to them to keep firing mana bolts into the group that was trying to fight off the badgerdillo. After five or six empowered bolts into the group, the two poleaxe users were down, and the badgerdillo had taken out one of the shield users.
The three gnolls were now catching up to Jake, and he would now have to face them. He sent out a force push to shove them and stop their momentum, but only managed to bowl one over completely. That left Jake to have two left to fight in melee. Fhesiah then swooped in and blasted one of them with an impressive gout of flame, setting them on fire and causing them to squeal in agony. 
He sent a mental thank you to Fhesiah and engaged with the remaining gnoll with his spear. Jake had not fought many opponents with his spear that used a shield, and he had difficulty thinking about how to deal with it. He wanted more practice with fighting such an opponent, but he did not want to give the bowled-over gnoll much time to get up and be facing two enemies at once. He decided that now was simply not the time to improve his martial prowess. 
Jake feigned a stab high with his spear, causing the gnoll to raise its shield, and then fired an empowered mana bolt with his off-hand down to the gnoll’s kneecap. The bolt completely blew out the creature’s knee, sending the gnoll to the ground. He then used a mana blade and stabbed the gnoll center-mass and into its spine, since the gnoll’s shield was now completely out of position.
He was easily able to reposition to defend against the spear user that had been completely knocked over. After glancing at the torched gnoll that was dying painfully and the badgerdillo continuing to work over the remaining opponents, he engaged it. Able to focus on the opponent without the worry of another approach, he was able to parry a stab from his opponent and kick out its digitigrade leg. He then easily finished it while the creature was knocked prone on the ground. 
Jake turned to look at the badgerdillo just in time to see its jaws around the last gnoll’s throat, shaking their body left and right. As the gnoll died, Jake received a notification in his [Menu].
[Level Up! +3 Attributes to Spend, Specialization Choices Available]
[Level Reached: Level 5]
Jake was excited, and Fhesiah shared the feeling. She kept a lookout while Jake dismantled the bodies, but he could hardly wait to get back to the portal. It was time to head back to his [Refuge] and truly become a summoner, and summon his second permanent party member.
The trip back was uneventful, and they set about their post-dungeon-run tasks of cleaning up. When everything was wrapped up, he sat down on his couch as he prepared to work through the menu. Fhesiah then took his attention by grabbing his hand, and he felt a focused determination coming from her, and the expression on her face completely matched it. She wanted to convey that she wanted to tell him something important.
She flew away, and when she returned, she handed him a small handmade booklet. Glancing through it, it was a mixture of printed information from the [Alliance Wiki] and what appeared to be her own drawings. Just when had she made this? The only time she could have done this was while he was asleep, and she had even used the printer? He glanced at her, and she gave a coy smile. This was obviously well outside his expectations. How did she even know how to use it?
He started back at the first page, and it was an article about how The Framework is different from the game, [The Labyrinth]. She had underlined that while there are many similarities, they are not the same: especially classes that required the use of NPC characters, such as Summoners or Beast Masters. Jake started to understand where this was going: she was trying to give him input on his specialization choice, and in response to that thought, she nodded.
Jake would have thought that this was strange, in that she was using such a thing. She was able to read, so why couldn’t she just write what she wanted to say? Jake had learned that something about the magic in the bond or servant contract, broken as it was, prevented her from communicating in that way, at least in the state it was in: until the bond was restored, she could only use odd methods such as this. Jake thought it was similar to his compulsion with being unable to communicate with people from Earth now, at least using language. 
He then moved on to the second page, this one, a drawing. It showed Jake with his beast summons, even the little demoness, and a party that represented the faceless people that Jake would meet. Jake supposed that this had been his plan from the beginning, which he had filled Fhesiah in on with his various thoughts throughout the last few weeks. In the next image, it was Jake and his beasts, but nobody else other than him and Fhesiah. He looked over at her, frowning in confusion. 
“Was this trying to show that the prospective party could come and go?” She nodded excitedly and smiled.
The next image, showed a similar image to the first one, of a party with various classes with Jake, but there were no beasts, just Jake and Fhesiah. But there was a box around the group, with a lock on it, and the party members even sparkled or glimmered. Jake wryly smiled at the drawing, he felt like this was so much like her. So, she was showing that he could make his own permanent party, a powerful one, and that thought was met with another nod. 
The next showed his prospective party training together, with Jake directing each of them. He supposed that he would be choosing their advancement. Next, another printed wiki article, detailing the permanent humanoid summons. It appeared that this was what she wanted him to select. Based on the idea of a permanent party, she would also want him to select the specialization that has permanence. 
Jake hadn’t liked permanent summons in the game he played, [The Labyrinth]. They would severely limit how many you could have on the field at once and also restrict what type of summons you could use. On top of that, they consumed party slots based on the number that you had out, thus limiting who you could party with. Jake would consider a permanent specialized summoner a “lazy” or “friendless” summoner. 
Their advantage was mostly a mood or loyalty bar, which particularly happy summons would get various attribute bonuses, making them more effective. Otherwise, the only advantage was that the summoner would not have to worry about timers on how long the regular duration summons would stay available, and wouldn’t have to meticulously manage their mana consumption.
If Jake selected the beast specialization and the regular duration summons, similar to his random beast spell, he likely could have multiple badgerdillos or something similar out at the same time, right now. Not only that, but each would get bonuses to their attributes, most likely resulting in a larger badgerdillo, for example. Could a single humanoid creature that he keeps out all the time really make up for this?
But Jake thought about it a little more. These were not mindless NPCs or non-playable characters driven by artificial intelligence, but people. There would be many advantages to true permanence, as they could also train as Fhesiah pointed out. They could also train specifically to work together, using combinations of abilities that could be particularly effective. 
While some humanoid races were restricted in the game from being used as summons, Jake assumed he would not have that same limitation here. In addition, there was no such thing as a dragon-touched demoness in the game, so clearly, the game was not the full picture. Perhaps he could get something even more interesting than the few choices that were in the game.
Jake looked over at Fhesiah, and he felt how important this was to her. He also felt that her presentation was not quite the full picture, however. While he needs to be effective, he felt like she hardly provided much input into his advancement up to now, other than helping him with whatever he decided on training for the day. 
She went along with all his other choices, and he would bet that if he decided to become a crazed potioneer, making bombs with potions or crazy concoctions that made him both stronger and crazier, she’d be right there mixing the cauldron with him without a complaint. Why now? Because this was a permanent choice that can’t be undone? 
He supposed that this choice would impact her greatly as if he chose to have some smelly animals, then she would be regretfully stuck with them lying around in his [Refuge] for eternity, for example. She certainly wasn’t happy about the bog, after all. 
Jake decided that it hardly mattered. This choice was important to her, and Jake felt like he could ultimately make any specialization work and be effective in the end. He might as well take the one that had better possibilities for friends he could trust. She brought up a good case, and he felt like there was something about Fhesiah that he could trust. 
Despite her almost careless demeanor, she had a lot more experience in life than Jake. He couldn’t put his finger on why he felt that this was true, other than her immense level of patience. Sure, she was his familiar and kind of had to do what Jake wanted. But to do what some other person wanted twenty-four hours a day without making any choices on what to do, most people Jake’s age would be running away or a whiny mess within a day or two. That was even if they enjoyed some or most of the other person’s choices. 
They would also probably resent the person for making them do all the same stuff. Not only that, but Jake could hardly imagine being suddenly mute and having to communicate anything using gestures. It’d drive him crazy. Instead, she was quite happy with all the things they did, like they’d have to be doing something she didn’t like for months before it would even phase her.
With that thought, he went ahead and made his selections. He locked in the humanoid summons and selected permanence for his focus. Once he made those selections, he received some notifications, but before he could review them, he was interrupted by Fhesiah as she grabbed his face and kissed him on the lips.
It was just a quick, almost chaste, thing, but Jake was shocked. She had teased him a bit but had never made any motions such as that. She cheered and danced around like she had won some major victory. Jake was starting to get worried as it was like he was duped, but she just smiled at him and sent reassurance over their bond, that Jake would not regret his choice one bit. He supposed she did put a good amount of effort into the booklet, and the choice was important to her, so getting what she wanted at this celebration was reasonable. 
Distraction completed, he reviewed the information on his summon specialization.
[Specialization Chosen: Humanoid]
[You have chosen to specialize in Humanoid summons. Increases effectiveness of all attributes and adds additional capabilities to summons of the [Humanoid] type. Reduces all other types.]
[Framework Spell Learned: Bolster]
[You have learned the Summoner spell: Bolster. Consumes mana from active mana regeneration to Increase All Attributes by 5%. Requires small amount of concentration, +5% per Mana Control skill level.]
[Specialization Chosen: Permanence]
[You have chosen to specialize in [Permanent Summons]. Increases effectiveness of attributes and adds additional capabilities to summons of the [Permanent] type. Reduces all other types. Costs 10% of Total Mana, and 10% of Mana regeneration per summon in reserve, allows for [Summoner’s Bond] to form with Permanent Summons.]
[Framework Spell Learned: Mana Transfer]
[You have learned the Summoner spell: Mana Transfer. Transfer mana while touching to or from your summons. 50% Efficiency, +10% Efficiency per Mana Control skill level.]
It was a lot to take in. The spell Bolster was from picking the humanoid specialization. It already increased attributes by +15% at his mana control level, but it would eventually become pretty drastic by the time it reached level five.
The [Mana Transfer] spell likely was due to the permanent link between his summons; he could not imagine that a summoner focused on temporary summons would be very interested in such a spell. Even retrieving mana from such a creature would be pointless, as it cost mana to create the creature in the first place. This will be very useful both if he summons a caster or even a melee that uses mana, as it is often the resource that they will run out of. He will help them be able to continue marathon fights without worry.
Jake was already thinking of all the possibilities, and whether this was the optimal choice or not, he figured that he could make this choice very effective in the long run. He smiled at Fhesiah. It was time to summon their next partner.




Chapter 12 - Summoning


Fhesiah had stopped Jake and grabbed his sleeve, directing him to his makeshift armor stand: his coat rack. It appeared that she wanted to present themselves as adventurers to the newly summoned.  
He set about getting dressed like he was ready to enter the dungeon. She even made a few more purchases to try to complete his look. It looked like she wanted him to finish his equipment, replacing his helmet and bracers with red to match the rest. He finally, thankfully, closed off his windows to the void with plain walls, as well.
She purchased an ornate-looking fan for her, which fit just fine in or was sized for her tiny hands. She had Jake rearrange the furniture and everything was as clean as it could be. Once they were ready, she pointed over to the computer. That made sense, as they could select their partner together, utilizing the menu there.
Before they triggered the menu, Jake thought about what his party needed. They could use the humanoid version of the badgerdillo, Jake thought, to which Fhesiah laughed. Really, what they required the most right now was what in MMO terms is called a tank. A person that was able to take the beatings that enemies dished out while protecting allies and forcing enemies to focus on them: one way or another. 
This was not a game but real life for Jake though, so the idea of “taunt” like in a game likely did not truly exist. Having creatures and thinking humanoids focus on them, the armored tank, instead of their squishy allies required more than just activating a spell or being the first one to attack: it required positioning, it required that the person was a threat on their own, and it required the person to have abilities or spells in which they are actually able to protect their allies.
In the game, Jake preferred a paladin to be the party’s tank. In a way, they were kind of like the summoner when it came to all the things a tank could do and do well. They did it all, and while they were not the best at them individually, their counterparts that were other party choices could only do some of those things. 
They had answers to non-taunt-able creatures where they would significantly reduce the enemy’s damage when they did not focus on them. Paladins could also heal themselves and others, and they even had some area-of-effect abilities to hit and draw the attention of many enemies, along with barrier spells. A paladin would be an excellent addition to the party, no matter what other classes Jake picked for the other party slots.  
While Jake was thinking about paladins, he felt a mental eye-roll from Fhesiah, and he wondered why. Is it because he’s min-maxing his party members? She shrugged but also shook her head, no, so then he thought some more about paladins– right. He has to actually live with and speak with the person. Hearing them go on about the god that they worship for their powers to be granted, and their strict adherence to both their god’s tenants and their rules could be quite a challenge. 
Fhesiah agreed. So he would certainly keep that kind of idea in mind when he looks at the potential party members and not just jump to grab some justice-seeking paladin. Or worse, some paladin that refuses to fight others for some reason.
Jake triggered the Summon Token from within the [Menu] and was given a list of choices. Of the ten choices, only four of the classes even began to meet Jake’s criteria of what he felt they needed for the party right now, and Fhesiah looked at the list in interest.
Overall, he was a bit unhappy about the information given about what he would be summoning. He supposed that he was lucky to get a choice at all, and it was not just random, but he would like to get as much information as he could, such as their attributes or skill levels. Instead, he was just given their race, class, and gender.
Jake’s top choice on the list was a Centaur Paladin of Tyr, which he had just thought about. It appeared that this one was a male. Jake imagined having the advantage of having a Centaur with him, especially up against creatures like the gnolls. They would be crushed under his hooves, and his plate mail would render him nigh-invulnerable to them. A centaur’s mass, power, and speed were simply huge advantages that could likely be used in countless situations.
Jake then imagined them fighting side by side, or Jake riding the Centaur into battle, casting spells and watching each other’s backs as they fought hordes of enemies. They had drinks at a fantasy tavern, gave each other a high-five, and played cards together. At some point during his imagination, Fhesiah took on a feeling of dread, and then urgency. He looked over and saw her crossing her hands in front of her like she was making an X like she did not want the centaur, and he could have sworn he saw her eye twitching. 
She rushed to a piece of paper and immediately began drawing. When she returned: a picture of a ladder, with Jake at the top of it, and the centaur with his shoulders slunk down at the bottom, unable to proceed. Jake laughed, and he shook his head. It was clear that she did not want the centaur, so he would move on and look at the other options, at least, first. 
There was an Elvish Warrior, male, that didn’t stand out at all to Jake but met the criteria and a female Dwarven Guardian. While the latter sounded like it could be quite effective, Jake felt like that sort of option was a weaker one, as such a class was probably lacking any kind of magic. Jake would rather take a non-tank based on his choices for this rare summon, as he could see some interesting race choices for some remaining. 
It was with some trepidation that he looked at the last of the tank-viable choices, but he could just feel Fhesiah’s interest over their bond. He knew this was her pick: the Valkyrie Shieldmaiden, for which their race could only be female. Jake decided to look over the wiki for information about both Valkyries in [The Alliance] and also [Shieldmaidens].
Jake knew from Norse mythology that Valkyries were immortal beings that brought the souls of the warriors of the dead to Valhalla. They would then fight alongside their chosen souls for eternity in Valhalla, at least until Ragnarök, anyway. 
However, instead of them being a partial divinity themselves and daughters of Odin like the mythology he was familiar with, in the multiverse they were often simply a warrior race that always birthed females and originate from many worlds with various other species. At the very least, Odin and Freyja are or have been important or involved in many of their worlds’ history, having a special connection to them.
They may or may not worship Odin and Freyja, and they may or may not have powers related to them. Valkyries in general would be very compatible with the divine powers of various gods, so they would often give their oath to one to accomplish their goals. 
A shieldmaiden was definitely a warrior that specialized in defense, and Valkyries as a race were adept at runic magic. If they worshiped a god and obtained power through them, then they were much like a Paladin, their list of capabilities nearly identical– though, how they accomplished the same tasks might be very different.
The Valkyries of the [Multiverse] were beings that reveled in battle, seeking greater glory on the battlefield. They were attracted to men that showed excellence in battle or otherwise heroic traits. Valkyries frequently left their society in search of a mate, unable to have children with another Valkyrie. Their culture led them to seek strong men to follow into battle and to give birth to the next generation of Valkyries. A shieldmaiden was a Valkyrie that sought to protect or otherwise assist her chosen warrior in battle, as both their shield and spear. 
His trepidation was primarily because Odin was the one who forced him into what was essentially a prison, and this almost seems like his influence, for him to receive a Valkyrie for his first summon. It had turned out well enough because he was happy to have met Fhesiah, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be salty about it.
On the other hand, a Valkyrie was certainly a rare summon. The idea that this initiated Valkyrie died in battle, but was not resurrected by [The Framework] was surprising. Valkyries live and breathe battle, so this would mean they are either the most flawed Valkyrie or otherwise beginner valkyrie. It was that, or it had required some form of divine intervention from Odin or some other god or goddess for her to be placed or otherwise be made available for Jake. Jake also knew that the Valkyrie even appearing on this list meant that she had accepted Jake to be her Summoner: her master. 
Fhesiah sent reassurance and certainty over the bond: this was the right choice, and she believed that Jake would not regret it. As part of staging their presentation, he moved to the area with the most space and where she wanted to be when the Valkyrie entered his [Refuge]. 
Jake wryly smiled at this. His apartment was the furthest thing from impressive, and they simply could not afford superfluous spending. He’d love to expand everything and replace his junk with much nicer things, but Jake’s credits were a matter of life and death. There was no way he would be elbow deep in monster guts daily if it weren’t a necessity. He swore he could still smell frog guts when he smelled his gloves before, but Fhesiah assured him it was just in his head after she used her cleaning spell-form on him.
Jake had long since even run out of food in his apartment and was forced to buy food using credits to stock his fridge. Thankfully, Jake was able to purchase like-Earth meats and foods for very low prices that even a full-time goblin slayer could afford. Jake likely would fight purchasing items like a nicer couch or rugs tooth and nail until killing a single monster yielded enough to make changes like that. 
With that thought, Jake triggered the summoning, and, similar to the badgerdillo, motes of light gathered until a woman with wings appeared. The young lightly-tanned woman was wearing a scale mail hauberk that extended well beyond her thighs like a skirt, and her greaves reached up to just below her knees, providing adequate protection. Jake guessed she was as tall, or taller than himself, impossible to tell with the equipment each of them was wearing. At that moment, she was slightly taller.
Her shoulders were covered with plates, and her arms had bracers and gloves as well. She had an open-faced, winged helmet, and she had a heart-shaped face. He could tell that she was very beautiful. She had white hair tied in a ponytail coming out the back of her helmet and draped down her back. She also had a fairly large diamond-shaped shield, and a spear a little taller than herself. 
It took a moment for her to have clarity on the situation, to which she got an almost panicked look, and she knelt on the ground, with her eyes focused there. “My Lord! I’m…” she hesitated like she was searching for what it was that she was supposed to say. “Valkyrie Ophelia reporting for duty, sir,” she said.
Jake looked over to Fhesiah floating near his shoulder, who had a haughty demeanor, and was now covering her mouth with her fan. She gave Jake the feeling of wanting him to play along. Jake was definitely out of his element, but the idea of having his own winged knight compelled him to try to have a little fun with it. So, he tried to channel his inner boss, to play along.
“Welcome, Valkyrie Ophelia. I am Commander Jake, and this is Captain Fhesiah, your superior officer,” he motioned to Fhesiah, but Ophelia was still staring at her own feet and didn’t look. Her entire body language shouted that she was stiff and uncomfortable, but Fhesiah was quite satisfied with the situation thus far, so he continued.
“Welcome to our [Refuge]. The current situation is that there is an active incursion: a village of gnolls. We have 9 days to complete their extermination. Captain Fhesiah and I have been thinning their numbers, and are ready to proceed with an attack on the main village soon. Valkyrie Ophelia, report: who was your previous commanding officer?”
The winged woman’s expression shifted to one of desperation, as her eyes shifted left and right, as she searched for what to say. “Uh… I didn’t have one?”
Jake took that in, and Fhesiah pointed at her, motioning for Jake to continue. He started to feel bad, as it was clear she wasn’t used to this type of situation. 
So, he doubled down, as he took an almost disbelieving expression and said, “If you didn’t have a commanding officer, what did you have? What were you doing last before entering the void of [The Framework]?” 
Jake felt even bad asking this question: it was like asking what were you doing when you died? Jake guessed that more often than not, it was probably a traumatic experience. 
The winged woman had almost responded like she had been struck, and she now seemed to be tearing up, almost ready to cry. 
She replied, “I was… clearing a den of kobolds…” Jake couldn’t help it, as he was stupefied by the idea that a trained Valkyrie would ever die to mere kobolds, he replied, “Kobolds? A Valkyrie died to kobolds?” 
Ophelia was now openly crying, and she responded sniffling. “I…had just finished my training, and was getting revenge for all the times that they hurt me and stole my stuff while training when I was younger…when the cave collapsed… I didn’t make it out…”
So, the winged woman fell in the “unlucky” category. She never earned enough for her initiation into the framework and thus was not deemed a viable target for resurrection without fixing her debt first, by becoming a servant. 
Jake suddenly realized something, and decided to voice it, “The cave collapsed? I thought that incursions couldn’t do that.”
If they could do that, then the outsiders would have no need for monsters. They could simply just crush anyone that entered, flood them with water or lava, line the halls with traps, and there would be nothing they could do to stop it. It turned out there is a complicated set of rules that determined how the outsiders could attack and corrupt the multiverse, and how or why they used dungeons was related to that. Collapsing tunnels was not something that it was allowed to do.
Not without the initiated having a fair shot of circumventing the challenge like some kind of trigger that could be avoided or disarmed, anyway. Jake had learned that these types of things could begin to appear when Dungeon Masters appeared, potentially. Jake would need to prepare his party with the skills needed to circumvent and mitigate these types of threats.
Ophelia said despondently, “Incursion? I grew up in a contested world, and this was just a natural cave that had a den of kobolds.”
Jake saw the young woman was distressed and clearly pained by the experience. Jake wanted to console her, but Fhesiah shook her head. She then sent confidence and reassurance over the bond. She took on a regal air and motioned to fluff things up even further, gesturing to the three of them and Jake’s [Refuge], and then pointed to the portal. 
Jake tried his best to piece together what she wanted from him by using the emotions that she also sent over the bond when she made her gestures. Jake really felt like this moment was like a dog telling the parents a boy was trapped in a well on TV. 
He guessed that she wanted him to reassure and instill confidence into Ophelia using the belonging and camaraderie of their fake three-person military unit, and have her work out some of her frustration and bond together killing some gnolls. 
Jake tried to think why this was a good idea and realized that he was nothing but a stranger to Ophelia. She had just died her entire life as she knew it, behind her. She was now forced to live with two strangers, would she really want him to console her? Perhaps, this could better show her what her life was going to be like going forward, while she got some time to process her own emotions.
This was a plan that Jake could get behind, at least somewhat. He’d play it by ear.
Fhesiah showed a beaming smile and nodded. The whole time this exchange happened, Ophelia was completely focused on inspecting the dirt on her greaves, still kneeling on the floor, occasionally wiping tears. If Jake was not talking to her or expecting something from her, she was content to stare forever, it looked like. 
Jake approached, to which she snapped her eyes up at him. He put his hand on her armored shoulder, and gave her a reassuring smile, as Fhesiah floated above and beside him with her regal demeanor, flourishing her fan. “That was before, soldier. Raise your chin up, you are now a part of Jake Hart’s Company, and here we will do everything in our power to make you successful, to be the best of the best. You are now part of something greater than yourself, and together we will go on to accomplish great things. What do you say?”
Ophelia was a little shocked, but she showed a small, shy smile, before replying, somehow having difficulty meeting Jake’s fake steely-eyed stare. “Y-Yes sir! That’s what I always wanted…”
Jake stood back and tapped the butt of his spear on the ground. “Good! We’ll make the best soldier out of you yet. Fall in, soldier.” He began walking to the portal, and Ophelia stood and followed him there.
He added, “With that, we are ready to move out. On the other side of that portal could be enemies, so be on the lookout. Let’s go, Ophelia. Welcome,” Jake said. The winged woman replied, “Yes sir. Thank you, sir.” Before they all stepped through the portal.




Chapter 13 – Ophelia Smithsdottir, the Valkyrie Shieldmaiden


When they reached the other side of the portal, the shy winged-woman was nowhere to be found. She was replaced with a soldier, and her demeanor was completely different. Her shield and posture were at the ready, and she had the appropriate level of focus for looking for threats near the portal.  
Satisfied that there were no enemies, she looked back to her “commander,” and said, “There are no enemies present! Your orders, sir?”
Jake had eyed Fhesiah, and she had a satisfied, almost smug, expression on her face, hidden from Ophelia behind her fan. 
He pointed over to the hill, and said, “The gnolls are located inside that fence on top of the hill, of which there are over one hundred. We have cleared most if not all patrols, but we will need to keep on the lookout during our approach in case there are more. I will cast support spells on us, and if you have any, you should use yours as well. You take the front of the formation heading to the hill on foot, and await instructions at the foot of it.”
Jake started casting his buffing spells on himself, to which he now had many. He realized that she did not cast any spells on herself, as she simply waited on him. He hadn’t had the time to check her status within his [Menu], especially due to the act he was putting on. Jake figured he would view it while on the march, so long as Fhesiah was on the lookout, to which she nodded in response to his thoughts. Jake would not have to pay much attention to their movement.
He finished casting Haste, Reinforcement, Bolster, and Stamina Regen on himself, then cast it on the battle angel, as well.  She took on a look of surprise, but quickly pushed it down and started their march toward the hill. With her back turned, Jake took a look at his [Menu] and into his [Summon Information] section.
[Summon Information: Ophelia]
[Name: Ophelia Smithsdottir]
[Age: 18]
[Class: Shieldmaiden]
[Race: Valkyrie]

[Shieldmaiden Class: Tier 0 Uncommon]
[+25% Additional Durability and Hardiness]
[3 Spendable Attribute points per level]
[15% Increased Effectiveness for Str and Con]
[A Shieldmaiden trains to become the shield for their chosen. Meant to fight alongside their chosen warrior, they will suffer any pain or carry any burden for them.]
[Ophelia Status Level 1]
[Strength: 26]
[Dexterity: 22]
[Constitution: 21]
[Intelligence: 14]
[Wisdom: 22]
[Charisma: 24]
[Ophelia Combat Skills]
[Melee Specialization: 3]
[Runic Magic: 1]
[Summoner’s Bond: 1]
[Mana Control: 1]

[Ophelia Melee Specialization Subskills]
[Spear, Shield, Charge, Flight] 

[Ophelia Non-Combat Skills]
[Dismantling: 3]
[Smithing: 2]

So, it turned out that she had really just come of age. Jake wasn’t sure about what life was really like for those that lived in contested territory, but her mastery of the spear and shield was definitely one that showed she fought a lot, having much more skill than Jake. Jake looked over this [Summoner’s Bond] skill, as it was mentioned when he picked his specialization.
[Summoner's Bond Level 1]
[Represents summons’ happiness and connection to their summoner. The stronger the emotions are and the more in sync with their Summoner, the stronger the bond. 1% reduction in [Permanency] reserved Total Mana and Mana regeneration per level of this skill. Provides subtle increases to being’s effectiveness.]
He knew, just by looking at her attributes and her skill of the spear, that she would trounce him if he did not use magic in a spar. Not only was she using a shield, but her use of wings during melee combat could cause bursts of speed at unexpected times for those not used to fighting them, which Jake is not. 
That’s not including if she was able to dive in from the sky to attack, Jake was not confident in dealing with such an ability without some additional practice or training. Jake had never faced an enemy that had done so.
Her attributes had also proven that Jake was right in his thoughts: that humans just couldn’t compare in attributes to some other races. Valkyries appeared to excel in their physical attributes and charisma, plus their ability to use [Runic Magic] was high, as shown by her high wisdom. Really, just everything was better than the bog-standard human, with Jake only being better than she at level 1 in intelligence. He was level 5, had a core that improved his physical attributes, and yet he was still bested by a long shot in physical attributes by the level 1 Valkyrie.
He had hoped that he could learn [Runic Magic] from her before he summoned her, as that was of great interest to him. Seeing that her proficiency was so low, he wondered if maybe they could work on it together. He would now guide her advancement, and he would push her to take advantage of her heritage. 
They got near the base of the hill and saw that the gates were once again manned with a set of guards. Ophelia did not take her eyes off the gate, but she asked, “Your orders, sir?” when Jake arrived.
“One moment,” Jake said. He then cast his [Summon Beast] spell. When the motes of light dissipated, what was left was what appeared to be a dog not unlike a German Shepherd. Jake couldn’t help it, but he looked over at Ophelia with a look of betrayal and blame and noticed that even Fhesiah mirrored his look. The battle angel had turned to look at the summon, and caught this. 
“W-What? Did I do something wrong?”
While Jake had chosen the humanoid specialization, that did not prevent him from using other summons, only receiving a penalty for not using summons within that specialization. [Summon Beast] was a temporary summon spell that was both outside of his humanoid specialization and his permanent specialization, resulting in the spell barely being worthwhile. 
In this case, his badgerdillo was downgraded to a dog. This was very unfortunate, as Jake would rather have a single badgerdillo than a half-dozen of this dog, and he was stuck with just this one for now.  The Valkyrie would have some very large shoes to fill when it came to convincing Jake and Fhesiah that she was a better option than the vicious badgerdillo.
Jake shook his head, and he fixed his expression. “It’s nothing. This creature is expendable and can help with providing a target for the gnolls. Do not worry about keeping it alive, as it is not. I want you to head in there with the dog to take out those gnolls, and I will provide support from the rear. Pay attention to my commands, as I may need to call a retreat if we receive more enemies than expected.”
She saluted, and replied with a smile, “Yes sir!” 
She began to move towards the enemies, to which Jake used his will to have his summon head in the same direction. Jake could tell that she was quite excited to get into a fight. Fhesiah watched on with interest, it was clear she was hoping to see how this new party member did. Jake was not worried. The gnolls had a similar assortment of weapons to the group they faced before, and if Ophelia got in trouble she could simply fly away, as they had no ranged capabilities. 
Keeping Ophelia permanently summoned had a cost, but it was not very high, with about 10% of his mana and mana regeneration in reserve at all times, no matter how much mana he has. Once he has four permanent summons, he would be limiting his mana regeneration by nearly forty percent in perpetuity. 
The [Summoners Bond] would reduce this consumption and reinforce the bonuses Jake got for specializing in [Permanent Summons]. Jake was still worried because buff spells such as his stamina regeneration also consumed some of his mana regeneration to keep them going. 
Jake’s concern was that between the buffs and summons, there’d be nothing left for him to cast any spells such as heals or offensive spells. That would leave him just standing around, as a living and breathing summon and buff-bot, as they call them in MMO games.
The good news on that front was that the specialization would reduce the cost significantly and that there were many buffing spells to choose from. Jake could definitely optimize which buffs to use for each scenario, and leave enough mana for him to be effective at some other tasks, but also, he could spread the load. When their party added a true healer type to the group, that party member could handle some buffs. 
The healer might have some that were unique to their class, but nothing would stop them from learning [Haste], for example. Of course, Ophelia could learn some too, but Jake had intended on picking the buffing specialization which would increase the effectiveness of all of his buffing spells. This would make it less worthwhile for her to use any that Jake knew, as he would simply be better.
Jake, despite providing adequate healing, especially over a duration, was not a full replacement from a class that specializes in healing. True healers could produce much more healing per second and had various other spells and effects that could not be replicated by Jake. Many would have health buffers that would heal instantly when someone takes damage, allowing someone to live through bursts of damage that exceed their maximum health even without a response from the healer. 
Healers often had instant heals as well, which can save someone from the brink of death with little more than a thought, something that Jake simply could not do as a summoner, at least in the game. Whether that was the same or not in Jake’s new reality or not he would have to find out, but he guessed things would be similar on that front. 
The gnolls were in a similar formation to what they were when Jake and the badgerdillo had fought previously, where they were two separate groups. This time, though, they were unable to join up before Ophelia and the dog arrived. 
The dog was now in an outright sprint to assault the gnolls. Ophelia had taken to using an odd leaping jog, where each step sent her sailing much further than it otherwise would with a flap of her wings. She was going to reach the group of four gnolls before they could meet up with the other group, so they dug in with their weapons ready in formation, while the dog headed to the other group. 
When she was one step-leap away, she sped up even further, blurring into motion and smashing into the lead gnolls, shield to shield, sending the two that had gotten into formation sprawling. Jake guessed she had used her [Charge] ability. 
While the gnolls had been sent sprawling, she had only slightly slowed, and she leaped and flapped her wings once again to speed towards the nearest polearm user. She pushed its spear aside with her angular shield and stabbed it right through the throat. The other gnoll remaining standing was hardly ready with its spear for her speed, and she moved on and repeated this same process for the other spear user. The two downed shield users were still picking themselves up off the ground. 
“Two down!” she shouted, her face filled with excitement.
She easily knocked another gnoll’s shield aside and dealt a killing blow after it had just gotten up and was still not quite in a proper fighting stance. She then used her weight and strength on her shield against the other gnoll’s shield to push it down toward the ground. The gnoll was focused on trying to even stay up and not fall over, and Ophelia just stabbed the gnoll now that its shield was out of position. 
Meanwhile, the dog had managed to keep the whole group of gnolls from providing any assistance to their allies or flanking Ophelia, so Jake felt like that was a small victory in its own right. The dog hadn’t managed to wound any of the armed combatants, but was able to dart away when they attacked and sprint in when they tried to break off and assist with fighting against Ophelia. They were forced to turn and ward the dog off. 
One had managed to break away and head towards her, but as she had already finished her group of enemies, that fight was a foregone conclusion. Jake sent some mana bolts in his own flanking maneuver against the ones the dog was harrying, and was able to take the three out before Ophelia could reach them after dispatching hers. She checked the bodies for life, giving them an extra stab with her spear. 
Ophelia shouted, “All clear! I am ready for more battles any time, Sir.” She had a wide smile on her face, satisfied with how the fight went. 
Jake could feel the satisfaction from Fhesiah over the bond. She was very happy with Ophelia’s performance, and he was too. Her martial prowess as a level one was quite impressive, and Jake was excited about the future. Jake noticed she was hardly out of breath. This fight was hardly a challenge, and not even her full capability. 
Jake sent a silent question to Fhesiah, to which she nodded. He said to Ophelia, “Great work, soldier. You handled yourself quite well there. We will continue to try to thin the enemy out, staying near the entrance of the village and bringing the enemies here to fight. That way, we can escape down to the portal if we have a chance of being overwhelmed. Captain Fhesiah here will attract enemies to us, and we will ambush them here.” 
Ophelia nodded, but she was looking at her spear and gripping it, along with looking at her body with a confused look. She even did a few practice thrusts, but the look of confusion continued. Jake asked, “Something wrong?”
“Um, I don’t know, sir. I feel… Like I’m different, somehow. Better. It’s…weird.”
Jake laughed. “Isn’t that the enhancement spells I cast on you? [Haste] and [Bolster] are quite significant, granting you 15% to all attributes, plus Haste, probably speeding yourself and your perception by nearly that much as well. Then, the stamina regeneration spell should keep you able to fight for long periods, making it hard for you to run out of breath or your muscles from getting fatigued.”
She smiled. “Yeah, they are really helpful, I’m really surprised you have this many spells already. But no, we had trained using enhancement potions and scrolls, so I know what the effects of that feel like especially [Haste]. This is different.”
Jake searched his skills and text within his Menu for what might be the cause of this odd feeling she was having. Jake realized that he had quite the stacking of increases between the permanency and humanoid specializations, and the Summoner’s bond itself. He thought it might be the mention of the 'subtle increase in the being’s effectiveness,' that was particularly of note, as it was somewhat vague as to what this meant. Was this some kind of talent improvement? 
The other mentions on the specializations and skills in the menu appeared to mention attributes, but they were not increasing the base attributes shown on her status screen. Rather, it was saying that attribute point for attribute point, the Valkyrie would be stronger. That she was already stronger just by the points meant that she was significantly stronger than Jake, thanks to him, of course.
“I think it’s because of me. I’m your summoner and I have specialized in the connection with you. Mana is always flowing from me to you, making you better, and stronger. Here: have a look.”
Jake shared the three screens of permanency, humanoid, and the bond over their Menu, to which she read and took them in.
“I plan on specializing even further later, making my buffing spells even more effective. My goal is to make you and our other party members the best you can be, and to support you in ways to bring out the most of your potential.”
Ophelia took on an almost embarrassed, but disbelieving look and said, “You’re focused on…making me better?”
Jake chuckled. “Is it that hard to believe? Does a commander not want his soldiers to be as effective as they can be? I think most leaders are at least in part reliant on their people doing the fighting for them.”
Ophelia stammered, “N–No, sorry sir. It’s just…that you are so focused…” As she trailed off, her voice became so small that it was barely audible, and Jake couldn’t hear it, “…on someone like me…”
Fhesiah appeared very happy at this interaction, but she took off to begin the process of pulling small groups of creatures to the entrance, so they can take them on safely.
Jake noticed that Ophelia kept glancing at him, and hesitated like she wanted to ask him something. “What is it?” Jake prodded. She finally said, “I…was wondering if you also fought with that weapon.”
Jake thought about why she was interested and thought that it wasn’t just about tactics or strategy, otherwise, she wouldn’t have been hesitant to ask. Her demeanor when it was fighting related was that she was not bashful. Several times she had shouted out various combat-related pieces of information, or request orders, and there was no shy girl to be found, then.
Valkyries would often find their mates on the battlefield, just like the Valkyries in stories would find their chosen to accompany to Valhalla. By Jake summoning her, he was definitely a top candidate for being her chosen, though it wasn’t exactly like she was forced to choose him. It looked like she had a preference for her hero to be able to get into the thick of things. Jake smiled at her. “I do. If enough enemies come, I’ll do my best to aid you.”
She blushed and nodded before looking away, so it seemed he was right in his thoughts. 
Fhesiah returned with five gnolls in tow. Once again, he sent in Ophelia and the dog and supported them with mana bolts where needed. They settled in for engaging several groups, but Jake called a halt after they had killed just over 30 total. They set out to loot the dead, and they worked together and headed home through the portal.
Jake felt like he had an excellent idea of the Valkyrie’s capabilities. She was fast and strong, but had too low endurance to keep her fast movements with her wings for very long. Thankfully, Jake’s [Stamina Regen] spell countered most of this, but he could tell she was flagging near the end. She adapted well to Jake’s commands, and she did well to maintain her battlefield awareness. If a new enemy appeared, she would catch onto it and adjust herself well, rather than be blindsided. She did not have a tunnel vision problem.
All in all, Jake was quite happy with Fhesiah’s choice already, though he couldn’t help but feel the Centaur would be even more overpowering. Just imagining how powerful such a large creature would be with Jake’s enhancements made it difficult for him to think the Valkyrie could be better. Fhesiah looked over and once again it seemed like her eye might have twitched, but he was sure it was his imagination. 
They started their post-dungeon run ritual, and Jake realized that he would need another coat or armor rack for Ophelia. He took down some of the other items that were attached to bring them over to his room, and let her load them up for now. When he returned, he was quite surprised at her figure, now that it was no longer armored and could actually see it. 
She was wearing what Jake would consider a sports bra and some boy shorts underwear, and her back was to him, as she loaded her armor onto the rack. She was struggling because it was not really made for the purpose of armor, and it was difficult to maintain balance with such heavy objects. Jake would definitely need to buy one now, and he may do that in just a moment. 
Her back was well-muscled, and if she were human, Jake would have guessed she lived at the gym. Her wings very much appeared like angel wings or what looked to be giant dove wings. She had long muscled legs, and her pony-tailed hair reached to the small of her back. She turned to him, and she had a shy smile on her face. Ophelia had some confidence in her body, or perhaps was just used to being dressed like she was in front of others. 
From the front, she had just the right amount of muscle while maintaining her femininity. A shadow of a six-pack with a slim waist, and Jake guessed her breasts were average or above average in size. Her arms were muscular, perhaps more muscular than most men would want, but he felt that they fit her well. Overall, she was quite beautiful and strong, her wings adding to her allure. 
He smiled back at her. “I’m going to have to make some purchases, now that we have you staying here. I can certainly add some clothes to the order if you help me pick out what you want.”
She was a little embarrassed at him needing to purchase her clothes, he thought, but she nodded. So, he motioned for her to join him at the computer, and took a look at what they could get on the [Alliance Shop] and the [Multiverse Market]. Jake purchased a functional armor rack. Ophelia looked on in interest and appeared to be quite dazed at the whole experience.
He then looked into adding some extra space, even an extra room, and realized that he could afford it along with a bed and a few other things, with about half the funds they earned just in this outing. It was a small room, but it was better than nothing. Jake was about to place her room next to where Jake's room was, but Fhesiah pointed to the opposite side of the living room and he complied.
Even Fhesiah got in on the shopping action, purchasing another heavenly energy crystal. She had quickly consumed the most recent one. She had consumed two additional ones over the last couple of weeks, and Jake thought it wouldn’t be much longer until the bond was restored. 
The gnolls were worth a little more than the frogmen at over 125 credits each, so they had earned more than enough from just today alone for all of Jake’s purchases. The large spending after just finally earning a fair amount stung, but some of this was a one-time setup to help Ophelia feel at home. He would later spend some more on her room, as it was smaller than his, as small as that was already.
When Jake confirmed the purchase of everything, a door shimmered over to where he added it, and a few boxes slid out from the portal. They set about setting things aside, and Jake set about setting up the armor-stand and transferring things from the clothing rack and cleaning them. 
They settled in, and Jake for the first time set out to cook dinner for two, with Fhesiah’s help. The meal was much subdued and Jake felt it was awkward, but she wanted to continue with the act, at least for now. Ophelia enjoyed the food very much and said as much, in addition to thanking him profusely for his purchases for her room, to which Jake just nodded and dismissed it like it was a matter of course. 
He felt like he was nearing his limits with treating Ophelia in such an odd fashion, even if the acting was helpful, Fhesiah reassured him that it wouldn’t be that much longer. Jake then helped Ophelia with how to use the shower, and it turned out that this was not a challenge for her, as they created similar-styled fixtures using enchanting instead of technology in her world. 
He was dying to ask a lot of questions about her past and what her life was like. From Jake’s perspective, she’s an alien from another world, how would her life be nothing but fascinating to him? Of course, he had so many of those same questions burning to ask Fhesiah. 
Showers and dinner done, they retired early to their rooms. Jake was exhausted, and it was hard to act like you were a commanding officer as you watched comedy reruns in your living room, at least for Jake. As he lay down, attempting to sleep, he felt a burning determination from Fhesiah. He did what he could to think of other things until he fell asleep.




Chapter 14 – The Demoness Speaks


When Jake awoke, he felt an odd feeling in his chest, a connection. It felt like the bond, but different, that led to the demoness where he could feel her emotions– 
[Good morning, Master.]
He heard a voice he had not heard before, but it was gentle and full of affection, the sound coming from inside his mind: over their bond. Jake looked over to Fhesiah and found that she had grown yet again, quite significantly. She must have grown all the way from three feet tall to four feet tall in just one night, and she was now without any shadows enshrouding her. She was sitting on the open space of his bed, facing where he now sat up.
Jake was very surprised, but he couldn’t help but feel her use of the word master was just to get a reaction out of him. He was very happy that this finally happened, and he could feel that she was happy with her own success as well. He replied, “Good morning, Fhesiah. You…worked hard.”
Fhesiah made a sound that was most definitely not a snort and gave Jake a wan smile. 
[Thank you, Jake. We both know that you worked very hard as well, though.]
Jake nodded, he had spent nearly every waking moment training, dungeon diving, or sleeping, other than the minor amounts of leisure time to watch movies and TV shows with her. These were the only things he could think of to do without leaving the [Refuge], and that wasn’t ruined by her ability to hear his thoughts. Jake was either in the dungeon or preparing for it in some way over 14 hours per day, seven days a week.
[I wanted to let you know that it is possible for you to cut off your thoughts from me but was hoping you could keep things the way that they are now, other than when the situation calls for it, as they are important to me. I love hearing your thoughts, and I promise I will not keep mine from you after this conversation. I am sorry for not trying harder to let you know sooner, but it would have been a challenge.]
Jake took a moment to look inward at the bond and found that she was right. Cutting off his thoughts from her was easy. He couldn’t believe he didn’t think of trying to do that.  
[Yes, you were strangely okay with sharing all of your thoughts with me. You thought I am your Familiar after all, but I’m sure there are still times when it is nice to have some privacy.]
Jake had to agree. He felt like even in the shower he did not have privacy, and not just because she burst in and offered to wash his back, teasing him. Fhesiah smirked at this and responded once again.
[Yes, teasing. There’s just no way I would have taken care of you and let you enjoy it, is there, Jake?]
She wore a smile as Jake started becoming uncomfortable about this line of discussion as, especially before, she was just too small.
[I wanted to apologize for one more thing. I am sorry for not trying my hardest to restore the bond as soon as possible. When I arrived, it was like my family had just died trying to save me, and I wanted to come to terms with things on my own. Trudging through those goblin caves, if you can believe it, was like a vacation to me. Helping you train, cooking with you, and spending time with you was fun, and I didn’t want that vacation to end. That’s why I didn’t ask for the mana crystal on the first day.]
Once again, Jake was completely surprised and hoped that he would learn a lot more about the family bit. He had wondered why there wasn’t a more rapid push from her at first, as what she said was right. Jake had enough funds to buy her a mana crystal on the first day he summoned her, so just why didn’t she ask? Jake had thought that she too was suffering, so why would she wait? He had ruled out that she wouldn’t want to restore the bond herself.
[Yes, I have paid a little for my foolishness already. There were in fact some setbacks that I had not planned on, like when we faced the skeletal mage. Where you, like a hero blazing with determination, threw your spear and killed the mage, even at risk to yourself. 
It was because the mage was dead that I was easily able to take control of the spell, however. Taking control of that spell set me back almost a week, as the channels I was rebuilding were damaged for that stunt– they simply were not ready. If you hadn’t killed that mage in time, I might have had to pay an even larger price to deflect that fireball, so you really saved me with your efforts.]
Jake took that in, and he thought about it. Going by how his spell-forms worked, it made sense that it would be much easier to take control of them if the caster’s intent holding the spell was removed. He had not thought of that.
There were many times over the days and weeks before the skeletal mage event that Jake was quite frustrated. He wanted to help her and spent a lot of time thinking of ways to work around their incomplete bond. Yet, Fhesiah herself knew how to resolve these issues, and sort of kept it from him before letting him know about the Qi crystal. She still helped him in many ways: from helping make the core to even teaching him spell-forms.
“I…forgive you. I hope that in the future, we can work through those things together. Why is it that my thoughts are so important to you, now that you know me as well as you do?”
With that question, Fhesiah’s whole demeanor shifted. Instead of being the: casual, fun-loving demoness demeanor, she looked at Jake like a tigress hunting her prey, and had a flirty smile on her face. She giggled, and her voice in Jake’s mind matched.
[Why, Jake, do I have to spell it out for you? I thought it was obvious, what, with all the flirting.]
She began to float towards Jake’s position on the bed, and Jake had a hard time choosing whether he wanted to run away or not. He was not experienced with this type of behavior, let alone coming from her. She reached out and grasped his face with just one of her hands, her body floating parallel to the bed, and her face was only an arm’s length away, her eyes meeting his.
[When I first arrived, you had already saved me from a fate worse than death. Then, you made me feel appreciated and desired and even bared your heart to me. Then, you saved me yet again. You’re my hero, and I love you. I’m all yours, master.]
He wanted to reply and protest at the use of the word master, and to reciprocate her statement, but he was interrupted by a searing kiss from her. Her soft lips met his, and his mind could barely form a coherent thought as her affection slammed into him over their bond. She floated her body to sit on his lap, and wrap her legs around him. 
She deepened the kiss, and she wormed her tongue inside his mouth. She moaned, and Jake couldn’t help his body as his hands reached around her waist in kind, and he returned the kiss. As they came up for air, she smirked at him, and before he had a chance to get any words or thoughts out–
[I know that you think you love me too, Jake, I heard your thoughts when we fought the mage, after all. However, I would like to wait until you know you love me too. I will be here to hear those words when you are ready, we have eternity, don’t we? I won’t be going anywhere. I’m yours, I told you. I have been, since the day we met.] 
She floated back to where she was sitting on the bed when the discussion started. Jake’s emotions were all over the place, but of course, he was happy. But also, after all that…stimulation, he had a bit of a problem–
She snorted, and once again interrupted his thoughts.
[You know, I almost thought you had some sort of problem with that, but it turns out that you have a lot of self-control. To think that you could hold yourself back with all that teasing I did to you. You really scared me with that Centaur, though. I mean, sure, that bromance in your mind was very pure and beautiful, but I really did not want to share your bed with a horse.] 
Jake’s cheeks burned red in shame: he did not think of the centaur in that way. He did not think he could even think of a female centaur that way, and he was not interested in men. For Jake, he was sure that he could not be attracted to a woman who's lady parts were not visibly human. Regarding holding back, she was only three feet tall yesterday, the height and size, but not the shape of a toddler. Any time his thoughts went to those curves of hers, he did what he could to change them. 
[Well, that settles that about the men. There was plenty of fun stuff you and I could have had even with me at that size, but I know it’s a bit of a sticking point for you. Worry not: my size will not be a problem for much longer. Thanks to the bond, I am now receiving heavenly energy from your core. It is not a lot, but it is perpetual. 
Once your mana core is full, the energy goes towards growing your core, and the minute amounts of unused heavenly energy in the mana get filtered out and sent over to me. I can also cultivate at night, but in this low-density environment of your refuge, there is very little to be absorbed. Hardly worth the effort, but I will make use of it. 
If you can buy another heavenly energy crystal today, I can probably reach a majority of my height of six feet tomorrow, and we can do many interesting things together, or you can wait a week. The mana crystals are full of energy that I cannot make use of and must work hard to filter out what I don’t need, for just a fraction of what is contained in that heavenly energy crystal. I wonder which will you choose?]
Jake wondered if he could get a loan. Fhesiah laughed at that thought, so he moved his thoughts on to the heavenly energy in his refuge idea, as he wondered if there was something in the shop or market that could gather it or increase its density. Also, he wondered about forming a core for Ophelia. He checked his menu and found that she had not yet reached level three. He felt like now would be the time to create it, if they did. 
[It may be possible, but I think it might be too much of a challenge: for her, and for you. I was mostly able to help you thanks to a few factors. Our connection allowed me to easily manipulate your mana even inside your body, but not inside, where your core now resides. With Ophelia, I am not so sure if I will be able to, or even you, the bond between a summoner and summon instead of a summoner and familiar being different. It may be up to you to do it for her. You may even be able to improve your bond with her, and that would allow better control.]
Jake thought about that, and he was filled with doubt. Jake’s mana control ability is higher than it was at that time, but he remembered when they were forming his core together. If Jake had ten mental hands, grabbing and smoothing his mana as it entered his core, Fhesiah had hundreds. He wasn’t sure what her mana control would be, but it was on a completely different level from Jake, even now. She nodded at this and smiled.
[Still, now is the time to try. We have plenty of time left in the gnoll dungeon, and it is trivial for you to complete it now. I might be wrong about our ability to help her as this was just speculation on my part, and you wanted to learn Runic Magic from her, anyway. Moving mana in someone else’s body is difficult, but not impossible when the target is willing. We do not want her to level any further until we are sure that the core is a lost cause.]
“Just how did you know how to make this mana core? It’s not the same as a cultivator’s core, is it?”
Fhesiah gave a proud smile and replied once again in his mind [That’s right, it is completely different. I went to make one of the simplest cultivator cores, only using mana instead. A vortex or spiral is far too simple to be good for being a cultivator’s core, as heavenly energy enters through your various meridians, or channels, and is influenced as it enters the various points and nodes of your body. Often, cultivation methods and core formation involve specialized breathing, movement of energy, and more, which filters out other energies while also applying the Qi in different ways. A foolish spiral that brings all energy in from all directions equally would normally be a detriment– not so for mana.
I long since determined you were unable to cultivate thanks to the Framework, so I decided to make use of it: make lemonade out of lemons, as they say. I used the training effect provided by The Framework it had on you always progressing towards something to form the mana core, and it was successful. I have doubts that mana cores are truly unique as it helped you make one, and you may find that the framework would help you create one at a higher level, with its guidance. We are just experiencing the benefits earlier.]  
Jake smiled at Fhesiah. He was really glad to have someone to talk things out to, and that she was so competent. She had kept him company, but in many ways: he was alone with his thoughts, until now. She had provided very little input on their future actions, up to now. It felt good for him to listen, for once.
Jake realized he had a simple question that should tell him a lot. Just what was a dragon-touched demoness? There was almost no information on cultivators in the [Alliance Wiki] for him to answer this question on his own.
[That is somewhat complicated to answer. In the Demon Realm where I was born, beasts can cultivate along with humans. Their overall path is different, but it is still similar. Once they reach the Nascent Soul realm, they can, and often do, forge a humanoid body, even if their original was that of a beast. Those humanoids, or beasts that become human-like, are called Demons. Those Demons can mate with other Demons, or humans, and either way their offspring will be called Demons or Demoness, depending on their gender.
The birthing process is not exactly like humans, where the genetic information from the two parents is merged into a child. In a way, you could say that the two advanced cultivators “forge” their child, making their offspring together. After all, their humanoid body is a sort of avatar, rather than their true body, in many cases. This is where being “dragon touched” comes in, a dragon, my father, helped create me, along with my mother, a demoness. He passed along some of his bloodline, and my mother some of hers. She was born a humanoid from the beginning, but her mother was a demon fox: a Dark Kitsune.]
Jake smiled at finally having this question answered, as it bugged him quite a bit over the past few weeks. He somewhat understood the demons, as Chinese Folklore’s demons are very different from demons from the planes of hell, or other types of demons like this. Learning that she was a cultivator somewhat made him realize she was not related to the demons from hell, such as the succubus he originally thought she was. 
She returned his smile, then continued.
[So now, I will tell you: my story. I had already mentioned that you had already saved me. That is exactly so. My mother had stuffed my Nascent Soul into a relic, just before I met you. It was to escape a rival sect…]
Jake listened to her story and was amazed. He had thought the relic had felt special and was different, but he had no idea that she was actually contained inside. Jake blushed a bit when he heard about the mother’s divination. 
So, Fhesiah had the expectation that she was looking at her future husband, the day she arrived at his refuge, and perhaps explained the ritual-like bow she was doing when she first appeared. Still, there was a detail that sounded odd to Jake.
“You said you had mothers, as in plural? But no mention of other family members like sisters and brothers?”
[Caught that, did you? Yes, my father had many wives, as is common in the Demon Realm, among the strong. Dragons are quite strong, and so are summoners, so I expect the same out of you. I had sisters and brothers, but none were close to me, as cultivators treat time quite differently. I never met any of them. I’m only 104 years old, my brothers and sisters were born and moved on in their lives before that time. 
There are times we cultivators enter seclusion to absorb heavenly energy, and may not even exit seclusion for that time: one hundred years. They also had their own agendas, many of them already married off or left the demon realm. Some may still be alive, but they might not even know that I exist. Many also might have died when our clan was attacked.]
There was a lot to unpack there for Jake. That she was one hundred years old, that–
Once again, she interrupted his thoughts.
[Yes, I expect you to have many wives as well. I know you were also worried about me entering a cave and leaving you for a hundred years, but that will not be happening, not unless you join me. But no, you will be powerful and do not forget that you are an orphan with no family to speak of. We must start our family, and have many children. 
The Valkyrie in the other room is a nice start. I was a little disappointed when my choices for sister wives were so few, between a dwarf and the Nordic angel, but I am now quite happy with the result. She is earnest and strong, and teasing that girl is just so delicious. To think that a creature that was so strong would be so timid, oh, I just can’t wait to tease her even more.]  
Jake was not sure what to think about any of this, and his mouth was practically agape, just looking for words to reply to this. He hadn’t even had a girlfriend, and all of a sudden talks were moving towards him having wives and children, and, to be honest, Jake was more than a little worried about how this discussion was going. Even if Fhesiah was intent on sharing Jake, Ophelia likely only had one mother, after all, and he doubted that she would be so intent on the arrangement. 
On top of that, Jake was a human from modern Earth: he is used to the idea that only one man and one woman would be together. More women or more men would often lead to jealousy, and he is certainly not comfortable with the idea of sharing his lovers with another man, for example–
[Of course, I understand this. You think, after seeing your movies and shows, I don’t understand that this is not normal for you? It seems the largest source of romantic conflict in your movies and shows is cheating or fear of it, due to miscommunication and misunderstandings. 
Worry not, since you are not interested in men, I would never suggest sharing your lovers with one. You will be the only man in this arrangement, and as the summoner, a powerful one at that, it is only your right. I am a demon from the demon realm, and the strong only protect the weak and raise them up for a price. My father protected and raised my mothers from mediocrity into the powerful beings they eventually became, and ultimately did the same for his many sons and daughters. 
Strength makes this your right. I am your Familiar and you are my master, and it is the same with the Valkyrie. Not only that, but you will be strongest with women that you can trust around you. 
My mother had divined many possible futures, and she told me that the ones where you and I embrace this idea are the ones where we end up the safest and happiest. In some futures, it was only you and me, and in some, I even shunned and resented you for the weakness of a level one binding me, rather than focusing on your strengths, or noticing your potential. In one future, I had even worked against you. It is the truth: if you were weak and lacking in potential, I simply would not accept this arrangement.
Let us make a deal. I know you are worried about jealousy, hurt feelings, of not being able to make and keep us all happy. I am not saying that I think everything will be perfect, but just try. Let us try being together the three of us, and if Ophelia isn’t interested, we can either let her stay outside our relationship, or cut her loose for another that will. If things don’t work out with the arrangement, or we all end up hurt: I will let you back out and continue to serve you just the same.]
That was a lot to unpack for Jake, having a hard time understanding how she could share him, even just with the idea that it was common from where she was from. He couldn’t help but notice she was not giving the option of backing out until he tried it. Did he really have a choice here? 
Fhesiah laughed, and shook her head no, her smile absolutely beaming. 
[No way, not when I know that you are going to enjoy it every step of the way. Why would I let you make a choice against your best interests? No. I am not sure what it is, but something special will come from us embracing this choice. Do not worry: I will take care of everything. Just be yourself, and you and all of us will be happy, one way or another, I promise. Now, let us get moving. Our discussion has taken a while, and the angel has already begun stirring. Let us go about it.]
Jake was resigned to his fate, and while he was worried that things would end up turning for the worst, he was also afraid of being alone again. But he was also a little excited, as who didn’t dream of having many beautiful women around them? Most rich and powerful men try to look for such arrangements and often get punished in the end, yet he was being encouraged to do it, instead.  
He would see how things play out with Fhesiah and Ophelia, at least for now. There was still a chance that Ophelia wouldn’t be into the arrangement, but maybe her fate was sealed as well? Jake somehow doubted either of them could keep Fhesiah from getting what she wanted, even if they wanted to stop her. Just who was the master here?




