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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 have these point of views, and have important character/plot information and I did not intend for them to be skipped.
I don't use it much at all in the story, but there are a small number of point of view or scene breaks. They look like this:
[image: image-placeholder]It doesn't happen often, but if you see it, be on the lookout to see if the point of view might have shifted, but it could also denote the passage of time.
[This denotes when 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 this book, 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 you RoyalRoad/Scribblehub readers who've already read Book 2, the bonus chapters that were made specifically for this book are just before the end. I hope you'll stick around and read the whole book however, as I made a lot of improvements, including a brand-new epilogue which was a lot more fun/enjoyable.
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




The Story So Far


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 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. She was still ever-helpful, despite her limitations. The 1-foot tall imp or pixie-like miniature woman taught him some magic and helped him form a mana core. Together, they delved 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 he 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 [Summon Token] like his class’s namesake and quickly obtained his first summon after being convinced by the devious demoness to summon 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 and strong. Her deep blue eyes shimmered or glowed, her body overflowing with mana. Valkyries were in tune with the magics 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. That 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.
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.
Despite it supposed to be a simple oath to protect families, 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 chose to become one, to finally matter in the world, and to protect families and prevent people from being orphaned like himself.
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, it being 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 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 change her values for the sake of her 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.
But 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 spell rod, he defeated the evil Champion. He received a Legendary class upgrade, an Advanced Summoning token, and the Champion’s Spear Staff of Hestia due to the Trial.
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; once that happened, Jake and their family could visit. 
They had some fun on their trip, soon arriving at their chosen destination. That is where our story continues in Book 2. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. Thanks for reading!    




Chapter 1 - Advanced Summoning Token


Jake, Ophelia, and Fhesiah were now on their way in their Refuge, traveling to a nearby world that they researched called [Ariminum], just after their minor vacation on another world. It would still be a few days before they arrived, but they were excited about the prospect. 
This new world was contested and limited to Tier 0 through Tier 1 existences, capped at level 25. No enemies they faced could be greater than that, as it would force anyone that reached Tier 2 on the world to leave. Before they got there, though, there was something that they needed to do.
It was time to summon their new ally. Jake had gotten a high rating in the Champion’s Trial and, as a result, had obtained a fantastic spear staff and the [Advanced Summoning Token]. The advanced summoning token allowed you to choose the approximate class choices you wanted to see. However, it would only be five instead of ten random. Those five should be much closer to what you wanted. 
Jake could decide between six major roles: Tank, Melee, Scout, Mage, Hybrid, and Healer. Not only that, but the class summoned would already be Tier 1 and level 10 at a minimum. 
They had already long decided they wanted a True Healer rather than a hybrid class like Jake and Ophelia were, so he was happy that he would have five to pick from now. On the other hand, Jake knew with a regular summoning token: he would be lucky to have only two to select from. In Jake’s previous summoning, there was only one in the list of ten summons, as far as he could tell.
The girls and Jake were now all dressed up in their equipment. They knew they were due for new armor shortly after they arrived in this contested world. Still, getting Fhesiah geared up exactly how Jake and Ophelia were with drake scale mail armor cost nearly nothing. 
She was practicing getting used to wearing something other than her robes when fighting. They were full of funds after all the loot in the Trial, after all.
Jake now held the Champion’s Spear Staff, which was like a never-ending torch of its own. It radiated the feeling of home, and the Hearth gifted by Hestia was behind where they were summoning. They triggered the [Advanced Summoning Token] and were given a list. 
Fhesiah had her nose and face scrunched up in disgust; she was not thrilled about these choices. However, from her criteria, there were only two options right out of the gate: three were male. 
The first time, Jake thought it was some kind of coincidence that there was a Norse-god worshiping choice, but now that there was another one, he thought it couldn’t be only that. With Jake’s first summoning token, he received the option of a Centaur Paladin of Tyr, the Norse God of War and Justice.
Jake wondered just why he would receive an option for Tyr twice. Perhaps Odin had said something to him? There were countless gods or goddesses, and receiving an option like this twice could not possibly be coincidental. 
Despite researching the matter, the three male healing options did not worship a God or Goddess Jake had heard of. There were just so many, and people could eventually tier up until they more or less became one. 
Once Jake reached Tier 4, he could eventually become one as well. One of the several paths to this was being a Champion of a God or Goddess, so he was already on a path.
A female Human Cleric of Tyr was one of the choices. The other choice Jake thought was why Fhesiah scrunched up her face: it was a Dark Lamia. 
Jake pondered over the [Alliance Wiki] entry on [Dark Lamia]. The multiverse is massively endless, so there were numerous possibilities here, but all of them more or less pointed to the same thing: that they were an evil race.
There were two significant possibilities. One was that this [Dark Lamia] was simply a result of interspecies breeding of a lamia and a dark elf. The other was that this was a race engineered by the Dark, Chaotic Pantheon of gods that the dark elves worshiped. 
The Dark Elf Pantheon embodied chaos, and introducing new races to create chaos in their Underworld was something they often did, breeding and creating various other evil, monstrous races to influence the world even further.
The Arachne race was also an example of this, being a part spider and a part dark elf. A Dark Lamia was like the Arachne in that it was a dark elf mixed with a snake. 
The snake portion began around the waist level, with the upper body appearing almost exactly that of a dark elf. 
The Dark Lamia was most likely a creation of these Gods and Goddesses of Chaos. Their society would not differ from the dark elf previously met: a matriarchal society full of treachery and evil. What gave Jake and his party pause was this Dark Lamia’s class: Priestess of Hestia. 
Fhesiah said, “What’s wrong with this Wiki thing? It’s completely useless. It doesn’t even say if she will have the right equipment!”
Jake looked over to Ophelia. “When Ophelia came, she had her armor, shield, and spear ready. Well, either way, I don’t think we’ll need to worry about that too much: the [Multiverse Market] has everything.”
Fhesiah just gave him a blank stare but smiled. “You sweet summer child. Anyway, with what the goddess said before she left, I think she was hinting at this one.” 
Jake groaned and shook his head as he realized what she was initially referring to, though he realized that this was likely the case.
Ophelia shook her head at Fhesiah. “While we’re hoping for a family member as well as an ally, it’s not set in stone that this person would be interested in Jake. You’re jumping to the end already? Sometimes, you’re a little much.”
Fhesiah shrugged. “I’m mostly just playing around, you know. At the same time, I think it's important to pick someone that could make it across the finish line and join our family in truth. We all are going to make this person feel welcome, regardless of whether Jake will ever sleep with her. You know as well as I do, that Jake would never push this person into our relationship unless they both wanted it. The same as how it was with you.”
It somewhat pained Jake to admit that Fhesiah was right. He didn’t think he could ever be intimate with a spider woman or a centaur woman, for example. That was just too much for him, but the Dark Lamia was cutting it close for him as well.
Ophelia sighed. “I am sure about Jake, it’s you I’m worried about. Moving on, the Dark Lamia might be an evil and maybe a monstrous race, but they should have the possibility of good within them. The Wiki says they are quite large and very strong, having the strength and constitution of monsters or beasts. Their torso alone might be larger than we are tall, and that doesn’t even include their tail. This can be around ten meters long. I think we will value how powerful this Priestess will be.”
Jake remembered all the advantages that he thought the Centaur Paladin would have when he picked Ophelia instead, and realized that they should also apply to this Dark Lamia. He bet that while the Centaur would win a race on an open plain, the Dark Lamia would win on almost any other terrain. 
Then, they would still have the advantages of mass and power because of their massive size.
Jake said, “So, is that all in favor of the Dark Lamia? Of course, we won’t be forever stuck with whomever we summon, unless we want them to be. I forgot that Tier 1 might be a big disadvantage, too. This person we summon is unlikely to already have a [Mana Core]. Since we’ve decided on the Dark Lamia, let’s make a few preparations for her with her room and such; She’ll need a big room and I think we should raise our ceiling a bit more.”
Jake was happy to learn that this was also one of the benefits of being a [Knight]. While they would be coming close to the size limits of their Refuge without having to spend some credits and contribution points that they could now earn, his limit was already extended.
The girls nodded, and they got to it. They added space in various places to make more room for the Lamia to move around, their Refuge altering itself in flashes of light. 
Jake even expanded the space between his kitchen island and other fixtures so she wouldn’t be too cramped if the Dark Lamia spent time there. They also found a bed compatible with the Lamia species for their room. 
Jake was surprised at how much he could expand his Refuge thanks to the benefit. It was like there was nearly no limit for their purposes, anyway.        
They made preparations and were now ready to meet their new party member. Jake triggered the summon, and a large amount of light coalesced into a giant of a woman. 
She towered over them, and Jake could not see any skin on her. She was covered from head to tail-tip with black armor. While she wore an open-faced helmet, she even wore a mask over her face. Her hair, if she had any, was tucked into their helmet or her armor, perhaps. 
She had a giant mace on her back that was larger than a person, and they were currently five meters tall with their tail somewhat coiled on the ground. Despite them having raised the ceiling, she still almost reached it.
Jake couldn’t help but feel like they had made a huge mistake. The woman in front of them looked like a weapon of war, covered head to toe in black armor, with wicked spikes and serrated blades lining even her tail. 
The segments, blades, and spikes reminded him more of a centipede than a snake. Just how could she move or coil her tail without hurting or cutting into herself? This Lamia might be even more significant than the explanation of Lamia or Dark Lamia in the Wiki. 
Jake thought her torso was even taller than him from head to toe. That she would be 3 meters tall or taller with proportional legs. Jake, only under 2 meters tall, almost made him look like a child standing next to an adult. 
If it was just that she was half again taller than him, it wouldn’t be that big of a deal. But thanks to square-cube law, she was at least double the volume of Jake, not even including her tail. But then, it was like she swung her own Jake around to fight, judging by the large mace on her back.
While she looked like she would be a powerful party member, Jake just couldn’t see how she could become a family member. He shuddered at how that tail could wrap around something and simultaneously crush and shred them to pieces.
Everyone gasped, almost collectively, even the snake woman. However, that might have just been her taking her first breath since her body was reconstituted by [The Framework] due to the [Summoning Token]’s usage. 
Her pink, serpentine eyes snapped immediately to Jake’s, and he could feel her inspecting the [Summoner’s Bond] that formed between them. She then glanced at Jake’s spear staff, and her eyes widened before looking back to Jake and the rest of his party.
Jake cleared his throat and spoke, “Welcome to our Refuge, Priestess of Hestia. I’m Jake, Champion of Hestia and [Knight] of [The Alliance]. This is Fhesiah, the Dragon-touched Demoness, and Ophelia, Valkyrie of Hestia.” He then motioned for her to introduce herself.
Her body raised, and Jake could see her uncoiling and moving her tail around as she bowed her torso in front of them. He noticed that her humanoid waist had much more range of motion independent of her tail than he thought. 
She then raised herself to a normal posture, for a Lamia, Jake supposed. She spoke with a cheerful, lively voice.
“Thank you, Milord. I am Fir'Berri Nagy’dosa, Priestess of Hestia. How may I serve?”
Jake was a bit out of his element, but Fhesiah and Ophelia both wanted him to take the lead in this; he could tell over their bond. 
“Once again, welcome, Fir'Berri. You can start by telling us about yourself and how you became a Priestess of Hestia.”
She thought about it momentarily, but then she removed her mask. Underneath, a very pale, white-skinned, beautiful elf, instead of a tan or otherwise dark-skinned one as he expected. She looked pained and saddened to speak about this topic. 
“I’m cursed. Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve been forced to hide my hideous skin.” 
She then smiled. “Thankfully, my betters were gracious and allowed me to live and serve them. Once I got older, I grew quite large, and they allowed me to train and wear this armor and kill enemies in the Underworld.”
She paused, and Jake was a bit horrified by what he was hearing and a bit confused. When she said ‘gracious’ or ‘allowed,’ she made it sound genuinely happy that they had helped her out more or less and let her serve them. 
Not only that, but she was far from hideous; she was just as beautiful as Fhesiah or Ophelia, though her large pink eyes with serpentine pupils were slightly unsettling. She also had some white scales just underneath her eyes, just above her cheeks. Just as he was about to ask her a question, she continued.
“One day, something started happening on the surface, and monsters began flooding our Underworld. They sent me away from the Conclave to fight against these creatures with my unit. Unfortunately, some of these creatures were much stronger than those I faced in the Underworld, forcing us to flee and seek aid. A tunnel collapsed, and I fell alone and found a shrine. Trapped, I looked over the scrolls and books and learned it was a shrine to the Goddess Hestia.”
She continued, “I read over the scrolls and found that I much preferred the Goddess Hestia over our Dark Goddesses, who had ignored my prayers during my life. So I prayed to Hestia for help. She appeared before me and agreed to help me if I joined the Framework and became her Priestess. She helped me escape, and I helped some people as she wished on the surface before I eventually died, her promise to find me a home in the next life.”
Jake was surprised that she could be so upbeat about her death. The only thing she was not optimistic about was her curse. Jake decided he would ask about this later. For now, he realized they were all a bit overdressed. 
They didn’t have any plans to fight anything soon. It might be best to learn about their new party member more organically, especially since her armor was unsettling. 
Jake came up with a plan, and Fhesiah nodded in approval; their bond was now back to being one where thoughts could easily traverse it.
He said, “Thank you for that. Your past differs greatly from ours, and I’d like to tell you about ours soon. We are about to wind down for the day, so we will prepare dinner. What kind of food do Dark Lamia usually eat?”
She said, “We usually have meat from various creatures, and different plants and mushrooms grow well in the Underworld. They were nice enough to let me have whatever scraps were left.” 
Jake just let that statement hang where it was. “Alright. I take it you don’t have other clothes besides what you came with? Let the girls here help set you up. Your room is over there. I will start dinner while they get you sorted out, okay?”
Fir’Berri looked confused. She had shaken her head no while he asked about her clothes, but when he got to the ‘your room and him cooking dinner,’ part, she was shocked. 
She said, “Er, my lord, I have my own room? And you are cooking? I… where are your servants? Am I the first one?”
Jake was going to correct that misunderstanding, but Fhesiah interrupted and pulled one of the Dark Lamia’s hands to the side to drag her to her room. 
She said, “Don’t worry about it. Wifey will take care of dinner while Ophelia and I take care of you. Let’s get you out of this armor and into something more comfortable for hanging around our Refuge.”
Jake could barely hear Fir'Berri saying, “Wife? Is there another woman here?” as they dragged her away into the other room they created for her.
Jake sighed. It looked like he was now zero for three for summoning going normal. Still, he was two for two in terms of them being excellent, so that was one way to look at it. 
He would just have to wait and see about the third. Jake went to change before making dinner and decided to check on her status as he worked on everything to learn what fighting alongside her might be like.

[Summon Information]
[Name:  Fir'Berri Nagy'dosa]
[Age: 39]
[Class:  Monstrous Dark Holy Priestess of Hestia]
[Race: Dark Lamia]

[Monstrous Dark Holy Priestess Class: Tier 1 Rare]
[20% Effectiveness in Strength, Constitution, Intelligence, Wisdom]
[+3 Strength, Constitution, Intelligence, Wisdom per level]
[Born a monster, this Priestess of Hestia heals others by fighting with their Monstrous Strength and Fortitude, using both Holy and Dark Magic.]

[Fir'Berri Status Level 12]
[Strength: 85]
[Dexterity: 38]
[Constitution: 75]
[Intelligence: 32]
[Wisdom: 43]
[Charisma: 41]

[Fir'Berri's Level 12 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Mana Control: 4]
[Advanced Melee Specialization: 2]
[Advanced Monstrous Strength: 2]
[Purifying Flames: 2]
[Dark Holy Priestess Magic: 3]
[Dark Magic: -]
[Advanced Hearth Core: 1]
[Summoner's Bond:  1]
[Mana Siphon: 3]

[Fir'Berri's Level 12 Spell List]
[Dark Holy Priestess Spells: Dark Siphon, Mace of Hestia, Armor of Faith]
[Dark Magic Spells: -]

[Fir'Berri's Level 12 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Dismantling: 2]
[Tailoring: 3]
[Armor Crafting: 2]
[Misc Skills: Mana Siphon]

Jake’s eye was twitching just looking over her list of skills and attributes. He didn’t even know where to start, but this was not what he had in mind when he wanted a true healer. She didn’t even have a direct healing spell! 
Still, he was pretty happy that she already had a mana core. It had already been improved to advanced, which provided the same level of stats as a [Bonded Hearth Core], just without Jake’s benefits to them. If he had to guess, her monstrous constitution had something to do with her having one. 
After all, even goblins had mana cores, so her being a half-monster made that seem plausible. But, when she became a Priestess of Hestia, Hestia must have helped upgrade it to a hearth core, which advanced when she changed Tier. 
Perhaps, she was already Tier 1 when she became a priestess? It’s hard for Jake to know. He reviewed the skills that differed from what he and his other girls had or were otherwise familiar with.

[Advanced Monstrous Strength]
[Effect: Increases Base Strength by +20, +5 per Level]
[Increases Base Constitution by +10, +2 per Level]
[This being is stronger and more resilient than others, due to it having a magically monstrous constitution that improves its power and fortitude.]

[Dark Siphon]
[Surrounds self and releases a powerful dark haze that causes physical attacks against enemies to heal self and allies.]

[Armor of Faith]
[Concentration Spell, costing high amounts of mana regeneration. Surrounds the Target with the Holy protection of the Goddess. Reduces damage from blows significantly, may have additional guidance from Goddess to turn an otherwise fatal blow into a serious wound.]

[Mace of Hestia]
[Infuses the Priestess with Hestia’s Holy Might, allowing her to mete out punishment in the name of her Goddess. Releases an additional explosion of holy energy when striking the target, healing allies or damaging undead, demonic, or otherwise tainted in an area surrounding the user.]

Looking over her abilities, [Dark Siphon] was an indirect healing spell. The more damage she caused with that massive mace or her ridiculous serrated armor, the more she could heal her allies. [Armor of Faith] was a combination of defensive and health buffer spell, just like he had hoped a true healer would have, and it appeared to be powerful. 
The alpha strike of an assassin was now much less likely to end someone permanently unless they were overwhelmingly more powerful, giving Jake or Ophelia time to heal or shield that person and then defeat the threat.
[Mace of Hestia]…  Just what the hell? Jake was in the same room with this woman, this goddess, and the only thing he could think about when seeing this ability was what on Earth could it possibly have in common with Hestia? 
Spears of flames were still the flames of Hestia, but this spell would empower the priestess to smash the target with holy energy. In this case, with a giant mace that was larger than himself and once again provided healing in the area surrounding the priestess. 
When they meet again, Jake would have difficulty looking at the goddess the same way.
Jake was confused about the Dark Magic and Holy Dark Priestess spells. Jake reasoned that the Dark Magic spells must be non-framework related, but then there was [Dark Siphon]. And why the blank level? He’d have to talk to Fir'Berri about this.
That left her attributes and the [Advanced Monstrous Strength]. Her monstrous body was valuable here, that was for sure. But, to have 25 more strength and 12 more Constitution, not even counting her class, was a tremendous deal. 
Jake guessed her class evolved from a sort of monstrous melee class, since Jake never heard of a priestess that would gain effectiveness to their strength attribute. She was functionally even stronger than Fhesiah, and that was probably even before her size and mass were considered.
Jake worked on dinner while he mused over this new party member. Indeed, she was powerful. Fir'Berri would have all the advantages he had initially imagined the Centaur Paladin having. However, he realized that her armor was so heavy that she needed this strength to move properly. 
His [Divine Reinforcement] would make her an absolute monster in combat, able to move faster than a creature her size and weight should have any business doing.
Jake had nearly finished dinner and realized the girls had been gone for a long time. While clearly, girls could take plenty of time getting ready and such, his girls were different, at least, he thought. They could move with supernatural speed and grace, and they certainly didn’t need makeup or more than a quick brush of the hair.
Then he realized what was taking so long: Fir'Berri’s armor. There were probably so many latches and buckles that something like that could take over an hour. 
A Knight had to have a squire just to become battle ready in probably around twenty minutes, but this woman was more like both the knight and the horse with barding combined, Jake mused.
Jake finished preparing dinner, and he couldn’t believe his eyes when the three girls entered.




