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Foreword



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

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

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

[image: image-placeholder]


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

— JJ Bookerson


Our Story So Far



This section is for readers that have waited months between volumes and need a light refresher on the characters and happenings within the story. If you’re binging the story, you can happily skip this section!

Book 1 – Champion's Trial

Our story began with an orphan named Jake, a little over 6 feet (1.83 m) tall with brown hair and brown eyes, and 23 years old. Fresh out of college, he was unwinding after an MMORPG raid when a god of war, among other things, Odin, barged into his apartment.

Jake got drafted into a never-ending war against an otherworldly being called Tartarus. The war was fought in a way that vaguely resembled aspects of the very same MMORPG he had been playing, and he chose the Summoner class just like the game he had played.

Trapped in his apartment and forced to fight in dungeons and level up, he found he was given a ritual for summoning a familiar.

From the shadows came Fhesiah, the Dragon-touched Demoness. Unfortunately, she could not speak because their bond was not correctly established, the difference between their souls so immense.

Using cute gestures and pantomimes, the 1-foot tall imp or pixie-like miniature woman taught him some magic and helped him form a mana core. Together, they delved into the dungeon with ease, and she worked on restoring her former strength and size, along with the bond.

After a time, the dungeon showed them that it was luring them into a false sense of security. A skeletal mage was able to attack Fhesiah, leading to Jake risking his life to save her.

She was injured, but Jake learned she was a cultivator– a person who gathered heavenly energy, or Qi, to merge themselves with the heavens and become something more.

Jake finally earned a Summoning Token like his class’s namesake and quickly obtained his first summon after being convinced by the devious demoness to specialize in humanoid summons instead of his plan for beasts–then, he summoned Ophelia, the Valkyrie Shieldmaiden.

Just as tall as him and with white hair and wings, Ophelia was fit, strong, and sexy like a fitness model. Her deep blue eyes shimmered or glowed, her body overflowing with mana. Valkyries were in tune with the magic of the gods, making them excellent paladin equivalents.

Having died in a tragic cave collapse shortly after coming of age, Ophelia joined their party, still coming to terms with her death. She had lost her Valkyrie mother at a young age, and her father had been consumed by grief. She trained in an adventurer boarding school, only to die shortly after completing it.

After a trek in the gnoll dungeon, Fhesiah had finished restoring her bond and partially restoring her body, dropping surprise after surprise on Jake.

From the day they met, she had already thought he would be her future husband, thanks to her mother’s divinations. And that he should have many wives– the Valkyrie being a great start.

Fhesiah’s appearance was a staggeringly beautiful pale elfin woman, with bronze dragon wings and tail, with matching horns on her head. Her eyes glimmered gold, and her voluptuous body had caused him difficulty even while she was small.

Jake and Fhesiah explored as a couple first while they all progressed within the dungeon. Things came to a head when they chose a Goddess for Ophelia to give her Oath to for her Valkyrie magics: Hestia.

It should have been a simple Oath to protect families, but Hestia herself showed up to the event and offered Jake to become her Champion.

An agent of the Goddess’ interests, a Champion was meant to fight enemy Champions and push the war closer to victory. He decided to become one, to finally matter in the world, and to protect families and prevent people from being orphaned like himself from the Great Enemy.

Shortly after, Jake became Ophelia’s Chosen, a bond similar to that of the Summoner’s bond but borne in love. The two’s relationship advanced before conflict struck.

Fhesiah refused to wear equipment that used mana, as it was against her belief system, against Heaven’s Path. Jake argued that doing so would make their party and family safer, but logic does not easily change one’s beliefs.

Ophelia challenged her to a duel to change her belief–this was much more compatible than an argument for a woman from a might makes right society.

Ophelia lost but pushed Fhesiah to her limits. She now doubted her conviction in Heaven’s Path, the Framework, and Tartarus, showing differences from her culture and knowledge as a cultivator.

They finished their preparations and entered the Trial, the final battle against the dungeon master– A Champion of Apophis. Fhesiah had bet herself that if she, a dragon cultivator, couldn’t defeat the boss alone, she would alter her beliefs and values for her budding family.

The enemy had crafted an encounter with advantages for them, complete with creatures that could consume fire and armor meant to absorb her dragon flames. But, at a significant disadvantage, Fhesiah couldn’t overcome the enemy’s preparations.

However, Jake and Ophelia had made more than enough preparations of their own and were strong enough to pull them through to victory. Using Jake’s Einherjar spell rod, he defeated the evil Champion.

Due to the Trial, he received a Legendary class upgrade, an Advanced Summoning token, and the Champion’s Spear Staff of Hestia.

He formed a Hearth Bond with Ophelia as soon as their cores evolved into Hearth Cores, with Fhesiah unable to until she entered Foundation Establishment.

Odin handed over their freedom, the keys to allow his Refuge to go anywhere he wanted, and an award for Jake to become a Knight of the Alliance. Earth would now be integrated within a year–Jake and their family could visit once that happened.

They had some fun on their trip, soon to arrive at their chosen destination.

The story continued in Book 2 – Fortress Assault.

Jake used his Advanced Summoning Token, summoning Fir’Berri. A cursed Dark Lamia with a horrible past, the girl was ecstatic to join Jake’s family.

A pale elf woman, her upper body was that of a white-haired elf with pink serpentine eyes, having white scales below her eyes and some on her neck and shoulders, as well as her hips. She was enormous, her upper body alone being larger than Jake was tall, and her snake body was around fifteen meters long.

Like Fhesiah, she was voluptuous and beautiful, though she did not look as meek. Her supposed curse appeared to be that she had holy magic and a case of albinism.

However, she had a secret passenger within herself–Blood. She nearly attacked the family to get what she desired but was held back, the secret remaining. Blood was the reason she had dark magic in addition.

Arriving on Ariminum, the Hart family experienced their first Rifts. Learning their family was a cut above the rest despite their lower level, the previously hard-working girls trapped in their Refuge quickly found opportunities to have fun, to Jake’s dismay.

After just a few Rifts, they went back home. Just before leaving for a new world, they learned from Hestia that a special challenge had spawned, the Apophis god seeking revenge–a Fortress Assault.

The Hart family would have to face a unique challenge where a Champion would lead a Battlegroup to defeat the challenge before a special challenge for their smaller party.

Moreover, Hestia had a perfect destination that desperately needed their help. However, they needed to complete the challenge first, or Ariminum might be lost, millions of uninitiated in the crossfire. They had to mix preparations and personal progression and–find a fifth party member.

Fhesiah finally obtained the materials to activate her bloodline and enter Foundation Establishment. She attempted the impossible through her vast knowledge and powerful soul–to activate both her draconic and Dark Kitsune bloodlines.

Through a bit of luck, help from the Framework, and Jake’s newly summoned familiar Ira–a void wyrm–she pushed herself to Foundation Establishment, creating her Spiritual Temple within her Dantian in one go. She succeeded in activating both bloodlines, receiving a Bloodline Transformation ability.

Meeting with Antonius, they learned everything was more dire than they had imagined. Not only was there the Fortress Assault, but Conquest Progress was declining as party after party was ambushed by Tartarus’s machinations. It seemed foul play was likely involved–with the primary culprit in that very room, their prospective party member!

Despite having a foe in front of them, they found the Framework protected Alisara. They were forced to accept the interloper from a hint of the Goddess, so they took on this party member for the challenge.

Fighting through Rifts, Blood was finally revealed, the two girls eventually becoming one (kind of)–Bloodberri, the twin-minded, twin-souled Dark Lamia.

They fought through the Fortress Assault, and each of the Hart Family faced a Champion on their own. Ophelia learned her home world of Drengrbjord was overcome by betrayers, the Ormrfolk.

Fhesiah defeated her drakan enemy fighting as a Dark Kitsune, learning powerful draconic abilities to absorb draconic flame attacks and empower herself with draconic flames. All while keeping her work in progress a secret, hoping to provide Jake with a fun, sexy surprise.

Bloodberri defeated an Arachne from her home world, learning she was the child of a Chosen Hero. They arrived through the twisting caverns just as Jake defeated his enemy, with her stealing the killing blow from him on arrival.

The volcano erupted, forcing them to escape the fortress's remains, followed by an attack of lava wyverns. Defending a keep, they took down the final enemies before returning to their Refuge.

They each received powerful rewards for defeating their Champions. Jake received special armor and learned his Aura of Heavenly Flames using the spark he won from the enemy Champion. Another went into their Refuge’s Hearth.

Bloodberri received a morphing armor, allowing her to peel it back and hug Jake anytime. Ophelia received a shield that could float and block attacks following her thoughts, or merge with the Hearth of Hestia ability and fly anywhere.

Fhesiah received a magical torch that floated and could store an emergency heal.

Jake took Bloodberri on a date, where he gifted her a stuffed animal of himself with a white and black snake draped around him. He also included a life-saving necklace he could only craft for her currently, the Five Hearts as One necklace.

They formed their Hearth Bond after the date, the snake girls joining Jake forever. The two’s magically attuned souls of light and dark were shown in Jake’s Hearth, providing each party member with access to this limited resource.

Their magical spaceship, which was their Refuge, traveled to their destination of Highlands as the family made their final preparations for the war and learned about their destination. They formed their guild of Hearthtribe and did their best to enjoy their time, knowing that a battle would be waiting for them on arrival.

The story continued in Book 3 - Rise of the Beastkin.

The Hart family arrived in Cascadia, summoning Hestia and lighting the sky on fire. The beastkin Brock witnessed the cataclysm of flames, raining salvation on allies and destruction upon their enemies.

Destroying the evil Necromancer, Clan Hart made their Oath that if Highlands accepted them into their community and joined the Framework in earnest to fight off Tartarus, Hearthtribe and the Hart Clan would protect Highlands for all time.

When they moved to recruit the beastkin, the Ravenwolf Chieftess, Tanda, had enough. The Framework denied the cycle of life and death, and so was shunned by herself and many of the beastkin.

But Fhesiah forced her into an Honor Duel if Tanda wanted to stop them. The bet, to become Jake’s subordinate within his Tribe, his Guild. Tanda opted to face Ophelia as Jake’s Honor Guard, which the battle angel was happy to accept.

Tanda was defeated easily, the level difference so drastic. She joined Hearthtribe, along with much of her flock from Harmony Peaks. The recruiting effort went well, grabbing much of the clanless youth from Cascadia.

Working on an action plan for the war against Tartarus, Tanda begrudgingly accepted organizing her avian scouts that joined the Framework, and helping Jake with his plan to recapture Life’s Haven.

However, she took a wait-and-see approach on whether she could trust Jake and Clan Hart to have the beastkin’s interests at heart, or the Alliance Adventurer’s greedy CP or Credits profiteering mindset. They helped Brock and Serena, along with many others, using Censers, and Jake himself began working on crafting a special one. Then, Bloodberri also helped by feeding the refugees nearby.

They quickly closed several Rifts, demonstrating a high level of competence, before returning to see the play the Elders of Cascadia setup–The First Tyrants.

The Hero was played by Tanda, and Clan Hart witnessed where an evil dragon, called the Death God, gathered reptile beastkin worshipers, then used them to capture other beastkin slaves.

However, he was defeated by the Hero of the play, Tanda’s Ancestor. The Death God cursed the beastkin and the world, but the Heroic Beasts helped the beastkin change and transform, becoming more human like.

They met Rookard a wolf parentage chieftain next, and learned about the Tyrants that came as a result of the curse. He joined Hearthtribe in exchange for helping his people, ensuring they have food. Ophelia and Bloodberri healed his people of the blight, but a child died.

Berri in particular was moved, wanting desperately to save the child. She prayed to Echidna, offering to become her Champion if she helped. Jake and Bloodberri got to visit with the Divine herself on a mental journey, bargaining with the Goddess.

Becoming her Champion, they secured Echidna to join Hestia’s Pantheon, in addition to the Resurrection spell. Combined with another ability, she could even resurrect those not initiated into the Framework.

They resurrected the child, and time passed as they fought in the war until Tanda received word from her Clan Mother Aisling of a vision. Finally resolved to help Hearthtribe in earnest, she returned to Harmony Peaks with her flock, while Clan Hart continued to push toward Life’s Haven–where they discovered the hiding reptile beastkin.

The reptile beastkin had been hidden for a thousand years, waiting for their gods to return–the dragons. Fhesiah had the dragon credentials, convincing the Tribe of the Sleeping God and their Chieftain Vesuvius, to join the Framework, and help them reclaim Life’s Haven.

Tanda faced the werewolves up north near Harmony Peaks, and nearly died facing the Dreadbeast Champion. Thanks to the Heart of the World, she called out to the god Cernunnos and became his Champion after a special meeting, where she finally understood herself and the world, along with what she wanted.

She turned the fight around with Cyclic Resonance and saved the Heroic Beasts from Dreadbeast, but she was exhausted from using it and unable to deal with a giant undead slime. Jake and Ophelia arrived at the last moment, having flown across the continent like a rocket strapped to one another and prevent the Heart of the World from being contaminated.

Tanda ends up deciding–that she wanted to join Clan Hart, to fight and punish the wicked of Tartarus, in order to maintain the balance on Highlands.

Tanda went slightly against tradition to meet Jake half way, singing her song first to hear Jake’s. He sang his and performed a magic dance with his Hearth, and she accepted Jake, becoming his prospective mate. She learned her father may somehow still be alive, despite having died to the Dreadbeast Champion, and wanted to wait until her family could participate in their mating ritual.

Vesuvius’s Tribe headed to the tribe of Roxo, to recruit them to join in the assault of Life’s Haven. Only to learn a tainted Tribe of reptiles was running around recruiting more beastkin, having them betray their people to fight against the beastkin.

Activating a wicked idol, the betrayer named Cronus consumed all his brethren to morph into a giant dragon of death, and only a passing by Fhesiah saved them from a horrible death, or immense losses.

Thus, Clan Hart made its final preparations, the forces of Rookard’s Wolves, Tanda’s Flock, and the reptile beastkin Tribes joining for their final assault on Life’s Haven.

This is where the story continued in Book 4 - War on Highlands.

The large army of various beastkin led by Jake fought to win back Life’s Haven, fighting through the crazy reverse tower defense conquest game Tartarus concocted with their large assortment of allies.

Davonius, the chameleon shaman, was able to go invisible, and was used to destroy catapults that would rain acidic destruction on the battlegroup if ignored. Various undead lined the city, the army having to fight through an endless quantity that respawned as they fought through and destroyed portals.

They fought on through the city, facing boss challenges at every quarter for his elite party, while being forced on a track or the ominous tower would hit them with a beam of powerful energy.

In the middle of their assault, Naga burst through the ground with an underground river, and Jake and his allies had to work fast to get out of the way. They defeated the plot without being washed away, Jake capturing a Naga for his Capture Template, later naming it Kevin.

When they faced the final boss, it had a split challenge.

Ophelia and Fhesiah worked with the other auril heroes against a death knight and frost dragon in a separate room, while Jake and the rest of the army faced off against several other bosses. The staged encounter required both sides of the battle to be successful, until the two parties were joined.

The death knight and dragon were enlarged, for their Battlegroup of allies to face. It required intense coordination, a Raid-level boss resembling MMO games, complete with a health bar. The ominous tower that focused their assault from the beginning powered up, and they had to destroy it as well.

When the boss got low, it was empowered. The enemy did not have Champions on Highlands to match Jake and Bloodberri (Tanda’s already defeated), and so the boss was enhanced to compensate in the final stages.

The boss became so powerful, that it could cleave allies in two with a single swing. Fhesiah took on the dragon boss, but Ophelia tanked the death knight with her talent and skill. Near the end, the boss powered up a final time, and it was like Tartarus wanted to kill Jake and Tanda at the same time–no matter the cost.

The tower set its gaze on Tanda, while the death knight lifted its blade high, wanting to kill Jake. It felt like if their attacks were successful, Jake and Tanda would either die for real, or suffer a price unknown to their party.

But Ophelia would not allow her chosen or her friend to die, so she stood between the boss’s blow for Jake, and blocked the tower’s attack for Tanda with her shield. Tanda’s Cyclic Resonance destroyed the Tower since she was given enough time, but Ophelia’s weapon shattered and she was cleaved through by the death knight, protecting Jake.

She was dispersed into motes of light, but she had bought enough time for their family to defeat the boss. Jake was filled with Wrath at the death of his valkyrie, finishing the boss with his new Hearth spell called Scorching Ray.

They resurrected her, and the many that fell–but they had done it, they had recaptured Life’s Haven, winning the first real victory of the war.

When they reclaimed it, they reclaimed allies that fell in its defense. They met Longwei and Yiming of Warrior Brotherhood, their guild joining as allies. Jake learned that they were a guild formed by Guan Yu, a man from ancient China in Earth’s History.

The Emberborn were an undead race with odd cold cores in their chest. They were Priests and Priestesses of Arawn, which were able to create undead servants from betrayers and also control enemy undead. They had joined in the defense of Life’s Haven before it fell–because they were there to join Hearthtribe, instructed by their god to meet him.

Morwen and Bedrwyr were their leaders, two highly competent elites that Jake was glad to have to join. Their long lifespans and vast experience as undead were a great boon to Hearthtribe.

Seamus the old Chieftain of Life’s Haven joined as well, and various other Adventurers respawned, lifting the burden from Hearthtribe.

But they learned that there was a nefarious group of Adventurers called War, Glory, Profit, that killed beastkin through their actions. Morwen would give her report once Conquest was complete, as they could not submit it until then.

Capturing Life’s Haven accomplished many things, including gaining nearly 10% of Conquest Progress all at once. They hired an Administrative Clan, getting the Eternum–a race of undead sentient items with hearths in their chests, mostly armors and weapons, but also many various crafting and even household items.

They would aid Jake and Clan Hart with running Hearthtribe, relieving much of the burden from them. By also aiding in research, training, organization and governance, they would allow Clan Hart to focus on their offensive.

Then, they triggered the Mass Migration–for a people from a world called the Elysian Glade. Dryads, Fauns, Satyrs, Treants, Naiads, and Spriggons would arrive, and they met their High Druid–Nadessa. They were a people who lost their world, their World Tree poisoned, even though they won their Conquest, their Dungeon Raid.

But Nadessa had a secret–they were bringing something special, a World Tree Seed–something that if their old Goddess, Gaia, learned–she would be very pissed. Thankfully, she wouldn’t actually be able to do anything about it, until way later.

There were two more things gained during the Life’s Haven recapture. Jake learned Fusion Summon, and they earned a dual cultivation manual for Fhesiah–one that she couldn’t wait to try out, but would take time to research and make her preparations.

Jake took Tanda on their first date, where they connected with the world of Highlands together. Showing him how she and her people maintained the balance, she was pleasantly surprised when he could join her in finding harmony with the world, despite being without an auril heart. Their love for each other grew, as they shared this intimate moment together.

Tanda was ready for her mated necklace as she reached the fourth level of bond, but they waited until her father and mother could respawn, to witness their pairing like a wedding–a beastkin tradition. Joining in the family’s mental communication, she had really become a part of their family already.

Ophelia crafted a replacement weapon called Retribution so that her weapon would never fail her again, and Jake solidified his path by replacing his Runebound states with ones that matched his wives instead of just random tools.

The state of the Sage for Fhesiah, the state of the Guardian for Ophelia, the state of the Saint for Berri, the state of the Monarch for Blood, and the state of the Avenger for Tanda. Each embodied their roles in combat, allowing Jake to excel in the same aspects as his wives–and for Ophelia to join him, with her new Chosen Technique.

They continued to fight to recapture Nature’s Crossroads, a jungle city set in the valley of Highlands. Captured by the undead, the Blighters perverted their forest, twisting the many trees into giant abominations.

Jake and Hearthtribe arrived in their new construction: blimps. They were now ready, allowing all beastkin to move around the small continent with ease. Mobility was a difficult challenge on Highlands, and Jake had set them up for success with his blimps.

Arriving at Nature’s crossroads, three twisted unliving trees fed into a larger one in the center of the destroyed jungle city. They had to assault from three sides at once to defeat it, or they would revive and enhance or heal the center one.

When they fought the battle against the final boss, they learned that there was in fact additional Champions on the world from the enemy. Thanks to this, the boss didn’t power up nearly as much as it did previously. In addition, themselves and their allies had grown in strength, number, and competency.

They defeated the boss with an almost ease, winning the second major battle and showing how far everyone had come. At the same time, they now knew for certain they had to be careful: enemy Champions lie in wait, somewhere on Highlands, ready to spring some trap.

When the conquest was complete, many adventurers respawned, and so did Takoda, the previous Chieftain of Nature’s Crossroads–along with Sunmane, the chieftain from Cascadia presumed dead, his wife Isadora happy to rejoin him. Once again, their allies had grown, and they had reached close to 50% conquest, resetting the battle.

In addition, they chose to reclaim the HQ node, allowing them to move it–to the North. After an enjoyable celebration, they flew to Harmony Peaks to place this HQ, to create a teleportation portal so that they could protect the Heart of the World.

When they arrived, Tanda’s father, Timone was waiting–to challenge Jake! Jake had to show his potential, proving that he could protect her song forevermore.

The Templar of Cernunnos was a powerful combatant, and he fought hard–but Jake was on another level, and he won, even while restricting himself. He placed the mated necklace on Tanda’s neck, the lovely ravenwolf beastkin woman finally joining Clan Hart in truth.

After a date, they enjoyed each other as mates, and they reached the final level of bond to be able to form their Hearth Bond. Joined together forever, his lovely mate was empowered, and so was Jake.

Then, they met with the Heart of the World, hoping to cure its curse, or help see if they could alleviate it. The prismatic stem was filled with a horrible taint, the curse of the death god. After an intense healing session where they brought the Heart of the World some leeway, they had to make preparations to heal the Heart.

Jake created his Mana Font and Fhesiah made intense formations with her cultivator knowledge, to draw in extra energy into the room from the surrounding mountain range and valleys and aid their attempt.

The Heart of the World arrived for healing as a giant bundle of vines filled with Celtic knots, emanating life and death, and consumed with taint. The curse of the death god seemed to awaken as a horrible spirit of the dragon. They summoned Cernunnos from Oran the Heroic Stag, and they fought a difficult challenge within the cavern, where the Heart of the World fought together with Clan Hart, and the Ravenwolf Clan.

In the middle of the fighting, the bundle of vines unfolded like that of a giant lotus, and a beautiful, giant woman–an adult dryad that appeared to be mixed with that of a stag or reindeer. But the curse drew in much of all the taint from all over Highlands, an action that surely had various repercussions as the evil enemy was empowered.

Things weren’t looking good, but Jake wanted to protect the Heart of the World, and so did his family. Finding resonance with Ophelia in his desires, he triggered Fusion Summon.

From the portal came a powerful ally called the Garuda. A giant feathered humanoid, its divine winds cleaved through the death god’s attack like a powerful tornado, along with Tanda and Timone’s Cyclic Resonance.

In the end, the curse of the death god was defeated, absorbed by the Heart of the World to ignite a golden spark.

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

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

Jake and his party arrived near Lakemere, finding countless refugees. Killing many Rift spawns, they learned Lakemere itself was under siege and Jake finally learned an important spell for their mobility: Reverse Summon, where within minutes, he could teleport across the entire continent to any one of his wives or summons.

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

And that’s where our story continues, in Bonded Summoner Book 5 - Dungeon Raid. I hope you enjoy the epic conclusion to the Conquest on Highlands!


Prologue



Jake arrived next to Ophelia in the sky, his Reverse Summon completed. He fell through the air for a brief moment, before she caught him with a smile.

They had just finished clearing some enemies and saving refugees, but the city of Lakemere was under attack, prompting them to head over.

Overlooking the siege on Lakemere, Jake was surprised how well the defense was organized.

He wasn’t sure how many Rifts worth of enemies were in front of him, but the enemy’s numbers were substantial. Aside from there being no bone dragon, the assault was nearly the size of the one he destroyed by calling Hestia when he first arrived on Highlands.

The city of Lakemere appeared to be highly defensible, the back of the city up against the mountain. From what Jake could tell, a strong barricade had been built out of clay and stone, and defensive siege engines were gathered.

The lake aided in funneling the large army in their assault, but Jake could tell the defense was planned. Summoning Fhesiah and Tanda since they could fly, the two appeared in a mere instant.

However, he waited to summon Bloodberri and the Isolyn, the heroic hound, as while he knew they could cast their runic feather-fall-type spell, it was better to bring them in near their target.

Jake’s party was positioned to strike the enemy army from the rear. It appeared that they too were forming up some kind of bone siege equipment of their own, but some attack had already wiped out several of them.

While they were looting, Jake had recuperated quite a bit. Despite Ophelia’s rapid pace, it still had taken her fifteen minutes to arrive at their destination. He gathered his mana, and summoned his Garuda, knowing it would be efficient for this fight as well.

The bone catapults or trebuchets were left in a pile of bone, but three Necromancers were casting a spell to reanimate or repair the odd constructions. Just as Jake saw one be completed, a man strode to the top of the battlements, wielding a large bow.

His body was tall, but his figure was compact and thin. At the top of his head, extremely long, thin horns that curved and tapered back slowly. If Jake had to guess, he would say the man’s beast parentage was some kind of gazelle.

Numerous beastkin guarded him with shields, as the undead fervently tried to stop his attack with arrows and spells.

The gazelle beastkin drew the bow, it being filled with auril from the surrounding area–the man was an Auril Hero. The blue auril in his body then changed as it filled the bow and entered the arrow, becoming a powerful white as he fired.

The Necromancers and many mages covered the trebuchet with a black barrier, but the arrow pierced right through the shield and crashed into the structure holding up the siege equipment.

It began to topple, and the man looked tired, several warriors dragging him off the battlements.

Jake was surprised to see such a decent defense, but could tell it couldn’t last forever. The defenders were definitely on their last legs. The city had gathered as many as they could in a small area, and he doubted they could rest long.

In addition to the three Necromancers working on the siege equipment, there were two near the front. They were gathering dark energy and bone was piling on top of it into a coffin. This appeared to be the target of the catapults and ballistas of the defenders for now.

Flaming debris and bolts of Hearthtribe’s construction were slamming into the enemies that appeared to be powering up. The defense must have purchased what they could from the Node, enabling them to mount a decent defense.

Ophelia brought Jake close enough that the army detected them, and dropped Jake to the ground. Summoning Bloodberri and the Hound, he hopped onto the girl’s battlement the moment she appeared.

There was an army of tens of thousands of skeletons. To Bloodberri, they might as well be an army of ants.

Jake tried to feel the resonance between himself and his lovely sage, as Fhesiah and Ophelia prepared their runes. His covenant for Runebound: Sage activated, as he gathered his empowered Nordic runes and added them to Fhesiah’s and Ophelia’s.

Raising her orb of flame above her head, the fires took on the truths of Fhesiah’s Dao. The flames of creation were inviolable, protecting life and defending it by taking it away.

Fhesiah launched it at the three Necromancers as Tanda fired her bow. Bloodberri and Jake charged at the forming coffin in the middle of the army, her snake body destroying skeletons left and right with her bladed armor, as she snaked toward it.

The Garuda helped cut through the creatures, and the Hound with its vines and frost breath also carved a swath through the enemy army as they traveled in parallel.

Fhesiah began her dance of the Sun against the nearby army of bone at the rear, her fan sending wide waves of flame and engulfing many. Ophelia blazed straight in after the orb of fire. Tanda had targeted the battlements, adding seeds with Rampant Growth, quite similar to Jake’s thornwood field.

The sun flame arrived at the Necromancers, and exploded in a wave as it arrived at their black barriers. The powerful explosion shattered them as the wave of flame consumed all near in a dozen meter radius, Ophelia following in its wake with her shield in front of her.

Arriving in their center in a near blur, she activated Hearth of Hestia and Consecration in one go, lancing into one of the Necromancer’s skulls in her approach with her powerful polearm.

Waves of divine flames of Hestia washed over the undead, many of the skeletal mages meant to support the Necromancers crumbling to dust in a mere instant. The lanced Necromancer died as its core was pierced, and the two covered in flames seemed to scream wordlessly as they hastily cast spells at their interloper.

A hazy green skull from one, and a beam of necrotic energy from the other slammed into a barrier formed by Ophelia’s [Hearth of Hestia]. She empowered her halberd with Jake’s Aura and her own [Mana Blade], and with a swing cleaved right through another Necromancer.

The other tried to put up another barrier, but it too was cleaved through. Ophelia began to work through the skeletal army, supported by Tanda and Fhesiah.

Bloodberri and Jake had made their way through the enemy army, and Ophelia’s abilities had echoed out of Jake, wiping out much of those near on their approach.

Jake was now building up his flames into a Scorching Ray. Just as he finished condensing the flames within his Champion’s Staff, the coffins of bone opened.

Out stepped powerful Death Knights, and both were already covered in a black barrier. They each raised a hand, and dozens of skeletons exploded into nothing but bones, and the bones began to orbit the boss monsters.

Jake’s Scorching Ray pierced through the bone shield and burned a line into the Death Knight’s black barrier, but he could see the creature was not overly harmed. However, it had expended a lot of effort in its defense, and it was not ready for Jake’s echoed Hearth of Hestia from Ophelia.

His extra flames slammed into the creature, as Blood cast Absorb Strength, and Berri attacked it with a runic spell she finally crafted: Holy Smite. White light flashed, erupting and engulfing a Death Knight–adding to Jake’s flames. It wailed in agony, Berri giving a proud smile for her efforts.

“Eat that! Then, eat this!”

Berri and Blood worked together, coalescing their holy light and dark mana together. Jake felt as they swirled the two unique mana around each other and into her maul, forming their Maul of Hestia-Echidna attack.

The two girls were getting even better at this, and Blood even used Telekinesis to wrench an opening through the swirling bone as they surged forward the last dozen meters. The death knight brought up its sword to block, but Blood smiled viciously as she slowed its parry with the same ability.

Their maul slammed into the death knight unimpeded, the explosion of light and dark immense. Jake saw with his Arcane Eye that the darkness had even more golden flecks in it than usual, transferring onto the undead knight.

Its armor dented in heavily, its shoulder’s protection impairing usage of the arm.

The creature was already wounded heavily from Jake’s flames and Berri’s holy smite, so the powerful blow nearly shattered the bone within the armor. Bloodberri wrapped their tail around the boss monster, tearing and shredding it apart.

The other death knight moved to attack, but the Garuda and Isolyn had interposed themselves between. Vines filled with frost and a wing blade blocked the bones as the Death Knight attacked with its sword, the Garuda easily blocking with its shield.

Meanwhile, Jake prepared a chain of spells. He still couldn’t create a true Tier 2 Runic spell by himself, but he had worked out something nearly as effective. Preparing two spells in his spell bubbles, he released an empowered Tier 1 spell: Runic Magic: Wave of Flames. This spell was like the cone of cold spell, with powerful flames instead.

Hot flames radiated out from Jake’s staff, pointing in the direction of the walls and the Death Knight. Isolyn and the Garuda dodged to the sides, the Death Knight being covered in flames.

For nearly two dozen meters, at least a hundred skeletons were engulfed. Then, Jake released his two prepared spells, which generated turbulent winds.

When it came to wind or air-based magic, they simply weren’t that powerful for their Tier. A ‘wind blade’ type spell was possible, but it was just not as effective for their mana spent. As they used higher quality mana at higher Tiers, this was going to be more effective to change or influence reality more heavily–to make wind something that was more harmful.

Adding fuel to the fire with his powerful winds, the flame easily spread. What covered only a hundred skeletons before, doubled and tripled as the flames burned hotter and leapt to engulf additional targets.

The bones covering the Death Knight were eliminated, and the four of them quickly converged on it to destroy it rapidly. Bloodberri’s maul and Garuda’s wing blade easily crushed and sliced into the creature, as Isolyn froze and held it down.

From there, it was mostly cleanup. Isolyn along with Garuda fought through the forward portion of the army. Attacks from the bone army were mostly ineffectual against them with Jake’s protection, the two stomping and slashing through the enemies.

Fhesiah, Tanda, and Ophelia had destroyed most of the skeletal mages and then the Necromancers, the army oddly missing anything resembling the golems of bone. They worked through the rear of the army, the skeletal army fighting aimlessly at whatever came near.

Riding on Bloodberri, Jake and her went over the battlements, the defenders gasping in awe at her easy circumvention of their defenses.

Jake gave his usual intro speech proclaiming he was Hestia’s Champion and that he was here to help from atop her back, and the gazelle beastkin man strode ahead to meet. Jake began to give their Chief the beastkin greeting, but he interrupted with a laugh.

“How can your heart be so calm, after such a large battle? I am Chief Brenin of Lakemere. It’s the will of the world to meet you, Chief Jake.”

“We’ve gotten used to the conflict. If you have wounded, we can see to them. Bloodberri can even resurrect your fallen.”

Brenin grimaced. “We have…too many of those. Our healers have kept up well with the wounded, but I suppose… We can get started on those that initiated. First, you should get Nolan. He succumbed to his wounds after taking down the last Bone Golem.”

He gestured to the crowd, which parted as he did. On the ground was a massive beastkin man, and Jake thought he was some sort of rhinoceros. However, he was certainly some dinosaur version of one, or something like this.

Berri hummed. “It looks like he’ll take a bit more mana. He’s strong.”

Jake knew that with their recently improved mana regeneration, Berri could actually accomplish a lot more resurrections per hour. Him having a new Hearth Bond and thus Energy Vacuum, plus each of their Cores increasing meant instead of every four or five minutes, Berri could resurrect every two or three.

It did look like that would be more limited as beastkin raised themselves in level, though.

Jake exited Bloodberri’s battlements, landing on the ground, as she resurrected the rhino man. The wind of the world shifted as his eyes snapped open, his heart beating powerfully once more as he was left standing. Despite his large size, his demeanor was much subdued, having a far away look.

Jake noted to Brenin, “I don’t expect people to take dying too well, but he seems a bit different.”

“One of his mates died yesterday, with child. She did join the Framework, but only drawing out some rage against the monsters from him makes him coherent. I imagine he’ll become better once his wife is back, but…”

Jake felt quite a bit of sympathy for the man, though another mate was doing her best to comfort him. Seeing a smaller squirrel beastkin woman comforting the massive rhino-like man was odd, but he pushed forward.

“This was quite the defense. We passed thousands of refugees on the way, several cities were emptied?”

Brenin nodded. “There were just too many attackers. After we received the Nodes two weeks ago, things were going well. People were training and purchasing pills, weapons and equipment, using what we gained from the enemy. But eventually, Rifts started spawning rapidly. Our communication was cut off.”

Jake sighed. As part of the build up for the two Greater Rifts, it seemed communication was hampered more than usual. Part of it was conquest ownership. Only Nodes with contiguous ownership could communicate with one another. Then, if the city was simply too close to a Rift or assaulted by a Rift Challenge monster, the same could happen.

This included the ability to teleport, so if Cascadia was under attack by a Rift Challenge, Jake would be unable to teleport there even through his Refuge portal. This was one of the reasons he was so glad to have the option to teleport to Life’s Haven which was so near.

With Ophelia’s speed, they could arrive from either one to reinforce the other within about twenty minutes or so. The odds of the enemy being able to assault both at the same time and prevent teleportation from Jake’s Refuge was minimal.

Valtor had even paid extra to solidify or improve the HQ’s Conquest Ownership at Life’s Haven to make it more difficult.

It was also one of the reasons why Harmony Peaks would need a powerful defense. They would have to fight to keep the portal open by destroying any Rifts that popped up, keeping the conquest ownership from being flipped or contested. The distance was simply too far for them to provide meaningful aid if the worst happened.

Jake confirmed that he did in fact have ten Rift Challenge clears in his notifications.

“You might find that communication will open again soon. Between this fight and the last we just did, we just defeated ten Rift Challenges. We’re going to have to help collect the refugees, too.”

Brenin was shocked. “Did they make it out? We had feared the worst for Riversong. Unfortunately, we couldn’t do anything about it. We were being hit from every direction.”

Tanda flew over the wall, Fhesiah and Ophelia not far in tow. They had looted the boss monsters, but left much of the bone army alone for now. Once again, they knew that many of the bones would need to be buried.

“Clan-uncle Brenin!” Tanda quickly joined him in a hug, surprising Jake. Some wolf ears popped up from somewhere in the crowd, and he saw a woman approaching the two.

“Clan-sister! It is so good to see you!” Tanda continued.

Jake and his family prepared their blimps, teaching the people of Lakemere how to use them. The refugee operation would begin, and training on how to use these devices as Clan Hart protected their new allies. They had thousands of refugees to collect, but combined with their efforts, it wouldn’t take too long.


Chapter 1 - World Tree Seed



Having wrapped up the refugee rescue in Lakemere, Clan Hart spent some time aiding it before returning to their Refuge. Tanda had learned that much of the East Coast looked similarly.

Avian beastkin had arrived from various towns and villages, letting them know that Rifts had opened everywhere, and many required aid. Jake was starting to lament sending Rookard’s wolves to the West Coast, but perhaps it was for the best.

Vesuvius, the tribal leader of the reptile beastkin, joined with Takoda’s tamers to ride East. Takoda the capybara parentage auril hero had joined Hearthtribe after Nature’s Crossroads was saved, his tamed brachiosaurus named Missy a powerful ally.

Soon, the reinforcements should arrive and provide assistance to those needing aid. Vesuvius and Takoda’s people were some of the strongest, the latter being more effective thanks to their auril beasts.

Meanwhile, Hearthtribe remained central. Aisling, Tanda’s crow parentage clan mother who had the ability of foresight, had some bad premonitions of what might happen if they didn’t properly defend the center of the continent, and so this was a focus of much of the younger Hearthtribe members.

While Jake’s people had empowered them and some villages had done well, Tartarus’ response was often brutal. It would pick apart their strengths with cunning efficiency, or people would get swept away by roaming bands of undead.

Jake did hear back from Morwen and Grayson, learning they were waiting on Warrior Brotherhood and Rookard for reinforcements. They were working to join up, but the storm, the terrain shifting, and the betrayers on the loose made it a challenge.

Morwen and Bedwyr had joined Hearthtribe after Life’s Haven was reclaimed, the two Emberborn undead clergy of Arawn becoming staunch allies and supporters of Jake, leading their experienced people. Grayson the turtle beastkin healer was a previous Elder of Cascadia, and had joined the Emberborn heading West to act as an ambassador. After all, the enemy used undead for its machinations, an uninitiated would have difficulty believing Morwen’s undead were friendly.

Once the storms cleared up, it appeared they were going to play an odd game of cat and mouse. The enemy undead could hardly climb, and the betrayers rode their auril beast mounts. But Morwen and Bedwyr would just fly their blimps, swoop in and capture betrayers.

He was tempted to head out there, but he had faith in their ability to come out on top. Jake was hoping that once the teleporter was finished, Timone, Tanda’s father and Chieftain of the Ravenwolf, would lead his party and flock to head out West. They had hunted all the Rifts large or small near Harmony Peaks, even clearing to the North. However, they were still ready for the important arrival–the World Tree Seed.

Jake’s family now stood in front of the new Harmony Peak’s HQ–Including Timone and his clan wives. Nestled in the valley against the river and mountain, the new city at the base was highly defensible.

It required them to build two dams. This allowed them to restrict the water flow leading into the split peaks, but also prevent Naga from attacking easily. They had managed to make an artificial lake by creating this barrier upstream.

The base was little more than a staging camp, at the moment. The HQ was a tower-like structure that looked pathetic next to the mountain it was beneath, but was nearly five stories high at the moment.

Much of the effort went towards bringing the prepared materials here. Thousands of avian beastkin had worked hard to collect hundreds of saplings across the jungle, along with enhancing the wall built at the base of the tower using stone. Having only roughly a week, Jake was impressed on what they accomplished.

The archway for the HQ portal was chosen within the walls for the moment, moving it entirely possible later. The plaza was large, capable of holding thousands of people. The wall protected this large area, Jake knowing it was useful for a final point of retreat.

The portal opened, and Valtor the scholar armor, Amara the magical tome, and Rhia, the pink child armor that looked like a certain pink ranger appeared. An administrative clan Jake summoned, the Eternum were a strange undead people possessing various items, with an unliving hearth in their chests that Jake intended to experiment with his Hearth Enchantments on soon.

Berri smiled. “Rhia! It’s good to see you!”

Rhia’s eyes seemed to flicker in delight. “Berri!” She flew over to Berri, and immediately began to catch up with her. Timone’s family looked on in interest, noting the special creatures.

Valtor and Amara greeted Jake, then Valtor noted, “Nadessa should be along shortly. The arrivals are here, and she should be able to allow them through to this location.”

Timone gave Valtor a concerned look. “You must be the one hassling my people. Your guidance is welcome, but everything is about numbers with you. Not everything is easily quantified, and my people are not so used to being so…regimented.”

Valtor chuckled. “My apologies, Chief Timone. The Framework quantifies much, and I live within the Menu. I understand your people work differently, bringing order to the chaos of nature is a real challenge. Still, efficiency and effectiveness wins battles and saves lives.”

Timone nodded. “Your way works, but it will take some time for us to truly find harmony. Welcome, Valtor.”

Nadessa the Elysian Glade ambassador, and High Druid of their people strode out of the portal, and the small dryad girl holding a large staff looked excited. Her childlike grin was infectious, Jake knowing her pride for herself and her people were about all that made her act the way she looked.

To Jake’s surprise, a handful of spriggons came through too, the tiny wild children of the forest from the Elysian Glade having a special connection to Bloodberri. They immediately began jabbering and pointing at Bloodberri, quickly moving to join with her–playing with Rhia.

Nadessa chuckled, looking at the rambunctious creatures. “They…were insistent on wanting to come. I’m not sure how they even knew about the event.”

Jake watched as they jabbered and pulled on Bloodberri’s clothes, seeking attention. Berri gave them a smile, and they began to dance around her in a circle.

Some of their dance gave Jake the feeling they were shimmying or shaking like a snake might undulate–or at least trying to make it look like that. They were not all that coordinated.

Despite their wild nature, the dance almost seemed choreographed, and it ended with them prostrating themselves before her, raising up what appeared to be gifts in their tiny hands.

Berri clapped. “That was cute. Oh! Thank you, little ones!”

Blood then floated their offerings into their hands, causing the creature’s pupil-less eyes to glimmer in the light and jabber in astonishment. Their gifts were what looked like delicious fruit and beautiful flowers. Blood placed the flowers in their hair, and began enjoying the fruits.

Rhia looked on in astonishment. “I see them a lot when you’re not around, and they don’t act like this! Some have really been making friends with the beastkin children, though.”

Nadessa did seem interested in the interaction, but she moved on–the arrival was clearly more important to her.

“My people are finally here! Well, a decent number of them. Spriggons, Dryads, baby Hamadryads, and some younger Treants! Then, much of our stronger Fauns and Satyrs will arrive, those early in Tier 1. There are even a handful of Naiads!”

Jake was excited about this. Many of the people of the Elysian Glade were experienced, already having participated in a conquest in the defense of their world. Despite their victory, their World Tree was poisoned. Jake and the people of Highlands were willing to give them a home, and they were happy to live in and defend a place of such high vitality.

Hearthtribe as a whole were preparing to attempt their Trials, and soon would be reaching Tier 1. Combined with these forces, they would soon be able to clear the many smaller Rifts across the world, preventing the deaths of uninitiated everywhere.

This would allow Clan Hart to make effective progress. Each day they gained a half a percent of Conquest Progress, and he knew that once the beastkin really started pulling their weight, this would be even more rapid.

Valtor and Jake conversed with Nadessa, confirming what to expect. It appeared the Naiads would be fine outside the water for quite some time, especially with the auril in the air.

Nadessa took a deep breath, enjoying the air filled with vitality. “This air is just as you said, Tanda, and even more precious. My people will love it here. I’ll save the spriggons for last, let’s do it!”

Hundreds of figures emerged around the portal in motes of light, being released from the void. Predominantly Satyrs and Fauns, these were the bulk of the world’s forces. The dryads were present, and many held baskets.

Jake, Nadessa, and Timone all addressed the people, each welcoming them to Highlands in their own way. Nadessa had started by explaining where their brethren were currently, and Timone spoke of his people and their history.

He gave some significant looks to the few handfuls of Treants, explaining that their people were especially welcome, having a history on this world. The Elysian people were certainly those that respected the balance of nature, so he knew they would be right at home along with his own.

Jake did his best to recruit for Hearthtribe. He had learned that a majority of those interested in combating Tartarus as their life’s goal were primarily going to be those in the coming weeks.

However, Jake’s message did resonate with some arrivals. Many had suffered, witnessed families being destroyed, and had a desire to prevent that from happening to others in the future. Tired of being the victims, they would train hard to progress themselves with Hearthtribe.

Ophelia and Valtor were quick to take those interested in joining and get them set up. They detailed the guild’s doctrine, along with the many perks and advantages of being in the guild. Jake was happy to see that two of the Treants had already joined, a good sign for when the much higher leveled ones arrived.

Contained within the baskets the Dryads carried were the Hamadryad children. From what Jake understood, any dryad could become a Hamadryad if they bonded with a tree–an irreversible event. However, those borne of a Hamadryad would be different or skewed toward that notion.

Compared to the dryads borne of a pairing with a Treant, the Hamadryad children were smaller and frailer looking. Jake almost thought they looked like tree goblins or gnomes, their skin tones matching the tree of their father. Mostly shades of brown and green, but there were certainly brighter colors among them.

Berri squealed as she saw the cute little dryad children peeking out from their baskets, protected from the elements. She wanted to play with them, but apparently they were extremely fragile in this state.

As they aged, they would be able to manifest themselves near the tree and be quite similar to the dryads.

As they got older and stronger, they could aid in animating their tree like a treant for a period. It was only these that would be able to come to Highlands, the rest doomed to die on their world.

There were dryad children along as well, those that Jake knew were interested in bonding with a tree. The Mass Migration children were primarily waiting in the void for the war to be completed, but these were at the right stage of their lives for this process, having fled.

The collected saplings were planted in a ring at set intervals along the wall. From what Jake understood, these were trees that were similar to the ones he had seen on his date with Tanda. Their vines could be moved by the tree itself, and in the hands of a bonded Hamadryad, they would be able to fight off attackers.

He wondered what that meant for the odd dung beetles, their mutualism likely making them related to or a part of the pairing.

Many Dryads also specialized in magic that would protect and enhance the trees. Similar to the evil Blighters they faced at Nature’s Crossroads, they could join their magic in a form of group casting and empower the Hamadryads, as well as Treants.

The many toddler-like Hamadryads were brought to the saplings, where they each chose which tree they wanted to be bonded to. The procession of Elysian races filed out of the courtyard, moving toward their future homes.

Even the dryads not binding themselves to a tree would often live in the trees. The Fauns and Satyrs would twist trees into living spaces, not often desiring living in a hut or home. Many of the gathered saplings were left not planted for this purpose, allowing them to place and grow their future home using nature magic.

The Treants were large, the average being larger than Seamus and Bloodberri by a fair margin–in height. They were tall and thin, their bodies and lanky limbs looking like bark-covered humans.

Really, the Treants reminded Jake of a certain galaxy guardian with a limited vocabulary, but had branches filled with leaves extending from their head–quite similar to the Heart of the World.

Jake just wryly smiled at the Naiads, Fhesiah filled with disappointment. They were like blue dryads with webbed feet and hands, looking like ten-year-old girls. The Naiads were quickly directed to the nearby lake, recently created by the dam.

Nadessa triggered the spriggons next, thousands of the little creatures appearing in motes of light. Berri’s current entourage froze, and seemed to line up, prepared for this moment. They jabbered excitedly, and gestured to Bloodberri.

The crowd jabbered in excitement, as she waved at her new following. She was about to give her speech, but the entourage seemed to take it from there. Blood raised her brow, seemingly getting the gist of what they were telling them.

Jake asked, “What are they saying, Blood?”

Blood looked over them with narrowed eyes. “Pretty much what Berri and I told them the first time–the request that they get along with the beastkin and dinosaurs, and help with maintaining the forests. However, they mentioned some kind of…meeting, later.”

Nadessa was bewildered. “Meeting? These guys have an attention span of a hummingbird. I could kind of see it while Bloodberri is around now after witnessing it, but they aren’t known to be overly social beyond their pranks in the forest against one another.”

Berri smiled. “Well, it doesn’t seem to be anything bad? I think it’s great they’re making friends!” She addressed the spriggons. “You guys be good, okay? Harmony Peaks is suuuper important! We can really use your help to keep this place safe! Oh! Also, Fhesiah needs some powerful herbs from deep in the jungles now. If you could help out by bringing them to us, that would help a lot!”

The thousands of spriggons almost collectively nodded and jabbered, their eyes and movements filled with fervor. These spriggons did appear a little older or more powerful than the previous batch, from what Jake could tell.

They almost followed the original five in an orderly manner, though Jake saw one had gone back through the portal. That left just one more event for this arrival.

A handful of dryads and the Treants that joined Jake’s guild stuck around in the plaza, as if waiting for this moment. Nadessa spoke with them, before triggering the last arrival.

It was seven dryads, six holding on to a handle of a wooden box. It almost reminded Jake of a sedan–the odd construction used by aristocratic individuals in Earth’s history for transportation, a group of people meant to carry a person who sat inside.

Only, instead of four to six guys carrying a single one sitting in a chair inside the box, it was six little girls carrying another, even smaller, girl. The last dryad was carrying an intricate sealed wooden box, and Jake could feel the special energies contained inside, and definitely could feel a small amount of what he in his mind associated with divinity.

Fhesiah nodded to Jake’s thoughts. “That is truly special. The box is definitely sealing most of what's contained within, but it is still leaking out.”

Those that remained in the plaza followed the procession of the odd guardians of the World Tree Seed and Treant King descendant, heading over to its new home.

A large clearing in the cave leading to the Heart of the World had been carved out. The tribe from the nearby plateau had been called upon, and they aided with digging out the massive area from the cave, as well as aiding with the HQ construction.

Auril-infused claws were amazing for digging, exceeding any pickaxe or drill. The cave was nearly horizontal and snaked around before it descended toward the prismatic stem. Despite the World Tree’s placement within the cave, the roots would not necessarily reach the stem going straight down–but Jake still imagined that, as roots, they could end up anywhere.

Tamed dinosaurs and beasts were used to fill in the large pit that was dug out at the base of the mountain with soil. Jake was impressed with how large of an area they had carved out, the roots able to spread where there wasn’t necessarily rock–though this was not a problem for the special tree as it got older.

They had managed to create a grotto-like area that was protected on all sides by the mountain. It was still near the base, and would protect the path to the Heart of the World. Already, there was grass growing in the clearing, with vines draping down the cavern walls from various trees.

Looking up, Jake was surprised to see how deep the chasm was. Jake questioned Timone, “You guys did this all in a week? This is quite impressive.”

Timone looked proud, gazing over the work his people had done. “We all worked hard, hundreds of us. However, this area was quite eroded already. The recent avalanche by my daughter uncovered it.”

The sun shined down on the grotto, only reachable through the cave and not easily spotted from the outside. When Jake was looking up, he saw what he hadn’t expected: the four heroic beasts.

They had gathered above, as if to watch the arrival.

The procession placed down their precious cargo, Nadessa taking the box from the dryad.

When she took the seed out, it glimmered in the light, and the feeling of divinity increased. Whatever this was, it was definitely above that of the beast avatar. It didn’t seem the same level as a Champion, but this was before the unique entity grew.

Planting it in the auril-rich soil, Nadessa then focused her staff. Green nature energy that matched Tanda’s Rampant Growth spell was released into the seed, and the other dryads began to match her.

Timone and his wives all sang a wordless song, humming and vocalizing a soothing tune. The auril in the area were drawn in from afar, even from the heroic beasts aiding them with their own song. Their energies entered the seed as well.

The little girl inside the sedan exited, and Jake felt something special from her. Her skin was a pale cream color, and the leaves on her body appeared to match that of a sycamore. As she got near, a green glimmer surrounded her, then entered the seed.

The seed quickly sprouted, and grew rapidly from the ground. The auril from the area converged even more rapidly, creating a vortex within the grotto. This continued for several minutes, the tree growing at a speed visible to the naked eye.

Before long, it was almost as large as one of the Treants. However, it appeared to slow down as the base became thicker.

It was then that the rapid growth stopped. In a way, it was almost disappointing–the tree in their Refuge had grown a lot faster. In another, Jake could feel the immense levels of vitality coming from the tree. It resembled a sycamore like the girl, and she looked up at the tree with a blissful smile.

She waved at the dryads and Nadessa, who all looked on with brilliant smiles. They were full of pride, happy that this worked out. The girl hugged the tree, where she glimmered green and disappeared.

Nadessa was beaming. “She did it! She is now solidifying her bond, but also growing along with it. She will enter a slumber for a time, but we should have some control over its growth!”

She looked over to Timone and family. “Thank you so much for your help! Your control over the auril energy is truly special.” Nadessa then addressed the four heroic beasts. “Thank you, for welcoming the Elysians to your world! We’ll fight to protect the balance, to protect our world!”

Nadessa turned to Jake. “And thank you, Chief Jake! I’m so glad you’re the one that answered our call. We will fight hard for this world, I promise. Not all of our people stay in the city, but they still participate in the defense and can do Incursions. You can count on us!”

The heroic beasts stood overlooking the special location proudly, the great protectors of the forest. Jake was happy to know that these creatures were present in Harmony Peaks, keeping watch for evil.

He spent some time hammering out their overall plans for the coming weeks, and learned that Valtor and Amara would be organizing, adding magical defenses to the location. Similar to the formations Fhesiah had created to draw in energy, they would use scripts carved on the cliff faces to hide and protect the special location.

The world tree seed handled, Jake and his wives could get back to the front lines.

Soon, it would be time for Jake to focus on his next means of advancement: Hearth Enchantment.


Chapter 2 - Advanced Energy Manipulation



Tanda growled in frustration, scratching her claws through heir feathery hair. “This is just too hard! Pushing my will to control the energy, I keep activating my manifestation!”

Jake scratched between her ears atop her head, her whole body freezing at his touch. She sighed in contentment as she leaned against him, her frustrated expression shifting into bliss.

It had been a few days since the World Tree Seed was planted, Jake’s party facing Rifts and saving refugees on the East Coast. Using Reverse Summon, they managed to increase the number of larger Rifts they took on to over ten per day.

When they recaptured the two alliance headquarters, the enemy’s ability to spawn Rifts should have decreased. In the Conquest Game, Jake compared its ability to spawn rifts with many war games.

The more territory the enemy conquered and the higher its conquest percentage, the more it could spawn per day or turn. Once one side got ahead, it was harder for the other to make a comeback.

However, the war was not just worldwide–it was Sector-wide. Tartarus could twist the game, giving up its ability to spawn as many Rifts in another world, to spawn more in this one. To do this, it would take a heavy loss. For example, it would need to give up several on Ariminum, so it could spawn a single one on Highlands.

There were checks and balances for this, such as how many Adventurers could enter Highlands would be increased to make up for Tartarus increased investment. Then, the difficulty of the Rifts would be lowered, or how long it took for it to spawn a Boss monster would be longer. Unfortunately, Jake was not seeing much of a benefit from the Adventurers.

Jake was frustrated that despite all the extra help they were getting over time, the Rifts only appeared to increase. However, he understood the real truth: his party’s impact was not just helping them win on Highlands, his family, the beastkin and guild’s struggle was helping the whole Sector.

The enemy’s investment was immense, and when Highlands won, it would be all the more significant.

Thanks to the Call Summon and Reverse Summon, Ophelia and Ira would head to one Rift, while Fhesiah would head to another. Their mobility was absurd, and it seemed Tartarus was already starting to shift its strategy.

The enemy now appeared to be focusing on smaller Rifts and all over the continent. It had been using them before, but now the sheer number and distance apart made it less worth their efforts. Jake’s party couldn’t split up too much, as they suspected the enemy Champions were biding their time and waiting to pounce on them.

However, this had a positive effect in Jake’s mind: it gave Hearthtribe excellent opportunities to advance. The smaller Rifts were absolutely perfect for their lower-leveled and Adventurer team members to party up and assault them.

Parties like Brock’s were roaming the wilderness in medium-sized groups of around ten to fifteen, safely clearing them out and gaining levels.

Jake was now focused on trying to master Advanced Energy Manipulation along with Tanda. He scratched her ears mindlessly as he focused on trying to control the Qi inside the crystal in his hand.

He was in his Runebound: Sage state, doing his best to synchronize with his kitsune wife to aid in his pursuit of the truth.

Fhesiah was in her kitsune form, her expression filled with fondness and patience. Her voice called out soothingly to Tanda. “You are on the right track, but I think your instincts are getting in the way. Just take a deep breath, and try to separate yourself from using the life energy.”

Tanda had a mana crystal instead, but she was having difficulties. Jake thought he was close. From the skill manual, the idea was somewhat simple.

The gist of it was, that to manipulate energies that they had no connection to–either through a special organ or Origin–they would use their strength of soul to force it to do their bidding. The Origin component was often related to the universe within the multiverse, how the race or species was borne.

The default Origin for a human from Earth joining the Framework was that of Mana. Activating that connection to the soul, it was as if it would baptize a human in it, causing them to generate and draw it from the void.

It was possible to baptize a human in another energy or Origin, as they were compatible with many, Valor being one example. It depended on an individual’s affinities, but there were also many choices if they did not take mana, such as heavenly energy.

Jake thought what he needed to do was actually quite similar to how he over-rode Bree’s will. By pushing his Presence, desires, and his will into the energy, it should be similar to shoving with the soul.

However, he had done the shoving through his bond–not on an object in his hands, let alone the energy contained within. Jake was starting to get a little frustrated too, but he knew he wanted this skill.

He had control over the energy as it was in his Hearth, but auril in particular was not overly useful–at least not yet. As soon as it left his Hearth, the energy would just disburse. Having a level of control would help, even if it was an entire Tier behind.

Jake decided he would give this another shot after viewing it some more. “Can you do it again for me, Fhesiah?”

“Of course, husband.”

Following his bond, he did his best to resonate with Fhesiah as she willed the mana in the air in front of her to move and coalesce, by mere force of soul. She made runes, spell forms, and even a handful of scripts.

Jake ignored most of that, instead focusing on sensing Fhesiah through his bond. He was trying to ride her senses, to feel and understand what she was doing as she manipulated the mana.

Nodding, Jake leaned as heavily he could into his covenant. The runes on him lit up, as he pushed his will into the Qi crystal. Watching it with his Arcane Eye, he shifted through reproducing the feelings Fhesiah gave off, and mentally shoving what was within the crystal.

At some point, Fhesiah chuckled, and he knew she had a fond smile, but then she gasped just as he saw what he was doing appear in his Arcane Eye–he had moved the energy. Doing his best to hold on to the feeling, he tried it again, managing to have his will show up in his Arcane Eye.

It was like he was pushing a muscle he didn’t know he had, grasping onto the energy. He received a notification that he had received the skill, and he sighed in satisfaction.

Jake asked, “What was funny?”

“Hmm? Nothing at all, my dear husband. Perhaps, you might have made a cute expression–your face scrunched up all cutely, almost like my dear sister Berri does when she morphs her armor.”

Tanda’s eyes snapped open, and she laughed. “Awww, I missed it! Now I want to see it!”

Fhesiah smiled. “Hmmm, well, I just might have transcribed the image of it on this crystal, preserving it for all time. You have to master that skill, and then I just might create an illusion of it for you.”

Jake and Tanda both groaned, but for different reasons.

Tanda looked at Jake with her big golden eyes, that somehow reminded him of a puppy. “Can you help me now, you think, Jake? Or maybe just make the face again?”

Despite it being against his best interests for her current desire, he knew he should help her with the skill. He motioned for her to sit on his lap, and they synchronized their breathing like they did during their date.

Finding resonance again, he shifted his Runebound state to that of the Avenger. Maximizing his resonance with her, he pushed the feelings he had for her over their bond. They enjoyed their closeness for a moment, before they shifted their focus on the task at hand.

Jake repeated his success with manipulating the Qi inside his crystal, and Tanda followed along with the steps. It still took her several tries, her wolf bite attack being manifested and crystals being destroyed, but eventually, it clicked into place.

She shifted the mana slightly, and was awarded with the skill.

Her tail was buzzing as she spun around, to look at Jake. “I did it! Thank you so much, my mate!” She bowled him over, kissing Jake all over his face and neck and even licking a little, causing Jake to chuckle and grab onto her.

Tanda nuzzled into him, hugging him back tightly as she shared her happiness and excitement with Jake.

Fhesiah just looked on fondly. “Good job. Advancing the skill be challenging for you two, but it may pay dividends. I’ve read that there are sections of the Tartarus dungeon where there are harmful environments, and this skill can be useful for protecting ourselves. We may find ourselves in a location where regenerating our resources may be somewhat limited, so being able to use others is paramount.”

The second Tier was going to present all sorts of unique challenges, both on the worlds they might visit, and from Tartarus proper. Jake’s party would be ahead of the curve, able to access each other’s energies and use such a wide variety of them.

Of course, the Alliance had various methods to counteract these problems as well. From items like the Mana Font, to carrying around additional energy storage like the mana crystals.

The three spent a few more hours working on the skill, and he knew that by repeating the process he did with Tanda, he was likely to be able to teach Ophelia, Blood, and Berri how to use the skill properly.

Jake found the skill interesting because it was like it could add onto his current capabilities. He compared it to how he had used the spell forms before. Intent was part of how he manipulated the mana and used it, and that went for runes as well.

Shaping the mana and grabbing onto it with a thought, he would then direct where it went. But with Advanced Energy Manipulation, he could more forcefully grab onto the runes or spell forms with his force of will, rather than just his intent.

This appeared to solidify the spell further, allowing him to control how the mana coalesced. This allowed him to add additional mana without falling apart.

This had a consequence or side effect, however: his mind became sluggish, almost as if some kind of mental energy was expended. He could only maintain using the skill for a short period.

Fhesiah nodded at his thoughts. “That is a good way of putting it, and this same mental energy is my limitation for manifesting my Dao. As your soul and mind becomes stronger, you should be able to do it for longer or more often. This was an extremely valuable skill for you to obtain on many levels. Most likely, if your mental attributes weren’t as amazing as they were, you still wouldn’t have been able to obtain it until the second Tier.”

Ophelia entered the room, smiling at Tanda nuzzling Jake. “It looks like Amara is ready for you, Jake.”

Jake raised his brow, as he continued lavishing attention on his almost-wolf girl. “It’s good to see you, but she could have sent a message?”

“I wanted to see you, and I was already heading back after working with the Eternum smith–there’s a lot to learn from an unliving armor about…how to make armor.”

Tanda bounded into Ophelia with a hug, then turned to Fhesiah. “Oh yeah! I learned the skill. Can I see it now?”

Fhesiah smirked, then generated the image of Jake making quite an unflattering face. How she would find that cute he would never understand, but all three girls giggled as they each looked at him with a smile.

It would bother him, but the fondness he felt over their bond made him feel like it was a special moment for them, for whatever reason.

Fhesiah chuckled. “Well, that was fun, and good work, husband. Tanda, would you help me with the herbs in my lab? Those spriggons have gotten quite industrious, and I now have much to work with.”

“Okay! Love ya, Jake, Lia!”

He spent a few minutes with Ophelia, recharging her Jake energies. The two enjoyed holding hands, kissing, and talking about their recent activities and plans, before he headed out to meet with Amara.

Ophelia would work on learning the skill together with Jake soon enough, but for now, she was working on her next major project: a potent shield for him. She would also focus on making one for Tanda and Bloodberri, as a sort of emergency measure for them.

Still, she would expend the most expensive materials on Jake’s, as those two were not likely to get much use out of them.
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Jake arrived outside the Cascadia HQ through his Refuge portal. Despite having taken over Life’s Haven, the population at this location was simply the highest.

This curved how many Rifts would spawn in the surrounding area, and really, it was a top choice among beastkin.

The cascading waterfalls were a beautiful sight, and the plateau was one of the largest and most expansive. This was especially the case if you included the section across the land bridge, which included Wildheart City.

He entered the training facilities, finding Bloodberri play-practicing with Rhia and the various Eternum, and even spriggons, fauns, Adventurers, and dryads. A handful of Satyrs were present as well, practicing along with the rest with their forestry magic or various others.

As far as Jake understood, forestry magics were a lot like elemental manipulation. At this Tier, elemental manipulation was extremely challenging and could only be accomplished by those using attuned mana, or with high elemental affinities.

Humans were a race that it would take a rare genius to accomplish this. The trade-off appeared to be that aside from a handful of rare affinities, humans were average, or could be above average in nearly all of them.

Combining that with attuning their mana, they could compete with even rare races even with what they specialized in–with enough hard work, talent, and a bit of luck.

In contrast, the Elysium races were almost entirely locked-in to one or two affinities at birth, their mana already attuned to nature or water.

A Naiad could never effectively use a fire spell, their affinity drastically reducing their effectiveness. They would be stuck with water, nature, and then have minor affinities in things like faith-based magics, light and dark.

The fauns and dryads were similar in their limitations, some excelling in the elemental magics associated with nature–lightning, water, and wind, like Nadessa.

Those that had attuned mana were often stuck with that one school or class of magic, only able to sometimes use adjacent ones. Faith-based magic was typically the only other option for them.

Amara and the caster Eternum were present and helping the various casters. A few dryads were learning script magic, though Jake knew it would take a bit of effort before their work bore fruit.

But Blood and Berri were both working on spells they could cast as a two-person group. Jake watched as the runes from the two girls floated together, and as they solidified, they fizzled out.

Berri groaned. “Oh, come on! I thought I had it right that time.”

Amara’s flame flickered, her eyes having observed their attempt. “It was a good try, but you had them in the wrong order.” She seemed to ponder for a moment, but as she did, Rhia completed her spell.

Rhia was using Nordic runes too, and she completed a form of strength buff of Jake’s creation. Her body was filled with magical might, and she punched out several times, her fist displacing the surrounding air.

Berri looked on in envy as Amara praised Rhia. “Great work, Rhia! You’re a natural.”

Amara cleared her nonexistent throat as she noticed Berri’s expression. “You aren’t great at remembering the order of the runes, but so what? Enough practice and you’ll get it. But how about this?”

She continued, “Kaunan's flame dances high, on Ansuz's whispers, it will fly. Thurisaz's power, fierce and bright, ignites Fehu's spark in the night.”

Blood hummed. “A mnemonic? That might work for her.”

Berri tapped her lips. “Fehu is the fork, right? Then Thurisaz…that’s the arrow one–?”

Blood groaned. “No, that’s Tiwaz. It’s the one that–”

“Oh yeah, the boob!” Berri nodded sagely as she began forming up the spell again, causing Blood to have to rush and catch up. They coalesced the two sets of runes into a single spell, a white and black lance of flame, before spiraling at the training dummy.

Rhia clapped, and Jake joined along with her. Berri spotted him and blitzed toward Jake.

“Jake! Did you see?” She hugged Jake, lifting him into the air. “I did it! Er, we did it.”

He chuckled. “Good job, you two. Each of those you learn should give us more options.“

Berri returned to her practice, Blood doing her best to work in mnemonics to remember the rune orders and shapes. Jake followed Amara into a side room with enchantments on the walls to contain the damage from spells.

It was time for Jake to use his enchantments once more to help his friends.


Chapter 3 - Luminous Spirit 



Amara and Jake were alone in the small room together. Amara sounded equal parts excited and worried, “Thank you for coming, Chief Jake. My people are definitely interested in preventing this…corruption of the spirit. What did you come up with for what you would enchant to their spirit?”

Jake had spent a lot of time thinking about this. “My plan was to enchant two demonic runes, Luminous and Spirit, and some supporting formations to add integrity to it.”

Amara’s aquamarine fiery eyes flickered and narrowed. “These demonic runes, you explained them to me. They are almost like scripts in that each rune is just the word spelled out in a sense, though it has a… derived meaning or essence, the profound truths of the word attached to it. Why not use Immutability, or something like this?”

Jake sighed. “There are two problems with that. Immutability is a high-Tiered concept. While I can understand it on a fundamental level, few things other than abstract concepts can truly be immutable, short of the Divine themselves. The second, is that I am thinking more long term. It would be a sad thing for the Eternum as a people to be unchanging–unable to learn and grow, being immutable. Something like this applied to their very soul would surely influence their personality in some way.”

Amara bobbed in the air. “I understand, that makes this quite complicated. Is there nothing else we can try?”

Jake nodded. “Another idea I had was reinforcing the personality. Each Eternum would get their own enchantment, like your husband would be the virtuous scholar. That might allow him to remain as such despite his spirit being assaulted by corruption.”

“You approached this from reinforcing the spirit, it appears. How about filtering what comes in? Or both?”

“That is a good idea if it works. I was concerned about such a thing. For example, if I use purifying conduit, will the soul actually become one? For an active effect like that, it cannot be free–the enchantment will eventually unravel, otherwise. Will the Eternum be able to activate the enchantment and fuel it somehow? I may be able to make an advanced formation, but it would take a lot of space in their soul.”

Jake knew that he couldn’t just tattoo their Hearths up with limitless runes. At some point, their souls would be suffused with too much mana, and it would be harmful–similar to how Jake would get sick from drinking excessive mana water, and more.

Only, it would be on their soul, and it would eventually destroy them.

Amara and Jake went back and forth for a while, but eventually decided to make a two-part enchantment. The body would contain one half of the purifying conduit, the active component in which the Eternum would need to infuse. It would connect to the Hearth enchantment, where he would reinforce it.

Jake asked, “But wait, can we enchant your bodies? You guys don’t have any enchantments.”

Amara’s voice sounded a little mischievous, “Why don’t you try? We’ll start with the body, and if it works, we’ll do the Hearth enchantment for that one.”

Jake raised his brow. He supposed that if it didn’t work, it would just be like a wasted tattoo.

The enchantment on the body would be using scripts. It was far from what Jake was familiar with, but the beauty of scripts was that it was a lot less complicated–he only needed to follow Amara’s guidance as she had already learned the proper order and way of using them.

Valtor brought in something Jake was surprised to see: a large double-bladed axe. It had a skull engraved where the two blades met the haft, its eyes lit aflame.

Jake could tell that it was sturdy, the strange energies of the Eternum flowing through it and enhancing the metal of its construction.

As Jake was looking at it, it tried to wrench itself from Valtor’s strong grip and attack, shocking Jake.

“Let me at ‘em! I’ll cut ‘em in half!”

Valtor sighed, as he held the axe in a tight grip. “I told you, Falcor. This is Jake. He’s here to help.”

“O-Oh. When’s dinner? I’m hungry.”

Amara said, “You shouldn’t be. You’ve even grown.”

The fiery eyes on the skull flickered. “You’re right. But I still feel like I’m missing something.”

Valtor shook his armored head. “You’re going to need to hold still, my friend.”

It was explained to Jake that Falcor had a form of dementia. The corruption of his soul led him not only to forget people and things sporadically, but his ability to think properly was hampered.

This was only after killing three intelligent enemies. The reason Amara had chosen him was because he had the highest likelihood of success, having minor corruption levels. It would only take one or two more before he would become a near unthinking monster, chasing his bestial whims.

Even if the luminous spirit worked, Jake would still want the conduit to purify what came in, if they could have it. There was no telling what limit the enchantment could have, and enough corruption might overpower it. By limiting what came in, Jake would feel a lot better about it.

Jake readied his Hearth flames. Like creating the binding ritual with Tanda, Jake could enchant effectively using them. “I’ll start with luminous spirit.”

Watching with his Arcane Eye, his ball of Hearth flames neared the flickering flames of the Eternum. For a moment, he thought the Framework might stop him. Normally, an undead would already be alight with flames.

However, Falcor was not Jake’s enemy. His Divine Hearth flames were like that of the Goddess’, able to harm enemies and ignore allies. Jake began carving luminous spirit onto Falcor’s inner flame.

Jake chose these words intentionally. The word pure had too many connotations and meanings associated with one’s personality, especially with how Jake understood it. A person who was pure was without ill intentions, or naive, for example. Then, words like sacred were associated with the holy, and he was enchanting an unliving flame.

Light which was luminous was pure and bright, and would stand against the darkness. Even if it might be from an unliving flame.

Then, he was enchanting a Hearth, which was connected to the soul. However, he wanted to influence and protect the mind as well. The spirit has connotations of being connected to a person’s character and mind, even if also related to the soul.

A luminous spirit would stand against the corruption, remaining forever pure and bright. It would continue to shine even in terrible darkness, burning the evil and corruption away.

As Jake etched the characters on Falcor’s flame, Jake pushed his intentions and his will for that very meaning.

The runes coalesced, and began suffusing his hearth with Jake’s divine hearth flames, altering his spirit forever. As Jake made the enchantment, some of his hearth flames were expended as if consuming a limited amount of paint from a bucket–the bucket which was his hearth.

Thankfully, Jake’s mana refilled rapidly, and he thought he could enchant many without rest–especially if he did this inside his Refuge.

Falcor gasped–causing both Valtor and Amara to do the same. The axe’s flames brightened, and he gave out a wordless shout. “Ooooh!”

The three coherent ones in the room watched on with interest, as the axe’s flaming eyes darted around the room. From what Jake could tell, the creature didn’t appear to be harmed. The worst-case scenario didn’t happen.

“Where are we? Valtor? Amara?”

Despite only having flickering flames for eyes, Amara and Valtor looked ecstatic, their fiery eyes growing big.

“Yes! It worked!” Amara’s pages flipped, her runes lighting up.

Valtor pumped his fist. “Falcor! You’re alright?”

“Y-Yeah. I guess? You didn’t answer my question.”

Jake watched as the three of them caught up, and if the strange beings could cry tears of happiness, perhaps they would be. Amara filled Falcor in on what happened to him, and how Jake had helped him.

Falcor thanked Jake profusely, and Jake let him know that he was thankful as well–practicing on him would help him protect his own loved ones.

Eventually, Amara moved on to allow Jake to finish the experiments.

Following Amara’s managram, Jake engraved the scripts around the skull of the axe. A ring of the mysterious writing was completed, the mana suffusing into Falcor’s weapon body.

At Jake’s success, he frowned. “Why don’t you guys have any enchantments on your bodies?”

Amara’s voice was filled with mirth. “We can’t! Our bodies have arcane energies running through them. It destabilizes the mana and the enchantment can’t hold. Since it’s you, I figured it was worth a try. If you can enchant our very soul, why not our bodies? The worst that would have happened was Falcor here would have gotten a meaningless marking.”

The axe was not happy about this. “H-Hey! My glorious visage would have been tainted for nothing?”

Amara scoffed. “Not for nothing. For science!”

Valtor nodded sagely. “The one held above all else. No other can compare to its greatness, its importance. And so it shall be, forever.”

Jake frowned in confusion. “There’s a god named Science?”

The two of them laughed, but Falcor seemed a little lost. Whatever was funny to them, he wasn’t a part of.

Amara’s scripts lit up and her pages flipped. “Of course not! It was just a fun joke. We’re in such a good mood! This changes everything, for us. Let’s finish the Hearth enchantment? Does Falcor have enough space?”

Jake just wryly smiled at the two odd creatures. The two were often dutiful and serious. Should he be worried now? He imagined the now happy unliving creatures playing pranks like a bunch of mimics–hiding in plain sight, to spring their silly traps.

Looking at Falcor’s flame, Jake could see that it changed as the enchantment had been applied. It had suffused his spirit, enhancing it. If Jake had to guess, he was at about a fourth or fifth of his limit. Falcor was only level 13.

To be safe, Jake would do at most three enchantments. The purifying conduit was likely a simple connection to the body thanks to Amara’s idea, so Jake had one more enchantment he wanted to add, that he thought all Eternum would appreciate.

First, Jake enchanted the purifying conduit onto Falcor’s Hearth. Once the runes coalesced within the creature’s unliving fire, the scripts on his body lit up, and Jake was happy for the connection.

This unlocked countless possibilities for him and his wives. Most likely, he could do a form of tattoos on their skin, or similar, to try to enhance them in other ways. This also gave him ideas on how he may be able to connect and enhance his runebound states.

He confirmed he was right, in that he would have plenty of room for at least one more. Choosing the demonic runes of steadfast pyre, Jake reinforced their unliving flame’s loyalty.

One of the Eternum’s greatest fears was being controlled by a necromancer, that they would be used to attack their friends. Of course, they also worried about going crazy as a result, but many of the current Eternum were definitely those that were against fighting on a fundamental level.

Most Eternum would only fight in defense of themselves or others. Many of them did seem to resonate with Hestia quite well, deeply caring and valuing family above all else. Only their pursuit of knowledge shined nearly as brightly.

Understanding Arawn and Cernunnos, Jake thought the Eternum would also resonate well with them. Only Brigid and Lugh seemed like polar opposites, zero likely being able to be clergy with them.

Jake’s enchantment finished, Falcor laughed uproariously. “Bwahaha! I can feel the power!”

He lifted from the table, floating into the air. He then…swung himself, as if being held by an invisible warrior several times, his axe body lighting up with a blue ethereal light. The energy was interesting to Jake, as he understood it being some form of Arcane Energy.

The Arcane was similar to mana, but it was not. It contained something primordial, something that was the basis for all magic. Jake was extremely interested in the energy and finding special ways to use and harness it, but like many things, he had enough on his plate already.

“Nothing will stop the great Falcor now! I will cut the enemy to shreds!”

Falcor flew into the door, bouncing off of it. He tried again, the door not budging. His haft tried to turn the door handle, but just slid off the rounded implement.

The axe turned to Valtor. “Little help here? This…door stopped me.”

Amara used a spell form, to twist the door handle open. “You’ll either need to travel with someone else, or you’ll need to spend some time with me to learn some spell forms. It wouldn’t hurt for you to learn some magic. Jake here has taught us some powerful enhancement magics–imagine how sharp your blade would be with them?”

Valtor added, “You could team up with someone from Hearthtribe. I’m sure many of them would value a powerful weapon on their fighting teams.”

Jake had no room for Falcor in his party. Being a sentient weapon and a complete entity when considered by the Framework, he would take up a party slot.

There could be classes out there that could bypass this or at least minimize this somewhat like Jake with his summons, like the Garuda, but he hadn’t heard of one for someone like Falcor.

Inspecting Falcor, Jake realized the sentient unliving axe would be quite powerful. As an arcane-infused weapon, he would be nearly impervious to physical damage. His biggest challenge would be getting stuck from being pinned down, or trapped.

Otherwise, only magic could harm him, targeting his unliving flame. Jake had faced some acolytes and similar from Tartarus that might have smite spells–they just never used them against Jake’s party, as they were next to useless.

Jake noted, “If you learned some magic, few would be your match, Falcor. Teaming up with a beastkin until you do would work well.”

Falcor scoffed, raising his skull chin up as if to look down on Jake. “Nobody wields Falcor.”

Jake shrugged. “I didn’t say they needed to, just that you should team up. Partners. You should test the purifying conduit, after all. Having a friend there to take you out if you feel something is wrong should help.”

Amara hummed. “That’s true. Brock and Oman’s parties are about to take on their Trials and much of Hearthtribe is getting close as well. We’ll soon have more Auril Heroes than we can keep up with. Perhaps Seamus or Rookard may find use for you? Otherwise, many Satyrs, Fauns, and Dryads over level ten just joined. You would be an excellent addition to their parties.”

Falcor went to attack the training dummies after Valtor gave him a list of parties to contact.

Amara was beaming. “This was excellent news! We’ll try the purifying conduit, and if one of Morwen’s priestesses is able, we’ll have them test against Falcor. A few have fallen and should be respawning here, based on her last report.”

Jake nodded. “If it works, I have a lot of work ahead of me with enchanting all your brethren.”

Valtor’s voice was filled with reverence. “It gives us a path forward. Thank you for empowering my people, Lord Jake. You have our aid, no matter what happens–even without the servant contract.”

“Of course, Valtor. I appreciate all your help as well. Your people’s efforts have made our fight much smoother, and our Guild should rise up even further. Thanks to you, I can be confident that even once this battle is won, our people will be successful all over the Sector.”

Jake was happy about the success, and his Hearth Enchantment had finally hit level 4. He was finally getting near the peak of his Tier in that regard, and now, he would be able to enchant himself and his wives.

Amara eye’s flickered. “We are proud to be of service, Lord Jake. We know the Elysian races are happy to be here as well.”

Valtor added, “One more thing. Let’s head to the war room.”

Jake followed Valtor and Amara to the war room, where the Conquest Map was displayed. The changes where various mountains and peaks grew were numerous. Jake didn’t know how, but much of his gondolas remained intact through all the changes. It appeared the Heart of the World kept these in consideration, making them still able to run.

Valtor noted, “The rearranging of the world made it much more possible to cross Highlands on the ground to the coasts. We’re trying to get enough dinosaur mounts, but it’s been a real challenge.”

“How about the airship design? The blimps are still good, but having some forces a little more mobile might pay dividends. Even if not on this world, on others.”

Amara sighed. “The best we’ve been able to do is make auril or mana users able to more easily increase the speed for a time. An auril hero like Seamus can increase the speed by nearly fifty percent. A whole party of them, and they may be really able to zoom around.”

It turned out that with the right enchantments, some sort of flapping wings powered by cranks could be infused with auril, increasing their effect. Almost like oars on a boat, the wings would propel the airship forward.

For Jake, that was more than good enough. Within a week, Hearthtribe should be getting over a dozen Auril Heroes. In two, potentially hundreds.

“Any news on the West Coast? The situation has me anxious, I could easily have Ophelia head that way.”

Valtor nodded. “It’s mostly good news, Rookard and Warrior Brotherhood have met up. The problem is those locusts, and Aisling’s premonition that if you head West, something bad happens. Zorina and Mysticus have tried to confirm it, and it shows if you are seen there, something bad happens and the readings get too chaotic.”

They had captured some locusts for observation. Using any of their means, including Fhesiah’s cultivator methods, they could not learn anything about their methods or exact purpose. They were reproducing at a frantic pace across Highlands thanks to the high levels of life energies, and spreading.

Fortunately, they seemed mostly harmless. They grew slowly, and Jake imagined they would take months to grow beyond level 0 in strength. Not only that, but the native creatures of Highlands would have no difficulties eating them normally.

Likely, they were being bred in safety or protection before moving around.

It took far too much time to hunt them down and erase any swarms of them, as this conflict was coming to a head much sooner than they would matter for combat. However, it definitely appeared they were being used as some sort of information tool.

Amara added, “It’s impossible to know for sure, but we think the enemy lies in wait in the East. If you are seen West, they will spring their trap and countless will perish. By focusing East, it’s harder for you to be pinned down. It seems this buys the most time for the confrontation based on our predictions, too.”

Thinking on it, Jake knew the enemy used a form of foresight as well. His party could try hunting them, but they would likely see this future and move, preventing their detection. But Jake and his party never showed weakness. Odds were, they weren’t being ambushed–because the enemy would lose.

They were truly playing an odd and frustrating game of cat and mouse, where all it took was one mistake for thousands, possibly hundreds of thousands to die. He was thankful for Aisling’s prediction, or he’d have already split his efforts between coasts.

Looking over the map and his guild’s figures, he made his decision. As he always had, he would choose to empower his allies and enable them to succeed.

“Then, we’ll stay the course. Hearthtribe only grows in strength along with the world itself. Our forces will be stronger when it’s time for the Greater Rift than it would be now, and our defense is only costing the enemy as it increases our strength. I’ll just have to trust in our new allies to prevent the worst from happening in the West.”

Valtor nodded. “It’s tough when people are suffering, but you’ve given them their best possible chance to succeed.”

Amara added, “Your family shouldn’t carry the burden alone. You have built your allies up and empowered them, they need to have their chance to face challenges. It’s the only way they can grow.”

“As always, your assistance is greatly appreciated. I do value your council.”

Valtor and Amara beamed, and Jake headed out of the war room.

Stopping to visit Bloodberri on his way out, he was impressed she was still practicing. The two were working hard to practice their Runic Group Casting, their hopes of having more spells to cast with Jake, Ophelia, or Fhesiah at the top of their thoughts.

Exiting the training area, Jake was startled by Fhesiah’s voice in his mind.

[Husband, don’t you think it’s time we leveled up together?]


Chapter 4 - Yin-Yang Body Tempering



When Jake entered Fhesiah’s prepared cultivation chamber, he had no idea what to expect. At the center of the room was a heart-shaped bed, with a clear yin and yang symbol in the center. On it, Fhesiah waited in her dragon demoness form, smiling at him.

It had magical formations inscribed, so somehow, the bed was magical. Then, there were two cultivation mats nearby, with similar formations inscribed on them. The inscribed lines went up the wall next to them, to two orbs held above them, one black and one white.

Jake understood these were some kind of Qi energy reservoirs. Despite being black and white, they had a prismatic tint to them, and were a mixture between some kind of liquid and gas.

There were candles lit around the bed, and incense sticks filled the air with an inviting aroma that almost smelled like he was on the beach.

The room was strange. It was like a weird fusion of a love hotel, Chinese mysticism, and a mad scientist’s lair. Thinking on it, he realized that summarized and matched his wife pretty well somehow.

Fhesiah had spent the past week or so scouring over the technique, and making sure that she could apply it with her dual bloodline. She made some changes in terms of the execution because of that, but also because Jake was not a cultivator.

One of the things she was waiting for was Jake to learn that Advanced Energy Manipulation. It would help him handle controlling the exotic energies for this foray.

However, Jake had his doubts that he could have that level of control while enjoying the more carnal nature of their joining.

Fhesiah smirked. “You’d be surprised, dear husband. Let’s just say you’ll be properly motivated to do a good job of it? And not just because this should help me level up, and improve your core.”

Jake looked over the room as he neared Fhesiah on the bed. “Can you run me through this before we get started?”

Fhesiah gave a playful smile. “Ah yes, the best type of foreplay–we’ll talk of the technical details. Well you see, when a man loves a woman very much…or sometimes not at all, and just wants her body–or maybe when the woman–”

As always, Jake played the straight man in their routine. He cleared his throat. “Tell me about the orbs and the cultivation mats.”

She gave a faux sigh. “Alright. First, we will need to gather Qi of opposing elements, yin and yang, in this case. When I am a dragon, I will be gathering my opposite–yin energy, released from the orb. My yang body and bloodline energy will resist this opposing element, and be tempered by it. However, this will be like a poison, to me.”

Fhesiah motioned to Jake. “You will gather Yang energy, and while it won’t be like a poison to you, it won’t exactly be comfortable. Your body is not meant to hold the energy of the heavens, not being a cultivator at all. On some level, I suspect your purifying flames will work against this. Even if you might be tempted to push this further as the pain increases, do your best to limit this effect. We do want the energy to be purified and changed by your flames, but it must remain close to what it is.”

Jake thought he was following along. The male counterpart would normally be a cultivator, and like her body fighting off the yin, he too would be tempered by the yang, and be softening the energy in some way–refining it. Jake would manage this, but in a different way.

She continued. “If you can, mix some of your Hearthflame’s Holy Dark energies. It’s not a lot, but it is something to modify the energy. Then, the fun part.”

Jake could feel Fhesiah’s anticipation. “When we reach enough energy or the pain is too much for me and you, we come over to the bed. Yin and yang will meet, and together, we’ll create something more. The energy will be attracted to the other, but we’ll each shove our respective energies into each other, and grab and bring the results–as much as we can grab into our cores or dantians.”

She paused. “Unless something becomes excessively damaging and painful, I want you to take as much as you can. Do not worry about taking too much, much of it will disperse faster than we can grab it, drifting into the environment where it’s funneled back into the Hearth of the Refuge.”

Jake’s eyebrows were both raised. “Then what, we switch?”

Fhesiah nodded. “That’s right, then, you do your best to hold on to whatever’s left of the energy as we go back to the mats, switching–I will switch forms at the same time. We’ll repeat the same process, only the second time, when we go for the big finish: you give me everything you got.” She smirked. “Fill me up, like you always do.”

“But you just said to grab all the results from before and put it in my core. You’re saying to shove my Hearthflames into you?”

“Why not? Those are the flames of our family–they shall not harm me. Didn’t you just burn an unliving’s soul in a positive way?”

Jake did his best to float some Hearthflames from his core and into Fhesiah’s body. He roamed it around inside her, until she giggled and drew the flames into her own Hearth.

“That tickles a little? See, it’s no problem. When it’s been mixed with my own energies, I should have an easier time grasping it, too.”

She smiled at him. “Satisfied now? The foreplay is done now. Are you ready?” She scanned him with her divine sense. “Aw, you’re not even hard yet. Oh! I know.”

Fhesiah gave a sultry smile, and parted her robes a bit, showing off her breasts and squeezing them together. Her lust slammed into him over their bond, and she said in a near whisper.

“Just imagine, husband. Soon…”

She licked her lips, and dragged her painted fingernail down her chest.

“My level will increase, and my attributes will go up, and it will be all thanks to you.” She scanned him again, and giggled. “I knew it, you like those precious numbers a little too much! I knew I went wrong with the fauns–I should have talked about how big their numbers were.”

Jake rolled his eyes, and kissed his mischievous demoness.

“Ah! One more thing. Swallow this, husband.”

She gave him a pink pill, and took her own. Jake groaned. “The last time I took that…” He felt drained for days, after.

“We had so much fun! We need to increase the energies in every way we can. But if we go longer than four hours, we won’t be calling a doctor, I’ll be calling Ophelia to brag and mess with her again.” Fhesiah winked.

Before she stood up, she triggered something in the room. The lights dimmed, the Hearth blazed, and Qi flooded the area. Scripts lit up around the room, on the cultivation mats and even on the bed.

Jake and Fhesiah sat down, and Jake was already starting to feel the lust–from what was about to happen and from what the pill was doing to his body.

Sitting down at the light orb mixed with flames and smoke, he looked at it worriedly. That was going into his body? The transparent orb allowed him to see what appeared to be a near-white mixture, with flickering flames and smoke within.

He didn’t get long to worry about it because Fhesiah sat down and triggered the apparatus. The fiery energy entered the mat he was sitting on, and drifted up into his body. He felt the almost-pure yang energy enter him, a fiery sensation entering his veins.

It started out like a warm, pleasant sensation. But as it built, his breathing picked up, and he started to sweat. His veins started to burn slightly, and his body started to be influenced by the energy.

His purifying flames were slightly working against the burning effect as the energy entered him, and he let this alleviate the pain.

Looking over at Fhesiah through his bond, he could tell that she was having the opposite–a painful freezing effect. Despite being cold, this too burned her, feeling like sharp knives running along her body.

As she was actively drawing the energy into herself using her cultivation method, it appeared she had it a lot worse than himself.

Fhesiah was intentionally drawing the energy into her channels, organs, and meridians, tempering her entire body. The Yin energies even seeped into her spirit temple, assaulting and tempering her dragon murals.

Within her spiritual temple, they were drawn in into her Hearth and the demonic runes matching her kitsune bloodline, enhancing it.

The pain Jake felt was becoming more than uncomfortable, but he began actually drawing in more from the room to match his lover. He knew the goal was to have close to the same amount of energy, and the pain was starting to melt away–as his lust increased.

Fhesiah gave him a look filled with love for his efforts, as his and her body were wracked with pain, but it was slowly being replaced by lust of her own. Soon, they would join on the heart-shaped bed. They would find enjoyment and pleasure, but also growth.


Interlude 1 - ♥♥♥ - Body Tempering with Fhesiah



Jake and Fhesiah stood from the mats at the same time, their robes pooling beneath them. She stood in her proud, naked glory, her sensuous body on full display as she strode toward the bed. He marveled at her long legs and thick thighs, a body that she had designed or enhanced to his liking.

She lay in the center of the bed, spreading her legs wide for Jake and opening her labia for him to see. Her expression was filled with both lust and need, her breathing heavy.

Her tail was trailed off to the side, the base lifting her off the bed, almost like placing a pillow underneath her. This gave him an excellent angle for entry, and she had her wings spread out widely behind her.

Jake was already more than hard, the pill and the energy driving him mad with lust. With no ceremony, he kneeled and hilted himself inside her waiting pussy.

When he did, it was like an explosion went off in his mind, the sensation as the energy began rushing through him and into her through his cock.

Fhesiah moaned. “Ohhhh shit,” she chuckled, “that’s even better than I thought it would be!”

With his mind muddled with lust, Jake couldn’t stop moving. The energy was rushing from all over his body toward his cock, and while it burned, the pleasure as his cock was engulfed by her pussy was immense.

Her pussy rippled all along his length, tightening and massaging his cock as he thrust into her willing cunt. Fhesiah moaned with nearly every thrust, her eyes going out of focus before snapping back to attention.

Pounding her for all he was worth, his hips couldn’t stop moving as he fucked her wet pussy. His lust addled mind just barely worked to complete his task, pulling some resulting energies from where his cock met his wife.

The special energy filled his body with a helpful warmth, soothing his muscles from the damage the original energy had given off, and he dragged it into his core where it grew.

Jake fingered Fhesiah’s clit with his thumb, as he felt her getting close. Her pussy convulsed on his cock, rippling up and down on his length.

“Oh fuck, yes! Fuck me harder!”

His hips were a blur as she wrapped her legs around him and pulled him in as he did. His cock bottomed out in her pussy each time, her tongue hanging out of her mouth as she moaned in pleasure.

Fhesiah’s whole body shook as she came, her wailing a wordless scream. As she did, even more of the energy was created, rushing inside them both.

Jake came as well, pumping his cum inside her pussy. The energy mixed further, and Jake felt a pleasant sensation enter his body as he grabbed the energy and dragged it into his core.

But this was only just the beginning. Only a fifth or less of the energy had finished mixing, though Jake thought the effects of the energy on his core were interesting. On some level, the core area of his Divine Hearth were enhanced, and the energies grew in some way he couldn’t understand.

Jake had just come, but of course, his stamina regen kept him hard anyway. The pink pill, even more so. He lifted Fhesiah’s legs until they were placed on his shoulders. Fucking her in the mating press position, her pussy felt even tighter than before.

Fhesiah moaned and her eye’s fluttered, as her draconic eyes met Jake’s. Each thrust reached deep within her cunt as the two made lustful love, filled with both enjoyment and empowerment.

The two became like a cycle of lust, of each fulfilling each other’s desires. Her pussy milked Jake of his seed, the two not stopping for minutes that became hours. The two shifted position several times, swapping with each of them being on top. Jake even used her throat with his hands on her horns, as they mixed and merged the energies.

Despite still being filled with lust, Jake looked at Fhesiah’s Spiritual Temple. The bricks had brightened and were enhanced, and he thought this had worked quite well. The temple itself had even grown.

She smiled. “Yes! It’s worked amazingly, husband. Maybe even better than I thought it would. I just might level up. Now, we switch.”

The surrounding air shifted, her body transforming into that of the dark kitsune. Sitting on their respective mats, they gathered the energies once more. Jake couldn’t help but marvel at how her breasts had been enlarged, and her legs and body looked just a bit more thick.

“Oh yes, my ass is even thicker now, Jake. Bloodberri still beats me in sheer size, but I wanted to make sure you got a little more variety. Did you know that once Tanda has children, she just might become a lot more like her mother?” She licked her lips. “I just can’t wait to watch you rail her, while we taste each other’s juices.”

Jake groaned, but he resisted both the energy and lust as it invaded him. Fhesiah was combating the encroaching energy and pain, tempering her kitsune body with the yang energy. Even as she fought away the painful energy, she continued to focus on driving Jake with lust.

When they met again on the bed, Jake kissed his amorous kitsune instead. Her teasing nature was part of what he loved about her, how she always kept things and enjoyable for him. Lifting her into his embrace, he hilted his cock into her pussy in one smooth motion.

Once again his mind blanked as the painful energies swirled and like a wave left him to enter Fhesiah through his cock, but her insistent tongue brought him back to the present.

Fucking her while standing and holding her aloft, her tails danced behind her and caressed him as he pumped her up and down gently. Her cunt massaged his length, a contrast to her sporadic convulsing from before.

Her pussy felt amazing on his length, the hot and cold from their joining enhancing the sensation Jake experienced. Fhesiah’s moans and pleased sounds heightened his lust causing him to increase his pace.

One hand massaged her large breasts, as the other aided lifting her large ass up and down on his cock. His pace increased further as they kissed, their tongues exploring one another. Their love for each other heightened, and Jake hadn’t even realized when he changed Runebound states to the Sage.

Her body shook in orgasm, her pussy milking him further. Sensing what Fhesiah and he would enjoy, he lifted her off his cock and spun her onto all fours on the bed. Pushing her face down onto the mattress, he pulled her tails and ass up in front of him as he crouched.

Entering her tight pussy from behind, she was long since wet from their joining, but rivulets of her own cum drenched her thighs. Her body shook from pleasure, and her pussy, which was designed for his cock, pulsated at his entry.

“Ohhh yes! I made it all for you, husband. Fuck me!”

Her moans continued as he fucked into her pussy from behind, her rounded ass meeting his cock with every thrust. The two found synchronicity with their desires, Fhesiah taking Jake’s heightened lusts into her body.

Merging the essence of themselves, it was hard to tell where Jake ended and Fhesiah began. As he found resonance with her, it was like he could feel her sensations. Beyond their own thoughts and emotions, a pervasive love for one another remained.

As he pounded into her pussy and gripped her tail with one hand, he put his hand on her arched back and waist to pull her into him. While she moaned with lust and Jake groaned in pleasure himself, something different was building within.

As the energy built in their centers, Jake felt something was a little different this time.

Mysterious scripts appeared within Fhesiah’s Spiritual Temple, enhancing both the draconic and the kitsune runes and mosaics. Her tails battered his chest as she came, her pussy gripping and tightening on his cock.

It was near a jacking off motion with her pleasurable cunt, and he found himself cumming inside her tightness.

But they continued their making love, never stopping bringing each other pleasure. The magical energies suffused each other’s bodies, the two becoming closer to one another than ever.

Heading for a big finish, Jake’s mind was addled with lust. Fhesiah’s mind was filled with adoration and excitement, basking in the glory of their pairing.

“Yes! One more, husband. Give me everything!”

Her body was shaking in orgasm continuously now, the pleasure from the energies and the love significant. Jake’s body was basked as well, and he continued to fuck her continuously.

Fhesiah’s pussy pushed to meet his cock, as he tightened his grip even tighter. Taking his pleasure from her willing cunt, he released his final load into her.

Jake’s mind nearly blanked in pleasure once more, but he had the presence of mind to push the energy into her with all his will. Focused on the love he had for her, he shoved his divine flames into her body.

Filling her spiritual temple in the Divine Flames of his Hearth, he bathed her with his glorious fire. She let out a wordless scream of pleasure and happiness, her body shaking in orgasm. Having given Fhesiah everything, he started to collapse on the bed.

All Jake could hear was Fhesiah’s breathing, but he could feel the love they had built for one another. He basked in it for a moment, their tempering session completed.

Fhesiah was focused on the changes within her spiritual temple, but she still had the presence of mind to say, “Not bad for a first time, huh, husband? We’ll have to do that again soon!”


Chapter 5 - Family



Jake and Fhesiah had collapsed on the bed, utterly spent. While Fhesiah was smiling in her kitsune form, she was completely exhausted. She wrapped Jake up in her tails and hugged him to her, and Jake distantly enjoyed the pleasant sensations of her soft and very fluffy body against his.

The body tempering result for her was excellent. It had gone well beyond her modest projections of how long it would take to temper her body and bloodlines, making her sturdier and more resilient, and empowering her bloodline energies within her.

Mysterious scripts even appeared within her temple, a magical energy resulting from Fhesiah and Jake’s joining. The Divine Flames of his Hearth were beyond special, and contained energies from a higher Tier–the gods themselves within.

She was already powerful against an enemy’s flames as a dragon, but that effect would be multiplied.

Fhesiah was confident that if an enemy hit her with divine or god-powered flames, she would shrug them off even if they were filled with malevolence.

Her Spiritual Temple had been filled with the mysterious golden energy, incomprehensible scripts lining the various places within her temple that glimmered with her bloodline energies. She had forged and expanded her temple even as it was tempered, and the Framework already saw her as level 24.

Not only that, but her constitution had increased by nearly five points from just this one evening, her resilience being improved significantly.

Even Jake’s body was tempered somewhat. However, while Fhesiah’s tempering was a conscious tearing down and rebuilding, Jake’s was more like sitting under a waterfall. The effects were an order of magnitude lower, but he would likely see some benefits after a few sessions.

The idea might be that when Jake has his own manual, he would be experiencing much more of the tempering–having many more partners, as it were.

Jake felt incredibly drained. His initial thoughts of Fhesiah being a succubus came back to his mind. While he knew he didn’t look like a withered husk, he felt like one. Looking inward, he felt strange. Shouldn’t his Hearthflames be coming back by now?

He had given them all to Fhesiah in the heat of the moment, and now, it was like he was empty. Jake had nothing left at all. As his breaths came in slower, he started to have difficulty. He sat up on the bed, finding he couldn’t take in a breath.

Then, it was like something inside him snapped.

A fire burned within his lungs, and it was like trying to breathe after being punched in the chest. Like his lungs had collapsed, and he was having difficulty reinflating them.

Jake was filled with distress. Normally, he would be able to hold his breath for minutes at a time, but now he was struggling after just a few seconds.

His mouth made gasping sounds, but nothing entered his lungs.

Fhesiah snapped awake from her stupor, and Ira arrived, feeling its master’s distress. Inspecting Jake with her Divine Sense, Fhesiah’s thoughts were a storm of possibilities. Whatever was happening to him was not simple. All the cells in his body thirsted for something, but what?

“Ira, move him right in front of the Hearth of the Refuge in the living room!”

There was a Hearth in the room, but it was still not exactly the primary. It had been focused to provide more pure heavenly energies, her arrays and formations designed to make this room special.

His voidwyrm familiar Ira tried to shift Jake like normal, and as the hole in the void was created–Jake took a portion of a breath, and the spell collapsed. While this reduced the burning sensation somewhat, it felt like it was a drop in the bucket compared to what he needed.

Fhesiah’s eyes narrowed at that. “Void energy is what you breathed in?” Ira circled Jake, observing him with attention. Its eyes narrowed too, trying to sense what was happening to him.

Checking some functions of the Refuge within Jake’s Menu, Fhesiah guided him to reduce the protections to the void. Nothing immediately happened, but Jake could feel like something had changed.

Jake could barely function, feeling like he was being asphyxiated as he was. Fhesiah checked the Alliance Shop and Market, looking for anything that might have anything he could use.

Anything from the Shop would arrive instantly, and things from the Market could do the same if they were being sold within a certain range. The odds of him finding anything useful in the first place were dubious at best, let alone with the limitations.

Jake left Fhesiah to it, while he grasped at straws, trying to move his energy around. Using his Divine Energy, the burning sensation only increased, and he thought if anything it made it worse.

Pulling at the energies in his Hearth bonds, he even found these somewhat restricted. He still pulled energy in through Energy Sharing, but it felt like there was a minor effect of the sealing stones where he fought the enemy Champion of Apophis.

Jake thankfully still wore his Storage Bracelet. Retrieving his conjuration spell rod, he attempted to open a portal to the void to summon water. Once again, the spell collapsed as he took in a portion of a breath.

Ophelia arrived in a near blaze of light in her full-bodied blue and white polka-dotted pajamas, taking over trying to cast the spell. Fhesiah started dumping out random purchases, things related to the void but not expressly the same, as these were the only things available.

As an Eclipse Stone hit the ground next to him, he took an entire breath. His body was like a vacuum or magnet, causing the stone to fly toward his body.

The item crumbled into dust, as Jake got a second breath–before he was back to the same situation he was in. Ophelia kept trying to cast the portal to the void and this seemed to add up over time, but it was not enough for what Jake needed to survive whatever was happening to him.

Tanda and Bloodberri arrived now similarly dressed–Tanda naked as she slept au naturel, and Bloodberri wearing her own cute snake-doggy pajamas. Blood dumped out some items she had just purchased, some odds and ends scattering on the floor.

The Shadow Essence was drawn in, his greedy lungs and body absorbing what was contained in the odd liquid within a mere instant.

Various items were dumped onto the floor, of things Fhesiah knew were adjacent to the void. Both that she purchased, and items that they had for crafting. Monster carcasses of umbral creatures, plants filled with twilight essence, shadow, and more. Some were drawn in to Jake, while others appeared to be ignored.

Fhesiah had already spent nearly ten percent of their available funds, and little had moved.

Tanda hugged and held into Jake, distressed she couldn’t do anything. Jake’s heart had slowed to a near stop, and she did her best to harmonize with him. Taking shallow breaths of her own, her heartbeat started to take on Jake’s cadence.

A flicker went through Ira’s eyes, and it weaved itself around to draw attention to it. It put its tail in front of Jake, with the white and black flames flickering off of it. It then made itself a circle, hovering between each of the girls.

He wasn’t sure on Ira’s meaning, but he thought it meant to find resonance with each of the girls.

Jake did his best to find resonance and join Tanda in finding harmony with one another, his hearth starting to flicker along with Tanda’s. Taking on the state of the avenger, items that previously fell on the floor to no effect began to be drawn toward Jake.

They appeared to be related to death, such as the Abyssal Water and even Tanda’s Deathbloom Flowers.

Even creature corpses were drawn, and Fhesiah and Blood quickly purchased more. Tanda willed her manifestation of a wolf to be sent to Jake over their Bond, and it seemed to be drawn into him, infusing the cells in his body.

Something within Jake began to burn. He guessed some sort of balance was not being maintained, and he pulled away from his resonance with her.

Still, she continued to find harmony with him. Tanda matched her breaths, her hearthvine’s flame flickering along with his.

Jake tried to latch onto Ophelia, and felt that whatever was inside her was not quite what he needed at the moment. While she could use the magic of the goddess, her soul or energy was not attuned in that way. Then, Blood and Berri were completely in sync. He wasn’t ready to synchronize with them.

He urged Fhesiah to shift back to her dragoness form, which thankfully only took a few seconds now. Resonating with Fhesiah, he took on the state of the Sage, and the creation flames of the dragon were drawn into his spirit.

His hearth flickered with the cadence of his dragoness wife, and now new items were drawn toward him. Celestial Stones, Astral Embers, and Starfall Crystals all were absorbed by his hungry body.

The burning sensation decreased until it stopped, but his cells were still hungry. He drew up everything he could get from Fhesiah expending all of her bloodline energies, until his cells began to burn again.

Keeping his resonance with her, she activated her bloodline transformation. Shifting over to the dark kitsune, her bloodline flames took on a ruinous quality. An Eclipse Heartwood and Wraithfire Lantern floated into Jake, along with several monster corpses crumbling into dust as they reached him.

The burning decreased until he had consumed all of Fhesiah’s bloodline flames of the dark kitsune. Fhesiah’s dragon flames were much more powerful than Tanda’s death manifestation or the kitsune flames by a significant margin, so Jake felt that he was much more at balance than he was just after finding resonance with Tanda.

Still, he wasn’t sure how thirsty his cells were. He couldn’t really breathe as soon as the energy from the creatures and materials were expended.

Tanda and Fhesiah both stayed connected as he moved on to find resonance with Berri. She was the least distressed because she had confidence that Jake and the rest would work it out. If not, she’d resurrect him when they were done. It’d be totally fine. Probably.

Taking on the state of the Saint, very little floated toward him. But Jake was suffused with her powerful holy light energy, bringing Jake close to being centered. Breaths came in quickly, until once more she ran out of everything to give him. So he moved on to Blood.

He found resonance with his queenly wife, his state switching to that of a Monarch. Her holy dark was drawn into him, empowering himself and drawing in a few more materials to be drained by his lungs and cells within his body.

From what Jake and Fhesiah could guess, what helped draw materials in from the beginning was likely the light and dark flames in his hearth–he had absorbed them already.

Ira was filled with frustration as it scoffed at their thoughts. It told them that already!

But as Blood’s holy dark energy combined with the other energies in Jake’s Hearth, they became chaotic. More creature corpses were drawn in, including a chimeral corpse that Fhesiah purchased.

Jake could feel that whatever was absorbed was a little different. Seeing this, Fhesiah used most of their funds to purchase a peak Tier 1 boss corpse, some kind of manticore. Most likely some kind of Raid Boss corpse, the creature took up a large portion of their room.

But it was drawn in just the same. The chaotic essences that made up the creature were drained from the corpse, leaving its body crumbling to ashes and dust. Something began forming within Jake’s chest, some sort of spheres within his lungs.

Suddenly, energies from the void were drawn in, tears in space ripping into the fabric of their Refuge. Every cell making up Jake’s body boiled and tore as it drew in energy from the Hearth in the room, even as bloody rents were scored on Jake.

The tears in space were localized, the fabrics of reality cracking and shattering like glass in the air around him.

A tear in Jake’s flesh was mirrored on Ophelia through her Chosen ability, and she was unable to really do more than suffer along with him. But her gasp in pain reminded him, that he hadn’t yet found resonance with her. He took on the state of the Guardian, and she summoned her Hearth of Hestia.

It immediately healed their wounds, restoring their flesh and even feeding some of Jake’s hungry cells as it floated inside him.

Ira roared as it expended its void energies, forming a barrier around Jake of black void. It was drawn in by Jake’s breaths, but the juvenile void wyrm did its best to hold on, drawing out as much as it could.

Jake drew in everything he could from his Hearth bonds, who were all connected with him, their Hearth’s flickering along with his. Their vortexes drew the energies of the Refuge in, the Hearth keeping the density of energy a significant factor.

The two spheres in Jake’s chest finished forming, and the storm of spatial tears finally disappeared. It was like a barrier was created around the spheres, or they finished becoming void orbs.

He now had no trouble breathing, him drawing in just a little bit of the void with every breath.

The void orbs within his lungs would then emanate the energy into his body, where his cells would greedily absorb it. Ira was greatly interested in this process, hovering around and monitoring his breathing.

Tanda had stayed by his side all the while, but still hadn’t been wounded. His girls were still in their pajamas or naked, but he looked at them with pride.

“Thanks, girls. It really feels like if you all weren’t there, something really bad would have happened.”

His girls all smiled with pride, their hearths still flickering along with him. They had weathered this horrible storm, and he was sure that it was only because his wives were with him, and that they were both strong and balanced among them.

Fhesiah hummed. “I don’t know if you’d have died, but it would have been a close thing. I do wonder what would have been lost if we didn’t help with our resonance.”

Jake frowned. “I couldn’t even breathe until I got some energy, though?”

She smiled. “The problem was we were in our Refuge. Until you had enough energy to open the portal into the void, you were kind of stuck. If you were back on Highlands or Ariminum, once enough spatial tears opened, you would have drawn in enough energy on your own.”

Tanda asked with worry, “Is it done? What happened?”

Jake received a notification, but Fhesiah already knew the answer. “Well, it looks like Jake wasn’t just a mere human, after all. He had a hidden bloodline, it looks like.”

Tanda frowned. “What, like a parentage?”

Fhesiah nodded. “That’s right. Jake is probably a half, or quarter, of some kind of creature that managed to mate with humans. Though what, I wonder?”

Jake looked over his notifications, and sighed with relief that a new section of the Menu appeared, able to give him information.

[Race: High Human][Bloodline: Child of the Void*]

The asterisk appeared to be that until Jake identified the actual creature, this would not update it and give him information he didn’t already know. However, it told him that he was now considered a High Human.

Looking at Ophelia’s status, she was now listed as a High Valkyrie as well. As they approached the peak of their Tier, their race had been evolving all the while. They had already arrived at a Tier 2 race, and that boded well for them.

This was before they increased in Tier and received the special reward the Framework would give them, along with the fact that their Race would usually only be boosted by it once they triggered raising in Tier at a Node.

Their special Hearth cores were already improving their race, evolving them to a higher Tier without the Framework’s aid. Their Hearth Cores actually provided more attributes than their levels, especially Jake’s. It made a sort of sense to him that he was already beyond someone early in the next Tier in various ways.

[Bloodline Menu][Bloodline Refinement Rating: E]

[Trait: Void Lungs][The orbs within your lungs draw in void energy with every breath. Through them, you have established a connection to the void.]

[Trait: Void Cells][Cells within your body have harmonized with the void, storing significant amounts of void energy. Your body is naturally stronger, and more resilient against all spells.]

Jake saw that the change on his physical attributes was almost ten each, and from only embarking on refining and improving his bloodline. Later, it appeared he could unlock additional abilities.

Berri frowned. “We went through all that, and you just breathe now? That’s kinda lame.”

Jake chuckled at that, but it was Fhesiah who responded. “As mentioned, Jake is likely only a quarter, or maybe even as little as an eighth of this special being–perhaps even less than that. Only by refining and enhancing his bloodline can he bring out the full power of it. Cultivator humans would inject special bloodlines through various artifacts and methods, and use them to enhance themselves. They would go through a similar process as they became more like their ancestors.”

Ophelia asked, “But just what was his ancestor? Do we want him to become more like it in the first place?”

Tanda was frowning now, from where she nuzzled him from the side. “You feel different, Jake. The restriction on the bond didn’t go away.”

Looking inward, he found she was right. For her, it was a little distressing, as her bond was the weakest among the girls at the moment. Still, as a Hearth Bond, it was more than strong enough to have no problems, but what if they had to fight through the sealing stone again?

He wasn’t sure if he would have an easier time dealing with it now or not.

Ira seemed to sneer at this thought–it thought that this would be no concern at all. Jake got the feeling it was now prouder than ever that it chose Jake. However, he also got a sense of familiarity from the juvenile voidwyrm.

“You think you know what I am, Ira?”

Ira proudly nodded, as Blood hummed. “It would be nice to know. Now that your bloodline has awakened, I can feel you are just a little more monstrous than you were before. Not a lot, but it is there.”

The party headed to the computer in the living room, where all could get a good view of the research.

Jake brought up all the information he could gather on creatures of the void, and those adjacent. There were countless, but thankfully there were images of a sort, and he could view them by category.

Ira watched with interest as he cycled through the descriptions and images, from eldritch-like beings to random creatures of the void like bugs or demons. None were in the ballpark though, until he arrived at a creature covered in wings and eyes, with a giant one in the center.

Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise, and he was a little sickened by the gross creature. “Void Seraph?” Ira shook its head, but Jake got the feeling that the creature was at least tangentially related.

Digging into the category, or those related, there were various descendants of the strange beings, but what drew Ira was the Umbral Envoy.

As Jake read through the description, the creature became sure of it, and so did he. They had specialized void cells that made them resilient to the void and all exotic energies, and even had enhanced regeneration.

They were descendants of the Void Seraph, and were creatures that could take on a human-like form. As travelers of the void, their common form was more like an elemental golem comprised of a gas-like void, having tentacled hands.

Most images had the large gaslike body coming out of a hole in the void, like it had one foot in another dimension as it attacked with its large body in this one.

Tanda’s ears were flat on her head, as she looked at the resident bloodline expert: Fhesiah. “Is Jake going to become like that? That’s a little…weird.”

Fhesiah smiled at the opportunity to tease. “Hmm, I wonder? Don’t you think it’d be wonderful for him to envelop your entire body, so he can be inside all of your holes in four dimensions instead of just three? Now I really wish Jake had gotten that faun, then–”

The entire Hart family, including Ira, looked at Fhesiah with narrowed eyes, just what was this degenerate thinking?

Ophelia interrupted, “Isn’t it time for you to throw on some clothes? We don’t need you breasting all boobily in the living room.”

Fhesiah raised her brow at Tanda. “What about this one? She doesn’t bother you?”

Ophelia blushed. “She at least tries to cover herself a little with her wings! Yours are always spread out, like everything else!”

Tanda did have her chest mostly covered with one wing like a cloak, and her modesty otherwise covered in front of her legs with the other.

This was in addition to the fur on her arms and legs almost looking like clothes to begin with. Still, she quickly put on a skirt from her storage bracelet, the action taking less than a second.

Jake cleared his throat. “Let’s focus? Tanda isn’t the only one worried about what this means for me.”

For some reason, Berri was quite distressed, especially. Of course, Jake didn’t want to become some weird ball of gas with tentacles, either.

Fhesiah sighed, and her cultivator robes appeared around her. “Yes. So, as you refine and enhance, or reinforce your bloodline, you may take on more or enhance the traits you already have. However, you will never be an Umbral Envoy, unless you go through excessive lengths. At the end of the day, you are still a human–or High Human. There may be a point where you could throw away your humanity in favor of this race, but it would have to be a conscious decision, requiring various artifacts consumed and merged with yourself.”

Berri sighed in relief. “G-Good. I love Jake how he is now! That thing doesn’t look like I can wrap him up, or carry him on my back.”

Blood hummed. “It did look powerful. Still, our bond is already hampered by these void cells. His skin even glimmers purple in the light. I’d rather our lord husband continues as he is, too.”

Tanda now inspected Jake a little more closely, hugging onto him. “You’re right! It’s like my feathers.”

Ophelia’s eyes began to sparkle. “I think I had a story like that! Oh, that vampire movie you told me about, they sparkled or something, didn’t they? That’s neat!”

Jake groaned as he looked at his hands. He glimmered purple now?


Chapter 6 - Array



Everyone was about to file out of the room after some small conversation and putting on clothes, when Berri asked, “What happened to that array thingy? Are we going to use that now?”

Fhesiah hummed. “I suppose my tempering was a success, and I’m confident we’ll be able to continue this way for some time. This was only a Tier 1 Manual, but even if not optimized exactly at the second Tier, it should still have some effect using higher Tier energies. I should be able to alter it for my Cultivator Core, or we can hope that this is how the Framework might help us. If Jake receives an ability, you’d think with how he’s linked to us, it should aid each of us in some way.”

She retrieved the original Body-tempering manual, and handed it to Jake. The girls all gathered around to watch, as he retrieved the special item from his storage bracelet.

He activated the strange item on the manual, the golden light of the Framework descending on it. Golden hexagons enveloped the manual, until it shifted and became a proper Framework skill book.

[Body and Soul Tempering Manual: Chaotic Voidborne Soul Harmonization][Uses yin and yang energies from loved ones to temper the void body and both harmonize and temper the soul. Requires a strict balance to properly temper both the body and soul across partners and self.]

The resident speed reader, Fhesiah, took the manual and flipped through it. The pages moved faster than Jake could even follow, but she was only scanning the words with her divine sense as they flew by.

Judging by how her smile went wide as she did, he knew that the general spirit of the tempering manual stayed the same.

She had only worked through about half of it, and she closed it, becoming thoughtful and pausing for a moment.

“This is good! I’m just thinking of how I should apply it to me. You can still temper and harmonize with us all as planned, but I am just concerned your void lungs and cells will strip some of what I need away. Since it worked so well even as it was, I have some hope still!”

Fhesiah smirked. “I’m willing to give it a try, as many times as it takes! We’ll get it right, eventually.”

Berri clapped. “Yay! It’s still leveling up from breeding? I like smashing bad guys, but that’s even better!”

Tanda’s tail was wagging a little. “That sounds like fun! S-Still, my death is yin, right? Where do we get yang? I guess, my auril is more life energy, or something?”

Ophelia frowned, as she wondered what this meant for her. She didn’t have yin energy, or yang. Her soul had no attunement. Mana was neutral by default, her high affinity with the divine just made her mana efficient to convert to the flames of the goddess.

As Fhesiah had flipped through the book, the gist that Jake gathered as it raced by in her mind was a large portion of the guidance for Jake was on using his void lungs. The technique’s purpose was a lot like how she drove her end of the tempering.

Only now he would be doing that, with his void lungs and cells and harmonizing with his bloodline. In a sense, he would lean on his bloodline to become more like the creature, to enhance his traits. Much of the technique was the same, aside from this.

The book was chock-full of information about various yin and yang energies and balancing them, and Jake could tell this manual had immense practical value. Like the Advanced Energy Manipulation manual, much could be learned about the multiverse just from the information contained inside.

Fhesiah nodded at Jake’s thoughts. “I’ll work on transcribing the information, at least, for Amara, when I’m not busy. Still, there is a problem.” She focused on Ophelia.

“W-What, this isn’t some sex thing, is it? I told you–”

“It is, but it isn’t. The technique explicitly states that balance is required. I am balanced by myself–or rather, I hope to be soon. So is Blood and Berri, why, they are as balanced as they come. That leaves…”

Fhesiah focused on Tanda and Ophelia.

Tanda could see where this was going. “Sister, just because we are both going to mate with Jake, doesn’t mean we have to do something together! I don’t mind if you’re there… Oh! Maybe we can just put in curtains in the room–and, maybe, use earbuds, or something?”

Ophelia smiled at Tanda trying to be so accommodating to her. “It’s not that I find being with Jake and you gross or anything, it’s just that I prefer my time with him to be private. For Jake and you, I can do it, sister. You don’t need to go that far. But, that isn’t the only problem…”

Fhesiah nodded. “That’s right. You see, right now, it’s like this.”

[Fhesiah: Yang Body/Energy, Yin Body/Energy]

[Bloodberri: Chaos (Chimeral) Body, Yin/Yang Soul]

[Tanda: High Vitality/Life (Yang) Body, Death (Yin) Soul]

[Ophelia: Neutral Body, Neutral Soul/Energy.]

[Jake: Void Body, Yin/Yang Soul]

“Ideally, to match well with Tanda, you would need a yin body and a yang soul to contribute properly. You see, if you try to gather energy for the technique, it’s not just that you won’t temper yourself–it’s also that the energy gets altered in some way as it passes through you.”

She continued, “Then, not being tempered will eventually put you out of balance with Jake. It’s true that, for a while, you may be able to use Hestia’s flames to take part in the technique–by transforming your mana into it. However, as his body and soul are tempered and yours is not, he will advance with his resilience increased, and require more and more energies to continue while yours won’t really get tempered. Eventually, the higher energy requirement will be too much and destroy you.”

Fhesiah let that hang there for a moment. It was a sobering thought. Fhesiah added, “I think the body issue can be overcome with a more generic manual, at least for a time. For example, from the contribution store–”

She was interrupted by a notification.

[Message from Goddess received. Please visit a shrine of Hestia as soon as possible.]

A collective sigh of relief came from Jake and all his girls.

Berri looked toward the entrance to Hestia’s shrine. “What a relief. You guys work on fixing too many problems already. It’d be nice if they can help Lia!”

Blood hummed. “The timing seemed by design. Come to think of it, the date for our meeting with the gods is nigh. It was a tentative timeframe, and we are not far off from it.”

They all left and filed into the shrine. As soon as they entered, Hestia descended into the statue.

“Greetings, Hart Family, and Welcome, Tanda! It is a pleasure to finally meet you, in a sense. Of course, I know so much about you already, and I’m so glad you ended up joining the Hart family.”

Tanda’s tail was wagging as she smiled brightly. “Thanks, Hestia! It’s nice to meet you too!”

Hestia continued, “Now, as you have guessed, we may be able to address your imbalance issues. We didn’t want you to jump the gun, as it were. It was a little bit of a surprise that the seal was broken so soon, and broken where it was. Odin expected it to break at the second Tier, perhaps during combat. So your cultivator wife caused an unforeseen…consequence.”

Now Tanda was worried. “It’s not bad, is it?”

Hestia sighed. “It’s not all good. While it might help you in the conflict to come, when Tartarus sees your strength it is going to paint an even larger target on your back. We would have liked it to remain hidden a little while longer.”

Jake asked, “Can you tell me anything about it? My…ancestors?”

“It’s more or less as you guessed, to an extent. Your great-grandmother was visited by the creature of the void. Seeking a special connection to the tangible dimension and world of Earth, it created a very human-like form, fell in love, and had a child. The reality is, it was more like a man-shaped beast. It left nearly as quickly as it arrived.”

She continued, “Not all that special sounding, but it was. For Earth, a Tier 0 world, the creature had to break in through the Framework’s protections. This is an extremely rare event, probably happening less than once a millennium on similar worlds throughout the multiverse, let alone while being compatible or actually having and leaving a child.”

Jake realized that a void creature being so attracted to Earth and some woman would in fact be quite rare. But it was both a relief and a little disappointing that his situation was so…mundane. On the other hand, it meant he kind of had a great-grandfather out there?

“It is out there, somewhere. Perhaps, one day you could meet it, but even we don’t know where it lurks. Back to the original topic, we shall meet as planned tomorrow. A demigod’s party and various other warriors and allied Divine from your Sector will be there, both to meet with you, but also meet each other. Brother Guan Yu and his allies would like to meet you with an offer to be your mentors. If you accept, they shall spend a bit of time with you.”

Sensing Jake’s questions, Hestia continued, “There are few downsides to the meeting, as they have paid the Price to both be present but also meet with you–we will only be there as mental projections, rather than there in truth. As for the Mentorship, If they weren’t trusted, they could gather unlimited information about you. In addition, while they wouldn’t be able to directly harm you, they could cause you to walk down a harmful path.”

Jake understood what she was saying. A malicious party could find all of Jake’s weaknesses, or even create some with poor guidance. Then, the mind was not something that the Framework protected. He was sure some form of hypnotism or suggestions could get through its protections in some way.

Hestia continued, “Later, once this world has completed its Trial and they could meet you in person, they could also provide items that could harm you. The Framework’s protections lift further as you rise in Tier, and there is a lot more out there that is not easily quantified than just the cultivator’s mysterious magics. The mind is a good example of this.”

“Now, your choice of Tanda the Ravenwolf for your Hearth Bond has changed the balance of your family. We–as in, those most trusted within my Pantheon, have long since been guiding your family towards a proper balance. Because of that, Athena might not be the best option for Ophelia any longer.”

There was a near collective frown on Jake’s family at the idea that these many gods and goddesses have had an influence on their families, but Hestia laughed.

“I suppose depending on how you look at it, that sounds a bit weird, yes? Fhesiah, you are not the only one who likes to play matchmaker. Of course, there was always free will involved, just as there is with you choosing to become the Champion of us Gods and Goddesses–us Divine. Do you have to? Of course not. There are other options, even for your current predicament. However, if you seek power, it is the quickest path to it. Not only from the immediate enhancement, but each Trial you win will be more challenging, and the reward should you succeed will increase your potential even further. To reach your ultimate potential, there is no superior path.”

She continued, “Of course, before you even arrived on Highlands, I knew Tanda was a likely choice for you. But that didn’t mean you were hers, or that things were sure to work out. Fortune and fate are unpredictable, we do try to nudge you in the right direction if we can, but that doesn’t always work out. If you hadn’t expended effort with the censers, or if Tanda hadn’t seen Berri feeding the children, she may have remained antagonistic of you for longer, and been less decisive with Aisling’s message. Long enough that events might not have happened as they did. The entire fate of the world could have changed.”

If Jake hadn’t been right where he was on the offensive that day, they wouldn’t have seen the portal near Vesuvius’ hidden tribe. They would have been met and converted by the betrayers, most likely.

This was on top of a dozen butterfly effects all over Highlands, Cernunnos fading away was probably the most significant, and its impact on the entire multiverse was substantial.

Fhesiah asked, “I take it Bastet is still the best option for me? Why is Athena not the best option for Ophelia?”

Hestia replied, “That’s right. You resonate well with Bastet, and I think she will help you achieve a wonderful balance. In general, we Divine are quite varied. Dualities and Multiplicities are common among us, but there are plenty that are focused on a singular area. The other Divine beside myself and Odin merely understood your balance was important, which is a common path to Divinity.”

Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise as he thought of the many mythologies of Earth, but he realized that Hestia was right. Many gods and goddesses among various myth had dualities and multiplicities. Multiple heads, multiple personalities, a balance of light and dark, creation and destruction, and more.

The idea that they would understand Jake’s path or otherwise may have some kind of requirement for balance wasn’t all that strange. However, it left him with an odd realization.

“You and the other Divine are expecting for us to strive for divinity?”

She chuckled. “Of course, the Framework and us Divine’s goals are to make all warriors, especially Champions, capable of reaching divinity. Few warriors make it all the way to the fourth Tier, it would be a terrible thing for among those, few were actually able to reach the final stages to aid in facing the great enemy. In the Core Sectors where knowledge is more available, it’s much more common for one’s Path to be plotted out early from start to finish, almost from birth.”

Fhesiah whistled. “Sounds a lot like how high-Tier cultivators will plan the lives of their offspring.”

Hestia replied, “That’s exactly right. Now, for Athena, her divinity is what many might consider a net neutral. She embodies creation and destruction in nearly equal measure, and so she should have been easy to balance with your final party member, just about no matter who it was.”

Hestia focused on Ophelia, “But it wasn’t just the choice of Tanda for your family. You embraced the path of a loyal guardian, and that lead Athena to not be the best choice for you. Then, another option just became more fitting on our side. We could make Athena work for your current problem, but Guan Yu is much more fitting. And, a unique opportunity.”

Yiming had mentioned that Guan Yu was approaching Godhood when they met. The details were blurry for Jake even after having read the book on Champions. The premise was that somewhere around mid to peak Tier 4, a Champion could leave the service of the god or goddess, and take a portion of the Divine Sparks they earned for themselves.

Using this, they could form a Nascent Divinity. It would start their path to godhood by them essentially becoming their own Chosen Hero, and they would earn Divine Sparks and other components until they ascended to the 5th Tier, becoming a God in truth–Eternal.

During their time as a Nascent Divinity, they could create Champions to earn sparks at the cost of one, and could have followers in their faith empowering them and gaining faith energy as well. Of course, the specific details on this were miles away from what Jake could get information on, but this was well known as the high-level overview.

Jake looked over Ophelia. Thinking about it, he did think what he knew about Guan Yu was very fitting for her, drawing various parallels. Guan Yu was known for his profound loyalty and courage, at least within the Three Kingdoms story.

The story was based on history, but it was romanticized, so all the events within the story might not have been real–it was not a true historical document, detailing true happenings.

However, there were multiple instances where the powerful warrior and general’s loyalty was tested by others, the many lords and generals wanting him for their armies. But they were always rebuffed–his loyalty and courage for his Lord Liu Bei was known to be unmatched.

Hestia continued, “The unique opportunity here, is that by Ophelia becoming the Champion for a Demigod within your Sector, your family can more greatly influence the outcome of the War for Ownership of it. By empowering Guan Yu, you can ensure he has the strength necessary for victory. Then, Ophelia will actually be among his first Champions. Becoming a Chosen for him is not impossible.”

Jake frowned. Having his wife be a Chosen of some other guy–

Hestia chuckled. “I can see how that might be concerning. There are certainly Chosen that are close to their Divine in terms of relationship, but it’s far more common for them not to be. There will be no expectations of her in that regard, and Guan Yu will have no power over her. It is a business relationship if that’s what they both want it to be, and I know that to be the case for her just as well as you do. I also know that he is making his offer because he respects her loyalty to you. Her resonance with him is high because of this, and for her to break that loyalty for another would completely destroy her value.”

He supposed that was enough for him, the idea that she would break her loyalty for another man would make her worthless in Guan Yu’s eyes was a similar thing for Jake. Jake valued his women’s loyalty heavily.

Jake asked, “Is the mentorship offer separate from the Champion one?”

“It is. As I’ve stated, you have always had a choice, and you always will. I want those in my service to be like family, always looking out for one another’s interests, but also there to help when they are in need. In the background, I have taken many offers from within my Pantheon, and presented you with what I consider the best ones. Not only for your personal futures and your paths. But also your party as a whole, while balancing the impact of the Great War. This was also considering your personal circumstances, Jake.”

Tanda interrupted, “Oh, what about the Heart of the World?”

Hestia chuckled. “That was a big surprise! While I certainly hoped she would be interested, mutual attraction is probably just as capricious as fortune and fate itself! I can’t say much as I am limited, but me hoping for it should be enough, yes?”

Berri said, “That’s great! I want to see her again. She needs to get started on our castle.”

Jake chuckled. He supposed that giving details about another party, especially a world involved in the conflict, was a sort of limitation. Still, he had witnessed the Heart of the World. Like several of his wives, she certainly had a duality going on with her, of life and death.

Of course, fitting into their current family was important. He certainly thought she was beautiful too. But so what?

He already had a shape-changing wife that could even create illusions of anything he wanted to see, most likely. Jake was spoiled for diversity even among his wives, he had a hard time imagining desiring another for himself.

Adding a woman to his family for power or safety was also a little more…business than he liked. He was sure he would do it, but wasn’t his party already full? Each girl he added would mean less time for his current girls, who already couldn’t get enough attention.

Then, his Hearth Bonds, should he really add another to that? Could he even add a woman that was also somehow a planet to it?

Hestia chuckled again, and her words felt like she had a fond smile on her face. “Your devotion to your current wives is commendable, Jake. However, you should know that your lack of desire is influenced by your bloodline, so do keep that in mind. You are only interested in powerful emotional connections, and while you have desires, this profound need mutes them. Now, I am sure you will get to meet her again in the future, and then you can see if you can find harmony and truly fit one another as always.”

Jake and his girls were shocked at this revelation. Thinking on it, even back on Earth, he had always sought a deep attachment rather than a simple one. Now that he had what he always desired, it was hard for him to desire something more.

This explained why he was primarily driven by his wives’ desires, rather than his own. The idea that his bloodline drove him more than himself then started to bother him. Suddenly, he felt helpless, and his fists clenched in frustration.

His girls all gathered around him, leaning and hugging into him, but it was Hestia that spoke.

Hestia focused on Jake. “You are more than just your bloodline, Jake. There are many types of attachments you could have fixated on, but you chose family, deep down to your very soul. From power through dominance, to social attachments and leadership, you could have strived for many types of relationships and connections. Instead, what resonated with you was family.”

She continued, “Now, think about Guan Yu’s offer, you may give him both answers after you meet him. We shall meet tomorrow, a sort of informal party and meeting among the Divine within this Sector, those that are my trusted friends. Just come to this shrine at the appointed hour, and your mind will go on a journey. I will make sure you are dressed to impress.”

Hestia’s spirit left the statue, leaving them standing in the shrine. They had already learned a bit about this Guan Yu, but they would learn more before they met tomorrow.

Fhesiah was excited. “Oh, this should be a lot of fun! Hmm, should I go as a Dragoness or a Kitsune, I wonder?”

Ophelia said, “I am a little worried about meeting them, but also excited. The idea we’ll meet a ton of great warriors is neat. I’m sure if Hestia thinks Guan Yu is good for us, then things should be fine, but we’ll do our due diligence on it.”

Tanda said, “I wonder what our mentor will be like. I already have a lot to learn from you guys as it is!”

Fhesiah chuckled. “That’s true, but this seems to be a much more long-term guidance. These people are near the peak of the fourth Tier, and much more qualified to guide us on our chosen paths toward the peak, having a much deeper view than even I had.”

Jake nodded. “Guan Yu and his party, if they are all from Earth, should be at least two thousand years old. I could understand they likely have many subordinates and understand many paths, having fought thousands upon thousands of enemies. Perhaps millions.”

Blood was a lot more excited than Jake had even realized, having a beautiful, proud smile. “I am excited to meet the various Divine and important people of the Sector. Berri and I couldn’t get the time of day from the Dark Goddesses, and now many Divine are taking time to meet us. We are more important than I ever imagined, and it’s all thanks to Lord Husband for summoning us.”

Jake felt a wave of pride and joy coming from Blood over their bond, the happiness for their long list of accomplishments transferring over to him. “You girls have earned it. We’ve all come a long way.”

Ophelia began equipping her armor. “It’s about time we get to it for the day, don’t you think? We must clear as many Rifts as we can, and buy our allies some leeway for while we’re gone.”

Everyone quickly got ready. It was time to work.


Interlude 2 - Krillisk - Shadows Looming



Off the East Coast of the main continent, a hurricane raged. Waves crashed against the rocks, cries, and hisses of pain echoing off the cliffs of the isolated island.

The taint had been reduced within the Naga’s bodies, causing them to fight against their captors. But they had arrived. The naga’s pitiful minds were nothing before the might of the Swarm, their bindings too strong for them to achieve freedom.

The King Naga was a real challenge, even for Krillisk once the taint was removed from the world. Even with the power of Greed, he had a hard time affecting the monster. However, the odd daughter’s song allowed the Swarm to sooth its mind just enough to placate it and take control once more.

The water levels were rising, and the world was changing. Tartarus had lost its second city before Krillisk and his people could arrive, but now their pieces were ready. The betrayers had gathered, and Tartarus’ Champions were ready to oppose the Alliance.

Tens of thousands of undead marched, their bodies forming together. Undead flesh was knit, bones splitting and combining. A massive ship was being forged, a bone galleon of epic proportions.

Water filled with deathly energies was being pooled in a giant crater, the naga’s mastery of water used for their preparations. Being forced to use the undead, Krillisk couldn’t help but feel the loss of the taint was a significant failure.

With the curse gone, the levels of life in the air were constantly rising.

It wouldn’t be too long before the undead would be unable to move without the aid of blight or deathly energies, bringing their forward progress nearly to a halt. Soon, Tartarus would be forced to play a defensive war. Thus, they moved to finish things in one decisive series of attacks.

Krillisk’s mind touched a new presence entering the vicinity, the magnitude of its mind shocking him.

“What are you doing here?”

The Apophis Champion Nevara was a severe Dark Elf woman, and her tone speaking to the newcomer matched. When Krillisk’s compound eyes met the powerful Enforcer, he couldn’t help but wonder the same thing. His mandibles and wings quivered.

The figure stood over four meters tall, its face a sleek obsidian mask. Its body was built for war, its hardened stone-like flesh filled with scripts. The man did not wear armor–his body was better than armor. The towering figure had four arms, and held two large polearms.

The creature was an Enforcer, a monster forged by Tartarus for the explicit purpose of slaying Champions. Its Cost was more than one, and it had surely paid a substantial Price for it to be present. This was not even including the countless lives sacrificed and consumed to create and empower the Tier 3 being.

Its power was brought down to the first Tier, but aspects of its strength, skills, and essence persisted, despite the limitations–the powerful mind being a prime example of this.

Krillisk was connected to the Swarm, the powerful connection persisting–though limited. Greed and Loviatar each had connections to the Swarm, and demanded this world brought to an end, along with the dragoness and valkyrie slain.

Knowing Hestia’s Champion must be dealt with first, Krillisk would go along with the spirit of the demand rather than the letter of it, should the opportunity arise. Killing a dragon was far from his capabilities, and he would gladly leave it to his allies.

The Enforcer responded to the Apophis Champion, his thick voice echoing in the chasm, “This world is more important than originally believed. It will be able to join the next War Trial.”

The Swarm in Krillisk’s mind buzzed, the many locusts and his brethren droning across the land of Highlands, and partially across the multiverse with the Swarm. Many of his people resided on the West Coast, but he traveled with the Champion party. Through the Swarm’s connection, he could communicate with them all.

Krillisk voiced the Swarm’s argument. “It’s just a Tier 1 world. Surely, it does not matter enough to send one such as you?”