Chapter 15 – Training with a Valkyrie


Jake realized something, and decided to check the familiar information sheet. 
[Familiar Information]
[Name: Fhesiah]
[Race: Dragon-Touched Demoness]
[Bond Level:3]
He was happy to see that her bond level had been repaired and that it was already at the third level, whatever that meant. Jake thought that some factors might be related to the magical bond and their soul, but others probably had to do with their feelings for one another. The bond had only just gotten repaired, so he was surprised it was level 3 already.
Jake was working through his usual morning routine of making breakfast with Fhesiah when the valkyrie emerged from her room. To Jake’s surprise, it was Fhesiah who spoke aloud, and her thoughts showed a wanting to resolve the odd home situation that she had created.
“Sleep well?” she said, to Ophelia. She was somewhat surprised but responded. “Yes,” she paused, as she looked over to Jake and Fhesiah herself, narrowing her eyes at Fhesiah. “Thank you… Did you get bigger?” 
Fhesiah flew quite close to Ophelia, and took on a somewhat unhappy expression, with narrowed eyes of her own, invading her personal space. “Are you trying to say that I am small?”
Ophelia was distressed and tried to take a step back from Fhesiah to which she merely floated with her, and almost looked to Jake for help, but replied, “N-No, it’s just…yesterday, weren’t–” 
Fhesiah then interrupted her. “Why, is that any way to talk to your Captain? Such a lack of respect, such insubordination, just how should you be punished?” 
Ophelia looked like she wanted to be anywhere but here, and it almost looked like she was going to bolt for the portal. Jake interrupted getting between the two, putting his hand on Fhesiah’s shoulder, backing her off a little bit, as she was really in Ophelia’s face.
“That’s enough, isn’t it? You’ve had your fun, don’t you think, Fhesiah?” 
Fhesiah sighed, then looked at least a little remorseful. “I’m sorry, Ophelia. My game went a bit too far, but your expressions were just so cute. How can you be like a lioness on the battlefield, but then a little rabbit at home? I suppose I have had enough, for now. I do want to welcome you properly, this time. Welcome to the family, I am so glad to have you with us.” 
Ophelia was a little shell-shocked, her face filled with confusion. “Game?” she said. 
Fhesiah replied, “Yes, the act about Jake being a commander and me a captain. Really, Jake was only recently drafted and given this refuge. We’d only been taking on incursions for several weeks. Did you really think a commander would live in such a dump?”
“Hey!” Jake replied, weakly. Fhesiah just smiled at this, her teasing successful, and Ophelia looked unsure. 
“I didn’t think much about it, and I only know a little bit about what I learned in the adventuring boarding school about the military or Adventurers in The Alliance. I was…still just lost in my thoughts, yesterday. Also, I thought I heard a [Refuge] is kind of a big deal…”
Fhesiah gave Ophelia a reassuring smile and said, “Well, I hope you will forgive me for my fun. What Jake said to you yesterday was mostly true. You are now part of something greater than just yourself. We will work hard together, all trying to be the best that we can be, but as a family rather than a military unit. We have to fight in dungeons together, but we’ll enjoy ourselves back in our [Refuge], as well. Once again, welcome. We are both happy to have you with us.” Fhesiah then hugged the winged woman, to which she returned it, surprised. 
Fhesiah continued, “Now, for an apology, why don’t I help you with your hair? It’s really long and beautiful, but you tie it up. I realize that it’s because you’re a warrior and wear a helmet, but at least let me help you braid it?”
Ophelia blushed. “You think so? I… Would like that.”
Jake watched this exchange with surprise. Ophelia was somewhat happy or perhaps just relieved, but he couldn’t help but think that on some level, this game did more harm than good. He supposed it gave Ophelia time to sort out her feelings about her own death, having her focus on fighting in the dungeon.
Fhesiah was true to her word, and she had kept the thought link as she promised.
Jake was not so sure if he should be happy about this, as nine out of ten thoughts were about how she could tease both him and the Valkyrie next after her apology was completed. The other one out of ten thoughts can only be described as “horny old man,” thoughts about both him and Ophelia. His image of the demoness and her competence from just yesterday was completely ruined. 
The two headed over to the couch and started their activity, and Jake thought this was a good time to interject, “Once again, welcome, Ophelia. It’s true: I am very glad that you are here, and I apologize for going along with Fhesiah’s game as well. I’ll make breakfast while you two are at it.”
Jake made a simple breakfast of pancakes, eggs, bacon, and hash browns, with orange juice to drink. He was able to hear some of their conversations, and he was happy to hear the two bonding. Jake was wrapping up cooking, and the two had finished Ophelia's hair some time ago but kept talking, exchanging stories together. He plated the food and served it on the table.
He smiled at Ophelia, seeing her braided hair. Before it was just a sloppy ponytail, probably lacking many of the things she needed to take proper care of her hair, he realized. But now it was an elaborate sort of French braid that draped down her front to one side, and Jake thought she looked quite nice. 
“I think it suits you. Let’s have breakfast. We have lots to talk about, and plans to make.” They all joined Jake on his small table, and Fhesiah for once ate as well. Her body was substantial now, so she would now be joining them from now on for meals in the [Refuge], skipping meals and keeping a lookout in the dungeon, for when they snacked or ate there. Cultivators didn’t have to eat, but they could. It was due to her spirit-like nature before that caused her to be unable to. 
Fhesiah said, “This was very good, Jake. I think you would make an excellent house-husband. To answer your question from before, Ophelia: yes, I did get bigger. I should reach about your height within the week. I was healing, but I am almost in good health now. Thanks to that, I should be able to provide much more assistance in the dungeons soon, but it would be best for me to be fully restored, first.” 
Jake did his best to not react to her teasing, but he knew some heat rose to his cheeks a bit at the barb about being a good house-husband, to which Fhesiah of course enjoyed his reaction.
He said to Ophelia, “We’ll be taking a break from the dungeon for a bit. We would like to practice our magic and teamwork before heading back in to complete it, as the boss should be challenging, it being level 10. Your runic magic: you think you could teach me what you know?”   
Ophelia hesitated. “Maybe. I saw that you could cast spells, but I am not very good with them. We need a book with runes, as well, as I only have a few that I know well enough to teach. The framework translates speech and text, but being that Rune Magic is a magical language, it doesn’t translate them in their entirety, for us.” Jake nodded and felt that this was better than nothing. 
With that, he tried to work out a plan with Fhesiah in their thought communication. Jake looked through the menu and found that a generic book on Nordic runes was quite cheap at fifty credits. It did not teach how to use runic magic, and he assumed this was why it was affordable.
Jake felt that his learning of spell-forms would soon be mostly at an end. While it felt like a waste, it was only a tool, a stop-gap measure for his inability to have a ranged attack before he went into the dungeon. It helped train his mana control as well, and get him to be able to use Nordic Runes. He would discard that tool now that he had a better one unless something changed. Most likely though, he would mix system-based casting with Nordic Runes and enchanting, and using spell-form-based casting would be an odd corner case. 
Jake looked over at the Valkyrie and asked, “I saw that you had the smithing skill. Are you interested in continuing with improving that skill? We could use a smith, to take advantage of some materials we will find.” 
Jake thought she looked hesitant, but replied, “I think so. I’m also not great at it, but I would like to learn more. My dad taught me, but I was so focused on wanting to be a shield maiden…” 
Jake was very interested to learn more about her life. However, he took her hesitation as her being uncomfortable with the discussion, so Jake just nodded and realized he would need to add another thing to his list of purchases he needed to make. The goals were adding up, but he didn’t think that it would take very long for him to add a smithy to his [Refuge].
“Did you have a trade skill you wanted to take up, Fhesiah?”
She smiled. “I do. However, I really need to focus on my cultivation for the time being. Then, because cultivator materials are so expensive on the market, I would be best served at making my own cultivation resources. Us cultivators often use pills and other concoctions created by alchemists, and I won’t have access to one, nor how to gain this skill properly until we do.”
Jake had learned that the further away you are from where the item is being sold, the larger a transport surcharge was. It was not free for [The Framework] to send items to your portal. That heavenly energy crystal was expensive, but only because it was being sold from so far away. It was far from rare, nor was it truly more valuable than the mana crystal. Being closer will reduce the prices for various cultivator materials.
With that, Jake set about doing his normal physical and spear training, but this time with the Valkyrie to help and participate.
“Can you help teach me? You have much more experience with the spear than I do.”
Ophelia hesitated, but took on a serious look, the same eyes filled with determination he saw when she prepared for battle. “Are you sure you want me to teach you? The Valkyrie's way might be a bit much for you, but I would need you to commit to me being your instructor and there would be no backing out.”
Jake was a bit confused by this, and Fhesiah looked on in interest from the side. Perhaps, the training would be difficult? She was taking a very serious approach to training. This is exactly what Jake needed to progress, though, wouldn’t he now just be relegated to being a full-time caster? The Valkyrie’s melee stats made it feel like he would already be more or less superfluous, like his original summoner in [The Labyrinth] game.
But Jake looked over to Fhesiah, who just gave him a coy smile. Her body was full of soft curves, and her slender arms and form-fitting robes gave him the idea that she would be a squishy combatant that would need to be defended. Her smile grew even wider as she heard Jake’s thoughts, but Jake didn’t notice, lost in them.
Jake gripped his spear and thought about the times he’d been hurt. He very much did not enjoy being stabbed, and ever since he could summon a creature, he really only entered melee if he had to, wanting to avoid that outcome. He was more than a little afraid, remembering his blood spilling out all over the goblin’s face. But that same thing could happen to Fhesiah or Ophelia. Being able to support either of them in melee would help take the pressure off of them. 
Even if he stood in the back casting spells, the ability to still use his spear if someone threatened Fhesiah would still be useful. Thinking like that, he was filled with determination. He would take on whatever harsh training, and fight alongside Ophelia if he had to, for Fhesiah’s sake. By fighting alongside Ophelia, threats would naturally gather around them instead of Fhesiah, keeping her safe.
“I accept, please be my instructor for melee combat, Ophelia.”
Ophelia smiled, but it did not reach her eyes. “Show me your stance.”
Jake got into his fighting stance and found himself being gently into position. “Like this. Good. Now, a thrust.”
Jake did, found his hand being adjusted, and motioned to try again.
“Not like that. Watch my arm.”
Jake did his best to watch her arm, which mirrored his, which was adjusted. Jake did notice that he may have been doing a bit too much with his lead hand.
“Now, again.”
Jake took his stance again, performed another thrust, and then found his legs being corrected, his body lowered a bit.
“You need to use your hips a bit more, and follow your center of balance better. It seems the Framework has done a decent job of teaching you, but it’s clear you are a beginner. How long have you been training?”
“Almost a month.”
“A month? That’s not bad at all. But most of the lower-level enemies don’t even have armor or viable weapons, so it’s easy to form bad habits. Still, it appears you’ve done a lot of drills, and not much fighting against those types of opponents.”
Jake nodded, as while he did fight some gnolls and frogmen, he had let the vicious badgerdillo and otter do his dirty work, supporting them with his spells. Otherwise, goblins were a little better than a child with a sharp knife or club. Then, the zombies and skeletons were usually him fighting them by weakening them with spells first or flanking them. 
She continued to guide him a bit, and he learned a lot over the next thirty minutes or so. He had to wonder why she had been so serious before, as she was just gently guiding him. Finally, she purchased training spears off the [Shop]. The spear tip was covered in rubber, but it had a weight to it that made Jake think that metal was underneath.
She handed one to him, and she now stood across from him.
Ophelia said, “Alright. So now, for you to progress, you need to face me seriously. I will do the same for you, and I won’t hold back.”
Jake looked at her expression, and he could tell she was determined. He did his best to match her.
She charged, and Jake did his best to position his spearhead to threaten and slow her down. She easily knocked his spear aside and simultaneously burst forward with a flap of her wings and stab his shoulder with a resounding thud, knocking him back.
Jake felt a sharp pain, the hit stinging and numbing his arm, and Jake thought he would have a bruise from it. She waited as he took his stance, and she said, “We’ll reset each time either of us land what could have been a killing blow.”
She pointed out then what he did wrong, and they repeated this process over and over. Jake had welts and bruises all over his body as she dismantled his fighting style, and really, he had a hard time understanding why he had to be hit.
“You look like you’re wondering why you’re being hit; couldn’t I just pull my blows? It’s because pain is a powerful teacher. You will now remember each mistake you’ve made, and strive not to make it again, or to be hit again. It’ll increase the tension, pushing you to stay serious, and to improve.” She grinned. “It’ll also push you to want to land a hit on me back.”
After thirty more minutes of being knocked around, hit on every area on his body, and being filled with bruises, sweat, and even some blood from skin breaking: Jake couldn’t help but feel he’d made a terrible mistake. Getting beat up daily was not something he was going to look forward to. 
Her spear skill was two stages above his, so he was able to learn a lot from her. She showed him a few things that he was doing wrong with how he shifted his weight or his overall posture, but she wouldn’t let him heal himself until the beating, or sparring, was done.
“What does your training regimen look like now?”
Jake described his workout routine, going over what he did each day.
“It looks like we will have to improve it. You will have to allow me to be in charge of your overall fitness, otherwise, you won’t be able to accomplish anything in a fight when all opponents are stronger or larger than you. Let’s go over what you’re going to do each day.”
He had thought he was pretty fit, but he guessed his training was nothing like hers, where she lived and breathed combat. Still, despite taking a beating, Jake was happy with her instruction. He had already improved in several areas that he knew were lacking. Jake decided to voice his appreciation for her help, “Thanks for taking the time to instruct me. You went through training like this as well?” 
Her eyes softened from her instructor mode, and now the almost shy girl was back, sadly reminiscing about her past. “There was a Valkyrie instructor at our adventurer training school, though I had only been trained by her a few times, I had still learned the Valkyrie way. I had really looked up to her, but, well…” 
The thought of this Valkyrie woman pained her in some way, and Jake noticed she changed topics to a more comfortable one. “I had joined an adventurer boarding school when I was young to be more like my mother because my father is…was not a fighter: he was a smith.”
Jake nodded and took in what she said, and what she did not say there. Clearly, her mother was no longer around, otherwise, she would have been there to help her become more like her. She grew up in a contested world, so there was absolutely no way that a Valkyrie’s parent would prevent their child from preparing for battle. Still, it showed that her mother did not marry a combatant, with her father being a smith.
They switched back to light spear training until they had completed a good workout, while Fhesiah only paid light attention to what they were doing, meditating, though she had a mysterious smile on her face. They then moved on to practicing [Runic Magic].
Ophelia was quite embarrassed, but she showed him the few things that she could accomplish with her magic. She could create a light spray of water, and a small gust of wind. Not even what Jake would consider spells, more of a cantrip-type effect. Still, it was a start, and they settled in for him to inspect with his magical senses how she went about creating the effect by forming the runes.
As it turned out, using Runic Magic was not very different from creating spell-forms. There were still differences, but they were similar enough that Jake was able to produce the splash of water effect within only a few minutes. Instead of forming a shape and encapsulating it in another layer of mana, then that in his intent, it was like creating the shape of the rune activated its effect and locked it in once it was completed. It would impose change on the world depending on its meaning, and he would then use his intent to push that effect to do what he wanted. For example, if he produced a series of rune words to make a phrase that created a ball of water, he could then control it with his intent.
[Skill Learned: Runic Magic Level 1]
[You have learned to cast Runic Magic. Form runes with mana to create runic phrases, and their meaning and power will change reality to match.]
And so, they settled in to read and copy down runes that were in the generic book on runes and really study this. After a few hours of this, they settled in for lunch. Once again, Jake cooked for everyone, and the ladies both enjoyed it. Things were not nearly as awkward now, as each of them got to know the other. 
Jake kept his thoughts closed off, but thought about how he felt about Fhesiah. He realized that he was only just now getting to know the real her, and her bombastic attitude was quite jarring compared to what he had known of her up to now. Still, it wasn’t all that different: she had been mischievous and teasing from the very beginning. 
Jake hadn’t really been in love in his life, maybe only had a few crushes while in high school. Jake wasn’t so sure what he had with Fhesiah was love, but he knew he was at the very least in love with the idea of her. He had long since wanted a family of his own and desired a partner to face the challenges of life with. She was amazing in many ways and offered those things to him with nearly no conditions, just that he tries his best. 
And what about Fhesiah’s love for him? Isn’t it just the same? She had heard his thoughts and knew Jake all too well, perhaps better than most women could know their man, thanks to the familiar bond. At the same time, she was in love with the idea of Jake put into her mind by her mother and her divinations. 
Could he really live up to her expectations? But he felt her feelings over the bond: she had no doubts that he would. That he would make her happy, and they would be successful together. He felt the love she had for him, and he felt that his for her was similar, but less in its intensity.
Jake was far from an expert, but he felt that loving the idea of someone would probably be okay, so long as that person ended up living to those expectations or ideals. Also, you were right in that those were the things you wanted. For everything else: there’s a compromise, something Jake was very familiar with making in his life, in his many foster homes with difficult foster parents.
It was with that thought, that he decided. He would risk his heart and bet on Fhesiah, that he would love her, and she would love him, and he would go all-in. He would not doubt that they would end up happy, and he would do all he could to meet her expectations. 
Fhesiah flashed Jake a predatory smile, as a package exited the portal. Jake went ahead and bought the heavenly energy crystal. They were now down to below a thousand credits, but Jake could always make a run to slaughter some gnolls. She would work on absorbing it this evening, but for now, they would work on seeing if they could form a core for Ophelia. 
They settled in to work on it, and Ophelia showed some surprise at the premise. She had never heard of anything like it. As they worked on it, it showed some promise. Jake was in fact able to control and sense her mana, and even Fhesiah was able to tag along, perhaps able to piggyback through Jake’s bond and into the Valkyrie. 
Ophelia in short order was able to improve her mana control and saw some improvements there. Jake was also able to use and practice his mana transfer spell, which helped quite significantly, from what he could tell. It had a bit of an unintended side effect, though, as her skin became flushed, and she had to stifle a moan minutes after he began using it.
“What is it?” Jake said to her. She was embarrassed, but she eventually said, “It feels good, er, I mean weird…it kind of tickles…” Jake knew what was coming thanks to hearing her thoughts, but–
“Oh? Jake pushes his mana into you and it feels good? Where does it feel good?” Fhesiah said, taking absolute delight in Ophelia’s embarrassment. The Valkyrie got even more uncomfortable, the blush already on her face increasing, and had trouble answering, “Er…my magic?”
Fhesiah smiled but decided to just leave things there for now. It wouldn’t be good for her to bolt away, after all. 
Jake asked, “Do you want me to stop? Was it even helping?” 
“I…think it helped a lot, as I was able to get the mana spinning even faster than before. It…didn’t hurt. I will try to get used to it.”
With that, they settled in once more, but Jake called it for a break not more than fifteen minutes after that. Her breathing became short, and she was getting even more flushed, but most importantly: her control was nearly completely lost. They were not making any progress at that point, and he thought that if she did the wrong thing, it could potentially harm her.  
Jake decided to watch a movie before dinner, which Ophelia watched with interest. He picked a lesser-known film, where a young man goes to find a fallen star for his beloved in return for her hand in marriage. When he retrieves the fallen star, it turns out it is actually a woman. Still, he tries to fight off witches and others to return to his beloved, only to fall in love with the star, instead. Besides, the first girl was kind of a bitch anyway, Jake thought. A story of romance and adventure, and both the girls just ate it up. 
They settled in for dinner, then went back to rune studies and practice. Jake knew it would take him most of this week to make any rune words with any real value. He spotted a book on the market that would help him learn more spells, but it would have to wait until after they completed the gnoll dungeon next week, as the price was simply too high. 
At any rate, Jake could tell that working on these runes in the book would set a good baseline for learning anything else. He would have to learn the meaning of the runes. The names and their shapes were not all that challenging. There were only 24 Elder Futhark runes, after all, less than the number of characters in the English alphabet. The work is deriving the meaning, and deriving patterns and structure for creating the rune words and runic phrases. Jake had a lot of work ahead of him, learning this magical language.
They settled in for the night, where Jake and Fhesiah bid Ophelia goodnight to her room. They returned to theirs, and while Jake would be heading to sleep first, it was going to be a real struggle. The lust coming from Fhesiah was palpable, and that raised his own in turn. 
Jake voiced his thoughts, “I’m not sure which of us is more excited.”
[Don’t worry, Jake, I forgive you for not being as excited as me. You might have been right the first time.]
Jake was bewildered, not knowing what she meant–
[You thought that I might be a succubus or sex demon when you first saw me. You might have been right. A Dark Kitsune is a demonic beast not very far from that, after all, and I’m sure you know all about dragons. We will just have to find out.]
It took Jake a while, but he eventually fell asleep once she finally focused her work and attention on cultivation in earnest.




Interlude 2 - ♥♥♥ Night with the Demoness


Jake awoke to light kisses all over his face and his throat, and a soft body atop him. Jake assumed it was in the middle of the night, as he did not feel rested- 
[I just couldn’t wait any longer. I’m glad I was able to wake you.]
Jake felt Fhesiah grinding against his erection with her crotch, and opened his eyes just in time to see her kiss him on the lips, to which he returned it. He grabbed onto her waist with his hands, noticing that she was now the full size of a woman. He pulled back from the kiss and drank in her current looks.
Jake guessed that she was now almost six feet tall, and her features were still the same. Her bronze horns curved upwards, starting from the side of her head, just above her elfin ears. Her black hair reached down to the small of her back, and her figure, that Jake could see despite the robes, was definitely that of a bombshell. 
It was a figure that made him immediately guess she was a succubus, with a thin waist but large thighs, long beautiful legs, and firm breasts much larger than could fit in his hands. Her bronze tail snaked out from under her robes, looking like that of a giant lizard. Her golden, human-like eyes stared at him as he drank in her elfin beauty.
[Do you like my body, Jake? I had made some changes to my body when I reached the Nascent Soul realm, and when I recreated my body again over the last few weeks: I made more changes, for you.]
Jake had long since thought that her body filled him with desire, but the idea that she crafted her body for him to enjoy caused his lust to rise even higher. 
Still, he thought he should say something, “I know that you know already, but I did think about my feelings a lot throughout today. It didn’t take me long, but I know I love you, and I want you.” Jake pushed his desire for her over the bond and kissed her once again. 
As they deepened the kiss with one another, Jake’s hands slid to the globes of her heart-shaped ass. She moaned with excitement as he began to massage and enjoy the feeling of it. Jake felt Fhesiah’s hands exploring his own body, grasping everything that seemed to be within reach. 
She replied in his mind, despite her mouth being busy, [I know that silly Jake, but thank you for saying so. I love you too and am so happy that it was you that found me. I know for certain that we’ll be happy, and our partnership will lead to much fun and excitement.]
Jake lifted her as he sat up, twisting her body to where she was now sitting on his lap, facing at an angle away from him with her head turned, her tail wrapping around him to the opposite side. He continued to kiss her as his arms now reached to grope her large breasts, wrapping around her body. Once again, she moaned in appreciation, as she continued kissing him with increased fervor, along with increasing her attention to grinding her ass on Jake’s erection. Jake then pulled back, them both panting with desire.
No real words passed through the two’s minds, but like someone fired a starter pistol, they both began removing their clothes. Jake furiously removed his own shirt, and she shrugged off her robes and let them fall around her. Jake went to remove the underwear he slept in, but she stopped him and brought her breast to his mouth.
He immediately began to lick and taste the perfect breast in front of him, while his hand massaged the other. Jake felt the lust just coming off her in waves, and her face completely matched that. She pulled Jake to her face and kissed him again, and spoke in his mind even while her mouth was otherwise busy. 
[Let me take care of you first. I’ve long since wanted to reward my hero for saving me.]
Jake wanted to protest that he hadn’t or that he didn’t need a reward, but those thoughts quickly disappeared. She pushed him down to the bed and dragged him to the edge to where his legs were dangling off with surprising strength and speed, and removed his underwear from his body, almost completely manhandling him. He sat up in surprise, shocked at her strength, and that shock was only increased when she darted to his fully-erect cock and gave it a quick lick. 
Her eyes met Jake’s as she licked and kissed along his length from the floor on her knees, and Jake’s breaths came in short gasps, overwhelmed with the feeling. She continued with soft pecks along his length, mixing them with licks as she gazed into his eyes.  
While the kisses and licks on Jake’s cock felt wonderful, the love and affection that he could both see in her eyes and the look on her face, as well as feel over the bond, overwhelmed him. Jake never thought he would ever receive love so palpable, and his own heart swelled in response. Jake felt like there was nowhere else she would rather be, at that moment: making him feel good.
Fhesiah now gave Jake a sultry, knowing smile as she positioned her mouth right at the tip. It was at that point that she took him in, and she dragged her lips all the way down to the base. Jake groaned as the sensation was nothing short of amazing, her hot wet tunnel that was her mouth giving him a feeling of ecstasy.
She then began bobbing her head, mixing swirls of her tongue. She moaned in delight, as Jake groaned. Fhesiah started fingering her pussy with one hand, while she gently played with his balls with the other. 
She continued this for a minute until she once again went all the way to the base. She kept his length in her throat for a moment, her tongue moving and her throat contracting, stimulating him for a time before she spoke into his mind.
[Grab onto my horns, really make use of me. I’m all yours, Jake, just enjoy fucking my face.]
Jake took a firm hold of her horns near the base of them in her hair, and she moaned out loud. He began dragging her face back and forth over his cock down to its base, and he could feel it entering her throat with each thrust. Fhesiah stared deep into Jake’s eyes, as he repeatedly pulled her face in and out.
She did not gag, and she appeared to make no motion for needing to breathe, due to her being a cultivator and having control over this aspect of her body. After a time of this continuing, she added swallowing to increase the number of sensations on his cock. Her own fingers were darting in and out of her pussy rapidly now, and she was enjoying things almost as much as he was.   
[That’s right, Jake. I’ve made this body such that it needs you, I feel pleasure even from your cock in my mouth. Just enjoy it, I will, no matter how you use me. Give me your cum, right down my throat, my very body wants it. Give it to me!]
Jake could not last much longer. He had set a languished pace of pulling her face up and down on his cock, but he now furiously pumped her face up and down, guiding her by the horns. She was moaning along with his motions, which gave wonderful sensations to his cock inside of her mouth. 
Eventually, he reached the tipping point and his hips bucked as he came down her throat. She experienced an orgasm as well, as she moaned and her own hips seemed to buck in place as she fingered herself vigorously. Jake plopped down on the bed, breathing heavily. She seemed to continue licking and cleaning up his cock, and Jake was surprised as it started to rise once again shortly after.
[That was a good start, but there is no way this night is ending just there. I know you desire to explore me, and you will, but if you don’t claim me right this instant, I don’t think I can hold myself back any further. I need you inside me.]
Jake wasn’t going to argue with her. He could just feel her need and her desire over the connection, and there was just no way his desire to explore and taste her could compare. Her actions then went to match her words, with her laying on her back next to him on the bed. Her wings and jet-black hair were spread out behind her, and her tail draped off to the side. She then spread her legs wide, and she even pulled the folds of her pussy so that he could see her pink insides, and he could see the entrance quivering.
[Please hurry, master. I need you. Claim me.]
He could just feel her need pulsing over the bond, and he scrambled on his knees to line his cock up with her entrance. He took a look into her eyes, and he just saw her panting with lust as she watched his cock move over her dripping entrance, but then meet his eyes. Jake rubbed his tip over the entrance to get it a little wet, and then he pushed forward into her velvety embrace. They both moaned as he pushed until he just barely reached her cervix. 
Jake had only just stuck his cock inside, and it was like her walls were alive: pulsating and massaging it. He wasn’t sure if she came, but it was like he didn’t even have to move, and he was feeling immense pleasure from the pressure moving all over his cock. Her pussy fit Jake’s cock perfectly, and the stimulation from just insertion was nearly too much. If he waited long enough, he would come just from what her pussy was doing to him without him or her even moving. She had let go of her folds, spreading her legs even wider with her arms.
[That’s right, Jake. It’s like this body was made just for you because it was. It needs you, Jake. Please, fuck me, master.]
Jake needed no further encouragement and began pumping his hips back and forth, really experimenting with angles and depths. It was Jake’s first time, after all, and he only barely knew what he was doing. 
Fhesiah met his thrusts with her hips and even used her tail to keep him from almost falling over as he shifted his weight. Her wing propped him up on one side, allowing him to use his hand to grab her breast instead of holding himself up. She was in sync with him, and thanks to her, there was barely any room for him to mess things up. She had a lustful yet loving smile on her face, as they both sought pleasure together.
Fhesiah moaned with nearly every thrust, and as he groped her breast. Jake gritted his teeth at the amount of pleasure he was feeling. He could tell she was enjoying it, but he doubted that it was anything like what he was. He tried to use Mana Transfer in an attempt to increase her pleasure, and she started moaning even louder. The walls of her vagina started convulsing and massaging even further as he started pumping his hips even faster.
Her other wing came up to hold his other side, and it was like they were in their own world, as Jake could see nothing else. Her golden eyes stared at him, smiling at the pleasure they were bringing each other. Jake now grabbed both of her breasts with his hands and used mana transfer on her once again.
Jake was reaching his limits, and it was only a few minutes since the blowjob, but that was no problem for her. [Yes! Fuck me! Cum inside using this pussy that was made for you!] her legs then wrapped around him as well, and her fingers clutched the sheets beside her.
With that, Jake felt his balls churn, and he released his come inside the willing demoness. Her eyes seemed to roll back in her head like this act had somehow triggered something else in her, and her pussy milked his cock for all that it had. 
Jake breathed heavily, and suddenly he got a little worried. Her pace had surprised him from the beginning, and he hadn’t thought about it. Fhesiah sensed what he was thinking about, and snorted. 
[As much as I want to have your children someday, I know that neither of us is ready. You needn’t worry about the possibility. I am aware of your feelings on the matter, and I said I would take care of everything, did I not? When we are ready it will happen and not a moment before, I promise. Now, the night is still young. We have lots of things I still want to try. One thing is for sure, we’re going to be doing this often.]
Jake’s worry only increased, but it was of a different kind, as he had now realized that most of the lust and desire from her had only decreased slightly. Still, he couldn’t help but feel that it was going to be a sweet sort of suffering.




Chapter 16 – Training and Back to the Dungeon


Jake and Fhesiah woke up quite late, with their abnormal sleeping schedule. Late enough that Ophelia was already awake, and was pacing around, clearly unsure what to do without direction.  
[That was wonderful, and I would love to bask in this feeling for a bit longer, but that poor thing is going to wear out the floors with her pacing.]
It really was wonderful. Jake felt like a million credits, finally able to relieve the tension that this demoness built in him. Still, Jake was a little concerned. He had received a notification while they were going at it, that he had ignored.
[Bond Increased!]
[Familiar Bond Level 4]
It was time to get up for the day. There will be many nights to enjoy going forward, as Fhesiah had made quite clear. They head out of the room and set about their day. They set a schedule that was more of a repeat of the first full day with Ophelia: spear training and sparring, Jake continuing to receive welts and bruises. This was followed by practicing and learning Runic Magic, working on Ophelia’s core, and now that Jake knew that they could block their thoughts, they did so to play games. 
They played various card games and mixed game nights between movie nights. They even got to play Jake’s console games together, which was completely new to both Ophelia and Fhesiah. A week flew by in a blur, and the three of them had finally succeeded: the Valkyrie managed to form her core.
Ophelia had her eyes closed, inspecting her new [Mana Core] with her magical senses. “Wow…it’s truly amazing.” She then started to tear up, “Thank you so much. This is really special…”
Jake and Fhesiah smiled, but Jake was the one who spoke, “You’re welcome. I got just as emotional when mine formed, so don’t worry about it. This week was a lot of fun. It’s been nice getting to know you, and this should show you that we really are going to do everything we can to make you successful.”
The effect of her core was the same as Jake’s, giving her fifty percent more total mana, something that only mage classes could enjoy normally. Jake and Fhesiah had devoted dozens of hours helping her form it over this last week, keeping their promise to help her be successful. 
Not only that, but their work on [Runic Magic] was really starting to bear fruit. Jake was now able to make and shoot a ball of ice, a strength buff, and a shield, which the Valkyrie was able to match. The strength buff was quite effective, but it only lasted a few seconds, and Jake could not yet figure out just how to make it last longer just yet. 
Both his and Ophelia’s Runic Magic had reached level two, though, so he was quite happy at their growth, considering they had not yet used it in combat. Her mana control had reached level three, as well. 
During the week, Jake discussed with Ophelia many things, learning about her past. Jake learned that her mother in fact did die: when creatures invaded her world, making it contested. Her mother had not yet been initiated into the framework, so she would not be revived. 
Jake had wondered how death worked with families for those that had been initiated into the framework. He learned that the rich and powerful would have no problems paying the resurrection price, to prevent their loved ones from becoming servants. Families could otherwise pay the dues by working hard, but if they died while working hard in earning it, it would only make things worse.
He also learned that she did not worship a god currently, as she had not yet made her choice on whom to give an oath for her Valkyrie powers. She was a little bitter that the gods did not protect her home world, they failed her and her mother, as well as the rest of the world. Jake learned that Valkyrie’s powers were not all granted by Odin or Freyja, and she had various to choose from. They didn’t have to be Nordic, so they really felt similar to paladins when it came to that. 
Jake told her that she could decide whomever she wanted within [The Alliance] and he wouldn’t mind, but if she wanted his help in picking them, he would help. He thought that they would need to pick a patron, God or Goddess, along with a guild in the future anyway, so they might as well do some research while they were at it. 
She agreed to his help and thought that she would pick the same God or Goddess to give her an oath for her powers. Jake put a Book of Gods in The Alliance on his “things we need to buy” list. It wasn’t that expensive at only fifty credits, but they could not make much use of it at the moment. 
Ophelia would need to be able to visit a temple to gain her Valkyrie powers, anyway, or make their own temple in their [Refuge]. They would really need to wait until they completed the [Trial] and could access the multiverse, or saved nearly 50,000 credits before they could choose her God or Goddess formally. 
Looking over what Jake could find on the [Alliance Wiki] for free, there was information there on the Gods or Goddesses, but mostly about their domains and general information. Jake figured they would need to gather more information, preferably from multiple sources, when it comes to something like this. Earth’s internet was really only useful for general mythology, and one of the Alliance Wiki articles stated that while some Earth myths had kernels of truth, they should not be treated as true.
If Jake was to pick a god or goddess based on just their domain though, he was looking at Hestia, the Goddess of hearth, home, and family. He felt that these things resonated with him and his desires the most.
“Oh come on, how boring, isn’t she a virgin goddess? If you aren’t going to go with a God or Goddess of battle or war, at least choose someone fun like Aphrodite or Venus.”
Jake rolled his eyes, but Ophelia blushed and chimed in, “Well, maybe Brigid, the Celtic Goddess of blacksmiths, fertility, and healing would be fitting for us? Jake is a healer, and Fhesiah…well, I value smithing…”
Jake was surprised that smithing was high on her list of things she valued. While her father was a smith, she hadn’t taken it up since she was young. Jake would keep this in mind and make this more of a priority.
Fhesiah snorted. “We can keep her in mind. But I feel Freyja would be a better choice, the Nordic Goddess of war and death, but also love, beauty, and sex.”
Ophelia looked conflicted and sad. “It’s just, my mother gave her oath to Freyja, and… Well, I feel like she let her down.”
Jake rubbed Ophelia’s shoulders in and grasped her in a bit of a side hug. She would get a bit emotional when talking of her family over this past week, and Jake felt like they were rapidly getting close to one another, Jake and Fhesiah also exchanged their life stories with her.
Fhesiah joined Jake on the opposite side of her, and sighed, “Alright, well what about Bastet? Love, protection, beauty, and felines for whatever reason. Protection very much fits you being a Shieldmaiden–”
Jake interrupted, “And you’re like a cat? I think Hestia fits us the best, and what I want to fight for, and what I think Ophelia wants to fight for. A family and a home are something taken from each of us, something I wouldn’t wish on anyone, having experienced it many times. Everyone should have a family and home to return to, and I will fight these outsiders to protect myself and others. Aren’t the flames of the Hearth agreeable to you, and your Dao, your Path?”  
Fhesiah sighed. “I guess, but I still think Aphrodite would be a lot more fun. Well, we still need to reference and compare the Myth with reality and see if their actions in the multiverse match. And I just know you, Jake, if Venus gave you a plus one hundred to your buffs or something you’d be all over her.” 
Jake rolled his eyes at her statement. Listening to her thoughts, it appeared the hearth and her flames of Hestia were in fact agreeable enough to her Path. If he caught the thought that sped by in her mind rapidly right, the fact that she was a Goddess instead of a God helped put her on the shortlist in her mind. Jake sighed, he felt like Fhesiah would select the first Goddess that burst through the door offering a threesome if she was chosen.
Jake and Ophelia’s spear training had come a long way during the week. They even practiced working in tandem against a training dummy that Jake purchased for only 25 credits. Jake guessed the thing was subsidized by the framework in some way and wished he had found it sooner. 
The positioning of her shield and both their spears was important in providing an opening, allowing Jake to perform flanking maneuvers even from directly behind her. They did their best to coordinate so that when they get into a fight, they are not stepping on each other’s toes or get in each other’s way. 
Jake was also getting quite fond of her. Their daily games together with Fhesiah had been a lot of fun, and he could tell that she enjoyed them very much. She nearly always had a beaming smile on her face, and Jake found it easy to respect her focus and determination when it came to fighting and training. It was hard not to like such an earnest and hard-working individual. It certainly didn’t hurt that she was so beautiful, as well. 
Truth be told, Jake was glad that Fhesiah was wanting to share him with her. Her body was like that of a fitness model, and her face was pretty enough to be on the cover of any magazine. While her body was firm with muscle, she was soft and had a welcoming smile on her face at all times other than when she was doing or preparing for battle. She was very different from Fhesiah, and Jake was sure he wanted to keep her by his side.  
He could see from how she looked at him that she respected and was fond of him, too. The summoner’s bond had improved over the last week with her, and he sometimes could feel some emotions coming from her. Of course, fond is not the word that Fhesiah would use to describe how Ophelia feels about Jake.
[She already sees you as her hero or her chosen Jake. She already knows that we are together, what with us sleeping in the same room, and I already had a talk with her about sharing you with her. She is still trying to understand her own feelings, but her desire has not diminished; it is only a matter of time before she approaches you herself. I think she would much prefer that you do the approaching, though. She’s a bit of a romantic.]
Jake was content to let her wait a while longer, they had only known each other for such a short period, and him wanting to let her get in touch with her feelings and for her to feel at home. On top of that, it had only been a week since he had started “sleeping” with Fhesiah. During this past week, she had been completely insatiable, once even putting Ophelia on a convoluted task, so they could disappear for an hour, and that’s not even including the nightly and morning activities. 
Ophelia had lived a sheltered life, and had very little experience with romance outside of stories and mostly the movies that Jake had them watching. 
Her mother died before she was five, and her father had not taken it very well. Her father had kept her in his forge to help him and keep him company, but he was filled with grief. She had started training herself, her desire to be like her mother great, and eventually got her father to send her to a boarding school that included a sort of adventuring training. 
Jake thought she had chosen to be a Shieldmaiden in her desire to keep her lover alive. Perhaps, even she had not quite made the connection to her actions, and how she had made her choices to keep what happened to her family from happening. 
There, she was ostracized for being a Valkyrie with the family name of Smithsdottir, and her being poor at magic. Even the Valkyrie instructor that she looked up to looked down on her for her ineptitude in magic, and that her mother had married a smith. She then avoided her classmates at the boarding school, only interacting with them the bare minimum that she could. Her martial talents were impressive, but she was poor at nearly everything else, not having had proper schooling from her smith father.
In many ways, her life was not dissimilar from Jake’s, other than he had managed to fit in much better than she had. Once she completed her training and was introduced to the framework, she died not long after that, never getting a chance to gain her confidence. Jake felt like she had gotten a raw deal in life, and he wanted to do what he could to make her happy because he felt like she was a person who deserved it. 
But Jake can hardly handle Fhesiah’s desires, how could he possibly handle Ophelia’s needs in that way as well? 
Fhesiah snorted over their bond, and replied, [Didn’t I tell you I would take care of everything? But if you are hesitant, that is fine, I will not push things further for now. Teasing both of you has been enjoyable enough as it is, so I will give you two some more time to stew on it. I do think that when we start fighting once again, you are really going to see her desire for you.]
Jake guessed that as well. He had seen it somewhat on that first and only day they had entered the dungeon and fought gnolls together. She paid great attention and interest to his actions, and seemed overly excited about everything he did, though, that was when she thought he was a commander. 
There was one moment while fighting one of the groupings of gnolls when he cautiously stepped in and flanked the enemies as they were focused on her because she was getting overwhelmed. The look of awe in her expression was like he showed her fire for the first time. Yet, she had six gnolls dead at her feet by her hand, with Jake only two kills for himself in that fight.
Fhesiah was in top fighting form as well, now. Jake would consider her some kind of pyromancer, but one that could only cast a few spells per day. She was able to use the gout of flame attack many times, but she explained that her tools should only be saved for the larger fights. Her regeneration of heavenly energy took a long time, so her ability to use her spells in each fight until they could regularly supply her with crystals was severely limited. However, her role in most fights is now completely different.
Jake remembered having a thought: that what they needed for their party was a badgerdillo in humanoid form. As it turned out, he had one floating next to him the whole time. In a way, Jake was quite conflicted on this, as it felt like he was duped. He had only taken Ophelia on as an instructor for melee and put in the effort because he wanted to protect Fhesiah, only to find that this notion was laughable. 
“Oh, come on, Jake. I’d like you to be powerful and proud of both of your spears, she’s training the metal and wood one in the morning, and I’m training the other one at night.”
Jake blushed at this, but she continued, “Her training is making you stronger, and it’s even helping her as well. Not only that, but it has brought you two closer, it’s like she’s your spear instructor, and you are her magic instructor. Surely, even knowing what you know now, you’d still make the same choice?” 
She chuckled. “I knew you wouldn’t regret it, and it was funny to me, so I didn’t correct your incorrect assumption. This is not a game where you get a limited number of skill points. There is a diminishing return in training many hours at the same thing, where it becomes counterproductive. Training both in the spear and magic will only make you much stronger as a result, at least for now.”
Jake knew she was right, but he still felt a little salty about it. From the store, they purchased some wicked-looking gauntlets with claws on the fingers for five hundred credits. Jake had protested that if she was getting into the thick of the fighting, she would need to wear armor. She proved this statement incorrect by showing how her robes were actually stronger than the armor that Jake himself was wearing, now that she was able to infuse them with heavenly energy.  
Jake was still worried about the situation where she would run out of heavenly energy, but her rebuttal was that if that happened, then Jake or the rest of the party had already failed enough that this flaw would be small potatoes. They should have long since left the dungeon to recuperate back at the refuge, or if they were on a longer run brought heavenly crystals. Or–
Fhesiah interrupted his thoughts once more, [Or, you can just fill me to the brim like you always do, Master.]
She always managed to find the words that teased Jake, but they had found that Jake’s mana transfer did in fact restore heavenly energy, though at a very poor rate. It took several of his mana pools, or several hours, to fill her own core for combat, and she could even use it somewhat for improving her own cultivation. This was also the reason his mana control was steadily improving: she would have him use it during both their daily and nightly activities, or during movies, or, just all the time, really. He was wondering if she was becoming addicted.
Still, Jake couldn’t help but feel like her refusal to wear armor was a point of pride, perhaps a cultivator one. That pride could end up getting her hurt, and Jake didn’t like that one bit.
They had many spars over the last week, and Jake and Ophelia had both found that when Fhesiah was going all-out with her heavenly energy, they could not deal with her speed or her strength. She could not keep up such overwhelming power for long, but she could use bursts of speed or strength to throw them off completely, overcoming their guards or sidestepping their attacks. 
How could such slender arms produce such power? Jake knew that at the very least, the gnolls did not stand a chance against her. She was plenty fast and strong without using much heavenly energy– much stronger or faster than Jake. 
So now, they had a pretty impressive formation with Ophelia fighting front and center, with Jake behind or to the side, and Fhesiah often on the other. Jake was really starting to feel unable to keep up with the girls in melee combat and wondered if he should just stay back and cast spells. Keeping up the girl’s buffs and keeping himself with the same ones was also a major cost, reducing how much mana he had available for spell-casting.
The summoned beast would be only marginally useful between the three of them now, but Jake would keep using it from time to time, as it was a minor force multiplier. Jake was able to restore his mana between fights, and now that his mana control was high, the summon lasted a long time. Fhesiah could still fly and float, something that surprised Jake. He thought the only reason that she could float without flapping her wings was that she was not very different from a ghost. Being a dragon, or at least part-dragon, enabled her control over her personal flight in that fashion for only a modest cost. 
However, her ability to become insubstantial or invisible was both from her previous state as a soul flying around. So now she would no longer be an invisible scout, and they were needing something else to take on the role. Jake knew that he might soon have a spell that could handle this, but for now, they just had two party members that could fly and scout.
After one whole week, their various purchases had made them quite poor, with only a few hundred credits left. With that, they would head out to clear the gnoll dungeon and focus on leveling up and earning what they could. The goal to complete the [Trial] to unlock multiverse travel was firm in their minds.
When they finally re-entered the dungeon, they found that many of the patrols had returned. Killing them had really become no challenge at all, though, them showing the fruits of their labor. Ophelia had taken to the sky and was able to scout them out before working together with Jake and Fhesiah to take them down rapidly.
For the third time, they reached the bottom of the hill, and once again there were eight gnolls at the top. Jake summoned the dog but knew that it was only a small force multiplier for the upcoming fights. Jake decided to start the fight at range, with Ophelia also firing balls of ice, using Runic Magic. 
They cast their runes forming a ball of ice about the size of their heads, and were then able to fling them at their enemies like a bolt out of a crossbow. When the two gnolls were struck with the balls of ice, they were bowled over from the blows, but still stirring on the ground, ice spreading where the ball of ice hit them. 
The six remaining gnolls were charging, so Jake and Ophelia just targeted two others from that group. Even though they were running towards them with their own momentum, the balls of ice still struck hard enough to knock them down, letting them meet the remaining four in a melee. 
Because they were going to have to fight many packs like this one, Jake wanted Fhesiah to limit herself in combat for now. Even then, Jake still saw she moved much faster than the gnoll could keep up with, slashing its throat in mere moments after parrying its weapon with her claws. 
Jake’s target went down just as easily, using his spear extended using [Mana Blade], he was able to slice off one of their legs and deliver a killing blow. Ophelia slammed into the closest gnoll running towards them, bowling it over using a burst of speed from her wings, then engaged the other gnoll with prodding thrusts of her spear. The dog pinned down the downed gnoll by latching on to one of the gnoll’s legs with its jaws.
Fhesiah snuck to the downed gnoll and stabbed her wicked claws into its kidneys from behind as it tried to get up, and Jake moved to flank Ophelia’s target. It ended up being unnecessary, though, as she quickly bested and took down the gnoll she was facing; being much faster and stronger than it was. 
The four gnolls struck by balls of ice were now moving together as a group, and Jake could see the effects of a single spell. The ice had spread from where they were hit, the damage was more than he had imagined. All four gnolls were moving slowly like they had bruised or damaged bones, and some appeared to have trouble breathing.
They quickly dispatched this group and moved to loot their victims. Ophelia cheered and had a beaming smile of pride at her usage of the [Runic Ball of Ice] spell, and finally being successful at using magic in combat. Jake could feel the excitement from the two women, their training pushing them forward to where these enemies were now trivial. Most likely, they could have taken these enemies out completely at range. They would now move into the village proper and start clearing it out.




Chapter 17 – The Gnoll Chief


The three of them and the dog had worked around the small village clearing houses and pulling patrols to them and dispatching the gnolls with ease, killing over a hundred of them over the course of a few hours. 
Jake was really starting to feel like his melee training was paying off. While the spells were quite effective too, his spear was able to pick apart the armed enemies and take pressure away from Ophelia and Fhesiah. 
He was still not a fan of melee, but he would enter the fray if it meant that there was less risk to them. Plus, he only had so much mana. His mana regeneration was fast, but it only took a well-aimed spear thrust to make up for a minute or two of recharging his mana. Thanks to being a Summoner and his Spiral Mana Core, he regenerated mana almost as fast in combat as other casters did outside of combat.
All that was left was a large group of gnolls in the center of this village, what appeared to be nearly thirty of them. He spotted the Gnoll Chief near the center on a raised dais, and he looked quite menacing. He was half again larger than the other gnolls and quite muscled, but full of what appeared to be decent chain mail armor that covered him from head to toe. It also carried a wicked-looking axe that resembled a cleaver on the end of a polearm.     
Jake thought for a moment. There were numerous enemies, and if the Gnoll Chief was smart enough, they could be in big trouble. Jake still had his [Thornwood Field] scroll, perhaps this is enough for them to have some level of safety on their assault. Fhesiah agreed that this should be sufficient. Jake did remember that she also stated that she held large attacks in reserve, so a giant fireball that blows away many enemies should even the odds as well, especially if they retreated to a choke point. 
Jake pointed over to a space between two buildings that would serve this purpose, and the two women nodded; they would do a fighting retreat in that direction if it looked like they were going to be overwhelmed. 
Plans made, Jake and Ophelia began their casting and fired their balls of ice at the two nearest gnolls. At first, it looked like the camp of creatures hardly cared, except for those that were struck who was getting back up. The Gnoll Chief growled and hiccuped out what were like words if a hyena was able to speak, and the gnolls then got into formation, aside from the two that were now rushing the party. Fhesiah and Ophelia quickly put down the damaged foes, and the gnoll camp was now split up into three groups of nine gnolls. 
The first group of gnolls approached, while the other two groups and the chief stood in the back. Jake felt it was like a scripted event had started, where they would have to survive the waves of enemies and finally face the boss. Jake started firing balls of ice at the oncoming gnolls, damaging and knocking back two of them. He also cast his strength rune on Fhesiah, allowing her to easily slice through two gnolls that were next to each other.
Jake then joined the melee, picking off the targets trying to flank the girls. They quickly bested their foes until they were down to only two when he heard a peal of barking laughter from the chief. Whatever caused the next stage to occur must have happened, because the next wave of enemies approached. They finished their remaining targets and while they had taken no damage, Jake could see the girls were starting to flag slightly. Jake on the other hand was still at nearly 75% of his unreserved mana, so he began casting once more.
Once again, he had struck two of the gnolls, and when he decided to use the strength rune on Ophelia, he saw that she used it on herself instead, so he cast it on Fhesiah. 
Once again, she was able to capitalize, kicking a gnoll hard enough to launch them in the air, smashing into another gnoll bowling them over with her tail. This allowed her to then rake both of her claws on another gnoll that was not facing her. Ophelia herself was able to put so much power behind her spear thanks to her strength buff that it shattered a gnoll’s wooden shield and pierced it in the chest with ease.
The gnoll’s formation was broken, and the girls were able to wrap up the rest of the enemies. Jake had kept the dog nipping at gnoll’s heels and assisting with the formation himself with his spear, keeping them out of position to get around the girl’s guards and assault them from behind or the side unchallenged.
Just as they finished the last gnoll, the final wave of gnolls without the Chief approached. Once again, Jake started combat with a ball of ice, and Ophelia joined him in that. When they finished the last gnoll, the girls were nearly out of breath, and Jake was beneath half of his mana. 
The Gnoll Chief roared and charged toward Fhesiah at a speed that was supernatural like it was using a spell or ability. Jake quickly cast his new barrier rune spell in front of her with very little time to spare, to which the Gnoll Chief slammed into it and stopped in its tracks, the supernatural momentum and speed stopped. 
Ophelia blurred into motion and slammed into the Chief with a [Charge] of her own, but it just stumbled back instead of being launched like most of the other gnolls would be.
Meanwhile, Fhesiah charged a large fireball attack, and Jake could just feel the not-divine power just pouring off of it. Ophelia sensed that Fhesiah was preparing her attack, and kept the axe-wielding Gnoll Chief at a distance so that she could easily break away when she was ready. 
When Fhesiah was ready to launch her fireball, Ophelia disengaged with a kicking leap into the air with her wings. The fireball blasted towards the gnoll, and as it was about to land square in the Gnoll Chief’s chest, the Chief was covered in a bubble of energy: a shield of its own. The ball of fire slammed into the shield and shattered it, but when it reached the Gnoll Chief, it was less than half its original size. The ball of fire exploded, and the Gnoll Chief shrieked as it was engulfed in flames.
The Chief still had some control of its faculties despite being engulfed in flame, as when Fhesiah sped towards its side, it quickly swiped with its axe in her direction, causing her to need to use a cross-guard to block. Jake used his strength rune on Ophelia as they both sped toward the Gnoll Chief’s other side. She managed a powerful thrust of her spear into their flaming gut, as Jake positioned himself behind her like they had done in practice hundreds of times. 
She managed to twist the spear and retract it, before deflecting a return blow from the Gnoll Chief’s polearm with her shield. At the same moment, Jake coated his spearhead with [Mana Blade] and thrust his spear under hers at an angle into the opening Ophelia always created for him. Jake’s spear went easily through its armor where he thought the Gnoll Chief’s heart was, and the light slowly left its eyes. 
The Gnoll Chief toppled to the ground, dead. Jake received a notification on the dungeon completion.
Ophelia cheered and embraced Jake in a side hug, to which he smiled and returned, and reached out to Fhesiah to join them in their group celebration. Ophelia was absolutely beaming, and Jake had to admit it felt good that their teamwork training had really paid off there.
[Dungeon Completed!]
[Rating: C]
[Reward: 23,265 Credits]
[Next Dungeon: 12 Hours]
Jake was really starting to feel like these dungeons were truly insidious, though. It felt like if you didn’t outclass the challenge thoroughly, there would always be a risk of someone being harmed severely. Jake had a very hard time picturing three human warriors being able to complete this dungeon, at least without getting wounded. Ophelia and Fhesiah completely outclassed what Jake thought an equal-level human warrior would be able to accomplish, yet the challenge was far from trivial. 
Jake had read that the difficulty of dungeons scaled based on those that entered, but usually, it was based on their level. Jake was just a level five summoner with his summons by himself with no other party members, so it should be a small party of three. Just why was the level range of the dungeon so high? 
He wondered if somehow the difficulty was being skewed upwards because of Fhesiah; her original level being what would have been fifty, and her control over what were heavenly truths, or Daos, as she called them, felt like something adjacent to divinity. Perhaps that made the dungeon try extra hard to surprise and kill them? 
If Jake didn’t manage to raise that runic shield on Fhesiah, she likely would have taken significant damage from that odd charge ability and what would have been its follow-up attack. Not only that, but the barrier of the same creature was able to block Fhesiah’s fireball, something that likely would have simply destroyed an entire wave of nine gnolls by itself. 
Jake was not confident in his own ability to survive such an attack, though he thought his barrier spell could stand up to it, similarly to the Gnoll Chief’s barrier. At any rate, Jake felt that three warrior versions of Jake would have lost or at the very least became heavily wounded in that marathon of a fight.
The trio did not take any significant damage, but the threat was there, despite how easily Ophelia or Fhesiah had bested all the gnolls earlier in the dungeon. Jake cast [Cure Wounds] on all three of them, to help repair the bruises and scratches they received during the dungeon. Jake resolved to bring as many items as the scroll he had purchased, for as many situations as he could think of, to prevent the worst from happening.
He had learned that, at the very least, Ophelia was completely protected from death. Once they arrived in the multiverse and were able to visit a temple, at least, he could revive her with ease just like in the game. 
He would eventually be able to resurrect them by himself once he received his own resurrection spell, though he knew this was a long way away, perhaps not even achieving this beyond level 25, or Tier 2. His bond with her would protect her soul, giving none of it to the outsiders should she fall, as long as he lived.
Jake was just worried about Fhesiah and himself, at this point. Jake had read about familiars previously, and normally a familiar would be able to be resurrected or resummoned without issue, other than suffering a backlash as a result. The ‘mouse familiar’ example he had in his mind, if that died mid-battle, it would feel like his heart was stomped on, which could cause him to come to other harm. 
The problem was that she was not really a traditional familiar, and he even had doubts about their bond. The summon familiar ritual didn’t summon anything but instead bound the demoness that was inside the circle. Was she really even a familiar in the first place?
Even if Jake’s call to the void had reached another creature than her, he would be doubtful that he could easily resurrect it. The ritual was special and the being summoned was not the same as beings from other planes of existence that would normally be considered a familiar, such as an imp or elemental. Jake would have to confirm her compatibility for resurrection when they reached a temple. 
They dismantled and otherwise looted the many bodies, and retrieved the gnoll’s armor and massive cleaver. Jake noticed that most of the equipment from the gnolls was worth salvaging, especially in the center of the village. They set about making a sled where they stacked all the equipment, leaving the dismantled body parts of the gnolls in Jake’s gym bag, and dragging it to the portal.
They set about their after-dungeon activities, cleaning and preparing everything for sale. Nobody in Jake’s party could use the large cleaver or gnoll-shaped equipment, so he would have to set up a special auction for these items and see how much he could get, on the [Multiverse Market]. They could then use the funds to purchase something equivalent from another auction, perhaps. 
[You worry too much, Jake. While the Gnoll Chief’s charge was surprising, I was prepared to block, and you tested my robes. I was amazed at your rapid response with the runic shield, but you would do well to trust your teammates to mostly protect ourselves: we are not weak. I hope you were just as prepared to put that shield on yourself.]
Jake could have just as easily shielded himself as he did her. But he is not so sure if he’d have relied on it instead of blocking or parrying with his spear, which very well could have been a big mistake; the training weapon nearly outlasting its usefulness. Luckily, Ophelia was closer to Jake than Fhesiah and would have arrived even quicker to assist him.
Jake wondered how best to handle this. Perhaps he should equip himself with a shield like Ophelia, as he was now noticing that he would be the weak point in the party. If he died, then nobody could be resurrected, them all being split up in the void of the framework, at least Jake thought. 
Perhaps permanent summons could in fact resurrect him, and Valkyries did get that capability usually as well, though not until much higher levels. In the game this was not possible, the NPCs being limited, but things could be different under the framework. Pure healers would get this capability the earliest.  
[We have a lot to learn; you are still only level five, after all. In a way, you really only became a summoner a week ago, not having your specialization yet. We can try the shield, and we will keep up with our training each day. We have a lot of paths to power, and we have only begun on the ones we have started. Now, I think your poor mood despite completing your first dungeon with the battle angel has even left her cheerful self in a funk. Aren’t we rich now, compared to before? We should celebrate.]
Fhesiah was right: they now had made over 30,000 credits clearing out the dungeon, not even including the auction for the Gnoll Chief’s equipment, and whatever Jake might get selling the village square gnoll’s armor and weapons. These things were certainly enough of a reason to celebrate, and yet Jake had been filled with worry and overthinking the future. Jake decided to try to move forward and improve his mood, and try to take on a happy tone. 
“Ophelia, Fhesiah, that was some great work in that dungeon. I am really happy with our teamwork and how strong we are for our level. We are now full of funds, so let’s celebrate! I want each of us to pick something, as long as it’s under 8,000 credits, for our personal advancements such as a skill book, and something for personal equipment, any remainder, and you can purchase whatever you like. We’ll cook up a feast and enjoy, and we’ll each pick out an activity that we want to do for us to do together.”
Jake thought that he would allow each person to choose their own personal advancement for now, and then he would try to add things that he could find to add synergy to the party or reduce shortcomings later. For now, he had a party to prepare for. 