Chapter 2 - Dinner with a Giant Snake-girl


All three girls were dressed like they were going to a mall or a club instead of just hanging around the house. Jake was most surprised at just how different Fir'Berri looked. Still, Fhesiah and Ophelia seemed dressed too sexy to just be eating dinner at home. 
They were both wearing too-short skirts and cute camisoles. The Lamia was wearing an Earth band tee shirt, and it was just straining to keep her massive chest inside. 
She seemed uncomfortable with the clothing, grabbing at the skin on her arms and almost trying to hide behind Ophelia, an impossibility. 
She also wore spiked bracelets. Jake guessed Fhesiah set her up with a sort of punk look playing around, though with her long layered white hair, it wasn’t quite right.
Fir'Berri wore a skirt, and Jake got to see the first sight of her human and snake body without armor: her skin was pale, and her hair was bone white, the same as her snake tail. 
Jake realized that her so-called ‘curse’ might just be a case of albinism. He noticed that Ophelia and Fhesiah were wearing skirts, likely because that was all the snake girl could wear at all. He definitely thought he had to say something for now, as he had stared for perhaps a bit too long. 
“You girls all look wonderful. But, Fir'Berri, is the shirt not comfortable? It looks good on you.” 
The Lamia blushed but said, “It feels nice, but I’m not used to this kind of clothes. I’m cursed, so I’m used to hiding, well, everything…” 
Ophelia then moved out of the way and patted the Lamia reassuringly. “We told you that you no longer need to hide your skin or scales. Just look, Fhesiah’s skin is very similar. Jake and the rest of us don’t think it’s disgusting at all.”
Jake smiled at that and said, “That’s right. Your white scales and hair look beautiful, too. Now, let’s eat dinner, and we’ll probably have fun afterward. We weren’t sure what to do about a chair, or if you wanted a pillow, or… Well, I’m sorry, but you’ll have to help us out as to what would make you most comfortable here,” he said as he motioned at the table that now had four table settings. 
“I… You want me to eat with you? I– Dark Lamia don’t really use chairs: we mostly rest on our tails. The matriarchs might have used a divan, but for them, eating and drinking was entertainment that lasted for hours…” 
Jake just nodded at her and motioned for her to the place he had set aside for her. It appeared to Jake that she was almost afraid they were eating together. 
They all sat at the rectangular table, with her now on the other end of the table because of her gigantic size, across from Jake. Fhesiah and Ophelia were off to his sides. They had upgraded the table to fit up to six people after the goddess’ visit, one of the many upgrades they’d done to their Refuge once they had the funds. 
Everything in their home was now decent, likely costing hundreds or thousands of dollars if it was bought on Earth.
Jake plated their food: some barbecue boar ribs with some sides. He had used some beast of a boar, and the rib bones were quite large with a lot of meat on them. 
He wasn’t sure how much such a large person would eat, so he had made what Jake considered a lot extra: over double what he would generally make for just the three of them. They often had plenty of leftovers they took with them into the dungeon.
They sat to eat, and Fir’Berri towered over the table, but her waist was lowered to the appropriate place, he supposed. Jake and the other girls dug in, and they made their usual sounds of enjoyment as they started to eat. 
This was interrupted shortly after by a loud crunching of bones. Everyone froze and looked at the Lamia as she chewed on the entire bone, pushing it into her mouth like some sort of strange, oddly cute wood chipper like it was nothing. 
She had a smile on her face as she chewed and crunched, and her eyes were closed as she enjoyed it. 
She went to grab another rib bone with a smile when she noticed everyone was looking at her. Fir’Berri was embarrassed at the attention now, afraid to even eat at the table in the first place. 
Jake just smiled at her. “I made plenty of meat. Unless you seriously like the bones, how about you have as much meat as you like? It’d help me out if you could eat it. I might have made too much.”
“I…of course, Milord. I’m sorry, it was just so good…”
Jake said, “There’s nothing to be sorry about. We were just surprised, is all. If you want to eat the bones, go for it. It just… might take some getting used to. If you like to, we’ll be eating together, training together–“ 
Fhesiah interrupted with a grin, “Leveling up together.”
Jake continued, “And having fun together. We share the values of Hestia, and we’re a family. So we’ll try hard and help each other be the best we can be, and if you want to join us, you will be welcome. So long as you don’t go out of your way to hurt one of us, you’ll be welcome here.”
Fir’Berri was now in tears, but she looked happy. “I… your family? I can join it? Hestia… she told the truth?” 
Jake nodded. “Of course. You’ll be helping us with fighting Tartarus, right? If we’re fighting side-by-side watching each other’s backs, I think that makes us a family of sorts just from that, doesn’t it? We’ll take that a bit further than just that, though, with the [Summoner’s Bond] and all the other things that we do together besides fighting. So help protect us and others, and we’ll do everything we can to protect you, too.”
She cried some more, but Fhesiah and Ophelia got up and wrapped their arms around the Lamia in a hug from the sides. Even with them at her sides, there was plenty of space left for Jake to join, the woman being so large. It was just…
Fhesiah smirked at Jake. “C’mon Jake, family hug. Why don’t you join us? We’re all hugging this cute snake girl. Don’t you want to?” 
Even Ophelia was enjoying Jake’s plight, smirking at his situation. Of course, Jake did want to, but his head and much of his upper body were pretty much at the same level as her massive breasts. 
Because her torso was taller and larger than Jake’s entire body head to toe, while her breasts might be proportionally the same size as Fhesiah’s, they ended up being almost half the size of Jake’s torso each. Fhesiah was teasing Jake, making him have no way out of this. 
He stepped forward to hug her, and the girl herself had doubts that he would do it, but definitely did not seem against it. Since it didn’t seem to bother her, he’d try to not let it bother him. Of course, the bond was new and weak, so he couldn’t understand why this would be, but he reached his arms around her and hugged her. 
His face and most of his upper torso were buried entirely, but she didn’t seem to mind this at all, and he could feel her happiness through the bond. His arms wrapped easily around her lower back, which, while thicker than his other girls, was quite slim despite her size. 
She hugged him back, and they all enjoyed their group hug for a moment. Then, they broke off, and the meal continued with little fanfare. Fir’Berri did not crunch on any more bones, thankfully. 
Jake did, however, notice that her canines were quite exaggerated as she consciously ate the meat off the bones — that she had what looked similar to vampire fangs. Also, her tongue was very much mixed somewhere between a human’s and a snake’s, being able to extend out and lick off the barbecue sauce that ended up on her fingers. 
Jake realized that this woman differed significantly from Ophelia and even Fhesiah. He would have to ensure he didn’t get into another amusement park situation when they reached contested territory.
The food was enough for Fir'Berri, and they decided to watch a movie. It would help her pick up on human culture, as many concepts were foreign to her. 
Jake didn’t already forget about what happened at the amusement park, after all. He tried to pick a silly romantic comedy. Still, the plan backfired, as it probably confused her about humans. By now, the other two girls were entirely used to most Earth human customs and culture.
Fir'Berri said, “I don’t understand. Do all these males want this Mary person? Why doesn’t she just accept them all and take them into her household?” 
Jake then explained that this rarely happens with Earth humans, that it’s usually just one man with one woman. Something about this Mary person had all the men in the movie wanting her. 
She asked, “Then why doesn’t the larger male just eat the other males? Especially the quirky one, which this story follows. He looks scrawny and weak, and maybe a little stupid.”
They would have a long way to go before she would understand humans at all, and Jake was surprised that she could go to the surface and help some at the behest of Hestia before her death. 
It had turned out there were humans in her home world, often captured by her people for breeding and slavery purposes. 
They also learned that the Dark Lamia always bred true, their children always being Dark Lamia. In addition, their race experienced sexual dimorphism, and the males were much smaller and fewer than the females. 
Human or elven males were frequently preferred over the males of their own race for mating or breeding purposes.
Fhesiah said in his mind, [You hear that, Jake? It sounds like you both have the right equipment, after all. Isn’t that convenient? Now, let’s head to bed. I believe it was my night tonight, unless you want Fir’Berri  to join?] 
Jake just shook his head at her antics. He had a feeling if he offered Fir'Berri to join him, she probably would. Of course, she would be under some sense of duty or such for her Lord, but Jake much preferred to go the romantic route rather than the forced servant route, even if she might enjoy it all the same.
They learned that, in the end, what made her drawn to Hestia was simple. It was motherhood. As a cursed or outcast: she was not allowed to breed, though they would allow her to care for the children as one of her duties, so long as she kept herself covered. 
She dreamed of having children and family, but the gods of the Dark Elves ignored her prayers, so she turned to another. 
She very much enjoyed her duties caring for the other Dark Lamia youth. However, it was a rare occasion after she donned her armor as an adult and joined her unit. 
Jake was far from being ready to be a father, he thought. They would need a place to truly call home, complete with a true community, before being prepared to take the plunge. 
At the talk of children, both of his girls were giving him doe-eyed looks, realizing it was something that they desired someday as well.
[image: image-placeholder]The night came and went, and Jake made everyone breakfast. Fir’Berri was much more relaxed and actually looked quite happy as they ate and made small talk. After the meal, Fhesiah and Ophelia went to get dressed for their training, leaving Jake and the Dark Lamia alone together. 
Her voice was upbeat and happy sounding before, but now, it was like she had removed her reservations about the situation. “Milord, did you not want me to help with cooking? I was allowed to cook on occasion.”
Jake smiled at her. “If you enjoy it, I wouldn’t stop you from helping from time to time. As I’ve said, we’re a family here, and everyone contributes in their own way. Fhesiah often uses her cleaning spell to do most of the dishes and the living areas. Ophelia is mostly in charge of keeping the training area clean and operational. I cook most of the meals and take care of most of the dungeon preparation and planning. How you want to contribute is up to you.” 
She looked a little confused, so Jake continued, “We’ll give you some time to figure out how. Just get used to living here with us for now. I know it’s a major change for you on its own. Your entire life, as you knew it, is gone, replaced with this one. One more thing: just call me Jake. If it makes you feel more comfortable calling me Milord, that’s fine, but just like you saw in that movie last night, people like myself are much more used to just using our first names.”
“I could never…” she hesitated. 
Jake shook his head. “I know you’ve been cursed all of your life, but we won’t ever treat you like you are. At a minimum, you are a valuable member of our party, so you deserve to be treated as such, cursed or not. Let’s show you what we get up to in the training area. When it’s time for lunch, I’ll show you where everything is in the kitchen, and we can make lunch together. How does that sound?”
When he finished the last sentence, large mounds of soft flesh surrounded his head and much of his upper body in a t-shirt, and arms wrapped around him. 
He could hear, but not see, the Fir’Berri crying. 
She said, “You really don’t care about my curse? You’ll… treat me like the other girls?”
Jake was a little conflicted because he should clarify that the other girls were his lovers, and he didn’t see himself at that stage with her yet. Still, he felt she was particularly vulnerable at the moment and might take him saying so as a rejection. 
“I… yes, of course. I’m happy to have you here. I’m sure we’ll all be very close in no time.”
Jake wasn’t sure what she was thinking, but she went from crying to breathing heavily. He felt her embrace tighten, and her snake tail coiling around him, starting from his feet. 
He tried to look at her face and was pulled away slightly. When he saw her face, her face was flushed, and he thought he was going to be eaten– Well, he supposed that his first thought was technically right. 
He was starting to feel no small amount of distress, as this was definitely not how he had wanted things to go down. 
It was at this moment that Fhesiah returned, and Jake couldn’t help but notice she was excited. “Oh, is this happening already? Ah, but I think Jake’s not quite ready for that yet. So you should let him go, Fir'Berri. You will both enjoy things much more when he’s as excited for it as you are.”
The Fir’Berri’s eyes snapped to Fhesiah, and she did actually let go. Jake was still not feeling good about where this was going, however. 
Fir'Berri’s eyes narrowed, and her demeanor completely changed. Instead of the happy, upbeat snake girl, it was now a cold, almost malicious being in front of him and Fhesiah. 
She raised her body up into the air, spreading her tail out behind her and between Jake and Fhesiah. Strangely enough, Fhesiah, with a smile on her face, floated up into the air to keep each other eye to eye. 
Fir’Berri’s face was severe and cold. “You would get between me and my mate? I can smell him on you, sex demon. Shouldn’t you be somewhere else getting all of your holes filled instead of getting between us?” 
Her voice and cadence to her speech had changed, becoming a little deeper, and Jake thought more measured or intelligent.
Fhesiah chuckled. “Oh my. I’m not that kind of demon: my grandmother is a Dark Kitsune, and I only have my holes filled by Jake here. But don’t you think that was a little much? Don’t you see that your mate is a little reluctant? Why, wouldn’t it be like a toothpick in a cave-type situation anyway?”
Fir'Berri scoffed. “So, you were a mutt instead. Is that supposed to be better? And you should worry about your own tightness, demon whore. I’ll let you know that despite our size, humans, and elves never want to return to their kind.”
“Isn’t that because they are not allowed to go back, their captors never letting them leave?”
Fir'Berri sighed. “I tire of this.” She then quickly snaked her tail around Fhesiah, faster and stronger than even she could react to stop it, floating in the air as she was. 
The tail wrapped tightly around her arms and wings, and the smaller tip wrapped around her neck. Fhesiah fought against her bindings mostly ineffectually, though Jake felt it was a mere token effort by her.
Jake would be a little worried, but he knew that she didn’t need to breathe, at least for several minutes… how he knew, he was not very proud of. Also, if he understood what he was feeling over the bond correctly, and the look on her face…
“Wha– are you getting off on this? I can smell it– you really are a whore!” 
Jake could see the blush on Fhesiah’s face, and she was both horny and embarrassed simultaneously. From her thoughts, she was aroused by being embarrassed and dominated in front of Jake, the context of sexy times starting this whole encounter continuing. 
She had wanted a threesome for quite a while, after all, and she wasn’t overly concerned about the Dark Lamia’s strength harming her. No matter how minuscule, there was a slight chance that she thought this encounter could end in sexy times going into it.
Jake tried to pull at Fir'Berri’s tail to loosen it for Fhesiah, but her strength was too much. Jake wondered what was happening, the girl being so lovely and friendly before but suddenly becoming so malicious when Fhesiah interrupted her. 
Was there more than one personality inside, or was this how she felt?
Ophelia now showed up, and she just had an amused look on her face as she watched the two girls. Jake looked at her in question as he tried to wrestle Fhesiah out of the snake’s grip. Couldn’t she do something to stop this? Someone, probably Fhesiah, could get very hurt. 
She said, “What, why would I interrupt their battle? A duel between women over a man is sacred. Hey, were there any more of those chips you made left?” Jake just stared at her blankly.
He had thought that Ophelia was ‘almost human’ to where it functionally didn’t matter; she was just a human with wings, right?
It turned out that thinking was flawed, and he was really saddled up with three monster girls who didn’t have the same way of thinking as humans. Ophelia might now understand Earth’s humans and culture, but that didn’t make her one.
Ophelia shrugged. “If she was in real danger you know I’d help,” she said, as she placed a chip into her mouth and crunched.
Jake saw Fir’Berri started getting a little more upset and was about to try earnestly harming Fhesiah. She was wrapping her up fully and bringing her closer to the ground so that she could get the stronger portions of her tail wrapped around Fhesiah to bring more force to bear. So, he decided that enough was enough.
Jake allowed as much disappointment and frustration as he could to seep over his bond with Fir’Berri, and shouted, “Berri!” He did this just as he thought she might tighten around Fhesiah to where a few of her bones might break, and started preparing his barrier spell to surround Fhesiah. 
Fir’Berri reacted like she was struck, and the vicious gleam in her eyes disappeared. Her tail immediately slackened, and Fhesiah was dumped onto the floor, breathing heavily. Jake canceled his spell preparations, no longer needing it.
The malicious snake woman was gone, and the usually happy-sounding snake girl had returned. “I… oh no! I’m so sorry, mistress! I had just gotten so excited that when you got in the way, I sort of…channeled my inner… Dark Lamia, I guess. Please, forgive me…” 
She looked at Fhesiah with upturned eyes, and Fhesiah just dusted herself off. 
“You’re forgiven, Berri- you’re ok with us calling you that, right?” 
Berri nodded and blushed at this, but Fhesiah continued, “You gave me some ideas for fun things Jake and I can now do, so no apology is needed, so long as you control yourself in the future. I’m not against you being with Jake as long as he’s shared with us, but there’s a time, place, and occasion for everything, right Jake? So don’t worry, I’ll help her understand these things going forward.”
Jake had a wry smile on his face. While he mostly trusted her to do that, he couldn’t help but feel this would come back to bite him somehow. 
At the same time, their relationship with one another is at least as or almost as important as her relationship with Jake, and he couldn’t help but feel she was best equipped to help Berri understand humans. Being one of a similar mindset who immigrated semi-recently to a society of laws like Earth’s, from the might makes right society of cultivators.
Really, the whole interaction was strange. Jake thought those under the Framework weren’t allowed to harm one another. Of course, they could duel and spar, but their intent to harm did matter. 
As far as Jake knew, the same compulsion that made him unable to communicate with the people of Earth would stop her from harming Fhesiah. 
Perhaps, despite the malicious Berri taking the wheel, so to speak, she did not really mean Fhesiah harm? But Jake could see the malice in their eyes; Berri really wanted to harm her. 
Unfortunately, the emotions were cut off until the good Berri returned, so he couldn’t use that as a hint either. Though level 1 of the Summoner’s Bond was often just minute levels of emotions, only able to get small hints or the strongest of emotions carrying through.
He and the girls would do what they could to learn about Berri over the coming days before they arrived at their first [Contested World].