The Enforcer’s faceless mask gazed at Krillisk. “The world was merely cursed to where it is now. The curse of the Balor was just removed, which is far beyond our original expectations. After a short period, it shall recover. It is not just at the second Tier, but in the stages of the long conflict…”

The Swarm raged at the ineptitude of the Betrayer Celts and Dreadbeast. The idea that they accepted the stipulations of this Contest from the Framework meant they were confident that they would win, their prize for their investments immense. Instead, they failed every step of the way.

Even the Dark Elf Apophis Champion blanched. “That changes things. Still, we were expecting the Loviatar, Balor, and Eternal Night Champions at most from our predictions.”

The Enforcer replied, “The Scorpion Rider and the Parasite shall arrive shortly. Our foresight shows there are very few futures without two more prospective Champions on the Alliance’s side. We have left out Balor’s, for his previous failures to eliminate Cernunnos do not allow him such privilege. It is only because of his failure that we are here now.”

The Swarm buzzed in Krillisk’s mind. Both were Tier 3 Champions of great power, and were being used at immense Cost to their Divine. The Parasite of Loviatar would control the strong Highlands creatures to do their bidding, while the Scorpion Rider of Eternal Night would be like an impenetrable fortress.

Combined with the Enforcer, this seemed almost too easy.

The Enforcer turned to Krillisk. “What of the West Coast? Has that toad still been unable to secure enough sacrifices for the portal?”

Krillisk grimaced as he unfurled the map on the rock between them. Like the Alliance’s Conquest Table, it showed in detail the current status of the war.

He confirmed nothing had changed–if anything, things were worse for Tartarus. Despite having thousands of betrayers on their side, the forces on the West coast were just too slippery.

The reptile betrayers had mounts, but somehow the Alliance had enough blimps and flyers to make hitting them a challenge. Then, the earthquakes continuously changed the landscape, and storms would even come abruptly as the enemy retreated, making things even more difficult to move about.

It was as if the world itself was working against them.

Even with his people playing interference with their hypnotic buzzing, the Alliance forces moved around the battlefield with stunning precision and mobility. Krillisk was sure the undead, the betrayers and his people could whittle away the enemy in a final confrontation, but the Alliance stayed on the move, impossible to pin down thanks to the terrain.

Krillisk shook his head. “The enemy fights smartly. Even when we close the net on them, they manage to cut away, thanks to the annoying terrain and even the environment. We can’t force a confrontation, even attacking their weakness–the refugees. They are strong enough on their own!”

Nevara scoffed. “The betrayers have proven weak aside from their mounts. The Death God’s failure has left them weak and useless. Their taint hardly grows, leaving many stuck at the zeroeth Tier. A thousand bugs are worthless, just fodder for the enemy’s growth.”

Krillisk and the Swarm bristled. The Apophis Champion’s expression and voice were filled with contempt and she looked at him when she mentioned bugs, slighting both his people and his God.

Coming from that shitty snake, Krillisk was pissed. Having already lost twice and empowered Hestia’s Champion to where his people were forced to act, Krillisk would not allow that slight to stand.

His knees bent, preparing to leap as he gathered mental energy. He would slam it into that whore’s mind to give her a much-deserved beating. She smiled darkly as several snakes within her armor hissed, her bow and blades at the ready.

“You bitch–”

The Enforcer interrupted, slamming a large axe between them. The rocky ground shattered and a wave of dark energy rippled out, sending a shockwave of cutting energy with the swing. In the distance, more rock shattered, the face of the mountain being cut deeply by his dark energy. The wave of darkness held a sharpness that appeared vicious.

Both Krillisk and Nevara were aghast. The Enforcer’s casual attack would have required significant effort for either of them to come out unscathed.

“Enough. The naga are strong, and the undead are empowered by this rising deathly energy. In the West, we will force a confrontation here.” He pointed to the map, which remained unshaken despite his attack. “All efforts will be to make them fight here. Inform the toad, and funnel the undead, even if you must sacrifice them to the rising life energy.”

Krillisk looked, and understood. If the stupid toad was aided by the Swarm and the large number of undead, a final fight could occur there. It was clear the Alliance’s goal was to take the refugees away toward their headquarters. If Tartarus abandoned all defense and paid extra for a few spawns of the right creatures, they could force them to fight.

Nevara asked, “What of the East? The Alliance Champion’s party? I still say we should just ambush them.”

Krillisk growled. “I already told you! They have special means of detection! Our foresight shows every ambush with an army is detected. If we use our artifact to hide a small party, they still detect it within a mile away. Even if we take down one or more of them, our side does not come out ahead–and one even has resurrection, making us worst off. That might change with the Enforcer on our side now.”

Nevara sneered. “Coward–I bet we only fail every time because we have you instead of someone more useful. We have waited for them to hit the West, but they avoid it–almost as if they know we will move. How can they have such foresight in a frontier sector?”

The enforcer shook its head. “The beastkin have seers among them, and there are several divine meddling. However, they have no choice, the Champion Party must attack the Greater Rift. We will prepare our ambush for this.”

The enforcer addressed Krillisk, pointing at the map. “Prepare the Naga and the bone galleon. We shall crush everything in one fell swoop.”

Krillisk and the Swarm buzzed, sending their messages. The stupid toad native would lead the betrayers to accomplish their bidding.

The loss of Cronus in the South was unfortunate, crippling their recruitment drive of the reptiles. Combined with the loss of the taint, they were only barely able to overcome the uninitiated natives. With the Alliance whittling the betrayers away, the toad was suffering losses left and right.

They still gathered betrayers and slaves on the West Coast, but the East Coast was completely lost to those plans, forcing Tartarus to pay dearly to focus its Rifts there. Even this party had to remain hidden, as their foresight showed their activities would quickly be countered by Hestia’s Champion.

Krillisk chuckled darkly. The Alliance might think they had evened the scales, but they had only delayed the inevitable. Tartarus had gathered their Naga slaves and made their sacrifices, and they would soon be ready for their own offensive.

The beastkin’s cities would be swept under the unstoppable tide, unable to do anything about the Tier 2 being they had captured.

Even a Champion couldn’t defeat an enemy nearly an entire Tier above them, and they certainly couldn’t do it while facing betrayers, enemy Champions, and spawns from a Greater Rift.

That was if they could even handle being attacked by a mentalist. All minds were like brittle glass at this Tier, the Swarm would crush their enemy’s simple minds under their might.

The Champion Party’s death would lead to a loss in morale, and the cities will fall one after the other before they could respawn.

Loviatar and Greed would have their revenge, and the Swarm would consume all life on Highlands as they multiplied. The meal would be delicious, and Krillisk could hardly wait.


Interlude 3 - Nessa - Serpent of the Frigid Lake



The Cinder Colossus punched out, several Norse men and women taking its blow using [Shield Wall]. The magical auras surrounding the warrior’s shields held the monster’s momentum back, allowing each warrior to stab into the massive creature’s knuckles and arm.

Valkyries swarmed the large humanoid, piercing spears of holy flames and lightning into the monster’s ashen flesh. Attacks from all directions rained down on the immense giant, the Battlegroup poised to defeat this Greater Rift together.

Nessa’s water spread out beneath the enemy, expending large quantities of her heavenly energy to produce the frigid lake in the large, flat arena. The stage generated was little more than a large coliseum, which she was thankful for. It made it easier to make her lake useful.

The heavenly energy of her bloodline didn’t even steam as it made contact with the ashen monster’s volcanic flesh, reducing the monster’s heat and turning the bottom of its feet to stone. Her waters were well below freezing, only their mystical powers keeping them fluid.

Astalder, one of the strongest Norse warriors aiding Nessa in reclaiming Vanirland, cleaved into the creature’s thigh with his large hand axes. A true norseman decked in armor, his rage-enhanced magical aura billowed off him in waves as he roared, and swung his other axe into the demon’s knee.

She grimaced as the reflections of all the warriors present in her lake entered her view. Her divine trait, [Heart’s Reflection], showed the truth of these supposed allies.

Most of the valkyries present looked just as beautiful as they appeared, but many of the men they were attached to looked more grotesque and terrible than the same monster they were fighting.

Astalder was a warrior known for his strength, valiance, and talent. Like many maidens, Nessa had been excited to meet the stalwart warrior after hearing of his greatness. But the sight of his reflection in her water’s bore the truth: his heart was tarnished.

Through his reflection, she could see it through even his armor. Envy marred his skin like painful scars along his body, while his excessive pride manifested a sickly color. His wrath billowed off him just like his rage energy, and his greed twisted and altered his face into that like a demon.

The manifestations on him were not actually that bad and far from the worst she’d seen, but it was enough to turn her stomach.

Water rose from her forming lake, creating blades of water and ice and crashing them into the enemy. The water pierced the flaming demon’s flesh, reducing his health along with her allies.

A chuckle entered her ears, followed by a motherly voice. [You shouldn’t be so picky, descendant of mine. To err is human, and to love a man requires you embrace their imperfections just as you do their strengths. Surely, you don’t believe that you yourself are without flaws?]

Nessa sighed. Her bloodline familiar, her ancestor present in her spiritual sea never hesitated to point out those flaws. The woman, or creature’s presence was entirely new, her father shoving Nessa into this strange new vessel.

She was originally born a Norse Cleric of her father, Tyr, but she had died during a war games just before a world was outright lost. Her father paid a price to rescue her, and for a change, she was meant to become a partner of a great warrior and fight to win a young Frontier Sector.

According to her father, that somehow fell through, and she was forced to start again from level one in that same Sector.

For some strange reason, her father wanted her to become a cultivator this time, despite being a strong proponent of the Framework itself. Sure, her mother was one, but born in a Core Sector as a Norse, Nessa originally had a mana core.

When Nessa awoke, she had no idea how to use this heavenly energy at all, and had to infuriatingly collect her first credits killing lowly creatures with a crude mace to buy her first cultivation manual.

Her father hadn’t even left a note, and she was more than a little confused.

Thankfully, she received a not-so-subtle hint from a cultivator passerby that her father likely had her meet through machinations. Because of this, she picked up a bloodline unlocking pill, and that did wonders for her ability to level up.

Dusky Sky Sect? She never heard a name of a guild that sounded more ridiculous. Still, she couldn’t help but be glad for it.

While her bloodline familiar was sometimes like a nagging mother, her wisdom and experience was tremendously helpful in mastering…well, everything that she needed to be successful. She’d be utterly stuck without her, and forced to use that first crummy manual she purchased.

Nessa shuddered. She would have been stuck sitting in a ridiculous cave for months and years if she had used that thing!

[Aw, that was almost like a compliment! You know, I am your Nana after all. If you just listened to my wisdom, then there would be no need to nag. That you see me as a nag is not my fault, but yours. When looking for fault between us, you should peer at your reflection a little more. Well, perhaps you do that a little too much already. I get that your appearance has changed, but just how much time should a girl spend in front of a mirror?]

She couldn’t help but look in her mirror, seeing her changed state. Her hair and eyes were blue now, and her skin was a pale white. Now, she was the spitting image of her mother, and she couldn’t help but look in a mirror fondly.

Groaning at her nag’s recrimination, Nessa began creating mirrors of ice, and creating a mist surrounding the boss. Her allies continued to pummel the enemy, holding him in place as she prepared her most powerful attack.

Her katana was ready to be drawn, as she gathered her Qi into it, and they reduced the boss’s health further.

It was still a shock that the Framework aided her by connecting to her dead grandmother. Her mother had become a spirit of an ancient frigid lake before meeting her traveling father. She rolled her eyes every time her mother told the story of meeting her father, the Norse gods really were sluts that would have sex with anything.

Nessa’s ancestor, the one speaking in her mind, was a sort of water serpent. How one could become a spirit of a lake from that was beyond Nessa.

Her ancestor chuckled, [With much time and much effort, I assure you. That said, do you think this warrior your father is setting you up with will be any different from these you see here? You should lower your expectations a tad, and just let your bestial instincts take over. When I met your grandfather, I wouldn’t say he was exactly good-looking, but when he swept me away in his powerful, unending coils–]

Nessa mentally groaned, “I don’t need to hear about two snakes getting it on! It’s not just looks, but the feeling I get, and you know that. Then, ever since I was reborn in this body…”

Her ancestor paused. [It is true. Us serpents of the frigid lake seek and value purity. Both for ourselves, and our partners. Still, this warrior your father seeks to set you up with, how can he be any different? Didn’t he tell you he already has several mates? Just how pure could he be?]

Nessa felt a mental smirk coming from her serpent familiar. [Surely, you’ve met other warriors pure of heart? Well, once we’ve won this world, we should be able to communicate with your father’s contact once more. I’m curious, what does my son-in-law, Tyr, look like in the reflection?]

“Father looks like most Divine that allow me to see–an embodiment of his Eternal Essence. He is the personification of truth and justice, of strength and war. Divine’s forms are perfection, or just as they choose them to be. The rest obscure themselves, but father and his allies are all the same. Regarding warriors pure of heart, they do exist. But they are either too weak or already taken and monogamous, or otherwise…incompatible with me. Father assured me this child of the void would be passable under my gaze, and properly strong and heroic to match his number of wives.”

[Passable like that odd fellow in the Battlegroup that likes to position himself behind you, like that somehow obscures him? He won’t even stand in your lake, his distrust of you is obvious. That one feels dangerous.]

Nessa was well aware of the interloper. As a daughter of Tyr who inherited a portion of his essence, a permanent War Games from his enemies made her ever-wary. Her first death was a stark reminder, and now she was ever careful.

It was clear this man wore an artifact, which blocked her trait and made him seem without flaw. However, the artifact wasn’t perfect, and she could feel something about him was wrong.

She knew that the man had positioned himself and his allies to take her Merit for this Greater Rift, otherwise, he wouldn’t bother joining.

Rising through Foundation Establishment rapidly thanks to her ancestor, her Guild had paced itself to take ownership of this Contested Fringe World.

However, Loki, Ares, and their allies had a vendetta against Tyr for never backing down on their wrongdoings. They would doubly move against any of his actions and interests, denying him any resources within the Sector.

After all, each world obtained was a part of the grand game’s war chest. Recruits, research on equipment and magical technology, resources for crafting, and most importantly: planets for leverage in War Trials brought guilds and alliances to higher stages of the conflict.

Without many worlds or more powerful ones, Nobles would be relegated to following under another’s banner. Then, they would not be able to obtain the main prize, ownership of the Sector itself.

The man’s presence bothered Nessa. Even if he somehow could slay her and take credit for the Greater Rift, it was against the accords. If any of her people survived, they could call for judgement from the council.

[Looks like you have some turncoats in your midsts, or perhaps you might call them fence sitters. If the interloper slays you, they will side with him and murder the rest. It appears that your allies aren’t as trustworthy as you once thought.]

Nessa grimaced, as her mirrors finished forming underwater. Could Loki and Ares really be holding something over enough of the people present?

She had carefully selected warriors to join her Guild from among the Norse here on Vanirland, and the idea that enough would go along with an attack so blatant was more than a little concerning.

Unfortunately, even doing so, she couldn’t come up with enough strong warriors for the Greater Rift, and this was why he had to take the extra party.

Ready to launch her attack, Nessa smirked. While she was wary from her previous death, she had some pride in her strength now. If she faced her previous self, she would have no difficulties defeating her easily. This child of Loki or Ares would underestimate her, and–

Her ancestor chuckled, [Be careful, child. You have grown, and you have every reason to be proud of your strength. But betrayers are cowards, and only attack when they are sure of victory. You have held back and hid your strength, but you are not the only one with special means. If you’ll listen to this old nag, pretend any opening is a trap.]

Properly chastised, Nessa finished channeling her frigid energy into her blade. Despite the ground being only a thin layer of water around their feet, her body began sinking into the water.

Within a moment, her entire body was submerged within her lake, a separate space. Feeling at home and as one with her lake, she closed her eyes and took one breath of time to gather her focus.

Ever since awakening her bloodline, she had felt truly at home within the water. Nessa knew it was some water serpent thing, but it being a part of her felt truly special. Something about it resonated with her, and she desired to explore the feeling further.

Before, she had lived only for justice as her father desired and ordered, and her lake she cultivated was like a sliver of heaven she carved for herself.

Opening her eyes and stirring her Qi, her mirrors rose from the water. She used the mirrors of ice to gaze on the battlefield. The many Norse warriors and their support slashed deep into the Colossi’s tendon, bringing the monster down to one knee.

Its neck dipped below the mirror’s height, and that was just what she needed. Several serpents of water erupted from her still lake, only one containing herself with her blade. Only those watching her mirrors could know her true position, but the Colossi’s mind was incapable of understanding.

The serpents of water moved at a rapid speed, and the giant swatted at one of them. However, she was safe in another, and she drew her blade and slashed deeply into the monster’s neck, sending a shower of lava blood in her wake. The wound quickly turned to stone, as the power of her frigid lake invaded and froze even the creature’s hot blood.

Her body within the serpent landed in the lake, her other water serpents merely sending more cold energy into the monster’s body. Only one was capable of dealing significant damage, the one that held her true self inside.

Nessa’s icy heavenly energy had now deeply infiltrated the monster, the water the creature crouched in now invading it further as well. The monster’s strength was powered by its heat, and it was now significantly weakened.

However, it roared with rage, and the heat within its chest burned brighter. It fought against her invading energies, despite the reduction in heat, and the loss of blood.

It punched out at Astalder as it attempted to stand. The fist sent him flying through the air, his body shattering one of her mirrors. Astalder’s blood, and shards of frigid ice fell into her lake, a wave of frustration entering her as her lake was tarnished.

The lava blood had filled the monster’s leg, healing its wound enough to stand, and fight at nearly its full strength once more.

“It still won’t go down! We need one more, child of Tyr!” Astalder’s Valkyrie entreated, her face filled with worry. The many Battlegroup members rained more attacks onto the creature, but its tough ashen flesh was difficult to deal a significant wound.

They fought while keeping themselves safe, an unguarded single blow from the Colossi enough to nearly kill them.

Astalder’s rib cage had shattered, much of his bones piercing into his own flesh. Receiving healing from his Rune Priest, he was out of the fight for now.

Nessa had used much of the energy contained within her blade for that strike. To do another would leave her weak–according to what they understood of her.

The bloodline ancestor chuckled, [Such bad acting, that Astalder is definitely in on this. I’ve picked out who have no idea what’s going on, so just focus on defeating your enemy–and I don’t mean the Colossi.]

Once again, she sent several serpents of water. This time, all were focused on the back of the creature’s wounded leg, allowing her to strike the same point from any one of them. Nessa also invested some Qi in her reflection, an illusionary clone that those standing within her lake would be unable to ignore.

Her slash cut deeply into the back of the monster’s leg, but from a challenging angle. Those watching her reflections would see what she wanted them to see, her illusion or clone being the one to cut.

Frigid energies pierced deeply into the monster’s leg, spreading up and toward the monster’s core. Its leg turned to stone, cracking and falling apart below the knee.

The monster was forced to its other knee as attacks rained upon it, needing a hand to balance itself and keep it from falling face first onto the ground. Now, it would scarcely be able to defend itself, the Battlegroup whittling it down safely.

Golden hexagons of the Framework appeared, surrounding the battlefield as a black energy held it back. Space locked down around her clone, and a spear pierced through its shoulder from behind, the spear’s head protruding from the front of its chest.

Nessa’s visage was revealed, her watery reflection unable to maintain the form of water. She tried to move her clone, but truly found it trapped as the man held her in the air with his spear.

Had she been there, she would be in this predicament as well, skewered by his spear 3 meters in the air.

The man with a blurred appearance laughed. “Where are you going, child of Tyr? You know, for a beacon of truth, your attacks sure are duplicitous.”

One of her trusted valkyries entreated, “What is the meaning of this? You can’t do this, we are still fighting the boss!”

Normally, it would be impossible to go against the Framework and attack an ally within a Greater Rift on purpose. War Games were only allowed to be fought within the cities and headquarters, to never give an advantage to Tartarus.

But the man must have used some special means, a highly illegal item which would cause him great trouble if it was reported. Tartarus’s involvement in creating this item was clear, as it was even helping prevent the Framework from interfering.

Odds were, the man was the only one able to attack her directly. The rest would only be able to aid him, indirectly. Thankfully, they’d be fair game if they did, but the man was a challenge enough on his own.

Nessa’s real body had returned to the lake, and using her remaining mirror, she once again observed the battlefield. Two groups quickly formed, those that were either loyal to her or otherwise didn’t know what was going on, and those that stood on the side of the man with the blurred face.

The boss fought against those loyal with renewed purpose, as the several allies had let up. Various norse warriors kept it at bay with a Shield Wall once more, but even weakened, its punches were pushing them apart.

The man removed his mask, revealing it to be Avaron, son of Loki. Nessa nearly exploded from the water at that moment, as she was filled with rage–

[Keep your calm if you want to find victory. Remember what I said. He would want nothing more for you to reveal yourself now. It looks like he wants to talk first, bide your time and make your best strike.]

It was the man who killed her before, that sent her to be reborn into this vessel in the first place. They had lost that world as a result of his tampering, as countless civilians were lost forever.

His terrible looks were shown in her lake’s reflection, and her stomach roiled at the man’s sins revealed. Like a monster living in a man’s flesh, Avaron looked more grotesque than any demon she’d seen.

His four allies gathered behind him, and they were mostly who she expected from their reflections. Even the valkyrie that chose him’s heart was tarnished, looking more like a succubus than she did a nordic angel under Nessa’s gaze.

However, five more joined, looking guilty. While none of them were clergy of Tyr, they were all known as honorable and strong. Not only that, each had many reasons to be loyal to the Einherjar. It was why she picked them in the first place to join her.

Nessa’s clone scowled at them. “How could you?”

Avaron laughed. “You shouldn’t hold it against them, child of Tyr. All have been properly motivated, if you catch my drift. The rest of you–we all know this fight is as good as won. Those fighting here will be given a choice. Either join my guild Radiant Glory, or become an enemy of it and all of its subguilds, joining its black list instead.”

The remaining warriors on her side were all so stunned by the proclamation, that they almost forgot the lava giant was still alive. Sending their more powerful attacks at the creature, they blasted into it hard enough to make it fall on its back, sending a large splash of her frozen water.

Nessa frowned at the promise. The Einherjar was also a Tier 3 guild in this Sector, but its membership was coveted. She doubted this Avaron would actually allow these people to join it directly.

After all, all members must participate in certain challenges. Having weak Tier 1 members would be a tremendous waste–it was why she was forced to find people and begin a subguild of the Einherjar, the others too busy on other worlds.

One of the warriors responded, “But that’s a Tier 3 guild! Why that–”

“You’d spend more time dead than you would alive. Everywhere you go, you will be slain, unable to progress. Or, you can join the winning team, where resources and opportunities are many. Which will it be?”

After pretending to mull it over for a moment, to Nessa’s dismay, Astalder’s group of five moved to join Avaron’s. Her clone showed the shock that mirrored her expression.

Astalder chuckled. “Sorry about that, princess. Nothing personal, it’s just business.”

Avaron’s side now held fifteen of the twenty-five within the Greater Rift, and there was also the boss to consider. Those that defended against the monster were being weakened by the moment. Astalder and Avaron were clearly the strongest among the groups, besides.

Nessa scowled at him through her clone over her shoulder. “You won’t get away with this. As soon as I go to the council–”

Avaron laughed. “Whatever. We’ll have won this world by the time you’ve even respawned. You can submit your complaint of wrongdoing to the planetary lord of this world, which will be–Me. I suppose you can go a bit higher, but you’ll have to be prepared for a full-on dispute. It’s your word against mine here, and you know what happens in a Greater Rift–stays in the Greater Rift. I’ll tell you what, though. Beat me in a one-on-one, and my people will back down. My people won’t interfere if yours don’t.”

[It appears he’s pretty vain, huh? He’s lying, but the appearance of compliance will likely serve you better, given the situation. Just expect he might go back on his word, and be aided by his allies instead.]

During his treachery, Nessa had not been idle. Shards of her shattered mirror drifted toward her enemies, floating on the surface of the lake beneath them. Not only Avaron, but his allies besides. Gathering much of her Qi, she followed her ancestor's advice.

Creating another clone would be expensive, but it would likely pay off.

Her clone held aloft grabbed onto Avaron’s spear, flicking frigid water from her sword onto him. “I accept. I’ll crush you, and justice will be served.”

Two serpents of water leapt from the water and converged toward him as his chest froze somewhat, but from the sneer on his face, Nessa could tell he was expecting this.

Infusing his spear with light magic, his light burned through her clone’s hand as he tugged sharply–sending a shower of gore as it was removed from her shoulder. She froze her fake wound over as Avaron jumped and twisted, dodging the two serpents and sending a beam of light out of his spear toward her retreating clone.

Her clone blocked with an ice filled katana, but came dangerously close to coming undone as it landed in the water, merging with it. The man looked around the mist and then straight into the mirror, as he landed just above the water, standing on air.

“I already know your trick, so come out with it.”

She smirked. He hardly knew anything she was capable of. Three larger serpents of ice congealed and rose from the surrounding lake, enhanced by her bloodline. Surprised, he dashed in one direction to retreat, but she already had him surrounded.

One shifted into that of her, the clone she invested in.

“Got you,” he said with a sneer as he planted his feet. With a flick of his spear, the spear of light pierced her clone right through her chest, where her heart would be.

But her form was still connected to the water, to the lake. It shifted, its body still fluid like water. The serpent continued, even as his leg and shoulder were bitten by the other frozen serpents. He had a look of shock on his face, as she swung her Qi-infused katana to behead him.

Just as her strike was about to land, reality appeared to twist. Something changed as if by his will, and a woman appeared in his place. It was one of his girls that was just as shocked as Nessa was, and the teleported woman was beheaded instead.

A beam of light from Avaron’s spear collided with her other mirror, shattering it. Her clone started losing its form, falling into the water.

Astalder looked over doubtfully at the dead valkyrie, then to Avaron. He looked more than a little unimpressed. “Wow, that was close, huh boss?”

Avaron looked pissed, likely having to activate either a divine trait, or an artifact to accomplish his feat. If it were the former, he would likely be unable to use it again for weeks or months at this tier, with something so active. The latter, she doubted he had more than one, the item likely being single use.

Frost was spreading on him, but her lake was about to fall apart. From her space with no mirrors, she could not see well–but she had prepared. Her scattered mirror shards allowed her to watch from underneath his allies, which he appeared to have swapped places to arrive at.

He was now standing in her water, and something within her stirred. She wanted to bring him to justice. Just as much, if not more than that feeling, was wanting his tainted body out of her pristine lake.

Nessa would defend her home tooth and nail against her enemy, for disturbing the purity of it.

She gathered the last of her Qi, a serpent of water coming at him from the front. Unsurprisingly, his allies moved to block, while one healed him and removed the frost digging into his body. Additionally, a layer of light covered his body from Avaron’s magic, as if protecting him.

Nessa infused the power welling up inside her into her weapon, her will to purge this evil weighing against reality, altering it. She stabbed her blade out with a jet of water from one of the shards beneath him, piercing through his barrier and into his heart from behind.

His face twisted in shock and hatred, and despite a blade through his heart with frost spreading, he still managed to speak. “You! I will have you slain at every turn, you will suffer for–”

He scattered into motes of light, and she could tell that she was successful. Other blades pierced from her mirror shards at his original party members, not waiting to find out if they would honor their part of the deal.

It would tax her heavily, but her blade moved with conviction. They tarnished her lake, her home with their treachery, and she would bring them to justice. Their actions defending Avaron made them viable targets for her.

She sneered. “So, nothing will have changed. Got it.”

Her lake congealed around her, as she exited her space. While her blade had pierced and froze the remaining three allies, they were far from actually dead. The archer, warrior, and priestess still remained, though they were exhausted–just not as tired as Nessa.

“Huh, the kid actually lost. Not bad, princess–I had no idea you had it in you.” Astalder seemed impressed, but he raised his axe.

Then struck out at the archer’s head with his axe, killing him. Nessa was just as shocked as Avaron’s party members. “You won’t–”

Astalder’s valkyrie lashed out with a strong thrust of her spear, killing the other man. Finally, the two warriors quickly bested Avaron’s warrior, sending him away in motes of light.

The other party which had switched sides frowned, put in a precarious position. They had done what he had bidden, but now he was dead.

Nessa looked at him in question. He chuckled. “What? He lost. I’m not going to follow some weakling.”

She frowned. Something still wasn’t quite right. “He didn’t send you a guild invite before he died, did he?”

“Ah, shit. Hoped you wouldn’t notice.”

Her face twisted in disgust. A true opportunist, he only switched sides once he knew that the greater rift would be hers no matter what he did–and once she won it, she would have the rights to the Prime Instance for the Raid.

Astalder clicked his tongue. “Look, my choices weren’t great here. Believe it or not, miss truth and justice, not everything is in black and white. Betrayal is shitty, but I knew you’d have bounced back. This world would have been saved just the same, and at least I’d have known my kids would be safe from his stupid shithead guild.”

“And you’d have benefitted.”

“… And that. But I still have my own lines I won’t cross. I’ll make you a deal. Bring me to the Prime Instance, and you’ll have a loyal warrior at your side. I don’t expect you to forgive me right away, but I’ll even sign a contract, and work hard to earn it.”

The boss was still fighting back, though her loyal allies had managed to wound it even further. It was nearly dead.

Nessa was angry at Astalder, and she didn’t just want to sweep his crime under the rug. She wanted him to be punished, for justice to be served–

[It would be prudent to be flexible here. You could use more powerful allies, even if less trustworthy ones. As it stands, you barely scrounged up enough talent to fill this greater rift, what more of the Prime Instance? Law and justice may be unbending, but what happens in a greater rift stays in a greater rift, right? He hadn’t actually committed his crime yet, even if he was willing.]

Frowning, Nessa didn’t like this one bit. She responded to both at the same time. “I will… think on it, I give you my word as a daughter of Tyr that I will properly consider it. Let us finish this first.”

“Sure thing boss.”

Astalder’s rune priest cast a runic enhancement spell onto him, empowering him slightly. Red energy began to billow off of him once more, as he roared before throwing both axes, one after the other, into the cinder colossi’s chest. The two axes slammed into the boss heavily, sending the boss stumbling back.

Astalder’s valkyrie and rune mage each then cast lightning spells, which struck down onto the embedded axes.

The monster was stunned, and a coordinated offense was mounted against it from her Norse men and women. The creature died shortly after, the greater rift completed. She had won, and against that son of Loki. She was proud, but she was exhausted.

Dealing with the five party members that swapped sides, she learned their children and relatives were all but held hostage through various means. Blackmail, threats, general extortion, Avaron was definitely a sickness that needed to be purged.

They had been compromised, so they were out of the party, but she decided she wouldn’t punish them. Instead, she tried her best to aid them, with what little resources she had. They’d be out of the fight until she succeeded, but she hoped she could earn their loyalty instead.

Returning to her cultivation chamber in her Refuge, she entered her private lake within. It would likely take an entire day or more to recover from how she stressed herself, but she gave out a relieved sigh as she submerged most of her body in the dense frigid lake Qi.

She cycled her Frostlake Purification technique, as she drew in the lake Qi, but also the Framework’s rewarded heavenly energy from the Greater Rift.

Then, she used the Sinbane Frost Sanctification Scripture, which rewarded her for defeating such terrible sinners. The bloodied ice within her lake held the sinner’s taint, and it was refined away with her purity, as if burned by the frost. Somehow, this process resulted in a greater purity than when she began, a cleansing of her own soul by ridding the world of other’s sins.

It brought her immense satisfaction, defeating that horrible monster.

[You did well, child. I know you wanted to punish those betrayers, but it seems they were put in a bad spot. To bring that scum to justice, you may have to get your hands dirty.]

Nessa sighed. If she only took those she trusted, she wouldn’t have enough to win ownership of the Prime Instance. Even with having won the Greater Rift, Loki’s Guild was close enough that they could snatch it from her if she waited until she had more reliable allies.

“What would father do?”

Her ancestor snorted. [That rigid old man would punish those people even if it killed him. But you are not your father, and you are not Eternal. You are your mother’s daughter as well, and like the water, you must be fluid. To be unyielding like steel would have you shattering under your enemy’s blows. Flexibility and adaptability will allow you to bend without breaking. Fluidity will lead to fairer outcomes, as sometimes justice blinds us to the nuances.]

“Well, he would say that it sets a precedent, that each avoidance of righteousness allows chaos to breed. The beacon of justice is meant to drive back the shadows–”

[Yes, and that’s wonderful for him, standing at the top of his ivory tower. But those of us on the ground among the mud and the shit can see that not all is black and white, it’s a muddy, disgusting brown. Be fluid like the water, and you’ll leave the world a little cleaner in your river’s wake.]

She sighed. “Fine. I’ll contact Astalder, and we’ll get ready for the Prime Instance.”

[Good. Now, you touched on something during that battle. I think it best if we foster that feeling…]


Chapter 7 - Divine Party



When Jake and his girl’s minds were transported for a meeting with members of Hestia’s Pantheon, they weren’t sure what to expect.

Jake nearly stumbled upon arrival, the change of his clothes and surroundings jarring. He was wearing a white warrior’s toga with accents of red and gold for the belt, bracers, and sandals.

Fhesiah was wearing a stunning red toga-style dress with similar gold accents, her beauty on display.

Ophelia was wearing a warrior’s toga similar to Jake’s, but she had a sort of white shawl that went over her bare shoulder. Tanda was wearing a tribal edition toga, which separated into a skirt and sort of sports bra up top.

Bloodberri–

Tanda asked, “Why are you wearing your snake-puppy pajamas?”

Berri looked down. “Oh! I just tried really hard to picture me wearing them! Arf! Arf! Hehe.”

Blood frowned and seemingly tried to change their clothing, but then appeared to be a little distressed when she couldn’t. “How did you do that? Please, sister, change us to something more normal. We’re going to be meeting the Divine!”

Berri pouted. “Aww, but this one is cuter! Fine.” She scrunched up her face cutely and groaned, and the outfit switched to likely what Hestia had set her up with: a dress quite similar to Fhesiah’s.

They all wore strapped sandals, aside from Bloodberri and Tanda.

Looking at his girls, Jake smiled with pride. “You look great, girls. This should be an interesting experience.”

Fhesiah gave him and herself an appraising look. “Hmm, yes, I do approve of Hestia’s choices. This is not a bad look for you either, husband.”

Exiting the hallway they appeared in, they appeared to be standing on the edge of a house party, the room large enough to be called more of a ballroom.

Only the furniture and fixtures in the room lead them to believe it was a home, with various couches and seating arrangements gathered near a blazing Hearth.

Fhesiah sidled up to him and pulled his right elbow to her chest. Ophelia was about to take his other side, when Hestia appeared in front of them. She was wearing her white toga with red and gold accents, much like the version when they summoned her on Highlands, only softer and less for combat.

“Welcome to my home! I’m afraid this is a sort of limited edition, as you are restricted from being on a Contested World and your Tier. Someday, I do hope to welcome you in truth.”

Giving the place another look, he could tell it was quite cozy. There was an adjacent kitchen, and various snack and drink carts held special refreshments. Jake was dying to try some of her cooking.

“Thank you, Hestia. I do look forward to it.”

Hestia gave him a smile. “This is a more of an informal meeting, and we are only allowed to discuss certain topics. Everyone you meet here is either a Divine, or has a Noble Rank–meaning, they own worlds of their own. Now come, my Champion and Hart family. There are many of my friends and allies wanting to meet you all finally.”

Hestia began to escort their group, walking only a few paces ahead of them.

Ophelia joined Jake’s left side, following Hestia, the other girls taking in the sights as they entered.

Hestia took them over to a circle of couches around a hearth, and from their clothes, Jake got the feeling they were mostly Romans. He had done some research on Marcus Aurelius when he heard Ariminum had been previously owned by him.

He was present, as well as Mars, Vesta, and several other powerful mostly-human people, with a handful of various others. There was a minotaur, some Lares and Penates–a spirit people who were nearly transparent, but otherwise looked human as well.

Hestia introduced Jake as her Champion, and Mars, Marcus, and a third man came to shake Jake’s hand.

Hestia said, “This is Cyrus the Great, you may have heard of him from Earth? Marcus and Cyrus are both of the third Tier, within your Sector.”

Jake shook both their hands, the girls exchanging friendly nods and watching in interest. There were all sorts of groups scattered throughout the more intimate setting, and many were mingling for the girls to observe as well.

Marcus gave Jake an appraising look. “I heard you visited the world of Ariminum. While it’s no longer under my protection, I still care about its fate. I think it will be ready for its Raid soon thanks to your victory.”

After leaving Ariminum, Jake had learned that some time ago, it had the opportunity to join a War Trial. The people voted against joining this conflict, and as a Tier 1 World, its importance to the Great War was minimal.

It could not hold any true entrances to Tartarus, and it was clear the people had a falling desire to join and impact the war on a greater level.

War Trials were one method for a World to potentially rise in Tier, aside from time and expensive efforts. Since they declined to join, their world would not progress very rapidly. As such, Marcus had allowed his ownership of the world to wane, long before it became contested. This provided an opportunity for a new ruler to rise, and allow himself to focus his efforts on other areas.

Jake nodded. “Once the conflict in Highlands is over, we plan for Hearthtribe to aid them there. The Sons of Rome seem especially motivated now.”

Cyrus the Great chuckled, his voice filled with mirth. “And you are to thank, for that. My descendant has had a fire lit under him. Living under others’ shadows, it can be hard to find their light. Some thrive in it, and others need a little push.”

Marcus Aurelius nodded as he rubbed his chin. “It was not just the Sons of Rome you influenced, Champion Jake. The loss of several towns and the creation of the special challenge had shaken the citizens of Ariminum. The defense against the lava wyverns is a major point of discussion among the residents, the number of lives saved from your heroics despite Tartarus’ plot was impressive.”

Mars had a vicious smile. “Defeating four Champions at the first Tier also inspired many all across the Sector. Warriors have competitive spirits, and now they train hard hoping to match Hestia’s Champion, and his party of wives. They might have only been of the second Tier brought down to the first, but Tartarus is known to win in that case more often than not. Defeating four in one conflict with no losses is a major accomplishment.”

Hestia smiled with pride. “My Champion and his wives are something else, aren’t they? The Hart family will soon enter the second Tier, and their impact on three worlds will already be a Tale of Beginnings that stands up to most legends.”

Cyrus smiled. “I can’t wait to visit my homeland once more. When Earth finishes integration, there will be a bit of turmoil. It’ll be up to us to help smooth the transition.”

Jake couldn’t help but frown at that. The information on planetary integration was restricted, at least at his Tier. The idea that Earth would come to conflict had him a bit worried.

Odin had made a fleeting mention that success in the Trial would be much better than if Tartarus had won, making it Contested. Just what would happen to it?

He asked, “How can we help?”

It was Marcus who answered. “Us natives can return to the world, and help the leaders of the world transition into their new roles. Earth’s core will be infused and enhanced to the beginning of the first Tier, as an award for completing its Trial successfully. As a result, the mana levels of the world will fluctuate heavily. Thus, the Framework will need to create artificial dungeons for the first several years, to ease the world into this transformation.”

Cyrus added, “This will be especially important for the Earth. The modern society will have significant difficulty with mana, at first. Our dwarven and gnome friends can manage technology with this, but it won’t be an instant thing to build all the infrastructure, and requires much effort. It’ll be up to us at such a high Tier to enter the stage and prevent conflict. Lord Guan Yu will be helpful in this. At the fourth Tier, his number of powerful avatars and projections should allow him to solve many problems.”

Jake asked Mars and Hestia, “Are you unable to influence things there? Your stories and Myths are present in Earth’s history, after all.”

Mars stroked his curly beard. “Earth is a bit different from most worlds. It’s abnormal for so many of us Divine to seed the world with both our myth and our influence before it’s integrated into the Framework like it was. You could say it was a grand experiment, to see if we could raise more warriors and people that resonated with all of us, before it entered the Trial.”

Hestia sighed. “It was meant to obtain the most possible from Tartarus from the Trial. But instead, it sparked conflict. Many Divine got greedy, wanting to influence their seeds to take over the prize of Earth and prove their superiority, and gain the most. Between all the infighting and backstabbing, much of our civilization was destroyed, and the world was damaged. We eventually sealed off mana altogether, and pushed integration earlier than intended. Us peak Divine agreed on a slow Trial, one that would span millennia as the world recovered from all the wars and battles through the ages.”

Mars nodded. “In truth, we didn’t expect it to take quite as long as it did. Your party sped things up significantly near the end, or it would have taken much longer. Now, to answer your question, we Divine can descend on the world with our avatars. However, Earth is a unique situation. Which of us lays claim? It could spark a new conflict, as each of us tries to claim the most residents for ourselves–8 billion people to recruit from is nothing to scoff at. As a result, we would rather stay out of it. A neutral Administrator will be assigned, and only true natives may return. Both to recruit to their factions and protect the people from any turmoil.”

Hestia smiled. “That’s right, this is the fair method that was agreed upon by us Divine in accordance with the Framework. The Top Ten contributors or parties in Earth history are invited early. Naturally, that includes you and your wives, Jake.”

Jake wasn’t sure what to feel about that, but Fhesiah and his girls all sent their reassurance over their bond. They were excited about this prospect, and were doing their best to send their confidence in his ability to accomplish this task.

He and his girls each spent a little more time talking to the three and meeting with some of the other Roman Divine and nobles. Mars in particular praised Ophelia for her martial prowess, and Vesta complimented Fhesiah for her flames.

Jake got to try some delicious foods being passed around, along with the girls. It was an almost pointless exercise as mental projections, but they were quite enjoyable.

Tanda and Ophelia both enjoyed some outstanding honey cakes, while Jake had delicious crostinis. They had a divine tasting cheese and dried tomatoes, the oils, and herbs used tasting truly special.

Hestia smiled. “As mental projections, you can hardly enjoy what these things have to offer, but I’m glad you did just the same. Some day, you will get to try the real things.”

She eventually brought him to a section which held the Norse and Greek Divine.

Odin was there, along with Freyja. Ophelia bristled at the sight of her, but looked at the Norse warriors, Odin’s Einherjar, with interest. She was interested in fighting the many other warrior Nobles she had seen in a spar, but something about the Norse warriors drove her competitiveness.

Odin and Freyja approached his family, and Odin spoke. “Hello again, Champion Jake and family. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Tanda, Blood, and Berri.” Looking at Ophelia, he was about to speak, but Freyja interrupted, seeing Ophelia’s expression.

Freyja looked full of remorse. “I do apologize, Ophelia. Your mother fought well, but we had let Drengrbjord down. The betrayers–”

“I–It’s okay. I’ve learned more about what happened, and I don’t blame you. It still hurts though, you know? What happened there, is there no way my father can be retrieved? Or my mother?”

Freyja gave her a somber look. “Your father can be retrieved, for a Price. However, without your mother…”

Ophelia nodded in understanding, her eyes brimming with tears as Jake hugged her to him. The man before his death was a shell of a man, and without her mother, it was a mercy to leave him passed on.

Odin gave her a serious look. “There is good news there–there’s hope for her, too. We had retrieved you, along with many of those before the first Tier for purposes like summoning. Then, we halted Tartarus’ consumption of the souls it won, betting against it for the upcoming War Trial. If we win, both can be retrieved, and brought back once more.”

Ophelia was shocked, but she wiped her tears as her expression changed to fierce determination. “How do we take part?”

Freyja replied, “All worlds within the Frontier Sector will be given the choice to join. The conflict will take many years, the worlds at different Tiers having varying levels of influence on the overall event. Drengrbjord is a second Tier world, so Highlands just might be able to directly compete for its redemption.”

Jake could, of course, feel how important this was to Ophelia. He reassured her that if they were given the option, they’d pull out all the stops to win back her home world. Freyja did offer for Ophelia to become her Champion if she so chose, but understood her reluctance.

Blood was happy to meet with various Divine, and they were interested to meet with her. Her twin-souled nature was beyond unique, but her nature as a dark lamia who wasn’t a hateful bitch was also refreshing. She gathered a number of contacts, of subguilds that may be worthwhile in contacting in the distant future.

None of the Nobles present could do anything to aid their guild directly for the time being. Higher Tier Guilds were unable to interfere with lower Tier ones, and this was part of the reason that this meeting was even possible.

Jake wanted to look at Odin or the other Einherjar’s outfits for more rune formations or otherwise, but the mental projection’s clothing lacked these, or he found they were blurred to his sight.

They spoke with a few of them for a while, Ophelia and Berri were both excited to speak with an actual giant, a Jotnar.

He was around four meters tall, and massive. Berri could raise herself up to make herself taller than him, but he was definitely wide. As they spoke with the man, another Divine, a Nordic Warrior with one arm, approached from their side.

Jake looked at him with interest, but something about his posture or expression seemed like he was a little upset, or unhappy.

Thanks to Fhesiah’s helpful reminder in his mind, he knew the man was Tyr, the Nordic God of Justice and War, among other things. Remembering how Jake rejected both of his clergy, Jake wanted to apologize.

However, he realized that was probably a bad idea. He wasn’t actually sorry for it. Then, it might be like adding fuel to the fire, that he just might be imagining brewing.

“Tyr, I’ve been wanting to meet with you. I have a problem, and it’s a matter of justice.”

The man looked shocked. “Justice?” His teeth clenched. “I’ll hear it.”

Jake went on to detail the situation, where [War, Glory, Profit] had abused Rifts to try to take advantage of the natives on Highlands. How Morwen was ready to testify, and Jake would take this to the Sector Council as soon as Highlands was won.

He spoke with conviction, “It may be difficult, but I think it’s important these criminals are brought to justice. Facing the great enemy is difficult enough, without our own people working against us. They need punishment, not only because of what they did was wrong, but also to deter others from taking on this behavior. They hurt the Alliance’s chances significantly, not only by feeding the enemy, but in difficult to measure ways by making the natives more antagonistic.”

Tyr nodded, then gave Jake a deep look. Somehow, Jake felt like he was being measured when Tyr smiled. “Well said, I agree. But these traitors are vicious, and by taking them on, you put your family and your people at risk. What if, in your pursuit of justice, your family and friends are harmed? Will you give up and back down? Or will you continue to fight, Champion of Hestia?”

Jake frowned in thought. “To me, family is by far the most important thing. But I understand sacrifices have to be made, both to grow, but to protect what’s critical to us. If we back down against this evil, it will only fester and grow, until there is no place to retreat. My family is ready and resolved to fight for what is right, and our friends are of the same mind.”

By the time Jake was done explaining, the man had an odd smile. It was a conflicting one, Jake thought. Eventually, Tyr laughed uproariously.

“Good! This is good! We will get those little fuckers this time, mark my words! You’re alright, Champion Jake. I was a little furious you declined both my clergy, but you couldn’t help it. You only worked off the information you had available to you, after all! When you start your case with the Sector council, I’ll be ready to make them pay the price for their actions. Well, I have some other things I need to work on now, it was a pleasure meeting with you.”

How can one be a little furious? The man patted Jake’s shoulder, and he could have sworn Tyr was mumbling something about a daughter or otherwise, as he walked briskly away.

Fhesiah smirked, as Jake scratched his head. He thought the Divine here were only essentially avatars or mental projections, and they could be in dozens or even hundreds of places at once, depending on their own capabilities. Was there really a reason for him to leave?

Athena was present, and the Hart family spoke with her briefly. She confirmed what Hestia had said–that she was, in fact, willing to take Ophelia on as her Champion. However, her focus was on her securing and protecting her Sector.

“You’d be a wonderful Champion for me, both in how you would represent me, but also how you resonate with me. However, if Lord Guan Yu is agreeable to you, you could better help protect my interests under his banner for now. Then, I think it's better for your personal circumstances–your current choices for your path. Please, consider it.”

Ophelia had a lot of respect for Athena’s wisdom and honor. “Thank you, Athena. I appreciate your flexibility on this. It was a pleasure meeting you.”

She chuckled. “I think you’ll find that most of us allied with Hestia are quite reasonable, having your best interests in mind.” Athena had gazed at where Tyr had walked away toward. “When we’re not otherwise limited, we do our best to communicate our reasoning to you, and try not to overpower your free will.”

Hestia had a mirthful expression as they met her after their discussions. “Well, that was fun, wasn’t it? Tyr is a strange character. We have some more people I would like you to meet.”

They said their goodbyes to Odin and Freyja, along with the Einherjar. One would be joining them on Earth, and he appeared especially formidable. Apparently, his party of five from the Nordic region’s history back in the day was quite impressive.

They moved on to meet the Egyptian, African, and Mesopotamian Divine.

Jake met with Horus, Anubis, and Enki. Ramesses the Great was the man from Earth, a powerful man exuding wisdom and confidence. Anubis reeked of death to the point one would guess the god would join Tartarus. However, Anubis wanted to protect the cycle of death and the afterlife, Tartarus robbing people of it.

There were various races that Jake had never seen or heard of here. Bug people that looked like scarabs, some jackal and crocodile people, and various tribal people. Jake took interest in the various nobles, as they would be involved in the coming conflicts.

It was entirely possible that Jake and Hearthtribe could end up fighting at these people’s sides, or even fighting under their command. Noble ranks escalated in ranks almost like that of the military, and several of those he met were more than even one above Jake–being responsible for dozens of worlds.

After meeting with them, and they went back to their discussions, a voluptuous dark-tanned woman stood. The woman had black feline beastkin features, and her tanned body exuded feminine charm and grace. She held an ankh staff with images of the sun and moon pictured, and wore golden jewelry with various symbolism on her neck, wrists, and ankles.

It was Bastet. She wore an Egyptian tiara, with golden strings flowing down her black hair. Golden beads capped the ends of them, and her outfit was clearly Egyptian inspired. She had sleeves that started at her hands and ended at the elbows, and an almost black tribal top that held up her breasts.

Her flat stomach was exposed, and her baggy black cloth pants with gold highlights had openings along the sides, exposing her long legs. Fhesiah assured him in his mind she took note of the sexy outfit, and she would absolutely be wearing something similar soon.

Bastet’s voice was sultry, but her speech was upbeat. “Greetings, Hart family. It’s so good to finally meet you! I’ve long-since followed your exploits, even before your Trial.” She smiled as she looked over them and met each of their eyes, “Such a wonderful family.”

Jake was a little weirded out by her voyeurism, but reasoned that the Divine had few boundaries among those considered mortals. To them, everything was public unless it was hidden. If Jake didn’t want to be watched, he should have hidden his actions from them, or something like this. Their near omniscient minds over the long course of history would likely make their perceptions of propriety completely different, Jake imagined.

He managed to reply, “Thanks, Bastet. It’s a pleasure.”

Fhesiah gave her a smile. “It is good to finally meet you. I have read so much about you! You and Hestia have been friends for quite a long time.”

Hestia chuckled. “That’s right, along with Vesta over there too. We’ve been through many hardships. We are not family by blood, but our family sticks together just the same.”

Bastet looked on with a fond smile. “Let’s take a walk?”

Jake saw Hestia’s encouraging smile, so he nodded. As they began to walk toward a hallway nearby, the space seemed to contract around them, and in just a few paces they arrived in a more private area. The fireplace was in the wall, with a more intimate couch and love seat, recliners and more.

Hestia and Bastet sat on a couch next to one another, and they motioned Jake and Fhesiah to sit across from them on another couch. There were snacks and drinks laid out, which the other girls were quick to try out with happiness.

Bastet nuzzled into Hestia as she wrapped one arm around her waist, causing her to giggle.

She chuckled. “Sorry, I get a little frisky in this form.” Her body then shifted, changing into a lioness beastkin. Her black hair stayed the same, but her ears changed from that of a black house cat, to the tawny golden ears and tail of a lioness.

The air or aura around her changed, and now she felt like a powerful woman, a leader full of wisdom, rather than a sensual and sexy mother.

Jake now felt that Bastet was even more similar to Fhesiah than he imagined.

“Now, Fhesiah, I should mention that my aid to you was simply a gift, on behalf of my dear friend. I know how difficult it is to balance two forms, and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. Still, I can help a lot more than that, if you become my Champion.”

Jake knew that Fhesiah believed she could solve her own problems. That seeking the truth was a part of a Daoist’s, a cultivator’s path. To have a solution handed to her was not the way of a cultivator. Everything must have a price, and there should be equivalent exchange.

This may have less influence thanks to the New Heavens Fhesiah now believed in, but receiving too much guidance or benefits could cause one to experience a phenomena called heart demons.

The premise being mostly that if they never stood on their own, they would doubt themselves at the most critical of moments. This could be deathly combat, tribulations, or even when merging with the heavens–making the Dao a part of oneself.

Whether heart demons were real or not, it was certainly true that standing on one’s own where able, would result in people more self-proficient and reliable. It was a fact that such people would often be better cultivators, in the end.

“What’s in it for you?”

Of course, Fhesiah mostly knew the answer to that, but she still asked. She would like it voiced, that she was somehow earning the assistance she received.

Bastet smiled. “Of course, I know some about cultivators. I know it’s important to you that you earn your keep. I said that I could help more, but I will definitely make sure you must find your path on your own–I’m just getting you within reach of your target.”

She continued, “I know your family is competent and capable, and you will earn many Divine Sparks and influence many worlds as a shining example, spreading my name far and wide and inspiring people to join my clergy and have faith in me. Then, you resonate with me heavily. This is significant both in the power you can bring about, but also what you earn to expand my power. Faith energy is gained through the resonance, conviction, and resolve you have in my Eternal Essence. For a cultivator who resonates so well with me, your conviction in your Path, your Dao, transfers to me.”

Jake gave a nervous chuckle. “I had worried about that, with Hestia. I am not very…pious.”

Hestia gave Jake a broad smile. “Ah, worried that you didn’t do your allotment of Hail Hestia’s? Of prayers, of time spent on ceremony? You should not worry about this, my Champion. You resonate with everything I embody, upholding and protecting the virtues of my Eternal Essence. With every breath you take and every action you make, you are carrying out my will and expanding my influence, my power.”

She continued, “The beastkin are building their faith in me, have already begun resonating with me and joining my clergy through your actions. I have even had some join my clergy from Ariminum! You should be confident in your efforts as you respect and protect the Hearth and the Home, and guide the beastkin with the State. I am extremely proud of my choice to make you my Champion, and no matter what happens from now on, I know I shall never change my mind.”

Fhesiah and his girls were filled with pride at Hestia’s proclamation, and Jake couldn’t help but feel wonderful from the praise of his goddess.

“I…Thank you, Hestia. It means a lot to me for you to say that.”

Hestia gave him a warm smile in response, and Bastet clapped. “That was cute! That is exactly right, coming back to Fhesiah. There are no downsides for me because she resonates so well. It’s as Berri would say: a home run!”

She gave Berri a smile, who was munching down on dozens of small, delicious cookies. “You are so awesome, by the way. I’d have taken you both if I could, but Echidna was much more important.”

Berri smiled at that. “Where is she, by the way? I hoped she would be here, too.”

Jake thought he’d see her towering figure in the last room, but she was clearly not there.

Hestia’s smile became wooden. “It seemed she couldn’t make it today? We’re a little concerned.”

Bastet smiled. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. Now, aside from these things, I can add a Task that will be mutually beneficial for us. You wanted to seek a Battlegrounds, yes? There is one within the neighboring Sector in the coming months at your Tier. I can get you an express ticket when it’s time. There, you should be able to aid some of my followers, and even if you do not receive what you need–which is unlikely–you should be able to trade for what you do.”

Fhesiah frowned. “What about Highlands?”

Hestia interjected, “This would be after the conflict on Highlands is completed. If extra time is needed, we may even be able to pay a Price to push back the event slightly. In the end, it’s only a peak Tier 1 event. There’s no way we would have you miss the Raid.”

This mollified her, and Jake was having a hard time seeing a downside, aside from the increasing difficulty of having another Champion on their roster. However, it was important to her that she did not fall behind. The next Tier would be especially difficult without assistance for her to do so. Jake was definitely on board.

Fhesiah smiled at Bastet. “I accept. I’ll be your Champion.”

Bastet stood with a proud smile, before focusing and slamming her Ankh-staff on the ground. The sun and moon glimmered, shooting a beam of celestial light into Fhesiah’s Dantian.

Within her Spiritual Palace, the Kitsune mural shifted, the bloodline bricks taking on the divine-infused energy. Like Blood’s Holy Dark, Fhesiah’s Dark kitsune flames took on a more holy or divine quality.

The change for her bloodline energies making a qualitative difference shifted her heavenly energy, and spare heavenly energy flooded out. A lake formed in front of her palace and was drawn out.

Then, in her deepest room with the hearth, the thrones had a skylight, allowing the sun or moonlight to come through.

Above that skylight, the heavenly energy gathered, and her hearth spewed out a powerful gout of flames, causing a massive golden mirror on a swivel to materialize. The mirror was engraved with sun disk and moon patterns, matching Bastet’s own Ankh-staff and jewelry.

Fhesiah’s sun was currently high in the sky, but somehow, the mirror’s reflection showed the moon. It was as if the moon’s light was shown in the lake, and this was reflected into the mirror. The beam of moonlight struck Fhesiah’s mural, and her kitsune bloodline flames lit.

[Passive Skill: Celestial Mirror (No Level)][Enables user access to 30% of opposing bloodline’s flames in either form.][Champion Magic Spell Learned: Sun and Moon Hex][Uses Bloodline Flames combined with the Sun or Moon to create a powerful curse. Flames of creation or destruction will burn the target until it is destroyed, depending on what energy was used. Hexes can stack.]

Fhesiah was moved. The mirror was truly perfect for her, and no matter how much she scanned it within herself, she couldn’t understand how it functioned. Originally a Tier 3 entity, her understanding of something within herself was significant.

For it to be beyond her understanding, it seemed like a true treasure, and it had been created from her own heavenly energy.

Whatever doubts she had about the partnership were completely erased. Like the hearth itself and the bloodline transformation ability, the importance of it for aiding her on her path had been immense. Her goal was to combine her bloodline flames into one somehow as she formed her core, and this would allow her to more easily experiment and practice with doing just that.

“T-This… is an astonishing gift. I… thank you, Bastet.”

Jake wasn't sure when, but the Goddess had now shifted to the house cat form.

Bastet’s smile was proud. “I make sure all my girls are well taken care of, whether they’re my kits or my daughters from another mother. That said, I look forward to our partnership! Those reptile beastkin, as they worship you or hold you high in their will and conviction, will indirectly empower me. It’s a little less than if they did directly, but with how strongly you resonate with me, it’s quite good. That is, until or if you become a goddess yourself, someday.”

Jake had wondered about this. That meant that whatever was going on with the spriggons was, in fact, empowering Echidna, one way or another.

Bastet spread her arms as she stood, giving Fhesiah a welcoming and loving smile. “How about a hug, new daughter of mine? Do you mind if I call you so?”

Fhesiah was filled with emotion as she shifted, quickly switching to the kitsune with her Bloodline Transformation as she stood up. She hugged Bastet, and Jake could feel the happiness of Fhesiah over their bond. She had lost her mother, possibly forever, but she now had someone willing to take on this role. It was a good feeling.

The two girls parted, and Bastet continued. “Now, I mentioned the Battlegrounds Task, but there is another before that. As you are aware, there are Champions present on Highlands. The truth is, a potential Champion is a target, both now, and during the Raid. I would much rather you experience only one terrible battle without being able to summon me.”

[Trial Task Received: Defeat Champions or equivalents present on Highlands, or force them to flee. Rewards based on personal or party contribution.]

Jake knew there were several champion equivalents Tartarus could use. There were heroic beast avatars, children of the evil Divine, boss monsters enhanced with some portion of divinity, and more.

Jake asked, “Is the result or rewards better this way?”

Bastet hummed. “It’s close. I do think you’d receive more rewards by staying prospective Champions for the start of the Raid, but that’s counteracted somewhat by the difficulty increasing by moving from a prospective Champion to a full one. You are only allowed one Trial per Tier, but your merits and achievements are still counted for advancement, with diminishing returns. When dealing with enemy Champions, this Trial Task is certainly comparable to a Raid or personal Trial. Only a Permanent Death Trial would obtain more potential for yourself.”

Jake noticed something. “That means those that pass this Trial Task could raise their Tier, as soon as they reach level 25?”

Bastet chuckled. “That’s right. Fhesiah aside, it is something you trigger or accept at a Node or your Refuge–it does not just happen. If Fhesiah began her core formation, she would be surrounded by the golden light of the Framework, and taken away from the world.”

Hestia smiled. “Well, that was wonderful. Now, there is the last meeting today to take care of, then you can mingle a little where you choose. Let us go and meet with Brother Guan Yu now.”

Jake nodded, and the family once again headed back to the party area.

In one area, there were Asian and Indian Divine within one area. Jake was quick to notice Lord Vishnu and Lord Skanda among them. Skanda had many heads and a peacock tail behind him, while Vishnu had his many cobras and blue skin.

The other Asian Divine Jake was not overly familiar with, but he spotted Bishamon and Amaterasu.

At the front of the entourage were three men. The three men were over three meters tall in Chinese robes. One was wearing green robes mixed with armor, another white with green scholarly robes with a tall hat, and finally, one in red robes mixed with armor. They were Chinese men, each with long, flowing black beards.

As mental projections, Jake couldn’t really feel anything emanating from them, clearly being less than the Divine they had met. However, the leading man with the flowing green robes with gold accents gave Jake a strong impression.

Despite his obvious size and strength, the man appeared humble, holding a noble expression. Guan Yu gave Jake the feeling he truly matched what he read about him, that he was a man of boundless loyalty and honor, and also filled with righteousness and compassion.

Guan Yu smiled, as he focused on Jake’s family. Despite being a towering man rippling with power, his voice was filled with gratitude as he gave them a martial bow, with his fist closed in his other hand.

“Well met, Champion Jake and family. Your strength and accomplishments precede you, your example shining brightly for all warriors to follow. I wanted to personally thank you for your service in aiding Earth, my homeland, to complete its Trial.”

He bowed further, along with his entourage, and the surroundings clapped, many giving surprised proclamations. Bowing as a divine, even a demigod, was no small thing.


Chapter 8 - Mentorship



Jake was surprised by Guan Yu’s proclamation. He had lathered Jake and his family with praise, appearing to be a humble servant. Looking at his robes, they didn’t only have Chinese symbolism on them as one might expect.

They had both Hindu and Buddhist symbols interspersed among their ornate robes, and Jake wondered a little about what exactly occurred after Guan Yu left Earth.

He knew that Guan Yu and his entourage had served Skanda, the Hindu god, and all three had recently left his service. There was certainly no bad blood among them, as Jake could tell. Skanda was the one clapping the most.

Jake replied, “I’m happy we could make such a significant impact. It is a pleasure to meet you all. Aside from today, I have not met any from Earth.”

Hestia added from the side, “Yes, few take part in Earth’s Trial each year, despite there being billions on it. When the Trial is completed, there is a potential for a flooding of Adventurers into the nearby Sector, should they answer the call.”

The man in white with scholarly robes and a feathered fan chuckled, Jake knew him to be Zhuge Liang. “Yes, I do wonder how many shall join the Great Battle. The first war of this new Frontier Sector is approaching its conclusion, and securing ownership is paramount. This is why we came to offer our tutelage to young Jake and family.”

Hestia nodded. “As you’ve learned, a War Trial is coming. While leveling will be important, refining your path or build and focusing your efforts will be more so. Constant battle from such an event can cause levels to come fast, but there is not always much time to plot and plan and make sure you make the right choices for yourself. These three cannot provide much guidance today, but I think what you learn should ready you for the second Tier. Once Highlands has completed its Conquest, they should be able to provide more direct guidance.”

The warrior in red, Zhang Fei, laughed. “That’s right. Training a warrior with mere words leaves much to be desired. We must cross our blades, and feel the heat of battle! Still, my brothers and I can guide you.”

Ophelia asked Guan Yu, “How will that work if I become your Champion?”

Lord Guan smiled. “All the better. That you are within my Sector is a great thing. Part of the reason these Divine are so limited is that they are not directly present and involved in this Sector–this is not a problem for me. When a Divine can give much more direct guidance is a serious advantage, often experienced only by those in the Core Sectors. Since you resonate so well with me, your path should run parallel to mine, allowing me to give you excellent guidance.”

As far as Jake understood, during the time of a Divine's Ascension, they would fight as if they were their own Chosen Hero. It was entirely possible that by the end of the conflict for the Sector, Guan Yu just might fight one or more from Tartarus.

Blood asked, “Just what can we expect for guidance and mentorship? What are the responsibilities of both sides?”

Zhuge Liang chuckled, fanning himself with a crane-feathered fan. “Getting right to the spirit of the issue with your question. As your mentors, we will have access to your status sheet. We can message you, or you us, over the Menu. Mentorship is a formality shown on your very same status sheet, and so taking you on will be known by the Divine. It allows us to visit your world, even during conflict–with our avatars appropriately limited. Knowledge is often siloed within the Framework, both by design of it, and by the choice of many Guilds and Divine. Mentorship breaks through the barriers, allowing us to guide you better.”

Guan Yu added, “Your responsibilities are minimal, I’ll just ask that you help out Warrior Brotherhood with what you learn–a formal Alliance should be offered in the near future. It is us that guide you. The Framework rewards us slightly on your successes, as a means of encouraging us to do so. You may only have one marked Mentor at a time, otherwise the only downside to taking us on are our enemies targeting you as a result.”

Fhesiah asked, “Do you have many of those within this Sector? We did see you were targeted by several War Games.”

Zhang Fei laughed. “Of course! There are those that like to fight for fighting’s sake, good or bad! Some lack honor and nobility, but they come after us for the glory just the same. Standing tall casts a long shadow. As we approach the final events of this conflict, Brother Guan will stand like a bright beacon.”

Jake knew that once they could leave Highlands again, he would need to visit dozens of worlds to gather information about the following Tiers, and plan out his next stages of his path once again. Mentors would solve numerous problems, allowing him to save both time and Credits.

Knowledge was going to become exceedingly expensive soon. Most everything available at their first Tier was beginner level knowledge that could be researched within a few months or years at best.

At the second Tier, decades of knowledge and experience were often needed to move forward.

Many Guilds and Worlds coveted and protected it with secrecy, but it wasn’t just hoarding or greedy behavior.

The Framework placed magical research and advancement in a [Magical Tech-tree], providing both benefits and restrictions for usage and accumulation of magical and technological knowledge and advancement.

Because of this, the Eternum and other Guild Researchers were going to become more and more important as time went on. Having mentors would cut through and provide information and guidance to help Jake focus their efforts.

In addition to research, Jake could win knowledge, or trade for it. He had no problems doing that, but receiving holistic guidance on what to go for to accomplish his goals would be helpful.

As far as enemies, Jake understood he would have many of those gunning for him. He was going to change the status quo with the beastkin and his guild, the World Tree, the Divine he was associated with, and even bringing justice to the lawbreakers.

Conversing with his girls, they were all on the same page. “We accept.”

Guan Yu smiled. “Good. We are limited in how we can help presently, but we will now spend a few moments with each of you. I’ll make sure you join back with Ophelia before she makes her final choice on becoming my Champion.”

Jake’s party was then split into three groups, Jake and Fhesiah somehow teleporting with Zhuge Liang into a wooded clearing near a small pond. He stood in front of them with his fan, smiling.

“Greetings, Fhesiah and Jake. I am Zhuge Liang. A scholar, I was well known for my vast knowledge and wisdom. They gave me the name of Sleeping Dragon, while I was still a young man like Jake, before I served for Lord Liu Bei.”

Fhesiah looked at him doubtfully. “You, a Dragon?”

Brother Zhuge chuckled, taking on a mischievous smile. “Yes, well, I did say they were the ones who gave me that name–I did not give it to myself. Maybe someday when you accomplish much, people will call you Dragon without you showing or telling them that you are. Because if you have to tell someone you’re a Dragon, are you really one?”

Jake chuckled, and Fhesiah was shocked nearly into silence, remembering the reptile beastkin’s doubt. She began, “Wha–”

Brother Zhuge interrupted with a smile, “I jest. Now, let’s stay on topic, shall we? Jake, what you are doing with your inventions and empowerment very much fits my style–knowledge is power, after all. Your role as a servant leader that enables his followers, while still being able to defeat enemies in combat, makes you a shining beacon that many heroes will desire to serve.”

He continued, “You should expand and further this. And Fhesiah, your focus on Alchemy and creation has truly opened up many paths for the beastkin, and even yourself. Cultivators are unique, but do not look down on science and mana. I think you’ll find a strong path if you keep an open mind. Now, the biggest piece of advice for each of you…”

He fanned himself for a moment, as if to think, and look over his Menu–perhaps Jake’s Status Sheet. Jake imagined whatever he was looking at was much more complicated than the usual, as he was taking some time.

“Why do you think the Divine made to award you with Advanced Energy Manipulation?”

Jake frowned in thought. “It wasn’t to make use of all the energies my party uses? I had realized that it might help us defensively to an extent, but you bringing this up…”

Fhesiah asked, “Was it to open the most doors? The generic skill gives us many options.”

The scholar nodded. “I think this mostly correct, but not quite right. If not to fill in a flaw or weakness, the Divine and the Framework itself seek to guide your future when it awards you skills, specifically rare ones. The Framework’s version of the skill has you using force of will or strength of soul to manipulate other energies, when an Origin is unavailable.”

He gave both Jake and Fhesiah a significant look. “I want to remind you that there are many other means. Harmonization, equilibrium and balance, opposing elements, conflict, mystical calculations, attunement, formations, weather and nature.”

He continued, “These are just a few examples. There are all sorts of means to control energies to do your bidding, and it would do you well to learn more and understand how you may accomplish these things. I think the Divine meant to hint to you that aside from your Origin, there are other ways to control them. That might be another means of moving forward with your Hearth Control, Jake. Such a peculiar skill, Hestia has really created something unique.”

Zhuge Liang had listed harmonization first, and this had Jake interested. Something they had noticed about auril already was that it did not respond well to force of will. Qi was the same, unless your body and spirit were properly harmonized. Perhaps, he would have to tailor his efforts for each energy type.

The scholar then looked over Fhesiah and her status sheet.

“You are a little more difficult to guide, I know your understanding and experience is deep, that you are not young like Jake here. Your path is different from mine. Bastet has brought you closer to being in balance, but I have to ask you: are you really? You have flames of creation and flames of destruction. You even took on a dance of the sun and moon, cramming in the use of your claws of the dragon into it. Do you intend to combine these flames, or keep them separate? Do you really want to keep the claw of the dragon as part of your path? Flames like Hestia’s that embody everything are a full path on their own. There are many paths available to you, many viable, many border on impossibility. Those that involve the dragon’s claws fall in the latter category.”

Fhesiah frowned. “I have an ideal path in my mind, but time and resources are limited. When I prepare my Core, I was to allow fate to guide me. If I try to grasp everything seeking perfection, they will fall from my grip. I would be a burden when my family needs me most.”

Jake wasn’t liking this line of thought, but understood it. She was willing to compromise on perfection if she could keep pace with them, and let the Divine and New Heavens guide her.

However, he felt that she should rely on him and their family a little more. Between their family, they could work hard and get her everything she needed.

Zhuge Liang thought for a moment, fanning himself with his crane-feathered fan. He looked off into the pond, and seemed to think for a moment, before looking to Jake and Fhesiah. “Looks like this is the best way I can help. I will do a reading in my body at home.”

He closed his eyes for a minute, fanning himself with his crane-feathered fan. “Desiring providence, you stand as a beacon under heaven's gaze–the attention of many Divine. Remember, a resolute heart maps its course with purpose, for destiny often favors those who stride with unwavering steps. As the winds of fate guide, trust in your chosen path, for it is the strength of your resolve that will navigate you to the stars.”

Fhesiah had a serious look of thought, as Zhuge Liang gave his reading, and she had closed her eyes as if to delve into herself.

Jake knew that she had been conflicted on many aspects of her Path, her Dao. She had taken on the Dao of dragon claws into herself on a whim before their first Trial, and had regretted it. She had clung to the pride of dragons, and it had backfired.

Fhesiah had debated with herself about removing it from her Path. Early on, using special treasures, she could still do so without much loss. If she formed her Cultivator Core, she would be stuck with it or suffer for years in an effort to remove it. For some, it was outright impossible.

That she received the Draconic Empowerment as a happenstance seemed to reinforce her choice, and now, she may even be able to use her dragon claws even as a kitsune, thanks to Bastet’s gift of the mirror. She would think long and hard about what she thought about her Path as a whole, just like Jake did before she made her choice.

Most likely, she would find her resolve and conviction in her path in the battles to come on Highlands, or the Battlegrounds.

Brother Zhuge chuckled. “It’s not much, but that’s the best I can do, for the moment. Here is a list of books for you to purchase and study, that should be available to you immediately. There are some with treatise of combat in the Alliance, and even a few written by yours truly–back in my younger years. Then, some that might spark the desire for innovation. For Fhesiah, formations are something I still study until now. I can’t provide details that exceed your Tier, but you may find something useful within. I know you have profound mastery with them as a cultivator, but there are other kinds that may be helpful for you and your family from the Framework. I think you are well suited to pursue them.”

Jake reviewed the list sent to his Menu, and was surprised at the cost of some of them. Many were affordable, but some were unreachable for now. They would need to save to obtain them, or obtain them shortly after reaching the second Tier.

The scholar continued, “When we next meet, I can provide much better guidance, and even gifts. Prepare yourselves and your people for this conflict, but keep in mind the next over the horizon. The War Trial will involve trillions of uninitiated.”

That was a sobering thought. Jake would do his best to be ready, and make sure that Hearthtribe was ready too.

[image: image-placeholder]

In another clearing, Bloodberri was meeting with Zhang Fei. He now held his glaive, a weapon that was very much like a sword on the end of a stick.

He seemed to be reviewing her status sheet within his Menu.

Zhang Fei frowned as he looked at Bloodberri. “Why do you use a maul?”

Berri tapped her lips. “Because it can hit baseballs! Also, Maul of Hestia-Echidna seems to need a blunt weapon.”

Blood added, “It makes use of our heavy body, and our snake body counters most disadvantages of the weapon.”

“There is nothing wrong with strength and power, a maul used by you is effective. But some enemies are strong against crushing blows, and your two’s skill at arms are wasted.”

Blood asked, “What do you recommend? The glaive?”

Berri added, “But then we can’t hit baseballs!”

The warrior in red groaned. “Every weapon has a purpose. I favor the glaive, that doesn’t mean I favor it for you. Just carry two weapons? Or maybe you could get a morphing one? Either way, practice alternatives. At the very least, a slashing weapon, perhaps a poleaxe. Ophelia’s halberd has a lot of utility, but she may be lacking on armor piercing. This could go along well with that.”

Berri looked at him with doubt. “Why should we listen to you, anyway? You’re not even that big.”

Zhang Fei frowned. “What! I’ll have you know I’m one of the biggest in this sector! Minus a few Titans or Beast Lords, few can match my size and might!”

Berri narrowed her eyes, as she rose higher than him on her tail, her arms folded.

“Wha–this is just a mental projection, our sizes have been normalized! I can grow over a hundred meters tall easily, my size even larger if I need to!”

Berri just humphed at that, while Brother Zhang ground his teeth, mumbling something about growing here being meaningless.

“Fine! I’ll show you. Behold, my Valor!”

The man shimmered and grew rapidly until he was, well, a hundred meters tall. His size was immense now, and Blood did her level best to keep from Berri that he wasn’t using a special ability or this valor, and just changed the size of this “mental projection” to satisfy her.

If she knew, she just might have tried it herself, and would somehow be successful. Then they really wouldn’t get anywhere.

He could now crush buildings with his foot alone, being over twenty stories tall. The man was now the size of a skyscraper from one of Jake’s Earth movies.

Berri clapped her hands. “Wow, you are so big! How do I–”

He shrunk rapidly until he was just three meters tall again over a few seconds, and said, “You don’t! There are definitely runic magic spells that can enlarge you, and your lord will certainly learn them. Even that auril can probably enlarge you somewhat. But you’ve got enough size and mass already for your Tier, instead, you need more skill. Relying too much on your weight and size is a bad habit because you won’t always be the biggest or strongest out there.”

Berri looked at him with doubt, but acquiesced with a nod. Blood was now endeared to this man, as he put up with Berri and humored her so easily.

The warrior added, “Magic can bridge the gap, sure. Your allies, too. But increasing your skill with your weapon will go a long way.”

Blood gave him a doubtful look. “We already have so many things to focus on. It feels like we will gain the most out of our magic practice still.”

Zhang Fei chuckled. “You’re right, for now. And I’m not saying not to, but I’m saying your skill has fallen by the wayside. You still haven’t unleashed the full power of your Technique. It’s hard, but you sisters need to coordinate the energy inside you on top of your body and weapon. How powerful you girls are is truly disgusting. If you can bring out the full quality in each of your attacks, you will not be matched.”

Berri frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean when you use Holy Dark Paampu Attam, you can infuse the right parts of your body with holy light mana to increase your strength and speed further, more than just the holy dark mana alone. Just like when you used your Mace of Hestia before, it should empower your–”

“Oh! That’s easy. I’ll do that!”

The warrior narrowed his eyes at her. “If it’s so easy, just why weren’t you, before?”

Berri used her hands to gesture, “Because Blood was like shooom, whirrr, and I didn’t want to get in her way!”

He looked at her like she was crazy, so Blood added, “It’s true. The Technique as it was given was more focused on the dark aspect, and I had a hard time with it along with handling our movements. We’ll work on that next.”

“Good! I’m a little more…hands on, with my teaching. But I think if you can work on that, you’ll be prepared to benefit most when we can cross blades. Fight with strength and courage, and you’ll never let me down!”

[image: image-placeholder]

The man in green robes was imposing with his size, as he looked down on both Ophelia and Tanda. However, his expression was one filled with compassion and respect. Next to him was a strange mount creature–Ophelia had heard of them from Fhesiah, a Qilin?

It gave a chirping whinny, and moved to brush up against Ophelia and Tanda. They both giggled, and began petting the chimeral creature. It was like a scaled horse, with its face almost like that of a wolf–if it was covered with scales. The creature had odd whiskers that ran along its body that were like ribbons.

It nuzzled against them as they pet it, and they almost forgot that the almost-divine, Guan Yu was standing there.

He looked on with a smile, stroking his long beard. “It’s rare for him to show favor to ones so young. Purity of soul is a virtue he values, but he only respects strength.”

Guan Yu gestured to the air next to them, and an image appeared. The image was a video of…

Tanda gasped. “It’s the Death Knight boss battle!”

It showed the final moments of the battle, where Ophelia’s shield protected Tanda against the powerful beam attack, and she moved herself in front of Jake to protect him no matter what.

“This is why you resonate so well with me. There is no hesitation. You move to protect your sister and your lord–your husband. The malevolence in that blade would keep most warriors from moving, you might not have been aware, but if that black energy had reached your soul, it might have harmed you in a permanent way–some potential lost. Then, your skill is amazing for one your age. You have worked hard, and have great courage.”

Ophelia was shocked at the revelation. She had felt like the oncoming attack was different, but that made her just move with more conviction. Ophelia blushed at the praise, but held more than a little pride. She was proud of her fighting capabilities.

“I only see a few areas for improvement before the next Tier. Some of them will be met merely by becoming my Champion.”

She frowned. “What will be met?”

“We’ll come back to that. You lack Valor, but auril can be a good stand in. Definitely work hard with Tanda here and do your best to master it. You might try the opposite of a Valor user. A Valor user clads themselves in it as if covering themselves in a shell, but empowers their body with mana. You may try to clad your armor in mana thanks to your husband’s enchantments and Runebound, and empower your body with auril. When you manifest your will, you may be able to clad in both temporarily.”

Ophelia wanted to try this, but as mental projections for the moment, she really couldn’t do anything.

Guan Yu focused on Tanda. “With you, it is difficult to guide you, as you haven’t begun to decide on your true fighting style. There is power in the cycle of life and death, Cernunnos embodying transformation and rebirth. But that is not the only path available to you as an Avenger. I see three techniques of interest that might fit your goals, that you meet the requirements for.”

He shared with Tanda and Ophelia the three, each purchasable from the Contribution Store.

One appeared to go along well with Cyclic Resonance, switching between her two weapons. Using overwhelming life force to cause damage with her bow, and bringing death with her crescent moon halberd.

Another would just build more strength as the fight went on by gathering and storing the auril, and another would empower her body and attacks with sacrificial flames, which she could heal with her auril.

From what Ophelia could see, the technique that would go with her Cyclic Resonance was clearly more powerful.

Guan Yu noted, “The cyclic technique seems attractive, but I wouldn’t underestimate the sacrificial flames. Relying too heavily on a ramp up or something complex like a cycle can be a weakness on the battlefield. You are fighting intelligent enemies, and they are not just going to wait around while you build up your strength, nor are just the perfect number of enemies going to line up for you.”

He continued, “Then, often times an enemy might only be weak to one of the two energies, what do you do then when it interrupts your cycle? Finally, controlling the rhythm and tempo of a battle brings victories, and that is easier when you have more accessible power, like with the flames. I would only choose the cyclic one because it seems better suited, or has a higher ceiling in the capability when aided by your allies. It also goes well with your druidic powers.”

Tanda nodded. “These look good! I had my eyes on the cycle one. Is there no other advice?”

He smiled. “Thinking about where you fit in a party can be complicated. Just focus on where you can excel, and a good party will take advantage. A lot will change when you reach the second Tier. We can still change the trajectory if we need to, just focus on yourself for now.”

Ophelia understood that things were not often locked in place until the Third Tier. Skills and techniques could be scrubbed and replaced before then, allowing someone to change a large portion of their build. Tier 2 was usually about solidifying their choices. For Tanda, she had hardly made any at this point.

Guan Yu now focused on Ophelia again, “Now, to handle your problem of balance, as your mentor, I have something. I still cannot give it to you until you reach the second Tier and we can meet in person. Unfortunately, for the full solution, you will just have to wait.”

She asked, “What do you mean full solution?”

He stroked his long beard. “The Voidborne Harmonization doesn’t require tempering the body in every session. It is possible to only temper the soul. Thanks to becoming my Champion, you and Tanda will be close enough to balance and progress.”

Ophelia blushed at the implication of him understanding their technique. “Won’t that cause Jake to fall out of balance?”

He shook his head. “His body will find balance with Blood and Berri, and Fhesiah. We are only talking about a difference of a few months here at most. Body and soul tempering are something that takes months and years. It’s true the first month he might have tangible results and that will push him ahead of you, but that will taper off and slow down significantly after that. It will be easy to catch you up.”

Guan Yu looked to Tanda. “Tanda’s body is not quite ready either. Auril Heroes can progress through levels rapidly, but building and storing her maximum vitality takes time. Then, her special hearthvines are still not grown. She’ll be ready at the second Tier, along with you. I have something to aid her as well.”

Ophelia was a little worried about falling behind, but part of it was they had been in such a rush. It’d only been a few months since they entered the first Tier. She knew Jake and everyone else were hoping things would slow down significantly here soon.

Tanda hugged into Ophelia, giving her a reassuring smile. “It’s fine! We’re just waiting a little while. Once the battle is won, we’ll be able to meet with Guan Yu again.”

Guan Yu nodded. “That’s the spirit. Now, it looks like the others are done. I’ll bring them here.”

Jake along with Fhesiah, Bloodberri, Zhang Fei and Zhuge Liang all appeared, even Hestia. The two groups stood across from each other.

Hestia gestured to both parties. “Things went well, I hope? Of course, becoming Guan Yu’s Champion is your choice, Ophelia. Athena and Freyja will still welcome you if you’re determined.”

Jake let Ophelia know that he was on board. As before, becoming a Champion would increase their family’s strength, but also the target on their back.

Then, the difficulty even within the dungeon or Challenge events would be increased. However, their ability to directly influence the ownership of this Frontier Sector seemed significant. It appeared Hestia was setting them all up on the path to godhood.

“I accept. I’ll become your Champion.”

Guan Yu began to gesture, but a hoof was placed on his back–it was his Qilin. It seemed to wordlessly convey something with its eyes to him.

He frowned. “Are you sure? A few more years in the beast realm would still be beneficial–”

The Qilin whinnied and hissed, scoffing at his master as it approached Ophelia. It lowered its antler and tapped Ophelia’s forehead.

Ophelia nearly went cross-eyed trying to see if anything changed, to which Jake chuckled and shook his head. It didn’t leave a mark or anything that he could see.

Guan Yu gave a mirthful chuckle. “Alright. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. I had planned on a more war-like ability, but I think we can make this work thanks to her Chosen.”

Ophelia looked at both of them confused. “What’s happening?”

Guan Yu smiled. “This one has a child. For a qilin’s descendant, she is yet young. He would like her to serve you for a time, so she can experience honorable battle. The beast realms are a little lacking in that.”

Pointing at Ophelia, she felt the air around Guan Yu shift. As a mental projection, there was no feeling, but now, it felt like she stood in front of a god. While he was a powerful general with boundless courage and loyalty, she could feel the endless compassion within.

A bolt of righteous lightning gathered within Guan Yu, and it shot at Ophelia’s chest. It traveled through their mental projection, reaching her back in their Refuge, and gathered into her Hearthcore.


[Core Evolved: Vajrafire Bonded Hearth Core]
[This hearth has been infused with divine lightning, and now contains both the Righteous Lightning of Guan Yu, and the flames of Hestia.]


As Ophelia was enhanced by the Divine’s lightning, her body began to shift slightly. As a Valkyrie, her Origin connection to the gods was substantial. Her soul was now attuned with divine lightning and the flames of Hestia both, empowered through Guan Yu’s efforts.

Her connection to Jake increased, her Oath to her Chosen enhanced and changed. Even Jake’s body bulked up ever so slightly, his strength and resilience increased as a result of their new connection.

Then, in everyone’s Hearths, the same lightning-infused flames appeared in their hearths. Jake now had access to the righteous lightning in his hearth, having yet another energy that he needed to learn how to use. 


[Ability Evolved: Valkyrie’s Chosen Champion -> Eternal Oath]
[Added: Effect now works at any distance. Now enhances Chosen’s strength and resilience.]


Before, this ability required her to be near Jake to have the enhanced attributes. Now, she was permanently empowered, as she permanently empowered Jake.


[Champion Spell: Vajra Strike]
[Attack calls upon the fury of the gods, striking the target with righteous might. Releases a powerful cone of focused lightning in a forward arc.]


[Spell Evolved: Hearth of Hestia -> Guardian Hearth of Hestia]
[Vajrafire enhances all Hearth of Hestia spells. Spear of Hestia, Barrier, and Consecration now include righteous lightning in addition to flames. Renewal’s Purification from Purifying Flames is now Enhanced. Hearth’s autonomy enhanced, able to expend flames to fight as a valkyrie warrior.]


[Champion Spell: Summon Mystical Steed]
[Call through the void, and bond with a mystical steed. When Summoned, the steed draws minor amounts of mana to stay present. Counts as a Battle Mount. The mount is unable to take much damage and persist or use offensive abilities the creature would normally be capable of, as this mount is not fully meant as a direct combatant.]


Hestia clapped her hands together. “How wonderful! More hands make for light work. However, it looks like the steed will be quite limited for now. You will have to wait until you increase in Tier, to make full use of it as an additional combatant.”

Zhuge Liang chuckled. “You have many challenges ahead, and mobility is king at your Tier. Valkyrie Ophelia is fast, but her Technique was made for enhancing herself and a mount.”

Guan Yu smiled. “I hope she serves you well. Now, the dangers on Highlands are far beyond what is normally seen for your Tier. Champions always use devious means in their attacks, executing challenging plots. They will use sacrifice, slavery, stealth, subterfuge, ambush, and have greater control over Tartarus’ forces.”

He shook his head, his tone and expression turning somber. “Every moment they are on the world, they cause death and destruction, the suffering of thousands. If they are not stopped, millions will perish, their souls to be tormented and consumed. The success of the war on Highlands relies on defeating them. Because of this, I give you the same task as Bastet. Defeat all Champions or their equivalents on Highlands.”

Ophelia received the same notification as Fhesiah with a solemn nod. “It will be done, I will fight with my all until this evil is defeated.”

Tanda said, “We’d have to defeat them anyway for my people, but getting benefits at the same time is definitely better.”

Hestia nodded. “Let’s get back to the party. Cernunnos–”

A booming voice interrupted, “Great! I made it in time.”

Over the mountain they were standing in front of, the massive Echidna appeared, towering over it with a smile. She was wearing a dress not that unlike Hestia’s, though without the red accents–a white and gold toga. Jake noticed that there were a few scratches, burn, and scorch marks on her.

At Jake noticing this, it seemed Echidna did too, and she dusted herself off. “My apologies, Hestia. I didn’t mean to be late, but I had to discipline… unruly children, as it were. Hart family, it’s so nice to see you!”

Berri beamed, and Blood looked on with a fond smile too. All in all, the two girls were both pleased with the earlier turn of events–the resurrection spell and the way the spriggons and reptile beastkin saw them, made them both satisfied with becoming her Champion alone.

“Now, I do need to get some business out of the way. Like Bastet and Guan Yu, I am giving you the same Trial Task.”

The girls received their notification, that they will need to eliminate the Champions or cause them to flee the world, which would unlock the ability to summon the goddess.

“I would give you a Task to have babies, but it’d be silly to do that when you’re already going to do it, wouldn’t it? However, Jake’s bloodline shifts things slightly. I was not aware of it specifically when I gave you the images of what your children would look like.”

Jake blanched. Did that mean he was going to have monster babies?

Hestia shook her head with a smile. “Not as such, Jake. Your bloodline will not be passed on to all offspring, for one. It is true for your descendants that take on your bloodline, they would end up a little different, but those would be a happy surprise rather than something to be worried about. However, Echidna couldn’t fully account for your future race. Little has changed, even with your Bloodline.”

Blood and Berri, and Echidna seemed ecstatic to hear this. Echidna said, “Oh! You mean he’ll cross the thresho–well, we expected the Valkyrie and the rest, but well, that’s wonderful news! You have nothing to worry about, Champion Jake.”

She added, “Anyway, it is a pleasure to meet you as well, Fhesiah, Ophelia, and Tanda. I would like you to meet some of my children, but I was unfortunately busy these past few days and hadn’t been…prepared. Perhaps during your second Tier, you may duel some of my children. Many of them like to test their mettle.”

When she said the last sentence, she was especially looking at Jake. It appeared that she hoped Jake specifically would duel some of her children.

They spent some time talking to Echidna, learning that there were benefits to facing her children. They would often reward those that defeated them with hard to find materials.

Being from Beast Realms–worlds where only monsters and beasts exist, the struggle and conflict resulted in powerful and rare resources being created from various energies and creatures borne.

Finally, they visited the Celtic Pantheon. The four that matched the Beast Avatars, Cernunnos, Brigid, Lugh, and Arawn were present, but there were a handful of others. Next to Cernunnos was a treant warrior, along with a Centaur that was not too dissimilar from the Nature’s Crossroads Boss, the Briarthorn Warrior.

Cernunnos had a jovial smile, his arm around his wife Brigid as the wise owl beastkin close to him.

“This is Lugh and Arawn. Our brethren are much fewer now, but our bond between us is strong. Thanks to you, we now fight for Hestia’s Pantheon, until the bitter, or triumphant end. Next to me are my new Clergy, who I was able to awaken thanks to you, Tanda. I am now finding new paladins, druids, and more on dozens of worlds.”

Arawn spoke, “It was truly a triumphant return. The Great Enemy failed thanks to your success, young one. I thank you, for doing your best for the Emberborn to feel welcome. They may be unliving, but they have never felt so alive. They have captured many betrayers, bringing judgement and service to dozens already.”

Lugh gave a vicious smile. “And many warriors gather on Highlands. Seamus and his coliseum may draw warriors from all over the Sector. It’s far from the only one, but the beastkin’s focus on melee and their special energy will have a special draw for challenges. Then you have the powerful auril beasts to tame. Highlands is a desirable place to be.”

Brigid smiled. “That’s right, Hart family. Highlands was our treasure, and it was nearly lost to the horrible enemy. We are filled with gratitude for your efforts in saving it, along with our daughter.”

Cernunnos smiled at Jake. “The battle is not yet won, but I believe in your strength, cunning, and your luck.” He narrowed his eyes on Jake, “I was surprised our daughter showed interest in you, but I understand it and encourage it. Try not to let her down or make her sad, would you? I want the best for my daughter.”

Jake gave a nervous chuckle, as he realized that having an angry god of vengeance and punishment after him for hurting his daughter was perhaps the scariest girlfriend’s father of all. The God probably wouldn’t mind if he took some guidance from the beastkin here.

“I fully intend to treat all my wives and future wives with the goal of mutual respect, fulfillment, and happiness. I look forward to seeing if we can find harmony together, but I already made an Oath to protect her song for all time.”

Cernunnos’ eyes only narrowed further, but Brigid put a hand on her husband’s chest and laughed. To Jake’s surprise, Cernunnos gave a jovial laugh too.

“Stop messing around, husband. He’s just playing with you, this one has much gratitude in his heart for you, this is why he encourages it. Jake, our daughter as a lot to offer. As Highlands’ World Core, she is connected to all beastkin–at least for now. I wonder what would happen if you enhance our daughter with that spell of yours? Food for thought.”

They spent some time chatting about other things, learning about the other warriors of Cernunnos and Brigid’s clergy. As the Sector war continued, they may end up working with many of these nobles as they defended their world and attacked Tartarus.

Hestia nodded. “With that, we shall send you back. I hope you enjoyed our little meeting. Keep fighting hard for what you want to protect, Hart Clan.”

They all thanked their new mentors, and Hestia for the opportunity to meet. Meeting the Divine was interesting, and they now had their sights set on the future.


Interlude 4 - Ophelia - Girls Day Out



Ophelia stood in a large field outside the walls of Cascadia. Tanda, Bloodberri, Jake, and Fhesiah joined her, ready to watch her activate her [Summon Mystical Steed]. She had been marked by the Qilin in some way, so they had some expectations that they would summon his daughter.

A detail that Fhesiah was beyond excited about, even if it was likely playing the long game. Ophelia couldn’t help but roll her eyes at that girl’s desires, but she definitely welcomed another friend.

She felt the flames of her hearth–now forever changed, as a result of her becoming Guan Yu’s Champion. While there was righteous lightning within, they were mixed with the flames of Hestia. Able to heal and protect allies embodying life and its inviolability, but also able to bring death and destruction to those that attack her family, Hestia’s flames had embodied everything.

But Ophelia could tell that they had changed or shifted as her soul was attuned. They now embodied life in a much greater weight, and Guan Yu’s lightning were focused on purification–unless being used for vengeance. The god’s lightning could only carry out judgement against evil.

As always, Ophelia funneled her mana following the guidance of the Framework into the spell. She was shocked when not only was most of her mana expended, but much of Jake’s being drawn in as well.

Eventually, her mana was all released in a blast into a portal, a tear in space opening. A powerful creature stood on the other side, and magical golden hexagons of the Framework overlaid the creature, restricting it.

It was of the second Tier, and Ophelia felt a temporary connection between it to be established.

She could hardly see the creature through the portal with what the Framework was doing to it, but it looked a lot like a large horse of some kind, its silhouette visible.

The creature’s mind inspected the connection to Ophelia, and found the mark the Qilin laid upon her. It hesitated, then asked a question.

[We fight?]

Ophelia was confused, the words were not quite making sense with the emotions conveyed. Its mind was a simple one, likely unable to use complete sentences.

As Ophelia responded, she did her best to convey the emotions along with her own words in hopes it understood her meaning.

“We can duel if you want, but we will fight many, together. I fight a great evil every day.”

It seemed to frown in thought for a moment, but eventually nodded.

It questioned again, [We help?]

“Yes. We help many. Our family will always help and protect the weak, aiding those in need.”

The creature searched the connection again, and Ophelia got the feeling it was testing her strength in some way. She felt a sort of satisfaction coming from the creature.

[We ride. Together.]

The temporary bond shifted, becoming solid and more permanent.

The mass of golden light shot through the portal, shrinking as it went and shooting into Ophelia’s chest. Like Jake’s summons, the creature now resided within her own Hearth.

It would now rest there in the void, waiting for her to summon a limited magical construct. The spell detailed that the creature was not meant to fight enemies, its purpose being a mount.

Later, she’d be able to call it out a little more directly with a little more investment, like Jake does for the Garuda.

Ophelia felt joy from the creature, and a desire for it to be summoned out immediately. Now that the link had been made, she triggered the next portion of the skill. Like Jake’s summons, the magical construct appeared in motes of light, along with a proud whinny. As a mount, its cost was a lot less to maintain.

It was a yellow or golden horse covered in scales. Its muzzle certainly looked a little more draconic than a horse thanks to the scales, but otherwise looked quite similar. It had a feathery, hairy mane–almost like Tanda’s hair.

Its tail was the same as a horse’s, and it had a horn on its head much like a unicorn’s. It was different from the Qilin, but quite similar in numerous ways. She thought it looked like a sort of dragon horse. The creature was beautiful, and was large enough for not only Ophelia to ride, but probably at least Jake and one more if they had to.

Ophelia realized she didn’t know the creature’s name.


[Summon Information]
[Name: Valora]
[Race: Longma]
[Level: 27(25)]
[Age: 20]


“Nice to meet you, Valora! What a pretty name!” 

Fhesiah was shocked. “A longma? Well, I suppose I shouldn’t be so surprised with the Qilin parent, but still. What a blessing! Nice to meet you, Valora. I’m Fhesiah.”

Jake smiled at the creature, and Tanda was quick to approach it, with her tail wagging.

“Hi there, Valora! You’re so pretty! I’m Tanda.”

Tanda reached out her fluffy paw, and the longma leaned into it, allowing Tanda to pet her.

Berri moved closer, looking at it with narrowed eyes. She looked between it and Jake, her eyes narrowing further. However, contrary to Ophelia’s expectation, she gave a big smile. “Welcome, Valora! It’s nice to meet you. I’m Berri!”

Despite Valora being a decent size, capable of holding Ophelia and perhaps two other riders in a pinch, Berri still towered over her. She hugged the creature’s neck, and the longma chirped in happiness.

Blood said, “My, you’re such a strong, beautiful thing. Welcome to the family.”

Ophelia felt a high level of respect and admiration coming from the creature, as she was held by Bloodberri. Perhaps, their monstrous nature endeared them to each other.

Jake added, “Welcome, Valora.” And patted her neck as well. “It’ll be great to have more help. Well, I’ll need to get going. I have a few more Eternum to enchant today, and I was going to work with Amara to get the enchantments on the airships started.”

Blood added, “And we need to practice some more. We have what our mentor wanted, but also our magical practice.”

Berri said, “Bye bye, Valora! We’ll see you all later!”

Jake and Bloodberri left, leaving just Ophelia, Tanda, Fhesiah, and Valora.

Tanda said, “Well, why don’t we go fly, while you go for a ride? We can show Valora around Highlands, your home for now!”

Fhesiah smiled. “You can try out your new ability as well. Trying it in the Refuge is one thing, but trying it in combat is another. Let’s go?”

Ophelia looked to Valora. “What do you say, partner? Want to go fight some bad guys?”

She felt satisfaction and desire drift over their simple bond. Smiling, Ophelia got onto Valora’s back with an easy flap of her wings. Tanda looked over with desire. “Can I ride too, Valora?”

Valora gave an affirmative chirp, and Tanda leaped onto Valora’s back behind Ophelia. She wrapped her arms around Ophelia’s waist.

The longma started out at an easy trot, but then the trot started taking them into the air. It was like she walked on invisible ground, easily taking them into the air.

Fhesiah followed with easy flaps of her wings, watching the magical steed’s flight with her Divine Sense. “Such an interesting creature. I’d like to replicate her feat with her hooves, but it’ll mostly be pointless by the next Tier for me.”

Valora picked up speed, until eventually, she was traveling at an impressive pace. Fhesiah was still able to keep up at this point. Without Ophelia’s technique, Fhesiah was in fact faster than Ophelia.

However, Valora kept going. Mana was hardly being expended, but she was picking up speed as she galloped across the sky. Before long, it was Fhesiah expending effort to keep up.

Tanda giggled. “This is fun! She’s so fast!”

After checking over their bond that she wouldn’t mind, Ophelia motioned for Fhesiah to join them on Valora. She could just barely fit in front of the rear haunch. She landed on the rear, holding on behind Tanda.

Ophelia smiled as she felt Valora’s pride in her speed, riding with three heroes on her back. “You like to run a lot, huh Valora? Well, when you run with me as your rider, we can go even faster!”

Leaning into Valora, Ophelia triggered Ride of the Valkyries. Her holy light energy filled herself and her mount, wings of light growing out of Valora instead. Like a rocket igniting, they began speeding up even further.

Before she knew it, they were flying hundreds of miles per hour, certainly faster than she could even go herself. Eventually, they reached a speed she thought was about twenty to thirty percent faster than she was before, and with two additional passengers!

The holy light reduced the turbulence of the winds, allowing Ophelia to even talk. “You’re amazing, Valora! There’s a Rift about twenty minutes East, at this speed! Let’s go!”

Tanda smiled as they passed over the various Highlands landscape. “This is amazing! It would only take a few hours to get to Harmony Peaks like this. You’re awesome, Valora.”

Arriving near their destination, Ophelia was impressed at their pace.

Fhesiah said, “It looks like some Adventurers are already near. It doesn’t look like they really need help, we can head to the next one, or speed things up?”

Looking down at them as they flew by, Ophelia made the quick decision to head to the next one, Valora happy to spread her legs for a bit longer.

The party did look well-rounded, and it was a smaller Rift that only had a handful of enemies nearby. Odds were, Ophelia could clear it with her new [Guardian Hearth of Hestia] alone.

It was a treant with a dryad riding on his vines, along with two beastkin and a faun, working together. They were actually in Hearthtribe, the dryad a priestess of Brigid and the faun a druid of Lugh.

They headed to the next Rift, and landed nearby.

Tanda patted Valora’s neck as she got down, preparing her bow. “Thanks for the ride, Valora! That was great.”

Fhesiah gave her a few pats, then floated away. “You are much appreciated, Valora.”

Ophelia asked, “So, what do we have?”

Fhesiah withdrew her Torch of Hestia from her bracelet and prepared her fan. “It is a medium-sized Rift, meant for ten. It looks like some kind of evil dwarves. They have decent equipment, and their skin is red.”

They would know their precise name when they got a little closer to the Rift, but their protocol was to prepare a bit away from it. Ophelia knew that any of them would be able to take the Rift on by themselves.

However, it would usually leave them with little to no resources remaining, or taking an unsafe amount of damage.

Ophelia was going to require a fair amount of practice with using her new mount, she imagined. While Ride of the Valkyries simulated riding an invisible mount in a lot of ways, it should be different.

“Give me a minute before we go in? I want to practice with Valora for a minute here.”

Tanda smiled. “Go ahead! I can’t wait to see you two fight!”

Ophelia had Valora gallop around a few trees, as she took swings with her halberd, testing her balance as she shifted and utilized their momentum. Having Valora increase her speed, she dashed left and right, even faking one way before going another as Ophelia swung her blade left and right, and thrust her spear.

With each attack, Valora transferred her momentum with excellent timing where able, still following the path within Ophelia’s intentions.

The connection was better than Ophelia imagined, Valora following her intentions near perfectly.

“You’re wonderful, Valora! We’re going to kick some ass!”

She could feel Valora’s pride and excitement, as her own built. [We fight?]

Ophelia giggled. “Yes! We fight!”

Tanda clapped. “That was neat! I could tell she was a bit slower when you attacked, but I bet your Technique will help with that too.”

Fhesiah had been playing with her kitsune flames, while still in her dragoness form. “Ready? I’m interested to try this on our enemies.”

Ophelia nodded. “Let’s do it!”

She summoned her Guardian Hearth of Hestia. Her Vajrafire flames floated into the air, showing their flickering lightning running through the normal red flames of Hestia. They entered her shield, where the flame shimmered.

What looked like a spirit valkyrie was formed. Complete with wings and spear, it held the shield it was contained within.

Tanda said, “That’s so cool! It’s like there’s two of you now.”

Ophelia chuckled. “It’s not that strong, and it expends the flames rapidly, from my tests. Still, if I’m on my mount, targets might be more likely to ignore me in favor of others. The spirit might help with taking some enemy aggression in my stead.”

Fhesiah shrugged. “None of us are all that squishy anyway. In Raid or Boss battles it would be useful as you say, but the mount will be unable to be used in that way as is, isn’t it?”

Ophelia nodded. She would need to test it, but the description made it clear that it was not meant to withstand damage and would be de-summoned.

However, she had a suspicion she could stretch this using her Technique.

She rode Valora to the Rift, and some of these red-skinned dwarves were outside the Rift already. It was good they arrived, or this might have not been too far from becoming a Monster Den.


[Rift Information: Blood Dwarves, level 19.]


Tanda immediately shot her bow, a dwarf blocking it with its shield. But vines rapidly grew around it with Rampant Growth and Plant Control, Tanda quickly wrapped the vines around the target, restricting it.

The other three moved in formation with their shields out, and Fhesiah shot her cursed flames at one of the dwarves like an arrow. It moved to block with its shield, but the arrow avoided it as if alive, slamming into its chest and sending it to the ground. A hex appeared on it, the monster engulfed in dark flames.

Having only two targets left, her guardian went ahead, slamming its shield into the two dwarves. They dug their feet into the ground, bringing the warrior to a stop. It tried spearing one of them with an overhead thrust, but its blow was knocked away.

Then Ophelia arrived on Valora, her zigzagging to arrive at the blood dwarves’ left. Timing her swing perfectly with Valora’s gallop to the right and shoving auril through her spike, she swung it right into its helmet.

It punctured the helmet and its skull, killing it in a single swing. She pulled the halberd’s spike out as Valora stepped left, then used the momentum to spin and extend the blade with her will to slice the creature’s back as her mount kept her just close enough to do so.

The creature shouted in pain, lowering its guard down a fraction, for her Guardian to send a vajrafire spear into its chest. The righteous lightning and flames burned into it, and she easily finished it.

Meanwhile, Tanda and Fhesiah had easily finished off their two dwarves. The crippling vines eventually gave Tanda an easy opening with a powerful deathly blow, and Fhesiah used her draconic might to wrench the dwarf’s shield away and puncture its armor before it could rise from the ground.

Tanda looted the enemy and picked up the armor. “This is some decent equipment. Our armorers can learn a lot by analyzing and then melting this down.”

Ophelia nodded. “That’s right. I will take a few for myself, but Hearthtribe has many armorers now.”

Triggering the Rift’s challenge, nearly twenty of the same Dwarves appeared in four battle lines of five.

Ophelia and Fhesiah were quick to form a Group Runic Magic: Nova of Flame. A wave of flame exploded from within them, and her Guardian flew inside and released a wave of Consecration. While it used to be just flames, it now released bolts of lightning in several directions.

Jolts of electricity echoed out among the blood dwarves, but the leader of them roared. Many of them were covered with a red barrier of energy, and their limbs strengthened and bulked up. Numerous of them leaped suddenly at Ophelia, Tanda, and Fhesiah, the three of them in different directions.

One that leaped at Tanda was met by the Guardian, the shield ramming into it. Tanda activated her new Technique, which featured sacrificial flames. Her deathly-will infused arrow slammed into the other, an explosive wolf blowing the shield away from the body and taking a bite into the dwarf at the same time.

Tanda had chosen this Technique at Guan Yu’s words. She may ultimately switch to the cyclic technique, but for now, she would get consistent advantages in battle without complicating things. With this, she could focus more on finding her place in the party, but still increase her capability.

Fhesiah’s flickering kitsune flame generated an illusion of herself, as she danced easily out of the way of the oncoming dwarves. They relied heavily on their vision and their minds were weak, so the illusion distorting the light making her appear to be standing just a few feet to the side was easily accepted.

Attacking the dragoness to the side opened their backs to the real one’s claws. Her draconic flames infused her muscles and allowed her to rake both of their backs in quick succession, severing one of their spines even through their red barrier and thick armor.

Ophelia activated her Ride of the Valkyries and Valora easily avoided the flying dwarves. Heading toward the remaining dozen or so blood dwarves, Ophelia braced her halberd like a lance.

Despite the dwarven warrior in front blocking the spear point, the heavy longma moving with extreme speed’s momentum was simply too much. Ophelia triggered [Vajra Strike], releasing a powerful burst of lightning filled with righteous might.

A cone of powerful lightning released a crackling sound as it jolted through the near-dozen dwarves, burning through their red barriers. Several were stunned, while others charged at Ophelia.

But Ophelia riding Valora was simply too fast. Her feet took her up and over, left and right, filled with holy light as Ophelia easily swung and spun her halberd, attacking from their unprotected sides or knocking them away, sending them flying.

The dwarves were heavy and low to the ground, but despite that, Ophelia’s momentum from the large longma moving so rapidly and combining it with powerful swings of her weapon was just too much for them to defend against.

While Ophelia danced among the dwarves, Tanda and Fhesiah picked the dwarves apart with ease. The ones knocked down were struck with Tanda’s arrows in vital points, while Fhesiah waded through the enemies with her claws and flames.

The Guardian Hearth aided them, piercing into the dwarf’s sides and shoving them off the ground with the shield.

The leader dwarf filled his poleaxe with its red energy, and swung at Valora when she landed and spun. Ophelia thought she’d be able to move out of the way, but she requested Valora take the blow–with Ride of the Valkyries protecting her.

Valora’s magical wings blocked the attack, and despite the blade cutting into her somewhat, she was able to persist and remain summoned. Using Mana Blade in her axe blade and enhancing her muscles with auril, Ophelia’s counter was enhanced by her Technique and her heavy mount besides.

She cleaved into the warrior’s shoulder, nearly shearing off the leader’s arm from its body. It hung limply, as it attempted to swing its two-handed weapon with a single hand. But Valora was still on the move, and his half-hearted retaliation was not good enough to do more than allow Ophelia to hook his weapon, and pull him off balance.

The dwarf’s face met Valora’s front hoof, sending him flying, and the body slammed into a nearby tree. Ophelia charged with her technique activated, arriving with her lance after just a moment. The lance head pierced the leader’s heart, killing it.


[Rift Closed. 890 CP Earned.]


Fhesiah hummed as she looked at her claws. “I didn’t feel like wasting energy with the Hex much, but being able to use my kitsune flames in this form is absurd. Only those with the strongest of minds or zero reliance on vision will be able to shake it off and be unaffected.”

Tanda asked, “Is there a way it could work on those without using vision?”

Fhesiah shook her head. “Not until the next Tier. If my Dao was related to illusions, definitely. But I am focusing on the destructive nature of the flames with my Path. If I had access to some cultivator manuals, maybe. I had shunned this path mostly in my first life, so my arts are limited.”

Ophelia asked, “How come you don’t have much in the way of cultivator spells or arts, anyway? I thought they fought with mystic cauldrons or other weird imagery, even without their Dao. You just use flames.”

Fhesiah smiled with pride. “Mine is a purist’s path, which is common among dragons. Everything has gone into the focus of mastering my own flames, rather than reproducing someone else’s mystical art. It’s thanks to this, that I have progressed in the Dao so much at a young age.”

Ophelia frowned. Young? She was over a hundred!

Fhesiah smirked, and responded to her thoughts, “Many do not even touch the Dao until the Cultivator Core Realm, and I managed to while still in the Meridian Cleansing Realm my first time around–it’s what allowed me to progress to the Nascent Soul Realm so rapidly.”

Tanda said, “That’s amazing! But would it really hurt if you used some other skill for guidance?”

Fhesiah smiled. “I have since changed my mind somewhat thanks to the New Heavens, but unfortunately, our resources are limited, and I’m low on options. I have been trying to both reproduce and enhance the skill I learned from that Drakan, and I am getting somewhere beyond just leaning on the Framework. Still, these things take time. It would take years without me being involved in this much conflict, or having Jake’s Divine Reinforcement and bond.”

Ophelia sighed. “So now that you’re willing, you just don’t have access to the manuals, huh? Well, let’s get these cleaned up. That was fun! This spirit guardian is pretty cool.”

Fhesiah nodded over to the Guardian. “A valkyrie that creates another valkyrie feels a little unfair. Still, it helped control the battlefield. I like our new allies.”

Tanda pet Valora’s mane. “And Valora! Her kick hit that dwarf like a ton of bricks!”

Valora whinnied with pride. [We great. Like fighting. Much glory.]

Ophelia chuckled at her broken speech. It was clear she enjoyed the battle against the evil enemies. “Yeah! We’re going to have many fights, and earn much glory, Valora.”


Chapter 9 - Bedwyr and Valtor - Hit and Run



Bedwyr cleaved the arm off a betrayer, kicking and shoving another with his steed. Galloping in a circle, his war scythe swung to and fro, freezing enemies as he sliced shallow cuts into them.

A cold wind blew through the battlefield, a massive barrier of ice forming between two sections of the enemy’s forces. This cut them off from their allies, and Bedwyr realized what his wife was doing. There were just too many enemies, and they would need to flee.

There were just too many betrayers here. Then, they were backed up by the undead. Of course, they may be able to deal with it, with Warrior Brotherhood reinforcing them. The problem was that if they fought hard to win as it was, too many sinners wouldn’t find penitence!

Bedwyr lamented as each betrayer died on the battlefield. Arawn would still punish them in the afterlife once the world was won, but he would much rather each soul found redemption. That they would join his people as brethren, to face this terrible enemy.

The Brotherhood was currently striking the Rift to their South, while Bedwyr and Morwen’s party cut off the reinforcements. In addition, they were protecting and guiding the refugees, and the various slaves and potential sacrifices they recovered.

The West Coast was packed with enemies, many Rifts spawning and roaming bands of betrayers pillaging. This was the fifth large fight for Bedwyr in two days, their actions preventing more villages and towns from being assaulted.

His people could fight day or night, and despite losing servants with each battle, their numbers and power had only increased.

The few they lost would respawn at the nearest HQ, and the blimps allowed them to attack Rifts or enemy bands like wraiths in the night, rescuing captured beastkin left and right.

The betrayers were capturing beastkin for a terrible ritual, and Bedwyr and Morwen worked hard to stop this. Information was limited because it appeared there was a new strange type of enemy around.

Their aerial beastkin scouts were reporting an odd buzzing in their ears and static on their headsets. Twice now, reports that came back clean from their avian beastkin allies resulted in their forces encountering an ambush from a previously unseen enemy.

It appeared some odd bugs, locusts, were the cause of the buzzing sound, but his people and undead servants were less affected by it. Unfortunately, they were simply not as mobile as the avian beastkin.

Bedwyr spun his war scythe over his head, spinning it like a fan. Calling upon the powers of Arawn as he received the faith energy from many priestesses, he used his [Icy Death] attack as he sliced downward.

A wave of cold and death energy went down the center of the enemy forces, ice spreading through the enemy ranks. Those struck directly would feel the embrace of death, but only brought to the edge of it.

Morwen and her priestesses finished their casting, the apparition of Arawn appearing in the center with golden scale and chains. Those hit by his slash or otherwise near their death were grabbed, unable to fight against the bindings as they were pumped full of death energy.

Judged, the betrayers died and had the Framework layered onto their souls. They joined the Alliance’s ranks, immediately turning on their betrayer allies.

Bedwyr’s mount charged in that direction, clearing a few enemies that barred their path. Directing the newcomers, they began their retreat. His wife was fleeing, and Bedwyr couldn’t help but move to pick her up.

She was capable of many things, but moving with haste was not one of them. Scooping her up, he placed her side-saddle in front of him, carrying her like a bride.

“Oh! Thank you, dear. We should have just enough space on the blimps. So many new followers! How wonderful.”

“It is. But they are not yet ready to face enemies of the first Tier. The only reason they are formidable as enemies is because of their mounts. Few have grown stronger as we fought.”

Morwen sighed, as they eventually arrived at the blimp. She descended from his mount.

“The world has changed. It’s hard to know what they are missing, but Hearthtribe will strive to figure it out.” She motioned to the pilots of the blimps and shouted, “Prepare the frost bolts! We retreat.”

The dozens of blimps aligned the ballistas at the oncoming army. Betrayers riding raptors and other dinosaur mounts chased, with undead skeletons shambling in the distance. Some pterodactyls flew in the air in chase, many with archers riding them.

Her dozens of priestesses climbed aboard the grounded blimps, while the more martial warriors and servants climbed the rope ladders dropped to the ground.

The ballistas began to fire their enchanted payloads, waves of frost being released where the bolts struck. Aiming for the dinosaurs, the bolts spread ice along their surroundings where their brethren attacked.

A thick line of frost spread, each individual bolt not overly impressive. There were limits to these types of armaments, and thanks to Chief Jake’s enhancements, they were skirting them. However, when many were fired rapidly, it could exceed the effectiveness of an individual frost mage by far.

A near-wall of frost was formed, halting the betrayer’s chase once more. The tainted raptors were especially temperamental, and wailed and cried as they tried to cross the now frosty terrain.

Even the undead would be slowed, and it would give their people enough time to board and flee. The ballistas kept firing, making the wall wider and even aiming at the undead in the rear.

The blimps took off, the motors and light gas-powered ascent taking them out of the bow and arrow range rapidly. Several arrows bounced off the enchanted metallic bulkheads, the things keeping them aloft not a significant weakness.

Bedwyr watched as their people rested. Drinking mana water, the many casters replenished. They hadn’t enough mana to keep converting the enemies, so it was time to leave. There was no way they could merely capture so many.

That stopped working, too. Many of them had found a way to commit suicide before they could be judged. It appeared the enemy was aware of their efforts, and doing what they could to prevent capturing more servants.

It was for that reason, Morwen and Bedwyr requested reinforcements. At the same time, they didn’t want Chief Jake’s elite party coming to crush all the enemies. While it wasn’t that they didn’t think they were capable of it, their time was more effectively used conquering in the East.

Holding enemies so that Morwen’s priestesses could capture them was simply not a good use of their time. In addition, it appeared the East Coast benefitted heavily from Clan Hart’s focus there.

As their army was fleeing, a new enemy appeared. A swarm of green wyverns appeared on the horizon. Their current heading was South, to meet up with Warrior Brotherhood. Grayson traveled with them, guiding and protecting the many freed beastkin.

Bedwyr shook his head. “Not good. If we stop to face this enemy, the others will catch up.”

Morwen watched as several of the new penitence seekers looked east, confusion on their expressions. After their deathly conversions, the reptile beastkin were strange.

When betrayers were converted to servants, they were reborn, in a way. Usually, they have their some memories of their past life, but it is as if it was a dream–memories that happened to someone else.

At the same time, it was the same soul. The choices they made in their last life resonate with them. It feels like if they were put in the same position again, they might have done the same thing. But as they seek penitence, they desire to do better, be better.

Their body as undead was entirely different, and so their form that ruled them in their last life were now gone.

The serene demeanor of the servant beastkin did remind him of his own people, but they were very different from those they had converted in the past.

For one, their hearts beat, a new energy running through their body. Then, it seemed like they had a larger connection to their last life.

Morwen asked them, “What is it?”

The now-undead beastkin man stared at his chest. “It’s…strange. My old self hadn’t heard the world’s song for all this time. Why now? I am drawn in that direction.” He pointed to the east.

Morwen chuckled. “Before, you were against life. You now stand on the side of the world itself. That it would help you is only natural.”

Bedwyr saw that there was a mountain in the distance, and would be good to evade those on the ground. However, it would make them take longer to meet up with Warrior Brotherhood, reinforcements that could aid them.

Morwen shouted, “Head to the east! Prepare barriers and bolts. We will continue our retreat.”

A few minutes passed as the blimps ponderously moved, the flyers in rapid pursuit. Eventually, a roar from below sounded. It appeared there were wurms in pursuit on the ground.

Despite the flyers eventually catching up to them, they continued their retreat. Firing frost bolts, even glancing blows were taking the creatures out of the air. But there were many, and they were much faster.

The blimps now approached a ridge on the mountain, ascending to overcome the obstacle.

Wyverns breathed acid down from above, their caustic fluids meant to melt through their blimps and bring them aground. A large wurm and many others were on the ground, waiting for their meal to fall.

But well-timed magical barriers from her clergy blocked their attacks, the many archers attacking those that tried to attack their carriers. Two out of their forty blimps were taken out of the sky, each representing a dozen or more of their brethren.

Things were not looking good, even as Bedwyr took to the air on his mount. The fighting was furious, but there seemed to be no end to the creatures. Death empowered his brethren, but for each creature they slayed, two more would arrive.

It didn’t appear they would even make it over the mountain without losing half their forces.

A loud screech like that of a hawk was heard, along with the howl of a wolf.

Over the ridge of the mountain, a series of flapping wings appeared. Dozens of avian beastkin dove from above with their spears, or rained auril-infused arrows and javelins onto the enemy.

A ravenwolf man lead from the front, his body and large spear covered in black auril. Flapping his wings he maneuvered easily through the enemy, cutting into their wings and sending them tumbling to the ground.

A few wolf and more land oriented mammalian parentage warriors had wings as well, also somehow participating in their aerial assault.

Combined with the reinforcements, the tide of the battle turned. Wyverns fell from the sky as quickly as they came, until the Alliance went on the assault instead. The life and death energy in the air stirred, the auril coming to Timone’s call, and the death energy joining the Emberborn and their new servants.

The life energy heated Bedwyr’s amulet, and looking at their new servants, he thought they would be bothered. Instead, their reverse energy stirred, and almost appeared to beat in tune with it. No, that was wrong. It was creating an opposing beat or melody.

The blimps with his people worked together with Timone and his mates, as well as the large flock of avian beastkin he brought to aid in the battle.

Morwen gasped. “Are those spriggons some are carrying?”

Bedwyr was shocked to see that many of the avian beastkin carried spriggons on a sort of harness. The jabbering creatures threw seeds into the air, and vines wrapped around the wyverns, causing them to fall from the sky.

Others entranced the wyverns, and some even provided makeshift healing using herbs. The odd teams worked together, along with his, to kill the wyverns with surprising efficiency.

The wyverns were quickly cleaned up, and the wurms were no match for their aerial assault. Eventually, Bedwyr received two Rift completions.

Timone and Dahlia landed on the deck of Morwen’s blimp, his other mates staying in the air. Bedwyr got a closer look at Dahlia’s flying wings on her body, finding she now wore a wing suit like Chief Jake.

Morwen smiled underneath her veil. “Thank you for your help, Chief Timone. It’s a pleasure to meet you finally.”

“It was the will of the world itself. You as well, Morwen, Bedwyr.” He looked over to their new undead servants–the betrayers. “I thought I saw tainted, but I see that isn’t right. Reborn beastkin. For a thousand years, we haven’t had any.”

Bedwyr was interested. “Reborn?”

Timone nodded. “Within the deathly auril–nethril, the reverse of life occurs. The life energy and vitality of this world is high, and so to balance that, so, too, must death. However, it was inhibited by the world due to the curse. Areas high in nethril were known to reanimate the bodies of the dead, creating new beings. But with the curse, the undead would attack the living.”

Morwen hummed. “I see, the nethril was tainted and would bring death, creating a cycle of growth for the evil. It was restricted, and thus the life had to be reduced as well. Our Judgement of these beastkin somehow accomplished something similar, allowing them to be reborn. How can these nethril beastkin grow?”

Dahlia was the one that replied, “Our texts knew little, other than that they grew stronger with age. When most of the nethril was removed from the world, these ancient beings faded away. Perhaps if you take them to where the nethril is thick, they may advance.”

Bedwyr said, “Let us move to aid Warrior Brotherhood. We will capture as many betrayers as we can, while stopping the enemy. With your help, we should make good time.”

Dahlia chuckled as she flapped her wing suit filled with auril and light, and her voice was filled with excitement. “It has been so long since I’ve last hunted. I can’t wait to fight once more!”
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Valtor reviewed his reports, Amara doing her own magical research–the unliving book floating in front of another.

He internally smiled at her, seeing her pages brighter and more lustrous than ever. Her unliving flame burned powerfully, the arcane energies flowing through her magical book body.

The reports for the various villages in the central region were doing outstanding. Whether they joined Hearthtribe or not, the many Clans took on a new focus. They honed their crafts, sharpened their claws against the great enemy, or prepared their villages to defend their homeland.

Materials were being shipped in from around the multiverse, harvested from the land, or being grown intelligently with the aid of the Elysian people. The small palisade fences that many villages had were quickly enhanced by rapidly grown trees, after calling in all the clans from the wilderness.

Now, the tower-like trees would surround the villages, allowing them to mount an effective defense with less building. The largest cities still had a goal to use stone, but manpower was still an issue in many locations.

Valtor asked, “How is Falcor, dear?”

“Oh, he’s doing just wonderful! He is gaining power rapidly. He faced some orcs with Seamus, and despite their party killing dozens of them, there were no signs of corruption! I’m not so sure the luminous spirit is necessary, with the filter.”

“How about the others?”

“They too are doing well. The one with the worst corruption is now much closer to how Falcor was before, the armoire no longer trying to capture and consume the living inside its cabinet while screaming. He talks in full sentences now! Still, I think he’s continuously getting better.”

Valtor’s flaming eyes narrowed in a frown. “I’m not so sure if I want to risk not using the luminous spirit, though. The steadfast pyre worked as well, making me feel much more comfortable that it would take a being of immense power to affect us. Any other side effects?”

“It’s hard to remember what Falcor was like when he was normal, it was so long ago. He definitely seems more energetic, but that might be a side effect of our incredible environment? Or that he finally gets to live out his dream, of cleaving his enemies in two? I believe in our Lord, that he had confidence that this would work.”

“True. Should we begin the next trials then? Certainly–”

The door to the research room burst open, Rhia floating inside. “Mom, Dad!”

Amara’s pages turned in excitement. “Daughter! How was your day?”

Rhia hugged Amara, the pink lustered armor holding on to the much larger book.

“It was awesome! Falcor showed how he was bigger already, and sharper! Then, the new arrivals–”

Valtor frowned and interrupted, “What new arrivals?”

“O-Oh, you didn’t know? It looks like some of those that fled have returned! You should be hearing from them shortly. But the biggest news is Clan Brock is about to leave for their Trial, and Oman already returned from his!”

Amara’s pages turned and lit in excitement. “How did it go?”

Valtor rapidly brought up his information sheet. It looked like he succeeded.

“He’s ready to become an Auril Hero now, him testing it for his mates for their own Solo Trials! Everyone is progressing, and so fast! The living…”

Rhia’s voice had become sad, and full of envy near the end of her statement. Amara responded, “The living are just different from us, dear. We Eternum are more static–”

Rhia interrupted, “But we don’t need to be! Falcor is proof! Lord Jake can already fix us–”

Valtor’s flame flickered, his heart wavering. He interrupted, “We don’t know that yet! Be patient, it should only be a while longer. If this next round of enchantments goes smoothly, even Amara and I will have it done. Do you really choose to be a warrior? You’re too young!”

Rhia scoffed. “I’m already over a hundred! The Menu says–”

Amara rolled her flaming eyes. “Oh, please. We all know you were awake twenty of those at best, missy! And nearly half of those, you were in a hungering torpor.”

“But Moooom, I’ve already read a thousand books, and at least a hundred of those were boring ones! Berri couldn’t even read five pages of those in one sitting!”

Amara hesitated. “A-Ah, well–we all love Berri, but she is not the one to set the standard for that!”

“I’ve practiced a dozen spells, and I learned how to use a sword. I can fight with everyone, and help our new friends!”

Valtor frowned. “Why did you learn how to use a sword?”

“Berri said I look kinda like a ninja armor, so of course I should use a sword! Ricardo offered to teach me.”

Valtor nearly went into a rage, and he could tell Amara was shocked into silence. Rhia was talking to the sword Eternum? He already had two spurned lovers when eternal matrimony was their way.

He still almost wormed his way into a third, and they were a tight-knit community! Valtor refused his daughter to fall prey to him.

Still, was his daughter really in a rebellious phase already? They grow up too fast! He quelled his anger, knowing she would be filial, and listen to her loving, caring father.

“I’ll tell you what, if you find an actual, different trainer, we’ll let Jake enchant you after us. Ricardo is a sword, and I don’t think he’s a good instructor for you, who is using one. Then, you can join Brock or Oman’s party, or just some much nicer beastkin…”

Rhia beamed as her body speedily slammed into his own, a dull thud echoing in their chamber. “It’s a promise, thanks, Daddy! Oh, I love you so much! These last few weeks have just been wonderful, and you are doing such a good job, you know. I heard so much praise from Dhruva and Nadessa, at how you have taken care of problems before they even became one. And you, Mom, the fauns and dryads are fawning over how smoothly you teach them scripts!”

The arcane light flowing through Valtor and Amara’s body brightened, the two blushing from their daughter’s praise.

Valtor coughed. “I…thanks, daughter. I do have to finish working through these reports, so–”

“Okay! Gotta go now, I’m going to go practice more magic and the sword with our nice instructors! Bye bye!”

Rhia hugged them both, then dashed out of the room.

Amara seemed a little shell shocked. “T-They just grow up so fast. Still, she was quick to change the subject, wasn’t she?”

“Is it wrong that I rather she faces Tartarus than for her to have a relationship with Ricardo?”

On the other side of the door, Rhia giggled as she sent her message through her Menu.

Blood, you were totally right. Bringing up Ricardo did distract them!


Chapter 10 - Arrivals



“Here you are, Milord.”

Blood held a fork with a bite of steak, feeding it to Jake. Meanwhile, what felt like many hands pressed into his back and shoulders. She was giving him a telekinetic massage, as he sat down on her tail as his chair at the dinner table.

The steak was delicious, and he realized it was from some kind of beast he wasn’t aware of. It was not an auril beast, but was still filled with vitality and magic. The medium rare steak nearly melted in his mouth, the flavors immense.

Blood was wearing a low-cut black dress, her pale chest barely contained within. With the dress so tight, her slim waist proportions seemed unrealistic. Pale pink eyes stared at him, taking in every detail of him as he enjoyed the meal she cooked for him.

“Where’d you get this steak? It’s delicious.”

Blood smiled. “I asked Valtor what his former masters ate. Can you imagine? The Eternum chef would make them this delicious food, but then not be given anything for themselves.”

Jake was currently on a mini-date with Blood. Especially as Fhesiah and Bloodberri started sharing their nights, it felt all the better to spend some one-on-one time together. Berri was currently sleeping, and even dreaming.

He asked, “What’s she dreaming about now?”

“She’s flying through the sky with you on her back cheering as Bill the stegosaurus languishes slowly on the ground, unable to–Oh, he just got eaten. I’m so envious. The girl has so much fun, awake or asleep.”

Jake chuckled. “She does because you indulge her too. You’re a wonderful sister.”

Blood blushed. “It’s just so hard to say no to her. She’s like a whirlwind, it’s easy to get swept up in her.”

“You’re special too, and don’t you forget it. All of Hearthtribe is thankful for all your hard work in organizing and planning. We might have Valtor now, but you’ve been instrumental to our success. I’m so proud and filled with joy to have you as my Monarch, my Queen.”

She didn’t seem to know how to take the compliment as she blushed, feeding Jake more of the steak. Since Blood didn’t want Jake to serve her in return, he made sure to lavish her with praise and kisses between bites.

They did not have a ton of time thanks to the war, but Jake had taken to making just an hour or so each day for some special alone time. This had brought excitement to all the girls, and really broke up the monotony of fighting through Rifts, crafting, and training.

Tartarus was losing major ground per day now. The East and West Coasts were hit hard and fast after the storm by the enemy. But now, most of the largest groups of populace were well-defended, the Adventurers taking over much of the territory–at least on the East Coast.

Many beastkin died during the last push, and that had caused the Rifts to swell in an effort to recapture or cut off territory. However, Jake’s party simply moved too quickly. Splitting into two groups, they easily cleared over thirty of the small Rifts meant for a single party in one day.

Fhesiah and Tanda flew together in one direction, and Ophelia, Valora and Ira flew in another. Jake would then Reverse Summon himself and Bloodberri to crash either Rift in a hurry, sometimes moving through two or three of the smaller Rifts in minutes.

Sometimes, Jake wouldn’t even be called, the creatures were too easy on their own. He would just continue his enchanting on Bloodberri’s back, inscribing as many spears, armor, and shields as he could for the beastkin.

The Hearthtribe and beastkin crafters were focused on enchanting arrows and javelins, for now. They were simply not worth Jake’s time. Even if they were reusable, the numbers the beastkin required were staggering.

It was mainly the monster dens Jake would be called for. These usually had both more and stronger enemies. Even if Ophelia could manage one on her own, it would take too much of her mana or risk her safety.

Blood finished feeding Jake with a smile, this being her choice for her date. He willed her to bring her beautiful lips in for a kiss. Kissing the giant woman was an odd experience. If he placed himself nearly eye to eye with her, he was unable to reach her waist.

If she bent down to meet him, his head would be enveloped in her chest as he was now. Jake could feel the passion, pride, and respect as she kissed him with her large, pillowy lips. Holding on to her waist, the two luxuriated in enjoying each other for a few minutes.

She was about to wrap him up with her tail to properly enjoy her lord when a communication request was received.

Blood hummed, as she fixed both their hair with a wave of telekinesis magic. “Kedrin and Trinity? Let’s see what they have to say.”

“You don’t mind? We can have them wait a bit. This is your time.”

Moving to their computer, she fixed his dress shirt and rearranged her tail beneath her so that Jake and her heads were at the same height in front of it. They had installed this conferencing system after they realized it would serve purposes like this one.

“No, this is good! We were hoping we would receive some more aid. I’d rather have talent interested in joining our cause than random Adventurers showing up and filling the slots, right? Since so many beastkin have joined the Framework, and we used Mass Migration, there are not that many.”

Jake looked at her in her serpentine eyes. “Raise yourself up? This frame would look weird. You’re taller and bigger than me.”

“But Milord, you’ll look less lordly if–”

“Don’t worry about that, you’re my powerful wife–I love and am proud of your size. Besides, Kedrin is a dwarf, remember? He’s probably used to it.”

She relented and rearranged herself so that her posture was much more natural. She was still taller and larger than him by a fair margin, but it wasn’t the nearly entire meter difference there was before. Perhaps, a result of him reaching High Human.

Blood hummed. “You are larger and taller now, Milord. You must be over two meters? The disparity is not as large anymore.”

Jake chuckled. “Yeah, it’s now a little less like a child standing next to an adult, and maybe more like a short guy dating a tall volleyball player? Still, you might grow more all at once when you increase in Tier.”

Blood nodded. “I think much of our advancement is being held off for our evolution. Even our core didn’t advance as much as one might expect when we became Echidna’s Champion.”

The Framework and Divine seemed to balance these types of things, instant advancement versus long term. Bringing Blood and Berri into a perfect balance likely had a cost of its own.

They triggered the call, and Kedrin and Trinity appeared on-screen. Kedrin was wearing what Jake would describe as a mob boss business suit, which, to Jake, kind of clashed with his cyborg implements in his mind.

Trinity the black-haired elf was wearing some scholarly looking robes, a stark difference from what she wore at the masquerade ball.

Jake said, “Good to hear from you two. This is Bloodberri, one of my wives. Along with Valtor my Head Administrator, she helps manage much of my interests.”

Kedrin was the first to speak, “Well met, lass! Jake was far from a short one, but to think you make him look like he is. Your help with the contracts has been most helpful.”

Trinity had a smile as she added, “Well met, it is good to finally meet you Bloodberri. As you may have guessed, we have called as your recruits should arrive soon. The desire to craft with such unique resources was significant, and various fey races favor the world with such high life energy.”

Kedrin nodded. “That you paid for their trips and promised accommodations certainly helped. The list of benefits you provided went a long way to increasing interest. Many laborers and fighters were scrounged up, ole Kedrin here made sure to get you the talent you needed.”

Jake asked, “Any notables among those recruited?”

Kedrin hesitated. “W-Well, we don’t have anyone that compares to a Champion! But we do have a tribe of troll and orc warriors and tamers that were excited to go. Thanks to Trinity’s connections, we were even able to get some elven Adventurers interested. While she does mostly work with crafters, she managed to reach out and convince them to join.”

Jake knew that the trolls Kedrin was referring to were the lanky almost-human type trolls. Aside from being thinner and taller on average, having another shade of skin, and oversized canines, they looked mostly human. The orcs were similar to this.

Looking at the information Kedrin provided, it did look like there were many beast tamers among the two tribes. Jake had made clear what he wanted with any Adventurers for his guild–they would have to respect the tenets and doctrine of it.

It appeared the orcs and trolls, many of them focused on using their tamed beasts to build, able to aid in infrastructure efforts. Jake imagined, with a few tamed dinosaurs, they could accomplish a lot.

Trinity added, “We did have many elves interested in joining for magical research. Otherwise, the fey races of various professions were happy to make Highlands their new home. That their lives wouldn’t be permanently tied, or the knowledge gained wouldn’t be hoarded using magical contracts, helped solidify their desire to join.”

Jake nodded. Many of the Guilds and magical research facilities present on various worlds within the Alliance enforced magical contracts on participants. Many involved in research almost resembled indentured servants, having to work hard for gains they could rarely benefit from–for the rest of their lives.

Working for Jake would look attractive, at least for a Tier 1 world. His guild would supply what they needed to advance their knowledge and skill, while hopefully allowing them to also improve their level.

Mages and magical researchers didn’t have to fight to level. If the mana density in the world was high enough, they could infuse their body, mind, and spirit with mana over time. Almost like cultivation, they would slowly rise in level as a result, taking many years.

Of course, fighting and practicing their magical might, gaining arcane insight and more would also progress them in various ways and thus their level would increase. Before the Framework, Tier 2 Magus and Tier 3 Archmagus would still rise up on worlds with enough mana density.

The Framework was just a more consistent means of progressing–by taking their power from Tartarus. Still, these methods could be combined. It was on the docket for Amara to research for the average mage that joins their Guild, though at a lower priority, as their guild was focused on combat.

Blood replied, “We’ll make sure to take good care of them. Jake and Amara have worked hard to make Hearthtribe the leader at our Tier in Enchanting. Looking at what is sold on the Market, few can match what Lord Jake makes.”

Trinity held one of Jake’s spell rods, inspecting it with a smile. “Yes, many have wanted to work with the one that made these. The ones requiring Runic Magic to activate are still useful enough to be a great emergency option, even if it takes most of their mana.”

Kedrin chuckled. “So you should have a wide variety of Adventurers and crafters arriving, totaling nearly a thousand. Almost a hundred seasoned Adventurers, ready to join your Guild!”

By seasoned, Kedrin meant were approaching the peak of their Tier–people that would likely participate in the Raid or be capable of it.

There were many more in those joining, hundreds of various levels. Then, the non-combatant crafters would not be joining Jake’s guild–not directly. They would be joining his new Subguild, which would have different expectations and benefits.