Chapter 18 – Family Fun Night


Ophelia had looked hesitant to spend money on herself, but Jake insisted she sits down at the computer and review the [Alliance Shop] and [Multiverse Market] for her skill book and equipment choices. Jake and Fhesiah set out to start cooking various finger foods for their feast, and Jake wondered what type of skill-book Fhesiah would be able to pick up. Jake thought she would instead have to focus on equipment for now until they can reach the Multiverse proper before she could really purchase anything. 
He learned that she was now properly under the Framework, so her skills, including those that are related to cultivators, could advance with its assistance of it. On top of that, she could learn any Framework skill that Jake could learn, with some caveats. Ones that require mana instead of heavenly energy would not work unless she manipulated and used some of Jake’s mana or the mana in the air.
She had none of her own and could not have any, as part of cultivation was to remove and reject energies like that from her body. When Jake used [Mana Transfer] on her, she could use that, but she would eventually have to remove it from her body as part of her cultivation activities. Some Qi was included in that, however, so it was still a net gain for her. 
She had previously shown her capabilities at using mana by casting tiny mana bolts of her own. Her skill at manipulating energy was far above Jake’s, so it was entirely likely she could use mana crystals to cast spells if she desired to learn them, but it was not worth her efforts.
Instead, she would focus her efforts on purchasing skills that would improve her offensive or defensive capability, or help with her cultivation in some way but indirectly. They finished their cooking and set it all out on the table, and talked about what they wanted for their choices while they ate.
“What did you end up getting, Ophelia?” Jake asked. He checked his [Menu] and found two books waiting in the shopping cart, but wanted to hear from Ophelia her reasons why she had made her choices. She replied, “When we were in the dungeon, I was able to cast some spells to help with combat, but I really feel like something is missing. I would like to get my [Valkyrie Magic], but that’s just not possible at the moment.”
Jake nodded. Their ball-of-ice attacks were helpful at the start of combat, but after, were hardly worth using. It required too much focus until they either got better at casting them, or they got something more effective. 
She continued, “I purchased the [Runic Magic] skill book so that we could get the proper foundations, as I had not even gotten to read it originally. Then, I got the [Book of Common Rune Words] to help us have a much wider variety of spells. I was hoping we could learn them together.”
Jake noticed she blushed a little at the end, so she must have been thinking about Jake using [Mana Transfer], which Fhesiah decided to run with as she said, 
“Oh? You’d like to spend some more time with Jake? Is it because of how he makes you feel? With mana transfer, I mean.” The battle angel’s blush was even more prominent, and she didn’t trust herself with speaking, so she nodded in response to the final question as an out. Fhesiah smiled at this. 
Jake decided to move on, “Of course. I am looking forward to our usual sessions together, practicing Runic Magic. What about your other choices?”
“I’m still happy with my trainee equipment, but I decided to purchase a shield with a little more coverage and increase the size of my room in our [Refuge]. There was hardly enough space in the room for anything besides the bed. Still, I was happy to get my own room, in the boarding school we were many in the same room in bunks.”
Jake accepted the purchases and decided he would need to think of his own. He was going to purchase a book related to runes, but having Ophelia take care of it with her purchase left him able to have some freedom. Jake realized that enchanted equipment was simply too expensive, and that solidified what he wanted to learn: enchanting. 
He could improve all their unenchanted equipment, the capability to be able to do something that would pay for itself over time. Not only could he purchase unenchanted equipment and enchant it for resale to make money outside the dungeon, but he could likely take a number of the gnoll equipment for practice. He could then sell anything he succeeds on for a slight gain while training the skill. The study of rune words for enchanting will likely carry over into [Runic Magic] as well. 
Decision made, Jake purchased a book on [Runic Etching], [Enchanting], and equipment for accomplishing the Runic Etching. According to the wiki, a magic scribe tool powered by mana crystals or personal mana was what was used to create the desired effects on equipment. This was used along with a sort of magic ink to fill the runes and charge them for a long duration. 
The enchantments would not last forever but recharging them once they ran out was entirely possible, even for an unskilled user of the items. Enchanting an item was far from free, and maintaining the charge was not permanent as well. 
Jake also learned that it was possible to empower the etched runes with their own personal mana during combat, and this solidified how good of a choice this was for him and the battle angel. His purchases pushed dangerously close to his eight thousand credit budget, but he knew it would eventually be worth it. Jake and Ophelia’s purchases were done; he looked at Fhesiah, and she looked at them both and smiled. 
“I, too, chose a skill that would benefit more than one of us. I had seen Ophelia’s interesting use of her wings even on the first day she joined us and thought that I could benefit from using such a skill, even with heavenly energy. [Winged Combat] helps both with fighting in the air or on foot, for those with wings. Sorry, Jake, but short of an artifact I don’t think you’ll be able to have wings, but I’m hopeful.”
Jake smiled at that but was confused at what that last part meant, but she was mysteriously silent on the matter. He then realized that a movement or other ability could be important to have for himself. There were so many skills or abilities to pick from, that Jake wondered how long it was going to take to have his full assortment of skills to progress. Still, that was going to be a problem for future Jake.
They finished their feast of finger foods, and Jake wondered what activities the girls would pick. Fhesiah wanted to let Ophelia pick first, and he had no issue with that. She simply picked them to play a fighting game on the gaming console, to which they took turns for the first hour. The Valkyrie really enjoyed the fighting game and was quite competitive when it came to playing it, the battle angel seeming to enjoy all forms of combat. 
Jake had years of experience playing games like this one, so the two girls could hardly ever claim a victory from him. The two girls however were mostly evenly matched, both learning to play around at the same time.
Fhesiah came up with an idea, “How about we make this a little more interesting between us girls? The winner, best of three, gets to kiss Jake.” Ophelia was shocked into silence, glanced over at Jake a few times, and blushed profusely. It was clear that she was interested, but perhaps too afraid to voice that she was.
Fhesiah continued, “C’mon, Jake wouldn’t mind kissing such a cute angel. Right, Jake? You just have to defeat me in the game, you’re not going to back down from a fight, are you, battle angel?” To which Jake just nodded, in response. 
Ophelia thought on it for a moment, and her eyes took on a competitive edge and said, “Fine, you’re on demon. I will defeat you in combat and claim my prize.”
Fhesiah floated above everyone else and flourished her fan where she covered her mouth with it and gave off a strange laugh that Jake thought was very anime, “Oh ho ho ho! We are just talking about a kiss, right? Still, I will make you work hard for it. Let us play.”
Jake watched as the two really got into it, and he could tell they both picked the fighters they were most confident with. The first round did go to Fhesiah, to which she taunted Ophelia once more.
“Do not worry, Ophelia. The consolation prize is Jake will buy that pulsating shower head that they sometimes talk about in TV shows. It is not much for talking, but it will keep you company.”
Ophelia only barely registered what she said, fully focused on the game. The next round went to Ophelia, but it was very close. Fhesiah had a smile on her face like she didn’t have a care in the world, but Jake could tell she was focused. 
In the final round, once again things were very close, but Ophelia managed to parry Fhesiah’s combo and was able to turn it around for victory. Jake was somewhat surprised to learn that Fhesiah did not give any quarter at all, that she had tried to win until the end. Jake supposed that she knew that if Ophelia sensed any deception at her victory, she would not be happy at all.  
She jumped for joy at her victory, cheering and flapping her wings excitedly. This is actually not very different from her usual victories, as she reveled in it, perhaps a battle angel thing. Jake might never know unless he met another Valkyrie and sat them down to play video games, but he had thought it cute how much she enjoyed her victories at something so, usually, low of stakes. 
Ophelia then remembered that she was in fact playing for a prize, and she turned shyly to Jake. Jake gave her a reassuring smile and approached her from where he was originally sitting. 
The battle angel was embarrassed, but she still turned to face Jake. Fhesiah just watched with her face covered with her fan, but Jake could just feel her interest and excitement over the bond. He thought for all her words she would feel some jealousy that he was about to kiss the angel, but even her thoughts had her imagination running wild. In her mind, they were going a lot further than kissing, and her enjoying watching the two of them as they did.  
Jake looked into Ophelia’s crystal blue eyes, which were almost precisely at his eye level with them both standing. He put his hands on her waist and stepped close, causing her to blush even further. He decided he would provide some encouragement, to make her feel desired and not just him kissing her because she won the game, but because he wanted to.
“We’ve only known each other for a week, but I can feel that you are very special. You’re an excellent member of our team, and I appreciate your hard work and dedication. Fhesiah is right: I am happy to kiss such a cute angel.”
With those lines stated while looking into her eyes, he leaned in and gave her a slow, long kiss. Her wings flapped in anxiety, or perhaps enjoyment, and Jake thought they might have glowed, but Jake kept going. He started feeling what he thought was her emotions of excitement, joy, and longing, and he received a notification. He had felt her emotions a few times before, but they were weak and sporadic, not usually for more than brief instants. The bond had previously increased to level two throughout forming her core, but now it increased yet again.
[Bond Increased!]
[Summon Bond: Ophelia Level 3]
Jake pulled back from the kiss, and Ophelia was almost disappointed that it was not continuing. Jake smiled at her, and Fhesiah was quite satisfied with the result as well, so she decided to voice her observations, 
“Oh? You both seemed to quite enjoy that. I wonder. If you both enjoyed it so much, what is stopping that from happening all the time? At any rate, I believe we should go with my activity next. There was that movie I wanted to watch, in which those old-timey vacationers and travelers all sink with a giant ship and many die due to rich, greedy people’s foolishness. Jake hasn’t wanted to watch it, so I will take advantage of the situation to finally see it.”
Jake was surprised that Fhesiah chose a movie, his bets were on her picking some form of truth or dare, or to be completely unsubtle and pick spin the bottle, or something else along those lines. 
Fhesiah smiled and responded in his mind, [I am quite satisfied with the kiss and your charming of the girl, those other types of things might be a little too much for her right now. Perhaps next time, thank you for the ideas, husband.]     
Jake was once again amazed at how she could tease him with both ridiculous and seemingly innocuous phrases. They then settled in on the couch with Jake sandwiched between the two girls, though Fhesiah would sometimes move to a floating, while lounging, position. The movie filled both of them with emotion, but each was a different kind.
Ophelia enjoyed the romance, crying in the end when the man died saving the heroine, the scene now showing her arriving safely and escaping her violent fiancé. “He was a little bit of a swindler, but he had the heart of a hero.” 
Jake just smiled and shook his head, and looked over at Fhesiah. “I’m just glad those greedy idiots got their comeuppance, and that girl got away with the jewel. I did not like her, though: just why would she think to kill herself to escape from that man? Just poison his drink or hide a knife under your pillow like a normal girl; it is not that hard. Why give him the satisfaction? What a coward.” Jake couldn’t help but glance at his drink, and look over at his bed through the open door to his room. 
The scene now changed to where the old woman, took the necklace that she had actually had the whole time and threw it off the ship and into the ocean, where it would likely never be found. 
Fhesiah stood and shouted in rage, “That stupid bitch! She had it the entire time, did not profit from it, and instead squandered it? She won that necklace by defeating that fool, it was the law of the heavens! She should have worn it proudly! And…and that stupid look on her face!” Jake couldn’t help but laugh. Mr. Cameron had really raised the bar once again: he managed to troll even a demon from across the multiverse.  
The movie was completed; it was now Jake’s turn to choose their celebratory activity. Fhesiah said, “Jake, I know reading, or training all day long somehow seems fun to you, but it will not do for celebration, even if this battle maniac would go along with it.” Jake shook his head and smiled, she could read his thoughts, but still sought to tease him and the angel every step of the way. 
He replied, “I realize that it might be a bit of a job, but I thought it would be exciting enough for us to plan for the future with my activity: planning our future [Refuge]. We can queue up the changes and pay for them as our credits allow, adding the rooms and furniture we desire. We can even prioritize them to where it’s easy for us to pay for each item as we work through dungeons. It sucks we can’t leave here soon except to a dungeon filled with monsters, but at least we can design our ‘dream’ home.”
Ophelia said, “Oh! I really like that. I always wanted my own training room.”
Fhesiah smiled, and she looked thoughtful. “Yes, I do think my room could use some remodeling. Perhaps a swing? Ah, but I can just float.”
Ophelia frowned. “Swing? Why would you want that in your room?”
“I wonder? Maybe one day you’ll think back to this conversation, and it will dawn on you.”  
The two girls were quite excited about this idea, and they gathered around the computer, each taking control of the mouse to design their ideal place.
“Aww, the little house-hubby wants a beautiful kitchen, is it? So sweet of you, always cooking delicious and nutritious foods for us. This magic oven will ensure dinner is hot and ready for me when I come home from work, huh?”
Fhesiah teased Jake incessantly about his focus on wanting a better kitchen, including a magic oven and tools that would allow him to cook food that temporarily improved the effectiveness of their attributes. 
Ophelia defended Jake, “I think it’s really great that Jake can cook so well. The foods he makes are delicious, and it fills me with energy. It’s easier for me to do that extra set of exercises, or read through those long books, knowing that we have something great to eat.” 
Fhesiah smiled at Ophelia. “Of course. I am just trying to get a reaction out of him. I love how well he takes care of us girls, I’d be sad if he stopped, even if I don’t need to eat.”  
Another focus of his was on their entryway with the portal. He wanted to have a separate closed-off section where the portal was where they could clean and store their armor and spoils. They’d be able to wash themselves down before entering their home all dirty and full of monster guts and even separate the smells. They added various rooms and planned out the shrine to the future god or goddess. 
They also added Ophelia’s smithy, and Jake’s enchanting room, as well as what was going to be Fhesiah’s trade skill: an alchemy room. For now, it was just an empty room, but she indicated she would add the furnishings later, not even deeming learning the prices for something like a proper cultivator alchemy cauldron or pill furnace until they reached the greater multiverse.
Fhesiah had learned alchemy to some extent in her “previous life”, but was not overly interested in it at the time, and she did not have a proper mentor. Now that the Framework would assist her, and she nearly required becoming self-sufficient for making her cultivator pills for personal advancement, she would pursue this avenue. Plus, her fire attribute was very compatible with alchemy, and she could even make things to improve Jake and Ophelia’s advancement. The problem currently was resources and recipes, something that might become more affordable later.
They designed their future training room, which was also set as a high priority. Various fixtures included training dummies that could even fight back, and be set to a certain level of difficulty. They also found a fixture for increasing the gathering of mana and heavenly energy within the refuge, which allowed them to practice their spells much more rapidly, and for Fhesiah to cultivate properly. This fixture was quite pricey at 25,000 credits, but Jake felt it would be worth it. 
All told, Jake was surprised at the large number that appeared when they were finished queuing up their purchases. Nearly 150,000 were planned out to make their ideal refuge, with larger rooms and nicer beds and furniture, additional and bigger bathroom, training room, a private temple, trade-skill rooms, an ideal kitchen for Jake, and more. But Jake couldn’t help but feel for once that dungeon diving was quite profitable. 
They had gained nearly one-quarter of that killing the gnolls, and realized it was entirely possible that a month from now, they could be living in the place that they designed, and aside from being unable to leave it: a dream home. It was more than enough to make Jake and the girls excited for the future. 




Chapter 19 – Forest Dungeon


[Dungeon Information] 
[Dungeon: Forest]
[Time Left: 5 Days, 2 Hours]
[Goal: Kill 200 Beasts]
[Level: 8-10]
Jake checked the new dungeon allocation as soon as he woke up, it appeared they would be in a forest killing beasts. He was interested that it was not a “kill all” but to kill a number of them. They would have five days to find and kill two hundred beasts, and Jake would be sure to include harvesting their parts. They had set their auction of the Gnoll Chief equipment to be complete later today, and they set about their schedule of training and practice, planning to leave after lunch to check out the threat level of the forest. 
Jake’s party had breakfast, and they set about learning their new skills. Jake and Ophelia set to working together on learning Runic Magic, and Fhesiah her [Winged Combat]. After a few hours, they set about their usual sparring and practice for a few more. They had lunch, then started getting ready for the dungeon. 
Jake almost always kept all his buffing spells active during their training and study sessions. He was really starting to see dividends in this behavior, as his Mana Control improved slightly as he used his mana in different ways; the buffing spells being minor concentration-based spells, a trickle of mana being sent to each of his party members. Stamina regeneration Jake kept active at all times, and once Mana Control hit level four, Jake thought that he would be able to jog all day long without taking a break.
They entered the forest without much fanfare, and Jake set out to summon a random beast. From the motes of light, emerged an oversized bobcat. Normally, a bobcat would be at best 40 pounds in weight, but this bobcat was easily over double that size. While it would not be a challenge for Jake or his party to face, they would be happy to have it stalking through the forest looking for enemies. The two girls took to the skies above the tree line looking for threats, and Jake kept the bobcat close to his side.
Not long after, they picked a direction; Fhesiah had spotted a dozen boars. They were of a decent size and Jake thought that they could potentially pose a threat if they were not careful, at over three or four hundred pounds, he guessed. Jake made sure the girls were ready to take to the sky, and that they were near a large tree in case the boars charged in their direction for shielding. 
Once in position, they opened up with their ball of ice attacks; still not working out a better ability to use with runic magic. Once struck, the herd gathered in a formation like they were going to charge together, but Jake and Ophelia kept casting, striking different boars. The boars ran towards Jake’s party, but they were slow enough that they had gotten three separate casts off, slowing half of them. 
Ophelia then blurred into the lead boar from its right with her [Charge] ability, striking with her spear right into the head and bashing it with her shield. She retreated into the air before any of the boars could come at her. Meanwhile, the boars charging had to run around the downed boar, making it easy for Jake to position himself in a place that they could not easily approach. He stabbed out with his spear as one of them ran past him, hitting it above the shoulder where he thought the heart might be. Jake found his spear entered easily, and the boar stumbled and fell over.
Jake parked himself next to a tree and supported Ophelia and Fhesiah as they darted in and out of the sky, stabbing and slicing the boars. He used his [Force Push] to cause them to stumble or get knocked over, and also hit the boars with balls of ice. Jake sent the bobcat to disturb a group of them as they rounded and tried to charge toward his position, the flying women were able to finish off their targets and kill the ones the bobcat was harassing. Eventually, all the boars were taken down, and they didn’t have a scratch on them. 
They settled in to loot the monsters, and Jake set the bobcat on patrol to make sure they did not get blindsided by additional enemies. Overall, Jake felt like this fight was much easier to deal with than the gnolls. There was some chaos with the numbers being uneven, but thanks to the girls being able to fly and the boars being not very agile, it was easy to keep them from causing serious damage.
The team settled in for a pattern of hunting creatures for a few hours and training back in the [Refuge] over the next few days, completing the dungeon on the third day. They fought all sorts of creatures in addition to packs of boars: bears, wolves, pumas, a giant very angry porcupine, and even a herd of horned leppers; giant rabbits with a horn. 
The earnings for killing the creatures and dismantling them were quite varied, but Jake found their credit count reaching over 40,000 with the dungeon completion bonus and with the Gnoll Chief’s chain mail armor and weapon having added 5,000. Jake looked longingly at the mana regeneration and heavenly energy-increasing item for the [Refuge] but reasoned that saving for the temple was a better move for now, as getting the Valkyrie her powers would make them much safer.
When practicing and learning a new combination of runes to form rune words, there was a lot of trial and error and a lot of spent mana. Jake could nearly cast balls of ice all day long with his high mana regeneration, but that was a simple runic sentence with only three rune words. The runic phrases that Jake and Ophelia were working on now had a minimum of six. The increase in mana cost per rune word was not additive but multiplicative, with the cost of six runes in a word to cast a spell being closer to triple the cost of three rune words instead of twice. 
Luckily, Jake was able to complete what was finally an ice spear instead of a ball of ice, and also a fire spear, which Fhesiah enjoyed. She could control the flames after they struck the target and increase the overall damage the spell accomplished for low effort on her part. 
Ophelia was able to replicate the spells as well, but it took her a bit longer to cast, and she could cast much fewer of them before she ran out of mana. This was much better for her, as she would only get a few casts in during a fight and focus on melee, anyway, so it was best for her spells to be more powerful to make them count.
It was the following day after completing the forest dungeon filled with beasts, and they were still waiting on their next dungeon allocation. Jake and Ophelia were once again working on their runic magic while Fhesiah worked on her own advancement. 
Ophelia turned to Jake and spoke, “Thank you so much for helping me with learning this magic. I don’t think I could have ever accomplished this much on my own. I find making the words in this language far too complicated.”
Jake looked over at her and smiled. He could feel her appreciation, respect, and affection over the bond. She was right, the rune words and forming phrases were complicated, but he was starting to notice something as he worked through the enchanting books and tried to combine them with the runes as well. 
He noticed that he could apply fundamental ideas that existed within programming, which he learned for his computer science degree, to using and creating runic phrases and getting something that worked. 
He decided to voice some of his thoughts, “I don’t think so, I think you are a very quick learner and a hard worker, but it is easy to get discouraged from the complexity. I think some of my schooling from Earth is helping me with understanding all of this, it is nothing special.”
Jake noticed that certain parts of the phrases of words could be substituted and traded to alternate effects. This was how he created the fire spear spell; in a way, you could see it as Jake trading out the word “ice” for the word “fire” in the sentence “create a spear of ice and shoot it at the target.” Of course, it was not that simple, and Jake had to change more than just one rune, but that was the idea. 
Jake saw this as similar to functions in programming, a reusable piece of code that would manipulate whatever was sent to it for a desired result. In this case, turning whatever was sent to the function into a spear and shooting it at the target. Jake didn’t think this was exactly game-breaking information or anything, but it just made it easier for him to associate with it in his head and was just a trick for his rapid progress.
Jake’s new goal was to enchant his spear staff with various functions so that he needed only to send the input to complete a spell and change it easily on the fly. The portion about creating a spear and shooting it at the target would already be there, so if Jake used his fire rune word and sent it through the staff, it would cast his fire spear spell. If he used his ice rune word and sent it, it would cast his ice spear. If Jake ever learned lightning or earth runes, he should be able to do the same. 
Jake could tell that this was possible, and he would add various functions to make casting much faster and more versatile. He noticed that remembering the phrases of rune words was becoming more and more challenging, and taking more time to form the numerous runes using his mana control, and these were still considered simple.
Jake could tell that as his intelligence increased, it was not like he was getting smarter, not exactly. He could think slightly faster, but his largest improvement was his memory. While he could normally take in knowledge pretty well, remembering the gist of most of what he read the first time, he never could remember the precise wording of sentences. Now, with his intelligence as high as it is, he could nearly recite entire pages with very few errors after he read them just a single time, sparing no conscious effort to memorize them. 
This was what was allowing Jake to work through learning a new magical language in such a short period. He decided to add for Ophelia’s benefit, “I’m also only able to improve so much because you’re helping me. You were the one that found how to make the ball of fire, after all. I’m really glad we’re able to work together on this. On top of that, you have really brought me up to speed with using a shield, and our coordination can finally stop Fhesiah.” 
Ophelia blushed, but she nodded. It was true. In just a few days of training, Jake was now a wielder of her old diamond-shaped shield. He was good enough with it now for him to bring it to battle on the last day in the forest, having already sort of caught up to using it with his spear. Jake had learned that Melee Specialization had a sort of catch-up effect when you added sub-skills. It was like all the framework’s focus on your personal improvement would go into those sub-skills, until they caught up with the main skill.
Jake had earned many bruises to learn the skill from a Valkyrie most eager, and it was not for nothing. Using their positioning and coordination, even when Fhesiah maximized her speed, they were able to keep her at bay. It seemed Ophelia wanted to say something else but was interrupted when he received a notification, the same dungeon information available to her as well. 
[Dungeon Information]
[Dungeon: Ant Queen Lair]
[Time Left: 4 Days, 2 Hours]
[Goal: Kill Ant Queen]
[Level: 8-10 | Boss: 10]
Jake reviewed the enemies on the wiki and found that they were likely going to be quite valuable. About the size of a medium-sized dog, these enemies could crawl up and over each other and swarm a target a lot faster than they would usually expect. Still, it appeared their carapaces and cores would be quite valuable, as well as other parts of their bodies. It would only take around two dozen to finally be able to build Ophelia’s shrine, or perhaps some more if they destroyed the sellable parts. 
Knowing that the time was so near, they spent a fair amount of time researching the gods and goddesses of [The Alliance]. They purchased books that were biased both for and against them, checked the alliance forums for details, and even minor grievances people had with the gods. In the end, they decided to stick with Jake’s gut feeling and stick with Hestia. 
Hestia did not participate much in fighting against the dungeon if the rumors were true, but she was involved heavily in providing succor across the Multiverse. Her focus was on going to [Contested Worlds] and helping with the rebuilding, providing aid, comfort, and protection for those that had been devastated by the wanton destruction of the dungeon creatures. She would provide a home for those that lost theirs, and protect them from coming to additional harm. This resonated with Jake, as his desire for a home and family was the primary drive for personal improvement, and he would work hard to help others, as well.
Still, Jake knew that at the end of the day, only strength mattered against the creatures from the dungeon. Their research had taught them that for Valkyrie, the god or goddess they prayed to would impact their abilities, though many would be almost entirely the same. A Valkyrie of Hestia would have a theme of using sacrificial flames; flames that reduced her own health to produce various effects, from greatly damaging opponents to healing or protecting others. Her ability to protect would be higher than most other Valkyries, Hestia’s domain of home offering sanctuary for her allies.
If Jake was going to min-max this choice, or only make choices for the maximum possible amount of power, he might not choose Hestia. Powers that cost the user’s health can often be inconvenient and difficult to bring out their full power, and there appeared to be choices that would ultimately be more powerful. 
The problem was, none of the more powerful choices were really gods or goddesses that resonated with any of Jake’s party. Some of the gods, their pasts since the introduction of [The Framework] had been sketchy at best, and not deserving of any respect or worship in their opinions at worst. 
Still, Jake thought the sacrificial flame would work well for their party, but this solidified the need for their next summon to be a true healer type; not a hybrid that does not focus on it like Jake or Ophelia. Jake had thought that perhaps someone good at trap and enemy detection like a ranger or rogue type might be best next, but he thought that the safety provided by a true healer might be better; until they get resurrection spells, they only had one life, after all. 
Also, Fhesiah was somewhat of a trap detector all on her own, with her [Divine Sense]. When Jake asked her how it worked, she told Jake to think of Divine Sense like a Lighthouse. A lighthouse would often have multiple torches, where some would illuminate the surroundings of the lighthouse itself. In addition, it would have many inside mirrored shutters that would focus and direct light around in a single direction, a much larger distance. 
Her Divine Sense would behave somewhat the same way. She could detect everything within a sphere around her at all times, where the ‘light’ would touch, at about five to ten meters away currently, requiring zero conscious effort on her part to do so.
[I can see everything at all times, Jake. Even your soul, and the way you react underneath your clothes when I remind you what we’re going to do when we’re alone in our room later. Oh, I’m sorry, Jake. Is your armor starting to feel a bit uncomfortably tight down there? I think we could have Ophelia organize the armory while we sneak off.] She gasped in his mind, [Oh no, I made it worse. You poor thing!]
Thanks to the fact that her soul is much more powerful for her level, she was confident in trap detection. Something would have to be at the level of a Tier 2 being or spell for them to truly obscure something from her or use an equivalent artifact. She could sense a much longer distance away in a small area like a lighthouse’s focused spinning light, reaching up to a hundred meters or so, currently, but she would have to focus on it. As her soul recovers, this distance will extend up to several kilometers, though that would likely not be until she reached Tier 2 or above again.
Still, Jake would have to live with the lottery of [The Framework] and see what he was able to choose from, especially now that he knew Fhesiah would veto any men being a part of the party.
Jake turned to the Valkyrie, “You looked like you wanted to say something before. What is it?” 
Ophelia gave a shy smile and just shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. It can wait until later.”
Their planning was done, they would now go kill some ants and return once they had enough from dismantling to create the private temple in their refuge. Jake could just feel the excitement pouring off the girls, and this was even though he knew that Fhesiah was far from excited to help dismantle the ants. 
While Jake understood that Ophelia was excited, it took him a moment to realize that Fhesiah clearly was excited about the premise of Jake’s party growing in power. He remembered the satisfied, almost smug feeling she got when she saw how effective Ophelia was, just after being summoned. One way or another, Ophelia was going to become stronger, and that meant by extension, so was Jake.




Chapter 20 - Declaration


There was just something extra disgusting about the guts of insects. The three of them had fanned out to dismantle the creatures, and Jake reviewed the fight in his mind. At first, killing the creatures had felt trivial, the party cutting them down or slicing through their limbs with ease. They had killed a half dozen of them as they entered into a larger chamber, having moved through a winding underground tunnel. 
That changed when they heard what sounded like hundreds of tiny clicks coming from a nearby corridor, to which Jake immediately got himself and Ophelia to prepare their runic spears of fire. They flung them almost as soon as the ants came into view, and they just kept firing them. It was on the fifth or sixth pair of fire spears that Fhesiah realized that the mass of ants was not slowing, with many more arriving. If this kept up, they were going to be in big trouble. Jake got out his [Scroll of Thornwood Field] and cast it at the entrance of the chamber, pushing the area of effect down the corridor the ants were coming through.
At first, the ants stopped coming, but then they started to push through. They were in fact taking damage, and it was clearly slowing their advance. But Jake could see that several dozen were still pushing their way through. With his thought communication, he confirmed that Fhesiah would assist with spreading the flames. Jake and Ophelia lined up their fire spears once again and launched them both into the ants and into the vines. 
It didn’t seem like it would really take, the vines practically alive and not all that dry. Then, Fhesiah added her control of fire and her own ball of flames, and that really caused them to spread, with Jake and Ophelia adding a few more fire spears into the mix. 
Once the fire spread, no more ants made it through the tunnel, and as the smoke cleared and the embers died out, there were none left alive. There was also no sound of any approaching. Jake decided to drag their corpses near the tunnel that they could retreat into, in case another wave arrived while they were dismantling. Which was what they were doing now, while Jake summoned a giant goliath beetle that watched and patrolled the surrounding tunnels.
When they had dragged the bodies into the tunnel, they had counted forty-five intact corpses. With this, they would have enough to create a private temple for Hestia, and Ophelia could do the ceremony to become a Valkyrie of Hestia. 
Jake wasn’t sure exactly what was going to happen during the ceremony but read that it was entirely possible to start the ritual or oath-taking without a clergy member present. Jake had wondered what would have happened if a newly initiated like himself chose the Paladin class, and he had learned they would likely have met their chosen god or goddess immediately, kind of like how Jake met Odin.
They just needed to collect a bunch of disgusting parts from these bugs first. Jake’s dismantling had long since hit level 4, to his surprise. This sped up Jake’s ability to dismantle the creatures, as his body moved nearly on autopilot to slice through the weak and soft areas of the carapace and separate the parts they desired. Jake was most looking forward to what would happen after he reached level 5 in the skill, which was when that skill would evolve, most likely into [Looting]. This would allow him to touch corpses, and they would dissolve into motes of light, the loot already collected.
There were some more lazy ways to handle the salvage, such as buying a bag of holding-type devices and shoving all the corpses inside several of them, but this would still be quite limited and expensive, Jake found. They could then bring them back to their refuge, where they could have a servant work through dismantling them. The dungeon was unsafe to bring a non-combatant, and not worth having the difficulty increase when bringing more people there. 
They could even sell the corpses on the [Multiverse Market], where others would buy and dismantle them and resell the parts on their own. Still, the most profitable is for them to just complete the work, as unlikeable as it is, then when they reach the looting skill the hard work they put in will become a memory, hopefully, one that they forget.
Unfortunately, that was later, and this was now. Many hands make for light work, as they say, each of them needing to complete around a dozen, and after just twenty minutes, the work was done; the other girls’ dismantling skill was also level 4 or approaching it, Fhesiah slightly behind as she was introduced to the Framework last. Many of the carapace and other parts were burnt beyond the ability for sale, but they had received more than enough, killing over fifty enemies total, their cores worth the lion’s share of their value in the first place.
Their grisly work done, once again making a makeshift sled, the party headed through the tunnels and returned to their [Refuge]. Once they arrived, they once again started their post-dungeon cleanup and ritual. 
Fhesiah said, “I always use the cleaning spell-form, but I am still taking a shower. I do not want to take any chances with any of that gunk left on me. There’s only one type of gunk that I don’t mind getting on me, and–” Jake did his best to interrupt, “Yes, the bug guts are disgusting. Enjoy yourself, I will take care of putting everything on the market.” Ophelia looked perplexed, and Fhesiah took that as a victory of its own and sauntered off. 
Since Fhesiah hadn’t helped Ophelia with her clean spell this time, Jake took care of it for himself and for her, magically scrubbing away the gross fluids off her armor and body, removing their armor as he went. She had a light blush on her face as he did so, so he looked at her a little in question.
She said, “It…tickles a little when you do it.” 
Jake just smiled at her, and helped her out of her remaining armor, leaving her in what looked like a skin-tight bodysuit that she had purchased previously, for fitting underneath her scale mail armor. Jake was down to similar thin underclothing himself. She said, “Thank you. I’m really excited to finally become a full Valkyrie, it has always felt like something is missing. I will finally be useful…”
Jake put a hand on her shoulder and turned her to him, and put his other hand on the other, now looking right into her eyes. He tried to send his feelings for her over their bond, of the pride and respect he had for her, and to send a reassuring feeling. 
He asked her, “Can you feel it? My feelings for you. You are a very strong woman, especially on the battlefield, and I respect all the hard work you put in with us, and your drive to be better. You are far from useless; you are much stronger than me!” 
He paused in thought, then continued, “You don’t need the spells of the gods to be useful, you are only learning them to keep us safer. Since the first time I saw you fight, I was in awe of you and was proud that you are my summon. You’re both an amazing and beautiful battle angel. Don’t put yourself down like that, you don’t deserve it.”
Ophelia had a shy smile on her face, and Jake could feel the joy she felt over his compliments and the feelings that he sent over the bond, and he let go of her shoulders. She grasped at her chest, and then looked at Jake with determination, a look Jake had seen many times before she got into her battle-ready stance, spear ready. Instead, she crossed the distance between the two of them and wrapped her hands around the back of Jake’s neck, and she kissed him on the lips. Jake was caught off guard, but he still grabbed onto her waist for balance and returned the kiss.
Jake could feel her joy and desire over the bond, and he deepened the kiss further by slipping his tongue inside her mouth. This new sensation was a little much for her, but she was determined and tried to meet him with her own efforts, clearly not experienced with this form of kissing. They spent nearly a minute like this before Jake pulled away.
She said, “I was starting to think that you might not even want me, too. Do you really think I’m beautiful? With all these muscles? Fhesiah is…very different from me.” Jake tried to reassure her by pushing his feelings over the bond once more and smiled at her. “You’re very beautiful, and you are strong. Your fit and strong body add to your appeal, not take it away.” Jake let his eyes rove over her sexy body, and tried to send his interest and desire over the bond. 
He said, “As for not wanting you, I was just wanting to take things slow and get to know each other better, and to give us a chance for our bond to build naturally. I had gotten the feeling that you wanted the same thing, as well, so I’m sorry if I was wrong.” She nodded her head, but he could see that there was still some fear or some doubt.
Jake continued, “I don’t know what Fhesiah told you exactly, but my reluctance in this arrangement is fear of us all getting hurt. If it was just me and you here, I would have had no doubts about wanting to try a relationship with you from the beginning, all I would have to know is if you wanted me too. You deserve someone that cares about your feelings and about you. I want you, and Fhesiah, to be happy, one way or another. If this relationship is full of jealousy and pain, then I think it would be better not to have it at all. But I want you to know I want to try, as long as you do.” He looked at Ophelia, hoping that she understood his fears and that it wasn’t because she was not wanted.
Ophelia was unsure, but she showed a shy smile, “I…want to try too. And you are right, I would rather take things slow, these things are very new to me. I just…don’t have a lot of confidence in myself, and you made almost no moves to pursue me. The summoner’s bond seems to help, as I can feel your feelings of care and affection, but I still felt like you did not think of me romantically. I think, as long as I can be so sure about your feelings, it might be enough for me…besides, I think it might be a little too late to back off now.”
Jake wasn’t sure what she meant by that last part, but she shook her head in response to his questioning look. Whatever it was, she would share it with him when she was ready. Jake guessed it meant that she could already be hurt if they stopped pursuing a relationship, or if she was referring to him already being her Chosen. He didn’t think that she could truly do this until she received the powers of a Valkyrie, but perhaps on some level, she had already made her choice.
Jake still had concerns about the relationship Fhesiah had put forward but realized that his worries weren’t going to do him, or more importantly, Ophelia any good. He would need to embrace things fully, if he hemmed and hawed over whether things would be fine or not, then they probably wouldn’t be; they were more likely to get hurt if he wasn’t decisive in the matter. So, in for a penny, in for a pound.
Jake wanted to make things clear, just like she did. He gave her a determined look, smiled, and then spoke, “Then, if you want to try, then I want to try too. You may have wings and can fly, but I’m not going to let you get away from me. I’ll make you mine, and I’ll do my best to make you happy.” With that, he stepped in with his arms around her waist once again, pulling her in and kissing her, her face became flushed and Jake felt her desire over the bond. 
They continued kissing for a while, and Jake moved one of his hands down to her ass and squeezed, feeling the firm globe, and she moaned as her face became even more flushed. She pulled back and was now panting to regain her breath, and as her crystal blue eyes stared into Jake’s, she now had a satisfied expression.
Jake spoke, “We’ll take our time, we should have plenty of it. Now, let’s go get everything ready. Even if you don’t need them to be useful, it’s still a big deal to get your powers. I am looking forward to seeing what you can do, then.”
They settled in to sell everything and finish cleaning themselves up. There were existing buy orders for all the materials gained from the ants and their cores. Once the sales were complete, they had over ten thousand to spare once the temple room was completed. 
They used the remaining funds to add most of Jake’s kitchen, and Jake added a room for Fhesiah to stay in when she wasn’t with Jake. While Jake was sure that she was planning on being a part of any bedroom activities Jake was a part of, he felt it shouldn’t be forced. Not only that, but Ophelia’s first time should be how she wanted it, very likely with just Jake. Plus, Fhesiah should really have an area of the home she could call her own. 
They also improved their living room and made it a little larger, and added a hearth: a fireplace. Most of these tweaks were quite affordable, and Jake did wonder where the smoke would go, but apparently whatever magic went into the [Refuge] would handle it. 
Jake did grab another [Scroll of Thornwood Field], as he felt that it was still reliable in terms of being able to allow them to retreat or to take advantage using fire as they did previously. Jake guessed that they would need to find more tools for both offense and defense, or escape, to increase their chance of survival. If it were up to Jake, they would load themselves up with so many life-saving tools and equipment that he would make a certain bat superhero look unprepared. 
Once again, Jake was feeling broke, but he knew that by tomorrow or the day after, they would have plenty of funds again, and potentially grab the mana and heavenly energy density-increasing item. 
Jake had read some old ceremonies to Hestia that involved sacrificing the first and last drink of wine for a meal. Fhesiah took to task in selecting a wine for this purpose, even if it was part of Earth’s Myth and might not reflect reality. She had found some not-so-pricey cultivator wine that would at least be special for someone like Jake. They had their dinner and prepared for Ophelia’s oath-taking.
Ophelia was in her full armor kit, and Jake and Fhesiah were wearing their more formal clothes. For Jake, this meant a dress shirt and a tie he wore to his many interviews, and Fhesiah wore more formal robes. They entered a small room that was not much larger than the room Ophelia started with, and in the rear of it was a small area with a statue of the goddess, Hestia. Some torches remained ever-lit, with a small table or altar in front of it.
The statue was a stone-gray color. Hestia was what Jake considered to be a beautiful, middle-aged Greek woman. While the statue was all gray, Jake had read that her hair was a fiery red, and he could see that it was long, wavy, and reached beyond her shoulders to the small of her back.
Jake had asked whether Ophelia wanted him and Fhesiah there for her oath-taking. While he was interested, he knew that most people’s connection with their god was a private one. Not only that, but the oath-taking itself should be rather anticlimactic. Still, Hestia is a goddess of the hearth, home, family, and the state, and so he reasoned that it was appropriate for her current family to be there; as odd of a family that it was, and Ophelia really wanted him there, so he would do it. 
Jake and Fhesiah took positions not far back from the altar, kneeling, and Ophelia set down her shield and spear and kneeled in front of the altar. She was thinking about the reasons why she would give her oath to the goddess, or what she would be fighting for.




Interlude 3 – Ophelia – Oath of a Valkyrie


Ophelia spent some time getting her thoughts in order before she took her Valkyrie’s Oath. It was hard for Ophelia to imagine that it had only been a few weeks since she arrived at Jake’s refuge. The turbulent emotions that happened that day are not something she would ever forget.  
Just why didn’t her father pay to have her resurrected? She knew that he was overcome with grief from the loss of her mother, but she was not yet lost, even though her body remained in that cave. 
Her first thought was that it was simply too soon for him to have saved up enough credits. But she checked her menu that first evening and found that over one hundred years had passed since her spirit entered the void that was the Framework. Just what had happened? Ophelia was afraid to learn the answer, the truth. Either her failure had driven him to death from grief, or something bad had happened to the town he lived in before he could save up enough funds to resurrect her. 
Either way, she was not there when her father needed her. She was pursuing her dream of becoming a respected warrior like her mother, and she had failed just like her, only worse: in a cave due to some foolishness of chasing down her tormentors, instead of on the fields of battle, protecting everyone.
She moved her thoughts to Jake himself. He sent reassurance to her over their bond, along with patience. She had just been broadcasting her feelings of regret when this should be a happy moment. Jake was humble, supportive, hard-working, handsome, and even strong; for a human, anyway. In many ways, he was not very different from her own father. 
Her father supported her mother in all that she did, producing weapons and armor for her and her squad mates, taking care of young Ophelia when she was out, and even preparing meals the majority of the time. When her mother died, it was like there was nothing left; he had given her everything, and her death took it all away. Of course, that was not true as her daughter was still there, but he was never able to rise above his grief to see it.
Still, she knew that Jake would help her achieve her dream of being a respected warrior like her mother. In many ways, he already has. It won’t be very long until she surpasses her mother’s strength, both from the help of the Framework and from Jake, and presumably the goddess she was about to take an oath to. On top of that, she had found her Chosen, the silly fool, having no idea why she felt the way that she did.
Jake probably thought she was in awe of his martial prowess, which for the amount of time he’d been training and fighting, she was, but the truth was that she was in awe of his fear. She saw the looks in his eyes as he charged into melee to face enemies that flank her. Perhaps, he had felt the wounds of combat previously and was subconsciously averse to melee combat as a result. 
It was definitely that he was afraid something would happen to him or her, most likely experiencing the pain of combat previously, but he had forced himself to move. How can one have bravery and courage without fear? Valkyries had no fear of battle, she found she was much more afraid of social interactions.
She knew that Jake would continue to fight even when he was afraid when the going got tough; just like the heroes she read about. She still remembered some [Alliance] people she met in her old world, both before and after she was initiated. They had shown up and led an offensive to reclaim areas, but many of them held no fear or conviction: they would just revive if they failed anyway, flee the world if it was lost anyway. Their skills were not much to write home about, either. Jake had already proven to her that he brought both talent and effort, a drive to be great. 
She could feel the care and affection for her sometimes over the [Summoner’s Bond] ever since the beginning. It settled over her like a warm blanket, as they spent nearly every waking moment together: training, eating, fighting, and even having fun. She could feel how much he cared for her and wanted to see her succeed, and just how far he would go to make it so.
She could tell Jake disliked melee combat, but he would charge in to keep the enemies from flanking her when she knew he would much rather stay back and cast spells for support. He would even suffer the pain of training to improve as much as he could and always be ready to help.  If it were up to him, he would never enter melee combat, and yet for his allies, he would step in and take the necessary risks. 
Jake was forging himself into a warrior, not because he wanted to, but because he needed to. Given enough time, he would forge himself into a hero, and she would be there to protect him, every step of the way.     
Ophelia moved her thoughts to Fhesiah. She really had a hard time understanding that girl. With all the teasing that she did, and the fact that she had slept with her Chosen, she should really hate her, but she found that she didn’t. Her teasing rarely aimed to hurt, only embarrass, or to otherwise get a reaction out of them for her to enjoy. 
Fhesiah also sensed the limit, or a line that she shouldn’t cross; perhaps the day of ridiculous military acting was her finding it. She found that she too liked watching Jake’s reactions to Fhesiah’s teasing, so it’s only fair that Jake and Fhesiah enjoy her being teased. Ophelia vowed to tease Fhesiah in return if there was ever a chance, but how can you embarrass someone with no shame? Perhaps, she just needed to find something she’d be ashamed about. 
Still, Fhesiah was in fact very supportive of her. Regarding picking Hestia, nobody did as much research on the matter as she wanted to get an accurate picture of the situation involving them. On top of that, she really approached with the idea that they would be sisters, and so far, she had shown that she cared for and desired Ophelia’s success as well. She had purchased that skill book that would help both of them, [Winged Combat], but she knew that it was her desire to spend more time with her that led her to choose it. 
Ophelia was a bit worried about Fhesiah’s pride, though. As a cultivator, she felt like she was above everything, and that [The Framework] was flawed. That Qi and the Dao were the only truths worth pursuing, and everything else was just noise. And yet, Jake and Ophelia were stuck pursuing the noise, so what does that say about them? If she was going to truly see them as equals, she would have to embrace [The Framework] fully. Ophelia didn’t think she should give up being a cultivator, but that she should use it to her advantage. To take its power where it is given, and to use it to help Jake and the rest of the party.
She hoped that Jake would be able to reign in her pride, as this line of thinking was only going to get them hurt. Only a fool would not wear armor when their only other option was using a limited resource for protection. She was hamstringing herself, making her weaker because of her pride. A weakness the outsiders will be more than happy to exploit.
Regarding the relationship with Jake, her timing of arrival just couldn’t be much worse. If she wanted Jake to herself, she’d have had to have arrived before Fhesiah; an impossibility. If Fhesiah hadn’t been willing to share, she’d have been doomed to be the third wheel until Jake relieved her from her service, or, she’d never have showed up and a Centaur Paladin would be in her place, apparently. Because there’s just no way Jake would dump Fhesiah; their bond as familiar and summoner being too close, short of her committing a crime most unacceptable. 
Since she was stuck with Fhesiah, she’d just have to look on the bright side. If Fhesiah was telling the truth, something special would happen as a result of Jake being a summoner whose bonds were full of love. That they would be stronger and happier together, rather than alone. That even if they wouldn’t all be her children, there’d be many little Jakes running around later, something that she herself could never give him. 
The truth is, Valkyries would often end up sharing their men, as they could never birth a son. Right or wrong, warriors were the type of people that desired strong sons the most: something that a Valkyrie can’t even give them, and yet warriors were who Valkyries were attracted to most. That didn’t mean that they all accepted it, or that it wasn’t hard for them, though. She had heard that selecting their Chosen would help with this, but she didn’t know for sure.
Ever since that first kiss with Jake and her bond improving the other day during their celebration, she could feel his lust and other emotions pouring over the bond just after Jake and Fhesiah entered their room for the night. Those feelings also wake her up in the morning, just how lustful is that girl? 
On some level, she was jealous that it wasn’t her in there with Jake, but on another, she knew that she was not yet ready for that. She had barely ever thought of herself loving a man romantically, and she desired romance before taking that step, just like in the stories she’d read growing up. She was ecstatic when Jake declared that he would make her happy: that he was going to pursue her in earnest, as weird as the whole situation felt.
It all comes down to her desire for family. Her family was ruined, destroyed by otherworldly creatures, creatures that she was fighting just earlier today. Together with Jake and Fhesiah, she would make a new one, one that would weather the storm of the outsiders, and avenge and protect those that have suffered at their hands. Jake was resolved to fight on the battlefield and stop them, to prevent more broken homes if he can, while forming and supporting a family of his own. 
She desired to follow her Chosen into battle and obtain glory and protect a family of her own. Fhesiah was part of that family, and as long as she continued showing that she earnestly desired her to be with them, Ophelia felt like she could fight her own jealousy. She would do her best to try to believe that Fhesiah was a sister of sorts and that she cared for her in her own way.
With that thought, she prayed. She vowed that she would wield her blade in the name of her goddess, Hestia. She would fight against the outsiders to protect her home and the homes of others. Ophelia would give herself to the flames, to protect her family and those that could not protect themselves. And when the battle was won, she would help rebuild in any way that she could. She would cherish her family and others. That she would risk her life to protect Jake and her family.
Ophelia felt a burning, but not painful, sensation in her chest; a fire ignited. Her spinning core ignited like a star, and she could feel the love and warmth within it. A hearth of her own, that would never be extinguished, powered by the love, affection, and desire to protect her family and to wield her spear against those that would tear down her homes and others. She basked in the feeling of her core, her own hearth until she heard a voice.
“My, how rare to receive an oath from the Fringe, and such an earnest one. It was nice of you to invite me to your [Refuge], and with such a rare invite, it would be just too rude of me not to accept.”
Ophelia looked up from where she had knelt in front of the altar and saw a beautiful woman with flaming red hair. Hestia took the place of her statue. She was here, in the flesh.




Chapter 21 – Dinner with a Goddess


When Ophelia knelt down and started to get her thoughts in order, Jake felt her intense regret and grief. He had done his best to send his emotions to calm her, and eventually, they were replaced with determination. When Jake had read about these oaths of a Paladin or Valkyrie, he learned that most of the time nothing happened outwardly; they would just receive some prompts from [The Framework], and that was it.  
It was to his surprise that he saw a flame ignite within Ophelia’s chest, and the statue of Hestia was replaced with the goddess herself. There were no motes of light, no portal, or other magical effects. It was like one moment there was Hestia’s statue, and then another it was Hestia standing there like she had been there the whole time. Her flaming red hair felt like it was truly on fire, Jake was able to see a blurring haze of heat being given off from her presence alone.  
“My, how rare to receive a Valkyrie’s oath from the fringe, and such an earnest one. It was nice of you to invite me to your [Refuge], with such a rare invite, I just had to accept.”
Both Ophelia and Fhesiah gasped, and the goddess just smiled.
“Valkyrie Ophelia, your oath is accepted. May you wield your blade in defense of hearth and home, and protect families forevermore. To think, you’ve already found your Chosen. It has not fully taken hold, so you could still change your mind…”
Ophelia shook her head no, and just bowed in acceptance, perhaps not trusting herself to speak. Jake had noticed that she said that she was invited, perhaps the sacrifice of wine, which was still sitting there on the altar? If that meant that she was now a guest in Jake’s home, he would have to welcome her.
“Welcome to our humble home, Hestia. If you like, there’s food…”
They had just eaten dinner, and the food was likely even still warm. Jake was not sure what compelled him to offer what he did, but felt it was right; it was only normal to offer a guest food when they were in your house and when it was present, to him, anyway.
The goddess showed a beaming smile as she looked at Jake, and she picked up the glass of wine that was prepared for her and took a sip. She spoke while looking over at Fhesiah, 
“Such an interesting wine, it’s very rare for me to be offered the wine of cultivators. Most absolutely refuse to join the Framework and instead fight against the outsiders differently. To think I would meet one that did, and that she would resonate so well with me.”  
The sconces that held the everlasting torches ignited powerfully, and Jake could feel the divine presence of Hestia being given off. Fhesiah was enchanted with peering into the flames, entering some sort of trance, forgetting to even respond to the goddess. 
Jake didn’t get long to think about what might be happening, when the goddess now addressed him, “And that leaves me with Jake. Thank you for welcoming me into your home, and offering your hospitality. To think that the one here that resonates with me most is both a warrior and a man. I accept your hospitality to partake in your meal, Jake. We should just wait for a moment.”
Jake wasn’t sure what she was talking about for about a minute when Jake felt what he had come to understand was Fhesiah’s heavenly truths being made manifest coming from her. Only, he could tell they were even stronger than he had felt before. He saw no flames when he looked at her, but he could feel their weight on reality. It was both weaker and different from the goddess’s flame, perhaps less complete. He could also feel her emotions over the bond: joy, pride, and triumph. 
If Jake had to guess, she had somehow advanced her understanding of the heavenly truth of fire and made that understanding a part of her very being. Jake was surprised, as with how he understood how her heavenly truths, or Daos, worked, it meant that she had taken a part of the goddess’ flames as her own. 
Fhesiah suddenly gasped, almost like she had forgotten to breathe the whole time, so focused on the flames. She gave Jake a beaming smile, and spoke, “I did it, Jake! I had not advanced my Dao for over a decade, and with my soul recovering, I thought it would be decades more before I advanced it again. To think the goddess would gift us with something so special. Thank you, goddess Hestia.”
Hestia just smiled at her, but replied, “Whatever do you mean a gift? You simply witnessed a normal manifestation of my divinity as part of a religious ceremony, and it was you that advanced on your own. No gift was given, and thus the law of balance has been maintained. Now, I was offered to partake in your meal. Please, show me your area of dining as a family.”
Jake tried to understand what the goddess was perhaps trying to tell them, with her wording about the law of balance. He opened the door and led the three ladies out of the room and into their living room, as he thought about this. They headed for the table, where Jake did have four seats, with food already on the table. 
He said, “Please, have a seat, Hestia. I will go grab you a plate.” Jake held the seat out and pushed in the seat for Hestia as she sat down, and he saw that she sat down with her wine cup. Jake felt that this was really surreal. This was almost like having your favorite celebrity, or a president that you actually liked visiting your home and eating your regular dinner, but even bigger than that. This Goddess could erase the Earth with a thought if they wanted to, after all.
Jake was just thankful that this night he had not cooked anything strange. He had taken to start cooking various meals from meat purchased on the [Multiverse Market]. This included things like monster boar flanks, and he had even thought about trying to cook some ant legs to see if they might turn out like giant crab legs. Luckily, he had not tried that today, the goddess would actually have a steak from a cow not dissimilar from a cow from Earth to go with her cultivator wine. 
There were some sides of green bean casserole that Jake had made, along with some mashed potatoes, and beef gravy with caramelized onions and mushrooms that could go on the mashed potatoes or the steak, if you so choose. 
For dessert, Jake had made some chocolate shakes that were a mixture of a protein shake and some other things to make it taste much more interesting and hide the almost medicine-like taste of the powdered mixture. Jake had found that he needed to add many extra calories and nutrients for the girls and himself as they worked out and progressed in their respective magics, to keep them full of energy and to fuel growth. 
Overall, a pretty good meal for a Wednesday night, but probably not a meal worthy of a super-wife goddess. Jake had only just started using his magic oven, and it would be a while before he would be able to confidently make fantasy-style meals. He quickly used the stove to warm the food to a more welcoming temperature and returned to the table with an extra set of cutlery. He also brought a bowl of fruit for himself and the girls, so that they would have something to eat, to make it a little less awkward as the goddess ate her meal alone.
The goddess tucked in and ate, while they tried to engage in small talk. They had little to talk about when so much of their life was consumed by the dungeon, so they talked about some of the movies they had been watching together. They also talked about some of the places they were wanting to go, when they reached the greater multiverse.
Eventually, the goddess finished the small plate of food and she was able to try everything that Jake had made, including the chocolate shake. She had a smile on her face, and she looked at Jake and spoke, “Thank you for the meal. I’m sure whoever cooked it is going to be an excellent wife, and that is coming from a super-wife goddess, the supreme authority on that matter. I could feel all the love and care put into it, and I think that this family is lucky to be able to enjoy such a harvest.” 
Jake’s feelings were conflicted by both of these statements. Proud that his meal was enjoyed, embarrassed slightly that he was compared to being a wife, and also that she had obviously heard his thoughts and got his mental comment regarding her being a super-wife goddess. Also, he knew that Fhesiah was going to pounce on that statement and beat him over the head with it for weeks, perhaps years to come, with her teasing. He could feel the mirth from both of the girls over the bond.
The goddess spoke once again, “With that, it is nearly time for me to leave. Thanks to that gift given, I can return it with one of my own: a housewarming gift. I see you had recently placed a hearth, perhaps to make your home better embody my domain, but no matter. I will give you a new one, that you will find its effects are very close but better than the tool you hoped to purchase soon. This is the best I could do while maintaining the law of balance, but it is [Upgradeable].”
Jake’s mind worked furiously to try to understand this law of balance. He had thought the gnoll dungeon was far too challenging for a small group of humans at his level, so could it be that it was related to this? Is there some kind of ledger that kept track of what he may have received from the gods, Odin in that case, and that somehow made things more challenging than they otherwise would have been? 
Thinking on it further, just why wouldn’t the Gods stack the deck with newly initiated and gear them to the teeth with plate mail armor, a large assortment of skills, and even enchanted equipment? The dungeons which scaled on the level would be trivial. Jake guessed that this would be the reason.
Hestia smiled and said, “I can confirm since you reached the conclusion on your own. Gifts from patrons such as the gods, even knowledge or information affect this so-called ledger, allowing [Tartarus] to increase the difficulty of the dungeon beyond your level or number of party members. The [Alliance Store] and [Multiverse Market] maintain the law of balance as well: something cannot be sold for much less or much more than what it is functionally worth, determined by the consensus of [The Framework] and [Tartarus] itself. You have no fear of breaking this balance by purchasing or selling anything there. If something feels too expensive there, it is likely due to this. 
You may also notice that party members not introduced properly to [The Framework] may have inconsistent levels of balance since they are not measured at a matching level. One could say that one of [The Framework]’s jobs is negotiating the balance of difficulty with the outsiders for this endless game, and it cannot do that nearly as precisely for those not under it.”
Jake let that sink in. So, he was right, in that perhaps Fhesiah had somehow impacted his dungeon difficulties. When the goblin dungeon was allocated, he had not yet bound her, perhaps her presence near zero on this so-called ledger. When they were allocated the zombie dungeon, she was still very weak, and perhaps the moniker of beginner dungeon influences this as well.  
Fhesiah then regained a bit of her power between that and the skeleton dungeon allocation, which is where the dungeon built a trap to slay her; the level range of that dungeon was way above his own. After that, the gnoll dungeon was allocated, but before she was introduced into [The Framework] with their bond completed. Perhaps, when Ophelia joined, it took some time to scale the difficulty upward. This was why the beast dungeon was trivial like Jake would normally expect after she was introduced, but it could also be that not every dungeon was of the maximum difficulty. 
Hestia then said with a smile, “There’s a little left in the balance, so I will provide you with one piece of information. Runic Magic is very powerful, and it may serve you well. However, its power is determined by not only the rules and restrictions of Runic Magic but also the language itself that is used in making the runes. If the language that is used is powered by faith or conviction, those powers can be controlled or lost.”
Jake thought about what it was that Hestia was trying to tell them; what she was leaving unsaid. Thinking about the Nordic Language that he was currently using, he guessed that it was powered by the faith, or power, of those that worship Odin and his pantheon, perhaps. That meant that if he were to ever fight someone like “evil” Odin, or perhaps Loki, it would be useless as the very faith in him could not be used against him, most likely, just as an example. 
Then, if something bad happened to the Norse Pantheon or those that provided the faith which powered the runes, the power could be lost as well. He would have to consider options for this, later. Definitely a problem for future Jake; he was only barely getting used to Nordic Runes as it was.
Hestia spoke once again, standing up, to which the rest of the group matched. “Now, one more piece of business before I go. I wanted to make sure the other business with my visit was taken care of before I made my offer. Jake, it is very rare that a newly initiated warrior such as yourself resonates so highly with me. My domains are the hearth and home, family, and the state. 
The war against Tartarus is never-ending. Whether the battle is won or lost, everyone needs a home to return to, as the war still continues. Family is the cornerstone of society, and the state should only exist to protect this cornerstone. I know that you have suffered, and you have seen the value of family and the failings of the state. I know that you are willing to fight, to risk your life for your family and even others. I want to formally offer you: Would you become one of my champions?”
Jake and the two girls both were in a state of shock at the offer. Jake had read about Champions and hadn’t found overly much. However, he had learned that there were very few of these for each god or goddess in comparison to the vastness of the multiverse, and they were only exceeded by their chosen [Hero], for which there was only one. 
Jake wondered just why a level five could even be considered for such a role, but voicing it out loud would be like an insult; of course, she’s aware of his capabilities, and probably all of his limitations as well, so there could be some advantage to catching Jake early. Still, she desired him to be her champion. This decision was not quite permanent; some champions have left their gods or goddesses or given up their roles as a form of semi-retirement.
The goddess once again spoke, “Of course, I understand that this seems excessive. Making a level five their champion seems foolish, knowing what you know. However, there are benefits to choosing a Champion before they reach their first tier. My cost is lower, and the end result of a Champion whose class evolved at each Tier as one will simply be better than waiting until they reach above level fifty and then deciding among them or something like this.”
She continued, “What I’ve said to you is also true, that strong-willed warriors, specifically leaders resonating with me more than another god or goddess, is somewhat rare. I have several slots available for champions that go unfilled, as many of the paladins and priestesses that worship me: their desire to do battle or risk their souls against the outsiders are lower. They often have their own families or communities they wish to protect, and with you currently unattached, this is an opportunity for us both.”   
Fhesiah’s thoughts were all over the place, and Jake could feel that Ophelia was both excited and worried. Perhaps worried about how much harder it would be to protect a champion? He’d have to ask her later. 
Hestia probably saw the confusion and decided to add, “Being my champion is not going to be easy, but it is not without benefits. Your [Summoner] class once it reaches the first major threshold, level ten, will be able to be increased in rarity, its effectiveness, beyond what it would have otherwise. You will be granted a spell and a passive skill that matches my domains immediately when you accept as well.” 
She continued, “The cost for you will be that you must be an agent for my interests. If I call upon you, you must do your best to accomplish the [Tasks] I set out for you. I only choose champions that would have nothing against doing the [Tasks] that I set out for them, and I always reward them accordingly for their completion. Fhesiah will enjoy that the position comes with both fame and power, and Ophelia will enjoy that the position comes with glory, and of course, matches her oath besides.” 
She looked meaningfully at Jake and gave him a motherly smile. 
“Jake, you are needed, and you are wanted: I need your help. You have worked hard in your life to become better, and your personal efforts and your Fate,” she glanced meaningfully at Fhesiah and Ophelia, “Have made you special. I know you will do a lot of good, and this is the way for you to accomplish the most. I would love to tell you more, perhaps everything, but I’m limited until you accept.”
Jake’s emotions from that proclamation were all over the place. If they hadn’t done a lot of research on Hestia before Ophelia’s oath-taking, he would probably be enraged by how manipulative that statement was. If it was someone like Loki, a god known for deception saying this, he would think they were just looking at his deepest desires in life and promising them to him, even if he was not going to get them. Instead, it felt like it was just a statement of truth. Jake was needed, and he could make a difference: just like he always wanted.
Jake wanted to say yes, but he was not about to make such an important decision alone, perhaps this was precisely why Hestia addressed the girls first. He looked over to Fhesiah, and she sensed what he was wanting and nodded her head. From her thoughts, she was very much interested in both the fame and power it would bring Jake, bring their family. Jake also knew that she had done the most research on the gods and would know even more than Jake knew about champions. If she was on board, that was definitely a good thing.
Jake looked over to Ophelia and she also nodded. He could still feel her worry, but she was proud, as well. It looked like there were no problems, everyone was on the same page. He looked over to the goddess, who was waiting for his answer with a smile; even if she already knew the outcome of his thoughts, he would still need to voice them.
“I accept,” Jake said. Hestia’s smile grew wider, and she raised her hand where a flame grew in it. He could feel her divinity in this flame, even greater than in the previous ceremony where the flame entered Ophelia. She pointed towards Jake’s chest, and that flame sped towards him; too quick for him to react. Hestia’s flame entered his core, where it began to change in ways that were quite similar to Ophelia’s. Jake was trying to observe the changes being made to him, but the goddess once again spoke.
“Once again, you will be saddled up with some studying; As much as I would like to go over all the responsibilities and advantages of being one of my Champions, I am still limited in how much time I can spend with you. The good news is that you should be able to consult with me using your shrine if you need, but try to keep it to the important bits.” When she was done speaking, a book similar to the ones he purchased in the [Alliance Shop] appeared in her hands, and she set it on his table and spoke again.
“This should contain all the information that you need, along with the information contained within your [Menu]. Dungeons, including your [Trial] to join the multiverse, will become slightly more challenging when they are allocated thanks to being my Champion, but that should be offset by what you gained here today. The difficulty will increase further after you complete the [Trial] and become my Champion in truth, able to call upon me. I think you will find it to be quite worth it, even if you are a bit of a min-maxer, Jake. You will not receive any Tasks until you reach the greater multiverse, though I will try to keep you busy not long after then.”
Once again, Jake would have to read to learn more, but it sounded like until they completed their [Trial], his decision would not change much. Just one more reason in the long list of them to reach and complete their [Trial].
Hestia spoke again, “Once again, thank you for your hospitality, Jake, Ophelia, and Fhesiah. It was so nice to finally meet you all. Jake, Odin had good things to say, and let me know that I should meet you for myself. He was right, as usual. I will leave you with one more piece of information. There are various races that many consider evil, but even among those, there is the possibility of good. If you meet a worshiper of mine, I doubt that you will object to them, even if you might object to the rest of their race. Goodbye, everyone. It was a pleasure.”
With that, she was gone, just like she had arrived. No motes of light, she was just there one moment and then gone the next. They all stood there, and let the impact of the goddess’s visit sink in. It was Fhesiah who then spoke, “Well, that happened. I suppose that’s what wifey gets for thinking that the oath would be anticlimactic, huh?”
Jake groaned. He just knew he was never going to hear the end of that.