Chapter 3 - Alliance Headquarters


Jake’s party prepared to arrive at their destination [Contested World] of [Ariminum]. They had decided on this location in particular for several reasons. First, it wasn’t overly far from where they had started near Earth, at about a week away.  
There were more desirable locations, but they found they could be weeks of travel away. This specific world was not contested as a fringe world. Still, it was assaulted by the outsiders after it had completed its Trial and joined the greater multiverse. 
Once a world completed its Trial, that didn’t mean that it was completely safe. It was only by becoming a [Bastion] that it would be safe from assault. Even then, there were some circumstances where, after enough world losses, it would become vulnerable to assault once again. Bastions would instead influence the war as a whole, participating in the war across the sector it was in. 
The second reason they chose Ariminum was that this location should be a hub for trade with some nearby [Cultivators]. Unfortunately, Jake’s family could not directly travel to a realm filled with Cultivators, even with their newfound freedom. Still, Cultivators did some trading at this location despite it being contested. 
Thanks to that, there should be a good chance of them being able to pick up what Fhesiah needed to improve her cultivation and get started with her Cultivator Alchemy. 
Technically, she had already picked up a [Pill Furnace] and [Cauldron] for alchemy from the [Multiverse Market], but she sneered at them when she saw them. She said they were little better than Ophelia hammering something together into a vague shape of each in her forge, not knowing anything about Qi.
Still, she used them to produce some resources and prepare her learning for when she had gotten the real deal. The final reason was that it was a newly contested world, and the level range was currently limited to Tier 1. Therefore, the enemies and Adventurers would be restricted from Tier 0 to Tier 1, or level 25, at the greatest. 
This should allow Jake and his party to participate in the war somewhat and get a feel for how these things work out without being at risk against creatures that could potentially kill them with little more than a thought. 
This was also one of the worlds where the war was going particularly well, though that wasn’t to say there wasn’t conflict or strife in the world. 
From what they could tell, the world’s history was steeped in the Roman pantheon, and the geography and climate primarily matched that of Europe’s. Jake had learned from his fun foray with Fhesiah that Marcus Aurelius was the one who was the world’s owner previously, having saved it while it was contested before. 
He had since moved on and relinquished ownership of the world, something that Jake did not yet have information about why one might do this. 
The world was a little larger than Earth; from what Jake read, the natives were primarily Human. However, that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be other races from the rest of the Alliance.
At any rate, it looked like an excellent place for them to get their feet wet in the war, and it was convenient. As a result, the last few days were mostly uneventful, and Berri slowly became a member of their family.
Jake was very much looking forward to seeing the girl in actual combat. Her mace was devastating, and she destroyed their 10,000 Tier-0 Credit golem beyond its self-repair capabilities in a single [Mace of Hestia] attack. 
They realized they were due for a more robust training golem now that they were Tier-1 anyway, but it was still a surprise at how much power she could bring to bear.
Jake looked over at the albino Dark Lamia. She smiled at him, her face beaming as she enjoyed some cupcakes and cookies he made for her and the other girls.
Berri said, “These are yummy, but why not just a big cake? These are bite-sized.”
Ophelia laughed. “For you, I suppose you’re right. These are a few bites, for me.”
Berri smiled as she picked up a cookie. “And what are these little disks? They’re very good too!”
Jake said, “Those are chocolate chip cookies; they’re actually my favorite. They’re the first things I learned to cook, helping a foster parent bake once,” he chuckled, “for a bake sale.”
Fhesiah said, “These are good, every once in a while. Sweet is nice, but spice is sweeter to me.” 
After the first episode with the attack on Fhesiah, there was no sign of the malicious personality. Instead, she was thrilled at just about everything they did and enjoyed making food with Jake. 
Jake was glad that Fhesiah and Ophelia talked with her and recommended that they take things slowly, as he and Ophelia did.
When asked deeper about it later, her outburst was because she’d been prime breeding age for quite a while and hadn’t been able to: not allowed. Her body was like that of a beast and could go into heat the moment it sensed that mating was near or available.
Jake wasn’t around for the conversation, but apparently, there had been more than once when she was close to mating, but it had been taken from her at the last moment. 
Not only that, but there was a particularly vicious matriarch that tortured her with it, taking a potential mate and breeding with them in front of her as she was restrained. It sounded absolutely horrible, and Jake could understand this was quite traumatizing.
Jake found the whole situation with Berri strange, being a human from Earth. They had just met, but she had been denied for so long that she would be willing to mate with just about any human, elf, or similar, her race being one that could be pretty practical about breeding. 
That didn’t make Jake feel good about the matter, but she was coming around to understanding their family. She learned she would have to devote herself to Jake and the rest of them in a more permanent fashion than how a Dark Lamia bred with humans and elves to move forward, with Jake anyway.
That also wasn’t an issue for her; Jake was essentially a Noble and Champion of Hestia, so she had no problem wrapping her head around the idea that Jake could have many mates, but she couldn’t.
It was the same for her species: the Matriarchs were able to have their own harem of men, only the lesser females having only one mate. She was very excited by the idea of joining Jake’s family. In addition, she was ecstatic about how nicely the three of them were treating her.
Still, Jake much preferred their bond to grow naturally and to build their relationship on love and affection rather than lust. 
Their bond had already reached level 2 over the last few days, them doing little more than just spending some time together like they usually did as a family, and… Jake might have enjoyed several hugs. 
His relationship was already dangerously close to the lust side with Fhesiah. Still, he could feel that her lust was only so great because she had felt love in the first place. Also, she may have tweaked her body just a little too much. 
She was not overly affectionate outside the bedroom, as any affection that Jake initiated would just lead them back to it. However, there was also a sense that she held back to share more of Jake with Ophelia. 
Ultimately, her having fun all the time was based on the idea that she liked to tease those she loved and enjoy all of their reactions because she cared about them in the first place. 
In contrast, Ophelia was much more on the affectionate side, whether inside or outside the bedroom. Their training was filled with tender touches and kisses during breaks, and she monopolized as much of his side as she could while they were watching movies or playing games. 
Jake could always count on her being next to him during everything they did, whether it be fighting or playing, with a broad smile on her face.
“Everybody ready?” he said. Everyone was dressed in their adventuring clothing. Over their last week, they spent many hours going over potential equipment. 
They sold various materials from the Trial, which included many Tier 1 and above materials. The Champion of Apophis’s dark anti-dragon plate was especially valuable, despite being heavily damaged and full of evil energies that had to be purged before use.
Jake and Ophelia had merely upgraded from what Jake had eventually learned was a young drake scale mail, being Tier 0 like it was, to a Tier 1 drake scale mail. Fhesiah had undergone the most significant change, as she now wore equipment that looked somewhat like a samurai. 
Her bracers and greaves had extra protection so that she could use them to guard against attacks as she closed in on targets with her short-reach claws, and her chest piece had plates protecting her vital areas.
Jake thought her plated mail looked somewhere between samurai armor and lamellar plate, having somewhat exaggerated shoulder guards and a more samurai-like helmet and space for her horns to come out.
Her goal was to awaken her bloodline soon. But, for now, she wore powerful red claws on strong gauntlets that exceeded even the [Yeti Claws] they had earned and sold and now had demonic runes inscribed on them. She could use this to enhance her own casting when she used it.
“I’m ready, Milord. I’m so moved. I really feel a part of the family, sharing your colors.” Jake smiled at Berri, as they would all call her now. 
It had turned out that Fir’ wasn’t even a given part of her name. It was a prefix that was for outcasts or cursed like herself. Nagy’dosa was also not really a family name either, but was more like her clan, or Conclave she was from. 
Jake had wanted her to change her equipment, but she really felt that it was important to her, and they could not match the effectiveness very well with purchased gear; lined with spikes and blades that followed her snake body as it was. 
Jake thought the [Multiverse Market] had everything, but it turned out that this wasn’t quite right: at least within their price range. To have something like her armor at Tier 1 would require a custom order, which was not affordable for them. They could easily get Dark Lamia armor, just not like hers. 
Jake guessed that a regular Lamia, or even a Dark Lamia at her level, would struggle to utilize the same equipment. However, the weight was countered by her [Advanced Monstrous Strength] and her core, granting her enough mana to flood her body with it and empower her. 
Now, with Jake’s [Divine Reinforcement], the armor might as well be cloth as far as how much it impeded her. 
They settled on using a unique tool from the [Alliance Shop] that allowed her to change the colors of her armor, almost like you could dye things in certain video games. Jake also enchanted the armor to increase its durability like their own. 
Jake just shook his head at the idea that she was supposed to be a Priestess. She was armored as heavily as a knight riding a horse wearing barding, all by herself, though he thought she was a tier above that: like an armored vehicle that drove itself. 
Jake guessed she was nearly one ton in weight while wearing her armor.
The other girls just sent assurance and confidence through the bond; they were ready. So they went through the portal and arrived at one of the main Alliance cities on the [Contested World]. 
The sun was high in the sky, and they were in a large plaza with an arch and a portal they had just walked through. 
This was an arrival point for those using subspace travel, whether using their Refuge or long-distance teleportation. The plaza was busy, and almost nobody took notice of their entrance other than the Lamia seeming to draw some extra glances, as large as she was.
There were many other people dressed in equipment, but there were also many people in regular outfits for being out on the town. There were many races, but most were human, and buildings were much more varied than even the Victorian-style world they had visited. 
No vehicles or mounts were in this plaza, and the buildings were of mixed but generally medieval-looking architecture. Their target was not far ahead of them, however. This world’s [Alliance Headquarters] was in view of the portal they had just exited.
The Alliance HQ was meant for coordinating the war and adventuring efforts on the entire world and was a hub for various services given by the Framework. 
While the building itself didn’t have high walls in front of it, it was a large building that stood both wide and tall, covered in balconies with arrow slits and other covers for casters, Jake guessed. If the enemy gathered in this plaza, they could easily rain death down on their foes.
Jake’s party went inside with little fanfare, people only giving them slight interest, mostly to Berri’s large size and armor. Jake had his old spear staff out, as he hadn’t wanted to identify as Hestia’s champion in the city. 
He wouldn’t hesitate to bring out his new Champion’s Spear Staff if they got into a challenging fight, but he wanted to be low-key for now. He supposed the red armor with gold trim was perhaps flashy for that.
The building was even larger inside, as some spatial magic was at play. The giant Lamia had no problem entering the large door and moving through the tall halls. Their first order of business was to gather information, so they spoke with reception before heading to the market square.
When they entered the market square, they found they were once again outside, or at least, it looked like it. Jake thought the building was fully enclosed, so perhaps some effect, like them being in the dungeon, was at play here. There were clouds in the blue sky, and the ambiance was bright, but Jake could not see the sun.
Jake saw a middle-aged gentleman selling some ritual materials near where they had entered. He had researched familiars and wanted to see what they had available. 
The girls followed, each with their heads on a swivel, except for Fhesiah. Luckily, the plaza wasn’t packed, allowing Berri to move through without people needing to get out of her way. 
Ophelia said, “I will go check out those smithing materials. You want to come with me and take a look, Berri?”
“Oh! Sure thing, Ophelia.”
The two went off, and Fhesiah talked with the shop owner as Jake perused his wares, referencing the Wiki. Certain aspects of his Menu were only available in his Refuge, but in the HQ, they would work as well.
Fhesiah asked the merchant, “Have you seen any cultivators here, Mister?”
“I have seen one occasionally. There are definitely a few here trying to sell their wares, trying to get credits for use on the Market, or for long-distance travel. You’ll find them off to your left near the back.”
Fhesiah’s head snapped in that direction, and Jake could tell she had now spotted them. They were outside of eyesight, as there were stalls and people, even small market structures, in the way.
She said, “Ah. Thank you, Mister. Much appreciated.”
Fhesiah held off on going, waiting for Jake and potentially the other girls before they looked over there. However, Jake eventually found what he wanted and purchased them, and he was excited about what he managed to obtain. 
He wouldn’t be able to make use of it until they arrived back at their Refuge. So Jake and Fhesiah headed to the cultivators; Berri and Ophelia were not done shopping.
Purchasing here would have only a minor tax and no transfer fees, so there was an advantage to buying in this location. 
They rounded a corner of a building, and Jake spotted them. It was a group of men and women wearing Eastern robes of the same orange color, many with blankets filled with wares in front of them. As they got closer, a few of them looked on with astonishment. 
One man in the front spoke with the most ostentatious-looking orange robes with clouds and a sun on them.  
“Venerated one! What–”
Fhesiah released some of her aura, allowing her Dao of Dragon Flames to be felt. Some sounds of astonishment came from those who looked on with interest.
“That’s enough of that. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep my visit here to yourselves, got it?”
She spoke in a commanding tone and met each of them in the eyes with her own. The man that originally spoke looked conflicted, but he nodded his head. “Of course, venerated one. How can this one serve?”
Fhesiah held her head high, and Jake couldn’t help but feel odd seeing this scene. She had always appeared to be prideful. She carried herself like she was above others, but actually seeing others treat her like this was strange to him. 
Mostly, he had previously thought she was just messing around. Then, Jake noticed that these cultivators had also joined the Framework.
[It’s somewhat surprising, husband, but at the same time, it is not. There are those willing to resort to Unorthodox methods for advancement after all, so accepting the Framework for power is definitely the lesser evil to be tolerated. I, too, have made my peace with it, but I bet this is quite rare for someone of my standing.]
She took a slip from her robes, and handed it to the man in front. “Here is a jade slip with what I require. I am willing to pay what these items are worth, nothing more and nothing less.”
The slip was filled with energy, and Jake assumed the man perused it. He nodded and handed it to another man that, Jake could clearly see, had a pill cauldron on display. 
The man looked excited, and the pill cauldron disappeared into a sack he held. They gathered everything, and they handed it over to the man. 
“Please, come with me to the [Alliance Node], and we’ll make a contract. This way, you can be sure it’s not over or under-valued.”
Fhesiah nodded like it was only a matter of course. Jake thought these people all belonged to a sect and wondered why they were there. Finally, they arrived at the Alliance Node, and Jake noticed it was like a black obelisk, but it was an octagonal prism with a flat top. 
He noticed lines in the ground where it was placed that extended out from the sides of the prism, allowing eight people to stand in them and interact with their [Menu] from there. Jake watched as Fhesiah spoke with the man.
“Tell me, what is your name, and what is your sect?”
He replied, “It is Zeke, venerated one. I am an elder from the Dusky Sky sect.”
“You, an elder?”
Jake realized she was pointing out that the man was only Tier 1. An elder should be a stage weaker than some of the most powerful people in the world or sect at most, and sometimes would simply be stuck at some levels lower than their peak of the Tier, instead.
The man cringed. “Our world is that of low Qi density. Few Tier 2 Cultivators exist there, but nearly all left for the [Battlegrounds], never to return.”
“Battlegrounds?”
Zeke sighed. “Tartarus and the Framework offer opportunities for advancement while contributing to the war effort. Whether they are initiated or not, cultivators can join to earn breakthroughs or special materials they need to ascend. In our world, a Nascent Soul Cultivator could never exist: the density of Qi was simply too low to support one. But by going to a Tier 2 Battleground, the opportunity was possible. A decade ago, our best left, and most never returned.”
He shook his head and sighed. “A Battleground is a varied competitive event, which can have its own rules. There are many kinds, and some even resemble trials and contests that many of our sects might create. Those that returned from this were only a handful of those that had initiated, and they said that it was a strange team-based event where they had to capture and control points on a map. They fought strange races and creatures and were awarded for their contribution.”
Jake realized this completely matched what the Battlegrounds were in [The Labyrinth] game he played.
Zeke continued, “Chaos ensued back on our world as those fought for the top now that the peak cultivators were gone, but when the dust settled, many materials were recovered, including what you are buying today. Many of us seek credits to travel to higher-density worlds to advance away from the chaos created in our world. The Framework might protect us against other initiated fighting us, but it can’t protect us against those who are not. They…when they know you can’t die permanently, well, there are worse things than death.”
Jake grimaced at this, but Fhesiah just nodded.  
Zeke sent the contract to Fhesiah’s Menu, and Jake cringed at the price but was happy overall. She would spend most of their currently available [Tier 1] Credits, but Jake saw it as a worthwhile investment. In a way, Jake was surprised at how cheap this was. Perhaps, they were trying to curry favor or something of that effect.
Zeke said, “This actually helps us out quite a bit. We gave you a good price, but many of us are not so great at fighting. Each time we die, our foundations are harmed slightly, taking time to regain what we lost. We haven’t had many takers on purchasers here or on the Multiverse Market, so we’re finally able to use these funds to travel somewhere else more appropriate for us. Many thanks, venerated one.” 
Jake was interested to hear what the repercussions were for Fhesiah potentially dying. The idea that she simply would need some time for her to recover was a weight off his shoulders.
“I am glad we could reach an accord. Take care on your travels, Zeke of the Dusky Sky sect.”
The man bowed, and he went to return to his people. Jake wanted to know more about these people, but it was just as well. 
Fhesiah said, “They are those who cultivate the more wishy-washy paths of cultivation. They spend their whole lives pondering the truths of just an emotion, like the ones you feel when you gaze at a beautiful sunset. They are not much for fighting, but I’d wager that their Tier 2 Cultivators could remove your desire to fight by filling you with happiness or crushing despair. Likely not very effective against some of the many mindless creatures of Tartarus, is all.”
“What about how they treated you?”
Fhesiah showed a big smile, “What, is it really so surprising, husband? The fact of the matter is, Demoness like myself are excessively rare. I told you how humanoid beast cultivators are born. My existence is proof that I have, at a minimum, a Nascent Soul parent or ancestor. How could they not treat me well when said ancestor could conquer their entire world? Erase their entire family line? That’s not even considering the draconic heritage part. So, how is it? Aren’t I amazing, husband?”
Jake smiled at her. “Of course. The reminder of that is lit aflame permanently in my chest. I’ve thought you were amazing since you helped me destroy my first box with Mana Bolt, or maybe it was when you destroyed my mail.”  
Jake and Fhesiah went to find Ophelia and Berri and saw they had just finished their shopping.
He asked, “Find anything good?”
Berri said, “Yup! They really had some neat tools and books. We should really be able to make some good stuff soon!”
Berri was excited, and Ophelia had a happy smile on her face. Ophelia nodded. “She’s right. The books we found do not directly grant skills, but there is a lot of knowledge to be gained by the different paths in smithing, even if indirectly. By applying some of them, eventually, the skill can be gained and advanced with the Framework’s help.”
Jake smiled at Ophelia. “That’s great. You’ve been working hard on it, and I know that with enough guidance you’ll make some great stuff to help protect us. There are still a few more things for us to buy, let’s go.”
They still had some sales pending, so it wasn’t as if they were completely broke. Fhesiah could use the [Pill Furnace] and [Cauldron] to make her own resources and some items for Jake and the rest to improve their effectiveness. 
Not only that, but many Cultivator resources she could produce were rare. She could sell them for a large profit on the [Multiverse Market] if she found the right demands to fulfill.  
Fhesiah was ecstatic that she had gotten what she needed, and looked ready to bolt for the portal. 
“With this, I should be able to make the pills to reawaken my bloodline! I will need more special resources to advance once I am in [Foundation Establishment], but I have what should be a great start. Still, within the week, I should have my dragon claws and join you in [Tier 1]. 
There are also the materials for several [Foundation Establishment Pills], so it will not take me long to catch up.”
Jake also purchased some supplies for his [Enchanting] skill, finding the pricing to be more favorable than the [Multiverse Market], and the selection good. 
Berri was going to improve her leather working and armor crafting to work together with Ophelia, as she had often had to work on her own repairs of her skin-covering armor and clothing. She would focus on working with monster materials, allowing her and Ophelia to better use what they looted in dungeons. 
Once they were done in the market plaza, they headed to the [Command Center]. This room was dedicated to coordinating the war effort and was where they could grab [Quests] related to reconquering the world and pushing out the invaders. 
Jake thought the room looked a bit like what he saw in movies as the bridge for spaceships. People were sitting at workstations that had information screens, and people were rushing around. He wasn’t sure what they were all doing.
Now that the Wiki had opened up to him further once he had completed his Trial, he had learned that there were several major ways that they could assist in the war effort.
First, they could complete incursions like they always did. This was still an effective means of containing the enemy. Most of the time, they would have to wait in a queue to have one aligned to them; it would often be much more than the twelve hours he was getting when fighting incursions on Earth, a [Fringe World]. 
The second option was to merely adventure around the area, and kill outsiders and reclaim cities. Typically, when outsiders capture a city, this would be where they congregate before assaulting the next.
Smarter creatures like those that lead others would gather here, so taking back the city would both prevent further assaults but also kill many, pushing the enemies back.
The third way, and the reason that they were now here, was to close a [Rift]. A Rift was like a portal that led to the enemy, and it would spawn more and more creatures over time. If left unchecked, those creatures would eventually gather and assault towns and villages in the area, and it could lead to them assaulting a city with enough having spawned.
Once a Rift was contested, it would usually spawn a [Challenge]. To successfully close the Rift, they would have to complete a sort of boss battle. The larger the Rift, the larger the Challenge would be.
There were small and large Rifts, and the smaller ones would evolve into [Monster Dens] over time. These would be perfect for Jake’s party, but often they would be taken out as quickly as they could be identified. 
The [Command Center]’s main service to the average Adventurer was identifying Rifts and classifying their level range and appropriate danger levels. Of course, these things could change, but the staff within the command center could use special methods such as divination and mystical calculations to determine and predict the threat levels at each Rift, once identified. 
The Framework was an all-seeing eye near any initiated. It could not see or act where it had no sights on a [Contested World]. 
Information was power, and as part of the many rules for how the war was fought, there were rules for how the Framework could interfere with the great game being played. So even though the Framework was more or less omniscient, it could not watch where it did not have eyes here. 
Part of the job of the [Command Center] was to coordinate and have adventurers look for enemies and seek out these Rifts. The spawns from Rifts could not sit idle and just gather an unending army underneath a mountain or anything similar. 
Tartarus’ spawns would need to make themselves known with assaults at predefined points determined by consensus between Tartarus and the Framework. 
Many final ways that could be used to fight back against Tartarus on a contested world only applied to Tier 1. There were more advanced means of waging war only available on Tier 2 and above worlds, such as some things Odin had mentioned, like the [War Trial]. So Jake’s party would not see them just yet, but three more ways were available to them. 
One was Tier 1 to Tier 2 Trial, which they would not be taking on for quite a while, and another was a [Permadeath Trial]. This Trial had even more influence than the Tier-up Trial. Still, it had even greater risk, just like it sounded: death was permanent upon failure, and it had similar scaling in difficulty to the Trial Jake had taken. In addition, Champions could appear inside, or even an evil God’s [Chosen]. 
Jake and the party would not take on this Trial until they had a resurrection spell. Once they had that, they could still have some leeway if an individual party member didn’t make it inside to be able to recover. Death would only be permanent if they all fell.
The final way to assist the war effort was a [Raid]. Unfortunately, this would only become available at two points: when the world was about to be reclaimed and when the world was about to be lost to Tartarus. 
The Raid would often tip the tide in either party’s favor. Whoever won would push the momentum so far in their direction that the world would be reclaimed or lost in no time.
A Raid was not required to finish the conquest, but either side could activate it; Jake read it typically was, the rewards for either side’s victory great enough for them to take the risk.
Even if the world was about to be reclaimed, the number of the best initiated lost in a lost [Raid] would be significant. Combined with all the Rifts opening, the planet would slide to the outsider’s favor and be eventually lost accelerated, especially thanks to resurrection timers. 
Conversely, so many Rifts would be closed, and the rewards for completing an almost lost world’s Raid would allow the initiated to push back the outsiders and reclaim their world. 
That fact felt unfair, but the win rate of the Raid was definitely more favorable to those that were winning when the Raid started. Not only that, but with great risk came great reward. 
Those who completed the Raid would have massive gains in loot, personal progression, and talent. Their overall potential forever increased, similar to the Trial, but on a larger scale.     
Jake and the girls reviewed the [War Map], which showed a grid of the surrounding area, and purchased and synced their [Map] for their [Menu]. 
They now had a map of the surrounding area. While most Rift information would not update in real-time, if they had eyes on them, they should update for everyone, allowing some to be updated that way. 
The people in the [Command Center] paid them no mind. Still, one of them helped them find a nearby Rift that spawned recently and was in the 10-15 level range: just a few hours away from a city to which they could take a portal. Other adventurers would also head to this location, and they should be able to join them if they hurried.
Higher levels could and did assist with closing lower level Rifts as if they waited long enough that Rift would upgrade and become a problem for them. However, they were usually busier closing the much larger Rifts already; their efforts were better spent completing the higher-level ones. 
There was still a sort-of scaling feature of the Rift Challenge, but the higher-level or larger number of attackers was often worth the difficulty increase. The idea was that the war had many factors, and one of them was mobility. You could overwhelm a Rift with too many people, getting a reduction in overall difficulty and resulting reward. But if all those people were there closing the weaker Challenge, they wouldn’t be somewhere else, letting another Rift grow and build up enemies.
Another feature of the [War Map] was that it showed the overall war effort. The [Conquest Progress] bar indicated just how close or far away they were from initiating the Raid or otherwise winning or losing the war. 
Currently, the progress was in the [Alliance]’s favor, but not by very much. However, it was increasing, and it was at about 65%.
When a world was contested, the progress would start at 50%, so this world was doing particularly well in the war. Jake noticed that the slider had the final 10% marked in red on both sides, and the word [Raid] was written, so that must be the section where a raid could be initiated. 
They headed to the portal room and were sent to the new city.
Jake was not exactly excited about this next part. He had imagined riding a centaur, but he had not realized how awkward it would be riding someone he knew and talked to. 
Jake had realized he could wear some sort of harness, and his girls could fly him holding onto something that held him. 
That would be a weakness in flight that could be exploited, needing one or both girls for him to stay in the air. Jake had a feather-fall-like spell he could use, but in the heat of combat, that was not something he wanted to rely on. 
Not only that, but even if he had some beasts he could summon from [Advanced Summon Beast] that Jake could ride, they would only last up to thirty minutes, and he would have to constantly re-summon them. 
That wasn’t a big problem, but the main issue with that option was the creatures just couldn’t compare to the other girl’s speed. The safest and most optimal was for him to ride… on Berri.
They had crafted a sort of backpack… basket, platform thing that Jake could sit or stand in, facing multiple directions, mostly made of a strong Tier 1 wood. 
Perhaps sensing his trepidation, Berri decided to reassure him. “I told you, Milord, it’s no problem at all. I can hardly feel that I am wearing this. During our trip, I will enjoy having you so close to me. It should be fun.” 
Jake wouldn’t be so embarrassed about the premise if it was just Berri, but Fhesiah’s teasing never ended.
“What’s the matter, Jakey? You’re just going to ride your woman in front of everyone. You shouldn’t be embarrassed: you should be proud. Now, hurry and mount your woman from behind. I was quite surprised that she had all the right equipment for that, too.”
Ophelia laughed, but smiled at Jake fondly. “We can do the prince carry instead? I’ll fly you through the sky. Anything for my Chosen.”
Jake was happy for the sentiment, but he still groaned at Fhesiah’s teasing. It would probably hurt Berri’s feelings, but he would make it a priority for him to be able to fly or otherwise travel quickly and safely, too.