“Thanks, Kedrin. Those willing to follow the tenets of the guild are valuable. The beastkin outnumber them, but with many of your recruits being Tier 1, they will be helpful. You’ll continue to look for more?”

They both gave affirmatives, and they worked out a few more details. The new recruits would be arriving within a day, and they would be on the lookout for additional talent. They ended the call, and Blood smiled.

“It won’t be too much longer until we’ve won. If it weren’t for the two Greater Rifts, we would force the Raid in about three weeks.”

Jake shook his head. “There should be enemy Champions lurking about now. They will either be at the Greater Rifts when they spawn, or attacking a large population center.”

“Valtor said the Greater Rifts are imminent–that they cannot be stopped. They will spawn, and then we will have at most one week to assault them before a Tier 2 Boss will continue to spawn from them until cleared. We have kept the two locations scouted, even if it’s a challenge. The locusts are really giving us trouble.”

“We haven’t caught sight of anything controlling them?”

“Nothing. We must be careful, as this enemy appears beyond our ability to detect. They might be combining some obfuscation with foresight.”

Jake sighed. “I guess we’ll just have to count on our allies. Maybe if we clear one, we can force the Raid without clearing the other? If we make enough progress this next week…”

Blood smiled with pride. “You have empowered the beastkin far beyond what the enemy could have predicted. If not for the Greater Rifts, they would now win on their own–without our help. While we are clearing thirty of the small Rifts per day, together, they are accomplishing similarly. Thousands are successfully running Incursions, slowing down how fast the enemy can spawn them.”

“It’s all our hard work, we’ve all been working around the clock. You girls have really accomplished a lot.”

“Of course we all worked hard. But we all followed your cues, your guidance. You had a list in your thoughts of what you wanted to be accomplished, and we aligned them in our minds as important. That’s not to say we weren’t smart enough to see they needed to be done on our own, but our goals simply would have been prioritized differently if not for you.”

“Hmm…well, I’ll gladly accept all the credit on your behalf. Just know that I respect your efforts and devotion very much.”

She chuckled. “As is your right, Milord. Now where were we? Oh, yes.”

Her snake tail quickly wrapped around him, pulling him into another kiss. It was filed with affection, her desire to bring Jake pleasure with every peck and movement of her tongue. She moaned as his hands began roaming her body, causing her to redouble her efforts.

Blood was very different from her sister, in that her focus was definitely more on him, and his pleasure.

But then her eyes fluttered, before she pulled away.

Beri sighed. “Aw, that was a dream? W-Well, this is a good way to wake up.” She stared at Jake’s lips with a smile.

Blood rolled her eyes. “Of course it was a dream. Bill can’t die forever! I won’t even get into how you can’t fly to the moon.”

“Y-You don’t know that. Maybe some day!”

Jake nodded. “It’s true. Some day, I bet she will be able to go there.”

“O-Oh, you meant the moon thing? Y-Yeah. I bet Jake will make me able to! I know it. You’re the best!”

Now Jake was kissed by the other snake sister, her kiss filled with passion and need. Her love was unrestrained, wanting to taste and feel every sensation. They played around for a while, before their time was up.

Jake sighed. “Just a little bit more hard work, and we’ll have a lot more time for fun.”

Berri swayed in place, almost bouncing her body. “You’re going to enchant more Eternum now? I know Rhia can’t wait!”

Jake nodded. “I had decided on one test per Eternum. After Falcor’s enchantment, I realized he had a lot more leeway than I understood. The second set of corrupted went well.”

Blood said, “Still, what a strange skill. To be able to influence their soul like that is no small thing.”

“It’s a special set of circumstances. They are a rare people born with a Hearth. I can’t inscribe runes on their soul, only the metaphysical doorway to it.”

Blood asked, “What about the Emberborn? Are they not similar, with a cold flame in their chests or heads?”

Jake shook his head. “Something about them is different–despite being cold flames that appear to sit on the metaphysical doorway to their soul. It makes me wonder more about the hearths in our chests. Clearly, Hestia has made something truly special, and so did that crazed Lich that made the Eternum.”

Ophelia and Tanda entered the room, carrying Jake’s new shield. It was a replica of her own shield, which Jake hoped to enchant to store the duplicate Hearth inside. He doubted he’d accomplish it any time soon, but that was his goal.

His valkyrie wife held it up with pride. “I finished it! Jake, it seems Valtor finished the prototype airships. They are working on enchanting them now, and could use your help.”

It looked like he now had some more work to do at the HQ. He knew they were working on making the blimps larger, but also more manpower-propelled to increase their speed.

Fhesiah was working on changes to their body tempering room, preparing for each of the girls to go through their unique situations. Clan Hart was busy as always.


Chapter 11 - Final Plans and all Hearths as One



Jake stared at the Conquest Map, standing next to Ophelia and Tanda. A little over one week had passed since the Adventurers arrived, and now they were sitting at 67%. The progress had slowed slightly, as Tartarus had some minor wins across the map.

Rookard’s wolves and Timone’s ravenwolf tribe had now reinforced Warrior Brotherhood in the East Coast, the four parties fighting against the betrayers and undead. But after a few captures of them to create undead servants for Morwen, they still continued their hit-and-run tactics.

Instead, the undead spread the blight, and the Alliance were forced to spend time combating it. The change in the geography had allowed the enemy to set up camp within new deathly swamps, and uprooting the undead from there had become a challenge of its own.

So Morwen and Timone were forced to lead the armies and the Western peoples away, while dragging refugees around and protecting villages. Their goal was to protect life, capture the betrayers, and slow the enemy’s advance.

So far, they were successful enough that Jake was able to keep himself from moving that direction himself. Aisling had warned him that her visions were ominous if Clan Hart headed West. It was as if Jake’s efforts East prevented the enemy from acting on a horrible plot.

Combined with Morwen’s experience and success accomplishing their hit-and-run tactics, Jake figured the enemy was having a hard time finding the right moment to pounce. Hearthtribe was increasing the defense of all villages and city centers. Partial walls were being built, then CP spent to complete them.

Cascadia’s defenses were more or less complete. They continued to build the walls higher, improving crenelations and fortifications for their siege equipment, for the moment. This was in addition to finishing up all the housing within the city.

Valtor and Amara were on the other side of the table, Mysticus and Zorina almost dancing around the top of it with their lights flashing, the same as when they made their predictions for the Greater Rifts. Nadessa looked on in interest, the childlike dryad conversing with Berri and Rhia.

Zorina proclaimed, “Both Greater Rifts have spawned. We have one week to assault both of them, or we shall be doomed.”

Valtor nodded. “We enter the end game. If you clear just one Greater Rift in that time, it should push us quite close to activating the Raid. You may not even need to defeat both, as in order to assault it, many large Rifts must be closed, the enemy armies gathering in their attempt to stop you.”

Jake asked, “Which is best to move on, or has the best results? I know Aisling said we should focus on the East. A vision she saw.”

Amara’s book body shook back and forth. “It’s impossible to read something so complex and give such a precise answer. However, Zorina had an idea for a divining that worked, we believe thanks to your Hearth enchantment empowering her. Assaulting East means less sacrifices.”

Ophelia frowned. “You mean less losses? Doesn’t that–”

Valtor interrupted, “No, she means fewer sacrifices. The enemy uses various rituals of sacrifice to empower themselves. Attacking either way, we cannot read the outcome. We just know that, for whatever reason, assaulting West, results in more sacrificial rituals being completed.”

Tanda looked at the map. “Weren’t the betrayers mostly west? I thought they were the ones doing all the sacrifices. My dad is out there, Morwen, Rookard, and Warrior Brotherhood. They have been slowing the betrayers, evacuating, and rescuing various Tribes.”

Jake added, “It’s surprising how many betrayers there really were. Combined with the undead, it’s not insignificant. Still, what about splitting my party’s efforts? Is that still no good?”

Valtor shook his head. “That only brings more chaos to the reading. Mysticus is sure the calculations for splitting the effort or recalling our forces more than we already have on the West Coast are extremely dangerous. You can send more Adventurers, but they may be fodder for the undead armies. The forces you have there are well-coordinated.”

Jake reviewed the map. “So we head East with Vesuvius and our new Auril Heroes and tamers, then? Rifts are pushing toward Lakemere again from the Greater Rift, and the undead are gathering.”

Amara replied, “That might be for the best. Then, we leave the Elysians and those working toward becoming Auril Heroes in Cascadia and Harmony Peaks.”

Berri pouted. “But I wanted to see them fight! That’s no fair! I wanted to see a tree guy say: I am root!”

Nadessa frowned. “Fair? Also, did you mean Rootivian the Third? How did you know about him?”

Berri’s pout got bigger, now realizing there really was a bark covered tree man that was named Root that she would be missing to see fight. At the very least, she would definitely call him that.

Ophelia chuckled. “I’m sure if you asked him nicely he would, Berri. Don’t mind it, Nadessa. It’s just her being her.”

Nadessa seemed to fully accept that with a smile and a nod, completely used to Berri’s reputation.

Jake reviewed the map one last time. “No sign of the Naga yet? This is definitely problematic. We know the enemy is using them.”

Tanda sighed. “Every attempt to check their known locations has found nothing. This is why Aisling and some reserves stay at Harmony Peaks, I’m sure.”

Blood added, “They are certainly under the enemy’s control. That we haven’t found them, means they are preparing to use them. They can appear anywhere on the map, using the underground rivers.”

Ophelia’s expression was hard. “We are using as much information as we can collect, and we are all fighting hard. Even still, the enemy plots.”

Jake nodded, looking over the map. He had split the forces the way he did because he knew they would work well together, their mobility assisted by the blimps or their parentage.

He had balanced their forces on a variety of factors, from levels, speed, compatibility, and making sure there were no weaknesses easy to take advantage of.

He had kept Vesuvius from heading West, to keep the reptile beastkin from facing one another. The tainted betrayers couldn’t be converted or saved except through Arawn’s means, and it would be too painful for his people.

Instead, Morwen’s priestesses were much better suited to handling them, along with Rookard’s wolves, their there must be blood chant driving them with righteous fury.

There were a lot of things he’d have liked to change, but hindsight was always twenty-twenty. If he knew they would have such a substantial upgrade to the blimps within a couple of days, he would have had Rookard wait before heading west.

Thankfully, with the tamed creatures following the valley path the Heart of the World created, they could keep up with following the improved blimps East. Vesuvius’s mixed forces would easily be able to keep pace with one another.

The Adventurers supplemented the Midwest well, maintaining the status quo of various locations while Jake’s party made forward progress to the Greater Rifts.

Valtor shone with arcane light, the scripts and runes on his body and robes lighting up. “We Eternum may have provided our guidance, but Lord Jake has chosen this path. Our enemy’s machinations are wrought with complexity, but our people are empowered with righteous might. I’m confident Lord Jake and his wives’ strength will pull us through this war, we need only follow the path and fight with courage. All will reclaim their homes, and all enemies will be defeated.”

Rhia floated over toward her dad. “W-Wow, dad, that was great! You were actually cool for once!”

Amara’s page flipped, her scripts lighting up. “It was!”

Their destination set, Jake made his plans. They would get ready for the final push for their assault.

***

Jake walked into Fhesiah’s cultivation room with her at his side, the one meant for the less-enjoyable kind. They had just finished their Conquest and aid for the day.

Despite their efforts, many clans throughout the wilderness had been forced to flee to the East. Rifts appeared everywhere, spawning undead and other dangerous creatures.

If not for the avian beastkin, Jake didn’t think they could manage scouting and keeping track of where the enemy made its efforts. But Tanda continued to coordinate people explicitly for this purpose, keeping lack of information from becoming a weakness.

“Ready to mark me again husband, painting me with your love?”

Jake smiled at his dragoness wife. She couldn’t help but make a small tease, and he couldn’t help but love her for it. Her Hearth wasn’t the only one being enchanted today.

His trials with the Eternum had taught him a lot. He managed to try various things, and now felt confident with enchanting both himself and his wives. Two facts made him ready.

The first was that removing Hearth enchantments was possible. The longer the enchantment persisted, perhaps the larger the effect was or the difficulty in removing. However, as the enchanter using his own divine hearth flames, he was able to remove them with his will if he was near them.

The second was that he had no problems adding additional enchantments in the future. This tracked with his instinct to enchant Fhesiah’s Hearth originally, reinforcing her Path. Her hearth had since grown, the small fireplace becoming more like a giant blast furnace.

She still hadn’t solidified her choices for her path. Somehow combining the claw and flames of dragons with the holy dark kitsune flames was going to be a complicated endeavor.

Jake’s choice for his path was much more simple. The only thing that was not set in stone for him was perhaps the number of wives, or hearth bonds he would have.

As his hearth core grew, so too would his soul, allowing him to perhaps have more room. He wasn’t sure what the future held, but he had chosen this path.

Fhesiah sat down, and shifted to her kitsune form. Her wings shifted into two furry tails, and her dragon tail shifted into the final one. Horns and elfin ears shifted to kitsune ones atop her head, and hair shifted to her deep purple color.

Jake raised his brow. “Why’d you shift?”

“Just felt like it. I might distract you less, too.”

He joined her on her cultivation mat, her torch floating near. Closing his eyes, he followed her bond until his mind arrived in her spiritual temple.

Now a proper palace, she was rapidly approaching what was called the great circle of the Foundation Establishment realm. When a cultivator reached that, they could create their cultivator core at nearly any time.

Of course, this was when the Framework would consider her level 25.

Her throne room was largely similar to how it was when she first created it, just larger. Thrones were replaced with ornate love seats and couches, allowing Jake and his family to relax intimately in front of the Hearth.

While the walls on opposite sides of the room originally had the kitsune and dragon mosaics, they now reached all the way along the walls and intertwined within the enchanted Hearth.

The energy contained within the entire temple reinforced her entire being, of what made her who she was. Now, the mosaics included the images of herself, the templates when she shifted between Bloodline Transformations.

“I’m ready when you are, husband. To me, this is hardly different from us forming our Hearth bond. You are just reinforcing who we are, with what we mean to you. The same as when you created your Runebound States.”

Jake nodded. While the first time he had reinforced her path, this time he was accomplishing similar to what he did with the Eternum’s purifying conduit. This enchantment would be a mix of Demonic Runes and Scripts, meant to connect with Jake’s own Hearth. Then, he would do as she said: reinforcing who they were, or what was best about themselves.

Walking over to Fhesiah’s Hearth with her at his side, he willed his divine hearth flames through their bond. His flames entered into her Hearth, gathering and circling within.

His various enchantments where he had added her runes for her flames were still present, and perhaps even brighter than ever. Jake had left space for him to attach and connect the runes. Her hearth was fundamentally different from the Eternum, as he had apparently infused her Qi bricks with his divine flames.

Jake inscribed the runes and scripts on the hexagonal bricks, focusing on everything she meant to him. Fhesiah was his Passionate Sage, who would aid him with her wisdom and enthusiasm for all time.

Reinforced by her path, she could manifest her will to both create and destroy. Seeking the truth, Fhesiah sought both pleasure and enjoyment for herself and her family.

He tried to reinforce her Yin and Yang flames, the flames of a kitsune and dragon. Adding the qualities that were a part of her path, the flames brightened and enhanced, achieving an improved balance.

As Jake completed the runes, Fhesiah’s Hearth became even brighter. The powerful flames were filled with both warmth and love, the passion Fhesiah exuded and brought to Jake and his family.

Everything she was and hopefully would ever be was reinforced, enhanced by the divine flames.

Jake’s Divine Hearth Core was like a small flickering flame at its center. For him, it was a strange thing. Through his and Fhesiah’s efforts, they had created a true core of mana, a metaphysical sphere that held all the mana available to him, instead of a cloud that hovered in front of his soul.

But when he became Hestia’s Champion, it became a Hearth core. It maintained its spherical shape for the most part. But flames drifted off of it into the metaphysical area within his chest, almost becoming a gas-like cloud of mana again.

He could remove 99% of the flames, leaving very little at the center. That last percent was the actual core. As he had increased his core levels, this had nearly quadrupled in size. This was what he would now be enchanting.

Returning to his body with Fhesiah in his lap in her cultivator room, he now grasped onto the flames, and began etching his connection to her. Following the bond like a red string of fate, he enchanted the core where it connected.

Their bond was reinforced, and Jake’s soul was empowered. This now completely counteracted the effect of Jake’s void cells, bringing their connection back to what it was and beyond.

Fhesiah wrapped her tails around Jake, hugging him even tighter into her soft body. “I just love how you have entwined your Path with mine, and the rest of your wives. We now walk our Path together, our Hearths all as one. You hold us all together, empowering us and making us better.”

“It goes both ways. You all bring out the best in me.”

Jake knew now that he could find resonance nearly instantly with Fhesiah, their connection so powerful. His Runebound state would have a stronger influence than ever.

Their Hearth bond reached level four, and Jake knew if they aligned the right set of circumstances, he could probably use his powerful Fusion Summon, just like with Ophelia.

He added additional enchantments, just like he did with the Eternum. As they went along and approached the peak, he would add more to Fhesiah and himself, enhancing the positive traits that made Fhesiah who she was.

“That didn’t take long, did it? Let’s get the other girls done?”

Ophelia arrived, wearing her training outfit–a sports bra and tight leggings. Jake inscribed the runes and scripts for Ophelia, the Loyal Guardian. She was not just loyal to Jake–but to herself and fighting for the weak.

From the beginning, she had made Jake her Chosen to fight for what was right. Because she knew that he would do his best, even when it was tough. For that, she needed Courage and Resilience.

He added Fortitude and Strength, and knew he would continue to add more traits that matched what Ophelia was and would need to be successful.

Lastly, Jake tried to inscribe Life for her Vajrafire. Knowing they wanted her core to embody life more to match Tanda’s death, he figured reinforcing this aspect could work well. However, when he did, the rune blazed in intensity before distorting and destabilizing.

Thinking quickly, he realized that Hestia’s flames could and did easily embody life. However, the essence of Guan Yu’s divine lightning, was likely incompatible on some level. Jake added Righteousness, her core being enhanced by the duality.

Her vajrafire hearth core blazed in intensity and achieved stability, as he finished his enchantment.

Later, he would try to find more means to reinforce the other aspects of her path, working it out with her. For now, he moved on to inscribe his portion of the connection. Once again, he followed his Hearth bond, reinforcing it with his enchantment.

Despite their connection improving back to where it was before his bloodline awakened, it did not improve to the fifth level. Still, he could tell it was strong, and once again his ability to find resonance with her for his Runebound State would be even more rapid.

Bloodberri then entered the room, along with Tanda. “Do me next! Of course, I should be the Super-Amazing-Biggest Saint!”

Tanda giggled. “Berri, you’re so silly. You want all that written on your Hearth?”

Ophelia chuckled. “Super and Amazing? That’s not a little much?”

Berri looked at her like she was stupid. “And biggest. Of course not, it’s only right? Ask anyone. Also, I thought this could make us what we want to be. I want to be the super-amazing-biggest saint.”

Fhesiah smiled. “I guess not the humble saint either? Still, the Saint was already a bit of a stretch, wasn’t it?”

Berri started. “That’s right! It should definitely be super-amazing-biggest-bestest mommy!”

Jake chuckled, as he focused on Berri. “When it comes to children or helping others, you are compassionate and selfless–even if they aren’t your own. But you bring a special energy to everything you do, your joy and charisma infectious. You are definitely my Radiant Saint.”

“O-Oh! I like it. Super-radiant-saint. I’ll take it. Let’s do it now!”

He then focused on Blood. She was still finding her way, having only been able to act in her own interests for a month or so at best. Even still, her focus on her sister, her lord husband and his desires remained.

She valued power, but she now devoted herself to the many responsibilities that went along with it. She had found her calling in aiding Jake and the beastkin people, assisting him as his queen.

Blood was Jake’s Devoted Monarch. Jake inscribed the runes, this time on their odd holy light and dark core. Not just a metaphysical object but a physical one, their core was like that of a monster within the center of their chest.

While their core was solid, the light moved around inside as if alive. Their respective magics emanated through, as Jake inscribed their special enchantments on them. He reinforced the traits that made them special, but also what they needed to succeed at their roles.

Holy Dark and Holy Light were inscribed on their respective sides, Jake having to lock them down as the lights swirled around in order to enchant them–his Hearth Control somehow aiding him in this.

Adding the qualities that they seemed to display, the light increasing their might but also healing and purifying, and the dark controlling and debuffing. When he was done, they certainly seemed brighter.

Jake was also coerced into adding some runes about motherhood. It was within both of their desires, even though each had their own idea of what made them the best mother. Some were almost contradictory, but hopefully, it would work out.

Again, their Hearth bond was improved. His loving snake girls lavished him with a wonderful hug and a kiss, the two doing their best to convey their love for their lord husband. Jake returned his own feelings of love and affection, enjoying their strengthened connection for a time.

Last was Tanda. She desired to punish the wicked, to avenge those wronged by Tartarus. But her heart was boundless, filled with compassion and empathy. She sought harmony with his family, the world, and all people, fighting for and respecting the balance of nature.

Tanda was his Empathetic Avenger. Enhancing the traits she needed to be successful, she would be Jake’s spear or arrow that pierced their enemies. Her spirit embodied the deathly hunt, protecting the cycle of life, death, and rebirth.

Enchanting her odd Heathfire Ivy’s main flower, the flame within brightened as he reinforced her spirit, their connection becoming even stronger. Their Hearth Bond increased, as he connected her to his own Hearth.

As he completed the final connection, Jake’s Hearth swelled, his Divine flames blazing as if reignited.

Finishing up his own enchantments, he made sure to enhance his bond and connection further. Jake was at the center of their family, and that was at the center of what he thought was important and who he was.

The Hearth sat at the center of a hexagon, and Family, Love, Bonds, Home, and Sacrifice were prominent there. Using demonic runes, the essence of these and their meanings both in reality and what they meant to Jake influenced their effect on him.

He also created a Leader hexagon, to attach to his connections to the girls. He needed the Vision, Wisdom, and Charisma. But he also needed the Drive, and Desire, that he lacked, to be an effective one.

Something began to shift or change, but as he monitored it with his Arcane Eye and Fhesiah watched with her Divine Sense, they couldn’t understand what. Whatever it was, he thought he had reached an equilibrium or balance, the flames seeming less chaotic than before.

Fhesiah’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Perhaps this is one of those things we’ll have to wait and see what it is at the next Tier. It doesn't look like your core will take that long to reach the fifth level.”

Jake checked his Menu, and didn’t see anything amiss. As each of the girl’s cores leveled, their Energy Vacuum increased. The pressure within his core improved, their mutual connection gathering sending various mystical energies between one another.

Tanda had closed her eyes, just breathing and enjoying the connection as she rubbed up against Jake in his lap. “I think we’re closer now.”

Ophelia frowned as she tried to sense something different with Jake as well, “Well, your Bond did just improve, but–”

“No, I mean us. Jake’s mates. I feel like Jake has a part of us all, and that part is even closer or stronger than ever.”

Blood hummed. “I like that. I haven’t known you girls overly long, but I am already quite fond of you. None of you can replace Berri, but you all have a special place in my heart. I enjoy my time with all of you, and there’s no other I’d rather have at my side in a fight.”

The girls and Jake all hugged each other together, giving endearing compliments and expressing their admiration for one another. Jake quickly found himself in a cuddle pile, the girls each enjoying their closeness to one another.

Soft fur, feathers, and even sleek and smooth scales rubbed up against Jake and each of the girls. Jake had become stronger as a result of locking in his and the girl’s Paths, and his family had become closer than ever. Whatever challenges might come, the Hart family was now ready.


Chapter 12 - Greater Rift Assault



Dinosaurs and beastkin marched in front of Jake, fighting through the undead. Jake’s powerful Aura of Heavenly Flames enveloped them, enabling the powerful creatures and Auril Heroes to easily fight through their foes.

Everything was going smoothly–too smoothly. They had cleared four large Rifts and many smaller ones, divvying up the assault to the various parties within their massive Battlegroup.

It had taken them three days after Jake’s Hearth enchantments fighting to the Greater Rift, and it was now in view.

There was static in their headsets now, but there was still no sign of the enemy Champions. As things went, they were cutting things kind of close. Closing this Rift, if the other took just as long, would put them pretty low on time to strike the other Greater Rift in time before it spawned.

Still, Jake was confident in a mad dash to the other Greater Rift. Having defeated this one, they could easily focus their assault on the other, as this was accelerating the Conquest within the entire continent.

By clearing it, it would free up all the warriors here and around the continent, and they could swarm the final Greater Rift. Finally, the borderline airships would allow them to arrive rapidly to reinforce Morwen’s people.

If the worst happened and Jake’s party somehow failed, the beastkin had been given the orders to retreat and hole up at the HQ’s. Life’s Haven was in particular a powerful bastion, its tower ready to defend against their terrible attack.

This should be able to buy Jake’s party enough time to resurrect, the conquest progress positive enough. Jake was confident in their success though, or at least a partial one.

He had a hard time imagining how the enemy could accomplish a full sweep of his party, without losses of their own. A Champion or two would not be enough to beat the Alliance’s overwhelming presence, combined with their drastic lead.

A Tier 2 Boss-type enemy would be of a major concern, but it would have to traverse the world to reach Harmony Peaks or Cascadia, something that would take time on its own. Then, the Elysians combined with tens of thousands of beastkin and Adventurers was not a battle that would end in just a few days.

But his enemy was one that liked to counter pick, and so his party was wary about entering the Greater Rift. Tanda had spent enough time in the Refuge since the previous summoning of Cernunnos that she was capable of calling the god once more.

Then, Jake had been ready to call Hestia for quite some time.

Jake learned his Champion party would have a unique situation when entering the Greater Rift. Usually, it would be a Battlegroup of 25 members. However, since Jake’s party was five Champions even with three prospective, it would just be his party of five allowed to enter.

Vesuvius’ reptile tribe had now swelled to having over a hundred Auril Heroes. Between them linking up and discovering other tribes, and their own people reaching the first Tier, his force was becoming much more formidable.

The average level of those not already Auril Heroes was close to ready to take on the Trial, many waiting until these Rifts were cleared before doing so. Dozens had completed their Trials, with very few having failed.

They would advance, but without their increased potential. Part of what they would receive when successful was their abilities immediately evolving or advancing, rather than having to increase them on their own.

Others it seemed they were waiting for the Contest to be completed, where their entire Race would complete their Trial and join in truth. Having classes assigned, part of their reward would be then.

When the Raid completed, Tanda would be able to receive her class, and she would change significantly. Most likely, her abilities earned would be just as many as Ophelia and Jake received, or she would receive powerful ones.

In the coming months, Jake bet they would have thousands of Auril Heroes. Thinking about a strong party’s impact on places like Ariminum, he was excited to see what kind of impact the beastkin had on the overall war in the Sector.

Despite many of his people barely being over level ten aside from the ex-tribal leaders, Jake would put money on Vesuvius’s Auril Heroes being able to defeat Antonius’s Battlegroup before.

They were backed up by Takoda and his Auril Heroes, and dozens of powerful dinosaurs. Then, their various archers and javelin throwers, his massive tribe was now at a whole new level.

They had found a tribe of turtle beastkin, as well as a tribe of frog parentage in their underground treks, adding hundreds of new allies. The frog parentage leaped over enemies and allies alike, allowing for interesting assaults, while the turtle parentage were excellent at defense.

Both tribes had lizard parentage, which often grew, and there were various dinosaur types interspersed among them. Jake found these beastkin fascinating, frequently having more god’s blood, or beast blood within them.

Fighting through the Rifts, the tribes cleared the undead without issue. On this assault, Jake’s party spent nearly no mana, resting up for their final attack. Now that this Rift was cleared, they were ready to go in.

The large portal sat in a large clearing, almost directly next to the heavily wooded jungle.

Vesuvius looked at Jake on Bloodberri’s back with worry. “Are you sure we shouldn’t stick around, Chief Jake? You said if enemies arrive while you’re inside, to make a fighting retreat instead.”

“We suspect that there could be a trap, Vesuvius. Whether it be for my party or this Battlegroup, nobody is safe. Your duty isn’t to protect us, but to ensure you can defend Lakemere or our headquarters should we fail. If a Tier 2 Boss spawns with reinforcements, defending against it at the city walls with all your forces is our best chance. My understanding is we won’t be in there for long, win or lose. Anywhere from thirty minutes to several hours at most.”

Jake had some confidence of being able to escape just about any army, anyway. It was only the enemy Champions that could do something beyond the norm. Moreover, Fhesiah and Ira had doubts about them hiding more than a small group of people. They already checked for miles in the vicinity, and deeply.

Vesuvius nodded. “The static on the headsets is even more now. There is clearly something happening, and we can’t count on any scouts to report back.”

Blood said to Jake, “We really don’t have a choice but to proceed, if this Greater Rift isn’t cleared, the enemy will be empowered soon instead. We’ll just have to push forward. On the other hand, we have to consider why there must be static on the headsets. The enemy could be moving on our other holdings.”

Jake said to Vesuvius, “Prepare the airships, in case you guys need to get out of here to help, or control the encounter. Mobility might serve you well.”

Vesuvius called down the airships. Each had a powerful ballista like the ones they had out West, but larger.

The blimps now looked like flying boats, and were made of auril wood. Various scripts and auril-based runes were inscribed throughout, providing a weight reduction and hardening.

They carried far more people each, but enhanced by powerful Auril Heroes and Awakened Warriors, the odd rowing oars with Jake’s enchantments helped move it speedily.

The only real disadvantage was that they could not be stowed away in Storage Bracelets. At least not for now, or without a Storage Ring which could hold larger objects.

Fhesiah and Ira were both searching for a hidden enemy, and coming up empty in their searches. They would just have to go in.

As they approached the portal, Jake definitely felt an ominous feeling. It was not the same as the will of the world warning them, but something else.

Fhesiah sighed in Jake’s mind. [It is possible the enemy is here, but they are using an advanced artifact or technique to hide. I think if the Champions are not inside, we must assume an ambush will be waiting for us when we get out, or they are hitting Lakemere, Cascadia, or Life’s Haven. It seems foolish to wait for us to attack the other Greater Rift, our Conquest Progress will be far too close to victory. We would respawn before their Conquest could possibly be completed after completing this one.]

This was the path that Jake had chosen. He had empowered the beastkin as much as possible, brought in the Elysians, giving them a home. Then, the Emberborn had a special capability against the undead, which the enemy was locked into using. Even the Eternum would fight to defend their holdings.

While Jake’s party needed to win here, they had some confidence in their allies. Even if they lost, this wasn’t the end. Still, they would fight as if it were, never showing any weakness.

Outside the portal, Jake received the prompt about the appropriate party size. As expected, his party would take all the allotted slots.

Jake’s party entered the portal, the Greater Rift event beginning.

On the other side, Jake’s party arrived within a giant gatehouse. A dome-shaped translucent barrier covered it, keeping them from flying over the gate.


[Welcome to the Greater Rift Challenge. Your Challenge: Capture, Control, and Conquer.] 
[Rules: There are five notable locations on this map, called Bases. Each Base has a flag, and starts the match unowned. By standing within the circle at the flag, you can capture it for your team. The more party members within the circle, the faster it will be captured.]
[Each Base owned by a team will generate points. This is multiplicative based on each base the team owns–the more locations owned simultaneously, the faster points are generated. Capture and Control the most Bases for the longest to Conquer your enemy.]
[Note: The Center Base is worth more points. However, enemies will spawn and attack those that Control it.]
[Respawning is enabled within the challenge! Should you die, your body will respawn at the gatehouse within five minutes. Divine Energy will not be replenished, and other exotic energy types will only be restored more rapidly within the Gatehouse. Mana is restored at a x5 Rate, but also replenished significantly on respawn.]
[Battle begins: 10 minutes.]

There were additional rules written on some glyphs, many not pertaining to Jake’s party. There were some concerning notes about various strange abilities.

One noted that a target mind controlled or heavily restrained for more than two minutes would be considered dead and forced to respawn.

There were many like this, and it was hard to keep track of all of them as they wrapped around the gatehouse. However, it appeared the rules were meant to keep things fair in terms of one team unable to win the fight a single time and declare victory.

It was designed around the idea that a team could respawn and with a majority of their mana or resources replenished, win over the enemy team and reclaim a Base, or two. A team would have to be significantly stronger than the other to perform a full sweep with ease.

One rule that did affect Jake’s party with how they fought, was that temporary Summons and Tamed creatures could not capture a point by themselves. However, they could hold one and keep it from becoming contested, and aid or accelerate in its capture.

Another was related to storage bracelets. It appeared, aside from minor restorative items and ammunition, they wouldn’t be allowed to bring anything out beyond their marked equipment.

His party quickly marked everything they would be bringing out, and they quickly found a limit to this. They were allowed special accessories or equipment, but it was restricted.

Fhesiah could only mark her Torch, but couldn’t add her Pill Furnace–not that she was particularly interested in using it in combat.

Jake was not reliant on his spell-rods thanks to his Champion’s Staff, but he would only be allowed one. They managed to mark various consumables, but even these had limits.

Summoning his Garuda, the large winged humanoid appeared in motes of light. Ophelia summoned Valora, her releasing a triumphant whinny as she arrived. It appeared she, in particular, was excited to join the battle.

Ophelia patted her side, as she mounted her. “In this fight, mobility is important. We’ll run circles around them!”

[We ride. For glory.]

Jake smiled at hearing Valora’s voice through Ophelia’s link. He was happy that the summons would be able to join them here. The mana he used to summon the creature was replenished rapidly, and he guessed that even if he expended all his mana, it would take him under twenty minutes to replenish from completely empty.

Jake looked over the location they spawned at.

There was a massive valley in front of them, with three paths heading out of their gatehouse. Down the almost center was the first base, known as the South Base, just at the bottom of their hill.

Across the valley, nearly an entire mile away, the enemy team had the same called the North Base. It was clear that this was designed as a point that was easy for each respective team to hold. Any that died would be able to quickly reinforce this point.

To Jake’s right, was an area that went into a deeper canyon. This East Base had low visibility in the approach, and since people could likely fly or float down at a minimum, could even be attacked from above.

The left path went up a higher mountain. This West Base had high visibility of the entire battlefield, and was much more wide open. Jake would much rather own this location than the canyon if he had a choice.

Beyond the location at the bottom of the path, the center, were three paths. There was a large rock formation up a hill or mountain, that had low visibility for Jake, even from their gatehouse from above. It was like a giant stone keep.

Tanda looked over the battlefield. “With most of us able to fly, we have a unique advantage.”

Fhesiah said, “It’s an odd species of red goat demons we are facing. However, they have what looks like–Oh my!”

Jake did his best to look, but his Arcane Eye could not leave the barrier. At around an entire mile away, the figures were tiny to him. Fhesiah’s Divine Sense couldn’t go outside the barrier, so she was using her superior eyesight.

He thought his eyesight had improved as a High Human, but it appeared to not compare to the Dark Lamia or the Dragoness. Ophelia was similarly baffled, but looked on at the Framework scripts on the walls, overlooking the rules.

The only reason they could see the enemy gatehouse at all over the stone keep was because it was slightly offset–not entirely straight ahead.

Blood said, “They are sacrificing these creatures in a ritual. They are like…unicorn people?”

Ophelia noted, “The rules here say that ritual empowerment is possible, but those slain by the same team would not be resurrected for the duration of the battle. This is a one-time empowerment.”

Fhesiah frowned. “Disgusting. But they are not empowering themselves, instead summoning a terrible…wraith-like creature.”

Berri shrugged. “No Champion though, right? That’s good news.”

Jake grimaced. “In a way it is, but it means our allies might be in trouble. The enemy is here to weaken us for the battle outside. Now…do I summon Oran, or–”

Just as Jake was thinking that, the bond between him and Bree pulsed. He could feel her desire to join him in this decisive battle.

He looked to Fhesiah for more details on their enemies. The boar felt like a poor pick, to him.

She shrugged. “I think these demon guys look like they are either users of fire or strong against fire, but the boar will be helpful against anything with her size. We also have to think about the battle after, too. Oran means Tanda can summon Cernunnos, right?”

Tanda tried to find harmony with the world, Jake taking interest in what she could do. It took her longer, but it seemed she managed to connect.

“It’s like the Heart is so far away, but I can reach it! Still, I can’t feel any guidance there–she did say she needed some rest, after all. I think if the other heroic beasts aren’t longing to join, you should call Bree. Maybe she has some confidence for this battle.”

Jake shrugged. He supposed he still had enough time to change his mind, and could indulge the creature. Gathering his Hearth mana, he summoned Bree. In motes of light, the Heroic Boar appeared once more. Only this time, she was larger.

Her vines on her body had advanced, woven in a strange armor along her body that resembled barding, to Jake. The vines formed a woven basket skirt along her body, in an almost rainbow assortment of colors. There were more vine tendrils, and more flowers filled with flickering flames.

Jake imagined her silhouette would almost look eldritch, with all the vines waving off of her like tentacles.

Bree stood proudly, and for a moment Jake thought she was about to give him her usual attitude. Instead, she bowed to Jake, her expression and emotions apologetic. He felt her gratitude for calling her, before she fixed her gaze at the enemy.

His eyebrows were raised in surprise–this was a complete turnaround from the creature’s previous behavior. He went ahead and added Divine Reinforcement to the Garuda, Valora, and Bree, as he thought about his strategy.

Clearly, the Garuda and Ophelia had exceptional mobility. Fhesiah and Tanda were certainly no slouches there, but they would not win a race against them of nearly any distance.

Of course, the creepy looking wraith, which was large enough that Jake could actually make out from this distance, was a concern. The enemy sacrificed 5 of their party members for the duration of the entire battle just to summon it.

Jake’s party was smaller, and thus would take longer to conquer an individual base. It was a challenge to determine the best course of action. Still, he thought he had a decent plan within a moment.

Ophelia noted, “It looks like as long as we own three points, we will win. The Center Base with the South one is simply not enough to earn more points and win.”

Blood hummed. “But the team that owns the center, they can easily reinforce and conquer a third point if the opportunity arises. I think the design is such. The West Base is higher in altitude, sure, but I doubt we are the only ones that can fly. They wear strange billowing cloaks.”

Jake nodded. “Letting them obtain the center and going for three bases ignoring it might seem smart, but I think that’s risky–the center has that hidden advantage. Still, it’s somewhat balanced by the idea that creatures spawn and attack the owners. This is why after we capture the base at the bottom, Bloodberri, Tanda and I will head for taking the center.”

He continued, “Ophelia will go West to the high Base and Fhesiah East to the canyon Base, either taking the bases or preventing or slowing them from taking it after we take the base at the foot of the hill. Unless they go straight for them.”

An overlay within their Menu appeared, showing the five base ownerships and the current point score.

The first to two thousand points won. As the countdown timer approached zero, Jake layered his best Einherjar style buff on the Garuda, and Ophelia her Guardian Hearth, placing it within her shield.

He hopped on Ophelia’s shield, to get him to the base at the foot of the hill as fast as possible. As the gate opened, Clan Hart blitzed down the field.

***

Vesuvius watched the Greater Rift with worry. It had shifted to an ominous black and golden glow after their Chief and Goddess had entered. The buzzing on his headset continued, but he still heard reports of their scouts periodically, although garbled.

Takoda patted his arm. “Don’t worry, my friend. I haven’t known Chief Jake long, but I have faith in their victory.”

Vesuvius nodded, his people prepared to enter the blimps. After just a few minutes, the static got even worse, and it was like a low hum or buzzing had entered their surroundings.

There were details about locusts, and this sounded a lot like they could be involved.

“Hearthtribe, can you read? This is Lakemere. We’re under attack! The Naga–”

Vesuvius responded, “How many is it? How long can you hold?”

“There’s too many! We need reinforcements right away!”

The static persisted, and Vesuvius now had to decide. They were being drawn away. It would take their fastest auril beasts nearly thirty minutes to arrive near Lakemere.

If the Greater Rift Challenge took longer than an hour, Jake’s party might not make it in time.

The humming increased, and his head started to pound. The beasts all became anxious, like a hidden danger was present. An odd vision came to his mind unbidden, of the Rhino parentage beastkin at Lakemere.

The countless refugees he’d seen, the many beastkin losing their mates, their children. Them coming under attack by the beasts. Surely, Jake would rather they were protected.

With each passing moment, the desire to stay in the area left Vesuvius. Something seemed oddly wrong about the situation, but Vesuvius felt more and more powerless, like nothing he did would matter at all.

Jake had told him to protect Lakemere, so that was what he would do.

Vesuvius shouted, “We move! Lakemere is under attack! All riders will move on ahead! The rest, move in formation on the airships, and protect one another. Make a fighting retreat toward Lakemere if attacked!”

Climbing Missy, Takoda’s mount alongside him, the humming almost became a buzzing drone. Looking around, Vesuvius couldn’t see any enemies, apart from a swarm of delicious insects.

The hundreds of dinosaurs and their riders left the field, the buzzing seemingly going along with them. All had left, except for one lone reptile beastkin.

Davonius had long-since covered himself in his gray auril. He could hear the odd buzz, and feel the desire to leave. But as he stared at the portal where his goddess entered, he pushed away the fear from his body with his resolve and gripped his spear with firmly, even as his allies left.

At least, he thought he did. Until he received one notification after the other.


[Enemy Champion of Eternal Night Detected. Defeat for Reward.] 
[Enemy Champion of Loviatar Detected. Defeat for Reward.] 
[Enemy Champion of Greed Detected. Defeat for Reward.]
[Enemy Champion of Apophis Detected. Defeat for Reward.] 
[Tartarus Enforcer Detected. Defeat for Significant Reward.]


A strange figure arrived near some rocks in the clearing, landing on the ground. Some kind of bug man, maybe a grasshopper? Davonius didn’t know.

A dark elf woman with a powerful looking bow stood next to it, almost appearing out of thin air.

The grasshopper man spoke, “That was harder than expected. That lizard man’s mind was strong. If the Naga were half as strong-willed, we’d be unable to control them.”

The Dark Elf woman scoffed. “If you could hardly overwhelm the rank and file, how do you propose to effect the Champions? The missive stated they all have advanced cores. Their minds are reinforced by their powerful souls. I still say you were a waste, we’d have been better off with more offensive power.”

“The Swarm’s Will cannot be ignored. You only need but a moment, and we shall buy it. Enhanced by Greed, I can accomplish my task, and slay the Champion of Hestia.”

Davonius’s mind raced at the information he just gained, trying to think of the implications–

As his mind raced, the locust man’s head with its compound eyes snapped in Davonius’s general direction. The Greed Champion seemed to be looking for Davonius, so he stopped all thought.

Backing away slightly, it seemed whatever caused the creature’s attention was dismissed.

Davonius hardly dared to breathe, as he watched the other enemies arrive near the clearing. A giant scorpion, with a man that was somehow a part of it, or merged with the top of the terrible creature. He wore thick plate armor, that made him look like an impenetrable fortress.

Then, a giant of a humanoid that was made of the blackest stone.

The malevolence wafting off the monster was immense, twisting Davonius’ stomach from a large distance away.

He crept his body low and slowly in the grass, as he decided on his goal and changed his position and watched.

The only thing that was for sure to Davonius, was that he would aid his goddess. She had made him immortal, so what fear should he have of these foes, even if his body didn’t seem to be moving right? His body was shaking, but he filled himself with determination.

He would watch, then he would act. Probably.


Chapter 13 - Rookard and Nadessa - Blitzkrieg



Rookard and his wolves charged the undead mixed with some betrayers, their hearts, and blood singing for righteous retribution. The ghouls swarmed the battlefield along with various undead auril beasts, the enemy’s attack sudden and furious.

Morwen had been guiding them on the retreat for days, as they harassed the betrayers and cleared various Rifts, while protecting refugees and villages.

It turned out there were thousands of betrayers now, and the undead had been gathering for much longer underground than initially estimated. Then, many of them were bathed in special deathly energies, their bones and undead flesh blackened.

This strengthened them, and enhanced them to withstand the high vitality within the air of Highlands. Still, Rookard could tell that whatever they gained was being stripped away with each passing moment.

Why the undead had remained hidden seemed obvious to Rookard. He knew that with a single spell from Chief Jake, Hestia would be called and destroy their entire army. That they moved now was proof that something had changed.

With Timone’s Ravenwolf Tribe and Rookard’s Wolves, they could rapidly assault behind enemy lines as Morwen’s Priestesses and Warrior Brotherhood captured more betrayers.

Their hit-and-run tactics had likely driven the enemy crazy, but it looked like Tartarus had finally had enough. A massive bone monstrosity, a legion of bone, several undead land dragons, and necromancers were now after them. As usual, they made their fighting retreat and attacked from all sides to divide and conquer, but now the enemy was too much.

Rookard’s wolves were being slowed so that they could be surrounded by the superior enemies.

Combined with the army of betrayers, it seemed the enemy was making its final push. Rookard’s wolves sung for blood, as another warrior became an Auril Hero. Howls rose from the surroundings, the auril stirring as another joined their choir.

His people sung for blood, to purge the taint from the world. Chief Jake had cleansed hundreds of years worth of it at once. It was time to purge the rest, once and for all.

The Alliance’s army was now cut off. If they wanted to continue protecting the refugee’s escape, they would be forced to fight. The refugees didn’t just contain people of the Framework, but also uninitiated Tartarus intended to use for sacrifices.

While the beastkin were fierce and zealous to protect the balance, not everyone would join the eternal battle. Even if they could remove themselves from its protection when the war was won, their traditions and beliefs were still difficult to break.

Then, to join but not participate would harm the war as well–taking up slots that Adventurers could no longer fill. Only the children could be protected with minimal detriment to the effort.

Seeing Rookard’s goal, he called out his orders. They would have to break through the enemy ahead, to meet up with the Warrior Brotherhood.

With a howl, the auril in the area stirred and converged around him. Rookard’s muscles filled with power, as he activated his Technique, [On the Hunt]. A pulse ran through his wolf manifestations, a total of six of them now that his will was stronger.

As Rookard drew back an arrow and filled it with auril, a wolf leaped for his target unbidden. The arrow converged with the wolf in midair, the wolf combining with it as it pierced the skeletal knight powerfully.

His wolves moved in tandem with his shots, a coordinated hunt of fierce enhanced attacks. As they continued to strike down his enemies, they rematerialized near him, to go on the hunt once more.

A handful of ghouls neared Rookard, changing their focus to him. Stowing his bow, he drew his axes. His wolves met and bit into the ghouls, slowing their attack but otherwise not causing significant damage.

But as he swung his axe, the nearest wolf would merge into the attack, creating a powerful axe head overfilled with auril. He cleaved right through a ghoul with every swing, his wolves leaping into his axe as he continued his onslaught.

Rookard was a storm of vengeance, cutting powerfully into each ghoul.

His wolves continued their coordinated attack, Rookard moving toward the powerful Death Knight, his bones blackened and enhanced by terrible energies. It was cutting through his people with ease, their shields shattering with nearly every blow.

With a howl, his blue auril stirred around him once more. Rookard leaped through the air at his target, his wolves leaping with him.

The Death Knight swung to meet him with its great sword, and Rookard swung his axe overhead. Rather than join his axe, his wolf became a sharp blade of auril that moved parallel to his.

When his axe met the Death Knight’s sword, the wolf blade continued over the monster’s guard, slicing into its chest. The knight was knocked back by the blow, and Rookard pressed the attack, stepping forward with a swing of his other axe.

The nearby wolf merged with his blade, as he cut into the monster again powerfully.

Javelins and arrows struck the larger creature, whittling away at its defenses further. The Death Knight instead attacked Rookard with its large weapon, and four wolves converged on it. Two merged into his weapons as he met the powerful blow with a resounding clang, and the other four bit into the creature’s legs.

Rookard then became a storm of blows, as his wolves worked in tandem to take down the target. Every attack was focused on dealing damage, even if his axe was blocked, one of his wolves would land a vicious cut on the Death Knight.

A skilled opponent could block both or dematerialize a wolf and go on the offensive themselves, but this creature was anything but that. The undead won by wearing you down with overwhelming strength, not intelligence and skill.

The Death Knight eventually crumbled, his many allies joining him in his hunt. They pierced through the enemy’s ranks, the many refugees following within the formation.

Even among them, many of them had ultimately leveled up and became armed with any weapons they could find.

Many of them had already been taking Fhesiah’s pills, Awakening using the serum or within the terrible battles that lead to their escape from the vicious enemy. The Alliance aided in their protection, but they also aided themselves.

Rookard continued his hunt, until two men in a red and green warrior outfit could be seen. The laughter of the big one could be heard from quite the distance away, the glowing polearm slicing left and right.

Howling in victory at their reinforcements, his warriors dashed to pierce the final lines, to meet with their allies. Yiming and Longwei’s forces pushed just as hard, to join with Rookard’s forces.

Yiming cut through a ghoul, arriving in front of Rookard. Arrows flashed and talismans flew, magical spells and warriors fighting fervently around them as the battle was joined and the enemy routed.

“Is this everyone? Things are not looking great on our side, but we are happy to rejoin our allies and brothers.”

Rookard’s warriors who came West had been reduced to nearly half, but more had joined his numbers than were lost. Many packs had formed and Clans grew, as many refugees joined his ranks. They were low in level, but they were quickly brought up to speed with how his people fought, following his commanding song.

He nodded to Yiming. “This is all my warriors. We had taken losses to protect the refugees, but kept all the uninitiated alive at all costs. That they seek to capture them helps, but the Awakened Warriors fight hard to defend their brethren despite their low levels.”

Longwei cleaved through a final skeletal knight with his large glaive, then looked at the incoming warriors with approval. “Your people are true warriors, Rookard. A glorious battle against evil awaits! Morwen and Timone now struggle against forces of betrayers and undead as well. They now retreat as they protect other refugees, but it’s clear we’re being driven on all sides.”

Yiming nodded. “The net is closing. We must pierce a hole, if we’re to allow the refugees to escape. The enemy is losing a lot here, but it appears they have prepared much for their machinations.”

Rookard shouted, “We hunt! Warriors, with me! We move to aid our brethren, for tainted beastkin are killing our people. There must be blood, the taint cleansed from our world once and for all!”

Howls rose from the surrounding warriors, Yiming and Longwei looking on in satisfaction. They would fight through the enemy’s net, and overcome this challenge Tartarus laid out for them.

[image: image-placeholder]


Nadessa walked through the Cascadia plaza, her vine dress now shimmering with a golden hue. She had recently become a Druid of Lugh, the god’s mastery over the storm and elements matching her perfectly.

It was her skill in elemental magic she most prided herself for, her control over nature’s elements that had brought her victory time and again.

Looking over the plaza, she saw a few of the arrivals blending in with the beastkin people. Dryads, treants, fauns, satyrs, and even some spriggons mingled, the beastkin quickly finding harmony with her people.

There was even a fountain installed, where naiads would visit from the lake above Cascadia.

Many of them had begun taking on the clergy classes, becoming druids, paladins, priestesses, and clerics of the Celtic Divine.

However, there were certainly people among them also taking on Hestia, Bastet, Athena, and Echidna. There was even a treant who took on Guan Yu in particular.

The Elysian Glade might be destroyed, but their people had found a new home. The Elysians had finally helped complete the wall, or at least close enough. Having grown the trees into the wall, there were no longer any gaps.

Valtor and Jake wanted the trees to grow taller and their roots to grow deeper as well as make the wall thicker and taller, but Cascadia was now protected on all sides. Each tree had ledges high above, with siege equipment installed.

Then, the trees had living vines that could be controlled by the Elysians, and even some beastkin. If an undead army showed up, she was confident her people would be able to rebuff them. That is, combined with the many beastkin.

New Auril Heroes appeared almost daily, an occurrence previously so rare that a village might only see one in a hundred years. The auril in the air was getting thicker by the day after the curse had been lifted.

Nadessa smiled with pride as she overlooked her new home of Highlands. The World Tree grew up North, their people were mixing along with the beastkin, finding harmony, as they liked to call it–and excelling. The beastkin and Elysians were like missing puzzle pieces to one another, fitting together perfectly.

She couldn’t wait to see how the world evolved in the future, and how her people would flourish as they lived in this fantastic world.


[Final Elysians Have Arrived, the Mass Migration is now complete. Restrictions on Ambassador Nadessa have been removed.]


Nadessa was filled with pride and joy. She began to jog toward the Alliance HQ so that she could welcome the final people! She would trigger them to arrive in Harmony Peaks, to protect the World Tree. 

Just as she arrived in front of it, a group of distressed spriggons got in her way.

Jabbering, they pointed to the southeast. Their expressions were in turmoil, angry, even fearful as they shoved each other, and even pushed her back. What was going on?

They waved their arms, and jabbered incessantly at Nadessa trying to tell her something. She was confused for a moment, until one holding a homemade baseball bat smacked the ground, causing a resounding crack against the stone.

Suddenly coordinated, several spriggons joined in a circle around Nadessa.

Finally, a spriggon that was a little more coherent and outside the circle, pointed at one of her naiads in the fountain, or perhaps, it was pointing at the water itself.

Weaving its hand like water flowing, Nadessa thought it was pantomiming a river. It walked around from the southeast side, then crashed into the circle of spriggons, even making splashing sounds with its mouth.

It then growled, making a menacing face that was somehow cute as it opened its clawed hands. The spriggon that got struck by the river then fell over, and the growling spriggon roamed inside, looking like it was going after Nadessa.

Nadessa frowned, she thought she understood what they were trying to tell her, but how was that possible? She gathered her storm magic, creating localized air pressure.

Using a bit of nature magic, she grew out the leaves of her dress, forming close to a parachute with them. Leaping into the air with the localized burst, she aimed for the top of the HQ tower.

Floating rapidly upward until stopping in a slow float, she looked to the Southeast. At first, she hadn’t seen anything. The mountainous terrain near Cascadia already had quite the view, able to see for dozens of miles around them.

From on top of the HQ tower, she could see nearly a hundred miles. As far as she knew, she could almost see Life’s Haven from her location. Most likely, from the top of the Life’s Haven tower, they could see Cascadia’s Lake instead since it was at a higher elevation.

As she watched, a little more from the southeast, she saw it. A giant black river or wave was heading their way! It was approaching faster than a river had any right to. It was already a lot closer than she would expect, too. Just how did their scouts not spot this?

Immediately sending Aisling and Valtor a message, she continued to try each tribal council member as well. She let herself fall near the ground rapidly, ending her air pressure and drifting to the ground.

Then, more and more motes of light were released, as warriors from Harmony Peaks and Life’s Haven arrived through the portal. Treants, dryads, fauns, and satyrs and Adventurers arrived.

There were certainly some beastkin arriving too, but they were minimal in their number. Nadessa was aware that a large majority had headed West, after all.

Nadessa just gawked at the immediate reaction, as she had only sent the message less than a minute ago. Then, Aisling walked out with a beaming smile–one that looked quite pleased with herself.

“Surprised to see me? Wow, it’s almost like someone knew this was going to happen? But how? How could they know?”

Nadessa frowned, and looked at her more than a little angrily. “If you knew this was going to happen, why didn’t you warn us? I know you have odd dreams of the future, but isn’t this a little much?”

Aisling shrugged. “I don’t make the rules. If you’d have been more ready here, they might have attacked there because they can do the same thing. I do the best I can, and let fate take care of the rest. My clan-mates are in great danger too, you know.”

Nadessa’s eyebrows rose in surprise. That was surprisingly more reasonable than she thought. She went ahead and triggered her final arrivals to arrive here instead of Harmony Peaks as planned.

It was just in time, too, as within moments, the area was marked as Contested, with Rifts spawning. With how much Valtor paid to increase their defenses here and make it harder for them to spawn Rifts, Tartarus just paid a significant price to accomplish this.

The plaza was now full of warriors, the Elysians and many Adventurers. Nadessa smiled with pride, as she saw nearly a hundred proud Treants, and even a handful of Hamadryads with their trees–in their mobile forms.

There were only a few of them, but just that any of them had managed to make it made her happy. When they reached the peak of the first Tier, the Hamadryads paired with their tree could act like a treant–for a time, anyway.

“Can you tell me anything more about the attack?”

Aisling pondered for a bit, her face going slack as she thought. “Uh, Nagas, including a super big one. Maybe…a big ship, made of undead, I think.”

“Made of undead? You mean with?”

“Maybe? Visions are weird. Also, some bugs. Grasshoppers, I think.”

Nadessa looked at all the warriors Aisling had brought. Even Seamus was present, his many warriors from Life’s Haven. They had been increasing their level, trying to catch up to the warriors of Hearthtribe.

Even the Hearthtribe warriors were present. Most of those that reached the Auril Hero level had headed out East with Jake, but some remained. The rest continued to take on their Incursions and level, while focused on their crafts and improving their skills.

Looking at her Elysian people, she was filled with pride at the number of treants that arrived. The many patriarchs gathered around, her many dryad sisters, faun, and satyr brethren spread out among them.

Spotting a familiar figure, she smiled widely. Her father, Drysander, was a war oak treant, and responsible for leading the many warriors to battle. He spotted her not long after she spotted him, and began his ambling approach.

His stature was tall and wide, and his blood-red leaves above his head formed a large canopy. Many scars adorned his figure, many slices, and deep cuts on his bark. While treants were full of vitality and could heal wounds rapidly with ease, the war oaks wore their cuts within their bark proudly.

Several of her mothers rode on his wide body in his boughs, her faun-mother walking along his side.

His sonorous voice carried easily over the commotion. “Daughter, dear–what is happening? Were we not to arrive in Harmony Peaks? There is talk of battle among the many natives.”

“I am sorry, Father. There is a change of plans. The enemy is at the gates, so to speak. If we repel this attack, combined with what Lord Jake is doing, we should be close to ready for the Raid.”

He took a deep breath, and closed his eyes. Roots from his stump-like feet dug into the ground. The dryads, including her mother, cast spells, and all of them glowed green–the group of them casting nature magic.

Drysander retracted his roots before he laughed, a smile of pure joy reaching his eyes. “This place is truly wondrous. I can feel it in the air and soil itself, the world welcomes us! You said Harmony Peaks felt even better. The Patriarchs like a good scrap, and it’s been a few months now. Some of them would have preferred to set their roots for a while and enjoy their new home.”

He shook his head. “But Life, like branches in the wind, teaches us that we must adapt. For the storm cares not for our plans. We will fight once more, to defend our new home. We will not lose it again.”

The many elders, including Seamus, started converging on Nadessa’s location. They would defend their new home against this terrible enemy, fighting alongside their new brethren.


Chapter 14 - Fhesiah and Ophelia - East and West



Fhesiah landed at the South base, speeding up their Conquest of the point. There was a ring of white light on the ground, extending nearly a dozen meters in each direction. Supposedly, attacking anyone that stood within would contest the capture, pausing it. If they left the circle, the progress would then be lost.

Jake’s Garuda rushed off to face the giant wraith, and to potentially disrupt the enemy team in taking their point.

The enemy team was difficult to monitor through the keep in the center with her Divine Sense, but Ira was able to give a proper view. After just a few seconds of helping take the point for the base, Jake gave his orders.

“Ophelia and Fhesiah, head to your points. It looks like they are rushing to take them with a party each. They are fast, but you two should be able to arrive first if you leave now.”

It looked like with the five of them, it would be over thirty seconds to capture a point. She wagered one by themselves would take several minutes.

Swirling her bloodline flames within her body, she filled her legs and leaped from the ground with draconic empowerment, while Ophelia blurred toward her conquest point.

Flapping her wings, Fhesiah was slower than Ophelia, but her speed was quite respectable. There was a well-balanced party approaching the canyon from the opposite side, one that she would need to defeat by herself.

Diving to the point from above, she landed on it and withdrew her Torch. She had arrived there first, but an armored warrior and paladin type were fast approaching, some auras enhancing their running speed.

Some kind of rogue type thought he disappeared from her view using some kind of hiding or sneaking magic, but she was able to watch him all the while with her Divine Sense. Behind them was a mage and a healer type, each preparing spells at the edge of the canyon.

Their eyes were black and glowed with malevolence, a sign that they were people being driven by Tartarus itself. She waved her fan, sending flickering flames at the nearest demons.

They did not shy away from her flames, barreling right through them. Still, Fhesiah danced as she built up her orb of draconic flames, and they contested the point as they entered the magical circle.

She could feel the heat of her flames harming them, but they did not find purchase to engulf them and set them on fire. The demons chased after her undaunted, the warrior swinging a large two-handed sword horizontally to cut her in two.

But Fhesiah easily danced out of the way, staying within the base’s circle. She gathered her flames within her Torch of Hestia, and blocked the paladin’s one-handed sword with her dragon claw.

The rogue approached as some magical missiles were shot at her by the mage, but she waved her fan and sent a lick of flames to block and discourage both–the missiles hitting her flames ineffectually, and the rogue taking a more circuitous path to attack.

The mage and cleric type continued their approach in the rear, the warrior now fervently swinging his large blade.

She ducked and dodged as this demon activated an angry red aura, and their evil paladin used some form of debuff that weakened her–her body covered in black scripts.

Her purifying flames and Qi quickly rebuffed the negative energy, causing the blackness-filled eyes to narrow–most likely, they wouldn’t expend significant effort trying to debuff her any further.

Fhesiah knocked the large man away using her powerful tail, nearly sending the man flying with her powerful attack. Instead, it sent him skidding backwards several meters, his cloven hooves digging deeply into the ground.

The paladin blocked her oncoming claw with his shield, but her unyielding grip crumpled the shield, and ripped it away. With a kick, she sent that man flying through the air, knocking him out of the magical circle.

The cleric and mage type began a spell, but she closed her fan with a snap. Charging the flames within the torch further with her heavenly energy, the two demons continued their spell without fear.

“It seems you demons aren’t properly concerned about my dragon flames. You should be.”

She then breathed. Her flames were brought quickly into her lungs, using [Draconic Fire Plunder]. Channeling the flames into her modified Draconic Empowerment, the draconic flames infused her body with draconic might, increasing her power.

Fhesiah grew to over three meters in height, and her muscles bulked up with the power of dragons, much like her powerful claw did.

Not her favorite look, but she was covered in armor. It was fine. The mirror within her spiritual palace lit her hearth aflame, the blackish-purple flames of her bloodline enhanced by Bastet becoming available to her.

Three fox fires flickered into existence behind her, weaving an illusion against her foes. A pulse of her kitsune magic struck their sight and minds, altering their perception of reality.

Building up her will, she manifested her Dao of dragon claws into her body. The demonic runes on her armor lit up, filled with mana from her Hearth.

Her fingers splayed wide, she swiped her claw from right to left.

A large manifestation of her dragon’s claw appeared half-way between them, swiping at the mage and the cleric. The paladin howled, and activated some kind of barrier on the mage and cleric, enveloping them with a black, fiery light.

The mage completed their own spell, sending a malevolent beam of energy in Fhesiah’s direction.

However, Fhesiah’s attack wasn’t just a casual one. She had empowered it with her Dao of dragon claws, the flames within her Hearth, and all the flames she had gathered for a time. Her claw rent the beam and the barrier asunder, her claw cutting into both the cleric and mage.

The mage was torn instantly in half, but some magical scripts appeared, the paladin receiving a cut equal to the cleric himself–an effect like Ophelia had, but likely some spell or ability as opposed to a bond. Thanks to splitting the damage, it appeared they didn’t die instantly.

The warrior was upon her again, but he was no longer menacing with only his puny weapon as she looked down on him. She caught it in her hand, and crushed it in her grip.

Ripping it from his hand, she pulled him toward her, where she pierced his heart with her claw, killing him and dispersing him into motes of light. The lights headed toward their Gatehouse for respawn.

The paladin yelled and swung his serrated sword, but she blocked it with her wing. It dug into her slightly, but was nothing more than a scratch as it skidded off. As she was about to go in for the kill of the paladin as well, the cleric activated a beam of black light of his own, firing it toward Fhesiah.

Smirking, she interposed the crumpled shield from the ground using her Qi, blocking the beam of light. She activated one of her fox fires, generating a minor illusion where she shifted her body and moved toward the paladin.

The fox fire shifted all light in the vicinity, making those that relied heavily on vision see what she wanted them to see. Even magical senses would be somewhat overwhelmed, her magic taking the shape of her desires as well.

Only highly intelligent or practiced individuals against illusions, or those relying on smell or hearing, could overcome her illusions in an easy fashion.

But the rogue finally arrived, drawing a blackish dagger filled with malevolence. She guessed this was the blade that was part of the sacrifices of the unicorn-like creatures. Fhesiah changed her target from the paladin, deciding to go for him instead.

However, the rogue went after her illusion, stabbing into empty air. Launching two fox fires at the cleric, her ruinous flames powered by Bastet blasted into him. The curse-filled flames hexed his body, and he screamed in pain trying to remove them with his holy-evil magics.

The evil cleric was not good at handling a taste of his own medicine, burning in agony as he screamed. Fhesiah then threw the warrior corpse into him with so much force, the cleric likely had bones broken as he was struck.

This knocked him into the ground and interrupting his casting, the corpse being set on fire as well.

She sent her Hestia’s Torch after him, blazing and sending a gout of flame his way. Seeing its effectiveness in dealing with the weakened foe, she became a little jealous of Ophelia’s tool. Wouldn’t it be nice, to just sit around on your horse and let your little minions defeat your foes for you?

Just as she was about to pounce on the confused rogue, two figures leaped from above the canyon. One looked like some form of a dual wielder, and the other had lightning infused in his blade.

It appeared they sent reinforcements, either giving up on the Center Base, or thinking they could somehow win both.

She knew Jake’s fight had not progressed very far yet because it took longer to climb up the steps of the center keep. Casting three more fox fires to replace the ones she spent, she retreated closer to the flag as she prepared to meet the two figures–the paladin and rogue trailing behind them.

She had not left the circle at any point in time, so she was nearly one third of the way through capturing it already. Retreating near the cliff wall, the two new demons tried to surround her. But once again, she used the shifting of the fox fire’s ethereal light, the image she desired burning into their mind’s eye.

The two-sword warrior stabbed at where he thought she was, and she sliced into his back with her powerful claws easily. Her empowered strength was immense, and her claws were sharp well beyond even the best of weapons at their Tier.

Like a puppet with its strings cut, the man fell to the ground–his spine severed.

The lightning bladed warrior looked at her with horror, as he raised his blade and brought it down at her. She met it with her draconic might, as her dragon flames had filled her body and arm.

The lightning-filled blade shocked her and sliced into her arm slightly as it was deflected to the side, but she ignored it. Grabbing the man’s head with her other arm, she crushed it in her grip.

She was sure that the warrior had expected to take her arm off, but it was covered with draconic scales and hardened by heavenly energy. His lifeless corpse fell to the ground and dispersed into motes of light, as she shifted herself once more with the light of the kitsune.

The paladin’s body was covered in black light as he swung his serrated blade, and he managed to slice into her wing slightly, rather than the killing blow he was going for. Her tail wrapped around the downed dual wielding warrior’s throat, and shifted his body slightly along with her illusion.

The rogue triggered a powerful lunge where he moved with supernatural speed, his cursed dagger piercing toward the same spot–into the nearly dead dual wielding warrior.

Once again, the rogue had targeted where he thought she was. While her illusions were powerful, it appeared the demons were also not too bright.

Filling herself with the might of dragons once more, she infused the will of her dao, her path into her claw. A manifestation of a dragon appeared behind her, and swung its claw along with her, slicing the paladin and rogue in half and dispersing them into motes of light.

The cleric had run away to the edge of the canyon, his wounds looking terrible. Fhesiah just looked at him with amusement. Why didn’t he just let himself die to be respawned? She waited for herself to capture the point, as an arrow from Tanda pierced his throat.

He wasn’t the only one with allies, after all.

Rather than join them in the center, she would recover her heavenly energy. They would respawn in a few minutes after all, and she would likely have to accomplish this once again, or simply be called by Jake using his Call Summon.

She had expended a little too much mental energy manifesting her will, her Dao, and she wouldn’t be able to do that every fight if she wanted to have anything left once they exited the Greater Rift.

However, she had pushed harder to ensure she captured the point–it was much better to have a strong start. Not wanting to leave the circle’s radius, she had also fought a little more defensively than she would have liked.

Monitoring the other fight with her Divine Sense, she waited. Fhesiah was sure their team was about to crush the other.
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Ophelia blazed toward the West Base with Valora, her speed a significant advantage. Watching the large wraith approach, the Garuda was sent straight for it.

There was a party of enemies approaching her assigned Base, and it appeared to be a well-rounded one. Some kind of bardic warrior enhanced their party’s speed, a powerful warrior with a large weapon running in the front.

A ranger with a wicked looking bow ran parallel to the party, and what looked like a warlock had an imp-like demon flying along with the charge. Finally, some kind of evil cleric carried a malicious tome.

Ignoring the party for a moment as she arrived at the magic circle within the Upper Base, Ophelia sent a small Spear of Hestia from her Hearth at the wraith. Like a bullet from a gun, it struck the creature from half-way across the battlefield.

She wasn’t surprised but impressed when the wraith not only blocked the attack, but appeared to absorb it. This malevolent creature was meant to counter clergy classes, able to drain their power.

Ophelia worried that whatever it was that made the Garuda feel Divine might make it weak to the creature, but Jake, Bloodberri, Bree, and Tanda together would need to handle it. Her enemies were now in front of her.

Her shield had its Hearth inside, and Jake had taken on the state of the Monarch. This caused him to resonate with Blood, and with Ophelia’s bond and special connection: she did as well.

Then, her vajrafire hearth flickered within her, as if to a calm beat. Valora’s excitement in facing these enemies appeared to more closely resemble her before.

Normally, she would be filled with excitement. Ready for battle against these five combatants, there would be great glory to be earned, a thrilling fight to take place. She was a little excited about this battle, but it was muted.

Instead, she found a peaceful, calm strength had filled her. A blackish gold light lit the runes of her weapon and armor, and she was ready to control this battle with her superior power, and strength of arms.

Standing in the center of the point, she waited for her enemies to enter her domain. Valora aided the capture, the progress moving a decent amount.

The warrior and bard contested the base, so she filled Retribution with auril. Elongating her blade, she swung her halberd in an overhead chop, with Valora dashing forward.

He met her attack with an overhead guard, but the force drove the man’s hooves into the ground. Ophelia was surprised at the man’s strength, able to mostly withstand the attack even with their incredible momentum behind it.

The bard flanked her with his own two-handed axe, but her shield easily deflected it. Ducking under an arrow shot at her, she spun and shifted using her Technique, slicing at the large warrior once more with her back swing.

Only this was more of a feint, as when the large warrior blocked her haft, she hooked his poleaxe with the back of her weapon instead. Wrenching his weapon out of her way, she enhanced her body with her Technique by filling her body and Valora’s with holy might, and the longma kicked him in the face.

She moved so fast her movements were likely a blur, and she had sent the man flying through the air with a resounding crunch. While the man wore a helmet, it dented from the powerful impact.

Filling her halberd with the flames of Hestia, she then brought her axe head powerfully in a diagonal swing toward the bard. The man tried to block, but her blade was massive when filled with her flames.

It cut deeply into his shoulder, severing his arm. The man screamed in pain, his defense crumbling as he was lit with her divine flames. The large warrior returned covered in a black light, the evil priest infusing him with a black aura.

The ranger was near the edge of the ridge, near the cliff face. He activated a powerful bow skill, and the arrow also filled with a malicious black aura–the two launching a coordinated attack.

Ophelia was going to just interpose her shield in front of the ranger, but the warlock and imp cast a spell on it, cursing it into near unresponsiveness with what appeared to be black chains wrapping around it.

The Guardian Hearth launched out of the shield, the valkyrie warrior creating a barrier there instead. The consumption of the warrior increased, and Ophelia couldn’t help but smile that their strange spell was circumvented so easily.

The black arrow released by the ranger shattered the summoned valkyrie warrior’s barrier, but the trajectory was changed enough for Ophelia’s purposes, Valora easily blurring out of the way.

Activating Consecration, a massive wave of golden flames filled with lightning was emanated from her body. Filling her body with the vajrafire flames, she triggered Vajra Strike. Like a thunder strike, her axe head met the oncoming warrior’s axe with a crash.

Bolts of righteous lightning were released in a cone in front of her, piercing through the warrior, bard, and into the evil cleric–which had already been bathed in righteous flames and lightning from her improved Consecration ability.

Filling herself with auril, she ducked under the deflected arrow easily, and swung powerfully into the bardic warrior.

He was easily cleaved in half, but the larger warrior glowed green, despite his wounds. His attack was nearly instant, and Ophelia thought she wouldn’t make it. But she manifested her will, forming a deathly shield with her auril.

She had practiced Advanced Energy Manipulation, and this allowed her to manifest her will. As one might expect, her manifestation was a deathly shield.

The deathly shield shattered at his terrible blow, but the blade only skidded off her powerfully crafted armor–her runes glimmering in a brilliant dark golden light. She filled her halberd’s blade with the fires of Hestia once more, and her counter swing was as vicious as the warrior’s attack, enhanced by Valora’s movements.

Only hers carved deep into his chest, shearing right through his arm and lighting him aflame. Wrenching her blade free of his dying body as he disappeared into motes of light, Valora dodged a bolt of shadow from the warlock and another arrow from the ranger.

The imp tried covering Valora with fiery looking chains, but they were far too slow to contain her, her running a circle around the flag.

From across the battlefield, an arrow from Tanda’s bow arrived, slamming into the warlock’s throat and taking off his head with the bite of a fiery wolf. The imp and the warlock disappeared into motes of light.

The ranger tried to return fire at Tanda, but Ophelia’s Guardian Hearth returned to her shield, and blitzed into him. Her Guardian Hearth of Hestia then shocked him with powerful blasts of righteous, flaming lightning spears, shooting him off the cliff.

She expected he might survive the fall with the use of his strange cloak, but Tanda launched a volley of several arrows at him in midair.

The entire time, Ophelia had not left the base’s circle. Only the evil cleric was left alive, and he was already on his last legs from her enhanced Consecration, and her Vajra Strike.

Gathering her mana and merging the runes through Retribution’s Function, her runes coalesced in the air as she cast a powerful lightning bolt at him.

The evil cleric sneered, casting a black barrier on himself. The pages on his book flipped and glowed with an eerie dark light as he cast more spells, him speaking some language she could not understand.

A bolt of black lightning was reflected at her, a sort of mirror of her attack sent against him. She was about to block the attack, but Valora whinnied and intercepted it. The attack was ineffectual, the creature nearly immune to lightning.

The evil cleric continued his casting, but he seemed to have forgotten her Guardian Hearth shield. It rammed into him from behind, sending him flying near Ophelia’s feet.

She swung her halberd down powerfully, splitting the man in two–sending his body into motes of light to be respawned.

Overlooking the battle from her vantage point, she took a deep breath as she recuperated, Valora performing a dancing shuffle of her feet in pride.

The East and West bases were captured at nearly the same time, and the Center Base was still contested.

Ophelia felt a peaceful calm wash over her, from having conquered her enemies. Whatever difficulties might come, she and Valora would be ready.


Chapter 15 - Terrible Tactics



After progressing Conquest at the South Base of the bottom of the hill to about fifty percent, Jake urged Bloodberri ahead.

Tanda and Bree would finish capturing the point, then join the battle with either his Call Summon or by rushing over.

While Bree could not capture a point by herself, she could protect it and aid in progressing a capture.

Depending on what happened at the center point, he may just have her defend the base. It was clear the enemy had rogues within their team, and their goal might be to sneak a capture.

Jake was all-too-familiar with these sorts of tactics, playing battlegrounds within various MMO games.

As Bloodberri approached the odd stone keep by heading up the hill, the Garuda met the wraith in combat. Ophelia’s test struck the wraith and if anything empowered it, leaving Jake to worry about the creature.

However, as the Garuda’s wing blade met the wraith, nothing was drained. The two creatures fought above the battlefield, the wraith with its claws and the Garuda with its wing sword and shield.

Watching the fight with his Arcane Eye, he thought they were decently matched. He wasn’t sure what the outcome would be if he did nothing, but Ira favored the Garuda, which had Jake’s Divine Reinforcement.

As his party arrived within the keep, the capture began immediately. The circle encompassed almost the entire large keep’s courtyard. The keep was eerily like Jake’s constructed keep on Ariminum.

There were battlements up above overlooking the large courtyard, but with pillars meant to hold up a second floor that was now gone. Parts of the keep had collapsed, as if destroyed by some epic battle.

The circle he stood within had additional functions. Jake could not use conjuration to build or create anything within it. It would erase anything he conjured, and even partial spell effects like growing vines and things would be eliminated within it.

Thanks to Ira and his Arcane Eye, Jake knew the enemies were about to arrive. In the state of the Monarch, he would be forced to use crowd control abilities.

Jake would set them up, and Bloodberri would knock them down. He gathered his Divine Hearth mana, and coalesced a group of runes. Blood and Berri followed, adding theirs onto his.

The runes floated and Jake held on to them, until the two parties entered the room from the opposite side.

While it appeared nine had approached to attack, only seven showed up. Two were climbing the keep walls, and one was capturing their Base just like Tanda.

Jake released their spell, Group Runic Magic: Frost Nova.

An apparition of an ice elemental appeared, and it released a frost nova like what they used during the Nature’s Crossroads assault. Ice filled with flecks of dark gold encompassed the enemy party, freezing them in place at the entrance.

Bloodberri surged forward, as Blood cast Drain Strength from the group of enemies. She approached rapidly, activating Maul of Hestia-Echidna.

But just as she almost landed her devastating blow on the lead figure, several things happened at once. Strange glyphs glowed underneath one of the figures, allowing them to run freely around.

A powerful barrier was released by the warrior, and as Jake viewed the odd light, he realized the man was some kind of paladin. He paid some sort of price to enact this barrier, though Jake couldn’t understand what.

While Bloodberri’s black and white maul colliding with the barrier did not harm the person she struck, the holy light and dark exploded out and slammed into the frozen figures. They groaned in pain as the holy energies harmed and debuffed them.

The person moving around cast a spell by touching another ally, freeing them from their frozen prison. Jake immediately gathered his runes, and hit the enemy with a wave of force. He was flung out of the keep.

Berri giggled at the guy being flung from the keep, weaving back and forth with her Technique. The barrier covered man came after her with his weapon, but she ignored the invulnerable man.

Others frozen in their prisons fought against them as they attempted to break free, but Jake held them tightly with his will. While Bloodberri smashed one with her maul, Jake leaned forward and plunged his spear deeply into another’s chest.

Their home Base was now captured, so Jake had Tanda take to the sky. Calling Bree to himself, He couldn’t help but feel this was a little too easy. She wrapped her vines around targets, and Blood even wrapped her tail around another.

The invulnerability shield broke off of the paladin, and Blood was there to quickly end the target. The man Jake flung from the keep returned, only to be killed a moment later.

Bree looked over her dead targets with derision.

“Sorry, Bree. That was a little too easy.”

She snorted, but went to the edge of the keep to watch over the enemy’s approach and respawn. There was one enemy unaccounted for–the one that captured the enemy’s home base, the North Base.

Despite Jake looking for them with his Arcane Eye, he could not find them.

“Ira, see if you can find the missing enemy.”

With a mental nod, Ira traveled through the void to find the enemy with a special means of stealth. Jake had an idea of where the target headed or what his goal would be, but didn’t want to be surprised.

The capture of Jake’s team was rapid, his party quickly owning three points. The Garuda still dueled with the Wraith, but it looked like it would win shortly. It continued to draw on his mana, but with the enemies dead, Jake would be able to recover.

The center took longer to take. After aiding both Ophelia and Fhesiah, Tanda aided the Garuda in killing the wraith, her deathly attacks strangely effective against the unliving monster.

When the keep was finally conquered, a large, metallic golem spawned in the middle. It immediately began to lumber toward Bloodberri, its size only a bit larger than her. Bree and Bloodberri worked on it in tandem, as Jake recovered his mana.

He ended up needing to heal the Garuda, and some cursed energy entering the creature’s features purged using Purifying Flames. It cost him a fair amount of his mana, but the creature was thankful for it. Apparently, desummoning it would purify it over time, but it wouldn’t be pleasant.

The golem was a little bit of a joke for Jake’s party. It blasted arcane energies into them in a sort of arcane explosion periodically, but the damage when Bloodberri’s Maul of Hestia-Echidna sent out healing energy was completely counteracted.

Tanda even returned to the center, firing arrows into the target. Once the golem was defeated, their conquest progress had increased by a hundred. Now that they owned four locations, they were gaining eight every 5 seconds.

The enemy’s single base was only earning one every five seconds.

If nothing changed, they would win in about twenty minutes, or about four respawns. Jake had Ophelia and Valora fly over to capture the enemy’s base, in an effort to bring the enemy out of hiding, but also to decide on whether they should capture it.

Ophelia didn’t have enough time to capture the point entirely by herself, nor did Jake’s party, even if they rushed there. However, she managed to remove ownership.

Some time passed as his party recovered, and it was getting close to the time the enemy would respawn.

Ira found the missing enemy heading toward Jake’s home base, using a special means of stealth.

Fhesiah hummed in his mind, having followed Ira’s feelings to eventually find the culprit herself.

[Interesting, so he’s using a special artifact. It causes some kind of dimensional ripple, phasing him out of normal space. He is within the fighting arena, but only barely. He is burning life force to remain invisible to us. I may have found him eventually, but only if he stood still for long enough.]

Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise. It seemed Ira was uniquely suited for discovering this enemy once more.

Ira was filled with pride, at being able to accomplish its purpose.

At the end of the day, the artifact was still only Tier 1. It had limitations, and Fhesiah was able to pierce those with her powerful soul once she knew where to look. A strong enough target could power through the protection.

He had guessed that the missing enemy would in fact assault one of the locations at an inopportune moment, but Ira was capable of dealing with this.

Tanda took to the sky with her bow, and through Fhesiah and Ira, she charged up a powerful auril attack aiming at the invisible enemy. Waiting for the respawn, the gatehouse was eventually filled with white light.

Filling her arrow with her manifestation, she shot it at the demon’s hiding spot.

She took off the target’s head, the man unable to put up any fight. Despite intending to avoid the artifact breaking, it shattered the moment the target died.

Fhesiah shrugged. [It seemed useful, but burning life force is like burning potential. Our fighting style is not stealth, but Champions that lead armies of people we care about into battle. I doubt you’d want to load up a subordinate with such a self-harming item, too.]

Jake wondered what the enemy was going to do. He had decided against pushing immediately to their final base to claim it quickly and win faster, but decided he would only risk that if they won this fight. Fighting slow and steady would ultimately win the race.

[Uh, hold on to that thought, husband. You might want to Reverse Summon yourself to Ophelia immediately, to capture that point.]

Without questioning it, Jake began his spell, and Ira joined him. The spell progressed rapidly, only taking a little over 5 seconds.

Appearing next to Ophelia, he called Fhesiah, Bloodberri, and Tanda–leaving Bree to face off against the golem if it spawned. They pushed the capture as rapidly as they could.

“What’s happening?”

Fhesiah was alarmed. “They are killing themselves, summoning something terrible! Much worse than the wraith. I think they saw this as a losing battle, and this was their best shot at either a victory, or weakening us enough for when we get outside.”

Jake frowned. If his team captured this point before the enemy arrived, he thought there was really no way for them to lose. They would gain points so rapidly that they would be able to whittle away at it until they won.

For a single enemy, anyway. It would simply take it too long to move between the points and overcome them.

Blood said, “We don’t know that. It might capture twenty times as fast or similar. Still, kiting the enemy may be a good strategy.”

Fhesiah nodded, and began shifting into her Dark Kitsune form with Bloodline Transformation.

His team captured the point, just as a massive demon barreled out of the enemy gatehouse. It was massive, much larger than any creature they’d faced up to now.

The monster was nearly completely black, like its skin was made of shadows or smoke. It stomped right toward them, taking massive strides.

Jake considered simply reverse summoning himself to Bree and summoning his party, but dismissed it. They would win faster if they kept this point, which would reduce the amount of time they needed to face the enemy.

It was necessary to start damaging and weakening or slowing the enemy as soon as possible.

Signaling his girls on the spell he wanted to cast, they each began forming their runes at his command. He was still in the state of the Monarch from the previous fights, and figured it was most appropriate against the current goal of controlling the massive monster.

As they coalesced their runes, the demon roared as it skidded to a stop, and began charging a breath attack. Energy started gathering near its demonic mouth, a terrible energy converging into the air in front of it.

But Jake’s wives were fast, the runes forming his spell: Group Runic Magic: Hexing Bindings. He leaped into the air, using his boots to stand on a runic platform.

Ophelia riding Valora and Berri each surged toward the enemy, ready to shield the party or land a devastating blow. Tanda fired several arrows at the target’s face, where it was gathering its dark energy.

Fhesiah reinforced her kitsune runes with her Dao, and Blood added her holy dark mana runes, meant to debuff and restrict. Jake added the runes for a powerful binding, enhanced by his covenant.

Black-golden chains filled with kitsune flames wrapped around the demon’s body, starting from the ground. As the chains climbed up the monster, the charging attack appeared to weaken.

Tanda’s arrows struck the creature, her deathly wolves taking chunks out of its smoky flesh.

It still released its attack toward Jake and Bloodberri, but Ophelia was ready with her Guardian Hearth of Hestia in her shield. The powerful beam attack crashed into her shield, which emitted a crackling golden flame.

Ophelia went to the left of the attack and Bloodberri to the right, the two blazing toward the enemy. They each struck into the creature with their powerful attacks–Ophelia with her Vajra Strike first, and Bloodberri with her Maul of Hestia-Echidna not long after.

However, they found the creature to be somewhat less tangible.

Their blows still harmed the creature with their powerful divine-empowered attacks, but the physical component was severely reduced.

The demon then roared as its beam attack finished, and it drained energy from Bloodberri and Ophelia. Thankfully, she had Ride of the Valkyries covering Valora, or she would have been dispelled from that one attack.

It was as if they were burned by a black flame and drank it into its breath.

It was like everything was drained–mana, stamina, and health. The creature healed a large percentage of the damage done to it, its smoky flesh returning.

Jake said, “Get back! We’ll kite it.”

The chains finished wrapping around it, and Jake restrained the creature by shoving his mana into the construct. It burned into its ethereal flesh, and ruinous hexes began being added onto its skin.

Fhesiah used her new Sun and Moon Hex on the target. The hexing curse of the moon and the sun was added like a magical stamp on its flesh, her bloodline flames of creation and destruction now burning into the creature. Demonic runes of her blackish-purple flames began burning into its skin and spreading from the moon’s position, weakening and destroying it.

Her foxfires began being formed up behind her, and the dark kitsune flames started slamming into the target like arrows, and Tanda continuing firing on it as Jake called Ophelia and Bloodberri back to him using Call Summon. He jumped onto her battlements, to ride her as they retreated.

Berri took out a baseball, and immediately slammed it right into the beast–but it had nearly no effect, only being affected by Jake’s Heavenly Aura to cause a minor explosion.

Filled with anger, she manifested her will, filling a test ball Jake had made of amberwood with auril. Her death ball was then smacked at the demon with a crack, the ball exploding into the monster’s chest. It groaned and was slowed, picking up speed again after a moment.

The monster still barreled toward Jake, but its speed was much reduced. Bloodberri undulated away, and every five seconds, their team would gain twenty points.

At this pace, they would win in just a few minutes. They just had to hold their points and keep the enemy away long enough.

Jake had wanted to use a wave of force, but it appeared that it would be useless against the ethereal creature. Teaming up with Blood and Berri, he quickly cast a powerful nova of frost.

The dark-golden-flecked ice stuck to the creature, but the ice sloughed off as it moved forward; the ethereal skin not being greatly inhibited by it.

Still, the creature was slowed a little further by the golden-flecked ice, and each of his girls launched attacks against it, now having more time to land their attacks.

Ophelia gathered some vajrafire flames, and struck out at the creature at range. Her powerful thunder slammed into the creature, burning it with righteous fury.

Knocking it back and slowing it down again, Jake’s party backed off as they continued raining attacks upon it.

Fhesiah’s ruinous flames enhanced by Bastet continued to add up on the creature, its smoky skin being consumed by her flames. She did her best to remain efficient, expending her mana to cast them as she regenerated it.

The party all fled in different directions, the beast coming after Jake riding Bloodberri or Tanda mainly. It even leaped one time despite everything holding it down and slowing it, but Ophelia was able to rebuff it with her shield guardian.

Despite all their attacks, the creature still did not go down. The Garuda had joined Bree back in the center keep, unable to kite without expending significant mana, and they finished off the golem as it spawned.

Jake had to let go of the hexing bindings, but by then so many scripts had been burned onto its strange skin, that it was still severely hampered by them. It tried to roar and absorb the life force of his team, but they had kept far enough away from the creature.

The rogue which used the stealth artifact respawned after his five minutes was up, and the timer for victory was nearly complete. It appeared to sacrifice itself to the same ritual, empowering the demon slightly.

It made one last dash toward Jake, but each of his girls released their attacks at the same time.

Tanda’s explosive wolf, Bloodberri’s deathly ball, Fhesiah’s gathered moon flames from her dance, and Ophielia’s vajrafire bolt all struck it at the same time, knocking it off its feet.

It crashed onto the ground, sliding into the dirt.


[Greater Rift Victory! Winner: Hearthtribe.]
[Reward: 50,000 CP per party member. Additional Merit for Tier Up.]
[Exit in five minutes.]


Jake and his party were transported to the gatehouse, where he somewhat sighed in relief. Recovery was enhanced here, though he didn’t think they would be a hundred percent when the time was up.

Certainly, if they had dumped everything, it would not be long enough to fully recover. Jake guessed in five minutes they would only recover about a quarter of their resources from empty.

Combined with drinking some mana water and potions, he thought they would be close enough.

Fhesiah sighed. “I really expended too much of my Kitsune Bloodline flames. I will try to restore some, but it will be well beneath the 30%. I will have to fight as a dragon, which, for how they like to counter-pick…”

Jake nodded. “An ambush is waiting for us. I do worry about Vesuvius and them, could they really have brought an army to defeat his in such a short time?”

Ophelia patted down Valora in thanks for her efforts, who was excited about the battle to come. “The odd grasshoppers might have hidden their approach somehow. The Champions with an army seems likely. We’re not the only ones with mobility, the Naga could use the rivers above or underground, too.”

Jake looked over his girls. All warriors, they were prepared for battle against the evil enemy. While they couldn’t die permanently in this battle, their spirits could become harmed, their potential decreased forever.

They all wanted to win. He desired to protect and support them from this potential ambush. If Vesuvius and his people were fighting, many people would require healing just outside the portal. He found resonance with Ophelia quickly, switching to the state of the Guardian.

Huddling together, Jake and his girls would be ready. He knew once they exited the portal, barriers would be cast, and most likely he would call on Hestia–as soon as he was sure enemies were present.

It would be a challenging battle, but he was sure Clan Hart would come out on top.


Chapter 16 - Krillisk, Tanda, Bloodberri - Clash of Champions



Krillisk watched the greater rift portal, his allies spreading out in a large circle. The radius for where the Alliance Champions would exit once it was completed was somewhat large, making them unable to instantly launch a coordinated attack on them the moment they appeared.

However, it was small enough that they should be able to contain the enemy, or if they were lucky, strike them not long after the exit was complete.

Krillisk’s swarm of locusts surrounded the location, echoing the humming of his wings.

Nevara whined, “Your stupid bugs are annoying. Can’t you at least stop them for now? There’s got to be at least twenty minutes before–”

The portal shifted, becoming blue. The Alliance had won already? That seemed more than a little too fast. It was less than ten minutes since they began, and it would be five minutes before they were released.

The Enforcer looked on undaunted. “This is why we must slay them. Their special set of circumstances could lead to them affecting the War Trial.”

Nevara scoffed. “Ridiculous. They are just warriors of the First Tier. Few even make it to the Third.”

“They’ve already defeated six Champions in total with their party. We are to make sure they lose this world, so they don’t make a proper foothold in this Sector. We must destroy their potential.”

The Enforcer’s faceless gaze focused on Krillisk and Nevara, causing them both to shiver. “Your duty is perhaps the most important. The Summoner must die–he cannot escape. The penalty for failure will be immense. Greed and Apophis will not forgive your failure despite your uniqueness, so you better kill him or die trying. To your positions.”

Leaping, Krillisk landed nearly a hundred meters away. Nevara likely positioned herself near him, to lay her ambush for anyone that approaches him while having a long range.

His Swarm approached, enough locusts to blot out the sky. They filled the air and landed in the grass, millions of them just crowding the area in which the summoner and their allies could be dumped out of the portal.

His and their wings buzzing and legs scraping created a hypnotic droning, which would distract the enemy when they appeared. Their millions of minds connect to the Swarm in his own, their connection to countless worlds enhancing his mental power.

Eventually, the Alliance Champions appeared in the clearing, less than a hundred meters away–covered in flaming barriers. Just within Krillisk’s range. The mental power of the Swarm pushed into their enemies despite their barriers, causing them to stumble as the Swarm’s powerful force of will slammed into the targets.

The snake woman and the valkyrie grabbed their heads, mental attacks affecting them greatly. But the ravenwolf woman took to the sky filled with the auril of the beastkin, while the dragon woman flung flames at the incoming Scorpion Rider, who was barreling at the party.

It appeared Hestia’s Champion was working to call Hestia, while a grouping of powerful flames floating from the Valkyrie’s shield blocked a powerful attack from the Enforcer. The stone-like monster’s axes sent waves of black energy, an attack that would be devastating if it landed.

Nevara drew her bow filled with malicious energies. She had prepared a special arrow, which would powerfully curse the target she struck. Each of the Tartarus Champions weaved in their Divine Energy into their attacks, Krillisk’s call enhanced by his Swarm.

A javelin struck the Dark Elf with a small explosion of flames just as she released her empowered shot at the Summoner. This caused it to deviate heavily, just as a strange reptilian creature with a spear leaped toward Krillisk–a chameleon?

He worked to crush him with his mind, but the odd lizard disappeared just as quickly as he had appeared, retreating. While Krillisk wanted to chase after the creature, his task was paramount for their success.

The scripts and special magics from their stakes in the ground vibrated, their energies destabilizing the usage of Nordic Runes. Krillisk understood this Champion and the others relied heavily on these, and they were stacking the deck against them.

Focusing back on the enemy Champions, Krillisk attempted to slam his will into the Summoner–the sound and invasion of the swarm was not enough to do more than stagger him.

Krillisk was surprised to find that the summoner kept casting his spell. The Swarm’s will sloughed away from the summoner’s mind like water off a whale's back.

Krillisk’s tried to push his mental attack, but it too just washed over the champion, causing Krillisk and the Swarm to be shocked. How was this possible? He had failed in his task!

The swarm buzzed in his own mind as he used his mental energy to disguise himself and move across the battlefield. The powerful droning sound shifted the minds of all those weak enough, changing their perception of reality.

However, a wave of powerful flames was summoned as the Goddess Hestia appeared, the Summoner using a special means to call a humanoid.

This alone was enough to shock Krillisk and the Swarm monitoring the fight. The resonance required to summon a human-like Divine in its complete Visage at this Tier was unheard of.

Her golden flames washed over the massive area in all directions, many of the Tartarus Champions being shoved back by the powerful flames of the Goddess–and millions of his Swarm eradicated in but a moment. However, many from the surrounding area approached, ready to fill the sky once more.

Many of their prepared stakes even burned away. The Swarm guessed this was likely part of Hestia’s goal–but Tartarus’s preparations were significant, and the Nordic Runes would remain inhibited, many stakes placed further away in a special formation.

Until the last stake was removed, their Nordic runes would be reduced by more than half.

Unfortunately for Krillisk, he had to allow himself to be burned slightly by the wave of divine flames as he covered the enemy’s perception with his mental projection. Hestia’s flames burned deeply into his flesh, but he shoved his own Divine’s energy into the flames and extinguished them.

When he was using his legs and wings to produce the sounds to effect their minds, he could move very little. Leaping through the air would cause him to have to stop his assault, and the summoner could break free of his mental illusion.

Twisting the enemy’s minds using the hum of the Swarm, his manifestation of Greed built within his body.

His body grew and his features twisted. He became a larger locust man, ready to fight somewhat with malevolence powering his attacks, able to invade his enemy’s body in addition to its mind.

He was still weak in melee, but he had the hardiness of an insectoid.

Krillisk’s allies had been shoved back from the flames, and the Alliance Champions followed as they broke off into their own one on one fights.

The Scorpion Rider fought the Dragoness, and the Enforcer faced off against the powerful valkyrie which grew to meet his axes. The giant snake girl chased after the fiendish parasite, which drove various dinosaurs with its will.

With the power of the Swarm, Krillisk created a powerful zone. The droning hum of the Swarm trapped his target within, a field completely filled with locusts. The sky was blotted with so many locusts that the summoner wouldn’t even be able to see or breathe without a locust in the way.

Krillisk had now altered the perception field of the Summoner and his allies so that his allies could not come to assist, nor could he detect Krillisk. Victory was his!

The Summoner appeared to be casting some sort of spell. Redoubling his efforts, enhanced by his God, Krillisk slammed his mental and sonic energy of the locusts back into the Summoner, interrupting it.

Krillisk attempted to crush the Summoner’s mind with more focus, but then a snake-like creature wrapped around his throat and began to tighten and constrict around him.

Pain erupted in his neck and his compound eyes bulged as he was even burned around his throat. Shifting his attention to this strange creature, he still kept his mental projection active. He would remain invisible to all the enemies, including the foolish Summoner.

It appeared it was a creature of the void, making it a challenge for Krillisk to target its strange mind or body with the sonic attacks of the Swarm. The feeling the creature gave caused Krillisk’s compound eyes to gleam.

It was just like the summoner.

He wrapped his claws around the beast, crushing it as it screamed but would not let go. Redoubling his efforts, Krillisk tried to slam his will into its mind as if a fist struck it deep within its brain, causing it to freeze and teleport away.

His attack appeared to be successful, but even against the weak creature, he could tell that its void-like nature made the attack significantly weaker.

When Krillisk looked up, he was shocked that the human was now approaching him, and was nearly on top of him. Overall, the fight was already not going great for his team. Their ambush was countered.

None of his allies had fallen, but if one of the Alliance wasn’t taken down soon, Tartarus would certainly suffer significant losses and have difficulty pushing for the final victory. Their odds were good, but none of them imagined they would win all of their fights.

They had faith their attacks on multiple fronts would be successful, but a push to crush Life’s Haven after Cascadia would be much easier with more Champions. Krillisk side stepped as he shifted the Champion’s perception.

As if moving himself around a turntable, the previous direction the Summoner moved was no longer good. Most likely, all the target could see, feel, or hear, was the droning buzz of the Swarm.

Krillisk could tell the man had difficulty thinking straight. He tried to form runes, but the inhibitors were plentiful, and thus the Nordic Runes fizzled. A gout of flame shot out, but Krillisk was able to counter that with a wave of mental energy with ease.

It appeared the conclusion he came to was approaching him for melee or where he could land an attack was his best option.

Slamming his will into the Summoner, Krillisk was shocked at the man’s mental fortitude. The odd core had strengthened the man’s soul and thus his mind significantly, making it almost comparable to a mentalist’s.

Krillisk’s mind was still superior, but it would take minutes for him to completely crush his will, even enhanced by his god. Thankfully, it appeared the summoner had blown almost all of his Divine Energy on summoning Hestia’s visage.

Despite an expression of anguish, the summoner continued his march toward Krillisk, even as he moved. Did the Summoner really know where he was? How? The void beast? His mental projection should even shift that.

He would not normally be able to coordinate the beast’s perception with his own. The summoner should barely know which way was up or down right now!

Even following a familiar bond, it would be a real challenge to compare where he was, let alone where the bond was in relation to himself.

The black void snake bit into Krillisk’s leg, pulling at him and nearly tripping him. Manifesting mental chains to capture the creature, it disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. But the summoner was nearly upon him now.

As he got closer, Krillisk’s buzzing wings and mental force got even more powerful. The summoner’s spear approached Krillisk’s head in a stab, but he pushed powerfully with his mental energy and sonic energy to knock it away.

What shocked Krillisk was the Summoner’s body was hardly affected, only the spear in his hands. The spear was flung away, but the man frowned as he approached with his empty hand instead.

Krillisk now pushed even more heavily with his mental energy, creating a powerful telekinetic force strong enough to shatter a castle wall. He combined it with his god’s malevolence, the invisible energy merging with devouring darkness.

It engulfed the man, and the malevolence entered his body, as he was likely filled with horrible visions of death and terrible things. The summoner began to be pushed back by the combination of energies.

Some force within the man was fighting against the terrible darkness, but then the man breathed as runes burning red covered his body, and something shifted. The man’s body was then filled with powerful flames.

This man had some form of void powers far beyond what a human could possibly achieve, and it was dangerous.

Creatures of the void or its relatives were often capricious, having no measurable desires or focus. For a human man to carry a bloodline of the void, yet have so much potential for offspring, was not something Tartarus would allow to live.

Then, the amount of Divine Flames within the man was excessive. The quality of the flames at this Tier were completely unheard of. Even a higher Tier Champion brought down to this level could have difficulty maintaining this level.

Krillisk sent out a wave of mental and malevolent energy one last time, which was met with a wave of flames emanating from the summoner. He lashed out with his clawed hand, his empowered insectoid frame swollen with power in an attempt to knock the smaller man away.

To Krillisk’s surprise, his wrist was gripped and twisted as he was pulled toward his enemy.

The summoner’s hand burned even more brightly with the flames, then reached Krillisk’s head despite all his efforts. The Swarm buzzed in his mind, railing at all the possibilities.

The gauntleted hand gripped tightly and crushed and burned his insectoid skull until it shattered easily, and Krillisk knew no more.

[image: image-placeholder]


As the Greater Rift dumped Tanda to the ground, she spread her thornlash seeds and cast Rampant Growth. A terrible droning sound made it difficult to think, but her heart beating auril through her body gave her the ability to move.

With a leap and flap of her wings, she took to the air and began her Cyclic Resonance.

An arrow sped toward Tanda, and she was just barely able to dodge the attack directly. It exploded near her, rocking her body and sending it through the air. Dark energies entered her, as Fhesiah’s torch filled her with healing energies.

Tanda fought the invading energy with auril even as she activated her new Technique: Avenging Flames, she began burning life force and auril to enhance her strength, and purge the terrible energies from her body.

Firing her bow at the Apophis Champion in return shots, she set to harass the attacker and chase after her.

A wave of Hestia’s Divine Flames washed over everything, coming to Jake’s call. Hestia hadn’t drawn too much energy from Energy Sharing, needing to save most of it for their respective fights. It pushed away the droning sound and forced the enemies to all back off for a brief moment, and her party got their plans.

Each would take on their opponent, and Jake would call them all for them to regroup if things weren’t looking good. Tanda was to chase after the archer, Fhesiah chased after the scorpion knight, and Bloodberri, Garuda, and Bree went after the controlled dinosaurs.

Ophelia had dashed at the massive dark warrior filled with evil tattoos immediately, and Bloodberri raged against the giant dinosaurs. There were strange parasites on their necks, a disgusting creature controlling them.

Still, after releasing the flames, Hestia joined Ophelia with facing the special entity called an Enforcer.

Tanda drew her bow and fired back at the dark elf, and she took to the air once again. Dinosaurs charged her as she leaped into the air, but Bree and the thornlash plants wrapped around several of them, whipping and cutting into the monsters.

The Garuda cut into others, and a giant scorpion man covered in armor barreled toward a draconic-might-filled Fhesiah.

Jake had somehow disappeared to her senses aside from a faint glimmer in her Hearth, and while Tanda wanted to help, the Dark Elf had called her Divine.

Ominous energy filled the dark elf, a malicious black. Snakes sprouted around her body, and wrapped around the arrows in her quiver.

Powering up her attacks with her righteous flames, Tanda fired many arrows, one after the other at the Dark Elf woman, the Apophis Champion. The enemy had shifted to have features like a snake as well, and dashed rapidly around the battlefield.

She fired arrows at Tanda’s allies, and Tanda had difficulty trying to stop her with her own arrows. Thankfully, Bloodberri, Fhesiah, and Ophelia were ready for the Dark Elf’s attacks, and they began taking their fights away from the archer–her attacks blocked by their Sacrificial Barriers.

Tanda focused on separating her from being able to support the Tartarus Champions in attacking her sister wives and Jake.

The Apophis Champion was fast, and even as Tanda’s arrows struck the evil Champion, snakes leaped out and intercepted her attacks.

Tanda shifted her bow into her crescent moon halberd, and blitzed for the enemy. Throwing numerous seeds through the air and empowering them with her Advanced Rampant Growth, a large net of vines encompassed the enemy dark elf, falling from above.

Her heart sung the song of battle, her cadence taking on a hymn of conviction. The black auril in her body took on a fiery quantity from her new Technique, as she used her superior reach to create an axe out of the crescent, and swung down at the dark elf.

But the dark elf was full of malevolence, and the snakes wrapped around her bow struck out as if alive. The dark elf’s bow became more like a staff, blocking Tanda’s attack even as the vines crawled up like the snakes on her body.

The vines were shredded by the evil snakes circling the dark elf, as she ignored Tanda’s druidic attack.

The Dark Elf sneered at her. “You’re annoying, pup. You are not worthy to be my opponent.”

Tanda drew more auril from the area, as her auril heart beat powerfully. Her Avenging Flames brightened, and her speed and strength increased.

Tanda’s vines continued to grow and swipe and pierce toward the enemy, and Tanda followed in pursuit. She thrust and stabbed, twirling her spear and swinging with her bladed haft. The dark elf countered with an angry look, sending a wave of hissing snakes toward Tanda.

Tanda sliced easily through the snakes, and her fiery wolves–her cape flaps, bit into the oncoming snakes. This allowed her to continue with her assault against the Dark Elf, never slowing her pursuit.

She wanted to help Jake, but keeping her enemy busy at the moment so that she couldn’t attack her allies was the best she could do at the moment.

Jake strangely hadn’t taken any damage yet, so she didn’t feel an urge to rush to his aid. Not only that, but she knew all Jake had to do was use Call Summon, and she could join him.

This was why she had followed the Dark Elf into the woods, as she had chased after Bloodberri and Fhesiah.

Tanda continued following the Dark Elf, each attack cutting into the snakes and wearing down the malevolence of the Apophis Champion. Her face was a mask of rage, snake scales interspersed throughout her skin.

The golden energy from Tanda’s resonance grew, her family facing each of their battles. Sensing Jake’s battle, she was shocked at the type of fight he was experiencing.

The twos’ minds almost disappeared from her ability to think about, the droning buzzing from the locusts growing higher and higher.

Only her Hearth connection to Jake, her enchanted Hearthvines burning brightly within her, kept her comprised of their fight.

The evil locust man assaulted Jake with a mixture of malevolence and his mental attack, and Tanda and her clan-wives worked hard to counter it through their powerful link.

The five of them pushed purifying flames within their Hearth into him, as he reached and grabbed onto the Greed Champion and took on Resonance with Tanda, taking on the state of the Avenger.

Tanda smiled. One Champion was already down. It was time for their counterattack.

***

Being struck by the mental attack, both Blood and Berri had a hard time thinking straight.

Berri spotted the disgusting spider-bug creature the moment they exited the Greater Rift in the distance. She nearly shouted with glee when Fhesiah took on that enemy instead, her slight delay in responding leaving her without the choice herself.

Blood and Berri took off after the army of dinosaurs, fighting through them as they seemed well-suited to the fight.

A strange creature was driving them, they could sense. But they could not yet see it.

[I can’t believe you were actually technically correct, dear sister–a Scorpion is in fact an arachnid. Our runes are inhibited, it appears those stakes in the ground are the cause? We must defeat the parasites controlling the auril beasts.]

Berri and Blood began their dance, flooding their body with holy light and dark. Swirling it around as they shifted their body, they surged at the oncoming tainted dinosaurs.

Various T-rexes, raptors, and other dinosaurs rushed toward Jake’s party, and the Garuda, Bree, and Bloodberri all moved in response.

Targeting the strange riders, Berri danced and sliced her tail, passing it over and piercing into the riders; keeping the dinosaurs unharmed.

Her spriggon friends had been making buddies with the dinosaurs even more lately. Thus, they were her friends, too. Plus, Jake and Tanda liked them.

Even Fhesiah and Ophelia–

Blood scoffed in her mind, [Following your thoughts is as painful as always. Do try to keep it to the important bits, and focus on that big one there!]

She was already doing it! Following Zhang Fei’s guidance, the two of them worked together to shift their energy around their body in synchronicity.

Blood took a lot of practice, but Berri just had to shooom, and zoooom as they moved–moving the holy light and dark together with her sister, in a fun dance.

The runes were inhibited currently, but filling them was still easy as always, as the maul was infused with holy energies.

A massive creature lurked, and Blood and Berri both could tell it was driving the parasites. It was large, and–

She sent her sister, “Dammit!”

Blood chuckled. [That thing is uglier than the scorpion man by far. It’s like a massive tentacled flea. Disgusting. We drew the short stick again.]

Berri was filled with rage. She bet Fhesiah knew that! No wonder she went after the spider guy!

Light and dark were released as she surged toward her final target. The creature then finished calling its goddess, releasing a devastating sickness into the air.

Waves of disease and decay echoed out in a wave, and despite Blood and Berri releasing waves of holy light and dark from their bodies, they were struck with the force of terrible illness.

Persisting to attack the enemy, Berri even shoved some of Tanda’s auril energy along with hers. Her heartbeats would disrupt the mana, but if you timed it just right, it was no problem at all!

The life energy suffused their body somewhat, counteracting the effects of the disease along with their Purifying Flames.

While some creatures tried to get into their way, Blood wrenched away all obstacles with her Telekinesis. Her maul slammed into the malevolent aura unimpeded, the flea wailing in anger as it was washed over with holy light and dark light.

Knowing the creature was their primary enemy, they activated Between Heaven and Hell. The monster was covered in light and dark, a wave of holy energy emanating out from it, debuffing it as it screeched.

However, it then did something Berri hadn’t expected: it leaped away! It leaped so far beyond the trees that Blood and Berri both just hovered there, dumbfounded. That jerk!

Jake was fighting the mind bug man, and he too was invaded by malevolence. Blood and Berri sent their assistance, pushing back against the evil aura with their Purifying Flames through their bond.

When Jake won his battle, they smiled in victory. Surely, he would be here to help them soon enough.

Several dinosaurs leaped at them, the various creatures going for Bloodberri’s throat. But they danced left and right, emanating darkness, as Blood released Absorb Strength.

Each swing of theirs crushed or smacked one of the strange insects off its carrier, and the Garuda and Bree both fought to cut through them. Each targeted the parasites, and as they were removed, the creatures were knocked to the ground, unmoving.

But the beasts of Highlands were tenacious. They had the energy of auril beating in their chests. The first creatures they had freed now woke up, joining to face their vicious enemy.

As if knowing the terrible creatures that caused their plight, they leaped into the air and attacked the evil passengers rather than the controlled dinosaurs.

Berri smiled and pointed, “Yeah! Get the bad guys! Get those nasty bugs on their necks!”

As if listening to her precise command, swipes of claws and bites of teeth cut into the parasites joined to their necks. Some dinosaurs died, but others survived to join the battle as Bloodberri danced through the hundreds of enemies coming for them.

The parasites were enhanced by a terrible aura, the power of the creatures being increased. Several of them slammed their claws into Bloodberri’s large body, but her blades sliced back into them.

Her snake body slithered like a spiral of death, the evil enemies searching for her doom. She continued to sway and dance, crushing the parasites with her maul.

Berri supposed the creatures would normally be powerful when added together. There were over a hundred of them, all swarming in their attack on herself and trying to bypass her to get at the rest of her family.

Individually, they were weak. However, just as she thought things were going well, the flea’s horrible aura of death reached her new allies. Many of the freed dinosaurs were enveloped, and started to zombify, as if covered in blight for minutes.

Berri groaned, as she retrieved her Epic Censer from her bracelet. What a pain in the ass.


Chapter 17 - Jake and Fhesiah - Clash of Champions Pt. 2



Jake stood over the dead grasshopper man, dozens of questions in his mind. Ira roared in triumph at Jake having killed the terrible creature. He looted the creature, wanting to make sure it was dead.

Just what was going on? He received no Divine Spark from his victory. Only that he was able to loot the foe’s corpse proved that he had actually killed the creature. The book on Champions did indicate there were circumstances where the spark would not be awarded immediately.

However, they were not inside of such a challenge–they were in the field, on a Tier 1 World. Usually, the spark was awarded immediately as a point of balance. If several Champions faced each other, it required a full sweep without losses to have a complete victory.

If one Champion died on the winning side, the net gain for them would be one less.

The implications of not receiving the spark were scary. It meant that if his family lost this day, even if they killed three or four of the enemy Champions, they could lose all the sparks they gained in addition to their own.

When it came to Jake’s fight, it looked like his easy victory was thanks to his void bloodline. It appeared the Greed Champion couldn’t directly assault his mind–at least effectively.

Jake was not really able to see anything, other than his entire view filled with locusts in a dust storm, his head pounding from the mixed sonic and mental attack. There were some odd visions that seemed to try to creep into his mind and desire to give up, but he easily powered through those.

It was only thanks to Ira and his Arcane Eye that he could see anything at all.

He knew through his wives that nothing was actually here besides his enemy and the mostly harmless insects, and because he wasn’t harmed, he didn’t try calling any of them to his side.

He avoided doing that because the battlefield was highly tenuous at the moment. If he called any one of his wives away, another would quickly get overwhelmed by two Champions teaming up on them.

Jake could call all the girls, but he definitely didn’t want any Champions attempting to flee instead. He certainly wanted to defeat them here and now.

It was thanks to Davonius and Ira preparing Jake for this moment that he was able to spot the giant grasshopper with his Arcane Eye. Once again, he had searched for the lack of something within his sight, and managed to find him.

He also used Ira’s position, but it wasn’t that easy. He would try to step nearer to Ira, and would find that he was stepping in the wrong direction. It was like left was right, or down was up, to him, and he would stumble in the wrong direction, his body not moving where he thought it was.

Just when he thought he’d be getting used to the situation and getting closer to Ira, his perception would shift. He found he was moving in the wrong direction the whole time.

Thus, he used his Arcane Eye combined with his mana sensory to triangulate it. Having that extra point of reference helped ensure he continued moving toward his target. Without both Ira and his Arcane Eye, he was screwed, or would need to fill the field with flames, blowing all his mana.

Even now, each of the opponent Champions were looking for an opening for striking out against an adjacent battle.

Jake winning first was a serious tactical advantage, and he wasn’t about to give it away. He had found resonance with Tanda in those final moments, and that was as good a target as any.

Picking up his spear, he was about to dash toward Tanda’s fight when Valora entered the clearing.

He asked, “Take me to Tanda? I can use your help.” With a happy whinny, she rushed to pick up Jake. Jumping on her back, they rushed to Tanda’s battlefield. They had traveled a bit away, the Apophis Champion dragging her away toward Bloodberri’s fight, it appeared.

Finding the copse of trees Tanda and the Apophis Champion were fighting, Jake couldn’t help but wryly smile. This was the third one he was about to face and defeat. This particular god must really hate Jake, as Hestia had called out that the waning god would not want to pay so dearly for such insignificant challenges.

Something in the area was still inhibiting their Nordic Runes, but that was fine for Jake.

He had planned various spells that used only demonic runes, though he had fewer diverse options. The problem was the lack of group casting or empowered, Tier 2 spells.

Only him and Fhesiah had truly worked out a decent group spell with demonic runes exclusively, but nothing that would really turn the tide of a battle, at least he didn’t think.

Tanda danced around the enemy Champion, slicing and thrusting, as snakes continued to climb down the dark elf’s body and try to bite her. Vines entwined some approaching snakes, keeping them from attacking Tanda.

The others were destroyed by swipes of her odd cape flaps.

Jake wasn’t sure exactly was going on, but it appeared the Dark Elf could generate venomous snakes nearly infinitely. With her bow, her venomous attacks would be deadly, but Tanda properly kept her busy.

Compressing his Divine Hearth Flames within his Champion’s Staff, he found this step never went as smoothly. He didn’t even need to inject a small amount of Divine Energy, this time.

His Hearth flames had taken a qualitative leap forward from increasing his Core Level, but also the dual cultivation with Fhesiah. He was sure he was evolving the core toward something even more special.

The Dark Elf felt that something was happening, and retreated from Tanda’s assault, even as she called up more snakes. It appeared her mana sense was capable of detecting Jake’s magical buildup from the edge of the trees.

Jake’s attack ready, he released his powerful beam of fiery light, while Tanda switched to her bow. The Scorching Ray was met with hundreds of snakes swirling around in the shape of the same, biting into the attack.

The counterattack of the swarming snakes was powerful, but Jake’s beam still managed to pierce through and burn into the Dark Elf’s shoulder. The woman gave off a pained wail as she was struck.

Jake now charged with his spear riding Valora, and Tanda began releasing powerful shots with her bow.

Once again, snakes tried countering, but her Cyclic Resonance had built to where her attacks were more devastating; her body filled with golden light. A chunk was bitten off the dark elf’s leg, and Jake’s Hearthblade went straight for her chest.

Blocking the attack with her staff lined with the snakes crawling up her body knocked her back, and Jake did his best to contain her while riding Valora. She had healed her own wound with her black Divine Energy, and Jake knew this was going to take some time to win if he let it.

Tanda was flying and looking for the perfect angles, and despite the Dark Elf being fast, Jake was able to keep up easily thanks to Valora.

Snakes tried leaping at him from the Dark Elf’s body or the ground, but his Aura enhanced by his Avenger covenant actually burned them away as quickly as they attacked.

Jake harried the dark elf with his spear, Valora pushing into her personal space. Her staff tried taking a bite out of him as if alive, but his Sacrificial Barrier covered him just as he stabbed into her left shoulder.

She screamed as she kicked out at Valora, but the Longma kicked the dark elf into the air with a powerful kick instead, with a chirping chuckle.

Which Tanda fired a fully charged attack at. She was now almost entirely golden now, and the fire was blazing even brighter. A giant wolf’s head bit into the Champion, removing her right arm and a chunk of her torso as she fell to the ground.

Snakes swelled up her body and began entering it. It was as if she was filling the gap from where she took damage. However, her ability did not replace these snakes. Now that they were used this way, she had fewer protecting her, from what he could tell.

As Valora charged again, it appeared the Dark Elf realized the status quo couldn’t continue. She reached into her armor and grabbed a totem that evil was wafting off of it.

Crushing it, a powerful energy surged, and even drained energy out of the dark elf, freezing her in place. A wave of darkness echoed out and began to build up, and Jake did his best to use Fhesiah’s demonic fire runes to cast several waves of flames into the target, as Tanda fired her bow repeatedly.

Despite their efforts, it continued to charge up its horrible attack. Jake had Tanda instead give a prayer to Cernunnos.

A massive snake of darkness manifested, and it surged at Jake and Valora. But Ira shifted him out of the way and behind the dark elf, where Jake stabbed right into the enemy’s head with his [Hearthblade].

She had been drained by beginning this special attack or using the artifact, it appeared.

Even with the enemy killed, the attack persisted toward Valora, with Tanda behind her. Valora dispersed into motes of light, as if denying being killed by the terrible snake.

The snake continued toward Tanda, where she finished her prayer. The thornlash plants she grew all over the area now rose up and twisted, being infused with Divine Energy. Some vines twisted into those emanating boundless life, while others twisted into rotted vines made of death and decay.

They formed a wreath, similar to what Cernunnos made when they faced off against the evil dragon. Jake couldn’t help but marvel at the Celtic knot work of the vines as it crashed into the evil manifestation of the snake.

The vines grew and contorted as they wrapped around the oncoming snake of darkness, but just like the battle before, it was created just for that purpose. The decay tore at the enemy’s assault, and the life restored and burned away the evil.

The snake apparition railed against its bindings, its hatred seething. It screamed in anguish, as it was wrapped completely in vines. Within moments, the attack was captured, the wreath shrunk down to…

Jake asked, “Is that an acorn?”

Tanda chuckled, as she picked it up. “It is! Let’s get moving!”

They had won two battlefields. It was time to win over the others.

***

Fhesiah fought in her dragoness form, her body filled with draconic empowerment. While she had made herself large and imposing to the demons within the Greater Rift before, her increase in size was the minimum requirement to face the challenge in front of her.

The massive scorpion warrior, after he called upon his goddess, made Bloodberri appear small.

For Fhesiah, it was a challenge to face such a difficult melee combatant. He was not only large and wielding a powerful polearm, but his pincers and tail from the additional scorpion body he sort-of stood on, aided each of his attacks.

If it weren’t for her mixing her illusions in, she’d have already needed to flee.

Then, he was completely covered in regenerating armor. Most of her attacks left little more than a bruise underneath it. Like members of her party, wounds that merely caused bruises were something they could withstand near indefinitely.

Fhesiah was in a bit of trouble. She had used too much of her kitsune bloodline flames in the previous fight. There was only a little left in reserve for her, so she had been drawing the fight out.

Her Sun and Moon Hex now burned away at the enemy, but it was like his living armor regenerated as fast as her flames of creation could damage.

She tried using her dance to gather flames, but the Champion of Eternal Night was like a permanent eclipse over everything she did. It smothered her flames as they entered the air, so that left her with only sending or storing them within herself or her Torch.

Jake had just finished his fight with the mentalist, and so Fhesiah knew he would soon be helping Tanda.

The Scorpion Rider was a Templar, just like Timone. He was truly powerful, and she wagered the man was originally at the Third Tier. However, that wasn’t even the worst part.

He laughed wickedly. “All glory to the Goddess of Eternal Night! For her presence eclipses everything there ever was, and ever shall be!”

He wouldn’t shut the fuck up! She desperately wanted to land a powerful blow on him, so he would close his stupid mouth. But he continued spouting his nonsense, even when she destroyed a pincer on his body.

“What is the matter, heathen? Give in to the Goddess, and she will welcome you into her infinite maw, the eternal bliss its greatest reward.”

Of course, he healed his pincer damage easily, but that was just adding insult to injury. Fhesiah just wanted to rain attacks down from above, but his crazy eclipse magic would make her run out of Qi before she came anywhere near winning against him.

Her Dao could certainly counteract his ability, but it wasn’t enough. The creature was just too sturdy, like attacking a brick wall.

Fhesiah thought she was being smart not going after the Parasite because it would have been a huge pain in the ass for her. Her flames were fantastic for burning or spreading, but killing all the dinosaurs would have been less than ideal.

Now, it seemed Berri would be best for this enemy instead. Perhaps, she was lured, the creature going straight for her.

She would wish Ophelia faced this guy, but the Enforcer was certainly challenging enough on his own. Fhesiah wasn’t sure how much longer Hestia as a summon could hold up, but once she was gone, Fhesiah thought Ophelia was going to be in big trouble.

That was why Fhesiah needed to hurry. She would quit waffling and go for the victory, or at least land a significant blow. Her concern was not having anything left to aid her other family members, as the Enforcer was a significant challenge.

Just as she was about to go on the attack, several alchemical fire potions fell from the tree above, landing on the scorpion man.

A javelin was thrown as well, striking the man. Dave shouted, “For the Goddess!” as auril built and drew into him, preparing more javelins.

Filling herself with draconic might, she gathered all of her bloodline flames. Several fox fires flickered into existence behind her, and she grew just a little further as her scales grew over more of her body.

Filling the demonic runes on her armor, she blazed toward the man.

He held a large glaive, and he swung in counter to her leaping attack. He met nothing but air, as Fhesiah’s leap was shadowed by her real one. Bypassing his glaive, her dragon’s claw enhanced by her Dao of Dragon Claws, sliced right through his armor and deeply into his chest.

As she was able to take a second swing, his stinger blurred toward her. It took her second swing, her powerful claws filled with her Dao keeping it from piercing her.

However, her being busy with that allowed him to angle up his lower body, the pincers to come at her one after the other, forcing her to dodge once more, and meet his glaive with a cross-armed block.

The power of the attack was shocking, nearly sending her crashing into the ground. Being pushed back to the ground, the scorpion rider follower her, undaunted by his bleeding chest.

She launched three of her fox fires to slam into his chest, burning him with goddess-empowered flames.

The alchemical flames plus her additional ones finally burned past his armor, her Sun and Moon Hex reaching his actual body. His body was cursed or hexed now, and he was not easily able to cleanse it from himself. He roared in anger, spewing more nonsense about his Goddess.

Dave had remained mostly invisible, continuing to throw his javelins on the move.

She continued her melee with the massive scorpion man, having to shift between dodging and blocking as the terrible monster kept up his attack. Even though her claws scored rents in his armored carapace and added hexing kitsune or dragon flames to its flesh, it didn’t have the impact she needed to find victory.

Several javelins now stuck into him from Dave, and the scorpion rider mostly ignored him. The damage was insignificant, the man sneering at the attacks as they were pushed out from his flesh.

Fhesiah could feel the deep reserves the man had. If anyone was being whittled away, it was her. The calling of his Goddess had created this superior protection, and enhanced his Templar powers, it appeared.

She would just have to go for broke–it was then that Bree the giant Heroic Boar entered the clearing from the hill above. She looked at Fhesiah in question, her odd boar brow raised.

Fhesiah chuckled as she blocked yet another stab of the stinger. “I’ll gladly take your help.”

Bree gave a vicious smile as her vine flowers brightened, and she charged down the hill at the scorpion rider. Vines whipped about and circled in front of her, as she created a sort of shield she held aloft above her, perpendicular to the ground as she rushed at the enemy.

Even though Bree was rather large, she certainly didn’t look like it against the giant scorpion. But her weight could not be ignored because when she crashed into the scorpion rider at full speed, he was pushed back.

Its pincers blocked Bree’s tusks, but he couldn’t counter with his glaive, with the vine shield right in his face. He swung his glaive and attacked with his stinger. However, it appeared her vines were able to hold up, the strange braiding or knotting making it difficult to slice through.

While they unraveled somewhat from the attacks, they merely grew back.

With Bree’s distraction, Fhesiah used her draconic empowerment to leap from the side, landing another slash on the man’s side with her claws, followed by more cursing hexes. Wherever she struck, he would be unable to heal. He brought his glaive around to counter, but Bree gave him another shove.

The stinger moved in to pierce Fhesiah, but she ducked underneath and gave him more claws into his body, enhanced by her Dao. Despite the tremendous power her claws were able to give off, her attacks did not reach too deep–the man was simply too large and dense.

Pincers angled up after her, but she danced away from its claws as she struck his new wounds and burned them with her kitsune flames.

“Enough!” The Champion roared, sending a blast of darkness out in a wave. Bree was struck hard and sent angling away, despite interposing the shield in between her and the enemy. Fhesiah was flung away as well, landing not all that far away from her.

The evil Champion built up a powerful attack, a giant eclipsing sun and moon above his head. The moon passing in front of the star was red and ominous, and the light being blocked cast a grim glow over the clearing.

While it might have been day up to now, the sun above was nowhere to be found.

“Behold, her splendor!”

He raised up his glaive, and the eclipse appeared to move along with it.

Fhesiah found that she could barely move her draconic flames at all. Her kitsune flames could move, but she was down to nearly nothing left. She even shrunk somewhat, her sun within her spiritual temple being hampered to draw upon her draconic flames.

Bree stomped insistingly, a vine pointing out her flowers still blooming and aflame. She then reached a vine out to her chest, and another one to Fhesiah. Was she pointing out the bond? Could she really use Qi?

Having no other options, she coordinated with Jake through the bond, to send the strange creature energy, Fhesiah shoving her Qi, auril, and mana that she had into Bree. Fhesiah only kept her bloodline flames, wanting to draw them into a draconic might attack.

Bree’s vines brightened into bonfires all over her body, which pushed away part of the eclipse effect. The entire clearing brightened up and was filled with the vitality of spring, then her flames withdrew from the vines.

With a bellowing roar, Bree launched a massive flame attack from her mouth.

A cone of flame was belched from Bree’s bellows, and the Scorpion Knight swung down his fiery eclipse to meet it. Vines also approached from the sides and wrapped around the Scorpion Knight, restricting him.

Fhesiah filled herself with her draconic empowerment, and leaped at the opening provided by the two clashing. Aiming for the man’s heart, she pushed everything that was left of her mental energy into her Dao of Dragon Claws.

A manifestation of an eastern dragon swirled toward his chest, its claw piercing into the man’s heart. The eclipsing sun shattered, light restoring to the clearing.

Looting the creature, Fhesiah sighed with relief when it died, frowning that the same thing happened on Jake’s side–no Divine Spark collected.

“Good job, Bree. I am uncertain if I could have won without you. How do I keep getting set up with pricks that like to talk too much and were set up to kill me?”

Bree just gave her an incriminating stare, and charged back toward Bloodberri’s battlefield. Jake had just finished his fight and Tanda’s, and would be joining Ophelia.

She looked up at the tree. “Thanks for the help, Dave. You didn’t win the battle, but your assistance was appreciated. Your aid against the ambush helped turn the tide. Now, I need you to help me by removing the stakes.”

She was eager to work with Bree to wrap up Bloodberri’s fight, but she had another idea. There were only a handful of stakes that inhibited their runes left. She thought she could count on them to win, and instead make sure they could face the Enforcer with their best.


Chapter 18 - Blood / Ophelia - Clash of Champions Pt. 3



Blood continued facing the swarm of reptiles, and it was like it never ended. They had torn off hundreds of parasites at this point, and landed many blows against the disgusting flea.

It was difficult because it healed from the parasites it controlled. The living dinosaurs with their auril energy made the monster nearly invulnerable.

They ended up having the saved dinosaurs flee, convincing them to not aid them in the battle. The dinosaurs became a detriment in facing the Loviatar Champion, and many of the parasites switched to an undead version.

It drained the life force from its allies as it filled them with pestilence, releasing even more of its terrible blight.

While they would have their own force of dinosaurs, it appeared the flea simply used even more of the creatures to meet with good dinosaurs in combat when Berri started countering with her censer.

Bree and The Garuda helped her keep the area somewhat clear of encroaching dinosaurs, but even they couldn’t get too close to the flea without being harmed by its disease aura.

Jake could invest more mana into the summon to push it through that area on the offensive, but with his focus split like this, the Garuda fought much more defensively.

Blood and Berri had both dumped their best abilities on the boss in the beginning, only to find that this was more of a marathon fight. It now ran from her with large jumps, and all she could do was to prevent it from heading toward one of her allies.

Where did that boar go, anyway? Checking their bond, it looked like it may have gone to help Fhesiah instead.

Berri was livid. “Grrr, leaving us with this gross bug! I’ll make them both pay!”

“How will you make them pay, dear sister?”

“O-Of course, they’ll play baseball with me!”

“So you finally admit that playing it is more or less punishment?”

They fought through the dinosaurs, swiping through parasites once more. She managed to blitz through the disease aura and smash into the stupid flea several more times. She tried to capture it with her tail, but each time she did, it would leap away and escape.

Bloodberri was able to follow thanks to her own leap and glide, but she was always playing catch up with the creature.

Blood shook her head. “It’s clearly baiting us or delaying us, sister. I just don’t see what we can do unless we can catch it.”

It had shrunk and weakened significantly now, but she was running low on Mana. Despite her technique being highly efficient and her attack highly effective, she had used too much of it.

Something shifted, and the runes on Bloodberri’s body lit up. They sensed that Fhesiah had won her battle, as a result of Bree aiding her.

Berri made a pleased sound. “Oh! They’re removing the stakes. That’ll help.”

Bree entered the clearing, and joined the fray with the Garuda once more. The flea was again on the retreat, but it appeared it was running out of parasites to draw from.

The sisters did their best to make the flea take damage before it escaped, but it felt like they were running on fumes at this point.

It was then that various powerful entities entered the clearing.

There were five undead beastkin filled with negative life energy, that they recently learned was called nethril. Then, there were several large dinosaurs using the same.

Berri groaned. “Why did they wait to bring those guys out? Now I have no energy left!”

Blood sighed. “I think you just illustrated why, dear sister. That, or maybe it requires more effort to drive or control these creatures.”

The final stake was destroyed, the runes on their armor lighting up to their normal level.

The Garuda and Bree both rushed the dinosaurs, leaving the beastkin for Bloodberri.

Thanks to the practice throughout this fight, Berri and Blood’s coordination was fantastic. The runes on their body left light and dark behind in their movements, weakening the nethril warriors.

Her snake body swayed and danced, as she cut into the creatures. The disease aura from the flea was released, which seemed to empower the nethril monsters. Her slashes and smashes knocked the undead beastkin back, but their energy prevented them from taking serious wounds.

It even protected the parasites on their backs, allowing the unliving creatures to heal themselves.

Despite one’s rib cage being crushed, it was like its body kept going. It didn’t require its organs as it was not alive, and it countered Berri’s smash with a thrust of its spear into her side.

The attack held a fair amount of power, but only bruised Bloodberri’s skin beneath her empowered armor.

The undead beastkin were at the auril hero level. They must have been seeped in the nethril area, raised from the dead and controlled by the parasite.

Individually, Blood didn’t think they were that strong. But enhanced by its disease aura, and since they were low on resources, she didn’t think this would be easy.

Berri was pissed. “This fucker! I’ll make this guy pay. Line them up for me, sis!”

Berri’s plan was strange, but Blood complied. The several nethril beastkin swarmed around her, but she swayed and swirled her tail around, knocking them back.

Blood floated their cannonball-like baseball with her Telekinesis, and the runes on their body lit brightly.

Berri smacked it with her maul with all her strength–at the ugly flea.

With a giant crack, the ball smashed into the flea, the creature giving off a pained scream as it was knocked off its strange leaping legs and into a tree.

One after another, each ball joined the first, ignoring the annoying nethril warriors. Bloodberri’s body swayed in a dizzying array of spirals as they shifted around their holy light and dark mana, empowering their movements and restricting their enemy’s.

Floating the balls to the appropriate points, she was able to swing in between their movements.

The flea tried to leap away, but Berri continued to hit them with fervor, knocking the creature over as quickly as it could get up. Meanwhile, they moved ever closer, while dodging and restricting the enemies that tried to stop them just the same.

They had wanted to use this strategy before, but there were simply too many dinosaurs and trees in the area. Now that they were down to just a handful of enemies that they could manage, it was enough for them to go for the kill.

Blood and Berri surged for the flea, the two scrounging a little of their remaining mana for one more spell. Together, the two cast Jake’s Runic Shackles spell, tinted with Blood’s Holy Dark mana.

It sprung from beneath the creature, wrapping around its body.

The nethril warriors chased after her, but they were not strong or fast enough to stop her with her Technique infusing her strength. The flea released a final malevolent aura, but they pushed their Purifying Flames through their body as they flooded their runes with their mana.

Activating their final Maul of Hestia-Echidna attack, they smashed the resisting creature’s skull. The explosion of light and dark knocked the five nethril warriors away.

When the flea died, the parasites on the nethril warriors withered away, and the creatures stood in a daze. The fight left them.

Berri waved her hand in front of one of their faces. “Yoo hoo, you in there? You guys okay now?”

The five looked off into the distance. From Blood’s memory, it was the nearest location filled with nethril. They began walking toward it in the same daze. They looked at the undead dinosaurs for a moment, and seemed to form some sort of link to them.

The dinosaurs that had been turned to undead did the same, marching away from the Garuda and Bree.

Berri groaned. “Whatever! Now I really just wanna smash this last guy!”
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The Greater Rift dumped Ophelia to the ground. A droning buzz filled her ears and shook her mind, making it a challenge to focus. But a warrior with four arms and two massive axes was barreling toward their party, along with a scorpion warrior.

Just as an archer was about to fire her bow, she spotted a javelin slam into an archer. The arrow went askew and instead of going for Jake, headed for Tanda.

While Ophelia knew Tanda was still harmed by the arrow, it was much more important Ophelia blocked this massive being’s vicious axe. Her Guardian Hearth flew at the warrior, blocking much of the attack.

Activating her Ride of the Valkyries and dashing on Valora toward him, she knew this enemy was powerful beyond all others.

When she did, several things happened at once. Hestia was summoned, sending a massive wave of flames upon her arrival.

The only enemy that allowed Hestia’s flames to wash over undaunted was the statuesque enemy. Activating her Valkyrie Champion ability, she grew to meet the massive dark warrior’s axe, but Valora couldn’t grow along with her.

The valkyrie guardian in her shield blazed toward the enemy, its body slamming into them.

Feeling the terrible energies in the blade, she had deflected the weapon at an angle away from her, rather than blocking. A wave of darkness continued on the swing’s trajectory, cutting into the ground behind her.

Despite her increased strength, she found it a challenge to hold the powerful warrior back. Her attack would have been bypassed by strength alone if she didn’t slam her guardian holding the shield into him.

But the Summoned Hestia arrived, sending a beam of blazing fire into his body. The statuesque man was pushed back only slightly, and Ophelia had to evaluate her plans.

Hestia said, “This isn’t good, Ophelia. This is an Enforcer. It should not be here, in a first Tier conflict.”

The warrior filled himself with a dark glow, and Ophelia tried to raise her strength with her runes as well, but her efforts were inhibited by something. Some sort of field was being generated in the area.

“And you shouldn’t be here. This Summoner manifesting you this way shows his power. I will slay him as many times as it takes and destroy his potential.”

At hearing this, the runes on Ophelia’s body blazed with intensity, even through the inhibiting field. Jake had long-since been mixing demonic runes in with their Nordic ones, just for the chance that something like this might happen.

Unfortunately, Valora would not be able to help her with this fight. “I need you to go help Jake. I may have to dispel you, every bit of mana is important.”

[We hear.]

Valora charged off in Jake’s general direction.

Activating her Vajra Strike, she met his two-handed axe with her halberd. Righteous lightning met all-consuming terror, a black energy that exceeded the power of the Champions by a significant margin.

Despite blocking the attack, the remaining energy sliced into her shoulder. The lightning from her attack continued at an angle to reach the enemy as well.

Her lightning was mostly deflected by malevolence as it blasted into the warrior’s body, but he came with a second vicious swing of the same.

As her Guardian Hearth moved to block the attack, Ophelia was shocked. Hestia had entered her shield, merging with it. Valkyrie Hestia, shining in brilliant golden flames, deflected the Enforcer’s attack easily with her shield.

Hestia sent healing flames into Ophelia’s shoulder, as the small cut appeared to be weakening her body.

The goddess inhabiting the guardian flames smiled at her. [I had imagined it wouldn’t be until late in the second Tier until we fought this way. I may be limited, but I am honored to fight by your side, Champion Ophelia.]

Ophelia was filled with pride at Hestia’s proclamation, but focused her will, as the enemy certainly didn’t wait for them to talk.