Chapter 22 – Goddess Visit Aftermath


The goddess was only in their [Refuge] for maybe 30 minutes, but her visit had completely exhausted everyone. Jake decided to go over the changes to his status caused by the goddess. 
[Skill Evolved!]
[Mana Core: Spiral Lv. 3 -> Hearth Core Lv. 3]
[Hestia’s Flame burns brightly within you. May your hearth burn, till the end of time.]
[Effect: +2.5 All Attributes / Skill Level]
[+75% Maximum Mana]
[+15% Maximum / Core Level]
Jake found that the mana core change, an additional +.5 stats per level of the skill, and much more maximum mana were quite significant. But the name and how the hearth felt was probably a much larger change, and he wondered how it would evolve in the future. He silently thanked Fhesiah, once again, for helping him form the core in the first place. Jake found Ophelia’s core had received the same change. She also received the same passive skill as him:
[Skill Learned Purifying Flames Level 1]
[Hestia’s flames purify you, body and soul. Negative effects will be purged as time goes on.]
Jake was somewhat happy with this but would have to wait to test it out. It was certainly not a force multiplier, but it gave one less thing for Jake to worry about. In the game, there were various nasty status effects, and the fact that here his risk was reduced was a welcome thing. Plus, only true healers would receive the best forms of negative status removal at the earliest.
Next, he gained a new spell, under a new category of magic called Champion Magic:
[Champion Spell Learned Sacrificial Flames: Barrier]
[The Hearth and Family must be protected. Consume health, stamina, and mana to create a flaming barrier.]
When Jake first cast this spell, he nearly stumbled and shouted in pain. Jake had guessed that he had nearly lost fifteen or twenty percent of his health to cast this barrier, and casting it did not feel good, to put it lightly. He wasn’t sure which aspect of his being he was running out of, as the idea of ‘health’ felt ambiguous, but he could feel that if he kept casting it without being healed, he would die.
Still, the barrier it created lasted nearly ten whole seconds, and they found that it was quite a challenge to break through it in that amount of time. 
They were unable to test very well with spells, as Fhesiah was really only able to attack with flames, which, if anything, increased the power of the barrier. Ophelia casting runic spears of ice did not seem to be able to defeat the barrier.  
Not only that, but it was somewhat mobile, with Jake being able to make it follow or intercede with blows; he could protect more than one person with this, even without covering them. The cost increased the larger the area it covered, and he could even decide on the shape. The minimum size cost about ten percent of his health, and that still produced a barrier larger than Ophelia’s larger shield.
Only Ophelia and Fhesiah beating on it with their full strength with their weapons for the entire duration did the barrier start to see cracks near the end. Jake now had a very reliable barrier that he could trust to protect himself and his team, and he was glad at how quickly he could activate this barrier; it required little more than a thought, now that he was used to system-based casting. It also had another effect: it caused minor damage to attackers. For Fhesiah and Ophelia, it was negligible because of their compatibility with fire, but Jake imagined that determined attackers would hardly be able to shrug it off. 
On to Ophelia’s new spells, under a new category of hers called [Valkyrie Magic]:
[Valkyrie Spell Learned Sacrificial Flames: Renewal Level 1]
[Light the flames of renewal. Consume health, stamina, and mana for healing the desired target.]
Ophelia found that she could use the spell even on herself, as backward as that appeared. She would just need to make sure she had enough leeway when casting. She also found that the heal was highly efficient, in that it may only use a little more mana than Jake’s [Cure Wounds]. However, the amount of healing it produced was close to four times the amount in the same amount of cast time.
[Valkyrie Spell Learned Sacrificial Flames: Spear of Hestia Level 1]
[Consume health, stamina, and mana to cast a Flaming Spear of Hestia at your target.]
Ophelia now had the defining skill of all Valkyries: a magic attack powered by their god or goddess. They found this ability to be quite powerful, but it would likely not be used against enemies they found to be trivial. The cost of five to ten percent of her health depending on the size and strength of the attack was worth being conservative about its usage. Overall, her spears were much more powerful than the runic fire spears that they had used previously, and Jake guessed that they had special effects against targets like the undead. Hestia’s flames had properties of purification, so any creature that relied on pestilence or disease would likely take extra damage as well.
These were some major qualitative changes for the two, and Fhesiah was not completely left out either. Her epiphany with her control over the flames made her even more of a menace when using teamwork as they had done previously. Ophelia’s flames left over by her [Spear of Hestia] attack could then be taken over by Fhesiah, where they would spread and increase into an all-consuming flame. Her own fireball attack was also greatly improved, Jake guessed that it would now completely crush the Gnoll Chief they had faced not that long ago.
Jake now checked their housewarming gift.
[Legendary Refuge Item Obtained]
[Hearth of the Refuge]
[This hearth has been blessed by the Goddess Hestia. Within the Refuge, all energy density is increased by five times. Upgradeable.]
So now Jake and Ophelia could practice many more spells throughout the day, and Fhesiah would make much more progress on her cultivation. This was even better than the fixture Jake was hoping to purchase, only improving density by three times. Jake’s [Mana Siphon] would bring even more heavenly energy through the bond, and it was difficult to measure how much impact this would bring over time. Fhesiah was confident that this was much faster than secluding herself in some cave, like cultivators are wont to do. 
Jake found that they could even upgrade the hearth for 250,000 credits, and that would double its efficiency. Jake thought this would be definitely worth it, but they needed other purchases first. Namely, their equipment was going to start getting behind soon. Jake’s leather was easily damaged by even the giant ants, and Ophelia’s was not much better off. 
Fhesiah’s robes would seem to provide as much defense as she used heavenly energy, but she is due for some additional padding if you asked Jake. Even Jake’s spear staff was starting to fall behind, he had even worried about blocking a major blow from the Gnoll Chief without it breaking.
Jake reviewed his own status sheet. He still hadn’t reached level 6, but he felt that he was getting very close. The changes from his core evolving in addition to the core level he had gained were somewhat significant. He found that his own stats had increased, but also that the sheet rounded up.
[Jake Status Level 5]
[Strength: 24]
[Dexterity: 22]
[Constitution: 21]
[Intelligence: 28]
[Wisdom: 27]
[Charisma: 24]
Jake reviewed Ophelia’s status sheet. It appeared she had reached level 4 at some point.
[Ophelia Status Level 4]
[Strength: 32]
[Dexterity: 25]
[Constitution: 27]
[Intelligence: 18]
[Wisdom: 27]
[Charisma: 27]
Finally, Jake reviewed Fhesiah’s status sheet. 
[Fhesiah Status Level 3]
[Strength: 36]
[Dexterity: 29]
[Constitution: 22]
[Intelligence: 32]
[Wisdom: 29]
[Charisma: 28]
Jake was surprised to learn that she too had a level, but it appeared she did not get attributes to spend, and she did not earn levels from kills, at least not without extra steps. Her attributes would increase as a result of her cultivation improving, not necessarily exclusive to her increasing her level. On top of that, the status was just an estimate of what her attributes are with minimal amounts of Qi flowing through her. She could almost double that value for short bursts regarding her strength or dexterity.
Instead, she gained levels by absorbing heavenly energy, and the Framework focused on what she would gain as experience towards improving her skills, in addition to providing small amounts of heavenly energy. 
This kill energy could then be cultivated when she returned to their [Refuge]. In all, not all that different from what Jake and Ophelia earn from kills, but Fhesiah needed a safe place to absorb this energy, and it could be lost if she lost control over it or too much time passed; A few hours might be okay, but she would start to lose her gains if they spent much longer than that. But Jake and Ophelia could gain a level while in the dungeon, even in the middle of a fight.   
They had only spent a bit of time going over the changes before they headed to bed for the night. In the morning, they had set about practicing their spells and abilities, and Jake thought to ask Ophelia for her thoughts. “When Hestia offered me the position of champion, you were quite worried, but happy too. What is it that makes you worried?”
Ophelia frowned and thought for a moment, having difficulty coming up with the words. “It’s just, I thought about how dangerous being a champion could be, and I was worried…that I wouldn’t be good enough to protect you, to be good enough for you. I’m…”
Jake decided that this line of thought was not going anywhere good, so he interrupted, “I know that you think you aren’t good enough to be a champion’s protector, but I’m not good enough to be a champion, at least not yet. We’ll work together and become better, but I think you’ve done excellently: you have not failed me yet. I promised you that we would do everything we could to make you successful, and we are already one step closer to that. I know that you put in enough effort on your own that this will happen, it’s inevitable. I won’t give up on you, so you shouldn’t give up on yourself, too.”
Fhesiah floated over from where she was working on her own skills by the hearth where she now often stayed, and she decided to add her piece, “Jake is right. If you can’t believe in yourself due to previous failures, just cover them with a blanket of success. Or, just believe in me, the dragon-touched demoness that reached the Nascent Soul realm at the young age of only one hundred and two, that believes in you. I chose you, and so of course you will be magnificent. There is no way that you will fail me, I’m certain of it.”
Ophelia and Jake just had wry smiles on their faces. Did she come over to cheer up Ophelia, or did she come over to brag about herself? Still, her emotions matched her statement: she had conviction when she said those last words, so Jake nodded at Ophelia and tried to send those emotions to her: that Fhesiah, as twisted as her words might have been, truly believed in Ophelia. She understood and accepted her encouragement, as well as Jake’s, and was then filled with determination. 
“I will do it. I will become a Valkyrie that is worthy of following a goddess’ Champion into battle, with your help.” With those words spoken, she then kneeled in front of Jake, and her wings started to glow like the flame of her spells. She spoke once again, “Champion Jake, I choose you. I will follow you in all that you do, to be your spear and your shield, provide succor, and follow you on the fields of battle till the end of time, my hero.” 
The light increased in intensity, and some of it drifted over to Jake, surrounding him. The energy entered where Jake felt his bond with Ophelia, and it strengthened and changed it slightly. He could feel her elation, her enjoyment of this new connection. Jake could feel a better understanding of Ophelia, like he could feel down to her very essence of who she was, and guessed that she was able to understand him in the same way.
Jake found that he could even understand the reasons she liked and respected Jake, and made him her Chosen. She had no doubt that Jake would become a warrior, a hero that people respected, and a Valkyrie like her serving him was a matter of course; in their nature. She was making this Oath to the Champion Jake, not the Jake from Earth that was slowly, perhaps inevitably, becoming her lover. 
That he would care for her, motivate her, and help her excel were all more reasons but just bonuses, including the growing affection they had for one another. She also felt that his goals and his desires matched hers and that she trusted him to continue to lead her into battles that she can be proud of. She also chose him because it would be a way for her to better protect her summoner, and she was right, as Jake checked his notifications.
[Skill Learned: Valkyrie’s Chosen]
[Valkyries will not allow their chosen to fall before themselves. Your Valkyrie takes 20% of damage you receive in your stead.]
[+5% Additional Damage Absorption / Level of Ophelia’s Valkyrie’s Magic Skill.]
Ophelia herself received a skill.
[Skill Learned: Valkyrie’s Fervor]
[Valkyries become stronger when fighting near their chosen. Gain 10% All Attributes when fighting near Chosen. Effect increases when chosen takes significant damage.]
[+2% All Attributes / Level of Valkyrie Magic]
Jake could both see and feel that Ophelia was quite happy with the skills and her choice, especially now that she had a better understanding of him. He said to her, “I know you won’t let me down, and I’ll do my best to not let you down either. I think if we work hard together, the three of us can be great. I don’t think the goddess would have invested in us if she didn’t agree.”
Ophelia just nodded, and just basked in the new feelings she had. Fhesiah had a smile on her face, quite happy with how things turned out. Unfortunately, that smile went away, when she heard Jake’s thoughts. It was time to kill and gut some more bugs.




Chapter 23 – Giant Ant Queen’s Lair


Jake’s party fought through the giant ant queen’s lair with ease. Ophelia convinced Jake to allow her to use her [Spear of Hestia] attack frequently, so that they could get a feel for or understand the sacrificial nature of the spell, and also to train her [Valkyrie Magic] to higher levels. If they always held onto it and only used it for emergencies, it would never grow in strength. The same for her healing spell, so they mixed getting a feel for Jake using his [Cure Wounds] spell, and her using [Renewal] to restore the health lost. 
“It feels like a part of me had been missing my whole life. Part of it is being connected even better to Jake, but another part is the magic of the goddess. How easily my mana turns into the flames of Hestia, it feels amazing.”
Fhesiah smiled. “Your flames are quite something. Now, fighting those gnolls we had fought would be completely trivial.”
Jake said, “They are amazing, but I feel like our party is a little reliant on using flames. We definitely need to practice as many spells without fire as possible.”
Ophelia nodded. “I definitely want to keep up my runic magic, Jake.”
Ophelia’s mana regeneration was now quite good with her core and mana siphon of her own, but it still could not compare to Jake’s thanks to his Summoner class. He would keep her topped off on all her resources as they slaughtered the ants through to the queen. They did not run into a large assault from the creatures again, but they did encounter some groups around half the size. Ophelia’s [Spear of Hestia] made short work of them, with Fhesiah helping spread her flames. Jake’s summoned giant goliath beetle stayed by his side, to help protect him if they got ambushed.
Jake’s stamina regeneration came through once again, allowing even her stamina to regenerate between fights to where she felt like she was topped up after using one just a few minutes later. They worked through the caverns until they arrived at a final massive chamber, where the ant queen resided. They were a little surprised at the number of ants killed to arrive at the destination; they had only killed at most a hundred new ants, when previously they had killed nearly forty in one wave. Jake noticed this, and wondered if they were going to be running into a trap. Still, Jake was not worried about the ants any longer. 
Ophelia was now beaming at her effectiveness. She had just hit level five and learned a new spell, and then she had already picked her specialization, similar to Jake. The spell was learned prior to her picking her specialization.
[Valkyrie Spell Learned Sacrificial Fire: Consecration]
[Light the hearth, burn those who act against your family. Consumes mana, stamina, and health to create an area of flames around themselves and her chosen.]
When she hit level five, she was given the specialization choices for her Valkyrie spells and abilities: Offensive, Defensive, and Chosen. Jake is not sure exactly what would have happened if she had picked offense or defense in her case, but the girls outvoted Jake for her to choose the chosen specialization for her magic. 
Jake thought that defense was a better specialization for their party, as Jake thought that focusing on Chosen specialization, such might be more fitting if Jake was a warrior, and she could better protect the party with defense specialization.
Ophelia shook her head, “My father was devoted to my mother, and while she loved him, she wasn’t devoted to him in the same way. I don’t want…a repeat of that. You are really focused on improving us and the group, so… I really think someone should be devoted to you. By me being better able to keep you safe or fight alongside you, Fhesiah and future party members can focus on offense.”
“I’m in agreement there, Jake. I think the Chosen specialization is more focused on protecting or supporting you: just look at what she gained when she chose you. I think that’s the right way to go. You can resurrect her at a shrine when you get to one, but we aren’t so sure we’ll be able to do the same for you. We’ll both feel better knowing you’re protected.”
But the girls saw it as more a level of devotion or a focus on protecting Jake. Not only that, but Ophelia’s gut feeling immediately went towards the Chosen option, like she was being guided by the goddess.
This turned out to be what appeared to be an exciting choice, as two of her now three spells had special effects. Her heal spell would now also heal Jake somewhat, no matter whom she was healing; herself or Fhesiah. When she healed Jake, it would also refund some health cost back to her, like it was healing herself too; nearly half of the health cost. Regarding [Spear of Hestia], it didn’t seem to have any effect, though perhaps there was some interaction if Jake was under attack that they had not yet seen. Her new spell, however, created the same field of flames that it created around her, around Jake as well.
When Ophelia used consecration, it cost a somewhat significant portion of her overall health, around 20%. The effect was quite amazing and was worth it, though. It cast a five-meter-radius circle around her of flames that raised from the ground, and hurt only enemies; Jake or Fhesiah were completely unaffected, like the flames welcomed only them, or even Jake’s summoned beetle. 
That same effect would be mirrored around Jake, and it lasted twenty seconds. This effect did do quite a bit of damage, to the point where all fights up to now would have felt trivial using this ability. A creature that could fly above the flames would only be lightly affected, and creatures could quickly just move out of the radius. With the resonance where both Jake and Ophelia produced this field, they could make a simply massive field of fire.      
Jake too reached level six and got a new spell, his less exciting but not unwelcome. 
[Spell Learned: Summon Arcane Eye]
[Summon a creature of the void, see the unseen.]
Jake could now summon an arcane eye, which allowed him to share his vision with a spectral creature that could pass through walls. The spell had no visible effect when he cast it, and Jake guessed it was little more than a floating invisible eye, but he could not even see it himself. Only Fhesiah could even tell something was there. 
It now made Jake the safest scout, as even if the eye was spotted, nothing would happen unless the creatures were intelligent and could attempt to sound the alarm and things of that nature; something they don’t have to worry about for now at all. The eye could die, and he could simply just summon it again. 
One thing Jake noticed was that when he looked over his party, he could see the magical auras throughout; Jake guessed they were the buffs he had on them, combined with their own personal magic or heavenly energy auras. When Ophelia cast spells, he could also see the buildup of energies. The eye would be useful, so he would do his best to keep it active as much as he can to understand things better.
The [Arcane Eye] was not invulnerable, and prepared enemies can build magical barriers that can keep the eye out, and things of that nature as well. Jake also would have to practice controlling and getting feedback from the eye’s vision, and do things like walk around and maintain vigilance on his actual body. This was a challenge for him now, but he would work on getting used to the half-out-of-body experience, having the senses of the arcane eye and his own. He would try to keep it active as often as possible.
Still, the party now had a safe, invisible scout once again. It just wasn’t very fast. This was just one of the many utilities summons that all Summoners could eventually receive. It could be seen as little more than a spell that had a physical or almost-physical component in the arcane eye’s case, with a creature that accomplished the goal of the spell. 
Jake used this [Arcane Eye] to explore some surrounding caverns and eventually saw the trap: there were groups of ants in the surrounding chambers through a series of tunnels too small for Jake’s party to fit through, that were ready to scurry inside once the fight with the Queen Ant had begun. 
There were also four giant ants in front of the queen, Jake supposed they would be some kind of royal guards or protectors. The queen herself was about the size of an elephant, but she actually appeared to be mixed with a mantis creature, with giant scythe arms attached to her upright torso. The royal guards looked more like regular ants and were about the size of a horse. 
They entered the room, and immediately Ophelia fired a [Spear of Hestia] at one of the guards, and charged inside at the queen, passing right by the four horse-sized giant ants. Jake joined her in casting spears, and Fhesiah started charging a giant fiery attack.
The giant queen tried to use her great mass and sharp scythes to cut right through Ophelia. With a flap of her wings and a leap backward as the Queen’s scythe met with her shield, she merely bounced easily backward, stopping her momentum and changing it in the direction she chose with more flaps of her wings.
It was [Winged Combat] being shown, allowing her options for countering such a large creature that other melee combatants simply didn’t have. She flew and leaped around, stabbing and weaving through each of the royal guards as they tried to land an attack on her. She was too fast for them, and their size was used against them as they scrambled to get past each other and attack her.
Ophelia was mostly just keeping the targets busy while she waited for the so-called trap to be sprung, bashing the queen with her shield and stabbing with her spear to make sure the royal guard’s attention was on her. She attacked with her spear but was only aiming to wound and not go for any kind of major damage, as she was surrounded by five enemies and had little more time than that. It was then that the Ant Queen shimmered and activated some ability from behind Ophelia and one of the royal guards, to which Jake used their bond to let her know about the unseen threat. He received a confirmation that she knew it was happening, and he used his [Sacrificial Barrier] ability to protect her against the attack. 
The Ant Queen with speed belying her size swiped both claws in a scissoring motion: right through her own royal guard, and would have cleaved Ophelia as well if not stopped by the barrier. Ophelia sidestepped and punished the Ant Queen for her failure with a stab to its front legs. 
It was then that they heard the skittering of all the ants coming into the room, and they started to emerge from their tunnels. Some came from beyond where Ophelia was in melee combat with the queen and some near the back where Jake and Fhesiah were casting spells.
The enemy’s trap sprung, they sprung their own. Ophelia leaped into the air and slammed down onto the ground in the place with the most coverage. This spread holy fire powered by their goddess around her, enveloping the queen and the royal guards, as well as any giant ants that were moving through her area to get at Jake and Fhesiah. That same circle of flames was mirrored around Jake, and all ants in the room were lit aflame. 
Nearly the entire chamber they were fighting in was now covered with flames, from Jake and Fhesiah’s location, and all the ants were screaming in pain. Jake cast [Cure Wounds] a few times on Ophelia to keep her topped up after using the series of sacrificial spells, and it wasn’t long before Fhesiah’s large ball of flame attack was ready; Jake could feel the weight and heat of her flame on reality, and this has been the strongest he has felt from her attacks.
Ophelia disengaged using her flight, and Fhesiah flew herself high and launched her ball of flame toward the group of three remaining royal guards and the queen, the size of a giant beach ball that was moving quite slowly. Just as it was about to strike the queen, it sucked in the flames from Ophelia’s [Consecration] on the ground, before it exploded in front of the queen, sending body parts of the royal guards and the queen itself flying. 
The flames spread and stuck to the creatures like glue, and the ones that remained moving scrambled furiously to try to remove the flames from themselves with their limbs scratching their own bodies, but it was futile. Jake and Ophelia continued the attack with their own flaming spears, and eventually, the room became silent with all the creatures dead. 
Jake was in awe of the destruction wrought by Fhesiah and Ophelia’s flames. What were about forty ants and the giant royal guards and queen lay dead, hardly have been able to land a single blow. Ophelia had received just a few glancing attacks. None of the ants could survive long enough within Ophelia’s consecration long enough to actually strike Jake or Fhesiah. Especially Fhesiah’s attack, this spell was particularly destructive, her really going all out.
She dusted off her robes and pushed back her hair over her shoulder once more. She spoke in response to Jake’s thoughts, “I just wanted to make sure we finished today. There was just no way I was going to go trudging around in this dungeon again fighting these disgusting creatures.” 
She looked at Jake with a pleading expression, almost as if she was wronged. “But I’ll definitely need you to top me up, master, why, your servant is just famished now. You just work me too hard.”
Jake just wryly smiled at her, and Ophelia mirrored his feelings on the matter. She always found a way to turn things around, Jake just thinking how amazing she was, then she would just remove the awe and respect in one fell swoop, at least temporarily. 
“Why Jake, it seems to me that you are not bothered by me using the word master anymore, perhaps I overused it? Just what could I use to embarrass you once more? I will think about it, prepare yourself.”
Jake thought that she definitely didn’t need any help with embarrassing him to where she should go out of her way to think hard about it, but he knew that he certainly wouldn’t be able to talk her out of it. With that, they set about their work in discovering and retrieving the salvageable materials in the chamber. They head back to their [Refuge] after the collection and set about their usual post-dungeon rituals. 
Jake reviewed the dungeon completion.
[Dungeon Completed!]
[Rating: C]
[Reward: 26,238 Credits, Weapon Box]
[Next Dungeon: 12 Hours]
A Loot box appeared near their portal, and the three of them gathered around it. Jake thought it might be best for Ophelia to open this one, as her weapon was really starting to be underpowered for dealing with stronger creatures such as the Giant Ant Queen. Fhesiah also declined to want to open a weapon box, and Jake had doubts that he would get such a niche weapon as a spear staff in a lottery. 
Ophelia opened the loot box, and she got to see the wondrous light show and sound effects that came along with it. The lottery landed on a spear, though it looked like most of the choices were. Jake would have to consider trying again, as it looked like the loot box was tailored for her better than he thought it would be. The armor box was very unclear to him. 
[Rare Item Obtained: Corrosive Spear]
[Corrosive Effect, Increases effective strength and dexterity slightly.]
Ophelia took the new spear in her hands and gave it a few test thrusts into the air at an imaginary opponent. Her eyes gleamed as she felt the balance, and felt the design along the length of the green-colored wood shaft, where there were snakes spiraling towards the bladed tip. Jake enjoyed watching her like this, the look on her face was full of focus, care, and appreciation for her new item. He thought that this might be the look a normal girl might get when she found a bag or clothing item she really liked, but instead it was for a weapon of death and dismemberment. 
Fhesiah matched his feelings on the matter, as she looked content with watching the Valkyrie enjoy her new tool of war. Ophelia spoke about her findings, “The weapon effect is not very fitting for a Valkyrie of Hestia, but it will serve its purpose for now. The balance and weight are good, and the strength and sharpness of the metals used far surpass my previous. This spear will be much more deadly.”
“Yes, well, it’s a nice spear, but I still much prefer Jake’s.”
Jake looked at his own spear with confusion. Why would she like–
“Not that spear, master.” 
Jake rolled his eyes at Fhesiah but joined Ophelia in celebrating obtaining the nice item.
They settled for making dinner and wrapping up their evening with a movie once again. The party felt like they had made some major strides in just a single day, their safety has improved significantly, and the mood was light as their confidence soared. 
Jake set his sights on getting the party ready for attempting to reach the [Trial] which could be attempted as early as level 8. The length and difficulty were so long and full of enemies that the final reward should normally push the dungeon delvers to the first tier of level ten upon completion.




Chapter 24 – Enchanting and Conflict


Jake entered his new enchanting room and sat down at his workbench. They had purchased both this room and Ophelia’s smithy, as well as created a larger training room with tens of meters of space, a door that went downstairs with the funds they had earned for finishing the Queen Ant dungeon. For now, Jake’s enchanting room was simple with nothing more but a few cabinets and the workbench with a stool that he now half-sat in, but he knew it wouldn’t always stay this way.   
Jake had finished reading the books on [Runic Etching] and [Enchanting] over the last few days since he bought them, earning him the [Enchanting] skill and the [Runic Enchantment] sub-skill that resided under it. There were many future tools referenced in the book that he knew he would eventually add to this room, but currently, they were not yet available to him.
Jake’s Enchanting was now Level 1, but he had not yet enchanted anything. Now was the time for him to gain some practical experience, rather than just his book knowledge. He retrieved a small bracer he received from the gnolls from his storage bracelet.
As far as Jake could tell, it was made of some kind of animal leather. It had no magical enhancements, which is what would allow him to add his own. In addition to the [Runic Etching] to make [Runic Enchantments], he had the Framework method of enchanting. He would try this first.
The Framework method of enchantment was called [Investment]. Jake could buy small tinctures of stored mana that had different effects from the Alliance Shop. Then, by investing his mana and the tincture, he could get the desired effect on an item. It took a lot of mana, so for most enchanters, this meant that it would take a lot of time. Jake was not most enchanters, though, thanks to his mana core and the effect of the refuge’s hearth.
Jake infused his mana into the tincture and pushed it into the bracer. The energy that was a result of the two energies combined wafted over the bracer in waves as he held the tincture above the bracer. He continued infusing his mana, focusing it on trapping it to join the bracer rather than dissipating into the surrounding air. Jake watched the process using his [Arcane Eye] and found the energy slowly suffusing within the item, making it take on the color of the same energy that was being radiated over it. He had read that Investment was at least partially powered by the Framework itself, allowing the item to not exactly degrade over time when done successfully.
Thanks to the Hearth provided by Hestia and Jake’s massive amount of mana regeneration, it only took him a few minutes to consume the contents of the tincture. Jake looked over the item and triggered his Menu to give details on the item in his hands.
[Uncommon Wolf Leather Bracers of Strength - Increases Strength effectiveness Slightly]
So the leather was wolf leather. Jake found that by putting them on, he did feel a little stronger. He can buy a few other tinctures, but the effects were limited at both his skill level and his Tier. For the most part, the enchantments provided by the Framework’s tinctures for sale were limited to small increases in attributes and durability, sharpness for weapons, and similar. It was possible to create Jake’s own tinctures or even have Fhesiah make them by extracting magical substances and essences with Framework Alchemy. If she learned it, that is.
Jake was not interested in that aspect of Enchanting, however. [Investment] did not seem to be nearly as versatile as Runic Enchantment. Raising his effectiveness in Runic Enchantment would raise the overall Enchantment skill level. This was just like how Ophelia could raise her Melee Specialization by only using a spear if that’s what she chose to do in order to advance her overall skill level in melee capability.
Jake took out another bracer, and this time, he took out the [Magic Scribe] tool that he had purchased, which resembled a large, fancy-looking pen. He filled it with [Runic Ink], and rather than use a mana crystal like some enchanters may need to, he powered it with his own mana. 
It formed a thin blade at the end, as thin as a pen for writing, and Jake reasoned it was close enough to that same implement. He slowly etched out the Uruz rune, the bull. A symbol of strength, this single rune, when made of the correct size, should increase the wearer’s strength ever so slightly. 
As he finished the rune, Jake watched intently with his [Arcane Eye]. The runic ink and the mana he supplied into the blade of his etching tool started slowly suffusing the item similar to Investment, but the energy was of the white-blue generic color of mana. Just as he finished the rune, like him completing a runic spell, the color changed to a similar reddish color to the tincture. 
The item was gradually suffused in energy in a very similar way to Investment, but it was like the runic ink continually supplied the item with its energy. The power of the magical language extracted some mana in the air, powering it with the faith and conviction of those worshiping or following Norse mythology and Gods.
Jake then wore the bracer and watched with his [Arcane Eye] as the energy in the bracer carried over into himself, making him stronger. Waves of the red energy from the item traveled into him like he had connected his body’s circuit to an electric outlet. 
He then empowered the rune with his own mana, finding the energy given off by the rune to look more pervasive, more solid. He also could feel it affecting his strength a lot more, however marginal it was. Jake could tell that without the mana infusion, the effect of the single rune was actually weaker than [Investment]. It was just a single rune, after all. He triggered his menu to see what it said about his new item.
[Uncommon Runic Wolf Leather Bracers of the Bull - Increases Strength effectiveness very slightly]
Jake experimented for a while, his Enchantment quickly reaching level 2 after just a few items. He got better at layering the runic ink, almost like tattooing items. Maintaining the proper levels of ink and mana helped him improve, as well as learn the rules as he used them. He found that simply doubling up or tripling the number of Uruz, or bull runes did sort of work, but it was much better to make a phrase using them similar to how he created his spells.
He learned from the book that if he put too many runes on a weak item, the magic would begin tearing the item apart. On top of that, the amount of material used in the item influenced this almost as much as the quality of the material. 
This hardly mattered for most things, but Jake could simply not inscribe small items such as rings with meaningful inscriptions. The tiny runes would not give the items much mana, enough to actually accomplish anything useful. 
Jake now understood why jewelry was so rare and so expensive on the Market. They must be advanced materials or items that had advanced, perhaps higher-tier methods used on them to allow the item to sustain the magic and the effect. Jake did not think it was impossible for someone of a higher tier to enchant the item while reinforcing it with their mana. This was quite possibly a technique he could learn later, but would simply be unavailable to him at Tier 0.
Jake looked over the items he made when the door to his workshop opened. Fhesiah sashayed inside wearing her workout clothes with a wide smile on her face, probably finished with her practice of Winged Combat or other training for the day. Jake had shut out the bond so that he could focus on his task, though it was entirely possible for the girls to prod it from their side to let him know they needed something. Jake knew that look, but he was sort of busy–
“Aww, hubby, too busy for little ol’ me?”
She stopped and leaned forward across from him on the other side of his workbench, letting her cleavage spill out onto it. Her chest certainly looked inviting in her red sports bra, which left plenty of skin uncovered, including her navel. She picked up the magic scribe tool from the bench, looking at it. She dragged it up her bountiful chest, making sure she had Jake’s attention and tapped it against her plump lips.
“Wouldn’t you rather play with your other pen?”
Jake groaned, but he coughed. He did, but he also didn’t. He really needed to improve, but more importantly, he needed to talk to her about something. Something important.
She set down the pen, gave a disappointed huff, and straightened her posture. While his thoughts were cut off now, most likely she had an inkling of thoughts that had gone through his mind the past few days. 
She knew Jake very well, and probably even if she never heard a thought of his again, just by his emotions and any conversations she’d had with him, she could practically know what he was thinking anyway. Like most women, Jake guessed, just magically reinforced. A scary thought. 
“Yes, dear husband. What is it?”
Jake sighed. Once again, he knew she was calling him husband to get a reaction out of him, but he also knew she saw him as such. He knew this was still going to be a challenge, however. But Jake hardened his resolve. He would beg her if he had to, for the safety of their family.
“It’d really help Ophelia and me if you could take up Framework Alchemy. The Market is lacking on useful poisons for us leveling our [Purifying Flames], and–”
A frown had crossed her face as he mentioned Framework Alchemy, and she now interrupted him.
“I had already been planning on practicing my cultivator alchemy when we finished the Trial, is this not enough? I am not a fan of this Framework, its alchemy is not part of Heaven’s Path. Without Qi or heavenly energy, it’s just children playing at being alchemists.”
Now it was Jake who frowned. Is this how she saw him? A child, playing with mana?
Her face softened, her eyes looking into his meaningfully. “No, husband, I do not see you that way. Not only is it not your fault, but you are strong and amazing in your own way. You use the tools that are available to you, and I know that if you had been able to properly cultivate you would have shaken heaven and earth, but that was taken from you. Well, I’m not convinced you’ll never be able to, but I’ll be there to help you do it.”
Jake still felt something was off there, but he saw his foot in the door. “That’s what this is about. I need your help, and I need it soon. The Trial could be more challenging than we think, and we need to gather all the strength we can, and Ophelia and I can’t do it without you. Can’t you please put some effort into it, at least for the poisons? Then, when you can purchase cultivator materials, you can stop using it and focus on your cultivator alchemy.”
She now frowned again and said, “I don’t know, husband. I understand it is important to you, but I really do not like what the Framework does to me, how it influences or changes my soul to help improve the skill. It would be one thing if it was like Winged Combat or my other skills, where at least heavenly energy could be involved…”
Jake walked around the desk, and wrapped his arms around her hips, pulling her close as he looked into her eyes. He gave his best pleading expression, “Please, can’t you just do it for me? I’ll make it worth your while… I can give you a whole afternoon into the evening, and there were those things you were wanting to get in the shopping cart…”
Fhesiah’s eyes flashed, “Almost a whole day, you say? Hmm… I did want to try out those feathers on you, your expressions will be positively delicious. Then, there were these magic oils, that make your skin practically vibrate–”
Jake interrupted, “L-Let’s not get too carried away. It’s a deal, then?”
Fhesiah sighed. “I know it's critical to you, and I did promise Ophelia that I would do my best to make her the best she could be, after all. It’s a deal. I will do my best for you both, husband.”
Jake pulled away and went back to the other side of the bench and sat down. He then said, “Great. I’m really glad you’re wanting to do your best for me. Now, I’ve been working on enchanting this armor, and I think that the benefit of having a higher defense that has no resource cost for you will make you significantly safer and stronger. Now, I was thinking for you that is more of a martial artist type, could go with more of a medium–”
Fhesiah interrupted, sounding a little unhappy, “Armor? I’ve already had this conversation with you and Ophelia, though? I am wearing my cultivator robes when fighting. It can be infused with heavenly energy, making it stronger than any of this armor. Cultivators do not wear armor, relying on other things than Qi is outside of Heaven’s Path. I only wear the claws because I don’t like getting my enemy’s blood under my nails. It’s filthy. I agreed to the Alchemy, but this I will not do.”
Jake was stupefied, that was why she was willing to wear the claws? But he rebutted, “But without Qi, they are barely better than scrap cloth. Armor can provide sufficient protection without costing you any resources, other than the preparation for us to collect it and enchant it, which is not a problem. In a long fight–”
Fhesiah interrupted, her voice taking a slight edge, “In a long fight I will have long since crushed our enemies. Up to now, most of our enemies have been ill-equipped or hardly better than enlarged woodland creatures. The challenge is based on the number of party members and level, yes? I am more than carrying my weight around here, husband.”
A new voice entered the conversation, “You make a good point, but how about this? If I defeat you in a duel, you’ll wear whatever armaments necessary.”
Ophelia spoke from the doorway, surprising Jake, but Fhesiah was not surprised at all by her entry, Jake guessed due to her divine sense.
Fhesiah had a wide smile, very interested in this situation. “Hoh? Little sister wants to test her mettle, is it?”
Ophelia smiled, but she shook her head. “I do, but that’s not the only reason why. Having you using armor and better weapons would mean that Jake would be safer. If beating you in a fight accomplishes that, then I’ll just have to do it.”
“You’ve said a lot, but power speaks louder. So? When are we doing this?”
Ophelia looked at the equipment Jake had scattered over the table. 
“How about in two weeks? Our equipment and skills will be near their peak then. We’ll fight with only our equipment and Qi or Mana and if I win, we’ll make you some armor that even fits your sensibilities. If I lose, you’ll have proven yourself right.”
“I suppose using spells would both be unfair, but also make us unsafe. Perfect. Well, I will still work on the alchemy, as promised. Why, it should be fun. I wonder what kind of side effects I can add for you two to ‘train’ those purifying flames? There might even be a few that could be useful in the bedroom. Look forward to it.” She smiled, and gave Jake a predatory look, “Just like I will look forward to this afternoon, right husband?”
“O-Of course.”
“Do have fun playing with your pen by yourself for now. I do not mind, but save plenty of stamina for later.” She winked at Jake and sauntered away.
Fhesiah left, Ophelia standing aside for her to leave from where she was standing at the doorway. Jake knew it was a touchy subject for her with her cultivator and dragon pride, but he was still surprised things took such a turn.
“You don’t have to look so worried, Jake. This is a fight between women. Whoever wins, there will be no bad feelings. Might makes right when it comes to something like this.”
Jake couldn’t help but wryly smile at the line about the fight between women. Did she mean between warriors? Jake guessed that those two were one and the same, in her mind. 
“I suppose at the end of the day, either you win and she wears the gear, or you lose, and she doesn’t, the same as things are already. It will be a useful experience for you both. But we fight together all the time, and usually, it takes both of us to really keep her under control. You think you can win?”
Ophelia looked excited, and Jake had seen that look many times when she knew a fight she’d enjoy was coming. But she sighed. “I don’t know. I was hoping, with what I read about Advanced Melee Specialization, that I would stand a chance.”
“Isn’t that a Tier 1 skill? Can we receive that skill even at Tier 0?”
“Some skills and some classes can. I’m not sure of all the rules of it, but because reaching the advanced tier is merely adding mana into the attacks or empowering my body with the mana I already have, it will let me learn it. One could say that the first level of the skill is more of a half-step Tier 1 skill. This isn’t very different from Fhesiah adding Qi into her body to make her stronger. We should be able to advance our dismantling skill to [Looting], as well.”
Jake thought about this and put his theory-crafting hat on. His class was Summoner, so most likely the only skill that might be able to reach Tier 1, Advanced, might be his Summon Beast spell. But this spell did not have a level and was influenced by his Mana Control, which was almost level 5 already. 
Ever since Hestia’s divine spark entered his core, and it became a Hearth Core, his mana moved easier and easier. Jake wasn’t sure that the Framework would allow Mana Control to proceed to Tier 1, but perhaps with level 5, the Framework might grant the advanced summon beast skill when he was high enough level.
Perhaps, a full wizard or mage type could in fact learn Advanced Mana Control, thus allowing them to learn Advanced Runic Magic or similar. It is also possible that it was limited by his race of human. 
Ophelia interrupted his thoughts, “So, I’m going to go back to training, trying to earn the skill and improve my Mana Control and Hearth Core.” She rolled her eyes and said, “I take it you will be gone most of the afternoon, you just had to sweeten the pot a little bit to get her to agree to the alchemy, huh? You know, she probably played you on that. Her seeing how important it was to you was enough for her to agree, but she wanted to see if she could get more out of the deal.”
Jake blinked at that, but he walked up to Ophelia and wrapped his arms around her hips in a hug, bringing her close to him and making her blush. 
“Well, whatever happens, I appreciate you. I’m glad that I have you to be my protector. I’m happy to know I can always count on you to do what it takes to keep me safe. Even fighting a dragon.”
She smirked at this, but Jake kissed her before she could speak on the subject. The kiss lingered, and Jake pushed his feelings for her over their bond. He could feel that she enjoyed it, but there was a feeling of mirth coming from her. 
“That was nice. But I don’t need to save you from this dragon, do I? You’re more like the donkey from that one movie with the ogre. Still, I’m going to enjoy fighting this one. Sparring and training are one thing, but this will be different from that. I am very much looking forward to this duel, with something on the line. I’ll do my best, so do try to get good at [Enchanting] for me, would you? We’ll do our best to beat her together.”
“You got it.” Jake would ‘play with his pen’ for a few more hours, and try to figure out how to give their team an edge in the Trial and keep his family safe.




Chapter 25 - Duel


It had been two weeks since they had completed the Queen Ant’s dungeon. During this time, they set out to continue their schedule of training in the morning to early afternoon, to run through the dungeon for a few hours, and then some leisure time for the evening. They had completed four dungeons in the last two weeks, and Jake had hit level 7 on the second dungeon, along with Ophelia on the third. 
Despite there being a duel pending, the two girls got along well enough, Jake realized. If anything, he actually thought they got along better, after the duel was declared. Fhesiah appeared to respect Ophelia more, and Ophelia was excited and worked hard, focused on her training.  
Both Jake and Ophelia did not receive any new spells or skills for gaining levels, but they had improved all of their skills by a large margin in the last few weeks. Some of them had even started evolving or advancing. Some skills almost felt stuck, like Jake felt they would evolve only once they selected their upgraded class after the Trial, or perhaps just because they had not reached level 10. 
Ophelia’s Melee Specialization was the first to reach the advanced tier between the two of them, but Jake’s skills were not that far off from this. Some skills would in fact able to “roll over” and become level 1 again as soon as the Framework allowed him to, he could tell. 
Ophelia had been extensively training her Valkyrie magic, and while she was not yet level five, she had managed level 4. Jake thought they would reach level 5 in time once they completed their [Trial] and earned the ability to travel the multiverse.
Jake had done some research regarding class evolution at level ten and found that much of the information about individual class options was not allowed to be given via the forums and wiki. Not even from a book purchased on the [Multiverse Market]. 
Jake did learn that the premise of class evolution was similar to the game he had played. The more skills in the second tier or ready for the second tier in the case of the skills unable to evolve until then, the better their class would end up being. Unlike the game, however, versions of the class had hidden criteria. Whether it be requiring a specific individual skill to be known, or to get a certain class you must be a champion of a certain god, among other things.
Completing four dungeons had made them flush with cash, and the first thing they did was improve Jake and Ophelia’s equipment. They had chosen unenchanted armor, and even Jake’s new spear staff and shield were plain, other than the higher-quality steel materials that they chose. Jake had moved up from the leather armor he wore to now having a layered approach, matched by the Valkyrie. 
The under-layer was a spider-silk gambeson that was quite comfortable and provided surprising protection on its own, and the top layer was young drake scale mail armor, the color of red with gold trims. 
Fhesiah was beaming with pride as they had gotten dressed in her color choices. Jake did his best not to think that a large reason they went along with the color scheme for their party was due to Hestia, and Jake being her champion.
Jake felt he had finally ‘cracked the code’ regarding Runic Magic, having reached level 5. He felt that this was one skill that was stuck and couldn’t advance until they reached the first tier, but the number of things that he could do were simply amazing, and only limited by two things: his imagination, and he simply could not exceed twelve rune words, or phrases, in a runic spell. The cost of a twelve rune word spell was not overly high, so it was nothing like the cost was just too high for him to afford for fifteen. It was merely some sort of hard limit for his skill level. Ophelia was just trailing him at level 4 in the skill, but Jake felt like it wouldn’t be too much longer until her skill level matched his.
Jake had applied this knowledge to his [Enchanting] skill to great effect, and he had enchanted both Ophelia and his own armor as much as he could handle for the time being. The layered equipment approach allowed him to enchant the inner gambeson with certain enchantments, his choices being to provide a sort of temperature regulation and impact dampening. 
This was about all that he could accomplish for now on the gambesons, limited to the twelve rune words that he was, as this applied even to his enchanting, he found. On the young drake scale mail, he added increased durability, hardness, and self-repair.
Jake had leveled his [Enchanting] skill making simple enchantments on all the weapons and armor they had collected in the various incursions, and had earned quite a bit of fund in this practice. Jake felt it a little odd that he could make as much as he could by doing it. 
He wondered if the skill was just rare, or if perhaps he was only so good at it because of his enhanced attributes. He found he could earn thousands of credits per hour, just by etching enchantments on relatively cheap weapons and armor.
His and Ophelia’s shield also had the same enchantment. He found a sort of partial inertia cancellation to apply to anything that hit the shield. It wasn't a full effect, but it would turn what was a car or truck slamming into them to feel like a motorcycle perhaps, reducing the transfer of energy. Smaller attacks like a large rock slamming into their shield will just bounce off and barely push Jake or Ophelia back at all. 
This shield enchantment should allow Ophelia to easily block blows from larger creatures without getting flung around, or her bones crushed, and Jake should be able to hold his own as well. Jake desired a much larger cancellation but found that this might not even be able to be reached, even with twenty-four runes in the future.
Regarding Jake’s weapon, he smiled with pride as he looked at his new spear staff. Made of strong wood for the shaft, steel for the tip, and a decent focus, it now had two of his “functions.” One was for buff application and one was for creating magical spears out of his chosen elements. What made him proud is that he had learned that by using his functions, he could cheat: he could surpass his twelve-rune word limit. 
This empowered his spells greatly when he needed it, and it allowed him to use much less mana. It was like he offloaded some effort to the item instead: instead of the cost of a twelve-rune spell, it was like casting two six-rune spells, in which the mana cost was measurably less. 
In addition to the weapons and armor, Jake had purchased their first accessories: Storage bracelets. Jake and Ophelia had reached level 5 on dismantling, and the skill shortly after evolved to [Looting]. Now they only needed to touch a deceased creature, and it would collect the valuable components in motes of light and deposit them into their storage bracelets, for only a modest mana cost. 
Their ability to loot creatures rapidly propelled their pace in the dungeon and made things a lot more enjoyable. The bracelets themselves could carry what was about a large pull-cart worth of materials, and there didn’t seem to be a weight limit. Now that they had them, his dungeon rewards were instantly deposited inside, instead of a box dropping outside his [Refuge]’s portal. In a recent dungeon exploration, they rapidly looted numerous giant spiders.
Fhesiah said, “I’m so glad we no longer have to gut any more bugs, now that you two have [Looting].”
Ophelia asked, “What do you mean, Fhesiah? You’ve still got a few more bugs to gut yet. You’re still not level 5 yet.”
Fhesiah inspected her claws, “Hmm… I’ll work on it from time to time if you don’t mind. It’s just more efficient for you two to use your superior skills, isn’t it? Min-maxer Jake here agrees, don’t you?”
Jake shrugged, this was hardly a big deal. He would still have her work on the skill from time to time. It was certainly better if they all had the skill in case they needed to loot in a hurry. Jake was mostly just amazed that she disliked it so much. He disliked it too, but the beginner dungeons were probably so boring for her that he imagined he would rather be dismantling creatures instead of watching an inept level 1 fight poorly.
“Oh Jake, you were just so cute: with your little motorcycle helmet and lantern, thinking you looked cool like you were becoming your video game character. Your head whipped around all over the place to even see the creatures, let alone your own footing. You’re lucky you only got wounded twice, it was a miracle really, facing creatures little better than children.”
Jake’s cheeks burned red with shame. That was how she saw that?
“It was also fun to watch you improve with the spell-form I taught you. Even during the first dungeon run, your mana bolt would improve with almost every cast. But when you got the otter, that was even more fun to watch. That creature was truly vicious. I could watch that creature kill frogmen as it taunted them all day long.”
Jake had to agree on that one.
Items could enter the storage bracelet with a mere touch. They could exit in a small area of space around him where Jake wanted, such as in his hand or in the air in front of him with a mere thought. He immediately thought to try to cheat and store a large, heavy object and then drop it on creatures in the dungeon, but apparently, there was some kind of rule that this would break. Doing so would absolutely be punished by simply increasing the difficulty in future dungeons for abusing this interaction.   
Jake got up from his enchanting table, where he had been practicing his [Runic Etching] and [Enchanting]. Jake was surprised that he was able to raise the skill so rapidly to level 4 but realized that a big part of it was that he now had both Runic Magic and Mana Control to level 5 already. 
It was now time for the girl’s duel. Jake had a mild amount of anxiety about this, but Ophelia was excited. If anything, Jake felt that the two girls were bonding over this. The whole thing was crazy to him, the idea that someone would change another person’s mind by beating it into them. Still, Jake was looking forward to the fight, even if he would have to keep his healing spells at the ready.
Jake reached the training room, where the girls were getting ready. The room was tall enough for the girls to fly, if they needed, but was mostly bare for the time being. Ophelia was wearing her new armor, which was the young drake scale mail. While that sounded like leather, the plates of the drake’s scales, even the young ones, were heavy and thick, competing with smaller metal plates.
It was like her trainee equipment which the scale mail went past her thighs in a skirt to just above her knees, where she had steel-plated greaves over a set of scale mail pants. She had steel-plated gauntlets that reached up to her elbows and shoulder guards and a winged helmet. Everything was the color red with gold trim, and Jake had matching equipment when he was fighting as well.
Fhesiah was wearing her red cultivator robes, which had a fire motif. The robes themselves were red, but the flames depicted were golden, along with the trims and the sash. There was a silhouette of an eastern dragon breathing fire on the back. She was wearing her claws, and she was ready to fight. Between her horns, wings, tail, and now the claws, she really looked like the human version of the dragon on her robes.
Fhesiah asked, “You ready, battle angel? I really hope there will be no hard feelings from this. I know you are strong, and Valkyries are certainly rare and well above the average in the multiverse. The idea that other people could ever pass the Trial if we couldn’t is preposterous to me. If I win, you should accept that I am as strong as is necessary, and you should too, Jake.”
Jake didn’t fully agree, but he nodded. If it became a problem for their party, they would have to accept it. He may be over-preparing in many ways, so either she’s right, and they would steamroll the Trial with ease, or they would just have to overcome the difficult challenge together somehow. He kept his thoughts to himself, but he would still prefer that she lose here, as it would make them safer.
“I’m ready, Fhesiah. We’ll fight to incapacitate or surrender,” she gave a vicious smile, “Though Jake can call it if things get too bloody?”
Fhesiah nodded and gave a martial bow, to which Ophelia returned with a bow of her own. 
Jake stood dozens of meters away, giving them both room to fight. Neither of them had any of his buffs as they stood nearly ten meters from each other, as well. He said, “Ready, Fight!”
Both girls had wide smiles of anticipation on each other as they dashed, Ophelia flapping her wings and Fhesiah taking leaping strides towards her, then arriving within striking range within just a brief moment. Ophelia halted Fhesiah’s approach with some speedy jabs with her spear, Jake able to see the aura of mana on both it and her body.
This was [Advanced Melee Specialization], allowing her to infuse her body and spear or shield with mana to empower herself directly. Jake could tell that this was a qualitative improvement to her mastery of the weapon, as it was like adding yet another muscle to power her attacks. 
Fhesiah’s posture was low to the ground, her upper body forward, with her tail and wings balancing her. Ophelia’s jabs were easily dodged by bobbing her head or dashing right or left, and even using her Draconic Flight as she looked for an opening. Eventually, Ophelia activated [Charge] and blurred towards Fhesiah. 
But Fhesiah blurred towards Ophelia too, moving to the side of her shield where she gave a powerful punch of her claw, too fast for Jake to even see. With a large thud, this caused the battle angel to fly backward, which she righted with her wings as Fhesiah continued on the attack, weaving side to side and arriving near striking distance where she landed.
Ophelia jabbed her spear once more, and Fhesiah actually parried the attack with her wing as she went under it and tried to score a blow on Ophelia. But her punch was blocked by the shield as Ophelia once again jabbed with her spear, this time scoring a small slash on the robes, which appeared to do nothing at all, like scraping off armor.
They circled each other back and forth, testing their defenses and trying to score blows. Ophelia had landed many hits to Fhesiah’s wings or robes but had no effect at all. Jake was surprised at how well Ophelia could keep up with Fhesiah now, thanks to the [Advanced Melee Specialization]. Fhesiah was still a little faster, but thanks to Ophelia’s shield and longer reach with the spear, it was enough for her to have a difficult time overcoming it. 
Jake was watching with his [Arcane Eye], and he thought that Fhesiah was just a little ahead here judging by the energy he could see in their bodies, despite not landing a significant blow. Using mana to empower her strikes was not free for Ophelia, either. But Fhesiah’s superior stats allowed her to minimize using Qi except in small bursts, such as in defense or trying to enter within striking range.
It was with this thought, that the fight started to change. Ophelia took on the offensive, really using her wings, the reach of her spear, and her mana-empowered speed to harry Fhesiah instead, putting her on the back foot. She mixed in feints with her attacks, countering most of Fhesiah’s speedy movements by being overly efficient with her own. 
Before long, she was landing attacks on Fhesiah’s robes along her body or wings, which were countered with Qi expenditure. The two girls had smiles on their faces, but Ophelia was definitely one that was enjoying the fight, the challenge.
She was really in her element, but Fhesiah’s smile was more devilish. Their energy levels were starting to get a little lower, to where Fhesiah approached and actually took a cut across her shoulder instead of blocking it with Qi, surprising both Jake and Ophelia. She then landed a wicked counter on Ophelia’s, stabbing her claws into Ophelia’s shoulder.
Despite being armored, she managed to get under the plated guard and into the scale mail and gambeson slightly. Ophelia shouted and slammed her shield into Fhesiah, knocking her back and spilling some blood as the gauntlet was removed from her shoulder. Jake wasn’t sure how deep she had really gotten, but Ophelia’s spear arm looked weaker as a result of the exchange. 
The two girls continued to clash with one another, the two seemed evenly matched. They both got dangerously low on their resources over time, and Jake knew it was going to come down to the wire. Ophelia scored two more bloody lines on Fhesiah’s body, and Fhesiah was now on the retreat. The spear was now met with her claws, and Jake felt like up to now she had intentionally avoided this. After all, if she was using the claws for guarding, didn’t that mean she actually needed them? But she was attacking to deflect the spear, looking for an opening of her own. 
Fhesiah had retreated back by the wall, and it looked like she was out of space. Jake had to watch from an angle with [Arcane Eye] to really see what they were both doing from his position, as far away as they were. Ophelia gave a powerful thrust of her spear to Fhesiah’s gut, which she twisted her body to only get a light gash instead of a deadly wound. It looked like she would be unable to counter effectively the next thrust, but then her tail snaked around Ophelia’s lead ankle, pulling it out of position. Jake realized that this whole sequence of events was likely a trap Fhesiah had created.
Ophelia flapped her wings to keep herself from falling, but the disruption of her footing caused her to be unable to bring about her full power to keep up the attack. Fhesiah countered with a wicked straight, striking Ophelia in the face before she could bring her shield to block. Her head whipped back, but she stabbed out at the tail wrapped around her ankle. This was guarded with Qi, and Fhesiah once again made it difficult for her to regain her footing, as Ophelia was forced to kneel to keep her balance.
Fhesiah then gripped the top of her shield, the strength of her claws crumpling it, allowing her to yank it away. Ophelia had choked up on her spear to stab at Fhesiah, but she easily controlled the attacks with her wings and gauntlets. Fhesiah was keeping Ophelia from being able to stab with decent strength, the wings too close for her to reel her arm back to get a good thrust. She pulled Ophelia to the ground and was able to get into a mount position, her additional stronger limbs making it easy for her.
While Ophelia had wings too, they were not strong enough to do something like block a blow from a weapon, or wrench someone’s powerful arms back, like Fhesiah’s. That her tail had dragged Ophelia to the ground meant that Fhesiah had a distinct advantage.
“Do you yield?” Fhesiah raised her gauntleted fist, ready to punch the valkyrie.
Up until the mount, Ophelia had looked like she was having a blast. That this was the most enjoyable fight she had ever had. But now that it looked like she lost, she looked devastated. Jake felt her pain, and he could see her glancing at him to see his reaction. Jake did his best to send his reassurance to her that he was proud of her fight, but this appeared to make tears fill her eyes, as she replied.
“I…I yield.”
Fhesiah stood, and she helped Ophelia up, who stood in a daze. “That was some fight, battle angel! It makes me satisfied to know that I have such a powerful ally and that Jake has such a wonderful protector. You should be proud! Now, we have much more preparations to do, so I will head back to my room. You two need some more poisons once again, don’t you?”
Fhesiah walked away, leaving the training area. Jake watched as she left, trying to understand the feelings going through Fhesiah, but he was more paying attention to Ophelia.
If anything, Fhesiah’s words seemed to make her more depressed. Jake approached Ophelia and healed her wounds. She now had tears in her eyes, and while Jake knew that she didn’t like losing, this was abnormal for her. Usually, she would have enjoyed the battle enough, plus be excited that she would use the loss to get better.
“What is it, Ophelia? I really am proud of how strong you are, and what Fhesiah said is right. I do have a wonderful protector.”
“But… I failed you. I needed to win to help keep you safe, and I lost.”
Jake could feel over their bond how important this was for her. He knew how much she had trained, how much she had planned and practiced how she could eventually beat Fhesiah for them. It had propelled her to new heights as her motivation for success was through the roof, and it wasn’t enough. 
But Jake smiled at Ophelia and said, “You didn’t fail me at all. You fought a dragon for me, and you almost won. In fact, I’d say that you at least had a minor victory.”
Ophelia sniffled and shook her head, “No I didn’t, I lost. Besides, isn’t that dragon going to have its way with you later? It’s really too much like that movie with the donkey.”
Jake laughed, but he insisted. “No, I really mean that you did. You have put a seed of doubt in her, as she could see just how close that battle really was. She has confidence, and conviction in Qi and her Path, of course. She only barely was able to keep you from cutting off her tail at the end there, her Qi almost having run out. The reality is, you were at quite the handicap, even for melee capability alone.”
“What do you mean?”
Jake shared her ability with her over the menu.
[Skill Information Valkyrie’s Fervor ]
[Valkyries become stronger when fighting near their chosen. Gain 10% All Attributes when fighting near Chosen. Effect increases when chosen takes significant damage.]
[+2% All Attributes per Level of Valkyrie Magic]
“You’re a Valkyrie Shieldmaiden. You are meant to fight alongside your Chosen, but were you doing that? I know that just by standing closer to you, you would have been able to defeat a dragon. In my mind, you won. She only won by technicality, and I bet she knows it.
Sure, she won’t wear armor, but all she needs is one more loss and I think thanks to you, it will convince her. It might have been better if you won, but I am so proud of you and glad that you’re my Shieldmaiden, and it’s not some other Valkyrie. I have both a dragon and someone that could potentially beat a dragon when fighting alongside me, and I just know that we’re going to achieve great things together.”
She smiled, and this time they were happy tears. Jake hugged her, even if the armor was quite rigid and didn’t make it a very pleasant one, he ignored it and did his best to push his feelings over to her over their bond. She looked at Jake, leaned forward, and kissed him on the lips.
She said, “Thanks, Jake. I’m really glad I got to choose you.”
Jake said, “Salty kisses huh. Well, I’ll take some more of those.”
She giggled, and they kissed some more for a while, luxuriating in the feelings they gave one another for a time.
[image: image-placeholder]Outside the training room, Fhesiah had been watching and listening with her divine sense, and she slammed her fist against the wall. The strike stung her hand, just what were these walls made of? She took a deep breath and tried to reign in her anger. 
Fhesiah hated that she was the one almost treated like the villain, that her husband himself had wanted her to lose. She knew this really wasn’t the case, that in the end, Jake just wanted to keep his family safe, including her.
Jake was right in that she almost lost. That even a few percent more strength or speed in Ophelia would have resulted in her losing instead. She was truly impressed by the other winged woman and meant every word she said to her. She had only barely eked out a victory thanks to her tail and wings, and she knew that if they fought again, she might lose, as Ophelia might be prepared for it.
Fhesiah walked and arrived at her room, drinking a health potion. She hated using it as she would have to remove the mana contaminants from her body later, but the wounds she received especially stung. She punched her fists out, following through forms as she thought about the fight. 
She swiped her claws through the air and glanced at them. If she was just able to awaken her bloodline, this would not have been a problem at all for her. But thanks to the fact that she could not source unique treasures or bloodline awakening pills, she was stuck for now.
As far as taking on the Trial at their maximum strength, even if she had to wear armor, she did not agree. Armor without heavenly energy was outside of Heaven’s Path, and wearing it would only make her weaker in the end. Even in this massive multiverse, she knew that struggle is Heavenly Law. No matter how big or how small, all creatures must struggle for survival. By straying from Heaven’s Path, she may win the day, but so what?
If she strayed from Heaven’s Path, she would eventually fall or otherwise be unable to ascend. Whether it was when she tried to recreate her Cultivator’s Core or Nascent Soul, or something beyond that: eventually, straying would cause her to fail. Only through struggle could her spirit and conviction be tempered into something more. If she lost while fighting without armor, then she simply wasn’t Fated.  
But was she even under the Heavens where she was now? She knew that dimensions and worlds existed bereft of Qi. That she connected with her Dao, her Path, told her that she was. That heavenly energy existed where they were, meant that she must be. But what of The Framework? Was it not an entity that might be compared to the Heavens themselves? 
Learning as much as she could about other Cultivators from the Wiki and some books from the Framework, as limited as she was, many of the Tier 6 Cultivators near the peak had simply been consumed by Tartarus. That the Framework could hold back such an entity meant that it should rival the very Heavens themselves.
With that thought, she resolved herself. If she truly dragged her family down to where they would lose because of her, she would draw on her longevity and tax her very soul if she must, to save Jake and Ophelia. 
If it truly looked like she couldn’t bring enough to the table to win on her own against the boss, she would treat the Framework as the New Heavens and take power from it as it is given. She would treat it as if The Framework itself was Heaven’s Path. If she crushed everything in the Trial with ease, she would show them that her way was right.
She knew that she was prideful, but a Dragon’s pride was not arrogance. What was it that Jake always said? That it was not a bug, it was a feature. Just as her passion empowered her flames, she would show her family how the pride of dragons could empower her claws. She would power her claws with her conviction in her Path and show them the strength of dragons. She’d have to work hard in the coming weeks, as she would not allow herself to be the one that drags down her family.
Fhesiah would do her best to reign in her frustration, as well. She had explained all of this to Jake, but he just couldn’t understand, as he hasn’t been able to feel Heavenly Truths the way she could. Even the battle angel got emotional over forming a mana core, what more if it was a Dantian, them merging their bodies with the heavens themselves? 
At any rate, she could understand they were just trying to best use the tools that were available to them, and Jake was only doing everything he could to protect his family. It made perfect sense to prepare as much as they could.
They would prepare their tools, and she would prepare hers.