Chapter 4 - Rifts


Jake sat in Berri’s backpack, facing backward, watching in awe as the girl’s tail undulated rapidly back and forth, propelling them forward at a prodigious pace.  
He had learned from watching that parts of her armor covered the underside of the tail, and while most of it was less smooth than snake scales, for example, some of it was made to be even smoother. 
Some areas were also made to provide traction. Berri effectively slid on the smooth parts and grabbed with the rough details on her tail to propel her forward.
It was mesmerizing for Jake to watch as she overcame obstacles and used each section of her tail effectively. He thought her ability to use different areas of her tail and not get her armor caught on things was nothing short of a major accomplishment. 
In the past, Jake had worn baggy shirts or pants, got them caught on door handles, and knocked things over in his cramped apartment. Berri was like a giant coat rack of things, jutting out of her armor and not touching anything not meant to be. Her proprioception must be supernatural, Jake realized.
“You’re really amazing, Berri.”
Berri blushed at Jake’s genuine praise, feeling Jake’s emotions through their bond. 
She said, “I had to practice a lot! I didn’t want to hurt any children with my armor.”
Ophelia added, “So quiet and yet so fast. Is she as fast as a car, Jake?”
He smiled. “She’s certainly close, and while traversing odd terrain that even an off-road vehicle would have trouble with.”  
Their trip was mostly uneventful until they got close, them taking a break for lunch about halfway to their destination. The ride with Berri, Jake had to admit, was quite comfortable. 
While her snake tail undulated rapidly and moved them both quickly, her upper body was quite stable. In a way, it was a little unnerving… On the other hand, Jake felt the ride was less bumpy than riding a car or motorcycle, and probably at a similar pace, even through the forest. 
Between her monstrous strength, divine reinforcement, and Jake’s stamina regeneration, Berri was way faster than she had any business being.
Her upper body was raised, and it was almost like it was stabilized, like how you could hold a chicken and the head stay positioned in one place as you moved the body. 
At the same time, she was like how a duck floated over water showing no effort, but their feet were kicking furiously under the water; her tail undulating furiously behind her as her humanoid body ‘floated’ forward rapidly, showing no effort, along with Jake. 
He was also surprised at how little sound she made and how easily she went over all terrain, just like Ophelia had pointed out. 
Jake could easily face himself either way in the basket, sitting or standing, and he realized he had room for more people in it. Still, Ophelia and Fhesiah flew in the sky, watching for threats. Maybe it wasn’t so bad?
Jake could feel Berri’s emotions, and she had a feeling of satisfaction with a smile on her face. 
She said, “I enjoyed having you so close, Milord. It felt like I was really serving you, and the stamina regeneration spell made it feel like I could travel forever. It feels nice to have the wind in my face now that I can remove my mask out of combat. I imagined that instead of the backpack, it was you hugging me. I don’t mind you riding my back at all, Milord.”
Fhesiah said, “You hear that, Jake? She enjoyed you riding her in front of everyone and wants you to mount up and ride her again. So shameless, that snake.”
Jake still couldn’t help but be a little embarrassed at her needling. Still, perhaps the benefits outweighed the shaming that Fhesiah was doing. Overall, Jake thought his new…party member was an interesting ride. 
As they got close to their destination, they passed other adventurers and fought some patrols of orcs. While there were intelligent orcs in the multiverse, these were of the dungeon spawn variety. 
They would not speak with them, and they would give no quarter. The flying women both took them out from afar with some quick fire spells, defeating the small patrols with ease. Jake guessed the orcs were, at best, level 11 or 12.
Eventually, they arrived at a village that housed a little over a thousand people. The protection was a wooden stake fence that was already damaged in several areas. Outside, there was already a gathering of Adventurers. 
Jake had already talked with the girls and decided this would be a dry run. The game he had played also had a sort of Rift mechanic, and he already read and learned what he could expect from these threats, for the most part. 
However, he wanted to see how others led the assault and if anything could be learned. For at least one time, unless nobody competent was leading, he would act as a regular Adventurer and not a Champion of Hestia. 
Once he learned what to expect from the other Adventurers, he would likely lead many of these minor raids to close Rifts all over the world, wherever it was they decided to go. 
He could tell his party’s ability to travel far surpassed other parties. He found that many that had arrived had left hours earlier and only just arrived. Some had ridden in on horses or similar creatures, but Berri was somehow a cut way above that. She blazed past them, even the supernatural Tier 1 horse-like creatures they were using. 
There was a man dressed like a Roman legionnaire, who looked to be in charge. Jake thought he looked strong for a human and had a crew-style military cut of hair, holding his helmet in one of his arms. He looked like he was born in the military.
The man approached Jake’s party as they got near and spoke, “Greetings, I am Antonius of the [Sons of Rome] guild. You’re here to help with the Rift, I take it? What are your classes and levels?”
Jake had inspected Antonius with his [Arcane Eye], and while he looked strong in his non-magical sight, he was not impressed with his magical one.
While no ‘identify’ or ‘scan’ type spell was available for non-scouting classes that could tell someone’s level, Jake thought he could get an accurate measurement using this summon and comparing their magical energy. 
Even melee classes would use mana to a certain extent, or have enchanted equipment. Of course, there were a few among the crowd that had a decent level of magical power and otherwise. Still, Antonius and his equipment seemed little to write home about. Jake would humor the guy.
He motioned to each member as he brought them up. “Yes, we’re here to help with closing this Rift. I’m Jake, a level 10 Summoner. Ophelia is a 10 Shieldmaiden, Fhesiah a 10 Cultivator, and Berri here is a 12 Priestess.” By the third member, the man looked disinterested, Jake guessed due to his level. 
Antonius had a patronizing look on his face and said, “Rifts are very dangerous. You shouldn’t be out here at only level 10. Still, I can tell your classes are rare, and a few of you can at least heal, yes? If not, I’d recommend you take on incursions or seek monster dens until your level is more appropriate. Even with just healing, I am worried about your safety.”
Fhesiah bristled at this, but Jake mentally communicated with her. Depending on the man’s answer, he would either take out his staff and use his status of [Knight] or go along with his leadership. After all, they could always feign compliance and then change things up as the Rift progressed.
“We all can heal in combat, except for Fhesiah here. How many Rift closures have you personally led and participated in?”
Antonius smiled and took on a proud look as he said, “You mean the larger, Battlegroup-sized Rifts, right? I’ve personally led 4 closures and been a part of eight other Rift closures. I’m a level 16 Legionnaire.” 
Looking at him, Jake could hardly believe that this man was level 16. Jake had looked at the energy within many creatures, including the orcs that they had just fought. While this man’s energy within his body, or his aura, was higher, it wasn’t by very much. 
Ophelia’s, for example, was way higher than even that, and at level 10. At any rate, Antonius had experience leading and even witnessing other people leading Rift closures, so Jake would allow him to remain the leader for the time being. 
Jake asked, “How long until we move out? We saw two groups of five on the way; the others should arrive within the hour on horseback. My party is ready to move out at any moment.” 
Antonius rubbed his chin and looked over at the group that had gathered. There were about twenty people total, not including Jake’s party, he guessed. 
Antonius said, “Let’s wait until the other two groups arrive and give them a period to rest up a bit before we move out. I’ve already met with the village head, so I know what to expect from this Rift and the surrounding area. I’ll give the plan of action to everyone once they arrive.” 
Jake nodded, and Antonius returned to where he was before he originally approached. 
Fhesiah scoffed. “That man is just a weak human, and is not powerful enough to lead us, Jake. I am sure you could beat him without your spells. Probably, without clothing or weapons, too.” 
Jake frowned in confusion. “What? I’m a human, too, though? Leadership is–”
But Jake stopped himself mid-sentence because Fhesiah started giggling, and it turned into a laugh, starting from when he said he’s a human too. He looked at her in question. 
Why was that funny to her? Her thoughts were cut off, but she just gave him an enigmatic smile. 
Jake thought about why she would laugh at that? And remembered a dream he had even before their Trial, where he woke up with six fingers on one hand, with Fhesiah hovering over him. But then–
“That’s a crazy dream, husband. Clearly, you have five fingers? You were talking about leadership?”
Jake was a little unnerved, but he continued, “Leadership is a different strength. You agreed with this plan. Let us continue with it until it no longer serves us. We’ll learn what we can from him and move on; this is only one Rift, after all. There are four others within a day of here. I’m not confident we can close a level 15 Rift meant for at least twenty or more normal combatants on our own, but we should learn that from this one.” 
She shrugged. Fhesiah still wasn’t happy with it, and it felt like Ophelia was a little disappointed herself. 
Ophelia said, “I understand we agreed to sort of watching from the sidelines to learn what we could. But I still couldn’t help but hope for seeing my Chosen wearing shimmering armor, leading an army to battle. That might be unrealistic right now, but being relegated to heal bots as you’ve put it before is disappointing.”
Jake chuckled at the image, remembering that she had read a lot of novels that exemplified heroes, causing her to admire them. Jake didn’t really see something like that happening for himself, though he guessed as Hestia’s Champion, it was bound to happen eventually? But not today. 
Berri looked like she hadn’t a care in the world, just looking all over, not having paid any attention to their conversation at all. She had raised herself to look over the fence at the people within the village, drawing several gasps at the sight of her.
She had not spent much time on the surface in her last world before she died, so Berri was very interested in everything she saw. 
While Berri was a powerful warrior, he could see what Hestia meant regarding her Priestesses not being a good choice for a champion. If Jake wasn’t guiding her and having her fight, she would probably have ended up building her own family in a cave, abducting men or something like this, not a care in the world.
Jake felt his girls were making a big deal out of nothing. He was just picking the path of least resistance here. He was confident enough to lead, but he didn’t know everything. 
Risking himself and his party was one thing, but this was a large group of people of which he had zero understanding of their capabilities. So while he might have confidence his own party would be capable of handling something, he could easily overestimate or underestimate others, skyrocketing their risk.
At any rate, they would need to wait an hour and then some, so he would let his party recuperate from their travel. So Jake pulled out his canopy tent and some chairs, a table and set out a snack for himself and the girls from his [Storage Bracelet]. 
Jake summoned the badgerdillo to keep watch with his [Advanced Summon Beast] and had his [Arcane Eye] outside the tent, so they would not need to worry about being attacked by some Orcs while they were inside without warning. With that, they had an uneventful half-hour until the first group arrived. 
Surprisingly enough, the arriving group approached Jake’s tent like he was in charge, but Antonius intercepted them. Jake had noticed that the gathered parties looked envious at Jake’s somewhat luxurious tent with chairs, tables, and everything. So why didn’t they have their own storage bracelets? It was not as if they were expensive. In fact, they were crazy cheap. 
Jake could buy a wagon full of them now with just what he earned from his Trial. Each of his girls had several to store random things as they looted, to keep themselves from running out of space. While they could only wear one on each wrist, they would still store items when removed and unworn. They had several in belt pouches and similar that stored various things.
The last group arrived, and Antonius came near Jake’s tent and shouted, “Lord Jake? If you’ll join us?” 
His words were met with laughter and jeers from the crowd. Jake and the rest of his party frowned. They would wonder if they found out that Jake was a lord, but their tone was sarcastic. They quickly packed their things into their storage bracelets, making the tent disappear. 
Jake infused his body with mana and responded assertively back to him, “Is there a problem with taking a break while we wait for the others? We were prepared to leave as soon as we arrived.” Despite his calm demeanor, Jake refused to tolerate being spoken to disrespectfully.
Jake was utilizing a factor that resulted from his Wisdom and Charisma, [Presence]. This same factor made summoners connect with other creatures through the void, which is why summoners focused on it. It also had usage such as this one, as Antonius took a step back in surprise, Jake’s Presence one that couldn’t be ignored.
It took Antonius a moment, but he settled on being a little apologetic, “Er… I’m sorry about that. I guess that wasn’t exactly fair of me. It’s just [Storage Rings] that anyone can use are just beyond expensive. Nobody of our Tier uses them for fear of losing them upon their death, requiring materials above our Tier. Not only that, but being gifted something above your Tier harms your Ledger, making Rift Challenges more difficult for everyone.” 
Jake looked at Antonius in confusion. “Huh? These are just [Storage Bracelets]. They only cost Tier 0 credits.” Jake flashed the bracelet to him over his gauntlet. “All of my party has them, except Berri; we hadn’t gotten around to setting her up with one yet.”
It was a caster type that spoke, dressed in robes and carrying a staff. “You can’t expect us to believe you all have [Mana Control] level 5 at level 10. I don’t have that, and I’m level 15.” 
Jake was surprised at this revelation. Most likely, Jake had seen the requirements when purchasing the bracelets, but they hardly registered in his mind, as they were simply not a problem for him and his group. 
He guessed the bracelets must have been some sort of semi-common dungeon reward. Still, few could actually use it before they could afford the better item, the [Storage Ring]. Jake now realized that Berri did not yet meet the prerequisite. 
Jake could just feel the smug satisfaction wafting off Fhesiah and the pride of Ophelia over his bond. This was like validation for both of them, as Jake and his party very much exceeded their peers. 
Berri… watched a bird that had landed on her hand as it chirped at her like some kind of strange armored fairy tale princess, and she was not paying any attention to the proceedings at all. 
Jake had guessed that he was somewhat talented, but at the same time, Ophelia had reached level 5 [Mana Control] quite early too. 
This meant that a good portion of his talent was likely his [Mana Core], or Ophelia really short-changed herself while growing up. However, his bond had a strengthening effect to improve their talent. Jake did know that, in general, Valkyries were better at using mana than humans, so perhaps his exceeding even that showed that he was talented, at least for a human.
At any rate, Antonius at least apologized for his rudeness, perhaps following a bit of mob mentality and a misunderstanding. Still, Jake’s Presence shocked him out of it. He would give him one more chance and one more chance only before he took over this run against the Rift. 
Jake said, “We do, but we’re not here to argue about each other’s skill levels, are we? We’re here to unite against the enemy and protect this village. Antonius can confirm we have storage bracelets if you’re so concerned about us increasing the difficulty. Antonius, I believe you were about to discuss our plan of action?”
“That’s right, I can clearly see you are using one. I do apologize for that… Now that everyone is here, we can discuss our assault on the Rift. If you look at your synchronized maps, to the north…”
Antonius explained their plan of attack. First, they would split into 3 groups and clear three known areas where the orcs congregated after they emerged from the portal, and then they would meet up and assault the Rift proper. 
Attacking the Rift without clearing these groups could result in a failure, as the units would pincer them. They didn’t preemptively clear these groups while waiting because, often, it would not take long for them to re-emerge from the portal and be reinforced, resulting in them needing to fight again.
Jake’s group was teamed up with two other groups of five. They headed to their destination, Jake once again rode on Berri’s backpack, and their other groups rode on horseback. When they arrived, they found it was a war camp of orcs. There were about forty of them, and they were of various types. 
They had minor fortifications around the camp that more or less matched the village they had been to; it was a palisade-type fence, the tops sharpened into points to prevent mounts from charging or assaulting it. 
There were eight archers up in a large watchtower, and the unit of Orcs was clearly aware of their presence as they approached.
Jake’s party’s task was simple. Protect and heal the others while they assault the Orc camp. Of course, it was demeaning to the girls, but it would give Jake and the others a front-row seat at how other people in the multiverse fought. 
They looked to have mostly balanced groups but did, in fact, only have one healer to spread across the two groups, if not for Jake’s group. They each had two shield-wielding types for a total of four and one archer. The last classes were mage types, and some of them began casting.
They didn’t use system casting but some form of chant-based casting. Unfortunately, it took almost as long as Jake used to take to cast his [Mana Bolt] at level 1. Still, once they were done chanting, they launched respectable, equal-sized fire bolts and shards of ice at the watchtower. 
Jake did his best to watch this casting with his [Arcane Eye], but also with his new magical senses. When [Mana Control] reached the first Tier, it allowed him to feel magic to a greater extent. While [Arcane Eye] was superior in range, it was still interesting to sense it. 
Ophelia or Berri had to rely on this regarding feeling enemy casters and what they were trying to accomplish. As the men chanted their spells, mana built up. Much like his runic phrases, once the chanting or runes were completed, the mana took on another shape and feeling before being shot off. 
Jake felt like even without his [Arcane Eye], he would have a good idea of what was happening after feeling enough spells being cast.
One firebolt directly struck and blew one of the orcs out of the tower and harmed the others nearby. The other two missed direct hits and instead struck within the tower, lighting it aflame or spreading frost and wounding the orcs shooting out of it. 
The orcs started firing arrows high from within the camp, and the warrior types of the Battlegroup formed a shield wall to protect their own casters. 
The Battlegroup’s archers returned fire and killed off the other orcs in the tower. They began moving forward while protected by the shield wall. Jake saw them using sort of special abilities like Ophelia’s [Charge] ability at Tier 0, where their stamina or endurance produced powerful shots of their bow in rapid succession, him guessing a skill called [Rapid Fire]. 
Fhesiah walked in behind Ophelia, and Jake did similarly. Berri just walked through, the arrows pinging off her thick armor. 
Between Jake’s [Divine Reinforcement], her own [Armor of Faith], and her thick, enchanted plated armor, anything but a direct shot from a high-powered bow, perhaps enhanced by magic or a special skill, was no danger to her. Shots aimed high would not hit straight on enough to provide enough penetrating power against this undulating tank.
It was once they entered the camp that the fighting got quite hectic. Jake cast the [Cure Wounds] spell continuously in an effort to get it to Advanced, being stuck at level 4 like it was. Ophelia focused on runic barriers, and Berri watched the battle impassively. 
In Jake’s mind, he felt like he knew what she was thinking without being able to hear her thoughts: that she could take out this entire encampment by herself. 
Just why were these people trying so hard? Why don’t they just smash the slow, little green men with their mace? 
Fhesiah was acting like she was just on a stroll behind Jake and Ophelia’s shield wall and was bored. She now had her fan and sun umbrella out as she walked.
Emboldened by Jake and Ophelia’s support, the two parties were able to work through defeating all the orcs. While the orcs were much tougher than the gnolls Jake and Ophelia originally fought, it didn’t feel like it was by that much after having faced the enemies in their difficult Trial. 
He could tell that most of those involved in the melee were not much better than she was then. 
The Battlegroup had to use superior tactics to defeat each orc in melee, as one on one they would not do very well, and they were outnumbered. The mages also looked a bit tired after firing six or seven fire bolts or ice shard spells each. Unfortunately, these spells were not enough to kill an orc outright, at least when they were not flung out of a tower to fall to their deaths or struck at a weak point.
Jake was quite glad for this foray. He really would have severely overestimated the Battlegroup’s capabilities, though he knew these two groups were weaker than the others. Apparently, this camp was one of the smaller ones, and their party was more numerous.
One of the party leaders addressed everyone, “That was some good work, everyone. We should have fifteen minutes to rest before heading to the rendezvous point.” 
Ophelia worked to heal the last of the Battlegroup’s wounds, practicing her runic healing capabilities. People thanked her, and Jake thought she was happy at aiding the others.
Jake saw the mages take out some drinks that were laced with mana to help restore their reserves over time. They were not exactly mana potions, but would have a much slower-acting and longer-lasting effect. 
Jake had such things, but almost never needed to use them. His mana regeneration was already absurd as it was, and despite how large his mana pool was, it only took less than an hour to get full from completely empty. He knew that as his Hearth core and other skills went up, this would become even less.
At the same time, the dungeons they faced were usually of the travel to a single powerful encounter type, where they would either easily regenerate all their mana between fights or he would need a mana potion instead. His ruminations were interrupted by Fhesiah closing her fan with a snap.
“Hey, Berri, come here.” Her thoughts were closed off, and he thought she might be up to no good. 
Jake got up from where he was sitting to try to stop whatever it was that she was about to do, but a warrior with a few others from the Battlegroup approached Jake and started to talk to him. 
“Jake, was it? I wanted to say that we’re sorry for how we acted. You and your party are clearly quite strong; you covered us all with the amount of healing and shields you and the Valkyrie put out. We might have even had deaths if–“
His speech was interrupted by a large crash, followed by the giant watchtower creaking and tilting, slowly falling over where it made another loud crash. Thankfully, it fell in another direction from where everyone was congregated. Jake could hear Berri taunting Fhesiah.
“See, Fhesiah! I told you I could knock it down in one blow. Did Jake really doubt I could do it?”




Chapter 5 - The Orc Commander’s Rift


Jake was surprised to learn that the previous war camp sort of spawned, given enough time after a Rift opened. In a flash of light like him adding onto his Refuge, orcs that emerged would arrive at predefined locations and created fortifications.  
Not all Rifts worked this way, but often when the creatures emerging were of the intelligent sort, this was often the case.
They were now at the rendezvous point, and the other two teams arrived. Jake had learned that his two groups were, in fact, the lower levels among the force and those with the least amount of experience, but he was still not very impressed. 
He had also learned that chant-based casting was the more prominent of the denizens of this world, rather than being something most common within the Alliance.
Jake did somewhat see the appeal of chant-based casting. It had a longer casting time, but the efficiency was high even with their low amount of mana control skill. It also produced the same result every time for their skill levels, so there was a power in uniformity as well.
He learned it was much easier for casters to form a sort of ritual where a group of mages could generate one empowered attack. Other casting types had this capability but required much more preparation and higher skill levels among those involved. 
Even Framework-based casting needed [Mana Control] to be at the peak of the advanced stage to be able to learn the skill [Framework Formation Casting]. 
Jake would need to learn what it took to create this type of effect using runes, as their group already had three casters that could use them. Jake would do what he could to help Berri become the fourth. 
The [Sons of Rome] guild did look to be better equipped, and they did carry themselves much better than the other groups. They were just at the limit of the level range of the Rift to not cause the encounter’s difficulty to be increased overly much. With their leadership, this team had a good chance of defeating it without many losses, from what Jake could tell.
[C’mon Jake, don’t be mad and ignore me. It wasn’t that bad, nobody got hurt, and it’s not like they would want that Orc watchtower standing, anyway. You should have seen Berri’s face. It was hilarious! She was even proud of what she did! It’s not my fault they didn’t even let me entertain myself with fighting.]
Jake just shook his head, but he cracked a smile. It was like he was herding cats; he had a 104-year-old child and yet another giant, dangerous child. Thankfully, he also had someone he could always count on– 
Ophelia interrupted his thoughts about her, “Do you think that big guy over there would duel me? He looks like he might be strong. I think he might be a half-ogre?”
Just as he thought he could count on her to be his rock that couldn’t possibly cause trouble for him, she once again proved to him that there was only one place that he could count on his girls to behave as he hoped and expected. The battlefield. Well, the bedroom, too, he realized.
Sensing his little bit of exasperation, Ophelia gathered Jake in a side hug, her wing, and arm wrapped around him. She sent her calming feelings, and despite them being armored and unable to feel her press against his body, he still felt her warmth.
Ophelia said, “We’re just enjoying some of our new-found freedom, Jake. We are trying to enjoy it, after being cooped up in the Refuge for all that time. Just like your thoughts said, you can count on us on the battlefield when it matters. Lighten up, and try to enjoy this while the stakes are low. We’d be blowing off some steam fighting, but that was taken from us.”
Jake nodded, realizing she was right. Compared to the Trial, this was like a vacation for them. Despite his light amount of irritation, he did enjoy seeing the girls having their fun.   
Antonius was now directing them on their assault to close the Rift. Once they entered a predefined radius based on its size, the [Rift Challenge] would trigger based on those entering it. Creatures would spawn if they weren’t already there, and often in waves, they would face enemies until they defeated them all.
Sometimes there would be a boss, and other times there would be many enemies. Either way, they just had to kill everything that came out of the portal, or face those that were already present when they began the Challenge.
Jake had summoned his trusty badgerdillo once again, and he had the [Arcane Eye] out watching everything. Their Battlegroup of over thirty people entered the Rift’s area. After a few seconds, the large, purple, glimmering portal turned red. His [Menu] lit up a notification.

[Orc Commander’s Rift]
[Levels: 12-16]
[Wave: 1/3]

A contingent of orcs spawned behind the portal. It looked like red lightning struck from the other side of the portal, and the lightning left the force of orcs in its wake on the ground beneath the portal itself. 
There were forty orcs, and they were arranged in units. There were casters and archers, and many warrior orcs were wielding two-handed weapons or a combination of axe and shield.
The enemies advanced, and the [Sons of Rome] led their own formation, along with many others. It felt like Jake was watching a battle from a strategy game, only this was real life for Jake. He couldn’t help but feel excited about this.
From the [Sons of Rome] guild and another group or two, there were a few special classes Jake noticed. First, there was a paladin type that supplied what appeared to be an aura of protection to nearby allies. Similar to Berri’s [Aura of Faith], a thin film of light covered nearby allies’ equipment.
Then, there was what appeared to be some kind of bard. They played their instrument, and a green glow filled the people nearby with fervor. Their steps became more rapid, their movements more quick.
Lastly, there was some sort of mage with an earth golem. It was somewhat large, but it was slow. It looked heavy, like it could send an orc flying with its punch, should it land. Or, take many blows for nearby allies.
The two forces clashed, and each side cast their respective spells and shot their arrows. Jake did his best to cast barriers and cast heals, and things were going mostly fine, as far as Jake could tell. 
However, some people were getting close to being overwhelmed on the opposite side of where the [Sons of Rome] was located. Even with Jake’s barriers, heals, and the earth golem, it looked like they would be difficult to keep safe. 
So, he sent Berri in. She used [Dark Siphon], and she smashed into their flanks like a wrecking ball, sending orcs flying through the air with each swing of her mace. Her attacks healed the people in the surrounding area as a dark haze drifted over them. 
She also started using her bladed tail to good effect, slicing foes as she swiped and slithered through the crowd of orcs. Within moments, she had already cleared nearly a dozen orcs, freeing up that side of the battlefield.
Those that were nearly downed by the orcs cheered, and Jake could see the [Sons of Rome] side had also cleared their side of orcs. As the last few orcs were cleared off in the middle, Jake received a new notification.