She pushed her Technique to the maximum as she continued the melee against the terrible foe. She slashed and stabbed, parried and thrust. Mixing in her auril attacks every attack she could, she did her best to conserve her mana for the long fight.

Hestia worked in tandem with her, blocking and countering the Enforcer’s attacks. Each time Ophelia or Hestia cut into him, it was like a small chunk of rock was chipped off. He possessed a sturdy physique, her blade skidding off like armor. She often had to use her pick part of her weapon to even pierce into his near-impervious exterior.

Then, the man was fast despite his size, launching himself through the air even when she took to the sky with her Technique.

The dark warrior was skilled, having perhaps thousands of years of fights under his belt. His strength was significant, and she couldn’t imagine herself landing a mark on the man’s body with her weapon, without Hestia’s help.

He went straight for debilitating blows with his superior defense and strength, and Ophelia found herself unable to dodge–only block or parry, and having to counter the superior energies clashing with her own.

Even Hestia’s beam of flame did little more than a flesh wound. He did not heal, but it was like his body was made of unlimited obsidian stone. The magical carvings or tattoos lit up on his body, as if he was empowered as the fight went on.

[That is correct, Ophelia–he becomes stronger as the fight progresses. As strong as he is now, the best time to wound him the most is right now. That will weaken his maximum for the end game. But if you expend too much, he will take the opening to finish you. Be careful.]

When she was ready to use her Vajra Strike again, it appeared the warrior was ready to use his ability too–where he would fill his body with malevolence and send additional darkness into his swings.

In Jake’s battle, he fought against a malevolent aura. Ophelia could only just barely spare shoving Purifying Flames through the connection.

It was at that moment that her runes shifted to the state of the Avenger. Flames entered her halberd’s blade, forming her own Hearthblade, their power blazing in intensity as they found resonance in their strength.

He swung his axe in for the kill, but Hestia blitzed him from the side, sending flames and lightning out of her spear and slamming into the warrior from the side.

He shoved the shield away with a dark chuckle, as he leaped at Ophelia–who was now shieldless. She blurred in with her Technique, stabbing at the warrior instead with her attack.

Her attack was met with one axe, the bolt of righteous lightning passing through the obsidian warrior and causing little damage. But the bolt continued until it arrived at Hestia, where she built it up into a larger attack.

Ophelia swung her poleaxe head up to meet the warrior’s, but it wouldn’t make it in time. Activating a Sacrificial Barrier and activating her deathly shield with her will to merge with it, it skidded off as she changed her swing to pierce into the dark warrior’s chest.

The powerful Hearthblade cut deeply into his chest, the flames of her hearth blazing intensely into his body.

The vajrafire lightning struck him in the back, and this one was empowered by Hestia’s flames. The integrity of his body’s markings shifted, and his power decreased as his body shrunk slightly to repair the damage done.

But he roared, sending Ophelia through the air with a wave of malicious energy. Catching herself with her Technique, she easily righted herself and blurred back into the melee with the Enforcer.

The fight went on, the back and forth continuing. Ophelia and Hestia working together to fight against the Enforcer, barely able to chip away at the enemy.

Ophelia had difficulty protecting against the Enforcer, but where she was put into trouble, Hestia covered her shortcoming with a well-timed block. She was starting to get used to the powerful combatant, and Hestia’s aid.

The enforcer backed off slightly, and shook his head. “One down, and the other will fall soon. Useless allies.” He looked over Ophelia and her equipment. “You are a powerful warrior. You would be strong and stand above many others, should you continue to grow. But millions of warriors like you are born every day, only to be slain for food for Tartarus. You will be no different.”

Ophelia smiled. “But you’re here, aren’t you? You’re proof that you’re worried because we will be more.”

The warrior charged once more, and Ophelia met him with her vajrafire blade. The powerful resonance with Retribution appeared to enhance its effectiveness, increasing her reach and power she could bring about.

Even though the warrior had powered up, she felt like she could now keep up with him. He was fast and powerful, but Ophelia kept her movement’s minimal, Hestia covering for her.

Bursting forward at opportune moments, she was able to score a few more cuts along his body.

It was like scraping a metal wall, but it weakened the strange scripts or tattoos brightening on his body. Hestia and her Hearth within her shield aided in her protection, and she used Vajra Strike when it was available.

The effect of the spell was far greater in the Avenger state, cutting deeply and burning away more of his odd tattoos than several cuts at once, and countering his powerful blows.

Despite facing the terrible foe, Ophelia felt at peace. She felt a calm reassurance that Jake would win each battle and join her, taking this Enforcer down. That if she continued to defend against this enemy, he would never let her down.

She counted on her sister-wive’s strengths as well. Ophelia had confidence that Bloodberri, Tanda, and Fhesiah would win their battles too.

Jake and Tanda’s battle came to its conclusion, and the Enforcer roared. The scripts on his body lit up further, and the awful energy gathered before he surged at Ophelia with terrible purpose. He swung his axes with fury, and she could tell that this time, it would not stop just after two attacks.

She pushed more flames into Hestia and fought back. The axes were deflected by Hestia or Ophelia one after the other, his assault frenzied. Despite the attacks malicious and driven by rage and fury, the monster’s skill in seeking a deadly blow persisted, and was difficult to contain.

Ophelia took light wounds as she shifted the trajectories with each attack, biding her time as she countered with her thrusts and slashes of her halberd, Hestia doing the same with her spear of golden flames and lightning.

The dark warrior was strong and fast for his size, but Ophelia was finding where she was faster. The problem was that he was speeding up, getting stronger. She expended minimal mana to keep her the wounds from accumulating and interfering with her ability to fight, but it would soon be difficult to maintain Valkyrie Champion, to keep her competitive with its strength.

A fiery golden arrow slammed into the warrior’s arm, a giant wolf’s bite taking a chunk of stone out of him. Tanda flew into the clearing, releasing shot after shot at the dark warrior. Ophelia pressed her attack, cutting into his body as Tanda released her arrows into him.

From behind the Enforcer, came a beam of fiery light from Jake–a Scorching Ray. It slammed and burned into the warrior, carving off many scripts at once. The warrior turned, and leaped at Jake.

Ophelia activated Intervene, blitzing through the air in a near blur of light. She speared the dark warrior from behind with great momentum, shoving and causing him to sail past Jake and slam into a tree. The tree shattered as the warrior careened through the air, but two waves of axe blades were still sent at Jake.

More arrows struck him before he even hit the ground, and Hestia blocked the axe waves heading for Jake with her shield.

The fight was looking good, though Ophelia was getting relatively low on energy. She had expended much to maintain her Valkyrie Champion ability, as it was the minimum requirement to face the enemy.

As the enemy stood up, she noticed that he was looking a little smaller. When they carved off stone, it would shrink his body. However, there was a foreboding feeling that wouldn’t go away. This fight was not going as well as she thought.

Hestia’s spoke from within the shield. [That’s right. He hasn’t used his Divine Energy yet.]

The Enforcer chuckled darkly. “Figure it out yet? I wonder, have you noticed something else? Why didn’t you get any Divine Sparks when you slayed those Champions?”

Ophelia, Jake, and Tanda all blanched.

He continued, his voice beginning to twist and distort, a bestial horror taking over, “Defeating those weaklings doesn’t matter, it was within the plan from the beginning to weaken you. Because when there is an Enforcer present: Winner. Takes. All.”

A wrongness pervaded the clearing, the powerful malevolence wafting off the terrible Enforcer in waves. It twisted Ophelia’s stomach and even slammed into her mind, a mounting terror far above the Champions they had faced.

The Enforcer morphed and twisted, drawing upon his Divine Energy. He didn’t call on Tartarus, he became it. Where his body was originally made from obsidian stone, he grew flesh of a darkened color. Arms grew out, making him have a total of six.

The axes grew, along with him. A terrifying face, with a large mouth with countless teeth opened within his chest, and his body was filled with a black energy. The same terrifying energy he would charge and attack with his arms filled his entire body, the scripts and runes covering him lighting up a red color.

Hestia exited the shield, to float next to Jake. Raising his Champion’s staff, he sent his remaining Divine Energy to her, along with much of the girl’s overall energy reserves.

Hestia even drew some Divine Energy from them over Energy Sharing. They had been gathering the energy for a time, but were unable to call upon their Divine as they had not completed their Trial.

Ophelia noted that Hestia was still being conservative about this, likely saving enough for them to call on them later–or, she was otherwise limited.

Tanda landed near, her Cyclic Resonance reaching its maximum. She prepared her final attack, ready to punish the wicked once more.

The runes on their armors all brightened, a result from Fhesiah finding more of the inhibiting stakes.

Ophelia dumped as much mana, health, and stamina into generating another Hearth of Hestia and dropping it into her shield. Jake joined his copy along with hers, bulking up the flames in preparation.

The Enforcer’s mouth opened, charging a powerful attack. Evil energy surged through his body, as Hestia prepared a flame in her hand. The beam from the terrible monster’s mouth was released first.

Ophelia’s shield slammed into the beam first, filled with righteous flames. It formed a powerful sacrificial barrier, and Ophelia added as much to the construct as she could. Weakened, the barrier eventually gave way.

As the beam continued, Hestia blazed her own Scorching Ray, carrying the flames of the goddess. It met the beam and burned into it, sending waves of heat into the forest.

Tanda pierced forward, her spear of golden light piercing through the flame and the beam in kind.

The two attacks coalesced together, piercing through the evil beam of energy. When the golden beam got close, the two axes wielded by six arms slammed into it. The massive monster was blasted back through the air, the beam of golden light only cutting into what would be his shoulder, removing two of his arms on one side.

Hestia looked over at Jake, Tanda and Ophelia with an expression filled with pride and confidence. “This is as far as I can continue. The Enforcer is alone, but you are together. Stay strong and you shall win.”

She turned into a flame and entered Jake’s Champion staff. Fhesiah or Dave removed the final stake, their runes finally brightening to their maximum.

Bloodberri now fought her final battle with the Garuda and Bree helping, and Jake’s party was now low on all their resources.

Thankfully, now that Tanda was stronger and raised her mastery with the ability, her attack did not completely weaken her. She could still fight, though she was definitely not at her maximum.

Jake called Fhesiah to their side using Call Summon, making it four against one. She was absorbing some Qi energy crystals and even some which contained her bloodline energies.

The creature stood, and Ophelia thought it had become smaller. It had regrown its arms, but this had a cost. The Enforcer roared.

It was time for the final battle.


Chapter 19 - Jake and Valtor - Ascended Fate and Trust



Hestia having disappeared, it was now four against one. Jake thankfully had enough resources for a few spells remaining, having conserved the most of his resources.

Tanda immediately began firing her arrows with seeds into the horrible monster, even as the Enforcer leaped into the air at the party. Ophelia’s shield slammed into him, changing the trajectory of his midair charge.

Jake took on the Runebound state of the Sage, finding resonance with Fhesiah. Grabbing the mana from his chest piece, he, Ophelia, and Fhesiah gathered the runes to form their Tier 2 Group Runic Magic: Dragon’s Breath.

Enhanced by their covenant, Fhesiah pushed as much of her mental energy as she could to manifest her Dao. An apparition of a dragon’s head appeared, and dragon flames matching her path were released, engulfing the massive monster with powerful flames and blasting him backwards.

Fhesiah immediately began her Dance of the Sun, and placed both the Sun and Moon Hex on the Enforcer. The symbols of the sun and moon were prominent on its flesh, the golden flames of the dragon and the blackish-purple flames of the kitsune burning into him.

Her torch also fired more flames into the Enforcer, the flames finding purchase on his terrifying flesh. Its skin moved as if alive, the hexes and runes moving as the monster screamed from its horrible mouth.

Ophelia stabbed her halberd into him, even as he swung the massive axe at her body. But Jake had called her shield next to her, making it ready to absorb the blow.

It still sent her flying, her ribs bruised, but Jake managed to pierce into its leg from the side with his spear. Despite the creature now having flesh, it was still like hitting a hunk of steel.

An axe filled with the terrifying energy came at Jake, but he wedged his shield into the ground and infused his runes with mana. The inertia dampening runes reduced the force of the huge axe significantly, and much of the remaining force was transferred into the ground.

The ground shattered around Jake as the energy cut into his body, and sent him staggering back.

The followup swing came after him, but Ira transported Jake away. The monster tried to quaff his flaming body with malevolent energies, but Fhesiah slammed even more flames into him with a wave of her fan, reigniting the fire.

Tanda fired several arrows filled with seeds, growing vines resistant to flames with her Rampant Growth. They pulled at the arms, reducing the strength the monster could bring about.

Jake then took on the Runebound state of the Monarch, finding resonance with Blood. Using much of the mana he had left, he merged the runes with Fhesiah and Ophelia to create the Tier 2 Group Runic Magic: Hearthtree Vines.

The large plant appeared next to the giant warrior, the vines growing around it rapidly. It wrapped, burned, and cut into the creature with its thorns, even as the beast tried chasing after Jake’s party members.

Each moment the giant creature was set aflame, his size seemingly decreased. The vines when combined with Tanda’s were effective, restraining the creature. What followed was the party once again kiting the monster.

When the creature leaped at Jake, Ophelia and him would interpose their shields together, and block the attack. Their larger coverage of the two shields would block the terrifying energy he produced, which easily pierced their armor and hurt their flesh.

Ophelia’s Vajra Strike and Tanda’s arrows continued taking chunks out of the Enforcer, and Fhesiah even switched to her Dark Kitsune’s Dance of the Moon.

Scripts of the sun and the moon burned and inhibited the power of the monster’s body, his own powerful tattoos dimming.

Cursed flames of the kitsune started slamming into the monster, as Ophelia and Jake blocked the enemy’s attacks. The warrior managed to land a strike into Jake’s shoulder despite their block together, but the cut didn’t go deep into his resilient body with Ophelia’s Eternal Oath ability.

Other wounds joined the first on both Ophelia and Jake. It started wrenching at their shields with the extra arms, making it a challenge for the two of them to coordinate their block. They still managed to keep the wounds light, the blows not deadly thanks to precise coordination.

Until the mouth opened wide and bit into Ophelia’s shield, pulling on it. A fist punched into her, sending her flying away. An axe swung down at Jake with full power, the attack filled with malevolence.

But time had now passed, and mana had been regenerated, their Hearths drawing in immense amounts of mana from the void. Jake managed to conjure up enough mana by grabbing as much as he could from Energy Sharing to create a Sacrificial Barrier in front of it.

It shattered, but the resulting attack was something Jake could manage with his shield. He even countered with his spear with a powerful stab of his Hearthblade into its chest, stabbing deep into the Enforcer.

The runes or scripts that powered the creature had lit up and became more powerful, but Fhesiah’s hexing runes and debuffs had really weakened its flesh. What had felt like stabbing steel before was now much closer to stabbing into a Boss-level monster.

Ophelia blitzed back into the warrior with Intervene on Jake, stabbing into the Enforcer’s eye within his chest. Stabbing deeply, she knocked the monster off its feet.

The Enforcer roared as it stood, filling itself with malevolence. It engulfed the Hearthtree vines and the flames, and the skin sloughed off the creature, shedding it. Fhesiah’s flames and hexes went with the skin, some of the flames rejoining her torch.

The Enforcer now shrunk to beneath his original size. The scripts on the body had darkened and been expended, whatever means of empowering himself weakened.

Meanwhile, Bloodberri finally won their battle. The parasite was defeated, the nethril warriors and creatures walking away from the fight.

Fhesiah chuckled, a bit of a prideful smile on her lips. “Looks like it’s our win. Though, I suppose, we had won from the moment we blocked that attack.”

The Enforcer was solemn. “It matters not. All will be food for Tartarus in the end. Hundreds of thousands will die on this day, whether you win here or not. We will prepare more sacrifices, and we shall return and fight again. This world will be ours.”

Not dwelling on its words overly long, Jake used Call Summon on Bloodberri, the Garuda, and Bree.

His party had outlasted the Enforcer, and from there, it was little effort to pick him apart. Bloodberri’s maul was devastating thanks to Berri being particularly angry, and Bree’s regrowing vines made it easy to defend against him.

Jake made sure to keep him far enough away from himself so that he could use Call Summon on any of the girls to bring them to safety, in case he released a special ability. The Garuda cut into his body with powerful slices, and each girl added to their attacks to cut off larger and larger chunks of stone from his obsidian flesh.

Eventually, Bloodberri smashed his head with Maul of Hestia-Echidna, and his head shattered.

The statuesque creature fell to its knees and crumbled. Then, an assortment of Divine Sparks shot into Jake’s chest.

Feeling so many at once of varying qualities, Jake could tell that there was a significant difference between each one.

As this happened, Jake felt something shift inside him, Ira looking on in interest. His Divine Hearth Core reached its final level, growing. Shortly after, several sparks were sent to the girls, though it appeared that Jake kept the Enforcer’s.

Everyone received the same prompt.


[Enforcer Defeated: Merit Reward Pending Tier Up]


But those with Tasks received a different one as well.


[Trial Task Complete: Ophelia]


Retribution twisted and upgraded, the metal being enhanced. Devas and Asuras now lined her halberd, the spike or hook bill she had crafted becoming even thicker for piercing armor. 

Otherwise, it kept most of its form, clearly being the preferred form of weapon as she crafted it for herself. 


[Mythic Tier 2 Halberd: Retribution]
[This weapon gathers the righteous lightning of Guan Yu, the more Champion Ophelia protects and guards allies from attacks, or allies nearby take damage. Grows with user, Upgradeable. Represent’s Guan Yu’s Authority.]


The idea that it was already Tier 2 was amazing, currently, the party’s Mythic level items would be stuck at the first Tier, until they found a method of upgrading them.


[Trial Task Complete: Bloodberri]


The Giant Axe from the Enforcer flew into Bloodberri’s Maul, and merged into it. It twisted and morphed, the haft being filled with depictions of beasts. 

The axe head shifted into that of a manticore’s maw, and pulled against her grip. The weapon dragged her over to the corpse of the Enforcer. It ate the obsidian stone with a growl, as if the weapon itself was alive.

It crunched and chewed, as it consumed the corpse. Eventually, it finished, and the haft symbols of beasts lit up, and the axe head shifted some more, darkening from the stone it consumed.

Berri and Blood both frowned as they looked at the axe head, disgusted. It looked like the maw of the Enforcer, depicted on the face of the blade. 


[Mythic Tier 2 Transforming Polearm: Manticore’s Maw]
[Consumes the blood and flesh of rare beasts to empower and grow, and is Upgradeable. Represents Echidna’s Authority.]


[Trial Task Complete: Fhesiah] 
[Reward Pending Tier Up – Tailored Tier 2 Cultivation Technique.]


Fhesiah looked at the powerful new weapons Ophelia and Bloodberri received. “You know, after watching that, I feel a little left out. Still, I look forward to the value of my reward. My Core was bound to be unique, so this is a priceless treasure.”

Jake asked, “It looks like there are no longer any Champions or similar on Highlands, with your Trial Tasks completed. What about these grasshoppers?”

Fhesiah frowned, as she snatched a grasshopper out of the air. “They are the same as normal grasshoppers, similar to when we checked them before. Maybe now that he’s dead, he’s no longer controlling them? They were seemingly used as a sort of radio station, almost like the Heart of the World.”

Blood looked over them, and brought her face near one. “I don’t feel anything from it. But I think I did during the battle.”

“Oh! Look!”

Berri pointed, and a massive swarm of birds was on the horizon.

Tanda chuckled. “I think the Heart of the World is probably guiding them. I guess, now that the Champion is gone, they can safely eat them.”

They heard a voice over the headsets, it was Vesuvius. “Can anyone read me? The static is gone!”

Jake replied, “I can hear you, Vesuvius. Go ahead?”

“Lakemere is under attack by an army of Naga and undead, but the Naga are fleeing now. Our army can probably manage the undead alone thanks to this, but we have lost connection to Cascadia. It is under attack!”

Jake frowned. “Alright, thanks Vesuvius. We’ll be on the move.”

Having conquered the Greater Rift, Alliance territory had pushed closer to this section. He went ahead and used the Refuge portal, as his party tried to recover as much as they could. It took over a minute, but eventually the portal opened.

Dave appeared, Jake having completely forgotten about him. Thankfully, Jake was able to allow him through.

[image: image-placeholder]

Treants now lined the battlements, the recently built stone and tree walls created for Cascadia. A wave of deathly water approached the plateau, an ominous ship of bone carried by it. The ship itself was massive, likely capable of housing tens of thousands of people within.

Like a snake, the massive river surged over the mountain and arrived up on the plateau. If Valtor wasn’t watching it happen, he wouldn’t have believed it was possible. Thousands of feet were traversed vertically.

But rather than crew, the ship was made of skeletons themselves. Behind the ship was a giant Naga. Next to the ship, it looked small, however, it was easy to tell it was absolutely massive.

The Naga was covered in black, and Valtor knew just by looking at i that it was in the second Tier. That such a creature could exist on this world was surprising, but he knew it was possible.

Ancient creatures could sometimes hoard or otherwise gather enough power to ascend to the next Tier on worlds. Terrible sacrificial rituals, or simply a powerful set of special circumstances, could allow someone to ascend beyond the Tier of the world.

Having learned this world’s history, it could simply be that the Tier 2 creature just remained alive for the last thousand years. Unlike the heroic beasts, it just kept eating and consuming enough to maintain its strength.

The influence of Tartarus was not always able to make use of such creatures, and often, they would not come to the World’s defense for the Great Battle.

But occasionally, there was a means of getting them to help. The Framework and Tartarus would come to a conclusion on any tactical value such a creature might have and how easily it could join the Great Battle.

Something like a World Tree Guardian Spirit that would defend it on a hundred percent chance, Tartarus would get advantages to counteract the remainder of the world being of a lower Tier. It was either that, or the Divine and Framework would work out where the Guardian Spirit would be restricted or unable to intervene.

Something like an ancient evil that would easily join Tartarus side, the Alliance would get its own allocation of assistance to counter the above the Tier enemy.

But a neutral Naga that would probably never leave its den? This would be fair game. It looked like Tartarus had created a series of circumstances to control the monstrous creature, along with the rest.

Valtor imagined that, most likely, the Heart of the World itself was part of some concessions made on the Framework’s part in this particular war. What kind of stipulations placed were on it interested him, Valtor would love to learn more.

The Naga were being controlled by an odd buzzing sound, and many were filled with some level of taint. The ship was going to crash into the wall with the giant Naga behind it. Both were bigger than the wall itself, aside from the trees that made it up.

Dozens of naiads, elemental dryads and fauns all gathered to form their own magic circle. A few of the more aquatic-focused beastkin also joined them in their efforts to control the water. Drawing on their vast elemental powers and affinity with water, the waterfall from above Cascadia curved in the direction of the oncoming enemies.

A river filled with auril of their own curved down, and crashed into the oncoming ship and river. Many Naga were ripped out of the river, though they quickly gained control to rejoin their allies. Much of the oncoming river was swept away by their attack, the water flowing and flooding down the edges of the plateau.

What remained of the river persisted, the ship and deathly river having reduced in speed and quantity significantly.

Nadessa and her dozens of dryads and fauns joined her in a magic circle. Treants stood guard on the ledge, the hundreds of fauns and dryads enhancing them with their nature magics.

Various beastkin lined up as well. Many of them had become druidic classes, priestesses, and more. Few were starting to reach the level of an auril hero, but many weren’t far off. Of course, many had already reached this state, but they had headed East or West, to join their brethren on the offensive.

The many archers and javelin users prepared their ranged weaponry, ready to contribute in the defense. Hearthtribe had a wide assortment of weapon users now, and each had enchanted weaponry to aid in the fight.

The auril heroes gathered the life energy, and the amount near the wall was significant. The nature magics drew in the auril, enhancing the magic beyond the normal intentions. The trees within the wall grew further, their roots and vines thickening with each passing moment.

Treants added their vines to the tree, the dryads increasing their various charms and enhancements. Together, they were forming what looked like a massive treant. The wall was originally made of stone, with trees interspersed alongside it.

Now, nearly half the city’s wall was covered in roots, vines, and bark that would both regrow and attack the oncoming enemies.

Drysander led the war oak treants, the powerful Patriarchs prepared for battle. Other types of treants formed a near rainbow of colors with their vines and leaves, powerful warriors that had already seen countless battles.

Valtor and Amara floated above, overlooking the various forces.

Amara hummed. “To see so many different peoples working together so well is truly special. There are few within these walls that aren’t preparing for battle in their own way.”

Valtor nodded. His people had served many, and while Adventurers were diverse, many guilds were not. Many stuck with primarily races of their Origin, races related to or accepted by their patron Divine, and often went out of their way to prevent others from being involved.

That Hearthtribe was starting out with such diversity was exciting.

Seamus stood beneath them. He chuckled. “Our people’s songs are not fearful, they are full of courage! They see the end of this war, a reclamation of their homeland. We will not falter here!”

The elders of Cascadia: Dhruva, Sunmane, and Swift, along with many others joined and lead different areas in the defense. Various siege engines had already been prepared up in the boughs of the trees. While not overly devastating compared to the auril-enhanced attacks of the beastkin or magical spells, they were helpful.

The Cascadia forces were quite varied, having all sorts of troops of varying competence.

Rhia floated near Amara and Valtor. “Daddy! You’re gonna fight too, right?”

Valtor was a little conflicted. “Long ago, before Tartarus came to our world, and we joined the Framework, I had sworn not to fight intelligent beings. It was not just because I would become corrupted. It was because to take the life of another is a terrible thing. Even in defense of one, how could you choose one life over another? But Tartarus has made this choice different. I will defend our new friends.”

Amara bobbed her tome body. “Lord Jake has made it possible. Not everyone in Cascadia has joined the Framework. We must protect the people of Highlands, and keep the enemy from empowering itself. We will protect life.”

“Yeah! Life is yummy, so we should protect it!”

Amara and Valtor both glared at their daughter.

Valtor said, “We think it. We don’t say it out loud where the living can hear it.”

“W-What–I’m just copying what Berri said!”

Amara groaned. “Berri is…” She searched for what to say, having difficulty being both nice and respectful–after all, Berri was an upstanding and respected member of their community, a Champion of a Divine. “Just be mindful when you copy her!”

The River swelled, and it slammed into the ramparts. Dozens of treants, hundreds of tendrils from the great trees that made up the wall, and various magics braced the wall against the terrible tide. The boat crashed into the wall, and was rebuffed by grasping vines.

Valtor would consider the giant ship larger than any cruise ship he ever heard of, meant to hold and house thousands of people. The river almost appeared to wrap around, the Naga retaining control over it.

The river looked strange, now that Valtor looked at it. It was black and filled with death, but it also had a clear liquid, seemingly full of life as well. He thought it wasn’t just that their river had crashed into it.

The ship began to collapse in on itself, but not from the crash. Bone began to merge as skeletons were constructed, the ship coming apart. Bone golems and skeletal abominations began to form, many skeletal warriors and knights forming up.

Several powerful necromancers waved their staves, and the ship began shifting into a giant ramp.

The Alliance was not going to just wait around. Lightning began to strike from above, various elemental druids raining down their attacks onto the skeletons.

Javelins, boulders from catapults, ballista bolts and arrows fell like rain, many filled with auril attacks and manifestations. Large swathes of the skeletons and what made up the ramp were getting blown away.

The necromancers and mages started using barriers to protect the ramp, and the amount of bone shifted and replaced the destroyed ramp rapidly.

The skeletons eventually reached the top of the ramp. Large treants filled with nature energies swiped their large vines back and forth crushing skeletons, or took blows from the skeletal army.

Their bark skin regrew from the attacks, or in the case of the war oaks, toughened in response to the damage they took.

Some Eternum joined the fight, the various armors and weapons, magical staves and more sending out their own magical attacks. Seamus stood in the center, swinging his giant axe while being supported by his mates.

Brock and his mates joined him, defending their home against this giant army. The skeletal army was relatively easy to deal with individually, and Valtor and Amara thought the defense would be simple.

But then, the naiads cried out in pain, unable to hold the water back. A surge like a wave occurred from the river, and it was like a claw made of water swiped at the battlements.

Many druids met the attack with tendrils and vines, but dozens of large Naga arrived up on the battlements at the same time. Like a whirlwind of death, they swung polearms and tridents, cutting into any Alliance in range.

Archers up on the trees and casters, druids, and more all targeted the Naga with their attacks. The naga were quickly suppressed, several falling after only taking down several beastkin.

After the first splash, another occurred on the other side. Their defense started falling apart slightly, but Seamus’ party along with various adventurers went to meet one, and Brock’s meeting the other.

Even Rhia joined the melee, her sword flashing as she danced among the Naga. Her nimble yet sturdy body was enhanced by magic, making her attacks simple but effective.

More splashes of water arrived, and Valtor was thinking things weren’t looking good.

“Let’s let the Adventurers with mounts prepare to hit the enemy army from the side.”

“At once, dear.” She signalled their allies, drums beating and hawks screeching out the change in orders. But just as they were preparing to exit the opposite gate for help, a rumbling began.

Raising up further into the air, Valtor gaped. A giant tree had grown up the plateau, creating a spiraling staircase. Hundreds of dinosaurs and Highlands creatures climbed it, and now a stampede of them charged at the undead ship from the side.

Spriggons rode many of them, but for each spriggon there were nearly a dozen Highlands creatures. Given that there were hundreds of them, the stampede was massive.

Valtor shouted, “Send the adventurers and shield walls in! We must protect nature’s allies!”

The river diverted from attacking the battlements, and now moved to defend against the army of dinosaurs led by the spriggons. But it was now that the giant Naga was about to get involved at the wall.

“Looks like it’s our turn, dearest. Our allies can use our help.”

Amara flew into Valtor’s hands, her pages flipping and her scripts lighting up with arcane might as Valtor flew higher into the air. His robes billowed in the wind, as he rose further above the fighting.

Nadessa’s druids had built up their Tier 2 spell, ready to unleash it against the giant Naga.

Gathering their arcane might, Amara and Valtor formed a magic circle. The two infused as much of their mana as they could, creating the scripts at a rapid pace.

Casting for Eternum was different from most living. Their unliving flame burned from consuming life energy, combining and pulling in arcane mana from the void. However, their bodies were objects infused with that same arcane mana.

The arcane mana flowing through their bodies was what made their bodies stronger. By casting spells using that same mana would take from that, which would weaken their integrity.

It was important for them to maintain their arcane mana levels, or else their bodies could be easily destroyed. When their bodies shattered, their unliving flame would crumble.

Having perfect coordination, the two completed their Group spell, expending a large amount of their arcane mana. The massive Naga approached the wall with its big tridents made of obsidian stone, ready to pierce into it.

If they breached the wall, then the countless people within the city would suffer quickly.

A large magic circle was created above Valtor’s head, and a powerful blast of arcane lightning was released to slam into the giant Naga. It blocked moving some of its nethril, and a haunting song of a siren was released from a smaller Naga riding its shoulder.

Much of its nethril was decreased, their powerful attack only weakening its defenses.

Then, dozens of other lightning spells, shards of ice, fire bolts, earth spikes and a rainbow of arrows and javelins slammed into the massive Naga, knocking it back and damaging it as its nethril barrier was mostly depleted.

The strange melody from the siren appeared to shift the attacks or enhance the nethril shield, and embolden the other Naga’s attacks.

Nadessa completed her group’s spell, causing a massive ball of vines to grow from the surrounding trees and plants. It exploded outward, wrapping around the giant Naga and various others.

The large Naga wrapped in vines, its auril ripped and tore at its bindings. The many defenders fought harder, pushing back the many Naga and undead.

Treants led the many Elysians, fighting the undead and Naga alike. Beastkin of various parentage showed their effectiveness, the many new clergy having a profound impact on the battle.

Despite much of the undead being stronger and higher level, their attacks were tailored to aid in defeating this type of enemy.

Valtor called out, enhancing his voice to be heard over the din of battle. “Hold fast, Hearthtribe and people of Highlands. Clan Hart now fights in the Greater Rift, and all that must be done is to defend against this terrible foe, and we shall win. We must trust that they will return, and we will win this war!”

The Elysian races fought to defend their new home, along with the thousands of beastkin launching attacks of their own.


Chapter 20 - Timone and Brock - Beastkin and Elysian Vengeance



Timone’s anti-magic zone shielded his allies from the rain of frost shards, as they dived with their spears in a charge. The necromancers and skeletal mages shielded themselves, but their auril-filled attacks pierced and cut through them.

Dahlia was blazing with light as she cut through a bone golem’s core, her attacks filled with ferocity and skill. Arrows struck the enemies at her flanks, her clan-wives aiding her assault.

Timone’s Ravenwolf Tribe howled or screeched their battle cries, as they cut through the undead. The Warrior Brotherhood fought alongside them, cutting through the undead with their own abilities and skills.

Their people were different, but they were true warriors fighting for the forces of good. Timone especially liked that Yiming, his strength and talent with his glaive was tempered by his patience and wisdom.

A boisterous laugh echoed across the battlefield. Longwei sliced yet another skeletal golem in two, his valorous edge formed along his glaive’s blade.

“Brother! This blade is so sharp! To think that Ophelia was such a great smith as well as a warrior, can you believe it so?”

Yiming groaned, as he protected his brother’s flanks with precise swings of his glaive. “Yes, I can now. It’s the fifth time you’ve mentioned it, Brother Longwei.”

“Do you think I should take up smithing? Does it help make her more of a warrior?”

“Hearthtribe believes it so. If you can find passion in something beyond fighting and women, I too think it’s a valuable endeavor–I did tell you I took up enchanting, and it helped with my mana control, did I not? Now, focus. The betrayers come from the west.”

Timone continued leading his Ravenwolves through the enemy ranks, cutting and slicing as his heart sung the song of battle. Yiming’s patience shone brightly in his interactions, no anger seeping into his voice and his song despite his frustration with his brother.

Perhaps he could handle Aisling’s daughter? Timone wondered if the man would be interested. He knew Jake probably could, but he couldn’t do that to him. His nest was already becoming a little too noisy.

A herd of dinosaurs ridden by betrayers hit the west side of their armies, but Morwen and Bedwyr were ready. Skeletons from the Alliance met their assault, the women of the Warrior Brotherhood supporting them at range with their bows and spells.

Morwen released her Group Casting once more, a wave of frost exploding out from the center of the enemy formation. However, the enemy appeared prepared for this. A strange creature appeared in the center as a droning buzz reached Timone’s ears.

Several grasshopper people seemed to be guiding a nethril warrior in the center, an elephant, or perhaps a mammoth beastkin man. A leader of the betrayers was near, a giant toad beastkin. As the frost was released in a wave, a deathly apparition of a giant elephant’s tusks crashed into it.

This appeared to reduce or contain the effect somewhat.

Timone shouted as he stirred his auril, guiding his brethren, his words more for his non-beastkin allies, “Kill the grasshoppers! They control the nethril warriors.”

Howls from Rookard’s wolves sounded as they went on the hunt for the grasshopper people. The Brotherhood maidens fired their bows into the enemies, but the droning sound increased. Arrows were deflected as if by an invisible barrier.

Longwei laughed. “I will crush these bugs!” Cladding himself in valor, he charged off, with Yiming keeping pace with him to watch his brother’s back.

The nethril warrior roared as he charged, the toad betrayer near him. It appeared Timone and Dahlia had their work cut out for them, facing these powerful foes.

Timone said a small prayer, imbuing his weapon with life. His leather flaps came to life, his armor crafted by Tanda and Bloodberri showing its power. Dahlia’s did the same, and the two of them were filled with pride at what their daughter had crafted.

The toad beastkin laughed. “You have given me a hard time for far too long. This ends today.”

Timone chuckled darkly. “Your betrayal of your world and your people is what ends. You will be punished, and balance will be restored.”

He flapped his wings, drawing up auril from the area. His heart took on a new beat, singing the song of vengeance. Activating Cyclic Resonance, he manifested his will into ravens, and sent them at both the betrayer and the nethril warrior.

His manifestation usually slowly brought death, but his prayer to Cernunnos changed his attack to burn into them with the power of life and purity instead. The ravens now burned into the nethril warrior and the betrayer’s taint, as his wife fought against the toad valiantly.

She howled as she hunted her prey, her spear seeking the betrayer’s throat. Each stab and thrust of her spear showed her superior skill, the toad beastkin having difficulty meeting her blows with his large club. He appeared to be stronger, but she met him with tactics and speed.

Timone’s opponent was strong, the mammoth man wafting off death and decay. The anti-magic zone had little influence on his attacks, nethril and auril able to force their way through with force of will.

With a swing of the mammoth man’s glaive, a giant mammoth head with tusks lashed out at Timone.

He blocked with his [Shield of Faith], the Templar’s spell taking the hit, while Timone countered with a powerful swing of his spear. Cutting into the creature’s shoulder, Timone did his best to also slam several more ravens into the man like arrows.

Timone’s resonance built, with every swing of his spear and every ally’s heart beat. Dozens of auril heroes fought on the battlefield, their own songs joining his choir, completing the song of life, death, and rebirth.

Auril moved in response to his pleas, the will of the world answering his call to punish the wicked. Like a powerful wind, auril surged into the area and quenched his thirsty heart as it beat.

Auril surged into Timone and Dahlia, as the two fought for the balance. Dahlia’s golden wolf bit into the betrayer’s shoulder, nearly removing his arm. The tainted auril replaced his lost chunk of flesh, the toad beastkin roaring in anger.

The tainted auril wove into tendrils of hate, becoming spikes as they surged for Dahlia. But her streamers formed into wolves once more, biting into the oncoming attacks as more golden ravens dove and crashed into the enemy, burning their taint and flesh away.

An undead land dragon broke away from its conflict, charging for Timone and Dahlia. Ready to breathe a terrible attack, Bedwyr arrived on his horse and swung a scythe of frost into its muzzle to stop it.

Howls from Rookard’s wolves sounded, as his warriors crashed into the back lines of the enemy. Dozens of arrows flew, and Rookard himself took on another undead land dragon, preventing it from joining Timone’s quarrel.

Timone’s resonance built, to where his strength was now a match for the nethril warrior. It swung its large glaive down at him and lashed out with its tentacled spikes of nethril, but Timone met the creature with his cape streamers and powerful cuts of his spear.

His spear moved in a blur of ferocity, cutting into the nethril beastkin. The buzzing had slowed down from many of the grasshoppers being killed, their allies accomplishing their task.

Already, Timone could tell the nethril warrior wasn’t as interested in fighting. The auril in the area was surging against him, making him feel unwelcome with his unliving nethril energy.

Dahlia too was pushing back the toad beastkin, him no longer able to keep up with her strength and speed. The toad took several wounds from her furious assault, his expression quickly becoming a mask of desperation.

Timone’s ravens continued to burn into his flesh, and he was unable to counteract his infecting attack. Death was coming for the toad, and he seemed to know it.

Recalling a premonition Aisling had, and a word of warning from Jake and his daughter, Timone acted. He signalled his hawk and owl beastkin mates, to prepare their attacks, and was on guard too.

As Timone and Dahlia cornered these two enemies, Morwen and her priestesses continued preparing their spells. The Warrior Brotherhood finished slaying the locust people, and the buzzing ceased.

The betrayer roared out, a giant croaking sound echoing out in a huge wave. Vibrations rocked Hearthtribe and its allies back, their ears bleeding and filled with pain. Dahlia countered with a powerful golden wolf attack, but was still sent tumbling back.

He withdrew a terrible looking effigy, a statue that looked like the Death God from their play. Just as he was about to smash it, his mate’s arrows slammed into his shoulder. A golden hawk and white owl manifested, their talons tearing through the effigy and his arm.

The toad’s face took on a mask of horror. “No! Impossible…”

An explosion of malevolent energy occurred, a wave of dark evil blanketing the area. But instead of feeding into the betrayer, chunks of himself were ripped away. The betrayers were drained, into an apparition of the Death God–or rather, an evil god named Greed.

Originally, the dragon in their history was sent by Balor, but it appeared the evil gods had no qualms with usurping one another if it met their goals.

Timone and Dahlia’s resonance reached their peaks, or at least high enough that they could release their attacks. As they became more proficient in the ability, they were able to have more leeway with its usage.

The two sent their spears of golden light into the horrible apparition, it being blasted apart as quickly as it formed. The spear from Timone continued until it pierced an undead land dragon, destroying it, while Dahlia’s struck a necromancer in the rear.

The toad beastkin and the various others lay battered and broken on the ground, the draining of the effigy taken its terrible toll on them.

Timone sighed. “Your people betrayed this world. You mostly followed your hearts, just like us. But we found harmony, where your people harmed others with your desire and greed.” He smiled, as he looked down to the toad beastkin. “But there is good news for you.”

Bedwyr’s voice echoed in the field. “You can find absolution. You served the enemy in life, so you can find penitence in undeath.”

Morwen’s priestesses were joined by many beastkin priestesses in their group casting, their auril and faith joining the various scripts within the magic circle.

The apparition of Annwn and Arawn appeared, and he was joined by Brigid, Cernunnos, and Lugh. Golden chains spread out among the betrayers, and a holy aura was released in a wave.

Hundreds of betrayers were judged at once, the golden lights of the Framework layering themselves over them.

The remaining undead were pushed back with relative ease, the spirits of those captured by Tartarus were released. The beastkin howled in victory, as bones crumbled across the battlefield.

Timone slammed his spear to the ground. “We have won! But there is much work to be done. There are many Rifts we must clear, to get to the Greater Rift.”

Rookard marched to his side. “We may have won the major battle, but it appears there is still trouble. They had to rush their attack, or there would have been Naga here as well. There is news of Naga attacking. Combined with the undead holing up in the nethril areas, we still have our work cut out for us.”

Morwen approached, her smile wide. “My people shall take care of this battlefield. After you recover, you can go on ahead.”

Dahlia smiled at Morwen. “Many thanks, Priestess of Arawn. What of this nethril warrior here?”

The mammoth man began marching off into the distance, still wafting off disease and decay.

Morwen replied, “There is a profound stillness in their bodies and minds. They are the embodiment of death itself, and do not appear to be capable of rational thought. We may be able to control them, but I would only do it if necessary. Perhaps as they grow older or more powerful, they may awaken.”

The major conflict in the west was won, they would now be able to reclaim the lost cities and villages. Timone’s forces would work towards the Greater Rift, fighting the undead and the Naga.
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Brock leaped through the air, his auril stirring around his glaive before forming a barrier near Bria. His aura shielded her as she spun with her poleaxe, each spin sending waves of sharp red auril slicing through the Naga.

Mindy swung her cudgel, smashing into the Naga’s skull and releasing a healing light on Brock and the nearby allies. She shouldered the stunned Naga with a furious push, shoving the larger creature into Bria’s path with her buckler.

With a vicious smirk, Bria brought down her axe powerfully. A blast of elemental lightning and an arrow buzzed past her, smacking into an undead knight coming from her flank.

Serena and Brock’s new dryad mate, Vanessa, protected the three warrior’s flanks as they fought through the melee. The battle was chaotic, but Brock’s Clan and Hearthtribe fought fiercely, protecting their mates and allies alike.

An elemental druid, Vanessa was the offensive mage their party needed. Serena had become a priestess of Bastet, which gave her an odd enhancement to her attacks that allowed her to strike true more frequently.

The massive tree above them creaked, the many druids and treants controlling it. It now had two branches for arms, and it fought against the giant Naga. The monster was tied down with regrowing vines, but the massive, powerful creature could not be stopped.

The many tamers, adventurers, and spriggons fought below, facing off against the giant undead ship. This battle was one for the ages, the thousands of Hearthtribe, tens of thousands of Cascadian residents, and thousands of Adventurers fighting against this massive army.

Brock’s party wasn’t the only party of Auril Heroes now, or their equivalents. Warriors of all kinds gathered, and while the Naga were stronger individually, the beastkin fought with powerful coordination.

There were hundreds of them in their river, and it was all they could do to hold them off. The many naiads were the only reason why the river didn’t overflow and overwhelm them all at once.

Brock and his mates continued fighting through the many Naga and skeletons arriving at the ramparts. He swung his glaive with fervor, his heart singing the song of battle. Bria had taken many blows, but she just kept fighting.

She built up more power the more she was wounded, her attacks becoming more furious. Each swing of her axe chopped deep into a Naga, or crushed a skeleton.

Brock did his best to cover her, creating a barrier with his auril. As he manifested his will, floating scales that looked like his own protected her from the Naga’s fierce attacks.

Their tridents filled with auril were deadly, but his shields either blocked the blow or reduced it enough that it hardly bothered his mate.

The battle seemed like one they were winning. The mass of the undead ship had reduced nearly by half, and while many beastkin and Elysians had fallen, they had much more than half of their forces remaining.

As he thought this, an army of undead dinosaurs was released from deep within the ship. The massive Naga the Battlegroup was calling the Naga King roared, and was covered with a ferocious black auril.

Its large tridents then stabbed out in rapid succession, piercing into the giant treant. Black energy spread deeply into its branches, a decay rapidly causing them to crumble.

While many attempted to heal the damage, the black energy spread too quickly. Nadessa and Valtor both released massive group spells to attack and restrict the Naga King once more.

But the river was drawn above and around the King Naga, the siren’s song calling it to protect the giant sovereign. Lightning struck the barrier of water, along with a giant barrage of arcane missiles from the various Eternum.

Brock watched dumbfounded as a floating wardrobe opened and shot its own lightning attack. Even the furniture was standing up to this evil.

The Naga King then stabbed out with its trident, targeting an area along the wall. Like a beam of light, water and auril were released, piercing through the wall and shattering it.

The remaining water surged toward the hole, even as the Cascadians lined up to fight against the tide of enemies. Vines and roots began regrowing to fill the hole, but the oncoming enemies quickly shredded through these efforts even as they rushed through on the attack.

The skeletal ship and dinosaurs broke off in that direction, searching to enter the breach. Brock knew that area could use some help.

“Let’s go to the breach! We must hold them back while they seal it!”

Bria ran right alongside Brock, eager to fight the tide of enemies. Leaping down the battlements, many vines from the trees along the wall took them easily down. Serena and Vanessa took up the rear, watching their flanks as they followed.

Reaching the bottom, many beastkin, treants and satyrs all fought valiantly against the undead and Naga. Attacks rained down from above, the many fauns and dryads aiding them from there.

As Brock charged and swung his glaive, the auril in the area stirred at his call. Each enemy Brock and Bria slayed, two more quickly replaced them, and they were getting pushed back.

Brock spotted some Eternum, Rhia and Falcor fighting near each other. Seamus also defended the area, swinging his large poleaxe.

Falcor said, “I’m so tired. I love to fight, but I am now low on mana. Fighting the living helps, but many of these Naga and enemies are undead.”

Bria fought over to him, and reached out and grabbed him. Cycling her auril, she filled him with her red energy.

“H-Hey! No one wields–” He froze, as the energy suffused his body. “W-Wow. That’s not bad?”

Bria stored her poleaxe, but happily took her new weapon without a word. As she swung Falcor and cleaved a Naga in two, the weapon gave an excited shout. “Ooohhh!”

The life energy filling him seemed to embolden his unliving flame. The arcane energies filled his body, and even enhanced Bria’s powerful cleaving energy.

Bria became like a storm, slicing through waves of enemies with her large axe, its sharpness amazing. Brock did his best to protect her flank, as many enemies came after her now.

Rhia looked on in interest. “That looks fun! Mindy, come here!”

“H-Huh?”

“Wear me! C’mon, it’ll be fun! Brock is too big.”

Brock was shocked when Rhia split open, and sort of wrapped around Mindy’s body. The cudgel and buckler clattered onto the ground, and the odd helmet remained open, held open by her horns.

The healing auril filled the armor, and empowered the flame similarly.

“Wow! You’re really yummy!”

“Er…”

“Let’s go! This will be easy now!”

“Woah! Hang on–”

What Mindy said was lost to the din of battle, as she dashed and flipped through the Naga, her swords flashing. Brock doubted those movements were Mindy’s. Just who was wearing who, there?

A powerful attack from a Naga slammed into Brock’s auril shield, and he countered with his blade extended by his will.

Still, a flash of healing arrived from Mindy despite her odd weaponry, as Brock did his best to fight through the enemies with his glaive, and support his mates and their new…equipment.

Seamus, Sunmane, and Dhruva roared as they gathered their sunlight and paladin auras, pushing back against the many undead.

The numerous nature-focused casters summoned vines and plants to grow, the roots and thorn-filled vines trying to plug the hole created by the King Naga.

Just as things were beginning to look good, the King Naga roared again, and a blade of water cut through another section of the wall. The water surrounding the giant Naga had decreased, but now they would truly be unable to stem the tide.

Brock’s heart lurched in worry, as dozens of dinosaurs and skeletal creatures breached the wall. With them getting inside the city, the weaker and more low-leveled allies will easily succumb to the enemy’s assault.

Valtor’s laughter was then heard over the sound of combat.

“Worry not, my friends. For you see, Clan Hart was victorious as promised. The Greater Rift was closed long ago, and Valkyrie Ophelia approaches on the horizon. Hold fast, for victory is upon us.”

Roars and cheers shook the battlements, Brock’s heart thundering in his chest. The beastkin’s hearts took on a new song of salvation and glory, the auril stirring in the air like lightning.

Volleys of arrows and javelins flew filled with various colors, the auril manifestations taking on an empowered state.

Just one final push, and they would win this battle.


Chapter 21 - King Naga



Their family arriving next to the empowered Hearth of the Refuge, Ophelia summoned Valora immediately took off to Life’s Haven.

Taking flight, she flew as fast as she could towards Cascadia as Jake and the rest did their best to recover. The truth was, they were already exhausted. Fighting the giant demon, followed by facing off against the enemy Champions and Enforcer was painstakingly difficult.

Fhesiah said to Dave, “Thank you for your help, Davonius. Things might not have looked good without your aid.”

Dave smiled, and Jake could tell his heart swelled with pride. “My pleasure, your eminence! I shall strive to improve myself. I know if I was as strong as Chief Vesuvius, my aid would have been even more impactful. I shall leave you to recover, for I know the fight is not yet won.”

He left through the Life’s Haven portal.

Fhesiah gave Jake a tired, yet proud smile. “Just a little more, husband. Then we’ll take a well-deserved break.”

Berri swayed back and forth and clapped. “I can’t wait! Oh, it’s going to be so much fun! Er, but wait. I’m mad at you. You owe me a game of baseball!”

Berri frowned at Fhesiah cutely, and Jake couldn’t help but wryly smile. She was definitely cute when she was mad.

“Oh? And just why would that be?”

“You tricked me! I know you went after that spider guy because you knew fighting the flea would be grosser!“

Fhesiah tapped her lip. “Hmm, let me see here. I tricked you by facing a target that I was ill-equipped to face, by not facing the parasite when you were left in a little bit of a stupor from the mental attack? Tell me, just how would I have fought the flea effectively, without bathing the forest in flames and killing all the Auril Beasts, our friends? I’m sure Tanda and our beastkin brethren just would have loved that. No, I think if anyone owes anyone anything, it’s probably Ophelia for having to fly everywhere and miss out on a few moments of rest.”

Jake understood what Fhesiah was saying. Her method of fighting with maximum endurance was by spreading her flames and reusing them. If she did that, she’d have slaughtered all the dinosaurs.

It seemed Berri understood this too. “Er…” She sighed. “Fighting that guy just made me so angry! I guess I used you as a goat scraper. I’m sorry, Fay-fay.”

Tanda giggled, her tail wagging. “A what? What is that?”

Blood groaned. “She meant scapegoat.”

Jake chuckled. “We all had it pretty rough. Don’t worry, Berri. You’ll get your game of baseball soon enough. Alliance HQ should have a gravity field soon, then we can really tune the experience, even for our insane attributes.”

Berri beamed. “Yay! It was all worth it! I’m also finally going to be even bigger!”

Tanda looked at her with a frown. “Bigger? You look…just about the same?”

Berri smirked. “Hmph. You’ll see. Any second now.”

Ophelia’s voice rung in their minds. [I’ll be in range shortly. Prepare to Reverse Summon.]

Fhesiah said, “Well, that was…something. Let’s get this over with, so we can finally enjoy ourselves a bit? We may need to rush to the other Greater Rift, but with no risk of a Champion appearing, it should be a cakewalk.”

Arriving in Life’s Haven through their portal, Jake began casting Reverse Summon. Ira did what it could to speed up the effect, and Jake’s skin glimmered purple in the light.

The girls were ready. Having completed their Trial Tasks, they could each now summon their Divine. Hestia had certainly drawn from some of their Divine Energy, but she had saved just enough for them to have enough.

Jake eventually teleported through the void, arriving in the sky above Cascadia. Landing on Ophelia’s floating shield, he gaped at what he saw.

A giant tree was facing off against a massive Naga, and a near-mountain of bone was stacked up as a sort of ramp assaulting the wall of Cascadia. Two breaches allowed enemies into the wall, and there was fighting going on, on both sides of the wall.

Hundreds of dinosaurs attacked the flanks of the undead army, both the spriggons and their new orc and troll clans doing significant work to lessen the burden on the wall. The Elysians showed their prowess in the defense, along with the beastkin armed with auril weaponry.

Ultimately, the wall they managed to build in just a little over a month was impressive. Enhanced by some CP spending and living trees, anyone would think it nearly impossible to accomplish what they did.

However, it was more what Jake considered a baseline defense for a Tier 1 city. The beastkin had simply lived too long without war, and depended heavily on the geography to defend their villages and cities, as well as harmony with one another and the environment.

It was not a viable defense for a determined army or enemy, and it certainly wasn’t what Jake would want to face what was clearly a Tier 2 being–a boss level monster. The monster was nearly fifteen meters tall, its body a hulking mass even compared to the largest creatures they faced.

The King Naga could kill something like the wyvern alpha they faced on Ariminum in a single swing. The fact that their people stood up to it for any length of time was more than a little impressive to Jake.

It was a testament to all the hard work the Eternum, the beastkin, and the Elysian people had made to protect their home. The effectiveness of their efforts boded well for future defenses, even as they rose in Tier.

Jake called Fhesiah and Tanda, and even Bloodberri into the sky using Call Summon. Blood and Berri immediately cast their feather-fall spell, starting their snaking down toward the King Naga, with a beaming smile.

As Jake floated down toward the battlements, he pushed his veil, the Aura of Heavenly Flames so it enveloped the thousands of Alliance. They cheered as their Chief’s protection and empowerment covered them.

Berri shouted her prayer, from over a hundred meters above the King Naga. “Echidna, hear me! Make me big, so I can smash this jerk!”

Despite her ordering the goddess around, the Divine answered. Divine Energy surged, and filled Bloodberri’s body and maul with a blinding golden light. The power of beasts surged within her, and Jake once again felt like he was in a cage with a lion, even as far away from her as he was.

She grew nearly three times the size, making her still much smaller than the Tier 2 being, but large enough that she certainly couldn’t be ignored. Her drop sped up toward the King Naga, and it turned with its tridents at the ready–two large tridents, held by his many arms over its shoulders upward.

The siren sang from its shoulder, the auril and nethril stirring from the waters. The water of different colors gathered around the tridents, and Bloodberri filled her body with light and dark.

Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise, noticing the two combatants strangely appropriate for one another.

The Maul of Hestia-Echidna met the two tridents, an explosive wave of light and dark being released. Her tail spun behind forward from behind her, whipping with her downward momentum as she slung it forward.

Her snake body slammed into the King Naga and knocked it into the wall, where vines grasped around it as she landed on the ground. The treants worked hard to whip and stab into the monster, while various mages and druids cast spells to crash into the monster.

The spriggons all cheered, happy to see the object of their worship harm the giant monster so readily.

“Booberri!”

“Bloodberri!”

Looking over the battlefield, if the King Naga was taken care of, the fight would mostly be won. However, they had quite a bit of leeway. They could afford to go all out here, and just reserve Ophelia’s ability to call her Divine for later, in case they needed it at the Greater Rift.

Within a little over a week, they would be able to summon their Divine again thanks to the Refuge’s Hearth–provided they stayed there plenty.

Fhesiah looked over to the undead army. “Looks like I have my target.”

With the sun high in the sky, Fhesiah decided to stay as a Dragoness. “Bastet, I summon you. Destroy these undead with the glory of the sun.”

Fhesiah’s draconic and kitsune bloodline flames mixed with the Divine Energy, forming a majestic white ball of flames. It shone like a second sun in the sky, its rays taking on a sacred quality. Rays like those on many Egyptian depictions of the sun appeared, beaming into the many undead like some kind of search light.

The light burned into the undead, and despite many necromancers and skeletal mages defending against the attack with barriers and shields, thousands of skeletons and zombified undead crumbled away just from these beams of light. The rays weaved around rapidly, and skeletons were simply erased everywhere the searchlight went.

The sun’s rays even empowered and grew the vines and plants on the walls. They regrew rapidly, the breaches in the wall being healed by the many roots and vines filling in the gaps.

Launching the sphere of fire, Fhesiah sent it toward the center mass of the ship. Reinforcements had continued to appear from below the decks or as the ship peeled apart, the bone golems and monstrosities forming up to attack the walls.

The orb exploded, sending out a massive nova of white-hot flames and a massive crash. The fire engulfed everything within dozens of meters, destroying thousands of undead in a single moment. The flames spread as if hungry, engulfing the undead and turning them to dust.

Unlike Hestia’s attack on their arrival to Highlands, this was created only with what Fhesiah and Bastet had at their disposal. While not as impressive as Hestia’s sky cataclysm of flames, it didn’t draw anything from Jake’s bond using energy sharing.

The same could be said about Bloodberri’s call of Echidna, or Tanda’s call of Cernunnos against Apophis’s effigy.

Jake was unsure they could. Cernunnos appeared to draw upon their Hearth Mana, but only when called through Oran. It was an interesting detail that Jake would need to learn or understand more about.

Echidna aside, Fhesiah hadn’t been opposed to calling Bastet in the same way Jake called Hestia–she would have loved to see Bastet in the flesh. However, she sensed she was unable to.

Allowing Bloodberri to focus on the King Naga for now, Jake and Ophelia worked to clear their way to the battlements. Fhesiah and Tanda began to rain attacks down on the enemy, trying to clean up the enemy and support the Alliance army outside the walls.

The King Naga rose its body up, its auril shredding its vine bindings. It roared as its snake-like body shoved itself upright, its tridents piercing toward Bloodberri.

Her runes blazing, her tail coiled and swirled, and her bladed armor slammed into one trident, while the other was met with a powerful swing of her maul.

Blood cast Weakness and Absorb Strength one after the other, but the creature’s powerful will nearly shrugged the two spells completely off as the holy dark magic layered itself on top of their enemy. It seemed summoning Echidna’s power into them only marginally boosted their magic capabilities.

Using her dance, she pushed her Technique’s power to its limits against the larger foe. Twisting and twirling her body, the King Naga lacked the intelligence and skill to bring about the most power against Bloodberri.

The siren on its shoulder sung its song, the King Naga increasing its fervor. The tridents nearly blurred, and Bloodberri weaved it away from the wall. Raising herself up on her tail, she met the creature eye to eye.

Narrowing her eyes on the siren, Blood spotted her auril filled with taint. Her body was chained to the King Naga, scripts and markings trapping her in place.

Fhesiah chimed in everyone’s minds. [What strange bindings. Judging from Blood’s instincts, she has been tainted and bound, enslaved by the betrayers or perhaps the evil Champions.]

Tanda said, [Is there nothing we can do for them? These creatures are being controlled by Tartarus! They are native to Highlands, and they are being used for evil. If we kill them, they’ll be lost forever.]

Jake nodded. This was like the wyverns back on Ariminum. These creatures were being used against their will, and this Tier 2 creature was a part of the balance of the nature of Highlands. Jake was confident that they could kill it, but sending it off instead seemed a difficult challenge.

The siren and the King Naga appeared to be tainted. For the king, its auril appeared to take on a quality similar to nethril. Its anger and rage seemed insatiable.

Blood said, [I think the Naga King might be too far gone, but there seems to be hope for the siren. Its mind is more there. I think if we rescue it, it may be able to drive the King away.]

Jake transmitted his plan to the girls, and they began to move. He found resonance with his Monarch, and Bloodberri did their best to keep the creature busy and reduce his auril and nethril with harrying attacks of their giant maul.

Using Between Heaven and Hell, her debuff latched onto the lumbering creature and weakened it, even through its powerful will. The pillar of darkness latched heavily onto the huge monster, slowing it significantly.

Tanda began launching many seeds filled with Advanced Rampant Growth at the giant Naga, the many vines adding onto the Alliance’s present on its body. Other druids on the ramparts aided her efforts, the many vines growing thicker and more rapidly as they were filled with auril and mana alike.

Ophelia brought Jake closer with her shield, the two building up their runes. Fhesiah joined them, adding the final runes to their group spell.

Finishing their spell, they used Group Runic Magic: Hearthtree Vines once more. The vines enhanced by Jake’s covenant exploded out from next to the King Naga, wrapping around its massive body tightly.

Its powerful arms pulled at its bindings, and Jake shoved as much mana into the construct as he could as Ophelia’s Guardian Hearth of Hestia slammed into the creature with a blast of righteous lightning.

The shocking energy caused the monster to convulse for a moment, as Jake arrived on Bloodberri’s massive back.

Gathering his runes once more, Jake, Blood, and Berri cast a powerful Tier 2 Dark Shackles spell. They wrapped around the King Naga’s many arms on top of the many vines, the creature finally unable to move its many arms.

Bloodberri wrapped her snake body around it as well, as Jake let go of the Hearthtree Vines. Leaping off Bloodberri and arriving at the giant monster’s shoulder, the siren’s song caused vibrations within Jake’s mind. But using his void energy by taking deep breaths with his void lungs, he shielded himself from its effect with Ira’s help.

Jake’s first plan was to try destroying the shackles or bindings holding the siren to the King Naga. Drawing his Hearthblade, he attempted to cut into one of them. It cracked, and Jake pulled back his spear to attack again, and even Ophelia looked to join him as she blurred in on Valora–

[Wait! Look!] Fhesiah’s voice echoed in his mind.

Watching, Jake saw the bindings restored. However, they drained life force away from the siren.

Jake groaned. Did they really have to kill the creatures? He hoped to try clearing the taint next, but if they could not remove the enslavement, he doubted they would be much better off.

Berri shouted, “Jake! Just do the thing!”

Jake looked at the siren, then back to her giant head next to his, incredulously. “Do what thing?”

“Bind her! Then, you know.” The King Naga roared, and shook against its bindings. Berri smacked it in the chin harshly with her maul, knocking it into a stupor. “Oh! Hurry up. I don’t think we can hold him much longer.”

Jake was perhaps more confused than he was before she gave him additional guidance, but Blood illuminated him as to her thoughts and feelings.

Using the Bond, he should be able to use the purifying flames to overwrite the enslavement, and shove various energies into her to keep her alive as they destroyed the bindings, or something along these lines.

Targeting her auril heart, Jake gathered his Hearthflames. Unlike his willing binding of Tanda aided by the Framework, he would have to forcefully bind the siren.

Shoving his empowered will of the Monarch, along with a small amount of Divine Energy, mana, Qi, auril, and his Divine Flames, he branded the creature’s auril heart, as she railed against her bindings.

Sensing Jake’s mind and desires as they made the connection, his will easily overpowered hers. It appeared, on some level, she knew Jake intended to help and allowed it. The Framework layered itself over her, as she became bound to Jake as his permanent summon.

But they were not out of the woods yet. The binding’s scripts on her body brightened with malevolence, and they burned into her. Jake shoved his Purifying Flames through their newly established bond, along with Tanda’s auril and Berri’s Holy Light energy.

Fhesiah shifted to her Kitsune form, and struck the shackles with her ruinous flames and Moon Hex. Jake shoved his Divine Flames into her body and engulfed her, as he rejected and cleansed the taint and enslavement.

The bindings shattered, the light in the siren Naga’s eyes flickering. Using her Sacrificial Flames: Renewal, Ophelia restored her health and energy. Jake leaped back to Bloodberri’s battlements, their task mostly completed.

Blood lifted the siren away as she shredded and sliced into the King Naga with her body’s armor, though the wounds were not deep. The siren’s song had stopped, the creature’s power and connection to the world seemed to weaken.

The siren seemed emboldened, having a relieved smile as she was pulled to safety. The taint was purged from her body, and she was healed.

She began to sing a wordless song, causing the remaining Naga on the battlefield to freeze.

Using this opportunity, Jake found resonance with Berri, latching onto her desire to help heal the poor snake.

Shifting to the covenant of the Saint, he worked together with his family to cast Group Runic Magic: Faerie Lights, infused their healing spell with purifying flames to purge away the taint within the King Naga.

This was a difficult task, as the nethril was a deathly energy and the heals would normally harm it. However, through the covenant, a minor miracle was performed.

The damage done to the creature was minimized, and the taint was removed from its unliving flesh as the faerie lights flocked to the creature’s taint and purged it away, leaving its unliving flesh unharmed.

The anger in the creature quickly disappeared, and its will finally shoved away Tartarus’ influence.

Jake called out using his runic enhancements, “Use the water to send the Naga away!”

Nadessa directed her naiads and dryads capable of moving the water, to latch onto the water and control it.

The auril-filled water stirred, rising up across the battlefield. The lake from above Cascadia stirred, and the naiads joined with drawing up the water. The waterfall changed direction, cascading down to splash into the Naga.

Caught by the wave of water, the King Naga started drifting away. Entranced by the siren’s song, it appeared to forget its anger. The remaining Naga leapt inside, the water taking them down the mountain.

Bloodberri brought Jake and the siren Naga down to the ground, as she lost her enlargement–shrinking down to her normal size.

The siren looked at the river in longing, but then seemed to smile at Bloodberri and Jake, observing the large number of people with interest. There were still some stragglers around the battlefield in the way of undead, but the battle was clearly won.

Jake said, “Well, now that she’s safe, I can let her–”

Berri interrupted, “No way! We’re keeping Jafarina. We need more snake girls!”

Jake didn’t know which part he should retort to first. “Er…You can’t name her after the snake in–”

Berri pleaded, “It’s not fair! You have two bird girls!”

Ophelia groaned. “Don’t be ridiculous, I’m not a bird! If I’m considered a bird, then Fhesiah can be considered a second snake. And don’t you think she should go back to her people?”

Blood hummed. “This one has gratitude in her heart for your saving her and her people. She is interested in this different world, it appears she was like the princess of the Naga.”

Berri said, “See? Jafarina is perfect! No, wait, Jasmina then!”

Jake frowned at Blood, ignoring Berri’s naming. “How’d you get all that? I feel like her intelligence…”

Fhesiah nodded. “She’s not all that different from Ira, yes.”

Blood smiled as she looked at the siren. “I can feel it in her essence. She is different from the others, somehow. Her face even looks more…flat.”

It was true. Something about her was different, that made her a little more human-like than the rest–but that was it. Her face was still that of a snake’s, having a tapered snout.

Fhesiah smirked at this, but Jake just rolled his eyes. Either way, he would allow the siren to rest. Despite being interested in the world, it appeared she was even more exhausted than Jake and his family.

She had been chained and forced to sing for days, judging by Blood’s thoughts.

Scattering into motes of light, the siren Jake would definitely decide a proper name for her later entered the void of Jake’s Hearth to rest.

Responding to his thoughts, Berri replied, “Definitely a Jasmina. You always pick the lamest names, and you wouldn’t let me name the Garuda Ninjablade! Except for Bill, his name is perfect. A lame name for a lame jerk.”

Jake groaned. They won. Why did it feel like he somehow lost something?


Chapter 22 - Alliance Victory Party



After Jake announced the victory, a time was spent cleaning up the wall. Meanwhile, Ophelia began her rapid flight West, to meet up with Timone for Jake’s Reverse Summon.

Bloodberri spent some time on resurrections, but once again there were far too many for her to complete.

She still raised up many Clan heads, and quite a few new Elysian arrivals had fallen. The conquest progress as a result of clearing the Greater Rift and closing dozens of Rifts at once was over 75%.

At this level of Conquest Progress, resurrection timers would change significantly. When having fallen at the HQ and their body Looted, it would be around three days. This showed how Conquest Progress was really like a Conquest game.

Like most online games involving capturing points, the more one team got ahead, the larger the upset required to find victory. Like the Capture, Control and Conquer game, once a team got far enough ahead, it would be difficult or near impossible to turn the game around.

It would eventually require capturing all five points at once to win.

This was why defending Highlands was such a difficult struggle. The advantages won by Tartarus to spawn more Rifts as it got to thirty percent Conquest Progress were significant.

However, now that the Alliance brought the Conquest Progress to their side and thwarted its hidden plots, victory was nearly assured.

Once the next Greater Rift was closed, they would be able to activate the Raid. This was Tartarus’ final chance to turn the tables again, but also a chance for the Alliance to take more from the enemy.

A form of bet or gamble which would either win more potential for Alliance members, or allow Tartarus to win once again.

The potential won for the Alliance was on several levels. From individual’s Trials and powerful rewards that would serve the Adventurers or Guilds well into the next Tier, to increasing the entire world’s magical potential.

Jake wasn’t sure what would happen with the curse being lifted in addition to what they won, but he was sure Highlands would come out stronger than ever.

Once again, Jake was experiencing another victory party in Cascadia. They received word from Timone that the West had found victory in the first battle, but new challenges had appeared, and they still fought a defensive battle and looked to find rest.

Tomorrow, they would begin their push toward the Greater Rift.

It was not all good news. Just like Lakemere, the undead had hit hard and fast on the West Coast. However, they were aided heavily by betrayers. Various cities and villages were shattered, Morwen and Warrior Brotherhood taking to guerilla tactics to aid the people in their retreat.

The tactics had served a dual purpose. As much as they wanted to win a decisive battle, they also wanted to capture more betrayers.

They were outnumbered, and required reinforcements in the way of Timone. They bolstered their forces with the captured betrayers, even as they lost priestesses or undead servants to be respawned back at the HQ.

Many of the villages and cities were destroyed, and many beastkin were now homeless. An effort would need to go into building a new one.

Lakemere had been hit, and Vesuvius and Takoda had arrived just in time to prevent significant losses. The Naga had surged in their surprise attack, and many had even bypassed the walls before a decent defense could be formed.

Many died, but eventually, Vesuvius and his people arrived and cleared up the remaining. That they left so quickly had kept the deaths down to a minimum, and once Jake killed the grasshopper Champion, the Naga began to flee.

Jake’s family all sat together, each girl taking turns with sitting on Jake’s lap and sharing together in their warmth.

Nadessa held a beer in her hand, which went against Jake’s instincts, seeing what looked like a child holding a beer. Valtor and Amara sort-of sat-floated at the table, along with Rhia.

Brock’s Clan sat at the large table as well, along with the Cascadia Elders and more. The mood was festive, but the West was talked about.

Nadessa took a big pull of her drink. “Ah! That is good beer. We are already near victory! We Elysians can help on the West Coast to rebuild. With the spriggons and the Framework, the beastkin can build and live within the valleys, even. Taming the dinosaurs or keeping them from attacking the towns without hurting them is totally possible!”

Tanda was all smiles with her tail wagging, drinking from her beer mug too. “That’s amazing! Our world is really going to transform!”

Valtor chuckled, as he seemed to be enjoying consuming some life-filled plants. He used a fork to spear some leaves, and as he brought it near his flame of the unliving, it scattered into dust. Jake just smiled at this, as it seemed he was only doing it this way to have something in common with the living.

Valtor said, “As long as the balance of nature isn’t harmed, the beastkin are truly a flexible people.”

Amara noted, “The many clans are gathering knowledge from across the multiverse. Hearthtribe’s focus on the many crafts and aid has led many to seek various professions. We are prepared to pursue many areas of research.”

Rhia patted Mindy’s shoulder. “Thanks for letting me ride you! That was a lot of fun!”

Mindy’s eyes were vacant, staring off into the distance. “Y-Yeah. L-Let you.”

“We really made a great team! I’m still growing, so I may need to find a new mount. You don’t mind, do you, Mindy?”

“M-Mount? N-No, I don’t mind.”

Aisling bounded up to the table with a flap of her wings, and greeted everyone before focusing on Tanda and Jake.

“Clan-daughter and son, that was truly an epic entrance. Clan Hart really saved the day again! Where’s Ophelia?”

Tanda sighed. “She’s heading West. She’s the fastest among us, so she is heading there first, so Jake can teleport out there.”

“That's unfortunate, she's missing out on the party. I hope you’re making it up to her, clan-son!”

Jake nodded. “We’ll definitely work out a fun reward for her. We’re all in dire need of a vacation after all this.”

Aisling hummed. “You’re going to have to go for a sweet trip! Why, Timone, Dahlia and I like to go to this lagoon near Harmony Peaks. There’s this private waterfall, where–”

Tanda groaned as she blushed. “I don’t need to hear about that! J-Jake says we should be visiting Earth soon!”

Jake chuckled, realizing Aisling was describing the very same lagoon Tanda and him went to.

Aisling’s eyes narrowed. “Why’d you change the topic? Anyway, isn’t that the world Jake is from? He’s going to show you his hometown and stuff? That sounds kinda neat. Any other plans?”

Berri interjected, “We’re going to make lots of babies!”

Aisling’s wings and tail feathers nearly danced behind her, ruffling in excitement. “Oh! That’s great, I love having lots of little ones running around! I’m sure Tanda here will join you in that. What about you, Fhesiah?”

Fhesiah chuckled. “Hmm, I wonder? For a cultivator, children are seen a little different from a beastkin’s perspective. For someone with goals like mine, we usually wait for the Nascent Soul realm to have children–they are seen as detrimental to your personal momentum. But with the New Heavens of the Framework, perhaps I can experience being a mother sooner? I can’t wait to see what kind of child my dear husband and I will have!”

Jake understood that the Nascent Soul cultivators essentially forged their own children, rather than birthing them. However, cultivators before that time would have them in a much more usual way.

Tanda’s tail was wagging. “Ophelia is excited too! Our house is going to have such a diverse family. It will be so much fun!”

Jake was a little less worried about becoming a father, and the girl’s excitement about having children was infectious. With this war won, they would definitely be taking a break from deathly combat.

They would still progress themselves and work on strengthening their skills, but they would dial it down a notch.

They would slow down, but they would never stop. Jake would keep moving forward, but get rest and relaxation, so his family were ready for battle once more.

Blood smiled at Jake. “I’m eagerly awaiting children, too. Not just to both see and feel the joy Berri will have, but also to build our Dynasty. The Hart Clan will be powerful with you at the helm, and our children will be strong enough to shake the cosmos.”

Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise. A Dynasty? He had come a long way from finishing school to become a computer programmer, and it had only been a few months. He supposed it was likely he would soon become a Baron, a Planetary Ruler of Highlands.

The music suddenly shifted, loud enough for Jake to notice. Cheers rose from the beastkin, their hearts beating in sync with the music.

Tanda gave Jake a pleading look. “Can you dance with me? I never got to do this dance with a mate before. The four seasons dance is about to begin.”

Jake wasn’t much for dancing, but he could sense how important this was for her. He gave her a smile, “I’d be happy to try it with you.”

In one section of the party, there was a drum circle with a few other instruments playing. The various races gathered in a dance, and it was interesting for Jake to see the fauns joining the same.

Their four-legged lower body stomped and danced to the beat, the creature not all that different from the goat and deer beastkin.

The dance reminded Jake of a line dance or Irish folk dance, set up for couples. The man would hold on to the girl’s hips as she swayed side to side, stomped and moved her feet, and did most of the movement.

The man would mostly stomp or tap their feet in place, as they spun and followed the girl around.

They fell in line and Jake did his best to follow the moves of the man in front of him, as he watched and felt Tanda dancing. Her hips swayed in rhythm with the beat, her body spinning as Jake followed her around the dance floor.

Tanda spun and twirled in her tribal outfit, her heart taking on the same beat of the music. Jake could feel her joy and excitement, of joining with her brethren for their dance. Dancing wasn’t just for fun, but there was a minor ritual aspect to it as well.

Through the song, they would connect to the world and each other. They would share their joy and pride, their trials and tribulations with the community. Tanda had mentioned that the avian beastkin in particular would sing and dance to share the news, as they behaved like messengers or couriers for the separated tribes and clans.

The avian beastkin would dance and sing songs of birth, mourning, courtship, clan-forming, purpose-finding, and more. Through this, they would share the happenings of the area and connect the beastkin people with their relatives all over the continent.

This dance was like that, but done by everyone. A sharing of the year, of the various happenings in their well-connected lives.

Finding resonance with her, Jake matched his breathing and connected to the world. When he did, Jake nearly stumbled. This was the first time Jake had found resonance out of combat, and near so many beastkin.

In addition to feeling the many heartbeats, he felt many of the emotions. He felt desires, intents, and the essence of the beastkin nearby through their songs. Their heartbeats sent waves echoing across his hearth, like raindrops on a still pond.

The stronger heartbeats, those of the Auril Heroes, he could really feel what kind of people they were.

The beat of the song was on already on the song of winter, a slow beat after the song of fall from the previous year completed. The many songs of the beastkin’s hearts were replaying the happenings of this timeframe.

The couple to their right were feeling the pride and joy of a child finding their calling or purpose, the two having an extra pep in their steps. A couple in front of them was celebrating the birth of a new child, their fourth, and their dance steps were full of passion and pride.

Another was regaling the tale of a successful hunt just before the bite of winter, of holing up with their Clan proudly, plenty of wood to stoke their fire and keep them warm.

Jake felt the happenings of the community like solos within a symphony, as Tanda danced her body around him.

The beat of the song changed, transitioning to spring. The pace picked up slightly, showing the joy and excitement the season brought. The number of couples celebrating being with child at that point was staggering.

Continuing their dance, Jake hadn’t much to share until his life changed. Tanda shared her own happenings from that time, her many clan-cousins and sisters finding mates and more.

Still, he felt like he was coming to know each and every beastkin within the dance–becoming a part of the community in truth. He was moved as he became a part of their song.

Tanda took great joy in Jake sharing this with her, and he began flickering his hearth in his own beat to join the song. He did his best to convey his tale, as Fhesiah and Ophelia joined his life. As they approached summer, many songs shifted to that of mourning, of their many clans affected by the terrible war.

But among all the mourning, were many tales of pride and triumph. The beastkin had persevered, and many were saved. Jake could feel the gratitude in their hearts, and many sung the songs of salvation from Jake’s own arrival on Highlands.

Tanda’s own song was a rollercoaster of emotions, of her losing various family members and friends. Her eventually meeting Jake and finding triumph and love, and much of her family returning from the grave.

Some were lost forever, but they would be forever remembered by their friends and family in their own songs. And now, even the surrounding beastkin.

Various Elysians had joined the dance, even if they couldn’t hear it or share in it precisely the same way. The powerful dryads and treants seemed to be able to commune with nature, and join it on a different level. The treants swayed back and forth, their dryad wives hanging off of their boughs and vines, singing.

When the song came to an end, Jake was filled with emotion, and Tanda was filled with pride as the many beastkin greeted those near them.

“That was amazing, Jake! I hadn’t gotten to dance since I became an Auril Hero. I could really feel the people’s songs so well! It looks like you were able to feel it too, that’s even better than I hoped!”

Tanda nearly bowled Jake over with a big hug, her body wrapping around him. He put his hands around her hips, and her lips met his. She was filled with happiness and excitement, her tender lips trying to transfer the way she felt to him.

Her wings fluttered, and her tail wagged, as she beamed in happiness.

She gave a contented sigh as her feet touched the ground once more. “Too bad we don’t have that much time. Let’s say hi to our dance friends.”

As Jake looked at the many beastkin around him, he felt familiarity. He felt like he was truly a part of them. They looked on at him fondly, and many of them introduced themselves to Jake.

He could feel their pride and respect for him being their Elder or Chief, and Jake had never felt so welcome anywhere in his entire life. Aside from with his wives, of course.

But being welcomed to a community was different. Jake hadn’t met most of these people, but he had impacted their lives in profound ways. He knew songs like the ones he heard tonight were being sung all over Highlands, their gratitude and respect for him echoing across the world.

Jake had enjoyed dancing a lot more than he thought he would. He decided to enjoy it for a little more, with each of his girls. He went to the drum circle and asked them to play a different beat, and to get some more instruments.

It wasn’t hard to get them to play appropriate music for a waltz, the beastkin having quite a wide array of tastes.

Jake and Fhesiah then led the beastkin through a waltz, which they took to effortlessly.

Looking into Fhesiah’s golden eyes, he saw her look of pride and love as they danced the waltz. “We’ve come a long way, husband. Now you have the adoration of thousands, the respect of millions.”

“And you have hundreds of worshipers.”

She chuckled. “One day you’ll be on my level, I’m sure. Many of them have already filtered to the true Divine, so there are few devout followers of Fhesiah the Dragon Goddess left. Even Davonius is understanding that I am not a true Divine yet. Still, I am the one who freed them, and even if their faith moves on to another, they have much gratitude in their hearts.”

“He was a big help with that battle. Things were pretty close even with his help with the ambush.”

“True. I’ll have to find some way to reward my follower. Some Epic equipment crafted by us should be quite the prize.”

They continued dancing for a while, until it was Bloodberri’s turn. Blood said, “There’s not too much time left, I’m sure Ophelia will call us any minute.”

Fhesiah smiled. “Sorry about hogging our dear husband. I’ll make it up to you.”

Berri gave her a look that said, you’d better, causing Jake to chuckle. “Alright. Let’s dance, Bloodberri.”

Once again, Jake had the musicians shift to a song that was easy to sway to. Berri and Blood both enjoyed dancing by swaying their upper and lower bodies, twirling and spinning to the beat.

Berri had fun dancing for a time, until Jake heard the communication from Ophelia he was expecting. [I’m getting close. It may be best to prepare the spell now.]

“Thanks for the hard work. We’ll make it up to you.”

[It’s alright. I got to enjoy the dance along with you, despite being so far away. The harmony of the beastkin is truly special–so let’s protect it. Just a little left, and I’ll be able to enjoy as many dances as we like for a time.]

Jake chuckled. For a time because they would eventually be off to fight a new fight, a new battle. But Hestia would let them get some rest. Just a little bit more and this battle would be won.


Chapter 23 - Ophelia’s Movie Night 



A beautiful melody was heard, the song of a siren. Empowered by Jake’s Divine Reinforcement, Jasmina’s song overcame the locust’s buzzing. The river surged, the many Naga halting in place.

The Naga quickly turned on the grasshopper people, while Tanda shot them down with her bow, and Ophelia chased them down.

The grasshopper people leaped through the air trying to flee, but Bloodberri knocked them out of the sky with her morphed baseball bat and baseballs. This made them easy pickings for them to be finished off, the party slaying them with ease.

Berri hugged her new weapon lovingly with a big smile. “I really like this! Thanks, Echy!”

Jake had even used Capture Template on one of the grasshopper people and learned they were called veridriths, but found them to be mostly useless.

Whatever power they had over the swarm of locusts was weak on an individual level, and did not seem very effective–at least not against the undead they were fighting, or against the Naga.

The mental attacks it was able to accomplish against a single target were decent–if they were much lower level. In which case, Jake didn’t need their help in killing anything.

He thought if he ever had some kind of advancement where he could summon several of them at once, they may become much more useful.

When Jake arrived on the West Coast, he was just in time. Morwen’s tactical retreat hadn’t just allowed them to capture more betrayers.

It had also prevented them from being assaulted by the Naga, as they avoided all water in their retreats. Remnants of the locust swarm were present all over the West Coast, and Jake learned they were the cause of the Alliance’s inability to scout the betrayers across the section of the continent.

They were using the Naga for their purposes still, and so Jake’s task besides closing Rifts was to free them. With Jasmina’s help, he was able to turn it around on the strange grasshoppers, and even use the Naga to fight back against their captors without losing many Naga or beastkin allies.

A few more cells of betrayers had been captured, Morwen trailing Timone all over the continent. Timone and Dahlia were both strong enough that they were not easily fooled by the locust’s droning, their auril providing ample protection over their minds.

Their wills were too strong for the mentalists, and Jake noticed something peculiar. With each grasshopper slain, their powers appeared to decrease. Their power was a sort of swarm or hive mind, which explained why the individual grasshopper summon was not overly effective. Soon, they would have no control over the Naga at all.

It was now getting close to the first evening, an entire day spent flying around the West Coast and closing Rifts and freeing Naga and beastkin slaves.

The betrayers had taken to using a sort of slave collar mixed with horrible scripts on them, and using them to taint the beastkin and fight their brethren. Having inspected them, Fhesiah thought their creation was the result of sacrifice or some other terrible ritual.

This only worked for those not joined to the Framework, but despite the avian beastkin’s efforts, many smaller isolated clans existed and hadn’t been able to make it to a Node in time.

These people were easy pickings for the betrayers, and by the time Jake faced them, there appeared to be no saving them–the taint from their enslavement covered their body and soul.

It was just one more thing in the list of terrible deeds by Tartarus. Mysticus and Zorina had determined they had two to three more days left to assault the Greater Rift, before the boss would spawn.

He thought they would make it, barring some unforeseen problem. They pushed toward the Greater Rift with each Rift they assaulted, as they circled the vicinity.

The Warrior Brotherhood, Morwen and Bedwyr, Rookard, and Timone and Dahlia all moved with their forces to clear out the few areas with undead Rift Spawns that holed up in the nethril locations.

Meanwhile, Vesuvius and Takoda’s force wrapped up the East Coast. With the Greater Rift closed, it was becoming too much of an investment for the enemy to focus its Rifts in that area. Instead, its focus was definitely the West.

The spriggons and the many tamers now headed West, and Valtor was sending out airships filled with the Adventurers and Elysians there as well.

Rather than airships, they were more like a Mark 2.0 Blimp. They had oars filled with auril wood and inscriptions, that made them sort of pull themselves across the air.

They still had the magic motors to set a slow pace, but with many Auril Heroes pulling the oars and drawing auril into the sail-like oars, the speed of the larger ships was quite respectable.

Valtor guessed they averaged around thirty miles per hour, surpassing most horses and Tier 1 mounts on any terrain. Now that they were a little larger, they could carry a much larger quantity of forces.

It would take a little over a day to arrive to the West Coast all the way from Cascadia. As far as Jake could tell, they would soon have thousands in the area, pushing back the Rifts.

Tanda was talking to his new Permanent Summon, the many Naga now free to return to their homes. “Jasmina, your voice is so pretty! Thanks for your help!”

Jasmina swayed happily in place, giving Tanda a smile with her tapered snout. While Jake had wanted to send her back to her people, it appeared she was delighted to help out.

Her song actually aided their usage of auril, allowing her to even shield their body using it.

It was a little strange for their auril to be controlled by her, but it was extra helpful when they lacked the ability to control so many energies at once.

Berri added, “Yeah! See, Jake? Snake girls are the best!” She snorted. “I can’t believe you were going to send her home.”

Jake chuckled. “We didn’t know how bad it was out here. Still, thanks for your assistance, Jasmina.”

The creature blinked at him, and Jake got the feeling she sort of understood what he was trying to convey. With a serpentine grin, she nodded.

Berri patted her shoulder as she looked her up and down. “She’s such a cute little thing! We need to feed her more.”

Jake couldn’t help but shake his head at that. Jasmina’s body was definitely larger than his, then she had the snake or fish-like tail. While much shorter than Berri’s, Jake guessed the creature likely weighed at least half a ton.

He remembered he had a few more dinosaur carcasses. Being a half fish or snake woman, he guessed she probably would not want her food cooked.

Blood hummed. “True, we are not really all that much like a snake, so this wasn’t a thing for us. Still, your cooking is good, even Isolyn liked it.”

Jake shrugged. Digging into his storage bracelet, he found some leftovers from his cooking, and an auril beast carcass.

Jasmina was Jake’s first permanent summon that went beyond the party limit that was a normal creature. The Garuda being of a higher Tier, didn’t need to eat–or at the very least, it subsisted off something Jake couldn’t understand.

When the creature joined the Framework and became his summon, the laws of it were enforced onto the creature. In order for Jake to summon it, it was as if he had to pay to constitute its body, or avatar, for it each time he brought it out from where it rested within the void of his hearth.

Because of that, the creature had certain limitations. If it used mana or even auril, it was as if Jake had to pay for it–when summoned, it was only given a small pool of resources, part of what he used to summon the creature.

In that way, they were quite similar to the mana constructs created by his [Advanced Summon Beast] or [Summon Humanoid] spells.

However, these creatures had a mind of their own, a memory, and were able to level up their avatar in the same way Jake and his wives could. The only real difference was that for the girls, they already had their bodies fully constituted and partially maintained by the Framework.

In the case of Bloodberri and Ophelia, it was by the Summoning Token–or Bloodberri’s resurrection. For Fhesiah and Tanda, their bodies were already present when he bound them. Because of this, it was better to think of his girls as party members than summons.

He summoned many of them, true, but as they fought together with the Framework’s investment in their avatars, they were exactly the same as anyone they met. If Jake died, they would be able to continue fighting and eventually revive him–or wait for his resurrection timer, if they also lost Bloodberri.

In theory, Jake could change this, and desummon any of his girls and keep them within his Hearth. They would witness the passage of time in an odd way, only for their mind to function when he brought them out to fight.

If he did this, they would require Jake to fill their cores with mana as he did, given finite resources to fight. They would be unable to regenerate mana, completely reliant on what Jake invested at the time of summoning or sent with Mana Transfer.

This, among other reasons, was why Jake hadn’t wanted to try turning a living beastkin into a permanent summon just for fighting, even if he had found someone willing. It was a strange way to live, only living to be summoned to fight one fight to the next.

It was the primary reason why he wanted to let Jasmina go, as her life would now be a strange one. He hoped that when he reached the next Tier, he may have some way to keep the creatures somewhere else or give them a more natural life, like living within his Refuge.

For now, he tried to keep her out a little more before and after fights, and provide her a little enjoyment in helping out her brethren. He could see and hear the satisfaction on her serpentine face and in the music of her song, as the naga people achieved freedom from their captors.

Jake held the two meats out to Jasmina, and she bent down to sniff each one. Her body was covered with scales, and an odd rainbow coral armor and a blue stone trident.

Her snake-like tongue flickered out to taste each one, but her eyes narrowed on Jake’s cooking. With a serpentine grin, she took the barbecued auril beast meat and nearly swallowed it whole.

She looked to the other, and gave Jake a pleading expression, her emotion also conveyed the same over their bond. “You want more of the cooked? I have more.”

Jasmina nodded again, so Jake then fed her one after the other. He was shocked by how much she ate.

Blood said, “Poor thing, I don’t think while she was chained up she ate much.” She rubbed Jasmina’s neck and snout caringly, which she seemed to lean into. “You’ll have to let Jake know next time that you’re so hungry. We’ll take good care of you, don’t worry.”

Fhesiah smiled at this. “Yes, that’s right. Here, eat this pill, too. It’ll help make you stronger.”

Jake was surprised when she leveled up as a result of the feeding.


[Permanent Summon Information: Jasmina]
[Level: 22]
[Race: Naga Siren]
[Age: 29]


Fhesiah hummed. “Interesting, so her race is considered not just a Naga. She’s a little behind, but I bet she’ll level fast if we use her plenty in fights. I wonder what kind of magic she can learn?”

Looking at her coral-stone-like trident, Jake wondered if there was a way he could make something that would amplify the power of her songs. A question for later.

“Let’s get moving. We have more Rifts to clear.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Having arrived back to their Refuge, the girls stretched and removed their armor. Clean spells were used, the girls sighing in relief as they removed the restrictive equipment from their bodies.

Ophelia was excited. “Just another day until the Greater Rift. I feel like we have helped a ton of people. We’ve really accomplished a lot.”

Tanda hugged Ophelia and Jake, pulling them together. “We did! So now it’s time to get some rest. We all earned it, but you worked extra hard, Lia! Maybe, do you want to pick the movie?”

Jake chuckled. “That’s hardly much of a reward, but I’ll do my best to think of something else for later. I’ll start by pampering her in the bath, and Bloodberri can start making her favorites?”

“It–It’s okay. You don’t have to. I was just the fastest, I only needed to ride Valora, after all.”

Fhesiah said, “Nonsense. You worked hard for us, and missed out on some rest and enjoyment. I know you fancy some duels. While we won’t do it right now, I’ll make sure to give you my best tomorrow after some rest–how about it?”

Her proclamation got affirmations from the other girls and Jake, they would all face her soon.

Ophelia smiled and was filled with excitement, as she wrapped her wings around Jake and Tanda. “You’re all on! This should be fun! For now, I guess we can watch that Zorro movie?”

Blood hummed. “Sword fights to the death, romance, and politics. Seems like my type of movie.”

Fhesiah smiled. “Hmm, that does sound like a good one. The love interest in that one is supposed to be quite enticing,” she waggled her brows at Jake.

Berri yawned. “Sounds boring, but I’ll try to enjoy it for Lia. For now, it’s time to get grilling!”

She rushed off, and Jake, Tanda, Ophelia and Fhesiah headed to the bath. Removing all their clothes, they got inside the large hot tub. Ophelia blushed, as they all took positions around her to pamper her under the hot tub’s jets.

Jake took to massaging her back, as Tanda cleaned and took care of her wings. Fhesiah started massaging her feet, causing her to blush further.

Ophelia sighed in bliss. “T-Thanks, Faye. That feels really good.”

“It’s the least I could do, dear sister. We all appreciate you.”

Tanda added, “You also kicked that Enforcer’s butt! You were amazing, Lia.”

Ophelia smiled with pride. “Hestia really helped. It seems Jake’s ability to summon her like that is quite special–even among summoners, according to the Enforcer.”

Jake continued massaging his beautiful, yet powerful wife’s back. Digging into her muscles with his own strength was a simple chore, one that had her stifling moans.

“That’s fascinating. There are plenty of oddities that we take for granted. I’d like to understand how Bree the other female Heroic Beasts work, too. They seem connected in some way.”

Fhesiah hummed. “Connected to even their souls, though? Could they be like Blood and Berri?”

Jake chuckled, and shook his head. “Maybe? I wonder if we should try to ask Bree. Her…disposition seems to have changed, since I made that connection. It’s still there, and it may be increasing. When we get to the next Tier, things may change in numerous ways.”

Tanda’s wings fluttered. “I can’t wait! None of my people have entered the second Tier for a thousand years.”

They wrapped up pampering their nordic angel wife, and enjoyed cleaning each other. Returning to the living room after getting dressed, the room was already filled with a wonderful aroma, making Ophelia drool.

Jake went and hugged the much larger Bloodberri from the side as she worked the stove and the grill. He saw some excellent looking steaks being cooked. “Thanks, Bloodberri. It smells fantastic.”

Berri beamed. “I really wanted Lia to enjoy it! We have T-Rex steaks this time!”

He watched as various ingredients floated around the kitchen, and Blood manipulating various utensils using her Telekinesis. The mana whipped around the area, her using her Advanced Mana Control that provided some level of sensory of the area around her with mana.

Even behind her back, she was preparing the batter for frying.

“You’re really getting the hang of that now, Blood. I’ve been trying to catch up so that I can use a sort of pyro-kinesis with my Hearth Control, but it’s clear you’re amazing.”

“Thank you for your praise, Milord. I have much incentive to become good at it, and it’s thanks to our bond that I have near limitless mana to practice. Now that the Framework aids me directly, I am curious as to how the skill might evolve.”

The sound of frying took over the kitchen, as they fried the potato chips and battered Highlands vegetables. Jake helped by preparing the girl’s favorite drinks. Tanda had really taken to smoothies, and the Highlands berry margaritas were a popular drink among the girls.

Sitting down together with all the food laid out, they began their movie. Ophelia was happy to sit next to Jake, wrapping her body and a wing around him.

Tanda chuckled from the other side of Jake, as she did the same. “This isn’t much different than normal!”

Fhesiah nodded as she took her spot in the air above them, laying down on her own invisible couch with her head propped up to the side. “She does glue herself to him more often than not.”

Ophelia blushed. “I share him! Sometimes, we use the snake couch, too!”

Blood chuckled. “No need to get defensive, it’s just an observation. Your attachment to him is cute.”

Jake held Ophelia close as they watched the movie. Both of them smiled and watched Tanda, as she sat at the edge of her seat during the many sword fights, her tail wagging and body squirming like she was imagining herself as part of the fights.

She noticed them watching her, and blushed. “W-What? When we watch plays, it’s like we’re part of the dance too. It’s how I learn it to retell the happenings to others!”

Jake chuckled. “It’s cute, is all. You’re really into it.”

“These movies are really neat! The music, the coordination in the fights, and the story are all special. Our plays are like this, but it’s like it’s different every time.”

Ophelia added, “I would like to watch some more of your people’s plays. The war has taken a lot of the focus on it away, though.”

Tanda’s smile was beaming. “I can’t wait to show you more of our plays! We’re going to have many parties after we win.”

Berri said, “That sounds like fun! We’ll have lots to do, even the Elysians were getting in on the party. I wonder what they like to do for fun?”

Fhesiah replied, “It seems they do like to dance and sing, communing with nature. They should get along just fine with the avian beastkin up north, for sure.”

Ophelia enjoyed her favorite foods, and snuggling into Jake as they watched the movie. This was a minor reward for her additional efforts, but one she enjoyed just the same. For everyone, it was some much-needed rest and relaxation.

The movie ended, and the other girls set out to clean everything up.

Tanda smiled, her tail buzzing in excitement. “That was good! It had a beautiful ending.”

Ophelia laughed. “That Zorro and his wife were both heroes! I loved it. Thanks, everyone. This was a lot of fun.”

Berri nodded. “They even got married and had a baby! That’s the best kind of ending.” She gave Jake a determined look, and her emotions seemed to say, that’s what’s going to happen here, if I have anything to say about it.

Jake was surprised Berri was interested in a wedding. “You liked the wedding, Berri?”

Berri tapped her lips. “It was kinda neat. Tanda got something like that, but we didn’t. I don’t need it, but I kinda like it. Something about the appearance of perfection thing, and how it gives others hopes they might find their own love, is really special. What about you, Jake?”

Jake smiled at Berri. “When you put it like that, I think that is appealing to me. Either way, I think it’d be a fun memory. I know Ophelia would like it.”

Ophelia nodded. “I think so! It’s in so many of my romance books. My dad did marry my mom, but before I was born. They always talked of it fondly.”

Fhesiah hummed. “I think I might like it. It might be a little ritualistic for my liking, but I’m big on celebrations.”

Blood sighed. “I would definitely love to have one, so others can celebrate our glorious union. We’ve been so busy, or maybe we can plan one for once all the fighting is over?”

Tanda nodded. “I can see why you want one! It looked different from our beastkin ritual, but it looked fun. Since you didn’t get to experience that, we should do it.”

Jake saw the appeal. They should have plenty of time to make arrangements after this Conquest was won.

Tanda swung an imaginary sword, making the z out of her sword swings and danced around, fighting an imaginary opponent. “The masked hero was really neat! Now I see what Berri was talking about, that heroes wear capes!”

Berri nodded sagely. “That’s right! We need to make Lia one now. Jake already has one, after all.”

Tanda frowned. “A cape is weird with wings, though. Aren’t we all heroes now? Everyone thinks you’re so amazing, Berri! And not just the kids. The beastkin respect both Blood and Berri so much, so you need a cape!”

Blood smiled at Tanda. “Thanks, Tanda. Let’s not forget Fhesiah’s pills have saved countless people’s lives, and fulfilled uncounted beastkin’s dreams of awakening. Fhesiah’s alchemy alone makes her a hero of sorts.”

“Oh my, it’s so nice to be appreciated. It’s all thanks to the support we get from Jake and each other that we can accomplish so much.”

Jake nodded. “That’s right. I can feel how much each of us want to be better for each other, and help the people of Highlands. Let’s get some rest.”

The family all exchanged hugs and words of gratitude for both Ophelia, but also each other. Everyone gathered in Jake’s bedroom, to sleep together. Ophelia stayed plastered to Jake’s side, the other shared with Tanda.

With no headboard on the bed, Bloodberri wrapped herself around it and laid propped up on herself by Jake’s head.

Able to hug him from above or run fingers through his hair, the two girls were happy with their odd position. Fhesiah was able to float above them as a dragon as she slept, but had positioned herself behind Ophelia as a kitsune for this particular night.

Fhesiah draped a few of her tails over each of them, the family all cuddling with each other as they got some much-needed rest.

As everyone fell asleep in each other’s embrace, Ophelia was filled with pride, at being so appreciated and fulfilled. No matter what, she would always rise to the occasion.


Chapter 24 - Divine Preparations



Having received the divine sparks from defeating the Enforcer and the other Champions, it was important for Tanda to decide on how to use hers. Jake had likely received all he could from the divine sparks with his Aura of Heavenly Flames at this Tier, and becoming a Champion in the 0th TIer.

Ophelia, Fhesiah, and Bloodberri had already received their first divine spark and became Champions at this Tier, and thus would be unable to take on another until the next. Jake had an advantage over the girls, in that he started in Tier 0 with his. Tanda received this same advantage.

Moving Hestia’s shrine to the forest next to Cernunnos and Brigid’s within the Refuge, they communed with the several Divine.

Hestia, Cernunnos, and Brigid’s presences entered their statues within the outdoor shrine. Jake’s family stood across from them, and the Divine seemed to have a proud air coming from them.

Hestia was the first to speak, “What a momentous occasion. You truly defeated that Enforcer and his allies, then defeated all the terrible plots of Tartarus, completing your Tasks. You built and empowered your allies, while being strong enough to face the greatest challenges. The work to free Highlands is still not yet done, but if you remain vigilant like you always do, I’m confident in your success.”

Cernunnos chuckled. “Luck was truly on our side, what abundance! Now, our time here is limited. We must spend your divine spark with haste.”

Tanda’s ears were flat on her head. “Should I spend mine? Do you have enough to…be safe?”

Brigid responded, “Such a good child, for you to worry about us. But worry not, our allies were prepared for his triumphant return, and my dear mate is a pauper when it comes to divine sparks no longer. Not only that, but not all sparks are equal. Why, none of you–”

Hestia made a shushing sound. “That would be telling, wouldn’t it? Much more information should be available to you soon, once this world is reclaimed. The knowledge in your Sector is incomplete regarding Champions, but there is still much for you to learn.”

Cernunnos laughed. “For you, Tanda my dear–Your auril heart and hearthivy vines form a strange system. The auril heart consumes the life energy and vitality within your body, mixing with your spirit through its connection to create your own auril. Your hearthvines are empowered by the auril heart and consume all energies from the void, creating the flames of Brigid–much like Hestia’s, but more focused on the fertility of life. But your spirit embodies the deathly hunt, a part of the cycle of life and death in nature.”

Fhesiah nodded in thought. “Yes, her hearthivy vines, if they are to follow the rest of our family, they should embody deathly energy, rather than life. The deathly energy of her spirit manifestations are applied to auril through the cycle, and that works, but it doesn’t match her hearth at all.”

Brigid replied, “I had to provide my hearthivy vines to supply you with a hearth, and because of that, Tanda’s system is disconnected. It’s not easy to make this shift, as just using my mate’s deathly energies would not work well. Deathly vines would not survive in a beastkin’s body, or would be detrimental to them.”

Cernunnos added, “With this spark invested, I intend to enhance your heart and hearthivy vines toward a more complete system. We will start with allowing the auril heart to absorb and store deathly energy into your auril heart, creating nethril. That energy will either be able to be expended as nethril using a new spell, or reborn as life energy through its absorption, creating yet another cycle that enhances your body and spirit further.”

Jake thought he understood. She would be receiving a mechanic similar to the Emberborn, where her deathly hunts would recharge her or empower her–more than just the kill rewards provided by the Framework would on its own.

And this would push her closer to the next step–where they would shift her hearth to embody death, forming a complete system. Jake imagined this was a complicated shift, but thanks to this, that could happen at the next stage.

Tanda accepted, and a spark entered her chest. The divine energy entered her heart, shifting it and creating a more complete cycle. Over just a few moments, her heart grew, and her hearthivy vines were enhanced in their connection to the heart. Thanks to this change, it appeared her vines would mature even faster.


[Cyclical Auril Heart]
[Your Auril Heart was empowered by your patron deity once more, improving its connection to your spirit, but also creating a connection to nethril. Additional storage has been added as it grew, and like the bellows to a forge, your heart beats harder and the hearthivy vines draw more energy to be ignited from the void–increasing their growth and strength.]


[Misc Skill Learned: Death Absorption][Your auril heart can now feed off deathly energies. It can now create nethril from the death energy nearby. On ally deaths, far more is generated. Nethril will be consumed over time, as the life energy is reborn.]


Brigid smiled. “Your vines are nearly complete. Using mana within will be much easier for you, and your Technique you chose should be much enhanced. Now that your spirit has grown, you are ready for a few more abilities.”


[Druidic Spell Learned: Rejuvenation]
[Consume a combination of auril and mana, to create a magical seed of regrowth on the target. It will heal the target over time, restoring their health periodically over thirty seconds. Can refresh or stack the effect up to three times.]


[Champion Spell Learned: Avenging Strike]
[Consume built up nethril and auril to use a powerful attack with your bow or halberd. This attack is empowered greatly by deathly energies, such as your avenging flames.]


Hestia added, “Now, regarding the rest of you, we intend to focus your earnings on your personal Tier up. Using your Tier up, our intentions are to bring you all into balance as much as possible. It’s a bit of a gamble, but we will invest early. Often, we like space to steer the ship’s course, as it were, but this should be a strong opportunity.” 

Fhesiah asked, “Just how are you investing in our Tier up, then? We’ve already earned Merit for our Racial improvements.”

Hestia replied, “The Framework will improve your race, but we have something else to aid. I’m a little biased, but I think you can all agree that your hearths are all something special, and important for your edge in battle and in life. We all agreed to focus on improving your Hearths further as you evolve.”

Jake chuckled. “I do agree, the hearth is definitely something that makes us all special. Our ability to fight long and hard was part of what helped us win in that last battle. Still, aside from boosting an ability or item, we’re not aware of any better options.”

Ophelia noted, “We hardly understand how Bloodberri’s odd hearth core even works, and it wasn’t even enhanced when she became a Champion.”

Hestia sighed. “I wish I could tell you more, to give you all the options and allow you to select. But regarding them, you did learn that Bloodberri is a descendant of a Divine’s Hero. This was a goddess that died before the Framework, so things were a little different back then. However, this is the reason things are different for them, just how could they have a hearth core made of just light and darkness, and my flames? Unfortunately, any other knowledge is restricted to you. When you reach the second Tier, more info will become available for you to learn or research. Until then, I hope that you will trust us to act in your best interests.”

Jake frowned in thought. He wondered what kind of knowledge was restricted exactly. One thing he had learned, was that some of those most faithful and long-lived would be able to channel the divine through them in special ways.

Bedwyr had a special attack he had gained after decades of faithful service and worship of Arawn, that at this Tier, required priestesses to channel their faith and mana into him to accomplish called Icy Death. It was powerful, though not at the level of calling a divine like a Champion. At the second Tier with enough time, Bedwyr may be able to use the ability on his own.

Perhaps, there was a sort of faith-based core or other ways to enhance themselves that they weren’t using, or were using without even knowing it. Certainly, his Divine Hearth Core had advanced more rapidly than he expected on Highlands, even without the dual cultivation.

Saving the people of Highlands and earning their faith and gratitude, a well as people choosing more clergy classes, might have increased the overall faith energy they were collecting.

Regrettably, this was something they couldn’t currently measure. Other than when he used his Divine Energy to call upon Hestia, or when he was in the Divine’s presence like now, he couldn’t perceive any kind of faith energy. Of course, they were linked, but he guessed their sensitivity to what would be miniscule particles must be too low.

Based on his original pace, he had estimated it would take a year sitting in his Refuge to reach the fifth level of his hearth core. But each of the girls had all progressed theirs just as rapidly as he had, and the special situations involving the Mana Font and collecting the Divine Sparks made it level up all at once.

With that in mind, what faith, divine and whatever other energies made up their Eternal Essence could accomplish appeared limitless. The idea that Bloodberri had some remnants of a dead goddess within them meant that Hestia–and now Echidna–could have repurposed some of this to aid them in ways they couldn’t understand.

Jake accepted. “You’ve certainly made sure that, with our own efforts, we’ve been prepared for the challenges we’ve faced. The hearth does make us special, so I’m looking forward to what happens next.”

Hestia chuckled. “I just know you will love the result. We shall meet again after the world’s conquest is completed.”

Hestia then focused on everyone. “With that, we shall part. You have much to look forward to, and we look forward to your future triumphs. Highlands should have a few years of peace, and I am expecting that I won’t have a Task for you for quite some time. You will get the rest and relaxation that you desire, and have the opportunity to raise your children if you so choose. Prepare your Guild during the Tier-up period, and yourselves as well.”

Cernunnos chuckled. “That’s right–it’s okay to slow down on your training and preparations for a time, but never stop. Keep sharpening your claws, to prepare for what comes next. There are countless wicked in need of punishment.”

They said their remaining farewells, becoming inert statues once more and leaving the Hart Clan alone in the clearing.

Fhesiah smiled. “Well, that was fun! So, now we’ll be even special-er, huh? When we make it to the next Tier, that is. What’s going to stand up to us when we already defeat our enemies so easily? Five Enforcers?”

Blood hummed. “As strong as we are as Champions, we cannot win the Raid by ourselves. The future conflicts we shall be a part of will require us to have powerful and numerous allies. Not only that, but people we can trust, that are loyal to us.”

Berri groaned. “You mean more people? I can barely remember all the names of the friends we already have!”

Ophelia chuckled. “You don’t remember them, though. You still call Amara book lady! Whether you forget a dozen names or a hundred, is there really any difference?”

Tanda asked Jake, “So, what next? I feel a bit stronger already!” Suddenly, she activated her Technique, Avenging Flames. Her auril heart beat, and her flames took on a more deathly quality, a more powerful embodiment of her spirit.

She then swung her halberd a few times, testing out her power. She cast Rejuvenation on herself, a glowing green light giving off healing energy. With that, it appeared she could keep her Avenging Flames up nearly all the time, or amp them up for even more strength.

She deactivated it, but marveled at the feeling of her enhanced auril heart connection. “That felt powerful! I think my attacks will be just a bit stronger now.”

Fhesiah noted, “I think that must have increased your affinity with the deathly energies. Maybe some nethril was even drawn in, over the Song of the World?”

Tanda nodded. “I think you’re right! Not much, but I think it’s there.”

Jake thought about the utility of the ability. Most likely, it would build up as more creatures died around her. Many of the boss battles in the future were going to have mechanics with various creatures spawning, and their deaths would empower her. It would make her stronger as the fight went on.

Jake chuckled, as he removed his new shield from his storage bracelet. “That’s great, Tanda. You’re really catching up to us in strength now. I’m going to work on this shield Ophelia made me. I want to make it like hers, but using my Hearth Control.”

Blood looked at the shield in interest. “I like this idea. Maybe someday, I can earn that skill and do the same? My telekinesis is getting good, but controlling something like that seems a little tedious.”

Fhesiah kissed Jake on the cheek as she began to leave. “We all have our own preparations to make. We’ll see you later?”

Receiving hugs and kisses from each of his girls, Jake returned to his workshop.

Jake then followed through with creating the enchantment. Thankfully, he didn’t need to connect the scripts to his soul, and instead used the crafted Hearth inside it. It resembled the Olympic torch in the center of the shield, and filling it with his hearth flames, he could make it float in place or fly it around.

Practicing with Ophelia, he found that he could mostly block her blows, without investing too much mana. Most of what the shield contained would hardly be consumed as he floated it around, the efficiency good. This allowed him to use his weapon in a two-handed grip, able to bring much more power about if he was forced to melee.

He didn’t think he would use this feature overly much, but if he had to, it was there. Like her Hearth of Hestia, he could easily float it around and control his Hearth flames near it, to create barriers or send spears of flames out.

To block a more significant attack than a simple blow, he would definitely need to invest his mana, or he would just be smacked with his shield as the attack crashed into him.

It would take some practice, but Jake thought this was a good way to train his Hearth Control.

Jake’s next project was working on some special arrows for Tanda, but he was unsure if he would make it in time for the next Greater Rift. Still, each of the family members had come a long way. They were ready for the next challenge.


Interlude 5 - ♥♥♥ - Chaotic Voidborne Soul Harmonization - Bloodberri



The following evening, Fhesiah had finished preparing the body tempering room–the love nest, before calling him and Bloodberri down. As before, Jake was just wearing a simple set of robes like bath robes, with his naked body underneath.

Bloodberri wore similar, though he guessed they just might have some sexy lingerie underneath.

Fhesiah inspected the orbs in the dual cultivation room, finding everything to be in order. Blood said, “Thanks for taking care of everything, Faye. You sure you would rather not stay? It’s unlike you.”

Sighing, Fhesiah looked sadly at the bed. “I’ll have to miss out this time. It’s important we do this by the book, Jake’s bloodline is beyond my understanding. It says it has best results with balance, and who’s more balanced than you? The energy in the room would also be harmful to me. I’d like to stick around, but I think it’s best we all get a hang of things first. After we all have a good understanding of how it works, I may be able to join in the fun.”

She smirked, adding, “I’ll watch with rapt attention, though–just in case you need me.”

Blood chuckled. “Yes, I’m sure that’s why. Well, enjoy, I guess?”

Jake asked Fhesiah, “So what’s different about these orbs now?”

“Before, it was yin and yang aspected Qi, mixed with some other extracted ingredients. Now, it has a fair amount of monster essence.”

Jake’s eyebrows rose to the top of his head, as he looked at the now-ominous orbs. “Monster essence? I’m putting that in me?”

Fhesiah chuckled. “It’s not worse than anything else I put in us last time! Still, the concentration of Qi is lower in this concoction. The essential part is that you each absorb opposing, and or complementary energies. Just ice and just fire mana would not work–yang fire and yin ice form a more intrinsic whole. Then, it’s better if it’s an energy that breaks down and tempers your partner’s body.”

She continued, “Bloodberri here is a bit different, in that we can’t use an opposing energy by itself to temper their core and thus their soul, their body and hearth being both energies at once. Instead, the two energies are mixed with monster essence. When your energy meets theirs, the opposing monster essence mixed in is likely going to cause enough chaotic energies to nurture or temper both her body and soul. I think it…will be painful, for them, and for you.”

Jake nodded. The idea was usually to temper the body and the soul with the opposing energy. However, her core already had the two opposing energies–just like his. Throwing dark energy would just be dragged in by the dark portion, enjoying the benefit. The same could be said about the light energy, in empowering the light portion. Nothing would be tempered.

The monster essence would keep the energy from being simply absorbed, and instead, when Jake’s energy entered, both their body and soul would be tempered by the infusion. Jake’s would be the same, his void body being tempered in a similar way.

He hadn’t read the entire book just yet, as it was full of strange scripts that took him forever to read, but he had read his portion of the technique and had gotten the gist of the various energy types. Really, the entire technique was weird.

The reality was, the technique was the same as when he did it with Fhesiah. He just also had to focus on breathing, and cycling the energy between himself and his partner, focusing on his odd void lungs.

The idea he was going to become stronger by flooding himself with energy and sticking his dick into his wife was the strangest thing.

Still, it certainly beat mucking through a bog fighting some frogmen.

Fhesiah kissed Jake’s cheek. “That’s the spirit! We’ll be leveling up all the time! I just can’t wait. Take these pills–just in case the pain is too much. Jake, you’ll have one of each pill in case you need to try to correct an imbalance, or to increase what you already received. You three have fun, I’ll be here if you need me!”

Jake looked over the pills she sent into his bracelet, and he understood. Two were the sort of aphrodisiac type pill, that would probably help by numbing the pain–primarily from their lust. Then, he had a concentrated version of the energies that were radiating into them, and then another set minus most of the monstrous essence, allowing him to equalize the energies and reduce the burden on them.

Berri said, “You guys done talking? Let’s do it, Jakey!”

She bowled into Jake as her robe fell down, her giant lips meeting his in a scorching kiss. She was wearing a sexy black lingerie underneath as predicted, with her nipples and pussy uncovered. Jake returned it, but heard or felt Blood groaning at her sister.

Berri giggled. “Just kidding! I know, we gotta sit down over here, or something? Which one first?”

Jake shrugged. “Go for what you want first.”

She coiled herself on the white location, and the monstrous yin energy immediately began entering her. Thankfully, it was more a radiation of the energy, rather than something that followed through her veins–the long snake body would take forever to be suffused with that.

“Oh! That kinda tickles.”

Jake sat down on his mat, under the dark yin energy. It entered his body, and his cells began greedily drinking it. Some entered his core, but he otherwise staved it off, gathering it within and bundling it up together.

Because their bodies were both chaotic or void related, the energies themselves didn’t influence them very much. Their bodies were only slightly tempered by the invading monstrous energy, but no more than a positive workout at best.

Having gathered enough of the energy, Jake began his breathing, his eyes closed as he sat on the mat. Of course, not just regular breathing–breathing where he stirred his bloodline, using his void lungs.

The breaths were almost like he was running, trying to maintain a specific oxygen level. Stuttering his breaths as he both inhaled and exhaled, the orbs in his chest began to pulse, and draw much of the energy into his body.

While the radiated monstrous yin energy suffused much of his body, his void cells were different. They did not actually grab any of the energy entering him, ignoring it. But his odd breathing through his void lungs sort of began to drag it into the cell's orbit, or at least that’s what the technique said. The pool of the energy he gathered entered his void lungs, and then was dispersed to his cells, truly suffusing them.

When Jake opened his eyes, he saw Berri’s lustful smile, inches from his face. “Is it time yet? I’ve been wanting to try this leveling up by breeding for a while now–Fayfay won’t shut up about it. Also, this is starting to feel not so good–our chest is starting to hurt.”

Jake could tell Blood was busy trying to drag the opposing energy into her portion of the hearth, though it was challenging. He simply responded to Berri with a kiss, and grabbing her giant breasts.

His tongue met theirs, and Jake tried to send his love and affection for his two wives. He loved each of them in different ways, but he was greatly fond of them both. He wanted them to feel good, and to join him in his journey to become stronger.

Jake was struck by the strong arousal of his two wives, their lust slamming into him. But even their lust was tempered with a powerful desire to return his feelings, to pleasure and fulfill their lord.

For them, that was easy, however–they only needed to enjoy his touch, and that was something their body would do on its own. As he massaged their large breasts with his hands, a warm sensation spread all throughout their body. A thirst began to build, an unquenchable desire for Jake’s seed.

A love filled with gratitude and devotion was returned to Jake, as he focused his attention on them. This was normal for them, but this was also a part of the technique. It required soul harmonization, which worked better if they were in sync with their feelings.

He willed his wives to bring them to the bed. They hardly needed it, but the bed had additional arrays in it, which radiated both energies. In a mere instant, Bloodberri had brought him over to it, her carrying him easily with her large and powerful body.

Jake’s ministrations were not even disturbed, as he began tugging on their exposed nipples. They began massaging his cock with their hand, him already hardening from the passion. He could smell the pleasant aroma of their sex, their body more than ready for their mating activity.

He kissed them and nibbled on their large, soft lips for a time, letting their love and affection build.

After a time, Berri moaned as she pleaded, “P-please, Jake–we need you now.”

They snaked their body around, presenting their large ass to him, bent over. Their pussy was peaking out of their sexy lingerie, rivulets of wetness dripping down their thighs. He wondered about the reason for their choice.

Blood blushed. “We might not be able to do this position forever–we figured we should enjoy it while we can.”

She was talking about their upcoming evolution, where their odd stub-like thighs might shift to become a snake a little earlier. They knew the scale-covered areas would still follow the outside, leaving their lady-parts still the elven or more human-like flesh. But he would likely be unable to access their pussy from behind, them unable to really bend over for his access.

Jake was sure that Fhesiah could work something out, but he had no problems enjoying them as they were now.

He rubbed the tip of his cock along their entrance, Blood and Berri both panting as they fought the pain of the energies within them.

He pulled their large heart shaped ass to allow their pussy to sink all the way to the base of his cock in one movement. Their body shaking and their moan barely registered in his senses as a whoosh of energy left him and entered him at the same time–the two energies invading one another.

Jake saw stars as the energies intermingled, a feeling of euphoria as there was relief and pleasure from the two energies mixing and creating something more. His hips began to move unbidden, and Bloodberri moved their upper body back and forth in time with him, seeking his cock to reach into their shaped deepest place.

Her pussy convulsed and rippled all along his length, their mating frenzy taking control of their actions. Blood had kept some semblance of mind to grab some of the resulting energies and bring them to their core, but this was not as pleasant as what was happening within their body.

The chaotic energies seemed to nourish their bodies, the monstrous mixture exactly like that of their body. However, their light and darkness core seemed to be getting torn and broken down, as the golden untamed energy suffused it.

The same was happening to Jake, but with his body instead. His core seemed to feed off of the chaotic energies happily and grow, but as he took deep breaths with his void lungs, a cutting and burning sensation invaded his cells.

As their cultivation continued, the pain only increased.

Jake tried to increase the girl’s pleasure by increasing the pace of their movements and sending waves of mana with Energy Sharing, to keep their minds off the harm being done, and also for himself. However, as their energies kept mixing throughout their bodies and core, it eventually became too much.

Berri looked hurt, as she twisted to show her expression to him. “It hurts–is there anything we can do?”

Jake offered, “Try to send the energy down your tail. If that doesn’t help, I’ll take it for you and let you rest.”

“B-But that will hurt you, won’t it?”

After he started his void lungs, he had started some sort of process. Even from his core, where it was a pleasant sensation, energy was being dragged into his lungs. The same was happening to Bloodberri–their core was drawing in the golden energy, and it was a constant effort to move the energy around.

Then, even if they could move it away, the core needed to be tempered, to consume some of the special energy. The best they could hope for was a break from the pain, a sort of rest before the next wave. Then, it seemed that sending it to the other helped.

Even as the energies combined, more entered their bodies from their positions on the bed. Blood and Berri worked together to move the energy through their long tail and back, but when it returned, the orb of energy had only gotten bigger–and more painful.

Even as her sex tightened around his cock, Jake too was feeling the pain in his body.

“We’ll have to rely on each other. Take this, and we’ll try to numb the pain.”

They both took Fhesiah’s pink pill, and a pleasant warmth took over their senses. What then followed was them being lost to the pleasure, passing the damaging orb back and forth among each other. They only barely had the presence of mind to move the energies around, and continue their absorption as they moved with a new level of fervor.

It was like a repeated trust exercise, where when the pain got excessive for one, the other was waiting to take it, alleviating the pain from their lover at their own expense.

Jake continued to fuck deeply into his wives, their pussy going wild as their passions and love only increased. They reached a synchronicity in their efforts, finding a perfect balance and harmony between them.

His hips were a blur as he fucked her pussy, his pleasure finally reaching its peak. Even as Bloodberri’s cunt milked his cock of his cum, his hips never stopped moving as he breathed.

Blood moaned, as her eyes fluttered and body shook. “Y-Yes! Fill us…”

Berri was starting to get lost in the pleasure, the pill Fhesiah provided taking over all her senses. Every movement from Jake sent sparks of euphoria through her mind, and she could only seek enjoyment from her husband. The energies started truly harming her and Blood, but they paid it nearly no mind as their pussy massaged his length.

On a whim, Jake spanked their large ass as he reminded them–and their body shook again. Their pussy tightened further, bringing clarity back to their mind, and a different kind of pleasure.

Berri moaned. “Ahn… that–do it again.”

He started mixing spanks with his movements, somehow helping them keep their presence of mind and enjoy the pleasure further. He massaged her heart-shaped ass in between, fucking her hard and deep with every thrust.

It wasn’t until her cunt milked him of his next load that he stopped.

While their ass was full of welts now, their monstrous body healed rapidly, the welts disappearing as quickly as he had added them. They spun around until their body were facing him, their tits above Jake’s head as his cock entered them once more.

His hands pulled on their nipples even as he fucked their pussy, his cock bottoming out with every movement. Their pink serpentine eyes gazed at him with affection, even as their face twisted and morphed in ecstasy and pain, their breaths heavy and their moans not stopping.

Blood and Berri had both enjoyed Jake’s ministrations to take care of them, but they decided to return the pleasure he had given them. Tying him up with their tail, they hugged him to their chest, as their pussy began to work his cock.

Their pussy became like some kind of jerking machine, as it moved in a rapid motion of tightening up and down his length. Jake was engulfed in their warm heat repeatedly, as their pussy rippled along his cock.

He didn’t have to do a thing as their pussy did all the work, him only barely having the presence of mind to continue the effort with the energy and breathing.

Of course, their pleasure increased as well–but their focus was on Jake. Their moans were just as much from Jake’s enjoyment as it were from the sensations of his cock, their desire to fulfil their lord and return the pleasure great.

His balls boiled, and he filled their willing pussy even as he sent the orb of chaotic back into them, their eyes fluttering and their body shaking in orgasm as well.

They continued their lovemaking and dual cultivation for hours, their bodies finding a synchronicity in handling the energies. Whenever one needed rest, the other was there waiting for them.

Their trust and love built, as they saw the other one taking on the pain for them, but also tried to increase the other’s pleasure. At some point, Jake and Bloodberri must have taken the pills, as he noticed they were missing, as he laid there exhausted.

Jake stayed wrapped in the tight embrace of their tail, as the two girls felt full.

His void cells felt full to the brim, his core nurtured. He could tell what they did that day was special, even if it was a challenge to manage. Jake’s head laid between their large breasts, a pillow fit for a king, as he fell asleep.


Chapter 25 - Greater Rift Assault



Jake woke up lying in the warm embrace of his lamia lover. Bloodberri had a happy, contented smile as she hugged him tightly. Her tail was wrapped around most of his body, leaving only a bit of his shoulders and head free.

His head was placed between her breasts, her chin nuzzling on top of his head. Jake’s body was facing mostly toward her, but his face was angled out, so he could breathe. Her eyes were open, but Berri was asleep, dreaming.

Blood was awake. She was floating a book in front of her, reading. “The smile is half hers and half mine. Last night was…painful, challenging, and pleasurable. But it feels like the three of us are stronger for it, and now closer than ever.”

He sighed in remembrance. Bloodberri’s chimeral body was chaos, and the mixture of the energies nourished her body. But their core experienced pain, as the energies tempered the light and dark. Jake was the opposite. His core was nourished, but his void cells were tempered as they absorbed the energy and were torn apart by it, their bodies constantly healing.

They had to pass an orb of the chaotic energy between them, to alternate. It became like a trust exercise, where one had to trust the other to alleviate their pain. Their love built as they experienced each other fighting hard for the other, both to reduce their pain but also increase their pleasure.

Jake chuckled. “It was. I’d love to do it again, but we do need to get a move on, don’t we?”

She sighed, as the book closed. “I don’t think our body or soul can handle it repeatedly in a row, nor can yours–both of us will require some amount of rest, but here in the Refuge, daily may work? We can do it without the energy. We may not have much time, but before she wakes up, we can enjoy a moment…”

Blood laid a smoldering kiss on his lips, her large, pillow-like lips full of love and lust. They kissed for a time as Jake was wrapped up tightly in her tail and arms in a hug.

Eventually, her serpentine pupil seemed to move into the corner of her eye.

He asked, “What’s she dreaming about this time?”

She frowned. “It’s a weirder one than usual. She was playing baseball, but then she followed a bunny person into a little hole, like a weird version of Alice in Wonderland? But then she went into a rage and ate the person for tricking her and making her small, and then she got into a rocket ship and flew away.”

“Uh…huh. Well, it’s time we get moving. If things work out today, we’ll be assaulting the Greater Rift.”

“I believe it’s inevitable. Their ability to spawn Rifts has already slowed as a result of our other victory. Combined with our forces becoming more numerous, having superior mobility, and becoming more experienced, they shall crush the opposition with ease.”

“You’re right. Even if the Boss Tier enemy spawns, I think we can manage it anyway. Without Champions, they can’t stand up to us.”
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Once again, they found themselves in front of a Greater Rift. Their armies had cleared dozens of smaller and larger Rifts, and they had actually pushed the Conquest Progress several percent more. With this moving the progress ten percent like the other, they would surpass the required ownership to trigger the Raid.

However, they would hold steady for a period to prepare. They would craft their final equipment, and do their best to maximize their skills and coordination with their overall Battlegroup to prepare for the big Raid. Jake hoped they could get a few weeks of time.

It would allow the various beastkin and Adventurers a chance to gain experience as well. Tartarus would put itself in a holding pattern, saving its expenses for the moment it might win the Raid, to cascade into a victory of its own.

While they had been gaining nearly an entire percent of conquest per day, it may dwindle to a half or less without Jake’s party defeating every possible Rift without losses, and so rapidly.

Still, Jake didn’t think his party was far from being ready. Of course, he would like to spend time with each of his girls doing the Void Body Tempering technique, and boost their Hearth Enchantments and craft the best possible equipment for his Battlegroup.

However, he knew that was a tall order for such a short period.

He would definitely try his best. The Raid was a complicated event, and he would do his utmost to make the beastkin and the Elysians ready. The Raid was an event in which the entire world, and each individual, could earn more potential for themselves from the enemy.

It was paramount that everyone took advantage of this event where possible, as few could enjoy such a thing during their lifetime. Trials could be nearly as good when taken on as a party, but those could be even more risky and challenging.

Brock’s Clan had passed theirs, but it was beyond too close for comfort. Brock and Bria were the last one’s standing, covered with wounds when the final boss died. They thanked their superior equipment, Fhesiah’s pills, and pure tenacity for their success.

Thankfully, despite dying, Brock’s lovers still got the benefits from completing the challenge, once resurrected at the Shrine.

Jake’s party marched for the massive portal. This time, they had cleared even further around it. They had even more time now, less in a rush due to having the East and West Coast situation under control.

Once again, it was Jake’s party that would be entering by itself. Timone and Dahlia were nearby, along with Warrior Brotherhood and the Emberborn.

Longwei had a look of longing on his face when Jake looked at him. “What’s going on, Longwei?”

It looked like he got a little upset, but Yiming elbowed his brother. “Don’t mind it, Lord Jake. He just feels a little left out that your party is hogging the challenge.” Yiming turned to Longwei, “Alliance protocol is certainly to take on these challenges with the strongest Battlegroup. You could certainly duel Champion Ophelia for her spot? Or how about Bloodberri?”

Longwei blanched as he looked at the towering Bloodberri, who was now tapping her baseball bat against her open palm. The bat was larger than Longwei himself, and looked particularly brutal.

He coughed, and seemed to be at a loss for words. “M-My bad, you are right, brother Yiming. I will…look forward to the Raid, and fighting alongside such…” Yiming whispered to him, before he continued, “honorable allies.”

Timone laughed. “Your victory is the will of the world itself, Clan daughters and son. Your claws are sharp, and your hearts will sing the song of triumph. We will hold the area and await your return.”

Dahlia added, “You make me proud, my Tanda. Your great hunt awaits, Clan Hart.”

Clan Hart entered the portal, arriving in a gatehouse quite similar to the last challenge.


[Welcome to the Greater Rift Challenge. Your Challenge: King of Storm Peak!] 
[Rules: At the top of the mountain, a Capture and Control point exists. Race to the peak, then defeat your enemy! The longer the peak is held by a team, the faster points are earned. Flight is heavily restricted in this Challenge.]
[As the peak is held, a storm builds above. The longer the storm builds, the more dangerous it becomes. Lightning attacks the owning team, wherever they might reside on the peak. Lightning attacks prioritizes the highest point of the peak, but can randomly strike anywhere. Give up the peak to reset the storm. First team to 1000 points wins.]
[Respawning is enabled within the challenge! Should you die, your body will respawn at the gatehouse within two minutes. Divine Energy will not be replenished, and other energy types will only be restored more rapidly within the Gatehouse.]
[Battle begins: 10 minutes.]


The biggest thing Jake noticed right away was the rapid respawn rate of this Challenge. As they killed their enemies, they would stream rapidly to the peak once more.

Once again, instructions and rules were placed within the Gatehouse. As far as Jake could tell, they were almost identical, only some rules added about means of circumventing the flying restrictions.

Ophelia used her Technique and floated herself only a few feet off the ground. “I wonder how this will work. Obviously, people can jump, right? I guess they just don’t want us to fly right to the peak?”

Fhesiah pointed to scripts on the wall. “It’s a fly versus glide thing. You can leap and glide, but you can’t use flight to gain altitude. I can still use my wings, as long as I don’t gain height using them.”

Berri said, “Oh, so I can still fly!”

Tanda giggled, her tail wagging. “Sure you can, sister. So this will be kind of like the last one, only it’s focused on a singular point. Let’s do it!”

Looking up at the mountain, it looked like it would take a few minutes to reach the peak. They couldn’t see anything from the other team, as they appeared to be on the opposite side of the peak.

Blood noted, “It appears there is a sort of buff to be obtained on the peak somewhere. In addition, a storm-charged sentinel can be released with investment from the losing team. So it’s possible to force confrontations outside the capture point.”

Jake read that section. It appeared that the usage of the sentinel was like a double-edged sword. If they used it and failed, it would almost always signal a loss. It would increase the point gain of the center holders.

On the other hand, it would reduce the point gain of the users for a period after. In the challenge, there were two multipliers. A multiplier for the time the team held the peak, and a multiplier for how long the event had gone on.

The detriment of using the storm sentinel was so that the winning strategy was not to just wait until the multiplier was the largest, then capture the point. To Jake, it appeared most strategy only really mattered if the two teams were close in strength.

Jake summoned his Garuda, followed by Bree. Ophelia summoned Valora, climbing onto her mount.

The Garuda was annoyed. It was one of the first negative emotions Jake felt from the creature. It had a dislike for the Tartarus unliving, but otherwise it seemed to enjoy its service.

The Garuda did not like being unable to properly fly. This creature was the master of the winds, and it did not like its freedom being restricted in this way.

“Do you want me to summon something else?”

Jake received a feeling that was a clear no, but also got the feeling it would take out its frustrations on their enemies.

That was good because Jake didn’t have many great options. He had Jasmina, but she was particularly bad against lightning. The Garuda, if it had a weakness, it might be lightning. However, it was really only a slight vulnerability, compared to the siren or Kevin the Naga who really had trouble with it.

Short of those, Jake only had his free Advanced Summon Humanoid spells he was given, and those were not all that great. The kobold acolyte he had used before had significantly improved as he went up in level.

The caster, compared to his girls and other summons, was a bit of a letdown, barely worth the mana to cast without being able to replenish it.

The gates opened, and Ophelia and Valora bolted up the mountain. The Garuda and Fhesiah trailed not far behind, with Tanda and Bloodberri with Jake on her back trailing behind. They raced up the mountain until they reached several natural curvatures.

Each area was like a blind turn, and Jake imagined it might be possible to camp at each location, to slow the enemy down toward the peak. There was a secondary path heading up the peak, which was the path to the Sentinel. There was a barrier preventing the enemy from keeping his party from entering this area, and he knew the same was true on the other side.

They continued to the peak, the few turns passed rapidly as they raced up.


[Current King of Storm Peak: Alliance.]


Ophelia arrived first, but it didn’t take long before the enemy arrived as well.

A bolt of lightning slammed into Ophelia’s shield, announcing their arrival, but it was not from the storm.

Ophelia chuckled as the rest of the party arrived. “Cheeky bastards. I wonder how this is supposed to be fair?”

Across from her were several storm elementals. More crept over the ridge to arrive at the peak, each punctuated with bolts of lightning.

Thankfully, Valora had an innate resistance to lightning. The spells absorbed by Ophelia’s Technique covering her didn’t phase her, reducing her mana only slightly when her mount was struck.

The creatures resembled a living tornado, with electricity flowing through them. All told, it appeared there were fifteen of them. He supposed their lower numbers somewhat made up for their strength against the environmental factor.

Each of the girls began their own assaults. Tanda fired her arrows, Ophelia created an earthen spear spell, Bloodberri took out her baseballs and hit them, and Jake launched his own earthen spears.

Fhesiah shifted to her Kitsune form, and started sending fox fires at the enemies like arrows.

The Garuda launched itself at the targets, and Bree formed a barrier of vines as she charged.

Each of the attacks had decent effects against their enemies. None of them except Berri’s target were killed outright, but those struck were disrupted by the attacks striking them.

The few remaining gave a return volley of lightning bolts, but Jake’s party proved much more solid. The lightning sent electricity racing through their bodies, but their powerful constitutions ensured only minor wounds were taken.

Tanda cast Rejuvenation on each of them, the healing spell cheap for her rapidly restoring auril.

The Garuda arrived swinging its wing blade, absorbing a lightning attack on its shield. The wing cleaved a storm elemental in two right through its core, and Jake was shocked by its effectiveness.

Launching more earthen spears and ranged attacks, the elementals created a net or chain of lightning through each other, shielding against the oncoming onslaught.

The lightning was decreased as the earthen spears, arrows, and baseball struck, but enough left over lashed out at the nearest target: the Garuda.

It struck the creature’s wing shield, and knocked it back powerfully. Tanda added her Rejuvenation spell, her green swirl of life energy restoring the burnt damage on the wing shield.

Bree then arrived, spearing one of the elementals with her vines and crashing into another with her tusks. The lightning barely jolted her, her vine-covered body strong against the element.

The Garuda flew back into the fray, killing two more elementals with one large swing of its blade. The elementals formed another lightning net, but this time, they were unable to counter Jake’s party’s spells.

The earthen spears, arrows, fox fires and baseballs crashed right through and killed the remaining elementals, Bree slicing into the last one with her vines. The enemy party was defeated, and not even a few minutes had passed.

Berri said, “That was fun! I got to use my baseball attack.”

A small amount of nethril stored within Tanda’s heart, giving her just a tiny bit of energy for her usage.

Tanda frowned. “My death absorption barely gets anything from those elementals. Anything I absorb will be gone before our next fight, my hearthivy vines consuming it.”

During their preparations for the Greater Rift, Tanda did get to try out the ability. Avenging Strike was powerful, but it took a decent number of enemies, or ally deaths to make a powerful blow. In a way, it was like a free attack for her, or a free recharge of her auril energies.

Fhesiah offered, “Elementals are a strange existence, a being of pure energy. I’d imagine they barely quantify as having a soul to have died–it is why it is so rare for there to be sentient ones, or require them to be of a higher Tier.”

Above their heads, dark clouds were building. A bolt of lightning struck Jake, a jolt of electricity shocking his body. The damage was shared with Ophelia, and the damage was similar to the few bolts that hit them previously.

Ophelia chuckled. “How ridiculous. The peak would empower our enemies if we let them take it, probably. An unfair advantage.”

Fhesiah smirked. “We’ll just not let them take it then.”