Chapter 26 – Training and Spell-rods


Jake blocked Ophelia’s spear which was held in a two-handed grip with his shield, countering with a thrust of his own spear. But Ophelia’s body was both faster than his and filled with mana, allowing it to move fast enough to dodge his thrust. She harried him with speedy thrusts of her own, which he did his best to deflect while countering. They would often practice with one using the spear two-handed and the other with a shield, as both of them having a shield made for quite the boring fight with little to be learned. 
Jake tried to circulate the mana within him similarly to how he saw her with [Arcane Eye] but had extreme difficulty replicating it. Jake had been trying to reach [Advanced Melee Specialization] but was having a hard time moving his mana like her to achieve positive results. Eventually, he was punished for his distraction by Ophelia soaring over his shield with [Charge], and the butt of her spear smacking him in the side of the helmet.
He got knocked to the side, and she got within his guard and had the spear at his throat. “You got a little too distracted. We’ll take a break.”
Ophelia’s spear disappeared into her storage bracelet, and she took out two water bottles and threw one to Jake. He quickly stored his spear and shield and caught it. Jake sighed, “It really looks like the Framework won’t assist me with this, I would have to learn this mana empowerment of my muscles on my own. I’m not sure how long it would take, but I think we are talking months rather than weeks.”
Ophelia snuggled up to Jake’s side and wrapped her wing around him like she often did, and Jake put his arm around her waist as they sat down on a bench in their training area. Ever since the duel was declared and a little before it, they had many moments like this. Ophelia was strictly business during training, but any downtime was spent similarly. 
She said, “Mana does help make my movements and my attacks stronger, but it is in fact marginal. Plus, it costs mana, a limited resource. With your specialty being spell casting and support, perhaps it’s not a requirement. I’d like you to have the ability in case you need it, but with the magic focus in your spear, I’m not sure if it’s necessary. I think we’ll go crazy if we are stuck being here and just in the dungeon for much longer.”
Jake had to agree. They were dying to go out and explore the multiverse. The dungeons had become trivial for them with their new equipment and skills, and while they still got slightly better with training, without the Framework’s assistance it made it a struggle to get better. 
They were now back to how regular people trained, where some habits could make them take steps back for each step forward. Jake could tell it was entirely possible for them to still increase their skills, but it would take them an enormous amount of time and effort, as the Framework would not assist them in order to do so.
At the very least, they each had their trade skills to advance. Ophelia had taken to Smithing, just like Fhesiah had Alchemy and Jake Enchanting. Each was advancing, but it appeared it was a challenge, not having access to higher Tier resources to advance. Jake was lucky for his enchanting, that runic enchantment didn’t appear to require this.
Jake pulled out one of his new spell rods from his storage bracelet. “At least we get to test this out today, it should be interesting.”
Ophelia looked at the rod with interest. It was nothing more than a steel cylinder with a magic focus at the tip. But it had twelve runes going up the side. Unlike his staff which had two functions, this was a single function, all devoted to casting an empowered version of an offensive spell.
Fhesiah chimed in, “I thought I told you, husband: I like your other rod plenty. You have no reason to compensate, you know.”
Jake hoped that this spell would work. He thought it would, as he had already found that his functions allowed him to cheat and make larger spells than his twelve-rune word limit. But this would push the limit of his cheating, being his first twenty-four rune word spell. It had taken a lot of research for him to come up with the spell at all. While he had some options he could play with on the fly if it didn’t work, he was afraid to cast them here in the [Refuge] and wanted to use them against a viable target.
Jake spent some more time with Ophelia during their break. Their relationship had moved towards what Jake would call ‘horny teenagers.’ When they weren’t training, Ophelia was often by his side, holding his hand or cozying up to him. 
She would frequently wrap her soft wing around him in a side hug, and Jake loved the soft feel of both her wing and her body. Sometimes, they would even kiss and make out a bit, if their moods called for it. Fhesiah would make herself scarce when this happened, and Jake was surprised at how she set them up or otherwise facilitated them to have time alone together.
On the other hand, Fhesiah was completely content with all affection to be in the bedroom, outside Ophelia’s vision. Perhaps, she had an inkling that it was not something Ophelia wanted to see, but Jake couldn’t be sure.
[That thought is only partially right, Jake. Why, once you get my ‘motor’ going, I just don’t want to stop, is all. If we went to the bedroom each time you kissed or hugged me and sent those wonderful feelings over our bond, we’d hardly have much time for anything else.]
Jake rolled his eyes at this. Just what strange things did she do to her body?
[Fun stuff, but they’re only for you. Only you or your other wives will be able to get my motor going, I promise.]
They wrapped up their training for the day and headed into the dungeon, where they had cleared most of the way to the boss.
They fought through some respawns of angry bears in a cave, until they reached the den of the giant bear boss. This would be an excellent place for him to test his new spell-rod. It was covered in runes meant to empower a spell, all rune words that Jake didn’t use in his now-standard elemental spear spells. He should be able to push what had become his standard twelve-rune runic spear of fire spell through it, and it should be empowered.
Jake would only be able to try twice before he ran out of mana if his standard didn’t work. Even if the runes fizzled out failing to form, it cost him all the mana he used to form them. Still, Fhesiah or Ophelia should be able to defeat the boss without issue, so this was why he wanted to try it here. The two girls flanked him and watched in interest as he pointed it at the boss in the back of the room. The boss noticed them, and roared its challenge, shaking the cavern. This creature was one of the biggest they’d seen, being even larger than the elephant-sized Ant Queen that they fought.
Jake empowered the runes trying to cast his spear of fire spell, and it fizzled. He looked at the rod and thought furiously about why it might not have worked. Perhaps, there was some kind of conflict between the empowerment and one of the words used in his spear of fire spell. Jake decided he would try a slightly simpler rune word in place of the spear word, which usually resulted in a ball of fire, instead. He filled the runes as the giant bear began to charge, their lumbering figure moving across the large cavern rapidly.
Jake once again tried casting his spell with the changes and found the runes congealed and coalesced into a spell. A ball of fire was released from the end of the rod, and the power of it was shocking. A ball of flames much larger than a beach ball raged toward the giant bear, and Jake could feel that it was powerful. The heat it gave off was immense, and it completely lit up the cavern as it moved towards the bear, which was now halfway across the large cavern. Jake couldn’t help but feel like it was shooting a massive roman candle on the fourth of July.
The bear roared as it was struck by the spell in the chest, but the explosion completely blasted the bear away. Limbs flew away as they were ripped from its body, and the bear was engulfed in flames that were released in a wave. It knocked the bear off of its feet, and Jake was surprised to see a large chunk of its chest just completely missing. The bear died, and he received a dungeon completion notification.
Ophelia just had her mouth agape, and Fhesiah was panting now. “We need to get back home,” she said.
Jake was a little confused, but not quite. He had seen that look on her face plenty of times. It was just, why was she so excited?
“You’re wondering why I’m so excited? What you made was so amazing, it actually surpassed my own flames in some ways. I am pretty sure that is a Tier 1 spell you just made, so it only proves your capability: that my mother was right. You had shown me that you were brimming with potential, but it wasn’t quite like this. So now, let’s get home quickly. I need you to show me your rod again.” Jake looked down at the spell-rod in his hands, “The other rod,” she said.
Both Jake and Ophelia were blushing, and Jake was practically dragged out of the cavern as Ophelia looted the boss with a sigh. Jake could feel a small flash of jealousy, but only a small one. Of course, she was well aware of their evening activities. They had been slowly working up to such a thing on their own, but it had been kept above the clothes, so far. 
She simply wasn’t ready for making love, and Jake was happy to allow the emotion and feelings they had for each other to build, instead. It did however have this unfortunate side effect, where both girls were at different places in their relationship with him.   
Jake expressed his feelings of care and worry about Ophelia over their bond, and he could feel she was appreciative of it. He wanted her to know that her feelings were important to him, too. Still, he had an amorous dragon demoness to handle for the evening.
[image: image-placeholder]A few more days passed with Jake working on more spell-rods, and he managed to complete two more. One was like a super-buff, that he was calling Einherjar. While researching this, he had even managed to finish creating what was a twelve-rune version of the strength buff that he had been using, which he called [Empowerment]. 
[Empowerment] lasted a whole minute, and while it had varying effectiveness across each party member, Jake would consider it to be around a thirty to fifty percent increase in effectiveness. It was much closer to fifty percent or more for Jake, and Fhesiah’s increase was closer to thirty, with Ophelia somewhere in between. Jake guessed it had to do with how strong or powerful they were already.
The buff increased their strength, speed, and defense, and Jake even saw improvements to certain spells like [Mana Blade] when he used it. The spell Einherjar cast from the spell rod more than doubled these effects, but the spell only lasted thirty seconds, instead. Still, with Einherjar, even Jake could best Fhesiah or Ophelia in a one-on-one in melee, which greatly excited both girls. Jake felt that his naming of the spell was very fitting, being named after the immortal warriors. He hoped Odin didn’t mind.
The last spell-rod held a spell that Jake was calling [Sanctuary]. It was based on his runic shields, and it created a large dome. But instead of a simple barrier, it allowed attacks from his allies to exit at their enemies. This was unlike their sacrificial barriers, which did not allow attacks of their own to pass through. The dome lasted a whole 30 seconds, and Jake knew it would be quite strong.     
The spell-rods could not be used often and could also be seen as consumables, as they would only get a couple of uses before the runes would need to be recharged with runic ink. Jake thought this was perhaps due to being ‘overcharged’ during the usage of the spell. 
He thought the passing of twelve runes through the rod and focus, and adding them together, put extra strain on the item. The small spell-rods themselves could only barely contain the runes themselves in the first place, so they would deteriorate with each casting. They also took a large percentage of Jake’s available mana, over half. This made it a challenge for Ophelia to cast anything meaningful with one, as she had less mana than Jake, and had not yet reached level 5 in Runic Magic to really utilize them properly or practice using them.
Still, Jake was very happy that he had the option. He saw them like the [Scroll of Thornwood Field], spells meant to turn the tide of what would otherwise be a losing battle. Of course, it was bad to be in a fight where such a skill or spell would be used, but sometimes you were simply unable to identify a major threat before a fight began. 
Thanks to the effectiveness of runic magic, started Fhesiah wanting to join Jake in his learning of it. She was having a hard time making it work, though, as forcing heavenly energy to abide by a set of strict rules did not have good results. 
She had no problems copying the Nordic runes themselves, especially in runic sentences that Jake laid out for her when making what would be a spell, but they simply would not activate with her using Heavenly Energy.
They thought they were getting close to a solution, though: demonic runes. These runes echoed the Dao or heavenly truths, and Fhesiah had successfully gotten a few of them to activate. It took Jake some effort, but he too was able to get one to activate as well, with his mana. It appeared that demonic runes required some level of understanding in order to utilize them even with mana: it was not as simple as forming a shape with mana and forming a word, Jake had to have a level of understanding of the rune and the word in order to successfully use it.
Jake thought this effect was interesting. With mana, it was like his understanding could have a more scientific approach to it. For example, fire. Jake’s understanding was that combustion was a combination of oxygen in the air and fuel being consumed, causing thermal energy to be released. As things are heated up from this thermal energy, the atoms in the material speed up as well.
Overall, the effect from the mana-infused demonic runes appeared to be less than Nordic runes for Jake. Perhaps because the only-scientific knowledge of the runes was the bare minimum to activate, and Nordic runes were powered by those of the Nordic faiths and the Nordic Gods themselves. 
Understanding many of the working parts allowed him to enchant the demonic rune of fire using mana. A foreign concept to Jake such as space or time, where even human or scientific understanding was dubious, he had no chance of using in a spell or enchanting those runes, for now.
Fhesiah responded to Jake’s thoughts, “That’s not all there is to fire, Jake. A fire can consume fuel and destroy, but it can even create. You can cook a meal for us with fire, and that same fire can keep a family warm in the winter, protecting them from death by the cold. You can cauterize a bleeding wound, allowing a fire to heal. A star burns brightly in the sky for millions of years, granting the possibility of life across the cosmos. My dragon flames carry the spark of creation, destroying or creating life as I see fit.”
Conversely, Fhesiah’s understanding of fire would be more rooted in its essence. She would then incorporate what she believed to be the essence of fire into her being, her Path, and when she activated the rune using Qi even if it was Jake that enchanted it: that is what the demonic rune would manifest into the world.
Jake found that he could even combine the two approaches himself somewhat, though the effect on the mana-infused demonic runes appeared to be marginal. He would need to spend a lot more time studying Fhesiah’s Path, and knew that this was important. Her Path was significant to her, and thus Jake would make it important to him. 
The limitations would force Fhesiah primarily to runes related to fire. Creating functions like Jake had would be a real challenge for her, as when she used heavenly energy, she found that her requirements for understanding in order to use a rune were even greater than Jake’s. She likely would never be able to use a rune not related to the Dao incorporated into her being, her essence, but that didn’t mean she was giving up. Perhaps this restriction would be lowered as she mastered [Runic Magic], or her mastery of the Dao reached a higher level, allowing her to use demonic runes not directly related to her dragon fire.
For now, Fhesiah found that when she made a ball of fire with her demonic runes, the power was higher and the cost in heavenly energy was lower. This allowed for greater efficiency than if she had just otherwise created it on her own. 
It was just a small benefit, but it was well worth the effort. This also got around the problems of Nordic Runes that Hestia alluded to for Jake, and he had plans for creating spell-rods and an alternate set of equipment that included these demonic runes. He would do this once he had a high enough understanding of them to accomplish similar goals.
Jake finished his enchanting work for the day, and he headed over to Ophelia’s smithy. She had been doing what she could to raise her skill, as he tried to raise his [Enchanting]. They found that her trade skill was a lot more time-consuming, requiring much more practice. Similar to how Purifying Flames had difficulty raising to level 5 due to not having access to higher-tier materials, she was similarly limited. Not having access to Tier 1 metals was making it very challenging to raise the skill.               
Tier 0 metals simply didn’t have mana in them. She tried infusing mana into them, but the Framework simply wouldn’t assist her in this. Just like mana usage in Advanced Melee Specialization for Jake, the Framework would not assist her in utilizing this in her crafting. 
If they had spent a year, perhaps she could have learned it on their own, as if they were living in a non-Framework world. Jake assumed after they passed the Trial and became Tier 1, the skill would advance much easier with supernatural metals and materials, and then she could enhance even steel in amazing ways. 
When Jake entered the smithy, Ophelia was polishing a gauntlet. It had wicked claws, and Jake thought it looked like a replacement for Fhesiah. Unfortunately, he knew how she felt about this.
Ophelia gave a sad frown. “I know she won’t wear it, but I thought I should try making all sorts of items, hoping that would help the skill advance. I’ve tried runic fire, pushing tons of mana into the items, and if anything it makes them weaker as a result. It’s tough.” 
She sighed. “I knew my dad used magic in smithing, but he didn’t really explain how to me. I had tried, but I wasn’t ready to learn magic at that age, my soul was too small and weak to really utilize or store mana at the time.”
Jake knew this to be true, from his enchanting. Finding the right amount of mana to infuse the item with to improve its integrity at the same time was likely a skill of the next tier. 
Of course, doing this while forging should be different from doing it after the item was already completed like with his Enchanting, so the two skills would be different, but he thought the challenges were likely similar. He was interested to learn a small tidbit about how children wouldn’t be able to learn magic until they were much older.
Jake came around her workbench and hugged her from the side, which she returned with a hug of her wing, as he inspected the item. It looked very well-made, and looking, he saw her skill to be at level 4. Most likely, she had already surpassed nearly every smith on Earth, and in only a few weeks' time. She could craft certain items in minutes, and her smithy was full of cabinets with different tools used to make her items.
“I’m sure he’d be very proud of how far you’ve come. Both as a smith, and as a warrior. You’re an amazing woman.” 
Ophelia blushed, and she looked at him in question. “You seem to be in a good mood, what is it?”
Jake smiled at her. “I wanted to ask my beautiful battle angel about a date for tomorrow. I want to spend the whole day together. We’ll still train in the morning, but rather than the dungeon, we’ll go on a date instead. How about it?”
“Oh! That sounds wonderful. I’ve always wanted to go on a date… Wait, can we really go on one?”
“I’ve always wanted to go on one too. It’ll be my first as well, technically. As far as if we can go on one, I think I have come up with something exciting enough, even if we can’t leave our Refuge. How about it?”
Ophelia used the clean spell form on her face, which was covered in soot, before kissing him. “It’s a date! Oh, I can’t wait!” 
“Great, me neither. I’m going to set things up, so just keep away from the Menu unless you want to spoil it.”
She nodded, but she showed a happy smile. She looked at the claw she had previously been working on, and to Jake, it felt like she could hardly think about what she was doing before he entered. Her wings flapped in anticipation, and Jake smiled at this. Of course, Jake was excited, too. He left the smithy. He had a lot to prepare for their date.
A few more days passed with Jake working on more spell-rods, and he managed to complete two more. One was like a super-buff, that he was calling Einherjar. While researching this, he had even managed to finish creating what was a twelve-rune version of the strength buff that he had been using, which he called [Empowerment]. 
[Empowerment] lasted a whole minute, and while it had varying effectiveness across each party member, Jake would consider it to be around a thirty to fifty percent increase in effectiveness. It was much closer to fifty percent or more for Jake, and Fhesiah’s increase was closer to thirty, with Ophelia somewhere in between. Jake guessed it had to do with how strong or powerful they were already.
The buff increased their strength, speed, and defense, and Jake even saw improvements to certain spells like [Mana Blade] when he used it. The spell Einherjar cast from the spell rod more than doubled these effects, but the spell only lasted thirty seconds, instead. Still, with Einherjar, even Jake could best Fhesiah or Ophelia in a one-on-one in melee, which greatly excited both girls. Jake felt that his naming of the spell was very fitting, being named after the immortal warriors. He hoped Odin didn’t mind.
The last spell-rod held a spell that Jake was calling [Sanctuary]. It was based on his runic shields, and it created a large dome. But instead of a simple barrier, it allowed attacks from his allies to exit at their enemies. This was unlike their sacrificial barriers, which did not allow attacks of their own to pass through. The dome lasted a whole 30 seconds, and Jake knew it would be quite strong.     
The spell-rods could not be used often and could also be seen as consumables, as they would only get a couple of uses before the runes would need to be recharged with runic ink. Jake thought this was perhaps due to being ‘overcharged’ during the usage of the spell. 
He thought the passing of twelve runes through the rod and focus, and adding them together, put extra strain on the item. The small spell-rods themselves could only barely contain the runes themselves in the first place, so they would deteriorate with each casting. They also took a large percentage of Jake’s available mana, over half. This made it a challenge for Ophelia to cast anything meaningful with one, as she had less mana than Jake, and had not yet reached level 5 in Runic Magic to really utilize them properly or practice using them.
Still, Jake was very happy that he had the option. He saw them like the [Scroll of Thornwood Field], spells meant to turn the tide of what would otherwise be a losing battle. Of course, it was bad to be in a fight where such a skill or spell would be used, but sometimes you were simply unable to identify a major threat before a fight began. 
Thanks to the effectiveness of runic magic, started Fhesiah wanting to join Jake in his learning of it. She was having a hard time making it work, though, as forcing heavenly energy to abide by a set of strict rules did not have good results. 
She had no problems copying the Nordic runes themselves, especially in runic sentences that Jake laid out for her when making what would be a spell, but they simply would not activate with her using Heavenly Energy.
They thought they were getting close to a solution, though: demonic runes. These runes echoed the Dao or heavenly truths, and Fhesiah had successfully gotten a few of them to activate. It took Jake some effort, but he too was able to get one to activate as well, with his mana. It appeared that demonic runes required some level of understanding in order to utilize them even with mana: it was not as simple as forming a shape with mana and forming a word, Jake had to have a level of understanding of the rune and the word in order to successfully use it.
Jake thought this effect was interesting. With mana, it was like his understanding could have a more scientific approach to it. For example, fire. Jake’s understanding was that combustion was a combination of oxygen in the air and fuel being consumed, causing thermal energy to be released. As things are heated up from this thermal energy, the atoms in the material speed up as well.
Overall, the effect from the mana-infused demonic runes appeared to be less than Nordic runes for Jake. Perhaps because the only-scientific knowledge of the runes was the bare minimum to activate, and Nordic runes were powered by those of the Nordic faiths and the Nordic Gods themselves. 
Understanding many of the working parts allowed him to enchant the demonic rune of fire using mana. A foreign concept to Jake such as space or time, where even human or scientific understanding was dubious, he had no chance of using in a spell or enchanting those runes, for now.
Fhesiah responded to Jake’s thoughts, “That’s not all there is to fire, Jake. A fire can consume fuel and destroy, but it can even create. You can cook a meal for us with fire, and that same fire can keep a family warm in the winter, protecting them from death by the cold. You can cauterize a bleeding wound, allowing a fire to heal. A star burns brightly in the sky for millions of years, granting the possibility of life across the cosmos. My dragon flames carry the spark of creation, destroying or creating life as I see fit.”
Conversely, Fhesiah’s understanding of fire would be more rooted in its essence. She would then incorporate what she believed to be the essence of fire into her being, her Path, and when she activated the rune using Qi even if it was Jake that enchanted it: that is what the demonic rune would manifest into the world.
Jake found that he could even combine the two approaches himself somewhat, though the effect on the mana-infused demonic runes appeared to be marginal. He would need to spend a lot more time studying Fhesiah’s Path, and knew that this was important. Her Path was significant to her, and thus Jake would make it important to him. 
The limitations would force Fhesiah primarily to runes related to fire. Creating functions like Jake had would be a real challenge for her, as when she used heavenly energy, she found that her requirements for understanding in order to use a rune were even greater than Jake’s. She likely would never be able to use a rune not related to the Dao incorporated into her being, her essence, but that didn’t mean she was giving up. Perhaps this restriction would be lowered as she mastered [Runic Magic], or her mastery of the Dao reached a higher level, allowing her to use demonic runes not directly related to her dragon fire.
For now, Fhesiah found that when she made a ball of fire with her demonic runes, the power was higher and the cost in heavenly energy was lower. This allowed for greater efficiency than if she had just otherwise created it on her own. 
It was just a small benefit, but it was well worth the effort. This also got around the problems of Nordic Runes that Hestia alluded to for Jake, and he had plans for creating spell-rods and an alternate set of equipment that included these demonic runes. He would do this once he had a high enough understanding of them to accomplish similar goals.
Jake finished his enchanting work for the day, and he headed over to Ophelia’s smithy. She had been doing what she could to raise her skill, as he tried to raise his [Enchanting]. They found that her trade skill was a lot more time-consuming, requiring much more practice. Similar to how Purifying Flames had difficulty raising to level 5 due to not having access to higher-tier materials, she was similarly limited. Not having access to Tier 1 metals was making it very challenging to raise the skill.               
Tier 0 metals simply didn’t have mana in them. She tried infusing mana into them, but the Framework simply wouldn’t assist her in this. Just like mana usage in Advanced Melee Specialization for Jake, the Framework would not assist her in utilizing this in her crafting. 
If they had spent a year, perhaps she could have learned it on their own, as if they were living in a non-Framework world. Jake assumed after they passed the Trial and became Tier 1, the skill would advance much easier with supernatural metals and materials, and then she could enhance even steel in amazing ways. 
When Jake entered the smithy, Ophelia was polishing a gauntlet. It had wicked claws, and Jake thought it looked like a replacement for Fhesiah. Unfortunately, he knew how she felt about this.
Ophelia gave a sad frown. “I know she won’t wear it, but I thought I should try making all sorts of items, hoping that would help the skill advance. I’ve tried runic fire, pushing tons of mana into the items, and if anything it makes them weaker as a result. It’s tough.” 
She sighed. “I knew my dad used magic in smithing, but he didn’t really explain how to me. I had tried, but I wasn’t ready to learn magic at that age, my soul was too small and weak to really utilize or store mana at the time.”
Jake knew this to be true, from his enchanting. Finding the right amount of mana to infuse the item with to improve its integrity at the same time was likely a skill of the next tier. 
Of course, doing this while forging should be different from doing it after the item was already completed like with his Enchanting, so the two skills would be different, but he thought the challenges were likely similar. He was interested to learn a small tidbit about how children wouldn’t be able to learn magic until they were much older.
Jake came around her workbench and hugged her from the side, which she returned with a hug of her wing, as he inspected the item. It looked very well-made, and looking, he saw her skill to be at level 4. Most likely, she had already surpassed nearly every smith on Earth, and in only a few weeks' time. She could craft certain items in minutes, and her smithy was full of cabinets with different tools used to make her items.
“I’m sure he’d be very proud of how far you’ve come. Both as a smith, and as a warrior. You’re an amazing woman.” 
Ophelia blushed, and she looked at him in question. “You seem to be in a good mood, what is it?”
Jake smiled at her. “I wanted to ask my beautiful battle angel about a date for tomorrow. I want to spend the whole day together. We’ll still train in the morning, but rather than the dungeon, we’ll go on a date instead. How about it?”
“Oh! That sounds wonderful. I’ve always wanted to go on a date… Wait, can we really go on one?”
“I’ve always wanted to go on one too. It’ll be my first as well, technically. As far as if we can go on one, I think I have come up with something exciting enough, even if we can’t leave our Refuge. How about it?”
Ophelia used the clean spell form on her face, which was covered in soot, before kissing him. “It’s a date! Oh, I can’t wait!” 
“Great, me neither. I’m going to set things up, so just keep away from the Menu unless you want to spoil it.”
She nodded, but she showed a happy smile. She looked at the claw she had previously been working on, and to Jake, it felt like she could hardly think about what she was doing before he entered. Her wings flapped in anticipation, and Jake smiled at this. Of course, Jake was excited, too. He left the smithy. He had a lot to prepare for their date.




Chapter 27 – Date with a Valkyrie


It was now time for his date; Jake had asked Ophelia out on one the previous evening for today. He had previously asked Fhesiah if she had wanted to go on a date, and she had declined. Ultimately, he had wanted to take her on one because they hadn’t had a real one yet, for good reasons of course; they couldn’t leave the [Refuge], and they had very little funds before now. Still, he felt she was first, and that if anyone was going to go on one, then it should be her, he'd thought.  
She said to him, “I know that you can probably come up with an excellent date for us here in our [Refuge], but I am patient and can wait until we can truly go somewhere. 
As much as I might enjoy it, Ophelia wants one even more. She has read countless stories with romance and heroes, and she wants to experience those things the most. Then, she will even have one of your firsts with you: your first real date. I had gotten your first time in the bedroom, and she would get your first romantic date, something that she will cherish going forward. Not only that, but I had gotten a lot of time alone with you before she came along and many evenings after. It’s time for her to get you all to herself for a while.”
Jake couldn’t argue with that line of thinking, and while he thought she was being truthful, knew that he should plan a date for her as well, later. This concession of hers was more proof to him that she was working on making this odd relationship work and was matching the actions with her words; he would just try to make sure that if her feelings were hurt, they were not left to fester for very long.
After that conversation, Jake primarily planned the date, but Fhesiah ironed out a few details related to the execution, as well as making herself scarce for the majority of the date. She would be sleeping in her own room that evening. Whether Ophelia and Jake slept together that night or not, it just wouldn’t feel right to go on a date with her and then sleep with Fhesiah, after all. 
Fhesiah was still doing her best to catch up in level, and she was not too far behind, the hearth helping her dramatically. What also helped was Jake hitting level 5 in [Mana Control], and his own core and thus [Mana Siphon] reaching higher levels as well, increasing the rate of infusion of heavenly energy into her. Jake was a little disturbed when one night, during their usual evening activities, she received a leveling notification. Now, her favorite thing was to use leveling up as a euphemism for having sex.
Fhesiah aside, Ophelia and Jake’s relationship had now progressed even further into the two horny teenagers category, and Jake supposed for Ophelia, that was accurate. They would kiss between bouts of training and hold hands from time to time when practicing magic and while watching movies. They would also have intense make-out sessions that started involving some heavy petting over their clothes or grinding, but things would often stop shortly after they started. Jake thought that Ophelia might be ready for the next step, and if she wasn’t ready after this date, then it would be soon. 
Up to now, Jake and Ophelia had many times together that might resemble a date in terms of individual activities. They’ve had dozens of picnics together during training or even in the dungeon with Fhesiah on the lookout, along with watching movies together. Fhesiah frequently lounged floating in the air, though she typically shared the couch with Jake and Ophelia too. Still, this would be nearly a whole day dedicated to date activities and each other.  
The look on Ophelia’s face almost mirrored Fhesiah’s when he used [Einherjar] on her in training once, her eyes hooded in desire, from the high of having such strength that he provided her. Either way, he would not pressure her, just make his desires known. Jake would do his best to make her first time special, whenever she was ready.
For the first part of their date, Jake was just dressed in a light workout outfit; they would be doing physical activities. This was one aspect that Jake came up with to enjoy with her, and while a little odd for a date, he thought she would have a good time and should be memorable. 
He went to knock on her door when he overheard Fhesiah talking– her thought link disconnected during their private date. He also was holding a vase full of roses that he thought she would like, purchased through the [Multiverse Market]. Jake didn’t bother with handing over a bouquet for her to put in a vase, as he knew she did not yet have a vase in her room, so he skipped a step. He figured in the future, he would buy her flowers to put into it.      
“Why, just wait until you feel his rod inside you. You’ll want to level up with him all the time after that, believe me.” Jake could actually feel Ophelia blushing, and feel Fhesiah completely enjoying that through her emotions carried over their bond. 
He heard the shy Valkyrie start to reply, “I…do you think I can really get stronger, like that?” Jake decided to interrupt whatever the crazy demoness was going to tell her by knocking on the door. It was Fhesiah that spoke again, “There he is. Don’t worry about things so much; he’ll take care of you. He is patient, and whether you go forward or not, he will understand. Just have fun, and see where things go. If it feels right, then let it happen.” Jake didn’t hear if she responded, but the door opened.
Fhesiah stepped out, gave a smile, wink, and a wave, then headed to do whatever it was she was going to do during their date. She would be there to help during a portion of the date later.
Ophelia now stepped out of the door, and she was dressed in what was quite similar to the underclothes she wore the day they met; a sports bra and some short shorts. She also had her hair braided instead of the loose ponytail that it was often in whenever Fhesiah hadn't helped her out.
Her smile was beaming, and Jake’s now matched. He held out the vase of roses for her, and she accepted the flowers and returned them to her room. She spoke, “Thank you, Jake, they’re beautiful. I’m so excited about our date…” she leaned forward and kissed Jake on his cheek. Jake gave his arm to her, to which she wrapped hers around, him escorting her to a new door that was added to their [Refuge].
Through the door were some stairs, taking them down to their new lower level, or basement, Jake supposed. They went down, and through the door was their new training area. They had previously added some additional space with a room, but Jake added, even more, yesterday and moved it once more. 
It was a large room with a high ceiling, over ten meters high. It was enough space for the girls to really be able to use their wings. Jake had prepared various areas for different activities, only changing their original plans for a training room by making it larger overall. 
Ophelia took it in with awe and excitement. There were a lot of areas that she didn’t understand or were new to her, and she looked over everything with interest. Jake spoke, “I thought that for part of our date, we could have a for-fun competition. The loser of each event would have to play a sort of penalty game, by spinning this wheel here to select the game. So, you’ll have to do your best to beat me, otherwise, you might end up eating spicy food, or something a little gross, maybe a little humiliating, that kind of thing. There’s more planned for today aside from this, but I thought since you enjoy competition so much, you’d enjoy this.”
Ophelia’s eyes changed to her usual battle mode, but she still had a beaming smile on her face. She was getting excited about this premise, and said, “It sounds like fun! Which thing are we going to do first?” She looked around, and Jake saw that she was very interested in the area that took up a large portion of the training area: an obstacle course. 
Jake took inspiration from a certain show in which both professionals and non-professionals would cross an obstacle course and hit a buzzer at the end of it, but if they fell into the water they were out. The crowd would watch and as participants went, the crowd would enjoy whether they would succeed or fail, them bouncing off of obstacles and landing into the water. 
Those that completed the first round would work their way up to much harder or strength-oriented challenges that only someone that trained intensely would ever have a chance of completing, in addition to feats of balance and coordination that matched. 
Jake’s didn’t have any water to fall into, but there was what was more like a gym mat all over the bottom. He did his best to scale the difficulty well above what the people on that show would have to go through, as Jake had already far surpassed the strength and speed of any Olympian back from Earth. Ophelia was even stronger than that.  
Jake said, “Interested in this obstacle course? We can start there. The rules are no magic and no use of your wings. If it helps, we should tie them so that you don’t accidentally use them. If you fall on the mat, you’ll have to play a penalty game. If we both complete the course without falling, then it’ll be who gets the worst time between the two of us who does. How about it? Think you can beat me without using your wings?”
Jake’s last words took a challenging edge to them, playing up the competition portion of things for Ophelia’s benefit. Her eyes gleamed, and she said, “You’re on. I saw that wheel had a penalty game of wearing a maid outfit, very appropriate for the wife Fhesiah says you are. I have to win as many of these events as I can to have the most chances of seeing that.”
Jake laughed and wondered if maybe she had been spending a little too much time with Fhesiah lately. He said, “Alright. I will go first and set the time that you need to beat. I have the advantage of having designed it, after all. I think going second counters that somewhat. You can watch from anywhere on the mats that you like.”
With that, he prepared for his run on the obstacle course. He had planned on using this to increase their balance and work through some obstacles and traps that they might run into later in the dungeon, but it was pretty vanilla for the time being. 
He hit the buzzer for the timer, and he launched himself across an enlarged version of the obstacle course seen on the TV show he had seen. Jake’s personal fitness was superhuman at this point, and he blazed through the course jumping across various areas, easily running and climbing up a curved ramp. He stepped across some difficult-to-balance platforms, swung across ropes, and eventually arrived at the final buzzer, and he slammed down on it.
Jake was surprised at how quickly he completed the course, but he had doubts that his time was going to be the lowest time when this was done. He had underestimated his own personal advancement, and the parts of the obstacle course that he thought had a chance of eliminating Ophelia were probably going to be no challenge at all for her. 
Jake had thought about the other events and found that he had a hard time thinking of anything physical that he would be superior to the valkyrie on. Still, he would give her a run for her money with a few of them. Jake’s time was 55 seconds, and he was sure Ophelia would have no problem beating it.
Ophelia had a confident smile on her face; she thought the same way. She started her run with her wings easily tucked in, and she was blazing through the course even faster than Jake. She cleared the jumps with precision and ease, and her balance on the obstacles that required it made the challenge look simple and as easy as walking. She reached the end and slammed her hand on the buzzer. Her time beat Jake’s by nearly ten full seconds, at 45. 
She pumped her fist and said, “I win! Spin the wheel, c’mon, maid outfit!”
Jake just smiled and spun the wheel that he had placed in the center of the room. It landed on: eat spicy egg. Jake had soaked a boiled egg in a spicy solution which should have heavily absorbed the spiciness, making for something that would be spicy and weird to eat as a penalty. 
He took it out of his storage bracelet, and she looked on in interest. He ate the egg, and his mouth just burned, and his face became red, he was sure. It was gross, the texture being odd along with the spiciness. He was sweating and had a hard time finishing it, but eventually, he did. He could not feel his tongue other than the burning, and he practically choked it down, but he finished it and drank a glass of milk, also from his storage bracelet. 
Ophelia’s expression was full of mirth, but she had actually seemed worried for a moment as he was forcing the egg down. He cleared his throat after drinking the milk, and said, “Alright. The next challenge is going to be an Earth sport that I have only played a few times, but I think I should have an edge over you. It’s called table tennis.”
Jake explained the rules, and they did a couple of volleys so that she could get a feel for the game before the competition. The game began in earnest, and it appeared Jake did have an edge in this game, her strength working against her. He took the first game, the two of them playing the best of three matches. 
She became extra focused, and the second game tied up near the end, but Jake took the win. She was really well-coordinated and had a fast reaction time that he felt was uncanny. Jake thought if the game went into the third, she’d have won for sure, as she was still getting used to aiming her returns and getting better as the matches progressed. 
Besides, it wasn’t like Jake was a pro table tennis player himself, only taking advantage of some of the tricks he’d seen in matches to earn surprise points, and those tricks would only work once or twice on her.
Still, she lost, so she would have to spin the wheel. Jake smiled; he was happy to at least beat her once. He would be satisfied even if he lost the rest of the games. The wheel landed on the mustache slice, to which she had a very questioning look about what that could mean for her. Jake retrieved the silly curly-q mustache and placed it above her lips. He laughed; she looked absolutely ridiculous with the black mustache on her face, as even her eyebrows were white. She was embarrassed, finally the feeling exceeding the feeling of defeat from having lost their friendly competition. 
She continued wearing the mustache, and they kept playing different games. Jake lost them all, but he could tell Ophelia was having an absolute blast trying out these sports and enjoying the friendly competition. She danced around and flapped her wings when she won, and Jake couldn’t help but smile at her excitement, the losses hardly bothering him. 
Unfortunately for her, he never did land on the maid outfit. They had worked up a pretty decent sweat, and Jake decided to call an end to this particular aspect of their date. They had a light snack of fruit and some iced drinks, and they removed their mustaches; Jake having ended up with his own, at some point. 
Ophelia said, “That was so much fun; thank you for that. You really put a lot of thought into this…” Jake smiled and pulled her in for a kiss. It lingered for a while, but Jake pulled back; their date was only just beginning. Jake said, “I hope that you like the next part of the date. I have some ideas in case you don’t, but I think you should enjoy them. The location has the clothing appropriate for what it is that we’ll be doing, so we can just head there as we are.”
Jake led her back up the stairs, and into one of the other newer doors in their [Refuge] back on the main floor. Inside, the smithery that she had designed, with all the trimmings and stocked with things that she would need to begin. 
She was excited, but a little perplexed at why this would be a part of their date. 
Jake said, “I know it seems like a strange place to go on a date, but I wanted to celebrate with you about you having your own smithy, as I know this is usually quite the big deal. You’ve had it for a while, but I had always been too busy with enchanting to be involved in here. I did some research on all the things that would be expected of a smith’s apprentice and wanted to know if you would like to craft an item together. I’ve prepared all the resources, even if you may have had most of them already.”
She took her time thinking for a moment, but eventually showed a big smile. “You really put a lot of thought into things that we could do without going anywhere and put in effort on this. I always used to craft items with my father…it’s nostalgic. I’d like to give it a try, but we shouldn’t craft anything big, or it will take a long time. It’ll be different being the one in the lead here.” 
Jake nodded, and they set about getting the fires stoked and everything prepared for making just the beginning of what would become a knife. 
They hammered away together with their superhuman strength and were able to use magic to control flames and make the process much faster than any Earth blacksmith, and an hour later they had finished what would later become a knife. 
She had spent time explaining each step in the process, and Jake listened on with rapt attention. There were still many steps such as grinding it or creating a sheath or even a proper handle, but that would be achieved later. For all intents and purposes, they had crafted their first item together in her forge, just like she used to make with her father.
Jake knew that as they grew in Tier, this scene would become a more and more common occurrence. For him to craft more advanced items, he would need to work together with her. Not only that, but Jake had some ideas for how he could improve her smithy with his enchanting, and he talked with her about these as they made the item together. She was really in her element, and Jake was happy to see this side of her.
“This was why I wanted to do this for our date. I wanted to see a side of you I hadn’t seen. Everything I learn about you makes me more amazed, and happy that it’s you here with me. I want to help you like your father helped your mother be the best she could be, and I know you’ll do the same for me.”
She looked at the almost perfect blade that they had made together, and Jake could tell that she was filled with emotion even without the bond, her eyes tearing up and her lips quivering a bit. Jake hugged her from the side and looked on at the item as well. He had learned a little bit about blades and their crafting and thought that what they made was really neat, but she was likely thinking about her father; a detail he was able to infer over the bond which allowed him a greater understanding beyond even her current emotions. He just held her and waited for her to get a hold of her feelings. 
After a minute, she said, “Thank you so much. It really means a lot to me that you were here with me, helping me make an item together. I often helped my father, too, and it felt good to put to use all that I learned from him, after all this time. That you helped me the same way I helped him gave me a warm feeling.” She then kissed Jake, but she kept it to a short affair; they were covered in soot and sweat, and wearing blacksmith overalls complete with thick aprons that they had put on over their clothes. With that, they shut down, cleaned up the things that needed to be done, and were off to the next part of their date. 
Before that part could begin, though, they would need to clean themselves up. For this part, Jake and Ophelia separated, and this is the first part that Fhesiah was helping Jake with: she would help her out in the bath, while Jake took a quick shower and got ready. Of course, they could just use the spell-forms to clean up, but it just wasn’t the same. Cleaned up, Jake got dressed in an Earth suit and got ready for the finishing touches for their dinner. 
While a suit was complete overkill for what they would be doing, Jake felt like he would really give her the opportunity to feel like the night was special. They would be cooking together in a sense, but Jake would prepare dessert and their drinks, and make sure everything else was organized and ready.
Luckily, with Fhesiah’s help, it did not take Ophelia long to complete her bath and get ready. She was now wearing a pretty blue dress that matched her shocking blue eyes, and it accentuated her slim but very fit figure. It was sleeveless and cut off above her knees, and she looked absolutely beautiful in it. It had room for her wings cut out in the back, and she very much looked like an angel. 
He decided to say, “You look gorgeous in that dress, Ophelia. I hope you enjoy the dinner that I have planned.” She blushed at his compliment and managed to say, “You look really handsome in that suit. We always see them in those movies we watch, but I had a hard time imagining what you would look like in one, always wearing armor or simple clothes.”
Jake smiled, and he helped set her down and push in her chair, then he sat down as well. Ophelia looked on in interest; on the table was a round gas grill. He knew that Ophelia absolutely loved meat of various kinds, so he would give her a buffet. 
Really, Jake designed this based on his experiences at Korean barbecue places in America, so he was trying to give her a similar experience. He had various dipping sauces and little saucers set out, and a few side dishes. They set out to cook their meal, and they made small talk about what they liked and their plans for the next week. She had a smile on her face, and Jake could tell that she really enjoyed their meal.
Fhesiah appeared in a maid costume, the one that would have been a part of the penalty game. She delivered the dessert Jake made with a smile, seemingly enjoying that they were enjoying their time together. She left without a word, not even teasing the battle angel. Jake was happy for her help. Jake had her secretly take photos of their first date so that they would be able to cherish them forever. 
Meal completed, they set off for the final part of the actual date: watching a sappy romance movie. Usually, Jake would avoid those kinds of films and instead choose something that they would all enjoy; the boat sinking movie being one he wouldn’t want to watch normally. 
This movie was the same, but he sat and watched it with her anyway, knowing that she would enjoy it enough for it to be worth it. They held hands and enjoyed the movie together, and he could tell that Ophelia enjoyed it as much as he thought she would. They kissed and hugged each other at various points in the movie, and glanced at each other to see their reactions. 
The movie finished, and they just sat on the couch a while and kissed and groped each other for a while, not very different from regular days. Ophelia eventually pulled away and said, “Thank you so much for such a wonderful first date. The time and effort you put into making it special were amazing. I’ll always remember today, and… I think I’m ready. I really want you now, Jake.” 
Jake smiled at her and said, “I did really want to make your first date special, and it was mine as well. I really care deeply about you, and I plan to keep my promise of making you happy.” They both stood, and Jake let her begin to lead him to where she wanted to go. She wanted to do things in her own room, something Jake could understand. The beautiful Valkyrie led him inside, and he closed the door behind them.   




Interlude 4 – ♥♥♥ Night with a Valkyrie


With the door closed, Jake saw that Ophelia was already near her bed, but looked like she didn’t know where to begin.  
He said, “Don’t worry, since it’s our first time, let’s take our time and enjoy it.” Jake started removing his suit jacket and tie, as he was overdressed even for their barbecue meal. Still, he had wanted to look as good as he could for her.
Ophelia watched with interest, and he unbuttoned his shirt as well, leaving himself without his shirt; his musculature having become just as fit or impressive as Ophelia’s over the past month, but for a man. She had long since felt all over his body in their many make-out sessions, but perhaps she had not seen everything at once. He left his pants on and drew her in for a kiss, to which she returned with great enthusiasm.
He held her by her waist as her wings flapped in excitement, and her arms wrapped around the back of Jake’s neck like she didn’t want to let him go. Jake’s hands wandered around her body, grabbing the globes of her firm ass, and when one hand firmly grabbed one of her breasts, she gasped in surprise. He stared into her crystal blue eyes as her face reddened and became flushed, and when he tweaked her nipple through her thin dress, her breath caught even further.
Jake kissed her once again and removed one strap from her shoulder. He continued kissing down her neck and onto her other shoulder, where he removed the other strap; but the dress did not fall. He looked at the dress in confusion, perhaps betrayal, and she laughed. 
“It’s my wings holding the dress up now. Hang on-”
“No, let me do it. I want to explore you,” he said, staring into her eyes. She blushed but nodded. While the dress did not fall all the way, Jake was able to move the front of the dress down further, and expose her firm round breasts. They were more than a handful and perfect for her frame. Jake began kissing and licking each breast in turn, and Ophelia’s breaths came in short pants as she became more flushed. 
“Oh, Jake…” She moaned.
Jake then spun the angel around, kissing the back of her neck and shoulders, and muscled back above the wings, which sprouted underneath her shoulder blades. Her body was a work of art, each muscle earned through countless hours of both training and fighting. The large, dove-like wings were soft, and Jake glided his fingers where the wings met her body. She shivered under his touch, and Jake decided to add [Mana Transfer] into the mix to raise her excitement further. Jake knew that she felt an almost tickling sensation over her skin, as mana brushed over her skin and pushed into her body.
“Your body is very sexy, Ophelia. You should never doubt yourself. I found you very attractive.”
Jake then lifted her dress and massaged her firm, bubbled ass. Her thighs were thick, as she was definitely someone who did plenty of squats. She moaned at the sensation, and Jake lightly caressed her pussy over her panties from behind. 
Ophelia’s breathing got even heavier as Jake kissed and felt up her body, and he removed his pants, leaving him in only his boxers. He started rubbing his erection against her rear as he snaked his hands inside her dress, touching her firm stomach. He then massaged her breasts, finding them to have no bra over them. Adding mana transfer to the mix he tweaked her nipples some, causing her to moan some more. 
He removed the clasp above her wings, allowing her dress to fall to the floor finally. She was wearing thong panties that matched the dress, a deep blue. Her ass-cheeks peaked out the bottom of them, and he couldn’t help but feel her firm body was sexy. Jake was filled with desire for this woman, and he sent that desire through the bond to the angel.
“Oh, Jake…please take me. I need you…”
“You mean a lot to me, Ophelia. Thanks to you, I am stronger than I ever thought possible, you truly make me a better man. You bring me great joy at home and protect me in battle. I truly need you, and I’m so thankful that I have you to count on, to support me. I love you.”
“Oh, Jake…I love you so much.”
Jake could feel her love for him over their bond, and his heart swelled in response. Their bond became a near-tangible thing, her feeling almost like an extension of himself. He felt like there was one thing he was sure of, and it was that he never wanted to be apart from his winged woman. 
Ophelia’s feelings matched this, her feeling the love he had for her. She had already given her oath as a Valkyrie, but she had not yet been in love with Jake as a man. Now, she was sure of her feelings, that even if she weren’t a Valkyrie, she would love Jake and want to forge their life together.
The Summoner’s bond and the Valkyrie’s Chosen connection interlinked, Jake’s bond evolving, but he didn’t have much time to think about this for now. His desire and lust to make this woman his made him unable to wait any longer.
Jake could now feel the wetness through his boxers, so he spun her around and lifted her as she wrapped her legs around him. He kissed her once more, a kiss full of passion as their tongues dueled. Jake could just feel the desire coming back to him, and knew that she was ready. Still, he wanted to explore further, so he laid her on the bed. She looked up at him, her crystal blue eyes full of desire. 
Jake got up on the bed, and kissed her on the lips once more, then kissed down her body. He spent a moment on her breasts but continued down her firm stomach until he reached her panties.
He took them off and found her pubic mound was trimmed and shaved down to a triangle that led down to her pussy, and he kissed the area around it and her thighs as he massaged her ass. She was letting off soft moans and heavy breaths, and Jake could feel the lust coming off of her. 
Jake could see that her clitoris was already peeking out of its hood, engorged and ready. He gave the surrounding area small kisses and gave it a small lick.
Ophelia’s hands grabbed around Jake’s head, and she moaned some more. He kept kissing and licking, and her legs even wrapped around Jake’s back as her hands grasped Jake’s hair. 
She said, “Oh, Jake, please don’t stop! It feels so good…”
Jake then inserted one of his fingers into her pussy, and he increased the pace of his licking and kissing. He was sawing his finger in and out of her now shallowly and sucking and licking her clitoris gently as she moaned.
He continued to kiss and lick, and send all his feelings for her over the bond. His love and affection, and how he wanted to make her happy. She continued to moan, and he started sending pulses of mana transfer through his fingers. “Wow…that feels so good…”
He kept sucking and licking her clitoris, and added a second finger, sawing in and out of her pussy. Her moans became frantic, and she said, “Oh, Jake… I’m coming!” 
Her body spasmed and Jake redoubled his efforts, to help her ride out her orgasm, but slowed down as she came down from her high. She was absolutely dripping wet now, and with her face flushed and chest heaving, Jake felt she looked more beautiful than ever. Her wings were spread behind her, and her legs were slightly parted as she lay on the bed. She met his eyes, and she spread her legs further for him to enter.
“Jake, please… I need you in me now. Claim me….”
Jake was as hard as a rock, and he removed his boxers. He rubbed his cock over her entrance from on top of her and slowly pushed inside. She was very tight, perhaps due to her powerful floor muscles, but he noticed that there was no hymen. Likely lost from either training or something Valkyries simply did not have, at least that was one more thing he didn’t need to worry about. In addition, Fhesiah had assured him that birth control was handled thanks to her alchemy.
He slowly sawed his cock in and out of her pussy in shallow thrusts, as he could not reach any further since it was too tight, as he stared into her crystal blue eyes. She gave out soft moans with each thrust, and he could just feel her desire and lust over the bond, her face pleading with him to continue. 
Eventually, as tight as she was, he was able to bottom out inside of her. “Oh, Jake…you feel so good inside me…”
Jake could feel her pussy gripping and pulsating on his cock tightly as he began to move his hips faster, now that he could reach the bottom. They were both moaning now, the pleasure and emotions they had for each other great. He held both her hands, as he kissed her. Their tongues dueled as their lust and desire increased, Ophelia’s legs wrapping around his body. Her legs pulled at him, as he thrust deep inside her. 
Ophelia’s breath came in quick pants, as Jake tweaked one of her nipples. He played with one of her breasts as he held up his body, pounding her pussy as it pulsed and contracted. She was warm and welcoming, with a smile on her face, filled with love and lust. He felt like he was getting close. 
Still, Jake was not quite ready to finish. He kissed her as he thrust deep and touched her cervix, and he pulled himself out, her legs only slightly providing any resistance, as she knew what he wanted. 
She rolled over for him, getting onto her belly and on all fours before she grabbed onto the headboard. She was now on her knees, and Jake was staring down at her firm, bubbled ass. He grabbed onto her ass cheeks, angled himself, and entered her pussy slowly from behind.
“Ohhh,” she moaned, as he entered her. Her pussy felt even tighter from this position, and her walls contracted as he sawed in slowly. He grabbed onto her firm ass, playing with her rounded cheeks as he slowly increased his pace.
He continued for a time, his rhythm increasing. Her wings flapped as she moaned, Jake groping her firm body. Her body was a work of art, muscled yet feminine. Ophelia’s pussy gripped his cock tighter as it convulsed, and Jake loved the sound of her gentle voice.
He increased his rhythm, and he began to really pound his cock into her from behind. He grabbed onto her waist as he pulled her as he thrust inside her, reaching even deeper, and began fucking her even faster than before. Her pussy spasmed on his cock as he kept going, and she moaned in pleasure as her wings started flapping faster, her braid flopping about. Jake watched as her back arched, looking even sexier as her muscles flexed. 
“Oh, I think I’m coming again! Jake, please…”
Jake’s balls churned as he felt the familiar signs that his orgasm was near. He sped up his efforts as her moans got higher in pitch until he finally came inside her pussy. Rope after rope he came, as her pussy spasmed and Jake’s cock was absolutely drenched in her wetness. 
“Oh, wow…” She said as she giggled.
Jake was surprised when she used the cleaning spell on herself and him. “Fhesiah taught me when she realized I didn’t know how to use it, as it’s convenient. Now, we made love, and it was special. But I heard that sex was a battle, and you know I don’t like losing.” 
Jake gulped, as he saw the battle angel in front of him. Her face was flushed, but otherwise, she had the same face that she had just before she speared her enemies. Her body blurred as Jake was flung across and onto the other end of the bed, and before he could even be aware of what happened she was now on top of him, grinding her pussy’s entrance on his cock.
As usual, Jake’s cock was more than ready for the task, thanks to whatever his mana core and stamina regeneration were doing to him. She angled his cock and her pussy swallowed it all the way down to its base, as she squatted over him. Her tight wetness felt wonderful as he entered her, and he gasped at the pleasure. 
She began bouncing up and down, and her wings flapped as her muscles flexed. With each bounce, his cock reached all the way to her cervix, and her pussy would spasm on his cock every few bounces, the sensation amazing.  
“Oh yes! Jake, your cock feels so good inside me!”
She kept bouncing, and Jake grabbed onto her breasts. “Oh!” she started bouncing with more fervor, as he tweaked her nipples and otherwise groped her firm breasts and ass. She moaned, and her pussy tightened. 
She kept bouncing and flapping her wings, seemingly to keep her pelvis moving and give her more leverage. Either way, Jake was enjoying the feeling of her pussy contracting on his cock as she did these motions, and she added a sort of corkscrew motion as she tried more things to feel different sensations.
Jake eventually started thrusting to meet her, and her moans got even louder. He looked into her eyes, and eventually, he held her in place as he kept thrusting into her from below. 
“Oh yes!  Fuck me! Oh, yes!” Her pussy once again spasmed on Jake’s cock, and once again he found himself releasing his cum inside of her tight cunt.
She slumped down on Jake’s chest with a contented smile. They were both breathing heavily now, but her smile quickly switched to one that was radiant and full of energy. 
“That position was good too. Let’s try the other way now.” Jake almost looked at his cock in betrayal. He could barely get his breath back, but the two of them, Ophelia and his cock, were just filled with energy. 
His participation was optional, it appeared. Still, he enjoyed it, and Ophelia seemed happier than ever. It was a long night, and like usual, the battle angel reveled in her victory.  