[Wave Completed. Wave 2/3 in 2 minutes]

Jake and his party would get a bit of reprieve. They tried their best to top up the other groups, but Antonius approached Jake, who was standing not more than a dozen paces behind where people were fighting. 
“What the hell? I thought we both agreed for your group to heal and provide backup.” 
Jake did his best to mollify Antonius. He nodded. “Yes. Berri only has [Dark Siphon]. She can only heal those near her by causing damage. She healed the right flank quite well. I think we might have lost a few if she hadn’t.” 
One of those on the right flank defended Berri, “That’s right. I thought I might be a goner if she hadn’t come in. But when she swung that huge mace and sent those orcs flying, a black haze drifted over me, and I was filled with energy and healed of some pretty nasty wounds. I had felt many heals before then, but this was different.”
That confused Antonius, but he did seem a little less angry. 
Jake decided to push again, “Look, my group can more than hold its own. We’ll provide backup while handling our role that was agreed on. But let me send Fhesiah and Berri in. They will help keep the flanks clear. Ophelia and I can more than handle our role without needing additional protection.”
Antonius glanced down at the badgerdillo in question and at him and Ophelia’s equipment. He even searched the sky for something, but eventually, he nodded. Then, he shouted some commands to form back up as the next wave began and lightning struck. 
This time, the orcs were slightly better equipped, but otherwise, there was not much difference that Jake could tell. What was different was that, this time, there were two giant boars. Their tusks were the size of polearm weapons, and the boars stood about the size of a full-sized truck. 
They roared, and Jake could hear Antonius’ plan to deal with them being shouted. Antonius’ goal was to let casters and range focus on them while the melee focused their attacks on the orcs in front of them, but Jake thought this was a huge mistake.
Boars are known to have charge abilities, and they would likely ruin their formation when they least expect it. 
Jake used a spell that would save them from quite the headache: [Runic Magic: Field of Frost]. 
Jake had improved this spell slightly, but its function was the same overall. It turned the area beneath the boars and many of the orcs in the rear into an ice-skating rink worth of ice, making it difficult for them to gain traction. 
The improvement was mainly that the area was even larger than when he used it in the arena during the Trial, and that there was even more ice than before, making it more difficult to just smash and walk through.
Many of the orcs slipped right away, and so did the boars. Jake had managed to use a single spell to nearly cut the enemy force in half. After that, the spells started slamming into the boars from the many casters on the Battlegroup’s side, and Jake kept his task of keeping people healed that he could tell was damaged. 
He used the Battlegroup menu to monitor their health. He found that the Framework would help guide him as to where they were physically located by focusing on them there. 
Fhesiah and Berri were working through the enemy ranks, and Jake guessed their kill counts were much higher than any other individual or party of five. 
The archers managed to pick off the orc casters, and the fight went quite smoothly. The Battlegroup found crossing the ice a challenge. Still, Fhesiah and Berri had zero problems at all finishing off the remaining enemies.

[Wave Completed. Wave 3/3 in 2 minutes] 

Jake guessed that the next wave would include the Orc Commander, following the name of the Rift. So far, those in the Battlegroup were doing well enough. Jake and Ophelia had kept them healed, but he could see that up to now, despite them likely to have taken a few losses due to the boars, the [Sons of Rome] were holding their own pretty well. 
They handled their own healing, and Jake could tell the paladin of their own provided some amount of healing. He felt like unless this final wave was over double the difficulty, the [Sons of Rome] would have ultimately won this battle, even without Jake’s help. 
Jake’s concern was the losses. If ten to fifteen died out of thirty, was that really a win? He knew that resurrection from the Framework was not free, with each death of an Adventurer helping the enemy’s [Conquest Progress]. 
It was much more efficient for the war effort to resurrect the person where they died without having the Framework be the one to do it once they had resurrection spells. But Jake knew that in Tier 1, this was rare. 
Each death pushed the conquest counter a little further toward losing the world, so while they might win today and close the Rift, it could be a net loss. 
Still, closing the Rift was better than letting the spawns assault the nearby town and slaughter them, Jake supposed. Also, the fifteen to twenty who lived would advance in experience, skills, and level. Unfortunately, it was difficult for Jake to gauge what genuine success looked like in this type of fight, this war.
The final contingent of orcs spawned, and a giant orc stood almost as tall as Berri’s casual stance. They, too, had a massive, wicked-looking mace, or club, really, and Berri’s eyes gleamed. 
Jake noticed something strange: various orcs were wearing what looked like cleats or spiked boots. Were they countering Jake’s [Field of Frost] spell? He found this to be quite interesting. 
Jake guessed that in the greater multiverse, there would be all sorts of classes or types of abilities that could render regular armies or creatures ineffective. 
From people that might be spirits like Fhesiah was previously, to classes that could fill the area with poison as a sort of scorched earth tactic. It made sense that the outsiders would have some mechanism to handle these types of scenarios without just sucking it up and taking a loss, such as spawning with anti-spirit weaponry in the first example and gas masks or similar in the second one.
It was a good thing Jake learned this fact, and it once again showed how important it was for him to master as many spells as possible and keep as many answers to special situations in his [Storage Bracelet]. 
He wondered if his presence in future Rifts would increase the likelihood of creatures that wouldn’t fall prey to [Field of Frost]. However, this counter to Jake’s spell was not without cost for the outsiders. While the second wave had even better equipment than the first, this wave had worse, aside from the Orc Commander.
The [Orc Commander] roared, and the army of orcs was enveloped in red energy. They moved with greater fervor and speed and bulked up, becoming stronger. Even the commander himself became bigger. So Jake was surprised when Berri started casting a spell. 
Jake was a little frustrated with what he learned about Berri’s spells. She had [Dark Magic], but he couldn’t learn very much about it from her at the level of detail he was used to. She was very much a natural type of spell caster that did not learn through studying as he did. 
Her spells appeared to be driven by her feelings about how her magic worked, and Jake supposed it did match her monstrous nature. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a list of spells to give him, but there was a spell that made enemies weak that Jake guessed would be a logical choice for her to cast now. 
She completed her casting, and a dark, purplish aura spread out from the middle of the enemy formation. From what Jake could clearly see, the bulging orcs lost some of their bulk. 
The [Sons of Rome] and the rest of the Battlegroup started working on killing the orcs, and they prepared for the approaching [Orc Commander]. 
Fhesiah and Berri were cutting through the enemy flanks, and Fhesiah activated her [Warg Cloak] they earned in the Trial. It enveloped the Battlegroup, giving them a red energy of their own. Jake could tell that the item had already outlived its usefulness, as the aura was expended with what merely could cause a few cuts or a heavy bruise at this level. They would be selling it when they returned to their Refuge. 
Jake used this leeway to cast a few [Runic Spears of Ice] against the orcs, and Ophelia cast a few [Spear of Hestia] attacks at the [Orc Commander] that was in the rear of their formation. Together, they caused the orc no small harm as they pierced its armor and hurt it with their flames, but its red aura mitigated the damage. 
The Battlegroup mages were casting their own spells, raining death on the orcs and even the orc commander. Unfortunately, their attacks were mostly ineffective against the large humanoid. Still, the commander grunted and got pushed back at the effort, giving them a little more time to finish off the orcs and focus on him. 
The commander was getting near the Battlegroup’s formation, but Berri was getting near to the commander, as well. She wanted to take this enemy on for some reason. 
Her tail shredded or tossed orcs left and right, and she smashed orcs aside with her mace with ease. Jake couldn’t help but feel that his initial thoughts about this woman were correct, that she was very much a weapon of war. 
That the [Dark Lamia] would keep her around despite her so-called curse was proof of her worth. 
Fhesiah was doing her fair share of work, weaving in and out of the enemy formation and cutting orcs with her clawed gauntlets. Shortly, they would have nothing left to deal with but the Orc Commander himself.
The Orc Commander met with the melee defenders, but they activated a shield skill. Jake guessed it was a skill called [Phalanx], that he had seen in the game. Each defender with the skill would add to the amount of defense. It allowed a group of coordinated and prepared defenders to defend against much larger creatures or even magical effects to an extent. 
Phalanx would prevent them from being flung away, or their shields mangled into uselessness in a single attack. The large orc’s massive club met with their shields, but they were barely pushed back; the six of them gathered in formation.
The last regular orc had died, and Berri began wrapping her tail around the large orc, engrossed with attacking the front of the battle group’s formation as he was. He was large, but he was not larger than her. 
As her tail wrapped around the commander, he tried to fight the tail off but was rebuffed and pierced by several blades lining her snake body, until she had even his arms bound. 
Berri’s body then glowed with heavenly might. She raised her mace and smashed it into the orc’s head, crushing its skull, using her [Mace of Hestia] ability. 
A wave of light and healing energy hit the Battlegroup, and everyone gasped in awe. The enemy that they were prepared to face a difficult challenge against was easily defeated by her.

[Rift Closed.]
[Party Contribution: A]
[Contribution Points: 343]

Berri lowered the lifeless corpse of the [Orc Commander] to the ground, releasing him from her stranglehold. First, she had to unhook various blades and spikes that had entered the orc’s skin and get them dislodged from his body and armor. Still, eventually, she picked up the large mace the giant orc was carrying from the ground. 
To Jake, the weapon reminded him of a giant caveman club, only made of metal. It had metal studs in rings around the club at different locations, but otherwise was somewhat smooth. 
“I killed the little green guy, so I can keep his stuff, right?”  




Chapter 6 - Techniques


Cleaning up all the orcs took a bit of work. Jake and Ophelia were just a few in the Battlegroup that had such skill. Luckily, looting the enemies, intending to keep the loot on the ground instead of keeping the results in their storage bracelets, was easy enough.  
They worked through dividing out the loot evenly or by contribution, and Berri was voted unanimously to keep the giant club. Jake was happy that the Alliance mostly operated off a need-before-greed system.
All too often, creatures would be wearing or using equipment not sized or appropriate for those present. The choices were to sell the strangely sized items or melt them down and re-craft them. When someone could actually use or wear what was present, they encouraged eliminating the extra steps, the transfer costs, and taxes being bypassed.
Jake couldn’t help but feel that Berri stole the show today. Other than Jake’s standard buffing of keeping everyone in his party with [Stamina Regeneration] and [Divine Reinforcement] twenty-four-seven, he hadn’t even buffed Berri, and this was the result. 
He had a hard time imagining how deadly she could be with him using the runic empowerment spell he made, let alone his [Einherjar] rod spell on her. 
Ophelia had used her new Spear-staff effectively. Jake had inscribed hers with two functions, allowing her to rapidly runic heal and shield. 
She still had her [Corrosive Spear] in her storage bracelet, available whenever she needed a little more melee offense. She used these abilities a lot today, so while she did not set herself apart much, this was valuable practice for her.
Thanks to her [Bonded Hearth Core] and high [Runic Magic] skill, she could behave as a sufficient group healer, sparingly using Renewal and Sacrificial Barrier to supplement the Runic spells.
Fhesiah, too, was focused on training during the fight. She was focused on making use of the Framework, and advancing winged combat and her already [Advanced Melee Specialization]. 
She was also getting used to integrating her recently advanced Dao of Dragon Claw into her attacks and trying to solidify her foundations. 
Fhesiah had added the dragon claws to her path, allowing her to manifest her spirit, her Dao, onto the world and slice into the Dark Elf with it. But, for now, this was built as a shaky base, a weak foundation. 
She was currently limited to a straight downward slash right in front of her, with all her weight and the pride and power of dragons behind it.
While Jake hadn’t felt she had used it, she had been integrating the truths into her movements, the heavenly truths she connected with that day against the Dark Elf Champion. Once she better mastered it, she could send waves of her slash attacks out, and the fact that she had a limited-range melee weapon would hardly matter.
They were deciding where to go next when Antonius of the [Sons of Rome] approached his group. 
“Your help against this Rift was greatly appreciated. I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot. I had seen that there could be a difference in level and strength, but I had never witnessed one so great. Just how did you get so strong?” 
Jake noticed that many of those gathered in the Battlegroup listened on with interest. Of course, he wasn’t going to give everything, but he went with some of the truth.
“We train many hours daily, improving all of our skills. I’m told that completing the Trial also makes a significant difference. So many of our skills advanced as a result, not just to [Advanced], but to become something much more unique.”
The man got embarrassed, or ashamed, Jake supposed at the mention of the Trial. 
Antonius said, “That…the Trial, it’s just too difficult. Instead of a simple respawn, people are changed far too much when they fail. The Framework collects the pieces, but what it merges together, I have met some of those people that failed… they are just not the same.”
Jake shrugged internally. The Trial was hard, but people were effectively immortal. They could train forever if needed and get their skills well beyond what their average peer had without raising their actual level. With that, their odds should be quite good. As a result, their potential would be forever increased.
There were still limits to skill levels and the soul based on level. So as part of the great game, the Framework stopped assisting people’s progression in moving skills beyond their Tier. 
Those people could still get so good at everything that when the dungeon only scaled on level, they could do much better than they had a right to, based on their talent and hard work. 
They could farm the Credits needed to get an excellent set of equipment and consumables, and then take on the Trial for the best possible odds. He only took on the Trial when nearly all his and Ophelia’s skills were already maxed out at level 5, and they each had their own specialties that had reached [Advanced], as well.  
Antonius said, “What are you going to do next? Someone who passed the Trial is definitely someone that has greater potential than those who haven’t. Were you planning on going for the number 1 in contribution?”
Jake frowned and was about to voice his question when Antonius interjected, “I see you likely don’t know the purpose of that. When a contested world is won by the defenders, if the world wasn’t protected by the current owner, the number one contributor is raised in noble rank and is often made the owner of the world they helped save, effectively. If you join or start a guild, this can usually aid those interested in making this happen, sort of funneling contributions to the guild’s chosen representative. That can also be why becoming number one without a guild is next to impossible. They are competing not with just individuals, but entire groups or even factions.”
This surprised Jake, as he had no idea that such a thing was a possibility, and that, to some extent, he had already embarked on the journey to being able to own worlds, becoming a [Knight]. Jake sensed that Fhesiah was greatly interested in this, and Ophelia was too. 
Berri was still playing with her new giant club, staring and examining it lovingly and taking practice swings, and was once again paying zero attention to the conversation taking place. Jake couldn’t help but crack a smile at this.
Jake said, “My party and I were mostly passing through, picking up a few things before heading to our destination. We’ll clear a few more Rifts and spend what little contribution points we earn, then we’ll be off.” 
Antonius understood, as Jake learned, those traveling the multiverse often contributed to the conquest before leaving for other locations. So they worked out a plan to clear the Rifts nearby together, including stops for rest. Antonius and his guild had already collected all the information on them. They planned to close as many of them as possible before returning and regrouping. 
Of course, since Jake kept the deaths down to 0, this meant they could likely close them all. However, Jake doubted that they would have completed more than just the one had his party not been present, not unless Antonius had waited longer for more groups to show up. 
For Jake’s plan, closing the Rifts together was just fine, as it saved him the trouble of doing the same, even if he thought there was a good chance Berri could just roll in and crush everything.  
They settled into a pattern over the next two days of joining the [Sons of Rome] and anyone else that joined in the area and clearing out the Rifts, completing a total of five. The risk to each party member was very low, supporting and being supported by the random multiverse members. 
Jake got to see various other casters and classes, and Ophelia even got her duel against the half-ogre. The half-ogre was strong, but Ophelia was stronger. She was also faster and more skilled. Jake couldn’t help but feel like he was watching a giant child fight a somehow smaller adult; the man being well over two meters tall.
Ophelia’s excitement was blown through the roof, when the duels turned into mock skirmishes, many versus her. She enjoyed the challenge of taking on several of the warriors at once, pushing her martial skills to the test.
That’s not to say that there was no danger while closing the Rifts, however. Jake and his party finally learned just how it was that Tartarus could tip the scales in its favor. During their third Rift [Challenge], suddenly, a group of young wyverns flew over the Battlegroup. 
They were wrapping up a large army worth of many colors of goblins and hobgoblins when Jake spotted them and used one of his spell rods: [Sanctuary]. 
The young wyverns spewed bile and acid all over the Battlegroup from the sky, but Jake’s [Sanctuary] shielded everyone. A giant white dome filled with runes rose to meet the bile, and his party then returned the assault. Fhesiah and Ophelia took to the skies and cut them down to the ground, for the Battlegroup to kill. 
In dismay, Berri looked on as they helped; she didn’t have a ranged attack. Jake promised to help her work on one, and she beamed with delight.
Jake’s spell-rod [Sanctuary] worked exactly like he had originally predicted, where it would allow attacks out but not in and protect everyone inside. It was also covered with many large runes, and he was given a sort of moniker: Runemaster. So he was now being called Runemaster Jake. 
Jake thought this was laughable, as skill tiers went: Advanced, Expert, Master, Divine, God. Of course, this meant some Tier 3 actual Runemaster would probably be offended by people calling Jake one.
Antonius had guessed that the group of young wyverns was about level 20. This had felt unfair, the Rifts being only level 15. When Jake mentioned this, Antonius just laughed.
“Who said Tartarus was fair? The Framework does what it can to negotiate a fair fight. But if Tartarus can cheat, you better believe it will. An encounter such as the [Rift’s Challenge] might be mostly balanced, perhaps even in the defender’s favor, but this world has creatures native to it. It can both indirectly and directly under some circumstances, manipulate them to achieve what it wants. And make no mistake. A death in combat in the world, it feeds on, even if it was one of those creatures and not one from an encounter.” 
Antonius shook his head. “That’s one of the reasons I originally gave you a hard time: a level ten is just prey for the enemy out there, normally. There’s nothing to ensure you won’t run into a level twenty or above and just die in a single blow. I’ve seen it.”
“No hard feelings, Antonius. Now you know that level isn’t the full picture, though, don’t you?”
Antonius chuckled as he looked at Berri, her towering stature looming over others as she observed people with interest. “No, you got that right. You should offer a huge wager for someone to duel your level 12 Priestess with her out of sight. I won’t be taking that one anymore until I see ’em.”
While it was impossible for the outsiders to send young wyverns directly against their Battlegroup assaulting the Rift without paying a large price of its own, it could still find a means to cheat. 
After it was explained to Jake, he liked to compare it to a Rube Goldberg machine. Where small, almost inconsequential actions would eventually build up until they achieved the desired result, completely unrelated to the original thing that started things moving. 
You would start by rolling a marble down a ramp. It would continue until knocking over a row of dominoes, and those would continue until they hit a lever that released a rubber band. Which then pulled a string that lifted a weight, then dropped and hit a button that turned on a fan. That would then blow a feather off a table, completing the desired result of blowing the feather off a table. 
In this case, most likely, a Rift spawned near where the wyverns were nested. Then, the resulting spawns of creatures indirectly pushed the wyverns out of their nest with their presence alone: directly at their Battlegroup, completing the desired result of killing adventurers with an unfair advantage.
While Jake’s outdoor preparations were far from roughing it, Jake’s party missed being back at the Refuge. However, he had found that there was in fact a way to set a portal point for the Refuge and enter it from anywhere and return to that same location safely. 
Since they were traveling with others, they did not use this. Nobody else had one, so Jake was wondering if such a thing was actually rare. 
Jake got to enjoy something he had not enjoyed back in the Refuge: sleeping with all his women at once. As everyone was more or less exhausted from travel and clearing Rifts, they only wanted to sleep. 
So, they all joined together on the bed, and even Berri joined them in the large tent, with her large sleeping blanket and many pillows.
For Jake, it was like having a slumber party that he never got to have as a kid, and he relished it. They stayed up late telling stories and talking about their plans. 
On the first night, Jake’s party were in their tent discussing their options, them all arranged on their large bed or living area within. 
Fhesiah said, “Jake, did you hear that! King of the world? Isn’t that a perfect way to establish our family?” She seemed very interested in this number one contribution possibility.
Jake said, “I don’t know. Is that really necessary? I’m not convinced we need to own an entire world to have a place to call our own.”
Ophelia chimed in, “I want to try. A Champion should do all they can to save the world and fight back the outsiders, and becoming a [Landed Knight] or [Baron] is proof that you’ve helped many people, Jake. So I think Hestia would be happy if you aimed for this.”
Fhesiah said, “See, Jake? The battle maniac agrees. We need to start your Guild. [Jake’s Wives]? Or maybe [We Take it from Jake]? See, Berri likes the second one.”
Berri was nodding her head and swaying her body, but once again, she was not listening to the current conversation. She was listening to music that Jake added into a playlist from Earth. 
She had a band T-shirt on once again, but despite being extra large, it ended up being a crop top. Her head was bouncing and bobbing, which was doing interesting things with her breasts, and her snake tail and hips swayed left and right, dancing to the beat. She was bored with their conversations, so jumped at the choice of listening to music instead.
“I like this music thing!” Berri said, perhaps a little too loudly, a beaming smile on her face. Jake couldn’t help but smile at the beautiful girl.
But he shook his head at Fhesiah. If he started a guild, it would, of course, be focused on fighting back against Tartarus and helping others. It would be filled with men and women that worked together for that purpose.
Fhesiah shrugged. “That’s fine, but don’t forget that the guild would be for you to accomplish your goals, too. You help them, and they help you. So while I like that my husband is a hero, I will not let him be a martyr, got it?”
Ophelia nodded her head at this. “Yes. While dying in a blaze of heroic glory is exciting, you’re still young. Don’t do that until we have achieved many victories and our future children have grown.”
Jake figured they would look into forming their own guild or joining another if they could assist him in meeting their goals. They would research currently contested worlds and try to get involved with a newly contested world where they could make the biggest impact and generate the most contribution.
There was still the potential task or tasks, lined up from Hestia, for them to worry about. However, Jake’s gut feeling was that she would help them find a place where they could contribute the most, rather than make it difficult for them to meet her tasks and accomplish their own goals simultaneously. 
One of the reasons that Hestia had chosen them was because they were not yet tied down. Still, she probably knew they would eventually make their own ties, and Jake guessed with her guidance.
Not only that, but they had just entered Tier 1; Jake and Ophelia had reached level 11 on the third Rift. So a level 25 could contribute much more to the conquest than a level 11 could. 
They had gotten over 300 contribution points for being major contributors in closing each of the level 10–16 Rifts. Still, they discovered that closing a level 25 Rift would be up to ten times that amount. 
Higher-level Rifts were more challenging to close and could take much longer. Still, Antonius told them that even parties not even close to the caliber of Jake’s party would earn even more than two or three thousand contribution points by participating in a high-level Rift closure. 
Of course, when Jake and his party were ready, they could probably close a level 15 Rift by themselves. He guessed that would result in over 1000 contribution points. Still, it was clear that the war effort was primarily decided by those at the peak of their Tier.
For that, their goal should be to get much closer to the peak of their Tier so that they can accomplish the much more challenging goal of saving a world from Tartarus.  
Once again, they would need to gain levels and boost their skills. Jake’s goal was to purchase a [Technique] for each of them from the contribution store, and hoped their farming of the five Rifts would be enough to buy them. 
This would merge their melee-related skills into a single skill and usually included movement, weapon, and utilizing both stamina and magic power to enhance their melee abilities somehow. 
Based on what they had learned from Antonius, [Techniques] were rare among those early in the 1st Tier, as the requirements were simply too high. Most of the best ones utilized mana or some other advanced resource, and thus required [Mana Control] at [Advanced] and the weapon skill or skills as well.
Antonius had a [Technique] that used only his endurance, though, one provided to him from his guild. One of the foundations of the guild was a sort of template for the common soldier to allow them to be effective when teamed up with others using the same list of skills. 
Antonius showed Jake the power of his [Technique] in a friendly duel not long after Ophelia faced the half-ogre.
Thanks to his core and [Divine Reinforcement], Jake was both faster and stronger than Antonius. They sparred for a few minutes, and Jake thought he had a measure of the man’s skill. That was when he began using his [Technique]. 
When Antonius bumped Jake’s shield with his, or Jake blocked Antonius’ spear, he found his shield moving out of position, much more than it would otherwise be based on Antonius’ strength. Jake could just feel the pressure this would put him under if Antonius’ teammates were fighting at his side. 
They could take advantage of the angles and openings presented by Antonius’ minor movements, which were also meant to control Jake’s advancement and retreat. 
When Antonius advanced on Jake, the momentum behind his attacks felt greater, allowing even further control of this. This could enable additional opportunities for openings, as by pushing the enemy back, it could open attacks against their adjacent allies.
Jake felt like this could be extremely powerful and thought about using this with Ophelia. The problem with that was that they only sometimes had the luxury of fighting side by side, and they had elements such as the bond to allow for advanced cooperation. 
Did they really need a unified Technique to have similar advantages? Most likely, Jake and Ophelia would select different Techniques. She had wings, and he did not. 
Techniques like Antonius’ that only utilized stamina did not scale well into the higher tiers. Nearly all Tier 2 warriors and above would use advanced resources such as mana. However, this was far from the only advanced resource available to those under the Framework. 
Jake’s group was certainly invested in Mana and Qi, but the multiverse was vast, and the Framework encompassed many worlds with many capabilities. 
Jake learned that it was usually during Tier 2 that the Framework could help get one of these advanced resources, whether it be forming their mana core or even Qi, through a sort of pseudo-dantian. 
He had read of [Chakra], which was a life energy that the body could generate, but acted somewhat similarly. It was more in-tune with the body than mana, and worked better towards enhancing the body’s strength than mana when used directly without any sort of spells. 
He had also learned of [Will], which was a near-physical manifestation of a person’s desires and intent, powered by their willpower and soul. Many more kinds of unique energies were discovered as worlds were added to the Framework, and some could work along with mana, or potentially even Qi.
When thinking about a fourth Summon, Jake was interested in someone with a unique energy type. With his [Energy Sharing] ability, he or others in his party could take advantage of this advanced resource. 
For Qi, it may be possible for Jake to utilize this, but it was probably one of the worst ones to share. The Framework lacked a large assortment of abilities for this, and stealing this resource from Fhesiah would cause the energy simply to be wasted, as she could better use it. 
The properties of Qi were mainly to refine your own body into something greater and become one with the Heavens. You would then use that on advanced techniques that resembled spells, that echoed the truths of the Dao, your path that had merged with your very being. 
Without a cultivation technique, a Dantian and meridians, refining the body into something more was hardly possible, and casting spells with Qi was once again something better left for Fhesiah to accomplish with her own resources. 
Without refining their bodies using the Qi with the techniques, flooding it into their bodies to improve their strength like Fhesiah does is also something not likely to produce good results, but of course, it could be better than nothing. 
If, at Tier 2, he had the Framework to help him form a pseudo-dantian, Qi, with his [Energy Sharing] would become much more attractive. Perhaps, the system even provided a sort of cultivation technique to refine the body into something better, improving one’s stats like Fhesiah’s were.
Something like [Chakra] had healing properties without using a special technique and strengthening properties as well. [Will] could also be used to counter status effects such as [Fear] or [Stun], even without utilizing a special ability. 
Jake’s party was already strong against these things thanks to [Purifying Flames], but having such a tool in their belt would be much better than having a fourth person with more mana. Jake would even prefer another person with Qi over someone with mana, because at least then they could share their Qi with Fhesiah.
He had wanted a rogue or ranger type for the last party slot, but now he wasn’t so sure. Fhesiah’s [Divine Sense] and Jake’s [Arcane Eye] were more than enough for enemy and trap detection. 
Then, Jake had found that he could purchase various tools that could help with most of the things that rogues could accomplish regarding trap-disarming and general thievery, unlocking doors, chests, and more. 
Jake also had a plan he would implement once he returned to the Refuge that should make their senses nearly absolute, related to his recent purchase at the Alliance HQ. If it worked like he hoped, there should soon be almost no way for anything to sneak up on them.
Jake looked over his girls with a wry smile. He had already ended up with three melee spell casters, girls with a penchant for violence. All three were beautiful in different ways, and all three were deadly in a very similar way. Still, he wouldn’t have it any other way; they were strong and kept Jake’s life interesting and exciting. 
Each day was filled with joy, and the amount of love and affection he felt from Fhesiah and Ophelia made him feel like he could take on the world. The affection he and Berri felt for one another grew daily, and Jake was attracted to her pure nature and happy demeanor. Of course, it also didn’t hurt that she gave the best hugs.
Still, while Berri’s nature was pure, she was at least part monster and didn’t forget that. Outside of her sphere, she lacked empathy. 
She did seem to worry about Jake and the rest of his party, but for example, if Antonius and his entire Battlegroup were slaughtered, she would probably stare impassively when told. She would not care one bit or even give Antonius a second thought. 
Berri would only care about the others in the context of how their deaths might hurt Jake, and she may only care about that due to how that might affect herself. 
To be fair, Fhesiah was not much different. Only she had a rationale or logic for feeling this way. If Antonius died, she would probably not care much but think that it was the will of the Heavens, that it was merely his fate for that to happen to him. 
Ophelia was much more like Jake in that she would regret that they couldn’t help more and save their allies or otherwise come to their aid.
Jake and his party headed to cash in their contribution points and went back to their Refuge. They had a lot of plans to get started and training to accomplish. 