Blood hummed. “We are certainly much stronger. We just need to hold this point, right? We’ll regenerate enough of our mana between.”

They waited for their enemies to return, and they didn’t have to wait overly long. They had been struck by over a dozen bolts of lightning before they did.

This time, the Garuda and Bree were much closer to the enemy at the beginning, ready for their attack. Jake also worked out a Tier 2 Group Runic Magic: Earthen Spikes spell.

Their runes all intertwined, all five of them capable of contributing runes of their own into the spell, coordinating together. Berri’s contribution was small, but it still counted as she shoved mana into their joint construct.

Energy surged, and the staggering amount of mana coalesced into a single magic.

Several giant spikes were expelled from the ground, one large enough that without a barrier spell, Jake’s party themselves would take significant damage from it. The many massive spears of earth slammed into nearly a dozen of the angry tornados, piercing and disrupting them.

A few of them died outright, their cores pierced. Others discharged lightning into the earth invading their forms, shattering the stone and allowing them to escape somewhat unharmed. Only to be pierced by vines from Bree and cut down by the Garuda’s wing blade.

Ophelia charged in on Valora and cut through another, and Tanda’s arrows finished off her target. The elementals were easily defeated once more, the party only expending just a little more mana than they’d regenerate by the end of two minutes.

“Not bad, girls. We just have to keep this up for five more spawns. Once again, they chose a battle that allowed for a rapid landslide victory, it seems.”

Fhesiah nodded. “It seems they really hoped for exploiting a weakness. A Battlegroup of twenty-five would handle this somewhat easily with the right strategy–they can rush back after they die just the same as the enemy can. But if they get overtaken just once, they may have difficulty turning the tide. The sentinel is likely useless or near it against these.”

Another bolt of lightning struck, this one hitting Valora ineffectually.

Tanda wondered, “Can these things do that sacrifice or combine thing like the last one? That could be terrifying.”

Jake frowned. “I doubt they have the intelligence to do a sacrificial ritual. Combining, though? That seems plausible. To be safe, perhaps we should allow them to reclaim the center just after we reach the halfway point.”

Berri asked, “Are our earth spike thingies still supposed to be there? I thought the flag thing would erase them.”

Fhesiah shook her head. “This one is a little different. You can’t conjure stone, but magical stone persists. It does cost mana to keep going–you can see it's already starting to fall apart.”

A bolt of lightning struck down, the Guardian taking the blow. Already, the power of the bolt increased. Fhesiah and Ophelia both added some additional flames to the construct, allowing it to persist for longer.

Blood hummed. “It may be worth it to create a shelter against the lightning, when things get bad.”


[Energize Buff spawns in one minute.]

Jake frowned. It appeared the timing was one that made things more difficult to deal with.


Chapter 26 - Greater Rift Conclusion



As the countdown neared its end, the elementals respawned. They immediately started heading towards a few points where it could spawn, and Jake knew he had to make a decision.

“Bree, the Hearth Guardian, and the Garuda can wait here. Let’s go for the buff to keep them from capturing it. I think we can learn more about it by obtaining it for ourselves, besides.”

Jake’s party rushed off. There was one path the enemy could take where they went straight to the peak to capture it, but he strongly doubted they could defeat their guardians before Ophelia could blitz there anyhow. This was even if they took all their elementals straight there.

The buff could spawn in several locations, and Jake’s focus was on camping a choke point and eliminating the enemy. Ira and Fhesiah warned them of the incoming elementals. A few had gone for the peak, rather than going for the buff.

As they reached the location, Ophelia cast a Sacrificial Barrier just before nearly a dozen bolts of lightning slammed into her. One elemental had rounded the blind, and all the lightning was focused into it.

Berri’s baseball slammed into it, just as the notification that the buff had spawned appeared.

Berri saw the glimmering buff down the passage. It was like an orb floating in the air, with blue lightning flowing through it. “Oh! It’s over here. I can get it? I want it!”

Jake shrugged, as he leaped out of her basket. The elementals were trying to play peekaboo around the corner, so he added the Einherjar buff to Valora as Fhesiah leaped on her back behind Ophelia.

Like a near bolt of lightning herself, Valora shot down the stairs and around the corner, Ophelia adding to the barrier in front of them. Tanda and Jake both dashed to follow.

The elementals released their condensed lightning once more, but then Fhesiah released a powerful cone of flame from her Torch, and Ophelia lanced through several in a row, as Valora rushed through them.

Tanda rounded the corner next, launching several arrows into the fray, followed by Jake releasing several earthen spears with his spell bubbles.

Jake sent, “Wait to grab that, Berri. It looks like three went to the center and Bree and them took them out easily. All are accounted for.”

Berri sighed, looking strange orb floating. [Aww. I wanted to grab it!]

Jake chuckled. “You can, just wait until they are about to respawn. When you do grab it, make sure you test everything you can.”

[I’ll make sure it’s done, Milord. This one can get…distracted.]

The party returned to the center, without Bloodberri. The lightning was now becoming quite harmful now, and the Garuda had taken a fair amount of damage from two in a row. Conserving mana, Tanda used her Rejuvenation once again and healed it to full.

“Sorry, my friend. Good job holding down the fort.”

The elementals respawned, and Berri grabbed the buff just moments before as she got ready to head back. Energy flowed through her, empowering everything that she was–much like Jake’s Divine Reinforcement.

[Aww, this is lame. I was hoping it’d make me bigger!]

Berri rushed back to the center, her movements infused with haste. Ophelia was ready to use Intervene on her in case the elementals arrived a little fast or went for her.

When she arrived in the center, the elementals arrived near the entrance and immediately released an empowered bolt at her. Her Armor of Faith seemed to just reject the attack, enhanced as the buff was.

She smacked a baseball, and it shattered two of them in one blow, as the cannonball pierced right through the first and into the second.

Blood grabbed three of them with her Telekinesis at once, ripping and tearing at them as she shoved them, and her body surged for them.

Some vines from Bree and a wind blade from Garuda slayed others, but Jake and the rest just watched and regenerated their mana with mana water as Berri and Blood tore them all apart.

Blood launched a powerful Earth Spear at the end, and Jake guessed it empowered their spells even more than Jake’s Divine Reinforcement.

Fhesiah hummed. “It’s powerful. I don’t think we want to allow them to receive that while defending against this lightning near the peak.”

Ophelia added, “If it somehow multiplies their lightning convergence, it will be pretty dangerous.”

“Jake! You really need to figure out that spell! Zhangzhang said you could!”

Jake groaned at the reminder. Zhang Fhei had made his life harder with his passing mention of it being possible, her incessantly asking about it. “I’m trying. It’s not that easy.”

What looked like blue rippling lightning was buzzing through her body, and even her eyes, as she looked at Jake with a wide smile. “I’ll love you forever if you figure it out!”

Tanda frowned, but with a smile tugging at her lips. “Uh, you love Jake forever already anyway? That’s what the hearth bond is.”

“Yup! But I’ll love him even more. Let’s hurry and smash these guys!”

The buff continued and lasted through yet another spawn and fight of the elementals, Berri cleaning up the enemies just as easily this time. The lightning building up above the peak was already slamming down hard enough to nearly knock people down.

Jake had the party to mostly huddle up to allow Ophelia’s Guardian to tank it by floating with a barrier above.


[Sentinel Spawn in 3 Minutes.]


Jake said, “Let’s let them recapture the peak by leaving one alive to reset the lightning counter–unless they do something different.”

Fhesiah nodded. “It’s certainly the safer way to go. But–ah, well, they did something different.”

Ophelia chuckled. “Of course they did. What’d they do?”

Another lightning bolt slammed into the Guardian blasting the shield off to the side, but then another slammed into Jake in quick succession. Once again Tanda took over their healing, her highly efficient Rejuvenation helping them out.

Fhesiah replied, “It looks like they didn’t leave their Gatehouse yet–I can’t really see beyond the shield. I think they are combining.”

Blood sighed. “They are forcing a final confrontation, one that they think has the highest likelihood of victory. We can’t forcibly give up the peak, they have to capture it by moving into it.”

Jake groaned. “And the Sentinel path is protected. They can reach it, and we can’t really stop them.”

More lightning struck, hitting Bree. With her auril and her armor made of vines, Jake thought she might be the best off against the lightning, which was getting more rapid.

Fhesiah hummed. “We win this, and that’s the battle, more or less. We’ll have won if we can make two more respawns after the sentinel, and they aren’t strong enough to defeat us all before some of us have probably respawned, besides.”

She started building her flaming orb, fanning flames from her fan and her Torch into it as she danced. She wanted to be as ready as she could be for the offensive.

Tanda started her Cyclic Resonance, the golden light building in her chest. She wouldn’t be able to reach the peak before the sentinel, but her power would build just the same.

Jake did his best to find resonance with Ophelia, taking on the Runebound state of the Guardian. It was clear to Jake that taking the powerful blows of the lightning was going to be paramount.

He wished he had elemental barriers worked out, but it appeared those were of the second Tier. He had made sort-of elemental walls like walls of flames, and while water, ice, or wind barriers were decent, a Sacrificial Barrier was just better.

As the countdown to the Sentinel spawn approached, the lightning was picking up even further. Each attack really took a large portion of their health, requiring immediate healing.

Tanda was building up her vines, and Jake was considering building a dome of ice.

Ophelia’s Guardian was really doing some work, taking a lot of damage for them. It was only when a random bolt of lightning struck someone else, that this was challenging to deal with.

The lightning was difficult to deal with because Jake couldn’t truly get a barrier on who it was going to strike before they were struck–even with his runic bubbles. The lightning was simply too fast for him to react.

Ophelia’s Hearth Guardian couldn’t either, despite being an automaton.

Ira took the challenge, trying to sense the buildup of energy. Following its guidance, Jake instantly tried to cast a runic barrier. The barrier shattered, but the resulting bolt of lightning hitting the Garuda was much less.

Jake lined up several runic barriers in his bubbles, preparing to accept an attack from the elemental and sentinel when they arrived. Their points already totaled 400/1000, so the multipliers were starting to build points much faster.

As the enemies neared, Ophelia activated Valkyrie Champion. She grew to her large size, her shield, and Guardian growing slightly along with her. Ophelia slammed her enlarged halberd into the ground.

“I call upon the god, Guan Yu. Aid me in protecting my allies, and punish their attacks with righteous retribution.”

Her Divine Energy surged, and an apparition of a golden statue of Guan Yu appeared. He was riding the Qilin, but he had dozens of arms spread out behind him like a fan where he sat.

Each arm had several joints, the lengths being meters long each. Many had a polearm or a shield, and the shielded arms gathered around Jake’s party, as if covering them before disappearing.

Each person or entity got a single shield protecting them, except the Hearth Guardian.

Jake felt protected. That if an attack came for him, it would be absorbed by the apparition’s shield instead. It felt like a loyal, courageous friend was at his side and ready to help him take on any foe.

Fhesiah’s orb of flames was getting respectable now, and she sent it flying at where the enemy would appear.

Bree charged with her vine shield in front of Jake and Tanda, while Ophelia and Bloodberri charged ahead too. She could no longer ride on Valora being too large, but she dashed alongside her.

It was the Sentinel that appeared in front of them first. Looking almost like a giant robot, the metal golem ran in front of the giant lightning elemental.

The massive swirling vortex was visible and looming behind the sentinel from the moment Jake saw the robot. The Sentinel marched with a magical barrier in front of its arm being worn like a shield and a lightning sword in its other hand.

It received Fhesiah’s powerful attack with an explosion, knocking it back slightly. She continued building up more flames, and several foxfires flickered into the air behind her. Tanda fired her bow repeatedly at the Sentinel, trying to cover it with her vines and slow the golem.

The giant lightning elemental blasted a beam of lightning at Bloodberri, but it was absorbed by the apparition of Guan Yu’s shield, which appeared briefly as it was struck.

As the shield was struck, another arm of the apparition slashed into the creature with the polearm, before disappearing once more. The slash did not seem overly powerful, but the creature staggered somewhat from the counterattack.

Lightning then struck down at Bloodberri from the periodic attacks from the mountaintop, and it was not blocked. It appeared the apparition had a sort of cooldown on a per-person basis.

Bloodberri moaned in pain as they were hit by the powerful lightning, and even slowed their charge as their flesh was scorched. Tanda quickly threw a Rejuvenation on them, letting it stack more than once to heal them up.

The attack of the lightning of the peak was really picking up, and soon they would need to have barriers at all times or suffer debilitating damage.

Ophelia reached the Sentinel first, her halberd coming down in a powerful overhead chop. It blocked with its shield, and tried to swipe at her with its sword, glimmering with lightning.

She simply shifted and blocked it with her haft filled with auril since it was slowed by Tanda’s vines, just as the giant lightning elemental blasted a shot of lightning at her.

But it was blocked by the apparition’s shield, and countered with a stab of the spear with another arm, piercing into the monster. The Guardian Hearth stabbed at the Sentinel with its spear, bypassing its defenses and piercing lightly into its metallic body.

The Garuda flew past the Sentinel, releasing a powerful Cyclonic Strike. The fierce winds had nearly slammed into the elemental, when it released a powerful shocking attack in an area.

Lightning scattered in a powerful nova, and the Garuda would have been struck, but Guan Yu’s apparition appeared again. The Garuda was shielded from the damage, and the statue countered into the elemental once more with a wicked looking glaive.

Jake hadn’t been idle while his girls swarmed at the boss. Switching the runic prisms on his staff, he prepared his own Tier 2 spell. Being in the state of the Guardian, his buffing spells and barriers were enhanced.

He completed his spell, consuming a large portion of his mana. Runic empowerment beyond their own Tier surged through Bloodberri’s body, from head to tail tip. She rocketed forward, and Jake thought the empowerment might actually compete with the special buff from the encounter.

Her maul slammed into the Sentinel’s shield, her Maul of Hestia-Echidna exploding outward. The shield shattered like glass as the golem was knocked off its feet from the sheer force, sailing through the air.

Ophelia shifted in a blaze of light to the lightning elemental, stabbing into it with a flurry of blows, as her allies were about to crowd the Sentinel. It was blocking her attacks with a buildup of electricity, her attacks reducing its buildup.

Fhesiah’s dragon and kitsune flames flashed as they crashed into the lightning elemental, just as Bree rammed into the Sentinel with her tusks.

The tusks pierced through the golem, and vines which were lit aflame wrapped around its arms. Breathing a gout of flame, Bree began to shake the golem off her tusks.

Blood and Berri continued their assault, their maul shifting to more of a pick-type weapon. Swinging the heavy weapon at the downed foe with their immense strength, they pierced deeply into it as their tail began wrapping around their foe.

Its blade couldn’t even move, Tanda and Bree’s vines along with Bloodberri’s powerful tail wrapping around the creature. It began to burn in flames as Bloodberri repeatedly pierced into it with their pick.

Things were looking easy, until Ira raised the alarm. A powerful energy buildup was gathering within the Sentinel, and the giant lightning elemental, at the same time. Jake used Call Summon on Bloodberri and Bree to bring them to his side, just as the Sentinel exploded.

Ophelia’s Guardian Hearth used a powerful barrier on Ophelia and the Garuda, which took the brunt of the explosion from a distance. The giant elemental then released its powerful blast of lightning.

It pierced through what was left of the Sacrificial Barriers easily, but Valora took the hit for Ophelia, her Guan Yu apparition taking the blow. Despite that, enough of the attack crashed into her, the amount of lightning immense.

She was disbursed in motes of light, as the remains of the attack pierced past her and struck Ophelia.

Ophelia cladded her armor and weapon with mana, as she filled her body with auril. In a flurry of stabs with her halberd, she cut into the living tornado. Each attack disturbed the storms that gave the creature form, and the Garuda joined her furious assault.

The Garuda’s blade was particularly effective, having a special control of the energies that made up the creature. The size of it visibly decreased with each attack, the many flames from Fhesiah and arrows from Tanda striking into it.

Tanda had a golden light swirling around her, drawing up auril from her connection to the Heart of the World, it appeared. Jake had long-since wondered how the auril heroes and various other beastkin would be able to fight away from Highlands, and it appeared this was the answer.

Somehow, they could draw upon it from their homeland itself. Their body would store the vitality, but as their heart beat, and it sang the song of the beastkin, it would mix what it received together with their vitality to create auril energy to be expended.

It was as if by listening to the Heart of the World radio station, they would receive the will of the beastkin and the world itself. But Jake noticed something else–Tanda was storing some Nethril, from her Cyclic Resonance.

Environmental lightning was about to strike Tanda, and Ira warned Jake just in time. He threw up several of his barriers from the prepared bubbles, the powerful lightning crashing straight through them, before being blocked by the Guan Yu apparition.

Tanda activated her new ability: [Avenging Strike], using the Nethril stored in her new Cyclical Auril Heart. The Nethril ran through her arms and into her wings, as her bow transformed into her crescent moon halberd.

With a powerful leap and a flap of her wings, she blasted through the air just like Ophelia activating her Intervene. Empowered by the golden light, her speed was immense.

Her halberd’s scythe formed am extended crescent moon, like she was the bringer of death. Avenging her fallen comrades against Tartarus, she sliced right through the boss in a downward slash. The deathly energy from the scythe began to spread through its swirling vortex as the enemy was split in half, the powerful blow killing it.

Jake noticed a bit of her golden energy was still expended, but her Advanced Cyclic Resonance kept her building back up toward her peak.

Ophelia gave Tanda a high five, the two girls smiling. “That was powerful, Tanda. Nice work!”

Berri cheered. “Yay! It’s like we won already.”


[Energize Buff Spawns in 3 minutes.]


Jake groaned. “I wouldn’t say that. They may have more tricks up their sleeves, but we just have a little over four minutes before our victory, it looks like?”

Blood nodded. “That combined with the environmental lightning may be devastating. I guess we must just collect it before they do?”

Ophelia added, “It’s worrisome because if they take the peak at all, we may not be able to take it back. The environmental lightning will probably empower it and make it bigger.”

The apparition of Guan Yu took a few more lightning bolts from the environment as they recuperated for several of them, but eventually, it was dispelled. Drinking mana water and mana potions, they all gathered at the center of the peak once more.

Jake prepared his spell bubbles and was ready with his Sacrificial Barrier. Ophelia eventually let her Valkyrie Champion ability go, as it was consuming too much mana during the downtime. Bree wove a shield of vines above them.

The lightning was becoming more powerful with each strike, and even Jake’s barriers could hardly take it. Bree wove a barrier with knots, much like the wreath Oran would make. It was a tight fit, but even the Garuda gathered underneath it as Tanda added her rampant growth and various Highlands vines to it.

Lightning continued to crash into it, but the vines were uniquely suited to taking the attack. A large amount of the knotted vines were ripped away by the powerful bolts of lightning, but they quickly regrew with Tanda and Bree’s efforts, sharing the party’s resources.

They eventually decided on Valora and the Guardian Hearth to go steal the buff when it spawned–Ophelia resummoning her with a proud whinny. The two were near-immune to the environmental lightning, the greatest challenge was knowing where it could even spawn in the first place.

However, between Ira and Fhesiah, directing the summon was just something they’d have to try. The buff was strong, but it was not enough to risk leaving the peak for with so many of them. Valora left one way with a Sacrificial Barrier covering her, and the Guardian the other.

The buff spawned, and the massive elemental moved faster than it had any business to. But Valora was faster, grabbing it just in the nick of time.

A bolt of lightning from the monster slammed through the prepped barrier, the remaining energy not enough to dispel her. She bolted toward their party, the Guardian eventually arriving to shield her.

Jake found resonance with Fhesiah the Sage, and they all worked together once more to cast their Tier 2 Earthen Spikes spell just as the giant elemental appeared. Lightning pierced directly through their dome above them, shocking Bree significantly.

The earthen spikes were defended against using the nova of lightning once more, as the party rained ranged attacks down on it. Bloodberri was ready with their deathly balls, Fhesiah with her flames of the kitsune and dragon, and Tanda’s Cyclic Resonance had already reached its peak.

Empowered by her flaming technique and Jake’s Heavenly Aura, she released her beam of golden light into the monster with her bow. Piercing through its core, the enemy was finally defeated.

They withstood the lightning for another minute under Bree’s vine shield, Jake and Ophelia adding barriers periodically. After a time, they hit the points required for victory.


[Greater Rift Victory. Winner: Alliance!]
[Party Reward: 50,000 CP Per Party Member, Merit Increase, T2 Refuge Upgrade Token]


They were once again transported to their Gatehouse.


[Challenge Completed. Ten minutes to exit.]


Blood hummed. “It looks like we really earned a lot. Between the two Greater Rifts, we can buy some amazing stuff for our Guild.”

“Gnome snowmaker thingy!”

Tanda laughed. “We can just go to Harmony Peaks, Berri! We can have our next snowball fight there, and with all the young ones!”

Jake nodded. “All that’s left is the Raid. We’ll get some rest after this, then we’ll meet with Valtor.”

Berri asked, “What’s that Refuge Upgrade Token thingy?”

Jake shared the description.


[T2 Refuge Upgrade Token]
[Allows for upgrading a Refuge to the next Tier. Improves speed, expandability, default resource density, and allows for creating a localized footprint on docked world within Alliance Headquarters of choice. Note: Unusable when docked on Contested World.]


Blood hummed. “Sounds interesting, so people can come into our house, or we have our own portal? A nice little feature.”

Tanda frowned. “I’d really like our house, even if it’s just the entrance, to be in a much nicer area than within the Headquarters. I wonder if we can change that?”

Jake chuckled. “Well, we’ll find out later–it’s yet one more thing to look forward to. Let’s get ready for exit.”

They prepared for the Greater Rift’s exit, preparing their buffs and shields. They didn’t predict any ambush, but they couldn’t be too careful.

The portal dropped them in the field, where they were surrounded by their allies. The surroundings all cheered and roared, beastkin shouting out with glee. They had done it.


Chapter 27 - Raid Preparations



Valtor floated in front of the Conquest Table, his large armor and flowing robes looming over it. Amara was beside him, the magical tome looking over her allies fondly.

The various Hearthtribe leaders were present, Morwen and Bedwyr, Seamus, Rookard, and Vesuvius.

Timone and Dahlia were present, and so were Takoda and Grayson. Then, Nadessa sat proudly in the corner with her larger father, Drysander.

Berri was talking to him, and Rhia was asking questions as well. They hadn’t had much time to meet with the various Elysians as they were taken away from the previous victory party so rapidly to move toward the next assault.

Yiming and Longwei were at the Conquest Table, looking over the map.

If Valtor could smile, Jake knew he would be. The scholarly armor looked over the liveliness of the room, and finally spoke.

“If I can have everyone’s attention. I understand for many of you, this will not be your first Dungeon Raid. However, I think it’s important to go over everything, so we can make the proper plans for the best possible outcome.”

While the air was festive and positive before, everyone nodded gravely. The Dungeon Raid was vital for the world’s Trial.

Valtor continued, “We are now at 90% Conquest. What this means is, even if we do almost nothing, we shall win–it’s a near certainty. The number of Rifts the enemy may spawn is minimal. With the number of Adventurers we have and can have, we can take them out as quickly as they are created with ease.”

Amara bobbed in the air. “That’s right. In a sense, we’ve already won. By taking on the Dungeon Raid, we open ourselves to risk. You might ask, just why would we do this?”

Valtor’s voice was solemn. “While those of the Framework can be revived, hundreds of thousands of lives were ruined or ended due to the enemy’s evil. We can never get them back, and many people’s lives as they knew them were destroyed. However, we can take back some of what was lost–by taking potential from the great enemy. Both for ourselves, but also for the future generations of those that live on Highlands.”

Rookard’s expression showed he was particularly interested in this, an almost wicked look on his face. Jake thought if he had the option, he’d run out of the room to take the fight to the enemy right away. Rookard asked, “How does it do that?”

Amara’s body opened and her pages flipped, showing a page with a picture of a warrior. It showed a list of parameters that looked a lot like Jake’s status sheet and a list of skills, with many of them going up or evolving.

She answered, “The Dungeon Raid functions much like the personal Trials. Depending on your performance, the Framework helps by boosting your potential, won from the Great Enemy. A boost to your class results, your skills evolving or improving all at once. As an example, for many, evolving or advancing a skill from Advanced Level 5 to Expert Level 1 could take years of study and practice, but a good performance here will see your skill advancing to the next Tier immediately, the Framework rewarding you at your Tier Up.”

Jake realized that this was essentially what happened to him and Ophelia back when they completed their Trial. Their skills evolved, and he improved to the next Tier in many aspects. The Framework likely saved him weeks or months worth of training to actually progress those skills–though of course, Jake and his family were beyond the norm.

Amara’s pages flipped once more, showing a planet, with various energies wafting over it from the Yggdrasil. In particular, it showed the core being enhanced or absorbing these.

Valtor added, “Then, depending on the World’s overall performance in the Dungeon Raid, it will claim potential for the entire world. Energy will be supplied by Tartarus and the Framework itself, to enhance the World Core. Normally, it would take tens of thousands of years for a world core to increase in quantity and quality to reach the next Tier. Some of the Tier 1 worlds that perform well enough when they win the Raid, gain enough to move immediately to the 2nd.”

Nadessa sighed. “Our people had done well, but we hadn’t quite managed that. It was a close thing. Even if we did, the world was to be lost. It was beyond the point of no return.”

Morwen noted, “Our world was close as well, though we were held back a little by…disharmony, as you may call it. The elites in the Prime Instance were not only filled with the Emberborn, and there were many areas where we did not work well together. Few remained standing in the final battle, and many of the other instances failed or left early.”

Jake and his wives were already familiar with this to an extent, but Berri as always, was low on attention span. She asked, “Prime whatsit?”

Valtor answered, “The Prime Instance. The way the Dungeon Raid is set up, any number of Battlegroups can take on the Dungeon Raid. Each Battlegroup will have its own instance, completely separate and balanced based on those that enter.”

Amara continued, “However, success or failure is primarily decided by the Prime Instance. The rest can be taken on for their personal potential, as well as winning more for their world. It counts for and acts similar to a personal Trial.”

Yiming nodded. “This is important for both a world and any guild. Personal, or individual Trials, have the largest success rate for most classes, and are the standard practice in the Alliance at Tier 0 and 1. Parties entering a Trial together are just more risky, even if they could earn more potential for themselves. However, the Dungeon Raid is the maximum balance of potential for reward and risk, and on a global scale. Should the Alliance win, it could gain thousands of major successes, almost as if the winning instances completed their Trial as a full party or better.”

To some extent, this would help make up for the fact that few of the beastkin took on their Tier 0 Trials. Many did, perhaps hundreds in total among those in Hearthtribe. But due to the time constraints, many pushed forward to become Auril Heroes to save and aid their people.

Jake asked, “How much time do we have to prepare?”

Valtor responded with a bit of pride in his voice. “Thanks to Mysticus and Zorina, with such a large lead we can control the map as we desire, limiting any destruction at this scale or difficulty. In theory, we could keep the war going on indefinitely, losing no uninitiated, only triggering the Raid years from now. However, a faster Conquest or victory provides a better overall rating, and thus better rewards for both the individual and the world.”

Amara added, “Thus, we think a one-month timeframe is best, in order to take the most potential for the world from the enemy. This allows the beastkin enough time to raise their levels using Incursions, and the few Rifts that do spawn. They must be over level 15 to even participate, and really should be above level twenty to get the maximum benefit. The instance is balanced upon the average level of the participants.”

Blood nodded. “So, now the discussion must move to how the beastkin of Highlands, Hearthtribe, and our allies: Warrior Brotherhood and the Elysians, can gain the most benefit.”

Longwei laughed. “That’s right, Blood! We look forward to cooperating with you.”

Jake was a little moved, as he thought about the potential Battlegroups for each instance. “It’s only been a short time, but we’ve already gathered such diverse and outstanding allies. Mixing Emberborn and their servants, Warrior Brotherhood, Hearthtribe and beastkin of Highlands, Elysians and even Eternum would help each instance have well-balanced, competent and capable Battlegroups.”

Morwen smiled at Jake from beneath her veil. “The Divine saw fit to aid our people with meeting one another. They hope that together, we will accomplish much. We’ll do our best to meet their expectations.”

Bedwyr added, “We have found a great home, one that welcomes and appreciates our people, despite our differences. We will continue to fight for those that value our presence, that would come to our aid if we’re in need.”

Jake asked, “How are you doing on that–finding a home? The reports tell us the nethril has been building up rapidly in some locations.”

“We were hoping to visit the frozen tundra up north soon. We shall wait and assist with magical research and practice our coordination for the raid, but it seems the many nethril servants may be better off staying there to increase their strength. My people may benefit from spending time there as well.”

The talks then became a crafting discussion. Fhesiah would focus on her alchemy for a while, to try to keep up with the demands of making pills that actually aided Auril Heroes in their personal improvement.

It appeared the many spriggons had managed to start bringing back valuable resources from deep within the jungles. While Harmony Peaks was the peak of life, there were various pockets all over the wilderness that produced powerful herbs over time.

When the plants aged, they built up auril and vitality and condensed it. Similar to how ginseng could build up secondary metabolites and have more and more health benefits as it aged, the same was true of the rare herbs and plants across Highlands with auril.

The many herbalists training under Fhesiah, and especially herself, could condense this down into a powerful pill for an Auril Hero’s consumption. The spriggons could enhance the speed of growth, but what they could do was limited.

The same could be said about their various auril woods. The aged trees would have built up massive amounts of life energy and vitality, and thus were sturdier when used to make weaponry. The towering auril trees could have their older branches cut off without harming them.

Much of what the beastkin used currently were either auril beast bones, or from some farmed saplings and trees they used to craft furniture and other trade goods. Only the clan heads would have what would be Tier 1 woods, passed down from generation to generation, for their equipment.

Jake smiled at all their preparations. “There is a lot of work to craft the armor and weaponry, and a lot that needs to be enchanted to give our people their best chances. Some additional training so that people can maximize their skills will be paramount. A month is not a long time.”

Valtor nodded. “We will all do our best. Now that the Rifts are to be handled by various Adventurers, Hearthtribe and its allies can focus on their personal progression. We will also prepare for the worst, but not because we have doubts about your success.”

Ophelia frowned. “Then why? By the worst, you mean prepare to hole people up in the defense of the [Monster Tide]?”

The Monster Tide was what would happen if the Prime Instance failed within the Dungeon Raid. Not only would much Conquest Progress be lost all at once, but the Rift spawning rates and other aspects of the war would be tweaked in the enemy’s favor. If it looked bad when Jake and his party arrived, then it would be even worse then.

Valtor laughed. “Because, it prepares us for the next stage of the war, for future Contests! We know a War Trial is coming, and what better way to prepare than to get ready for that? The same preparations for the Monster Tide will help prepare the beastkin of Highlands, initiated or not. It will help if the world is contested once more, or we’re involved in one of those difficult Challenges.”

Building walls and defenses for each of their tribal villages and cities was already taking place, but taking them to the next level would be required for future conflicts.

Infrastructure and industry were needed to be built from the ground up so that they could influence the war in various ways, and Valtor would guide them to do so by providing diverse incentives.

Ophelia looked over the CP total within her Menu. “With how much CP the Guild has, we can upgrade all our training and crafting facilities to the maximum. These will continue to be useful well into the next Tier.”

Amara’s pages flipped to diagrams outlining the various arena facilities. The number of people that could fight like Ophelia and Jake did on their date at the same time would be increased, and there appeared to be other benefits as well.

“That’s right. We will spend the majority of the Guild’s funds on these for now, and for the future. Seamus’s Arena is the perfect training ground, we shall expand the facilities. We Eternum will provide additional instruction there, to help people and teams work on their skills and party cohesion.”

Small benefits were gained thanks to the facilities, such as the Framework providing slightly larger nudges to improve their skills more rapidly. The increase was relatively small, but over a month it would certainly build up.

Then, there were areas for recovery like the Hearth in Jake’s Refuge, where people would heal or restore their resources much more rapidly. This had a difficult to measure impact, one could easily understand that if they could only practice a hundred spells per day thanks to their mana regeneration, that being able to perform two hundred would have amazing benefits.

Seamus looked more than a little excited. “Excellent! With this, our warriors can train much more effectively. With the amount of space we have, we can even practice against bosses. Timone, it has been a long time since we fought. I hope you’ll join us for the training.”

Timone chuckled. “You can count on it. We will sharpen our claws and the claws of our brethren. You won’t be able to keep me and my mates away from there.”

Dahlia smiled. “Tell me you’ll be joining us, daughter? I would love to face Clan Hart in battle.”

Tanda’s tail was wagging. “You’re on, mother! We have much to practice.”

Ophelia was excited about the challenge. “You bet!”

Longwei laughed boisterously. “This will be great! I look forward to battling in this expanded arena. Even watching our many elites in battle will be an immense benefit to our allies. Our brothers and war maidens look forward to improving their strength in arms with these special facilities.”

Yiming nodded. “Do let us know if there is any way we can contribute to the facilities. The beastkin are excellent with their weapons, but our people represent a history of thousands of years of finesse with our blades, having trained with various masters–each of which passed on their skills from generation to generation. There is much to be learned from each other.”

Jake had learned that Warrior Brotherhood was from one of the many worlds that Guan Yu and his brothers had liberated. They established a warrior culture, planting the seed of a strong warrior mindset centered around brotherhood, responsibility, and loyalty.

From what Jake understood, a Guild primarily operated within a single Tier. When the guild ascended, as its members did, it could only directly operate on worlds of that Tier.

This affected how knowledge could be disseminated, from magical technology to special equipment. There was a relatively small grace period during the ascension, but subguilds would be established during this time.

A sort of snapshot of a Guild’s knowledge and technology would spread to these lower guilds to allow them to influence the war across the multiverse, increasing technology and skills slowly over time within the Sector within that Tier.

It was a minor passing of the torch that mostly focused the war effort on the worlds of higher Tiers. They were more valuable to the overall conflict, even if the lives on them should be equal.

Jake said to everyone, “We all have our tasks, and we know the goal. We will prepare for the Dungeon Raid, both preparing ourselves and others. Just one major battle left, and Highlands will be free.”

Blood added, “And Hearthtribe will grow strong enough to face Tartarus all over this Sector. After being on Ariminum, I think it’s clear that dozens of beastkin and Elysians will be enough to turn the war around–just like we did.”

Jake couldn’t help but be a bit excited about the idea. With their auril javelins and arrows, skill at arms and their special auril energy, each auril hero represented a powerful, well-rounded combatant.

If his Battlegroup had just five or ten auril heroes for their Fortress Assault, the first two stages would have been a complete cakewalk. It was easy for him to imagine the auril heroes and their mates aiding a Battlegroup in fighting Rifts would have an outstanding success rate.

With the thousands of Hearthtribe members, they could influence the war on perhaps a dozen worlds at once. Highlands would be their first world, but they could end up owning many others through Conquest.

Ariminum would be next, but they would send the beastkin to many other worlds to win them back from Tartarus’s grip. Hearthtribe would expand across their Sector, and whether they won worlds back or not, they would be a positive change people needed.


Chapter 28 - Auril Training



Jake sat with Tanda in his lap, his mate happy to help him with training. Breathing together, they found harmony in their hearths and connected to the world.

Clan Hart were all sitting in their Refuge, within their training room. A few days had passed since closing the Greater Rift, and they were moving up in all of their skills. Focusing on them, their goal was to squeeze out every bit of strength they could for the Dungeon Raid.

But they were also getting much needed rest and relaxation. While there was a shadow looming for the Dungeon Raid, this was the first time in weeks or months it felt they could relax. They were currently training, but this activity was quite calming. For all but one of them.

Tanda frowned at Fhesiah. “I thought you would be good at this, weren’t cultivators all about breathing and sitting? After that, you just ask the energy nicely to move.”

Berri nodded. “Yeah! It’s easy. You just–”

Fhesiah sighed. “I don’t need to hear your advice again, it is not helpful. Blood, how did you get the hang of it?”

Blood chuckled. “I guess as a dragon, you are used to everything bending to your will? Maybe you would have better luck as a kitsune? I just pretend the energy is Berri, and coax the energy to do what I want with good feelings and compliments. When that doesn’t work, I use a threat, but with auril it doesn’t come to that.”

Fhesiah closed her eyes, and Jake was going to offer to find resonance with her to help, “I can try to–”

She smiled as she moved the energy around inside her a fair amount more rapidly, “Thanks, husband–but I got it. I just imagined the energy was yours. Remembering that the energy was from you in some way really helped me not be so…forceful.”

Fhesiah had already been able to move around auril, but using her Advanced Energy Control skill, to impose the powerful will of a Tier 3 cultivator. This had its own limitations, so now she was learning to use it the proper way–like the beastkin themselves.

Now, Clan Hart was all learning to use Auril as if they were a beastkin. Their hearths all pulsed along with Tanda’s heartbeat, the auril spreading along their bodies as they allowed it.

The energy filled them with strength, and increased their body’s vitality. They had taken to eating more auril beast meat, and consuming Fhesiah’s crafted pills. They lacked an auril heart, but their hearths were acting similar to one, thanks to their connection to Tanda.

Their body was storing more of this auril–not at the level of a beastkin, but it was slowly improving them just the same.

Jake asked Fhesiah, “Doesn’t this energy harm your cultivation? I thought purity was an important aspect of making you one with the heavens.”

Fhesiah smiled. “Normally, this would be true–to an extent. It’s beyond my understanding, but it seems this hearth the Framework helped me form is truly special. The auril energy of the ravenwolves is merely seeping into my spiritual temple, enhancing the mysterious scripts within on both sides. The dragon souls and auril are enhancing my dragon half, and now the auril and holy energy of Bastet is enhancing my kitsune. It’s forming and enhancing the delicate balance.”

Jake supposed that the ravenwolf auril had the life component for what seeped into the body, but also the deathly spiritual component. Her hearth was separating that out, and applying it to each of her bloodline energies.

Ophelia was moving through martial forms, already having a decent hang of utilizing the energy. She had spent a bit more time with Tanda over the last few weeks before the Greater Rifts, and thus was quite ahead of them.

She was already nearing the fourth level of Tier 0 with the skill, greater than most Clan Heads were when they first joined the Framework. Practicing her auril manifestation, her shield was becoming more solid and effective as she went along.

Jake was practicing with the auril energy, but also with his Hearth Control and Advanced Energy Control. Zhuge Liang had hinted that he could use harmony with the skill to direct various energies, and he was having decent results. His goal was to combine all the energies, similar to how he did when he branded Bree.

With that, it was nothing but a tiny spark or flame to make the brand and through his connection directly to her soul. It was not something that could with any proficiency reach outside his body, and it was not enough to truly harm an enemy. He hoped, as he mastered these capabilities, he could make a truly powerful flame.

Tanda actually blazed forward with her understanding and usage of Advanced Energy Control, thanks to this. Unfortunately, Qi did not seem to be something you could find harmony with on its own, without your body becoming one with the heavens like cultivators.

However, Fhesiah thought it might be possible to find harmony with attuned Qi. Tanda in particular may be able to utilize Death Qi in this fashion, her soul being already attuned for it. How she would use that was well beyond them at the moment.

Her hearth ivy vines had really grown through her body in these past few weeks. Following the bones of her limbs, they wrapped around her rib cage, arms, and legs.

Jake examined Tanda with his Arcane Eye, finding the various energies of his family flowing through her body. Watching the pulses of auril running through her body, he could certainly tell what was within her vines remained stable.

Using the mana through these paths, she had a much easier time of using it without being disrupted by her heart.

It made things easier for her, but she still had to learn to use mana and runes from scratch. This was a process that took weeks and months, but they hadn’t had a whole lot of time to practice without it being disrupted until now.

Jake and the rest would need to find their own way to get around the difficulty. For most of them, they easily expelled mana through their body in any direction before forming them into runes or spell forms.

The magical focus within their mythical weapons made it easy to just will the mana all into that one area, and it would take the path of least resistance to accomplish their intentions. Tanda’s vines were similar in this, that she could send the mana down them easily.

Mana and the other energies were stored within the flowers of the vines, allowing her to have a little more at her beck and call. It wasn’t as much as a core, but more flowers appeared to be sprouting, which would increase her capacity.

Continuing his harmony with Tanda in his lap, he helped her through the various runes, and a few rune words. Tanda easily followed his will to the letter, creating runes in sequence. It was like she was an extension of himself, an extra magical limb on his body.

Jake smiled as he scratched her ears. “You’re getting good at that. You’ll be casting spells on your own in no time.”

Tanda blushed, but then gave a smile of pride. “I…just did as you had me do. It’s easy to follow your lead, like in a dance but with our magic. If we find harmony in battle, I can be an extension of your will.”

Jake gave a sidelong glance to Berri, as she played with the auril energy with her sister, swinging her bat while Blood manipulated their tail. Maybe he should try this with Berri, too? Then, she could learn her spells much more easily, or like a dance, accomplish the task as he directed or led her.

The girls would each benefit more if they could learn them on their own, but perhaps forcing her along that path was like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole?

He had thought long about this, and what Fhesiah had previously said was true. Each of the girls progressing along with their spells and runes would benefit them all. As they learned spells using their unique mana, it would unlock or uncover more spells for them to form.

Jake could experiment with the holy mana or demonic runes, but he had a lot on his plate. He would try both approaches with Berri in the hopes of enabling more spells more rapidly with the whimsical girl.

It would probably help him as he learned to find resonance with each of his wives, anyway.

Of course, Jake hadn’t forgotten about his potential Fusion Summons. He still had one for each of his hearth-bonded wives to trigger, but he would rather not force it.

The Garuda seemed like a lucky draw, the reach of his summon heightened by a series of special circumstances. The great battle taking place, the excessive energies in the area he was able to shove into the summon enhanced by the Mana Font and Fhesiah’s arrays, were all factors.

Then, the resonance he found with Ophelia was a special happening that he couldn’t reproduce easily. It wasn’t only Jake that found resonance, but all the girls had added their special desire to protect the Heart of the world, to stop the evil dragon’s attack.

His gut told him that the best time to summon would definitely be in the heat of battle, their need great. That, or he may be better off waiting for the second Tier, when he would be able to supply more energy for the summoning.

As much as he’d love to train and prepare with each of his potential Fusion Summons, a higher-quality summon was better than one he may be able to draw from the safety of his Refuge.

With Tanda’s help, one by one he found harmony and resonance with each of the girls, them each spending time in his lap–aside from Bloodberri where he sat in their tail’s embrace instead. Practicing auril, runic magic, and even dancing together, they enjoyed this special state.

As Fhesiah sat in his lap as a kitsune, she gave a relaxed sigh. “I’ve been missing this. It’s been rush rush rush, all over the continent. Beyond some simple busywork and tasks, we haven’t had much rest.”

Jake nodded, as he scratched her fox ears, her tails swishing behind her and rubbing both around and up against Jake’s back. “There is still much to do, but we can finally relax a little. While we will still work hard, few lives are truly on the line while we rest now. From now on, the task is only to help ourselves and others obtain a little more potential.”

The Dungeon Raid would certainly be a difficult battle, but Jake had quite a bit of confidence, now that additional Champions couldn’t show up. The Bosses suddenly increasing difficulty to make up for the Hart family’s presence could no longer happen.

Without that, the Death Knight would have been a near-casual battle for them. That was not to imply that the Dungeon Raid wasn’t a higher difficulty than reclaiming a HQ, but all information pointed to that it wasn’t by overly much.

Now, their allies had increased significantly both in number and competency, their impact on the Nature’s Crossroads battle showing how much capable allies mattered. When it was time for the Raid to happen, this would have changed even further for their side.

Fhesiah smiled. “We have much to craft for our new brethren, our soon-to-be citizens. Then, we still have to level up daily. That is still the best way for us to progress.”

Her love and affection, along with a healthy dosage of lust, slammed into Jake at that proclamation. Of course, continuing with the void body tempering was the best way for them to advance.

He showered her in his own affection, the two trading kisses and hugs as they practiced and took steady breaks. She even swapped to a dragoness, practicing their demonic rune formations.

Jake thought they were close to having several more powerful Tier 2 spells, outside of just her draconic flames. The flames were just easier for them to luck out on, as even for Fhesiah, they were her specialty.

Even Jake and Ophelia had a large focus on them, making their progression probably more than three times faster than the claw and kitsune-focused spells to match her daos.

The harmony and resonance exercise would be enhanced by them each spending time with him doing the void body tempering. Each day, he would cycle through each of the girls or pairs, or at least, that was his plan.

He was sitting in Bloodberri’s tail, enjoying their embrace. Their hearths flickered together, as they practiced forming several runic spells, and moving the various energies around their bodies. He put his previous thoughts to work right away, trying to guide along Berri to cast runic spells.

Berri was filled with pride. “That was easy! It’s so much better when we can shooom, and zooom together! We’re really becoming one!”

Blood chuckled. “You are right. I wonder what it’ll be like when we do our fusion, in the next Tier? Will we become one in truth?”

Jake smiled. “That will really be something, but only temporarily, I hope. I like having my own body.”

Berri tapped her lips as she thought. “We want you to have your own body too. We can’t make babies like that! Or can we? I guess as long as we can, it’s fine.”

Jake should have known that was the important part, to her. After all, she already shared her body with her twin, what was one more person to share with?

Berri nodded at his thought. “That’s right! As long as it’s you or one of our new sisters, it’s fine. I won’t share with Bill. I’d rather he just died.”

Blood sighed. “Your hatred for something without a mind of its own is amazing, sister. While you’re right that I’d be okay with sharing our body with him, I’d much rather hold Milord in our arms, or embrace him, rather than sharing our body with yet another.”

Berri snorted. “Whatever. I can hug him anyway. Like this!”

Jake wasn’t sure what she was going to do, but he was surprised when over their bond, it felt like Berri’s soul enveloped his own, and he felt a loving embrace. His body was not touched beyond where he was sitting wrapped within her tail, but he felt her hugging and kissing him all over his body.

He tried to return the feeling to both Blood and Berri, and he thought he only barely managed. Berri was somehow beyond his understanding.

“Mmm, that felt wonderful, milord. Don’t mind her–she’s always like that. I know you’ll master it quickly.”

He spent some more time with his snake lovers before they moved on to training with Fhesiah. Ophelia joined him on his lap next, the two finding resonance in their hearts and hearth flickering. Their harmony and resonance was getting closer and closer to the peak.

Soon, they would practice the void body tempering technique together. Her soul would be tempered, together along with Tanda’s and Jake’s.

Jake asked, “Are you worried about the dual cultivation with Tanda present?”

Ophelia smiled, and shook her head. “It feels a bit weird, but us girls are close. We do see ourselves as your sister-wives, doing our best to help each other and get along. I trust Tanda a lot, both in battle and with my feelings. I trust Fhesiah, Blood and Berri too, but I can’t help but feel glad it’s her, first. We’re closer.”

“Do threesomes in your romance books not really happen at all?”

She blushed. “Um… I may have read a few where Jacob had both Lady Valkyrie and her handmaiden, a few times. There were also a few that Fhesiah tried to get me to read, and well, they were a little over the top, but…”

“Just let me know if you’re not comfortable. We can certainly set things up where you two don’t need to touch, and I’m sure Fhesiah could set things up in such a way that it’s like you’re in your own space.”

“It’s fine. Tanda and I often sleep together when you’re with Fhesiah and Bloodberri, though it’s just cuddling. It’s just…something I’m not used to, yet.”

Jake nodded. He certainly couldn’t imagine getting it on with his girls in the same room with his brother or best friend, or something like this. It was difficult to draw a true parallel in his mind because there was no way he’d ever share any of his girls, but he guessed the weirdness was mostly in the unknown or awkwardness. She would get over it quickly in the heat of the moment, no doubt.

Still, he certainly didn’t want to force her if she didn’t want to, even if it would strengthen them. Fhesiah could craft a truly special environment where even if they were inches away, they could be separated.

He could feel Ophelia’s concerns over their bond, but they were small. The concerns about the difficulty of practicing the odd technique was actually greater than the idea that Tanda was going to be there, for her.

When Tanda made to rejoin Jake for training, Ophelia began to stand up, but Tanda stopped her with a fluffy paw and a wagging tail. “Let’s do it together! I bet it’ll be more fun that way!”

Ophelia’s eyes narrowed, but she smiled as she shifted to the right side of Jake’s lap. “If that was Fhesiah offering, I’d think there were some ulterior motives. I can tell you want to ease my worries. Thanks, Tanda.”

Tanda giggled, as she arranged herself on Jake’s left side of his lap. Jake was then wrapped in feathers and slender yet powerful arms, the two girls crowding him in their embrace. They once again matched their hearths flickering together, finding resonance.

Using their Energy Sharing, they even practiced moving their mana or auril between one another. Following Jake’s lead, Tanda managed to add her runes to their group spells. Despite not being aided by the Framework, her runes still coalesced along with theirs.

Jake could tell some power was lost, the Framework not aiding in the power of the spell. They bypassed the need for Advanced Runic Magic, and so there was a sort of cost for not following the rules.

Still, Jake could see Tanda’s skill advancing rapidly, as she submitted to his will and formed the runes with mana as if she were an extension of Jake’s own body.

Ophelia marveled at Tanda. “Let me try that too? That looks fun.”

As if Tanda and Ophelia were his own magical arms, he began casting spells with both of them.

Tanda giggled, as she and Ophelia stood up. “Let’s try it the other way? But I’ll move the auril around you as you move.”

Jake chuckled. “Alright. Turnabout is fair play, after all.”

He submitted to their will, moving the energy around as if doing their bidding for a time–like he was their puppet. All in all, he felt that it was a very helpful practice. He got to feel exactly how Tanda moved it, and even stood up and moved at her behest, and danced with the two girls.

Ophelia’s usage of the energy was different too, and it was like he could find a happy medium between the two, or see steps to take to improve. It wasn’t as easy as he could just reproduce them instantly, but he knew he would move quickly through the skill levels of Auril Manipulation.

He said, “This was fun. It’s good to have a little more time to unwind, even if while training.”

Ophelia smiled, as she cleaned herself and changed into a new set of clothes. “That’s right! I’m excited about what’s next. It’s time for a crafting frenzy!”

Tanda smiled. “I can’t wait to help! Let’s go!”


Chapter 29 - Tanda and Blood - Crafting with Hearthtribe 



Tanda’s tail swished back and forth as she found harmony with Fhesiah. Drawing the auril into the room, she infused it into the herbs within Fhesiah’s magical pill furnace.

Fhesiah sat on the cultivation mat next to Tanda, drawing in her heavenly energy and mana into her torch. The three special energies formed a delicate balance that Tanda couldn’t really understand, but just followed the directions of her clan mate.

More herbs flew inside the furnace as their medicinal energies were released and combined by Fhesiah’s direction and will, until eventually, a powerful aroma was released. The pill flew out of the furnace, and Tanda could smell the intense strength of what they concocted together.

“That one has to be the best one!” Tanda’s tail wagged even harder, as she smiled at Fhesiah. “You’re really amazing with that furnace! I couldn’t even keep track of everything happening in there, you had all these fluids and powders flying and mixing around inside!”

Fhesiah returned her smile, and hugged Tanda from the side with one arm. “Well, I certainly have you to thank for your help. I’m learning to control the energy on my own, but I wonder, can we ever really become Auril Heroes in truth? We don’t have the same connection to the world’s heart as you do.”

Tanda hummed, as she looked at her in question. “Do you have to, though? You can just control it through me! I’m happy to help.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “Yes, of course you are. I suppose you’re right, we just like being a little more self-sufficient–me especially. There’s only one of you, Tanda, but five of us needing the energy. You can’t be everywhere all at once, or help us all at the same time.”

Tanda frowned in thought. She stirred the auril around her, but then did her best to sense through their hearth connection to Bloodberri. The two girls were molding bone and infusing monster essence at the moment.

Confirming with them that it was okay, she tried to find harmony with them, and Jake, and push auril through Energy Sharing. It took her a moment to sync up with the two opposite girls, but eventually, she helped Blood infuse the bone with auril as she molded it into the shape of a hauberk.

The bone shifted more rapidly, the auril filling the marrow and empowering it to become even sturdier.

[Hehe, thanks, Tanda! You’re such a good girl!]

[Thanks for your help, sister. There is much work to be done.]

Tanda blushed at Berri and Blood’s praise, but was then able to help Fhesiah at the same time, infusing some herbs with her energies. “I can do it! See, no problem at all–I just need to practice some. Well, if the Heart of the World ever joins us, I bet we’ll all get better at it.”

“That should be fun! I stand corrected, you are really something.” Fhesiah grinned. “Say, when are you going to join Bloodberri and me at night with Jake? The more, the merrier.”

Tanda frowned. “But if you three are with Jake, that means Lia is all alone. I like to cuddle with her and keep her company, so she doesn’t feel left out.”

“Ah–you’re right. You’re so thoughtful, my dear sister. Well, you are more than welcome to join us if you change your mind. Once in a while would be fine, surely?”

Tanda nodded as Fhesiah hugged Tanda to her, and scratched the base of her ears, sending pleasant feelings. Fhesiah continued, “I suppose if it’s your night, you’d rather us spend time with Ophelia. Well, I admit I often focus on my Alchemy outside our nights, and I know Blood focuses on her progression then too, while Berri sleeps.”

“That’s fine, we’re busy because of the Highlands Conquest. For now, I like spending my nights with Lia when it’s not my time with Jake. I’m sure someday we’ll all mate together with him, and you’ll get your wish–to join us all in the fun, and see Jake so… fulfilled.”

Fhesiah hugged Tanda to her with a giggle, and she felt her mate’s mental embrace join them both.

[Thanks for watching out for my other mates, Tanda. Did you want to come help me now? I know you wanted to join me for some arrow enchanting.]

Tanda’s tail took off. “Oh! Yes, I wanted to help you with that, and see you do it!” She looked at Fhesiah, realizing that she was ditching her.

Fhesiah smiled. “I’d much rather you help our dear husband, sister. Besides, now that I have succeeded with this pill, I think I can do well enough on my own or with your remote help. Thanks for your assistance–it is much appreciated.”

They gave each other a warm hug, and then Tanda was warped to Jake instantly with his Call Summon. Her being twisted through the void as it was slightly turned into motes of light for a moment, before appearing in a near-instant next to him–right where he desired.

She pounced him as he arrived, which he expected, wrapping his arms around her as their lips met in a kiss. Her tail blurred behind her as she peppered him with kisses and their bodies molded together in a warm hug, their feelings of happiness and warmth mixing into a single pervading feeling of love.

“Well, it’s good to see you too, my mate.”

An arrow of powerful auril wood, with a bone arrowhead, appeared in his hand. The arrow was large, and resembled a ballista bolt more than it did an arrow. “I was hoping to make these for you. Right now, the mass-produced arrows just can’t hold enough auril for your best attacks, right?”

Tanda nodded. “That’s right. I can hardly benefit from my Technique with the bow because the amount of auril I can shove inside each arrow is limited. I have been firing more rapidly to compensate, but it goes against my manifestation. It’s much better to have one big attack than a dozen small ones.”

She pointed to the large arrowhead. “What bone is that?”

He smiled. “It’s the undead dragon’s vertebrae. I want to give you a few dozen of these, so as long as they are retrieved, you should be able to use them as you please. I bet if you had these, the Apophis Champion would have been easy.”

“That looks amazing! Yes, that will help a lot. Let’s do it.”

Tanda’s tail buzzed, as he motioned for her to sit in his lap. Already, he had mostly moved on from using the odd enchanting machine. Now that he mastered using the flames of his hearth, inscribing and etching the runes were done simultaneously as he invested his hearth’s fires into the item.

Jake floated his hearth flames into the air, waiting for Tanda’s assistance. Finding harmony with him and his breaths, she stirred the auril within the room and herself into the air, coalescing it with Jake’s hearth flames.

Combining a bit of his will, Jake used his strength of soul to apply that portion of Advanced Energy Control. The multicolored flames of their family took on a more golden hue as they were empowered, and Jake began inscribing the runes with his eyes closed–his Arcane Eye trained on the object, monitoring it.

His spiraling inscription added a few detailed Celtic knots and loops as the etching of his flames traveled along the shaft of the arrow. When he reached the broad arrow head, he weaved the threads from the knots into their word for auril, along with that of the raven and wolf, power, life and death.

Tanda marveled at the intricate pattern he etched onto the arrow and head, and so quickly. “Wow! That looks really special. Where’d you learn to do that?”

“I’m just copying Cernunnos and the Heart of the World. I figured there’d have to be a reason why they did it, so I copied it. Let’s give it a shot.”

Their breaths and hearts matching already, they quickly pushed the auril into the air and into the arrow. Normally, the spiral would fill up rapidly and the arrowhead would be unable to store much.

However, it was like trying to fill a large bucket with a small spigot. They pushed more and more auril into it, until the arrow was filled, taking them several seconds. When she let go of the auril, it lingered for quite some time, the knotting patterns keeping the auril from drifting away.

She summoned her bow from her storage bracelet, and filled it with auril of its own. Tanda willed it to increase its draw strength, finding the vines twist and tighten for the modified arrow.

Drawing the string and arrow back, she found she had to use her auril-enhanced strength to pull it back to the proper distance.

She aimed her attack at a target Jake had in his workshop for testing–a thick and large metal plate. Manifesting her will by pushing her spirit with the song of her heart, the auril within the arrow’s head took on the deathly quality of the hunt.

An outline formed around the arrow, and a ghostlike aura of the projectile grew in size. She released it at the target, the weapon piercing deeply into it. Then, a large, deathly manifestation of a wolf chomped deeply into the metal plate.

Jake whistled as he looked at the damage. “Pretty good! I can burn a lot deeper with my Scorching Ray, but considering you can do that nearly all day long–that’s powerful. Then, that’s without Cyclic Resonance or your Technique. Try it with Avenging Flames next?”

She stirred her mana, auril, and her own vitality and life force to bloom into a powerful flame. Her body was engulfed with the flames of vengeance, as she infused the arrow with her now flaming auril once more.

It filled the arrow even more rapidly than before, an aura of flaming death wafting off it. She fired it at the plate next to the previous target, and it pierced even deeper before exploding.

The plate remained on fire, and it melted for a moment before dispersing. “That’s great. I can see the deathly energies spread, but there was nothing to really decay and kill there–the armor plates unliving. I think it would have been more devastating against a living target.”

She put her bow away, and hugged Jake with her tail wagging. “Thank you so much, my mate. Now I will feel like I can really help out! I felt weak at the second greater rift, compared to the rest of my clan mates.”

Warm reassurance enveloped her, a confidence in her that she could feel down to her bones. Jake shook his head. “You helped plenty. We’re a team, and you more than pull your weight in it. You help me move through states, and aid in casting spells. Then, your Cyclic Resonance and Avenging Strike are important finishers for us to have against the strongest enemies. Rejuvenation was quite helpful too, adding to our ability to fight the long battles efficiently. This month before the Raid, you will catch up in numerous other ways, I’m sure of it.”

Despite already hugging, she pounced Jake again, taking him down to the ground. They both laughed as she gave him her love, kissing and hugging as they enjoyed a small break.

Jake chuckled. “Let’s get back to it–we have a lot of those to enchant to ensure you have enough for boss enemies. Then, I need to share that etching with Amara, so she can help Mindy and the rest take to it. It’ll be a lot more time-consuming for them to etch them, but it’ll be needed for the other auril heroes.”

“Yes! My Dad and clan mothers would love these!”

They went back to enchanting their arrows, and while it was less useful for their weapons, it was still a valuable tool for them to be aware of. Next, she would help Ophelia in their crafting headquarters at Life’s Haven.
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Tanda hummed a song, as her tail swished behind her. Ophelia and Tanda alternated their hammer blows, infusing the metal with auril and mana alike.

Vesuvius and Jarrix hammered on another, the two using their powers as auril heroes to infuse their metals as well. Their size had increased even further as they leveled, and she could see their efforts bearing fruit even in their crafting.

Ophelia was focused on her mana structure reinforcement. Tanda knew there was a similar skill for auril, but the effect was only marginally better when Jake would be the one enchanting it. Since Lia had pushed the skill near mastery for their Tier, it was simply better to keep using it.

Vesuvius bellowed his flames into the metal, reheating it as Jarrix shielded himself with auril. The lava monitor was well suited for smithing, for a beastkin. The forge within Hearthtribe’s Headquarters had plenty of magical flames to use, to provide a consistent heat to their metals.

Ophelia was working hard on making the final weaponry for the numerous auril heroes. Many prospective smiths watched on, hoping to understand or take advantage of what Ophelia and Tanda were doing.

Some eternum smiths were present, hammering on weapons and armors as well. As Tanda understood it, many of them might be preparing the bodies for their future children.

Rhia floated near Ophelia and Tanda. “Wow, so this is how babies are made!”

Ophelia stumbled, before she chuckled and shook her head and narrowed her eyes on Rhia. “You’ve been spending too much time around Berri. I know you’re not so naive.”

Rhia chuckled. “Ah, I’ve been found out, huh? It’s fun to act like I’m like a child. I can get away with so much fun stuff, and people don’t even get mad.”

Tanda giggled. “I’m sure it’s fun for a while, but isn’t that kind of lonely? People will think less of you since you act like a child, and can’t meet them on the same level in a conversation. Berri always has Blood, and us to talk to. What about you?”

Rhia’s fiery eyes became big within her armor. “Y-You’re right. I’ll…be careful.”

Ophelia asked, “Did you want to learn more about smithing? Your people seem to like crafting.”

“I…maybe. I wanted to help Berri, but it appears I don’t work well with… the auril or living stuff. It couldn’t hurt to learn smithing! I’ve read a few books already, it’s just…well, I hadn’t found what I like best yet.”

Tanda smiled. “I bet your people would be good at enchanting! Your arcane mana seems quite special.”

Rhia nodded. “We are! But it has been a challenge to research. Thanks to Hearthtribe and this world, mother and others can finally spend sufficient time, energy, and materials on it. Our people weren’t provided many resources, so we focused on increasing our knowledge through book learning and similar. Now, they can experiment a lot more.”

Ophelia smiled. “That’s great news! Well, you never know what else you might be good at. If you don’t like smithing or enchanting, Jake made all sorts of neat gadgets before, which helped him in the Trial. You could tinker with stuff like that to ensure you and your party always have an advantage in the dungeons.”

“That sounds kinda cool! Berri said ninjas use tools, I think? I’ll try the smithing for now. How can I help out here?”

Rhia watched Tanda and Ophelia for a time, before joining the reptile beastkin as an assistant. The girl seemed to have an insatiable curiosity, that would aid her in improving her capabilities, in whatever she chose.

[image: image-placeholder]

Blood and Berri weaved their auril through the auril beast hide leather, altering its shape. They created several slots to line the hauberk, allowing themselves or others to insert plates within.

Holding it up, Berri smiled. “That’s so easy! Cutting the hide and shaping it in advance would be far too much work. Molding the leather like clay is neat.”

They slotted numerous plates of bone inside the leather chest piece. Using their [Bone Working] skill, they twisted and merged the bones once inside, as it allowed for smaller holes. Once the bones were sealed inside, they moved onto the next step.

Blood floated over their extracted essence. They had purchased many verdalisk corpses, and used their Essence Extraction skill on them. Once done with the corpse, it would become a desiccated husk. And they would be left with what looked like a jar of slime.

A verdalisk was like an odd plant crocodile. It was strong and hardy, but had regenerative properties. When the essence was infused into the auril leather, holes cut into the leather would be filled quickly by woven vines and plants, enhanced by the user's own auril.

It would also make the leather sturdier. As they infused the slime-like essence into the hauberk, the color shifted almost to a bark-like hue and texture.

Their work done, they moved onto the next.

Darris stood over to the side, working with some essence. He rumbled, “The essence is so challenging to work with. It feels so…foreign, and strange.”

Roxo was also merging the bone within his own hauberk with a frown. “Something about the essence calls to me. I find it essence infusion works better if I lean into that feeling.”

Blood smiled. “That’s right. Perhaps it’s your dragon’s blood, or something much more primal within you. You both feel a connection to Echidna, yes? That same connection is from your very essence.”

Darris blanched as he looked at the slime-like concoction in front of him. “You mean, like the essence we extracted? We can do this to…beastkin corpses?”

Blood chuckled. “It would be a lot of work for not a lot of essence. It is there within you, but it is small compared to most monsters. As mentioned, I do believe your dragon’s blood has a bit more of it than the rest of the beastkin. You should be proud of your heritage, and accept this. Roxo is right, lean into the feeling, and you shall do better with it.”

The reptile beastkin were certainly attracted to working with the bones and auril beast hides. Blood noted that essence extraction and infusion could work with both auril and mana. It was only that they were more skilled with their mana that using it was better.

Blood noticed that the largest number of the mammalian and avian beastkin favored working with the auril woods. In a peculiar way, the Elysians also seemed attracted to this. This thought seemed to excite Berri.

Rookard was helping Drysander and Bria with shaving the wood and shaping and hardening them. While Drysander didn’t have access to auril, his power over nature magic allowed him to manipulate it effectively.

Both Bria and Drysander worked on hardening the cores of the hafts, while maintaining the outside’s pliability. Against large attackers and bosses, it was likely they would need the stronger core or the haft would snap when they needed it. Even still, the pliability was necessary to be a shock absorber, to soften the impacts on the user’s hands.

Rookard took a completed haft, and added one of Ophelia’s completed halberd-heads to the tip. Running some of his blue auril through the haft, he created a large axe head out of his will.

He gave a vicious smile, as he looked over it. “Excellent. Our claws grow ever sharper. This just needs Chief Jake’s enchantment, and it will be ready.” He handed it over to Bria.

Bria inspected the item. “Falcor isn’t always around. Our party is five now without him.”

Drysander chuckled, as he looked over his heavy tree maul. “I’m sure one will be home with child often enough. The Eternum can fight on his own, too. They sure are a unique people.”

Blood looked over her lord husband’s many crafters, each pushing themselves to advance their knowledge and their outcomes. Thousands would participate in the final battle, so the amount of crafted weapons and armor necessary was staggering.

Thankfully, Hearthtribe all focused on one craft or another, and were making steady progress. Then, the additional crafters sent by Kedrin and Trinity helped produce more on top of that, and all brought their unique insights and knowledge from across the Sector.

Even the orcs and troll tribes had joined, though many were focused on animal husbandry. Taking care of the auril beasts and training them was definitely a full-time job, beyond their own fighting and training.

The world of Highlands was preparing in countless ways for the final battle, and Blood was happy to see how well it was going. These efforts would serve them well even going into the next Tier, and she could hardly wait to see what they could accomplish.


Chapter 30 - Adornment



Jake was working on his various projects within his lab. He was working on a less conditional mana font–one that would have a more open design, allowing even his…immense wife to use it if they needed it.

There were various limitations for items that could be brought in the Raid. He would have to be mindful of how many items they could bring, and what types. It appeared Ophelia’s semi-sentient shield, Bloodberri’s semi-alive shapeshifting weapon, and Fhesiah’s magical torch were of a special type that allowed for only one per person.

That same slot was taken up by Jake’s Mana Font, and potentially his shield once he finished it. Thankfully, Tanda’s weapon wasn’t considered the same as Bloodberri’s, despite being capable of transforming. He may need her to carry it for him so that he could use his slot for his shield.

Jake and the girl’s armor had to be re-enchanted. He was able to use a special game-like item to remove the previous ones, and easily enchant them again. Removing all the Nordic runes from them, it should no longer be possible for them to be inhibited like they were before.

He now had what he thought was a potent mixture of runes in the Highlands language, and demonic runes, in a layered approach. Each girl now had auril beast leather bodysuits underneath their armor.

Jake went to take out his chest piece to have another quick look at it, and he frowned. “Where is it?”

Fhesiah’s voice echoed in his mind, [Aw, we hoped you wouldn’t check until it was completely ready. I suppose now is as good a time as any. Just give Lia a few minutes and meet us in the living room? Meet us in your Tribal Elder outfit.]

Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise. What was she doing to his armor?

He cleaned up his workspace and got dressed, and came to the living room as she bid him. Wearing the tribal elder outfit, he now had his leather bracers and odd headdress, along with the red vest and shorts he had worn to a few of the parties and other events.

The girls were waiting for him, all wearing the same tribal attire and beaming smiles–as usual, Tanda’s tail was practically buzzing behind her.

“What’s all this?”

It was Tanda that responded, “We hadn’t had much time until now, but we finally had some time to get organized. We made your adornments!”

Jake smiled, remembering this beastkin custom. “Organized?”

Fhesiah smiled. “Of course, we wanted to coordinate! I’ve seen plenty of adornments in Cascadia, and they often follow a sort of theme. Clans focused on woodworking might make wooden badges, while hunters might just show off trophies from their prey from each of their mates.”

Ophelia added, “Then the avian beastkin often use feathers from their mates and other trinkets, and we’ve all seen the idols. We wanted to make some for at home, and for in battle. So we have two sets.”

She took out his chest piece, and he saw that around the odd orb that was held in the center, there were spots for five circular objects to fit in place now. She placed it next to him on the couch.

Fhesiah came over, and presented hers first. It seemed to be a leather badge, that reminded him of a little chibi caricature of her–that is, a sort of deformed miniature of herself, meant to look cute more than anything else.

The image looked like she was somehow both a dragoness and a kitsune at the same time, wearing her robes, with her hips cocked to the side. She was holding a heart-shaped flame in one hand and a potion in the other, her big golden eyes having a teasing look.

He supposed this was depicting his passionate sage in some way. “This is great, I love it.”

Tanda gripped his beast-hide bracer, then used her auril to form slots for the badges with a wink. Then, Fhesiah placed her coin-like badge inside.

Fhesiah then placed the coin inside Jake’s chest piece. It depicted a kitsune animal with dragon wings and horns, and a flame in the center beneath its head, along with depictions of the sun and moon.

Fhesiah gave him a loving hug and a kiss, before stepping to the side. Ophelia presented her chibi next, slotting it inside his bracer. It was a cute version of her, holding a shield and what looked like a smithing hammer.

She had a determined look, that on the caricature looked especially cute. This easily depicted his loyal guardian.

“This is cute, just like you, Lia.”

The coin was a winged shield, that had a bolt of lightning and flames surrounding it. She blushed as she placed it inside the chest piece, then she too gave him a loving hug which wrapped him in her softness and warmth, before kissing him and stepping aside.

Bloodberri presented their caricature next. It was them, wearing both a crown and–

“Is that an ankh baseball bat?”

Berri nodded. “Mmmhmm! It’s pretty cool. I had to include that saint thingy somehow.”

There were depictions of beasts on her snake tail, which was coiled up underneath and next to her. And…an egg on top of her coil. This one was a little all over the place, but depicting a radiant saint and devoted monarch in a chibi seemed challenging.

They slotted it in his bracer, as Blood floated the coins into the chest piece as well.

The coins featured a black and a white snake, one wearing a crown and the other an ankh-bat. Jake enjoyed Bloodberri’s loving embrace, and a quick kiss, before allowing Tanda to show hers.

Her adornment was again a chibi caricature of her, this one dancing with her crescent moon spear. Plants grew around her, with Harmony Peaks in the background. She slotted it to his bracer, then added the coin to the chest piece. It had a wolf with raven wings, and there was a spear in front of it. The symbol for auril was present; the triskele with a heart.

“There. Now you really look like a proper Chieftain!”

Jake raised his brow. “I didn’t before?”

She blushed. “T-There’s no such thing as a Chief without mates! 4, or 5 is low for one–at least for a Chief as young as you. Still, the world is changing, and I know you aren’t beastkin. I’m happy you are taking part in my people’s customs!”

Fhesiah and the rest of the girl’s smiled at Tanda, and Jake chuckled. “I’m happy to meet you halfway. Thanks, girls. I’ll wear my adornments proudly.”

They all hugged and kissed him again, each taking their turns hugging both Jake but also each other. Fhesiah interrupted the silence. “Well, it’s about time for us to get moving. Harmony Peaks is having a minor festival.”

“What for?”

Tanda beamed. “We’re welcoming the Elysians! Most of them had arrived in battle, and many hadn’t even gotten to see their final destination yet, the growing World Tree. The Ravenwolf Tribe wanted to have a bit of a party to both celebrate the many victories in the war, and to welcome the Elysians to their new homes. Their resurrection timers have all completed.”

Heading through the portal, Jake was shocked when they arrived outside the HQ. The entire location had already been vastly transformed.

Originally, a vast plaza with just a few saplings and open space sat just outside the portal area. It was now filled with much larger trees lining the outside. Plants and vines grew everywhere, and naiads played and sang in a massive fountain.

Lanterns were lit everywhere on long hanging vines, with music and singing drifting into Jake’s ears. Wonderful smells of cooking meats and vegetables entered his nose, and he saw thousands of people making merry.

“Oh! Don’t you think we should summon our friends, so they can enjoy the party, too? They only come out for battles,” Tanda said, her tail wagging.

Ophelia smiled. “Great idea, Tanda! I think Valora would really enjoy being here.” She summoned Valora, and the powerful longma appearing in motes of light.

[We ride?]

“No, we party! The people are here to thank those for fighting and celebrate victory, and to welcome the Elysians to Highlands.”

Valora took on the vast crowds and happenings with interest, but nuzzled against Ophelia and moved to walk alongside her. Tanda joined her in the petting and praising of the creature.

Jake went ahead and summoned Jasmina, realizing she would definitely want to explore.

Berri patted Jasmina’s snout. “There are a bunch of the naiads in the fountain there, I think they’ll all enjoy your singing. We’ll bring you some food later!”

Jasmina looked at Jake, and felt a little worried at so much happening. “Go ahead, Jasmina. You’re protected by the Framework now. Everyone should know you’re an ally, and if you need anything, I can call you right away.”

She seemed to understand his sentiment, but Blood reiterated it with the same words, and that caused the meaning of the words to click for the Naga Siren.

Jasmina snaked off, heading to the fountain. He saw her join the naiads easily, the many little girls quickly opening up to the overwhelmingly large creature.

Jake worked to summon one of the heroic beasts. He probed his connection to the three strange beings, trying to determine if any of them wanted to come and enjoy a celebration. Bree accepted his probing, the other two shying away from it, if not outright rejecting it with a sneer.

That last emotion was a little strange, but since Bree was willing, he put that at the back of his mind.

He summoned Bree, the large boar appearing in motes of light. As her auril heart beat powerfully, many of the beastkin took notice right away as her song joined them.

Bree looked over the many people enjoying the party, before looking at Jake and giving a light bow of the head.

Jake really wasn’t sure what to make of her behavior. He tried to probe her about his many questions he had for her. “Since you’re here…what’s with you and Ainora and Isolyn? Are you three related?”

Bree froze, and almost shook, in response. He felt the Framework sort of descend, the air becoming thick with an unknown energy. Jake realized that this creature’s ability to communicate with him was limited, perhaps like how Fhesiah was limited originally.

He decided to change the topic, before something bad happened.

“I’m sure many of the beastkin would be happy to feed a venerated heroic beast. Or, you can come enjoy the party with us?”

Dozens of spriggons were waiting off to the side for Bloodberri and Bree both, and they charged in, jabbering and cheering all the while. Many surrounded Bree and even began climbing her, which she didn’t appear to mind at all.

Berri addressed them, “Hello, forest friends! Have you been being good?”

The dozens of them smiled and nodded as they jabbered, and Jake could have sworn he heard a few words of speech that he almost recognized, even beside Bloodberri’s name. He wasn’t sure, but it appeared the creatures were learning.

Jake was certain that they had all increased in strength, however. Many had joined the Ravenwolf Tribe in their assault of the West, and some had started joining parties accomplishing incursions.

As Jake understood it, the creatures were not able to have a true class, but they could learn magic with nature mana. They could rapidly grow restricting vines, and often used magic that quickly overwhelmed the senses for a brief instant, stunning most monsters.

One in the lead stood forward, with a crown made of black and white flowers. It presented it to them.

Berri smiled. “For me? Oh! You’re so nice. Thank you.” Blood floated them onto her head, using telekinesis.

The spriggons were filled with joy, clapping and dancing.

Blood smiled at them. “Thank you so much for your help. The beastkin and Elysians are always telling me how good you’ve been. We are proud to call you friends.”

The creatures became even more fervent. Berri confirmed with Jake and the rest that she could head off and play for a time–that they didn’t have specific plans. There were dozens of beastkin children not far away playing, and so she left to enjoy herself.

To Jake’s surprise, Bree and Valora went off with them. He noticed that some of the spriggons ran off to where they were handing out cooked meat, likely to obtain some for the creatures.

Tanda’s tail was wagging as she watched them. “It looks like they are going to pamper them both along with Bloodberri!”

Jake was happy to see them in their element. Blood enjoyed playing with the children a little less, and probably wanted to be at Jake’s side more than she liked playing with the kids. However, it appeared she had more than one reason for acquiescing to her sister’s demands.

Fhesiah said, “That’s a shame about Bree, huh? Just when we thought we would get some answers. I wonder if we’ll have much better luck once this world has completed its Trial. Restrictions loosen even further when we reach the next Tier as well.”

Jake nodded. “I suppose we’ll just have to be patient. They are clearly a special entity to be restricted in this way–just like you were, at first.”

Fhesiah gave Jake a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll go meet with Aisling and Nadessa, so I can leave you three together. You kids have fun! Us old ladies will spend some time together for a bit.”

It appeared they were letting them go on a mini date, and this was the reason why Blood hadn’t fought Berri to stick around with their lord.

Tanda, Ophelia and Jake were soon to have their dual cultivation activities together, and so it was them being thoughtful about them spending a little time together–just the three of them.

They began walking through the large festival grounds, Jake flanked by his two wives.

The many beastkin and Elysian people were seen all over getting to know one another. There was dancing and singing, and once again, much food about. While the Elysians didn’t much need to eat, he did see them snacking on fruits and drinking various beverages.

There were even some Adventurers present, and Jake spotted many from Hearthtribe.

Tanda smiled at Ophelia. “What did you want to see? There should be a roost jousting competition, but I bet they are going to try to be a little inclusive. Maybe the treants will act as moving roosts? That would be fun!”

Jake and Ophelia asked at the same time, “Roost jousting?”

“Yeah! Like you saw the kids playing roost tag, those poles with the places to stand on? But with spears!”

Jake frowned, thinking of them. The roosts had resembled a sort of coat rack with large pegs on a pole, but those were only a few feet up. To do something where someone could fall a great distance seemed reckless.

“Sounds…dangerous.”

Tanda laughed. “They have padding! Both on the spear, but also a net below to catch them. It’s fun to watch! The roosts allow for you to attack from many angles rapidly, using our auril enhanced legs to launch ourselves from the roosts in quick bursts.”

Ophelia smiled. “That does sound like fun! I bet you were really outstanding at it.”

Tanda shook her head. “Nope! I was terrible. I only beat those that were not at the same level.”

Ophelia asked, “Why’s that? I thought you are quite the warrior compared to your peers.”

Tanda twisted her body, showing her wagging tail. “Because of this! Those tail feathers help a lot for altering your flight in subtle ways.”

Jake noted, “I bet your flaps, or cape would help with that, though. You know, I bet Fhesiah could change your tail for you to a raven’s if you really wanted.”

Tanda gasped, and held her tail protectively and gave Jake a hurt look. “W-What? No!”

Ophelia laughed, as she rubbed Tanda’s back. “You’re always complaining about it, but now you fight to protect it? You know, Jake was just trying to help.”

Tanda giggled, as she rejoined Jake and Ophelia on their walk. “You’re right, I guess it just…shocked me. I…am fond of it. I did want to get it under control, but it’s always been part of me. Plus, I can tell Jake thinks it’s cute.”

He chuckled. “It is, and you are. The hearth bond conveys our feelings, so we can feel things like your honest feelings, but there’s something endearing about your body being honest too.”

Ophelia looked thoughtful. “I also don’t have those tail feathers, but my wings are half magic. They have special control over my flight, almost like Fhesiah has.”

Tanda smirked. “Yeah, but maybe you could still use some tail feathers! Fhesiah told me you’d like to shoot them out of your–”

Ophelia blushed. “J-Just when did she tell you about that? Don’t you tease me too!”

Tanda laughed, as she hugged Ophelia tightly. “We only do it because you’re so cute!”

Jake smiled at the two girls. “She’s right. Well, if you end up with tail feathers, I won’t mind. You’ll still be the same amazing woman that I love.”

Ophelia’s blush was still prominent, as she touched her two index fingers together. It appeared she was still worried about something. “W-What about, if I end up with a beak? Will you still love me?”

Jake’s eyes grew wide at the implications, but he answered confidently. “Till the end of time.” But he wrapped his arm around her shoulders, and looked her in her blue eyes. This was like if a girl asked you if she was fine with her putting on extra weight or something, but a million times stranger.

“B-but, I uhh… Definitely wouldn’t mind if you used Fhesiah’s help to…put you back the way you are more comfortable with.”

Ophelia and Tanda both began laughing, and Jake now realized that it was a bit of a setup.

Tanda’s tail was wagging furiously. “We got ‘em! Jake is cute too. He looked as if he saw a ghost.”

“That was funny. Jake, I promise if I somehow evolve to have a beak or something super weird like my body all covered in feathers, to let Fhesiah put me back to normal. I know how much you like my face as it is!” Ophelia smiled, and kissed Jake on the cheek.

“Yup! And I know you won’t like me having too much fur, or the mouth of a wolf. I definitely want my mate to desire me, so I’ll make that same promise.”

Jake did remember the play, and the heavy beast blood people were a bit of a stretch for his ability to be attracted to them. It was reassuring that Fhesiah would handle any significant changes.

“I’ll return that promise to you, though I think Hestia is definitely going to watch out for us. If I end up with any weird things, I’ll have Fhesiah take care of them.”

Ophelia rolled her eyes. “I don’t know, I think she’s all too excited about you maybe getting some tentacles. She might throw a bit of a tantrum if you just got rid of them. I think she’ll at the very least want you to give them a test drive first.”

Tanda frowned in confusion. “Why? Why would she want Jake to have tentacles?”

Ophelia whispered in Tanda’s wolf ear, causing her eyes to bulge comically before her face was filled with a cute blush. She covered her face with her paws. “I-If they’re my mate’s…and he liked it, maybe?”

They spent some time watching the roost jousting, the two girls clapping and cheering at each battle. He could see Ophelia would enjoy participating in the sport, likely needing to avoid using her Technique to have a real challenge.

Tanda hugged Ophelia with her tail wagging. “You’d be really great at this! I’d like to see you jousting on Valora.”

“Valora would like that too. Maybe some day Seamus can set up that kind of thing,” Ophelia said, thinking of all the events she would like to participate in there.

“Let’s get something to eat? We’ll check on Valora and Bree.”

The three continued their date, enjoying their time together. Bree and Valora were being all but worshiped and pampered by the spriggons and beastkin alike, as they listened to their songs.

Fhesiah got juicy gossip from Aisling and Nadessa, while Blood and Berri met with the many children, and the numerous spriggons that seemed to worship them. Despite looking like children, the dryads had little interest in playing with children outside of their own.

They spent much of their time riding in the boughs of their treant husbands, meeting the many beastkin and joining them in song and dance. The satyrs and fauns seemed to get along with the beastkin especially, at least looking the part. Despite lacking an auril heart, the beastkin people were welcoming of them.

Still, many of them joined in the various activities, the Elysians mixing among the beastkin. Valtor and his people were there, along with many of the Warrior Brotherhood.

Morwen and Bedwyr were heading to the frozen tundras up north, to scout out their future home and see if there were many nethril warriors to meet. The remaining priestesses and servants remained to help with research.

Most likely, another HQ would go there before the next major conflict on Highlands.

“What a great party. You girls ready to head back?” Jake looked over at his lovers fondly, having enjoyed their little date.

Ophelia nodded with a bit of a blush. “I’m ready. We’ll become stronger together, and… have a bit of fun.”

“That’s the spirit, Lia! Let’s take care of our mate, together.”

They headed back to their Refuge, ready to enjoy and level up for the rest of their evening.


Interlude 6 - ♥♥♥ Soul Tempering - Ophelia and Tanda



The three entered the body tempering room. Jake worked to swap out the orbs for the ones being tempered. The array hummed to life, the energies being drawn into the special cultivation bed.

The girls would wear special necklaces that also drew in some energy, to ensure that regardless of where they were on the beds, they would receive a proper balance.

Only their souls were being tempered this time, so the solution was meant to be different. It would be used in tandem with pills Fhesiah had concocted, to target only their hearths with the opposing energies and not their bodies.

Tanda’s soul was attuned to Death, the will of the Ravenwolves focused on the cycle of life and death, death brought about from hunting and vengeance.

When Ophelia finally became a Champion of Guan Yu, her soul was finally aspected. Just becoming a mere paladin or its equivalent was not enough at their Tier.

Jake had learned it was likely, had she advanced to the next Tier, it could have happened from building up enough faith energy or aided by the Framework as a result of her Merit.

For Jake, his hearth simply took on a divine-attuned core when he increased in Tier. He wasn’t sure why this was, if it was merely a choice of Hestia’s, or if it was a result of his Bloodline already working in the background to alter the way things were for him. However, he understood that it was more than a little special to have one so early.

It was changing his body in minute ways, preparing him for godhood. The early start meant it would be that much easier to accomplish it sooner.

But those thoughts fled him because he was tackled to the bed just as he finished his preparations by both girls with a giggle. White and black feathers, fur, hair, and tan skin covered his view, as the two girls peppered him with kisses from on top of him.

Jake’s lips met Ophelia’s first as his hands wrapped around both girl’s hips. Each of them roamed his body with their hands, as they took their places on his right and left. Ophelia’s deep blue eyes had a loving and playful look, as they enjoyed each other’s touch.

Tanda kissed Jake’s cheek and neck, her tail wagging in excitement. Her golden eyes watched the scene, as her heart beat a song of warmth and love.

He now met her lips instead, for Ophelia to take her place–kissing his cheek and neck as his and Tanda’s tongues sought one another’s. Their soft but firm bodies molded against his for a moment, before some unseen communication happened between the two girls.

They both pulled away for a moment, taking off their tribal tops, and helping Jake with his. Their firm breasts were revealed, and he marveled at how close the two girls looked to one another.

Ophelia’s muscles were more defined than Tanda, and her skin almost looked pale compared to Tanda’s darker skin. But the girl’s shapes had ended up rather similar now that Tanda had grown in strength.

Ophelia was closer to a fitness model’s looks and Tanda more lithe like a dancer, but she had progressed to have more definition on her body as she neared the peak.

Tanda’s feathers and fur each looked more lush, the purple shining in the light among the black more brightly. Removing their tribal skirts, the two girls were the picture of naked perfection.

They hugged each other from the sides, grabbing each other’s hips behind their backs. Their chests were brought together, their skins and feathers a stark contrast.

Jake’s lust rose, as he could tell what the two girls were thinking.

Ophelia smiled, but she was blushing. “T-That’s right. We’ll take care of you first, together.”

“It’ll help Lia get used to things first, and it’ll be fun! I like making my mate feel good, and I know you do too, Lia.”

Jake sat on the edge of the bed, as he took off his tribal shorts. The girls got on their knees in front of him, still hip to hip. His cock was already hard, filled with anticipation of the pleasure his beautiful wives were about to bring him.

Before starting, they gave each other a small kiss. Both for Jake’s viewing, but also themselves. Trying to share their affection for one another as friends, they kissed each other inches away from his cock. They then kissed the tip of his crown from both sides, the two girls making pleased sounds.

The three of their hearths and hearts grew in sync, as they grew in love and lust for one another. Their powerful hearth bonds connected their sensations and their movements, as they acted almost as extensions of each other.

Moving down toward the base, the girls separated as they kissed and licked Jake’s cock nearly in sync. Jake groaned at the sensation, and both Tanda and Ophelia moaned as one hand cupped the other girl’s breast. Each alternated who fondled Jake’s balls or massaged his length, teasing each of their breasts for Jake’s viewing.

Ophelia was the first to take Jake’s tip into her mouth, the girl angling it toward her before circling it with her tongue. Bobbing on his length, she took him deeper with every movement.

Tanda had a deep blush and a wide smile, as she watched her clan mate taking care of Jake. “W-wow, that feels amazing. You look so pretty taking care of your mate, Lia–Jake’s really enjoying it!”

Jake groaned, as Ophelia sped up. “She’s right, Lia. You’re beautiful.”

Ophelia could feel the earnest truth in Tanda and Jake’s complement, which made her blush and almost choke. Her mouth was full, so she continued taking Jake’s cock even deeper into her throat, before pulling back and angling Jake toward Tanda.

Tanda mimicked what Ophelia did, her tongue swirling around his crown before taking him deep into her mouth. Jake could feel the warmth and love, as she tried to please him as well.

Ophelia’s heart swelled. “You’re so nice, Tanda.”

Tanda sped up, her head bobbing on Jake’s length. She began alternating licking and slurping the tip as she took him deep into her throat, the two girls both moaning as they began fingering themselves.

They began alternating who sucked on Jake’s cock, with Jake guiding them along his length. Following his will, the girls continued to lick and suck his length until he got close to his climax.

Ophelia pulled back, and they began kissing their length together once more. Ophelia jerked his cock, her hand massaging his length as they both kissed and licked the remainder of his length and tip from each side.

Jake groaned, as his orgasm washed over him. The girls shook and moaned as their own climax hit them, the sensation from him heightening their pleasure, as Ophelia quickly angled his cock to shoot into her mouth.

After several ropes of cum were shot into her waiting throat, she quickly pulled off and angled it to Tanda to share it, who was ready to receive the rest.

“That was great, girls. Now, for the magical drugs to go along with. Which of you wants to be first?”

The girls looked between each other, but Ophelia smiled. “I’ll go first, but…we’ll go together after that.”

Jake nodded. Fhesiah’s enhancements to the arrays on the bed had really improved. Now, it looked more like the very same yin and yang symbol, rather than a heart. The white side had a black dot which would be infused with the opposing energy, while the black side had the opposite.

After starting, it didn’t have those awkward moments to get themselves under the mats of the orbs to be resupplied with the energy. Instead, they only needed to place themselves at the right locations on the bed. It became much easier to keep the energies flowing, infusing themselves with the energies needed to merge and temper themselves.

Because they weren’t tempering their bodies, the energy in the orbs mainly provided a pleasant sensation until they were saturated with too much of it or held it for too long. Taking the Yang energy side of the bed, Tanda was being filled with nearly-pure Yang Qi.

Jake joined her sitting there, allowing his body and core to draw in the energy. They sat right next to the middle, making them close to Ophelia.

For Tanda, she already had somewhat of a Yang body. All beastkin did, so her hearthvines and heart were happy to suck up this energy and make some use of it.

Ophelia sat on the Yin side of the bed. Being filled with the opposing energy, she also felt a mostly pleasant sensation. Only an arm’s reach away, she held Jake’s hand.

Jake and Ophelia both consumed their pills first. Jake’s was filled with life energy, and it entering his stomach to release its energy to be sucked up by his hearth, if anything, felt pleasant.

His hearth would normally burn the energy up as fuel or otherwise consume and convert it into the flames of his hearth, but instead he used his hearth to put pressure on and condense the energy as it arrived. It was also modified ever so slightly from passing through his void body.

The pills were designed to release rapidly at the start, but to slowly release the larger portion of the energy. The yang pill Jake took was filled with high vitality energy, including the fertility and verdant blossoming of plants, which was meant to be opposing to Tanda’s hunting energy of death.

For Ophelia, the pill’s energy was painful. Her pill was abyssal energies taken from corpses, embodying death and decay. The deathly energy within the pill clashed with her life-attuned soul.

Hers was calibrated to be difficult to purify taken from high-level corpses, even with the righteous lightning of the gods buzzing around inside her. She fought with the pain to cycle it through her core, her body starting to be influenced by necrosis in her chest.

Her brows were furrowed in anguish, as she drew from her strength, and her soul was tested against the powerful deathly energy. She struggled with her control, fighting the contagion in both her body and her soul–but then she received a little bit of help.

Tanda used her auril to fight against the energy in Ophelia’s body, allowing her to focus only on her core and soul.

Tanda held her hand out to her, her fluffy paw grasping the other hand and letting her know she was here to help. Of course, Jake was willing to help, but seeing the girls bond over a small thing was good.

Ophelia often pushed herself too hard, and Jake would be busy with managing and monitoring his void lungs to multitask.

Eventually, the energy within Ophelia built beyond what she could take. Her face and chest was heaving with sweat, taking deep breaths as she fought against the energy. Even Jake was feeling uncomfortable from the amount of energy within him, even too much life or vitality energy could lead to decay.

“I need you, my Chosen. P-Please…”

Sitting on the edge of the two thresholds of the bed, Jake pulled Ophelia into his lap. His hard cock rested against her stomach, and he kissed her deeply. They would fight through any pain together, and they would join once again to become stronger than ever.

He lifted her and angled his cock into her slit, and all three of them groaned as his tip entered her wet heat. The energies surged against their opposites as yin and yang met, their minds swelling with relief and pleasure.

Ophelia’s pussy gripped Jake’s cock like a vice, even as it massaged his length up and down. The energies formed whirlpools within each of their bodies as the two energies both fought and merged, and created something new.

Drawing the energies into his core, Jake breathed as his void lungs drew in the resulting energies, and much of it refined his core. The clashing of the dozens of special energies within their bodies created effects beyond their understanding, but shook their minds with both pleasure and pain.

But the pain eventually washed away, as they became numb to it. Focused on each other, Jake and Ophelia’s eyes met. She shook as Jake lifted her up and down and thrust into her wet heat. As he moved, she began meeting his thrusts and finding a steady rhythm as she bounced up and down in his lap.

The two were awash with pleasure, as Jake’s hands gripped her hips. Speeding up both the meshing of energies and their movements, Ophelia’s moans reached a fevered peak.

“F-fuck, that feels so good…Fill me up, Jake!”

Jake groped her breast with one hand, as he lifted her up and down with the other. His hips were a blur, as he finished inside her. When his cum was released into her willing cunt, an explosion of euphoria made both their minds go blank.

Their bodies shook as energies ran rampant, and Jake only barely had the presence of mind to take a deep breath with his void lungs, drawing the energies into his body and core.

Ophelia’s eyes nearly glazed over, as she came down from her orgasm. “W-wow. That was…”

“That was amazing! But uh, I took my pill, and it’s starting to hurt… Why does life energy hurt me so much?” Tanda’s ears were flat on her head.”

Ophelia was startled, having more or less forgotten Tanda was even there. Jake barely had the presence of mind to understand that the high vitality energies of harmony and resonance of the soul were fighting against her deathly soul of the hunt, and the build up was getting to be too much.

He kissed Ophelia and lifted her up, and took the deathly opposing pill. Breathing heavily with his void lungs, he drew the energies in as rapidly as he could.

“I’m here for you, my mate. I need you.”

Pulling her onto his lap as they kissed, she rocked her pussy along his cock as his hands roamed her body. Having reached the level of build up they needed, he flipped her onto her stomach.

Her beautiful ass in front of him, he pulled her hip as his throbbing cock entered her pussy. Her mind went blank as her mate’s length invaded her wet cunt, her moaning in ecstasy as yin and yang met. Waves of relief washed over her, as her core and pussy were filled with what she needed.

He fucked her from behind, her body wet and ready for him. Bottoming out inside her pussy, it shook and gripped his cock as he moved his hips.

“Yes! Ha-harder, please! I need it… my mate!” Tanda’s breaths were ragged, as her hearthvines pulled in the harmonic energy, and as they were overwhelmed, flooded them into her hearthflames. Her heart beat heavily, stoking the flames of her hearthvines with this inverse energy of the deathly hunt.

The energies within Jake became more rampant, and his body moved as if possessed. Fucking his mate as her pussy clamped down on his cock, his hips began moving faster as his hands grabbed her hips and ass for purchase.

Eventually, one hand grasped her tail. Her body shook as he gripped it at its base, fucking his ravenwolf wife through her climax. Her pussy convulsed on his cock, tightening all along his length.

Reaching a climax of his own, the energy within their bodies exploded as they ran rampant. He filled her cunt with seed as they moaned, the pleasure overwhelming their senses. Jake’s void cells and lungs were filled with these rampant energies, and his core and Tanda’s vines tempered at the same time.

Jake then looked at Ophelia, as Tanda’s waist fell on the bed, her breaths heavy. A big blush was on Ophelia’s face, as she looked at Tanda’s body. “Y-you two really got into it. It was…sexy.”

He chuckled. “We’re no different. Here, let’s set up another way. You won’t mind this?”

Tanda flipped over, as they arranged themselves. She hugged Ophelia and pulled her on top of her. Ophelia blushed as she spread her legs to straddle Tanda. They saw eye to eye, Tanda just giving her a wide smile.

Jake’s cock entered Ophelia’s pussy from behind, their energies mixing once more. Being filled with pleasure, he found a good rhythm, grabbing her firm ass and pulling her into him. Her skin looked pale next to Tanda’s darker skin as he fucked her.

When they achieved a proper balance, he switched to Tanda’s wet pussy beneath her. Swapping between pills, Jake entered each of his mates one at a time, swapping as energy built, filling each of them with pleasure. Moans filled the room, as he worked each of their pussies and worked toward pleasure and making each other stronger.

The bonds and affection for each other grew, sharing this special moment together. Tanda only smiled and sent Ophelia warm feelings, as the two focused on their mate and themselves. In Tanda’s golden eyes, Ophelia saw only love for her clan mate–affection and no judgement. She was happy to have shared this time with her.

As their synchronicity and harmonization built, the pleasure from who Jake was inside began to matter little. Each of the girls shook in pleasure as Jake fucked the other, the three sharing in pleasure for a time.

Working towards a final climax, Jake filled Tanda’s pussy with a groan, the girls each moaning in shared pleasure. He moved to Ophelia’s cunt to fill it one last time, the two pussies only inches away. The girls both shuddered in pleasure, as they all shared their feelings across their hearths.

Pushing Ophelia to fall to the right, he collapsed between the girls and pulled them in, laying on his back. The girls giggled as they relaxed, covered in sweat from their coupling. The orbs had already run out a little bit ago, their soul tempering session coming to an end.

Jake could feel his cells brimming with energy, his core overfilled with power. It had hit the fifth level when he received those divine sparks from killing the enemy Champions and Enforcer, but it was moving towards its eventual evolution.

Tanda’s hearthvines too improved, becoming even more solid and near-tangible as they grew. Her heart beat powerfully in her chest, the odd harmonic energy remnants being consumed for their high vitality. She moved ever so slightly closer to the 25th level, catching up to the rest of her family.

She sighed in happiness. “That was fun, I can see why Faye loves to level up like that so much.”

Ophelia sighed. “Yes, but it was a bit painful too. Thanks for helping me, Tanda. I couldn’t do it without you. I’m happy my first…threesome was with you.”

Tanda giggled, as she grabbed Ophelia’s hand across Jake’s chest. “And you too, Lia. We’re all stronger, and closer than ever to our mate.”

Jake smiled at the two girls in turn. “We have much preparation in the coming month, but we’ll all benefit from playing hard when it comes to this. You girls did wonderfully.”

He shared his affection for them, using his cleaning spellform to take care of the girls and give them plenty of kisses. Utterly exhausted, they fell asleep in each other’s loving embrace.


Chapter 31 - The Dungeon Raid Begins



A few days ago, Valtor had triggered the raid. Like a beacon, a point was designated on the conquest map. The location was several hundred miles away from any HQ, and was positioned nearly dead center on the continent.

Valtor had told Jake that this was quite common. Should they lose, the Monster Tide would be released and attack all over the continent, pushing the conquest heavily in the enemy’s favor. Should the Alliance win, it would merely become the first of many entrances to Tartarus proper.

As such, thousands of warriors had made the trek across the land, to arrive at this moment. Dinosaurs, blimps, Jake’s airships and even by foot, the many beastkin, Emberborn, Elysians, Adventurers, and Eternum had arrived.

The weather was good, without a cloud in the sky. It was hard to imagine that somehow, this idyllic scenery was going to somehow be tarnished with some sort of attack by the enemy.

Nearly an entire month had passed in preparation for this moment. Jake and the girls’ skills were nearly maxed out, and their gear was in tip-top shape.

Jake had spent time with each of the girls, with their Chaotic Voidborne Soul Harmonization. This rose each of their stats somewhat, some more than others. But the biggest improvement was to their bonds.

Going through both pleasure and pain together connected them to a level of trust far beyond just being intimate or spending time with one another. It was like a series of trust-building activities from the pain mixed with the pleasure, which amplified their passion.

Their spirits were harmonizing, and this was raising their ability to find resonance more rapidly. Jake now didn’t really require Tanda’s help any longer, their bonds strong enough on their own.

Fhesiah had required quite a few more sessions than the rest of the girls. Her bloodline energy reserves had increased significantly, her draconic body nearly covering itself in scales when she drew upon it.

In contrast, her kitsune fur had become darker. Her flames were much more vibrant, and her Moon Hex even more devastating. Perhaps the biggest way she had improved was with her kitsune magics, spending more time mastering her bloodline capabilities.

Despite hitting level 25 some time ago, the pond in her Spiritual Temple kept growing with their tempering, besides. She was now in the great circle of Foundation Establishment, and she could truly advance and form her core at any moment.


[Fhesiah Status Level 25]
[Strength: 134]
[Dexterity: 108]
[Constitution: 110]
[Intelligence: 117]
[Wisdom: 118]
[Charisma: 120]


[Fhesiah’s Level 25 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Draconic Empowerment: 5]
[Draconic Fire Plunder: 5]
[Dance of the Sun and Moon: 5]
[Advanced Energy Control: 5]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 4]
[Bloodline Transformation 5]
[Auril Enhancement: 5]
[Auril Healing: 5]
[Auril Manifestation: 5]


[Fhesiah’s Level 25 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting: 5]
[Advanced Flesh Shaping: 5]
[Hearth Bond: 5]
[Advanced Alchemy: 5]
[Alchemy Subskills: Analyze, Synthesis, Reproduction, Extraction, Infusion]
[Misc Skills: Draconic Flight, Energy Vacuum]


Perhaps the one to improve the most, was Tanda. As she leveled up from Fhesiah’s pills, Jake’s cooked Auril Beast meats, the dual cultivation sessions with Ophelia, and the occasional Rift, her body became filled with an unending vitality.

Her fur and feathers became more vibrant, and the purple hue in her hair and fur alike became even more prominent–just like Jake’s skin. Her enhanced auril heart beat powerfully, her every breath in tune with the world itself.

Underneath her skin, the metaphysical hearthfire ivy vines had truly grown. Her Cyclical Heart combined with their void body tempering did help the plant, and this matched what happened with each of Jake’s wives. Thanks to them finding harmony, she really did advance her skill in runic casting as well.


[Tanda Status Level 25]
[Strength: 101]
[Dexterity: 121]
[Constitution: 111]
[Intelligence: 76]
[Wisdom: 112]
[Charisma: 74]


[Tanda's Level 25 Combat Skill-sheet]
[Avenging Flames: 5]
[Advanced Auril Mastery: 5]
[Auril Mastery Subskills: Enhancement, Healing, Manifestation, Harmony]
[Advanced Mana Control: 5]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 3]
[Advanced Druidic Magic: 4]
[Druidic Magic Spells: Rampant Growth, Plant Control, Rejuvenation]
[Advanced Champion Magic: 5]
[Champion Spells: Advanced Cyclic Resonance, Call Divine, Avenging Strike]


[Tanda’s Level 25 Non-Combat Skillsheet]
[Looting: 5]
[Hearth Bond: 5]
[Advanced Energy Control: 5]
[Misc Skills: Cyclical Auril Heart, Hearthvine Ivy, Death Absorption]


Her Advanced Cyclic Resonance allowed her to have a lot more leeway with her finisher, able to hold on to the final attack much longer. She could also expend much more of the golden energy sooner, to aid her attacks.

Thanks to her finding harmony with Jake, improving her bond, and her hearthivy vines maturing, she could now use mana effectively. She had also come a long way with her practice of runes, though with how much effort she spent elsewhere, she was not quite caught up with everyone else.

Her stats were the lowest among his wives, her lack of a class or a true core impacting her maximums. Despite this, she could charge up her physical attacks, and continue fighting at nearly full capacity for a long duration–even longer than Jake and his wives, with their Energy Vacuums.

Then, auril was simply of a higher quality than mana, and influenced her total output at a higher rate. The attributes were assuming a capacity of her body’s attributes using mana, even though she didn’t use it for enhancing herself.

Still, there was much to look forward to when she reached the next Tier, and obtained a class. Much of her potential would be added, almost retroactively, in some way when the world completed its Trial.

Ophelia had truly mastered her new core, her vajrafire lightning a large part of her fighting style. Riding on Valora, she had finally perfected fighting on the mount using her Technique. She even worked well with auril, using it to aid her efficiency and her power.

Her attacks were fluid and filled with power, as the two girls worked in tandem to create devastating attacks.


[Ophelia Status Level 25]
[Strength: 127]
[Dexterity: 87]
[Constitution: 122]
[Intelligence: 85]
[Wisdom: 121]
[Charisma: 122]


[Ophelia’s Level 25 Skill Sheet]
[Advanced Mana Control: 5]
[Ride of the Valkyries: 5]
[Advanced Valkyrie Magic: 5]
[Advanced Purifying Flames: 5]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 5]
[Vajrafire Bonded Hearth Core: 5]
[Auril Enhancement: 5]
[Auril Healing: 5]
[Auril Manifestation: 5]


[Valkyrie Spells Known: Renewal, Consecration, Spear of Hestia, Barrier, Hearth of Hestia, Valkyrie Champion, Intervene]


[Ophelia’s Level 25 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting: 5]
[Advanced Smithing: 5]
[Smithing Subskills: Essence Transfer, Magical Metallurgy, Mana Forging, Mana Structure Enhancement]
[Hearth Bond: 5]
[Misc Skills: Energy Vacuum, Eternal Oath, Chosen Technique]


Blood and Berri now fought like a well-oiled machine, whether with their tail and half-living weapon, or their spells. Blood controlled the battlefield, while Berri crushed or healed everything with holy might.


[Bloodberri Status Level 25]
[Strength: 160]
[Dexterity: 63]
[Constitution: 139]
[Intelligence: 103]
[Wisdom: 103]
[Charisma: 105] 


[Bloodberri’s Level 25 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Advanced Mana Control: 5]
[Holy Dark Paampu Attam: 5]
[Advanced Monstrous Strength: 5]
[Advanced Purifying Flames: 5]
[Advanced Holy Dark Priestess Magic: 5]
[Advanced Champion Magic: 5]
[Advanced Dark Magic: 5]
[Bonded Hearth Core: 5]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 3]
[Normal Spell-forms: 5]
[Auril Enhancement: 5]
[Auril Healing: 5]
[Auril Manifestation: 5]


[Bloodberri’s Level 25 Spell List]
[Dark Holy Priestess Spells: Advanced Dark Siphon, Advanced Armor of Faith, Divine Intervention, Resurrection]
[Dark Magic Spells: Weakness, Absorb Strength, Life Drain]
[Champion Spells: Maul of Hestia-Echidna, Between Heaven and Hell]
[Normal Spell-form: Telekinesis]


[Bloodberri’s Level 25 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting 5]
[Advanced Tailoring 2]
[Advanced Armor Crafting: 5]
[Armor Crafting Subskills: Essence Extraction, Essence Infusion, Bone Working]
[Hearth Bond: 5]
[Misc Skills: Energy Vacuum, Twin-souled and Twin-minded]


Their snake body when covered with armor and Armor of Faith was nearly impervious to damage, their constitution so high. Their body tempering had truly brought their strength to beyond the limits of their Tier, their new transforming polearm capable of cutting through any defense with their weight and power behind it.

Each of his girls had significantly increased in strength, standing far and above their peers. Most likely, each of his girls, even before Divine Reinforcement, were nearly twice as strong as peak individuals like Timone.

But when it came to Jake, he was truly becoming powerful.

His skin glimmered even more purple in the light, as they had spent plenty of time practicing his Void Body Tempering.

His body was sturdier than ever, and he felt an even better connection to the void, making him almost able to control the void when he breathed it out. Surprisingly, the Framework didn’t seem to believe he had reached any kind of threshold, to increase his Bloodline ratings. 


[Jake Status Level 25]
[Strength: 165]
[Dexterity: 149]
[Constitution: 158]
[Intelligence: 159]
[Wisdom: 165]
[Charisma: 148]


Jake’s stats were absolutely absurd. With his four well-rounded wives feeding their attributes through their bond, he was enhanced in turn–just as he did to them with their potential. For his size, his strength was nearly impossible to match.

He knew that if he faced some large creature in melee, thanks to his shield, he could deflect blows from some of the biggest they faced, and punish them for their attack. Facing something like the Alpha Lava Wyvern on Ariminum, he could kill it with just his melee capability alone–not even needing to use buffs, and just his plain advanced melee specialization capabilities.


[Jake’s Level 25 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Hearth Control: 5]
[Hearth Spell: Scorching Ray, Barrier, Spear]
[Normal Spell-forms: 4]
[Runebound: 5]
[Advanced Purifying Flames: 5]
[Hearth Runic Magic: 5]
[Advanced Champion Magic: 5]
[Divine Hearth Core: 5]
[Auril Enhancement: 5]
[Auril Healing: 5]
[Auril Manifestation: 5]
[Spell-forms Known: Clean, Mana Bolt, Force Push, Mana Blade, Flame]
[Champion Spells: Barrier, Divine Reinforcement, Call Goddess, Aura of Heavenly Flames, Fusion Summon]


[Framework Spells: Bolster, Reinforcement, Haste, Cure Wounds, Advanced Stamina Regen, Summon Arcane Eye, Call Summon, Advanced Summon Beast, Advanced Summon Humanoid, Reverse Summon, Capture Template]


[Monster Menagerie]
[Captured Templates: Bill the Stegosaurus, Peter the Raptor, Pterodactyl, Kevin the Naga, Heroic Wolverine, Oran the Heroic Stag, Ainora the Heroic Lioness, Bree the Heroic Boar, Isolyn the Heroic Hound, Veridrith]
[Permanent Summons: Garuda, Jasmina the Naga Siren]


[Jake’s Level 25 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting 5]
[Advanced Cooking 4]
[Advanced Enchanting 5]
[Enchanting Subskills: Investment, Runic, Hearth, Manaweave Reinforcement]
[Hearth Bonds: Ophelia: 5, Fhesiah: 5, Bloodberri: 5, Tanda: 5]
[Misc Skills: Eternal Oath, Energy Hunger, Energy Sharing]


His attributes were increasing regularly, and he could tell he drew in more of the void with every breath. Similar to when he faced the grasshopper mentalist, the veridrith, the breath his void lungs could take in could disrupt many things near him. 

This effect had only grown as he increased his tempering, nearly doubling in strength. Then, Ira seemed to grow even more rapidly as a result. Jake could tell the creature was still restricted to half his strength, but that strength was immense for his Tier.

On top of that, Ira could even draw on some of Jake’s void energy, making it able to accomplish much more than it had been a month ago.

Despite Jake’s core hitting level five when he gathered those Divine Sparks, his core was still becoming brighter and denser as a result of the tempering. A qualitative difference was occurring, his hearth becoming more powerful.

There was one thing that everyone in his family besides Tanda had in common: they could not reach the first level of Advanced Auril Mastery.

Unfortunately, it appeared their lack of an Auril Heart or a true connection to the Heart of the World, appeared to prevent them from actually reaching it. They could still use the energy effectively, but they could not control it in an area around them, without Tanda’s help.

The energy was still powerful, and Jake thought in combination with their mana filling the runes on their armor, it was still effective. However, the lacking of a large amount of auril storage or a true connection to the Heart made their ability to utilize it limited. Everyone in the party could make use of it in short bursts in ways that increased their overall endurance, using it in lieu of mana or Qi, but unfortunately, they could not benefit from all the auril in the air during a battle–for now.

They stood at the top of a hill, overlooking a deep valley.

“It’s beginning.”

Fhesiah’s gaze was high in the sky, the sun directly overhead. The surroundings began to clamber, as Jake saw the flickers of golden hexagons scatter across the horizon, covering the sky, as if surrounding the entire world.

Suddenly, the world was enshrouded in darkness, a heavy feeling beyond their understanding towering over them. An unmistakable fear or terror loomed, as smoke-like tendrils eclipsed the sun, and only a fraction of the sun’s light could be seen.

The entire world was witnessing this event, the unmistakable enemy of all sentient beings ready to consume them.

Dozens of tendrils like the roots of a tree surged toward the world of Highlands, wrapping around the sky as if to embrace the entire world. But the golden light of the Framework rebuffed the tendrils, stopping their advance.

This was a stark reminder, that The Framework was the only thing stopping the world of Highlands from being consumed in but a mere moment. The people of many worlds would be unable to do anything to stop it, if not for this odd war game.

A hole opened in the barrier, just above and ahead of where the armies of the Alliance were waiting.

A tendril entered, shifting as the Framework was layered onto it. Becoming even more like a tree’s roots, the black and gold mixed and merged as the tendril extended down from the sky.

It pierced down rapidly, like a lone finger descending from the heavens in the dim light. The target was in the predicted location, deep within the valley. The size was absolutely immense, wider than several city blocks, and it moved with a haste even greater than an object falling.

The tendril larger than the biggest skyscraper Jake had ever seen slowed to a halt just before it hit the ground. He had expected a large crash, but instead it merged with the ground as it connected, like a giant tree growing roots.

A giant gate grew within the tree, though Jake couldn’t make out much from where he was standing. Above the giant tree, the tendril became smoke-like once more, and then the black tendrils covering the world seemingly receded or disappeared, as if they were never there to begin with.

Light from the sun was restored, leaving the ominous, massive tower in front of them.

Berri looked on in amazement, completely awed by the experience. “W-Wow. That was kinda cool. Can we watch that again?”

Ophelia was shocked as well, gazing unblinkingly at this terrible tower in front of them. “You’re right, but it feels wrong to praise the enemy?”

Berri scoffed. “Fraymee can do the same thing too, it was a part of it! Fayfay, quick, make that crystal thingy. I wanna watch it again later!”

Fhesiah chuckled, and seemingly complied as she took out a crystal to record it. “Sure thing, dear sister. But you will have to wait to watch it once more. We don’t have unlimited time here.”

Jake nodded. “That’s right. We only have a few hours to begin the Raid at most. We have prepared plenty, but it takes people time to get ready and enter. Those of us in the Prime Instance must enter first.”

Tanda looked at the tower with determination, her Champion’s Halberd at the ready. “We’ll beat this terrible enemy, and kick it off our world once and for all.”

Given that Jake and his Guild had earned the most Contribution Points, and thus Conquest Points, he had some level of control regarding the Prime Instance. Even if some betrayers or otherwise malicious parties came out of the woodwork and rushed for the portal, they would not be able to take control of this.

A Raid Instance was made up of Fifty people. Of course, the best warriors would be within the Prime Instance. They had decided to balance out their party with a wide variety of classes and people.


[25 Slots: Clan Hart]
[10 Slots: Auril Heroes of Hearthtribe - Vesuvius, Roxo, Darris, Rookard, Seamus, Ravenwolf Clan]
[5 Slots: Warrior Brotherhood - Longwei, Yiming and their wives]
[5 Slots: Elysians - Nadessa, Drysander, 3 Dryad wives]
[5 Slots: Emberborn - Morwen, Bedwyr, 3 Priestesses of Arawn]


Hearthtribe had several of its own instances planned. The makeup of each instance was a similar makeup, designed to have a powerful balance of classes and roles. 

In numerous instances, it was merely Jake’s Champion Party of twenty-five replaced with more beastkin, many of them with clergy-based classes.

Clan Brock with Rhia and Falcor, Takoda’s Clan, Clan Oman, Grayson and Sunmane, Valtor and Amara, Avina and Davonius, Vexana and Jarrix, and Dhruva each led their own instances. Their balance was usually to have around twenty to twenty-five beastkin, then a mixture of Elysians, Eternum, Emberborn and their undead servants, Adventurers, and a party of Warrior Brotherhood.

Usually, a tamer with a powerful Auril Beast would be included, often more than one. Many of the Auril Beasts themselves took up a slot or more, depending, and would make for excellent tanks or off tanks.

There would be many sort-of pick-up groups that formed. They had formed several days prior, working out their party and group cohesion. Jake knew that Nolan and Brenin, the Chiefs they met near Lakemere were here today, and leading their own Raids.

One of the major benefits of doing the Dungeon Raid, at least for those taking on the normal instances, was that they could benefit from just one or two bosses and end their Raid. It was a bit of a gamble, but they would still gain benefits from defeating only a single boss and then leaving.

Completing only one boss was worse than completing a solo Trial, but it was still often worth it for both the world and for themselves to benefit. As Jake had witnessed on Ariminum, not many took on their Trials, a fear that they would lose some part of themselves, their potential if they failed.

If their Raid Instance completely failed, Tartarus would gain some of what it lost from other instances back.

It was important that the leader of the Raid didn’t go beyond what their Raid Battlegroup could handle. If they completed two bosses and left, it was usually equivalent or much better than completing their solo Trial, depending on their personal performance.

Of course, that didn’t apply to Jake and his Battlegroup. There was no retreat for them, or there would be the Monster Tide. Monsters would storm out of the tower-like building in front of them, and Rifts would open all over the globe.

Jake addressed the thousands of brave souls that prepared to take on the Dungeon Raid, all to win more potential for themselves. He reiterated what he had learned from both Valtor and Morwen, that if they’d had any deaths before or during the second boss, it was really best to turn back around.

Tartarus was good at luring Battlegroups into a false sense of security, and often, the final boss was much more challenging. If they had already lost people before then, it was much safer to back down.

Gambling the world’s potential away wouldn’t do anyone any good. Jake didn’t think any of the beastkin were particularly greedy, but he imagined many of them were vengeful. This was their means of taking back what was lost, and so they would fight hard and valiantly for their lost brethren.

Timone added onto that, trying to deter risky behavior with his authority as the Ravenwolf Chieftain. While Jake’s authority reached far, especially with how respected he was as the savior of countless beastkin across Highlands, the Ravenwolf had lead the beastkin for a thousand years.

The few that wouldn’t listen to Jake’s guidance would surely listen to Timone’s.

They marched down the hill, arriving at the entrance to Tartarus. The ominous gate had a swirling portal, that would take them into the Raid Instance.

Jake addressed the Prime Instance Battlegroup, the many allies they had met and worked together with to get ready for this moment.

“We’ve fought long and hard, and prepared together. It will be us that decide the fate of Highlands, and there are no others I’d rather have than you on my side. I’m proud to call you all allies and friends.”

Proud smiles and nods came from his many allies, the many Hearthtribe giving their salute. The many warriors were ready to fight. Nearly all of them had been present for Life’s Haven and Nature’s Crossroads, along with their major accomplishments in the East and West Coast, reducing Clan Hart’s burden.

Jake wasn’t sure they’d be here now without their help. His family alone would have lost the race against time, without having such capable allies. Certainly, the warriors of Highlands had fought hard for their brethren, more than pulling their own weight.

He continued, “I’m confident we’ll win this battle, we only need to fight hard together in this final challenge. Hearthtribe and Warrior Brotherhood, let’s reclaim this world, saving the first of many against this terrible evil.”

The surroundings all cheered, including Jake and his wives. Seeing the many Battlegroups arrayed in front of him, he was surprised to see their organization and equipment. The balanced Battlegroups would likely form tight bonds, the many comrades in arms facing difficult tribulations together.

He imagined the next time Hearthtribe was called to battle, many of these same Battlegroups could form. After they accomplished this Raid, they would go on to many other worlds seeking battles and gaining their remaining levels within this Tier.

Only those in Jake’s Battlegroup were truly ready to immediately enter the next Tier, the rest likely going to spend the next year or two gaining experience.

Triggering the portal for his Battlegroup, his party and their allies were transported somewhere within the tower. With a lurch, they all arrived in a massive room.

The walls were covered in the Framework scripts, meant to be read by people whether they were joined to the Framework or not. They all received the same notification, besides.


[Welcome to the Dungeon Raid Prime Instance]
[Each Challenge is a Limited Time Trial. A period of rest will be given between each Challenge, granting access to a Node and allowing time for recovery. There are Three Challenges in this Dungeon Raid.]
[Your first Challenge begins in 10 Minutes. First Challenge: Hall of the Frost Giant King.]


Upon taking the portal, all the buffs and effects they had on them had been removed. Jake prepared his buffs and summons, making sure to get each of the girls with his Divine Reinforcement and Endurance Regeneration. 

Summoning Bree and Jasmina while Ophelia summoned Valora, he added the same to them.

He had decided on Jasmina for various reasons, the biggest of which was her impact on the beastkin. Her ability to stir up and enhance the auril in the area supplemented his own Aura of Heavenly Flames, making for a powerful combination.

Oran had an almost similar effect, but Bree had really set herself apart in her strength. Her attitude change and bond had started sending desire to join them for different events.

Alternatively, Isolyn and Ainora started shying away from any combat–like they didn’t want anything to do with Jake. He wasn’t sure what was going on exactly, but he was perplexed by the changes. He was just thankful he hadn’t truly been placed in a situation where he needed them.

Morwen and her priestesses each added the bone reinforcement to the auril heroes, and Timone’s owl and hawk wives appeared to have vitality buffs to grant him and others. Yiming’s wife had some sort of defensive spell to add to the beastkin as well.

Unfortunately, it appeared Jake’s Divine Reinforcement and Aura of Heavenly Flames overwrote a few of the potential buffs they might have. They had tested this beforehand, and his girls really could not receive many buffs from others while he was around.

At the very least, there was a limit of the concentration type spells and what types they could receive. There were other, more exotic and temporary buffs that could work, but their impact on them was situational.

When the countdown timer reached zero, they appeared to be in a massive underground cavern. In front of them was a giant walkway, guarded by eight frost giants. Each was equipped with armor and weaponry, their size close to six meters tall.

Berri laughed. “Pfft, they aren’t big at all! So tiny. C’mon, Jake–buff me up!” Her excitement at taking on the giants was infectious.

Jake chuckled, and shook his head. “Hang on. Let Ira check how many we need to fight first.”

He sent Ira off through the void. It appeared the walls were made of some element that made it difficult for it to pass through, but did not fully prevent it. Traveling through the halls, Ira quickly mapped out the upcoming rooms, while Fhesiah used her Divine Sense as well.

Within less than a minute, they had mostly mapped out much of the path. It appeared they didn’t need to face all the enemies, but there were rewards for heading some of the ways: treasure chests.

He mentioned this to Morwen, to which she nodded. “Yes, the chests are valuable, and often worth going for–especially for parties not as prepared as yours. My staff came from one such chest. The bosses will yield loot as well, but what you’ve crafted gets quite close. Accessories from here can’t be beat, but they are rare.”

She flashed her staff, and Jake thought he understood. Her elder bone staff was only marginally better than the items he could, and did, craft for those in the Prime Instance or even some of his good friends.

He had made a dragon bone staff for Grayson, and he thought it was better in quality than Morwen’s staff.

It was really only accessories that he had trouble matching dungeon drops with unique materials.

The verdict back, he figured he could probably splurge a little on mana, at least this early in the Raid. They had a few hours to take on these trash enemies before the boss, which meant he would recover his entire mana pool a few times throughout.

He signaled Morwen and Warrior Brotherhood, and his Aura of Heavenly Flames carried his intent to the beastkin. They would begin their assault in but a moment, Jake’s family focused on four of them on the left, and the rest of the Battlegroup taking the four on the right.

The giants stood guard at the doorway, and it appeared unless they approached close enough or attacked them, they were content to wait there forever.

Taking a deep breath, he found harmony with Tanda, his hearth flickering to the beat of her auril heart. He found resonance with his Guardian Ophelia, taking on the Runebound state. Willing his girls to draw their runes, all five girls added to the runic formation.

The runes coalesced, Berri’s smile wide. They completed their spell, [Group Runic Magic: Giant’s Growth]. An apparition of a giant formed around Bloodberri, and she grew even larger than she already was.

She grew a little larger than the size that Ophelia would with her Valkyrie Champion ability, just a bit shorter in her casual posture than the giants. This meant that with her now ridiculously long tail, she was at least as massive as they were.

Her maul filled with mana as it gave a low growl, and she charged forward with Ophelia on Valora. The beastkin began launching their ranged attacks on the move, Tanda also firing her bow as she flew through the air just as the frost giants roared in challenge.

Giant spikes of ice floated above all eight giants, before launching at Bloodberri. Ophelia’s shield with the hearth floated in front of the lamia, taking the blow as Bloodberri ignored them, trusting their sister to guard them.

The giants acted as trained soldiers, forming up to meet their oncoming foe with their shields or giant clubs and spears at the ready, even as they guarded against the javelins and arrows.

Longwei and Yiming clad themselves with Valor, and Timone and Dahlia charged rapidly at the group of giants. Jasmina’s song combined with Jake’s Aura of Heavenly flames gathered the auril around the beastkin as they charged, forming into a floating barrier in front of them.

Using her Maul of Hestia-Echidna, Bloodberri’s body filled with holy light and dark. The runes on their body were already near-blinding as they drove their Holy Dark Paampu Attam to the maximum.

As their maul struck a warrior’s shield, the explosion of holy light and dark along with the force behind the weapon was immense.

There was a loud crash as the shield shattered, and the giant struck was sent flying through the large archway. Their snake tail filled with blades spun and twirled at the next one, the momentum of the movement continuing.

The blades sliced into the next warrior as it tried to ward them off with a swing of his massive club, but Ophelia’s charge on Valora was already there. She deflected the tree-sized club heading for Bloodberri’s body, and sliced deeply into its leg as she charged past it, causing it to tumble.

Bloodberri’s maul shifted into a vicious axe as the face on it howled, her followup swing cleaving the head off the shoulders of the tumbling giant. Fhesiah blasted her flames into the next giant, and Tanda’s projectile exploded powerfully from Jake’s Aura, taking out chunks of the final one on the left’s flesh.

The Battlegroup made quick work of the giants, with Bloodberri killing one with nearly each swing, Berri laughing with glee as her weapon howled. It consumed some of their blood, feasting on it.

During a few of their Rift battles they did in the last month, it did this when the creature seemed special. There seemed to be a minor hardness or sharpness increase as it did, but whatever it was doing appeared to be rather marginal.

Blood too had a vicious smile, as she used her Advanced Telekinesis to easily best the warrior’s guards. She shoved mentally against their weapons or destabilized their center of balance by pushing on their joints.

It seemed they didn’t understand the extra weight along their weapon or body, and their parry wouldn’t arrive in time for her blow to slice deeply into them.

The Battlegroup hadn’t slouched, either. The dryads quickly wrapped up the giants in vines, slowing their movements, and the various beastkin drew wounds even on their tough and thick giant flesh.

The weapons Jake and Ophelia crafted and enchanted, powered by auril were viciously sharp.

Berri cheered. “Yay! That was easy. Let’s go! We’ll blow right through these. Let’s not waste the buff!”

Jake chuckled, and shook his head. Aside from casting the buff that lasted five minutes and covering his allies with his Heavenly Aura, he hadn’t needed to lift a finger.

There were magical traps in the giant hallways, but Ira and Fhesiah were more than capable of detecting them. They would fight through the giants with ease, but conserve their resources.

Their Raid had only just begun, but they would take on this challenge with all their might.


Chapter 32 - Frost Giant King



Jake marveled at the undead frost giant, which Morwen and her priestesses controlled. She had gathered it at their second pack of giants, and it now fought against its allies. Jake had added Bolster to it along with a few other buffs from the clergy classes, which had a significant effect on its capabilities.

It now slammed its large club into the living frost giant, knocking the other off its feet. The frost giant now became easy pickings for Roxo’s sharp blades, and Yiming’s glaive.

There were several times when a boulder was thrown or magical ice shot at Morwen and her priestesses, and having the giant there to guard them had saved Jake from needing extra barriers, or for Ophelia to use Intervene.

It took them mana to maintain, but Morwen said with the death of the Rift-boss level creatures by the Battlegroup, the emberborn had no trouble keeping their mana high. The effectiveness of their offensive spells against the frost giants was reduced, so they focused on support.

For Auril Heroes, their auril was great at healing flesh and blood, but it was not as great at healing or restoring bone. Vesuvius and Jarrix had taken some nasty smashes with a giant’s club, and their bones were hit heavily. Morwen and her priestesses’ [Mend Bone] spell was quite useful in managing this.

Then, the priestesses had a useful [Bone Shield] spell, where they would grab bones from corpses or their storage bracelets, and they would hover around and protect the target for a time. This was particularly helpful for protecting against the thrown boulders and giant spikes of ice they sent flying at various Battlegroup members.

They had not spent that much of their allotted time for the Challenge. The time consumed affected their overall rating in the Raid, so they moved with haste. While it seemed like a waste to grab the treasure chests in that case, it was often a net positive for their ending rating.

A positive gain besides the looted equipment, them looting the chests and defeating the extra enemies meant a better result for Highlands in the end–should they succeed.

Resting up slightly before they entered the Boss battle, they entered a large room–bigger than several football fields. There was a frost giant sitting on the throne in the distance, and he was quite immense.

There were over a dozen giants in front of them, and scripts on the wall behind where the Battlegroup entered, detailing parts of the encounter. It seemed they would have a period of time to fight the giants without the king interfering, but then he would join the battle.

The boss would have a health bar like the previous encounters they faced in the HQ reclamations, and things would happen and change as the fight progressed. Above them, were over a hundred frost golems or elementals trapped in ice crystals, and an immense ice crystal in the center holding vast power.

As the fight went on, the frost golems in their icy prisons would periodically fall from the ceiling to attack the group, until the crystal empowered the boss.

It felt a little odd to have sort-of cliff notes for a Raid Boss right inside the encounter, but Jake figured it was understandable. Unlike preparing for a Raid in a MMO, they were unable to watch a video on the internet or die several times with no repercussions to learn an encounter.

It would be a tragedy of epic proportions for an odd, nearly impossible to counter gamelike mechanic to be the cause of everyone in the world to be consumed by Tartarus.

The frost giants were more numerous than any of their previous encounters, and they definitely seemed better equipped.

There was even what appeared to be some kind of special mage and healer frost giants, where all the previous encounters only included warrior types–even if they could use some form of spells.

The warrior giants were formed up in a crescent moon formation, and the three casters were tucked safely behind them–a powerful mage in the back center. Behind them, the massive frost giant king on his throne.

Jake used the magic earpiece radio to give his orders, as the raid formed up ranks. Vesuvius, Darris, Jarrix, Timone, Seamus, Bedwyr, Longwei, Bree, Drysander and the undead frost giant were all ready to tank and distract their foes if they needed to.

Because the buff would last well into the fight, and it had worked extremely well in past encounters, Jake worked with the girls by splitting the burden of mana, and cast the Giant’s Strength buff once again on Bloodberri.

Her size grew with a feral grin, and the family quickly regenerated the consumed mana by drinking mana water, preparing for the battle ahead of them. In the front of their formation were Jake’s wives, besides Tanda, who stood next to him in the back with her bow at the ready.

He found resonance with his devoted monarch Blood, taking on her state. His goal was to crowd control the warrior classes, and focus down the casters if at all possible.

Jasmina’s song filled the air, her wordless singing drawing auril into the air from the many beastkin. She held a new staff made by Jake, which resembled a tuning fork. It somewhat echoed her song as it was filled with auril, enhancing the radius that her song could affect others.

But he had also tested it with her and found that she now had a more offensive capability: she could generate a powerfully focused sonic attack if required.

Nadessa and her dryad mothers gathered their nature mana, forming a magic circle around Jake and Tanda.

Tanda had slowed her breathing, finding harmony with Jake. Following his will, she began creating the runes to comprise their group construct.

Morwen and her priestesses, along with Yiming and Longwei’s wives, joined the magic circle, adding their mana and scripts as well.

Fhesiah, Blood and Berri each worked on their own spell, but he felt some mirth from Fhesiah as she looked over at him.

[You know, I thought it would never happen, but you achieved my dream, husband. Still, I never imagined you could be so shameless.]

Jake frowned even as he focused on the task at hand. “What now?”

[Just look at you, finally surrounded by women. It’s what I always wanted! It’s a pity that almost all of them are another man’s, though. I think some of those Emberborn priestesses might be unattached?]

He chuckled at her joke and thanked her for her levity, he was in fact surrounded by over a dozen women at present. Jake had been a little worried about the battle, but that his wife could still joke around gave him more than a little confidence.

His spell coalesced, the mana from the magic circle pushing the spell even further than Tanda and Jake could accomplish with their Tier 2 spell. A large bundle of vines formed above him, and launched toward the frost giants.

Fhesiah, Blood and Berri’s group spell completed, and a powerful lance of dragon flames formed and shot at the more powerful mage in the rear of the formation. The many allies began their charge at the giants, and many things happened all at once.

The bundle of vines exploded in front of the giants as they roared and created magical icicles above their heads before launching them. The vines quickly wrapped around the dozen warriors, slowing their advance and movements.

Tanda activated her Technique, Avenging Flames, and had drawn auril into Jake’s crafted arrow to prepare to fire her bow. Flaming auril surged into arrow, and her arms and bow were empowered as well.

The druids all enhanced the growth of the group-cast vines, doing their best to try to restrict them even as the icicles launched at Jake’s forces. Talismans formed barriers to block for Longwei and Yiming, while Jasmina’s wavelike auril barrier covered the many beastkin in their assault.

The dragonfire lance arrived near the frost giant mage, and a powerful frost barrier appeared in front of it–a spell coming from the two priestly looking frost giants. Tanda fired her empowered shot, a beam of flaming dark light blazing toward the barrier.

It looked like it was going to block for the mage as it prepared its own powerful spell, when Tanda’s flaming arrow pierced right through it, and Ophelia’s vajrafire bolt slammed into it. Her Guardian Hearth had transformed into a powerful attack instead, shattering the rest of the shield of ice in an explosion.

This paved the way for the fiery lance as Ophelia rode Valora toward the frost giant warriors, her goal the mage in the back. Tanda’s arrow struck the mage with an explosion of fiery death, a wolf made from her will taking a massive chunk out of its shoulder.

Bloodberri, Bree and Fhesiah followed not far behind, dashing toward the warriors. Blood and Berri surged forward with their large bodies, preparing to slice the giants with their tail as they passed them. Additionally, they withdrew a special large baseball they had from their storage bracelet.

Fhesiah drew on her bloodline flames, to bulk herself up as she charged with her Draconic Empowerment.

The lance struck the mage, exploding with a roar of draconic fury. The explosion and arrow knocked the mage back and interrupted whatever spell he was working on, before Valora blitzed forward with a burst of speed.

Ophelia’s powerful vajrafire blade cleaved through the mage’s leg as she rounded on him, but a wave of frost shoved into her as the monster roared. Covering herself and Valora with her Technique, she was covered in a thick layer of ice and shoved a small distance away.

Bloodberri launched the larger baseball as if it were fired from a cannon, the explosion knocking the frost giant priest to the ground in a shower of gore. However, the other priest cast a spell that reconnected the mage’s leg.

The mage turned and swung its massive staff at Ophelia and Valora’s frozen forms, but a powerful arrow from Tanda exploded on its back. It recovered and began its swing again, but Ophelia ran auril through her body and Valora’s, shattering the ice with her will.

Valora easily dodged while changing her flight path, allowing Ophelia to cut into the mage’s leg again as she came back.

Bloodberri, Bree and Fhesiah now arrived at the front ranks, the restrained frost giants unable to mount a decent defense. Bloodberri’s massive maul caved in the skull of one of the giants with the Maul of Hestia-Echidna ability, while Fhesiah’s claw shredded right through a restrained giant’s neck.

Bree stomped past the warriors, heading to help Ophelia with the mage and priests.

Bloodberri’s large tail wrapped around another giant and shredded him with ease, the size, and power of her tail immense. Only a section of her tail wrapped around the giant, her bringing it along as she continued forward.

The Battlegroup arrived at the other frost giants not long after. Bedwyr cut into one with his war scythe, while Timone, Dahlia, and their mates added attacks to another. Vesuvius and Seamus focused on another with Rookard’s wolves, them all cutting into one trying to free itself.

Yiming and Longwei joined each other on a final one, their battle maidens aiding in the fight with their bows, despite channeling mana into Jake’s magic circle.

Jake’s Heavenly Aura aided them in their attacks, exploding deeper into the wounds and causing the frost giants significant harm. As his Champion Magic reached its peak, the effect had become even more powerful, the explosions even more damaging.

The giants tried to spread frost into the vines to break them, but Jake’s Monarch State along with the dryads allowed them to hold firm. The dryads had been dousing them with nature magic, which made the vines resilient to the giant’s attempts.

Drysander and the Alliance controlled undead frost giant arrived, each having large wooden clubs of their own. They made quick work of one of the giants, the two large beings tailored for fighting them.

Jake understood that usually one or more of his wives would be hanging off Drysander in his branches as he went on the attack, but they were back at Jake’s magic circle for this battle.

Ophelia went after the mage again, but the priest and mage once again acted. The mage covered himself with a thick frost barrier, while the priest sent out a wave of healing to the restrained giants.

A few had been near death as they were being focused on, but now they broke free of Jake’s vine magic and started swinging their weapons powerfully. One was met with fierce opposition from Timone and Dahlia, their smaller sizes betraying their actual strength.

The other was met by Vesuvius and Darris. Darris controlled his water, slowing the big weapon, while Vesuvius cut into the giant with his glaive.

Bloodberri and Fhesiah rushed the two priest-like giants, the second restoring itself from Bloodberri’s massive cannonball as it recovered. The two were creating difficulty in finishing off the mage or its allies.

Bloodberri had dropped the shredded giant from their tail, and surged forward with their large axe. It howled as they cleaved into their target priest, cutting deeply into its chest. Wrapping her tail around this giant as well, she shredded and crushed the monster with the spikes on her armor.

Meanwhile, Fhesiah fanned the flames of the dragons with one hand, engulfing the other giant priest in flames. The other, she swiped powerfully with her mighty dragon’s claw, cutting deep lines into it. Tanda’s arrow joined her attack, exploding into it with a flaming wolf bite and cutting even deeper.

Ophelia pierced through the frost barrier again, having cut through it with her vajrafire blade. The mage tried defending itself using its superior strength and size, but Bree arrived with her vine barrier as she slammed into the creature.

Bree’s fiery vines began twisted and climbed the frost giant, as she belched fire onto the frost giant mage. Ophelia then dealt her own vicious blow to the mage empowered by her Vajra Strike, the flames and lightning blasting into the monster.

Several of the Battlegroup finished slaying their giants, the warriors working together. The death energy entered Tanda’s auril heart as nethril, charging it. Jake released the vines, and began preparing his next spell. Morwen’s priestesses changed their chants, and Nadessa and the dryads began adding mana into the circle once more.