Chapter 28 – Final Preparations: The Champion’s Trial Begins


Jake woke up covered in soft feathers; Ophelia’s wing draped over him, and her arm over his chest. It was a wild night, and he looked over at her contented smile. Yesterday was very fun, and he looked forward to future dates and evenings with Ophelia, hopefully, future dates heading out to see the world. She had a lot to catch up on, her life is one where she did not get to enjoy growing up and doing exciting things. 
Once again, though, he had received a notification sometime yesterday that he had partially ignored. 
[Skill Evolved!]
[Summoner’s Bond Lv. 5 -> Summoner’s Bond: Love Lv. 5]
[Additional effect: Subtle effectiveness bonus increased.]
[Summon-only targeted spells decreased mana cost.]
This was a welcome change, as it would increase the effectiveness of Ophelia. Jake didn’t have many summoner spells that specifically targeted his summons yet, but [Mana Transfer] qualified. Jake guessed the only reason he received this was that both of his summons reached Lv. 5 in their bonds, and both of them were in love with him, and him in love with them. There did appear to be some kind of interaction with Ophelia’s Chosen connection with him, which made his bond stronger, and perhaps aided in the skill's evolution itself.
He didn’t want to interrupt Ophelia’s sleep, so Jake prodded the connection between him and Fhesiah and found her to be already awake rather than getting up right away. 
[There you are, Jake. I missed you. Did you both enjoy your evening?]
Jake replied in his thoughts to her, “I did, and she did as well. Thank you for helping, and for giving us time together. I hope you found something to keep yourself busy?”
[Why yes, Jake, I did. I was leveling up all by myself yesterday, last night, and this morning.]                
Jake did his best to not allow his eye roll to be felt over their connection. She was being ambiguous about whether she was cultivating or—
[Why don’t you come to find out what I meant? Surely you could check?]
Jake just wryly smiled at her antics. He thought the answer was likely that she was probably mostly diligent in cultivating yesterday, but he wasn’t sure. At any rate, they had a new dungeon to work through and to continue their training. They could enter the [Trial] after Jake reached level 8, but he would likely wait until Ophelia arrived at the level as well, and also wait for Fhesiah to be beyond even that, by completing more incursions before entering. 
It might be more challenging for her to cultivate in the larger dungeon to kill reward energy, so he would likely wait until she was closer to level 9. He had now purchased everything in their original “dream house” plan they had made, and he and Ophelia were fully equipped. All credits saved could now go towards upgrading the hearth, which should allow Fhesiah to reach the appropriate level in a matter of a day or two after that.
Jake could level to 10, and the Framework would bank all experience until after he completed the Trial and chose his class. He could keep requesting incursion dungeons to be allocated until he was ready to take on the greater challenge. A downside to doing this is that the threat might be higher if he attempts at level 10 instead of level 8. The rewards could be lower, too. Either way, Jake would mostly go with his gut on this when the opportunity presented itself. Fhesiah was not far behind, likely getting very close to level seven with her cultivating spree yesterday. 
Because of her nature as a cultivator, she didn’t have any class upgrades other than the [Cultivator] moniker, and she already maxed the more important skills to what her soul in its current form could handle. She could still work on things like those she learned after joining the Framework, and she did, but it shouldn’t affect much of what happened when they reached the next Tier.      
Ophelia stirred as Jake thought about their plans and woke up. “Good morning, Jake. Yesterday…  Was really great.” 
Jake smiled at her and gave her a long kiss, then said, “It really was. We’ll have many days like that in the future, I’m sure. Ready to go about our day?” 
Ophelia smirked. “Fhesiah has made me wait for you and her enough that I think it’s time that we make her wait for once, don’t you think?” Jake laughed, and then it was nearly thirty very enjoyable minutes and a brief battle later before they emerged from their room and went about their day.
After that day, it was more of the same as the previous two weeks of them clearing dungeons and training their skills to reach the next tier. It took another week before all three of them finally hit the major milestone: level 8 after completing three dungeons with ease. Somehow, Jake had not hit level 9 before Fhesiah had hit level 8 as well, and they had given her two whole days with no combat to get her caught up to where Jake likely was, not very far from level 9. 
The upgraded hearth helped along with Jake’s Core reaching level 5, as Ophelia and Jake worked on that and their other skills while Fhesiah worked on her cultivation.
The two girls would alternate who slept with Jake for the night, as Ophelia was not interested in bedroom activities with Fhesiah in the room, at least for now. Right now, she was just excited and elated to be with Jake, and she was a little afraid of Fhesiah and her constant teasing. 
Either way, Jake and Ophelia felt like they were in a honeymoon phase, and opted to keep things simple for now, as they were plenty exciting on their own as they learned more about one another’s bodies.
[Jake Status Level 8]
[Strength: 29]
[Dexterity: 27]
[Constitution: 26]
[Intelligence: 36]
[Wisdom: 34]
[Charisma: 32]
[Jake's Level 8 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Mana Control: 5]
[Lesser Spell-forms: 5]
[Melee Specialization: 5]
[Purifying Flames: 4]
[Runic Magic: 5]
[Champion Magic: 5]
[Hearth Core: 5]
[Spell-forms Known: Clean, Mana Bolt, Force Push, Mana Blade, Flame]

[Champion Spells: Barrier]

[Framework Spells: Bolster, Reinforcement,  Haste, Summon Beast, Mana Transfer, Cure Wounds, Stamina Regen, Summon Arcane Eye, Call Summon]
[Jake's Level 8 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting: 1]
[Cooking: 4]
[Enchanting: 5]
[Misc Skills: Valkyrie’s Chosen, Mana Siphon]
Jake’s list of skills was getting a little out of control, but all skills were now level 5, except for [Looting] which advanced to level 1 of the next tier, and [Purifying Flames] which was stuck at level 4. They had tried various poisons and other status effects, but they could not get the skill to roll over. Jake guessed because Tier 0 poisons and other status effects were simply not “good enough” to move the skill forward meaningfully, the rarity or grade of the ability meant to handle things above their tier.  
Jake noticed that over the past few weeks that his attributes once again increased, outside of even the statistics from his core. Fhesiah provided the explanation that she thought it was his core refining his body, similar to cultivation; that it was helping unleash his unrealized potential. Jake felt like this made sense, as he was far from a peak human when he was drafted, so he would have some attributes to gain if he trained hard, and he had a supernatural core improving himself.
Jake was feeling very confident with his spells but had checked the system shop, trying to find anything he was missing. There were some spells or skills he was interested in, but many of the more useful ones at this low level would only be available to specialized classes. Summoners and hybrid healers like the Valkyrie would simply get watered-down versions of the spells and skills sometime later than the specialized class, depending. 
Thanks to Runic Magic, this was not a problem at all for Jake, and he thought Ophelia and himself were better served to accomplish their goals with the Runic Magic instead. He could easily replicate the effects of many of the spells he was interested in, and he was instead just hoping for spells or skills that might influence his new class, or simply spells that activated quicker and easier.
[Ophelia Status Level 8]
[Strength: 49]
[Dexterity: 38]
[Constitution: 42]
[Intelligence: 29]
[Wisdom: 39]
[Charisma: 39]
[Ophelia's Level 8 Skill Sheet]
[Mana Control: 5]
[Advanced Melee Specialization: 1]
[Valkyrie Magic: 5]
[Purifying Flames: 4]
[Runic Magic: 5]
[Hearth Core: 5]
[Valkyrie Spells Known Renewal, Consecration, Spear of Hestia, Barrier]
[Ophelia’s Level 8 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting: 1]
[Smithing: 4]
[Misc Skills: Mana Siphon, Valkyrie’s Fervor]
Jake was amazed at the vast difference between Ophelia’s stats and his own. She was getting close to twice as strong as him, but Jake learned that the number wasn’t quite the full picture. Each point in an attribute was effectively worth more than the last, after all. 
There was not an easy rule of thumb, but Jake could tell that despite her attributes not quite being double his, he could count on her being stronger than even that. Jake would think his strength useless against someone like her, but the superior tactics of working together or fighting defensively could not be underestimated. Jake would suck up being the weaker of the two and simply support her in the best ways he could.
Ophelia had also caught up to Jake in [Runic Magic], at least in terms of the skill shown on the status screen. Jake was much faster at forming runes and had a much larger personal library of runic phrases memorized, as he had made it largely his focus. The number of runic sentences he could form on the fly was much greater than hers, allowing him several more spell options.
She had more of her own skills to practice, and her smithing was taking more of her time as well. Her Valkyrie magic was to an extent easier to use and highly effective, just less versatile. 
It still handled most of the needs of the party, however, and Jake was thrilled that she had also received the barrier spell he had received upon reaching level 8. With Chosen resonance, she would always receive a shield if she shielded Jake, or Jake would receive a shield if she shielded herself or Fhesiah. 
Jake was worrying about the sacrificial costs of activating so many abilities, but luckily the skill levels in Valkyrie magic provided bonuses to mitigate those costs, making their costs and effectiveness highly efficient. She had gotten a 25% reduction in health cost once her Valkyrie magic reached the fifth level, besides them improving in their strength and effectiveness at each level.
Jake had wanted to enchant her Corrosive Spear but found that he could not etch runes on an already enchanted object. He would need to reach [Advanced Enchanting] before he could diversify the enchantments. He would have instead purchased a different spear, but a high-quality fantasy material that was of the same capability as the corrosive spear was simply not available. 
It turned out that the [Law of Balance] prevented them from purchasing special materials, except for dungeon drops, which were highly contested. They could not find a non-enchanted spear of the same quality for Jake to enchant, so they kept her with this spear for now.
[Fhesiah Status Level 8]
[Strength: 53]
[Dexterity: 44]
[Constitution: 32]
[Intelligence: 45]
[Wisdom: 43]
[Charisma: 44]

[Fhesiah’s Level 8 Skill Sheet]
[Dismantling: 4]
[Advanced Energy Control: 5]
[Advanced Melee Specialization: 2]
[Alchemy: 3]
[Misc Skill: Draconic Flight]
Jake just gaped at Fhesiah’s attributes. Were all cultivators this strong? Most of her strength came from her heritage, of being a part dragon and demoness. In addition, Jake and Ophelia’s core should be seen as something special, but can it compare to a [Spiritual Sea]? Their [Mana Core] was like quantity, and Fhesiah’s [Spiritual Sea] was quality. 
Her boosts by using Qi would allow her strength and speed to skyrocket when used, and she was continuing to be quite the terror during training. Ophelia was quite happy working against her, as she could crank her speed up to what should be above anything they will face. The strength part, not so much, as an enormous creature could simply exert more force than she could bring about.
Jake had begged Fhesiah to purchase the [Framework] skill of [Alchemy] and raise her skill with that, rather than cultivator alchemy. They spent a few thousand credits on a non-cultivator cauldron and other equipment, and so she could help them by making poisons and other toxins. This was the only way Jake could think of to train their [Purifying Flames] skill and to test its efficacy. 
There were few poisons available on the [Multiverse Market], and they found they could get nothing that would be effective past level 2 of their purifying flames skill. They learned that even the strongest Tier 0 poisons were purged within seconds, and effects meant to make them fall asleep or similar were shrugged off with ease. This was especially so once the skill reached level 3, even with Fhesiah producing poisons with efficacy far above what was available in the market. They had difficulty training this skill but knew it was important and kept pushing until it hit level 4, consuming many drugs and various materials that would otherwise poison them.
Jake made various preparations to get ready for this dungeon. Everyone had their storage bracelet just chock-full of consumables, protective items, food, and tools that Jake thought could be useful in certain situations. 
Fhesiah was the only party member that couldn’t heal herself rapidly or others on her own, at least until she could stock up on alchemy materials. So, she was provided various potions and restorative scrolls in case the worse happened, and she needed to perform first aid until someone could heal themselves. They also stocked her with enough heavenly energy crystals to restore herself to full a few times in the dungeon.
It was a bit of a challenge, but they learned Fhesiah could activate scrolls that required mana by utilizing mana crystals. It just took her several seconds longer to accomplish it, storing the mana from releasing the energy from the crystals and controlling it. Jake found he couldn’t even match the same feat, his mana control of foreign mana such as that found within mana crystals was simply too low. 
He thought once he hit [Advanced Mana Control] that it should be possible, Fhesiah currently already maxed [Advanced Energy Control]. But [The Framework] would not seem to let him learn this skill for now, it appeared. Fhesiah only had it because the Framework was only quantifying the ability she already had. It would not help her advance it.
Right now, they wanted to make one last preparation. It turned out that Jake has only 1 / 3 summon slots filled. They had not found another token, but it came to Jake’s attention that Fhesiah was not really his familiar, but under some kind of servant contract. The framework seemed to recognize this once she started gaining levels and reached level 8, her Familiar bond becoming one of a servant and the levels of the skill being removed once she had reached the same level as Jake. 
Because of this, Jake was now going to use the [Bind Summon] ritual, and officially make Fhesiah his permanent summon. Jake thought of filling both the slots and keeping things how they were, but their bond started behaving strangely once Fhesiah reached level 8, and they didn’t want to risk what might end up happening next. They could hear and feel each other’s thoughts and emotions one minute, but then nothing the next. 
Fhesiah had become distraught, not wanting the bond to break, and Jake was unnerved as well about it, being so used to it just being there. So, this was the alternative. They would overwrite the servant contract or familiar bond by Jake binding the willing individual, Fhesiah, as his permanent summon. 
This had the added benefit of Fhesiah becoming a viable target for Jake’s new level 8 spell: [Call Summon], and [Mana Transfer] would not work with a servant. This spell merely called summons no matter where they were to Jake, so if they got separated, he could bring them right to his side immediately. He could also take advantage of this in combat, as the spell was almost instant in its effect and the mana cost was minimal. It also had the advantage of no cooldown, so he could call both of his girls to him.  
There would be more spells that appear later that allow Jake to affect his summons and his summons only, and she would become a viable target. Jake would want to farm dungeons until they got another token, but then they would have to wait until they built up teamwork with the new person and maxed out their skills, and prepared them for the [Trial]. They would wait to summon a new person until after this [Trial] and they reached the greater multiverse.
They set about working to make the ritual, with the circle and chalk, along with various materials. Eventually, it was completed. Fhesiah became his summon, the same as Ophelia. Jake could feel her elation through the bond, and Jake could feel that whatever had frayed the bond in the first place was now gone. If Jake had to guess, it was because of the nature of the familiar bond. It required quite a large power disparity between the two beings. When Fhesiah started catching up in level, the framework could not keep it active, despite her willingness. 
Jake was a little surprised that the summon bond with Fhesiah was already level five, but that’s what the familiar bond was at before it started becoming frayed like it was. Fhesiah clearly did not enjoy that she could not hear his thoughts anymore, but they had learned that when the bond evolved to the next tier such options may or may not become available to her once again. He could still feel her relief over the connection, though.  
Jake now could summon a familiar if he wanted, but he found that not all the materials for Odin's special summoning ritual that he provided Jake were available to him, for some reason. A regular familiar summoned using Tier 0 materials available on the Shop or Multiverse Market at Jake's Tier was unlikely to be able to participate meaningfully in combat, being limited to almost half a tier behind Jake. Really, Jake just didn’t want more excuses for not entering the [Trial] immediately. They had already spent weeks preparing, and anything unexpected happening would delay them.
With that, Jake used his [Menu] and selected to enter the [Trial]. 
[Dungeon Trial: Hestia’s Champion]
[Time Limit: 10 days, 5 Floors.]
[Reward: Champion Class Reward, Multiverse Entry, ???]
Jake reviewed what he knew about these dungeon trials and wondered if his Champion status would skew things well beyond what he could learn. The Champion book he was provided certainly showed that their Trial would be more difficult, but didn’t fully specify just how it would be. The information was limited, but each floor would mostly feel like an incursion. However, a dungeon master controlled the behavior of the creatures in the dungeon, and a single type or theme did not limit the creatures that appeared. 
There could also be environmental hazards and traps, though normally these cannot be very significant for a Tier 0 [Trial]. Their goal would be to clear all the creatures and boss, then rest before moving on to the next floor. While a dungeon master controlled aspects of the dungeon, they still had limitations; Creatures could not move between floors, and creatures could not respawn after they killed the floor boss. Jake could verify the floor was clear using his [Arcane Eye] so that they can rest up for the next floor.
The danger was that the dungeon master could see what they were doing, and change the next floor to challenge them, at least until they entered it. He was a little worried that his party was so reliant on flames, but he had various counters for this between him and Ophelia being able to use Runic Magic. Fhesiah had an assortment of scrolls that while it would take her a while to activate, she could still aid them in battle. 
She did not like using them, but she said that if she was rendered completely ineffective, she would be willing. Jake would keep his cards hidden as much as possible until they reached the fifth floor and the dungeon master could not react.
Jake accepted entry, and they were deposited on what appeared to be a tundra. It was freezing, but between Jake’s enchantments and his cloak, and that he had a fiery core in his chest, he was not cold. He looked over to his girls, and they too had no problems with this at all. Jake reviewed the dungeon information. 
[Floor 1: Frozen Tundra. Kill Boss – Alpha Warg]
It appeared they would fight wargs, which were like giant wolves, and perhaps some other creatures. Jake summoned his [Arcane Eye] and got an understanding of their surroundings. There was a sort of barrier that pushed them in a certain direction to complete the dungeon, kind of like in a video game; the invisible wall that you couldn’t cross to keep your focus on the level. Jake realized that when he got near, he could sense where this was, perhaps because of the Framework. He found some creatures lying in wait not far ahead of them. 
Jake and the girls approached, and the creatures rallied to meet Jake’s party. They were various tundra creatures: foxes, moose, some kind of horned rabbit, reindeer, and even polar bear. Jake’s party lined up against the approaching creatures in a formation they had long since practiced, with Jake and Ophelia’s shields side by side, and Fhesiah off to Jake’s left. The first to arrive were the foxes, and the three of them put down a dozen of the animals with practiced ease, the rabbits arriving during the melee. 
They could kill the two dozen rabbits in a short time as well, each slice or stab of their weapons was able to take one down. It was then that the five reindeer in the back started casting icicles and sending them to the party, and the five moose were closing in on Jake’s formation. Fhesiah retreated to the rear behind the shield wall, the icicles shattering harmlessly against their shields. Once the moose got close, Jake decided to thin them and stop their momentum by casting several earthen spears.
The earthen spears pierced through the lead moose easily, blasting it back and collapsing to the ground. Its collapse had knocked another moose down as well, leaving only three to be charging toward them at the moment. 
Fhesiah took to the sky and went to attack the reindeer that they were fighting at range, and while she was in the air, she saw something and shouted, “There are wargs coming! They are working on surrounding us!” 
She dove to work on slaying the reindeer, which looked like it would not be a problem. They could fire icicles at her, but her movement was prodigious when she wanted it to be. The reindeer might as well have been standing still in comparison as she went to slash their throats with her clawed gauntlets.
Jake and Ophelia met the three remaining moose’s charges head-on. With their shields interposed together, transferring the momentum of a moose was not enough to bowl them over, and the moose just stopped, confused at the occurrence. 
Even its own head would normally feel the blow, but it was like it received a shove that perfectly countered its momentum to make it come to a stop. With the moose stopped, Jake and Ophelia easily attacked its vitals, and moved on and had the three moose dead in mere moments. Jake cast two more earthen spears to kill the first two downed moose, and Fhesiah had finished slaughtering her reindeer when the two polar bears arrived. 
They could hear the wargs howling and moving to surround them, and Jake just smirked at this. Last he heard, wargs could not fly. If they could not handle this challenge, he would just have his girls pick him up and fly him away. They could then just rain death from above, the dungeon barrier allowing them to get far enough into the air that they could easily be outside whatever range the wargs could reach. 
Jake would have fought a tactical retreat to a more defensible location, but there were nearly no major landmarks that he could see for a while when he had used his [Arcane Eye] previously. The best he could hope for was atop a hill, or next to an overhang. 
Jake and Ophelia started the fight against the polar bears with an earthen spear attack in their flanks. Jake wanted to avoid using the goddess's fire for the time being, hoping to beat this floor without using it. This would keep the dungeon master from being able to witness that this was the more powerful tool in their kit, making the next floors much more difficult. 
Fhesiah would be in conservation mode, anyway, as in the dungeon, her ability to replenish heavenly energy was very limited. Jake could empty his entire mana pool nearly every thirty minutes from full, spells like the smaller earthen spear costing two percent of his total.
The spears penetrated the polar bear’s flanks, but they did not reach deep into its sides, hardly amounting to much better than a flesh wound. Each of the polar bears swiped at Jake and Ophelia, but their dampening shields could absorb the heavy blows without pushing them back. Ophelia and Jake each stabbed out at their limbs and could draw some blood from their thick hides, each attack not reaching deeply. 
Fhesiah danced around their flanks, slashing with her claws and drawing even more blood. The polar bears tried to swipe at her, but either she dodged out of the way, or Jake or Ophelia would interpose their shield to block, following up with stabs of their own. It was after about a minute that the two creatures were flagging. Jake was able to get a good thrust into one of their throats, Jake once again going over Ophelia’s shoulder and attacking from an angle that the polar bear could not easily defend against. 
Fhesiah got a good stab of her own into the other polar bear’s lower spine, causing its rear legs to buckle and fall to the ground. They summarily finished the other polar bear, and they found themselves fully surrounded by what appeared to be over a hundred black wargs. The Alpha was among them, and it stood taller than even the polar bears they just fought. The regular wargs, Jake guessed, were about the size of smaller horses and could be quite dangerous. 




Chapter 29 – The Alpha Warg


Part of Jake did just want to take to the sky, where he thought only the Alpha Warg could have any sort of ranged attack. Jake thought about how he wanted to handle this fight. At this point, he was not worried at all. It was just about how many cards he wanted to show the dungeon master so that they could not counter his party on future floors.  
Fighting a large group of enemies like this, the enemy would really benefit from their ability to attack from all directions. He might be able to build a sort of physical barrier using earth runes, but due to him not being able to fully control the earth at that level yet, he might end up just getting enemies that could jump on him from above instead of closing off that avenue. 
Jake looked over at Fhesiah and smiled. He thought he had an excellent tactic that would anger the wargs and their alpha. The wargs would coordinate and attack from all directions, making the fight go how they planned it. Jake would turn that around on them and give them a target that could do the same to them, and they could do nothing about it. If they bunched up to counter Fhesiah, he would cast a larger area of effect spell to eliminate many of them.
Jake cast Runic Empowerment onto Fhesiah. She would dash as fast as she wanted, dart in and out of the sky, and otherwise slash any warg that was not defended. Meanwhile, Jake and Ophelia would their teamwork in shield and spear work to cut down the wargs that surrounded them.
Fhesiah took off with glee, immediately attacking the nearest warg. It tried to respond, but she easily slashed its throat and moved out of the way of its jaws, dancing through their moving formation. They moved to surround her or slow her down, but she easily moved through their ranks, cutting through and slashing them where she pleased. Her use of [Winged Combat] allowed her to bait wargs into leaping into the air at where they thought she would be, only for her to change direction and turn their counter into an attack of her own. 
Meanwhile, Jake and Ophelia moved in tandem to guard against attacking wargs. About twenty of them were surrounding them, making probing leaps and attacks, which Jake and Ophelia punished with powerful stabs of their spear toward the warg’s vitals. 
It had been only thirty seconds, but six lay dead at their feet, and several had been wounded near them. Wargs reaching for a flank attack on an unprotected side of Jake’s would find Ophelia’s spear or shield slammed into them from odd angles, and attacks on Ophelia would meet the same as Jake’s. Jake was monitoring their alpha: he knew this creature would take advantage of their distraction, either with some kind of massive spell or a powerful charge-like ability. Creatures like those usually also had some kind of howl or battle-cry-like ability that should strengthen or otherwise speed the creatures up, making them more deadly.
Fhesiah continued her grim work with savage glee, slaughtering the creatures like they were but chickens and her a fox. Her punches and kicks shattered skulls, and her slashes of throats left them dying in mere moments. After a minute, she had not slowed down at all, and dozens of the creatures had already laid dead. It was at that point that the formation of the creatures shifted. 
The wargs on the opposite side of the alpha flooded towards it, some passing around or through where Jake and Ophelia were fighting, still surrounded. Fhesiah was a little worried, as she would only slightly thin the two dozen that were heading towards Jake and Ophelia before they arrived, but Jake waved her off. He wanted her to probe the Alpha and watch what that part of the formation was doing. He would take care of a large number of creatures with a spell. 
Jake couldn’t send precisely what his plan was, but she got a gist of what he wanted through his intentions. Their bond at level 5 allowed for more than just emotions, and he could guide her in ways similar to how he guided the temporary creatures he could summon. With that, Jake got his runes ready, and when the two dozen, nearly three dozen with the ones that were already surrounding them on that side were approaching from getting near, he released his spell: [Runic Magic: Forked Lightning]. 
This attack blasted out with a loud clap of thunder in a large cone, and the blue-tinted lightning devastated the creatures in front of him, where he released his spell. The shocked creature’s hides were scorched in various places, and Jake was satisfied with the results. Only three wargs were still even moving, and he and Ophelia moved to finish them.
The pack of wargs was now down to half the original number, and he could just see the Alpha Warg just seething from its position in the back of their formation. Fhesiah was still moving through their ranks, keeping to the outsides and out of range where she thought the Alpha Warg could assault, but she returned to Jake’s side with the use of [Call Summon]. The Runic Empowerment buff was about to wear off. They were about to enter the end-game of the warg’s assault. 
Jake thought things should be relatively simple, Jake and Ophelia being able to mop up a majority of the rest of the wargs with more forked lightning. The Alpha Warg then howled loudly, to which the pack joined in. Red energy enveloped them, but then Fhesiah shouted and grabbed onto Jake, “From below!” and took to the air with him. Ophelia had stumbled as the earth shook, but took off just as a giant creature burst from the ground. It bashed into her, knocking her away a dozen meters as it emerged, but Jake and Fhesiah had avoided the attack completely. 
The wargs moved at a supernatural pace, including the Alpha towards the downed valkyrie, but Jake and Fhesiah reached her as she got to her feet. Fhesiah’s early warning had gotten her able to avoid the brunt of the attack, but she still had some fractured bones. Jake cast [Cure Wounds] on her, the bones being repaired, and joined her in a shield-to-shield formation, one of them facing more towards the incoming wargs, and the other facing what appeared to be some kind of rock wurm. It was about the size of a large van, at least what was showing of it coming out of the ground. 
Jake felt Fhesiah would not be well equipped to take on this creature without using her flames, her claws not able to reach deep enough to strike at any parts that were vital. 
Jake decided to let Ophelia keep the wurm busy, and Jake and Fhesiah would take on the wargs together. The wargs were arriving, and they were in a large pack of nearly fifty creatures. Jake cast his forked lightning again, and the wargs all howled in unison as the red energy absorbed much of the attack, but most of the energy surrounding all the wargs was consumed. 
Jake used the Runic Empowerment spell on Fhesiah again, and he took a defensive stance to punish the normal-speed wargs as they thinned their numbers together. The Alpha Warg would arrive soon, but he monitored it. 
While Jake and Fhesiah were thinning the wargs, Ophelia was fighting the wurm. It reared and tried swiping at her, but her shield’s effect would only cause her to be pushed back a meter, allowing her to charge back in and stab the wurm a few times before blocking more attacks. Her corrosive spear wore away the rock armor where she was striking it in the gut, and each pierce reached deeper into the protected body. She tried a runic lightning attack, and it had minimal effect on the armor. 
When the Alpha Warg got close, it blurred into motion and smashed into Jake’s shield, and Jake grunted and heard Ophelia give an exclamation of pain, Jake’s [Valkyrie’s Chosen] ability sending some damage to her in his stead. This sent Jake flying, but he was able to angle his shield and himself in such a way that he was able to roll and get right back to his feet. He felt like his left shoulder, his shield arm, was dislocated or otherwise fractured, and he had difficulty raising his shield. 
The Alpha moved to capitalize on the damage it had done, as well as several wargs, but Fhesiah slammed into its side, lifting its large body completely off the ground and sending it tumbling away. She then danced through the wargs slaughtering them, allowing Jake some breathing room to cast [Cure Wounds] a few times on himself. 
Popping his shoulder back in place, Jake was back up with his shield raised. Fhesiah was slaughtering wargs, having to slice them more than once to get through any of the reddish energy, but she was working their numbers down to a much more manageable level. The Alpha Warg stood up, and it growled in hatred. It used another ability that made it become larger and tinged with the same red energy that it had covered the wargs with, and it advanced on Jake and Fhesiah.
Ophelia had kept her offensive going on the wurm, and now most of its armor around its gut was removed, and her spear thrusts were drawing copious amounts of green ichor with every attack. The worm spewed some corrosive substance of its own, but she easily evaded it with the use of her wings. Eventually, she used her lightning attack where she had been stabbing it in the gut, and it cooked the creature from the insides as it thrashed.
Jake prepared another lightning attack, but this one targeted a single creature. His reserves were getting low enough that he would get concerned soon, as he was getting close to below where he could safely activate one of his spell-rods if things became worse than predicted. Still, he felt he had plenty of leeway with this fight, as Fhesiah and Ophelia were holding back, fighting at below half of their overall power by not using their fire. 
On some level, Jake felt like hamstringing his own team and not using fire was probably a waste. Jake was a Champion of Hestia, and Ophelia a Valkyrie of Hestia. There’s just no way a dungeon master wouldn’t be able to know that fire was a big part of their toolkit. 
But Jake was limiting his team for more reasons than just hiding the ability from the dungeon master. He was testing his team's limits and helping them get over their shortcomings, but only while it was safe. If anyone was genuinely in danger, they would use their full strength and meet the challenge head-on. He was also setting a trap for the dungeon master. 
The dungeon master might try to lure Jake into a false sense of security, that they were unaware of Jake’s party’s reliance on Hestia’s flames, laying their trap on the last floor for maximum effectiveness. This challenge will be easier for Jake and his party to overcome than 4 floors filled with enemies strong against fire, or something like this. This is Jake stealing the initiative away from the dungeon master, and whether or not it was worth the effort, Jake’s party would benefit unless he completely underestimated a threat, and it became too late.
Jake unleashed the runic lightning attack, a single bolt that slammed into the Alpha Warg. The reddish energy was consumed, and the creature went flying away once again. Fhesiah was there to meet it when it landed on the ground, slashing at its throat as it was downed. Blood splattered as the creature struggled disoriented to get up, as Jake could tell she was not reaching deep with each slash. Eventually, she wound up a much stronger slash, and she had reached the desired effect, the creature losing its vitality and unable to get up.
Ophelia had finished off the wurm and helped Jake mop up the remaining wargs. Shortly after, Jake received a notification.
[Dungeon floor completed. Next floor in: 2 hours. Maximum Rest Time: 8 hours]
[Reward: Alpha Warg Cloak]
With that, there should be a portal appearing in about 2 hours that could take them to the next floor, but they could wait for a maximum of 8 before it forced them to enter. The two hours would allow the dungeon master some time to prepare for the next challenge. They were restricted in what challenges they could make, being limited by the level and number of entrants and the [Law of Balance], but they could take advantage of anything they learned about Jake’s party: their strengths and weaknesses. 
Jake and Ophelia had both reached level 9 from the dungeon, but they had not earned any new spells. Fhesiah settled in to absorb her kill energy, likely needing at least two hours and then some to absorb it. Jake and Ophelia set out to loot everything, a large number of creature corpses not far away. 
Once the looting was completed, Jake set out to prepare some lunch. They had various ready-made foods in their storage bracelets, but Jake brought most of what he needed to make some fresh food if time permitted, which it was, in this case.
Jake heated some pre-made soup in a large cooking kettle he took out of his storage space; he only needed to add water to the base he had made. The tundra was cold, even with their supernatural resilience to it. Jake and Ophelia waited for Fhesiah, and she joined them after about an hour of consuming the kill energy. 
They talked about the battles but avoided mentioning anything about their ability to use the flames of Hestia, or about how much reserves they had left when the battle ended. Jake could tell through the bond that both of the girls were well above half their reserves, and that was with Ophelia avoiding casting her more useful spells. 
Jake took out their reward, the Alpha Warg Cloak. It was of black fur that almost glistened blue in the sunlight. It had an activatable ability: Alpha Warg Howl. When activated once per day, it would use a similar ability to what they witnessed. Overall, a nice ability to have, as it was like a minor health buffer and speed boost for allies. 
Jake looked over to Fhesiah, thinking that she would be the best for this ability; her often being in the thick of the fighting, and it would give her options for protecting her allies, which Jake and Ophelia already both had. At the same time, could she wear a cloak with her wings? At the very least, he knew she didn’t need to flap them in order to fly.
The cloak used almost a game-like ability, not needing heavenly energy or mana to activate. Jake was happy about this, as it went along with Fhesiah’s sensibilities, especially since it enhanced her party. It would give her a way to protect Jake which she didn’t currently have. 
They huddled together near the lit fire, holding each other with their equipment, and waited for the 2 hours to pass. Overall, they were back at nearly a hundred percent. They were not fully rested, but they would not chance to wait the full time, as the trial had a finite amount of time. What if one stage had them traveling for an entire week over an enormous distance? They didn’t know. The entire stage only took less than an hour, the fight lasting from beginning to end once they found their quarry.  
The portal opened, and they stepped through. Four floors to go.




Chapter 30 – Ice Elemental Cavern and Bloodstained Arena


When Jake’s party arrived on the next floor, he nearly laughed out loud. They were once again in a frozen environment, and Jake was nearly certain one of two things was true. Either the dungeon master was a complete troll, making an annoying challenge for them if they didn’t use Hestia’s or Fhesiah’s flames, or Jake was right, and the dungeon master was trying to bait Jake into using Hestia’s fire. That he was getting him into a false sense of security besides. Just why would they put such a trivial threat for a fire user, otherwise?  
[Floor 2: Ice Caverns. Kill Boss - Ice Elemental]
Jake was even more sure of it as they killed the minor ice elementals throughout the winding caves, and they got to the final boss room. It felt like the enemies leading up to the boss room were even weaker than the previous floor, and they spent their entire budget on the giant ice elemental boss encounter itself. One that would just be begging for Fhesiah to hit with dragon flame and destroy it instantly. It was standing at the far end of an enormous cavern, just waiting for them to enter the large room.
The giant Ice Elemental looked like a bunch of giant rocks of different sizes and shapes made of ice stacked up on top of each other to make a giant ice man, with both arms and legs, but no head. The creature was quite large, at five meters tall. As Jake used [Arcane Eye], he found this encounter would be like their Ant Queen encounter, where minor ice elementals they had been destroying this whole time would come through smaller alcoves and tunnels once they engaged the boss. 
Jake guessed that the room would get quite cold even if they killed the creatures rapidly. When they faced small numbers of them, it had already gotten near the point of needing to heal frostbite with no actual attacks landing on them. Jake signaled his plan for taking on this boss over their bond: Ophelia and he would take on the boss, while Fhesiah took on the additional enemies.
They entered the room, and Jake and Ophelia began casting runic fire spears at the boss. The moment they started casting, the boss did too: a large magical ice barrier surrounded it, that looked like four giant kite shields spinning rapidly around it through the air.
Jake and Ophelia’s runic spears of fire slammed into one shield, and the shield crumbled. The Ice Elemental returned fire by casting four ice shards at Jake’s party, but they dodged them easily from their end of the cavern. Jake and Ophelia charged at the boss, and Jake cast Runic Empowerment on Fhesiah. Some smaller ice elementals started entering the room, and she went to work hard on clearing them out rapidly. They would normally shatter with just a single swipe of her claws, targeting their cores.
Jake and Ophelia shielded one another from ice shards that the giant elemental boss kept sending at them during their approach, and returned runic fire spear spells of their own. They took down two more shields just as they reached the feet of the boss, but one more shield respawned. Jake and Ophelia kept close to one another, so when the boss tried to punch Jake, it instead had two shields slammed into the fist at the same time. 
The two of their melee coordination were now exceptional thanks to all of their practice together. They transmit their thoughts and feelings over the bond, and with two shields meeting a massive amount of force at precisely the same moment, they can deflect the blow. Just a few milliseconds difference and the transfer of momentum would be so large that each would be flung away like they got hit by a car, but they could stop the fist of the large creature by meeting it at exactly the same time. The runes on their shields lit up, as they fed mana into the inertial dampening rune. 
They darted in with spears of fire, which slammed into the shields as they slammed their physical spears into the Ice Elemental’s left leg. Chunks of ice fell away, but they could see that frost and ice were gathering near the wound to heal the punctures and cracks created by their attacks. They would need to keep working through the Ice Elemental’s defenses to land a decisive blow. Fhesiah was still speeding around the cavern, clearing the much smaller ice elementals as they entered the room, keeping them from casting any smaller ice shard spells of their own.
Still, some smaller ice shard attacks nearly pelted Jake and Ophelia, which they blocked with their physical shields. The temperature in the room kept dropping, and if not for the temperature regulation enchantments on their gambesons under their armor, they would already suffer from frostbite. They overcharged the enchantment using their mana as they had done with the inertial dampening on their shields.
Jake cast runic empowerment on Ophelia as well, and her spear blurred as she mounted a large offensive on the boss. Stab after stab actually rocked the Ice Elemental backward, and she added runic fire spears to the mix. The last shield floating around the boss shattered and Jake was able to land an empowered runic fire spear into the boss’s chest, exploding and sending shards of ice everywhere, melting much of its chest and exposing the boss’s core.
They wanted to capitalize on this, but the amount of magical energy surrounding the boss skyrocketed as it raised its arms into the air. Frost from all around the room swirled around the giant ice elemental’s fists, pulling them from all living smaller ice elementals in a miniature tornado, which was few thanks to Fhesiah’s frantic efforts. It slammed its arms down at Jake, but Jake and Ophelia were ready with their empowered inertia dampening, slamming both their shields with runic barriers layered on top of them.
Their runic barriers shattered, and they were pushed down to their knees by sheer force. The surrounding temperature dropped, and they started to freeze, and Jake’s shoulder dislocated from being pressed down at the odd angle. Jake screamed in pain, the crushing force and pain from the freezing of his lungs immense. Ophelia took some damage for him beside her own body freezing, but she still gritted her teeth and cast a minor enhancement of runic strength onto herself. This allowed her to push up and shove the boss’s fists back, shattering the frozen energies around its fists. 
As Jake worked to heal himself, he saw Ophelia speed up. Her attacks became vicious and full of energy, and her body glowed. This was her making use of [Advanced Melee Specialization], as well as her [Valkyrie’s Fervor] triggering from Jake taking significant damage. Increasing the melee skill to the next tier wasn’t just hitting a bit harder or faster, or simply being better with her weapon or melee skill choices. It was a qualitative difference that allowed the user to better utilize stamina, and if they had it, mana, into their attacks for empowered strikes. 
Each of her spear thrusts rocked the giant ice elemental back and removed large swathes of ice from its body. The ice elemental’s massive strike seemed to heal themselves besides empowering their attack, but once again, Ophelia was mixing runic spears of fire into her attacks, removing all the damage that was previously healed. Jake stood up, his shoulder now healed, and he sent another empowered runic spear of fire right at its chest, causing a similar outcome to before, exposing the ice elemental’s core. 
Ophelia blurred towards the core using her [Charge] ability and crashed into it with her own spear. As she did, she released her own runic fire spear into the core, bathing it in flames and shattering it. The giant ice elemental crumbled, along with all the remaining ice elementals in the room. 
Ophelia immediately rushed to check on Jake with a serious look on her face. “Jake, are you alright?”
Jake just smiled wryly at her. While if he was back on Earth, any thoughts of a sports career would probably be ruined after just the last twenty-four hours, here he was right as rain after just a few healing spells. “I’m good, thanks to you, but what about you? Did you forget you took damage, too?”
Looking over at her, he found her chest was nearly covered in frost, and her breaths were still coming out like a fog. Her shield arm looked a little crooked like her shoulder might have been fractured or dislocated as well. He immediately began casting his [Cure Wounds] spell, and she blushed.
“When you got hurt, I…” She hesitated, and Jake sensed she wanted to use Hestia-related abilities, but she changed what she was going to say. “I decided to keep the enemy busy, giving you a chance to recover.”
Jake finished healing her, then smiled. “You were amazing, doing a lot more than that. You did the right thing. I know I can always count on you.” She gave Jake a shy smile, but before he could continue, they were interrupted, “You two are so cute. Did you want to have some time alone in a tent? I know you battle angels get a little excited from a good fight. This one qualified, didn’t it?”
Ophelia and Jake both blushed at her teasing, and she continued, “Aha! Two for one that time. I was just joking, of course. Wouldn’t want to give a certain someone a show, after all. We have a bit of cleanup to do, don’t we?” 
Of course, she was right. There were tons of ice elemental cores to collect, and special ice substances they could gather using their [Looting] ability. They got to it, clearing out the room. Jake checked the dungeon completion notification.
[Dungeon floor completed. Next floor in: 6 hours. Maximum Rest Time: 12 hours]
[Reward: Shield of Ice. ]
Jake took out the [Shield of Ice]. He found it interesting because it was cold in his hands. It would protect against ice attacks, and on some level, it could protect against fire attacks, as well. It was just that if a fire attack was too strong, the shield would melt and be permanently destroyed. A strange item. 
Jake would store the reward; you would never know when something like this could come in handy, though he doubted as a party that excelled with fire, that ice would ever be something that they would fear unless the threat completely overpowered them.
Normally, you would imagine that ice and fire counter one another, but things were different for Jake’s party: their flames were empowered by a goddess, or a dragon, in Fhesiah’s case. Most likely, there were some creatures of supernaturally special frost that could be a counter, but those types of creatures simply would not show up at level ten, Jake guessed. If the dungeon master pulled such a creature out, it would likely be a waste for them.
Jake used his [Arcane Eye] to make sure the dungeon was clear, and they set up bedrolls next to a fire they started; Jake took kindling and other wood out of his storage bracelet. They would take a nap to be fresh for the next floor, as Fhesiah absorbed the kill energy from the large boss. With that, she also reached level 9 and was not very far behind them now. They all lay there together, Jake using his summoned beast of a frost warg to keep watch in case they get surprised by an enemy. 
When they had finished resting, there were still about six hours left of rest time, but they decided to move on. They had a light breakfast that they took out of their storage bracelets, cleaned up, and stored everything they had taken out. They entered the portal, and the third floor was quite different.
[3rd Floor - Bloodstained Arena. Survive 3 Waves]
Jake’s party was deposited into the center of a giant arena. He could see that the stands were filled with fantasy races, though ones that in most stories were categorically evil. Goblins, orcs, ogres, and Jake thought he identified some dark elves. He wondered what race the dungeon master might be, as while it was almost always an evil race like the aforementioned, there was a chance that it wasn’t. 
There were 20-meter-high walls, and the ceiling of the area they were fighting inside was caged, to where the girls could not just fly out and leave. The arena was circular, and there were what appeared to be four entrances in the cardinal directions, with pillars at eight points around the outside that were large enough to completely hide behind. 
The audience was noisy, and just when Jake wondered when the event would start, all four gates opened, and one large creature came out of each one: some kind of sabretooth tiger. They were buzzing with electricity. The gates slammed shut as soon as they finished exiting.
Jake decided to start the fight with his staple this dungeon run: buffing Fhesiah with runic empowerment. Ophelia then started launching ice spears at one of the tigers, but it swiftly dodged the attack. Jake went for the one who had just dodged and was able to strike it with a large ice spear as it landed. He and Ophelia were able to bash their shields into another tiger each, while Fhesiah tried to rain blows against her opponent. 
She was getting shocked with each hit; the electricity feeding back into her. Jake cast a [Cure Wounds] on her, allowing her to continue her assault, and Ophelia cast ice spears at her sabretooth from point-blank range in between blocking and thrusting her spear, causing wounds to build up on her target. 
The third sabretooth that Jake had managed to strike with a spear of ice was now a part of their frantic melee with buzzing tigers, and Jake and Ophelia were having a difficult time defending. One tiger latched onto Ophelia’s shield, pinning her in place as another flanked Jake and raked its buzzing claw across his back, both causing him to bleed and shocking him. 
Once again, Ophelia shouted in pain as Jake’s [Valkyrie’s Chosen] ability activated, and it both reduced the severity of the wound he took but shared the damage with her. She punished the tiger for latching onto her shield with a stab to its chest near the heart but missed hitting anything vital. 
It took Jake down to a knee in pain, but he kept his shield and spear in position, leading him to roll near Ophelia. Overall, while the attack hurt, the claw did not go deep or hit anything vital; he could continue fighting. His armor here made a significant difference in how much damage he took, as if not for his enchanted armor, being a Valkyrie’s chosen, and his reinforcement buff, his spine might have been cut through instead of a surface-level wound.
Fhesiah downed her tiger first, and she activated her new cloak’s Alpha Howl ability. Red energy covered Jake and Ophelia, and Fhesiah blurred into motion, slamming into one of the tigers. This gave Ophelia and Jake much more breathing room, allowing Jake to get off a [Cure Wounds] spell, and Ophelia managed to cast a runic healing spell on Jake, topping him off. He sent his appreciation over their bond, but he could tell that she was worried that he took the blow in the first place.
After that point, they were able to land some more ice spears and take down the tigers, taking no more wounds. Once the creatures were dead, they set about healing themselves and looting the corpses. They wanted to recuperate and Fhesiah to absorb the kill energy, but after about two minutes after the tigers died, the gates opened once again. This time, a veritable army exited, several creatures from each of the same creatures in the stands from each gate, except for one, where it seemed no creature that Jake could see exited: goblins, ogres, and orcs. 
Jake was preparing to cast a cone-shaped spell to hit many of them from at least one direction when Jake felt some alarm from Fhesiah, and she shouted, “Jake! Behind you!” 
This was from the direction in which there were no enemies coming, so Jake acted quickly, guessing that these enemies had some form of invisibility. He used his [Force Push] ability, sending a cone of telekinetic force in that direction, and was shocked when a dark elf appeared only a meter away just as they were sent flying away from him. 
Two others appeared as they stumbled backward because of the spell, and Fhesiah took to task, charging them and taking them down. Jake had kept his [Arcane Eye] summoned, and was happy to see that it allowed him to see that there was actually one more invisible figure. He simply hadn’t been focused on looking for hidden enemies behind him. He wasn’t sure if the dungeon master could see this creature he summoned or not, so he directed Fhesiah to “discover” the final one over his bond.
Jake used the time of the approaching army wisely and cast a spell he had prepared while practicing [Runic Magic]. His team was lacking in control, so he had come up with a few options for this. With only twelve runes, he was limited, but he still managed a small control spell that should help here. He lined up the runes and cast his spell in a circle all around his party: [Runic Magic: Field of Ice].
A thin layer of ice expanded in a circle out from his party, covering the ground and causing the approaching orcs, goblins, and ogres to slip and be unable to find their footing. It started at 5 meters from where his party was fighting and extended until it reached about 20 meters, making the ground much like that of an ice skating ring. This slowed their approach greatly, allowing his party to take on fewer enemies at a time. 
Jake sent some [Mana Bolts] at the dark elves that had snuck up on them, of which he could spam many of them to hit the visible dark elves' almost unprotected bodies. They were wearing some kind of cloth, probably something that enhanced their stealth capabilities, and the [Mana Bolts] ravaged their bodies, cutting and scraping their skin with blood in each direction. Jake returned to the charging group of goblins, leaving Fhesiah to her work against the dark elves, and released a [Runic Magic: Forked Lightning] in their direction. Ophelia mirrored this, but against the area of orcs that were slightly slower to arrive than the group of goblins.
Many of the goblins died, but some of them otherwise resisted the damage somehow. Jake wasn’t sure how he hadn’t noticed it before, perhaps the volume of everything else going on, but a goblin had been beating on some magical drum in the rear. It provided some kind of protection or added some level of fervor to the goblins. 
Jake sent a spear of ice the drummer’s way as he formed up with Ophelia, but the crazed goblin drummer smashed both of their sticks on the drum harshly to make a loud beat. A wave of force rejected the spear and shattered it, as well as some of the field of ice in front of them. Still, there were few goblins left, so Jake and Ophelia fought side by side working on them.
Jake noticed none of the orcs had gotten taken down by Ophelia’s lightning, guessing that they were simply stronger and with more health. Jake settled into their formation fighting with Ophelia, and he used his spear’s enchantment to add deadly spears of ice in between thrusts or blocks with ease. Between the two of them, despite being outnumbered, they made it feel like they were in charge of the way the fight happened, thanks to the field of ice. 
They would knock enemies around into one another, leave an opening for enemies to take advantage of, only for it to be protected by the other, and otherwise break into the enemy’s formation. Jake even sniped that annoying drummer with a spear of ice between two goblins. 
This allowed them to take the remaining goblins and orcs down quicker than they could gather around and flank the two of them, despite them being outnumbered. Eventually, Fhesiah finished her work against the four dark elves and some orcs and joined them, just as some large ogres arrived.
They had finally just smashed the ice to get through. There were four of them, and they were quite large at over three meters tall. They had large clubs with wicked spikes driven through the ends. Jake decided he would use one of his larger spells, one that he could only cast thanks to his spear, to take out one ogre immediately. 
He picked the two that were closest and launched an absolutely massive spear of ice at them. The spear exuded frost so cold that even completely covered in clothes and warmed by the flames of Hestia actually felt like he himself might freeze. The large spear of ice smashed into the giant ogre, bowling them into the other one, covering them both in ice, and knocking them over. Whether either of them died from the empowered spell, they would not be joining the fight until his group’s fight with the other two was well underway.
Jake was satisfied with the effect of his fifteen-rune spell, as he joined the girls in their assault on the remaining two ogres. The ogre’s clubs were quite heavy and full of momentum, but it was easy to break their rhythm with Ophelia and Jake using their dampening shields to remove over half the bite from their attacks; this was besides proper shield work, angling and deflecting the blows to not hit them straight on. 
They darted in and attacked the ogre’s legs, and cast spears of ice until they could no longer stand. Ophelia then used her wings to fly into the air and dive and drive a spear strike into one of their skulls, and Jake cast an empowered strength rune on himself to finish the other one similarly.
The other ogres were stuck together, and could not seem to get up, covered in frost. The ogre that the spear of ice pierced through was now dead, but the other one was just impotently trying to get up, various pieces of it frozen to the ground and to the other ogre. They put the other ogre down easily. They set about to recover, as Fhesiah had received some minor wounds from the roguish dark elves, and Jake and Ophelia had gotten several cuts and bruises by taking hits on their armor as well. 
Jake used [Cure Wounds] and Ophelia, her runic healing, bringing everyone back up to full health. Jake felt his resources after casting all of those spells during the long fight was actually holding quite strong. He could cast a few spells before he would be forced to decide whether he would actually end up using a rod or not. He preferred to save the rod for the fourth or fifth floor when it would be revealed. 
Jake didn’t think it was easy to counter the rods meaningfully, but knowing of their existence could make a dungeon master push for a battle of attrition rather than an individually more powerful or defensive enemy.
They were given five minutes to recover this time, and that brought Jake’s stores back up over seventy percent, as he was able to push his [Mana Siphon]. Fhesiah had absorbed a portion of her heavenly energy crystal, and Ophelia had barely cast any spells, so she was almost as well off as Jake. The gate opened, and out came what looked like some kind of frost wyvern. It appeared the dungeon master was not done baiting Jake.
The wyvern dashed fast across the arena from where it entered on its legs and wings almost as front feet, and Jake cast runic empowerment once again: but on Ophelia, this time. She blurred into motion, activating her [Charge] ability, and met the wyvern’s swipe of its wing claw with her shield. She looked tiny, with the wyvern being the size of a small bus, but it was the smaller battle angel that deflected the claw, and not the other way around. Jake cast the same spell on Fhesiah, and she danced around, slicing the wyvern’s wings and legs as she pleased.
Ophelia and the wyvern traded blocks with blows, and the empowered strength of Ophelia left deep wounds on the wyvern. Just as Jake thought that this fight was going well, it reared back to likely use a breath attack. Ophelia sped away towards Jake, and Fhesiah positioned herself behind a pillar, but Jake was caught wide in the open, and Ophelia was not able to arrive in time to shield him. He cast a runic barrier in front of him as the breath attack hit it, the attack ongoing, and actually retrieved the [Shield of Ice] from the previous floor reward from his storage bracelet to get behind before it shattered. Ophelia was ready to cast a runic barrier to replace the shattering one but stopped her efforts when she saw his plan to use the [Shield of Ice]. 
The breath attack hit the [Shield of Ice] ineffectually, and Ophelia and Fhesiah immediately punished the wyvern for its attack. Their empowered strength created cuts deep into the creature, leaving it littered with deep wounds in just moments. Ophelia added some lightning attacks in between stabs, and Jake also hit it with an empowered lightning strike, frying it through its wounds. It succumbed to its wounds before the runic empowerment spells wore off, and the third floor of the dungeon was completed.
[Floor 3 completed. 3 hours until the next floor is available. 6 hours maximum rest time.]
[Reward: Bloodstained Arena Badge]

[Rare Item Obtained]
[Bloodstained Arena Badge]
[Increases Strength and Constitution effectiveness slightly.]
Once again, they had won. Jake was quite happy with their performance throughout the fight. While Ophelia was quite worried about Jake with that last frost breath, Jake could have managed even without the shield. He just thought it was better than casting more runic barriers as if the breath attack continued for a long time, eventually, he would have been in a tight spot. 
This was the second time that Fhesiah used her superior cultivator senses to help save the day. Jake was not wanting to think about what would have happened had the dark elves managed to stab him in the back with their grisly-looking daggers. 
Once they were removed from stealth or their invisibility, they did not seem more challenging than the orcs by very much, but their stealth strike could have nearly killed Jake. He would now put much more focus into using his [Arcane Eye], as it allowed him to see such creatures sneaking up on him. 
He almost always had it out and used it, but while fighting, he would often let his focus on it slip. Jake would need to change that from now on. They settled in for looting and Fhesiah absorbing her kill energy. They were about to enter the end game.




Chapter 31 – Giant Frost Yeti


Ophelia said, “I think you should take the item, Jake. Fhesiah won’t wear it due to it using mana to enhance her, and you could really use an increase in your strength and hardiness.” 
Jake looked over at Fhesiah. He thought this was a decent item for her; him needing constitution even less because of having armor and a shield. Still, he mounted it outside his armor on his chest, for now.
The three waves took less than an hour once again, and Jake wondered about the duration of the dungeon. Perhaps the dungeon master was given a time frame to play with, and they would pick to have long or short levels, depending? 
Jake had two party members that could fly, so perhaps designing a large level was a foolish waste of resources, as it would work against them. At any rate, the fourth-floor portal appeared once again, Jake’s party resting in a sort of framed tent that people might use for events. He wanted to be both out of view of the odd noisy audience of the arena, and also out of the sun. They sat in chairs and had some iced drinks and a snack. Jake could make the ice using his runic magic, as he used the [Arcane Eye] to watch outside the tent.
Jake looked at the girls with love and affection. He was really feeling like he had found the party that he was looking for when Odin first appeared in his apartment. It was not yet complete, and Jake felt more than ever that they needed a real healer, preferably with battlefield control spells, to join them next, but he was very satisfied with their performance. Their teamwork had improved, and they were a well-oiled machine, taking on creatures of various sizes and difficulties, without saying a word most of the time.
This was mostly thanks to the summoner’s bond and Jake directing the strategy of the party, but there was a lot more to this. They knew each other’s strengths, and despite the odd limitations Jake imposed on them, they had shown how effective their practice and training were.  
They returned Jake’s feelings with their own, Jake feeling the love and affection they had for him, along with their resolve. Together, they would beat this [Trial], and they would see the multiverse. Whatever they faced, they knew they could win with each other by their sides. They packed up their things and headed for the portal.
On the other side, it was a giant frost cavern.
[4th floor Ice Caverns - Defeat Giant Frost Yeti]
The cavern was probably large enough to fit four football fields, and was mostly flat, with a large exit behind them. Just as Jake was wondering whether they would face more than just this creature or a variety of them heading through the dungeon, a ten-meter-tall blue yeti entered the room from the other side of the cavern. 
This must be the Giant Frost Yeti that they must defeat, this being the entire gambit by the dungeon master for this entire floor. The gigantic creature looked quite dangerous. Just how could you fight something that was taller and almost as wide as a two-story house? 
If the yeti landed an unprotected blow, they would have to use their sacrificial barriers to block, which Jake was quite confident in. Otherwise, they would whittle away at the creature with spells and barriers. Jake doubted that the dampening shields on their arms would really deflect enough of the blow from such a gigantic creature, but he thought it might be possible to turn a death blow into merely broken bones.
Jake decided to use another spell he had created, and he cast [Runic Magic: Field of Fog]. The fog filled the cavern, and Jake hoped the yeti’s frost would enhance this field if anything, but that would remain to be seen. His party obscured from view; they should have a much easier time harassing the [Giant Frost Yeti]. 
Plan in place, the two girls took to the air, and Jake and Ophelia prepared their spells. Ophelia’s fire spell landed first, and it ineffectually hit a frost aura that surrounded the yeti. Jake’s spell was an empowered lightning bolt, and it could not be repelled by the aura. It was weakened, however, and only damaged the boss somewhat. The yeti roared in pain but was otherwise unharmed besides smoke escaping from its body and some scorched parts. It appeared the aura was an anti-magic sort, and this would make things difficult for Jake’s party. He cast runic empowerment on Fhesiah and Ophelia, and they moved in to whittle away at the yeti. 
When the two got close, the frost aura slowed them down, despite them being in the air. The yeti tried to capitalize on this, punching towards Fhesiah with speed belying such an enormous creature. She tried to dodge, but it looked like she would not be able to completely get out of the way of the large fist, despite her empowered speed. 
Jake and Ophelia layered their Runic Barriers in a way that changed the trajectory of the blow, as the giant’s fist completely missed Fhesiah. Ophelia darted in and stabbed the creature a few times, but Jake could see the wounds were not deep. She would need to get hundreds of them in to take the creature down, yet it would only take the yeti landing a single hit of its own once to nearly kill one of them.
Still, Jake continued to cast his [Field of Fog] spell, to fill the area with more fog. The two girls started using the loss in visual to land more powerful attacks against the yeti. The girls moved fast in and out of view, landing their attacks, and the yeti were unable to score a solid blow against them when reacting only once they came into view. Jake kept peppering the yeti with empowered lightning attacks from within the fog, and so did Ophelia as they pierced its thick hide with her corrosive spear. Each of their blows was meant to cripple, aiming for the yeti’s joints on its legs and feet.
Eventually, the Yeti roared, the fog was pushed back, and the frost aura increased. The fog nearby turned to ice on the ground, and the two girls were now in view. The yeti leaped towards Fhesiah, but she was able to get out of the way thanks to her enhanced speed. The yeti cast a ball of ice spell but hurled it at Fhesiah with incredible speed. 
Both Ophelia and Jake managed to get runic barriers in front of the blow, but they shattered and Fhesiah was forced to block with her gauntlets crossed, and a glow on her robes. She was blasted backward several meters, and Jake was able to land a runic healing spell on her immediately after. Her bones might have been fractured in her arms, but Jake took care of them immediately.  
Still, Jake could see that this would be a losing battle if they didn’t use one of their holdouts. Their sacrificial barriers would work well to stop the Yeti’s attacks completely, and Ophelia’s [Spear of Hestia] would likely harm the yeti even through the frost barrier. Plus, Jake and Fhesiah could use fire of their own. 
Jake thought there was a small chance Fhesiah’s skill wasn’t known, so Jake would leave that unknown for now, and use one of his prepared aces: the offensive rod. He would use fire and lure the dungeon master into a false sense of security. The rod could use ice or any other element he had learned, but they likely would not know that. Not only that, but he still had the other two for various situations. 
So, Jake rushed in and meaningfully drew his empowered rod, and sent his intent to the girls to move out. The yeti prepared a frost spell of their own, as Jake created the runes and empowered them using the ones in the rod. A giant ball of fire appeared, the power of it was once again shocking. The cavern temperature raised a few degrees just from its creation, the heat from the fire palpable. He fired it at the yeti, and it sent its own ball of ice to block it, but it was futile as the ball of fire easily smashed through it. It broke through the yeti’s frost aura, and then smashed into the yeti’s chest as it screamed and the ball of fire exploded.
The conflagration engulfed the yeti as it sent it flying a dozen meters until it landed on its back, and Jake could tell that its frost aura was now gone. Ophelia added some runic spears of fire of her own along with Jake, and Fhesiah slashed all the areas that were not aflame, and the yeti died on its back, half of its chest missing.
[4th Floor completed. 3 hours until the next floor. 6 hours maximum rest.]
[Reward: Yeti’s Claws]
Fhesiah’s face scrunched up, looked at the Yeti’s claws with disgust. Jake had pulled them out of his storage bracelet, and it reminded Jake of a certain child’s toy. But instead of giant green muscular manhands of a certain comic book strongman: it was giant blue ones, covered with fur and claws at the tip, that you would insert your hands inside. 
The claws looked effective, but perhaps she would not stoop that low as to wear something that both looked like that but also didn’t use Qi. Still, he had her put them in her storage bracelet. If it was between life and death, would she wear them? Jake hoped she would.
Once again, they settled in to clean up and loot the boss, and Fhesiah absorbed her kill energy. In a way, they had lucked out during this dungeon. Three of the four floors were based on a single difficult encounter, instead of many smaller ones, allowing Fhesiah to gain the lion’s share of the energy without losing any. 
Fhesiah thought she would hit level ten when they completed the next boss fight, allowing her to be ready for her entering [Foundation Establishment] as soon as it was completed. They would all be increasing their tier together. Not only that, but her heavenly energy reserves would increase even without her gaining a level, and it was not insignificant.
During this dungeon run, Jake’s [Looting] skill had collected a lot of materials that should be quite valuable on the [Multiverse Market]. With them being within the greater multiverse, they should get more for selling them, and Fhesiah should be able to get herself some alchemy materials. There were some materials they had gained on their run today, but it was likely they would end up buying most of what she needed to continue to skill up using guidance from [The Framework].
The boss monster’s materials would be on the level of early Tier 1 materials, and it was the same with anything that dropped. Jake imagined that these would be extremely valuable in comparison to anything they had obtained up to now, as something on the level of the [Yeti’s Claws] was not available for purchase at all.
It was almost time for the final showdown, where Jake would win and become a true champion of Hestia, or he would die and be separated from the girls he cared about. He would not die permanently, but he could not imagine having to “start over” or become a servant until he could earn his freedom. Just how would a servant summoner work? 
He could end up summoning new people and be happy, but it just wouldn’t be the same for him. He loved Ophelia and Fhesiah, and he would do anything for them. Still, they would prefer to die protecting him, as it was a sure thing that he could resurrect them later, especially now that Fhesiah was a true summon of his.
Jake thought he had a good chance of having tricked this dungeon master, but perhaps his actions didn’t matter. Perhaps they knew everything a Champion of Hestia or Valkyrie of Hestia might be able to do the moment they entered, and perhaps they wouldn’t, and maybe they knew what Fhesiah would be capable of, her draconic heritage obvious. 
Jake and Ophelia were both very close to level ten now, likely going to hit it either during fighting whatever the dungeon master had in mind, or after, if it was a single large creature once again. Jake hoped that it would be, as he felt confident with dealing with whatever creature using his actual [Einherjar] rod or hitting the likely fire-immune or goddess-flame-immune creature with ice or thunder. He had done his minor repairs to the rod while they were waiting for the portal to appear, filling it with Runic Ink and making sure it was charged and ready to go.
The girls nodded at Jake when he probed whether they were ready, and he could feel their resolve. They would be going all out on the next floor, and one way or another, their life would be changed forever when they were done.
They entered the next floor through the portal, and they immediately heard laughter.
[5th Floor Trial of Hestia’s Champion - Defeat the Champion of Apophis, the dungeon master.]
The voice came from all around them; Jake could not see anything, and he looked to Fhesiah, who just shook her head. It appeared there was something that allowed the dungeon master to laugh at them, and they were not actually there in the small room that they were in. He was about to probe about moving forward with his [Arcane Eye], when the dungeon master spoke with them, his voice filled with derision.
“I can’t believe you thought that hiding the powers of your goddess would have any effect. I knew the moment you entered you were a Champion of Hestia, and the little angel a Valkyrie of Hestia as well. Even that demon. How could I not see her heritage? You fools. I will enjoy torturing all of you for the 9 remaining days. You might think you are immortal, but your soul will be drained and ripped asunder, leaving so little of it left that you will never be the same, even if [The Framework] manages to piece you back together. By the time I am done with you, you might as well be dead. You will beg for it.”
Jake learned a lot with that little tirade, but he didn’t bother with a response. He just outlined everything Jake wanted to know, and before he could even spring his trap. He knew little about this god Apophis, but he knew that any god that sided with the outsiders was completely evil and malicious, along with their Champion. The dungeon master spoke once again.
“No response? I’ll have you know I have killed many paladins and priestesses of Hestia, so I am very proficient at it. The demon will be no challenge, and you are garbage without your women. That you could be the Champion of anyone when you are so weak is laughable. I will enjoy flaying your skin and enjoy the look of anguish you will give as you watch your lovers suffer along with you.”
With that, the dungeon master’s presence felt like it drifted away. The stakes were high, but Jake’s party was resolved to come out on top in the next battle. They would defeat this evil prick, and they would be rewarded.