Interlude 1 - Fhesiah - Bloodlines and Family


Fhesiah sat in her Alchemy room, in her mother’s robes, in front of her new [Pill Furnace]. Jake thought it looked like a vase or urn, and that was an apt description, aside from the little pagoda on top and the gate where the pill shelf would open.  
Made of a greenish jade, it had black human-made scripts written all over it. She sat on a cultivation mat, which helped pull the Qi within the room towards it, allowing her to take it in for her own usage.
A flame burned inside the furnace, which Fhesiah infused with her Qi. There was little room for smoke to escape, the pressure building within as the heat increased, and the medicinal properties of the ingredients trapped inside.
She used her divine sense to monitor and manipulate the materials within her [Pill Furnace], circulating her Qi and stoking the flames. She fluctuated the temperature and energy of the different areas within the furnace with a precision exceeding tenths of a degree. 
This would be her fourth attempt to create the [Yin-Aspect Bloodline Awakening Pill] and her last attempt before asking Jake to make another trip to purchase more materials.
She moved and merged the various resources within the furnace, combining or refining them using the flames and her Qi at each stage of the pill’s creation. 
The Framework’s guidance helped nudge her, as she had almost scorched the Heavenly Herbs and ruined the whole concoction. She redoubled her focus and continued refining the materials as she began absorbing more [Qi Crystals] to maintain her energy reserves. 
After several hours of focus, Fhesiah sent one more surge of Qi into the furnace and slapped the top of it. The door on the front of it opened, and a waft of herbal smoke and a pill rolled out and landed on the pill shelf. 
It gave off a powerful herbal aroma, and Fhesiah’s cells in her body just screamed to consume the pill immediately. 
She had finally succeeded, feeling more than a bit of pride. She took out her pill container and placed it next to the other she created in its slot, the [Yang-Aspect Bloodline Awakening Pill]. Then, she closed the container, trapping all the medicinal efficacy inside.
Fhesiah was surprised that they could collect what she needed to awaken her bloodline in this [Contested World] at all. But it turned out that the cultivators nearby were in quite the rough spot, especially in this Sector, this area of the [Multiverse]. 
There was a near-mass exodus of some of their most powerful and most prospective cultivators in an effort to fight or escape the outsiders, or advance themselves. Those with some of the most powerful bloodlines just up and left, and many hoards of resources were recovered– they didn’t need this stuff where they were going. 
The Dusky Sky Sect was far from the only ones, as she had purchased various other materials since that day on the Multiverse Market, using funds they earned from running those Rifts.
That left a surplus of materials like these, where normally materials involved with awakening a bloodline would be safeguarded and hoarded. They instead were sold for a pittance, an abundance of these materials. Materials like Heavenly Herbs must be used shortly after being harvested. 
These materials were useless for those without a bloodline, and with those with bloodlines gone, there was no use for these. Fhesiah had two powerful bloodlines, in fact.
After resting for several hours and having a little fun with Jake and his [Energy Sharing] ability, she returned to her alchemy room. It doubled as her personal cultivation chamber, with an array she purchased that tied it into the refuge’s Hearth. 
The room would receive all the Qi and none of the mana and other energies captured by the refuge, allowing her environment to be the purest possible. She also released the energy of numerous high-quality Qi crystals into the atmosphere of her chamber as it was time.
Jake was prepared to help, as she had let him know what she was going to do. She was going to try to accomplish the impossible, and while Jake was worried, he eventually agreed to her demands. 
What she said was true when she played with Jake some weeks ago about needing her sugar daddy’s credits. She felt she was falling behind. Only through perfection, or at least challenging the possible, could she match Jake and his Champion status. 
The only reason Fhesiah was even thinking of trying this impossible task was that if she failed and died, she could still be resurrected. Normally, she would only attempt such a thing for a path already tread, proof that what she was trying was even possible in the first place. 
She’s sure she would pay the price if she failed in lost time, but it was worth the attempt. In a way, it was like she was not cultivating at all anymore. To cultivate was to defy the heavens. However, with the Framework, she was cultivating with Heaven’s guiding hand, pushing her along, picking her up if she fell.
She didn’t feel she was falling behind Ophelia, especially now that Fhesiah had embraced the Framework and worked on her skills. Still, she felt that Jake was truly destined for greatness. 
She needed every ounce of power she could have if they were going to participate in a [Permadeath Trial], or [Raid], or whatever might come in the future. 
The Dark Elf Champion and Berri had already proven to her that her pride and heritage meant nothing in the face of preparations against her or overwhelming power. So while she didn’t think she would lose to the girl, she had plenty of reason to fear her mace or what it represented.
If she didn’t have enough power or speed, then the mace would descend, and there would be nothing left but broken bones and shattered dreams. 
She would need to give it her all, or an enemy version of Berri might show up to destroy their family, and she wouldn’t be enough to stop them. Fhesiah had reigned in some of her pride due to the battle with the enemy Champion. Still, she must remain vigilant and squeeze out every ounce of power she could find.
Regarding the snake girl, she couldn’t help but feel that they were lucky. Such a powerful ally was valuable, and her addition to their party only added to her conviction that she had made the right choice, pushing Jake to this path. 
The girl’s situation was strange, Fhesiah’s divine sense noticing a change in her soul when the personality switched. However, she could not pierce through her Hearth Core and see deep into what was going on, especially not with her otherwise…distracted.
Either way, she was confident that it would be sorted out eventually. The girl was fun to be around, though a bit impatient. As long as they kept the activities moving, she participated with a smile, and Fhesiah knew Jake was starting to care for the girl. 
Her husband certainly had a soft spot for a girl with such a troubled past. Fhesiah smiled. It also helped that she gave such great hugs and was so beautiful. Fhesiah couldn’t wait to see what that amazingly long tongue felt like.
Berri also got along well with Ophelia, though that wasn’t very hard. Ophelia was extremely supportive, going out of her way to make sure Berri felt welcome. They played and trained together, and she felt like they were all becoming like sisters in truth. They all had so much fun together that Fhesiah looked forward to every day and activity. 
Jake did his best to give his attention and to make them all happy, but they kept each other motivated and entertained just as well. She had fun teasing Ophelia, and Berri appeared to hardly care when she tricked her, just laughing at her silliness. 
She took a moment to give a small thank you and a prayer. A thank you to her mother for truly setting her up for success. That she could be with Jake and enjoy the family they would be together with forever was nothing short of a blessing. 
While her mother was no longer around, she knew Hestia was. While prayer would have been too demeaning to her before, Hestia’s guidance had already helped her family. She had already let her pride impede her own success, and she would not allow herself to continue doing it. 
Fhesiah would ask for her guidance here to help her achieve this near-impossible feat, to help protect her family and ensure that these delightful days would never end. 
Fhesiah took the [Yin-Aspect Bloodline Awakening Pill] into her mouth and swallowed it. It reached her stomach, where it was quickly converted into energy using her Qi. Then, she spread it throughout her body and blood, moving and swirling the power to the tune of her bloodline techniques taught by her mother, and the energy slowly suffused and merged into her body. 
Her Dark Kitsune bloodline stirred like a cat awakening from a long nap. She directed her body to accept the changes she desired. She did not want fox ears and tails. While Jake might enjoy them, she had made her choice; she was a dragon before she was a fox-demon. 
She wanted the flames of the Dark Kitsune, the yin aspect flames most appropriate for a demoness.
She took another pill, a [Bloodline Strengthening Pill] that she had purchased earlier. Fhesiah would need to strengthen the bloodline further if it was going to have a chance to stand up and not simply be erased by her Draconic bloodline when she awakened it, as strong as her Dark Kitsune bloodline was. 
As much as she could within her body, she circulated her energy and solidified the Kitsune bloodline. After quite a bit of work, the blood in her veins now carried the power of one. She added even more Qi crystals to the room’s atmosphere and continued her work to prepare for the next stage. 
The Dark Kitsune was a powerful being, capable of using yin aspect flames to create various types of magics and destruction alike. Thanks to this, Fhesiah would be able to create powerful illusions or flames that consumed or otherwise cursed those that came in contact with it, bringing them to ruin. 
Fhesiah guessed that such a creature and capability would be [Epic] in its rarity and its power to match. But this was not good enough for her family and the challenges that they would face: not alone.
With that completed, she took the [Yang-Aspect Bloodline Awakening Pill]. Once again, she spread the energies the pill released through her body and blood, circulating it using the bloodline method taught to her. 
Her [Dantian] lit aflame, and her dragon bloodline roared as it awakened from its slumber within her body. Her heartbeat thundered in her chest, and her skin became scales on her hands, her claws growing out as it awakened.
Yang flames were the power of creation, flames full of vitality and power. When a volcano erupts, it leaves destruction in its wake. But from the ashes, a verdant forest will emerge, even lusher and emanating more power of life than before. The superiority of dragons allowed them to destroy and create the world in their image, and such a creature would be [Legendary] in its rarity. 
She attempted to merge it together with her body and blood once more. Fhesiah used her powerful soul that was orders of magnitude above a normal [Qi Condensation Realm] cultivator and her peak [Advanced Energy Manipulation] skill. 
She even tried leaning on the Framework, using her divine sense to detect any details that would help lead her to the solution of being able to suffuse both bloodlines into the same body.
But it wasn’t enough. Fhesiah could feel that the Draconic bloodline was pushing the Kitsune bloodline out, and her efforts to strengthen the Kitsune bloodline or protect it using her soul were not working. But she didn’t panic: because she wasn’t alone. 
Jake entered the room and came to join her on her cultivation mat. She was in the lotus position with her wings closed like a cloak, and he moved her into his lap as he sat the same and pressed his hands over her navel from behind.
Jake was using his [Energy Sharing], but he was not sharing mana or Qi. Instead, he was sharing his [Divine Hearth], which had the spark of Hestia’s divinity within. 
She circulated the new energy within her body. She used it as a demarcation between the Kitsune and Dragon bloodlines and took another [Bloodline Strengthening Pill]. Things appeared to stabilize with this change, and she continued to merge the energy to try to solidify these bloodlines even further.
After she thought she had the two bloodline energies seeped deep into her flesh and blood, she tried to seep the two bloodline energies into her [Dantian], her spiritual sea. Then, like two creeks feeding into a small pond, the two energies entered. 
Fhesiah tried to find equilibrium here, but once again, she discovered their efforts would not be enough. The two energies contested over the territory within her small pond that was her spiritual sea, and the Draconic bloodline energy was fighting to destroy that of the Dark Kitsune.
She could not use the [Divine Hearth] energy within her Dantian, as doing so would shatter it on its own. On top of that, this was a limited resource; she would not have enough to keep it in her Dantian to keep equilibrium forever.
Her very being was a product of the merger of these two beings, beings of yin and yang. It was proof that this should be possible to have both energies present in a being. Still, perhaps at this stage of cultivation it was a foolish endeavor doomed for failure. 
If she didn’t awaken her Kitsune bloodline before [Foundation Establishment], then it would definitely not be possible to revive it later, as her dominant bloodline of dragons would snuff it out the instant she attempted to awaken it; that is, if it wasn’t completely erased from her recreated body permanently right now.
Her body strained, and her Dantian started heaving. She would need to give up on the idea of awakening both bloodlines, or her Dantian would crack, shatter, and she would die. They only attempted this because they knew the Framework could bring her back. She could try it anew if things went catastrophically. 
Just as she was about to use the [Divine Hearth] energy to snuff out her Dark Kitsune bloodline throughout her body, a ripple in space appeared in their room. Her divine sense locked on to a black snake-or a wyrm creature, she realized and was about to prepare for an attack when she received reassurance from Jake. 
He sent to her mind, “Sorry about that. This is my new familiar I just summoned. You aren’t the only one doing everything you can to move forward. It wants to help you.” 
She was just about to ask how such a creature could possibly help when she felt a ripple spread out from her [Dantian]. The two energies that were fighting were now separated.
Jake said, “The creature is a young voidwyrm. It lives in the void and the planes and can control these special energies. It used void energy to separate the two within your Dantian…and seems to be trying to tell you…to go forward. It cannot do this forever.”
Fhesiah furrowed her brows as she looked inward. Just what do they mean by moving forward? Her body was merging with her bloodlines, and there was no way she could combine them into a single one– they must remain separate. 
She may be able to merge the energies the bloodlines created in the future into a single one, but a bloodline could not be merged. Her goal was merely to demarcate and allow the two bloodlines to effect different portions of her body, and use the two energies.
She was also not yet capable of merging the two energies, far from being able to accomplish the task. Fhesiah would be lucky to be able to do this by the time she reached Tier 2, perhaps even Tier 3. 
To move forward could only mean…to enter [Foundation Establishment]! She had hoped to have at least a week to solidify or master her bloodline further and to get used to using their energies, but she understood it must be now. 
She would have to heavily lean on [Advanced Energy Manipulation] rather than what she imagined would have been trained individual skills for [Kitsune Fire] and [Draconic Fire] to control these exotic energies. 
If she could not find equilibrium with the two energies within her [Spiritual Sea] as a Qi Condensation Realm cultivator, she would just have to enter Foundation Establishment.
Luckily, she had already prepared to enter Foundation Establishment by buying and creating Foundation Establishment pills. Once again, it was very fortunate that these resources were ubiquitous here. Otherwise, she would not have been prepared. 
She had even grabbed enough to make four of them. Once you entered [Foundation Establishment], the large amounts of QI contained within the pills can still be used to increase the overall size of her [Spiritual Temple], and thus your level under the Framework. 
When she entered Foundation Establishment for the first time, she only needed one pill. Still, she had heard one of her elder brothers or sisters that both parents were draconic and had needed two just to enter it. So she consumed two pills, as she knew the requirements would be excessive for creating the foundations for her spiritual temple that used the two energies.
The massive quantities of Heavenly energy entered her body, and she utilized her cultivation method to cycle the energy through all three of her Dantians. The lower Dantian was where her [Spiritual Sea] resided, and while none of the Qi Condensation Realm touched the middle or upper dantian, triggering entering foundation establishment meant filling them with energy.
Her Dantians emanated a powerful aura, and the process had begun. Her Dantian expanded, and she found herself standing in a blank white mental landscape, not much different from a dream– her mind was now inside of her Dantian. 
A shroud of her energies that were contained inside her Dantians were present. She began forming the energies into bricks to build her [Spiritual Temple] foundations. 
She took the three energies of Kitsune Fire, Draconic Fire, and Qi that were residing inside her Dantian, constituting them into hexagonal bricks, and began constructing what would eventually become her temple.
Brick by brick, she laid, directing them by floating them into various positions across this mental landscape using her energy manipulation technique and her powerful soul.  
Eventually, she would build an entire temple, but for now, she must start with a single room. She had used guidance from her family, her mother, to use formations of these hexagonal bricks that create the strongest of foundations, forming pillars and arches where appropriate. But, when she had done it the first time, she hadn’t quite understood the purpose or meaning. 
But as her soul became more powerful as a Nascent Soul cultivator, she understood how much stronger the formations made her. She also realized that despite following her mother’s technique, she had been unable to accomplish them in full, her soul lacking. This time, her foundations would be even better. 
At the back of the room, she formed two thrones. 
It’s not that she was leaving out the other girls, but this is all she had enough bricks for, for now: one for her and one for Jake. Besides, would Berri even use a throne?
She continued laying her bricks, and the different colors of energies formed a mosaic spread across the room. One side certainly had more golden draconic fire, and the other had more dark purplish kitsune fire by a large margin, but both sides contained bricks of each. 
The bricks of her bloodline looked as if they were aflame but were just as solid as the white bricks with a golden sheen made of Qi. 
She looked over at what she had made and was in awe of how everything turned out. Unfortunately, not many bricks were left at this point, and she was running somewhat low on time. The room shook, but she felt something was not quite right.
“I think I know what might be missing.” Fhesiah spun to where she heard the voice. It was Jake, standing there in her spiritual temple with his hands on his hips. 
She was filled with both surprise and confusion, but said, “What…how are you here?”
“I’m not sure. I just followed through our bond… it just felt right.” Jake smiled at her, and she could feel his love for her pouring over the bond. 
Jake, standing here where it shouldn’t be possible, made her more convinced than she ever was of her choices. Without the Summoner’s Bond: Love, she doubted this would be possible otherwise. 
She was overwhelmed with her own emotions. They would once again become stronger, but together. She helped Jake form his mana core, achieving something that might otherwise be impossible for a Tier 0 human from the fringe. Now, he would help her enter Foundation Establishment with dark kitsune and draconic fire.
She looked over to where Jake was looking, and it felt easily apparent what was missing. A hearth, behind the two thrones. Not only that, but the two thrones faced out at the world, and while they were side by side, it was impersonal. 
They would need to turn their heads, perhaps even lean forward if the chair was particularly decadent, to even look at and talk to one another. This was wrong. 
While she wanted to make Jake a King, their family came first. Jake becoming King would serve their family by granting it the power and protection of an entire world. She would arrange the two chairs more like a semicircle. 
Once she could add the other thrones for her sister-wives, the semicircle would be completed. It would then resemble a living room where friends and family gathered around instead of an impersonal throne room for meeting with strangers with bureaucracy and decorum.
Jake nodded at her thought, and she set about removing and realigning bricks to rearrange the thrones. She floated bricks out of the wall behind the thrones and began to form the alcove that would become a hearth. 
Jake’s flames from his Hearth entered the air from within the Hearth on her side of the Spiritual Temple. The fire that entered then wrapped around the bricks becoming the hearth, under Jake’s control. She noticed that he was inscribing runes using those same flames…just what was this?
“I had gotten a skill when I had advanced, and I haven’t gotten much of a chance to practice it: [Hearth Enchantment]. That’s why I won’t be overly ambitious here, as I’m a bit of a beginner. But I think you’ll recognize the runes I’m using. I’ll do my best to make it so that I can add onto them later by placing the runes similar to the formations I saw on Odin’s armor, allowing me to expand further once I figure them out better. My gut tells me the best time to do this is right now.”
Jake pulled in the fire from his Hearth, and began creating runes using his hearth-fire to draw, almost as if he was etching with his scribe. He placed a single rune in the center of every third hexagonal brick, the demon rune of fire. 
As Jake did this, he put everything he had in his heart for Fhesiah, of what he thought of when he thought of her and her fire. Her passion for both her path and for Jake and her family. Her desire for enjoyment and for advancement, and power. 
Fhesiah’s love and his fueling the fire burning brightly to both warm and protect their family, and destroy their enemies. 
She looked over to the runes Jake was creating and was once again amazed. She knew that the goddesses’ flames could not reside in her Dantian, yet Jake’s were here in her Spiritual Temple. 
He was using the same demonic runes she used on her gauntlets and fan, alternating the ones he understood throughout the hearth itself. The runes echoed the truths of the Dao, and she was moved by the amount of understanding Jake had for her flames, for her path. 
He was just using his divine mana, but how much time had he spent increasing his understanding and using her runes? It was like he expended significant effort just to understand her, and she was reminded of the many years she herself had spent mastering her flames.
He coughed, even though his body wasn’t real, covering his mouth, but she could see he was embarrassed by her thoughts. 
She smiled; her lover might be amazing in his own way, but he couldn’t take a compliment or her teasing. Fhesiah enjoyed her husband’s expression, but she redoubled her effort to finish the hearth.
When completed, she gasped in surprise as the construct shook, and a wave of energy shimmered through them. A hole in her bricks had opened, and Jake’s bond connected through the hearth, establishing a connection to him and lighting the hearth aflame. 
She wasn’t sure what happened, but perhaps the Framework had aided her in creating this. She could feel the [Hearth Bond] snap into place, instead of the old [Summoner’s Bond]. 
Fhesiah guessed that this hearth construct was special, a demarcation of her Spiritual Temple; an isolated structure that was both a part of her Spiritual Temple, and not. She marveled at it as she could feel the special flames contained within.
The Hearth of Jake’s Family, with Hestia’s divine spark contained within, protecting and strengthening it. It burned brightly, deep within her soul. 
The blackish-purple kitsune fire bricks lit further aflame, and the golden draconic fire bricks lit up further. The bricks built of Heavenly energy then increased their own glow, the energy inside her Dantian increasing. It was beautiful: the mosaic of her Spiritual Temple.
She luxuriated in the new feelings as their bond grew stronger than ever, and she spun her fool around and kissed him on the lips, to which he was shocked in surprise. Jake disappeared shortly after the kiss started; his time within her Spiritual Temple would be limited until she grew stronger, but her foundations were nearly completed. 
There was just one more thing that must be done. Fhesiah gazed at the sky as what she expected rolled in. Heavenly Tribulation.
But instead of the angry clouds of her Old Heavens meant to destroy her, they were the gentle golden clouds of the Framework. Tears of both shame and joy came to her eyes. 
She realized that she was wrong the whole time before the Trial. But, at the same time, she now knew that the path she had now chosen, that the Framework should be seen as the New Heavens, was right. This solidified her conviction, and she wouldn’t doubt her path again. 
She realized witnessing this would be enough for nearly all Cultivators to potentially change their minds about joining the Framework in earnest. 
The clouds now covered the sky, and lightning roiled through them. Fhesiah prepared her defenses by filling her walls with any Qi reserves she had besides the bricks, wondering what would happen. 
She did not feel like her life was in danger and watched with rapt attention. The lightning in the clouds built up, eventually striking down at her temple. To her surprise, it was attacking the mosaic of her bloodlines.
She looked at where the lightning struck and saw that the lightning had passed through a wall, yet the only places that received damage were where it was weak; the balance was poor. 
She now realized that while most of her spiritual temple was perfect, thanks to her mother’s method she was taught, she was not able to properly balance the mosaic. However, the New Heavens were helping her understand her mistakes!
Lightning continued to strike, pointing out the weaknesses in her foundations. She moved the bloodline-aligned bricks around, correcting the imbalance. She emboldened the defenses with her Qi as the lightning struck, and she felt that this was just as useful as her Old Heaven’s tribulation, feeling her soul being tempered just the same. 
However, it was with the Framework’s intelligent, almost-gentle guidance.
She continued correcting problems for dozens of lightning strikes. Her foundations of the Spiritual Temple and thus her soul were slightly damaged each time. But these were only minor setbacks compared to the old heavens, which would have surely destroyed half a wall or more by now, requiring weeks or months of rebuilding. 
She moved another brick into place, and the lightning stopped. The clouds parted, and Fhesiah was left with a blazing Sun rising into the sky, filling the room with light. The Draconic bricks lit aflame while the kitsune bricks dimmed, and she smiled.
She had truly viewed the Framework wrong. It truly was the New Heavens, where Cultivation was no longer a defiance of it. Instead, cultivation was now pushed along by the Framework’s guiding hands of the New Heavens to make her stronger and better able to face Tartarus; to defeat this great evil. 
Still, this was strange to her. Why wasn’t this in some Wiki, or other piece of information that was available to her? It was true that information had a cost, was knowledge of how something like the New Heaven’s worked just too costly for low-Tier existences like themselves to learn?
Questions for later. For now, Fhesiah had done it. It was a rocky start, but she could accomplish the impossible with Jake’s and his strange familiar’s help. 
While the wyrm was interesting, she doubted its intelligence. Fhesiah liked to think that this creature was somehow guided by the goddess in an answer to her prayers. 
As she cultivated going forward, gathering Qi and advancing her bloodlines, she would form more bricks. Each of these bricks represented, and directly impacted, the amount of Qi present in her body. As her temple was built, her body would be strengthened as it became one with the heavens itself.
She would continue to build her [Spiritual Temple], expanding to other rooms and recreating their Refuge in her soul until it and her body was a veritable castle in its own right.