It was just as Bloodberri and Fhesiah finished off their priests, that the Frost Giant King stood and roared in anger. A gleam went through the large ice crystal far above them.

Something within the crystal stirred, and covered the king with a layer of frost, a hit point bar appearing above his head. An immense icicle formed above him as he ran at the Battlegroup, for him to be intercepted by Ophelia on Valora.

The icicle launched at Jake and his magic circle, but Jasmina’s song shifted Darris’s auril water to meet the attack. Then, the icicle passed through Timone’s anti-magic zone, weakening it, and Jake’s Heavenly Aura combined with the water, creating an odd explosion of fire, steam, and water, sending the icicle wildly off course.

The ranged attackers worked with Bree to finish off the mage, while the melee finished off their targets and moved to surround the boss. As they cut into him, the frost covering him seemed to fight back against their attacks, almost as if the armor were alive.

Each attack lowered the boss’s health bar, as Ophelia did her best to counter the massive warrior’s attacks with rapid movement from Valora. She kept the monster’s ire as it tracked her with its swings.

She circled back and forth in a near figure-eight pattern, blocking and countering into its body with her vajrafire blade.

Tanda, Timone and Dahlia all began their Cyclic Resonance, gathering the auril from their allies. Jasmina’s song joined them, enhancing the effect even further.

Fhesiah quickly added both of her hexes, the Sun and Moon Hex. Red-hot flames of the sun began spreading out across the boss’s flesh, along with the black calamitous flames of the moon.

Blood cast her darkness debuffs, and the various clergy added their own buffs and auras to nearby allies. Jake and Tanda finished their spell, the magic circle feeding into the effect.

A deathly apparition of a skull appeared over the boss, Jake finishing Group Runic Magic: Umbral Decay. Deathly energies were pumped into the living Frost Giant King, corroding its living frost armor and flesh.

The spell Jake had worked on was meant to serve two purposes. It was meant to debuff the boss, but also slowly drain it of its health. As he noticed each of his allies cutting deeper into the frost armor, he thought it was worth their efforts.

Tanda activated her Avenging Strike, consuming her nethril stored from the giant’s deaths. A powerful arrow pierced deeply into the king giant, an explosion of deathly energies invading it. The attack was enhanced by their group magic spell, reducing the giant’s health.

The frost giant king was being mobbed, the many warriors attacking it from all angles. It couldn’t get an attack in very well, with so many melee attackers of all sizes crowding him and knocking his large body around. Bloodberri was still enlarged with Giant’s Strength, her attacks easily causing the large boss to stumble when she struck.

Vesuvius and Jarrix were also enlarged, and their auril enhanced attacks knocked the king somewhat off balance or interrupted his swings.

Even as it nearly landed a powerful attack on Dahlia, Ophelia’s Intervene had her moving in a near beam of light to cut into the King’s arm, deflecting the blow at the same time.

They cut down ten percent of the boss’s health, and a wave of frost emanated from the Frost Giant King. The harmful frost cut into their flesh almost like knives as it spread, and four large frost golems fell from the ceiling around the battlefield, the ice surrounding them shattering as they hit the ground.

With Tanda’s help, Jake shifted his resonance to his Radiant Saint, matching Berri’s heart beats. He rapidly coalesced an empowered Tier 1 Runic Spell: Affliction Removal.

Shoving his purifying flames into the construct, a wave of holy light was released from Jake onto the frozen figures surrounding the boss. The frost effect was overwhelmed and removed from their bodies, allowing them to move once more.

He sent Bree after one of the golems, and set up three teams of two to take on the others, with the ranged attackers focusing on them. Yiming and Longwei, Jarrix and Roxo, Seamus and Rookard, and the many ranged attackers would focus on taking on the golems before returning their damage to the boss.

The boss fight was entering the next stage, where many frost golems would fall from the ominous ceiling covered in frozen golems. Jake had sent so many after them because he knew that many more would fall, and attack those weak to it. Tanda would also focus on both harming the boss, and taking out various frost golems.

Jake was conserving his mana, ready for what lied next. He wanted to use his mana font, but his mana font had an explicit weakness it might not have had in the game he played: his mana font could be damaged. All it would take would be for this boss to leap in Jake’s general direction, and the item might be destroyed.

He would have time to fix it between the rounds, but he didn’t want to risk it. He would save it for the final encounter, or use it if things were looking too tough.

Looking over at Bree, she formed an odd lance over her head, attached to her large boar body. Charging an enemy, Jake was shocked when her vines went aflame, releasing an explosion of fire as it pierced them. Her immense weight behind her and the moderate speed at which she moved, it had pierced the large golem easily.

He was both impressed and satisfied with her performance, sending his praise over their connection. Jake was still perplexed at her attitude change, but was happy with the changes. He could tell she was intelligent and able to understand Jake, but was just unable to communicate with him. Just what was going on in that head of hers?


Chapter 33 - Bree and Tanda - Transition



Bree’s hooves and the song of her auril heart beating thundered through the cavern, as she weaved a lance made of auril vines. The auril flowed through her body and lance alike, as she moved faster than something her size and weight had any business to.

The lance easily pierced deeply through her golem’s core and exploded, and she smirked, watching the weak Alliance members struggling to manage such a weak monster. Another one fell from the ceiling a distance away, and she veered toward it to take it on.

Satisfaction and praise flooded her strange new connection, Hestia’s Champion both proud and intrigued at her capability. Bree couldn’t help but feel proud, even if her feelings were conflicted.

Being praised by such a vastly weaker entity as if she were some sort of pet was demoralizing, and had Ainora and Isolyn been awake, they would sneer and chastise her for enjoying it for even a moment.

However, in this vessel with his brand, he was now her master, and she couldn’t help but start warming up to the idea. Even before, she felt his strength of his will, and his impressive talent in guiding her. But now, with the branding and bond, Bree could feel the warmth of his heart and his hearth–the flames of his family.

She had only felt such warmth and love from Mother, and she hung on every feeling he sent her over the bond. Her sisters had love for her too, but it was definitely closer to comradery, the three of them being so similar to one another.

When Bree originally received the odd branding, she had underestimated the child of the void, and the magics that made up his Hearth. The combination of the divine hearth flames and Qi, Auril, Holy Light and Holy Dark, mana, the void, and his will, shockingly overpowered even the remnants of her early divinity.

Her odd vessel was limited, sure, but her early divinity was not something so easily overpowered. She could use such divine essence to enhance her mind and will, even while restricted. So the idea that he managed to overwhelm her immense will was enough to make her more than a little excited.

She and her sisters had long since sought a powerful enough mate within their Tier, and they hadn’t been defeated by anyone but Mother or other Divine, or strictly unfair odds coordinated by Tartarus.

They had long since agreed to mate with any male of the same or lower Tier that defeated them, even if they faced them with lower Tier avatars or vessels. But none could quite achieve victory, and they were convinced they would have to wait until they made their Eternal Essence and achieved godhood before they could find a suitable one.

Her body had reacted on its own, and she couldn’t help but be abashed at her display. If that wasn’t embarrassing enough, when she returned to her shared body with her sisters, they were absolutely livid with her.

They weren’t the ones defeated, so why must they share her branding? They denied that they too would have been conquered, blaming her for letting her guard down.

Isolyn and Ainora were disgusted with her, and if it was possible to actually disown her when they all shared the same body, they would have. Just how could she have been defeated by a first Tier whelp?

Ultimately, they were right. Had she given it her all from the beginning, she would have easily stomped the fledgling Champion in his first attempt to overpower her will alone, especially if she drew in aid from her sisters. It would have harmed him, but that would have been what he deserved.

She suspected Isolyn and Ainora were just waiting to do this to him, and Isolyn certainly baited him with her interaction.

But a win is a win, no matter how it came about–a hunter must only catch his prey unawares once. She had underestimated him, and victory was his.

Her two sisters wanted to erase the branding of her future mate. After all, if they did nothing, it would eventually unravel, as there was no way the child of the void could maintain it–perhaps, he wouldn’t even know anything was wrong.

Bree didn’t believe in fate, but him branding her almost felt like it. If he had beaten Isolyn, his brand would have been unraveled by her frost essence, even if Isolyn tried reinforcing it. Bree’s monstrous fire essence was actually agreeable to the fires of his family, and it was easy to reinforce.

Then, she defended it from her sisters and fought them with teeth, tail, and flame.

The fight between the three of them lasted for days, only Mother’s intervention managing to break up the fight. A fight with three sisters sharing the same body was not a pretty scene–their epic struggles had destroyed many forests over the ages, and this one was perhaps the worst.

She smiled with nostalgia, remembering the first time she piloted Jake’s otter to stretch her legs for a bit of fun. Their Mother mentioned there was a prospective summoner they could enjoy some fun fights with, which was shocking.

Finding resonance with a 0th Tier Summoner across the multiverse, not even in their home Sector, was completely unheard of. So when they had the opportunity to fight through challenges such as the Trials or even enemy Champions, they leapt at the opportunity–and fought for who fought next among themselves.

Piloting the badgerdillo as if it were a stripped down avatar was immensely satisfying and nostalgic as they remembered when times were much simpler and more enjoyable. Then, helping destroy the enemy Apophis summoner as Bree used the sharkgoblin and Isolyn used the turtle was a blast.

Bree and Isolyn would fight one another the most, fire and ice like oil and water. Normally, Ainora would keep the peace when Bree fought with Isolyn, but when Bree got branded by Jake, the two actually ganged up on her!

Mother brought herself down to the peak of the fourth Tier and fought with them just to put them in their place, forcing them to keep the branding rather than eliminating it.

If she had fought them from her original strength, the two girls never would have accepted Mother’s punishment and intervention, and the fight would have merely resumed the moment they finished healing. Mother was proven to be the strongest once more, and forced the angry daughters to accept her resolution–might made right, after all.

Mother then used her divinity to help separate out both the brand and Bree’s soul, and focus it more on Bree and enhance it. The three were still loosely connected, but Echidna’s divinity helped them transform into something slightly different.

It cost Bree and her sisters much to make this happen, but they were all too much in a hurry to be rid of her when presented the option. Isolyn and Ainora were currently almost comatose, and likely would shy away from Jake’s call–even if they were willing.

Bree lanced the next golem, even as another two landed nearby the nearly-defenseless undead priestesses. Rolling her eyes at Tartarus’s machinations, she formed a tail and ball of vines that resembled her weighted tail on their original Cerberus-dino body, and slammed it into one golem, sending it flying toward the Asian-armor attired warriors to take out.

The encounter was supposed to have golems fall from above randomly, but it was obvious to her that it somehow tipped the scales in its favor whenever convenient.

She missed her tail. This boar avatar had a strange tail that tended to coil, which was completely useless for combat. Otherwise, she much enjoyed the auril heart, even if it was connected to a strange entity, and heavily limited by this odd construct.

The beastkin and the world of Highlands were certainly powerful together, so she couldn’t help but respect the special nature of the connection. The odd Heart of the World’s song was welcoming, sending a loving embrace of the cycle of life, death, and rebirth over it. Something about it too attracted her, and she desired to explore this resonance.

The oddest thing about this heroic boar’s body was the small amount of divinity from Brigid. When Bree birthed her avatar into the vessel, the two merged into one another. It was like she was reborn, but also not, at the same time. Normally, Bree thought such a thing was impossible.

One would overwrite the other, and one could not contain the faith energy or divine energy of two divine at the same time. That the Hart family was able to have clergy classes and become another’s clergy was mind-boggling. Was this the power of the void, or the power of the hearth?

Bree knew even Mother respected Hestia and Odin’s strength and cunning, so it could be either one of their plots–or both.

But something special drew her and her sister’s gaze to Jake. His special resonance was before either of those things. There was something bestial there, the essence of something that doesn’t belong in humans at all, that made their body react. They could not decide if they wanted to eat him, or mate with him. It was infuriating.

Then, Ainora was pissed that she received a lioness vessel for her avatar. Unable to access her lightning and instead the power of summer or the sun, in addition to being forced into a feline of all things, was infuriating for her. Cats were the only things they hated more than birds.

Isolyn was smugly quiet, getting the vessel closest to their original visage. She didn’t tease Ainora at all, but that alone made Ainora even angrier, having nothing to take her frustration on. She hated her avatar so much, she could barely enjoy fighting, and that said a lot.

Bree was mostly happy with hers, but she wanted something with a more useful tail. The vines were a useful stopgap, but would much rather have the real thing. If she got a chance to recreate her avatar, she would take it.

As it stood, her future mate would not desire to mate with her, lacking a humanoid body or avatar. Just what should she make, if provided the opportunity? Brigid’s divinity would make a wolf or hound a poor match.

She looked over the child of the void’s mates with a frown. Each one had wings, except for mother’s other descendant–was that what he found attractive? But birds were the lamest of all predators, fighting them being the most infuriating, and she refused to become one.

The pace the Battlegroup was lowering the health of the boss was respectable–Bree was certain they would get a remarkable rating. The Champion’s current mates all brought interesting skills and abilities to the pack, and she couldn’t help but be envious as she watched them.

They got along together well as sister wives, their pack led by a powerful mate. She could tell they likely rarely fought, getting along well despite their obvious differences. Perhaps, she was all-too-similar to her sisters, and why they were so prone to fighting one another.

The dragoness empowered herself with draconic might, and burned the boss deeply with the flames of Bastet mixed with the kitsune. Then, she attempted to merge those flames with the fires of creation as she waved her fan, but this was something far beyond her ken, even if she was a dragon.

Bree and her sisters had fought a few dragons, and they were strong. But their pride would always get in the way of true strength, and her and her sister’s three heads would bite, crush, and tear right into their precious scales as they released the power of three elements–and destroyed their pride.

Her sisters loved to fight, but as they reached the peak, a lonely emptiness pervaded all three of them. Mother said they had eternity to seek a mate if they ascended, but they all knew something was missing.

All three of them realized there was more to life than survival of the fittest, but if they formed their Eternal Essence, they would be stuck with it for hundreds, even thousands of years. Unless they found a means of shifting it by winning a special treasure from a War Trial or other event, anyway.

As Bree spent more time in this avatar, she couldn’t help but feel Brigid’s Eternal Essence felt more…right to her. Mother had told them that if they kept their hearts open and were willing to give something up, they just might be able to have the opportunity to find what they were missing.

Following the child of the void into battle for ownership of the Sector was bound to lead to endless conflict, and possibly treasures that would make even their own mouths water. There would be epic struggles for ownership, and the Hart’s pack could be involved with more than one.

However, Bree was not seeing her sisters willing to submit just yet. If Bree somehow found the opportunity by herself, she would take it. Thanks to whatever Mother had done, she thought it was a real possibility for her to be reborn in truth.

If she did that, then she could enjoy growing strong once more–and this time, with a mate. The many battles and conflicts required to reach the peak were more than a little challenging. The thrill of combat filled her with excitement, a desire to face powerful foes in combat with their pack.

Getting there was exciting, but once her sisters had reached it, it was kind of boring. Fighting at the peak was all about subterfuge and posturing. She and her sisters never lost a fair fight, but Tartarus and its Evil Divine always skewed the battle into their favor.

Then, despite being a Tier 1 whelp as her sisters would call him, Bree could feel that she could count on her future mate to lead her pack into battle and find victory.

Bree didn’t know what would happen to their body in her home if she took her special chance when it finally came, but Mother would take care of it. Probably. Then, she would do her best to convince her sisters to join her–though, like her, they were stubborn. Perhaps, they would try to fight her instead?

She couldn’t help but grin at that. She would love to put that snooty Isolyn in her place, and she knew with her future mate’s help, she just might succeed. Either way, she was filled with anticipation.

Bree lashed out with her vines, piercing the core of another golem and shattering it. She had killed over a dozen golems, her kill count nearly keeping up with their many allies combined–except for the Ravenwolves. Their powerful arrows and spears easily shattered the golems, each of them helping cover for the many allies within the Battlegroup.

Even if they were part bird, she couldn’t help but respect their capabilities. Thankfully, they were also part wolf, so she wrote it off as the reason they were respectable.

The Divine Reinforcement provided by her future mate and this auril energy flooding her body was beyond special for their Tier, empowering her in amazing ways.

She and her sisters had access to bestial essence and flames, ice, and lightning, but this auril energy had a special quality.

Mother’s other wayward descendant cleaved deeply through the Frost Giant King’s back, finally reducing the health below fifty percent. The crystal above her stirred, releasing a slowing aura powered by frost.

The siren’s song stirred the auril inside her, enhancing her ability to fight back against it. The frost aura had a vague similarity to Isolyn’s, so Bree easily roused her will and shoved the effect from her body with the flames of her vines–after all, she was used to fighting annoying ice users. She saw other beastkin accomplishing this, and she was amazed at the effectiveness of the beastkin against the Raid mechanic.

Often, damage and movement would be significantly reduced, making it a challenge to face and defeat the encounter. But the beastkin’s auril had trained their wills and improved their spirit even from a young age, making them strong and filled with vitality.

The boss was entering the next phrase, her future mate calling out his orders. One thing was for sure, she enjoyed the thrill of the fights from tagging along with him.

Having five Champions in a party was bound to attract incredibly difficult challenges. If she and her sisters worked well enough with others, they just might have tried it before. That alone should be enough to get them to cooperate with Jake, but the brand would just be too much to accept.

Bree sighed at the challenge of communication. Her knowledge was beyond what was available in this Sector, so the Framework was heavily restricting her. Even if she was reborn into a new vessel in truth, she worried that she might be unable to speak at all to her future mate, and those that would become her new pack.

She hoped she didn’t have to wait until the third Tier when things became more open for them. It would be excruciating, but she would have to be patient. There were other methods besides rising in Tier, though becoming high enough Noble Rank would be difficult and time-consuming too.

It was for this reason, that she decided to try to enjoy these fights to the fullest. The Hart pack would be an opportunity for her to enjoy a thrilling experience in more ways than one.
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Tanda continuously fired her bow, retrieving arrows from her storage bracelet each time she let go of the bowstring. Empowering the arrows with her will, the deathly wolves bit deeply into the boss.

She marveled at Bree’s charge, crushing the frost golems nearly as quickly as they spawned. Something had changed about that creature after Jake branded her, but Tanda couldn’t learn anything about Bree from her song.

It was as if the song from her heart was being filtered, and she guessed it was from the Framework. Bree was unable to even partially communicate with Jake beyond combat, and this led Tanda to believe that this was the case.

After the Umbral Decay was applied to the boss, Jake had spent his time recuperating. The priestesses and dryads too conserved their mana, drinking mana water and awaiting the next phase.

Bone shields were added to protect those fighting the guardians, and sometimes the dryads restricted the golems when they managed to spawn in difficult locations. Jake had only needed to use a wave of force twice, to shove golems away from the fragile priestesses and druids and allow those designated to take care of the additional enemies, or adds to have more time to arrive.

The boss reached fifty percent, and the encounter stirred. The crystal from above released a frost aura, and it slowed everyone. But Jasmina’s song reached the beastkin, and they were easily able to push away the effect.

The Emberborn were hardly affected as frost was their domain, and Clan Hart had no problems shoving away the effect with Purifying Flames. It was only Warrior Brotherhood and the dryads that were unable to easily withstand it, but talismans quickly activated to protect them from the effect, combined with Bedwyr’s frost protection aura.

Tanda continued firing her bow, preparing herself for the final phase. Her clan mates did most of the work for now, but her Cyclic Resonance continued to build. Thanks to Rejuvenation, she kept her Avenging Flames active. Her damage with her new arrows was quite respectable, even compared to her clan wives.

She wasn’t exactly competitive with them, but she wanted to find and fulfil her role within the party. It appeared they were all powerful jack-of-all-trades, but thanks to their races, special energies and Jake’s enhancements, it was like they were the masters of all. And now, thanks to her new spells and Cyclical Auril Heart, she thought she was similar.

She wanted to use her Rampant Growth, but the vines she had at present were next to useless against the frost golems. Tanda would need to collect many more seeds, not having that much time to find great solutions to any need that arose.

As the Frost Giant King swung his weapon now, blades of ice formed and lashed out at her allies. Shards of ice flew everywhere and cut into those in melee range, even when Ophelia blocked the King’s attack with her shield.

It was like an explosion of ice shards with every swing, piercing the flesh of those nearby, the frost spreading across their bodies. The auril heroes healed themselves with their auril, and Bloodberri’s Dark Siphon and Maul of Hestia-Echidna kept their health high through this effect.

Tanda added her Rejuvenation spell, each casting taking little more than a second to add the swirling green healing lights, supplementing their efforts.

She then helped Jake to shift into the state of the Guardian, to shift the focus toward protecting the Battlegroup. Ophelia’s Hearth Guardian was enhanced by her and Fhesiah within its floating shield with some additional flames, and Jake began working on his Tier 2 spell.

Morwen and her priestesses along with the dryads and Warrior Brotherhood were preparing for a different spell, so Jake and Tanda would prepare their own without their assistance. His and her runes rapidly coalesced, and their Tier 2 spell was completed: Faerie Lights.

Dozens of multicolored lights appeared, like faeries drifting through the air. Several sought targets to heal through the icy explosions, but many lingered in the air, waiting to heal those that took significant damage. As before, Tanda kept adding her own healing in between her bow shots, mixing her rapidly restoring auril and mana into creating the effect.

On a whim, she used some of her built-up Nethril, as small as the amount from the frost golem’s deaths were, on a Rejuvenation–casting it on Bedwyr. The swirling black energy roamed his deathly body, restoring and knitting his unliving flesh.

Tanda continued firing her bow, taking out spawned golems or contributing to defeating the boss. Each of her high-powered shots would destroy a golem, or take off nearly a percent of health off the boss.

Ophelia continued keeping the focus of the boss, but the undead giant pulled its weight there as well. The undead giant and Bloodberri used their large bodies to send the boss staggering, to help Ophelia and Valora with maintaining their positioning.

She kept her momentum high, zooming around and taking multiple passes at the enemy. Her Hearth Guardian helped fill in the gaps, her shield interposing itself in front of the weapon when others weren’t able.

Tanda was happy to see Ophelia and Valora in their element, and could tell the two girls were both buzzing with excitement. Meanwhile, Fhesiah had grown in size and power, consuming much of the flames from her torch. The remainder of the flames went towards maintaining her two fiery curses, the Sun and Moon Hex constantly burning into the icy armor of the boss.

Her powerful draconic claw attacks cut deeply into the boss’s armor, Fhesiah primarily conserving her Qi for the final stages of the fight. Her torch mainly added flames as her mana regenerated from the Energy Vacuum skill, allowing her to keep adding powerful blows to the boss.

Tanda’s mother and father swept around the battlefield, even as Timone’s ravens peppered the boss with his deathly ravens. Empowered by Jake’s Heavenly Aura, they appeared to join Fhesiah’s Sun Hex, burning further into the boss’s armor and withering it away.

Dahlia was bathed in golden light now, as her hunt continued. The huntress blurred through the air, mixing powerful leaps with flaps of her winged cape and movements from the flaps Bloodberri created for her. She was nearly as mobile as Timone now, as they swooped together against the golems. With each one they defeated, new frost golems fell from the ceiling.

So far, those hunting the golems have kept pace with the damage they were dealing to the boss. This encounter was unique in that it required each group to maintain a certain pace. Too much damage to the boss, and a difficult number of golems would fall from the ceiling.

If they were too slow in killing the boss compared to the golems, it was known that the ceiling crystal would eventually attack too, pushing the Battlegroup even closer to failure. The frost giant king would be especially difficult to deal with additional beams of frost freezing allies.

Following Jake’s instruction, Tanda prepared another of her special arrows. Her Cyclic Resonance was nearing the peak, so now the auril pulsed into the area even more rapidly as her heart beat powerfully. Pushing her Avenging Flames to their limits as they burned her body, she drew back the bolt-like arrow.

Filling the arrow to the maximum and empowering her bow, she launched her charged attack. A golden explosive wolf bit deeply into the boss, taking down an entire percent of its health. She continued her barrage, firing another enhanced arrow every few seconds.

Ophelia activated her Valkyrie Champion ability, while Jake prepared a spell of his own. Shifting his state to the Sage, he drew up the flames of his hearth into is staff.

Bloodberri completed a buff on themselves, the Einherjar spell layering itself onto them. They cut powerfully into the boss with their large axe, knocking it down below 25%. A wave of frost echoed out as the frost giant king leaped into the air, ready to bring its large polearm weapon down toward their magic circle, where Jake stood in the center.

But Jake pushed out a powerful flaming barrier–even greater than the Sacrificial Barrier that he would normally create, using his Hearth Control. The state of the Sage granted a prodigious control over the flames as he found resonance with Fhesiah, him sending out an immense amount of flames.

The giant shield not only blocked the creature’s massive body and shoved it back to fall down and away from the magic circle, but it engulfed the boss in powerful flames, adding onto Fhesiah’s Sun and Moon Hexes.

The Hart family broke out of their frozen prisons, Ophelia blazing into the boss with Intervene. The beastkin weren’t far behind with the help of Jasmina’s song, their prisons shattering in small groups.

The frost giant king roared as the crystal fired a beam from above and filled its polearm and body with powerful frozen energies. It was time for the final phase of the battle.


Chapter 34 - Fhesiah’s Path



Having activated her Valkyrie Champion ability, Ophelia once again took the attention of and tanked the boss. Jake received his miniature version of the ability, acquiring wings of his own. Valora now neared Jake’s side, a little unhappy about the situation.

She didn’t enjoy that Ophelia became too big to ride her, limiting her ability to contribute to the battle. In her original form, she would be capable of using her own lightning attacks, and perhaps able to increase her own size if it benefitted her.

Jake patted Valora, even as he began moving his mana, preparing for his next spells. “Don’t worry, Valora. You’re going to be able to help protect Morwen and her priestesses soon, along with the dryads. We appreciate your help.”

She gave a happy whinny, as Tanda sprinkled some seeds on her, triggering Rampant Growth. Vines grew out, allowing the priestesses to later hold on to her.

The armor which protected the boss was hardening by the intense cold being beamed into it, and Fhesiah’s Sun and Moon Hex was erased by the immense cold.

The energy kept filling its staff, the king’s health gradually decreasing as the energies were pushed inside.

Bedwyr retreated from the boss, as Morwen’s priestesses, along with Nadessa and her mothers, finally completed their group cast, releasing their spell: Deathly Hunt. Bedwyr landed next to her on his horse, as he raised his war scythe, saying a prayer to Arawn and filling himself with his faith energy.

An apparition of Arawn overlay itself over Bedwyr, the Lord of Annwyn appearing with his deathly hounds holding a massive war scythe. The hounds became a wave of black fog filled with death and congealed around the boss, before the scythe was swung downward.

The boss was struck by the scythe, slashing through and cutting deeply. This staggered the frost giant king, its armor not regrowing rapidly like it had done before. The health had decreased by over five percent in the one attack, and it appeared the frost instead filled the giant’s new wound.

Their powerful spell released, the priestesses and dryads happily climbed on Valora using the vines. What happened next would require a bit of mobility. While the boss mechanic was something that running on the ground would work, riding on Valora would allow them more freedom to cast spells.

The energy in the Frost Giant King’s staff finally peaked, and he roared as he pierced it into the ground next to him. The parties quickly spread themselves out around him in a circle, prepared for his attack. Creating a club made of frost, the king looked at Jake. He could feel his focus or hatred was toward him.

Ira confirmed this with its warning, so he took flight with the wings from Ophelia’s Valkyrie Champion ability along with Tanda. Jasmina went the other direction from them, her speed enough to keep her from being hit.

He was just in time. A beam of powerful frost was fired from the staff toward where Jake had been standing, striking the wall behind him. The beam started circling the room in a counter-clockwise pattern from the floor to well beyond the height where anyone could jump, chasing after Jake.

It moved slowly enough that the more physically focused war maidens could run as they shot their bows, or Yiming’s priestess wife could keep ahead of it. Still, it quickly became dangerous even for them as more golems fell from the ceiling.

Tanda and Bree helped protect allies and kill them as they moved, while everyone else kept ahead of the beam and worked on killing the boss.

Fhesiah drew heavily on her bloodline flames, and breathed out flames of the dragon. Her Dao manifested, a dragon’s visage appearing and breathing flames, engulfing the boss with the fires of creation. She gathered some additional flames of creation from her spell into an orb, as she shifted into a kitsune, and began her Dance of the Moon.

Ophelia wailed on the boss with her large halberd, piercing deeply into its flesh with her large spike. Retribution’s power had built from allies taking damage from the boss’s icy explosions, so she was able to mix powerful Vajra Strikes with her swings.

Bloodberri’s axe and her tail weaved and sliced into the enemy, cutting deeply into its armor and restoring allies nearby. Holy light and dark emanated from her body, empowering herself and weakening the boss. Her immense body’s momentum made each strike count heavily.

Yiming and Longwei were both covered in their valorous energy, the former racing around the battlefield and cutting down golems. The latter had now reached the peak of his Tiger’s Fury, his glaive also doing respectable damage against the boss or nearby golems.

Dahlia and Timone’s resonance reached their peak, and they released their powerful golden attacks. The two beams of golden light pierced into the boss’s chest, shattering its armor and cutting into its flesh. While one beam clearly went through the boss’s heart, the magical frost seemed to fill in the gap, restoring this vital organ.

Fhesiah had shifted to her dance of the moon, and her flames of the kitsune had reached their peak as the moon raised high in her spiritual temple. Taking the flames of creation from her stored orb, she drifted the flames together, trying to merge them even as she shifted into that of a dragon once more.

But the two flames refused to merge. They were opposites, and they clashed, exploded against, and consumed one another. Infusing them with miniscule amounts of Divine Energy from her stores didn’t appear to help, if anything, making the merging of them more chaotic.

Her goal was a flame like Hestia’s–a flame that encompassed all things. She wanted to bring herself closer to accomplishing this with her cultivator core, a core that embodied her path.

This was a crucially important stage for a cultivator, even more important than foundation establishment. If she created a core that didn’t embody her complete path, it would be even more challenging to fix or change it than poor foundations. Trying to steer her path in another direction after creating her core would be like trying to turn a massive ship.

The cultivator core was where she would eventually build her Nascent Soul, so the closer she could get it to her path, the better. When forming the core, it was important that the energies within found and maintained a balance, while still embodying her path.

To achieve this, she needed to somehow merge them now. Merging yin and yang flames lead to chaotic fire, which was something that could not find a delicate balance or harmony on their own–they could not be controlled. But Fhesiah had added more than just the flames to her path–her dao of dragon claw.

The two flames of her bloodline floated together, forming an orb of red and gold flames of creation, that of the dragon, and black and purple flames of ruin and destruction, that of the kitsune. The two flames refused to merge, fighting and sparking as they swirled around one another as she tried to control them.

Despite this, she condensed a significant amount of flame within the orb. Filling her claw with the pride and power of dragons, her right claw wrapped around and compressed the flames. She leaped at the boss holding it, her orb and claw arriving next to the giant’s unprotected back.

Manifesting her will, she combined the three daos together, hoping to spark and create something new. Allies had moved away from her attack, made aware of what was coming.

An explosion of golden flame shredded Fhesiah’s arm, exploding outward and rippling into the boss. Several lines of chaotic flames, a prismatic array of colors, flew through the air like a burst of multicolored confetti and streamers.

Jake and Ophelia were forced to shield allies with their Sacrificial Barriers. Only the shield’s resilience to fire enabled them to protect against this powerful attack, as flames tore easily into the boss’s thick ice armor.

Jake grimaced at how Fhesiah’s hand was now nearly completely missing, only bits of flesh and scales remaining. This was not the first instance she tried this. Carrying out her attack in their Refuge, she had attempted this numerous times. The hope was that the thrill of combat combined with the need for advancement would push her closer to finding this balance.

Heals from various allies layered on top of Fhesiah’s wounds, restoring her flesh and blood. As a cultivator, this would normally be impossible. However, thanks to the Framework, it assisted with restoring her to how she was before the attack, her body somewhat behaving like a game character.

Jake and Ophelia’s healing, auril from Timone’s healer mate, and even Mend Bone from Morwen’s priestesses, quickly restored her arm to how it was–though something about the chaotic energies remained embedded in her arm, requiring her even more time to heal.

Dismayed at the result, Fhesiah continued fighting with a frown. Repurposing the remains of Jake and Ophelia’s shields, she hit the boss with the rest of the flames. She only took this risk because she knew there was some leeway here, the fight nearing the end. They could have waited to heal her without issue.

Fhesiah now mostly healed, Jake joined Tanda by switching over to the state of the Avenger. Tanda’s Avenging Flames were focused into her halberd as she shifted her bow into it, swinging her deathly scythe down just like Arawn’s Death Hunt.

Jake was empowered by the beastkin releasing their vengeance, compressing the flames down into his staff. He pulled as much mana, qi, and auril and a small amount of divine energy into it, releasing an empowered Scorching Ray attack.

Tanda’s golden attack nearly cleaved the boss in two, her scythe piercing the ground beneath the frost giant king. Its flesh was being knit back together by the frost armor, when Jake’s Scorching Ray pierced its armor and chest. The boss’s health reached 0, the king falling to its knees, before falling to the ground.

A large chest spawned in the center of the room.


[Alliance Victory! You have 15 Minutes to Loot the boss and chest, before being moved to the Rest Area.]


Cheers of victory echoed out, the beastkin roaring with pride. Their first battle was won, and they had just two left to go. There were no deaths, despite the increased difficulty of the Prime Instance.

The beastkin scattered to loot the cores of the frost golems and frost giant’s bodies, and Bloodberri triggered Looting the large boss. A significant amount of mana was expended, filling her storage bracelet and leaving various materials on the ground to be looted. Of course, the biggest object of interest from the frost giant king was his magical staff.

Opening the chest, numerous tokens and a handful of items were contained within. They had received similar tokens from the other chests on the floor, but none were good enough for Jake’s party. This time, there were two [Mythic Tier 1 Upgrade Tokens].

In total, Jake’s party now had scaling equipment for 8 items, but Ophelia’s halberd and Bloodberri’s axe were already Tier 2 and wouldn’t require upgrading. There were other means for upgrading the equipment, but the tokens were definitely the simplest.

Nobody else had Mythic equipment, so these defaulted to Jake’s party. After all, they were not sellable or tradable outside the members of the raid. Of course, various other tokens dropped, of interest to the many parties within the raid.

Several accessories dropped, including a coveted Storage Ring. This was valuable, as it stored a household’s worth of objects, and required no skill to use. Additionally, it would be possible to change their equipment nearly on the fly. No more painstakingly removing their armor or putting it on to get ready.

There was a useful frost resistance bracelet, which would help those that teamed up with the Emberborn. Many of the token’s purpose were to be exchanged at the end of the raid at any node, for Tier 2 equipment or treasure. Only a few items were possible to aid anyone during the raid itself, such as the frost resistance item.

The items were quickly divided up and tracked, on a need before greed basis. While there were some weapons and armor, few were much better than Jake and the rest of Hearthtribe had crafted–especially considering the requirements for auril usage and otherwise.

Morwen received a helpful pair of robes, that would activate a life-saving barrier once per day. Warrior Brotherhood made out well here, the shrine priestess and war maidens each receiving something of interest.

Their fifteen minutes up, they were transferred to a shared rest area. The area reminded Jake of a large barracks, with many cots laid out and various couches, chairs, and other furniture meant for meeting with others. The mana in the air was thick, a soothing feeling welling up inside them.


[Rest Period: 6 hours. Within the Rest Area, recuperation is enhanced.]


This was the reason that, aside from summoning the Divine with Divine Energy, the Battlegroup hadn’t held back on abilities like Ophelia’s Valkyrie Champion ability, or Bedwyr’s Faith Channeling, which manifested Arawn with all the priestesses’ efforts. It would be available for their next battle.

The room was massive, having thousands of cots inside. This was a shared Rest Area, made for all of the Alliance participating in the Dungeon Raid.

There was an exit portal, a place for the Battlegroup to leave and call it quits. Their loot rewards would be kept, but the impact on their Trial or class upgrades for Tier Up would be lesser. For Jake’s Raid Group, the portal was a shimmering black, indicating that they could not leave. They could only succeed, or die trying.

Jake conversed with Morwen, Yiming, and Timone. Everything went as they expected, their teamwork and planning were effective against the boss.

They went over splitting up the rest of the loot for the rest of the raid, before Jake and his lovers sat on or around the couches with coffee tables laid out. They switched to their more casual tribal clothing, to have a better rest. Their initial Raid only took a few hours, but they were filled with difficult combat.

“That was easy! We’ll have this raid beat in no time!” Berri swayed side to side, clapping in happiness from her place next to the couch.

Ophelia sat next to Jake, with Fhesiah on the other side. “The first stage wasn’t all that challenging, but that’s often how it is. The success rate of the first is high, to lure you into the next for further rewards.” The battle angel was confident, despite her words.

To Jake, Tanda looked a little down with her ears flat on her head where she sat on the other side of Fhesiah. “What’s the matter, Tanda?”

She looked over at Fhesiah worriedly. “It’s just, Fhesiah got hurt again, and… I just wish there was some way I could help…”

Fhesiah chuckled. “But you have helped, dear sister. Your help with finding resonance and harmony has surely helped me with getting better at my own control. Still, this energy must originate from me, or I will not be able to create a working template. I am to flavor my core matching my spirit, my path. If they cannot find balance on their own, it means when I make to form my core, everything will fall apart.”

Blood tapped her lips. “But how does your Hearth fall into this? This is not something a cultivator usually has, is it? Perhaps it, along with the new heavens, will aid you.”

Fhesiah looked thoughtful, but she smiled. “That’s right. I haven’t given up hope. I am not entirely alone in this, the energies that make up my Hearth contain the flames of our family. Even now, as I use my draconic flames and kitsune flames, other energies are seeping in from the hearth.”

She continued, “Originally I thought the lack of purity to be the problem, but separating the energies only worsened it. I think a bigger issue is that I am much further ahead of my understanding of my draconic flames over my dragon claw or kitsune flames. They were not a focus of my first life, as it were, so I have been playing catch up. I am much more unbalanced than the flames of our family.”

Jake frowned. “How can you make up for that? Certainly, you’ve focused a lot on the dragon claws in combat in our party, but a few months is nothing compared to a century of study and merging with the heavens. Then, you gained a lot from Hestia and her flames.”

“That’s what I hoped to obtain from the Raid today or the Battleground as a prize: Dao Treasures. Exceedingly rare at our Tier, these items should briefly harmonize my spirit with the heavens, allowing me to take on the truths of the universe and make them my own.”

Ophelia was concerned. “But doesn’t that mean you need two of them, one for the claws and one for Bastet’s flames? What are the odds of that? Then you mentioned special treasures necessary for core formation, which sounded an awful lot like these Dao Treasures, but specialized for creating the foundation for your core.”

Jake hugged Fhesiah to himself tightly from the side. “I’m sure she’ll have a shot at one or two of the things she requires at the end of the Raid, but Bastet already aligned her for the Battleground itself. We’ll do whatever it takes to make sure she’s as ready before she goes as we can.”

Nods and murmurs of agreement came from all the girls, the family ready to aid Fhesiah with her path. She was not alone, both with her need to obtain rare treasures, but also to find the inspiration she required.

Another Battlegroup arrived in the center of the Rest Area, the large group of varied forces appearing in motes of light. Jake was unsurprised that it was Takoda’s–the Battlegroup a bit heavier focused on tamed auril beasts than other Raid groups.

The large auril beasts would make excellent tanks against the giants, while the rest of the Battlegroup whittled away at them safely.

Jake went over to meet with Takoda. “How did it go?”

Takoda smiled, as he pet Missy’s large snout and fed the beast an auril-rich plant with a laugh. “Missy and the other tamed beasts did wonderfully. They barely took on wounds facing the giants in the caverns, their auril healing them easily. When we got to the boss, there sure were a lot of them, but the dryads and fauns were able to restrict them for a time as our many warriors took them on.”

Jake nodded. “That’s great news. How large were the giants?”

Takoda frowned. “I’d say just a bit under five meters? The king was larger, but Missy here was able to withstand his blows well enough with her auril and the clergy’s buffs, at least until he powered up at the end. She needed a lot of healing then–same with the rest of us. Luckily, we auril heroes could heal ourselves from the waves of cutting ice.” He smiled with pride.

Jake could see that the giants being around thirty percent smaller or less massive could make a significant difference in their strength, and thus the difficulty of the encounter. Odds were, their resilience, their ability to cast magic, and their strength, were all decreased, making them easier for the Battlegroup to manage.

Then, their raid groups would have fifty actual members, compared to Jake’s thirty. It would be easier for them to assign several people to each giant at the end encounter, to keep them busy as they focused them down with ranged attackers.

More groups began to arrive, their outcomes good. Even Brock’s Raid group filled with the youngest and least experienced warriors, and even a few spriggons around level 20, were fully successful with no deaths. Jake learned that their giants could hardly be called that, being only a little over four meters tall.

When a reptile beastkin like Jarrix could grow to match their large size, they didn’t feel all that difficult to deal with. With proper equipment, coordination, and a well-rounded party, Jake thought the success rate was high.

Only a few of the pick-up groups filled with a majority of Adventurers from outside Highlands were backing down at this stage, and Jake was happy to see them following the rules laid out. There were very few that were reported to have failed, Valtor having an accounting of those that were joining.

The second Challenge should be more difficult than the first, leading to an increased likelihood of deaths. But Hearthtribe was confident they would defeat this challenge just like the first.


Chapter 35 - Champion’s Rift



[Welcome to the Second Challenge: Champion’s Rift] 
[Enemies will periodically spawn on three lanes, attacking the Alliance’s defenses. If your Headquarters is destroyed, you will lose the match. Conquer the enemy’s defenses and defeat their spawning locations and Boss, for victory.]
[There will be five elite monsters that grow in strength throughout the match. These creatures will respawn when slain, until the three spawn locations are destroyed deep in the enemy’s base.] 


Jake and his Battlegroup spawned at the top of their Headquarters, a small castle. Odd obelisks dotted the three lanes, with visible bubbles showing their attack radius.


[The Challenge Begins in 10 Minutes. Prepare for battle.] 


“This one of those games you’re familiar with, husband? The setup seems so strange.” Fhesiah looked on at the strange battlefield with interest. The three lanes were separated by trees, but also barriers. One could not simply just fly over the entire arena. Once again, scripts were nearby, detailing the rules.

Jake frowned. “It’s like a Multiplayer Online Battle Arena, or MOBA for short. It’s pretty similar, except we don’t earn gold from kills to buy special items, and we don’t get stronger throughout the match–only the enemy does. Then, it looks like we won’t have free allies spawning to fight for us.”

Looking over some of the rules, Jake couldn’t help but feel that if there were enemy Champions present on the world, this might be where they would appear. Thankfully, however, they had already killed them all on Highlands.

Valora whinnied with interest, while Bree also looked excited about the match. Ophelia looked at the battlefield with a stern gaze. “This match seems designed to target the individual. They can respawn, but we cannot. If they kill just a few of us, that will make the next Challenge all the more difficult.”

Jake nodded. It appeared that this challenge was more or less designed to whittle down the competition. Even if a Raid won by a near-landslide, these elite enemies may be able to assassinate or otherwise steal a kill. He wondered how the other instances would do with this challenge.

Looking over at Morwen’s Priestesses, thinking that they may be targeted. However, Jake understood the real truth. These unliving priestesses resembled more of a deathly ice wizard than they did some sort of defenseless healer. They were physically weak, but their bone shield or freezing attacks made them difficult to deal with.

For Nadessa and her mothers, riding along on Drysander would work well to keep them all protected. Yiming and Longwei’s wives were well-rounded, but they would need some additional protection as well, compared to their valorous husbands.

Tanda leaped into Bloodberri, hugging the much larger girl with a smile. “You mean it would, if not for Bloodberri’s Resurrection! With the effect of the Rest Area, they will be back at nearly full strength for the next battle.”

Berri hugged her back, smiling. “That’s right! It’s because I’m awesome!”

Blood groaned. “Yes, dear sister, it’s great that we have that ability. It does make us a target, however. Since we’re the only ones who cannot be resurrected.”

Berri and her axe both growled at the same time, though Berri’s was much cuter than the weapon’s. “Whatever. Let them come! We’ll cut and smash them to bits!”

Jake raised his brow at that. Berri was starting to be a little aggressive. Blood responded to his concerns, [Do not worry, Milord. She is just getting a little excited about what will happen when we’ve won. You know how badly she wants it–she’d fight just about anything to have your child. She’s…not alone in this.]

Jake groaned. “Berri, you wanted to complete the racial evolution first, right? We don’t know how long that will take. We need to be careful here, the enemy is looking for any advantage they can get. Just be patient and you will get what you desire, I promise.”

Berri froze, and coiled a bit of her tail around herself. “Y-Yeah, I know.” She blushed. “I’m just…getting excited.”

That taken care of, he called over the more experienced of his Battlegroup. Morwen and Bedwyr, Yiming and Longwei, Drysander and Nadessa came over. “Are any of you familiar with this challenge?”

Most shook their heads, but Drysander offered, “The obelisks were used in one of our challenges. These seem a little more ominous, but the tower will focus on the first person or object that enters its radius, until that person leaves it. Then, it will focus on someone at random.”

Nadessa added, “We were able to destroy them by having our sturdy War Treants enter the radius first, focusing our healing and shielding on them while the rest of us destroyed it.”

Longwei laughed. “I bet that was a sight to see! Drysander and his brethren are true warriors. But this is also while these elite enemies try to sneak in and slay you. It’s while destroying the tower that they pose the greatest risk.”

Everyone stared at Longwei in surprise.

“W-What, why’s everyone looking at me. It must be!”

Yiming looked at his warrior brother. “No, that was surprisingly insightful for you, brother. What led you to that conclusion?”

“Because taking on the tower’s attacks is where all the glory is! Only a man,” He froze for a moment, noticing the many strong women’s piercing gazes, “or woman, of great courage can take the attacks of the tower, knowing the elite enemy’s assault could be forthcoming!”

Yiming patted Longwei’s back with a sigh. “Nice save. Of course, dear brother. So, you were looking at it from a glory seeker’s perspective. It also looks like if we attack one of these elite enemies within the radius of the tower, it will focus on us–just as it would focus on them, if we use our towers for defense.”

Jake chuckled. “So, with that in mind, I propose we decide on our lanes based on ensuring we have a viable tank in each group. Any of my party can manage, but I think we’re best suited for taking on the elite enemies. Of course, when we take down an elite enemy in that lane, we should push progress as much as possible.”

Blood added, “It’s a shame we cannot know more about these elite enemies. If we could counter-pick them in their lane, this would be simple. It appears they can travel outside their lane, but only by crossing the middle river at the beginning. It’s the only thing keeping them from roaming in a group of five and wiping us out one by one, by spawn rushing us.”

The note was that paths through the forest would be revealed, allowing travel between lanes after a tower was destroyed, giving the elites or themselves more freedom.

Jake added, “Our goal should be to keep pushing forward, then, and not allow them the freedom to team up. If this happens, we’ll need to play defensive until we can take them out and recover. Losing a tower on our side makes the final boss more difficult, so it’s in our best interest to keep on the offensive.”

After a bit of discussion, the team layout was created.


[Left Lane: Fhesiah and Bloodberri, Warrior Brotherhood.]
[Middle Lane: Jake and Ophelia, Elysian Team, Ravenwolf Clan.]
[Right Lane: Jake’s Summons and Tanda, Bedwyr and Morwen’s Team, Vesuvius, Roxo, Darris, Rookard, Seamus.]


Jake realized that plans like this often don’t survive contact with the enemy, but it was as good as any. 

Each team had a decent tank, while also having viable ranged combatants and healing. Bree or Darris and Vesuvius would be excellent tanks for the tower, while Rookard and Morwen’s Team rained attacks on the tower and enemies.

Both Timone and Drysander could handle the tower in Jake’s lane, each family providing heals for them without issue.

With Ophelia and himself in the center, Jake was setting up a potential ambush of their own. Jake could Call Summon any of his girls or summons near-instantly, and Ophelia and the Ravenwolf Clan could reinforce either location in a hurry.

His goal was to reinforce any lane pushed back rapidly. They would be able to pick off one or more of these so-called elites, and push each lane further, before the elites were empowered. There were only going to be 5 elites with one heading down the right lane, so Jake had given Tanda more allies to compensate for her being without a Champion ally.

Jake gave out a few more buffs this time around. Bolster and Reinforcement were both exceptional at improving his ally’s survivability, and he especially made sure Warrior Brotherhood was covered.

They were likely to be targeted, but wouldn’t be covered by the auras of Bedwyr, Seamus, Vesuvius, and Darris. It reduced his mana regeneration, but he would limit his spells to taking on the elites.

The barrier in front of their base lowered, and the match began. Jake rode behind Ophelia on Valora while the Ravenwolf Clan flew or glided beside them, and Drysander stomped with a haste that Jake found impressive for his shape and size. The old tree guy could really move with his long legs.

They quickly arrived at the enemy’s edge tower, which would be the focus of their offense. The bubble-like barrier went out a little more than a football field, so its strike radius was decent. They waited for Drysander to arrive, before they did their test.

Berri was already told that you must be inside the tower’s bubble to attack it, but she still hit a cannonball at the tower for it to be deflected by the shield.

This also meant that attacking one of these elites hiding behind the tower would be quite challenging, requiring taking hits of the towers if they were within the radius. The bubble over the tower only reached the top of it, so shooting over the bubble could be possible.

Jake leaped off Valora, and the two girls dashed for the enemy tower with her Technique blazing. They saw the normal enemies in the distance, but no signs of the elites. Jake covered Ophelia and Valora with a Sacrificial Barrier, before she filled her shield with her Hearth Guardian.

As soon as she entered the radius, the tower powered up for a moment before firing. A large red ball formed near the top, and before it could even shoot, Ophelia’s lance struck the tower empowered by Vajra Strike. Flame and lightning exploded, and in a hurry, she stabbed and slashed into it with all her enhanced might repeatedly, cutting into the base of the tower.

The orb slammed into the barrier on her, but it held. Even as Ophelia continued her attack, every second, another red ball of energy slammed heavily into her barrier and formed cracks within her flaming crystalline barrier. Jake and Drysander moved to stand on the edge of the barrier, in case she needed to retreat.

After a few moments of her fighting with the tower, the incoming enemies were nearing, looking like strange automaton creatures with mixed combat roles. Jake realized these enemies would make Morwen’s people much less effective, being unable to raise their corpses and use them.

He doubted their ice magic could do much damage, but they could likely be slowed or frozen just the same. Jake tried to use Call Summon on Ophelia and Valora, but found he couldn’t cast it through the barrier. The girls retreated as the tower fired, crossing the distance of a football field in just a few shots of the tower.

Jake’s cast barrier faded at the end, and the Hearth Guardian blocked the last retreating shot as she left the radius. Overall, a decent test as they worked to receive the enemies. There were five shield users, five polearm users, five archers, and two mages holding a staff which shot red energy that matched the tower.

The automatons were only a little bigger than a standard human, but Jake could tell they were filled with supernatural strength. While an auril hero could likely kill one easily in a duel, dealing with so many of them while facing the tower’s fierce attacks felt risky.

They had to back off a bit from the tower to ensure the ranged attackers were no longer under the tower’s protection. Once the mages stepped past the barrier, they were immediately struck with arrows and ravens empowered by auril. Timone and Dahlia swooped down onto the archers, causing a few of the shield users to turn around and chase.

Ophelia and Valora lanced one from behind, triggering Vajra Strike. Lightning blasted over the shield and polearm users, shocking them. Valora kicked one powerfully, crumpling one’s head.

Jake released his own Runic Forked Lightning attack, scorching and melting their internal components. This allowed a few of them to be taken down easily, Jake and Ophelia cutting through them with their weapons.

In the other lanes, Tanda’s right lane filled with allies allowed them to easily overwhelm the nearly twenty creatures. Tanda sniped a mage with a charged enhanced arrow shot from her bow, and Morwen’s priestesses launched shards of ice at the archers. The auril heroes, Bree, and Bedwyr squared off against the melee automatons, and with Jake’s buffs had little trouble taking them out.

Yiming and Longwei were nearly overwhelmed in the left lane, but two cannonballs launched to start the fight from Bloodberri followed by her tail wielded aggressively, she knocked many of the automatons over like bowling pins and shredded others.

The two instead worked to play cleanup around her controlled chaos, while Fhesiah sent a fireballs and darts of black foxfire at the archers and mage. Leaping with draconic strength, she bypassed the warriors and cut down the remaining.

The automatons quickly cleaned up with low effort, all three parties were wondering the same thing. Just where were the elites?

The lane’s paths snaked, so there was a bend after the tower, making it difficult to see any approach. Fhesiah floated over the bubble and tried to use her Divine Sense, but couldn’t see the creature’s coming.

There was nothing for it. They would need to take out the towers eventually, while being exposed to the potential onslaught from the elites. Each lane would just have to be prepared for the eventuality.

Without a state for now, Jake covered Drysander with a Sacrificial Barrier, and he walked through the tower’s barrier to attack it, and receive its shots.

In the right lane, Bree formed a shield of vines as she charged the tower as well, and Bloodberri added a barrier to Longwei in the left lane. He was already covered in Valor, but various talismans had been triggered to provide him additional protection.

All three parties immediately began raining attacks down on the tower, while the tower struck their tank with its red orbs of energy. Jake had spells prepared in his hearth bubbles, ready to lock down any ambushing elite by activating them with just a thought.

Ophelia was quick on her charge, and Timone and Dahlia joined her at the base of the tower rapidly.

Fhesiah built up a large ball of flames using her torch and her Dance of the Sun, waiting to drop it on the tower–or the first enemy that appeared. Bloodberri’s maul smashed the tower heavily, taking out large chunks of its health.

Tanda’s right lane felt the safest. Their numbers were the greatest, and Bree was a creature that couldn’t truly die in the first place, being halfway between a permanent summon and a mana creation. She had already formed her heavy tail along with her shield, and was using it to smack into the tower like a flail, or a strange wrecking ball.

It was the left lane, Bloodberri and Fhesiah’s, that saw the sign of the first enemy, about twenty seconds into attacking the tower. They had already taken the tower down nearly twenty percent of its health in one go, when Fhesiah sensed the threat and launched part of her stored flaming orb up into the sky.

Some caustic substance and an orb of darkness slammed into the orb of flame, exploding. A moment later, what sounded like a quack and another salvo from the enemy arrived for Fhesiah to block, causing Bloodberri and Fhesiah to dash past the bubble.

Filling herself with some of her ball of flames and drawing the strength of her bloodline, Fhesiah launched herself after them, leaving Longwei and Yiming to continue with the tower.

Coming around the corner, they found the two elites, which were already retreating. Orbs of darkness gathered around a large, jet black elemental golem, while a smaller creature waddled away.

It looked like an odd large duck or chicken mixed with some sort of reptile, a little bigger than a horse. It turned around briefly with its large billed mouth, and spit a disgusting orb the size of a cannonball at Bloodberri, before it turned and ran away more rapidly.

Berri never produced a barrier more speedily, but her barrier of holy light was ready to receive the grotesque, mottled green ball. However, one of the orbs from the elemental fired like a beam of dark light, shattering her shield.

But Blood was somewhat ready, sending a wave of telekinetic force, which caused the orb to explode in the other direction. The ball exploded in a cone, and now the ground was covered in terrible goo, that both looked sticky and caustic as fumes drifted into the air above it.

Berri was now pissed, “I always get the grossest enemies!”

She leaped over the gross fluid, using her slow-fall spell to enable her to get just a bit more distance in her leap.

The next wave of automatons were getting close, but the elite enemies were now also nearing the next barrier. The girls needed to slay the creatures before the monsters reached it, or they would need to turn back–this barrier would not allow them to enter, until the first tower was destroyed.

Odds were, the annoying artillery-like creatures would punish them as they were forced to retreat. When they hit a baseball at the retreating creatures, the darkness elemental didn’t even slow as it countered the attack with one of its darkness orbs, and another one spawned next to it, so they continued their hasty pursuit.

Blood cast her dark shackles spell around the gross creature, also wanting to focus on killing it. It tripped and fell, making both Blood and Berri excited that they would catch the gross one, at least.

From what Fhesiah could tell, these creatures were similar in some way to the Garuda, in that they were high-Tier creatures brought down to the level of the encounter.

At their original level, they may not be as special as the Garuda, and they would be fodder easily slain by Jake’s party when they reached that strength. But limited to the first Tier, they had significant capabilities beyond what a creature could normally be capable of. They were not champions, but could compete with them in certain ways.

Several of the dark elemental’s orbs gathered into a larger one over its head, while others gathered around the shackles, erasing them. The gross duck creature stood and began to escape once more. Bloodberri was steadily gaining on them, but the large orb rocketed at her.

Once again, they attempted to block with a barrier, this one jointly created and empowered by the two girls instead. The shield held against the attack, but the odd spell rooted itself in the air, tendrils pulling toward it. Dust and rocks from the ground floated toward it, and Blood quickly realized it was some sort of gravity well.

Gathering light and dark, they wailed on the gravity well with Maul of Hestia-Echidna. The explosion of the two energies managed to erase it, but the two creatures continued their escape and were getting away.

However, Fhesiah landed between the enemy and their destination, holding an immense ball of flames and wearing a hungry smile. Fox flames flickered into existence behind her, her being ready for their retreat.

Bloodberri blurred toward the enemy, as Blood shouted, “I could kiss you, Faye!”

Fhesiah’s smile grew wider as she thought of where she wanted to receive said kiss, before filling the ball of flames with the strength of her path, and flinging it between the two enemies. It exploded in front of them, and should have sent them flying back, but once again the darkness elemental did something and seemed to suck the flames into it.

This was not without cost, as the flames tore into the monster. The flames of creation ripped and scorched into what made up the creature, but the duck reptile was now free to escape from the elemental’s sacrifice.

The gross creature shifted to a yellow color, and dashed even faster toward its goal. However, it started veering off to the side, as Fhesiah’s flickering flames took over the creature’s eyesight.

What it saw was not reality, and its perception was gradually shifted as it began running in a wide circle, rather than straight to its safety. Fhesiah’s claws were filled with the strength of her path, as she followed up on the approaching darkness elemental.

Cutting into the creature’s body, she cleaved through the golem’s exposed core. Her stored flames mixed with her Dao seemed to mostly counter this creature, at least when it wasted most of its resources on slowing down Bloodberri.

Having just a little more time, Bloodberri happily cleaved into the duck-shaped reptile’s skull with a happy sigh. The creature easily collapsed, and the girls were a little disappointed at how easily it died. It started shifting to a purple and reddish color.

“Look out!” Fhesiah shouted in alarm.

Blood quickly shoved the corpse away toward the barrier and away from them with Telekinesis, where it exploded a terribly noxious flame. Despite getting it a few meters away, the explosion still rocked their larger body back, the impact of the explosion causing the girls to hiss in pain.

Bits of the caustic creature managed to splatter on their body, and began eating through their armor and flesh painfully.

They were surprised to find Warrior Brotherhood arriving behind them, talismans landing on them and adding some healing. Fhesiah’s torch provided additional healing, a few holes in their armor remaining.

Yiming responded to their questioning looks, “We figured we needed to retreat from the tower’s blows soon anyway, but we weren’t going to leave you in a bad spot. You two managed those creatures surprisingly well, but that sure was a rough explosion.”

Blood cleaned themselves of the gross fluid with the Clean spellform with a grimace. “What a terrible creature. We will need to be careful with that thing.”

Berri growled with rage. “That thing is so dead, it’s going to pay for that! I’ll kill it over and over again, as many times as I must!”

Fhesiah chuckled. “What a strange, nasty creature. Still, now that we know what to expect, I have much more confidence for dealing with it next time.”

The oncoming wave of automatons was arriving, and they would take them on between the towers before retreating.

They had gotten the tower down over thirty percent in their first wave, and killed their elites. Aside from the annoying enemy, the challenge in the left lane appeared simple. However, they would get stronger throughout the match, and there would be other elites to worry about.


Chapter 36 - Elite Danger



The elite in Tanda’s lane showed up with the wave of automatons. Their large party had already backed away from the attacking tower to take them on, when they spotted its approach in the distance.

It zipped through the air at impressive speeds, its agility as it moved about the air surprising. It was a humanoid hornet, with a floating green gem following it. As the ranks of automatons met the auril heroes, it sent a cyclone of wind at Seamus, who was closest to the edge of the formation.

Jasmina’s song echoed out as Seamus shielded himself with his shimmering yellow auril. The attack wasn’t overly powerful, and the shield held, but it was reminiscent of a weaker version of the Garuda’s cyclonic strike attack.

Tanda and Rookard both attempted to snipe the creature out of the sky, but its agility and speed was impressive, dodging their shots with ease. It changed direction on a dime, and was even more agile than Ophelia when using her Ride of the Valkyries by herself.

Its top speed was seemingly much less, but short of lightning or a beam of light, it was easy to imagine it being next to impossible for them to strike with their bows. In many ways, it appeared to be like the Garuda, but had the odd gem spell-focus.

The creature was mostly just annoying, dipping in and out of range as the automatons fought the auril heroes. Its strange gem and itself drew in air and wind for its very attacks, and it was as if it could continue fighting forever.

Seamus attempted to blast it with his sunlight beam, but it simply blocked the beam with a shield of wind, as it strafed away from his attack. Bedwyr chased after it on his mount, but he just got countered by cutting winds, and even a shot of the hornet’s stinger like a ranged attack. This attack was shorter range than the creature usually kept, and another thing to look out for.

Annoyingly, Tanda got no Nethril from the automatons being killed. Without Cyclic Resonance, she would have next to none to use for her purposes.

Still, they defeated the wave of monsters, and pushed forward on the tower with their large entourage. Bree would take the blows of the tower once again, her able to quickly replenish her vine shield and take the blows with her hearty body.

The auril running through her was of a substantial quality and quantity when enhanced by Jasmina’s song, and made her capable of taking the attacks safely.

The auril heroes, Bedrywr and Morwen, all did their best to attack the tower while also discouraging the hornet’s harassment. Beams of light from Seamus, splashes of water from Darris, and a cold aura coming from Bedwyr and Morwen kept the creature somewhat at bay.

It shot tornados and odd wind bullets at the Battlegroup. Auril barriers flickered into place, or bones from Morwen’s Bone Shields protected the various members.

Despite its harassment, Tanda and the auril heroes were able to make extreme headway on the tower itself. Her ballista bolt-like arrows pierced heavily into the tower, packing quite the punch when combined with her auril.

They planned for taking out the creature, as it looked like it would require intense coordination to catch it.

Meanwhile, Jake’s party was making decent headway against their tower. Drysander’s wives focused on repairing his vines as he blocked the tower’s shots and attacked with his tree club, and Timone, Dahlia, Jake and Ophelia added their powerful blows as well.

Jake’s hearthblade especially did a fair amount of work, each swing of his weapon taking off a noticeable chunk of the tower’s health. Having already defeated the elites in the left lane, Fhesiah and Bloodberri too wailed on their tower with Longwei and Yiming.

It was when the next wave of enemies was in view that Aisling’s eyes shifted to all white. “Look out, Drysander!”

Ira cried out in alarm, finally detecting the enemy. Jake hastily gathered his hearth flames around Drysander using Sacrificial Barrier once more, as a massive creature erupted from the ground, smashing into him.

It looked like a giant, ugly man covered in stone armor, some sort of earthen hill troll wielding a stone club. As the shield shattered, the immense momentum behind its odd uppercut from the ground was slowed drastically.

Still, its stone club slammed into Drysander, sending him and his dryads tumbling through the air. They were strapped into his boughs, however, so they had no issues continuing with their regrowth of his vines.

Jake was going to lay into the creature further, but Ira’s alarm was not from this monster. It was from another, which had still not presented itself. It was the reason Ira couldn’t warn them sooner.

Timone’s ravens rapidly began hitting the stone troll, which caused the tower to switch over to him, before his mates joined him attacking the stone troll with their bows.

Attacking these elites grabbed the ire of the tower over the first that entered its range, and Timone and Dahlia were ready with their auril. Timone activated a Templar skill, which granted a black barrier, as he dived in to take on the troll with his mate.

Dahlia’s spear filled with light then met the troll’s club, and Jake prepared his hearth flames, compressing them as Timone’s own charge pierced into the troll’s stone-like leg with his spear.

Ophelia’s hearth guardian pierced the troll with its spear as well, while Drysander recovered and began stomping toward the enemy with his tree club. The next wave of automatons arrived and swarmed the party, Ophelia releasing a Vajrafire Consecration and taking them on with the help of Valora.

Righteous flames and lightning covered the ten melee automatons and the troll, and even washed over and damaged the tower from Jake’s echo released. As if waiting for this singular moment, a creature from the void appeared, swinging at Drysander’s boughs.

It was a strange creature, that almost looked like the umbral envoy of Jake’s bloodline. However, this was a true Tier 3 creature, brought down to this one. Like a living shadow or gas, this creature was in a vague shape of a humanoid.

Jake immediately released his runic shackles from his hearth bubbles for the runes to wrap around the void monster, but they only seemed to inhibit the creature slightly.

A little fear was coming from his void familiar, but also determination for taking on this superior foe. Ira was filled with purpose, at wanting to help Jake defeat this enemy.

The void creature had a metallic sheen in some parts from what looked like armor, wearing bracers with large wicked blades on them. The monster laughed horrifically as it sliced at Nadessa, but despite looking like an almost defenseless little girl, she was anything but that.

A blast of Lugh’s lightning slammed into the living shadow’s arm blade even as vines grew to protect Drysander’s daughter, and Drysander managed to meet the creature’s other arm blade with his tree maul. Vines whipped around him to latch on to the monster, but it teleported behind him and swung after one of Nadessa’s mothers.

The Hearth Guardian arrived with its shield to block, and Ira roared as it gathered its void energy and wrapped it around the enemy. The creature froze for a brief instant, and that was all Jake needed. Jake’s Scorching Ray blazed through the creature, the divine flames of his hearth able to pierce through and harm even this unique monster’s shadowy flesh.

The living shadows burned away somewhat as the creature screamed, but it shoved away Ira’s restrictions and doused much of the flames, before teleporting toward Jake and Ira. It covered itself in an odd blue magical barrier, as it slashed at Jake.

But Jake was not an easy target as well. Ophelia was still focused on taking down the automatons, but she had confidence in him taking on this enemy.

He blocked its sharp blade with his shield, and countered with powerful underhanded thrusts of his Champion’s spear staff. The creature dodged like slippery shadows, moving its body slightly, but his hearthblade’s flames left small cuts on the creature’s shadowy body.

Jake simultaneously built up more runic shackles in his runic bubbles, and waited for Ira as he took deep breaths. He drew in energy from the void, and this appeared to disrupt the creature’s hold on reality even further.

Ira had sensed the nature of the magical shield–it would consume whatever spell landed on it as fuel, empowering itself. Ira was about to roar and remove the shield with Jake’s void energy, when one of Nadessa’s mothers cast entangling vines on it.

The energy from the spell was instead absorbed and drawn in by the shield as the spell materialized, the shield dissipated, and the creature laughed as it sped up significantly. Its swings came rapidly, and Jake had difficulty blocking and parrying its blade as he retreated.

Each block shoved his shield into his body, bruising him and his bones, or threatened to knock the spear out of his hand. But its barrier was gone, so he released his runic shackles spell.

He lined up another, as the creature only barely slowed down as the glowing runes wrapped around it. Its strange body was only lightly inhibited by them, and Jake received a cut on his shield shoulder in return for gashing the creature on its body with his spear.

It became angry, its eyes turning red and filled with rage. The creature grew as it stirred something heavy within itself, and each swing knocked Jake back even further despite his inertia-dampening shield. Only his increased sturdiness and constitution from his hearth bonds, and his recent bloodline tempering, kept him from being significantly injured as the creature continued its murderous assault.

The stone troll roared, and a pillar of stone rose from the ground, separating the troll from Timone and Dahlia.

The pillar emanated a slowing effect, which didn’t appear to affect the troll at all as it leaped toward Jake. It was covered in wounds from Timone’s fiery ravens burning into its flesh, Dahlia’s spears of light, and the many arrows from his clan mates, but the troll was sturdy and able to take significant punishment.

However, Ophelia wasn’t going to allow it to crush her chosen, so she used Intervene on Jake.

The automatons were only half destroyed at this point, but she blazed toward Jake in a near beam of light and speared the troll in its midsection in midair, riding Valora.

The troll was large and heavy, but Ophelia and Valora’s momentum from traveling so fast was more than enough to knock the creature widely off course.

Gathering the flames of his hearth, Jake used Hearth Control to send out a wave of flames in the shape of a barrier at the void monster.

The angry void creature teleported behind Jake to swing at his unprotected back, so he shifted the barrier into spears of flames and shot them at his enemy’s new location. Jake was ready for its teleport and shifted his body to interpose his shield to block the creature’s blade, as his spears made of hearth flames pierced the enemy deeply as it roared in anger.

Even as he was controlling the hearth flames, he added another set of runic shackles onto the void creature. The piercing flames consumed the shadows around the monster, and combined with the shackles gathering around it, it shrunk and finally slowed somewhat.

Deflecting the creature’s attack, Jake managed to stab past the creature’s arm blades and reach its chest with his hearthblade. The monster shook and tried to teleport away in fear, but Ira roared and held it in place, commanding its own void energy along with Jake’s.

His flaming blade blazed in intensity as it pierced further, but the monster’s arm seemed to twist and extend as it lashed out in an overhead arc and pierced into Jake’s shield shoulder.

The cut didn’t go too deep thanks to Ophelia’s Eternal Oath ability, since the wound was split between her, but the damage still made it a challenge for Jake to raise his shield. Instead, he pushed his hearth flames harder, shoving into the creature’s core and killing it.

Jake stumbled forward as the creature’s odd armor fell to the ground and disappeared into motes of light.

The troll lashed out at Ophelia with its massive club, knocking her back, but glowed green and spun at Jake. Its large stone club loomed over him, but Drysander’s vines wrapped around the troll’s arm, and he blocked the attack with his tree club. More vines grew around the troll from his dryad wives, and Nadessa sent out another bolt of lightning.

Timone and his many ravens caught up to and pierced into the restricted troll, as it fought its bindings. Ophelia’s Hearth Guardian sent the healing flames of renewal into Jake, revitalizing the damage done to his arm as she stabbed and slashed into the troll from behind.

A fierce leap from Dahlia pierced deeply into the troll’s skull, finally causing the creature to collapse in a heap. As Timone’s deathly ravens continued to consume its flesh, it disbursed into motes of light a moment later.

The tower still fired at Timone, but he built up ravens and Jake’s Aura of Heavenly Flames aided in blocking the tower’s shots. The party now laid into the tower, knowing that elites could no longer show up. Only the hornet was left alive, and alone, it was little more than a nuisance.

Jake had taken some wounds, but the main difficulty in dealing with the enemy was the surprise attack, not knowing what they were capable of. Now that they knew what they were dealing with, even if the creatures grew a little stronger, the next fights would be much easier for them to manage.

The party moved to take on the tower, finishing off the wave of automatons. Recharging the Hearth Guardian, it helped Timone take the blows of the tower. It only took a little over a minute of Timone taking the orb-like shots of the tower, before the tower was destroyed.

Bloodberri and Fhesiah’s tower fell only a moment before, and as Tanda’s got low, they moved in on their plan to kill the hornet.

Jasmina focused her tuning-fork like staff, a buzzing sound filling the air from her auril. She sang a high, sharp note while focused on the hornet, and like an invisible fist, it struck it, sending vibrations into the creature. Its movement halted somewhat, the creature unprepared for the strange attack.

Vesuvius had grown to his maximum height, becoming nearly five meters tall, and nearly as wide. Holding out his glaive, Roxo jumped onto it.

As Vesuvius swung his glaive, Roxo leaped and flipped, holding his swords. Spinning vertically like a top, his red blades sent waves of slashing energy as he flew at the hornet.

The monster countered with a tornado from its gem and made to move away sluggishly, but Seamus fired a beam of light, and Rookard sent several auril-enhanced shots with his bow, his wolves flying through the air at the enemy.

Seamus’s beam seared the hornet’s carapace, and even managed to clip one of the four wings, since its ability to defend itself was busy with stopping the flying raptor.

It managed to dodge Rookard’s shots, but he kept the creature from changing its course overly much as it evaded his spread-out attacks. Tanda managed to clip another of its wings and damage much of its torso with a bite of the wolf, and it moved to a full retreat. Roxo sailed harmlessly to the ground, the creature having already dodged his attack.

The creature was slower now, and Tanda chased after it, trying to cut off its retreat.

The tower was destroyed not long after. A new path had opened up between the first and second towers, connecting the lanes and allowing movement for the elite monsters.

From what Jake could tell, this path was not overly useful for the enemy–as long as the Alliance kept up its assault and didn’t retreat. If they retreated from a lane to regroup, the elites could gather–something this hornet was trying to do right now.

Tanda’s efforts forced it down the new path, the creature only barely being able to deflect and dodge her attacks.

Ophelia smiled, then activated her Ride of the Valkyries. Valora’s wings grew out, as she blazed forward and headed to the other side of the forest opening, between the towers.

She was just in time. The hornet was heading their way, likely to try to join the other elites when they respawned, as well as heal from the damage it took.

Seeing a powerful enemy coming, its gem moved in front of it and created a barrier. Ophelia’s vajrafire lightning slammed into the turbulent winds from the gem, and the hornet took some evasive movements.

Ophelia then pushed her effect even further by increasing the lightning firing from her core, as Valora charged closer to the hornet and the lightning pierced toward the hornet.

Her halberd at the ready, she unleashed a Vajra Strike at the shield of wind. Lightning directly struck and stunned the monster through it, allowing Ophelia to then pierce into the creature, her hunt easily completed.

The path opened, Jake called for a changing of the lanes. Drysander and the dryads would switch with Morwen and Bedwyr’s team in the middle lane. Nadessa’s lightning combined with Seamus’s light and Drysander’s vines should make dealing with the hornet even easier.

Jake was a bit worried about Morwen and her priestesses against the void creature, but Ophelia would make the creature work for it. Then, Tanda switched with Fhesiah to face off against the artillery focused foes.

He used Call Summon to move Fhesiah and Tanda to the middle, allowing them to get to the other lanes quickly. The elites would respawn every few minutes, just enough time for them to make a bit of progress on the second ring of towers.

When the elites came this time, they would be ready for them.


Chapter 37 - Tower Crashing



Dealing with the elites the second time was much easier than the first. Tanda had waited at the edge of the tower’s bubble, and immediately began sniping the two ranged elites.

She kept the dark elemental busy blocking her attacks, the arrows sending out showers of seeds which grew and tried to wrap around both the elemental and the duck reptile. She kept both monsters busy, until Bloodberri lined up a hit of a cannonball-sized baseball after exiting the barrier of the tower. Berri had filled it with auril and her will, along with her immense hatred of the duck-reptile, before hitting it.

The deathly baseball struck the creature and exploded in a shower of gore. Deathly energies seeped into the monster as a result of her auril attack, and the next hit of her baseball caused the creature to explode like it had before.

The explosion actually knocked the dark elemental aside, and then Tanda empowered her large arrow with her flaming auril and launched it. Despite the dark elemental shielding itself with orbs, her arrow pierced through and exploded in a fiery bite of the deathly wolf, nearly killing the monster as the vines wrapped around it and pierced into the creature.

Berri then hit another baseball, shattering the elemental’s torso and allowing Tanda to finish it off with her next attack.

Berri dusted her hands off in satisfaction. “That’s what you get, you gross duck! Screw you!”

Easily dealt with, they continued their work on the second tower.

In Fhesiah’s lane, she worked with Jasmina and Nadessa to defeat the hornet’s wind shielding with the sonic vibrations and lightning, then hit the creature with her Sun and Moon Hex. It could not douse the flames, and it eventually succumbed to them as it was nearly ignored, its harassment pathetic.

In the center lane, Ira picked up on the enemy’s approach much sooner, knowing what to look for. Jake had prepared several runic shackles in his hearth bubbles, ready for the void creature and the troll.

The troll had moved to explode out and attack Morwen and her priestesses, but she and her priestesses were prepared as well. Bone Shields floated around the priestesses, the four of them prepared to be targeted.

At Jake’s warning, Morwen slammed the ground with her staff, sending out a wave of frost and catching the troll underground. Timone was tanking the tower, while Bedwyr and Dahlia took on the automatons.

The troll’s underground rush was stopped, causing him to erupt from the ground a distance away. Ophelia met the troll on Valora, ready to take on this foe.

The troll’s swings were powerful, but the lack of skill made it easy to deflect the attacks and counter it with devastating efficiency. Her Hearth Guardian met the troll’s swings, while she slashed and stabbed into its flesh, sending vajrafire into it.

When the void creature appeared, it swung at one of the priestesses with its arm blade. A wave of bones blocked the attack despite its sharpness, and Jake saw the monster was covered in its blue barrier.

Sending a wave of telekinetic force first, the shield absorbed his spell before he released two of his stored shackle spells onto it.

This time, he was in the state of the Monarch, and the shackles lined with golden hue pushed harshly to restrict the void monster. Ira spent some more of their combined void energy to really lock it down, and Jake’s hearthblade arrived to pierce into the creature just a moment later.

It roared with anger as Jake sent more hearth flames into the monster, and Ophelia’s Vajra Strike struck the troll and sent fiery lightning into the void monster. Ravens from Timone arrived to send deathly energies inside, and his mate’s arrows pierced it as well.

The troll and the void creature didn’t use their special abilities before they died. Perhaps whatever enabled them to cast the pillar of stone or for the void monster to become enraged and hit much harder was still on cooldown.

Jake wasn’t sure what the special ability of the hornet or the two ranged-focused creatures in the left lane were, which worried him. However, their second spawn was easily dealt with.

The three parties worked to finish off the second tower. It was not stronger than the first, and they managed to destroy it not long before the elites could spawn again. Each party did their best to recuperate, taking turns taking on the tower.

The right lane was well-off, as Bree had done her job efficiently. Jasmina could sing and heal Bree’s vines nearly forever, and Drysander’s wives aided her vines even further. They increased the speed of the vine’s growth as well as hardening them, amplifying the effectiveness of the auril altogether.

The tower’s red orb shots only struck and melted away a portion of her vines, the heroic beast extremely sturdy.

With the second towers down, a final path opened up deep in the lane. The three lanes got close to one another, enabling movement between the three locations. Riding Valora, Ophelia could now move between the lanes within just a few seconds.

However, on the final tower, the elites could also move between lanes in defense, through their base. This led Jake to gather all allies to the center lane, to push the middle. The towers could tank the automatons for a time, while Jake’s party could roam if required.

Pushing on the middle tower, its blows were more significant than the others, and at the edge of the enemy’s base. But Bree once again took on the challenge, Jake’s Aura of Heavenly Flames combining with Jasmina’s song to completely deflect blows every few seconds.

As before, Drysander’s wives aided her, and even some talismans from Yiming and Longwei’s wives landed on her back, blanketing her with a thin layer of shielding energy.

The automatons spawned in front of them, as well as the down the other lanes, while Jake’s larger party easily killed the ones present.

Based on their strength, Jake guessed three, maybe four waves of them would be enough to defeat one of the Alliance’s towers if his party did not interfere with them.

Because they were nearing the end of the battle, Jake switched to the state of the Guardian, and added Giant’s Growth to Bloodberri. Her immense size took off chunks of the tower with every swing, Tanda’s avenging flames and Fhesiah’s draconic empowerment too dealing significant damage.

Jake’s Aura boosted the auril heroes and Warrior Brotherhood as well, increasing their damage to be even more ample. Ophelia added Einherjar to herself, her swings blurring with speed and power.

As both the next wave of automatons and the elites spawned in the back of the enemy’s base, they managed to destroy the tower in the center. To Jake’s surprise, the automatons meant for the center lane split between the two remaining lanes, joining the two waves on their march out of the enemy’s base.

However, defeating the tower had revealed a fixture. Defeating it would stop future spawns, and would even prevent the elites in that lane from respawning. They quickly destroyed this fixture, Bloodberri taking it out with a satisfying Maul of Hestia-Echidna.

If they took too long, this fixture would respawn. However, at the current pace of their destruction, Jake doubted it would come to that.

There were two even larger towers in the center of the base, that appeared more than powerful enough to be alarming. The artillery focused elites began raining attacks down on Jake’s Battlegroup from underneath their protective barriers, forcing the Alliance to back away from the lane.

Ophelia rode up next to Jake, as she surveyed the battlefield. “What now, Jake? We took out that tower fast enough, that maybe we should threaten another in the same way. The elites will be forced to act.”

Jake saw a few ways that this final confrontation could go. He was worried about their increased strength, combined with their more powerful abilities–which they hadn’t yet seen them all. However, taking them on with the largest group was certainly the safest and strongest method he could see.

The Battlegroup moved through the back path through the trees to the left lane, and began tanking the tower once again. As Fhesiah floated high in the forest, she spotted a surprise.

“The hornet is moving to the right lane, and it looks like that…duck lizard is about to launch some attacks from the safety of that next ring of towers. No signs of the other creatures.”

Clearly, it appeared the dark elemental, void creature, and the stone troll were setting up an ambush. If they left the hornet alone, it would destroy their tower and make the final encounter more challenging.

Ophelia responded to his thoughts, hers mirroring his own, “If we take too many to kill the hornet, they may just ignore us and attack the Battlegroup instead.”

Jake nodded. He didn’t like it, but he definitely needed to give the elites an enticing enough target to take on. Sharing his thoughts with the girls, he leaped on Valora’s back behind Ophelia.

“Let’s end this.”

Jake raced off with Ophelia, making themselves an enticing target. Fhesiah planned on following, but only once they got close to where the trap would likely be sprung.

Using Ride of the Valkyries, Valora sprouted wings and blurred through the forest, heading to the right lane. She zigzagged slightly, making it difficult to get a bead on her for their ambush.

They passed the middle lane, heading through the forest to come up behind the hornet. Fhesiah concealed herself with her kitsune magic and moved away from the left lane, following as fast as she could.

Ira was on the lookout, but it sensed nothing until a pillar of stone rose from the ground, a distance in front of Valora. She easily changed course, but that was when the void creature slashed at Jake, him barely blocking its attack with his shield as he was knocked off the mount, being flung toward the pillar.

The dark elemental appeared, sending an immensely powerful wave of gravity and darkness with a wave of its arms, trapping Ophelia and Valora inside. Ophelia filled her shield with her Hearth Guardian, spawning one next to Jake.

Jake was able to arrest his fall with his cape, and stand in the air with his boots a small distance away. The void creature laughed wickedly, as it grew and came after Jake.

The dark elemental appeared busy with what it was doing to Ophelia with its odd hands out in a grasping motion, so now Jake was set against the other two. Jake tried to use Call Summon, but found space to be locked down. Ira shoved against the void creature in an attempt to see if it could create an opening, but was unable to.

The dark elemental’s gravity-well ability appeared to be enhancing the effect, so Ira truly had difficulty making anything happen. The gravity well had caused Valora to disappear into motes of light nearly immediately, the spell crushing and tearing at Ophelia, dealing damage to her as she was inside. But she was extremely sturdy, the Hearth Guardian shielding and healing her.

She was okay for now, spending ample mana to keep herself alive. She shoved at the spell with a consecration, but the flames just washed over the gravity well, disappearing as if sucked into a black hole.

The three had forced Jake into a 2v1, the stone pillar also slowing him.

Some might think that Jake was perhaps the weakest link in his party, especially if restricting him from reaching his summons. Finding resonance with Fhesiah, he entered the state of the Sage.

However, as long as Jake had mana, nothing could be further from the truth. Within his hearth bubbles, he released two spells as the echo of Ophelia’s consecration blasted out at the stone troll and the void creature.

Using Berri’s holy light mana, he cast the runic spell of Holy Might on himself. Much like how her Mace of Hestia ability would briefly increase her strength significantly for a single attack with an explosion of holy light, this would accomplish similar–just without the explosion, and for a longer duration.

Then, he used Blood’s Holy Dark mana to cast a runic Weakness spell. A wave of darkness covered both the stone troll and the void creature, the two reeling from Ophelia’s vajrafire consecration.

Forming up the flames of his Hearth, he wrapped a barrier around him as he shifted his runic prisms on his Champion’s Spearstaff. The troll and void creature charged and each swung at the barrier, but the flames held them back.

Pushing his hearth flames into the construct, he cast yet another spell on himself. Giant’s growth filled his body, armor, and weapon, his size and strength increasing further. He drew back in the flames of the barrier using Hearth Control, and filled both his body and his spear with auril and the flames of his hearth.

This was the culmination of all his efforts in learning to use Advanced Energy Control and Auril Manipulation in the last month. As long as he kept the auril within his body or weapon, he could combine it with his hearth flames. This had a qualitative increase in his power, his ability to enhance his overall attributes with his special energies.

He could still manipulate his hearth flames like this, but he could not easily form runic spells. He was forced to use his flames, almost like a form of pyrokinesis, but he found that this fighting style worked particularly well.

Jake added his flames to his shield, floating it next to him and holding his spear in a two-handed grip. Slashing out with immense strength and speed, he targeted the weaker void creature. It blocked his attack in a cross armed block before it teleported to escape being cleaved in half, only for Ira to shift Jake’s shield behind him and block its attack.

The troll swung at Jake with its large club, but Jake deflected it easily and kicked the troll powerfully with his auril hearth flame body, sending it flying back. Spinning, Jake swung once more at the void creature as it covered itself with its barrier in defense.

Jake’s powerful swing cleaved through the barrier and one of the monster’s arms, and was about to finish off the monster when the troll leaped with supernatural speed and met his blow with its giant club.

But Jake was not just swinging his spear around. A wave of hearth flames was sent out from his spear in a cone, hitting both the void monster and the troll, but also the darkness elemental holding Ophelia.

This disrupted the monster’s spell ever so slightly, allowing Ophelia to blast vajrafire lightning straight at the darkness elemental. Struck powerfully, its spell now halted completely, the gravity well dissipating. She blitzed at the monster with her Technique, her spear meeting the odd monster’s claw, as she sent out more fire and lightning into it.

The void creature frantically morphed as it swung at Jake and tried to escape. But Jake just took a deep breath, and breathed out his void energy, disrupting it before sending another wave of hearth flames out. Resembling consecration, he bathed both his opponents in it in a cone, as he once again slashed at the void monster.

It moved to block with its remaining arm, but Ira removed the arm’s momentum, freezing it as Jake slashed right into the monster’s body. Filled with hearth flames and auril, Jake’s size and strength was immense, cleaving the monster easily in two.

He followed up against the stone troll, who swung with its large club to meet his thrust. Jake’s attack was blocked, and the troll glowed green and swung yet again. Meeting Jake’s shield, he then punished the troll with several slashes of his hearthblade. The first two dug deep into the monster’s shoulders, the flames spreading and the creature roaring in anger.

Jake then used his superior skill to parry and counter the club repeatedly, adding more flames and wounds to the first. He was about to finish the creature when the hornet arrived on the scene. A vortex of wind was created in front of the hornet, like a giant vacuum tunnel.

It prepared its stinger as if it were going to fire, before several darts of Fhesiah’s kitsune flames slammed into it. The Moon Hex was added to it, more or less sealing the creature’s fate.

The gem fired several empowered wind bullets down the tunnel in response, but Jake was able to shield himself with auril and his heavenly flames, having ample warning. The troll continuously lashed out at Jake, but he easily blocked and countered, as more wounds and flames gathered–just as an orb of dragon flame from Fhesiah arrived, exploding into the troll.

The troll died as the flames spread further, and Ophelia then finished off her quarry–the darkness elemental unable to mount a significant defense. Its special attack had cost a significant amount of its resources, leaving it weak.

The hornet slowed as it was burned by the ruinous flames, allowing Jake to easily hit it with a blast of runic lightning, finishing it.

Fhesiah looked Jake up and down, his giant’s growth allowing him to tower over her, even as she was enhanced with draconic empowerment.

“That was sexy as hell how you did that, and, it has occurred to me that there are many opportunities for enjoyment here.”

Ophelia nodded in agreement. “Yeah, that was a pretty epic battle–my Chosen sure was–”

Berri interrupted, [M-Me first! I want big daddy Jake first, I call dibs!]

Ophelia chuckled at her sister, but Fhesiah groaned. “Dibs, really?” She smirked, as she looked lower on Jake. “Well, not to worry. There’s more than enough daddy Jake to go around. Right, Lord Husband?”

Jake chuckled. “That’s right, my dear wives. Once we wrap these battles up, there will be plenty of time for enjoyment, I’ll make sure of it.”

Ophelia summoned Valora once more, her appearing with a sad whinny. [We hate…weak.]

Smiling, Ophelia patted Valora’s snout. “It won’t be much longer, then you’ll be able to be strong like your true self. Let’s win this!”

Jake cancelled his Giant’s Growth buff, absorbing some of the mana from the spell. He and Fhesiah then hopped onto the back of Valora behind Ophelia, and cleared the right lane of all the automatons as the left lane’s tower and respawning fixture were destroyed.

The annoying duck lizard remained alive, trying to rain powerful shots of gross spit onto the Battlegroup. Each attack was met with waves of water from Darris enhanced by Jasmina’s song, vines, or bone shields, the annoying creature whittling away at their resources.

Berri fumed with rage at the monster hiding behind its tower and shield. “Grrr, okay, so maybe Bill isn’t that bad. I want that thing dead!” Surprisingly, her axe growled with anger as well.

Tanda chuckled. “I’ll kill it as soon as it’s wide open, Berri. We’ll get ‘em.”

Marching to the right lane, the Battlegroup rejoined Jake, and the large party was able to push through and destroy the tower and respawning fixture before the hornet could rejoin the fray.

As the final fixture fell, the barriers on the last set of towers were removed, and they actually collapsed into the ground. The duck lizard was running away, but Tanda was ready with a powerful arrow. Her long-distance shot exploded with a fiery wolf, biting off a leg and much of its lower torso.

But the creature still lived, so Berri hit an arcing baseball the long distance. The ball was about to strike, when a creature appeared in motes of light, blocking the attack. A tail wrapped around the duck lizard and lifted it into the air, as the Boss appeared.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Berri shouted.

It was a two-headed hydra which was absolutely massive, one head billowing fire and one ice. It had a large lizard-like body, the two snake-heads curving up and backwards from where a lizard’s head would be on its shoulders. The creature’s body was a mix of red and blue, matching the heads.

The body stood a little shorter than the frost giant king had, but its two snake heads rose taller than that. The monster aimed the duck lizard as if it were a gun with its tail, a loud quacking sound echoing as it shot at the Battlegroup. The hydra’s two heads roared and shot fire and ice breath at the large group of allies.

Jake and Ophelia blocked the hydra head’s ranged attack with Sacrificial Barriers, while Berri hastily erected a barrier to block the duck’s spit at her. But now, some magical quality was added by the empowered creature, where it shattered the barrier and the caustic substance splattered all over her.

Blood floated several baseballs into the air, and Berri groaned as she removed the caustic substance with a clever wave of auril before using the cleaning spell form. “You’ll pay for that!”

Her weapon morphed into the baseball bat, where she began hitting the balls at the duck lizard, but the tail swung and moved its implement around, evading their attacks.

The boss’s lizard-like body was engaged in melee with the many members of the Battlegroup. Drysander and the Auril Heroes attacked it with their various polearms, and Yiming and Longwei cut into it with valorous blades. The creature was large, but it did not have a health bar to restore itself.

Instead, it shed scales and flesh restored rapidly, but not as rapidly as the Battlegroup was able to harm it. Bolts of frost from Morwen’s priestesses pierced into its flesh, Fhesiah’s flames from her Sun and Moon Hex, Tanda’s arrows and more struck the boss, as everyone laid into the creature.

It snapped with its large jaws with its two heads, and sent waves of flame and ice out as they did. Bedwyr was ready with his aura of frost protection, and Jake’s Aura of Heavenly Flames enhanced by Jasmina’s song rejected much of the flames.

Ophelia with her Valkyrie Champion ability enlarging her blocked one, and Vesuvius and Darris worked together to block the other as Jake, Tanda’s Rejuvenation, the war maidens, and Drysander’s wives healed the damage caused.

Angry at the difficulty of killing their hated enemy, Bloodberri blurred to the rear of the immense creature, both girls requesting Jake make them bigger once more.

Chuckling, Jake found resonance with Ophelia and took on the state of the Guardian, and sent over the Giant’s Growth buff. Bloodberri’s axe roared as it enlarged, and they leaped and wrapped their spiked body around the back of the large creature.

Their weight even made the creature stumble, as the many warriors’ efforts crashed and slashed into the creature from the front. Chopping into the base of the creature’s tail, they worked to eliminate the monster’s control over their hated enemy, even as it shot its caustic substance at them.

But they used their Maul of Hestia-Echidna ability, cutting deeply and sending out a wave of light and dark, rejecting some of the creature’s attacks. Then, dropping Between Heaven and Hell, they debuffed the boss as it was wrapped in darkness, and additionally, sent out a wave of holy light energy.

The girls also used their Technique as they swayed side to side and struck the creature, moving holy light and dark through their bodies, and even auril. The magically enhanced caustic spittle from the annoying creature was ignored, as she cleaved into the monster with her large axe.

The two heads turned to try to breathe frost and fire at her and bite into her, but Ophelia’s Hearth Guardian arrived, along with Jake’s Hearth flames, to block and rebuff them. With a final chop, the tail was disconnected from the rest of the monster’s body, the duck lizard being dropped.

It nearly fell to the ground, but Blood grabbed it with her Telekinesis, lifting it into the air and bringing it toward them. The chimeral axe shifted into a spear, its length being nearly eight meters.

Spearing the hated monster in its chest, its color began to change immediately. Blood and Berri were both expecting this, so they flung it at the monster’s neck of frost at the base. Blood also aided its trajectory with her Telekinesis, so it hit its mark and exploded.

The explosion easily severed the Boss’s spine, nearly destroying its neck and disconnecting it from its body. The head hung limply, unable to move. The Battlegroup capitalized on this, Tanda’s arrow striking with a powerful golden wolf and several others sending their ranged attacks at this target.

The head was removed, and while the neck stump appeared to be regrowing, the caustic substance kept it in check. Fhesiah’s flames were spreading along with Timone’s fiery ravens, and wounds could not heal over fast enough.

Ophelia’s halberd sliced off large chunks of the beast, and now that she only had to defend against one head, it was easy to deal with. Bloodberri cleaved into the creature’s body from the rear, the back of its body now slumping as she wrapped her tail and crushed and sliced into its back legs with her large axe.

Having not lost any towers in the challenge, this boss was not empowered and relatively easy to deal with. It still fought back with its flames and lashing out with its front body, but as it was taken to the ground, it became easy pickings.

The creature eventually died, and the Battlegroup roared in victory.


[Alliance Victory! You have 15 Minutes to Loot the boss and chest, before being moved to the Rest Area.]


As the monster slumped over dead, Bloodberri’s axe began eating chunks of the enemy with glee.

Berri gave a relieved sigh, finally having killed their hated enemy. “Oh! It looks like this one was special. I wish we could cook and eat that duck lizard. It’s the ultimate revenge.”

Blood nodded. “Yes, that would do quite nicely. I feel a strong desire to have some roasted duck. Then some fried auril beast? They are like a lizard.”

They collected the loot, the treasure not all that dissimilar from the last one. It took the axe a few minutes, but eventually the monster had eaten enough of the monster’s flesh. They triggered loot on the immense creature, receiving a large number of scales perfect for crafting, and various other portions of the creature’s body.

Blood and Berri would later use Essence Extraction on much of it, to craft resistance equipment and similar. They eventually arrived at the Rest Area, receiving the same prompt as last time. They would have six hours to rest, before their final challenge.


Chapter 38 - Before the Final Battle 



The Battlegroup didn’t have long to wait before more groups started showing up, Jake’s party having spent a few minutes at the Node.

Bloodberri needed armor repairs from the caustic explosion, and even Jake had been cut into several times by the void creature. Repairing their Mythic armor with gamelike repair items was still expensive, as the rare materials made them require many for the same result.

Refilling their ammunition, they were ready for the next battle after some rest. It was Valtor and Amara’s group that arrived first. Jake had wanted to take Valtor and Amara in his Dungeon Raid, but he simply wasn’t high enough level.

Jake and his wives approached him first. “Valtor! It’s good to see you. It looks like…everyone is here?”

Valtor laughed. “That’s right! The battle was a challenge, but those elites were no match for our teamwork. Teaming up with the beastkin and our allies, our Instance did well!”

Ophelia asked, “What kind of elites did you have in your instance?”

Amara answered, “They were quite varied. One was a sort of automaton caster, that would enhance the others in the lane it was in. Another was a large ape, that frenzied and leaped at our weaker allies when we attacked it. There was a dangerous rhinoceros-like creature, that tried targeting and destroying our tower. We were only barely able to save it, when we had to fall back and rest before our final push.”

Valtor added, “There was a powerful archer and a lightning spellcaster as well. Amara and I had to expend much effort to counter them.”

Getting more of their descriptions, they were certainly not at the level of the Prime Instance, but certainly a difficult challenge to counter. Their groups all seemed to have unique elites, providing varied challenges and synergy required for victory.

More groups arrived, most of them successful in keeping their allies alive and defeating the challenge.

But many of them suffered casualties. The elite’s aim was particularly dangerous, to score kills on the Battlegroup almost through respawn tactics. They eventually found the weakest link or created a difficult to deal with situation, and grabbed their kills.

However, many of the Hearthtribe groups made it through. Takoda’s group of tamers easily managed the towers with their auril beasts, while their many allies then focused down the elites.

Grayson and Sunmane managed to protect their weaker allies with focused healing and shielding.

A few had ended up using a different strategy. Brock’s Battlegroup focused on a strategy of pushing one lane heavily with only a token defense left at the other lanes, defending the towers. Then, they went hunting and ambushed the elite enemies before they could meet, and eliminate any of their targets. The elites were slaughtered easily, and Jake thought it sounded like a decent idea.

However, in some it backfired. Oman’s Battlegroup did lose a few allies because the elites were able to sneak and group up, and then hit and kill their token defense at one of the towers, even though the towers finished them off. Having lost five Battlegroup members, they left the Raid with two floors completed.

Having 50 people complete what was a solo Trial or better was still a big win. However, with what was the most difficult battle with less than their maximum potential, it was extra dangerous. What the Alliance knew about battles is there was often a requirement to deal a certain amount of damage per second, or the battle would become impossible in many of the chosen final challenges.

If the Battlegroup entered with less than their maximum number of members, they were at a severe handicap–when the challenge was difficult enough without it.

Davonious and Avina’s Battlegroup had done well, but also lost a few allies against the Boss monster. The fire and ice hydra was common among all the groups, but would vary in size and strength, especially if they lost towers. Several barely overcame their challenges, with only one tower lost.

Dave’s Battlegroup would need to leave, though they certainly weren’t going home empty-handed. The various loot and tokens could be exchanged, and once the world Trial was done, they would be able to select true classes of decent quality or rarity thanks to their efforts and impact on the World’s Contest.

He came over, holding a large canister. “I have some more grokk for you and your clan, Lady Fhesiah. I wish we could continue, so we could earn more of what was lost and earn you more honor, but we have failed.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “Thank you, Davonius. It is not a failure, only a lesser victory. You and your many allies have come a long way in just a few short months, but it was not enough for the best. Our enemy is wicked, and being able to improve and fight again is a great gift. Next time your claws will be sharper, and even greater victories will await you.”

The many Battlegroups eventually joined them in their rest, with there being a larger percentage of those backing down. A similar percentage to those that failed previously, failed entirely once again. The Champion’s Rift was set up as a game of tug and war.

As allies were lost and the elites powered up, it was as if it became impossible to win. A proper pace of progress needed to be set. Otherwise, loss was inevitable.

Berri looked at the canister. “Oh! Is this that coffee? I want some, this time.”

Jake chuckled. “Alright. Do you want it hot, or cold?”

Berri hummed. “Why not both? I want to try it!”

Stopping at the Node, Jake grabbed the ingredients and tools, blending some ice, caramel, whipped cream, and condensed milk for the cold drink, and then replaced the ice and caramel for a white chocolate flavoring in the hot one.

Tanda was excited to try the cold blended drink. Once again slurping from the straw, her tail was wagging. “It’s so good! It’s like the smoothie.”

Fhesiah and Ophelia both held steaming cups, Ophelia giving a big smile to Jake. “These are great! The grokk really has extra energy in it. I like chocolate, but this white chocolate is even better.”

Fhesiah hummed, as she mulled over the flavors. “Hmm, I’ll have to try to recreate this one.” She smirked. “Which do you like, Blood? Caramel or white chocolate?”

Blood looked between the two cups. “I have to say, it’s hard to choose. I did like it when you tried that honey flavor… I’m leaning more towards the white chocolate.”

Berri’s tongue whipped out and licked a bit of the whipped cream off the hot coffee, enjoying both drinks. A big smile was on her face, as she swapped between the two.

“I like them both! Hot and cold are the best. Blood, let’s find out what that duck lizard is called, so we can eat them.”

Finished making the drinks, Jake had his own hot white chocolate mocha. It had just the right amount of bitter flavor, mixed with the sweet white chocolate. The caffeine and vitality from the auril plant beans gave it an extra boost, making him feel like he had drunk a magical energy drink.

Blood hummed, as she scanned the Wiki. “Looks like it’s called a Muckbill, and it lives in high mana environments. A bottom feeder, it collects all sorts of waste, and like a living cauldron, it merges them with magic and creates its terrible fluids to attack its enemies.”

Tanda’s face scrunched up in disgust. “Ugh, that’s really gross!”

Berri’s expression matched Tanda’s. “Muckbill? More like Yuckbill! Well, their name is already icky.”

Blood smirked. “But it looks like there’s some good news. Their young are definitely like a blend of a duck and a lizard, and edible. Fried or roasted, they should be good.”

Berri cheered. “Yes! We will have our revenge!”

Ophelia laughed. “How is that having revenge? You already killed that one.”

Berri looked at Ophelia with a serious, savage expression. “Is there anything you can think of worse, than knowing your children were eaten by your hated enemy?”

Ophelia was stunned speechless. She was right, but…wasn’t that going a little too far?

To Jake’s surprise, Berri didn’t even ask Jake to cook the muckbills for her. She purchased them from the Node and happily roasted them up, and Jake found them to be decent. The duck and lizard combination was a unique blend of flavors, having just the right amount of greasiness for roasted meat.

Their time counted down, the family resting. The many Battlegroups focused on rest, the upcoming battle to be the most difficult. Rhia did come by to speak with Berri, to regale her tale of fighting in Brock’s Raid.

As Mindy leveled up and became a stronger auril hero, she also grew in size–mostly keeping pace with Rhia’s own growth. Thus, she remained Rhia’s best mount, to her dismay.

Tanda had grown too, but it was hard to notice–as the rest of Clan Hart did as well.

When the timer was nearly zero, Jake gave one final speech. Covering all the allies with his Aura of Heavenly Flames, he did his best to embolden the beastkin. They would have their vengeance against the enemy, by taking potential from it.

Entering the portal, they ended up in a large cavern, a circular arena. Four portals were visible, two were green and the others were black. They alternated in the four cardinal directions of the room. Two large demons stood in the center of the room, matching the colors of the portals.

The two demons had cloven hoofed feet, their bodies having leather-like armor on them. Their skins were covered with mystical scripts and runes, their respective energies wafting off them in waves. Each had what looked like powerful yet elastic flailed tails, that looked like they could be used as weapons.


[Welcome to the Final Challenge: Life and Death Reflection]
[Highlands is a unique world, embodying the cycle of life, death, and rebirth. Face and defeat the twin legendary demons in front of you, using the powers of life against the death demon, and the powers of death against the life demon. Their health is shared, but challenges throughout the battle will require both energies to succeed.]
[Periodically, orbs of each alignment will be released from the portals, to move around the room randomly. Each absorbed orb will increase your power, but collide with an orb of the opposite polarity, and stacks will be lost with a harmful explosion. Orbs matching the demon will empower them instead, and attacks matching the demon will heal them.]
[You have 15 minutes to begin this challenge.]


Additional details about the encounter lit up behind them, the scripts providing the information. It appeared that throughout the battle, creatures would also spawn. They could accomplish various challenging things, the worse of which was to heal or empower the boss if they weren’t stopped in time.

The bosses would also shift things throughout the fight, using different abilities. What Jake noticed is that there was no fixture that healed them with a beam of light this time. Instead, the amount of energy billowing off of them was intense.

Jake imagined that these creatures couldn’t only compete with the peak of the 2nd Tier monsters, but actually monsters in the Third Tier might have as much energy and resilience in total. However, this was just that part of the encounter–they had weak attacks that were manageable by their own.

Looking over the four portals and the two demons, Jake tried to imagine what this fight would be like. They would need two tanks, one for each demon. Then, they would need to gain orbs opposing the demon, while ensuring the demons did not receive orbs of their own color.

This should mean that they’d need to tank the death demon near a green portal, and the life demon near a black portal.

This way, those in the melee could receive orbs matching what they required without moving, and keep the boss away from receiving its matching orbs.

Ideally, they would want ranged attackers to stand in front of the other portals, but the room was huge. They would effectively be doing nothing for a large portion of the fight if they simply did that.

The damage done increased from collecting the orbs, but it maxed out at near double the damage. If they reached maximum stacks, the person would receive a large boost for a total of three times the damage for thirty seconds, before they would lose the buff and have to start over.

There was some sort of immunity period when they reached the maximum number of stacks, preventing them from exploding if they touched an orb of the wrong color. It was something an individual person needed to keep track of, and thankfully, Jake had some confidence in his allies to pay attention to this.

Jake frowned as he thought about how he could arrange his people. If they grouped up too many death or life people in one area, then the opposing orb could strike one and explode, harming them all.

Tanda tapped her lips. “I wonder how fast these orbs are. My people are pretty mobile, and can probably dodge them.”

Blood hummed, as she examined the battlefield and even Jake’s thoughts, the girls all having thoughts of their own. “How about we keep an opposing healer or caster near the melee? This way, they can absorb the errant orbs.”

Jake nodded. “A good idea. Taking that a little further, I guess we will try to have four groups, in a sense. Stationing people as close to their respective portal as possible, we’ll make sure we have people of the right alignment.”

He looked at Bloodberri with a frown. Her epic size was particularly dangerous.

Ophelia laughed. “Well, I think she makes for one of the better tank options just for that reason alone. She’ll be able to almost completely block the portal!”

Berri smiled with pride. “Thanks to Jake, I’m big, but I’m fast. Those orbs won’t touch me unless I let them!”

Drysander, Nadessa and his wives were also a concern, being carried in his boughs. They would need to gather in the caster and ranged attacker’s section instead.

Jake sighed. This battle was too complicated. The possibility for a catastrophic mistake was extremely high, and that appeared to be just what Tartarus was looking for.

Imagining the other raid groups, he hoped that each group came up with a solution to the various problems, and quickly enough. At the same time, he knew they would get watered-down mechanics versus the Prime Instance. They would receive fewer orbs, fewer penalties when they made a mistake, and more.

He wanted to use Jasmina again, but reasoned that the Garuda would be much more mobile. The creature’s immense speed would be useful both for collecting orbs, but also making it able to quickly move to take on the spawned creatures.

Because he wouldn’t be using Jasmina, he preferred to use Oran for his healing and auril capabilities. However, some intense desire from his bond from Bree caused him to frown. He received a flurry of emotions, but he got the feeling that she would fight hard, and that she wouldn’t let him down.

Fhesiah smiled at his thoughts. “I say we use her. She has exceeded all our expectations, and has been a formidable ally. She enjoys the fight, much like Ophelia or Bloodberri do.”

Tanda nodded. “Bree is really strong! Her song is strange, like it’s being filtered, but I feel like she is dependable. Oran is less strange, but he’s more like a simple beast until Cernunnos takes over.”

Ophelia added, “And she has the intelligence to understand this complex battle. Odds are, we’ll need the extra offense, too. The idea that we get a stacking offensive buff means that this will be the largest challenge.”

Blood tapped her lips. “Something about her, Ainora, and Isolyn feel more…monstrous. But it feels…like Tanda said, like I can’t read her. Still, I respect her strength.”

“I like her now. I felt like she was a bitch like the others before, but now, she understands how great our Jake is! She’s like one of us girls now.” Berri was on board as well.

Jake raised his brows at that. It appeared to be unanimous. Jake summoned the Garuda and buffed it, before summoning Bree.

When Bree was summoned, he felt satisfaction and gratitude coming from her. She brushed up against him with her large head, her warm vines wrapping around him and drawing him into her neck in a hug.

“Uh?”

His wives laughed, and all took turns hugging Bree as well. She then appeared to focus, and her vines grew and twisted. Each beat of her odd quasi-auril heart, more auril was sent into her vines.

Jake gave Bree a questioning look, and she shrugged, sending him a feeling of frustration, and desire. It appeared she was changing something, but couldn’t really tell him much about it even if she wanted to.

Her vines were in an intricate weave, and it appeared she was building up to something. He sent her a bit more of the energy, as auril came back to him even faster than mana did. While Bree had the mouth of a boar or pig, she smiled at this, but kept working on her vines.

Bree looked at Tanda, and it seemed she understood what Bree wanted. Tanda cast Rampant Growth as well, aiding her with this task.

Buffing her up, he prepared the rest of the buffs for the Battlegroup. Meeting with Timone, Morwen, and Yiming, they created their best initial strategy. 


Life melee (Death Boss): Ophelia, Drysander, Dahlia, Garuda, Seamus, Longwei, Bree, [Fhesiah]. 
Life Ranged/Casters: Nadessa and mothers, Jake, Timone’s mates, [Aisling].
Death melee (Life Boss): Bloodberri, Timone, Bedwyr, Roxo, Vesuvius, Yiming, Darris, [Tanda].
Death Ranged/Casters: Morwen’s Priestesses, War Maidens and Shrine Maiden, [Rookard].


Fhesiah would fight near the death boss, to capture any errant death orbs, as she used her flames on the Life Demon. Tanda would do the same, attacking the death demon with her bow as she flew around and collected any errant life orbs near the life Demon.

Meanwhile, Jake would set up his Mana Font near the center of the room, partitioning the two groups of casters at the edges, standing closer to their respective portals. Aisling would collect any errant death orbs for the life casters, and Rookard would collect any errant life orbs for the death casters.

Once again, the melee around the bosses would be crowded. Several melee attackers would be tasked with being the ones to go after any spawned creatures, and this would hardly be a detriment to their damage against the bosses.

Valora counted as a battle mount, and like Bedwyr’s unliving horse, would only collect orbs for Ophelia if she was riding her. The mare could run around and rescue people put in a bad spot with near-impunity, but her impact on the fight would be limited.

Bedwyr noted, “This is a complicated battle. The scripts say that the orbs will only influence our attacks–that the life orbs wouldn’t hurt to collect for the Emberborn. Still, it is good that we can act with the energy most appropriate to us–it seems there is a benefit or amplification for doing this, for our attacks.”

Timone frowned. “This battle is truly strange, though I understand this contest is partially the Framework’s doing. Still, balance and harmony are the path to victory, and Chief Jake has gathered a powerful choir. We will defeat this strange foe.”

Yiming looked thoughtful. “Our people now face this same enemy together, in hundreds of similar instances. We have an excellent mixture of talent, capability, and experience. I’m confident Hearthtribe and the new people of Highlands will come out on top.”

Jake smiled. “Once again, I’ll say that we have the best allies one could ask for. We’ll take on this great challenge, and ascend together.”


Chapter 39 - Twin Demons



The two demons stood near the middle of the room, and the Battlegroup was able to gather in front of each of the portals. They would take the first few orbs before moving to their designated places, to begin their assault on the boss.

Ophelia could just barely reach the boss in the center of the arena from her portal. She prepared her spell, gathering her righteous lightning.

Berri shouted her battle cry, “Let’s do this! We’ll kill this guy, and make babies!” Hitting a baseball, Berri and Ophelia launched their attacks at the same moment.

Each boss was struck by their respective attacks, and ran toward their attacker. Orbs began to spill out each portal, several per second, with a wide spread. The portals were five meters high and wide, making it nearly impossible to block the entire thing to prevent all orbs.

Standing close to the portal, several touched Ophelia before the hulking boss arrived. Her body was slightly enhanced by the odd life energy, but it felt empty. It would really only enhance her attacks, or attune them for harming the boss.

Bloodberri happily absorbed nearly a dozen death orbs before the life boss arrived, thanks to covering nearly the entire portal. But they moved their tail after the boss arrived, allowing some orbs to reach their allies.

Deflecting the large demon's swing of its greatsword, Bloodberri immediately activated Maul of Hestia-Echidna. Howling, the maul slammed into the demon and sent out a deathly-tinged explosion of holy light and dark, debuffing and harming the life boss.

The maul then morphed into an axe as she began her dance, light and dark energy emanating from her as she took the boss’s primary attention.

Meanwhile, Ophelia got her first blows into the death boss, the allies waiting as she built the boss’s aggression toward her. Boss battles with the Framework did have this aspect that was considered, but the enemy would often lash out at targets that were available nearby. It was important any melee attacker was capable of taking a hit.

While they were doing that, Jake did his tests. He placed a hearth in his shield, and found that he could collect orbs for himself using it. When his hearth flames were placed there, it was like it was an extension of himself. He would have to be careful, but he could potentially take advantage of this for himself.

Ophelia’s was different, and only appeared to be able to gather an orb while it was attached to her arm or floating in her immediate vicinity, like it did without her hearth placed in it. It appeared to be the difference between Jake’s hearth being his own flame, and Ophelia’s being a Framework ability.

Using this, Jake could gather many more orbs when he was ready to make his own attack.

He had read it in the scripts before, but the Garuda and Bree were both able to collect orbs on their own, and were not influenced by Jake’s stacks. If Bree was a normal mana construct, she would be unable to, and instead be influenced by his own–it appeared that in some way, the Framework considered her different than all the other beasts and humanoids he could summon.

Later, demons of various types would spawn. These would be useful for Morwen and her priestesses to create undead with, but the scripts detailed that they would be unable to collect orbs. For that reason, they would not be worthwhile mana expenditures.

The melee now joined the attack, surrounding the boss and angling their polearms. The boss was heavily focused on their respective tanks, Ophelia countering with her halberd and shield. The demon’s attacks were vicious, sending waves of cutting deathly energy with each swing of its greatsword.

Ophelia had more or less mastered cladding her armor and weapon with mana, and filling her body with auril to strengthen it. The runes within her armor lit up as they were filled, and a cycle was accomplished where the mana empowerment of the armor was refilled between Tanda’s heart beats.

This made her particularly sturdy, her defenses high against both physical and magical attacks. Despite the demon’s energy crashing into her, she took little damage with each passing moment. A Rejuvenation spell arrived from Nadessa’s dryad mothers or Tanda, the same being added to Bloodberri to keep them healthy and maintain stacks throughout the fight.

The demon’s tails swung and tried smacking into the surrounding melee, creating difficulty in harming the demons from behind.

Bloodberri’s swaying back and forth while releasing her light and dark energies kept the boss from bringing forth its blade with significant leverage. Blood also used telekinesis and her tail to throw off the boss monster’s timing, while Berri used the auril and holy light-enhanced strength to counter and cut deeply into the enemy with her morphed axe.

The life energy cut into her as the demon swung its weapon, but her powerful constitution and control over the mana and auril energies, kept her from taking significant damage.

The basketball-sized orbs moved about the room a little faster than an easy pass, and it appeared it was entirely possible for the more physically capable targets to dodge them. Despite their group gathering near the portal, a few of the orbs had gotten away from them.

Those now bounced around the room. They appeared to gravitate to the ground somewhat to hit someone at standing height, but some were bouncing where they may hit a flyer in the air.

Having gathered a number of the orbs, the numerous life or death casters were now filled with the special energies. They began their march out to the center, and Jake set down his Mana Font.

The large metal box was the maximum size the raid would allow for an object, resembling a smaller fridge. Hitting the release button, the four walls cascaded downward, unfolding like complex origami. The metal walls were thin like cardboard in five layers in total, flipping as they unfolded almost like a brochure to reach nearly ten meters in length in each direction.

The final stack unfolded again in each direction at the final distance, creating something close to a circle. The tile-like objects had Jake’s runes and scripts contained within, and a pedestal stood at the center once again.

This time, however, Jake had created a powerful hearth to be what drew the energies inside. The flame lit up as Jake activated it, and it was as if he created a safe haven or home. The mana font felt special even as he stood inside it.

Knowing he’d need to share it with various casters, this version was definitely the Raid edition. It only drew in mana and no other special energies from the large room, condensing it and allowing casters to use it. Immediately, the hearth burned to life, the runes and scripts lighting up on the tiles on the ground.

The mana density inside increased as a near-vortex of mana formed, drawing mana inside. The two groups spread out near the outside, taking their positions.

Aisling chuckled. “This is quite the tool, clan son. I will protect you and these little ladies from the black orbs.”

“I’m counting on you, clan mother.”

Aisling scoffed. “I’m too young for you to call me mother. That’s clan sister to you!”

Jake’s mind bent at that logic–she called him clan son first!

Having moved away from the second set of portals, the number of orbs scattered about the arena was becoming a little scary. It appeared to be random, but at a half-dozen per second per portal, they shot out at different angles as they then bounced around the rounded room, reflecting off of nearby walls.

But Fhesiah, Tanda, Rookard and Aisling were focused on their jobs. Fhesiah gathered her two sets of flames as she danced, having already gathered the Sun and Moon Hex onto the life demon. She moved with both grace and speed, weaving about as she avoided any green orbs, but collected the black orbs headed toward their quadrant.

Tanda flew around with her bow, launching attacks at higher angles to avoid hitting allies. Her burst damage focus worked well here, to charge her powerful arrows as she flew around, collecting the incoming orbs in between shots.

Nearly a minute had passed, and they had gotten the two demon's shared health pool only a little over a sliver down. This was going to be a long battle, but the casters were only beginning to set up their magical circles for casting offensive abilities.

As the scripts formed on the ground for Morwen’s priestesses and Nadessa’s mothers, Jake could tell that they were tinged with this same life or death energy from the orbs. It would influence their attacks, and so they couldn’t be mixed into a singular magic circle.

Thankfully, this only influenced their offensive attacks on the boss. The healers did not have to restrict themselves on whom they healed, the druids and maidens able to focus on the entire raid.

Jake’s Aura of Heavenly Flames encompassed the entire raid, and was also unaffected by the mechanic. The explosions on attacks and defense were enhanced by the energy the person attacking or defending was using.

When the clock struck a minute of time passed, creatures began to spawn throughout the arena. Motes of light gathered, almost like Jake was summoning a creature, giving people a bit of time to move out of the way.

Six demons appeared, three of each color. They were scattered across the circular arena, nearly on the outside of it, in what appeared to be set locations. Knowing the gist from the scripts, Jake sent out his intentions to his wives, and also the beastkin with his aura.

Dahlia, the Garuda and Bree each broke off the melee and took on the different death targets, while Bedwyr, Yiming and Timone worked to take on the life targets. Their enhanced mobility allowed them to move across the battlefield rapidly, meeting these spawned demons in melee.

All ranged attackers focused on the new targets, but only after the melee attackers took their attention. The first spawn of demons was of the first type, that would siphon matching stacks from the Battlegroup, and empower themselves.

It was important to draw them away from the matching casters and other melee, or it would not only weaken them significantly, but they could become powerful enough to start killing people rapidly.

Jake took on the state of the Sage, empowering his offense and control with his hearth flames. Changing his rune prism configuration on his staff, he cast powerful spells one after another against the deathly enemies.

He used Berri’s holy light mana to cast an empowered holy smite. Holy energy empowered by his hearth flames struck from above almost like lightning, slamming powerfully into Bree’s creature.

Using the molded lance on her head, she stabbed and parried into the demon, shoving with her large body and piercing it with her vines. Spewing and shooting flames from both her mouth and her vines, she had done significant work toward killing the creature on her own.

Jake’s prisms switched once more, then he gathered Blood’s holy dark mana and cast a powerful runic shadow bolt spell. The shadows coalesced into a large black beach ball, before being shot at the enemy as if fired from a cannon.

The large shadow bolt struck and exploded, shredding flesh off the creature. Combined with the other ranged attacks, this creature went down not long after.

He moved on to the next, gathering Ophelia’s lightning mana within his hearth. Once again, he created an empowered Tier 1 spell that bordered Tier 2, shooting it off.

The powerful bolt of magic struck Dahlia’s target, who was committed to her hunt. Pushing her strength with Cyclic Resonance as the golden energy built slowly, she slashed and thrust with her spear, twirling and twisting as she manifested bites of wolves filled with light.

Empowered by many life orbs, chunks of the creature were quickly removed as it fought back with its axe.

Timone too had begun his resonance, and he was being aided by Morwen’s priestesses. They all focused their deathly attacks, sending floating skulls and bolts of ice filled with the power of death against the smaller life demon. Swirls of ravens protected him, attacking and defending at the same time as he slashed and stabbed with his halberd.

They moved down the line, aiding Yiming and then Bedwyr in killing their melee demons.

Drawing mana from the font, Jake continuously cast spells until the deathly creatures were killed. Jake was like a magic artillery, rapidly casting empowered spells that pushed the boundaries of what a Tier 1 caster should be able to accomplish.

Morwen’s people were effective with their script magic, but they would still take more than five times the amount of time to cast a spell. Jake did nearly twice the work as the four of them combined, and he was pacing himself to maintain his mana over a long period. The fight was definitely focused on endurance, and Jake was specialized in this.

This allowed him to focus his attention back to the boss, which had now lost nearly ten percent of its shared health. Despite the loss of attention from the ranged attackers, the speed of the twins losing their health was only increasing.

The melee attackers were reaching near their maximum stacks on their orb collection, enabling them to hit much harder and deal more damage. The casters near the middle would only end up with a few orbs occasionally, as the orbs randomly arrived.

Aisling and Rookard were moving rapidly, running around the battlefield and preventing any errant orbs from arriving and harming them.

Bloodberri worked to especially capitalize on the damage bonus, becoming the first person to reach maximum stacks.

Just before she did, Jake switched to the state of the Guardian, increasing his buffing capability. He once again gathered his mana to cast Giant’s Growth, followed by Einherjar on her.

The life demon’s flesh was already being weakened by Fhesiah, the Moon Hex and her withering kitsune flames gathering on it. Blood had also cast her Weakness spell and Absorb Strength, weakening the boss and strengthening herself.

Having grown to be almost the size of the boss, each swing of Bloodberri’s now massive axe cut deeply into the boss monster. Each attack of theirs was now empowered by immense strength and momentum, but also the power of death.

Each swing took off visible chunks of the twin demon’s health, as she blocked the demon with her giant tail or clever movements. Blood and Berri each released their spells as well, using the same holy smite and shadow bolt spells Jake had cast. He had learned the spells using their mana from their hard work, after all, the unique mana requiring much testing to determine which spells were possible.

The many other warriors were doing excellent work, even defending from the demon’s tails. Darris protected his allies with his water and shield, and Drysander blocked attacks with his vines. Others were able to focus their special energies as they dashed in and out of the melee, making best use of their resources to make powerful blows.

Meanwhile, they were mindful of the orbs bouncing around the battlefield. They spread themselves around the boss well, as it focused on the designated tank. Waves of life or death energy also cascaded around the boss periodically, cutting into the melee attackers periodically. But they defended with their auril or Valor, keeping the damage low and enabling the druids or maidens to keep up with healing.

They fought yet another round of the same demons spawning. This time, Jake had to use his force push ability to send one flying away as it had spawned close, before it could absorb the nearby life orbs from his allies.

Because of that, Bree easily pierced through the downed monster with glee, ripping and tearing into its flesh with her vines. Spewing flames from her mouth, Jake thought he saw her shifting in appearance. He moved on to aid the other allies with theirs.

They continued this cycle for a time, slowly whittling away at the boss. The Battlegroup got used to observing the battlefield, and maintaining their roles. They had practiced in the Life Haven arena similar boss battles, and thanks to this, moved like a well-oiled machine.

The other instances should be similar in this, that they had practiced significantly for the boss battle. While this battle was complicated, the Alliance and Hearthtribe were prepared thanks to using the Arena’s constructs.

As the twin demon’s health reached 80%, the fight moved into the next phase. New demons spawned mixed with the others, and these were different. They drew in orbs that matched them, and if they received enough of them, they would cast heals on the boss.

These were clearly weaker to Jake, as they were smaller and holding staves. These needed to be targeted immediately, as when they healed, they also transferred one stack to the boss. If they weren’t interrupted, the encounter would become nearly impossible to find victory.

Fhesiah and Tanda joined Rookard and Jake, along with all other ranged attackers, in focusing on these targets first. They found that this was easy to deal with thanks to their high damage output, the healing demon’s having low health.

The Battlegroup had a large amount of burst damage, able to slay the monsters just as quickly as they spawned. There were still only six demons spawning, and the healing demons were even easier to defeat. Thanks to this, they kept whittling away at the twin demon’s health.

When Ophelia hit the maximum stacks, she too did her best to capitalize on her advantage. Jake used the same Giant’s Growth on Ophelia along with Einherjar, and she went all out. Pushing Ride of the Valkyries to its limits, she cycled her auril and mana to send fast and powerful thrusts and slashes using her halberd.

Ophelia had taken significant damage throughout the course of the fight by protecting her allies, empowering Retribution to contain a powerful vajrafire blade. Flames and lightning coursed through her attacks, the magics empowered by both the righteous and life energy blitzing through the boss monster.

Jake did his best to manage his resources, using the mana font to keep his mana levels high. His powerful Divine Hearth Core and his bonds drew in energy at a blistering pace, allowing him to control the battlefield.

Thanks to his efforts, the many Battlegroup casters could do the same, conserving their mana for the final phases of the battle.

As they brought the boss down below fifty percent, something started to shift.

The air suddenly became heavy, a shiver running down Jake’s spine. A diabolical tension filled the room, a malevolent intent bearing down on them. Compared to his wives, Jake felt the intent especially on him.

Ira felt this change too, and Jake could feel Bree’s eyes narrowed at this. Valora whinnied next to Jake in concern, sensing something had changed. The Garuda felt something was wrong, its feathers ruffling as it fought. Most of the Battlegroup didn’t appear to notice, continuing with their fight as if nothing were amiss.

Aisling looked around the room with a confused look, her prophetic energy going haywire. Through Tanda, Jake knew that Timone and Dahlia’s hearts stirred, beating with conviction as their songs shifted. True wickedness was present, and it must be punished.

Morwen and Bedwyr frowned and too looked around, likely feeling the malicious intent weighing against their faith.

Jake could feel that Tartarus especially wanted him dead, for him to fail and be consumed. That to get just a fraction of his soul, it would pay a terrible price. It had created two Greater Rifts and sent an Enforcer to try to take him and his family down, but it had failed.

It only had this last chance here, to stop Jake and Hearthtribe from ascending and becoming a true threat.

The orbs within the room almost seemed to stir. Until now, they spawned out of the portals in a completely random fashion. But now, the innocuous creation of them from the portals sent them at odd angles, as if directing them as planned for a horrible purpose.

The Hart Clan stood at the ready, their hearths beating as one. Jake and his wives were all filled with purpose and conviction, their emotional connection strengthening and reinforcing each other through their hearths. Together, they would meet the challenge of Tartarus, protecting their new home.

Fighting alongside their allies, they would crush their enemy and ascend above it.


Chapter 40 - Twisted Machinations 



Noticing this terrible shift, Jake directed the four errant orb collectors, Rookard, Aisling, Tanda, and Fhesiah to be extra careful. He began more actively using his shield to collect the life orbs, sending it flying around the arena rapidly to collect them.

Jake prepared his hearth mana, compressing the energy from the mana font as it entered. As the boss fight entered the next phase, the twins began using a new ability. Their tails would glow green before striking allies powerfully, sending them flying through the air.

Somehow, this did very little damage to them, other than the fall. This normally wouldn’t be a problem, but it was clear Tartarus was somehow skewing things in its favor. Each time it sent someone flying, they would almost always land a mere instant away from having the opposing orb crash into them, and, it would often be where the others were congregating.

Morwen’s priestesses were targeted, along with Nadessa and her mothers. An explosion near either group would take out much of the raid’s healers, and leave the raid unbalanced besides.

But Jake and his family were ready to counter it. Valora was devoted to doing her best to intercept anyone successfully flung in their direction, and Jake weaved his shield through the air to catch any errant life orbs and catch allies.

Blood even shifted those thrown’s destination using her telekinesis, just enough to prevent the worst from happening.

Where the big problem came from, was a spawned melee demon striking an opposing orb. The orb sped up, and was clearly targeted where it sent the orb. Tanda was collecting a life orb near the life boss, when another rocketed and slammed into Darris from behind. The life and death energy shifted and combined for a brief moment, before an explosion of red energy echoed out from him.

The turtle paladin man’s upper torso was shredded even through his armor, and the wave hit the melee surrounding the boss.

The red energy pierced through their auril and valor defenses, harming their bodies as if they were shredded and bruised all over. The damage was significant, requiring additional healing, but was manageable.

However, Darris only had twenty stacks at the time. If he had fifty or more, Jake doubted even the sturdy turtle man would have survived.

This was definitely skirting the rules for what Tartarus could accomplish. The encounter was defined by certain rules for how it could fight, and taking advantage in this way was not one of them.

If it could do anything it wanted, it could simply have the demons march toward the opposing portals, or pick up allies and throw them at their opposing orbs. There would be nothing they could do to stop it, the size and health pool of the creatures being too large.

Drysander, Vesuvius, and Bree were far too large to be flung by the new move, and Tanda eventually began growing vines on allies to tie safety lines to their bigger allies. Each could still move, and their trajectories as they were flung often shifted significantly from what Tartarus had likely originally planned.

Roxo was almost a favorite target, the smaller raptor being flung across the room more than once before they tied him down.

But even he wasn’t quite helpless, having Berri’s cape flaps to control his aerial movement somewhat. He only barely dodged an orb as he landed by filling the flaps with auril and touching the ground first to catch himself.

Tanda’s Cyclic Resonance was still building to its maximum, Dahlia and Timone nearing their peak as well. Their blows came powerfully, their bodies empowered with the cycle of life and death. Their hearts beat the song of vengeance, feeling the terrible wickedness of the enemy.

While the Heart of the World was somewhat blocked off, their spirits were still connected. Their songs echoed across their connections, the world replenishing them with auril energy through the void.

As their resonance reached the peak, they became more in tune with it, drawing energy even faster, and merging it with their own taken from that stored in their flesh.

Seamus and Vesuvius also had an auril build up technique, that raised their light and heat as the battle continued. They collected orbs and were empowered further as the battle went on, increasing their damage and affecting their allies further.

Fhesiah was still half-building her two orbs of flames with her dance. The entire battle, she had spun and twirled, gathering the orbs along with mana from the air and combining it with her bloodline flames, using the dance of the sun and moon.

Half the flames she generated were sent to join and refresh or enhance her Sun and Moon Hex on the life boss, and the other half was being built up to be dumped all at once. She consumed some of her stored fuel to more rapidly destroy the spawned demons, minimizing the damage they could do while alive.

The Giant’s Growth buff wore off a while ago from both tanks, and Ophelia used her Valkyrie Champion ability as the boss entered its second to final phase at 40% health. A new demon spawned with the next wave, one that would target individual allies. It would cast a mark or curse on them, and their polarity would flip after ten seconds.

This could not be stopped, and it would mark a new person as soon as the first completed their polarity swap. This creature was a mixture of both life and death, and was able to be targeted by anyone. It became a difficult priority, as all the other demons still spawned.

Jake was hardly surprised when the first person targeted was Bloodberri.

“What? No fair!”

“Hmph. We’re far from the weakest link.”

Prepared for this mechanic, the girl’s tail blurred and slammed into the boss, nearly knocking it off its feet. It was her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] that crashed into it next, the explosion sending it stumbling away.

The enlarged Vesuvius then stood in its path, keeping it from following Bloodberri as they moved toward the other boss. Bones surrounded him from Morwen’s priestesses, aiding him in taking the monster’s heavy blows. Morwen reinforced his bones further with her spell, and Longwei was filled with valorous energy as he stood firmly next to him.

Each attack of the boss was expertly deflected by him, sending the demon’s swings wide with expert technique. While the demon’s cuts were empowered and strong, they couldn’t cut deeply into Vesuvius thanks to these several efforts.

Moving like a strange slinky, Bloodberri even bounced over a few orbs with her snake body as she moved to her new position, aiding Ophelia in taking on the death demon at the life portal.

Many warriors had hit their one hundred stacks throughout the fight, the various beastkin using their Techniques and stored auril effectively when it happened.

Things seemed to continue going well despite the heaviness in the air, but Jake noticed that the number of orbs within the room was starting to get out of hand.

The way the four groups were set up, they formed a sort of trapezoid shape within the half of the circular room closest to the adjacent portals. Jake and the casters in his font were relatively close to the center, but set up a ways away from there–because Jake knew the final phase would involve the boss directly in the center.

Within the trapezoid, most of the orbs were picked up with very few failures, as the orbs headed where one might expect.

But outside those areas, the orbs bounced back and forth and almost seemed to accumulate, rather than happening to drift towards the areas to be collected. It was becoming densely mixed with the two colors, and as the demons spawned, would become quickly empowered.

Jake called an audible. He pulled Yiming and Bedwyr permanently off the Life Boss, and the Garuda and Bree permanently off the Death Boss. They would now use their enhanced mobility to roam around and pick up the orbs, in between their focus on the spawned demons.

As Bree started moving around this time, he noticed something changed with her. Her vines had grown to cover not just her upper body like a horse’s barding, but had woven down her legs, and altered the shape of them.

The vines now reinforced her joints significantly, and Jake saw that it was as if she formed claws on her front legs, her cloven hooves no longer touching the ground. They now looked more like a wolf or reptile’s, and it was the same for her back legs.

As before, she had a long tail with a bulbous shape on the end of it, but her lance-like horn on her head had switched to horns like that of a bull. The vines weaved over every part of her body now, even her face and head.

It was as if she wore a scaled helmet and armor, completely changing the configuration of her body.

Tentacle-like vines still waved around her in the air with spikes at the end, pulling auril and mana into her fiery flowers all over her body. Reds, pinks, purples, oranges, yellows, greens and blue hues cascaded all over her, making Bree covered in a strange rainbow.

If the vines and flowers covering her body weren’t so filled with such bright colors, she would almost look like a horrifying plant monster.

Instead, she was their rainbow and flame covered ally, and she whipped her vines to collect orbs as she agilely dashed around the battlefield. When the next demons spawned, she was ready. Her claws burst into auril-infused flames, and her vines were like a shower of fiery blades as she cut through each spawned demon in controlled fury.

Jake was more than a little impressed, but had to focus on a new challenge–two of the marking demons spawned. As much as he wanted to target them, the healing demons needed to be dealt with immediately. Up to now, very few stacks enhanced the twin demons, but it would quickly get out of hand if they didn’t keep up.

Ophelia and Fhesiah were both marked, once again making it feel like this was a targeted occurrence rather than something random.

Bloodberri was already able to handle the boss, so they quickly took over the demon’s threat for Ophelia as she made to move toward the life demon. But Fhesiah had an immense amount of stored flames, that were empowered by the death orbs she’d been gathering.

Fhesiah plundered much of her gathered orb of dragon flames, before sending both orbs at the life demon. She bulked up, dragon scales covering her arms and legs as her body was enlarged. The melee backed off somewhat, prepared for the two balls of flames as they exploded powerfully into its chest.

The demon was engulfed in the multicolored flames, enhancing her Sun and Moon Hex and taking off nearly five percent of the shared health pool in one go, taking it below thirty percent. When that occurred, several things happened all at once.

The life boss activated a barrier over itself, and began drawing the opposing orbs into a larger orb above its head. Death orbs from around the room were pulled in its direction, a large swarm heading toward it from nearly all angles.

Once it received enough of them, it would cast a heal and empower the death boss, much like the spawned demons.

Two of the melee demons deflected one each of a death and life orb, the death orb hitting Seamus the lion paladin beastkin in the back. The two energies congealed, and just before the explosion, Ophelia activated a Sacrificial Barrier on him. He too activated some sort of shielding on himself, a barrier of light.

Her vajrafire flames surrounded him just as the angry wave of red energy echoed out, shattering the shield, but the remaining energy only barely washed over the surrounding allies. The lion beastkin’s body was shredded, the man’s corpse falling to the ground.

The beastkin roared in anger, their hearts beating the songs of vengeance. Their beloved ally was slain, and they would push themselves further for justice. Even Longwei roared, his valor energy brightening as his Tiger’s Fury ability blazed.

The death orb nearly slammed into one of Nadessa’s mothers, when Jake slammed his staff on the ground, activating his empowered runic spell: Sanctuary. A dome of white light grew up and around the mana font, deflecting the orb away safely.

Jake then added Einherjar to Timone, sending him to gather all the death orbs flying toward the life boss. The templar raced around with immense speed, picking up all the orbs and quickly hit the maximum number of stacks.

Sending out enhanced golden ravens, he continued to race around the battlefield. His ravens filled with empowered death energy slammed into the life demon’s shield, more of them being created with each beat of his auril heart.

The numerous melee attackers worked to try to destroy the shield, but they were running out of time. While Jake thought the Battlegroup’s damage per second greatly exceeded whatever supposed balance the encounter was built from, the machinations of Tartarus had enabled there to be far more orbs on the field than normal.

They did their best to catch the stray orbs, Aisling and Rookard moving to capture them now that Sanctuary protected the casters. Yiming and Bedwyr also raced around, using their superior mobility to keep collecting them.

Ophelia had been moved to the life boss, and Jake was still holding a life orb and could not help with focusing on damage.

But Jake was, at the foremost, someone who focused on support. His buffs were greatly enhanced by his specialization, and he shifted his state to that of the Saint. Not influenced by his current stacks of life for buffing, he used Berri’s holy light mana as the cornerstone for a Tier 2 spell.

A wave of holy light encompassed the warriors surrounding the life demon, filling them with holy might. Their attacks came with increased fervor, slamming into the shield one after the other. Darris, Ophelia, Roxo, and Vesuvius all struck the boss with greatly enhanced strength, pushing their techniques and auril-infused blows to their maximum.

The barrier surrounding the life demon shattered, and Ophelia then released her hearth guardian as a powerful bolt of lightning. She pushed her mana and auril runes to their limits before she used Vajra Strike, the blow sending a powerful bolt of fiery lightning into the boss, interrupting its prepared spell.