Chapter 32 – Champion of Apophis


Jake used [Arcane Eye] to scout around outside the room, but found that it could not go through the walls or the door. They would have to leave this safe area before they could scout the dungeon out. 
They left the room and found that they were in a long hallway as the door behind them closed. Jake tried the door to re-enter the safe room and found he could no longer enter it. There were sconces on the wall with torches, and there was even a wide red rug that went across the stone floor, heading into the distance. 
Jake used the eye to scout around, and he even cast summon beast, receiving a dog similar to a Doberman. He found the corridor was empty, and that there were no traps, as the dog didn’t even trigger anything. It looked like the dungeon master once again was putting their full budget in a major confrontation where they would defeat Jake and his party. 
Jake reached the end of the hall with his summons, with the girls in tow. They were in front of a large door, over five meters in height. The [Arcane Eye] could not pass through the door, and he tried all the walls. Jake looked at Fhesiah, hoping she’d be able to glean anything with her [Divine Sense], but she just gazed at the wall and shrugged. It appeared he could not get any intelligence on what lies in wait inside. Ophelia wanted to go first, the most defensible of the party, and he allowed her to go first with him and Fhesiah trailing behind. 
When they all entered, the door slammed shut. They were now in a fairly large room, long enough to fit an entire football field. At the end of the room, a dais with a throne, and Jake could barely make out the features of the creature that sat there. His skin was dark, and his hair was bone white. 
“A dark elf,” Fhesiah said, her superior vision allowing her to tell what sat there. So, the Champion of Apophis was a dark elf. Jake knew dark elves were known differently in various stories. Sometimes the race lived entirely underground, and they often worshiped the dark gods of chaos. They would come above ground for one thing: capturing slaves. 
In a matriarchal society, they lived and breathed thievery, deception, treachery, and cunning. They were always malicious and enjoyed torturing both their slaves and even each other. Their men would frequently be just as vicious as the women, but they would sometimes be treated as little more than breeding stock by the women.
These were creatures that probably never knew real love, as any actual amount of it would be snuffed out with treachery and murder. It made plenty of sense for this race to team up with the outsiders. Jake guessed this was one of the top members with intelligence to betray the other races of the multiverse and team up with it, though he knew there were many.
Jake became concerned that there were more invisible opponents in the room, so he used his [Arcane Eye], but then he saw that many dark elves were lined up along the sides of the room, near the back. Many of them were dressed in similar equipment to the ones they faced, but others held staves, and there was even some wearing armor with curved blades in their hands. 
There were nearly two dozen dark elves in total. Jake’s party fanned out at their end of the hall, and the dark elves set out to match them. Jake looked over the area with the [Arcane Eye], and he thought he somewhat understood the trap.
Using the [Arcane Eye], he could see the magical energies flowing around and through the room. The sconces that lined the sides of the room had strange energy being emitted. That energy was being fed or somehow interacted with what looked to be a ritual circle in the room's rear, beside the giant chandelier above the middle of the room. 
Jake guessed that something would happen when the encounter started, and this would be what was effective at harming those that relied heavily on fire. All told, it was eight sconces, and the same number lined the eight spokes of the chandelier. 
Jake made his plan. He conveyed it to the girls as best he could over the bond, and they nodded to confirm they understood. He made his plans for countering all the dark elves, who were content to wait until his team started the encounter. Jake formed two sets of glimmering runes, one after the other, and Ophelia formed a runic spear of ice of her own, and even started forming the next. Jake launched one set of them: a giant earthen spike, right for the chains of the chandelier.
When the spell landed, a lot of things happened at once. The dark elves that looked like casters or clerics started chanting their spells, and some dark elves disappeared from sight. The warrior types charged toward Jake’s team as well. From the sconces, eight red and fat imps a little larger than the size of a child appeared in motes of fiery light next to them. The flames on the chandelier started to do the same, but the blow rocked the chandelier and caused it to fall onto the ground, shattering and otherwise stopping the spawns from happening. 
The dungeon master shouted, “What? Impossible!” from his throne, as Ophelia targeted two of the sconces in the room's rear, and both she and Fhesiah rushed for the closest ones to destroy them. The dungeon master could not imagine that a Tier 0 like Jake could spot the trap. Normally the enemy party would be surrounded by a non-stopping swarm of demons soon, but with just 8 child-sized imps and almost no more on the way, Jake’s party would not be in so much danger. They did not seem individually strong, and Jake guessed they were strong against fire just from looking at them.
Jake finished his second set of runes: [Runic Magic: Spear of Force]. This fifteen-rune word spell formed a spear of magical force, and he used it to smash into the downed chandelier. The massive chandelier was hit like a wrecking ball, and it whizzed through the air toward the rear of the room from where it was on the floor. It spun through the air like a flipped coin, knocking into two dark elves as it did, until it smashed into a barrier in the room's rear. 
The barrier cracked because of the blow, but Jake could see, as the dark elf priests and casters in the back chanted their spells, that the cracks had already begun to heal slowly. Jake watched over the girls with the [Arcane Eye], trying to spot where the invisible dark elves were heading. Most of them were heading for him, but one was sneaking up on Ophelia. They were completely ignoring Fhesiah, likely understanding her detection capabilities. 
Jake cast more runic spears of both ice and earth at different demons to clear them out, and Ophelia started taking the enemies down in earnest. When the invisible dark elf moved to attack her from behind, she was ready with a runic lightning attack, thanks to Jake sending her their location over their bond. Shocked and stunned, she tried to cut him down, but dark energy reduced her slash of his throat to a slight cut. She went for the kill again, with him trying to dodge, but she flapped her wings and corrected the attack to spear him straight through his throat and out his spine. This time, no energy blocked the attack, and so she left him to bleed out onto the ground.
Ophelia had already destroyed her four sconces thanks to her ranged capability, and Fhesiah was not far from destroying her last, a dark elf warrior harrying her. Another demon spawned and tried to surround her, but she passed them with her speedily winged movements and destroyed the last sconce. Fhesiah continued weaving through dark elves and demons alike, only taking minor cuts and bruises in the process. 
The invisible dark elves were upon Jake now, about to assassinate him when Ophelia used her [Consecration] ability. A wave of fire washed over them, originating from Jake, and he matched her fire with a [Runic Magic: Forked Lightning] on them. Ophelia had since slain the demons near her and only had some dark elf warriors to deal with, but Jake had one demon near him. 
While the dark elves took damage and were harmed, the demon near him sucked in the flames and ballooned up in size. The amount of fire looked too much for it, and Jake decided nothing good was going to come from that, and quickly used [Force Push] to shove it away. His spell was just in time, as the creature let out a shocking explosion as it slammed into a wall like it somehow amplified the fire that it consumed.
Jake was glad he was able to spot these traps, as it would have prevented them from using fire at all, or worse, getting caught surrounded by dozens of demons. Jake guessed that, left alone, there would already be well over fifty demons by this point of the fight if he did not destroy them right away. They now only had a handful more dark elves to mop up, and a barrier to destroy. Most but not all the cracks were healed on the barrier that was struck, but the Champion now stood, and he spoke.
“You might have spotted my trap, but you are still weak. You are nothing to me.” He drew a ritual sacrifice blade: a kris. He then stabbed one of his own dark elf casters right in the heart, dumping the body onto the ground, and empowering the ritual circle. The evil Champion moved on to the next and began to laugh. 
“The divine spark Hestia gave you will be consumed, empowering both me and [Tartarus]. Thanks to your weakness, your planet will be doomed: soon to be contested. I will torture your women, and you will suffer!” 
Jake was shocked: he had no idea that his failure could directly lead to Earth coming to harm, but thinking about it, it made sense. Jake didn’t like what was happening with these ritualistic sacrifices; each time he killed one of his clerics or mage dark elves, it empowered the huge ritual circle in the rear of the dais.
If the sconces and chandeliers were like a candlelight of magical power as observed by his [Arcane Eye], then this magic circle was a bonfire. He checked his and Ophelia’s notifications and smiled. Jake had other plans, but the dark elf’s statement of him being nothing without his women led him to choose this one; because Jake felt the dark elf was mostly right.
Jake had come a long way, and he could stand up against probably some of the best human warriors in melee now. This was only because of his sessions with Ophelia, and that he stood side by side with her, though. While he could nearly outclass spell-caster types, it was only thanks to Fhesiah helping him create his core, otherwise, he would simply not have enough mana to accomplish anything meaningful in a fight. Before Fhesiah and Ophelia came into his life, Jake was truly nothing, just a lone man trying to better himself, hoping to find a family. He had found it, and he would not let the dark elf take it away, not when they were so close to finding true happiness.
[Select a Spell Specialization]
[Offensive, Buffing, Healing]
Jake selected the buffing specialization he had decided on since the very beginning, and he felt a pulse run along his concentrated buffing spells that were already on his party. Their effectiveness increased, especially one of them. 
[Buffing Specialization Selected: Buff Effectiveness +35%, Mana Cost -35%]
[Spell Advanced: Bolster -> Advanced Bolster]
[Effect: All Attributes +30% (Old +25%)]
[Spell Advanced: Summon Beast -> Advanced Summon Beast]
Jake’s reserved mana was released back for his consumption, restoring all that he had used in the fight so far because of choosing his specialization. 
Jake also saw that upon reaching level ten, a staple summoning spell had also improved, and the Framework presented the effects of the spell to his mind. He grinned, as it was time to see an old friend.
Previously, the spell was restricted by a random factor based on the biome, but now Jake could select from a list of creatures within the rank of the spell upon spell-casting. Jake made his selection, and a familiar figure emerged, even larger than previously: the badgerdillo. 
Jake cast his new [Advanced Bolster] spell on it, not wanting to invest more in the creature. The large badgerdillo chuckled wickedly. It then went about its savage business with vicious glee, blurring forward and slicing at the remaining dark elves furiously, ignoring their futile attempts to counter or stop the creature.
Jake once again sighed wistfully at the thought of what could have been. If Jake had taken the beast specialization, would this be a king badgerdillo or something? Would there be five now? Jake could feel the mirth and excitement from Fhesiah at seeing a familiar figure, which his feeling matched, and Ophelia looked at the creature in question and confusion. Just why was Jake so nostalgic and excited about this creature?   
There were only a few dark elves left, and Jake had everyone move toward the barrier. The summoning ritual was reaching its conclusion, and while Jake doubted their ability to stop it at this point, he wanted to be ready. The dark elf healers and casters could somehow affect this side of the barrier. What if this summoned creature could as well, with the barrier remaining standing? 
Jake cast his runic empowerment spell on both Fhesiah and Ophelia, and they quickly mopped up the last dark elf warriors. His specialization now made the spell even more powerful. The dark elves were not a match for them before being buffed, just how could they be after? 
Jake’s party finished them off, and now the four of them together slammed into the barrier, slashing and pounding on it. Cracks formed, and it shattered after a few seconds, but the Champion had finished his last sacrifice, and the magical circle lit up, visible to the naked eye. 
A portal opened, and from inside a giant red demon emerged before it closed. The demon was smaller than the giant yeti that they had fought, but it still towered over them. Jake could tell it was like a giant version of the child-sized demons and guessed it would have similar capabilities. 
It immediately roared, and shot a large flame at Jake’s party, them standing near the dais and where the demon appeared. Jake and Ophelia both put up runic barriers in front of it, and it shattered the first but was rebuffed by the second. 
Jake sent both the badgerdillo and Ophelia at the demon, thinking they would be best equipped to handle it, and it started preparing another fire attack. He tested if it had fire-eating capabilities by sending a small flame spear at it, and sure enough, it breathed it in like it was nothing, empowering it ever so slightly.
Fhesiah said, “I’ll take on the Champion. I’ll show you, that I will never be the one to drag down our family.”
Jake was worried, but he knew she was just a [Call Summon] away if he needed to help her retreat. He nodded, knowing that this was her fight to win or lose. He observed her over their bond and realized that she had already spent around twenty or thirty percent of her Qi up to now. 
Jake joined Ophelia and the badgerdillo in taking on the giant demon. The badgerdillo charged in, and Jake and Ophelia sent bolts of runic lightning at the demon as they charged in as well. The lightning only washed over the demon, barely affecting it. The demon swiped at the badgerdillo, and Jake and Ophelia blocked the attack as the smaller creature latched onto the demon’s leg with its mouth and began clawing furiously at it.
The knife-sized claws caused blood to fly everywhere, and the demon roared in pain. It swung its fists at both Jake and Ophelia, and they used their shields in tandem to block the massive fists once again. The demon then spewed fire at the three, and Jake met the flame with a runic barrier as they both punished the demon with attacks of their own with their spears.
[image: image-placeholder]Fhesiah was alone, facing the enemy champion. The Champion’s helmet was down, now covering his face, and he had drawn two wickedly curved blades. Dark plate armor covered the man from head to toe. A malicious aura washed over her, making her feel weak, and making her stumble as the dark elf man charged her. Fhesiah filled herself with Qi to push the effect out of her body and met his charge with one of her own. 
He had more reach than her, but she was a little faster, despite being weakened. She punched out with her gauntlet, and the dark elf blocked with his blades. This shaved pieces of her gauntlet off, but she infused her hand with her Qi, keeping her from being cut. She grimaced at losing Qi just from the enemy blocking.
She continued to probe the enemy, looking for an opening. His weapons were viciously sharp, and her opponent was both skilled and powerful. She met every attack against her wing or robes with Qi expenditure to keep herself from being cut, and she could not find an opening, even using her tail. They traded blows, and Fhesiah found herself on the back foot, trying to find an advantage.
Fhesiah decided she had enough, and she leaped and flew off the ground above the dark elf, raising herself nearly ten meters in the air. She coalesced her Qi into a flame and instilled it with her will, her Dao of dragon flames in front of her. Her will was made manifest, and the flame’s weight on reality pushed down on the dark elf before she even sent the flame at him. 
She said, “That demon shall not stop my flames. My dragon fire is Heavenly Law. Burn!” 
She molded the flame into a giant fireball and lifted it above her head. She had infused over half of her remaining Qi and taxed her soul in creating this attack. The dark elf activated some kind of dark aura barrier as she sent the ball of fire at him. The demon roared and tried to suck in the fire, which Fhesiah held true by pushing harder on her Dao of dragon flames.
Fhesiah’s ball of fire struck the dark elf and shattered the barrier before surrounding him. However, the flames couldn’t find purchase, and while the dark elf screamed in pain, she saw through her divine sense that the damage was being reduced. They winked out, and she felt a wave of exhaustion from the expenditure. The dark elf said, “This armor is resistant to dragon flames. I prepared it just for you! What’s the matter, cultivator? Your weapons and robes are in tatters!” 
Before she could ruminate on what was going on, the dark elf launched themselves into the air at her.
[image: image-placeholder]Jake and Ophelia had kept harrying the giant demon as the badgerdillo went crazy attacking the demon’s leg, laughing viciously all the while.
Ophelia laughed. “What is this creature? It’s really vicious!” 
The demon roared and filled its body with flames, finally having enough of dealing with this creature. It released the flames in a wave radiating from itself, and Jake quickly cast a runic barrier up in front of him and Ophelia. Unfortunately, he could not protect his summon, and it became engulfed in flames. Despite being lit aflame, it kept going, slashing furiously until the last moment it disappeared into motes of light. The demon now went down on its knee, having taken so much damage on one leg.
Jake and Ophelia had stabbed it a few times, but the amount of damage the badgerdillo had put out was substantial. The demon roared and used some of its flames to heal itself, but the demon shrunk a fair amount as a result, making it weaker and easier to manage.
“I think you should help Fhesiah, as she doesn’t appear to be doing well. I can take it from here.”
“Thanks, Ophelia. I know I can always count on you.”
Jake approached Fhesiah, who was fighting the enemy champion, and found that Ophelia was right. Fhesiah already had minor cuts all over her body, and while there were scratches, burn marks, and scrapes on the dark elf champion’s armor, things were not looking good for her. She was now taking wounds instead of expending Qi, and she had spent much of hers already. He could tell the dark elf had spent little of his mana being in a much better position than her.
Jake looked over at Fhesiah in question. She had wanted to take on the champion herself, but he proved to be more difficult than she had imagined. They had even prepared a special armor that Jake doubted could even normally exist within their Tier. 
Surely, this was enough for her? They would need to give their best to defeat this enemy. She nodded her head in frustration, but he could feel that she was relieved that he was coming to her aid now.
Jake charged and did his best to harry the dark elf Champion with his shield and spear. Dual wielders held no real advantage over someone with a shield, and Jake’s spear work was now deadly thanks to Ophelia. He aimed at extremities with his spear, going for legs or his weapon hands. He also interposed his shield in front of the dark elf any time he went after Fhesiah, becoming a general nuisance. 
The dark elf was fast enough to block or redirect any attack, but he could not capitalize on Fhesiah, thanks to Jake’s efforts. She had a look of frustration on her face, and her gauntlets and robes were now in tatters from small slices caused by the dark elf simply blocking her attacks. The dark elf could not land a decisive blow because of Jake’s harassment plus Fhesiah’s speed, but he could still move faster than them now that Fhesiah had to conserve her Qi even further. In addition, Fhesiah could not guard against his slashes and stabs without functional gauntlets. 
They continued their two-on-one, and Jake wounded the dark elf with [Mana Blade] added to his spear. The dark elf then hit Jake and Fhesiah with another wave of weakness, causing them to lose their strength. [Purifying Flames] immediately began working against it, and she stumbled a second time. This emboldened the Champion by the two becoming weaker somehow, and he blurred towards Fhesiah and landed a wicked slash on her shoulder, despite her doing her best to block with her wing. She shouted in pain, and Jake did his best to cast [Cure Wounds] on her. 
Jake checked on Ophelia and found that she sported some scorch marks in places, but was otherwise fine. If she didn’t hurry, she could not help them with their fight against the Champion, and the giant demon would keep limiting Fhesiah. He signaled over their bond he needed her to end this quickly. She nodded, and she began working to activate her new level 10 Valkyrie skill.
Jake could see how frustrated this fight had made Fhesiah. Jake felt like Tartarus really lead them into a false sense of security. He didn’t understand how the Trial could be this challenging and still be fair, but this was exactly why Jake wanted Fhesiah to be as prepared as possible.
When Fhesiah first declined to wear armor, she had explained the Heaven’s Path and why she should not rely on things that didn’t use Heavenly Energy. That her strength and her conviction in her path would weaken and eventually crumble, and eventually, she may fail some tribulation and die in the future. 
Jake understood this. For a cultivator living in a world filled with cultivators that fought similarly and even beasts who followed the same path, it made perfect sense. 
But Fhesiah was a part of Jake’s family, who were all joined to the Framework, used mana, and fought Tartarus. Even the buffs Jake had on her now, were they not mana? Somehow, this fit her sensibilities, her doing mental gymnastics to see it as Jake’s power added to her, and Jake found this dubious. She joined the Framework without really being given a choice, but she was still now a part of it. 
Jake also knew that she was now immortal. Could she even die failing a tribulation anymore? Jake thought the answer was no. She needed to accept that she needed to find a new Path, one assisted by the Framework and one where her family was a part of it, as she had already deviated from this Heaven’s Path. Jake thought that this was her clinging to her old life in which she was a proud Nascent Soul cultivator, and she needed to accept the new one.
Both Fhesiah’s cultivator and dragon pride were now holding her back in this fight. They long since had enough funds to upgrade her gauntlets, but wearing those cheap ones in the first place was something she considered a concession. She is a dragon. What dragon needed to wear claws instead of using its own? 
Her not having them because she hadn’t yet re-awakened her bloodline didn’t matter. She was too prideful to upgrade the claws before she could reawaken her bloodline, where her hands, her claws, could become as strong as any weapon. She looked down on the dungeon, thinking that the enemies before the Trial were too simple.
Jake allowed some disappointment to leak over the bond, and Fhesiah’s face looked pained. He signaled his intentions: he would distract the Champion, and she would do what they needed to achieve victory, even if she didn’t like it. Ophelia had finally finished her preparations, activating her new level 10 ability. [Sacrificial Flames: Valkyrie Champion]. Jake smiled; Ophelia’s choice of the chosen specialization would really pay off here. 
She cast the spell, consuming nearly thirty percent of her current reserves, surrounding her and Jake in the flames of Hestia. Ophelia became larger until she was nearly three meters tall, and it coated her wings and hair in flames, while her armor, spear, and shield took on a divine glow and changed as they became larger. Jake did not become larger, but he received a fiery holy glow around his armor, shield, and weapon, and he now had wings of fire as well. Jake felt stronger, and now he wished he had practiced with [Winged Combat].
The giant demon tried to suck in the flames, but could not find purchase; their flames were more solid and stuck to them. The demon roared, and Ophelia blurred into a thrust right into the demon’s gut with her now giant spear, reaching deep into its torso. She retrieved her spear and could easily block and redirect its return blow, the size difference much less substantial to where the effect of her shield was more than enough to stop it. Jake knew she could handle the demon from here, no matter what ability it pulled out. 
Jake rocketed at the dark elf with his new wings and smashed into him with his shield, and Fhesiah retreated to arm herself. Jake’s movements had increased thanks to the divine glow, and he was now a proper challenge for the dual-wielding dark elf. Jake pierced one of the dark elf’s legs, to which he grunted and returned the attacks with murderous dark energy surrounding his blades. Jake blocked them all and even used a runic barrier against one that might have slipped past his guard. Fhesiah finally joined the fray and scored a deep slash across the dark elf’s back. 
The dark elf retreated, and when he was no longer blocking Jake’s line of sight to Fhesiah, Jake couldn’t help but stifle a laugh as he saw her: she looked ridiculous, her dainty pale arms ending in giant blue furry hands. She sensed this and blushed. For the first time since he met her, Jake thought she looked embarrassed. 
Jake guessed the dark elf sensed that keeping up with the status quo would no longer work, as Ophelia should have the demon defeated in mere moments. Jake couldn’t see the Champion’s face, but his voice projected his sneer. 
“You think you’ve won? But you are not yet a true Champion until you pass this trial, unlike me. I call upon the god Apophis. Make use of my body as your vessel and crush them, so that we can bring them torment and suffering.” 
A malevolent aura emerged from the dark elf champion, and Jake felt a different divinity than he had felt before. It was much weaker than Hestia or Odin’s that he had felt, perhaps because of the limits of this Champion’s vessel, but he was certain that it was evil. His stomach roiled at the feeling given off by the evil god, and he was just covered with a sense of wrongness that he could not explain. 
Two snakes emerged from inside the dark elf's armor, and they snaked up his body to sort of mount themselves around his shoulders to attack. It was like the dark elf now had four limbs, with two of them having the head of a snake.
Jake and Fhesiah had tried to stop the transformation, but the malevolent energy rebuffed their attacks easily. Once the transformation was complete, he charged Jake with supernatural speed. Jake only barely got his shield up to block an attack from the dark elf’s sword, but a snake whipped around and bit Jake’s shoulder. Jake grimaced, as the feeling of a painful venom was getting pumped through his veins.
Jake felt agonizing pain in his shoulder, and his vision blurred. Even trying to watch what was happening through his [Arcane Eye] was a challenge, as he felt dizzy besides. The purifying flames started working against this, but it would be after Jake had taken a lot of damage before he cleared it from his veins; a venom powered by divinity, and Jake could tell that the venom was causing him to bleed mana. 
The dark elf once again spoke with a sneer, “You cultivators think you are so special, above everything else, even [The Framework]. But in the end, your pride is nothing but food for the dungeon. Dragons are especially delicious for Tartarus, I hear.”
Fhesiah flew into a rage. She was beyond frustrated that the demon and the armor the dark elf was wearing made her dragon fire useless. On top of that, her pride had really put them in a dangerous position. Without this fight concluding, she already saw that she was wrong. She had underestimated Tartarus, and she had weakened her family. 
She had conviction in Heaven’s Path, but demons from another plane and a higher Tier creature were brought down to their level: this was not a fight she could avoid using all the tools available to her. Even with those things, this fight would have been more than challenging enough to temper herself. 
If she had just worn the gauntlets Ophelia made and armor from the beginning, perhaps her reserves of Qi would be higher, and perhaps Jake wouldn’t have been poisoned. Her righteous fury powered her blows, and they came faster and with more strength with each attack. 
The Champion powered by his god was now on the back foot, and Jake could feel something different coming from Fhesiah. Jake did his best to move to harass the champion once again, but they were both moving too fast for him to really aid in the melee, or to land any spells while the fighting was so frantic; their blows swinging wide, and their movements too fast to keep up with, along with the poison still weakening and disorienting him. He instead focused on purifying the poison out of his system, taking a sort of universal antidote from his storage bracelet that he thought he would never need, hoping it would help. 
Jake felt a new type of energy being emitted from Fhesiah growing: some kind of heavenly truth of claws, or dragon claws, Jake guessed. Fhesiah channeled the pride and power of dragons with each blow; the ferocity and intensity of her attacks increased. 
She sliced off one head of the snake, and eventually, that power congealed into a visual manifestation. Jake saw an eastern dragon appear behind Fhesiah, very similar to the one on the back of her robes. The snake-like dragon was rippling with power, and it weaved its body, transferring all its energy into a powerful attack. It swiped its right claw downwards in an overhead strike as she did the same, and Jake’s soul shuddered like it was going to be cut in two from just looking at the sharpness and power of the dragon’s claws. 
The dark elf brought up both of his swords and the remaining head of the snake to block. The dark elf might as well have been trying to stop a mountain, as the snake’s head sheared off and his guard crumbled down. The dark elf’s body collapsed down to his knees as her claw slashed across his chest, causing five lines to spread across inches apart and deep, the armor completely shredded.
Blood sprayed from the dark elf’s chest, and Jake used the opportunity to land a spear blow with [Mana Blade] in his gut as well. The frantic melee had stopped, and he was already feeling better from the antidote and [Purifying Flames] working on it. 
Fhesiah moved for another blow and Jake retracted his spear and was going to go for another, but suddenly a wave of evil darkness blasted him and Fhesiah away from the dark elf champion. This sent him and her tumbling nearly a dozen meters away. 
Despite Jake having his shield up, his body was battered all over from the explosion of darkness, bouncing and rolling across the ground. Luckily, Jake could feel that Ophelia had just finished the demon off for good, but the [Valkyrie Champion] ability had just now worn off, them both losing their divine glow.
Fhesiah was not looking so well, with her reserves of Qi having nearly run out. She had been furiously absorbing the kill energy throughout the fight, even if her efficiency would be much better if she could put her full attention on it. She even held a Qi crystal in her hand and was absorbing it from where she tried to stand, but could not: her wounds were too heavy from the evil explosion. 
The divine glow protected Jake, but she took the blast without help. Ophelia used her [Renewal] spell on Fhesiah, the flames of Hestia healing her wounds. Jake received a mirror of the same spell, bringing Jake back into a fighting state. Fhesiah couldn’t mount a decent offensive because of being too drained, however.
Jake got up and found that purifying flames removed the mana-bleeding poison from him, but not before he lost nearly a quarter of his mana. He drank a mana potion, one of the top-quality ones available to him from the [Multiverse Market]. Mana Siphon furiously absorbed the mana as it entered his body, and he recovered a large portion of it.
The dark elf himself wasn’t looking so good either, having lost a fair amount of blood. Whatever divinity they had dwelling in him had disappeared with Fhesiah’s shocking blow, and the evil eruption must have been the remaining energies. 
Jake could see that some of his wounds had healed, perhaps as some kind of life-drain effect from the evil explosion. He still had wounds on his back and front, along with a deep gut wound that Jake had hit him with. Jake could still feel that the enemy champion would be a challenge for any of Jake’s individual party members, but only that. The dark elf was alone, but Jake and his lovers were not. 
Jake still remembered what the Champion had said about him being nothing without his women. Jake’s entire plan for his specialization originally was to buff and heal others and make them be the best they could be, and if Jake never swung a spear or cast an offensive spell, that was mostly okay with him. 
Ophelia and Fhesiah had made him better so that he could do those things and be so much more. Ultimately, the enemy champion was wrong. Jake was amazing in his own way now that his women made him better; it was just that his girls shined so brightly that it was easy to forget it.
He would make more preparations just in case, but he removed another rod from his belt and started preparing the spell, [Einherjar]. The dark elf charged Fhesiah, and she could barely stand and properly block an attack. Ophelia went to protect Fhesiah, blurring towards the dark elf with [Charge]. She slammed into the enemy Champion and knocked him away from her.
Jake finished activating the runes for his runic spell, [Einherjar], using up most of what was left of his mana, the spell being enhanced and the cost reduced by his specialization. He would [Mana Transfer] some of Ophelia’s mana after she too drank a mana potion if things were not looking good, or simply allow her to finish him with the flames of Hestia. A cascade of different colored lights surrounded Jake, and he felt strong like he could take on the entire world. 
Jake launched himself at the enemy champion, crossing a dozen meters in a single step, and the dark elf could barely raise his swords to block Jake’s attack. It was almost like the dark elf was moving in slow motion because Jake was moving so quickly. Jake covered his spear with [Mana Blade] which was larger than usual because of the powerful buff, and stabbed right at the enemy champion’s heart.
With a combination of twisting his body and angling his swords, the dark elf had only barely been able to direct Jake to miss his exact target, Jake’s spear piercing the champion above his heart and into his shoulder. A large chunk of his shoulder was removed by the strength and size of the [Einherjar]-enhanced mana blade, enough to where the champion had dropped the sword in their left hand.
The dark elf tried to attack Jake with his other sword, but Jake had already taken another powerful step and slammed his shield into the dark elf. This ripped his spear out of the dark elf’s body in a shower of blood and sent him flying. The dark elf spun and rolled as he hit the ground, but Jake could tell his shield slam had probably broken some bones. The dark elf could hardly stand at this point, and Jake charged him once again, arriving just a step away in a mere instant.
The dark elf had gathered some shadow flames in his hand and aimed where Jake was, but he sidestepped the shadowy bolt with ease. He was able to easily see the energy gathering and guess the dark elf’s goal using [Arcane Eye], the bolt striking the wall behind Jake harmlessly. He stabbed out his spear once again, and this time the enemy was unable to block. Jake achieved his goal of stabbing him through the heart this time. Jake sent a spear of runic fire through his spear staff, cooking the body inside the armor.
The Champion of Apophis fell lifelessly to the ground, and the light surrounding Jake faded. 
[Trial Completed: Champion of Hestia. Exit in 30 minutes.]
They won, and against a Champion of Apophis. Jake wasn’t sure what this meant, exactly. Was a Champion supposed to face another in their first trial? The Champion claimed to have killed many paladins and priestesses of Hestia if he could be believed, and he was already a proper Champion, whereas Jake was not. That did not seem fair for a level ten trial, and Jake wondered if this guy was dead for good, or if he would be like Jake and revive once again to prey on others. Questions for later.
Jake looked over to Fhesiah and Ophelia. Ophelia was helping hold Fhesiah up. Ophelia was absolutely beaming, reveling in her victory, and despite her embarrassment and shame, Fhesiah was also smiling. 
Jake wryly smiled at the result and the plans that he had made before going into the fight. He had consumables in the form of expensive potions, scrolls of various kinds to produce effects that Jake felt could change the tide of battle, and even doping pills that would temporarily increase his and the girl’s capabilities. He used none of them, and he was reminded about how, in role-playing games growing up, he would get to the final boss, and they would all remain unused until the end. Items being hoarded and saved until they were no longer useful; the threat vanquished, with 99 elixirs he was saving for a tough fight in his inventory. 
They set about looting the dead, and Fhesiah set to absorbing the kill energy. Thirty minutes was not enough time for that, but he assumed she could continue consuming the energy back at their [Refuge]. Jake restored everyone’s health and also began cleaning their armor. It was a long dungeon run, and they would be happy to be home. Their victory would require the biggest celebration yet. They kissed and held one another, glad that they had come out as victors, and that all their hard work had finally paid off.
Instead of a portal opening when the timer went off, the inside of the dungeon was pulled into a single point of light. They felt the effect of teleportation when they arrived back home in their [Refuge] in front of the portal. The three of them received a ton of notifications; It would take quite some time to review them. 
They had done it. They won and were safe at home.




Chapter 33 – Rewards and Classes


Fhesiah finished absorbing the kill energy, and she had reached level ten as well. She would now be able to enter [Foundation Establishment], when she felt that she was ready. Jake spent some time reviewing his notifications.  
[Trial Complete: Champion of Hestia]
[Difficulty: S]
[Rating: A]
[Rating reward: Champion’s Runic Spear Staff, Advanced Summoning Token]
[Reward: Champion Class, Multiverse Access, Core Evolution.]
It looked like Jake received a new spear staff and advanced summoning token for his performance in the trial, and his class, multiverse access, and core evolution were for merely completing the trial. Jake accepted the notification, and his core was ignited, once more. It had become a vortex of flames after Hestia made him her champion, but now, the center burned even brighter, and spun even faster. After a few moments, the effects stabilized, and Jake checked his menu.
[Divine Hearth Core Level 1]
[+20 All Attributes, +6 All Attributes per Core Level]
[200% Total Mana, 25% Mana per Core Level]
Jake was surprised at the total effect, the previous core had given +12.5 for All Attributes, and 150% mana at level 5. The core now gave him +26 All Attributes and 225% total mana at Level 1. This was almost more total attributes than he had in total at level 8, just from his core– a total of 156 attribute points. What was once a small flame of mana near his heart, was becoming a bonfire. Jake retrieved the [Champion’s Runic Spear-Staff] from his [Storage Bracelet]. 
The spear staff was light, but Jake could feel that it was quite sturdy. The staff portion was red with a gold spike on its base. Near where the staff portion met the spearhead, there was a golden cross guard that was shaped like an upside-down city with the staff standing up. Buildings surrounded in a circle and provided protection for his hand with spaced buildings of various heights, if he leaned on it for leverage or choked up on his spear. Some buildings were merely artistic, but none of them got in his way, and others provided protection. 
On top of the circle that delineated the staff and spear-point, was a flaming focus, or orb on top of a pedestal; A hearth. It burned, but not overly brightly or chaotic. It had a soothing feeling, like a barely cracking fireplace. 
Ophelia looked on at the staff with awe, and tears formed in her eyes. “It feels like home like I’m back with my mom and dad… but also with you two.” Jake and Fhesiah joined Ophelia in a three-way hug, as they gazed at the staff Jake was holding.
Around the orb were two blades shaped and colored like flames, that tapered upwards around but away from the orb, but met back up into a single sharp spear-point at the tip. Jake could tell that both blades were sharp, and could easily be used for slashing or piercing attacks. The metal it was made of appeared to be sturdy, but Jake felt it was quite light and well-balanced.
Nearing where the staff portion met the cross guard and the orb, there were gold bands with slots with hexagonal prisms inlaid. These prisms looked kind of like dice, and Jake found he could spin them with his mana allowing different runes to be shown, connected to the golden bands in a sort of circuit. They went through the core of the staff near the focus, and the slots and prisms could be seen from either side of the staff. Jake guessed that this is what allowed Jake to enchant the staff, and change the slots at a later date with ease by replacing the prisms; he would not be stuck with his first ideas. 
[Legendary Hestia's Champion Runic Spear Staff]
[Scaling Weapon. Gains additional effects and strength with level.]
[Adds 10% Effectiveness of Intelligence, Wisdom, Charisma]
[Adds 10% Effectiveness with runes.]
[Represents Hestia's authority. Those who gaze upon this staff will feel safe and at home.]
[Class Upgrade Selection Available]
Jake looked over to Fhesiah and Ophelia. Both girls were reviewing their own information and notifications, but they looked over at him and sent him a feeling of trust and affection. Jake was going to select his class upgrade, and they would leave it to him. 
It gave Jake various options, and luckily, it gave him information about how he had unlocked each option. He used this criterion to reduce his options, and then eventually he realized there was in fact only one option that used everything that made Jake and his summons special.
[Hearth-Bonded Runic Battlemaster, Champion of Hestia]
[Effects: +3 All Attributes / Level, +100% Mana Regen, 75% Mana Regen in combat.]
[+15% Effectiveness of All Attributes]
[Requirements: Advanced Hearth Core, Champion of Hestia, lv. 5 Runic Magic, Lv. 5 Summoner’s Bond: Love, Lv. 5 Weapon Skill, Class: Summoner, A-Grade Rating in Trial, lv. 5 Mana Control/Equivalent, Buffing Specialization, Humanoid Specialization]
The class name was quite the mouthful. Many other class choices he had available to him that had a long list of requirements that he had already met, such as this one, had just as long or even more ridiculous names. Jake sort of envied Fhesiah; her class would forever just be “Cultivator,” with the realm of cultivation she had reached in its name. Jake had recalled that part of Fhesiah’s goal was for Jake to receive a class that had something related to his special bond in it, so this reinforced this as the choice, as it was the only one.
Jake smiled: it was like every choice they’d made culminated in this very class. The [Summoner’s Bond: Love] only changed to that moniker when all of his bonds were in love with him, and him with them. If he had summoned another woman before the trial, he doubted he could have made sure they fell in love with each other in time, and Jake would be against doing that, anyway. Perhaps that wouldn’t have been the end of the world, as Jake could tell that the differences between the effects of these classes were minor, but who knows? After two more evolutions of the class, the two options could end up a world apart.
Jake selected the class.
[Legendary Class Selected: Hearth-Bonded Runic Battlemaster, Champion of Hestia]
[Effects: +3 All Attributes / Level, +100% Mana Regen, 75% Mana Regen in combat.]
[+15% Effectiveness of All Attributes]
[An evolution of the Summoner class, The Battlemaster enhances their summons through their Hearth-bond and fights with them side-by-side. The Champion of Hestia carries the authority of his Goddess, and becomes a conduit to call upon her aid in battle in dire situations.]
Jake noticed he would no longer be spending attribute points per level, but that did not bother him. He would now get eighteen attribute points per level, as opposed to his original three. Jake guessed that this "Battlemaster” moniker in the class name drove him to receive physical attributes as well, and for him, this was a welcome change. 
Jake would not become a glass cannon, becoming sturdy enough to never be a viable weak point in his party. Though his girls were just so amazing that perhaps this was still the case. Jake could tell this class was a cut above the rest, as other classes would only get 9 to 15 attribute points per level in Tier 1. This eighteen attribute points per level class were quite special.
[Skills Evolved!]
[Mana Control level 5-> Hearth Control level 1]
[Mana Transfer -> Energy Sharing]
[New effect: Transfer energy types at range freely among Summons.]
[Mana Siphon -> Energy Hunger]
[New effect: Increase draw in energy of all types, 100% increased regeneration / +10% per Core level.]

[Summoner’s Bond: Love -> Hearth Bond]
[New effect: 50% Reduction in Mana and Mana Regeneration Reserve, Receive 2% of All Attributes of Bonded per Skill Level]
[Mental Communication enabled at Summoner’s Bond Level 4]
[Instead of a tether or connection, a contract between souls: your Hearths are Bonded together. When Hearth Bond is formed, it is permanent. May your Hearths burn brightly together, till the end of time. ]
[Valkyrie’s Chosen -> Valkyrie’s Chosen Champion]
[Effect: 50% damage taken to Chosen absorbed by Valkyrie.]
[Additional effect: 5% per Ophelia’s T1 Valkyrie Magic Level Damage reduction to Chosen.]
[Runic Magic level 5 -> Hearth Runic Magic level 1]
[Subskills added: Runic Healing, Runic Destruction, Runic Enhancement. Each adds 5% enhancement of Rune words involved in each tree per skill level.]

[Skills Merged/Evolved!]
[Advanced Bolster, Haste, Reinforcement-> Divine Reinforcement Level 1]
[New effect: 40% Increase in All Effectiveness. 5% additional per T1 Champion Magic Skill level.]
[New: Can only affect Summoner, Summons or Bonded.]

[Skills Upgraded!]
Enchanting Level 5 -> Advanced Enchanting Level 1]
[Subskills added: Runic Enchantment, Hearth Enchantment. Each adds 5% enhancement of effectiveness of enchantments per Enchantment skill level, besides increasing enchantment options.]
[Melee Specialization Level 5 -> Advanced Melee Specialization Level 1]
[Champion Magic Level 5 -> Advanced Champion Magic Level 1]
[Stamina Regen -> Advanced Stamina Regen]
[Additional Effect: Increases overall stamina efficiency per skill level.]
Jake immediately felt a change in his bonds shift, now being able to hear Fhesiah’s thoughts once again, and Ophelia's for the first time. 
Fhesiah was thinking, [It’s almost time to celebrate. Should I wear those ones? Hmm, but if I’m wearing panties, it’s one extra step when he removes my– Jake? The connection is back?! So Jake, an important decision: black, or none?]
The girls, especially Fhesiah, were both ecstatic to have this intimate connection with Jake.
There was a lot to unpack here, and Jake was not sure how to really process so much information at once. All he could tell was that he had just taken a qualitative leap forward, and if they faced that dark elf again, he would easily crush him. Jake reviewed his new stats, after hitting level 10 and spending his 6 attribute points from the two levels earned in the Trial.
[Jake Status Level 10]
[Strength: 44]
[Dexterity: 42]
[Constitution: 41]
[Intelligence: 52]
[Wisdom: 51]
[Charisma: 48]
Getting 26 to All Attributes from just his core made his attributes look quite impressive. Still, that didn’t mean that Jake would be that far ahead of his opponents. While Jake did get 156 attribute points from his core currently, if someone was earning ten or twelve attribute points per level, by level 20 or higher they would surpass what he had gained from his special core. 
Then, his middling race of human started that much lower than others. Jake only had to look at Ophelia’s level 1 attributes versus his to realize that he’s playing from behind, and his advanced Core only brings him up to speed. Fhesiah had surpassed some of his current attributes at level 8, and he knew that the disparity would only increase when she entered [Foundation Establishment].
Jake decided to try out hearth control, as it was a strange change for mana; he thought he would receive [Advanced Mana Control].
Jake found that for the most part, his mana moved exactly as it had done before, only better, able to move it into his desired shapes for spells with no problem, except for one thing. The flames that were deep into his core: he could actually move them. He was so jarred when he managed to move what he thought was unmovable with ease, that he let it go, and it snapped back into place. It didn’t hurt, and he felt no danger, but it was like he had moved part of his core itself a few inches. It just continued to spin lazily in his center. 
Jake decided to move it some more and found that he could move it anywhere inside his body. There was still a pinprick's worth of fire in his center, despite him moving nearly everything, and mana continued to flow in and re-enlarge it, while he was moving the core. Perhaps– no, while he thought he might be able to move it outside his body, surely that would be dangerous? He would wait to try it out later and get Fhesiah’s advice. But Jake thought his Runic Magic becoming Hearth Runic Magic was a hint.
Jake’s new spell, [Divine Reinforcement], was quite special. This spell would, simply, make the receiver of the buff better. At everything. Right now, the effect was over the base 40% thanks to his buffing specialization, 54% more attributes, 54% movement speed, 54% increased learning, and more, including things like reaction times and the power or control of their spells, or the person’s defenses. It even increased total mana and mana regeneration, or Fhesiah’s ability to use and store heavenly energy. 
This effect is quite drastic, as Ophelia and Fhesiah’s supernatural capabilities were already amazing, so reinforcing what made them better than humans already felt game-changing. Considering this amount would then be boosted by his specialization and then again by his proficiency, Jake was excited about the future of the spell. If this were a game, people would invite Jake just to be a buff bot providing this buff to members, and they would be perfectly okay with him not doing anything else. Though it could only affect his Bonded, he realized. 
While Jake was playing with his mana, he suddenly felt his strong connection to Ophelia become even stronger, and he could feel her elation at the new feeling. If it was like their feelings were starting to be in sync before, they were much more now.
But then Jake realized something as he looked at the new skill, the bond. That this bond was permanent. Up to now, he could have performed a ritual to remove Ophelia’s bond. But now, it was like they–
Fhesiah interrupted his thoughts, "Why, it’s like you two are married now! Just look at that! Look at Ophelia, stealing the march on me. Hmm, but just how am I going to get a Hearth?"
Jake was flabbergasted. Married? It’s not that Jake was opposed, but he would have really liked to, well, he didn’t really know why he was so surprised by this.
Ophelia laughed. “That’s right, Jake. I’ve been your wife in a sense since I made you my Chosen weeks ago. Why are you being weird?”
“It’s just… It’s all so sudden…”
“My, would you look at that, typical human male. It’s that big M word, isn’t it? Afraid of commitment, Jake? It’ll all be okay, master. After all, there’s simply no way such a permanent bond was completed without your will and desires wanting it. Deep down, you both wanted to be together, your level 5 of Summoner’s Bond: Love was not for nothing, after all.” 
Jake sighed, but he realized that Fhesiah was right. Of course, he wanted to be with Ophelia…er, till the end of time? Still, his thoughts and emotions brightened. He could feel their bond together and knew it was stronger than ever. He wasn’t sure how that would help, but he knew it would come in handy, eventually. 
Jake checked Ophelia’s changes. He found that this change was brought about by selecting her class, her Hearth being upgraded, and now linked to Jake’s.
[Epic Class Selected: Bonded Runic Vanguard Valkyrie of Hestia]
[Effects: +1 All Attributes, +2 Str,Con,Wis,Cha Per level]
[25% Increased Durability and Hardiness]
[Effectiveness of Str,Con,Wis increased by 25%]
[Requirements: Chosen: Champion, Valkyrie of Hestia, Advanced Bond, Runic Magic Lv. 5, Mana Core, Melee Skill Lv. 5, Spear of Hestia Lv. 5, Barrier Lv. 5, Consecration Lv. 5]
[An evolution of the Shieldmaiden class, a Vanguard Valkyrie fights in the front of battle or side-by-side with her Chosen Champion, and both vanquishes foes and protects her chosen with martial prowess or spells.]
Ophelia said to Jake, “I was having a hard time deciding, with the options being so close, when a new option showed up. You selected your class and this added another option for me, so I took it.”
Looking at the requirements, she too managed to pick a class with all the things that made her special. 
On top of that, she lost her Shieldmaiden moniker, replaced with Vanguard. Jake noticed that the class’s template made her much stronger and sturdier, even more than the attributes provided, 14 attributes per level, her receiving +3 to four attributes, and +1 to the other two. Her previous class of Shieldmaiden only increased Str and Con effectiveness by fifteen percent, making this quite the qualitative leap forward. Jake paid attention only to the skills that evolved, the rest simply being upgraded to advanced, the same as his.
[Skills Evolved!]
[Hearth Core Lv. 5-> Bonded Hearth Core Lv. 1]
[Effect: +15 All Attributes, +4 All Attributes Per Core Level.]
[150% Total Mana, 15% Mana per Core Level]
[Mana Transfer -> Energy Vacuum]
[Effect: 100% Energy regen, 10% Additional Energy Regen per Skill Level. 10% per Skill Level collected by this skill sent to Bonded.]
[Valkyrie’s Fervor -> Chosen Champion Fervor]
[New effect: +25% All Attributes near Chosen, 2% Additional All Attributes per T1 Valkyrie Magic Skill Level. When Chosen Champion takes significant damage, effect increases.]

[Skills Merged/Evolved!]
[Sacrificial Flames: Renewal, Barrier, Consecration, Spear of Hestia -> Hearth of Hestia]
[New effect: Summon the Hearth of Hestia. Consumes a large portion of Health, Mana, Stamina. Once summoned, thought controlled Hearth can accomplish the same spells and more. Chosen’s mirrored Hearth is autonomous or can be controlled by Chosen’s Hearth Control. Can be fed fire or personal resources to maintain summon.]
They tested the [Hearth of Hestia] and found that it created a floating fire near both of them. Jake could both direct and cast the spells Ophelia was able to do, and with each casting, the fire would shrink. Ophelia found that as long as she used the flames of her own hearth core, she could still cast the same spells that she had been able to previously, and for the same cost and effectiveness as before. 
This hearth, however, allowed additional options as she could move the hearth through the air quite rapidly, and she had even more control over the number of flames of Hestia that went into each spell: she could make both giant and tiny [Spear of Hestia] attacks, which had different draws on the flames. On top of that, coordinating with Jake became even easier and more versatile than before; the hearths could cast many spells at once with little more than a thought.
Jake then reviewed Ophelia’s status sheet.
[Ophelia Status Level 10]
[Strength: 56]
[Dexterity: 44]
[Constitution: 50]
[Intelligence: 37]
[Wisdom: 48]
[Charisma: 49]
The bonded core improved when she connected to Jake, and for now, Jake was only getting around 1 attribute point to all his attributes from their Hearth being Bonded. As their Bond improved and Ophelia leveled, he would gain more. Still, just as he had thought, she was ahead of him in the melee attributes. She had gained some attributes outside just the +3 per level that she spent in Tier 0 because of her core refining her like Jake, but Jake had finally surpassed her in a few areas.
Jake looked over to Fhesiah. She had finished absorbing her energy and was also at level ten. However, she looked and felt a little unhappy, even depressed, but her thoughts were cut off. Jake felt concerned, and she noticed this and spoke, “I…don’t think I’m ready to enter [Foundation Establishment]. I think if I enter it as I am now, I will always be behind. You two have advanced so much thanks to [The Framework], and the help of the goddess, Hestia, that I feel like my heritage and circumstances are not enough on their own. 
I had crafted my body, and my soul is much stronger than a usual cultivator of my level, but if I leave things as they are now, my foundations will be imperfect. I had previously awakened my bloodline as a dragon, but that is lost with that body destroyed. I must awaken it once again, and see about once again progressing my heavenly truths, as well as perfecting my foundations before I take the next step.”
Jake took that in, starting to get worried himself. He was wondering how it was that she would accomplish such a thing. Was she wanting to leave on her own to search for what she needed, or something? Or just why was she depressed? Her thoughts were cut off when she looked depressed once again, but her feelings completely did not match the look, making him realize–
“Because of that, I need… My sugar daddy’s money. Only Daddy Jake can give me what I need, to make me whole once again. Please, Daddy, I’ll be such a good girl if you give me lots of credits!” She said the last sentence with a pleading expression, but she once again began laughing while pretending to roll on the floor, except in the air. Jake was whip lashed by his worry and concern now being converted into embarrassment; she had really tricked him. 
Fhesiah exclaimed, “You should see your face! You were so worried! I thought about what would bother you for a while, and I knew ‘Daddy’ would get you good. Not to worry: I have more.”
Jake gave Fhesiah a tired smile. He was a little annoyed by her game, but he was relieved. Jake felt like money was the least of their concerns at the moment, so her taking some for her alchemy and personal advancement could work well, while they trained up their new party member that they would summon soon. 
Hestia had even mentioned she would give them some time before their first task, so that should work out just fine. Still, Jake felt like it was time to have a more serious conversation about what happened during the [Trial]. Nobody was hurt, but her pride could have cost them a lot of pain and suffering, the Champion of Apophis being verbose about making that so if they failed. Fhesiah looked properly chastised, realizing what Jake wanted to talk about, and Ophelia sensed the importance as well and looked over.
Fhesiah then spoke first, “I am sorry Jake, Ophelia. I had really let my Cultivator pride get in my way, and could have really harmed our family. This Trial was really devious, these Outsiders really play by a different set of rules than us Cultivators. For this, I really have no excuse. I was not keeping my promise to do everything I could to make Ophelia successful by being a hindrance to the group, and I let both Jake and myself down. I looked down on the dungeon, thinking myself above anything it could dish out.
Jake should not have had to beg me to improve my [Alchemy] skill, nor should he have to needle me to wear adequate protection, and weapons, or to work more on [Framework] skills. 
I can see that I was wrong; that fight with the dark elf would have been much safer with armor filled with Jake’s enchantments and proper weapons that did the same. I will do better, and I will truly do my best for this family. 
I will accept that I am now under a new Heaven, and do my best to see that the Framework is the new Heaven’s Path if I want to ever see us safe and successful. Jake, Ophelia, can you forgive me?” Jake could feel over the bond that her words were sincere and filled with remorse, and she had tears in her eyes as her last words were spoken, she felt truly sorry.
Ophelia moved in to hug Fhesiah, and Jake joined her in a three-way hug. Jake said, “I’m glad you realized, and I forgive you. I’m just happy that nobody got hurt, and we’ll all strive to do better. We’ll work together to make a proper set of equipment for you, and if the robes are truly important to you, we can think of a way to incorporate them into the outfit.” 
Fhesiah shook her head, gave a wan smile, and said, “No, they are a relic from my past. I will still wear them on occasion, but they do not belong in the dungeon. My mother gave them to me, and even if they repair on their own, it feels like letting them get cut to ribbons is wrong too. 
I will properly wear our family’s armaments, and I will work hard on making use of [The Framework]. I hoped to get cultivation manuals and technique books, but that did nothing for us during the Trial. I will grab what is available to me, and if those things appear later, I will work on those, too. Once again, I am sorry, Jake. I was not giving my all before for anything but fun, and now I will properly accept that I am a part of [The Framework] and this family both.”
The hug lingered for a while, but eventually, they set about winding down. They had some dinner, and they were reviewing their menus of all the changes and made plans for things to prioritize for their training. There was a lingering excitement in the group, as while the serious discussion had concluded, they still had accomplished their first major goal in this new life of theirs.
They were going to explore the multiverse and see everything that it had to offer. There were [Bastions], paths to greater glory, [Contested Worlds], and even more. Jake realized that he could learn more now that he completed his [Trial] and was about to open up his [Menu] when he saw Fhesiah’s head snap toward their now-closed-off portal room, and heard a knocking sound.
“Knock, Knock, can I come in?”