Chapter 7 - Movie Marathon


Jake luxuriated in the feeling of the new bond, joining Ophelia’s as he held Fhesiah in his lap. He could feel that he, too, got just a bit stronger due to the new bond. The [Hearth Bond] provided him 2% of Fhesiah’s attributes, which were even stronger than before. 
Jake chuckled as he recognized that he was bound forever with another girl. Fhesiah was a handful, but he wouldn’t have things any other way. 
She was strong, intelligent as she was caring, and attentive, offering her guidance and vast knowledge where appropriate. Unfortunately, her lust, passion, or excitement through teasing or embarrassing others often overshadowed her capability. 
However, he knew that she would be quite dependable when the going was tough.
Jake’s new familiar, the [Young Voidwyrm], was quite proud of itself and shared Jake and Fhesiah’s feelings of victory. Jake sent a mental thanks to the creature. He would come up with a name for it soon. Unfortunately, Jake just hadn’t had time to. 
He had looked once again into the materials for Odin’s summoning ritual for the soul-matching familiar and learned once again that he could not purchase several of them, making him wonder what Tier the ritual was even meant for. Or that it was even a working ritual at all. 
There was hope for the market they had just gone to, but he came up empty-handed once again. That made him look into attempting to summon a familiar that matched his present needs for now.
Jake had realized that while the [Arcane Eye] was effective, it still had a few blind spots. For example, its vision could not pierce through walls or the ground without entering them. In addition, it was slower than what he required, often having to frequently resummon it while moving. 
Jake had reviewed familiars of all types, compared their pros and cons, and eventually settled on choosing a familiar that excelled in sensory.
Various creatures excelled at enemy detection or at sensing complex magics and interacting with them. Still, many shared the same problems of the [Arcane Eye]. 
They were all too slow or only good at one or the other. Finally, Jake found there was a rare option that might only work for him and his high attributes, along with his affinity to the void. 
A wyrm was a sort-of snake-dragon, and they carried that same pride of dragons that they all shared. When forming a pact with such a creature, the prideful creature understanding and agreeing that it was lesser and that it would serve the other was quite rare. 
For Jake’s level, his [Presence] was incredibly high, and that was why he was able to give his offer: his special mana and any other special energy contained within Jake’s hearth. 
One might think that a voidwyrm would accept a master of a higher Tier, but this is not the case. Instead, the wyrm would see themselves as having a higher potential and not a lesser being, ignoring the summon for the familiar pact.
Jake’s hearth mana was unique enough that the creature of the void was interested in consuming this tasty snack, fueling its growth and increasing its potential. 
As the both of them grew, the advantages they both brought to each other would become greater. The creature accepted its servitude for the small price of small amounts of mana that Jake’s [Energy Hunger] ability sucked in rapidly. Jake wouldn’t even notice the creature’s fee.
What Jake received would be the young voidwyrm’s superior sensory capabilities. Being a creature of the void, it sits on the edge of physical reality, space, and the void itself. 
He didn’t fully understand it yet, but while he moved and lived within three dimensions, different segments of reality layered over each other, as if they were different dimensions of their own.
There was a spirit plane in which souls resided, and in a way, the mind was closer to this than Jake’s body itself. In some sectors within the multiverse, there could be other dimensions. This might be where gods draw their power, such as an astral plane, dreamscape, planes of hell or heaven, or even a shadow realm. But what Jake understood to be true was that the void itself bordered all or most of those things, even across Sectors within the Multiverse.
The void was like the center of a black hole, all these adjacent dimensions bearing down on it. Exotic energies from these obscure planes of existence would enter the void. It took special creatures borne of the void to even enter and live there without being destroyed. 
The void was a null space, but things and energies still resided within it, traversing it for normal or lower-tier beings nearly impossible as they would be ripped to shreds in but a mere instant. Even a Nascent Soul cultivator would have trouble surviving in the void for long periods.
Targeting the creature was near impossible for anyone of Jake’s Tier, the wyrm being able to freely phase in and out of normal space. Furthermore, it had a sort of tremor sense, able to feel and see through walls.
The wyrm could perceive both minds and magic as they touched the void in ways that Tier 1 or Tier 2 casters likely could not even begin to understand, without those areas being their own specialty. A Psionic or Void Mage might be the only specialists that could even detect or otherwise harm the creature. 
Fhesiah could detect the creature within her radius, but she was quite special for her Tier. Her ‘lighthouse’ radius for divine sense was over ten times what a normal cultivator of her Tier would have, thanks to her soul being much more powerful, having been a Tier 3 cultivator before. 
Still, Jake shouldn’t become complacent, as a Tier 2 psionic creature or specialist may be able to hide their minds from the young voidwyrm. Jake would just have to hope that by the time they could encounter such an enemy, the voidwyrm would have also advanced from Tier 0. 
No, for its age and Tier, the young voidwyrm was a master of the void. Jake was ecstatic that the creature answered his call, as the runner-up was going to be some type of pixie or imp, or, barring those types of creatures, a magical bat or owl. 
Within a few hours of summoning the creature, it had already paid dividends: helping Fhesiah enter [Foundation Establishment] safely. 
This creature was quite intelligent, and its inquisitive mind quickly absorbed information. While it couldn’t or wouldn’t talk, it understood Jake and his desires well enough. Thankfully, Jake had quite a bit of experience in understanding the emotions and intent, even without hearing inner thoughts, thanks to his bonds with Fhesiah and Ophelia.
Jake was quite thankful for this recent addition to his family. It circled in the air in triumph, phased out, and snaked inside of Jake–a strange thing, but he felt nothing. 
The wyrm coiled up around his hearth like a cat before a fire. The creature was not very large, being little more than a foot long and an inch thick at the moment. It easily wrapped itself around his metaphysical hearth core inside the center of his chest. 
Unlike how Fhesiah or most creatures would level up within the Framework, this creature, being a familiar, did not have a level. Instead, it would get bigger and more powerful as it got older and had more of Jake’s energy until it eventually raised itself in Tier.
Fhesiah stirred, and she turned, grabbed his face, and kissed him on the lips. The kiss lingered, and he tightened his hold on her. 
He said in his mind to her since his mouth was otherwise occupied, “Congratulations, Fhesiah. Your [Spiritual Temple] was really something.”
She pulled away and gave him a beaming smile. Then, she spoke aloud, “We really outdid ourselves. Where is your little-oh, inside your body? What a strange, interesting creature. Still, I approve. Wyrms are a sort of dragon, after all. Amazingly, it decided it was willing to be your familiar. I wonder if their mother also promised you’d be a nice husband?”
Jake just smiled wryly at her teasing. He wasn’t even sure a creature of the void could really have a gender or parent, their birth a result of clashing exotic energies and souls within the void. 
This was part of the reason he had difficulty naming the creature in the first place. He’d give it more time before he better understood them, before giving it a name. 
It’d already been several days since Jake’s party closed the last Rift and returned to their Refuge. Each member of Jake’s party was working both as pairs or as individuals to improve their skills over the last few days. 
Unfortunately, Jake could not purchase the Technique he wanted, needing more contribution points. They had completed five Rifts in total and earned just under 2000, but the one that Jake wanted was 2500. So instead, they managed to buy the one for Ophelia for only 1500 contribution points, or CP.
It replaced her [Advanced Melee Specialization] skill which had the Subskills: spear, shield, flight, and winged combat skills, with: [Ride of the Valkyries: Level 1]. 
[Advanced Melee specialization] was a skill that aided a weapon user in using an advanced resource to boost their attacks and fighting style. For Jake, Ophelia, and Berri, this would be combining mana and their bodies very stamina or endurance to attack more powerfully. For Fhesiah, it would help her with Qi.
Abilities like [Charge] were merely aspects of this, allowing a person to push against their body’s limits to move faster for a short period. By adding mana and stamina in complex ways to one’s muscles, one could move faster and hit harder.
Techniques replaced this by making the guidance less general. It pushed someone’s fighting style down a certain path, allowing those advanced resources to change how they fought in melee differently. 
Jake smiled as Ophelia could fly almost exactly like Fhesiah now, without flapping her wings. 
When she used the technique, her body and wings were infused with holy mana instead of regular mana, and she was propelled by her will. As a result, she would practically skate over the ground, and her blows were infused with enhanced speed and holy might. 
Her momentum was almost completely under her control, and she could easily transfer it to an enemy by slamming into them or stopping on a dime. 
Jake felt like it was similar to if she was riding an invisible mount while she used the skill. The mount would take care of movement, while Ophelia utilized the momentum and power that the mount provided.
When Jake sparred with her, the disconnect from her ability to speed up, slow down, feint, and even slam into his shield with no or too much force was challenging to deal with. 
He would brace his shield and body for the inevitable collision with the speedy Valkyrie, only for her to stop and attack with a fast, nearly unstoppable thrust of her spear from an unexpected angle.
Also, her wings would become hard when infused with the holy magical energy, and she could shield herself or others with them. It was now nearly impossible to land a solid blow against her without completely overpowering her, something only a large opponent like Berri could do.
Of course, it cost her mana to maintain this state, especially to block a major blow with her wings. Luckily, her bonded hearth mana core gave her a large amount of mana along with her Valkyrie heritage. 
The power and speed multiplier was very efficient, allowing her to match Fhesiah for longer than she could keep up her own enhanced speed and strength. At least until now that Fhesiah entered [Foundation Establishment]. 
If Fhesiah’s spiritual sea was a small pond of Qi before, it was now a massive pond or small lake. Combined with her practice of runic magic and advancing her two bloodline energies, and her heavenly truths to match, Jake doubted that anyone in his team could be her match once again. 
They had spent their days doing all sorts of training and fun activities, Jake trying to devote more time to Berri. 
They played sports both for competition and for fun. However, most human sports were completely lost or required changing rules or the size of fields for the monstrous humanoid girls to enjoy. 
Basketball wasn’t the same when Berri could dunk without jumping or even changing her posture. Her head casually rested in her ‘standing’ posture at about 3 meters tall, her eyes meeting the hoop. Then, her hands were large enough that holding the ball almost looked like a person holding a kid’s ball.
He stood in the training room across from Berri, seeing if she would like a sport. The other girls were busy with their training, leaving just Jake and Berri together.
Berri held a baseball bat in her hand, but it looked like a small baton in her large hands. Her face scrunched up cutely as she inspected it. “What is this? It’s like a little stick? It’s kinda cute. So smooth.”
“Er, hang on a minute. Here, try this one.”
“Ah, that’s better. I can really get my grip on this one. What now? Where’s your stick? What’s that little sphere?”
She pointed at the baseball in Jake’s hand. Berri was easily excitable and quick to get impatient, and those last few questions came in rapid succession. 
Jake chuckled. “Your upper body should face the side as you watch me. I will throw the ball at about your waist level in front of you. I want you to swing the stick to hit it.”
“Got it! Go ahead!” Berri showed a beaming smile on her face, and Jake shook his head. 
It was like she knew how to bat right away, her posture looking quite similar to a baseball player, minus her lower body, of course, Jake guessed due to being able to swing her mace or club with high proficiency. 
Jake had chosen a softball because it was a bit larger for her to hit. He threw the ball underhanded as a slower pitch to get her used to it. Berri’s body blurred as she slammed her bat into the ball before it crossed the plate.
It made a loud crack as shards of the bat flew everywhere, and Jake’s life flashed through his eyes as space was warped in front of him, causing the ball to just miss his head by a few inches. 
The ball crashed into the wall, where it shattered against the powerful materials the training room was made of, making yet another loud sound.
The wyrm huffed from its spot, annoyed that its rest had been disturbed. Jake gave a mental thank you to the creature. While he thought there was a good chance of survival with divine reinforcement and Ophelia taking some of the blow with her ability, he certainly didn’t want to test it. To think that Berri almost killed two of them in one swing while playing around was scary to think about.
Berri giggled, and danced around in place, her hips swinging side to side. “Wow! Did you hear that sound? I like it! Smashing that felt great. You have more sticks, right? What’s the matter, Milord?” 
Jake managed to force a laugh. “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it. Sure, Berri, you can have all the sticks you want. But, uh…you think you could aim where you hit the ball?”
“Oh! That sounds like fun. Where do you want me to hit it?”
Jake’s mind blanked. He wanted to say anywhere not near me, but then he realized this idea had some potential. She was lacking in a ranged attack, and this looked like it could work, what with Jake almost dying a moment ago. 
She had her tail and could throw a ball, and most enemies would not expect something so crazy. Of course, some force would be lost, transferring her swing to a heavy ball, but she had plenty of it. 
He found that Berri absolutely loved baseball. Jake would pitch hundreds of balls to her; she was a natural. 
Jake lined up some targets for her to hit the ball to. He did his best to make it difficult for her. Still, he was far from a pro baseball pitcher, so she had no problem hitting the targets with near-pinpoint accuracy. 
While Jake could throw the ball faster than any pitcher that existed, he could not do the more advanced pitches, never having played or received any training. Not only that, but Berri’s strike zone was completely wonky.
While a human batter couldn’t shift their whole body much backward or forwards and still bring out the proper power to the swing after the pitch, this was not difficult for Berri. 
Jake could throw the ball straight at her torso, and she could still shift her body. It floated in the air as it was attached to her tail rather than legs and feet, to where she could hammer the ball right back at him as if he had pitched right down the center of the plate.
Jake planned on finding the perfect ball for her to hit, to turn her mace into a sort of strange cannon.   
Fhesiah and Ophelia would play a game of tennis where the ball would never hit the ground while in the air, showing superiority with their wings. Jake simply could not compete with them if they used them.
Jake had thought he had finally found a sport he could potentially beat the girls in with golf until Berri taught him he was wrong. If it involved some form of club or stick in the sport, she would be the absolute master. 
Fhesiah responded to Jake’s thoughts. “Not quite, Jake. She hasn’t even gotten to touch your club yet. There is no way that snake will beat me in that sport.”
Jake just smiled at her antics and shook his head. Berri was a work in progress. It’s not as if the goal was just to sleep with her. If that was the case, she probably would have been willing moments after she arrived. 
The problem for Jake was that she didn’t seem to understand love, in Jake’s opinion. She wanted family, but the human ideal of family appeared to be a means to an end. If she wasn’t in Jake’s party, she would just abduct some male and take them into a cave or something similar. 
Jake wasn’t sure if he could love a monster like that. He may try, but he wanted to see if she could grow as a person a little first. Of course, it wasn’t as though she had to change for Jake to try to love her, but he hoped that her thoughts and emotions were simply a result of her situation growing up. 
Berri was probably only alive today thanks to not trusting or taking risks for others, living in a society that punished doing just that.
Now that she was in the Alliance rather than the Conclave, this mindset was unnecessary. Instead, she would have a much more enjoyable life if she interacted earnestly with others. 
Of course, she cared about Jake and the rest of the girls as they were slowly becoming her sisters in truth. Still, her ability to care for others just didn’t seem to click for her outside her own context. 
She only cared for Jake because he was her Lord, and Fhesiah and Ophelia were her mistresses. However, there was also another personality within Berri to be considered. 
Jake wouldn’t forget those cold eyes. The bond was very weak in that first encounter, but he thought her first feelings were very genuine. She had low self-esteem thanks to her curse, as she was abused and had been looking for acceptance for a long time. 
Really, she needed to be loved, something that her people had never given her. 
Still, they had watched a few movies and shows with her, and she would quickly get bored with any drama. She simply didn’t care about the character’s problems. 
Part of it, Jake supposed, was that perhaps the character’s issues were pathetic compared to the ones she had experienced. Finding out the guy you liked was into some other girl was small potatoes compared to fearing being beaten or killed, after all.
Jake tried a few movies to see if he could get her heart to move.
Jake said, “Isn’t it sad? The little lion lost his father, then he was exiled from his people.”
Berri looked on impassively. “I don’t know if it’s sad… maybe boring? Is there a fun part in this?”
Jake sighed. “I think there’s a singing, dancing pig coming up in a few minutes.”
“Oh! That sounds good! Hmm… would a pig taste better if it could sing?”
Jake chose another. When he originally saw it, he thought you would have to be a veritable monster to have the first ten minutes not move you. 
He wasn’t sure he even wanted to try with Berri, being afraid of the results. The scene had no words, so most could usually understand what was happening, but perhaps many might not.
Berri asked, “What was that place, that room where they looked all sad?”
Jake replied, “That was the hospital, the woman learning that she couldn’t bear a child.”
Berri frowned. “Couldn’t they just heal her with magic?”
“My world didn’t really know about magic. There were some ailments medicine could cure and other things they couldn’t.”
Berri sighed. “This is all so confusing. In that other movie with the little people with no shoes and the other little people with beards, there were all sorts of magic.”
Ophelia said, “I liked that one! I loved when that warrior killed that armored evil knight, taking her helmet off and saying: ‘I am no man!’ before stabbing him in the head. It was great!”
Jake chuckled. She definitely enjoyed the movie where the weakest of people were the best of heroes, destroying a ring despite being up against armies of enemies.
The movie continued, and Berri laughed. “That dog is so stupid! He’s so funny. Jake, do you think we could get a talking dog?”
Jake chuckled. “Probably? The Multiverse is vast, so they might be out there? Still, I doubt that a dog that could talk would still be so silly and stupid.”
“Oh. Well, how about those balloons? Oh! What about that big bird? It looked really tasty!”
Ophelia said, “She’s right, Jake. You should make some jumbo chicken or something!”
Jake asked Berri, “What did you think about the old man? After his wife died, the old man was empty inside, lonely. At first, he didn’t care for the kid at all, only caring about accomplishing his goals. But by helping him and each other, they formed a connection. The old man found fulfillment, and even a sort of family, by putting his goal aside for the child. Did you learn anything from this?”
Berri looked thoughtful for a moment before her expression hardened. “I guess? I’m not sure why you would want a fat and weak child as a friend, but helping them is a good way to make them one? I would want to help a Dark Lamia child instead. They would be a much more valuable and beautiful ally.”  
Jake sighed. He didn’t know what to expect, but perhaps it was wishful thinking that he could sort of teach empathy, or rather just awareness, using some kids’ films. Jake had tried to get her to put herself in other people’s shoes, but perhaps because they were not Dark Lamia like her, she couldn’t bridge the gap in her mind. She was different, disconnected. 
Fhesiah chimed in his mind, “She’ll figure it out eventually, Jake. Hestia promised there was a possibility of good within her kind. I don’t think she just meant that you could point her as a weapon against the enemy and that good would ultimately be achieved. Still, I understand the want for there to be love and not only lust, or breeding. 
Why, it’d almost be like we’re tricking her, her wanting babies and not getting them. Berri might really go crazy if she didn’t understand that part. Still, we need to figure something out soon, or we might have a relapse of the previous event, as fun as it was for me.”
Jake just shook his head at that. He was definitely not looking forward to having to talk her down again. He felt like a hostage negotiator, but he was also the hostage. 
“Just don’t set her off, and we’ll be fine. Anyway, I think it’s about time we decide where we want to go–”
A notification interrupted Jake. 