Jake then moved his shield in front of the life portal, and called Fhesiah and Tanda to him. Fhesiah joined Jake’s shield at the life portal, and Tanda flew for the death portal, covering much of it to collect additional orbs as they came out.

The demon calling in all the death orbs had the side effect of clearing the room of any errant death orbs. Fhesiah’s role was quickly replaced by Aisling, as now the Sanctuary in the middle of the room protected the casters from the orbs.

Another spawn of demons occurred, this time with four of the cursing demons and two of the healers. Jake wasn’t surprised at all when he was marked, along with three of the warriors at the death boss. He quickly prepared his shield for the shift, but he was nearly at his maximum stacks.

Once again, this didn’t seem to be a random occurrence like it should be, targeting people that would make the next action it did more challenging. The death boss would soon form its barrier, and the reduced damage on the boss would become a challenge.

Dahlia, Longwei, and Drysander were all forced to move away from the boss, but Jake had them switch to clearing the demons first. This only left Bloodberri in the melee, taking the boss on by herself.

Unfortunately, another round of marks landed on one emberborn priestess and one dryad this time, as they were unable to kill all the marking demons fast enough. This split the two groups up and restricted them from joining the same magic circle for a group spell.

The hunters of the smaller demons eventually finished them off, Bree, Yiming, the Garuda and Bedwyr fighting valiantly while aided by all the ranged attackers in the Battlegroup. However, this was when disaster struck, and Roxo was sent flying almost horizontally with the boss demon’s tail.

Tearing through his vine lifeline, he was sent right to where the death demon was being tanked, near the life portal. While Blood tried to arrest his motion with her telekinesis, her strength wasn’t enough–because the death demon’s tail smacked into him, sending him directly at a newly spawned life orb.

Roxo had even more stacks than Seamus, so when his body exploded, Jake’s Sacrificial Barrier was not enough to keep the explosion contained. Bloodberri’s large body was knocked powerfully by the explosion of red energy, and the death demon capitalized on this. It swung its greatsword into her shoulder, cleaving powerfully through their armor and into their flesh.

But Bloodberri was hardy and made of powerful monster essence, keeping the blow from cutting too deeply. Her body then filled with black and white holy light, auril swirling around as Berri controlled it, enhancing themselves.

Her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] slammed into the boss and exploded in a wave of holy light and dark, healing some of the damage done to her and knocking the monster back.

The twin demon’s health was near twenty percent now, and despite losing two allies, Jake felt they were close enough to their win condition. He had maintained his mana for the entire battle, and reserved their ability to call the Divine.

Two allies had died, leaving them with 28 members and his two summons. Thanks to their strategy, only two errant orbs had reached each boss, empowering them only slightly.

Valora had caught several allies in the air, preventing explosions, and the spawned demons were handled in an orderly fashion. Jake’s allies were experienced, and his preparations with the mana font couldn’t have put them in a better spot.

The boss was already dead, it just didn’t know it yet.

Timone and Dahlia rushed to collect their final death orbs, to reach the maximum stacks to match their Cyclic Resonance, which was nearly ready to go at any time.

Their hearts sang the song of vengeance with the rest of the beastkin, their loss of Roxo and Seamus to the machinations of Tartarus. Tanda’s auril heart pulled energy from the void, connected to the Heart of the World. Filled with golden light, she was nearly ready.

Blood asked, [Are you ready, Milord? We shall call upon Echidna.]

Jake nodded. “Let’s do it, everyone. It’s time to claim victory.”

Jake found resonance with Tanda, but also the rest of the beastkin, as he took on the state of the Avenger. Preparing his hearth flames, he was ready to join them with Fhesiah, who had been gathering another orb of flames.

Bloodberri grew as she was filled with the power of Echidna, her monstrous strength increasing far beyond what should even be possible at this Tier. Her monstrous axe howled, as she swung down powerfully into the death demon.

It attempted to block with its sword, but Bloodberri’s power had the weight of a mountain behind it, cleaving deeply into its shoulder and returning its previous vicious blow.

The twin’s health reached below twenty percent, and the monster was covered in a barrier. It began drawing the opposing orbs toward it like a vacuum once more, and Berri chuckled.

“I’ll just smash this thing and catch all the orbs!”

She coiled the middle of her tail in front of the portal, and used the end of it to reach high in the air, almost wrapping it around the portal held above the boss. Blood aided Berri in casting an empowered holy might spell on themselves, before they repeatedly slammed into the shield with their axe.

The Garuda reached its maximum number of stacks of life orbs, and Jake infused his mana into it, allowing it to send out an empowered Cyclonic Strike. The tornado of powerful wind energy had a holy quality to it, in addition to the life one, as it crashed into the demon’s barrier. It then cleaved into the shield with its wing blade, sending streams of the same wind energy slicing into it repeatedly.

Bree’s charge was rapid and furious. Fueled by the strength and fertility of life, she too managed to collect her final life orbs to reach the maximum stacks. Her horns pierced powerfully into the barrier surrounding the boss as she crashed into it, and followed it up with a storm of sharp auril-infused vines cutting powerfully into it. She breathed out a cone of flame, her auril heart and flaming ivy enhancing her monstrous flames.

Nadessa struck the barrier with empowered lightning, and Morwen having been switched to life from being marked, sent a life-empowered bolt of frost at the demon.

Bloodberri’s focused efforts eventually shattered the barrier, her tail blurring into the monster and knocking it into Bree’s horns. Flames burst into the boss from her many vines impaling into the demon, interrupting its healing spell.

The ability taken care of, it was time. Jake and Fhesiah both worked on calling Hestia and Bastet, while Timone, Dahlia, and Tanda all gathered around the life boss. Pillars of golden light rose into the air.

Auril drifted from the remaining auril heroes into the three Ravenwolfs, their song of life, death and rebirth complete.

At the same time, they each released their powerful attacks against the boss.

Three Spears of light pierced into the life demon, angled upward and around their many allies. The twin’s health declined a significant amount, their three blows immense. When the twin’s health dipped below 10%, the fight entered its final phase.

The two demons were covered in another barrier, but this time from the encounter itself. Becoming immune for a time, they floated into the air and combined near the center of the arena.

The demons merged into one and became larger, runes and scripts of green and gold covering it. Their stacks merged, their power increasing further as green and black energy rippled from it. Two tails now came out the demon’s back, allowing it to attack more of the Battlegroup at once.

For this phase of the fight, the demon could be damaged by people with either empowerment, but the demon’s defense against both energies was significantly increased.

They would be empowered double by any errant orbs, and if they hit a certain threshold, their attacks would cleave right through any defenses. It was imperative that they prevented any orbs from arriving to the demon, both to prevent this, but also to increase their damage to finish off the boss.

Because now this battle was a damage race, as the boss would deal enough damage to the raid each second that it was nearly impossible to keep up with.

It was a battle that Jake and his allies were ready for. Ophelia and Bloodberri both arrived at the boss, their enlarged weapons crashing into the demon from both sides just as the barrier fell.

It raised its blade, and swung it down at Ophelia with a cascade of life and death energy cutting into the surrounding area like waves of blades.

Her shield filled with a hearth guardian was ready and intercepted the attack with a block, but the attack’s strength was immense. The shield was pushed back and crashed into her armored chest, shoving her harshly away.

Ophelia blazed right back into the demon’s face once more with her Technique, her halberd piercing and stabbing into it. When the demon prepared its attack once more, she was ready for its strength, parrying and redirecting its blow. However, its tails swung and slashed deeply into Vesuvius, despite Darris blocking it with a wave of water.

Tanda’s avenging flames from her Technique enveloped her, as she fired her ballista-bolt arrows filled with her deathly flames. Fhesiah had added her Sun and Moon Hex, cursing the powerful monster with consuming and debilitating flames.

Bloodberri added their Between Heaven and Hell, debuffing the boss and spreading holy light, which damaged the boss and lightly healed and protected their allies. Enveloping the boss in holy darkness, it slowed down as it was weakened and restricted.

Drysander slammed his large tree trunk into the monster’s leg, causing it to stumble slightly, and Vesuvius focused on the other with his large glaive, sending explosive flames through it. Yiming and Longwei each attacked with powerful blades of valor, their polearm weapons extended to add stabs and slashes of their weapons in the openings.

Timone and his mates all roamed around the battlefield, collecting errant orbs and sending auril-infused arrows and ravens into the boss. Jake was happy for their wings being used like this, the Ravenwolf Clan prepared to make use of their enhanced mobility.

Four demons spawned, and that was Jake’s signal to go. His preparations were for this moment, to unleash his devastation when they appeared. The four demons spawned nearly right in front of all four portals, and they matched the color they spawned in front of.

Jake’s shield arrived with Fhesiah in front of the portal, and he rammed it into the medium-sized demon along with her, shoving it toward the center of the battlefield.

Ready for the spawn, Bree shoved a demon on the opposite side of the battlefield toward the center as well. The Garuda unleashed another Cyclonic Strike, sending another five-meter tall demon barreling toward the center.

Then, having found resonance with Tanda, Jake aided her with casting an empowered Runic Spear of Force. Her runes coalesced along with Jake’s, and the powerful wave of force slammed into the demon, sending it flying toward the center.

Jake wasn’t sure how powerful this attack was going to be, but he knew he wanted his enemies to be as close to the boss as possible. Finding resonance with Fhesiah once again, he entered the state of the Sage to control his flames.

Calling upon Hestia and Bastet, Jake was shocked when Hestia took over Jake’s channeling of Divine Energy instead of being summoned like before.

Jake and Fhesiah’s eyes took on a golden hue, as their flames were directed by the two goddesses. Jake’s spearstaff of Hestia was lifted high in the air, as his hearth flames were pushed and compressed into it, along with the empowerment from the death orbs he had collected.

The hearth grew into a massive bonfire as the flames of his family were mixed with the divine flames of Hestia, the fire taking on the quality of the goddess.

To Jake’s surprise, it felt like very little had changed. They improved in a qualitative way as they were merely enhanced, taken up several levels as they took on Hestia’s Eternal Essence. Her flames of family and sacrifice encompassed all things, even the deathly energy now contained within.

Fhesiah’s draconic flames were infused with the divine power of the sun and gathered around Hestia’s orb of flame first. Having been infused with life, they opposed the deathly tinged flames of Hestia and, like oil and water, did not mix as they swirled around one another.

Next, the holy-infused kitsune flames gathered up as they were infused further with Bastet’s divine flames of the moon. Thanks to the life empowerment from gathered orbs, the two energies were nearly completely opposing already, but mixed and joined with the large orb.

The three energies coalesced as Fhesiah and Jake were driven by the two divine, both doing everything they could to monitor and understand how the two goddesses were accomplishing what they did.

The three energies compressed, and it was as if a star were born. A loud snap and a pop was heard and felt, as the two’s divine energies merged and their will was imposed on reality. A golden flame which encompassed all things was borne, a massive orb of fire held above Jake’s staff.

It was launched at the boss like a ballista bolt, the immense golden ball of flame holding a majority of Jake’s reserved mana and Divine Energy, along with Fhesiah’s Qi and the same. Striking the boss, it exploded in what appeared to be a controlled blast.

Four streams speared out and struck the spawned demons, as the boss was engulfed in Divine Flames. Whatever defenses the life and death demon had from owning both energies were overwhelmed by the all-encompassing flames, and the health dropped several percent in one go.

The four demons nearly died immediately, and the boss had only a small sliver of health left. Bree and the Garuda, along with other warriors, worked to finish the four demons, to prevent them from having an impact on the final battle.

The flames of the two goddesses continued burning the boss, as the Battlegroup continued to focus their attacks on it. But the heaviness increased, the terrible intent from Tartarus returning.

The demon’s tails both swung out, slicing into the Battlegroup despite all their protections. Ophelia and Bloodberri countered and slashed into the demon’s greatsword and body, working in tandem to hit the boss hard.

Black energy filled the boss, even the green energy of life contained within its body and runic scripts shifting to the all-encompassing terror. A wave of malevolence washed over the Battlegroup, and the demon’s tails grew out further and multiplied, slashing out and attacking those nearby.

Additional tails grew out, filled with the black energy and growing mouths and spikes. This was definitely not an ability prescribed in the scripts for the battle, and these tentacle-like tails pierced through allies and were a challenge to block.

Vesuvius was pierced in the chest, a black energy invading him. Darris and one of Timone’s mates flying through the air were struck, the same energy invading them. The black energy billowing off the boss also shredded into the nearby melee attackers, even as they attempted to protect themselves with their various energies.

Bloodberri, Ophelia, and Tanda each activated their abilities and cast their spells, hitting the boss with everything they had. With each blow and attack, this terrible black energy was reduced along with its health, but the creature persisted through its punishment.

Jake’s Sanctuary was encroached by several of these tentacles, and his mana was too low to hold on to it much longer. Morwen gathered a large shield of bones with her priestesses, and Nadessa and her mothers built them into a wall of vines and bone. Talismans attached, improving the barrier from the warrior maidens, as the white dome of Sanctuary shattered.

It was then that Ophelia called upon Guan Yu. His golden statue appeared, the countless multijointed arms spreading out behind him holding shields and polearms. They encompassed the various members of the raid, ready to block the eldritch horror’s attack as his image faded away.

The barrier of vines and bones was pierced, but Fhesiah charged forward with her draconic empowerment, slicing into the oncoming tentacles with her claws filled with the strength of her path.

Her torch billowed flames as she cut and slashed through the oncoming attacks, deflecting the tentacles from her allies.

But each tentacle cut was replaced with another, as the monster’s onslaught continued. Some bypassed her and moved to attack the priestesses and dryads. Guan Yu’s apparition continuously appeared and blocked the attacks, combined with countering glaives that destroyed the encroaching tentacles.

The golden flames and countless attacks being enhanced by Jake’s Heavenly Aura continued raining on the demon’s main body, the malevolent energy decreasing. The terrible monster wailed, as a horrifying mouth opened on its chest.

Jake joined Fhesiah with his hearthblade in attacking the oncoming tentacles, now taking on the state of the Monarch as he built his hearth flames once more. The mana font directed mana from the environment rapidly, his mana being restored at a prodigious pace.

He could tell it was going to come down to the wire now, and he thought that control was how he would win. Gathering the dregs of his mana within his hearth, he prepared his hearth flames for another attack.

More tentacles grew out, and more allies were pierced. Despite all the healing being expended by the dryads, undead priestesses, Brotherhood maidens, and even Ophelia’s hearth guardian and Bloodberri’s melee healing, allies started to expire.

Their deaths caused the remaining auril heroes hearts to beat more powerfully, their songs seeking vengeance. Things were looking bad, but Morwen cast her lesser version of Winter’s Embrace. A powerful wave of frost washed over the boss, covering the tentacles and slowing its movement significantly.

Bedwyr’s war scythe raised high in the air, channeling his faith into the weapon. Frost billowed off his weapon, before swinging it downward and cutting into the boss powerfully. Frost spread even further from his Icy Death attack, the monster roaring in pain.

Longwei’s Tiger’s Fury reached its maximum, him burning with courage and strength. His blade cut powerfully into the frozen tentacles, cleaving them off and cutting into the main demon’s body in a flurry of blows.

Yiming raced around with his blade glowing, cutting the last of the tentacles before flowing through a series of speedy attacks that were difficult to follow.

Releasing her Consecration, Ophelia sent a wave of vajrafire flames into the boss and cut into it powerfully with her Vajra Strike. Bloodberri slammed into the boss with a final [Maul of Hestia-Echidna], bringing the demon’s health to zero.

The orbs stopped spawning from the portals, the encounter stirring as if something shifted. The golden hexagons of the Framework ran up and down the walls, but black energy railed and twisted against it, holding it back.

The life and death energy from collecting the orbs was removed, and normally, this would be the signal that they had won.

But the demon didn’t die, the terrible energy persisting. Its health almost seemed to increase, but having saved the spell for an emergency, Tanda called on Cernunnos. Green and black energy congealed in a ball next to the boss, before an explosion of vines washed over it in the center of the room.

Vines of life and death grew and wrapped around the demon, but also around the various dead beastkin, priestesses, and dryads. Having taken on the state of the Monarch, Jake used this moment to cast Hearthtree Vines, drawing mana from each of his girls.

The flaming vines had a golden hue, wrapping around and both restricting and burning the boss.

Their ally’s bodies rose from the dead as they were reanimated, even Seamus, who died at the beginning of the battle. They charged the cheating boss, with renewed vigor and fury, being enhanced by Jake’s Aura of Heavenly Flames.

From Tanda’s thoughts, they had at most thirty seconds to a minute of being reanimated, but that should hopefully be enough. The full might of the Battlegroup laid into the boss, the risen warriors using their various attacks.

The dryad mothers all enhanced and nurtured the vines of Cernunnos, which dug into the boss with thorns and deathly energies, ensnaring and weakening the boss further. Waves of frost washed over other parts of the boss, as Morwen’s priestesses and Bedwyr added their frost-empowered attacks.

The demon gripped its greatsword and the black terrifying energy sent waves of malevolent blades to cut through the restrictions, but vines just grew back to replace the ones cut. Various allies were harmed as well, them doing what they could to keep themselves alive and continue fighting.

Arrows pierced through the vines and into the boss from all angles, and Vesuvius and Bloodberri struck out together heavily with his glaive and Bloodberri with their large maul. Despite the demon’s immense size, it staggered from the heavy onslaught, nearly tipping over to be brought to the ground.

A deathly flamed wolf exploded deeply into the boss from Tanda, and then Fhesiah and Ophelia burst forward and struck out with their enlarged claws and auril-filled glaive, finally knocking the boss over. Attacks rained down on the enemy further as it stumbled and tried to get up, roaring in anger.

Bree’s bull-like charge pierced her horns and many vines like spears into the downed boss, sending flames into it. The flames surrounding the boss increased with every moment, the vines being engulfed in more golden fire as allies continued their attacks encompassed by Jake’s Aura.

The boss monster’s body bulged from underneath its vine and flame-covered prison, before something burst forth from its chest area–directly at Jake. The many attacks switched to this terrifying growth, a tentacle as wide as a semi truck, with a horrifying mouth.

The eldritch horror roared, and blurred at Jake with its open mouth. Using Jake’s stored void energy, Ira shifted Jake into the other direction, much closer to his many allies, as the various warriors continued their attempts to cut into it further.

It turned and whirled around at him, for Ophelia to activate Intervene and blast into it with her enlarged halberd in a blaze of light. She knocked it away from Jake’s path and continued to slash into it, her vajrafire blade cutting and burning into the hardened horror.

The vines having burned somewhat away, the massive demon stood up and dashed toward her, cutting into her shoulder deeply with its greatsword before kicking her, sending her flying away.

Bloodberri then wrapped her enlarged snake body around the demon, restricting and tearing into it as it stumbled from her heavy weight. Black energy pierced into her, but the restriction and piercing of her deadly armor did not relent.

The terrifying tentacle coming from the demon’s chest wouldn’t stop coming for Jake. This time, space locked around him, even as Ira furiously pushed against it. Ira found a path, but not for Jake’s escape.

The mouth approached with its malevolent aura wafting off of it. Looking at it, Jake got the feeling that if the creature got him inside its terrifying mouth with rows of teeth, even if the Framework might piece him back together, he just might never be the same.

That Tartarus would get a piece of him or his soul, and his potential would be forever less than what it could be. And Jake knew, by its fervent desire to claim him, that he could be some kind of threat to it.

Throughout this long fight, Jake had found resonance with each of his wives. While he might have shifted into another state, their connections had persisted, their hearths finding harmony with each one another as they beat in sync with each other.

Jake found resonance with all of his girls at once, their desires to both protect Jake and destroy this terrible enemy immense. He didn’t have a state for this, but he quickly drew the lines within his aperture as he drew all the mana and spare resources into him using Energy Sharing.

Within his mind, he carved out the state of the Hearth, the Family, requiring him to find harmony and resonance with all his girls. The demonic runes for hearth and family mixed with the beastkin word for auril, a triskele heart covered with glyphs and surrounded by celtic knots.

Flames encompassed everything, and before he moved on to connect the scripts to his hearth enchantment for his Hearth, Ira nudged Jake with a cry for attention. Frowning, Jake added the demonic rune for void in the center along with it, representing this part of himself he didn’t quite yet understand.

Connecting it to his hearth enchantment finally, runes on his armor and his chest orb became a golden hue, as he took on the state of the Hearth and the Family. Something within him clicked, as if changing and empowering him. Focused on his enemy, he compressed the flames within his staff.

Jake’s divine hearth flames, Fhesiah’s bloodline Qi, holy dark and holy light mana, vajrafire flames and auril compressed along with the dregs of any remaining divine energy left over from his Champion wives summoning their Divine.

His wives focused and pushed along their bonds, each of the girl’s hearth flames joining Jake’s. They all then imposed their will using Advanced Energy Control, trying to find harmony with their energies. Their immense combined Presence enforced their desires on reality and into the flames within his staff.

Drawing mana from the surrounding area and shoving his reserve from the now flaming golden orb in his chest, the flames compacted further, but the energy felt chaotic–like when Fhesiah tried to combine them.

While an explosion could serve his purpose with defeating the boss, he didn’t like to imagine what would happen to himself with it so close.

Jake could tell that something was missing. Exhaling the energy in his void lungs, he ensconced the flames in the void, compressing and combining the flames of his family together as one.

A new energy was borne, a brightness like a blazing star shining. A Heroic Scorching Ray blasted from the end of his Champion’s Spearstaff, his beam of prismatic golden flames and light crashing into the mouth of Tartarus just meters away from himself.

The flames of the Hart Clan stopped the wicked enemy cold in its tracks, the golden fires striking into the eldritch horror like the fist of an angry god. A scream like the sound of a rocket launching washed away all sound within the room, as the tentacle recoiled and was shoved harshly back by the beam’s intense power.

The golden beam of flames spread and washed over much of the demon’s body as the terrifying face was knocked askew from the beam, until the beam winked out.

Covered in golden flames, the creature wailed in pain as even more attacks rained down on it. All allies redoubled their efforts as they attacked the boss once more, decreasing the terrible energy that had entered it. The monster shriveled and shrunk as a result of everyone’s efforts, but it continued.

The mouth made one final effort to move at Jake, space still locked down around him. But Ira and Jake used the dregs of their void energy together and used Call Summon, pulling Bree and the Garuda to him, Ira managing to find a hole to bring them to his defense.

Tanda was already near, and charged in with her crescent moon halberd, swooping in with the spearhead extended and filled with her auril.

Bree’s vines formed a thick shield blocking the monstrous face, Ophelia’s Hearth Guardian arrived to block, and the Garuda’s blade swung out with a final Cyclonic Strike before dissipating into motes of light.

The tornado, Tanda’s spear and two shields shoved the face back, and even appeared to enhance the golden flames further as the wind blades shredded into the eldritch horror’s face.

Jake was ready to strike out against the incoming face with his hearthblade as well, but with a pained wail, the black energy finally receded. The demon body roared in anger, and it reverted to the life and death demon as the eldritch being’s flesh disappeared, the extra limbs crumbling and disappearing as if they were never there.

The giant demon fell to the ground as it finally died, the creature having existed well beyond its limits.

A wave of golden light washed over the room, a notification entering Jake’s mind. The many allies who died to be reanimated did not expire, and instead were recovered by the golden light as if they were recently resurrected.

[Alliance Victory! Calculating Rewards. You have fifteen minutes before the Instance will be destroyed. Participants will be transferred to Primary Alliance HQ on Highlands.]

Jake slumped to his knees, utterly exhausted. He was quickly covered in his loving wives, as the Battlegroup roared in victory. Together, they had done it. They had rescued Highlands, and won against even Tartarus’s machinations and outright cheating.

He didn’t know what this meant, but he knew that this violation would not be without cost. One that he knew his Goddess would make it pay for.

The entire world would be rewarded, along with his family. They would ascend, their victory one that would change their fates forevermore.


Chapter 41 - A Hard-earned Victory



Jake and his wives spent a moment enveloped in each other’s armored embrace, only Bloodberri’s armor becoming soft. Simply breathing as their emotions welled up, their hearts still racing and fears still present among them.

Before anyone could say anything, Bloodberri’s axe roared and flew at the downed demon’s corpse. It began eating the boss’s special flesh, its life and death scripts having a potent energy and essence.

Berri scowled and waved her fist at the axe, “You scared me, you jerk! No roaring, it’s hugging time now! Do that again, and I’m naming you jerky.”

It stopped for a moment and gave out a sad whimper that almost sounded like an apology, before continuing its meal, and Jake couldn’t help but chuckle at that.

Tanda smiled, as her tail wagged tiredly. “We did it, didn’t we? We worked so hard, and saved our people.”

Ophelia embraced Tanda with her wing. “Finally! We really did it. Everyone was amazing! You were awesome too, Bree.”

Bree snorted, her expression almost returning to its haughty nature–but shifted to a genuine smile. Jake couldn’t fully understand the emotions she sent, but a desire for patience for herself appeared to be present, among a feeling of fellowship.

She wrapped the girls and Jake each in a vine-filled hug, before disappearing into motes of light.

Blood smiled at Tanda. “You were right. Our people are saved. Jake will become a true Lord, and each of us was instrumental in his success. If any of us were lesser, I don’t think we could have won without loss. This victory was hard-earned.”

Relief and contentment washed over Jake from each of his girls, as it sunk in that the battle was finally over. Seeing Timone rejoin his mates, Bedwyr rejoin with Morwen, Yiming and Longwei returning to their wives, and Nadessa and her mothers rejoining Drysander, Jake smiled.

Jake looked over to Seamus and the Auril Heroes without mates present. They were congratulating and thanking one another on their victory, the clan heads were now battle brothers baptized in the fires of war. Seamus had been looking around, and noticed Jake’s look.

Seamus patted Vesuvius on the shoulder, before chuckling. “Don’t worry, Chief Jake. We survived, and we’ll be meeting with our mates soon enough. That fifteen minutes couldn’t come sooner.”

Jake couldn’t agree more. They cleaned up the demons around the room, using Loot on the monsters. He figured the life and death demon’s corpses would be quite valuable.

Once the axe was done with its meal, they triggered Loot on the boss. Using the Storage Ring temporarily, it made it easy to collect the large quantity of materials. There was no treasure chest this time around, as rewards would be individualized or chosen from a list.

Healing themselves up and doing what they could to recover, cleaning the viscera off their bodies, they waited.

“Oh! Just use that storage ring thingy, Jakey. We can change anywhere if we take turns with that!”

Jake chuckled, realizing Berri was right. He loaded his clothes from his storage bracelets into the ring, and then, with a thought, swapped his outfit for his tribal chieftain clothing. Each of the girls did the same, the family finally being able to relax and enjoy their unarmored embrace while they waited.

Tanda cheered as she snuggled into Jake and Ophelia. “That was fast! We need to get us each one of those. How much do they cost, I wonder?”

Jake hadn’t allowed themselves to splurge at all on frivolous items, resolving to spend every possible Credit and CP on saving the beastkin. Valtor had put much of his funds and CP to work, rebuilding villages and importing materials for their many endeavors.

Now that they had been saved, they would buy various quality of life items.

Their waiting time over, the world seemed to twist into a single point of light, as the Instance was destroyed. With a lurch, they were transferred to the Life’s Haven Headquarters plaza.

As they arrived in the large plaza, they had to wait for a time for others to arrive to receive a full accounting. Their Battlegroup was the first to enter the final battle, their instance far ahead of others. Some beastkin arrived near the plaza, cheering at the arrivals.

The auril heroes’ mates were waiting, Jake smiling at those rejoining their lovers. Despite the fight only lasting a short period and resting just before the battle, he was exhausted. While people were relieved, it appeared they understood now was not the time for an impromptu party.

Aisling came over and began talking up a storm with Fhesiah, and Timone came over to congratulate Jake on his leadership.

“You are truly a protector of the balance, clan son. Leading your fierce mates and allies in battle, you sang a glorious song, your choir punishing that wicked enemy. Our people will be forever in your debt.”

Jake clasped wrists with Timone almost like a handshake–a clasp of fellowship. “We sought a place to call home. Our clan made an oath, to protect Highlands forevermore if we were welcomed. The beastkin are truly a strong yet harmonious people, welcoming us with open arms. We are proud to take on this duty, for those we can now call friends.”

Timone smiled, and gave a pat on Jake’s back as he pulled him close. “Well said, clan son! Now, Aisling has told me your mates have quite an event to plan out. You’ll have to come celebrate with me and the other clan heads, while they work through that. A man prying into the women’s nest only leaves ruffled feathers and a tangled mess.”

Jake raised his brow at this, and he looked over at Fhesiah, who just had an enigmatic smile. Ophelia kept her expression blank, and Berri just bobbed her head, as she listened to music and danced while Blood spoke with Aisling. Tanda danced around and talked to her mother Dahlia, and Jake realized that they were working on a surprise.

For some reason, it felt like it was crucial to all the girls, though perhaps, Ophelia and Blood were the most excited. Shrugging, he nodded and accepted to join along with the clan heads to celebrate while they worked on it, to keep himself busy.

Jake joined Seamus, Vesuvius, Rookard, Timone, Longwei and Yiming, Roxo, and Darris. They each held beers, and they spent a time talking about the fight, and what their plans were.

He smiled as Timone tried to hook up Yiming with his and Aisling’s daughter. Knowing Aisling, it was easy for him to imagine she would be a…special challenge.

Longwei interjected, “N-Now hang on a minute! Why him but not me? Was I not valiant and heroic? Am I not good enough for your daughter?”

Timone frowned and looked troubled for a moment, searching for what to say. However, he straightened up and spoke confidently. “No, I just thought my daughter and Yiming were truthfully a good match. You are more than heroic and valiant enough, but it’s important to find harmony with your mate, and that your clan’s hearts can beat as one. Right, clan son?” He looked at Jake with a smile.

Jake chuckled. “That’s right. You and Yiming are very different, and those you would find harmony with will be too. You also have two mates already, it’s important to keep this in mind–the beastkin are perceptive of this.”

Longwei frowned, but Seamus put a large paw on his shoulder. “Not to worry, Brother Longwei! I do have a daughter I’d like you to meet. There are plenty of beasts in the forest, do not fret over missing one hunt.”

Darris added that he had one as well, and Longwei looked troubled. “Er, but…okay. I’ll meet them…” He then gave an envious look at Yiming, who was talking things over with Timone once more.

Jake had to stifle a laugh. Both Seamus and Darris were heavy in beast blood, so their faces were that of a lion and a turtle. Perhaps, Longwei imagined that their daughters were the same–which was entirely possible.

However, politely asking, or turning their father down without insulting them seemed like a real challenge.

Many allies slowly rejoined them in the plaza, the complete Battlegroups appearing in motes of light. While many might have died in the final encounter, the war was effectively over on the world, and they would be respawned.

They would have resurrection illness, but they were made whole. Jake drank beer with the clan heads, as he watched the people rejoining. Valtor and Amara’s Battlegroup arrived, and they spotted Jake right away.

Valtor and Amara’s flames looked extra bright, and his posture looked proud as he floated over. “Lord Jake, it was an excellent victory! There is so much to do, so much to accomplish. This world will surely advance significantly. The figures from the other Instances are coming in, and the success rate is astounding!”

Amara bobbed in the air, her scripts lighting up. “That’s right! You have truly set Hearthtribe up for success, Lord Jake. In all our time of service, we have never seen such a great outcome, despite such a difficult challenge. It has been a pleasure serving you.”

Jake smiled. “We have set Hearthtribe up for success. I couldn’t have done it without you. It really takes a village to learn, grow, and succeed. We all worked hard, so we should all share in the glory of victory.”

Bloodberri came over, Blood having a satisfied smile on her face. “This is true, milord, but you are still the cornerstone. We all followed your vision, as you guided and enabled us to achieve our goals. You brought out the best in all of us, and we are all thankful for it.”

She left it unsaid aloud, but he could feel her immense level of respect and adoration for his strength. The way he empowered his wives both on the battlefield and with focusing on their progression and making them effective as a team, while also able to stand up to powerful enemies, was highly valued by her.

Valtor chuckled. “That is right! I am thankful to all of the Hart Clan, and so are all those that live on Highlands. Now, it looks like we are over 90% of the instances reported. It shouldn’t be much longer now, but the figures are quite good! To have thousands complete what’s better than a personal Trial is excellent for their prospects going forward. We should have countless rare classes among our warriors and those that participated. Among those that completed the third stage, maybe even obtaining Epic with the World’s overall conquest score.”

Amara added, “But that’s just among those that are ready to enter the next Tier. Many can instead be involved with other world’s conquest, and do what they can to spread Hearthtribe across the multiverse. We have plans to send trained Battlegroups all over various worlds for your perusal.”

Jake hammered out the details with Valtor, Blood, and Amara, planning out the expansion. They would continue their charity efforts, focusing on assisting natives and building community wherever they go, in addition to fighting the enemy.

Building a reputation of heroism and respect, Hearthtribe would work towards rescuing worlds and recruiting more to their cause. Building a culture of well-rounded warrior families, they would have a profound impact on the overall war, the people of Highlands being the blueprint for success.

The focus on crafting would continue, the Eternum leading magical research thanks to Clan Hart’s important contributions. As far as Jake understood it, a new Menu should appear once their Guild ranked up and became a true T2 Guild.

Well-equipped and well-trained, Hearthtribe would be the elites among the first Tier, growing until they reached level 25 and entered the next.

A wave of golden light encompassed the entire world, the hexagons of the Framework showing up in the sky once more. The eldritch horror appeared as well as the sky darkened, surrounded by the same light. Energies were then dragged away from it into the world in a golden haze as the world shook, as if the eldritch horror was roaring in anger.

The hexagons covered even the ground of the world itself, and the earth beneath their feet lurched as something shifted and changed. Jake thought he saw a mountain in the distance move further away, but there was too much light and sound bombarding his senses as the surrounding beastkin gasped and cried out in alarm.

[It definitely did, husband, perhaps even several miles! I guess the Framework helped the world grow a bit.]

Fhesiah was much more confident in it than Jake was. He was then startled by the notification.


[Conquest Complete! Victory: Alliance.]
[Overall Conquest Rating for Highlands: A]
[Personal Conquest Rating: S]
[Dungeon Raid Rating Prime Instance: S]
[Top Contribution: Hearthtribe]
[Previous World Energy Rating: Tier 1.91(2.35)]
[Ending World Energy Rating: Tier 2.15(2.75)]


Jake wasn’t entirely sure what the strange world energy rating meant, but he thought it was based on the world’s peak capacity. As far as Jake understood it, the total amount of energy followed a logarithmic formula. The difference between 2.35 and 2.75 may not seem like a lot, but it was actually quite significant—similar to how the Richter scale for an earthquake could be a substantial difference even within the same whole number.

The world of Highlands was unable to reach its peak capacity before as it had only recently removed the curse, but it was not yet done healing. The world had to grow further as it healed, and this was not an instantaneous thing–at least not unless the Framework rewarded the world itself, like it had just done.

The Heart of the World was managing this, trying to ease the world into its changes. The storms and earthquakes before were her preparing and doing the best she could, but ultimately, if she shifted an entire world too much, the equilibrium would be thrown off and terrible weather patterns would result.


[The beastkin of Highlands have now been integrated into the Framework. Class Selections are now available on Tier up! Highlands Natives will be given a special individual Conquest Rating, influencing their potential selections.]


Jake noticed that Tanda received her individual ranking.


[Highlands Native Individual Conquest Score: S]
[Class Potential: Legendary]


Next, it appeared Jake was marked as the designated planetary ruler.


[Congratulations, Jake Hart! As the Designated Contribution Earner of your Guild with the highest Conquest Earnings, you are now the Planetary Ruler of Highlands. Current Tax percentage on all Nodes worldwide: 20%] 


While the Framework now recognized Jake as the ruler of the world, it was more like he was merely an arbitrator between the world’s natives and the multiverse. Jake held power over the Nodes and Alliance Headquarters, and any other Alliance infrastructure that was added.

This had absolutely nothing to do with its normal governance, the natives of the world still retaining their own control, whatever it might be. In Highland’s case, it was chieftains of various tribes, and smaller tribal councils for villages.

Then, there were future decisions that could be partially decided by him, and by a magical poll. There were very few decisions in which he had unilateral control on things influencing the entire world, making him feel more like a mayor or governor from Earth than a real ruler, with exception to being able to control or guide their armies.

As a Knight, he already could make a call to arms and as the planetary ruler, this would be enhanced even further. He could direct natives toward different worlds, and impact the war in various ways.

Still, the responsibility was important. Jake had made an oath to protect Highlands forever more, and he would use his capabilities as Planetary Ruler to do just this.


[Dungeon Raid Personal Reward: Divine Hearth Upgrade Token. You have 127 Raid Points remaining to spend. You must spend your points within 24 hours, or they will be converted to CP. Some items are limited, and are available on a first come, first serve basis.]


It was a good reward. Bringing a Divine item to the next Tier was going to be exceptionally expensive, so to have it early would be helpful. It was Jake’s understanding that now that Highlands had improved, the quantity and quality of the energies drawn in would be higher already. 

But with this improvement, not only should it be higher within his Refuge, but even rarer energies would be drawn in–perhaps, even more of his void energy. With Fhesiah’s help, they would be able to separate these energies if they chose to, using formations, allowing for storage or experimentation.

Jake realized that there may be some contention for some items, and his girls were quick to get in the line together, the many beastkin quickly lining up to receive the rewards they had earned.

“Oh, I do hope I can get that snowmaker! Do you think I’ll have enough points this time?”

Blood groaned. “For the love of Echidna, if you waste our points on something frivolous, I will find or make a way to disown you. Remember, these points may also be what help Faye obtain what she needs. Do not be greedy here, sister.”

Checking the girl’s notifications, he saw that he was the only one with a personal reward, the rest given a much larger pool to spend points. Thankfully, they could peruse the store in the line–they would not have to wait while thousands of people painstakingly chose their rewards.

Most of those that were in line quickly picked up their chosen reward, rather than perusing the shop.

Fhesiah hummed. “Thanks for your concern, Blood. It looks like I may need your girl’s help with one of the items. My points and what Jake have remaining are not quite enough on their own.”

She shared the description with Jake and the girls.


[Vial of Celestial Flames. Harvested from a dying star, these flames contain purified heavenly energy of primordial origin. Cost: 2,385 RP]


He noticed Fhesiah and Jake alone were almost enough to grab the item, each of his girls receiving a little over two thousand points. 

Jake raised his brow, just how could one fit something so crazy in a vial? “You’re sure this thing is good for core formation? How?”

Fhesiah chuckled. “Because they’re in the core formation section for cultivators. It’s a common goal for a cultivator that just completed a Dungeon Raid, don’t you think? Many wouldn’t enjoy having their reward chosen for them by the Framework–though I consider it the New Heavens and would be okay with it, seeing it as fate deciding my path. There are some interesting cultivator arts that I may find useful for the next tier, but this alone is enough for me.”

Jake frowned. “What about for your…other half? I’m sure between the others giving up some more points…”

She sighed. “There does not appear to be an excellent choice for my Yin flames. There are several substandard items, but nothing that matches the celestial flames in quality. I would be better off selecting two items of lower quality than the celestial flames if they do not match. However, there is a general Dao Treasure available.”

Fhesiah shared the description.


[Tier 1 Dao Treasure: General. Harmonize your spirit with the heavens, using Source energy. Cost: 985 RP.]


Ophelia hugged into Fhesiah. “That’s great! You just needed two of those, right? Let’s get it.”

Tanda was all smiles as well, as she hugged from the other side. “Yay! That means you’ll only be short one thing, right? You can use my points to buy two!”

Fhesiah hugged them back. “You girls are too nice. However, it appears there is only one available. These specifically are an extremely rare treasure. Source energy can sort-of be seen as like Dao stem cells. They are not exactly usable on their own, requiring you to find your inspiration or insight yourself. It does make it easier to absorb and enhance an epiphany, or help create a period of enlightenment.”

Jake asked, “Is there a more specific one available? Maybe one that contains the truth of claws?” He tried to look through the list, and did see some dark or what seemed to be yin aspected flames, but nothing precisely like those of the kitsune.

Fhesiah shook her head. “This isn’t just me being picky, but none sound like what resonates with me or could work. My best bet is to join the Battlegrounds, and hope that I get one that fits. Then use the source energy for the other.”

Blood sighed. “That means you need at least two very specific items from this Battleground. What are the odds of that? Then, can you really consume these two treasures at the same time, too? You have made it clear that you need time to solidify your foundations after any of these major changes.” Jake could feel Blood’s worry, which was mirrored in himself and his wives.

Fhesiah smirked. “Aww, worried about little ole’ me, Blood? I must be really breaking through that cold exterior of yours. Tell me, was it my charming looks, or maybe my talents with my fingers and ton–”

Blood humphed with a blush, folding her arms and looking away. “Why must you be so crude? Of course, I am just worried about my dear sister-wife. I care about you, and while I enjoy our fun together with Jake, I can take it or leave it. It’s important to me that you join us on our journey, my important comrade and friend.”

Berri added, “Yeah! Plus, we were gonna be mommies together. You have to make your farming core or whatever first, you said. Can we get her more of these thingies with one of these other point stuffs? There’s too many to keep track of.”

Jake chuckled as he looked at Fhesiah. “We do have some time before you leave, right? Perhaps our mountain of Credits or CP will enable us to find you at least one more thing. Did you pick what you wanted, girls?”

Ophelia hummed. “It’s a little boring, but the Mythic Upgrade tokens are only 1000. Having all our Divine-gifted equipment scale with us for the next Tier will serve us well. There are some actual Mythic Tier 2 equipment, and they are 2,000–upgrading is definitely a value.”

Tanda smiled at Fhesiah. “So, between us girls, we can get Faye what she needs, and have enough for the four tokens we require to upgrade our items, since we already have two. It’s just enough! Like it was meant to be.”

Jake nodded, but then he frowned. “My Champion’s spear staff is only legendary, though. I received it at the end of our Tier 0 Trial, so it makes sense it’s not at the same quality. We would need to find a way to upgrade it to Mythic first.”

Ophelia noted, “It should certainly be easier to upgrade a Tier 1 item to Mythic than it is a Tier 2 item, though. Maybe grab it for now, and we’ll work something out? If we give up, it will still be able to upgrade the item–we will have only wasted a few hundred points, as the legendary token is only seven fifty.”

He made the purchases. “There is a little left. What else? Well, we have a little under 24 hours now.” He sighed. “I suppose, it’s important to talk about this now. We could try to fill in for our new classes with something important. Do we Tier up now, or–”

A wave of golden light washed out in the plaza, gasps from the surroundings as a pleasant heaviness weighed down on all people.

Exclamations of surprise echoed out around them, as various bystanders caught site of what the commotion was.

The four Celtic Divine of Arawn, Brigid, Cernunnos, and Lugh stood in front of the Alliance Headquarters. Then, the Divine of Jake’s family: Hestia, Guan Yu, Echidna, and Bastet stood smiling next to them, with Hestia in front. Echidna chose a much more reasonable size, only large enough to tower over Bloodberri by a fair margin.

The Divine involved in Highland’s creation and salvation were here.


Chapter 42 - Divine Visit



From what Jake could tell, many of the Divine were there as mental projections, only some divinity leaking from them and washing over the plaza. However, whatever it was that was different about them, Hestia and the Celtic Divine had clearly invested more in theirs.

The crowd parted, giving a bit of space to the divine, and many of the clergy beastkin gathered in the front row. Jake’s family moved on ahead to stand close to their Divine as their Champions.

Hestia stood in more homely robes, much like those she wore when they visited her home as mental projections–rather than her battle garb. She had a motherly smile, as she addressed the crowd.

“Congratulations, Highlands! For you have won this war, a well-fought battle that will be the talk for generations to come. The Conquest Game was short, but your people have struggled against the enemy for a thousand years. Rejoice, for your hardships have ascended your fates. The world has been improved in quality, soon returning to its former glory and beyond. The Alliance and Tartarus are now aware of the beastkin of Highland’s heroism, and I know that this is only just the beginning.”

Cernunnos strode forward, and gave his wide smile full of teeth. “There has not been a beastkin of the second Tier for a thousand years. But soon, those that reach it under the Framework will be given a choice. Stay connected to their home, the Heart of the World, or evolve and become more self-reliant. In addition, all beastkin will be given a class, to be guided more directly by the Framework.”

Brigid was in her owl beastkin form of wisdom once again, as she joined her husband at his side. “We divine are here to congratulate you, but also to thank you. You fought hard, and you suffered without our aid. You struggled, and kept your faith over all these years. Your loyalty to your values has served you well, and will be a shining beacon that banishes the darkness in this Sector.”

Lugh added, “This Sector needs Highland’s heroism. We Divine are hoping that you will continue to protect the balance, continuing the fight across many worlds. Soon, there will be a vote for Highland’s participation in a War Trial. It will bring Highlands in danger once again, but it will allow it to ascend fate once more if it is successful. Sharpen your claws, and prepare for the day this choice comes.”

Arawn looked imperiously over the beastkin. “It was a hard-won battle, requiring vast wisdom and leadership. I thank you all, for allowing the Emberborn to live here. You have taken on new races from other worlds, welcoming refugees to join your community as brethren. Your ability to find harmony with others will serve you well, for the multiverse is full of those with a desire for a home. Continue to grow your wisdom and compassion, and evil will always fail to find victory here.”

Hestia smiled. “Now, we Divine are here because this is a special occasion–beyond just the success of this world’s Conquest Game success. For on this day, Jake Hart and his Hearthtribe, along with Warrior Brotherhood, defeated the boss within the Prime Instance–despite blatant cheating from our enemy. The Framework has penalized Tartarus for this action, and today, not only was Highlands saved–but several others.”

The dimensional map was displayed, a massive holographic image for all beastkin in the plaza to see. The section of the Yggdrasil in which Highlands was contained was in the center, enlarged and highlighted in blue. An animation occurred, where beams of green shot out to several worlds, almost six worlds were affected.

Jake frowned. Just how could so many worlds be influenced? He supposed the idea that had Jake and his family fell and Tartarus won, this world would have been consumed. As recompense for its cheating, Tartarus would likely need to give up another world instead.

Hestia winked at Jake. “You might be thinking, why were six worlds saved? To answer that, not every world is equal. While I am a firm believer that the lives on it are, each world has its own circumstances, its levels of abundance and value. A barren desert is simply not worth as much as a lush valley, to us or our enemy. Tartarus had to offer up enough equal value, to pay for its transgressions. But that would hardly be a penalty, if we only matched Highlands!”

Cernunnos gave a vicious smile, chuckling darkly. “The enemy is wicked, and only by punishing it with penalties can we control its behavior. It is for moments like these that we decided to fight this war in this fashion in the first place, to benefit from this horror’s hatred. For now, we shall take our pound of flesh for its mistake, earning much more than just what might have been lost.”

Guan Yu chuckled as he strode forward, stroking his long beard. He gestured, and the map showed even more worlds lighting up in a lighter green color. “Even before this monster’s cheating, your struggle has eased the suffering of many. Your fight was filled with courage and strength both, and now many of these worlds just need another push for victory. Thanks to you, there is much opportunity for success in this Sector. I cannot thank you and apologize to you enough for your efforts, the sacrifices of your people on their behalves.”

The demigod was referring to how the additional Rifts continued to spawn at even higher rates, despite their Conquest Ownership. This was a sign of additional investment from Tartarus. When they reclaimed the two headquarters, the spawns should have slowed, but if anything, they only increased.

Those Rifts had to come from somewhere, and they were at a significant cost for their enemy from its overall war within the Sector itself. With the right response and followup from the Alliance, many more worlds could be won.

Hestia smiled. “It is because of that, that Clan Hart and Hearthtribe’s impact on the overall war in their Sector has been momentous. It is an understatement to say that their meritorious service within their Tier has been unmatched, and it is for that reason that Knight Jake Hart will be bestowed the noble rank of Baron. Your planetary ruler will provide the world of Highlands with many benefits, as the Framework will invest in him in return.” She turned to Jake, her smile beaming. “Congratulations, my Champion.”

The crowd cheered, the beastkin and many allies clapping, stomping, and roaring with fervor, as Jake was covered in a golden light, his authority being added to him.

The Divine spent a time thanking their clergy for their faith and their oaths, meeting and even shaking hands or even embracing with each one.

Fhesiah met with Bastet, who handed over her teleportation ticket, for her to travel to the Battlegrounds.

“Can you tell me anything more about this now?” Fhesiah looked at it with a bit of desire, but also melancholy. As much as she was excited to collect what she needed for her path, she was not excited to leave.

Bastet smiled. “Now that the conquest is complete, I can say a bit more. It is a Battlegrounds in another Sector. While I said my followers required help, that wasn’t the full picture. This is definitely a cultivator event, and while there may be some of my people present, there are also many that resonate well with me in need of aid.”

She sighed. “They are cultivators, like you. Their culture is not one willing to work with the Framework. But if you convinced some to join, it would make all the difference. My Task for you is to protect my people, but also expand my influence and win the Battleground.”

“It is a complicated event, where cultivators can form their cores. There are dangers both within and above your Tier, but also various treasures. It is a meshing of lost territories collected by Yggdrasil, which cultivators will find interesting, but also dangerous. Even you will need to be careful with your strength, though the Framework will protect your soul. There is a two month time limit for the event.”

“Thank you for the opportunity, mother. I will not let you down.”

Bastet smiled, and pulled Fhesiah into a hug. “I know that, child. Whatever happens, I do believe you will be all the stronger for it.”

Echidna was a sight to see, as she hugged Vesuvius and Darris. Her immense body made them look like tiny children, and Jake thought the reptile men were blushing as they were cradled in her large arms.

Many spriggons joined, climbing up Bloodberri and Echidna. The reptilian parentage beastkin were filled with fervor, meeting a true goddess in person.

Warrior Brotherhood received some kind words from their patron, him thanking them for their service. He encouraged them to continue growing their friendships with the people of Highlands, and to continue their duty.

Jake and his wives all met with each of the Divine once again, and Guan Yu informed them that he would be joining them after Fhesiah’s Battleground for his mentorship visit.

The event eventually ended, the divine all disappearing just as they had come–except for Hestia. She smiled at Jake, looking almost expectantly.

Jake tried to think of what she might want. “Would you like to visit our home, Hestia? We’ve–”

“I’d love to, my Champion! Let us go, I’ve been dying to visit your place once more, and not just as an unmoving statue.”

He opened the portal to their Refuge, the Goddess entering their home together along with all of them. Entering their living room, the hearth crackled with brilliant flames, sending light and warmth into their home.

“I really love what you’ve done with the place, Hart family. Now, I know you are wondering about holding off on ascending to the next Tier, to make more impact. However, there is a problem.”

A notification appeared on their Menus, and Jake was shown various figures. It was an accounting of Jake and his party’s CP earnings. But not his Contribution Points, which were what he could spend–the Conquest Points which were in the background, tracked for the overall impact he’d made on the war within the Sector.

The two were linked, but often, rewards were given out in different ways than simply the contribution points which could be directly spent. Not only with items, but also merit toward things like class upgrades and even being awarded personal potential through special skills.

“The Fortress Assault netted you quite a bit, defeating four Tier 2 Champions is no small feat. Then, you defeated four more, two of which were Tier 3, along with an Enforcer. Two Alliance Headquarter Reclamations, Two Greater Rifts, and a Dungeon Raid Prime Instance. Then, the overall conquest impact of all the actions on Highlands was more than doubled, thanks to penalizing Tartarus for its cheating. Any one of these things is usually enough to change the course of the war for a single world, but you accomplished many of them. For better or for worse, you are now at the Alliance Cap in this Sector for your Tier.”

He understood the reason for the Cap was twofold. The first was a sort of anti-ringer effect, that went both ways. If some ultimate warrior was able to win every single fight but simply stayed at the peak of their Tier, it could win all the worlds of that Tier. This would probably be even more problematic for the Alliance, as they relied on stealing potential for growth.

With enough wins, that elite warrior would cause a win of the Sector, more or less by themselves by winning all events at that Tier. While this counter didn’t reset on leaving the Sector, it was reduced. The elite warrior could travel to another sector and make its impact again, though their difficulty or cost associated with bringing them to the field was high.

Jake was a little worried about what this meant for Fhesiah and her Battleground. That meant the difficulty for her would be risky.

Jake frowned. “So, that means we are not allowed to take part in any more conquest in this Sector? What about another?”

Hestia nodded. “You could leave to another Sector to do more, but I advise against it. There are restrictions on knowledge gained outside for when you return, and aside from Fhesiah’s cultivator Battleground, the time taken in mere travel will result in a tremendously inefficient use of your time. Then, this world just re-entered the second Tier. For Hearthtribe to continue to operate on it, your Guild must be. The grace period begins soon, for you to create your subguilds and more.”

Jake supposed they had done a lot at this Tier. They could focus on the next one.

Hestia smiled. “You’ve done so much, and in such a short time. The scope of the war is immense, and it is time for you to move to a new stage. Now, I do want you to have some time for some rest and relaxation before I give you your next Task. I would like you to take a period of five years with no participation in conquest–you have more than earned it.”

There was much excitement in Jake and his girls, at the idea of having such a long vacation. However, Ophelia was saddened.

She entreated, “But that’s so long. There are people all over the multiverse suffering and dying. There is so much that we could accomplish in five years, so many that we can save! If in just a few months–”

Hestia suddenly hugged Ophelia to her chest, a sad smile on her face. “Of course, this is true. A hero’s work is never done, suffering always present in our existence. Evil always needing to be vanquished, the weak always requiring protection. However, it is my firm belief that what Jake said before is exactly right–it takes a village.”

She continued, “If your family continues making sacrifices by taking on the burden alone, cracks in your family will begin to appear as you become frayed around the edges in exhaustion. Your pillar of greatness will have propped everyone up, and Tartarus will find these cracks and shatter it, sending everything tumbling down. I ask not that you take a vacation for yourselves, but to build up your allies. Strengthen your bonds, and prepare yourselves for what’s to come.”

Berri offered, “And make babies?”

Hestia smiled, letting go of Ophelia and spreading her arms wide. “And make babies! Children are our future, a shining beacon of hope and infinite potential. Our next generation of heroes is yet to be born, and they shall continue the fight with their hopes and dreams. Your family holds a wide array of goals, but all share having a beautiful family with many children. It would be a tragedy for you to forever be stuck unable to have your children, too busy with the war and the lessening of other’s suffering.”

“Now, I did say that I did not want you to participate in conquest for five years. I certainly didn’t say I wanted you to do nothing! In six months, you can visit Earth for its Integration event. Fhesiah has her Battleground, and your mentors should visit soon. Within two years, you will have to finish everything with your subguilds, as your grace period ends.”

Jake nodded. “Valtor and Amara are already working on this. We will be working hard to build up Hearthtribe, and all the other subguilds.”

Hestia smiled. “I’m proud of your accomplishments already. Beyond that, how you use your period is up to you. I hope that while you slow down and enjoy some familial bliss, you also prepare as you always do. The War Trial is coming, and while it is an event that will span potentially hundreds of years, our Great Enemy would love for you to be weak.”

Jake nodded. They would slow down, but they would never stop. His family would continue to train, but try to enjoy life to the fullest. To recharge their batteries, and prepare themselves for the next great battles.

He knew that, especially for the next Tier, it was like they required a Doctorate in Alliance Combat Science. The amount of knowledge he required to be informed enough to lead in the upcoming conflicts was going to be immense.

As a Baron, it was entirely possible that he wouldn’t just lead his own forces–but also others from many worlds.

She smiled. “There’s one more thing–you will likely want to visit your other worlds. I picked you some good ones, I’m sure you’ll like them.”

Jake’s wives beamed at the idea that now was the ruler of not just Highlands but many others, but Jake gawked at her. “Other worlds? Don’t tell me…the six of them?” He hardly had the ability to wrap around the responsibility of just one world in this way.

Hestia chuckled. “Not quite, how we were able to apply the conquest from the penalty meant that not all of it could be applied to you–there are limits to these things. You earned two new Tier 1 worlds, and I think they should be compatible. Now, why don’t you use your tokens on your Refuge and your Hearth? There should be a special surprise, for Baron Jake.” Hestia winked.

Putting the other worlds aside for now, he first triggered the token on the Refuge. A wave of golden light flashed out, and nothing really changed, as they looked around. He did feel a shift, but otherwise, didn’t notice anything different.

Hestia smiled. “Here, let me help.”


[T2 Refuge - Baron - General Information]
[Your Refuge now travels at an accelerated pace, at five times the previous.]
[The Refuge is now capable of creating a localized footprint, anywhere in the world. Through quantum projections, people from the world designated as Home can visit even if Refuge is in transit. You may now teleport anywhere within your Refuge, even in the localized footprint.]
[Warning – Refuge is not currently designed with a proper footprint. Please create a footprint using standard materials, and ensure a proper foundation for placement.]
[Would you like to designate the current docked world of Highlands as Home? This can be undone, but will require time and materials.]


Jake raised his brow, but instantly selected yes. His family had long since decided that this would be their home, so long as the beastkin accepted them.

Tanda cheered. “Great, it became even better, having the feature like I wanted! Let’s find a great place to put our house.”

Jake’s wives all got excited, and Jake did too. He loved the idea that they could place their home somewhere special, near their friends.

He noticed that there were dozens of entries that detailed special additions that he could accomplish in his Refuge thanks to being a Baron, and because he had upgraded the Refuge to the second Tier. He would have to explore them all later.

As far as their home, Jake thought he mostly understood the Framework’s complaint. Right now, the Refuge walls were made from the strange Refuge-only materials, that were likely beyond their Tier.

No matter how hard they smashed into the walls, not even a single chip had occurred. Often, they had to add onto the walls a lining of a weaker material wherever there was training, to keep themselves from smashing into something much harder than them.

Then, the design of their home was a little strange because it merely floated in the void. It more represented a strange upside-down pyramid or cube with branching spikes and paths that made things convenient. Tanda’s forest jutted off to the side of the first floor, but then a lake and pool extending a different direction next to their gym on another.

Jake imagined if they set down their refuge as it was, even if they somehow picked a decent location, the lopsided pyramid would merely tip over or something like this. It was not designed like a real home.

Hestia clapped her hands together. “Now, I know Jake and you girls would love to design yourself a home, and I don’t mean to take that away from you. But you have some plans and will be a bit busy for a time–would you mind if I help with a good starting point? I promise that you won’t regret it.”

Tanda brought a claw to her mouth. “Uh, I guess not? We can just change it later, right?” She blushed, as she realized her first thought was to tear down what a goddess had made. “I really like to make my own nest!”

Hestia chuckled. “Of course. I know this is true for all of you. I normally wouldn’t even offer, but I do want to reduce the burden for you. After all, there are some things you may not have accounted for in your upcoming plans.”

Fhesiah and Blood seemed to nod at this. Their communication buzzed between the four of Jake’s wives, before Ophelia said, “Okay! We’ll take your help. Thank you!”

A wave of light ran out, and their Refuge shifted. The room they were standing in remained mostly unchanged, except for the walls, clearly shifting to a new material. Some minor things shifted in his kitchen, and Jake understood that the location of the room itself shifted.

Hestia then helped him by bringing up a hologram of their Refuge, which is what would help them teleport within until they got the hang of things. The girls all gasped when it appeared.

Berri made a pleased hum. “That looks really pretty! I like it.”

Ophelia noted, “It looks like it’ll be for on a hill or mountain? It looks like a beautiful manor!”

It was a gorgeous mansion with an extensive garden and a fountain in front of it. The home had an ascetic that reminded Jake of the Greek temples he had seen, with marble pillars for a front porch area. A classy wooden double door led into the home, with the twin staircases going up to the second floor.

Their rooms mostly stayed the same, though the layout of where they appeared had changed. The mansion had several wings, and since they could teleport, he realized that where they were located hardly mattered.

The building certainly appeared as though it was designed to be on a hill or mountain, as the rear had what appeared to be an underground passage, but starting from the second floor. Their pool or lake appeared to still be attached, and now Jake wondered where this was meant to go.

Hestia hummed. “Well, you have three choices to remain nearby a Headquarters. All have hills, mountains and lakes available there. Highlands is changing, maybe wait a bit and see what happens? It might become clear to you then.”

She smiled. “We can consider this a small gift from me to your family, something that bears no impact on your combat capability. Now, let’s see what happens with your Hearth token?”

Jake then triggered the token on the Hearth. Their only Divine item, it was perhaps the single most important item they had. The hours they spent training, learning, relaxing, and otherwise enjoying were all enhanced by it.

Without it, they never could have accomplished what they had. There simply weren’t enough hours in the day, and they would be exhausted after every battle. Instead, it kept them empowered and restored, ready for the next conflict.

It lit up, the flame of their refuge becoming brighter and even more brilliant. At the edges of his vision when he stared at it, Jake thought he saw prismatic flames, like when he created the Heroic Scorching Ray.

The mana density in the room increased, until it felt well beyond even that within their mana font. However, instead of the energy being heavy and bearing down on them, it felt soothing.

Energy filled their bodies, and the amount of auril in the room felt like it had especially increased. It almost felt like Jake had eaten one of Fhesiah’s very first auril pills, as his Hearth greedily sucked down the energy. 


[T2 Hearth of the Refuge, Divine Grade]
[Middle T2 Energy Density in Refuge (Docked–Highlands)]
[Added: Drawing additional energies from the void, your Refuge Hearth is now influenced by where it is docked. Acts as an energy vortex, aiding the world in drawing extra energy from the Yggdrasil. When not docked to a Contested World, Regenerate Divine Energy at 10x the speed. 3x Speed while Docked. Takes 3 days of being undocked to reach the higher Divine energy regeneration. Upgradeable.]


He realized that with Highlands no longer contested, the amount of Divine Energy within should increase drastically from now on. They would be able to spend much more time effectively practicing with this, and the amount of progress they could make each day was exceptional.

Staring at the flames, Jake felt a special connection to it. His girls flanked him with the goddess standing near, and he couldn’t help but imagine the good times that they would have in their home together in the future.

Each day they fought or accomplished their goals, they would always come home to their Refuge. They created their memories, sharing their fears and joys as they relaxed and lived. It started as Jake’s prison, but now it was a key part of his life. It had grown on him, and he couldn’t imagine being without it.

“It’s really something, isn’t it?”

Hestia’s words startled Jake out of his reverie, before she continued.

“The hearth protects families from the cold with its warmth, and it enables them to cook their food. It brings them together like few things do, the need to relax in front of it when they are weary resonating with them down to their very soul. It is just a flame that burns and destroys, but people have taken it and evolved beyond just simple beasts, making it accomplish so much more.”

She smiled. “A family makes a home, but a hearth keeps it. The family’s sacrifices as fuel are the glue that holds it together, their unconditional love and compassion for one another that allows them to ascend above their baser instincts. A strong family is an asset to any community, a pillar that holds the weight and glory of society, allowing a people to be more.”

Hestia winked. “But I’m a little biased in thinking that. Now, there was a final piece of business. You may have forgotten, Jake–but you’ve finished my Task.”

Jake frowned. “Task?”

Fhesiah laughed, slapping Jake’s back. “The Task! Hestia asked you to save the beastkin of Highlands. Remember?”

Ophelia chuckled, and shook her head–having the same thoughts as Jake. “That feels like a lifetime ago. I think we were so focused on the fight, that we forgot we were tasked with doing it. I know I wanted to help the beastkin so badly once we arrived, we’d have done it without you even asking!”

Tanda smiled and hugged Jake and Ophelia to her, her tail wagging. “We thank you! You all did your Task so wonderfully!”

Hestia laughed. “I know this. It is why I gave it in the first place–a Task or Quest that you would have done on your own without reward, should I have made you aware of their plight. Still, it was a near impossible task, one that if you failed, millions of lives would have been lost. Not only did you accomplish it, you did it in a way that few could say you could have done better. You carried out my will, representing me as my Champion, becoming the savior of Highlands.”

She continued, “Not only did you accomplish my Task, but you built faith in me that will persist in Highlands forever, raising hundreds and thousands of clergy to spread my will further in this Frontier Sector. For that reason, this reward is well deserved, but compared to the weight of an entire world, will fill weak in comparison. Part of your reward will be unseen, going into you and your family’s potential instead.”

She gestured, and his Champion’s Spear-Staff appeared out of his storage ring, along with the Mythic T2 Upgrade Token.

Originally a Legendary item, it had served him well. However, Jake thought they were not that far off from being able to craft something better with their own skills. Aside from representing Hestia’s Authority, the magical focus and runic prism were special but mostly reproducible. It was certainly made of a sturdy material, and even holding it made him stronger at casting spells.

However, as combat had escalated, their abilities such as him being able to create his Hearthblade, or its poor compatibility with auril, he had outgrown the weapon. He definitely valued his new shield over the staff, being able to float it around and accomplish different tasks.

Hestia smirked, as a small flame formed on her hand, and she flew it into the spear staff. It melted, and the token lit up and disappeared, as the flames brightened. Eventually, the divine flames of Hestia congealed into an object that looked a lot like Fhesiah’s Torch.

However, Jake knew it was his–he could feel it. He felt a special connection to it, and he moved it with his thoughts to bring it floating toward him. Sticking out his hand, a flame grew out of the bottom in the shape of a spear or staff shaft.

Grasping it with his hands, the hearth at the top billowed flames brighter than before. The fire felt solid in his hands, and as one might expect, did not harm him. His hearth core was connected to it, and he then formed his hearth blade and flew it around.

It was like Ophelia’s Hearth of Hestia ability, but permanent.


[Hestia’s Champion Hearth - Divine Grade]
[Scaling Weapon, can take any form user desires with living flames. Gains additional effects and strength with level.]
[Adds 20% Effectiveness of Intelligence, Wisdom, Charisma]
[Adds 20% Effectiveness with runes.]
[Special Ability: Acts as a minor mana font, drawing and storing additional energies from the void. It is nearly indestructible, and can act as a target for Hearth abilities. Represents Hestia's authority. Those who gaze upon this flame will feel safe and at home.]


It was a powerful item. It would allow Jake to be an even stronger marathon fighter, able to accomplish even more over a longer fight as it drew in additional mana. The item was versatile, in that he could use it in countless ways.

In a way, however, it was like it was downgraded. It no longer had the runic prisms, but he could always just use his many spell rods. As a person who spent most of his time casting rather than in the thick of the melee, he wondered if he could make up for the lack of them.

Hestia hummed as she tapped her lips. “Hmm, but will you need that when you hit the next Tier? I wonder. Well, I think it’s time. You will be asleep for a few days.”

Jake frowned. “For what?”

“Evolution. You are also going to receive your new class upgrade, and it takes time for that extra information to be stored within your mind. It is years of experience this time being sent to you as your skills evolve to the next Tier. Then, you are evolving your race, where you achieved special merit to be pushed beyond what the Framework would normally accomplish. It is no small thing.”

Ophelia looked over her Menu. “What about the class choices? I’m not seeing one.”

Hestia smiled. “Only Tanda here will be able to choose one. Jake, Ophelia, and Bloodberri have all effectively selected their next class by selecting their specialization. In many ways, you set your course in stone when you picked a rare or above rarity class at Tier 1, having only two or three options available from there. So, Tanda–you will make your class selection when you awaken, but before we can upgrade your race, you need to make a choice.”

“Oh! The…Heart of the World thing? Of course, I choose to enhance my connection to the Heart, and the rest of the beastkin!”

Hestia’s smile grew wide. “Oh? Are you sure you would rather not check what’s best?”

Tanda nodded. “I’m sure! We beastkin have all heard her song since we awakened, and sometimes even sooner than that. She’s protected us with her song, helped us with maintaining the balance throughout our history. She’s one of us!”

Jake tried to look at the two choices in his Menu.


[Auril Heart Evolution Choice – This choice is permanent and cannot be undone. When the beastkin first awaken, becoming an Awakened Warrior, they connect their heart organ to their spirit. As they become more in sync with the world, they become Auril Heroes, and connect their spirit to the song of the world. Their spirit grows through this magical umbilical cord like a child from its mother, the Heart of the World. When they reach the second Tier, they must choose: enhance the connection, or use it to become self-sufficient.]


[Improve Connection to Heart of the World]
[Solidify your connection to the Heart of the World, creating a symbiotic connection between your spirits. A tithe of spiritual energy will be sent from your kills against Tartarus, to maintain the connection and aid in Highland’s growth. Your connection with your brethren will be improved, and your connection to auril and nethril will be increased.Warning: The Heart can choose not to return your energy sacrificed. If something happens and Highlands, or the Heart of the World is destroyed, this connection will cripple you, reducing your strength.]


[Improve Auril Heart – Energy Storage]
[The beastkin body stores immense vitality, their heart beating and sending auril flowing through it from its connection and through the surroundings. Away from Highlands, this auril in the air is unavailable, and must come from somewhere. Grow and enhance your Auril Heart, to store additional Auril Energy for immediate use in combat. Restores from consumption of vitality and from Framework kill rewards. Reduces connection to the Heart of the World.]


Jake found the two options intriguing. It sounded like the choice was between becoming more reliant on the Heart of the World and aiding it, versus becoming more self-sufficient and personally powerful. 

Odds were, at the 3rd Tier if they had selected the Auril Heart improvement, they could then probably make a choice to cut themselves off from the world entirely.

“Tanda, if we select the second option and I bind the Heart of the World or form a hearth bond, you just might get the same connection.”

Tanda frowned. “But that’s later, right? I don’t like that option. Besides, you told me about your class evolutions. They were highly dependent on these choices and specializations. I want to increase my connection to my brethren, and increase my control over what makes us unique. It even mentions nethril! I’m interested in this.”

Jake and Hestia both smiled as Tanda picked the first option with zero hesitation. There might be a handful of beastkin that might pick the second option, but the beastkin loved, respected, and trusted the world as much as they did each other.

A harmonious people, they would pick the symbiotic connection over themselves, just as they always have.

Hestia smiled one more time, giving Jake what he thought was a coy look. Suddenly, Jake was made aware of how beautiful she was.

“Now, where would you like your kiss?”


Chapter 43 - Hestia - Ascension



“On the tip.”

“O-On the cheek!”

Fhesiah grinned and Ophelia blushed, as everyone accepted the tease as normal and instead turned and focused on Ophelia’s minor sign of jealousy, looking at her in question.

Hestia smiled impassively in response. She loved how much fun this family had together.

“W-What, since she’s a goddess…it’s like, different to me somehow!” Ophelia turned to Fhesiah with a scowl. “A-And, don’t you think your joke was too rude? To everyone?”

Fhesiah shrugged. “I was half-joking, and I know Hestia is no blushing maiden. If we get to pick, I’m going all out. That’s just how I am. If she got mad at me for it, it’s like being mad at water for being wet. She hears our thoughts, there’s about ten more each minute where that one came from.”

Tanda laughed, and It seemed Ophelia and Fhesiah were about to devolve into an argument at this point. Berri was about to throw more fuel on the fire by asking what the big deal was, but Jake cleared his throat and smiled, tapping on his forehead.

“Here please, Hestia. I appreciate your help.”

Her champion knew how to cut to the heart of it, making most parties satisfied. It appeared Jake was in fact interested in experiencing a kiss from a goddess, but if Ophelia was worried about it, he was fine with missing out on it. Then, it wasn’t like Hestia needed to kiss him–her fingers would work just as well for transferring essence.

She smiled at him. “It is my pleasure, my Champion. Of course, I asked my question knowing just what kind of response I might receive, and knew it would be fun. Now, this will affect you all, and you will be out for a few days–except Fhesiah. She can handle finishing up your plans.”

Worry blossomed in the family, a deep concern for her being left out of their ascension. Hestia decided to head off these concerns.

“Not to worry, she is still joining you for this special moment. It’s just that her benefit will have her waking up much before you, as she will receive the rest of it when she Tiers up. Now, huddle up around your dear husband and sit on the ground.”

The family mollified, each girl and Jake gave happy or resolute smiles to Hestia as they joined around him.

Hestia began, by returning to her Origin.

Her body blazed with golden flames, as she became living fire. The Divine Hearth of the Refuge swelled along with her, matching her, being drawn to her. Tampering down and shielding the family from her Presence, she floated over to her Champion.

Hestia then cradled his head with her flaming hands, her lips forming within the flame.

Kissing Jake’s forehead, she sent a portion of her Eternal Essence into him, along with all her care and sincerity, gratitude, hope, and compassion for this young man. Her spark of Origin joined along with it, entering through his body and into his Divine Hearth.

The loss was miniscule for Hestia, but she was still lesser now. She had just now spent a portion of her eternal essence. Her love would continue to live on within her people forever, and now, along with Jake and his wonderful family.

Jake and his wives would now be true Hearthians, having reached the necessary threshold for ascending their race to the third Tier. A unique set of circumstances allowed them to start with a mana core or hearth vines, upgrade them with divine sparks or by becoming clergy and gathering enough faith, and then upgrade them a final time before they even fully reached the second Tier. And of course, their powerful hearth was a significant portion of what made this possible, fueling the powerful requirements of their higher race.

Fhesiah had her own set of special circumstances, but thanks to the Divine’s influence, she would also be well beyond what a normal cultivator of her Tier could achieve.

Normally, this achievement would be impossible for anyone but those borne from a unique race, or those with immense knowledge. In the Core Sectors this knowledge was supposed to be common, but Frontier Sector 87 was young, with many of the higher Tier worlds lacking capability in accomplishing this.

Few Hearthians existed now, but the Hart family would join them, their Origins combined in a unique way.

Jake’s divine hearth blazed as it burned brighter, the golden light spreading through his body and soul as it was purified in a plume of flames at Hestia’s direction.

Already having a divine hearth, Jake’s flame had been working to purify his body and soul all this time, and his soul was now pure. A man with a clear soul, the good-hearted orphan lacked any major taint of character.

Ensconced in the void, his soul should find no resonance, show no heroic strength of spirit.

And yet, a noble desire to be better, to seek knowledge, love, and connections, persisted despite an unhappy upbringing. Instead of being angry at the world, he sought to rise above. An intrinsic desire to be needed and wanted, a need to be loved.

And loved he was. The golden flame spread down his bonds, as Hestia baptized the family in the Hearthian Origin. Using her skill of Hearth Forging, she would apply their reward up to the limits the Framework would allow. They had earned one minute minus the five seconds she used to create Jake’s weapon, and she would use it.

Not every Divine created their own Origin, but many dabbled. The cost was significant, and many believed it not worth it, even doubly so ever since the Framework became involved.

Many would share their Origin with others for creating races that fit in their image, to reduce the cost. This had its ups and downs, creating a people who resonated with multiple Divine. But Hestia being one of the eldest, she had long since created her Race of Origin, combining hers with the Olympian Origin of her ancestry.

The golden light of the Framework joined hers, and Hestia smiled as Jake and the rest of the girls fell unconscious from the immense amount of energy assaulting their bodies and minds. All except for Fhesiah, who watched as her spiritual temple was filled with the same.

Fhesiah’s hearth within was baptized in the golden flames within her spiritual temple. Her divine scripts lit up and shifted, growing Hestia’s influence on her vessel.

Holding on with her powerful will, Fhesiah used her Divine Sense to track all the changes, seeking any sort of enlightenment for keeping both her bloodlines once more as she formed her core.

Bastet and Hestia had planned and worked hard in their simulations and predictions, and they thought they had given the dragon the best chance she could have. It was all in Fhesiah’s hands now, for her to grasp her fate.

Fhesiah would either ascend beyond even her own origins and become more, or she must make sacrifices for her failure. Either way, she would be cradled in the love of her family, and she would heal, and find acceptance and greatness.

It was better to suffer the failure early, should it come to pass.

Since joining one another, the Hart Family were undefeated. Unbroken and untainted, the family’s bond was strong. Their pasts all filled with loss and pain, they rose above it with selflessness and compassion. Forged in the crucible of conflict, their bonds filled to the brim with love and affection.

Their connections shifted from golden flames, to forming a crystalline substance. It started from Jake’s hearth, as if freezing and following lines through the air. A gem-like cocoon formed around each of them where they lay on the ground unconscious, the material similar to the orb within Jake’s Champion Vestments.

Fhesiah’s draconic eyes gleamed, defiantly watching Hestia as she reached for Jake’s chest. Her eyes held a threat, an unspoken promise. That at any sight of harm or wrongdoing to her lover and friends at their weakest moment, and she would shatter her prison and defend them at any cost to herself.

Hestia knew that Fhesiah trusted her, that this was merely a verification, an instinct overwhelming her thoughts as her senses were bombarded. Likely, she barely understood which way was up, at the moment.

Hestia froze in her approach, and gave Fhesiah a motherly smile. “Hold on to that feeling. A dragon’s superiority is evident, but that instinct will serve you much better than pride and arrogance. Rest assured, I would defend your family with just as much fervor.”

Assured, Fhesiah’s eyes closed as she continued monitoring with her divine sense. Barely holding on to her consciousness, unfortunately, this is where it would be lost. It was time for Hestia to insert their hard-won Divine Sparks.

Rights won from the clash of champions, they would benefit from earning additional potential. The divine sparks from their respective deities shot through her finger and into Jake’s core, before branching out and entering each of the girls, including Fhesiah’s.

Fhesiah’s hearth shifted ever so slightly, as her divine spark lied in wait within. She passed out as the energies within her temple overwhelmed her spirit, the mysterious scripts from the meddling divine and demonic runes from Jake’s Hearth Enchantments within brightening. Her hearth bond would increase and evolve, but she would not become a true Hearthian until she achieved the next Tier.

The remaining cores of Jake and each shifted much more significantly, taking on or enhancing the things that made them special. The Hearth Enchantments of the Hart family were filled with brilliance, a genius and instinct that could not be taught.

While a child of the Core Sector could have done better, all too often they ended up entitled and disconnected from duty and purpose. Then, like a greenhouse flower, they would wither at any signs of struggle and conflict.

When it would be time to forge their connections, their advanced bonds, their weakness in character among them and their bonds would create cracks. Blemishes would mar their surface, their doubts in themselves and one another creating imperfections.

That Jake had intuitively reinforced what made them special and better without any instruction was a miracle of epic proportions. If he hadn’t done this sooner, her one minute simply wouldn’t have been enough to finish such a special advancement.

Their souls would have cracked from the strain, of too many changes happening to their very souls all at once. Instead, their souls had been tempered in the flames of conflict, and facing such terrifying battles in solidarity.

Using Hearth Forging, Hestia enhanced his runes and scripts with divine script as she infused it with divine energy, filling in the lines and fixing any imperfections. These bonds and their enchantments were filled with love, their desires and dreams, and a beautiful symphony of virtues and values.

Their bodies shifted, as their races ascended to the third Tier, their cores completing their evolution. Only Fhesiah would have to fully wait, but bound to Jake, the seed was effectively planted.

Hestia observed each girl in turn, as they shifted and were enhanced, both by the sparks provided by the Divine to enhance their Race and Hearth, but also the enhancements from the Framework for their Merits–for completing the Fortress Assault and more.

A child of the Norse, Ophelia embodied the valkyrie warrior women of Odin and Freyja. Despite evil destroying her past and casting a shadow over her childhood, she held on to the love she experienced until it could be found and returned once more.

Driven by the responsibility and loyalty to her ideals, she continued until she found her chosen. Her body shifted, as the Olympian Origin entered her, Athena’s spark tempering the valkyrie. The enchantments within her Hearth were extended and improved, as Hestia’s flame of life energy and the lightning of Guan Yu’s righteousness formed a more perfect balance.

Guan Yu did not yet have an Origin of his own, and accepted this tampering for the good of their plans and for Ophelia’s best interests. Athena traded her spark to Hestia willingly, happy to aid with improving Ophelia’s balance using her Origin.

Ophelia’s wings and hair took on a somewhat golden hue, as her feathers and hair took on the appearance of a golden owl. Her body grew, her form shifting to become an even more statuesque amazonian beauty.

Hestia smiled as feathers grew out of Ophelia’s tailbone, knowing the forthcoming teasing would be something the family would enjoy. Otherwise, the bird-like tail feathers would not impede her in any significant way, as she became a Hearthian Valkyrie.

Ophelia became a strange meshing of Athenian, Nordic battle angel, and Hestia’s Hearthian Race. It was only the valkyrie’s strong compatibility with the divine and all the proper preparations that led to this amalgamation being possible.

Her Divine Vajrafire core crackled with righteous lightning and the flames of life–the level of faith and divine energy within her core becoming shocking. Countless warriors had observed her on the battlefield and in the arena, the stalwart guardian facing off against many powerful foes. An inspiration to all true warriors, all who witnessed her courage desired to test their mettle against the Nordic battle angel.

Hestia then turned her attention to the Dark Lamia. As children of chaos and born with the light of a dead goddess, Blood and Berri suffered terrible injustice. Through their sisterly love of each other and their luck and cunning both, they survived a cruel fate and found their happiness.

Bloodberri’s body grew further, their already epic-scaled body becoming even more breathtaking as Echidna’s Origin from her divine spark entered their hearth. A new race was born, the unique circumstances leading to a birth of something never before seen.

Their hair, eyes, and scales shifted to gold, as their albinism was removed. Their skin remained mostly pale, as she became an Echidna.

The chaos of the dark gods stirred, the balance of the brand new Echidna Race once again becoming unbalanced. Her flesh began to twist, her hearth core of light and dark at conflict.

But Hestia stirred her essence within Bloodberri. As Hestia’s priestess, they had taken on a small fraction of it and grew it over time. Eirene’s ancient divinity awakened within the core of her spirit, a calming energy being released as peace and order was once again brought to the chaos.

Draconic horns grew out of their head, and scales grew along their hands. Claws tipped their fingers, as their body continued to shift. Their odd thighs transformed as the tail widened, but their pale elven flesh remained in the center.

Golden scales covered the outside of her hips, a beautiful tattoo of reptilian pattern. Otherwise, her womanly areas remained human, or dark elf enough, just as their lover preferred.

Monstrous essence joined the light and dark hearth, becoming Divine hearth flames. Their hearth before had barely qualified as one, having just a small percentage of Hestia’s flames mixed in with the holy light and dark.

Berri drew the faith of many children and mothers all over Highlands, watching as she inspired many to hope and dream, while also helping others. Blood and Berri both drew the faith of both the spriggons and the many reptilian beastkin, them feeling resonance down to their blood and heritage.

Echidna’s monstrous essence combined, and a spark ignited. A fusion of monstrous and divine energies, the holy light and darkness entered into the hearth from the void, mixing with the monstrous essence in their body. Their core was like a prism, scattering that light and darkness into the flame. Together, they now had a Divine Monstrous Hearthlight core.

Hestia once again enhanced Jake’s hearth enchantments on them, reinforcing who Blood and Berri were and empowering their values and virtues, dreams and desires with divine scripts. She now became a Hearthian Echidna, becoming even more unique.

One might think that being the only Echidna and then shifting into a Hearthian would be a problem. However, now that the template existed outside of Echidna herself–she could much more easily propagate the race as intended elsewhere. It was as if creating the race successfully allowed her to claim the blueprint.

Last was Tanda. The beastkin woman was a prodigy of auril with a happy, harmonious childhood and early adulthood, suffering only from her own talent–until tragedy struck, when Tartarus attacked her world.

When her family’s many songs were lost, some permanently, she drove herself to the point of breaking for her people. Filled with compassion and courage, the younger girl was an unwavering brightness with endless love.

Cernunnos’ Origin was enhanced with the divine spark, and her auril heart choice was processed. Her body was bathed in the flames, Brigid’s essence shifted to the cyclical auril heart from the vines, and her hearthivy shifted to embody death. The vines hardened as they wrapped tightly around her heart, the divine deathly flames igniting.

Tanda’s body grew taller, and fur grew out all over her body, covering her tanned flesh…before it receded back to normal.

Beastification was an ability many beastkin would find themselves being able to use when they reached the second Tier. Those with heavy beast blood especially would be able to enhance themselves with the power and essence of beasts, and this would be a tactic used heavily by those that chose the auril storage option.

Few would, but those that did would even be offered classes related to this.

Tanda’s appearance changed the least of the girls on the outside besides her size, only her hair and fur becoming lusher and fluffier than before, her wings larger and stronger.

On the inside, her organs changed extensively, making her able to handle the need to eat other things besides Highlands fauna and flora, and still extract viable life energy from them to create a meaningful amount of auril.

Then, if she still ate from Highlands, her growth would be substantial.

Finally, her auril heart and hearthvines became more in sync, as hearthvines aided the auril heart’s beating. It created the same powerful flame as the other Hearthians in her chest, as her auril heart beat.

The powers of life flowed through her body, and her spirit was filled with the deathly hunt. The hearthvines regulated this cycle, giving off deathly flames from within her chest–without harming her high vitality body. The Divine Cyclical Auril Hearth was now a completed system, her body sculpted with divine influence and the Framework’s guidance.

Hestia once again finished enhancing Jake’s hearth enchantments on Tanda, adding her divine scripts to her hearthvines. Everything she embodied as Jake’s empathetic avenger was enhanced, purifying her hearth and soul. A pure spirit to begin with, there was little room for darkness in this one’s heart.

Tanda became the first Hearthian Beastkin, but Hestia knew she would be the first of many. The Hart family would build a dynasty, so raising many heroic children would be an excellent start.

As Hestia finished her hearth forging of the family, she was running out of time. The five sparks glimmered in their hearths as they became one with the family, their bodies taking on the divine’s essences. Jake was their Hearth Nexus, and his connection to them was nigh unbreakable.

They had all taken one additional step toward godhood, but all was not well.

Golden hexagons of the Framework surrounded the Refuge, as terrible darkness railed against it. Tartarus could sense something important was happening here, and it would tamper and cheat in this special moment if it could, harming her efforts.

A heaviness weighed down on Hestia from the Framework, nudging her that her time was nearly up.

Every action from her had a Price, especially in this Frontier Sector with the rules so strictly regulated, and the Hart family had given up pure ownership of several worlds just for this moment.

The crystalline structure solidified further as the cocoons were finished forming, then began to twist. An almost liquid, it didn’t crack, but her concerns became real. Despite all her efforts to try balancing the Hart family, for them to find perfect synchronicity and harmony among one another, it all was not enough.

Balancing six entirely different people, each having unique energies, was a near impossible task. Each person moved at their own pace, forming a natural imbalance. Perhaps if Fhesiah had created her core, things would be a little closer now, but Hestia doubted even that would be enough.

Ophelia’s vajrafire core was more developed than Tanda’s hearthvines. Despite being twins, even Blood and Berri had a slight imbalance between them and their magics and minds. Fhesiah’s Draconic flames and her holy kitsune flames were not yet balanced, and as she gained proficiency with both that could change further.

Even which form the demoness was in at a given moment influenced the balance ever so slightly, and balance in such a powerful connection was necessary.

Each imperfection would result in a reduction in their ultimate potential, and they would need every bit of help they could get.

Tanda’s heart beat powerfully, drawing auril from the Heart of the World. To Hestia’s surprise, the connection to the Heart improved, as her race continued to evolve. Her connection choice was applied, and auril and nethril were dragged into the bond, to equalize all the energies.

The Heart of the World was helping, aiding them with correcting the energy imbalance. Her song caused the energy to swirl, to establish a proper cycle within their bodies. Once again, the luck of the Celts could not be underestimated.

But the structures twisted further, and Hestia moved on to the next part of her plan. At her direction, Ira, within Jake’s cocoon, stirred Jake’s void energy along with its own. The blackish-purple energy ran along the crystalline structure and enveloped each of the hearths, as Jake’s void lungs drew in more energy from the void.

The terror railing against the Refuge’s barrier receded, unsure of what it was looking for. The void had hidden the family once again from its sight, protecting them from even more terrible plots.

Hestia’s Hearthians were often targeted and slain. Tartarus hated her golden flames and special connection, and would cheat and find many ways to ensure her people suffered torment and agony.

When the Hart family reached the dungeon proper, the void would continue to serve them well in protecting them from these dangers. Hestia knew Tartarus was already frustrated with its inability to predict what they were doing, or measure their capabilities properly.

The imbalance of energies was mediated by the void, helping maintain the balance between them. Like a glue that held everything together, the void was everything and nothing at the same time, allowing it to mesh the energies in a harmonious balance.

Hestia had almost called her Hearth Forging complete, when an ancient stillness enveloped her and the rest of the room. A noble air was exuded from Jake, as his bloodline stirred further. Odin’s second seal began to fray, and Hestia was worried. This was catastrophic because she was nearly out of time.

The void drew all the energy in the room, thirsting for all the exotic energies of the Refuge. A gaslike void grew as tentacle-like limbs grew from Jake’s chest, reaching and consuming portions of the crystalline structure. It even drew on all the bonds, and if Hestia did nothing, the family would be harmed at this critical moment.

Just as Hestia was about to pay a Price to aid, Jake’s voidwyrm familiar roared, and wrapped around the seal. Drawing all of its void energy, Ira restricted and shoved the bloodline back into its prison, before any more harm to its family could be done.

The bloodline railed against the voidwyrm, its tentacles raking against it painfully. Ira cried out, and Hestia forced herself to hurry.

Using her final moments of Hearth Forging, she added onto Odin’s seal, restricting the bloodline once again with additional divine script. The gaslike tentacles receded, and the feeling of ancient nobility disappeared.

She wasn’t sure it would last through the entirety of the next Tier, but perhaps they could find a way to add onto it secretly.

It was far too early. It seems they had either underestimated the void, or underestimated their…dual cultivation technique. The dao and heavenly energy were mysterious, a profound purity and power that was capable of things well beyond its Tier.

Then, all the chaotic energies contained in their method produced results difficult to measure and predict, even for the Divine.

Ira whimpered, utterly exhausted and hurt. Hestia gave the creature a sad smile, but one filled with gratitude. “Thank you, little one. You are truly a wonderful guardian, risking yourself like that. You spared me a significant Price. For that, you deserve a lot more than the reward you are about to receive. I’ll do my best to make it up to you, in the future.”

Using the Hart Family’s remaining RP, she purchased another treasure. For those finding the strange object in the list, it didn’t seem like something the creature needed, but it would help. Hestia shifted some of the Hart family’s remaining Merit, enabling her to choose this reward on their behalf.

The Divine’s machinations had a cost, the right words at the right time or the right reward causing a butterfly effect that must always be paid for.


[Chunk of Netherite - 567 RP]


Hestia sent the chunk into the Hearth of the Refuge where it began to melt, and aided the voidwyrm into it. Forming a crystal around itself once more, Ira entered a deep slumber to heal and consume the treasure. 

The voidwyrm taken care of, Hestia returned her gaze back to the Hart family. She looked on with satisfaction, seeing no cracks or blemishes on the surface of the crystalline structure. The void bloodline had consumed some energy, but what remained was more than sufficient–thanks to the Divine Hearth of the Refuge, truly infusing this room with more than enough energies to spare. Then, Ira had acted just in time.

The lack of taint in their spirit, combined with their impossible set of circumstances for a Frontier Sector, blossomed into something bordering perfection. The bonds bent, but they didn’t break. She couldn’t be happier with the results.

The Hart family had fears, and they had doubts. Each of them had troubled pasts, but this, along with their trials and tribulations suffered together, had helped forge them toward their strong characters.

Any weaknesses were overwhelmed with faith in each other, a pervasive love that resonated deeply in their spirits. Their love for one another meshed their connections and energies together just as the void did, making this moment possible.

Looking over their cocoons, she had just barely succeeded in time. She should be happy, but instead, her heart wavered. Would her actions be enough for the dangers that come? Ownership of this Sector was beyond important. It was crucial to their survival.

Tartarus was slowly dismantling the Framework, fraying the Divine’s authority over it. It had not been able to accomplish what it did during the Highlands Raid Prime Instance, when the war first began.

But it targeted the eldest of gods along with some of the younger or weaker ones, unraveling their hold over the Framework. Divine of Order, Dominion, Authority, Justice, and Law were heavily targeted, some being outright killed and consumed, others just being weakened.

Tyr was now in dire straights, being attacked from both sides–from Alliance idiots and terrible Tartarus plots. Themis was targeted and consumed, Mitra and Ammit are near the point of breaking as well.

And with Tartarus driving hard on this Sector, its investment in going after Athena was obvious. Her authority over Wisdom and Strategy aided the Framework in its war decisions, along with its intelligence in advancing many warriors of varying paths. It was as if by consuming her, Tartarus would be strengthening itself, but also reducing the Framework’s capability.

If the Alliance’s win percentage was just under fifty percent before she was weakened or consumed, Hestia dreaded what it would be once that happened.

Their loss would be inevitable, a near certainty as one by one, each Sector was lost and Tartarus was strengthened, and even more Divine were consumed. Its intelligence had only increased since the game began, its plots becoming more successful.

Things already weren’t looking good. The multiverse would be full of darkness and despair if they lost her dear friend.

The Framework gave strict limitations on Core Sectors influencing the Frontier Sector’s meta game, and the Divine did what they could to push the boundaries. Unfortunately, for each winning strategy Hestia and her pantheon came up with, the infighting of Alliance members ruined any advantage they had gained.

But all wasn’t lost. There was a shining beacon of hope in Highlands. Through luck and genius both, a special set of circumstances had aligned for what she knew was a successful strategy. A culture for a people that were not just warriors–they were paragons of strength and heroism.

With her Champion leading them, they would be the tide that raises all ships. Any of those from the Core Sectors that tried to interfere would be crushed by insurmountable strength, and instead just fuel their ascension.

Those from Core Sectors could come to the Frontier Sector, but they were heavily limited. They must earn their own equipment and resources, and their challenges were heavily balanced by Tartarus getting many advantages. They would be forced to face challenges like Greater Rifts, requiring a powerful party and many allies.

People from Core Sectors were stronger with advanced races, skills, techniques, and perfect builds, but they faced strict rules on empowering allies with their knowledge. Often, their lack of numbers would result in them not having enough effective allies for their difficulty increase–after all, even entering the Frontier Sector to participate in the battle for its ownership had a Price.

Hestia had every confidence that Jake could stand up to any of them, not limited by the circumstances of his birth. He had fought and sacrificed for everything he ever earned, and while they had bent the rules with him discovering Fhesiah, the rules were not broken.

If Jake defeated some child from the Core Sectors, the Sector Councils would likely complain he lacked the same restrictions–but find nothing amiss in their investigation.

Hestia turned her gaze to the Yggdrasil, as she dispersed her avatar and returned to her home. Battles waged across the multiverse, the suffering of people at the hands of Tartarus endless. She would continue to prepare her pieces, to ease the suffering and create a chance for victory.

The Hart family was just one of many. While the need for victory within Frontier Sector 87 was significant, it would only be a minor victory in the overall conflict, staving off inevitable failure. But it would hardly change the overall flow of the war, by itself.

Hestia contacted her clergy in Frontier Sector 87, providing subtle hints to look into Hearthtribe by sharing the information readily available about their victory. After all, each Dungeon Raid Prime Instance was recorded for viewing, and this would be a double-edged sword.

Enemies like War, Glory, and Profit would be able to see this recording, and gain information about their inevitable enemy. They will want to crush it in its infancy, before it can grow into something that can challenge them. Fortunately, Hestia had already set them up for success–Highlands was already a Tier 2 world, and the two Tier 1 worlds she grabbed were both close enough that they might as well be. Then, she had confidence in Jake and his people to have already gotten past the point of no return.

She wasn’t able to outright tell her people to copy or join Hearthtribe. But if they came to that conclusion on their own, Hestia wouldn’t have broken any rules or be forced to pay for knowledge she gave out as a divine.

After all, she had only told the Hart family to make their guild like themselves, not how to accomplish it. She couldn’t have been happier with what they built.

If she was lucky, her clergy from many worlds could eventually meet with Hearthtribe. Just what could they accomplish then?


Chapter 44 - Tier 2



Jake woke with a start. His muddled head tried to piece together what was happening last as he sat up in his bed, alone. Wait, did he fall asleep in his bed?

He marveled at his body’s changes. He was bigger, and clearly stronger, just like he imagined he would be. Maybe even as tall as Bloodberri.

“You called, Milord?”

“Oh, you’re awake! Hehe.”

The voices were wrong to Jake. Bloodberri was suddenly next to him, towering over him. Her body was immense, and she was even larger than the Frost Giant King. Her beautiful, smiling face appeared in front of him as she leaned down to look at him, and her head was larger than his entire body.

Berri grinned. “Oh, you’re so small!” Her grin turned almost wicked, as her smile grew wider. Her breaths came in heavy, as her monstrous presence increased, and it now felt like he was in the room with a savage animal, ready to pounce.

“It’s time to make babies, and I won’t take no for an answer anymore!”

A massive tail wrapped and tightened around him, dragging him out of the bed, before–

Jake woke up again–his eyes opened, and as he looked around, he was still startled even as a profound clarity filled his mind. Something about his mind, and his vision itself, had changed.

Waves of light pulsed through the room, streams like smoke flowed through the air from all directions of various colors. It was as if he were using his Arcane Eye, but this was the natural state of his vision. A fiery energy sat in his chest as usual, but it had changed drastically.

His mind worked with enhanced speed and precision, as he marveled at his changes. He teleported in front of his mirror, using the Refuge’s function.

He hardly recognized himself. His hair and eyes had taken on a golden hue from their original brown, with a ring of black within his golden iris. His body was larger for sure, him ending up 2.5 meters tall, a little over eight feet.

But that was hardly the largest change. It wasn’t just his special sight that allowed him to see it. In the center of his chest, was a hole with a golden ring around it. His hearth blazed inside, no longer only a metaphysical object.


[Race Change. High Human (T2) -> Void Hearthian (T3)]
[Racial Info: Void Hearthian]
[The Hearthian race was created from Hestia’s Eternal Essence mixed with the Olympian Origin, creating a unique Origin in the distant past. A hearth core in their chests from birth, this race would reach Tier 1 at adulthood. With their powerful hearth bonds, their Hearthian Presence, and control over their own golden flames, their capacity to both fight and love is unique. This race was mixed with your void bloodline, creating an all-new race. Your Olympian body has been enhanced by void energies and monstrous essence, a unique happenstance that protects and enhances the hearth within the race’s chest.] 


[Bloodline Menu]
[Bloodline Refinement Rating: D]


[Traits: Void Lungs, Void Cells, Umbral Gaze]
[Trait: Umbral Gaze]
[Your sight exists between the planes, able to unravel and uncover all that falls under your gaze.]


It was a lot to take in. He was an all-new race, but also Hestia’s. He had managed to achieve his race reaching the third tier, an entire tier early–most likely, thanks to starting at Tier 0 with his divine spark, becoming her Champion.

From there, he grew his core, and bonded with five women, each with unique energies and powers. Mixing in additional Divine Energy, he nearly skipped an entire stage. In reality, while his race was of the third Tier, this was sort of like how his enemies could be brought down to fight at this one. There were distinct advantages to those at the higher Tier brought down, and usually, the enemy paid heavily for them.

Jake wasn’t entirely sure what that would mean for him, but he had earned this potential from the enemy. Thanks to this, odds were, whatever difficulty increase having this advanced race earned him, would easily be counteracted by how much more powerful he was.

His body was now entirely different, finally ascending above his humanity. He still had the same various internal organs, but he understood he no longer truly required them. Their purpose was for him to be able to survive if he ever went to a world locked away from the void and with zero mana or energies, as well as for his enjoyment.

He now only required mana for fuel to live, no longer needing food or even sleep. If he lost all his mana and couldn’t replenish it from the environment for some reason, he would be significantly weakened until he did, being forced to use his old organs.

But that was to be expected–his body was essentially magic, a powerful treasure now. He had slowly been infusing his mortal flesh with mana and various energies until it became something more, and this was the result.

His organs were still enhanced to beyond a normal human, able to consume food which contained various energies and still process them. He didn’t even need to breathe, other than to fill his void lungs.

Jake decided to look over his stats, and his new class.


[Jake Stats Level 26]
[Strength: 202]
[Dexterity: 184]
[Constitution: 193]
[Intelligence: 194]
[Wisdom: 202]
[Charisma: 183]


[Champion Runic Battlenexus of Hestia: Mythic Class]
[Effects: +5 All Attributes / Level, +150% Mana Regen, 75% Total Mana Regen in combat.]
[+20% Effectiveness of All Attributes]


[An evolution of the Summoner/Battlemaster class, this summoner has focused on leadership and support, as well as resonance and harmony with his allies and summons, and runic magic. With its Champion Hearthian Aura, Enhanced Capture Template skill, extensive mana to create mana constructs, and powerful permanent summons, this class is an army unto itself. 
New: The penalties for summoning outside specialization have been removed.] 


He was now officially almost twenty times stronger than when he first embarked on his journey–when he was locked in his room, and forced to fight against the dungeon by himself. He was previously in decent shape, and was able to bench well over two hundred pounds, or about 100 kilograms. Did that mean he could bench over four thousand now?

The answer was both yes and no. The attribute rating was somewhat based on the idea of a peak magical performance. Fhesiah’s attributes were high even from the beginning because if she flooded her heavenly energy refined body with mana, her body could withstand a lot of it and she could be immensely powerful.

Jake’s were the same way. If he filled his body with mana, then he could bench press a smaller truck or SUV. It would have been impossible to fill his body with enough mana originally, or the amount of mana would have killed him. Using his divine flames and auril combination, he could accomplish even more than the twenty-times figure, and Fhesiah was the same way with her Qi.

Jake had previously learned that normally, one would expect a near 50% increase in attributes gain per level when increasing in Tier, as the standard. Then, there were 25 levels instead of 15 during this one.

For Jake, gaining 18 attributes per level between Tier 1 and 2, he gained 270 total attributes just from level gains alone. Of course, his core provided way more than that, at 300 before his girl’s bonds.

However, with his new Mythic class, it was more than just the expected fifty percent increase. Combined with more levels in the Tier, he would gain a total of 750 attributes over the course of the Tier, and this was no small matter.

Gaining over three times the number of attributes over the duration of the Tier showed that something at the peak would be a difficult challenge, a creature of equal size and weight being significantly stronger than him. Even if their rarity was far lower, their resulting strength would still be more.


[Spells merged: Advanced Summon Beast, Summon Humanoid -> Manifest Template]
[Manifest Template]
[Summon a creature template from your Monster Menagerie by investing mana to create a construct, and guide it with the limited intelligence provided, combined with your will. 
New: This spell now has no limits to the number of mana constructs one can create simultaneously. The only limit is the amount of mana invested. With higher levels of mana control, can create constructs with higher efficiency.All summons other than permanent summons can be duplicated.]


[Spell Evolved: Capture Template -> Enhanced Capture Template]
[Capture an entity’s template for usage with Manifest Template. Overwhelming their will can kill the target for instant capture, as before. 
New: Willing targets can be scanned over time without killing them, for the ability to manifest their template as a mana construct.]


Jake’s grin was wide. His largest fear of collecting a humanoid for his summons skill was now removed. He could now use his enhanced capture template, to scan Darris the turtle parentage beastkin for example. Then, he could manifest the turtle warrior, and he could be used just like Bill or Kevin.

Of course, it would not be an actual copy of Darris, having its own ego and will. It would instead be a mana construct that could be driven by the minor intelligence the Framework provided, combined with Jake’s instructions. With this, it was like he could form a well-balanced party of warriors with his mana constructs.

He was loving the idea of this new class already! He needed to go find Darris right away–

A snort was heard, as Fhesiah materialized next to him. “Really? You’re considering using the turtle man with that spell first? I know you are fond of that turtle, but what about your lovely women, or how about just some beautiful women, instead?”

Jake chuckled, as he wrapped his arms around his lovely dragoness, drawing her up into a warm and loving embrace.

She felt small in his large arms as he kissed her lips, her soft body sparking desire within him. Their hearths flickered, and Jake’s flame in his chest was drawn to Fhesiah’s, seeking a deeper connection–

Fhesiah shivered, but pushed him back as she looked down at the retreating flame. “My, that sure is a warm welcome, and I will love exploring that feeling from your new hearth later. But I did come here for a reason. Aren’t you wondering what your other girls are doing?”

When he woke up, he had felt that the girls were busy, but they were blocking what specifically they were doing. He could feel their contentment and excitement and that they were definitely together, so he just focused on himself for the moment, letting them work on their surprise.

“What are they doing? How long was I out?”

She smirked. “It’s been three days, the others just woke up this morning. Getting ready! It’s not that you really need to do much apart from show up, but today’s a special day for all of us. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t get too busy with all your…man hunting. Why, if I didn’t come in here now, you’d have marched through the portal to capture Valtor, Falcor, Darris, Vesuvius, Roxo, Seamus, Timone, Yiming, Longwei, Drysander, Oman, maybe even Brock…”

Jake frowned, her list was far too extensive. “You know me too well…wait, it’s really all men, isn’t it?”

Fhesiah chuckled, and smirked as she teased, “Something you should tell us, Jake? Did you change your mind–”

Jake spoke quickly, “Ah, I know why. The beastkin men were just stronger overall to begin with due to their culture, and the women just hadn’t caught up–and I would definitely want to scan Dahlia and Amara, by the way. Then, the casters were simply not very useful as summons, since my runic magic is so versatile. Using mana to have a construct use mana just has less value, when I can already do everything myself. It does have the multitasking advantage, but when I was limited to just one summon–”

Fhesiah’s eyes narrowed. “Did you just become more of a nerd? Hestia’s lucky you became more handsome and rugged, or I’d be calling her up to complain about what she did to you.”

“Did to me? You mean the kiss? That–”

“No, I mean she did something to your hearth. I remained awake for a few moments after you all passed out, and she used her flames to alter your hearth enchantments, and insert our hard-won divine sparks for permanently enhancing our hearths. I think she even purified us further beyond what your Divine Hearth Core could do. You should review the changes.”

Jake started with the notifications related to his core.


[Core Evolved! Divine Hearth Core -> Divine-Void Hearthian Core ]
[Divine-Void Hearthian Core Level 1]
[Your Divine Hearth Core and its bonds have evolved to a Hearthian Core. Enchanted and Forged to near-perfection with Divine Scripts and Energy, your core evolved along with your Race. Your control of the energies contained within your Hearth has drastically increased.As the Hearth Nexus, you had built your bonds, and they had built back and enhanced you. Now, all share the benefits gained during Hearthian Bond Formation, resulting in all hearth cores being more powerful.]
[+100 All Attributes, +20 All Attributes per Core Level]
[500% Total Mana, 100% Mana per Core Level] 


Jake found the stat amount and mana storage absurd. His original Divine Hearth Core, had ended at a total of +50 all attributes, and 325% total mana. Then, his bonds from receiving 10% of their attributes from each of the girls, ended around +40 to all stats. This was in addition to that, and now his wives would each receive the benefits with similar cores.

Compared to most Alliance members, who would just now be getting their mana core, he was on an entirely different level. He imagined whatever they gained, it would probably be like his very first core, which just provided a few attributes per level.

It was helpful in rounding out the mages to be a little less squishy, but at the second Tier it would just be a minor benefit. Perhaps it would be a bit better than his was at Tier 0, but he knew by not all that much.

He then turned his new Gaze to his hearth. Despite being within his chest, his new sight allowed him to sort of pan his camera–this was similar to his Arcane Eye. However, it was more like he always had a three hundred and sixty degrees of viewing.

His mind simply limited the information intuitively for him, somewhat used to dealing with this odd sight thanks to the second camera that was his Arcane Eye.

What he found shocked him. His enchantments were all present, but the structure of the hearth had become much more complex. The hexagons had been connected with mysterious scripts, and not just adjacent to one another.

Instead of his hearth enchantments almost laying flat in the center of what was his hearth, it was now repeated and woven into a complex tapestry three-dimensionally over his physical flames. It was a strange hexagonal sphere, but in several locations there were pentagons.

Jake could feel Hestia’s divine influence in all the scripts. Even as he gazed at them with his new sight, the runes and script shifted as he watched. He became slightly dizzy, as he tried to decipher any meaning.

Currently, four of the non-hexagonal sections had connections to his hearth bonds, and there appeared to be at least eight more available, with sections available for enchantments.

Fhesiah hummed. “Hmm, eight more, you think? I suppose if I had my way, we’d be full-up already by now, huh?”

The bonds were extremely thick and covered with a weave of the void, except for Fhesiah’s. He assumed due to her not finishing her Tier up yet.

However, something bothered him, nagging at him.

“What happened to Ira?” Jake could feel the connection to Ira still, and he could tell that it was within the Refuge’s hearth. However, he could tell that something was wrong.

Fhesiah grimaced. “Hestia left a note, it seems Ira taxed itself helping with your ascension. She spent our remaining RP on a void treasure, and Ira is now healing while consuming it. It’s a mixture of good and bad news, as it seems it should be a net gain for our little guardian.”

Jake felt frustrated. Even under the watch of the goddess, he was in danger unknown to him, and his familiar had risked itself for him. Just what happened? He resolved himself to find a sort of reward for the creature, coming to their aid when they needed it most.

Fhesiah smiled. “That creature is quite content with the many meals you give it. The vortex of your hearth draws in so much, and it is even feeding off the spare energies from our bonds. It’s an all-you-can-eat buffet for it, all the time. Well, I don’t think the creature is completely mercenary, but it is definitely going to protect its meal ticket.”

She continued, “I’m sure Ira will be fine. We have such wonderful surprises for you. Continue with what you’re doing as you get used to your new body, just don’t go anywhere. I’ll go get prepared as well. Toodles.” She disappeared in motes of light, as she teleported somewhere else within the Refuge.

His hearth looked at, he brought up his updated skill list to search for any changes.


[Jake’s Level 26 Combat Skill Sheet]
[T2 Hearth Control: 1]
[Hearth Spells: Scorching Ray, Barrier, Spear]
[Expert Energy Control: 1]
[Normal Spell-forms: 4]
[Technique: Resonance Bound: 1]
[Expert Purifying Flames: 1]
[T2 Hearth Runic Magic: 1]
[Expert Champion Magic: 1]
[Void-Divine Hearthian Core: 1]
[Auril Enhancement: 5]
[Auril Healing: 5]
[Auril Manifestation: 5]
[Spell-forms Known: Clean, Mana Bolt, Force Push, Mana Blade, Flame]
[Champion Spells: Barrier, Divine Reinforcement, Call Goddess, Hearthian Aura, Fusion Summon]


[Framework Spells: Bolster, Reinforcement, Haste, Cure Wounds, Advanced Stamina Regen, Summon Arcane Eye, Call Summon, Enhanced Capture Template, Manifest Template, Reverse Summon]
[Monster Menagerie]
[Captured Templates: Bill the Stegosaurus, Peter the Raptor, Pterodactyl, Kevin the Naga, Heroic Wolverine, Oran the Heroic Stag, Ainora the Heroic Lioness, Bree the Heroic Boar, Isolyn the Heroic Hound, Veridrith]
[Permanent Summons: Garuda, Jasmina]


[Jake’s Level 26 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Advanced Cooking 4]
[Expert Enchanting 1]
[Subskills: Investment, Runic, Hearth, Manaweave Reinforcement]
[Hearthian Bonds: Ophelia: 1, Fhesiah: 1, Blood and Berri: 1, Tanda: 1]
[Misc Skills: Eternal Oath, Energy Nexus, Energy Sharing, Auto-Loot]


The first change he noticed was his upgraded Technique, Resonance Bound.


[Technique: Resonance Bound]
[Evolved from Runebound. New: As resonance is found with your Hearthian bonds, and you take on their state, color your Hearthian Aura and enhance the Bonded matching your state.]


Jake found this Technique exciting. It was exactly what he had built, and he had observed similar effects before with how it influenced his Aura. Avenger previously would increase the outgoing damage his heavenly flames caused, and Guardian would increase the defensive portion. 

However, it appeared this would be even more significant, and it wouldn’t just boost Ophelia in certain ways thanks to her Chosen Technique–it would boost the one he found resonance with. Then, it would apply special effects far beyond the original. 


[Spells Merged/Evolved: Aura of Heavenly Flames, Advanced Stamina Regen, Hearthian Presence]
[Champion Spell: Hearthian Aura: Jake Hart]
[Envelop your brethren in your Champion Hearthian Presence. In addition to your Hearthian Presence effect, the Default Aura adds explosive flame in attack and defense, and increases the rate of recovery for endurance and unique resources. Provides additional benefits for each Resonance Bound State. Hearthian Auras and Presences are compatible and stack with most auras. Hearthian Auras and Presences are always active, and cost no mana for natural radius, but resources are required to increase range.
Guardian: Adds increased defenses, similar to Reinforcement Spell.
Sage: Adds enhanced wisdom attribute, empowering all spells.
Saint: Adds a holy light, slowly restoring health with healing over time.
Monarch: A heaviness is added to explosions, and enemies that enter the aura’s radius are slowed.
Avenger: Significantly enhances offensive explosive flames.
Family: A minor version of Divine Reinforcement is applied, and Default Aura effects are significantly enhanced.]


Jake wondered what this Hearthian Presence was, and brought up the entry.


[Hearthian Presence: Jake Hart]
[Hearthians have immense Presence as their divine hearths draw and consume energy from the void, to where their weight on reality shifts to match them. Like a domain of influence, each Hearthian carries an aura-like magic that influences those that enter it. Jake Hart is a Hearthian that supports and enhances others, his greatest wish to bring out the best in those around him, aiding them in reaching their maximum potential. This desire will be felt by those in the surrounding area, everyone nearby feeling a caring and loving brother, lover, or father in the vicinity watching over them.]


Jake found both the Hearthian Presence and the Aura for combat fascinating. His girls, aside from Fhesiah were Hearthians now. Just what would they feel like? He had an inkling and kind of knew what to expect, knowing his girls so well, but he couldn’t wait to feel it. 

Jake was excited to see this aura in action. Feeling his aura filling the room like usual, he could imagine its power. He knew it would make a significant impact in fights, and compared to a paladin’s aura or a bard’s song, it was amazing. Next was his Hearthian Bond with the girls.

[Hearthian Bond - (Hearth Nexus) Level 1]
[Forming a Hearth Bond, you connected your souls until the end of time. Over time, you built harmony and resonance with one another with body and soul tempering, and enchanted and forged your connections, reinforcing them further with the energy of the gods. Your bond has reached the strength of legends at your Tier. As you continue to grow it and find a synchronicity with your desires and capability, new effects will be added.
New effects: Summoner’s investment on Hearth Bonded’s potential requires no reserve in mana, and is instead powered by the mighty bond. Hearthian Aura, Runes and hearth flames may pass through the bond from Hearth Nexus.]


Once again, their bond was exceptionally powerful. He had at times been able to push a spellform or a portion of a spell effect through their bond. But now, the bond was thick enough that he could send runes through their bond and cast individual spells or even aid with a group runic spell at any distance. 

It was beyond powerful, and Jake thought back to their Champion’s Rift battle. He could have pushed through a Barrier to protect his wives from the middle lane, or aided them with a group spell through their connection to take out those annoying pests.

Now, their bond was beyond even their Tier from the very beginning of it. Jake knew that whatever plots Tartarus came up with, with Ira’s help or his bloodline, they should be able to overcome anything that kept them from aiding one another.

Next was his Energy Nexus skill.


[Skill Evolved: Energy Hunger -> Energy Nexus]
[Additional: Energy is drawn in through advanced Energy vacuum from Hearthian Bonds. Allows for conversion between energy types at significant loss. Efficiency improves with Hearthian Core level.]


It was another amazing skill. Being able to convert into other resources to help an individual would provide even more flexibility with their resources. At this point, Jake was really starting to feel like unless an enemy vastly overwhelmed them by level or numbers, it was hard for them to lose. 

They were extremely well-rounded, having no individual weaknesses. Then, their hearths allowed them to be marathon fighters. Throughout a long battle, they would regenerate their massive energy pools repeatedly, able to continue fighting without stopping.

But Jake knew that they needed every advantage they could get. Tartarus didn’t like to fight fair, and they were now at the bottom of their Tier again. They were level 26, and the maximum level of the Tier was level 50.

A pack of level 50 common beasts would likely be a challenge. While Jake thought his party would still win, it wouldn’t take all that many of them to become deathly combat. Make one of them a Boss-level monster or an elite one, or a Champion calling their divine, and Jake knew the attack coming from the enemy would be devastating.

Timone’s ancestor from the play, The First Tyrants, that used cyclic resonance was likely near the peak of the second Tier, but he had split a mountain in two. Jake knew that even calling their Divine, they could not defend against such an attack at this time, despite their improvements.

Odds were, they could increase their level safely in their Refuge for a time. They were on vacation after all, and their dual cultivation technique would continue to aid them well into the next Tier.

Last was his auto-loot skill, which did as one might imagine. No longer did they need to collect loot, it would be automatically captured when the target died. If Bloodberri’s axe wanted to eat some of it, they would have to retrieve the looted corpse from their ring or bracelet.

Jake decided to try out his Manifest Template spell, teleporting to the training room. He drew out his Champion’s Hearth, the flame being held by an odd bowl filled with scripts lining it. Feeling the connection, he noticed that he could draw it inside his own hearth, keeping it there to benefit from the extra mana regeneration.

Drawing it out again, he brought out Peter the Raptor, Bill the Stegosaurus, and Kevin the Naga all at once.

Their auril hearts all beat, sending out auril into the room. Peter and Bill were clearly significantly bigger now, at much bigger than what he captured them. Even Kevin was filled with extra strength, as Jake’s Aura washed over them.

Jake did his best to get a feel for how many he could summon, and he thought it was great how he could control them. Using a significant portion of his mana, he could summon nearly a dozen of the creatures, which he thought would be quite useful in battle.

Sometimes a big fireball just wasn’t all that useful, a large consumption of mana for harming a small grouping of creatures in an unstoppable tide. Thinking back to the Life’s Haven assault, having ten Bills would have made the conquest a cakewalk.

Berri seemed to bristle from this thought despite her business, so he quickly moved on.

He remembered that there were some enhancements to his Refuge, a long list of them. However, there was one related to his summons.


[T2 Refuge - Baron - Monster Menagerie]
[Refuge now can store permanent summons, the Refuge powering the manifestation of their avatars. Enables summons to exist until required for combat.]


Smiling, Jake manifested Jasmina, triggering this function. She appeared in motes of light, though the golden lights of the Framework layered over her, as if indicating it had taken over some of the efforts in maintaining her presence. 

“There you go, Jasmina. You can stay out all the time now.”

She gave him a serpentine smile, and he gave her snout a pat as her auril heart beat. She seemed more than a little pleased.

Jake motioned and sent his emotions over as he told her, “You can go anywhere within our Refuge, this is your home now. You can go outside, but you cannot go too far. You should notice the barrier.”

Jasmina looked at him in question, but gave him a nod. It seemed she understood most of that. Somehow.

Jake was about to call upon the heroic beasts to see how they might work out, when Jake felt a shift in energy within his Storage Ring.

[Go ahead and put that on, husband. We’re ready now.]

Checking it with his intent, he found a red and gold tuxedo. He imagined it on himself, and his current clothing was replaced. It was surprising how well it fit. Looking at himself with his Gaze, he thought the outfit was interesting.

It was a modern tux, red in color. It had abstract art in gold, with black trims. His adornments appeared to make it onto the outfit as cuff links, and Jake thought he looked pretty good.

[Ready? Now, while you were sleeping, the world has grown even further. It seems the first burst of golden light was just the first of many, and now Life’s Haven is about triple the distance it was from Cascadia it was before.]

“What about all those gondolas I built?”

[It’s hard to believe, but it appears many of the ones we checked are still up! The land expanded, but it’s more that new mountains and land were inserted, rather than everything spread apart the same amount. It looks like you would need to build more, but their value has decreased now, right? Not only did you get all the refugees where they needed to be, but we now have your airships. They’ve served their purpose, for now.]

Jake sent a mental nod at that. At any rate, he likely could delegate any kind of infrastructure building, now that lives weren’t on the line.

“So, I guess I’m ready. What now?”

[Alright, so there is just one more thing. Check out this map.]

A holographic map appeared in front of him, of Highlands. The main continent was now different than he remembered, and even larger. However, the ocean had spread out even further, and a new continent appeared on the opposite side of the world.

Jake couldn’t believe his eyes. It was like the whole world had increased in size by at least thirty percent while he was asleep!

[That Heart of the World girl sure is busy, huh? Well, now look at this. We wanted to make sure we were on the same page before we hit the button.]

She zoomed into harmony peaks, showing the surrounding area. The peaks had certainly grown larger, but the area she zoomed into was where the World Tree was growing.

The clearing’s size had increased, and it now looked even more secretive than it was before. There was an area, on a hill leading up the mountain within the grotto, that looked almost precisely shaped for their new home. It even had a hole in the mountain at the rear of where their manor would go, going straight down to the Heart’s stem.

Fhesiah’s tone was teasing, [It’s a perfect fit, just like your–]

Jake interrupted, responding to both meanings at once, “Yes dear, and I do love how perfectly it fits. But it does seem away from our community. I had originally thought Life’s Haven would be best, and I had pictured us close to our friends.”

Blood was the one who responded, [We did too. We did hear your thoughts, after all, but it seems that even if Life’s Haven might be the Primary Headquarters for now, perhaps it should be switched. With the way the Heart is moving things, it looks like this will be the more central location as the Emberborn move into the north. The dungeon entrance is being moved as well.]

Looking over things, Jake realized she was right. Combined with the locations of the east and west coasts and how things were shifted, perhaps this was for the best. Even if the slot for the home hadn’t been carved out for them, they would have considered it.

“Alright, let’s do it.”

Jake selected the option to lay their quantum footprint there. The golden lights of the Framework appeared, and the Refuge lurched as it was placed down in that perfect spot at the base of the hill. A large manor, Tanda’s special area would now be shared with the World Tree, having Cernunnos and Brigid’s trees and shrines.

Ophelia chuckled. [That was cool! Um, I guess things kind of worked out, since this was where our event was gonna be anyway. Come on outside, my chosen. And, um… I hope you like how I look.]

There was a hidden confidence to the feelings over their bond, but a shyness to her words. If Jake had to guess, there was a change in her appearance that she had doubts or concerns over.

Jake walked out the large double front door, finding a massive crowd gathered in front of the World Tree. There was a large tent at the edge of the crowd, that he knew his girls were inside of. To Jake, it…looked like a wedding ceremony.


Chapter 45 - Ceremony



Aisling fluttered her wings, landing next to Jake. Wearing a black and purple dress, the crow parentage woman’s smile was beaming. “My, you do look good, clan son! Surprised? Now, this is our first one in this style, but us beastkin already do something kind of similar. Maybe it will catch on, this merging of our ceremonies. There are so many people here!”

There was. Jake saw thousands of people gathered in this large clearing. There were two smaller sections holding a hundred of their closest friends and allies, but there was a giant half circle with many seated in a way that reminded Jake of a theater or auditorium.

Stands were woven out of plantlike vines and trees. The overall grotto with the world tree inside it was shaped like a bowl, with the World Tree at the lowest point. Light filtered in from above, the mountain higher up covered in tall trees.

The stage was raised in front of the world tree, which would allow the many seated to view everything.

“Your wives took some liberty with selecting your best men, and we found a way to record everything–including your reaction as you walked out! Now, join your clan mothers and best men over there in front of that tent, and we’ll begin shortly. I bet there’s still plenty for you to be shocked about!”

Jake moved toward where indicated, at the tent at the edge of the crowd. He knew his wives waited inside, filled with excitement. Dahlia stood ready with a smile, along with Tanda’s other clan mothers.

There was what appeared to be a white carpet rolled out down the aisle, but upon closer inspection, he realized it was entirely made of tiny white flowers.

Along the aisle at each row were potted flowers, their contents primarily white, but with a mixture of colors added in. Each end cap appeared to alternate which of his girl’s colors were mixed in, from black, gold, and white he assumed for Bloodberri, to red, purple, and gold for Fhesiah.

There was purple, black, and gold for Tanda, and Jake expected to see white and blue for Ophelia, but a gold and blue was chosen for her, it appeared by process of elimination.

At the end of the stage was the sycamore-like World Tree, along with Brigid’s Hearth Tree, and Cernunnos’s willow-like death tree towering over it.

Dahlia smiled at Jake as he arrived, her dress black and purple as well. As Tanda’s mother, she would normally be entering first.

“I have already experienced my little Tanda being wed, or selected as a mate. But that we can share this moment with so many more directly makes me happy for it. I’ve learned that this might be a little different from what you’re expecting with us merging our traditions, clan son.”

Jake learned that Elysians, Eternum, and Emberborn all had a form of wedding, so this was likely their way of combining them, finding harmony in their cultures. Then, Jake supposed if there were four brides, all without their fathers present but one, it would make things even more different than usual.

Valtor, Seamus, and Rookard stood near the outside of the tent as well. Jake smiled, as he realized there were few he would want more to be his best men–if he had selected them on his own, he doubted he would have chosen differently. His wives knew him all too well.

Jake asked, “So you’ll be my best men? Thank you, you three. Your efforts have been instrumental to our success.”

Rookard smiled. “Wouldn’t miss it, Chief Jake. You have done so much for my people, saved and inspired so many. Healed them, enabled them to accomplish their goals and grow their dreams, while also protecting the balance. Nobody is as fit to lead the beastkin as you are.”

Jake did his best to keep the confusion off his expression. “Thanks, Rookard. I appreciate you saying that.”

Seamus laughed, and clapped Jake on the shoulder. “We all feel the same way, Chief Jake.” His lion face looked at Jake almost impassively, his expression hard to read as Seamus appeared to be sensing something. “That aura of yours is like a fresh cup of grokk now! I like it.”

Jake had a hard time picturing the lion man drinking coffee. He noticed that Seamus and he now stood eye to eye, Jake finally having grown to the size of the lion man. However, Jake knew that when he tiered up, the lion man would probably jump in height again.

Valtor’s flames grew brightly, his scripts filled with arcane light. “Today is a very special day! My people love weddings. Two lovers joined in holy matrimony for all time is romantic and beautiful. Amara and I joined in our union hundreds of years ago, and it was the best decision I ever made. I am happy that you can find this blessing in your life, Lord Jake.”

Jake smiled at Valtor. “Thanks, Valtor. Who’s officiating the wedding, anyway? There’s nobody on the platform.”

Rookard nodded to the platform, as the auril in the area began to stir. “I believe it should be known in just a moment.”

Amara, Avina, and Nadessa appeared to be joining as bridesmaids. Rhia held a flower basket, and was actually wearing a cute pink dress over her armor–so he assumed she was the flower girl.

Dahlia was first to march up the aisle, to sit in the first row and show her support of the union.

Jake watched the platform with his new Umbral Gaze. In the area with thousands of different people of various races, there were countless energies drifting into the air, but he was able to ignore them to focus on what he wanted.

Auril and mana began to gather into an extremely dense cloud far beyond what Jake could control, before it formed a figure.

From the feet to the head, a body was constructed, an avatar of some kind. As they appeared in motes of light, Jake understood who it was.

Claps came from the crowd, as the Heart of the World appeared. To Jake, she looked like an adult large dryad mixed with a reindeer parentage beastkin, wearing a black, green, and gold dress made of vines and flowers.

The beautiful pale green woman floated an inch off the ground, almost as if standing proudly with a soft smile. Thankfully, she did not come out as large as she had been when he first met her, when they removed the curse of the death god from the stem.

Her voice was proud yet gentle, but like magic, carried across the crowd. “Greetings, and welcome, people of Highlands, and special guests. I am Avalara, but all have come to know me as the Heart of the World. We are gathered here today for a momentous occasion. A joining of lovers in holy matrimony, and an acceptance of responsibility.”

She looked over the many guests, as she continued, “Highlands has suffered from attacks by horrible wickedness for a thousand years, only now winning against this great evil. It has changed in the conflict, but it has grown through its struggle to become more. Peoples from across the cosmos have arrived, seeking its succor, and to join as brethren against a common enemy.”

“But that enemy has not yet been defeated. Perhaps, it never will be. Evil and darkness will always fester, always lurk where good does not cast its light. It is for this reason that Highlands needs a shining beacon of hope. Heroes that will always banish the darkness, destroying any evil that casts its gaze on our world and its people. With that in mind, let us begin. Let our first hero be revealed, followed by his heroic brides to be.”

A drumming began to play from the side of the stage, a tribal chanting accompanying it. Jake could feel the warmth of their voices, an excitement that appeared to drift into the air as the auril within the clearing began to stir further.

The auril hearts beating within the crowd drawing in the auril energy into the grotto made the air thick, a powerful vitality that lifted their spirits. Jake knew Tanda could hear their countless songs within her heart, and was filled with joy.

Jake also noticed Morwen and Bedwyr, along with many of their people. They were within a special barrier, that reduced the life energy in the area to allow them to more easily enjoy this moment.

Valtor said, “That’s your cue. Since the families and circumstances involved are unique, so too will the ceremony be, Lord Jake.”

Jake began his approach to the stand. As Jake marched up the center aisle, the many guests looked on with reverence. He could feel their respect as they clapped and hollered, their admiration for him something that, thanks to his Gaze, it was like he could see it in the air.

Arriving at the altar, Jake smiled and nodded at Avalara. She had chosen her name, and he thought it was based on Avalon, from the tale of King Arthur. It was a magical retreat, a place for healing. For being an entire world’s heart, he thought she was signaling that Highlands was meant to be the hero’s place of safety, his source of strength.

Jake would love to talk to her, but they were in the middle of a ceremony and it was not the time. Valtor, Seamus and Rookard came out behind him, and eventually fanned out next to Jake on the altar, turning and watching the aisle.

The bridesmaids entered, followed by the flower girl, Rhia. She seemed to be enjoying her task, throwing her mixed petals out as she floated down the aisle. Arriving with the rest of the procession, it appeared to be complete.

The music shifted, to something vaguely sounding like the bridal march. The first to exit the tent and enter the aisle was Fhesiah, being brought by Aisling. His first summon and love, she looked wonderful.

Her red and gold dress was filled with lace, a long length that touched the floor. Her black hair was done up in an elaborate bun, with various pins of gold. Fhesiah’s hair up helped showcase her draconic horns, and her pale skin around her neck and chest.

She appeared to be floating down the walkway, and Jake realized that was actually true. At the top of the stairs, Aisling gave Fhesiah a quick kiss on her forehead before fluttering over to join the bridesmaids.

Fhesiah arrived across from Jake, her smile beaming. Jake could tell she loved all the attention from the crowd, but also his thoughts as he watched over his beautiful bride.

As their emotions for each other increased, he felt her hearth attracted to his own, and his in turn. In addition to his heart wanting to leap out of his chest, his hearth was almost literally doing this.

[Don’t forget about the upcoming ravishing. I am excited about that part too.]

The music shifted, almost as if it began again, but different. Ophelia marched out with Tanda’s snow owl clan mother. When Jake saw her, he was shocked.

She was wearing a blue dress quite similar to Fhesiah’s. But her massive golden wings were shocking, as even curved forward they spanned two meters in each direction, her wings forming a crescent. Then, her hair was also a brilliant gold, a sharp contrast to her original white.

Her wings and hair had a sort of spotting pattern of white and dark gold, that reminded him of an owl. There were also two…feathers in her hair that protruded from it, almost like antennae, that curved around and framed her face. She had an intricately braided hair into a looser ponytail in the back, and her dress was shoulderless, showing off her neck and shoulders.

But most prominent was the flame within her chest. Just above her cleavage was the same ring Jake had, her Divine Vajrafire Hearthian Core on display. Her Hearthian Presence washed over the crowd as she marched, her smile wide.

She was taller than before, and while Jake thought he had grown significantly, he thought she might be just a little taller than himself now by a small margin. Her longer legs glided down the aisle, and eventually, she reached the end as she walked up the stairs.

As Jake felt her Presence wash over him, it felt like he was protected. Ophelia’s profound loyalty for him washed over him, stirring the hearth in his chest. In addition to her loyalty to him, there was the feeling that the crowd likely felt–which was her loyalty to her morals, a beacon of strength and righteousness.

Jake couldn’t help but feel her wedding dress, like Fhesiah’s, looked…queenly, somehow. There were golden accents prominent on her blue lace dress, with a white gown layered underneath. She joined next to Fhesiah, and she smiled shyly at Jake.

Jake returned her smile with his own. “You look amazing. I do like that you kept your beautiful blue eyes, but I’d love them all the same.”

[You like it? The…owl thing? Look?]

“Sure? I suppose you were just a warrior woman with wings before, but they were kinda like a dove’s wings, before. They are just golden now instead of white, and larger. I suppose they look even more….bird like now. But you look stunning, like always. Why are you being shy again?”

She hesitated a moment, and Jake couldn’t help but notice her blush. Her hearth flames were also flickering toward Jake’s, just like Fhesiah’s were. It was just even more noticeable, since they were visible even to the crowd. Looking at her further with his Gaze, he thought he saw something at the back of her dress–

[N-No reason. Oh! Here comes Blood and Berri.]

Turning back to watch the aisle, Bloodberri emerged from the tent, and the crowd let out a collective breath. She was even larger than before, and Timone’s hawk parentage wife looked tiny as she fluttered in the air next to her, holding her arm as she escorted her.

Bloodberri now had golden hair as well, with a golden snake body. Her dress was predominantly gold, but with a mixture of black, white, and gold lace. The spriggons in the crowd cheered loudly, shouting her name, as she snaked down the aisle with a preternatural grace and beauty.

Her hearth was prominent in her immense chest, her black and white flames flickering. Somehow, the flames looked much more stable than they were previously to Jake. The previous black and white flame was chaotic, almost swirling around one another, but this one appeared to be a close to static.

Her Hearthian Presence once again washed over the crowd, as she undulated up the aisle.

As Jake experienced her presence, it was like a powerful mother had entered the room. Jake knew it was a strong desire of both the girls to be an amazing mother, each with their own special ideas on what that meant. One, a selfless, loving mother, and the other, a noble mother that desired and enabled greatness for her children.

That strong desire was now influencing reality, making it the truth. An almost commanding presence also wafted off of her, along with Berri’s desire for happiness. For Jake only, was a feeling of devotion instead of the command.

Despite Jake having grown larger, their premonition about her growing too came true. Even though Jake had gotten close to her original three meter default-posture, she was now closer to four. She was even larger now, though not nearly as bad as his terrifying dream.

Jake just wryly smiled at how essentially, from his perspective, nothing had changed. He had gotten bigger, but so did she. Thanks to her tail becoming thicker, in many ways it felt like she had gotten even bigger than before.

Still, her beautiful golden hair was long, with a braided crown at the top. She had a serene smile on her face, as she ascended the stairs easily, to arrive across from Jake. He kind of missed her bone white hair, but thought the new change was beautiful as well.

Coiling her tail behind her and out of the way, Jake nearly chuckled at how large the coil was. The girls had a lot of tail, and Jake wondered what the final measurement was going to be.

As always, the twin-minded woman was beautiful. The black and white accents on their golden dress fit them well, her ample cleavage on display. Her waspish waist made her large thighs flare out, and Jake thought she looked extra sexy.

“You two are breathtaking. I’m so happy to have you both as my brides.”

Berri’s smile grew wide. [Thanks, Jakey! I am so excited. We’re going to marry a wonderful lord, with so many people watching, filled with happiness. I never thought we could be so happy. Even the children, they seem so excited for us.]

Blood chuckled in his mind. [Yes, my dear sister. We never knew we wanted a wedding, but it is truly going to be a magical moment, being wed to our lord husband in front of so many. Then, I can show my devotion to him forevermore, building our family’s future together. I cannot wait.]

Last to walk out was Tanda with her father, Timone.

Her dress was black, purple and gold, and once again gave off a sort of regal air to it. Jake guessed it was the lack of white other than the bottom layer that peaked out the bottom of the dress, but overall, their dresses looked extra fancy, to him.

Jake thought Tanda’s paws coming out of the sleeves of her tight dress looked extra fluffy. Her usual almost wild mane of hair was done up with a look similar to Bloodberri’s, where there were braids of hair woven around the top of her head, but her hair was straightened beautifully.

Her hearthian presence washed over the crowd, her desire for her people to find harmony and happiness nearly making it so. Within her presence was also the feeling of a fierce huntress, an enemy of the wicked.

Only those with evil in their hearts would feel threatened, the rest feeling reassured that such a protector was nearby.

Arriving at the stage, Timone kissed Tanda’s forehead and moved to the side, and the last in the procession was complete. As before, Jake’s hearth and hers sought to make a connection, her black flames dancing as her heart pulsed underneath it.

It seemed with her recent advancement, her Auril Heart and hearthivy vines formed a single system, making them in truth a singular organ.

Her soul and hearthivy vines drew in death from the void, igniting her deathly flames. But her auril heart fed on the deathly energy through the hunt, that energy being reborn as life energy as her heart beat.

“You look amazing, my mate. I truly have five beautiful wives or mates, a very lucky and blessed man.”

All the girls beamed, and behind the stage, the idols of the divine lit up, and Jake could tell that they were watching. If Jake had to guess, they didn’t make a huge showing of it, as it might detract from the girls and their special day.

Avalara smiled where she stood behind the altar. “Now the hero is here, and his heroic brides to be. Before us stands not just a groom and his brides, but a harmonious gathering of souls, bonded by a thread of fate stronger than life or death itself. We are here to celebrate their union, to share in their moment and witness the meeting of their hearts as one.”

“Now, let us seal this union, their bonds forged in the fires of destiny. Witnessed by their beloved community and the divine. Let us have the necklaces and the ring.”

Jake raised his brow at the idea of wearing a necklace. They had flames billowing off the center of their chests! Still, he supposed that the necklace could sit a little higher, the bottom of the flaming ring sat just above their cleavage.

A spriggon carried a pillow up through the aisle, jabbering and laughing all the while. It was wearing a miniature black tux, and it brought the pillow in front of Jake. Avalara motioned for him to grab the pillow, so he did. The spriggon moved to the back of the procession, Berri giving the creature a smile and a nod.

The necklaces were the same as he had forged for them, though the ring for Jake was somewhat of a surprise.

“Mated necklaces are a representation of the beastkin’s culture, a signal to the community that a woman has found her mate and joined a family, a new clan. A symbol of their love, a proof of their connection.”

She gestured to Jake, to begin placing the necklaces on his wives. She continued as Jake did so, giving each girl a kiss on the lips as he did. “By placing these necklaces on his beloved’s necks, witnessed by the divine and the community, they will be bound in holy matrimony for all time. By accepting his necklace, they are accepting and returning his protection and his love, their responsibilities as wives, mates, and as clan members.”

Each necklace sat high on their necks, just above their flames. As he kissed each of his wives, their flames leapt at each other, forming a connection. While Fhesiah’s couldn’t be seen by the crowd, their flames connected just the same. When they did, he felt each of his wife’s passion and love for him, their desire and happiness for both the event and the personal celebration of their union soon to come.

There was an edge to their emotions that Jake already knew–that there was still more to come.