Chapter 34 – To the Multiverse, Together


Jake could both feel and hear the voice Jake recognized: it was Odin. Clearly, he could not knock from the other side of the portal, so he stood at the entryway that they had configured when they re-did their [Refuge]. Jake looked at the girls, and they nodded their heads.  
Clearly, if he wanted to force his way in, he could, apparently, so Jake might as well be welcoming. He was still a tiny bit sour about being forced into this dungeon business without being given a choice but thought that all’s well that ends well. It had worked out, and now he wouldn’t have it any other way.
Jake replied, “Welcome, Odin, you can come in.” Jake opened the door for him, and the wizened older man in armor entered. Fhesiah and Ophelia were next to Jake, and they had their game faces on in terms of being wary of their visitor. 
Odin said, “Thank you. This should be the last time I show up unannounced, and I have already lost the ability to hear your thoughts; Hestia’s divine spark making it especially difficult or rude to do so. Before it was little different from you whispering under your breath and me being able to hear it. I’m here to congratulate you, as well as hand over the keys, as it were.”
Jake raised his brow at that, and asked, “Keys?” 
Odin nodded. “That’s right. Now that you've completed your trial, you're in complete control of your refuge. You can now go where you choose, and you can now lock out unwanted gods, such as myself. You will have to welcome us, in order for us to enter in the future. Even a determined evil god would be rebuffed by [The Framework], unable to enter.” 
Odin grasped with both hands above his head, and then Jake felt a tugging sensation as what he thought was likely the [Refuge]’s control or connection being laid on his soul.
“It is done,” Odin said, and he turned to look meaningfully at Fhesiah and Ophelia. Jake realized he was probably wanting to be introduced.
“This is Fhesiah and Ophelia, my Summons, and, er, lovers?” Jake scratched the back of his neck; they had not really defined what their relationship would be seen as with others, at least not yet, though he realized his mindset was stuck on Earth human. There was just no reason to, as they had met no one else besides Hestia, and the Champion of Apophis if he could be counted, up to now. They’d talk about it together later.
Odin smirked at that. “A pleasure, your lovers are exquisite. I suppose this Fhesiah was the one trapped in that relic? I hadn’t known who or what was inside but merely divined that you of all people would be able to make the best use of it, and how you could. Even as a god, I could not make sense of it after finding it in my travels. 
Whoever created that relic must have been advanced in such ways that could compete with or excel even gods. Cultivators are quite reclusive, most rejecting [The Framework]’s help entirely. They fend off the outsiders in their own ways, and we have found a co-existence with them within [The Alliance].”
Jake was happy that they answered this burning question for him, and Fhesiah took great interest in the information as well. He also wondered how a cultivator that rejected [The Framework] could help when they likely could not enter dungeons and receive a fair experience, but he would learn later. 
Odin looked over at Ophelia with a serious look on his face, filled with regret, and said, “And you, Ophelia. What happened to you and your world was tragic, and I was glad to have been able to swing things for you to end up with Jake. Your world was lost shortly after you died, many of those in that world rejected [The Framework], but also, treachery and failure. 
I deeply regret that we were not able to save it. Our losses against the outsiders and their evil allies were too great. I know you would have been happy with one of my [Einherjar], but I also knew you would be much happier with Hestia and Jake, as they needed you. You have become an excellent Valkyrie, and I just know both your mother and father would be proud of you.” 
Odin had given her a sad smile at the end, and Ophelia was in tears, to which Jake and Fhesiah surrounded her in a hug. She would finally have closure on what happened to her family, but it would take some time to work through it.
Jake decided to ask Odin, “Ophelia joined us long before we thought about Hestia. You knew that we would choose her?” 
Odin smiled. “Of course, I know who you most resonate with. That’s not to say that you are not compatible with me. Your wisdom and focus on runes and magic very much match many of those that align themselves with me, and Ophelia encompasses some of the aspects that you don’t. Still, your family and Hestia are perfect for one another: I knew that you could help each other.”
Odin gave them a moment but eventually said, “Now, I told you I also came here to congratulate you. Make no mistake, what you accomplished in that [Trial] was a meritorious deed deserving of a major reward, one that has partially already been awarded to you. Thanks to your efforts, Earth is now very close to no longer being a [Fringe] world, closing the incursions permanently a near-certainty to happen later. Within a year, you should be able to walk on Earth, as it will have officially joined [The Alliance]. It will be introduced to [The Framework] following a much safer and less-intrusive means than the apocalyptic event a world becoming contested would experience, I promise you that.”
Jake took that in but was shocked. He could tell that the challenge of defeating a champion like himself was high, but was it really that big of a deal? Jake’s doubt must have shown on his face because Odin snorted. 
“I had Heimdall watching you for a while, as you may be aware he is a watcher capable of his sight reaching across the cosmos. I know you had quite a bit of leeway with that fight; It’s why I recruited you and told Hestia about you in the first place. You know about the [Law of Balance], yes?” Jake and the girls nodded, and Odin continued.
“Now that you’ve passed your trial, you can learn more about the [Fringe World’s Trial]. The reason we don’t have those in the fringe often team up is because both the difficulty and value do not exactly scale linearly with incursions and Trials. We do make exceptions for some classes that simply cannot do well by themselves, such as healing classes.
As part of the great game that we play against the outsiders, the value of a dungeon completion or loss is exponentially more for each party member. It also gives the outsiders a much bigger difficulty slider to determine just how difficult they might make their dungeon, which must be paid for when either side wins. If they maximize the difficulty, which you’ll find the dungeon often does when it thinks that it will win by doing so, the amount that we win to power the Framework, or reclaim a world, is that much greater. 
Conversely, how much [Tartarus] is able to move their agenda forward when we fail is slightly greater, too. This is why we don’t team up five beginners. Their failure becomes greater than a hundred solo wins, and five Tier 0 beginners are likely to have glaring weaknesses for the dungeon to prey upon.” 
Jake had thought about this before and thought he had the understanding that his party was at best three, or four people due to him being a champion. He had really only received the bare minimum of equipment and knowledge when he began. Odin hadn’t let him speak on the first visit or ask questions, and the books provided barely contained more than what was in the [Alliance Wiki]. Surely it wasn’t that big? 
Odin shook his head. “I see you still have doubts. Classes like your own that have summons do slightly count as more than one person, but as you picked permanence, each summon is, in fact, equal to a single individual party member. Not only that but do you think that the difficulty of a human’s Trial is the same as that of a Dragon-touched Demoness or a Valkyrie? This Trial was for them just as much as it was for you. Then, you became a Champion of Hestia, and that accounts for yet another member, perhaps even more than that.”
Jake interrupted, “Um, wait a minute. Why weren’t there any details about the Trial being more difficult depending on race? My book only said it was based on level and number of party members, and the incursions were certainly not that difficult…”
Odin sighed. “The information we are able to give to a Fringe World Trial is limited. Every piece of information has a price, and in the end, all people on Earth are Human. Why include this detail? Classes like your own are actually quite rare. Based on rarity alone, a Human Summoner with a connection to the void like yourself should be Epic, but your class was relegated to Uncommon: the best the Framework could allocate to a Tier 0 individual on a Tier 0 world.
Regarding the incursions being easy, the answer to that is simple. Tartarus was luring you into a false sense of security, waiting to crank up the difficulty for your Trial, where it could cause real harm to you and your family. While you wouldn’t have died if you lost, your fate would have been forever changed. Not only would you have been tortured, but your spirit would have been somewhat broken. Your potential would have been forever lower, so even if you could eventually rise up in Tier, it wouldn’t care. It would have already won, and your potential stuck to a lower Tier. This is why you have the right idea, Jake. Prepare for the worst, and hope for the best.”
Odin paused to let that information sink in, and Jake looked over to Fhesiah. She now grasped her robes and looked quite pained. She was certainly operating under the assumption that they were so much stronger than the incursions, they simply didn’t need to bother with armor.
“Back to the number of party members and your doubts about your influence. Overall, my gifts to you were not all that great. These pushed the balance of the ledger to where there shouldn’t be much to increase your difficulty that significantly over the four party members you might be thinking in your mind. But there was one thing you might not have accounted for in your thoughts. I wonder, how much do you think those robes Fhesiah is wearing are worth?”
Jake looked over to Fhesiah, and he gaped. Not only were the robes she was so proud of a problem, but their Trial was made more difficult because she was a dragon. She now had a guilty expression and was in tears, though Jake knew it wasn’t exactly her fault. It’s not like she could have done anything about the robes, the gift already being there with her when she arrived; the damage done, whether they brought it into the dungeon or not since this ledger applied to anything that they obtained outside the dungeon or through the supported market and shop. 
At the same time, though, she hadn’t considered that she wouldn’t at the very least be pulling her weight, hence the duel with Ophelia. Odin interrupted their thoughts.
“I’m sure they only accounted for a single level eight human in difficulty at best, but this was still quite significant; going into Tier 1 dungeons the impact will be near-zero. Your party size probably exceeded even that five-person example compared to a human party, and I can tell the dungeon invested heavily in your failure.” 
Odin continued, “Adding a Champion of their own into the mix and using an obvious counter to your party does not come cheaply. Usually, in the name of balance, randomization is the baseline, and the cost of a creature is based on the simulated difficulty of your classes and races, but not your specializations or yourselves personally, mixed with different race possibilities. Champions and Valkyries are definitely more prone to use holy fire powered by their gods. This is not even mentioning dragons, so the frost creatures you faced were based on a reduced cost, and the fire-eaters capable of eating godly or dragon fire was certainly very expensive.” 
Odin chuckled darkly. “To choose a counter such as those flame-eating demons to work alongside those dark elves, and their sheer numbers contained within the same impassable room, with a prepared ritual, must have come at a significant cost. Then the dragon plate armor, something that should not even exist for Tier 0 or potentially Tier 1 materials? Tell me, how much are Tier 1 or Tier 2 materials on the [Multiverse Market]?”
Jake replied, “I couldn’t even find materials above our Tier on the market…” 
Odin smiled. “You must have never had 1 million Tier 0 Credits at once. You did not even have a single Tier 1 Credit worth, so the [Multiverse Market] did not show what was available. Even so, you wouldn’t have been allowed to purchase them as part of your Tier 0, [Fringe World Trial] limitations. 1 Tier 1 Credit is equal to 1 Million Tier 0 Credits. Now, once you reach Tier 1, you will find that even Tier 2 materials can be found that only cost Tier 1 Credits, but really, Tier 1 is just the baseline. Tier 0 is nothing, most of the items are merely being sold by the uninitiated.” 
Jake could hardly believe what he was hearing, but Odin continued. 
“You might have noticed that very few enchanted items are even sold due to the limitations, just which Tier 1 enchanter is going to bother enchanting Tier 0 items? It is simply not worth their time, they would have to enchant hundreds or thousands of items to equal a single Tier 1 Credit, when they could enchant a single Tier 1 item for much more.
Those who face incursions are not meant to stay Tier 0 for long in their immortal lives, and most solo trials can be defeated with Steel-crafted unenchanted items. Those on contested worlds do not even need to go through the same [Trial] that you went through, and some can reach Tier 1 in days rather than weeks or months, though, those that challenge themselves and attempt a [Trial] after proper preparations end up better for it.”
Jake and the girls just gaped at this idea. They were feeling like they had a lot of money, but really, they were just poor? Their depressing thoughts of sort of starting over from scratch regarding their wealth were interrupted by Odin. 
“We got sidetracked. Now, [The Framework] does not provide the overall accounting to me, but by my estimate with the increased stakes of a [Trial] and the enemy champion: your single victory was greater than tens of thousands of defeated solo incursions with no answer, and hundreds, perhaps even thousands of solo [Trial] victories under normal circumstances. It is possible that it was even much higher than that, and by the effects on Earth’s [Trial], I think it's very likely.
As you can imagine, our victory rate in something like the trial is not much higher or lower than fifty/fifty when things are going well: otherwise, we’d be winning this war by a fair margin. So, you have done the work of thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of initiated men or women of Earth in just one go, all by yourselves. It is for this reason: I confer you [The Alliance] rank of [Knight].”
Jake took in all the information presented and was surprised, and Fhesiah and Ophelia were just beaming with pride. Jake was about to ask something, but Odin caught on to what he was probably wanting to know and spoke. 
“The primary benefits of this rank are freedom and access, but you will find that there are many. You will not be forced to do incursions at set intervals, but can have the allotment banked, so to speak. You can do them as you want to, within reason, or assist in the conflict in other ways that you so choose: something that Tier 1 Adventurers are not normally able to. Most would be assigned tasks automatically. They would find that they must travel to a specific location by the Framework to aid in war before earning more freedom. 
The access portion is your ability to travel the multiverse. Normally, the areas you could travel to are quite limited, but you should have many more locations available to you, including a few locations where [Cultivators] might gather, which I know you will be particularly interested in. Combine that with being a [Champion of Hestia], and you should have quite a number of choices.
A secondary benefit is an ability to take command in [Contested Worlds]. Anyone of a lower rank than you in the area can report to you if you make a [Call to Action], which is like you giving out an area quest. Command other Adventurers and help push back the outsiders.”  
Jake took all that in and started feeling proud as well, mirroring Fhesiah and Ophelia. They were smiling at being reminded of their ability to finally travel, but Odin once again interjected before Jake could decide on a topic of discussion. 
“I see you are proud, and you should be. You accomplished something that few ever do. I bet you might be thinking that your victories are practically assured now, with your new class with a long name and powers granted by a goddess. I hate to rain on your good feelings, but regarding your strength: so what? You are only level ten, and I have seen just as promising or more promising people killed by the insidious outsiders, and if you are not careful, you will be no different.
Why do you think we call levels 1-10 tier 0? It’s because you can hardly be counted for anything: zero. There are some creatures that are born at Tier 1 or beyond, can you imagine? There are creatures just born stronger than you. 
Up to now, you’ve fought many creatures that weren’t even armed, few with spells or abilities, and most incursions were just a single floor with one or a few creature types. Incursions will much more closely resemble your [Trial] going forward, being multiple floor affairs, with the dungeon actively trying to kill you, dungeon master or not.
There are [Permadeath Trials], level restricted [Contested Worlds], [War Trials], [Battlegrounds], [Raids], and more. You are just one party, and your strength will have to carry people of various strengths and weaknesses to victory. Not everything is somewhat balanced like incursions or trials, either. There are some activities where the dungeon can gain a significant advantage, and even at level ten or fifteen, you could end up facing enemies at the peak of your tier, at level 25. Sometimes even the strongest of us are lost to poor luck or unfortunate situations engineered by the machinations of the forces of evil.
You have Hestia’s [Spark of Divinity] in you, but Gods and Goddesses are all tier four or above. You are now a target that the outsiders want, and they will stop at nothing to consume you and everything you love. Your journey to strength and security has only just begun. You should continue to remain forever vigilant, and continue to work hard and prepare. Hestia’s flames are about sacrifice. Make sure your sacrifices are all in preparation and for the help of others, and never on the field of battle.”
Jake solemnly nodded. He had read of a few of those things and even experienced some of them in the game, [The Labyrinth], but he realized once again that the multiverse is even vaster than he could ever have imagined. Odin spoke, “I see I put the fear in you, that is good. It is only through fear that there can be courage, and I know you have the makings of a hero, I just didn’t want your head to get too big. 
Those spell-rods of yours that you came up with completely on your own are quite impressive, and your preparations could hardly have been better with what was available to you, without you spending months or years training. If you had done that, the Trial would have become easier, but your rating and thus your reward would have been lower. Really, the large number of preparations you made was the only reason you didn’t get an S rating.” 
Odin tapped the butt of his spear on the ground meaningfully, and Jake glanced at it and began looking at it with his [Arcane Eye]. He could see that it was absolutely covered from the bottom to the top in runes, and he did his best to make sense of them, and how they were arranged, and he took a look at his armor. He was interrupted from his inspection when Odin spoke once again.  
“I absolutely loved all of your teamwork, you and your girls are going to become a very powerful party and do a lot of good, I know it. With that, welcome once again to [The Alliance], [Knight] Jake, and family. I will take my leave.”
Odin turned to leave out their entryway, and Jake said to his retreating figure, “Thank you, Odin.” They were just two words, and they were a little hard for him to say, but he still decided to say them anyway. 
Odin turned just his head, his body still facing the other way. “You’re welcome, Jake. We gods are far from perfect, but some of us in [The Alliance] try to accomplish our goals in a way that people will be thankful and want to fight for the great cause, rather than be full of resentment. We think that this is the way to truly win against the outsiders, but here’s something for you to think about. If the outsiders get stronger by eating mortals, or the uninitiated, why don’t we just get rid of the food?” With that, Odin disappeared, and Jake felt that he could only enter again if Jake invited him.
Jake took a moment to think about what Odin was getting at. He had thought that not all people were initiated due to the cost, but it looked like there was a little more to it. Odin was insisting that logic dictated that the best move was to initiate a person or for them to be killed, lest they be consumed by the outsiders. 
Killing them would both make them not different from the outsiders, but also breed resentment, Jake guessed. At the very least, the gods and goddesses still adhered to principles, trying to both play nice and to win. Jake also guessed there was some contention on this fact, as he had learned that there were some gods and goddesses that could be judged as “sketchy” at best. 
It was Fhesiah that broke the silence despite her poor mood, “That guy sure was heavy-handed. He barely even let you get a word in.” Jake thought about it, realizing that maybe he hadn’t really gotten much of a chance to speak on topics or ask any of the questions he had wanted other than when he was too shocked. 
It was Ophelia that replied, “Heavy-handed? You mean like you, Fhesiah?” 
Jake looked over and saw Ophelia with a look on her face he had not seen, like a sly, teasing look, and of course, Fhesiah just looked perplexed with a ‘what is this girl on about?’ look on her face.
She said, “Huh?” 
Ophelia said, “Don’t you remember? I do, and I bet Jake does too. Against the dark elf?” 
Ophelia splayed both her hands, making the space between her fingers as large as possible and swiping an imaginary opponent. Jake started to laugh– she was referring to Fhesiah wearing the [Yeti Claws], which she was clearly not proud of wearing, teasing her.
Fhesiah blushed in embarrassment and shame, and then Ophelia started to laugh too. She even tried to imitate Fhesiah’s signature rolling on the floor laughing but through the air routine. Though, she couldn’t quite pull it off: her wings required some actual flapping to achieve flight. 
That made Fhesiah even more embarrassed, being the butt of a joke for once, but she laughed, too. Jake smiled as he looked at the two women, and them both getting along, with Ophelia really coming out of her shell or moving past her shyness. 
Jake could tell that she was trying to get Fhesiah out of her funk. Ophelia and Jake both knew that the point about utilizing the tools available to them was completely hammered home now. There was no use ruminating on it any further.
Jake was excited about what the future held. They would soon travel the multiverse, add a new party member, and have as much fun and happiness together as they could.




Epilogue 1 – Amusement Park Date


Jake walked down the street with Fhesiah and Ophelia on each side of him, the time during sunset. The buildings that lined the streets were of a Victorian style, and the clothing the people walking the streets were wearing kind of matched that, if any of them were actually human, he supposed. There were various beastkin, elves, dwarves, and a few other fantasy-style races that Jake was somewhat familiar with.  
There were even magic-powered vehicles going up and down the streets, in some sort of magic steam-punk style. They had chosen their first destination after Odin’s visit and plotted out this point on the way for some leisure time. 
Jake and the girls were excited: they would now be able to do some activities that they were hoping for. This world was a [Bastion], a world that had been reclaimed from becoming contested, and was protected by a layer of other worlds that must be assaulted before this world could ever become contested again. 
They had no incursions to worry about dealing with at this time, and this particular world only contained wildlife or monsters that did not surpass Tier 0. [The Framework] blocked people that were inducted from fighting or killing other inducted, and so it was like they had a trusted police officer escorting them anywhere they went; this world was even safer than modern Earth, at least for them.
Because of that, Jake and the girls could easily relax and enjoy everything this tourist city offered, for a time. They had chosen this world also because it was “close enough” to modern Earth for Jake’s liking, and it had several of the destinations that they were interested in. They were now arriving at the entrance to an amusement park.
Jake hadn’t gotten to go to many of these while he was younger, but he had lucked out and gone with a friend once. He certainly didn’t have the fortune of bringing two beautiful girls with him at that time, so he was just as excited as they were about new experiences. Though, after they waited in line and paid some [Tier 0 Credits], Fhesiah was doubtful. 
F“Jake, I thought you said those ‘roller-coasters’ were fast. If you wanted to move at that speed, you could just ride me instead. Then, once we’ve done that enough, we could fly through the air together.”
Jake just smiled and shook his head at her antics, but said, “We’ll do that later. For now, let’s check out the Ferris wheel, or whatever they call it here, first.” They stood in line and got in the box together, which Ophelia nabbed the side next to Jake, with Fhesiah across from them; the benches were too small for them all to sit together. As the box reached the top, they took in the view, which included all the lighting of houses and the park itself, and the beautiful sunset.
“Wow… that’s really pretty with all the lights.” Ophelia was especially moved and awed by it. Jake had gotten out of his seat and put his arms around both of the girls from the middle of the two as he looked out the window of the box.
He said, “Take a look and note the things that look interesting to you, and we can see them later. Over there, they even have a small aquarium we can check out, and there are many snacks and things we can get all over the park.”
Jake and the girls checked out the aquarium, and also took the largest roller coaster that was at the park. They all grabbed several snacks, and Jake noted the foods they were interested in; after all, he could cook some of them for the girls later. 
Ophelia was just bursting with excitement the entire time and enjoyed all the activities that they did, especially the carnival-style games.
“Look, Jake, they have that gun thing we see in the movies! I wanna shoot one!”
Jake could tell they rigged things even further for superhumans like her, but she still managed to win numerous games and won many stuffed animals, which Jake carried on display rather than putting in his storage bracelet, for now. 
Jake tried to win something for her too, but he just couldn’t manage it. Ophelia was just beaming at competing in the games, and Fhesiah just enjoyed watching her and Jake but joined them for several games as well. 
Jake was holding her winnings for her as she went to play another game when Fhesiah slid her body and arms around Jake from behind and spoke sultrily in his ear. 
“Isn’t our daughter so cute, daddy Jake? Why, just seeing her makes you want to make a dozen or so more, doesn’t she? I think I saw a tunnel of love or something, did you want to give it a go?” 
Jake blushed up a storm because of the mention of having children, and was slightly confused at what he was feeling, since normally his own activities with the so-called daughter–
“Did you just think of naughty things with Ophelia? What, did you want to do a little mother-daughter action? A little bit of heaven and hell, or is it hell and heaven? Seems neither of you is ready for that, though. How about we head for this haunted house thing? I think I heard some screams? Our little angel can keep playing here. She’ll be fine for a while,” Fhesiah said.
Jake signaled his intentions to Ophelia over their bond and went off with Fhesiah to the haunted house. They linked arms as they went into the eerie-themed building, and it was dark, with fog filling the corridors and rooms. The demoness noticed this. 
“Why is there so little light here? And what’s with all the moisture?” Jake just smiled and shrugged; explaining it would not make it more enjoyable for her, he thought. This stuff could not really get her heart pounding, it seemed. Jake could tell she had no problem in the low-light situation.
After all, she had led him through zero-light goblin caves at the beginning of their adventures.
Eventually, they were forced into a narrow corridor, and a clawed, perhaps animatronic hand reached out to grab her. Instead of being frightened, she completely smashed it with her fist before Jake could even react. Just shards of the hand and arm flew everywhere, and he could tell a loud smash reached adjacent rooms. Jake was speechless, but exclaimed, “Ah!” just unbelieving that this had just occurred. 
Fhesiah said, “What is it, husband?” Jake still didn’t know what to say, especially to that term, but Fhesiah guessed, “What, should I not have destroyed that? One should not bear their claws or fangs if they are not in for a fight, everyone knows that. If the park has a problem with it, then they shouldn’t have started things they couldn’t finish.” 
It turned out the park did, in fact, have a problem with that, and Jake was out a few hundred credits for repairs once they finally reached the exit. Jake had explained to her that anything else reaching out was not there to harm but only make those that go through feel fear, as the attraction was mostly for the uninitiated or people who were not warriors. 
Fhesiah was not sorry about what she had done, but she did apologize, “I’m sorry I inconvenienced you, husband. I will try to control my strength next time or keep in mind that time, place, and occasion thing you talked about. Did you want to go have some fun in a tunnel with me? Then after that, we can go check out the tunnel of love.”
Jake felt that she totally did not understand the time, place, and occasion ‘thing’ that he explained, or she simply just chose not to regard her innuendo or teasing. Jake decided to accept perhaps minor victories and hoped that violence would not be the immediate answer to any ‘threat’ that appeared later. 
He did go through the tunnel of love with her, and Fhesiah mostly used it as an excuse to make out with Jake, not even paying attention to the ride. They kept it above the clothes, though. After what happened in the haunted house, they could just sense that a park employee was watching them, and he was not about to get thrown out before they enjoyed all that the park had to offer.
Jake then met up and did the same with Ophelia, with just the two of them. Ophelia was a little more interested in riding the boat and seeing the different beautiful landscapes as it went through the tunnel, allowing Jake to actually see some of it this time.
“Wow, it’s like we’re floating through the clouds, so pretty!”
Jake chuckled. “But you can just fly through the sky too?”
Ophelia smiled, and Jake couldn’t help but think she looked quite cute. “Oh yeah. You want to fly with me, Jake?”
“I’d love to fly with you. Though, I can’t fly just yet…”
“I’ll just carry you. You know, Prince-carry. I’ll take my Prince into the sky. It’s a date.”
Wasn’t it a princess carry? Jake sighed, but he couldn’t help but look forward to it. Just who doesn’t want to fly in the sky? The boat floated through another section, and the lighting became quite dark. Eventually, they saw thousands of small lights, making up stars like those in the sky.
“So pretty…”
Jake said, “Yeah…” But Jake wasn’t looking at the stars. He was looking at the beautiful battle angel and thinking how lucky he was, to finally be able to travel the multiverse with her and enjoy special times and make memories like this. Of course, those thoughts, and feelings carried over the bond, and she looked over to see him staring right at her. 
She snorted. “Jake, you’re such a dork. That was such a lame line. But those feelings make up for it…”
Ophelia kissed Jake, which was all according to his plan all along. They kissed as the boat floated through a sea of stars, and then moved to what looked like crystal mines, where crystals of various colors were jutting out of stone walls. 
“Wow… those are beautiful too…”
The ride ended, and Jake headed over to purchase pictures from both his rides, while Ophelia said, “That was good, but they should include something where you fight a dragon. I’d be the knight, and fight the dragon and save the Prince, my Jakey before we fly through the clouds, and then drift through a sea of stars. I’d have enjoyed that better.” 
Jake just wryly smiled at that. Somehow both girls had managed to add, or want to add, combat to an event that wasn’t meant to have it.
Surprisingly, Fhesiah ended up enjoying the roller-coaster, along with Jake and Ophelia. She joked about enjoying everyone screaming in fear as they enjoyed the ride, or at least Jake hoped she was joking anyway. 
If Jake guessed by her emotions, even though she could probably swoop down while flying just as fast, she still enjoyed riding in the cart and moving as quickly and erratically as the coaster does. Ophelia enjoyed it just the same, screaming along with everyone else during the big drops.
Overall, it was a great day. Jake was thinking about all the things that they had done at the end of the night back at their [Refuge], and looking at the photos they purchased and some that they had taken. 
Ophelia said, “The aquarium was more fun than I thought it would be. Do you think you could cook that fish that looked like a spiral? It reminds me of that pasta you make, Jake.” Jake just shook his head and smiled. Of course, she would use the aquarium to shop for something to eat, despite having three not-quite-turkey legs while they were in the park. 
“I’ll check into it. My cooking skill is nearly five already from all the stuff I’ve been cooking since getting the magic stove. Soon, even if it’s poisonous, I should be able to make it quite edible.”
Ophelia gave him a sly, teasing look. “Thanks, daddy! You take such good care of me!” She gave him a full-body hug and a kiss on the cheek as Jake blushed in embarrassment, and Fhesiah was just beaming to see Jake getting teased once again. Did they work this out together? Jake didn’t like where this was going. Fhesiah was clearly corrupting his little girl-er, his girl! That damned demon!
Fhesiah said, “Aw, Wifey, don’t get mad, it’s all in good fun. Let’s go someplace a little more relaxing next time. You said you wanted to do this ‘camping’ thing? I don’t see how that’s different from the dungeon, or just being homeless, but I’m sure we could find a waterfall next to a lake or something that should be enjoyable for everyone. You and I can pitch your tent, and Ophelia can go fishing and hunting. We can cook up the meat, then we can build the tent thing or whatever. Now, I think I was promised a ride?”
Jake couldn’t help but laugh. Fhesiah was getting to be too much. At any rate, today was a fun day, and Jake was glad that there were going to be many more ahead of them as they explored the Multiverse.




Epilogue 2 - Bonus 1 - Family Camping


Jake extracted the tiny camper designed to fit in his storage bracelet, plopping it down on the ground. He pressed a button, and the dwarven contraption unfolded into a makeshift kitchen on the outside with a shade, along with some chairs. The kitchen included several gas burners, a sink, a cutting board and food preparation area, and a nice charcoal grill.  
Inside the camper, was enough space for a group of people to sleep in a temperature-regulated area. It had features to even deter and provide protection against various Tier 0 creatures if needed.
“You know, husband, when I came up with the idea, it was just a joke. It wasn’t tacit approval or some hidden desire of mine.”
Fhesiah was wearing her cultivator robes and was holding an elaborate sun umbrella over her head. 
Jake shrugged. “Shouldn’t have mentioned fish then, so shortly after Ophelia wanted some. We’re about to leave tomorrow morning, so for one last outing, relaxation won out.”
Fhesiah scoffed. “We could have gone to a play or a masquerade. Instead, we’re here with the bugs. Just what do your people see special about doing this?”
Jake watched as an insect floated near her, and it lit aflame.
Before Jake could respond, he heard a shout, “I got one!”
Ophelia raised a large fish on a spear above her head, as it was flopping around. She was wearing a cute swimsuit, her lightly tanned body glistening with water.
They were at a creek, just next to a lake with a small waterfall. It was a nice glade within a large forest, and Jake didn’t think it was all that different from Earth, only slightly higher. The world had very low levels of mana, still being Tier 0 as it was. As far as Jake understood it, like Earth, someone could not become a mage without assistance from another mage, or the Framework here. Prospective mages would have to go through an activation ritual, perhaps, how Odin activated his.
Ophelia brought the fish over with a smile. “The water’s warm, and there are tons of fish! That was just the first one large enough to be worth catching.”
Jake looked at the fish in interest. It didn’t look that dissimilar from a salmon, but it had sort of tentacles like a squid coming off the back of the fish instead of fins for a tail.
“I’ll wait till you get some more and cook them all at once. But it looks like I’m going to need some stuff, so I’ll have to pop back to our [Refuge].”
Ophelia nodded and flew away, back to hunting her fish.
“Ah, now that I can get behind, just a few minutes ought to be–”
Jake chuckled. “C’mon, you ought to be able to find something else to do? I’m just going to take a second.”
Fhesiah sighed. “Alright. I suppose I’ll have a look around, maybe find some meat a little redder?”
She flew away like a strange Asian dragon version of a certain magical nanny, flying with her sun umbrella.
Jake shook his head and created a portal. On a [Bastion], he could use this from anywhere instantly, to enter and exit his [Refuge]. It would hold the location until he decided to change it. He could open or close it from either side.
Jake grabbed various cooking materials. Jake had brought tons of cooking materials for their outing, he just had no idea he was going to be making takoyaki, a Japanese food made using squid. He grabbed a few extras in another storage bracelet and popped back.
Jake was only gone about a minute, but there were already two more dead fish added next to the other one. There was another of the same squid fish, but now one that actually had crab legs on it. Just why?
Jake could feel the desire over their bond for consuming these strange fish, as she went to catch even more. He shrugged his shoulders at the oddity and activated the [Looting] skill on each. The skill easily separated the skin and guts, bones, and left him with some fillets. Very convenient. Jake gave a silent thank you to the Framework, for making this task so simple for him now. 
But then, he remembered his hands deep inside a giant spider’s guts, trying to grab the creature’s mana core. He realized that perhaps he’d be willing to gut and clean fish for the rest of his life, to not have done that. He had already suffered, and now he just gets to enjoy a small benefit.
Jake started to make the batter for takoyaki, while he got the grill prepared. Ophelia had moved to the lake itself, looking for spearing creatures there with swooping dives, entering the water to spearfish deep inside. She used her magical senses to detect the fish, rather than her eyes.  
He was squeezing some lemon and adding pepper to some fillets when he heard an odd whine, or bleating sound, come from the trees nearby. While Jake was battle-ready, he knew there was nothing to be overly worried about. His [Arcane Eye] only took a moment to discover what the sound was, and he just continued his preparations.
The sound continued getting closer until two bear cubs came out of the bushes near him. They looked a little like red pandas from Earth but were closer to a bear with a head of a fox, a foxbear. It seemed they were hungry, and they were looking for their mother.
Jake shrugged. He had plenty of fish guts and heads left over from the looting skill, that he was just going to throw back into the lake but hadn’t gotten around to it. Even if the momma showed up, well, he had a dragon and a Valkyrie. 
He placed the guts with some smaller fillets on a tray, put it on the edge of the campsite in front of them, and went back to what he was doing. They began to chow down on the free food, sniffing it all the while.
Ophelia returned with a massive fish that looked a lot like a tuna. “I think I have enough fish now, I’ll–Oh! Those look so cute!”
She went over to them, and they just took one sniff at her and kept working on their meal.
She watched them with interest. “I wonder what a bigger one of you would taste like… I’ll have to look out to not kill your momma…”
She flew off in search of her meal, spear in hand.
Jake’s batter for takoyaki and fish fillets now complete, he went ahead and started making some. He practiced cooking with his magical flames, trapping all the flavor and energy inside the food. Jake was grilling some salmon-like fish in some aluminum foil, but also frying some in batter on his hot plate.   
He had a special pan made for takoyaki, which was not that dissimilar from a cupcake pan. It had small divots in it for cooking the spherical treats, and he was making them by the dozens. A toothpick was inserted in them, and a sauce drizzled on. 
He also fried up some fish egg rolls, knowing Ophelia was a fan of things crispy and crunchy. He blended the fish with carrots and onion, not including any cabbage.
For Fhesiah, he made a spicy fish soup, with tomato as the base. He already nearly had a veritable buffet, but he knew his hunter was not yet done.
Ophelia returned once more, her smile beaming, and her mouth almost watering. “I found this! It’s like an elk mixed with a cow! I almost felt bad killing it. Almost.”
Jake once again used his looting skill, and Ophelia petted the foxbears.
He gave over some of the meat along with more guts, as the creature was quite large. They were extremely excited about their new meal, making cute sniffing sounds all the while.
“Not going to go get more?”
“Nah, that should be enough for now. I could get some for leftovers, but that’s plenty. Fhesiah might have found something, too.”
Jake looked in the direction Fhesiah headed and was surprised to find a large foxbear floating toward them, with an umbrella over it.
The foxbear landed in front of them, and immediately rejoined its children.
“This creature was fighting on the other side of the mountain. It had gotten angry, I guess because she lost her cubs? It angered another one.”
She dumped out a monster carcass from her storage bracelet. It was some kind of elephant-sized moose?
“Whatever it is, I ended the fight for her, and she even tried to attack me. She was lucky we already met her children, or that would have been the last thing she ever did. I found some plants that I may be able to use for alchemy, but the most interesting thing I found was this.”
A rock filled with gems appeared. Jake frowned. “Where’d you find this?”
She shrugged. “There was an abandoned mine in the mountain. I picked it up with my divine sense. So what’s cooking, hubby?”
Jake chuckled. “I guess some cow elk and some super moose in a second. Most of the fish is nearly ready, but it will be a while for the meat. You girls will need to find something else to do for a while.”
The girls looked at one another and seemed to realize they spend enough time together already.
Ophelia said, “I had that one book I found that I wanted to read, maybe I could relax for a bit. The sounds of nature make for a nice environment.”
Fhesiah said, “I did have plenty of alchemical and herbalism books to read. I suppose I could rest for a while, waiting for my hubby’s meal to be completed.”
Ophelia built a hammock in the trees, while Fhesiah just floated, lounging in the air under the shade of another.
Jake used the looting skill on the two carcasses, the cow elk and the super moose. An enormous amount of meat entered his storage bracelet, and he gave it over to the foxbears. The mother looked on warily, but it appeared she lost her need for aggression. She took a few sniffs of him and returned to her meal. The two cubs were likely full now, and they began to play with one another.
He returned to his cooking, but had to set up a large fire pit. There was no way the medium-sized grill was going to be enough to cook the super moose in a reasonable amount of time, otherwise. He’d like to smoke some meat, but he’d have to wait until he was back at the [Refuge] to have enough time to accomplish that. For now, he would just grill it on a spit.
He used earth magic to slowly create a pit, and lined it with a few rocks he found nearby. He cut down a smaller tree, then used another runic magic spell to dry it out. Jake chopped it up and started his fire. 
He based oils and seasonings onto the meat, marinating them. He put some steaks on the charcoal grill but put a large portion of the meat on some giant sticks to the rotisserie and cook them over the large pit.
Some time passed as he continued with cooking, the two girls lounging and reading, when he felt some mirth come from Fhesiah.
“What is it that you’re reading anyway, sister?”
“N-Nothing, it’s just… A romance novel.”
“Romance, is it? Why is it that you are blushing, or embarrassed?”
“N-No reason.”
“Hmm. The Shield-Maiden’s Triumph, huh?”
“How– Um, you don’t need to be so interested…”
“Would you look at that? The male lead is even named Jake, and the woman appears to be Ophelia! What a coincidence.”
“Y-You can get them customized. The credits came from my smithing!”
“Why are you getting so defensive? You shouldn’t be embarrassed. Reading fantasy is a way to form an emotional connection, or create new experiences. Why, I bet there are some good ideas in here for you to try out with our dear husband.”
Fhesiah cleared her throat, reading a passage of the book despite Ophelia having closed the book, to her horror. She even changed her voice to match the characters, sounding a lot like alternate versions of Jake and Ophelia for their lines.
“She felt his breath on her neck as he whispered, ‘You have my heart and my spear, my love.’ Her heart raced as she gazed into his eyes, knowing that their journey had brought them closer than ever before.
They stood in silence for a moment, savoring the victory they had won together, before he took her hand and led her to the balcony, leading her away from the crowd and celebrating their success as he shut the door behind them.
The Shield-maiden could feel the heat rising in her cheeks as his eyes lingered on her, taking in every detail. He reached out to touch her hair, tucking a strand behind her ear as he leaned in closer to her. He said, ‘I can’t wait but another moment. I must have you here.’
She looked around in fear. ‘But what if someone sees?’
‘I don’t care who sees us. I must have you now, in the light of the moon.’
He kissed her there outside, where the stars shone bright in the sky, a symbol of the hope that lay ahead as he unbuttoned her blouse–”
Ophelia interrupted her narration, putting the book away. “T-That, you don’t have to read it! And why are you so good at narrating it?”
“Oh? Dear sister, I’m willing to narrate more if you like? I’m sure Jake can even help you live out all your fantasies. You have no reason to be ashamed, you know.”
“It’s just, I like that to be private! Some fantasies are fine, staying fantasies!”
Fhesiah shrugged. “Suit yourself. If it bothers you so much, I’ll leave it alone. Jake and I both see it as cute, or a positive quality. Right, Jake?”
Jake was putting on the finishing touches of the meal, the foxbears having left a while ago. 
Jake said, “It is cute, and Fhesiah is right. I’m willing to make as many of your fantasies come true as you like, within reason. Just leave me one of those books with a scene marked, and I’ll be happy to make it happen.”
Ophelia blushed, her face scrunching up cutely in thought. “I… Maybe that one? But… I-I’ll think about it!”
Fhesiah smiled. “See? It’s not good to be so shy, you might miss out on some pleasant experiences. Why, any time you’re ready, I’m more than willing–”
Jake interrupted, “Food is ready! Let’s eat, girls.”
They sat down at a bench covered by the shade, digging into the large meal. Jake had cut the grilled steaks up and inserted them into some grilled veggie skewers, the oils, and seasonings adding a lot of flavors.
Ophelia said, “Mmm! The takoyaki is fantastic. I never had anything like this before.”
Fhesiah added, “It is good. Thank you for making some with a bit of spice, husband. The spicy seafood soup is excellent, too.” 
Jake and the girls had plenty to eat, the meat from the creatures turning out great. The odd crab and squid fish tasting excellent on the grill, as well as being added to Fhesiah’s soup. They cracked open the crab-like legs and claws, enjoying the meat.
They talked for a while, about what other things they’d like to do later, or just as they traveled the multiverse. 
Once their stomachs were a bit less full, Jake and Ophelia went for a swim in the lake. Fhesiah lounged in the air once more, reading. Ophelia was an excellent diver, swimming deep underwater. Her wings aided her, and she could fill her body with mana for even more strength.
Jake did his best to follow, and she dragged him down with her. He found that he could go several minutes without breathing, likely thanks to his mana core. His body was able to use mana in lieu of some of the things he obtained from breathing.
They swam deep to where it was so dark, Jake needed his [Arcane Eye] to see very well. They reached the bottom, and Ophelia turned to him. Her eyes and wings glowed under Jake’s magical sight, and he wrapped his arms around her, as she molded her body around his. 
They kissed, before enjoying the surrounding sights. Small crabs and worms and other creatures lived at the bottom of the lake, and the amount of fish was surprising. They came in many colors, shapes, and sizes. Jake definitely felt like this matched the ocean a lot better.
Her voice sounded in his mind, [I’m so glad I get to see more things with you finally, Jake. And that we can get some time alone.]
“Me too. I’ve been looking forward to this for quite a while. Now that we’re finally here, I feel like it’s surpassed my expectations. I’m happy to spend as much time together as you like.”
They kissed some more, before returning to the surface. They went ashore, drying themselves off with the cleaning spell-form. 
“I didn’t want to ruin your moment, but you did know that I can still see you down there, right, battle angel? Still, I let you have your privacy. I realize you like to have your moments and keep them to yourself.”
Ophelia blushed. “Yeah, I do know that. Thanks…”
“Don’t mention it. Jake, it looks like there is in fact a ball for us to go to, and Ophelia can check out the Arena that they have while we’re there. She can even fight in it if she wants.”
“Oh! That sounds like fun.”
Jake frowned. “I don’t mind it, but I think I’d like to see that too?”
Fhesiah said, “Well, it’s an opportunity for you to give me that date you promised. You can take a look at it in the morning with her, and leave her to it to join me later?”
That was alright with Jake. It meant that they would stay one more day here before heading off. They went to sleep in the camper, which had a transparent roof. They spent the night under the stars, the three falling asleep together. 




Epilogue 3 - Bonus 2 - Date at the Ball – ♥♥


Horses' feet clopped down the road, a carriage being pulled up the hill. A mansion could be seen in the distance, as Jake sat across Fhesiah inside. Jake was wearing a strange red suit with a top hat, with a gold flower on his lapel. He had a red mask that he was supposed to put on, covering the area around his eyes. 
Fhesiah wore a shocking Victorian red dress. Her cleavage was on display, and her dress was sleeveless with red gloves. She wore a bonnet which sort of covered her horns, and the dress portion was thick and wide. It was shaped almost like a bell, except in the front and back, where the fabric was close to her legs. The fabric in front of her legs was thin, allowing you to see some of the skin on her legs.
The trim of the dress was gold, her once again going with her color motif. Despite being Victorian-styled, it certainly had Asian-style scripts and markings on it. She had a red and gold mask covering the area around her eyes and a smile on her face. She had on high heels, which made her more than a little taller than Jake, but his top hat made them close to the same height.
“Isn’t this exciting? I was able to get an invitation, apparently because you’re a [Knight]. These should all be rich people here, those with high status. Still, this is just a Tier 0 world, and there should be very few Tier 1, or even people that use magic here. A majority of people don’t join the Framework, and many of the people with high status only join for immortality, paying credits over time to extend it.”
Jake nodded. Those that don’t contribute to the war in some way, needed to pay to remain immortalized by the Framework. It appeared the cost increased over time, so people were certainly incentivized to let their lives come to their natural end or to progress to the next Tier. 
Jake said, “I guess? I wouldn’t feel good about this if not for there is a level of anonymity. I didn’t want people to know I was a champion at least.”
She shrugged. “They might somehow know anyway? But it’s not a problem. We can just leave if you’re unhappy. We can open a portal to the [Refuge] from anywhere, using [Call Summon] on Ophelia to bring her out of here.” 
They had spent some time at the arena, and Jake had a good time. He got to see many different classes fighting, and he found the fights interesting. He was somewhat surprised at how powerful his party was, after looking at the participant’s capabilities. Jake was certain Ophelia could defeat their grand champion of the arena, and even Jake could do well enough. 
“Surprised? But I’m a dragon, and she could more or less almost beat me? I know that you could hold your own, too, even if we might take the win against you in the end. You look down on yourself, husband. Hestia wouldn’t have made you a champion if you weren’t special. If some scrub from any-old Tier 0 world could beat you or us, why bother with you in the first place? You need to accept that you’ve built yourself up to become a powerful individual, even if it was with our help.”
They arrived in front of the building and stepped out of the carriage. They walked inside, Fhesiah filled with pride, her walk full of confidence. Jake just smiled as the doormen and others greeted them, and they eventually reached the main hall of the mansion. They were elevated at the top of the second floor, the ballroom being on the first. 
It was a large ballroom, with a second and third-floor balcony surrounding it above. It was a Victorian-style masquerade ball, with many influential people being there. An orchestra led by a strange steampunk organ was playing music, and people were dancing. There were foods at tables in the back, with waiters bringing drinks all over. 
The people were dressed mostly like Jake and Fhesiah, other than the colors. Also, Fhesiah’s wings were real. Most of the women were wearing an angel or devil motif, with fake wings to go along with their masks.
When Fhesiah reached the top of the stairs, it appeared a chime sounded as a sort of announcement, that there was a new arrival. Many turned, taking in Fhesiah and Jake. Several people gasped, his and Fhesiah’s colors and outfits standing out. Most of the colors among those here were more muted colors, and her dress really popped.
She smiled and preened at the attention, the two of them walking down the stairs. Her statuesque body and long legs with wings made a strong image, as Jake escorted her. She immediately headed for the dance floor, surprising Jake. He spoke to her over their thought connection.
“Er, what are we doing? I’m not really great at dancing.”
[I know that, dear husband. Just follow my lead, our bond can handle this well enough? We can fight together in sync, moving at speeds these people can really comprehend, and yet you’re worried about a slow waltz?] 
Jake was a little worried, but he would give it a try. It was certainly true that his footwork and movements were well beyond human at this point, and he should be able to manage a somewhat slow dance. 
Jake did his best to watch others as they arrived in an open area. He grabbed onto her shoulder beyond her armpit with his right, and his left grabbed onto her open hand. She put her left hand on his shoulder as she smiled at him, and he could see her golden eyes lit with excitement. Many people were watching them, and she loved the attention.
Jake’s first couple of steps were unsure, but Fhesiah quickly guided him over their bond. Before long he was moving along with the beat perfectly, just following her guidance. He wondered if this is what his girls felt when he guided them to accomplish things in a fight with his intentions. 
The music from the orchestra was slow, but the odd steampunk organ had an enchanting tune. The pace of the music increased, as Jake and Fhesiah found their stride. The two danced for two songs, and Fhesiah then lead them towards the rear, where the food was located, and many people were mingling. 
She spoke into his mind, [I had all the eyes on me, so I figured I would use it. I was listening to the conversations here, getting an idea of what to expect. There is a fair amount of gossip about the gods and goddesses here! I’m learning a lot.]
“Anything interesting?”
[Apparently, this sector that we are in is what they call a Frontier Sector. It’s where the Framework is expanding outwards, and it can meet with new worlds, such as Earth. The war is fought a little differently here, but the idea is that it is a sort of land grab among gods and goddesses, and where they do a lot of their fighting. Even dirty fighting among those in the Alliance.]
Jake grimaced. “I guess we’ll have to look out for that, having to worry about our own team in addition to Tartarus seems like it would make it impossible for our team to win.”
Fhesiah nodded. [It does seem that Hestia and Odin have the right idea. I see someone I want to have a chat with unless you want to join me, maybe go grab us some refreshments?]
Jake figured there was much to enjoy in a fantasy-style buffet, and that was much more his speed. He’d join her in a bit. They split off, and Jake went to go check out what they had.
Jake found himself having to sniff a lot of items before putting them on his plate because he had no idea what he was looking at. Then, he spotted some of the fish they had recently collected, and even what he was sure were elk cow steaks.
Jake snuck a few items into his storage bracelet when he was sure nobody was looking to share with Ophelia later. He was grabbing some glasses of what looked like champagne to bring over to Fhesiah when someone spoke to him. 
“You’re an odd one, lad. The mana in the room is converging on you like a high-level mage, but my sight be sayin’ you can’t be past level ten. Strange.”
Jake looked over to the man and did his best to keep himself from gawking. Jake was the weird one? The man was a dwarf with brown hair and a beard but had an odd bionic eyepiece grafted to his head made of metal, the eye mask not able to cover it. He was wearing a Victorian-style suit like Jake but had other metal grafted to him.
How was this allowed? Jake looked over him with his [Arcane Eye] in interest. Magical energies were running through his metallic portions.
“Hello there, a pleasure to meet you. I’m Jake.”
The bionic dwarf smiled. “First time to see one of my kind, huh? We, dwarves, love our technology, no doubt about it. I’m Kedrin.”
Jake had to know. “How is… Is your equipment allowed? I thought this goes against the law of balance.”
He laughed. “It does! I am not allowed to set foot on any world besides a [Bastion] within the Alliance! It has its benefits, though. I’m a talent scout, and with my special eye, I can see people’s level, and judge their potential. I’d say I’d never seen any as high as yours, but that woman you came in with…” He shook his head, and his normal eye was wide. “It’s a close call!”
Jake frowned. He knew that there were scout classes that may be able to estimate the level of an opponent, but he knew it was mostly guesswork, with a skill assisting them. 
Jake asked, “How can you do that?”
Kedrin laughed again. “You can kind of think of it like rings on a tree trunk. My eye can detect the rings, so to speak. I came over to offer my services. I’ll share my contact information with you, and if you need talent in the future, I’m your guy.”
Jake received a notification in his menu, and he nodded. He wasn’t sure how or when he would be interested in people, but he knew if he was going to form a Guild, he would eventually want talent to join. The multiverse was vast with many unique challenges, so having people of exotic races and classes able to join would be useful to have access to. 
“Thanks, I’ll certainly keep you in mind, Kedrin. I can see how your skill would be valuable. I don’t know when, but I’m sure I’ll be interested in finding people.”
“People resources are the most valuable asset in this war, though, if we could just use technology—”
A woman’s voice interrupted him, “Kedrin is right. Only his people resources are little more than barbarians. Crafters are much more important to have behind you.”
Jake turned to see Fhesiah with an elf woman, and he had to keep himself from rolling his eyes when he saw her. It was like Fhesiah must have bee-lined towards whom she thought was the most attractive woman in the room besides herself. The woman was a blond elf with a massive chest, wearing a green Victorian gown and mask. Jake could see Fhesiah’s smirk at his thought.
[Hmph, it just worked out like that! I had to get my invite from somewhere. It’s common courtesy to say hello to her first, no? She swore she’d retain our anonymity, even signing a Framework contract that would fine her heavily if she went against it.]
Kedrin shook his head before scoffing. “The best crafters can cast a mean fireball or ice shards spell too! The war is one where you gotta be willing to fight, not just sit at some crafting table or library all day! Besides, by not increasing their Tier from fighting, they limit themselves.”
The elf woman sighed. “Not everyone fights, and you know it, Kedrin. You shouldn’t dismiss people just because your eye can’t measure their precise level of value.”
Fhesiah smiled and introduced Jake to the elven woman. “This is my husband, Jake. Jake, this is Trinity.”
Jake added, “Nice to meet you, Trinity. Kedrin, this is my wife Fhesiah. It appears you and Trinity have met?”
Kedrin chuckled. “We have, unfortunately. A pleasure, Fhesiah. An honor, I have never met your kind in person.”
“Oh, you’ve never met a cultivator before?”
Kedrin’s face scrunched up in confusion. “No, lass, I mean—”
Fhesiah interrupted, “I’m a cultivator. This is merely my costume. Observe.” Jake felt Fhesiah using her Qi, and the air around her horns shimmered until they disappeared for a brief moment. Even Jake’s sight with his [Arcane Eye] was interrupted. Her horns then returned.
“See? Costume. I’m a cultivator, nothing more.”
Kedin’s face was filled with shock. Most likely, his sight was interrupted as well. Jake wasn’t even aware she could accomplish this. 
Kedrin said, “I-I see. My apologies, for my confusion… How remarkable.”
[If it’s just for a moment, I can do things like this as part of what I learned of the path of the Dark Kitsune. I ultimately chose my dragon side the first time around, but I still learned a minor illusion. It’s not quite enough to use in combat, it only worked because I’m not even moving.]
Fhesiah clapped her hands together. “So Jake, Trinity was telling me the most interesting thing about our destination! She told me that [Ariminum] was saved originally by a figure you’d be familiar with!”
Trinity said, “Yes, everyone in this sector is familiar with the man from Earth, Marcus Aurelius. He long since moved on from that world, but his guild was vital in helping it complete its Trial, and some remnants of that guild remain.”
Jake was shocked that the roman emperor and philosopher had ended up being drafted and exploring the multiverse. He wondered who else he might have heard of, that was now combating [Tartarus] instead of how they might have died in history.
Trinity had already provided her contact details to Fhesiah, but she was a resource for crafters. It appeared that many of the best Tier 0 crafters would find means of advancement to pay and move to higher Tier worlds. There, they could level slowly given enough time as they progressed in their crafts. Heading to a T1 world was often expensive for Tier 0 people. People that didn’t have a [Refuge], or weren’t a combatant, like Jake.
The four of them talked for a short time, but eventually, Kedrin and Trinity broke away to talk with others, as these masquerades were places to meet others.
Fhesiah said in his mind, [So what did you think, Jake? Want to try to get Trinity off into a side room, perhaps a balcony?]
Jake shook his head. “Not really? She was pretty, but so what? I really prefer to have a meaningful connection with someone to enjoy that kind of activity, and you know that.”
[Ah yes, she must first romance you, and on the third date, you’ll give her a kiss? Then, on the fifth or sixth date, if she’s been respectful and made you feel special, maybe she can put her hand down your shirt?]
Jake sighed, and Fhesiah laughed. [You know I am just playing, husband. I don’t think Ophelia would feel too great about you just getting with a random floozy, either. Oh look, they’re going to do some kind of treasure hunt, looking for some kind of gem?]
There were various events at these masquerade balls, including some sort of march that was like a costume contest. He guessed Fhesiah had a good shot at that, though there was some strong competition from those that put in a lot of effort.
Fhesiah said, “Ah! Let’s head out here, Jake.” She gave Jake a devilish, sultry smile, and took his hand. He was both excited and a little worried about where this was going.
She pulled Jake out onto a balcony, the door closing, and she had even barred the door with a stick from her storage bracelet.
She smiled at Jake. “I cannot wait but another moment longer, I must have you now.”
Jake looked around. They were on a balcony, and other balconies were in view, though he didn’t see anyone, now that he looked. “But what if someone sees?”
Her smile became even wider. “I don’t care who sees us. I must have you now, in the light of the moon.”
Jake gawked at Fhesiah. This was Ophelia’s book scenario! He felt it was a little wrong–
Fhesiah snorted. “This is one fantasy she would never live out, don’t you think? Doing it in sort of public, really? I think that’s quite a bit outside her comfort zone.”
Jake had to admit that this was way outside hers, but it was also outside of his! 
Fhesiah sighed. “Alright, how about this. Look at the balcony over there with your eyes, then your arcane eye.” Jake saw where she pointed, and there was nothing there. 
Then he looked at it with his [Arcane Eye], and there was a sort of magical bubble, and he saw there were some silhouettes inside, and he could tell they were having a good time. His eyes widened.
Her devilish smile returned, as she activated some mechanism on a strange trinket. The same bubble appeared around their balcony. She set it down on the window seal.
“Like the dwarf, a combination of technology and magic that is only allowed on a [Bastion]. It’ll make it so that people can’t see or hear us. Now, what was next? Ah.”
Fhesiah approached Jake with a confident smile, kissing him on the lips, and knocking off his hat. Her eyes danced with mischief, as her body molded to his. He could feel her lust and desire over their bond, and his own rose to match hers. Her soft body was inviting, and he realized she unbuttoned his inner shirt with Qi. Her chest popped out of her own dress, being a slight pull on the fabric. 
She was a little taller than him thanks to her high heels, and she brought up her breast easily to his lips. He licked and sucked on her perfect nipples, her moaning as her desire rose further. Jake’s pants popped open, and she reached her hand inside his boxers, wrapping her hand around his already hard cock and pulling him out of his opened pants. She stroked him before she got down on her knees. 
Jake then realized her knees weren’t even touching the ground, as his cock entered the hot, wet tunnel that was her mouth. She stared up at him, moaning as her mouth reached his pelvis, his cock entering her throat. She bobbed her head, as Jake grabbed her horns.
He thrust his hips as he pulled on her horns, and her body lifted into the air. Her body was now parallel to the ground. Jake knew she loved this, him fucking her mouth in earnest. Her body shivered and convulsed, as he really used her mouth. 
He continued to pump his hips, her moaning as he did. He then surprised her and began to walk her to the edge of the balcony as she floated, where there was a railing. Jake lifted her mouth off his cock and her into the air, spinning her around, which she aided, knowing his intentions. She bent over the balcony, and lifted her dress, next to a flower pot sitting on a pedestal.
Her perfect, heart-shaped ass was presented to him, her tail waving back and forth. Jake was not surprised that she was not wearing any panties at all. He grabbed her dragon’s tail tightly and lifted it, being as rough as he knew she liked. He inserted his cock into her already wet pussy, her breath catching and her body shivering as he did.
“Yes! Jake, fuck my pussy hard! Use me!”
He pounded her hard, one hand gripping tightly on her tail and another on her ass. She squealed, as her legs shook and met his thrusts, her pussy convulsing and gripping his cock. Her excitement and lust wafted over their bond, making his rise in kind.
He increased his pace of fucking her pussy from behind, her moaning in pleasure. They continued for a time, her eventually collapsing over the railing of the balcony, as he continued to pound her. He could feel she was close, and his hips became a blur, as his cock bottomed out repeatedly in her cunt as she came undone around him.
Jake heard a commotion, and he looked over with his [Arcane Eye]. Some people were gathering outside the door. Jake gaped in horror as Fhesiah’s smile widened. “I wonder, maybe they’re looking for this?”
She picked up a gem from inside the flower pot near them. “Still, we got a minute, I think? I barred the door, after all.”
Jake could feel her mirth over the bond, she planned this! He raised his hand and gave her ass a heavy slap. She moaned, and he channeled the small amount of anger over the situation into fucking her harder, to finish. He knew she could make themselves look proper in a mere instant. She dropped the gem, and it rolled behind Jake a few feet away.
He continued to spank the demon woman, as she shook in laughter and pleasure alike. The pleasure for Jake was too much, her moaning in delight and the feelings over their bond. He continued spanking her ass, her pussy convulsing on his cock once more. Ropes of seed were released in her welcoming cunt, as her pussy milked out everything Jake had to give. 
The door started shaking, as people started to pound on the door in earnest. Jake panicked, but Fhesiah gave him an idea, so he quickly opened a portal to their [Refuge], and the two stumbled through and into it. The portal closed, and Jake was out of breath, but relieved. He realized he left his top hat.
Fhesiah’s face was filled with satisfaction. Ophelia came through another portal, the one that lead to the [Alliance HQ] on the world their [Refuge] was on.
Ophelia said, “That was fun! Oh, you guys are already–”
She froze, taking in the situation. Jake’s pants were open, and his cock was out, still hard. Fhesiah’s dress was still flipped over her tail, showing her naked ass, while she was on the ground on her stomach. She floated and righted herself.
Ophelia’s mouth was agape before she sighed. “Really, here? You couldn’t make it back to the room? I guess that’s a little better than the nearest bathroom or balcony, but not by much?” She walked out the door, leading back to the living room.
“That was fun, huh, husband? You could have opened the portal right away, you know. We could have just finished here.”
Jake froze. Of course, he had let his little head do the thinking, at that time. He was partially angry, but he laughed at the ridiculousness of the situation. He knew that if things came truly close, she would have had him do that much sooner. In many ways, it was quite exciting. He knew that with Fhesiah around, there would never be a dull moment.
He said, “You have my heart and spear, my love.” 
Fhesiah laughed. “That’s right! Oh, I do hope Ophelia does enjoy this when I retell this to her! I know I will. I got a twofer there, seeing both your expressions!”        
Jake shook his head. He was sure Ophelia’s feelings would be quite mixed on that, which he knew that Fhesiah would enjoy.
This was one night to remember, for Jake, and especially Fhesiah.
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