“With that, this union is witnessed and sealed. Our lovely heroes are now joined in holy matrimony for all time.”

Jake returned to his place, and looked down suspiciously at the ring. What happened to that?

Avalara continued, “The Framework has deemed Baron Jake Hart the Planetary Ruler of Highlands. This allows him to act on its behalf for its protection, to fight and make decisions for the good of the world in the War against Tartarus. But it does not allow him to lead us, to guide us like a Chieftain leads his Tribe.”

Timone walked to the altar, and stood next to Avalara.

“For hundreds of years, our people have been against the gathering of power. Our tribes were led by a Chieftain, a clan meant to protect and lead the many clans in protecting the balance. To unite more under a single banner meant to grow their desire and greed. And when a chief’s greed grew, it grew along with the taint, the curse of the death god.”

“But that curse on this world has ended, by the very heroes you see before you. Going forward, we need these heroes to be a beacon of hope, to take on the responsibility of leadership to protect Highlands forevermore.”

“The world has changed, being transformed, baptized in the flames of war. New peoples have joined as brethren: the Elysians, the Emberborn, the Eternum, and Warrior Brotherhood. The Heart of the World, the ravenwolf, the lion, the wolf, and the stag tribes have each helped protect the balance for a thousand years. They are here today along with the leaders of our new brethren, and they all agree: that Jake Hart and his wives should rule Highlands as Kings and Queens, to continue their task protecting the balance in this new conflict. Highlands must transform once again, guided by our saviors and heroes!”

The crowd clapped and cheered, the beastkin’s auril hearts beating heavily. They gave our wordless cries of praise, a near-full agreement and acceptance. Their songs echoed within the clearing, the auril in the area stirring. The warmth given off by their approval touched Jake’s heart, and filled his wives with pride.

Avalara was the one to continue, giving Jake a knowing smile. “This duty and responsibility is heavy, millions of lives on Highlands hanging in the balance. But our hero has already given his Oath to protect Highlands for all time, witnessed by the Framework, Hestia, and the thousands within Cascadia.”

She continued, “Crowning Baron Jake Hart as King shows our unity, our harmony as a people in deciding to put our faith in our savior, to submit ourselves to his strength and leadership. Because the people of Highlands know in their heart of hearts that Baron Jake’s strength will lead them to victory in their darkest hour, just as he had done before.”

Avalara gave him a large smile and a nod. Something about Avalara’s message felt like she was talking about herself, rather than just all the people of Highlands. To Jake, this ceremony was kind of weird. It was kind of like he was marrying the world.

All four girls floated the ring into the air with their will alone, the tiny ring rising from the pillow Jake was holding. The auril within the area stirred and converged toward the ring, and Jake could tell Avalara was definitely one of many driving this. The many auril heroes, especially Timone and his wives, sent their auril into the tiny object.

It began to grow, until it became a crown. A crown of vines and metal, with Celtic knots and symbols for the many Divine and tribes involved in Highland’s salvation, lining its outside.

It floated in the air in front of him. Waiting for him to accept it.

When Jake became Hestia’s Champion, she voiced his dream aloud. She told him that by becoming it, that he could matter in the world and make a difference. That people would need him, and that he would be wanted.

Having a family with people that loved him was also a desire or dream of his and was already achieved by Fhesiah and Ophelia, but that didn’t exclude his other goals for his life, his other dreams.

This ceremony was a symbol, an actualization of his dream being achieved–the reason he was willing to put his life on the line, to sacrifice his effort and struggle with facing the great enemy by becoming Hestia’s Champion. Even though he never voiced it aloud, his wives knew this down to their very soul, that in many ways, this was something that Jake wanted.

Of course, when Jake pictured accomplishing his goal or dream originally, he thought maybe he would run a soup kitchen or something of that scale. He’d have numerous people in the community that were filled with gratitude for his efforts, and people that cared about him, happy that he was a member of their community–and perhaps, some that even needed and relied on him.

This was simply a much grander scale, a dream achieved where he became the person, along with his loving wives, his queens–that mattered the most. That millions of his new beastkin, Elysian, Emberborn, and Eternum brethren, had agreed they wanted and needed him.

Through all of Jake’s efforts to improve himself and his wives, to empower all those around him, he had become the cornerstone, the nexus on which all the people of Highlands relied. Thanks to his efforts, they could definitely stand strongly on their own–but they wanted him to continue to lead, to continue empowering them.

The responsibility was heavy. The amount of trust the people of Highlands were putting into Jake was far beyond what he ever imagined when he became Champion. But he knew this was only the beginning. He already earned two more worlds, after all.

He stepped forward, and the crown was lowered on to his head, guided by those in attendance and his wives. Jake accepted the weight and responsibility, the duty of wearing the crown as king of Highlands.

The crowd cheered once more, clapping and roaring. The new king was selected, the responsibility one that would way heavily on Jake’s shoulders. But having his queens at his side, he knew he could take on any challenge.

Avalara smiled. “Now, let us celebrate our new Kings and Queens on their union and our victory over the terrible enemy, our freedom. Rejoice!”

The stage shifted even as the crowd continued their roars in happiness and in excitement, and vines began growing out of it, with various implements for food and drink. Staff exited the large tent in the back, trays of food and drink. Vines constructed even more furniture, many tables for holding numerous people forming almost out of thin air, but from seeds in the ground, Jake realized.

Music began playing again, this one much more dance-like than that which was played during the procession. The procession began to leave the stage, and Jake realized that the event had just become the reception.

Fhesiah came to Jake’s side, wrapping her arm around him. “Much more fun this way, huh?”

Blood added, “And efficient. No need to head to another venue, or to be filled with a bunch of stuffy portions of the ritual. I hope you liked it, milord.”

Jake chuckled. “I liked it, but I just noticed I didn’t get to say anything, and neither did you girls.”

Ophelia joined him at his side. “You’re right, but it was a surprise, so it wouldn’t have been right to put you on the spot. Besides, we’ve already said it all. Our hearths are proof, after all.”

Tanda looked at all the people partying, enjoying the celebration. “It could have used more singing, dancing, and fighting, but your people’s wedding is okay too, my mate. Let’s go see our friends, and then…later…” She blushed.

Berri nodded. “Yes! Then it’ll be time to make babies together! I can’t wait.”

Fhesiah’s smile was wolfish, as she leered at each of the girls and Jake. “Yes, I can hardly wait too. We’ll all enjoy our lord husband together.”

Ophelia blushed. “W-Why do you always have to make it weird?”

Fhesiah chuckled. “It’s you that’s making it weird, for you. What’s wrong about us all enjoying our husband?”

Jake decided to thank Avalara, but it seemed her avatar had, at some point, been disbursed. He had wanted to talk to her.

Tanda told him, “O-Oh, she told me to tell you that she would reach out to us soon. She has numerous things to work on, so just enjoy our relaxation for now.”

Jake shrugged, and focused on the people in front of him for now. They would thank their community for coming, and celebrate their union. Then, celebrate together later.


Interlude 7 - ♥♥♥ Wedding Night



Jake and the girls spent several hours in revelry with the beastkin and their many allies. They enjoyed dancing and singing, as well as eating a wide variety of foods. They had a large cake, which was shared by the thousands in attendance.

The adoration among the beastkin for their family was special, filling Jake and his wives with a profound sense of community and home. Jake had never felt so fulfilled, and his queens’ feelings matched.

They arrived back in their Refuge, still wearing their dresses and his tux. Despite hours spent, their dresses and bodies remained immaculate, magic powering their endurance and stamina to make it feel like their day had only just begun. Their bodies were brimming with energy and excitement.

Each of the girls were excited, and Jake was too. This was the first day that began their rest and relaxation, and Jake was going to begin his first step of becoming a father.

Jake teleported the girls in front of the bedroom door, allowing him to carry each of them one by one across the threshold. Despite Bloodberri’s immense weight, he had no problems carrying her upper body across.

“C’mon, Jakey. You can do the rest! Heeve ho!” Berri giggled.

Jake could, in fact, do the rest, and he dragged her gigantic body. Thankfully, her scales were extremely smooth, allowing him to drag her snake body into the room.

Ophelia beamed. “You’re so strong now, my chosen.” Her beaming smile shifted to a bit of a blush. “I suppose you’re going to need to be, dealing with all of us tonight. Tonight is going to be special!”

Jake smiled. “Every night with each of you is special. I love you all.”

All his beautiful wives beamed and returned his love, each giving him a kiss.

Fhesiah’s smile grew wide. “Now, the part we’ve all been waiting for. The undressing of the queens!”

Each of the girls lifted up the skirt of their giant bell dresses, and then–

The dresses all disappeared, leaving them wearing sexy lingerie, complete with garter belts. Each matched the girls’ hair colors, their flesh on display. They each wore thong-like crotchless panties, which would allow them to continue to wear their sexy outfits for the fun to come.

Jake’s desire rose, his cock hardening within his pants. His wives’ hearths flickered, all being drawn to Jake’s, their own desire rising as they took deep breaths.

“You girls all look wonderfully sexy. I want you all, but I have some concerns.”

Tanda hugged Ophelia from the side. “We’ve planned it! Unless you have a specific desire of who you want first, we decided Lia should go first.”

Fhesiah nodded. “We figured this would be the most harmonious. So, what will it be, lord husband? Will you ravish us out of turn, or are you okay with us making the choice?”

Jake smiled, as his clothes vanished into his storage ring. He walked up to Ophelia, and grabbed onto her waist. “I definitely want to make you girls as happy as can be. Forever.”

Ophelia blushed. “J-Just one more thing. I did change more than just my colors.” She turned around, showing Jake her amazing bubbled ass, framed perfectly by the thong t-back. It was even firmer and rounder than before–

Some feathers smacked into him, and he realized this was what she was trying to show him–she had tail feathers now. They were over an entire meter long, and they were just like Aisling’s from before. They simply followed the bell of her dress inside it, and he hadn’t noticed them.

Then, they were fanned upward on her sexy back as she tried to display them, and he just got too distracted by her beautiful ass that he didn’t even notice.

“I-I guess your thoughts spell out how much they bother you. I was worried…you wouldn’t like them.”

Jake chuckled, as he ran his hands across her new feathers. “It’s cute.” He ran his hands firmly across her bubbled ass, causing Ophelia to shiver at his possessive touch. “But you are still beautiful and sexy. I want you now more than ever.”

She spun, her wings flaring out around him as she leaped into his arms, her lips smashed against his. Jake walked her over to the bed as their kiss deepened, directing the girls to join them nearby.

Even with the girls near, with Ophelia’s large wings, she could close them off as if alone in a curtain. However, she kept her wings spread wide, leaving their kissing and romance in front of the rest.

Their hearths connected, and their feelings for each other grew. He felt her pleasure as she rubbed her pussy over his length, grinding on him as their kiss continued.

Ophelia pulled back, her blue eyes holding a love and sincerity he never imagined he would ever know. “We girls all want your child. But I want mine to be natural–if it happens now, it happens. Fhesiah is going to help the others be just a little more fertile and ready. I want it to be a surprise.”

Jake nodded. “As you wish, my love.” He placed her on the edge of the bed, and looked over at Fhesiah, Tanda, and Bloodberri, who were watching with fond smiles.

Fhesiah was more than a little horny, and excited about the night as it progressed. At the same time, she was waiting for his orders.

He smiled. “I take it Tanda is next, and then Bloodberri?” He left the obvious unsaid.

Fhesiah nodded with a lustful smile. “That’s right, lord husband. How can we serve?”

Jake narrowed his eyes at her. Of course, she wanted to have a bit of fun. He thought he had a good way for her to do that.

He ordered Tanda. “Lay down next to Lia. I want you to make Fhesiah feel good while she pleasures Blood and Berri, getting them ready for me. Do you mind?”

Tanda giggled. “This should be fun! Like this?”

She laid down on her back next to Ophelia, her ass on the edge of the bed. Ophelia’s wing would be under her, as wide as it was, but this was not a problem.

“Perfect. Now, I want Faye to sit on your face, and Blood and Berri to make their pussy available to her.”

The two girls quickly got ready, hungry smiles on their faces. Their hearths were flickering in anticipation, their breathing picking up at the excitement.

Jake could tell all the girl’s pussies were already more than wet enough, but he definitely wanted them to enjoy their time as they waited for him. There was only one cock to go around, after all.

Fhesiah hummed. “True, maybe that doesn’t have to be the case, though? I could grow you an extra one.”

Ophelia groaned. “Please, not more weirdness yet. Our changes are enough for me for now.”

Fhesiah had done as she was bidden, with her pussy lips now within licking distance of Tanda’s tongue. Fhesiah was bent over slightly, reaching over to Bloodberri’s pussy, who was laying on her side.

Berri was watching Jake, breathing heavily at seeing his hard cock. Her body wanted it, and it was already starting to enter a mating heat.

Everyone in position, Jake lined up his cock toward Ophelia’s pussy. Rubbing the tip against her clit, she gasped at the sensation. He then began to push it into her folds, the tightness like a vice as, inch by inch, it spread her insides.

Ophelia moaned. “Ohhh shit. D-Did it get bigger? I mean, well, we all did, but…”

Fhesiah sighed in satisfaction, as Tanda began licking her pussy. “Mmm, it did! Even considering the change in his body’s vol–”

Blood interrupted, “Shut up and lick,” as she grabbed Fhesiah’s horns with her hand, and shoved her face into her pussy with an unyielding grip.

Jake began teasing Tanda’s pussy with his index finger as he thrust in and out of Ophelia, his cock now greeting her cervix with every thrust. Her cunt gripped his cock tightly, as it massaged his length with every movement.

The room became a symphony of moans, as each girl found their pleasure. They began to find their synchronicity, as their hearths started beating in the same rhythm.

Jake’s movements began to speed up, as he looked into Ophelia’s eyes. The warmth of her pussy, as well as her loving expression, drove his desires. His right hand was otherwise busy with finger fucking Tanda, but his left explored Ophelia’s body.

She began to move in sync with him, moving her waist with his every thrust. Her legs wrapped around him, pulling him in as her pussy convulsed.

As his lovers’ pleasure increased, they began to feel each other’s sensations and feelings at a greater magnitude.

Fhesiah’s eyes fluttered, as she moaned. “Fuck, that is starting to feel like Jake is inside me.”

Tanda was merely licking her clit, her paws not especially great for their sapphic activities. She could still rub Fhesiah’s pussy on the outside, but it was like wearing thick gloves while doing it. Her claws didn’t retract, so she couldn’t really put a digit inside of Fhesiah–Fhesiah was merely feeling a phantom of what Jake was doing to Ophelia, and Tanda with his fingers.

Berri moaned, her words stammering from Jake’s movements. “Y-Yes. It’s like Jake is already fucking me. I-I want the real thing, t-though.”

Ophelia was moaning with each thrust, her wet pussy tightening with his movements. “Ohhh fuck, Jake, I’m going to cum. Fuck me harder!”

Fhesiah moaned, her body shaking with pleasure. “Y-yeah. Fuck her harder!”

Jake’s hips became a blur, as he pounded her faster. Her pussy convulsed on his cock, tightening and massaging his length. His hearth and hers had long since connected, and the pleasure from her was fed back into him, and his back into her.

Their love became a physical thing, with the connection going between their hearths, each desiring to bring each other pleasure. The warmth and love he felt radiating from Ophelia’s chest heightened their sensations, their minds being assaulted with it as he bottomed out in her pussy repeatedly.

He came into her willing cunt, his cock sending rope after rope of cum into it. His mind nearly went blank, as their spirits touched. For a moment, it felt like they were truly one, and something within Jake knew that they both wanted a child–and thus, they were having it.

The girls all moaned as they came, the pleasure from them both sending them past their peaks. This seemed to feed back around into Jake and Ophelia once more, sending shockwaves of pleasure into everyone.

Tanda’s eyes fluttered. “W-Wow. That was…amazing.”

Berri pulled Fhesiah’s face away and looked down at her pussy, almost as if checking for cum inside it. “It did feel good, but I feel ripped off and almost a little mad, for some reason?”

Fhesiah laughed. “Not to worry. Tanda is next, then you–there is more than enough of lord husband to go around.”

Jake kissed Ophelia, and rubbed her firm stomach.

“I love you, my loyal guardian. I just know you will be a wonderful mother.”

Ophelia blushed, rubbing her belly with happiness and pride as she knew that she had now conceived. “I love you too, my chosen champion, my king. I’ll always be yours, now and forever.”

Both Jake and Ophelia felt the same way–she had already conceived, some kind of Hearthian thing.

Fhesiah hummed. “What’s this now? You think she’s already with child? I can check, if you like?”

Ophelia nodded with a smile. “I’m already pretty sure, and so is Jake.”

Fhesiah checked her with her divine sense, her smile growing wide. “It really did! You’re going to be a mom, Lia!”

The girls all beamed and took a moment hugging one another, Jake smiling.

For a second, Jake thought that Berri might get jealous as she talked about being first, but apparently, this didn’t bother her. It appeared she had some confidence that she would give birth first, making her the first mother in truth.

He just shook his head at this. He supposed she somehow would only have herself to blame, if she wasn’t somehow the first, in that case.

Besides, she was all-too-happy learning that something about their situation made it nearly a sure thing.

Jake smiled at Ophelia again. “Now, did you want the same treatment as Tanda? Or…I guess that’s not really needed.”

Ophelia rubbed her belly, blushing as she pulled her wing out from under Tanda and covered herself a little. “Y-You can focus on them for now. I’ll still share this moment with them.”

Jake sent his desire for Bloodberri and Fhesiah to pair off, to keep each other busy.

As always, Jake’s cock was already ready for his next lover. His hearth disconnected from Ophelia’s and his eyes met Tanda’s. Her deathly flames leaped to join Jake’s right away, her body and heart already full of desire.

She began to pant, in anticipation of her mate joining her. Today, things would be different. She was entering her mating heat, completely unsuppressed by Fhesiah.

His desire built for her, his sexy beastkin wife. Her tan body with black fur and feathers was a stark contrast to Ophelia’s, a softness in her lithe frame that made her beautifully different.

He said the words for her benefit, but they were the truth. “I need you, my mate. I want to give you a child, my body aching for you.”

Tanda blushed. “Please–my body is ready for you. Use me.”

Fhesiah had used her draconic empowerment to increase her size–otherwise, she was significantly smaller than Bloodberri now. This was why Jake had picked the layout for his girls they used previously.

Blood was now able to reach her tongue to Fhesiah’s ass, licking and tonguing it of its new white chocolate flavor, which she had prepared for this moment. Meanwhile, Berri fingered Fhesiah’s pussy and clit, and Fhesiah happily went to town on their pussy with her fingers and tongue.

The two were already moaning, and Jake was feeling phantom sensations on his length. While he felt they were enjoying each other, they each couldn’t wait for the main event–Jake.

Jake lifted Tanda and carried her more to the center of the bed, rather than on the edge. He gripped Tanda’s ankles above her fluffy feet tightly and lifted them high. Hooking them to his shoulders, he bent her in half as he entered her slick entrance.

His cock entered her easily, her body long since ready for him. She moaned. “Ohhh, my mate. That feels so good!”

Her pussy tightened along his length, pulsing as her body shook. The feedback he felt told him that she just had a small orgasm, her body rewarding her for joining her mate. His face was now inches away from hers, but with her legs between their two bodies.

He began moving his hips, their mating press position allowing him to reach deeply inside her easily. With her legs against his chest, her pussy was tightly wrapped around his cock. With each thrust, she moaned, her body heating up as pleasure took over her senses.

Fhesiah and Bloodberri both felt Jake’s cock inside them, as if he was fucking them at the same time. The three girls enjoyed each other’s efforts, but slowed in their activities as they enjoyed their husband’s on Tanda.

Ophelia was lazily rubbing her clit now, moaning at Jake’s cock pounding deeply into Tanda’s pussy.

Tanda wasn’t able to move much thanks to the position, but she tried. Her cunt gripped and milked his cock as a manual effort from her, as he started fucking her harder.

Once again their hearths connected, Jake feeling the warmth and love coming from his beautiful huntress. Her golden eyes gazed at him full of admiration as he returned his love to her. Her pussy was pulsing along with the beat of her rapidly beating heart, sending pleasure pulsing through his entire being.

The feedback loop began, of all the sensations of his girls sending pleasure rippling across Jake’s cock as he drove it deep into his wife repeatedly. The girls reached their peaks, and Jake filled his lovely ravenwolf with cum as their minds blanked in pleasure.

Their spirits touched, just as they did with Ophelia, their hearths connected. Both had a deep desire to have a child, and thus, they did, their wills making it so.

Fhesiah floated over, side eyeing Jake for clamping down on his thought. “Do you mind, Tanda? I can check you now.”

Tanda was still shaking, her body filled with aftershocks. She sighed happily. “Sure, Faye. I’m pretty sure though!”

Fhesiah swept over her with divine sense, her smile growing wide. “It took! You’re really going to be a mommy now!”

The two girls squealed and hugged one another, Jake smiling. He waited for them to break apart, and kissed Tanda on the lips. “I love you, my mate. I know you’re going to be a great mom and clan mother.”

Tanda beamed. “I love you too, my mate. Together, our clan will protect the balance, making a wonderful nest for all time.”

Berri and Blood’s excitement was through the roof, as they turned to Jake. Their serpentine eyes took him in, as if seeing him for the first time.

Blood’s gaze was filled with devotion. “For the longest time, we have both wanted a child–it’s in our blood, in our nature. But nothing makes us happier, fills us with greater satisfaction, than knowing that our child will be yours. Our mate, our husband, our king–we never would have achieved our potential, or felt such fulfillment without you. We want to give you our everything.”

Their expression shifted to a blush. Berri, for the first time, looked shy to him. “She’s better at saying all that stuff. Thanks for…putting up with me, and indulging and spoiling me. I can feel how much you love me, and it makes me feel so wonderful and want to be better.”

She continued, “Thanks to our amazing family, I’ve gotten to feel what it’s like to feel loved, and knowing our babies are going to feel the same way fills me with joy. Now, please, daddy Jake. I want and need you.”

Jake strode forward on the bed, getting closer to her upper body. He kissed Bloodberri on the lips, but Berri pulled away with a blush, before she asked Fhesiah, “It won’t affect his…soldiers if he makes himself big, will it?”

Fhesiah chuckled. “I like where this is going. I think it’ll be okay? This Hearthian thing seems outside of that, but I’ll keep my eye on it.”

“You’re the best, Faye-faye. You don’t mind, do you, Jake? It should be fun!”

Ophelia shook her head from the other side of the bed with a fond smile. Her clan wives were crazy.

Jake chuckled. This was a different type of size queen. He leaped off the bed, noting that they would likely need to prepare their bed for more of these types of activities in the future.

While Bloodberri was in fact heavy and the bed sturdy, more than half her weight was often on the bedroom floor.

He drew the runes for Giant’s Growth with his hearth flames, the magic entering his body as it expanded. He grew until he was over four meters tall, larger than even Bloodberri’s upper body.

As a natural result of his growth, of course, his cock grew–and like a moth to a flame, Fhesiah had floated toward it. It was now around Fhesiah’s eye level and almost a half a meter long, its girth having increased as well.

Her smile grew wide. “Wow. I did say I could just change my scabbard for his sword, but this has a special appeal suddenly.”

Tanda brought her face to it too. “W-wow is right. It’s like a baseball bat? T-That, it won’t even fit in me.”

Fhesiah grabbed it, and began jerking it as she looked at it, as if mesmerized.

Berri looked at it with a little extra hunger. “I called dibs! Everyone heard me, I called it.”

“Then what are you waiting for? Our dear husband is ready for you.”

To Jake’s surprise, instead of lining up her pussy to his cock, Berri darted to kiss his tip. The first kiss was followed by a second and a third, Blood and Berri both sending their love and devotion for Jake through their bond as they did.

Berri said, “I want a child, but, I do want to make you feel good first. I know I’m so needy, and you always take care of me. I’d like to return the happiness you give me.”

Blood looked deeply into Jake’s eyes, and she didn’t need to say anything. Jake knew she’d be happy to tie him to a bed, and pleasure him all day, taking none for herself.

“My, that’s a wonderful idea, milord. Maybe someday soon?”

Their tongue lolled out, and wrapped around the tip as they kissed it some more. Berri made pleased moans as she did, something within her stirring as she tried to please her mate. Their hearths connected, the motherly presence in the room increasing.

Blood looked to Fhesiah as she kept kissing Jake’s tip, lavishing it with her attention. She gave a silent order, willing Fhesiah to join her.

Fhesiah kissed the side of his cock, her smaller lips feeling pleasant on it. She rained kisses up and down his length, looking in Jake’s eyes as she tried to bring him pleasure along with Blood sucking on his tip.

Tanda looked at the activity with need, and even Ophelia looked interested in joining along.

Bloodberri’s tail formed a coil chair for Jake, allowing him to sit down. The four girls gathered around, and began kissing and licking from each side. Tanda and Ophelia lined up on the left side of his length, and Fhesiah on the right.

Kissing and licking along his long member, Fhesiah began fondling Jake’s balls, while Tanda and Ophelia sucked portions of his length.

When Blood and Berri took his large tip into their mouth, their body shook. Liquid flowed out of their mouth, dripping along his length. They began working his huge cock into their mouth further, their body feeling pleasure from this act.

Blood spoke in his mind, her mouth full, [T-This is new. Perhaps our mouth is like Faye’s, when our lord’s cock is in it.]

Fhesiah tasted it, causing her to moan as she licked faster. “It’s sweet! It’s like her pussy juices.”

Jake thought that would bother Ophelia, but somehow, that just made her speed up on her licking of his cock. A pleasant, warm sensation started to build on Jake’s cock, as the fluid was spread over his skin, Tanda moaning as she also increased her kissing and licking efforts.

Bloodberri was now bobbing on his tip, taking only a small portion of his cock into her mouth. Each kiss and lick from his wives built on his ache, his need that was building. The pleasure from their act of making their husband feel good spread among his women, and they began fingering themselves.

This began to spread even more sensations along Jake’s cock. A fire built inside Jake, and it felt like there was only one way to put out that fire–with Bloodberri’s mouth. He grabbed her new horns atop her head, her eyes meeting his. A shiver ran through her body, as he pulled her face into his cock.

His large cock filled her throat, causing her to moan. His cock went easily down her throat, as he began pumping her face up and down on his length.

Her throat was tight, and her tongue began wrapping around his length. The sensations as she tightened her coil only caused him to speed up his efforts, the pleasure spreading further among his wives.

The three mouths’ efforts continued, kissing and licking closer to his base, as he used Bloodberri’s throat for his pleasure. Fucking her face on his cock, the pleasure continued to build in all his wives and himself as he forced her closer and closer to his base, his hips moving faster.

Their hearths connected once more, Jake feeling the love and devotion his two wives had for him. Returning his love, he wanted to make them happy and fulfilled, and to accomplish that, he would give them the child they desired.

Bloodberri’s eyes rolled into the back of her head, as they came on his cock. Her coiled tongue tightened along his length, as they massaged his cock further. His balls began to boil, as Jake reached his peak, the sensations from all his wives taking him over the top.

His spirit touched Blood and Berri’s, the three all finding synchronicity in their desire to have a child, as he released his cum down their willing throat.

Jake’s mind blanked in pleasure, and each of his wives moaning as they came as well. The echoes from their bond combined with their efforts overwhelmed their senses, each of their bodies shaking in pleasure.

Rope after rope of cum was sent down their throat, Blood and Berri’s body shaking as a pleasant sensation grew within their belly.

Berri pulled off Jake’s length. “W-What was that. Don’t tell me?”

Fhesiah checked her with her Divine Sense. “It was! You’re going to be a mommy!”

Berri looked down at her pussy, and she looked like she was cheated. “N-No fair. I want a redo! That can’t be right?”

Tanda and Ophelia were giggling from where they collapsed on Bloodberri’s snake body, and Fhesiah chuckled.

“It looks like, your throat has a valve in it–when your body is ready to mate with our husband, it shifts the path to your uterus, and where the…juices came from. Your backdoor is just for fun too, it just goes straight to it. Really, it doesn’t seem any different from your pussy.”

Blood was a little let down that she could no longer really give him one-sided pleasure, but the idea that the feedback loop seemed to amplify it made her satisfied with the change.

Berri was still mad for a moment, but then it shifted to a happy, dopey expression. “I guess, it doesn’t matter. I made Jake feel good, and became a mommy. It doesn’t matter what hole, it’s all the same in the end.”

She looked up at the ceiling, her expression as if she just learned some profound truth of the universe.

Fhesiah smiled. “You finally learned it. I’m so proud of you.”

Jake just shook his head, then scooped his dragoness wife out of the air. He teleported them to the edge of the bed, and pushed her face down onto it. He pulled her tail, lifting her ass high off the bed in the air, and began entering her from behind.

His cock’s large head parted her drenched folds, but her pussy was tight, her body still her smaller size.

But he forced it in several inches, knowing she had already prepared somewhat for this–but also knowing it was nearly impossible to hurt her in the first place.

She moaned. “Ohhh fuck yes, so big! Use my tiny pussy.”

He put his large hand on her small waist, and pulled her hard as he thrust deeper. For Bloodberri, his cock was only barely proportionally larger than usual. For Fhesiah, his cock was comically large.

Fhesiah groaned as his cock bottomed out in her pussy, the shape of it showing on the outside of her body. Her body shook in pleasure, as her hole was overstuffed to the brim. Her organs were pushed aside to make room for his huge cock, her pussy tightening and contracting all along his length.

It felt amazing, and Jake was filled with lust as he felt his hearth connect with Fhesiah’s. “I’m going to stretch out that pussy of yours.”

He began moving his hips in a slow pumping motion, Fhesiah matching his thrusts with her heart shaped ass. Her lust increased, her body being used for Jake’s pleasure as he picked up the pace.

She was moaning with nearly every movement, her pussy spasming all along his length. “Yes! Yes! Fuck!”

When she came, her whole body shook. The pleasure fed back into Jake, and he came inside her as well.

Their spirits touched–but they both were not ready for a child, knowing she was going to leave soon, so nothing happened.

Rivulets of cum filled her pussy, the white fluid leaking out even as he continued to fuck her. Jake had just cum, but he didn’t stop–he didn’t need to stop. He willed her to shift into a kitsune, and she was happy to abide by his order.

In a couple of seconds when she completed, he put his hands under her knees from behind, and lifted her into the air. He began lifting her up and down on his cock, her back against his chest.

Her kitsune tails danced as he filled her cunt over and over with his cock, her continuing to moan as he fucked her. Jake focused on nothing else but fucking her pussy, her smaller body easy to fuck hard and fast.

As she loved, he used her body for his pleasure. He fucked her right through her orgasms, never slowing down. The pleasure was immense, and he filled her cunt more than once with his cum, the white fluid just dripping out of her pussy as he continued to fuck her.

They moved from one position to the next, continuing their passion. Fhesiah became nearly incoherent as she moaned, a cycle of pleasure filling her being.

Jake had to continually feed mana into his body enlargement, but it was only a distant thought in his mind. He was able to continue focusing on fucking his wife’s pussy, filling her again and again with his cum.

It was distant in the back of his mind, like his other wives moaning, all of them feeling Fhesiah’s pleasure as he fucked her senseless. His hips were a blur as he now fucked her while standing up, her pussy being filled to its brim with his oversized cock.

He filled her with his final load, her body shaking in pleasure as his own did.

Fhesiah’s smile was dopey, just like Berri’s was, as Jake finally put her down on the bed.

She just started at the ceiling, breathing heavily as she took out one of her recording crystals. “Best. Day. Ever.”

Ophelia and Tanda walked over with shaky legs, tired from all the pleasure.

Jake carried them all onto the bed, and even dragged Bloodberri’s upper body near the head of it. Ophelia and Tanda lined his sides, as he finally let the Giant’s Growth wear off.

He was surrounded in fur and feathers, as he pulled Fhesiah close as well, his wife already passed out. It wasn’t long before he joined her in his own slumber.


Chapter 46 - Relaxation?



Jake woke up from their wonderful night together wide awake. Not needing sleep in the first place, he only fell asleep for a couple of hours for his own enjoyment, and he was fully rested. Taking a deep breath, he exhaled a relieved sigh.

For the first time in months, he had no place to be, no fire that needed to be put out. Jake could finally just do…nothing. He was covered in warm bodies, as Ophelia and Tanda monopolized his sides. Fur and fluffy feathers covered his body, their hearths more than keeping him warm.

Jake was bathed in the Presence of his girls, and it felt great. He just basked in it for a moment, a contentment filling him as he did nothing.

Berri was giggling in her sleep, rubbing her belly as she lied next to Jake’s head on her massive coil. She had a big dopey smile on her face, and Jake thought it might be her permanent look for a few months, since Fhesiah had assured her she was pregnant now.

Blood’s golden eyes snapped open. “It’s my smile too, Milord. I cannot wait for our child to come.” She looked at Tanda and Ophelia, “And these ones too. I can’t wait to see our kids play together.”

She smiled with pride. “The wiki doesn’t contain an entry on our unique races, but it appearsmany of these high races are in fact less fertile at higher Tiers. Their life span is more, but their immense mana and faith levels interfere with conception. But our mixed origin with the Hearthians makes it a sure thing, I guess? Or our bond? Perhaps we should ask Hestia.”

Ophelia had wanted a child just as well as Tanda and Bloodberri, but she wanted it to be more natural–only for it to happen their first time without birth control anyway. Something about being a Hearthian made it a sure thing–if they both desired it.

There might also be other factors or costs they are not aware of, but Jake didn’t feel anything being expended.

Fhesiah confirmed success with her Divine Sense on the three of them, but it was like Jake knew down to his soul that they were, before she even checked.

Fhesiah and Blood floated Ophelia and Tanda away from surrounding Jake, and hugged them into each other next to Jake. The golden and the black-haired girl’s expression somewhat frowned from being removed from Jake, but otherwise evened out as they got comfortable with each other.

The two replaced themselves at Jake’s side, Blood’s large body taking up his right and Fhesiah as a kitsune his left. He hugged his lovely wives to his side tightly, as he enjoyed their embrace.

Blood nuzzled up to Jake as her golden scaled hands roamed Jake’s body. Her claws were retractable, and her hands felt smooth on his body.

She sighed in contentment. “This is wonderful, not having a place to be for a time. We do have something that must be done soon–you had submitted Morwen’s report to the council, but they will not meet for a time.”

Fhesiah idly circled a finger around Jake’s chest ring. “I’m sure that will lead to some conflict. I’ll be leaving the Sector for a time, but with how long it takes others to move, I suppose I’ll be back before anything major happens.”

“Hmph, if they come knocking at our doors, we shall crush them like the bugs they are. I have been looking into these War Games, and if anything, they are more likely to motivate and strengthen our people.”

Jake asked, “How do they work?”

“It is different at each Tier, though it appears more things are added as you rise. On any Tier 1 world both Guilds have presence, additional facilities will be allocated within the Headquarters. The first, is a kill board, and conquest tracker. Each kill of the enemy will take a percentage of their conquest. It is one of the costs for allowing war declarations in the first place.”

Jake thought he understood the implications. “So, unlike normal where it is merely a race for each guild in their contribution or conquest points, there is an opportunity to steal their contribution for your own. But they can’t take Highlands from us, can they?”

Blood shook her head. “We will be under a grace period for a few years, as we rise up in Tier. However, the additional facilities would in fact allow them to take ownership from us–given enough time and dominance. It would take a significant time investment with how high our conquest here was. Years of us being defeated over and over, without us making any conquest anywhere else would be required.”

Fhesiah frowned. “I thought the Framework doesn’t like things that take away from the war. They can’t fight outside of a city or node’s radius, right?”

Blood nodded. “That is correct. The truth is, after a respawn, there is a grace period where it is possible to head outside the city and earn conquest for your guild. Then, on a non-contested world like this one, joining Sector Incursions to reduce the enemy’s overall number of Rifts Sector-wide is difficult for the enemy to stop, allowing Guild members to earn conquest and preventing the world from being captured.”

She continued, “The Player versus Player, or PvP, can almost be entirely avoided. Guild members must return to Headquarters to capture or realize their CP, and this forces them to need to come there, where it’s another place it can be stolen. Then, there can be minor battles which resemble the battlegrounds we faced that occur as events which force conflict periodically, that earn a lot more points for the kill board–this requires investment on the aggressor’s part to enact.”

Jake found this idea interesting, and saw how the Framework could see this as a method to train warriors for potential conflicts against the enemy. It gave them a safe place to experience battlegrounds like what they might experience against Tartarus, while making them competitive to earn more conquest.

On most worlds, Conquest took many months or years to complete. It was only because Highlands was so close to failure, and also because Tartarus wanted it so badly, that things moved so swiftly.

A one-week respawn of several people was a detriment to the conflict, but they would not be powering Tartarus’s conquests with their deaths. Because of this, it appeared that was usually a price worth paying to make people more competitive, as long as it wasn’t abused.

“What about the natives? We hadn’t heard about them being outright slain by the Adventurers, but they definitely abused them.”

Blood nodded. “When the world is at war, killing a native is not allowed and protected by the Framework–as their soul could be collected by Tartarus. Even when we win, those souls are sort-of ransomed by the Alliance, after all.”

She continued, “Outside of the war, it is possible for a Framework person to kill a native. However, it’s heavily discouraged. They will lose both Contribution Points and Conquest Points, in significant numbers. However, that doesn’t stop other terrible, despicable practices.”

Jake frowned. “You don’t mean…like slavery?”

Blood nodded, her expression serious. “It is possible. It is not common, because Planetary Lords like you can prevent higher Tier people from entering at all. Then, natives often grossly outnumber Adventurers, even if they are on average weaker. Still, we will need to remain vigilant. Someone from another guild at war with us could arrive and sneak around for nefarious purposes.”

Looking at the wiki entries on War Games, he learned that if things were as bad as they were when they arrived on Highlands, all PvP would be halted to force focus on the war effort.

He did see some opportunity for abuse, but it definitely appeared to require significant effort to completely sandbag a world’s loss. The other thing of note he found, was that upon killing a target and sending them into motes of light, a piece of equipment or an item within their storage bracelets was often left behind.

Their Divine rewarded equipment would be exempt from this, though it seemed as though they would pay a significant price instead, as a form of ransoming the item.

Jake tried to picture what this looked like. “So, if this War, Glory, Profit or others declare war games against us, it will enable PvP mode. On Contested Worlds, our people can be attacked and killed within cities near nodes, but not outside. They can earn conquest on that world without really being interfered with, but the enemy can steal the conquest they earn by killing them back at headquarters, or by forcing this event you talked about?”

Blood nodded, and Fhesiah added with a vicious smile, “But then we can steal theirs. If they have captured any worlds, we can send teams to steal their worlds too, with the events from this significant investment. We can challenge them in these battleground-like events, and take everything they own.”

Tanda and Ophelia stirred, the two girls stretching. Ophelia ran her hand through Tanda’s fur on her head, causing her tail to wag, but Ophelia’s face morphed into a frown. “You’re so fluffy and soft, but what happened to my Jake?”

Fhesiah smirked. “My Jake, is he? You monopolized him at night while asleep, so we took him in the morning. It’s just fair.”

Tanda giggled. “It is. What’s going on, we’re talking about fighting? I thought we get to rest now!”

They spent some time getting the two girls caught up.

Ophelia smiled. “So, it looks like training our people is going to be a high priority, to make sure they can face this scum. This actually sounds kinda fun! We will fight a battle by proxy, for a change.”

Tanda seemed excited, standing with her tail wagging, her paws swiping at an invisible enemy. “Some of our guild members will really like this! I can see Rookard’s people out for blood, chanting it! My mom and dad will really shine here, ready for the hunt!”

Blood’s body broke away from Jake, rising into the air. Her smile was vicious, as her claws came out from her scaled hands, and made a crushing motion. “Yes, I can see it now. We shall crush all these scrub enemies, and take from them which they took from others. It is perfect, it only requires some organization and preparation, we will take the fight to them instead. This War, Glory, Profit is just an ally of these jerks, isn’t it? We should declare war on their other ones ourselves!”

Fhesiah’s blood thirst was stirred as well, as she floated away from Jake, positioning herself in front of Blood. “Yes, but first, we need information. We must collect data on how many members our enemies actually have. Now I have another reason for being sad to leave, it seems like things are going to be busy!”

Jake sat up, but he was aghast. What happened to relaxation? His girls were far too bloodthirsty.

Tanda and Ophelia were now play fighting, wrestling with each other now. They each stirred their auril and mana, infusing themselves with supernatural strength.

Berri gave Jake her snake-but-puppies eyes, as she rubbed her belly. “Daddy Jake, I think I’m extra hungry–I’m eating for two now, after all. P-Plus, I’m an Echidna now. Let’s go make a big–no, wait, jumbo breakfast? Maybe two jumbo breakfasts?”

Jake chuckled. “Well, alright then. I guess, let’s go get cooking. We’ll cook some extra for our storage rings, and make sure the mommas are all well-fed.”

He teleported to the kitchen. Bloodberri followed along with him, and to his surprise, Fhesiah did too. Blood and Berri immediately busied themselves, with removing the various meats and vegetables from storage, preparing the many stoves and grills.

Fhesiah smiled at his questioning look. “I only have a few weeks or so now. We…don’t know for sure how well I’ll be able to communicate with you, when I’m there.”

Jake wrapped his arms around her. “I’m sure we’ll be able to make it work. But if not, I believe in you. We’ll be here for you when you get back, no matter what happens.”

They joined Blood and Berri in preparations, preparing many auril beast meats and, of course, muckbills. Thanks to their purifying flames, Berri even insisted on consuming the higher Tier versions of the creature.

Jake had to push his cooking skill to the limits, and used his own purifying flames on the meat to remove the odd magical toxins within the monster.

Blood now had a form of Enhanced Telekinesis, granted from the Framework as she evolved. She manipulated various utensils with enhanced precision, and Jake was quite impressed with what she could do.

“You’re getting really good with that. I had noticed that your nudges did help with that boss battle before. Then, thanks to you, my own Hearth control had increased–by me copying what you were doing, but with my Hearth flames. I saw you all have Hearth Control now.”

Blood nodded with a smile. “That’s right, but it’s the first Tier of Hearth Control, like you used to have. We were granted Expert Mana Control, and have them both. We may be able to catch up to you, with your help.”

Fhesiah smiled, as she sliced some auril-infused root vegetables with a knife. “So many possibilities for everyone now. It was starting to feel like we had no way to advance, but now they are limitless. I just need to finish my advancement.”

Blood hummed, as she finished adding a basted meat onto the rotisserie. “That reminds me. I did do some preliminary checks, and I do think there are some materials of interest for you. Thanks to the immense funds earned from taxes, our large stockpile of CP, and our Prime Instance loot, I think we can swing something.”

Jake had begun frying various foods, having more than one massive wok going filled with rice and vegetables. He was cooking like he needed to feed an army, but it was really just four women–that would normally not even need to eat.

The hot flames blazed into the bottom of them, as he used spellforms to shake and stir their contents around.

“I…thanks, Blood. What did you find?”

Jake could tell she shared the details with Fhesiah, before she replied, “I found what might be a nice pair for that Dao treasure you purchased, with the Source Energy? It is a sort of painting, which is originally a Tier 3 item–however, it is inert, its dao energy consumed. Still, it holds the truth of the dao for powerful kitsune flames, and it mentions if paired with such an item like the Source Energy one, it may help bring about an epiphany.”

Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “A Tier 3 item, you say? Can we have such a thing?”

Blood chuckled. “Apparently, it is only allowed on a non-contested world, or otherwise unable to leave our Refuge. It turns out that as a Tier 3 item, it would be powerful as a barrier–the painting’s power as a shield would be insane, even for us. Though, I guess it might be a bit too heavy to be used that way.”

Fhesiah nodded. “Yes, items with heavenly energy probably perform closer to a half a Tier above most mana-infused items, too. Well, for us at the bottom of the second Tier, I guess this painting would be formidable. Anyway, the description does look like something that might help me. How expensive is it?”

Jake waved it off. “It doesn’t matter. If it helps you at all, it’s worth it. I’ll find a way to afford it if I have to. Was there anything else, Blood?”

Fhesiah’s hearth flickered, filled with warmth. Blood was about to respond, but Fhesiah interrupted, hugging into Jake. “My, that was sexy of you, husband. You really mean it? You’ll do what it takes, to get me what I need?”

Jake side eyed her, continuing to operate his woks. “I didn’t think this was new to you, you should already know? Each of you girls are everything to me. If we don’t have a way to get what you need, I’ll just have to make a way.”

Blood cleared her throat. “It wasn’t that expensive, for the record. If there were ten paintings, we could afford them all, by moving things around. Having loot, Credits, and CP at the moment makes things a little less straightforward, but we can manage. I’ll put in the order?”

Fhesiah nodded. “Thanks, Blood. I appreciate it. So, was there anything else?”

Blood nodded. “There does appear to be a potential Source Energy treasure and a potential claw material for core formation, but it is at a local cultivator auction. We can try to have an agent win it, in the next two weeks. It should arrive here just in time, before you leave. It’s the best we can do.”

She once again shared the information available, and it was clear that it was limited. However, it looked like it was much better than nothing.

Fhesiah frowned. “That looks…too good to be true. These are definitely going to be expensive, right?”

Blood continued helping Berri with her telekinesis. “That’s right. However, I think we can make it happen, at least to obtain one of the items. If you want to earn your keep, this is in fact an auction–couldn’t you make some of your amazing pills, for us to sell or trade there? That way, you can pay for some or all of it on your own.”

Fhesiah hummed, and then hugged into the much larger Blood in the air. “You’re right. Thank you so much, my dear sister, for looking into this for me. How long do I have to get this to our agent? I’d kind of like to go since auctions are fun, but with our time so limited, I’d rather be here.”

Blood hugged her back with one arm, as Berri whisked up some frying batter in the other. “Less than a week. I’ll let them know it is a go.”

Jake smiled, as he finished cooking up the first batch of Highlands chicken vegetable fried rice. “It sounds like, one way or another, you’ll be just a little closer to what you need. I’ll talk to Valtor and see if there’s anything else we can do to raise our funds rapidly in the near future with our crafting. I’m sure Ophelia and Tanda would love to help.”

Berri nodded. “And me and Blood, too! We’ll make all sorts of neat bone armor, and Hearthtribe will help too! I know it. I’ll get all the spriggons to help if I have to.”

Fhesiah sighed, her heart and hearth filled with the warmth of family. “Thanks, husband, Blood and Berri. Family is a wonderful thing, knowing I don’t have to go it alone. Let’s get this food ready so we can eat.”

They worked together to prepare enough meals to fill an army, then eventually called in Tanda and Ophelia.

The large table filled with various meats and magical food was laid out. The aromas filled the air, and each was happy to dig in and eat.

Berri was especially ravenous, eating an entire T-rex leg, and probably way too many roasted muckbills on a stick.

“I think the baby likes the muckbills the most. I need more!”

Tanda laughed, her tail wagging. “That’s just your desires leaking. That baby can’t be bigger than the size of a pea, it can’t have a preference yet!”

Ophelia sighed in happiness, enjoying her roasted auril boar. “The skin is so crispy, and the pork is so good. I can eat this all day!”

They each enjoyed their Highland berry shakes, which Jake added his various supplements to. The Divine Hearth of the Refuge likely filled their strange bodies with everything they needed, but it didn’t hurt to be safe.

They each patted their stomachs happily, as their meal came to an end. They had no place to be, but they were all together and happy.


Chapter 47 - Rude Awakening



A few days had passed since their wedding, and the family was still relaxing with their light schedule. They trained lightly for an hour or two each day, but much of their time was spent crafting and sending messages to members of the Guild.

Jake was in the middle of enchanting some of Ophelia’s crafted armors, when he received a message from Valtor.

[Lord Jake, we received a communication. I think it’s important you get here to the war room right away. I’ll explain when you get here. Your ladies are optional, but I’d imagine they would like to be here as well.]

Jake’s girls were filled in right away, but Jake frowned. For Morwen’s report, the council wasn’t to meet for a time yet, so he didn’t think it was related to that. The girls quickly got ready, and they teleported to their Refuge portal room.

For now, Life’s Haven was still their Primary Headquarters, so they moved through the portal to meet Valtor there. Jake was wearing his tribal chieftain’s outfit, his girls matching him with their tribal wear.

Within the War Room were Valtor and Amara, Yiming and Longwei, Nadessa and Seamus. Jake knew Morwen and Bedwyr were already getting their people set up in the north.

Valtor nodded to the Conquest Table, and they gathered around it. “Thank you for coming on such short notice. We have received a communication not from War, Glory, Profit, but from a larger guild–one that is a direct subguild of a guild of the Third Tier.”

Yiming grimaced. “This…is likely not a good thing. It’s hard to put this in perspective, but people and resources in subguilds flow up the chain, not down. This sounds like it’s a Tier 2 Guild, but our report was at the first? Most likely…this is a guild asking us to back down our claim. There are very few Third Tier Guilds in our Frontier Sector.”

Valtor nodded. “That was the feeling I got when we scheduled the call for Lord Jake. They were adamant that the call must be soon, and they refused to provide a topic of discussion or to have, if it’s so urgent, the information or request handled by the Head Administrator. What Yiming said was true. Aside from some natives at the third Tier with guilds, there are not many third tier guilds in Frontier Sector 87.”

He continued, “This is because it requires significant investment from outside Sectors, in resources and time to build up a force to have many members at that level of strength. At the early formation of a Frontier Sector competition, only Tier 1 people are usually sent.”

Jake frowned. “Why is that?”

“You can think of each Frontier Sector competition as like starting a new round in a real-time strategy, or RTS game, or perhaps, the best comparison might be a 4X Strategy Game. The–”

Berri raised her hand and interrupted, “A what now? I know Faye likes the triple x, what’s the fourth for?”

Fhesiah chuckled and smirked at her, but Valtor answered, “Expand, Explore, Exploit, Exterminate. In these games, you would start a team or civilization from scratch, where technologies must be researched and a force built up from capturing land and building up from simple units. As the round goes on, each team would branch off significantly technology-wise as they compete for ownership of a map. In this case, it’s the Frontier Sector.”

He continued, “The reason why higher tier units are not brought in, is because they have a significant cost. As a simple example, if you brought a high tier unit into the map, then the enemy just might get two, to compensate. It can be done, but it should be done sparingly. At least until the Sector matures. The penalty for a lower-tier unit is lesser or nonexistent.”

Blood noted, “And that maturation is from this War Trial? We’re nearing the end of the round now?”

Amara bobbed in the air. “That’s right. This will be the fourth War Trial in this Sector’s history. The first two were lost. Thankfully, the third was won by Lord Guan Yu, putting the Alliance in a much better position, almost completely overturning the previous losses. This one was much more important than the first two.”

Ophelia noted, “But Guan Yu and his party are of the fourth Tier. How many Guilds of those are there?”

Valtor noted, “Most of the guilds are remaining third Tier, until they have built up their base. It is almost exclusively fourth tier native guilds at the moment. Because once a Guild goes up in Tier, it cannot go down. Most likely, these guilds intend to enter the fourth tier once the stage of the War Trial is entered. There are only a handful of fourth tier worlds owned by the alliance.”

Amara added, “As you know, we are forming various subguilds for our different efforts. We have been given a special extended grace period due to the nature of our situation. When the timing was presented, there were various factors considered: the age of our guild, the fact it was a native one, and that all members were on a single world. Winning Highlands put us instantly at Tier 2.”

Valtor nodded. “Yes, we have two years to create all our subguilds, and a snapshot of our technology and knowledge, our doctrine, culture and training will stay at Tier 1. As people Tier up to the second Tier, they will graduate from the subguilds and enter our main ones, at the second tier. It is against our interests to allow those subguilds themselves to Tier up.”

Tanda frowned. “So, this guy contacting us, he’s like some kind of feeder guild for one of the top ones? Why should we care? The third Tier guild can’t really do anything to us on our world or worlds, can it?”

Yiming shook his head. “They can. But, it would be a waste of their time and effort. They can always limit themselves and come down to our Tier and level to face us, if the Planetary Ruler does not allow them entry at their original Tier. Still, this is usually advantageous to them–aside from the idea that if they are busy on our world, they are not earning somewhere else.”

Jake nodded. Someone at the third tier would have an immense amount of experience in fighting. Even if their skills were limited to this tier, they would have a distinct advantage.

Valtor noted, “If we’re talking by rarity, in this sector, it is nearly an 8:1 ratio as you go up in Tier. Just by virtue of being a Tier 3 guild, they are at least eight times the size and power. Since they are probably holding off on going to the fourth, and we just barely entered the second, it is probably even more drastic than that: they are likely way over the sixty-four times our strength, at over two or three hundred times, currently.”

Jake shook his head. “Alright, so we know they are likely up to no good, wanting us to back down. I’m not doing it. The beastkin deserve their justice and their vengeance, and letting these guys win with us rolling over without us trying is not something I am going to allow. Let’s talk about how to handle this.”

Ophelia and Tanda both beamed, and somehow, Ophelia’s tail feathers were wagging almost along with Tanda’s. Both were clearly for doing the right thing. Morwen and Bedwyr were not here, but they were clear where they stood by making the report in the first place, knowing the danger.

Longwei laughed. “The stones on you, lord Jake! I love it. The brotherhood is with you. You can count on our aid!”

Jake looked at him in question. While he wasn’t disregarding his strength, he just wondered how they could help beyond that.

Yiming chuckled, and seemed to answer his unspoken question. “Having three sides to the battle can be immensely helpful. A lot of the events within the war games have a cooldown. If you are running into difficulty on a world, we can use up their challenge, giving your people some breathing room–in addition to our extra manpower, of course.”

It was important to note that the enemy also had many subguilds and potentially allies. Jake would have to keep this detail in mind.

Jake smiled. “I appreciate that, Yiming. It’s good to know we have helpful allies.” He looked over to Nadessa. “The Elysians did just join this world. I do have some concerns about what our enemies might be able to do here, but I think Valtor can help ensure everyone is ready.”

Nadessa nodded. “Many of us have become clergy of the Celtic Divine and others, and we won’t stand for such blatant evil. We are not ones to shy away from a fight. We have some noncombatants that have now arrived, but if things get challenging here, we can move them.”

Valtor added, “Us Eternum stand ready. Our people, too, will not stand for evil. The Alliance is to stand for good, it is why we joined it.”

Jake nodded. “That settled, any ideas on how we can get the most out of this upcoming call? Meaning, how do we play it? I’m not backing down. Do we try to buy more time by acting a certain way, as we prepare an attack of our own?”

Blood hummed. “It’s a tough thing. I think if you tried to act like you could be won over to their side, that might be the smartest thing to have them play the slow game and win you over. However, there is a big problem, or an obvious problem with that method.”

Jake thought about it for a moment, and slowly nodded. “We’re all Champions. We represent our Divine. If I tried to act like I was a mercenary like them or somebody who just loved to fight for fighting’s sake, they wouldn’t believe I could be a Champion of Hestia–unless they’re not all that bright. In which case, I guess we don’t really need a ploy.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “So, do we look weak and an easy target, or look like a strong plant that needs to be removed from the roots?”

Valtor shook his armored head. “I don’t think the weak and easy target ploy will work, exactly. They should have a recording of our boss battle.”

Jake frowned. “Really?”

Yiming nodded. “It is common, though it requires a decent investment on their part. It is primarily a tool that exists for monitoring for cheating by the enemy by the sector council and the Divine, but guilds or individuals can buy these recordings for CP. It is primarily a research tool, for learning Tartarus boss battles.”

Ophelia’s wings fluttered. “But then our allies can use it against us? This is frustrating.”

Jake asked Valtor, “How much time before our call?”

“We have a little over an hour, he was incessant about the timing in the messages. That if we didn’t answer the call, we would regret it.”

“Alright. I guess we’ll start with the somewhat weak approach, and switch to the strong one depending on what they do or what we learn.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Jake triggered the call, answering it on a special video display. A magical camera was a few meters in front of him, looking over his throne room they hastily created within his Refuge.

His wives were crowded around him on a large throne, wearing their tribal wear. They were in various states of exhaustion, draping themselves around him or each other nearby.

They had used a special appearance item, resetting many of their race’s visage back to high human, valkyrie, or dark lamia. Fhesiah was in her kitsune form.

A man appeared on the screen, and Jake almost thought he was looking through some kind of weird, twisted mirror, for a moment.

He was also surrounded by women, scantily clad, and sitting on a large ostentatious throne. He wore what appeared to be a metallic toga, and his own crown.

The man smiled, and seemed to be taking in Jake’s surroundings. “Greetings, Baron Jake–I am Baron Cassius, Guild Leader of the Obsidian Blades–and direct descendant of Ares. I wanted to congratulate you on your victory, winning the Prime Instance on Highlands.”

As expected, this was one of the major Tier 2 subguilds in the list of those under the Tier 3 Guild–Radiant Glory. This guild was certainly above War, Glory, and Profit in some way, and was definitely calling about their claim.

“Thank you, it is a pleasure, Baron Cassius. Our victory was hard won, but it was an enjoyable battle.” Jake smiled with pride, pulling Fhesiah close to him.

Cassius gestured, and a hologram image or video began playing near him. Jake was nearly shocked, but had been somewhat told to expect this–but it was a video of their battle against the Twin Demons.

“It really was. Our guild was more than impressed with the outcome. Your Prime Instance Battlegroup was strong, and well-organized for a mere Tier 1 guild. Five Champions is an odd choice, but it clearly worked for you. We are definitely interested in talks of your people joining Obsidian Blades.”

Jake tried to look interested. “What would that entail?”

Valtor had prepped Jake on this, but he thought being ignorant about the topic would help give off the appearance they were looking for.

Cassius smiled. “It would come with a number of benefits, for you and all those that join with you. You’re a Baron like myself, which is not taken lightly. You’d be given an extra world or two to govern, and your people would fall under the much larger umbrella that is Radiant Glory. You’d join us on our various Raids and Battlegrounds, earning excessive amounts of Credits and CP.”

Jake made himself look impressed. “What would be my responsibilities to the Guild?”

“You will have some quotas for Adventurers, resources, and CP earnings. All normal things to be expected. On the other hand, you will gain access to our Guild Store, allowing you access to…many pleasures, that I think you just might enjoy.”

Cassius seemed to nod at Jake’s women when he said that, but made the quotas sound like they were not a big deal, but in actuality, they were predatory. If Jake didn’t keep up with his quotas, they would take worlds back from him.

They would force him to behave a certain way, and Jake was starting to see how the mercenary mindset worked.

The guild doctrine for these guilds, including Obsidian Blades, was public. Odds were, there were some unspoken items, like the guild store that Cassius referred to, but otherwise these quotas were something Jake could already see.

Their guild operated on what Jake knew as the cobra effect, a name known from an event in Earth history. The British government had a problem with too many cobras in their colony in India, and decided to put out a bounty for killing them.

It was a well-intentioned incentive that led to perverse consequences–because it led to people breeding cobras for rewards, the numbers of actual cobras increasing as a result of the bounty.

Obsidian Blades would put unrealistic quotas or overly ambitious goals, and this would lead to unethical practices. This was the complete reverse of Jake’s guild, which incentivized seeking the more moral outcome.

“It almost sounds like there’s no reason not to accept. Was there anything else?”

Cassius’s smile froze. “Yes, there was just another small matter. We would like you to withdraw your claim against War, Glory, Profit.”

Tanda’s eyes flashed, and she sat up properly next to Jake, looking angry. Jake petted her ears, causing her to be mollified slightly, continuing with their act.

“I’m afraid I can’t do that. One of my lovers is one of the beastkin of Highlands, you see. Is it really that big of a deal? It’s not even a strong Guild, at Tier 1. My Hearthtribe has already passed up their pathetic guild in numbers and strength, and in such a short time.”

Cassius frowned. “You’re right. Unfortunately, there is more to it than that, and our activities at the first Tier require this claim to be dropped. I can offer you two more Tier 1 worlds if you join, and drop the claim.”

Jake appeared to mull it over, the idea of having countless more people under him sounded like it should be a good thing–that he could do more good, help more people.

But in reality, it was a part of their trap. His quota would increase for each world under him, and these would be nearly impossible to meet without unscrupulous behaviors, such as slavery.

Not only that, but these four worlds on offer were probably already pillaged of anything of value, their people likely taxed and ruled with an iron fist to a point of despair. They would be nothing more than a burden, more than likely. It was a sad state of affairs.

“Which four worlds are you offering me?”

Cassius triggered something, and a holographic image appeared when Jake accepted it to be shown in his menu. The Sector Map containing the four worlds was shown, and all four were actually quite far from Highlands.

Even with his new speedy Refuge, it would take Jake a few days to arrive.

Jake was mainly making note of them, to see if there was a way he could help those folks. Two of the four world’s current ownership were under a man named Baron Calix, and the other two were under a man named Baron Avaron.

Jake was hoping they would be under some guilds that wouldn’t be marked as under Radiant Glory, so they could nab more secret targets. War, Glory, Profit, was not even listed as a subguild under Radiant Glory.

It was a native guild, but it was clearly somehow their lackeys. Even Jake’s wives’ minor research was able to tell they were somehow linked, but he supposed that wasn’t actionable proof by this sector council or divine like Tyr.

Perhaps, there was something Radiant Glory didn’t want to come to light if someone looked at them with a fine-toothed comb.

Jake took one more look at his lovely beastkin mate, before he looked back. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

Cassius looked pissed, his jaw clenching and a vein bulging on his head, before he sighed. “I had hoped we could be friends, Baron Jake. But you leave me with no choice. If you refuse the carrot, then it will have to be the stick.”

A table of information floated in front of him, some numbers Jake had become familiar with. It showed his Adventurer counts, their contribution earned per member, average levels, and even a sort of battle power estimate.

The estimated battle power was a complicated equation that took various things into consideration, such as level, attributes, affinities, and average skill levels among a person’s top five skills to determine battle effectiveness.

Jake thought there were numerous things not considered that set his people apart. The first and foremost one was their auril heart. The endurance and resilience of the beastkin, once they built their bodies up, was phenomenal.

They could fight a battle to near exhaustion, and just a few minutes later, thanks to Fhesiah’s pills and their connection to the Heart of the World, be ready to go again.

Most users of mana would regain next to none during a long battle. Then, many powerful spells took a time for the unskilled to cast–the beastkin’s auril was always raring to go, a powerful javelin a flick of the wrist away.

This was in addition to things that were difficult to quantify, such as the beastkin’s coordination on the battlefield thanks to their auril hearts, their songs, or the effectiveness of their technology and equipment. Auril items were a lot like heavenly energy, in that they often outperformed items of the same rarity or grade.

But next to Hearthtribe’s Battle Power at the bottom, was a number that raised Jake’s brow.

“You see it? Your battle power is less than a tenth, not even a twentieth, of our subguild’s battle strength at Tier 1. You will be crushed easily in the war games, and we will make you pay for not backing down. Then, when your grace period ends, the difference will be even greater at Tier 2. You will not be able to join any world’s conquest, forced to face the dungeon at best as we kill you and your people repeatedly everywhere they go. So? What will it be, Baron Jake?”

Jake and his girls all stirred awake from their faux fatigue, and stood up. There was one more thing that Valtor told Jake before he left the war room. It was a prediction of Hearthtribe’s future growth in the upcoming years, even if they never recruited a single additional person to their cause–an extremely unlikely proposition, with all their upcoming efforts.

Thousands of people participated in the Dungeon Raid, but there were tens of thousands of warriors all over Highlands still leveling up and becoming auril heroes. The thickness of auril in the air was improving all beastkin at a significant pace, and the Heart of the World’s supply of auril was increasing.

Highlands was a sleeping dragon, and it was still awakening from its slumber. With the curse of the death god ended, nethril warriors would start appearing soon, even without Morwen’s servants. The battle power figure of their enemy wasn’t even close to Valtor’s prediction.

This grace period was a tremendous boon, where they would get the benefits of a higher Tier world while operating at a lower one. Hestia and the Divine had likely paid heavily for this, to allow time for the sleeping dragon to awake.

By the time the grace period was through, there would be no stopping them.

Jake was confident they would completely dominate the first Tier, and he believed in their culture his family had built together. He believed in the power of his family, their brethren and their bonds, and that warriors of a similar mindset would overcome the adversity coming their way.

Jake smiled, and his wives joined him in smiling confidently. “We’re not backing down, Baron Cassius, and neither will the beastkin. They are my family, and anyone who attacks my family will be destroyed by our flames. Those people killed thousands of my brethren, and they will pay for what they have done–one way or another.”

Cassius sneered at Jake. “You will regret this.”

The man triggered something in his Menu, and nearly a dozen guild war declarations arrived at the same time. They were for nearly a dozen guilds like War, Glory, Profit, and many of them were underneath Radiant Glory. A couple of them weren’t under any, and his wives all grinned as Cassius helped supply them with a few more targets.

But Jake shook his head, and smiled. “We won’t, but you will. You missed a couple there.”

Jake then triggered in his own Menu war declarations on several more unlinked native guilds Cassius had left out, much like War, Glory, Profit.

The man became furious. “You’ll pay for this, Baron Jake! I will make sure–”

Jake ended the call, chuckling. His wives all beamed, their hearths beating with pride and anticipation.

Ophelia called her spear out, holding it in a fighting stance. “Looks like we have a lot of training to do. The beastkin will definitely benefit from some additional practice.”

Tanda’s tail was a blur as she beamed. “I’ll help! This should be a lot of fun!”

Blood hummed. “There are so many preparations to make. We must plan our conquest, while keeping in mind the war games.”

Jake nodded. “We’ll work on that with Valtor. There’s much to do.”

Fhesiah nodded. “I was making pills for sale, but soon I will work on wrapping up my work on the auril pill recipes and methods. We will ensure the beastkin have all the power they need.”

Berri said, “And I’ll play with the kids and the spriggons! Everyone’s helping!”

Tanda laughed. “That’s just what you’d do anyway!”

Berri folded her arms. “Hmph. If everything is all fighting all the time, there’s nothing good to live for. Children are our future, and if everything is just war war war, they won’t have hope. They will despair, and they won’t want to join.”

Tanda was shocked into silence for a moment, but Jake clapped his hands. “Alright. Let’s get the beastkin ready, to take on our foes. We’ll go see Valtor.”


Interlude 8 - Nessa - Goals for Justice and Love



Nessa dipped into the lake within her Refuge, a feeling of victory and satisfaction filling her as she returned to her cold home. The frigid lake Qi was absorbed rapidly, filling her thirsty dantian.

She cycled her Frostlake Purification technique, drawing in the energy from her lake, and combining it from her recent Rift clear. With this, she should reach level 22. She could just rest in her wonderfully enhanced lake filled to the brim with Frigid Lake Qi, and in a few months she just might reach the next Tier.

Of course, that wasn’t what she would do. But she loved the idea that she could stay in her peaceful lake, and become stronger at the same time.

Her familiar insisted she spend all her Raid Points on this item to improve her Refuge’s lake, and she couldn’t help but feel it was one of the best choices she’d ever made.

The bloodline familiar scoffed. [That Framework thing is definitely cheating. It is difficult to comprehend how it can provide such pure heavenly energy for you to absorb so perfectly for defeating an enemy, but its results speak for itself. There’s absolutely no way your Foundations would be so solid in such a short time otherwise.]

Nessa had won the Prime Instance with her guild and some new allies, earning her ownership over the world. The world had done so well in its performance, that it would nearly reach the second Tier. Just a few more years and perhaps with some additional spending, it would reach the second.

Then, she had really caught Avaron in his betrayal. She had submitted his breaking of the accords with illegal means, and his guild’s wrongdoings through her five members the moment she got out of the Prime Instance. Sanctions against his higher-Tier guild would be placed, and not just an individual subguild.

Of course, his dear old daddy would keep him from earning the punishment he deserved–True Death, but as a result, these jerks had just taken a major hit.

His operations on several worlds would be hampered, and now, numerous of his initiated war games would be cancelled–as losses, forced to pay damages. The extortion and blackmail of thousands would be stopped, until he found a way to overcome his restrictions–likely, he’d replace the restricted subguilds with others.

Her guild was given a special immunity for a short time, unless they proved a proper infringement on her part–something that would never happen.

Thanks to her reports, his people weren’t even allowed on dozens of worlds. There were still some subguilds and unlinked ones able to move about in the sector as they separate their involvement, there was no doubt about that, but their ability to harass others had just taken a major hit.

Since that day, she had moved onto the next world, and continued growing her guild. Success truly bred success, as allies were being quickly gathered. She had built a powerful reputation thanks to her victory, and it seemed her not backing down against Avaron was a big part of that.

This time, she spent extra effort in ensuring her people were ironclad–for anything that mattered, that was.

Ripples on her lake arrived, surprising her. This was in her Refuge, so that meant–it was their contact.

Her ancestor hummed, cycling Nessa’s Qi on her behalf to receive the communication. The water somewhat bulged in front of Nessa.

[Do be a dear and grab a fresh information crystal. It looks like there is a lot of information forthcoming.]

Doing as she was bidden, she frowned. This must be a major communication–just how could her Father get away with sending so much?

This was just another reason she had for being extremely thankful for her bloodline ancestor, able to manage this type of communication. Being a cultivator on the edge of the Framework’s influence had its perks.

There was a bit of mirth in her familiar’s voice, [It looks like there is much good news! You will like this. I’m not sure where to start.]

“Did father have a message for me?”

She felt a mental eye roll, [You’re such a daddy’s girl. Yes, he was extremely proud of your success. He wished he were able to see you personally and give you better resources, but you did excellently with what was available to you. Trapping Avaron made them pay heavily, and with some of Tyr’s plans coming up, things couldn’t be better. It appears Hestia’s Champion had really stirred something up too, scoring a major blow that will work well with yours.]

“He did? What happened?”

[It appears that a loosely connected guild of Ares, Loki, and Hermes also screwed up. They broke several rules with dozens of their members, on a world that was spiraling to its doom. As usual, their rule breaking would have gone unpunished, the world falling to the enemy. But Hestia’s Champion came and rescued it from two HQ losses, and he’s reported it. The council met, and he had them dead to rights. It looks like that was hardly the only infringement, and they are being looked into deeply–just like your situation. With his efforts, it was two major blows at once.]

Nessa hummed. “Was he not threatened?”

[He was threatened, it appears. But he and his guild didn’t back down. Several War Games were declared against his guild, Hearthtribe, already.]

Nessa was skeptical. “It’s one thing to say you won’t bend. But when it comes down to facing this type of challenge, his people will also be the ones to struggle and suffer. They must be strong as well, or everything will buckle under the pressure.”

Her familiar chuckled. [As you might know, he’s a sector native. It seems he’s invested in his people heavily. Not only are they numerous, but they all have excellent equipment and training. In the few skirmishes at headquarters witnessed–they not only came out on top, but they crushed the opposition with superior talent and skill. It’s a little early, but it appears that they are quite the elite, organized force. I think there’s much to learn from what they’re doing.]

Nessa frowned. Being from a Core Sector, much of her knowledge was restricted from use. To participate in a Frontier Sector meant to follow a strict balance of the meta game, a controlled progression of research and technology.

It was how the game, the contest, was played. Frontier Sectors were battled for like the rounds of a new match, requiring those that participated to re-earn and learn their knowledge and technology from scratch.

Her being from a core sector was both a blessing and a curse. As much as she wanted to write a book containing perfect builds and the methods to progress her people or gather her advisors and tell them how to prepare natives for a perfect or near-perfect fighting force, she was not allowed.

Because she was from a core sector, the only thing she could do was guide them using her guild’s doctrine to align their behaviors with rewards.

Her best bet was to instruct her advisors to copy this Hearthtribe in every way they could and just hope for the best once she rose up, hoping they followed her guidance.

[Didn’t you say these guilds were secretive? That each was like an island or tower, coveting and hiding their secrets from all outsiders?]

“We’ll just have to learn what we can. Every so often, the behaviors are just as useful as any research or technology. The Einherjar commit to a warrior culture, and some of our lovely allies a more mercenary one. Since he’s Hestia’s Champion, I’m sure his guild will be friendly to ours, at the very least.”

[You might be right. Ah, that reminds me. Included in the information was a visual recording. I have to say, this Hestia’s Champion and his mates are not bad. He’s not really my type, but–]

Nessa groaned. “Yes, he likely lacks miles and miles of snake coils to wrap you up all tight, huh? You were whining about me being picky, but if I was as picky as you, then I wouldn’t have a mate until the third or fourth Tier.” Her voice became eager, “How do I view this?”

Her familiar’s voice was a bit irritated. [Hmph. Now I’m not so sure if I want to help you. I consented to being plucked out of the River of Samsara and becoming a familiar to help a young descendant find her way. I was a Nascent Soul cultivator when I died, and I might have failed to ascend, but I didn’t accept being bound to this strange form to be kink shamed–]

Nessa pleaded, “Please, Nana? You’re absolutely right. I’m sorry–you are certainly worthy of my respect. Your outlook on men is just so…different, to me.”

Her ancestor paused, before her voice sounded hurt, [You only call me that when you want something from me, granddaughter. I asked you to use it all the time, but you avoid it, even in your thoughts. Don’t think I don’t notice that.]

Nessa blushed–their connection was too weird, she didn’t think she could ever get used to having this other entity rooted in her mind. “Fine, Nana, I promise. It was also just strange to me, I’ve only ever seen mother in her human form, and she never seemed all that… serpent-like. It felt odd to call an ancient serpent Nana. I’ll… try to see it differently. You’re a great Nana, and you know I mean that.”

Nana seemed all too pleased with herself. As always, Nessa’s words were the truth. [Good, one should always respect their elders. Now, follow my guidance, as you infuse the crystal with Qi. Then…]

Following her direction, she eventually began viewing the recording. It showed a man and four women as they arrived at a party. It seemed this was the one that occurred while she was busy winning over this world–if she had completed it sooner, she just might have been able to join.

Nessa frowned. “How did that lamia change her appearance, these are mental projections, right? What a strange outfit, a snake dog? Then, she argued with herself, before changing it back.”

Nana chuckled. [She’s a weird one, huh? They’re just projections, so I can’t tell, but either she has mental problems, or she just might be a twin-souled. Either way, that descendant of Echidna is very interesting. I’d love to meet her, she looks like loads of fun.]

Looking at the man, Nessa understood he was Hestia’s Champion, and the one her father had tried to set her up with as partners.

This was merely a recording and the man a projection in the first place, so his Presence wasn’t really being shown, and she couldn’t use her trait to see his true reflection.

Still, he had a warrior’s body and was well-built. Despite being a summoner, she could see that there was no way he skimped on physical training. Everything about him seemed to scream that he was from a Core Sector–a Tier 5 or above world.

Divine and Demigods and their descendants were commonplace on these worlds, and they could forge and mold their children into their image–a vision of perfection.

But what made her more interested in him was his gaze. Despite much of the flesh on display, Nessa noticed he was far more interested in his own women’s bodies, wearing Hestia’s chosen outfits.

Even the goddesses known for their beauty, he only seemed interested in speaking and meeting with them, rather than capturing their favor.

The covetous gaze was missing, and he focused on his lover’s interests over his own. Then in his interactions, he appeared to be a humble hero, and this was much different from the nordic warriors she was used to.

Of course, these were all minor things. It was normal for a man to have desires, and it was completely unreasonable to expect them to not have it. However, something about her bloodline really desired this purity, and then her divine trait nearly required this. Her father claimed the man was passable, so that made her even more interested.

[Hmm, I didn’t notice that about his gaze and their flesh, all these humans and their ilk appear similar to me. Is that a good thing, or is that just a weird thing you’re into? He has won many points in my book, because of his mates alone. Just knowing he courts a dragon would be enough for me. Anyway, I think the interesting part son-in-law wanted to show you is next.]

Hestia’s Champion spoke with her father, where they discussed justice. Her father was intimidating, but the young man hadn’t backed down. Nessa loved his answer, and something about it especially resonated with her and her warrior upbringing.

[That’s all there really was for that video. Now, watch this one.]

A recording played, on what appeared to be a Prime Instance for a Dungeon Raid, based on the difficulty of the challenge. The twin demons were enormous, and from that alone would be a difficult challenge. She doubted Astalder could take their blows for mere moments, before being forced to swap with another warrior.

The many warriors fought in a coordinated effort, dozens of effects from various abilities striking the twin demon bosses at once. She watched the battle play out, with only 30 participants. The idea that five champions were involved would be a catastrophic difficulty range for Tartarus to use.

But the many warriors fought and carried out their roles without flaw. A wide array of abilities, of different talents and special energies, were on display.

All in all, Nessa was shocked at the power and coordination of all involved. Any of the warriors appeared to be a match for Astalder, an entire Dungeon Raid Battlegroup made up of elites.

In a Frontier Sector, she would expect such talent to only come from a Tier 3 world–having parents and trainers able to ensure their child maxed their skills, having the best strategies and skills through extensive heritage and research–thousands of years of progress.

But these were all natives or those from Tier 1 worlds, and they were quite the well-rounded group. Nessa spotted races from four or five different Origins, and they were fighting expertly together.

However, none of them compared to the five Champions. Nessa knew if she faced any one of them, she would be completely crushed. Avaron likely wouldn’t last but a mere moment, reality altering or not.

When the recording shifted to have static altering the recording as the boss powered up, her jaw dropped. Tartarus openly cheated, likely increasing the boss’s difficulty by half a Tier in power, yet they still defeated its plot. It was a close thing and hard to see due to the recording’s sudden drop in quality, but that final beam of flames…

Nessa thought she might have been able to create something similar in her previous vessel, but only with a significant sacrifice of her essence. She’d likely expend it all, losing her divine trait altogether–if she still lived at all when she was done.

She immediately looked further into the information crystal, and found additional details on the status of the guild. Six worlds changed ownership, and this was excellent news for the Sector. This Prime Instance and conquest was an immense success!

Nana interrupted her thoughts, [He’s on a Tier 2 world that is in its grace period, so you would need to request permission to meet him, it appears. Son-in-law says he’ll be going to Earth for its Integration, so if you wanted a chance to meet him in person sooner rather than later–]

“No. He reached the second Tier and became a Baron already, right? He’s already earned a Tier 2 world and two Tier 1’s, and I’m not yet ready to advance. Then, it’s nice that he may be a good match for me, but I am not yet a match for him and his family.”

[Oh? Despite being a daughter of a Divine and a Soul-Severing Realm cultivator? How… humble and mature of you. I do see that his mates are quite exceptional, and you are not yet their match. Then, he is already moving so far ahead of you, how do you intend to change that?]

“Regardless of his potential as a romantic partner, he has an extraordinary potential as an ally against evil and the unjust. I should already be trying to save and gather as many worlds under my banner as I can, as that’s the right thing to do. But now I simply have an additional motivation for doing so, for pushing myself to the limits of my Tier. You always told me I should seek for perfection, and even if his rise has been meteoric, the second Tier should take a long time.”

Nessa had originally planned to Tier up rapidly because the higher stage meant an overall greater impact in the grand game, but perhaps focusing on herself and gathering allies would be better. Both for her potential…love goals, and for her goals to bring justice to the evil festering in this Sector.

[Hm, playing the long game to attract a mate, is it? So you’ll collect some worlds of your own, then what? You’ll bat your eyes, wiggle your tail showing the brightness of your scales, and the size of your army, and hope he’s interested?]

Nessa groaned as she palmed her face. “Please, no more snake stuff–”

She felt a mental smirk come from Nana, [Did you not see his mates? None were fully of human appearance, having horns, scales, fur, or feathers. One was even half a snake. Their scales were quite impressive, you know–I can see why he chose them. Maybe you should lean into that as well, the blue scales of our ancestry are sure to attract attention. If you awaken your bloodline further, that might only make him more interested.]

Nessa wanted to roll her eyes, but perhaps she had a point. As it stood now, she was more than a little plain compared to his… mates. “… I’ll think on it. Focusing on and refining the bloodline will make me stronger too, right?”

[I’ve never let you down in that regard, have I? So, where to next? I’ll have to prepare a list of materials for you to purchase, to aid in your progression. You are not yet at the peak of Foundation Establishment, and if you want to form a perfect core, we need the best possible materials.]

Nessa searched her Menu, plotting out where she could both provide the most aid, but also find the most allies. Contacting her Head Administrator, she asked for them to contact Hearthtribe’s Administrator to find out what they could learn, to perhaps forge a limited alliance with them.

With what was happening with War, Glory, Profit, which was most certainly linked with Radiant Glory, Hearthtribe would need allies too. Ares and Loki did not like their game being tampered with, and the real guilds would soon follow at Tier 2 once their grace period was up.

The Tier 1 guilds were little more than schoolyard bullies and gangs, which was why it was so easy to recruit them. At the second tier, they would be far more organized and well-trained.

She smirked after she found just the place. “Another one of Radiant Glory’s subguilds got kicked off of a cultivator world, and it looks like it still requires aid. My restrictions have lessened now that I’m a Knight, allowing me to head there now. That’ll help me get resources and allies, right?”

Cultivator worlds were known to be exceptionally dangerous, even for Alliance members. It did happen with certain other natives, but cultivators were known to be outright hostile to Alliance members, and old monsters would often slay members of it.

Usually, one would imagine that the Alliance would be considered allies to the natives, and being outright antagonistic to them was uncommon. The enemy of your enemy is your friend, after all. Then, killing an Alliance member was pointless, as they would just be reborn–and they could target you back. Having an immortal as your enemy was a scary proposition, for most.

However, the number of times an Alliance member was just outright killed trying to help by a cultivator native, or trapped in some strange magic or ritual that functioned beyond their Tier was high enough that most of those under the Framework were prevented from entering the world directly.

The Framework would allow the natives to have their contest in their own way, altering the way the Conquest was participated in. Still, it appeared Avaron had his hands on extorting some of them, or perhaps were working together with them?

Thanks to being a Knight, she could now bring some of her more trusted. Then, since she was a cultivator with a unique bloodline, perhaps that could help her break the ice?

Nana’s attention was elsewhere, perhaps reading through the various information they received. [Yeah, sure.] She then murmured angrily, her voice barely audible, [That oafish son-in-law, how can he leave it up to me to find this child a compatible hearth of all things? That’s a near impossible task for an ice lake serpent!]


Chapter 48 - Family Date



A week had passed since the war games were declared, and warriors had already begun arriving at destination worlds. Jake was happy to hear that their coordinated efforts were working well, already winning in their first skirmishes.

Since not much time had passed, the enemy guilds seemed to be only barely ready.

The Ravenwolf tribe with Timone and Dahlia leading them, were the first to arrive on one of the largest Tier 1 worlds in the sector, and they completely crushed their opposition.

Jake just chuckled at how Timone was probably the perfect PvP warrior–powerful mobility, ranged attacks and damage over time, incredible resilience, powerful melee, anti-magic, self-healing, and he could fight non-stop.

Really, the man was incredibly overpowered–if you didn’t outright overwhelm him, Jake didn’t see how the man could lose. Jake thought that, given enough time, Timone could have picked apart Jake’s entire Battlegroup back on Ariminum–minus him and his wives, of course.

Then Dahlia was incredibly vicious. Her attacks went straight for and pierced through vitals with ease, using her wolves of light. It was easy for Jake to imagine soft targets being taken out in just mere moments, as she leapt around the battlefield, unable to be stopped.

Aisling and the other two clan wives were no slouches either. They were ready to advance to the next Tier, but they were working on their skills and on the hunt for Hearthtribe. They had scored well enough in the Conquest that they would be receiving Epic Classes. Much of those in their Prime Instance would.

Brock, along with much of the younger Hearthtribe, and Rookard’s wolves went to Ariminum. They would soon meet up with Antonius, and Jake was happy to hear that they had an ally with his guild, Sons of Rome.

It would still be some time to arrive, but the hunters were expected to only meet pockets of resistance.

Fhesiah’s agent for her auction already left, and she had received her odd painting. It was massive, the size of an entire wall. It depicted what appeared to be a massive seven tailed kitsune, facing a horrifyingly huge carnivorous plant.

The scale of the image was epic, having what clearly appeared to be aged trees smaller than the kitsune’s feet. Behind it were tiny kitsunes, as if protecting them.

But the carnivorous plant was the size of a mountain, even compared to the kitsune. The black flames were spreading among its vines, as if trying to consume it.

Jake definitely felt something special from the painting, doubting that the thing was as inert as the description gave. Fhesiah was planning on using it for a session soon, just before she used her express ticket.

The family was all worried about Fhesiah’s trip, but they all believed in her. Whether she had to ditch the claw or find some other method to continue, they thought everything would be okay in the end.

Everyone had gathered around their living room, relaxing. A movie played in the background, while each of them played games together. Berri was currently playing checkers with Tanda, while Ophelia and Jake played their own game of chess. Blood played go with Fhesiah, despite her body being in front of Tanda.

Berri moved a piece, taking it. “Queen me!”

Tanda frowned. “Don’t you mean king?”

“Nope, we’re queens, remember? Daddy Jake’s the king.”

Tanda chuckled, but before she was about to respond, she froze. Her heart and hearth beat powerfully, to where Jake could see auril energies leaving her.

It appeared she was having a conversation with Avalara.

“Oh! Sure, I’ll put him on.” She walked up to Jake, putting her perky chest in his face.

Jake looked away from her breasts, to give her an amused look. “What is this, some kind of boob telephone?”

“Hehe, try it? I’ll try to reproduce your song!”

He could feel a little mischief coming from her, but he decided he’d go along with it. He put his cheek into her breasts as if putting his mouth next to her heart, and talked into her chest. “Uh…Hello?”

Avalara’s gentle voice entered the air of the room, coming from Fhesiah’s chest like a speaker. “It’s so nice to hear your song, Lord Jake. I can hear your heartbeat, but it is muffled through Tanda’s connection. I wanted to personally congratulate you on your union, and your coronation. The ceremony didn’t allow for a more personal message.”

“I…yes. Thank you for coming, your being there was a special surprise for everyone, I think. It was…good to see you doing well?”

His last words came out more like a question. Jake felt more than a little awkward talking to her, their previous meeting being during battle. Then, her mother and father, Brigid and Cernunnos, a goddess and god, just piled onto the weirdness of talking to a girl that was also somehow the world itself.

She chuckled. “Yes, I am doing very well now, and it’s all thanks to a dashing hero and his equally wonderful mates’ many efforts. I had hoped for a little more time to maybe get to know each other a little better and for me to give you my gratitude, but the ceremony didn’t really allow for it.”

Avalara let that statement hang for a moment, a very obvious hint to Jake, her fishing for him to ask her out–especially with the girls easily reading into it and their thoughts entering his mind.

Of course, there was also Fhesiah letting him know how she would like Avalara to put her gratitude, and Berri shouting to remind him about her building the castle.

Tanda’s tail was wagging, her smile beaming as he continued talking into her chest. He decided to pet her ears, before he responded.

“I felt the same way. My mates and I were just relaxing. We could have a get-together? You could be our first guest inside our new home.”

“You felt the same way? You have gratitude, for me?”

“Of course. You fought hard and held on for all that time, maintaining the balance and guiding the beastkin. You even helped them fight the war, and I could tell you came to our aid in many battles. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

Jake thought that, by the sound of her voice, that she was smiling. “Hmm, I wonder? Well, since you invited me, I would like to accept. However, can we change the venue? I would rather you come to my place instead, for our first…date.”

Her last words came out in a teasing tone, and Fhesiah was more than a little excited. The girls each gave their equivalent of thumbs up, that they were more than ready to meet the girl as a prospective family member.

“We’d love that. When would–”

“Excellent, just head down with your mates once you are ready. The path should be much more…direct. See you soon!”

“Hehe, she’s gone now! She felt really excited. I guess she means our backdoor tunnel place? This should be fun.” Tanda’s tail was wagging, her wings fluttering.

Ophelia asked, “Why’d you need to use the boob telephone, anyway? Couldn’t you and Jake have found harmony, and he talked to her directly?”

“Because I got petted, and this was way more fun! Let’s get ready!”

Berri glared at Jake, putting her hands on her hips. “You didn’t mention the castle again.”

Jake chuckled, and shook his head. He was with a bunch of tricksters. “You can tell her yourself this time if you like. But do we really want a castle? We set down our manor here.”

“Hmph. Of course we do, but not to live there! When the bad guys attack, we need the biggest, bestest castle to defend, like that king of the rings movie.”

“Alright. We’ll see if there’s an opening in the conversation to bring it up.”

[image: image-placeholder]

“Welcome to my humble abode.”

Avalara’s voice echoed from the stone walls as the Hart family walked down the steps to enter the cavern. Her voice carried easily from nearly a football field of distance away. The energy within the room was palpable, as they took in the changed giant cavern.

The large cave they fought the death god in and purified the stem in was even larger than before, but it now had a homey feel to it. Vines and plants of various colors grew everywhere, lining the walls with rainbow-colored light.

The stem in the back of the cavern had become even larger and more brilliant. Then, there was a tree or root piercing through the ceiling, draping itself down like a large pillar off to the side. The amount of life energy within the root was immense, and Jake knew what it was right away: it was the World Tree’s root.

The large cavern had sections or transitions rather than rooms, but it still felt like there was a living room, a kitchen, and a storage area.

The sections were separated by elevation, arches of vines and wooden furniture, stairs going up and down to different elevations in each section. It almost reminded Jake of an outdoor tea garden. There was even a small pond.

Avalara was floating in the air near the stem at the rear of the room once again like a goddess, and at her full size, witnessed in their original battle within this same room. At nearly six meters tall, she was huge.

Then, strangely, two of the smaller versions like which participated in their ceremony busied around, operating what looked like a medieval kitchen.

The four heroic beasts were all present in their own resting area, and even some spriggons busied themselves as well. They were growing various plants and even fruit trees, and seemingly tending to the World Tree’s roots.

Some disappeared off to the side cavern, likely heading another direction to the surface.

Fhesiah’s formation lines from their fight preparations were still present, though Jake’s mana font was not. Still, the formations were definitely drawing in more energy from the area.

“So, what do you think? Like what I’ve done to the place?

Jake allowed his voice to carry with some magic. “I really like it. This is amazing. I’m not sure what I expected, but it wasn’t this.”

“Thank you, I did hope you would enjoy it. Now, let’s continue your relaxation? I know you heroes have worked hard.” She floated over to what appeared to be a living room area, adjacent to her kitchen.

It was a mostly straight shot to head over, so the family walked through the few separate areas, before arriving in the room. There was a large coffee table in the center, with two couches facing each other. A love seat was off to the side, and more than one recliner was near.

She motioned them to sit, floating to the side of the table which had no furniture. She sat down as if sitting on an invisible chair, crossing her knee over the other with a smile.

As she got close, Jake could feel her hearth. They had witnessed its creation when they faced the terrible death god within this very room. Jake wasn’t sure how it tied into the core of the world itself, but the large avatar, the huge woman in front of him, was linked to it in some special way.

And through the hearth, he thought he felt a better understanding of who Avalara was, and what her path was. She wasn’t a Hearthian so it was only a vague feeling, but he thought that she was quite similar to Tanda in her original goals for stewardship.

But there was also a strong, noble feeling coming from the hearth, that reminded him of the way Blood made him feel.

The spriggons got excited about Bloodberri, chanting her name as Jake’s family found places to sit.

“Oh! You guys are here too, huh? You’re such nice little helpers!”

Several spriggons jabbered, and started handing her fruits from the fruit trees. “Thank you! I am hungry, now that I think about it. Um, I will just eat these…and those…and maybe those.”

She immediately started crunching on the Highlands fruit, completely ignoring that several of them you likely weren’t supposed to eat the skin.

Several spriggons then crowded around Tanda, to everyone’s surprise. A few of them were handing her their seeds.

“What is it, little ones? You want to give me your…children?”

They jabbered in their strange language, before one began gesturing to her chest. “You! Grow!”

“O-Oh! You want me to grow this? Your…child? They must mean my new ability.”


[Divine Cyclical Auril Hearth Ability Learned: Seed Growth]
[Infuse a seed with the power of life, death, and rebirth. Seed will become ready for use with Druidic Magic or other abilities, based on the seed grown, the power increased by the duration energies were infused. With the power of a Heathian core, this ability’s possibilities to invest power into a seed is limitless.]


Jake rose his brow at the ability. In this case, she was given spriggon children to be grown. He supposed that, in some way, this might be able to be used as a sort of spriggon summon.

Berri tapped her lips in thought. “What about that seed thingy you got, Tanda? When you beat that dark elf bitch.”

Tanda’s tail wagged. “Oh! You’re right, Berri. Let’s do that?” She took it out, and for the most part, Jake thought he felt a tiny bit of divinity or immense faith energy wafting off of it.

Fhesiah inspected it with her Divine Sense, and Jake looked at it with his Gaze.

He thought that, if there was any evil trapped inside, it was already purified. It contained an energy and feel to Jake that appeared to match what he imagined an acorn should have–it was a symbol of fertility and growth, restarts and potential.

Fhesiah shrugged. “I don’t feel anything bad from it. It should be fine? It seems to have captured a large amount of energy inside.”

Considering it was purged from an evil enemy’s attack, he still thought it prudent to be cautious.

Jake asked, “What do you think, Avalara?”

She smiled. “I sense no ill energies within. I think it’s no coincidence. My father’s planning and cunning may rely a little too much on luck sometimes, but every action of his serves a purpose. I think you should grow it, and the time when you should use it will become evident.”

Tanda placed the strange acorn within her hearth, along with the spriggon’s seeds. As she did, Jake saw the Framework overlay itself over the spriggon seeds, he imagined protecting them for when they were used.

It appeared that they were not going to be some kind of kamikaze seed that would die permanently when she used the living entity.

She then patted the spriggons who gave her their seeds. “Thanks for entrusting me with your children. I will do my utmost to use them wisely. And, thank you for your help! It’s good that we started this step early.”

Avalara chuckled. “They really are such nice helpers. Once again, welcome. I wanted to…hint at you to invite me sooner, but I’ve been practicing with my lesser avatars, trying to get used to them once more while I prepared my home. It’s been so long since I was able to have them out–I simply didn’t have enough energy until now.”

Blood spoke with a bit of longing, as she watched them bring in some wooden trays of snacks on one platter, and several teacups on the other. “Fascinating. I have wanted such capabilities, but I can tell it is far beyond me.”

Jake could see with his Gaze that the amount of energy contained inside one avatar was significant. While Jake and his girls were giant beacons of energy, the amount contained in a single avatar was simply more than Jake and all of his girls combined.

One might think the girls as summons were the same thing, but they were not. The main difference was the Framework’s aid, in what was essentially creating and maintaining their player characters. In contrast, what Avalara was doing was entirely on her own.

The amount within Avalara herself dwarfed even that. Jake was just at the beginning of the second Tier, so it was hard for him to understand what he was feeling and seeing, to have a means of comparison.

But he thought that a world core, at least her full avatar, likely contained the amount of energy more than two entire Tiers above an individual.

Avalara gave her a sad smile. “I’m afraid you may have to wait a while longer. Being a world core, it is one of my specialties. My full avatar cannot really leave this room or the core. It took me centuries to master, and it takes an immense amount of energy to establish them. When they’re not all that strong or useful, it was a luxury I couldn’t afford.”

She smiled at everyone. “One that I can only handle now, thanks to all of you. Please–have some refreshments. I have heard so much about all of you, your songs being sung by so many.”

Jake went ahead and took a bite of a cookie, picking up a tea cup. The cookie reminded him of a ginger snap, but filled with immense vitality. A rush of energy entered him as he tasted the sweet and strong flavor. The tea was a sort of lemon, that he thought went quite well with it.

Blood floated a cookie after cookie and tea over, her enjoying it, while Berri was far more interested in what the spriggons were doing. Fhesiah did the same, and Ophelia tucked in next to Jake, grabbed a cookie and tea for herself.

He smiled at Avalara. “Tanda’s told us a lot about you, too. I have a lot of questions about what it’s like being a world, but I suppose that can wait. Is everything going well with…growing?”

Avalara giggled. “It is! I am doing my best to keep everything smooth, but it is not easy. The number of storms has picked up, and there have been a few tidal waves from the earthquakes. You may be aware of the new desert on the other side of the world, and the tundras are growing. Actually, we are going to have an early winter coming up soon. It’s exciting, I’m transforming and being reborn once again!”

Berri said, “I love snow! Um… Can you make us a castle while you’re at it?”

“H-Huh? Why would you want a castle? Where?”

“Anywhere! Because castles are awesome. It doesn’t matter where you put it.”

Blood groaned. “Yes, it very much does matter where you put a castle, my dear sister. It is meant to protect something very specific and important, and it serves no purpose in the middle of nowhere!”

“Well, fine. I just want one. I’m not picky about it. Can you do it?”

Avalara chuckled at their antics, a fond smile as she looked over Bloodberri. “I can try it? It will take me some time, though. I suppose there are a few mountain passes near the dungeon entrance where they couldn’t hurt to have.”

Ophelia chuckled, setting down her teacup. “Thank you, both for trying, and for indulging her. The beastkin are working hard to build defenses, but we might just need all the help we can get.”

Avalara smiled. “It is my pleasure, I may be the world, but the beastkin and all those living on it are the world to me. Now, I have heard so much about you all and what you’ve done here on Highlands. But would you mind telling me how you came to be together? I have heard many songs of beastkin romance, but not of your Origins!”

Ophelia’s wings fluttered, and her tail feathers wiggled, causing her to look at them suspiciously. “T-That’s new. We’d love to tell you our story!”

Jake and the girls spent some time retelling their story from the beginning, each providing their input. Tanda had heard everything before but had little to tell with her part of the story known somewhat to the Heart, so she just enjoyed Jake pampering her with scratches, her tail wagging.

Fhesiah made sure to throw in plenty of good-natured teasing, that if anything, only exemplified their humble beginnings. Avalara was active in asking questions during the story telling, interested in details about the state of their multiverse.

She frowned. “So you have been to this world, Ariminum? What was it like?”

“I think it wasn’t all that different than my home world of Earth, just bigger? It had mana in the air, but it didn’t feel all that fantastical to me after spending time in the dungeons. This place felt exceptional to me, from the moment I set foot on it.” He smiled at her, “Highlands is beautiful, inside and out.”

Avalara beamed, putting her two hands together. “I’m so happy you like it! I still remember the day Clan Hart arrived because the beastkin’s songs were all so filled with sorrow and despair. A terrible scourge was killing my land down to its roots, songs of all sizes being lost forever. But then a single family arrived, and the songs began to change, as your Aura covered them. Summoning Hestia, you saved tens of thousands, their hearts singing the song of salvation. You made your Oath to protect me and all my people for all time, and I will never forget that.”

Ophelia smiled. “I did love that moment too. Jake really came through for us, making it extra special and being the savior the beastkin people needed. He was really the dashing hero, right?”

Berri nodded with a smile, and Tanda giggled in remembrance. She had been saved at the last moment.

Fhesiah sighed at the memory. “I still think we should have picked up more waifus, but it was a good victory. As it was, we still took forever to beat this one into submission.” She teased, nudging Tanda.

Tanda chuckled sadly, her ears flat on her head. “I was really against the Framework, even ignoring the world’s song. The moment I felt his aura and heard the world’s song, I should have been less an enemy to you. I was really at odds with my heart.”

Ophelia wrapped her large wing around her from the other side of Jake. “That’s okay, it all worked out in the end, didn’t it? Our first fight was fun!”

Avalara smiled. “The beastkin are definitely in tune with my song, but few as in tune with it as you were, Tanda. But sometimes our minds are at odds with our hearts, and I think this is normal. You have joined a wonderful Clan and family, I could feel it from the moment they set foot in my domain.”

Tanda’s tail was wagging. “You’re right. It was my luck things worked out for the better. Now, I wouldn’t change a thing. I am glad that Ophelia dueled me first, as now we have a special connection. I don’t know if it would have been made if that didn’t happen.”

Blood chuckled. “I really doubt that, sister. You two are close, as you have a lot in common.”

Avalara tapped her lips. “The duel brought you together, is it? Yes, I suppose a bit of conflict goes far in building a special connection, a trust that builds a significant bond among those that participated. What do you think, Lord Jake?”

“I do think conflict drives progress among a people. And, everything worthwhile in life is earned. The beastkin have fought long and hard as brethren, and now they are much stronger for it. They’ve been joined by the Elysians, Emberborn, humans and various others, and thanks to their extreme efforts over the years to find harmony with each other and the environment, they were able to find harmony with others when they arrived. I think we owe much of our success to that. They had struggled together, and they became closer as a result.”

Avalara smiled. “Yes, I think I like that–that everything worthwhile in life is earned. So, how about it, Champion? I told you that in order to have me, you’d have to get strong enough to bind me. You have grown, but I have the power of an entire world at my beck and call, do you think your desire and power will be sufficient? We can battle our wills, and see if you are yet strong enough.”

Her tone had become imperious near the end, but something about it was filled with mischief. The feeling was way too close to his other girls to not pick up on it, for him. Jake didn’t know what it was, but he figured it was worth a shot. Looking at his girls, they each seemed excited, for their own reasons.

Ophelia thought it was romantic for Avalara to love Jake, him already, albeit unknowingly, pledging to protect her for all time. Tanda was of course excited for the Heart to join their Clan, as any beastkin of Highlands would be.

Fhesiah’s reasoning didn’t need any explaining, and Blood was excited about her joining their Clan due to what Brigid had said–that there was much to gain, and they would be stronger for it.

Berri thought it was ten times more likely that she would get her castle, maybe even two, and even cooler and more fun things she might think of later if Avalara became Jake’s mate.

Jake looked over the beautiful world core, taking in her features once more, letting his desire for her build.

She was beautiful, her skin a pale green. Her body was slender, covered in a black, gold, and dark green dress made of leaves and vines. Her ears were that of a reindeer, with her antlers on top of her head somewhat matching. She had a cute smile, that seemed patient and caring.

Avalara’s hair almost looked like plants, but also a woman’s hair with gold, green and black highlights. It was long and went down to her ass, and the long length was part of the reason he hadn’t noticed her small tuft of a deer’s tail in their first meeting.

Then, her black eye had cleared up, along with the taint. One iris was now green, while the other was golden.

She had long legs, her breasts and thighs flaring out. Jake definitely believed she was beautiful, having a softness to her features that none of his girls currently held. Her presence relaxed him, and he could feel her hearth within.

A brilliant cycle of life, death, and rebirth was occurring within her chest, a fantastical weave of vines. A spark of golden fire had ignited from purging the terrible wicked’s taint, an eternal conflict that drove progress. The life and death were at balance, but were reborn and transformed into something new by the golden flame.

Jake stood with a smile, his hearth blazing as it began to beat in sync with Tanda’s heart. He thought of the beastkin rituals, and thought Avalara might enjoy something at least similar. He spoke with the cadence of the beastkin, following the beats of his heart.

“I’d like to try. I made an Oath to protect you for all time, facing any challenge with all my Clan’s might. I do desire to make you mine, for you to be my mate. Not only for the beauty of your person, but for the beauty of your world, and your hearth. I felt your song of life and love, and want your song and hearth to join my Clan’s choir for all time.”

Avalara’s body straightened as she stood floating in the air, a smile touching her lips. “I have heard you and your family’s song, and it is strong and full of virtue. Show me your potential, that you can protect my song from the wicked forevermore.”

Ophelia and the other girls clapped, and Berri cheered. “That was good! You should buff up first, though. Right now, she’s bigger than you!”

Jake stood in front of Avalara, and called out his Champion’s Hearth and his Mythic Champion’s Vestments over his casual wear. Forming the flame into his staff, he held it in his hand as the hearth began to blaze.

Like when he battled wills with Bree, he tried to find resonance with Blood, his Monarch.

She had a determined look, ready to join Jake in this battle of wills. Her hearth flickered, beating along with his as their hearths formed a connection, a beam of black and gold going between their chests. Her Hearthian presence washed over them further as it was empowered, the room being filled with her dominion.

Jake formed the runes in his hearth, finding them to flow easier than ever before. He formed the runic spell in record time, creating the Tier 2 spell with an ease he didn’t expect. He didn’t even need to use his functions, his runes being enough to cast Giant’s Growth.

Jake grew until he was almost as big as Avalara. Really, the difference was interesting to him. Jake was definitely wider and more massive with his manly build, but she was still tall and thin, as she looked down toward him with a challenging smile.

He then cast his Tier 2 Runic Empowerment spell, his body being filled with bright light. The runes blazed on his armor, as he filled them with his hearth flames and auril.

She smirked as she floated forward, unworried. She was only a few meters away from Jake. “Flashy, but I wonder if it will be enough?”

He drew out his hearth flames, creating the binding ritual within the air for making her his permanent summon. The scripts formed in the air, as the mysterious symbols congealed in front of Avalara.

Shoving his will into the construct, he pushed the stamp against the center of her chest, just above where her hearth would be.

When his flame touched, Jake felt Avalara’s will for the first time. Just like Bree’s in the beginning, it was like a mountain towering over his. Only this time, it was the might of an entire world. It calmly stood against him, his will not budging her even slightly.

Pulses of his will rippled against hers, like raindrops against an ocean.

Avalara tapped her lips with her finger. “Hmm…perhaps it was a little unfair, putting a man against a world. Your bonds are a part of your power, your mates a part of your potential. So it should be fair to have them aid you.”

One by one, Jake found resonance with each of his girls. Beams of flames went from their chests to Jake’s, starting with Ophelia’s lightning yellow and red hearthflames. Blood and Berri’s black and white divine monstrous flames were next, and then Fhesiah’s black and purple kitsune flames joined, along with her red and gold draconic flames.

Finally, Tanda’s deathly black flames joined from her hearth, as the state of the family was entered.

Jake’s heroic presence blazed, their flame shifting as their six wills joined as one, a golden flame growing. Their spirits intertwined, and they shoved their flames into the mark as it grew in both size and power.

Despite their family’s immense strength, it was now like a river against an ocean. Avalara’s will and energy was almost entirely unmoving, though Jake could feel she was now pushing back slightly.

It required a little of her focus to fight back, but it was a fight she could maintain a lot longer than Jake and the girls could.

Avalara hummed. “Not bad at all, but perhaps once more there is something else missing. A lack of urgency. Did you know that this might be your only chance to win my heart? That I am at the weakest I’ll ever be, and my growth will be meteoric as I continue to absorb the reward from the Framework. The difference between a world and a family will only become even larger.”

Her words stirred his girl’s competitive spirits, and Jake’s own desire. He did want to make Avalara his, for her to join their family. For their safety, her strength being added onto theirs, but also for selfish reasons.

Avalara was a beautiful woman, and had already expressed a desire for him in their first meeting. Then, something about her soft and almost fragile exterior stirred his possessive instincts, making him desire her even further.

Jake drew up all the energy within his hearth, and gathered all the energies from the girls. Using his Expert Energy control, which was powered by their high levels of harmony and synchronicity, all the energies that made up their family congealed into the mark.

Even Fhesiah’s Bloodline Flames were controlled by Jake, as they all smashed their will into merging the flames into a single construct–just like their hearth flames within Jake’s Hearth, but outside of their bodies.

Avalara raised a single brow at their mark growing. “That looks… a little dangerous? I uh…hope you know what you’re doing here.”

Divine Energy was also added into the construct, Jake having a much easier time of moving it now. Their will against the ocean was growing, the river becoming a lake. The mark was becoming a little unstable, but more energy was drawn into the construct and tampered down by the family’s will.

Fhesiah added her mental energy to manifesting her will, her Dao. The power of the dragon and holy kitsune’s flames were made manifest, enforcing their will on reality. Then, Jake breathed out, exhaling his void energy.

Ira was not here to help, but he found that he still held a little bit more control over his void energy than before, thanks to his bloodline improving.

The mark was surrounded in the void, compressing the immense number of energies into one and shrinking the chaotic mark. The prismatic flame was borne once again, and their will became like an ocean as they pushed the mark against hers.

Avalara pushed back, her clearly needing to fight back to not get pushed down.

However, it looked like it wasn’t enough. Jake put all the desire he had for her to join their family into his will, and each of the girls matched.

Physically, Jake was all but shoving his fist into the mark with his fist in front of it, his body tense as his desire for Avalara rose. Their ocean grew a final time, but it still didn’t feel like they would be able to outlast her immense will.

An avatar carrying a fresh tray of cookies arrived and tripped, sending the tray of cookies flying and striking Avalara in the face.

“Oh!” Her will stopped pushing against Jake’s, and his mark pressed into her chest, marking her hearth with his brand. His body stumbled forward, as if someone stopped pushing back in a shoving match.

Avalara fell somewhat backward, despite her being able to float in the air.

A vine shoved Jake a little further forward with alarming quickness, as he crashed into her large chest and his lips landed on hers.

The girls all laughed and clapped, but the sound just washed over him, as his senses were bombarded through Avalara’s bond.

He immediately felt all her emotions, her immense amount of gratitude she had for him. Deep within, she had a profound desire to experience what millions of beastkin over the years had experienced–a worthy mate that would protect her song for all time.

It had only been a few months, but when she said Clan Hart’s song was being sung all over Highlands, she meant it literally. Like when Jake matched Tanda’s heartbeat during their special dance or hunt, Jake was now able to feel what she did, her heart open to him in this moment.

It was as if hundreds of beastkin’s hearts were singing a song of gratitude for Jake and Clan Hart at almost every moment. It had only been a few months, but Clan Hart had saved thousands both directly as they defended and aided villages, but also tens of thousands indirectly as they took on the Rifts.

The beastkin understood all the immense amount of effort they had spent on them, enabling them to stand on their own thanks to the auril pills and awakening serum, the equipment crafting, enchanting, and more. His family fought long and hard, to give them the breathing room they needed to grow.

Avalara had spent weeks and months now listening to the beastkin’s praise, as if Jake was the biggest celebrity and hero. Then, Jake was like a stag that fought off another one for the right to mate with her, by defeating Tartarus.

Jake grabbed onto Avalara’s waist, and allowed the kiss to deepen. He could tell her intention was to submit herself to him from the beginning, that this was just a fun means to build on their conversation.

She had wanted to join their family no matter the result of their contest, and he saw in the corner of his Gaze that the avatar had even tripped over a vine, which was conspicuously moving back to its original position.

He realized that, much like Tanda by the time she formed her bond originally, Avalara’s affection for him was already high. The summoner’s bond was already of the third level, and she was just one step away from joining their mental conversations.

She pulled away from the kiss, her smile mischievous. “That was fun! Now, don’t go thinking that contest didn’t matter! It did. When I said you needed to be strong enough to bind me before, I wasn’t lying. Please, have a look.”

She puffed out her chest proudly with a smile, and Jake took a moment to realize she wasn’t just showing off her large chest.

He looked with his Gaze, looking at her powerful hearth within her chest. His mark had landed on it, and the immense energies in the bundle of life and death vines were moving through the Celtic knots.

As this happened, it was as if his mark was being worn away–or at least, this is what would happen if his mark was not strong enough.

Instead, his prismatic mark weathered the storm, the connection to his soul being maintained. If his mark wasn’t strong enough, even if he tried reinforcing it, it would eventually be unraveled–his mental energy would eventually run out.

Still, he thought she was still being mischievous here–most likely, she could reinforce it, or otherwise reduce the strain against the mark. He wasn’t sure what stage they could have reached equilibrium, but if she were willing to submit to him, then the first stage with Blood’s help might have been enough.

“So, you see? That contest did matter! I felt how strongly you all desired me to join your Clan, and how you were willing to fight for me! It was wonderful. Now, I won’t say what stage you needed to get to in order to be successful, but a stronger bond is better than a weaker one, isn’t it?”

Jake chuckled. “You’re right. I look forward to seeing if we can all find harmony together with my Clan and for our hearts to beat as one, my prospective mate.”

Ophelia laughed. “I feel like she’s already one of us. That was fun! Welcome to the family, Avalara!” She flew up to her, giving the much larger girl a hug.

Tanda cheered, before joining Ophelia in hugging the large girl from the other side. “Yay! Welcome, Avalara! We’re going to have such fun times together.”

Avalara hugged them back. “I know that to be true. I look forward to getting to know the rest of you more, to see if our hearts can beat as one. I may have heard a lot, but that is not the same thing!”

Fhesiah smirked, as she too flew up and gave Avalara a quick hug. “Welcome, new sister. Yes, there are, after all, plenty of things we usually keep private. Though, it sounds like you have a little insight into even that.”

Bloodberri rose up, giving the tall girl a hug. Jake marvelled at how, despite Avalara being around six meters tall, she did actually look smaller than Bloodberri when she did this.

Berri giggled. “Welcome, Avalara. That was cool, you were like shwaaa, brrrrr, and we pushed back, vrooom! Let’s do it again!”

Blood chuckled. “I feel a bit exhausted after all that, but it was worth it. Everyone was wonderful, and it was so nice to meet you for real this time, Avalara. I think we’re going to get along just fine.”

The girls somewhat moved back to their places, though Fhesiah stayed floating in the air near Avalara, and Bloodberri stayed next to her with her coil.

Jake chuckled, as he watched her lesser avatar picking up the strewn cookies off of the floor.

“That was an interesting experience, and I am glad we did it. I do look forward to spending some more time together to learn more about you. Luckily, we have a lot of leisure time ahead of us. We should be able to get some dates in soon.”

Avalara beamed. “I cannot wait, this is why I practiced with my lesser avatars–so I can walk among my people, and enjoy the world with you. However, there is a problem.”

Jake looked at her in question. “What do you mean?”

She giggled. “What, you didn’t think I could fight like this, did you? Let’s make me a new body!”


Epilogue -Vessel



Fhesiah looked Avalara up and down with a smile. “I much like this one, though.”

Jake looked at the lesser avatar, which was just standing there holding a tray like a maid with a smile, awaiting orders. “I thought…that’s what these could be for?”

Avalara shook her head. “I may not be able to join you in your battles the same way you might expect, lesser avatar or not.”

Ophelia frowned, as she looked at the lesser avatar. “You won’t? I will admit that, your lesser avatars don’t seem capable of fighting in the way we’re used to… Then, if your main avatar is unable to leave this room…”

Avalara nodded. “Yes. There are several problems that would need to be addressed for me to really join you in battle. This main avatar must remain present on Highlands at all times. Now, if we ever have another Contest here on Highlands, I can help, but I am likely to be marked as a Conquest Goal. If the enemy slays me, this world will be lost–in addition to the irrevocable harm dealt to Highlands. Thus, any aid I provide will need to be calculated and weighed against this. I am likely to remain in the background, perhaps even hiding inside the core itself–much like I did this time.”

She let that statement settle in among them, Jake’s brows rising in surprise before she continued.

“The problem with these lesser avatars is that, in all honesty, even with my skill with auril and mana magic, they won’t be all that effective in battle–because they are just that, lesser avatars. Jake would have to infuse me with my resources because my lesser avatar would not have a core or means to maintain itself that the Framework would supply. I’m not saying this would be entirely useless, but it definitely wouldn’t feel like I am your full comrade that way.”

Tanda’s ears were flat on her head. “I mean, you don’t have to fight by our side to be our comrade. You are still at risk when we fight in our contest, and you are still aiding our people and myself through your song of the world, which all our hearts connect to. You are fighting in your own way.”

Jake nodded. “I agree. You don’t have to fight directly to be one of us. Besides, it would be bad for you to be permanently harmed in a conflict away from Highlands, the damage to your body would influence the world in some way, wouldn’t it?”

Avalara’s smile was sad. “That’s right. I hope you weren’t expecting me to join you in the same way as everyone else. Still, I think I have an idea that might make me able to join! We’ll use Oran, and create me a new body–a vessel for combat.”

Jake rose his brow. “You mean, you’ll drive him when I summon him? That…is that really different than me summoning one of your lesser avatars?”

“That’s just the beginning. Here, Jake. Take this.” She reached into her dress with a smile, as if drawing it from her cleavage, as she made eye contact with Jake, smirking.

Jake chuckled and shook his head. He noticed that she instead brought it out of her hearth area somehow through her plant-like flesh he imagined, just like Tanda. She floated it out to Jake, and he reached out and took it.

It was another acorn, filled with immense energy. He could feel the special connection between it and Avalara. Jake rose a single eyebrow. He felt like this was like a hint, somehow, about their other acorn.

His tone was questioning, as he looked over the seed. “Alright. Then what?”

Avalara laughed. “Now, I think you just might have something special? Maybe what you used to summon that creature, I believe my father called it a Garuda? If you do the same thing you did there, I think we can link everything together. Of course, this is going to take an immense amount of energy to create–only possible thanks to me having a world’s energy at my beck and call.”

Jake used his Manifest Template skill, once again infusing his hearth flames into summoning the heroic beast. Oran appeared in motes of light, and his body was much larger than before.

This was a heroic beast in the second Tier, the template he captured scaled to his current level. Its powerful auril heart beat, sending a calming presence into the air. Despite being a template, it clearly had an almost-auril heart, producing energy and resources different from Jake’s mana through its song.

Now that Jake was more in tune with auril, he felt the creature was strange when compared to the other heroic beasts. It had no personality at all, and if anything, this time felt emptier, or hollow. Tanda had enjoyed the creature’s song, but that wasn’t present now.

Blood frowned. “You’re right, milord, now that you point it out. I thought it was a simple beast, but it feels more prevalent now. Perhaps, Cernunnos was always influencing it in some way?”

Avalara nodded. “This was likely my father’s plan from the beginning. Oran was clearly meant to be used as a tool, to connect to himself. You were likely hearing his song, or perhaps one of his ally’s. In the end, the creature would be reborn again. A vessel to hold another’s influence. In many ways, I bet the other heroic beasts were similar.”

Jake frowned. Just whose influence was in the other ones then?

His musing was interrupted by Avalara, “Now, you should focus on what you did with the Garuda, except try to focus on me and this seed. I didn’t know anything about your skill, but I did feel your soul reaching out. A powerful ripple was sent out across the void, before ripples were returned, and an arm reached out across the void.”

Jake didn’t understand what the point of all this was. If she wanted to create some special avatar, why didn’t she just do it? He really wanted to understand more about this process. “Uh, alright. But why?”

She giggled. “You’ll see! I think it will become evident as you do it. Now, I could tell you connected with Ophelia there when you were doing it. Tanda would definitely be better this time, as she is much closer to me.”

Jake nodded. Finding resonance with Tanda, their hearths made their connection. Their hearths beat as one, as Jake drew in the energy from the surrounding area. His mana control had increased, and now drawing in extra mana outside his person was much more significant.

Tanda’s heart beat powerfully, drawing in auril into the area. Avalara joined her song, but she was stirring the energy somewhere else, perhaps within the very core itself. Jake could tell she was preparing for something, and it was separate from what they were doing.

He didn’t even need a Mana Font to produce a similar result to before, the mana density in the room already high thanks to Fhesiah’s formations, and the world rising in Tier. Auril was drawn in by the four heroic beasts in the corner of the room, as they seemingly aided him in this.

Oran’s song joined the symphony, and Jake entered the state of the Avenger. Finding harmonization of their spirits coming easily, Jake triggered fusion summon while focused on Avalara’s new bond and the seed.

His call echoed across the void, and a portal opened on the other side: to the world core itself, rather than Avalara’s avatar.

Golden hexagons of the Framework covered the portal, protecting them from the cataclysmic energies from assaulting them. Even still, turbulent energies sending implements and plants in the room swaying and flying, almost like a powerful wind erupted.

On the other side of the portal was an immense version of the hearth within Avalara’s chest, a cataclysm of life and death energies under an extreme amount of pressure from the gravity of the world itself. The portal was nearly the height of the room, but the core on the other side was the size of a mountain.

Life and death energy pulsed through the Celtic knots, intricately formed through miles and miles of vines. The core pulsed like a beat of a heart, the golden flame, the hearth, gathering energy as its flame burned brightly.

The seed and Oran floated into the air, combining as the Framework layered its magic onto the merging, the world core itself sending its vast energies into it.

Oran’s body shifted, transforming and being reborn. The stag became more feminine and humanoid at the same time, but remaining quite beast like. Its limbs became more covered in a mixture of plants and fur, its fur a green filled with life and the vines a black filled with the power of death.

Jake could feel Avalara’s connection to the creature, as a vessel was reborn for her usage. This was great. However, the creature kept on growing.

It quickly became larger than Avalara’s avatar, the reindeer-beast-woman continuing to grow and become even more massive still. At the current rate, its head would hit the ceiling in but just a few moments.

Energy kept pouring into it from the World Core, and Jake wondered if he could even power such a monstrously large summon.

Thankfully, the growing stopped a moment after the antlers pierced into the ceiling of the cavern, its head crashing into the stone. The beast summon was over ten meters tall, and larger than even the biggest boss they had ever faced.

Avalara’s new vessel and Jake’s new Permanent Summon was immense, looking like a treant mixed with a humanoid beast. It had large hands and branch-like claws, its arms long able to drag on the ground, almost like an ape’s. The digitigrade legs looked more like paws with claws, than hooves to Jake.

The portal to the world core closed, leaving the giant reindeer treant on their side.

The reindeer face looked vaguely like Avalara’s, with a big smile on it. Her smile on her main avatar matched, as she moved it around.

“It worked! That was perfect. The Framework helped me with that, luck was really on our side there.”

Berri beamed. “That was awesome! Quick, Faye-faye, do the thing. I wanna watch that again later!”

Fhesiah chuckled, shaking her head and complying with a crystal in her hand. “Sure thing, my dear sister. I’ll add the battle of wills there, as our lord husband sure had some cute expressions just before he stumbled into that kiss. We can watch it together later.”

Berri pumped her fist, and Tanda and Ophelia both laughed and clapped. Ophelia noted, “Avalara’s creature is huge. That will be really useful in a fight!”

Jake felt the draw on his mana and Tanda’s auril from his core, and found it to be difficult to maintain. While it was a powerful weapon, it would need to be used tactically. Still, it was a powerful tool to have, and Avalara could aid them in a significant way.

“I take it you don’t want to keep it out for now? I can use the Refuge’s function to keep it out at all times, later.”

Avalara nodded. “For now. I will practice with it later–and we can have a match! That should be a lot of fun. Then, my lesser avatars will be able to move about the world freely, acting as your clan mate out of combat.”

Ophelia especially beamed, but everyone was excited to see how their new ally would fair. Its purpose completed, Jake drew Avalara’s reindeer creature back into his hearth in motes of light.

Avalara smiled, though Jake thought she looked quite drained. “That taken care of, that did take a lot out of me. Still, I can go on adventures with you, just like you do with the Garuda. It should be fun!”

Jake nodded. “I look forward to it. We don’t plan on going anywhere for the time being, but we will still want to train.”

Avalara nodded. “I need to practice fighting for sure! I am strong with auril magics and have a powerful will as you might imagine, but that is different from fighting.”

Blood asked, “So, how did that work? You can have two bodies, or something? You can really control all of them at once, this main avatar, that thing, and even the lesser ones somehow?”

Avalara smiled. “I’m still practicing–but the answer will eventually be yes. That seed contained a part of me, a piece of my nascent divinity–a part I was born with, though it had grown through the faith of the beastkin and a vast amount of time. You could say that to make that I paid a significant price, and I am lesser now. But to me, it was worth it! I want to fight with my clan mates, and only through that sacrifice could I make it so.”

Jake and the girls were moved. She had truly desired to join them in battle, paying a cost they didn’t quite yet understand just to do so. He resolved himself to make it so that he could use her permanent summon reliably.

“Your commitment to the fight is moving. What would you like to do now? We just got big news, so we’ll be busy over the coming weeks before Fhesiah leaves here.”

Jake and the family filled her in on the War Games situation with Radiant Glory’s subguilds.

She gave a vicious smile. “Hmm… So, we have an opportunity for some vengeance. These people killed my brethren, their songs lost forever to their greed. They came here under the guise of allies, but instead hid their wickedness. We must make them pay, to be punished with the same torment they inflicted upon us. I want to help!”

Jake gave Avalara another once over. The woman was like a meek woman and a giant doe mixed with plants. Why was she so bloodthirsty?

Her eyes snapped to his, and perhaps she almost understood what he was thinking from his emotions alone. “I may be submissive to my mate like most beastkin, but I will absolutely not go down without a fight against our enemy. I fought for more than a thousand years, and I will fight another ten thousand if it means vengeance and justice against our terrible enemy.”

Blood’s smirk was bloodthirsty. “Well said, Avalara. I do think we will get along just fine. How do you think you can help in the fight against these guilds?”

Avalara smiled. “I am already preparing Highlands for its growth. Why not prepare our own battlefields? Now, that castle Berri wanted seems all the more important. Then, up to now, my song encompassed the cycle of life and death on Highlands, and I helped the beastkin with maintaining the balance. I would occasionally help in the war, like when I guided the beasts to help fight the Dreadbeast Champion.”

She continued, “But I can do more. I can call upon all beastkin, all beasts to temper themselves and become stronger. I can help with their growth, and I can help with building their spirits, even at a distance. Their songs join mine even from other worlds, so I can help guide your efforts much faster. Your Head Administrator is Valtor, right? I can work with him to guide our troops if something happens there!”

Tanda beamed, her tail wagging. “That’s amazing!”

Ophelia nodded. “You’re awesome, Avalara!”

Avalara winked. “Please, call me Ava.”

Jake chuckled, smiling at his new prospective mate. She quickly found a place in their family. They would work together as a strong clan, finding harmony together in protecting the balance.

Fhesiah was about to leave for the Battleground, where she would form her core and ascend to the second Tier.

They would prepare their Guild for their fights across numerous worlds, doing their best to set them up for success–and for aiding those in need.

Earth’s Integration was coming up soon, Jake sure to visit with the girls so they can see his homeland–and hopefully have a ton of fun while doing it.

They would also relax, compared to their usual blistering pace–just as their goddess ordered.

Their people were the ones being built up now, and Clan Hart would be preparing them for PvP. In the coming months, countless battles would be waged across the Sector, both with Tartarus, and Radiant Glory and their lackeys.

There was much to look forward to, with three children on the way. They had rescued Highlands from the enemy, forming their Kingdom and finding their true home.

Their third major battle was complete, but the war was never ending. The only thing certain for Jake, was that whatever challenge would come his way, his family would come out on top.


Bonus Epilogue - A Very Berri Christmas



Only a week had passed since Avalara created her second vessel, but a strong cold front had already blown through Cascadia and Life’s Haven. The migratory birds and animals already began heading further south, as winter was imminent.

The Winter’s Giving Festival was a festival of family and gratitude for the beastkin, a time very much like that of Christmas on Earth. Stories were exchanged, where they passed down the tales of their ancestors and the importance of the cyclical nature of life.

It was a time for reflection on the year with meditation and introspection, giving thanks, and preparing for the challenges the winter months would bring. Various decorations lined the main plaza of Life’s Haven, and new traditions were being added as the new people and races joined the beastkin in their celebration.

The first was the large magical hearths in the plaza, one blazing fire emanating warmth and life. A second one with an odd transparent dome or barrier persisted nearby, giving off deathly energy, which enabled the Emberborn to participate.

The cold weather on the plateau was agreeable to them, and they were able to join the festivities as they arrived from their home world in batches.

Then, festive lights dangled all over the city, powered by Jake’s mana crystals. A near rainbow of colors, the many designs sparkled to all the children’s delight.

Singing and dancing occurred all across the plaza, the stories and merriment among the beastkin and the Elysians.

Ophelia, Fhesiah, and Tanda gathered hundreds of children and spriggons off to the side, preparing them for the next tradition. The three girls were dressed up in red and green dresses with candy-striped stockings, wearing Santa’s helper outfits.

Bells began to echo, the children taking notice immediately.

“What’s that sound?”

“Where’s it coming from?”

Tanda held a hand to her wolf ear, a smile on her face and her tail wagging behind her. “What’s that sound? Everyone, look to the sky!” She pointed with her other hand, drawing the kids’ attention.

The kids looked to the sky, sounds of awe and excitement escaping them as they spotted what Tanda was pointing to. A large sleigh flying through the sky, being pulled by Bloodberri and Valora dressed as reindeer.

Ophelia waved at them with a smile. “It’s Santa Claus! Look, everyone!”

The children shouted with excitement, as they saw the nonsensical giant snake and magical horse pulling the large sleigh. It weaved back and forth through the air, as Jake’s enchanted sleigh aided in their flight.

The kids laughed as the sleigh got closer. “Is that Bloodberri? Why’s she dressed like a reindeer parentage?”

“Blood…Berri!” the many spriggons shouted with glee.

Ophelia, Fhesiah and Tanda motioned for the kids to back off, allowing for space for the sleigh to land.

Bloodberri and Valora landed in front of the kids, the sleigh with Jake dressed as Santa Claus filled with presents.

Jake’s voice rang from the sleigh. “Ho Ho Ho, Merry Winter’s Giving, everyone!”

“That’s not Santa, that’s Chief Jake!” The kids were already skeptical, able to tell it was their King and Chief.

“Why’s he got such a long beard? Is he a goat parentage?”

Jake jumped off the sleigh, carrying his large sack. Avalara’s lesser avatar jumped off, wearing a Santa’s helper costume.

The kids spotted the Heart of the World, filled with additional excitement.

Berri smiled at all the kids, looking at all the children fondly. Looking almost a few months pregnant already, somehow, she had been non-stop eating since their pairing. Jake was scared at how much she was eating, her spending of Credits on exotic foods excessive.

Berri reveled in the idea of one day her children experiencing the same thing. “Santa Claus brought presents, but only for the kids who’ve been good! Have you been good this year?”

The many children shouted that they had, Ophelia and Tanda helped them get in line. Jake, Avalara and Fhesiah handed out gifts to the numerous children, various toys and treats contained within.

Berri smiled once more, as she got the children’s attention again. Producing a rack of skewers from her bracelet, she handed out the delicious cooked treat. “Now, make sure you get your muckbill meat! It’s the Winter’s Giving tradition, starting now! Any time you are hungry for more, make sure to visit your local Node.”

The kids enjoyed the meat skewers, and many treats and toys handed out to them. She also handed out baseball bats, balls, and mitts for kids to play with.

Jake then removed his implement that he had crafted. “Here’s my gift to you, Berri.”

Berri squealed. “Yay, it’s the gnome thingy!”

It wasn’t. Not trusting of something called a gnomish weather discombobulator which would both affect the world’s weather in unpredictable ways and potentially explode, Jake made something that would blow snow into the air. It was only a magical upgrade over a more mechanical version from Earth.

It wasn’t enough to spread snow all across Life’s Haven, but for an area within the plaza for hundreds of kids to play in, it was no problem at all.

The many children made pleased sounds as they began to play in the snow. While it was colder on the plateau, snow was still rare this far in the south. Only on the taller mountains would they see it much.

Jake even created an ice skating rink, allowing the many kids to play with the many provided skates. Fhesiah and Ophelia skated around for a while, helping the kids learn how to move around the rink.

Fhesiah spun on her skates, spinning and leaping through the air. Avalara looked like she was having trouble, wobbling on the implements. Jake spent some time helping her, getting her used to them.

Berri looked at the kids having fun, trying to learn how to skate. “Ice skating blows. That doesn’t even look fun.”

Arriving back for a moment, Ophelia laughed, realizing that the ice skating implements or just traveling on ice was not something all that interesting for Berri. “Oh, I suppose you feel a little left out, huh?”

Tanda’s tail was wagging, as she looked at the many kids enjoying themselves. “That does look fun, but I bet Santa Claus can come up with something even better!”

Berri gave Jake a pleading look. He stroked his fake white beard for a moment as he thought, before he went over to tweak his snow machine. Funneling some more of his mana inside, the pace increased, and he angled it to spray down one of the streets going downhill.

Adding some additional casts of ice and wind, snow quickly built up and filled the street. Jake had Tanda and Ophelia go and close off the different sections, funneling any additional foot traffic to the plaza down other side streets.

Producing some additional sleds, Jake prepared his sled, and some additional seats and implements to put on Bloodberri’s back and tail.

Her armor morphed and twisted, producing the necessary sled blades beneath the front of her snake body, and slots for the seats on her long tail.

“There, this is much better than that lame ice skating! Who wants to ride on me, or King Santa’s sleigh?”

Many beastkin children broke away to join Bloodberri and Jake, but there were only so many slots to go around. They began giving snake toboggan rides and sleigh rides down the hill, the path enabling the kids to enjoy an exciting speed.

Taking the snowless path up the hill, Bloodberri easily took many kids down and up the hill of Life’s Haven.

Later, they gave out hot chocolate in steaming cups, the many children enjoying the warm, tasty treat. The many children were enjoying the new winter playtime and traditions, trying out playing with snow, riding sleighs, and ice skating.

Avalara played with the children as well, her other lesser avatar making its appearance. She gathered snowballs and joined in a snowball fight, the southern children quickly learning to enjoy this winter pastime.

Tanda enjoyed making her ice sculptures once again, but with Berri busy, managed to focus on making some sculptures of the many children and heroic beasts instead.

Their entourage eventually moved over to the hearths, where the many families were exchanging gifts with others within the community.

Jake gave out many more gifts as Santa Claus, having special support boxes for those in need. Having additional food and magical implements for heat, would help keep the less fortunate healthy and warm throughout the winter.

Tanda smiled, as she hugged Jake and Ophelia together. “This is the best Winter’s Giving ever! The kids are having so much fun–and the parents too!”

Jake laughed, enjoying as he watched the many parents building their own snow and ice sculptures with their children. Many of the various beast parentage had their favorite activities, the many songs and sounds of their hearts filling Clan Hart with joy.

Avalara smiled from next to Jake. “Their songs are so filled with happiness. It is wonderful to see all these new people in harmony. Even if I can’t feel the song of the Elysians and the other new peoples, I can feel them as a part of the beastkin’s song.”

Jake smiled, nodding. “They get along well, like they were meant to be. I am glad they found their place here.”

Bloodberri arrived, from playing with the many kids.

Blood noted, “There’s really a lot of fauns and satyr children here now. The Mass Migration has finally been completed.”

“Thank you so much for the snow machine, hubby! Tanda was right, this was the best Winter’s Giving ever!”

Ophelia frowned. “It was your first Winter’s Giving ever, Berri.”

“Blood says I’m technically correct, which is the best kind of correct! Can we go home now, so we can exchange our gifts?”

Arriving back in their living room next to their own Hearth, the family exchanged gifts. Many were just thoughtful items, things to do as they shared time with one another.

When they could buy nearly anything they wanted, or make it, their time was the most valuable commodity.

Because of that, Avalara was a focus of many gifts, as she received a large pile. Almost as if making up for lost time, they gifted her countless outfits and gifts for her future room within their Refuge.

Avalara smiled. “Thanks, girls. You are really thoughtful. I like my vine dress, but some of these are really cute. I never wore shoes before those ice skates, too.” She held up a yellow sundress. “What do you think, Jake? Would you like to see me in this?”

“I do like your vine dress, but I think that would look good on you.” He gave her a smile. “Here’s my gift.”

Jake held out a present, Avalara smiling at it in anticipation. She lifted the top of the box, and the life energy coming off the item was palpable as she looked into it. “What is this flower?”

He smiled. “It’s a twilight blossom. It shifts between giving off life and death energy with the moonlight. I figured you could wear it in your hair, and keep it alive.”

“I love it. Where did you get it?” She placed it in her hair, and one of her hair strands connected to it and tied it into her hair.

It was a golden flower currently, but Jake knew it would shift to a black color in the full moon in its original world.

“I got it on an auction, I saw it and figured it was perfect for you.”

She beamed. “Why, thank you, my mate. I don’t have much to give you, at the moment. But I do think I know what you might like.”

Avalara walked over and sat on Jake’s lap, her butt pressing against Jake’s crotch. Her tail fluttered against Jake’s belly. She turned her head to look over her shoulder.

“This is a Santa thing, isn’t it? I want to tell you my Christmas wish. My desire is for us to find harmony, and for you to put your necklace around my neck, symbolizing that I’m yours and have joined your family–and soon. For now, I’ll settle with giving you a kiss.”

She spun in his lap until she was facing him, and her lips met his. Jake felt her desire through their bond, her excitement, and her joy at having such a wonderful time with her potential clan together.

He pushed his desires back to her, causing her to shiver as his arms wrapped around her.

Their kiss coming to an end, Avalara returned to her chair with a smile, seemingly satisfied with the result.

Tanda and Ophelia clapped, but Tanda looked a little envious of the flower. “That was cute!”

Jake chuckled. “Don’t worry, my mate. I have gifts for you all.”

Each of the girls got unique flower hairpins, each of them either alive or semi-alive, at least if powered by their magic. Tanda got a purple flower pin, while Ophelia got a blue one. Blood and Berri each got a black and white one, for each side of their head.

Each girl enjoyed their gift, thanking him and rewarding him for his thoughts.

Fhesiah smiled at her golden orchid. As long as she supplied it with a small amount of heavenly energy, it would continue to live. “I love it. Thank you, my dear husband.”

Ophelia said, “It looks like we got a few gifts from our friends!” She brought in a few gifts from their entrance.

Seamus had provided them with a giant keg of beer, and Rookard plenty of auril beast meat from his hunts. Valtor and Amara provided some cute children’s clothing, making all the soon-to-be mothers swoon.

Fhesiah pushed herself up against Jake from the side, her breasts threatening to spill out of her dress. She smiled innocently at Jake as he sat. “So what do you think, Santa Jake? Was I naughty or nice this year?”

“As always, you’re just the right amount of both. But Blood and I can try to punish you for being naughty.”

Blood chuckled. “I’m not so sure if that will work to curve her behavior, but as long as milord enjoys it, I’m willing to try as many times as it takes.”

“I was definitely nice! But I already got the best gift.” Berri rubbed her belly, which had already grown somewhat. “I’m going to make sure this one grows big and strong. Oh! That reminds me.”

She began chewing on some more food from her storage bracelet, her appetite voracious.

Tanda rubbed her own belly, with a wide smile on her face and her tail wagging. “Me too! I can’t wait to meet our children.”

Fhesiah looked at them with a little bit of longing. “Aw, now I feel like I’m a little left out. I’m the only one.”

Jake sighed in sadness. “We’re all going to miss you, you know.” Then he smiled, “But when you get back…”

Fhesiah smirked. “Oh? So eager, lord husband. Just to think, it wasn’t that long ago that you were a pit of worry about making our bellies big. Now, you’re practically the one begging me.”

Jake hugged her, and held her to his body tightly. “I do wanna make your belly big, and we’re both going to enjoy doing it. So you hurry and come back safely.”

She shivered, smiling. “It’s a promise. I cannot wait to see my many clan children as well–I have much motivation to make it back in one piece. I love you all, and I can’t wait to continue my journey together with all of you.”

All the girls joined into a large hug with Jake around Fhesiah, the family joining together in a moment of peace.

Jake had enjoyed his first happy Winter’s Giving, and planned on making damn sure his family and friends would experience many more.

END OF BOOK 5
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