[Ariminum World Task from Goddess Available. Visit a Shrine of Hestia to receive Task.]

It looked like it was time to receive their goddess’ first Task, which appeared to be related to the world they were visiting. This surprised him, as this world did not need their help. 
The [Sons of Rome] and various guilds drove the world toward the Raid on the defender’s side. So it was likely only a matter of time before they won and pushed Tartarus off the world for now. 
After closing those five Rifts, the progress had only moved one full percentage point. Jake’s party and those in their Battlegroup were far from the only ones contributing globally. 
Jake guessed their efforts combined with the Battlegroup probably only equated to less than half a percentage point if they were lucky. 
Nothing was changing in the conquest progress bar, so just who required their help?




Chapter 8 - Hestia's Task


Jake first confirmed that this task wouldn’t result in an actual visit before he and Fhesiah joined Ophelia and Berri in the Shrine of Hestia located in their Refuge.  
They were in more or less casual clothes, as accepting this task did not require any decorum when accessing the shrine within their own home, anyway.
Ophelia prayed and triggered her Menu, acknowledging the task. The statue was then surrounded by a small shroud of white energy, and they heard the voice of the Goddess Hestia.
“Greetings, Jake and Family. I see you finally enjoyed some time off from the dungeon, but you did not dally long. You prove that my choice in making you my Champion was a good one, though your impact on this world could have been much greater. It may have been for the best, with your goal to leave, but any action can have consequences.”
She continued, “In this case, the outsiders noticed your presence, but the guilds and people of this world did not. You currently have a vengeful god wanting your deaths, and so they have spawned a rare Challenge meant only for Champions at this Tier. They could only spawn the Challenge due to your presence, and leaving it unchecked could greatly harm the war’s progress for the defenders.”
Jake had read the book on Champions and had learned that such Challenges were quite rare. Unfortunately, it was made to sound like they nearly never happened, especially at this Tier, so he mostly ignored it. Besides, he was just on a shopping trip, in and out. What could possibly go wrong? 
If the statue’s features could move, it would now be smiling as he heard Hestia’s voice, “Right, what could go wrong? In this case, it’s a [Fortress Assault]. A common event for Tier 2 and Tier 3 contested worlds, it is not much different from a difficult Rift Challenge inside a defensible location. Luckily, being that this Challenge was effectively made for you, it can only be within 3 levels of the Champion’s party. It has been locked in at Level 15, with the timer begun. There is approximately 1 month remaining before this Challenge will be considered won by Tartarus.”
Jake gave a sigh of relief at that. If the Challenge was at level 25, his party would have had nearly no chance. “Is this Challenge just for us? A fortress sounds like a massive undertaking for such a small party.”
Hestia said, “Of course not. There will be hundreds, perhaps thousands of enemies on the outside. Aside from the Champion’s party, those that can participate within its area must be within 3 levels of the Challenge itself. Champions are meant to lead, to be agents for God’s and Goddesses’ will. Therefore, it only makes sense that a Champion Event would require you to lead. You will find this to be the case for most Challenges with you involved, except for your Trials. You must gather a Battlegroup of your own, of a maximum of 40 Adventurers, to break through before you enter the final Challenge in this [Fortress Assault].”
She continued, “Once the Challenge has been entered, it will just be a challenge for your group. You will need a fifth member, as the Challenge is balanced for a full party. Odin had a small piece of advice. He said that blood might–”
Jake felt that a strange force surrounded their shrine and guessed that the Framework prevented her or reminded her of the costs of gods interfering in the great game. 
Blood might? Blood might what? Fhesiah and Ophelia were confused, but Berri perked up at the words and looked quite thoughtful with a finger to her lips. 
Hestia continued, but she was upbeat and happy rather than worried. “Well, I’m sure it’ll be fine. Once this task is completed, you can make a choice. You can continue and try to get the number one contribution: this event is enough that if you fight hard and go for it once completed, you may achieve it.”
She let that sink into Jake and his party’s minds, as Jake realized she might be right. If this Fortress Assault was anything like his Trial, he might push the conquest bar by ten percent or more in this one action, having 40 people involved. 
He could then use the fame and renown of his success to form a guild of his own. Then, he could push them to complete Rifts and otherwise clear the world of the outsiders, adding to his personal contribution, locking in his selection to become the planetary ruler.
Hestia continued, “Or you can head to a planet that actually needs your help and make a difference. Unfortunately, a fringe world recently became contested. Based on your family’s desires, you will find this world very interesting.” 
“Your ability to influence the war effort there will be great, and your impact on preventing other people from coming to harm will make them much more appreciative of you and, by proxy, me and my allies. The people of the world in question are much more compatible with my values, and you will probably find they match much better with your family than the natives of this world.”
She continued, “I realize this sounds a little too opportunistic, but these people truly require our help, Jake. This world is already being seen by other gods as a lost cause in their divinations, and many guilds are only extracting the advantages they can from the world before they abandon them to their fate.”
She let that sink in, and Jake sighed. It sounded like it was a difficult struggle.
Hestia said, “Still, the choice is yours. You could always stake your claim on this world, then head to the other, but that can have consequences of its own. Once you become a [Landed Knight] or [Baron], your influence entering another world such as this Fringe World that recently became contested would be greater, and thus the world’s, challenge more difficult. This is why we can’t just set up a ringer at each Tier that goes and closes all contested worlds. Their Challenge will become increasingly difficult, and the losses in each world will increase. Eventually, they must move on and Tier up, as their help instead becomes a hindrance.”
Jake thought about that moment, as he had wondered about this. Of course, he realized his party was a cut above the rest, but just seeing Berri in action, and Odin’s mention of races like Titans, or just the existence of Dragons: made him realize that surely the gods could have assembled groups of creatures like these, a well-rounded group of them, and just steamroll everything on all the worlds. 
Of course, they are rare even on the worlds these creatures originate. In the greater multiverse, there may be many rare creatures. Still, many more worlds were filled with basic humans, dwarves, elves, beastkin, and similar. 
Hestia continued, “Each day that goes by in that other world, the more that suffer and die. They have already lost some of their powerful native leadership, and many are rejecting the guidance of the Framework and merely becoming food for the outsiders. 
I would send you immediately, but your visit to this world will now have harmed others. So we must make amends and prevent your visit from doing more harm than good. Plus, this is an opportunity.
You have already defeated and permanently killed an enemy champion. The cost to their god was great, as that Tier 2 Champion was brought down to your level, their skills, and abilities limited to face you. Once again, their god is paying a major price to open this Fortress Assault.” 
She continued, “Most likely, they will not have the resources to contest with you again for a long time. If they bring more Champions and Gods into this, all the better. This war goes both ways, and the outsiders bringing resources to bear means we can bring resources to bear, not only in this world. Their interference influences the war in this entire sector.”
That detail made Jake feel a little better. His family’s struggle and victory were not merely a few percent on a single conquest meter. This had further implications that would help the overall conflict in some way. 
Hestia said, “Not only that, but your victory will power your own advancement. Did you think it was only your assortment of skill levels and completing a trial as a Champion that you received a Legendary grade class, or Ophelia gained an Epic one? Defeating the enemy champion meant that you received the divine spark used to create them. For a Tier 0, this was a massive achievement.”
Jake worried that his defeat might result in him losing this so-called divine spark, but Hestia replied to his thoughts. 
“It could result in losing your divine spark if you died facing another Champion, but things are different for each side. Their gods are evil, and they see their champions as much more expendable than ours; they do not tolerate failure. 
Part of the price we pay on our side when creating a Champion is to help protect their spark and their soul. Tartarus can do this too, but you’ll find that they, more often than not, don’t. Either way, the price must be paid in any Champion’s Trial or Event or when any Champion faces another: one spark, which I would pay for you. But would Apophis pay for his? If the god doesn’t pay the price, it is taken from the Champion, and they die permanently, their spark inseparable. I know for a fact the spark you received was from the enemy champion, him dying forever.”
Jake nodded. It was good that this was clarified. But, at the same time, he would rather face the same enemy champion again: it is much easier to prepare against a known enemy than an unknown one. From the look of things, their enemy would know plenty about them even if they had never faced his party. He was prepared with an anti-dragon-fire armor even without setting eyes on Fhesiah before. 
He asked, “Can you tell us anything about this [Fortress Assault]? What Champions might be involved?”
“It was certainly Apophis that initiated this event. There might be other Champions, but it cannot be known until you enter the main Challenge. The only thing I can say for certain is that there can only be 3 enemy champions within the Challenge. Giving more information than this will enact a [Price] that I feel will not be worth what is to be gained by knowing. I trust that you will be successful. 
Now, let me know your plan as soon as possible. You only have one month to begin the assault, and the longer you wait to complete it, the worse off the other world will be. On the other hand, if you decline to help the other world, I will have to move some pieces that I would rather not move, and the result will not be nearly as positive. Your party is uniquely suited to help in ways you probably cannot even begin to imagine, but I can’t tell you more.”
Jake nodded and looked over the girls to see if they had any reactions to the proceedings. Fhesiah and Ophelia looked thoughtful, trying to come up with their own personal plans for the proceedings.
But Berri looked at the very limits of her attention, glancing and looking all over the room for anything to interest her. 
Hestia laughed at Berri’s childishness. “The business regarding the task is concluded for now. Berri, I’m so glad that you’re doing well. Jake’s family is treating you well, aren’t they?”
Berri gave a wide smile that reached her eyes. “Yes! They are treating me well. Fhesiah said if I was good, I could make babies with Jake someday! So I’m doing my best!”
Jake just glared at Fhesiah. Just what was she telling her? She just covered her face with her fan, which she had drawn from her storage bracelet at some point, ignoring Jake’s glaring. Ophelia just shook her head at the exchange.
Hestia laughed again. “That’s great, isn’t it? Becoming a mother will change you. With every action, no matter how big or small, you begin to care not only about how that action can affect yourself but how it may also affect your child. I hope that one day, you think and watch a bit more about how those same actions may impact others.
And Jake, didn’t you have quite a rude thought before? I’ll have you know the [Mace of Hestia] is quite the mainstay for many clerics and priestesses. That Berri circumvents convention and turns it into something destructive is positive. Those that stand against family deserve to be destroyed with an atomic bomb of Hestia if such a thing was available. I will always use the right tool for the job, and sometimes the right tool is a massive mace used by a giant snake woman. Got it?
With that, I bid you farewell. If you do as you always do, you will be victorious, Jake and Family.”
The holy aura left the statue, leaving Jake with his embarrassment. He had previously wondered if his thought was heard and hoped it wasn’t, but he supposed he had that coming. Fhesiah snickered, while both Ophelia and Berri had confused looks on their faces. Finally, they left the shrine to gather in their living room. 
They discussed whether they were all-in on this world or if they would plan to assist the other as soon as their Fortress Assault was completed. Fhesiah and Ophelia were both going for the different world, and Berri didn’t have a preference. 
Jake was for going where they were needed, so it was unanimous, and they quickly sent Hestia their response.
The words the Goddess had said: “Based on your family’s desires, you will find this world very interesting.” Jake hoped she wasn’t talking about just Fhesiah’s desires, as her priorities were crooked, but his. 
For Ophelia, it was clear there would be plenty of glory in saving a newly initiated world. The residents of this world perhaps having the unique energy type and meshing well with his family and their values was of course the most interesting to him.
Jake and his family devised a plan for the [Fortress Assault]. The goal was to assault before the end of two weeks. Once again, they would train and hope or shoot to reach as close to level fifteen as possible, the challenge level range already locked in. 
His party would mix Incursions with Rifts and even participate in higher ones, as they had the opportunity for more CP and experience for increasing levels.
Jake hoped that more of them could obtain Technique’s as well, as this was the biggest force multiplier available to them at this time. They also confirmed to the Goddess that they would strive to head to the other world as soon as possible.
Of course, these were only some progression methods available to them. They each had their crafts, magics, skills, equipment, and consumables to work on. 
They also had to work on forming a Battlegroup with people of a maximum level of level 18 and find a fifth party member. Jake was most worried about the last detail, as finding someone level 15 and at the caliber of being any help against an enemy Champion seemed questionable, based on what he’d seen.




Interlude 2 - Ophelia - Crafting and Training


Ophelia hammered the molten alloyed steel with strength and focus, sandwiching it between the anvil and her heavy hammer. It had been nearly a week since they began their training for the Fortress Assault, and she was smithing alone in the late hours in her smithy.  
She focused on watching the steel’s heat levels through her gnomish goggles, able to discern the difference in temperature with every blow. 
Sparks flew with every strike against the metal. As the temperature lowered, she recast her [Runic Magic: Forging Flame] to raise the heat back to her desired yellow-white color, never stopping her blows. 
Ophelia empowered the strikes with her very [Technique], her strength, stamina, and holy mana coalescing into powerful blows, stronger than even the power hammers Jake had told her about.
Her [Runic Smith Hammer] enchanted by Jake coalesced the mana, hardening and reinforcing the steel in ways she tried to understand. 
While her smithing had recently reached [Advanced Smithing Level 1], she was only beginning to understand and use the sub-skills contained within. She knew if she was going to craft equipment that was going to keep up with her family’s usage, she would need to master [Magic Metalworking], [Essence Infusion], and [Essence Transfer]. 
Ophelia quenched the hot metal in the barrel of mana-infused water with her tongs. She handed the finished plate to Berri– Wait, Berri?
“What are you doing up, Berri?”
Berri gave a somewhat sad smile at Ophelia. “I got woke up by…well, I think Jake and Fhesiah are still…enjoying themselves?”
Ophelia gave a small grimace. Jake did his best to be considerate by cutting off the bond’s emotions and thoughts at times like those, but sometimes Fhesiah… When she initiated in the middle of the night, he was taken off guard and would forget to shut down his side of the bond. 
She imagined it was because everyone else was sleeping for their emotions and thoughts to not remind him of it. Ophelia had been up late crafting, and had not noticed. Apparently, Berri received the errant emotions and woke up.
Ophelia would often prod him, and he would apologize for his mistake. Still, it was certainly easy for him to get lost in the moment. Other times, he would notice the errant thoughts and emotions even in the act and fix his mistake. He likely knew Berri was awake by now.
“You couldn’t go back to sleep? Eventually, you kind of get used to it and block it on your own.”
“It’s fine. I was… thinking about things and realized you were awake too. While the sound isn’t loud, I can feel the vibrations of you forging through my body. I need to keep working on getting better, too.”
Ophelia knew Berri was nearing the [Advanced] level on her [Leatherworking] and [Armor Crafting] skills. Part of it was her experience from her past, but the other part was that Ophelia thought she was a natural. 
They planned to work together to make armor and other equipment for their family. While Ophelia had the [Essence Infusion] skill, Berri had the [Essence Extraction] skill on top of that. 
Berri could extract the monster’s essences from equipment, infusing them into metals, leathers, and clothes. The extraction skill was difficult, and Ophelia thought that Berri was so good at it because she was monstrous herself.
Berri was so good at the skill, that she could make money just purchasing corpses and extracting the essence for sale as a sort of tincture. This would be used by other smiths, or similar trade skills.
Ophelia had much better luck with [Essence Transfer] but found the skill limiting. Still, she would focus on it, as Berri was certainly a natural with [Essence Infusion] instead. 
While Berri could extract the essence she desired from a material, focusing on only the aspects she wanted to take from the special monster materials, essence transfer did more like it sounded: it moved all the essence of what made the monster’s material powerful into the other material. It did this by more or less merging the two materials together.
Monsters often had weaknesses; essence transfer would ultimately transfer that weakness over to the desired material. It was also nearly impossible to transfer conflicting monster essences. While moving more than one essence, if you found the right balance was possible, it required you to be much pickier with the ingredients. This was not always an option; their resources were limited. 
Essence extraction allowed Berri to take the best parts of several materials rather than just one. Then she or Ophelia could infuse those essences into equipment while being forged. Once they got the hang of it, anyway.  
Berri took the offered plate and began working it into their current item: a drake scale armor reinforced with alloyed steel plates. They were trying to recreate their current armor to finally catch up and match what they had purchased previously. 
Once they matched, they could surpass it, as Ophelia knew that the advanced skills were not used to create the equipment they purchased.
It appeared those sold on the market were not made by masters of their Tier and were more mass-produced to be sold. Most likely, the truly skilled only made it for their own Guild or managed custom orders.
Of course, they didn’t only make armor. Ophelia also planned on making weapons and shields, and she knew she was only a few weeks away from being able to create viable upgrades. Unfortunately, she did not think they would have much ready before the [Fortress Assault], but she didn’t think she would be far off. 
She supposed if she pushed hard on improving her skills now, rather than item results, she may have enough time to make something before they reached the contested world they decided to go save.
Ophelia started working on the next alloyed-steel plate and said, “You’ve improved so much in such a short time. I know Jake is happy that you are so driven.”
Berri smiled as she added a small curvature to the metal plate to make it slot better into a particular armor section. “You think so? After seeing how hard you all work, I couldn’t help but find myself working hard as well. Besides, making this armor is fun. I love seeing all the small pieces come together. Knowing that one day I can make my own armor is exciting. Up to now, I have only been able to repair it. I never imagined surpassing it, but I’m almost there!”
“The Framework really makes it possible, right? It’s only been a few weeks for you, and you’ve nearly caught up to me.”
Berri held up the armor to get a better look at it, a smile on her face. “I…like to think it’s Milord, instead. His bond and his desire to make us stronger, better… I feel like with his help, I can do anything.”
Ophelia laughed. “That might be true, but you should take pride in what you accomplish as well. Jake is proud of you, and I am, too. You think you’re cursed, but I bet you’ve always been special. You deserve appreciation for what you’ve always done.”
Berri began to tear up. “Oh, thank you so much, sister!”
Ophelia barely had enough time to set her hammer and tongs with her next molten steel plate down on the anvil before she was hugged. She turned her body and returned it, and she blushed at how good it felt to be enveloped by the much larger girl’s massive chest. She felt almost like a small child again, being hugged by her mother.
“You’re welcome, Berri. [Divine Reinforcement] was certainly borne of Jake’s desire to ensure we would be strong and successful. The bond was from him wanting to be close to us, to love and understand our wants and needs, and perhaps my Chosen connection. I don’t know what’s next, but I know what we have is very special. I’m glad to have you as part of it.”
“Thank you, Ophelia… What is it like? Sharing thoughts and the [Hearth Bond]. We–I’m… a little scared.” 
“I don’t think that sharing thoughts was really that big of a deal. By then, we were very close with our emotions, and you can both cut it off. I had made Jake my Chosen, which made us closer than thoughts in many ways. For me, the thought link is just convenient: most of the time. 
The Hearth Bond really makes you feel like you are close. We are an extension of each other, and our desires are starting to merge.” Ophelia smirked. “Jake needs to look out, or he might start looking for fights.”
“Doesn’t that mean he’s going to be very horny all the time, too? Then, by extension, you will be?”
Ophelia froze. She had not considered that Fhesiah would be influencing his desires too. She realized that eventually, even Berri would influence Jake to an extent. Just what would happen then? 
Would he want to make babies all the time? Wanting to start his own baseball league? Then Ophelia and Fhesiah would be right there with them? She shuddered. Just what if the next girl had even weirder desires? They definitely had to be careful–
Berri withdrew with a beaming, sly smile, getting back to work. Ophelia didn’t know the snake woman that well just yet, but if she read her correctly, it looked like she probably realized that Jake would want what Berri wanted if she formed that Hearth Bond. 
While she sometimes acted childish, Ophelia knew it was just that: an act. Berri had a supernatural cunning that would not do for her to be underestimated. At the same time, it was like it wasn’t. Her childish nature was used as a shield against the malicious Dark Lamia, so that they could look past her. She had done it so long that it was now a large part of her personality, Ophelia guessed. 
Berri’s coordination and precision in her actions were unmatched. When they sparred, Ophelia was absolutely amazed at how quickly Berri reacted to things she did. 
With [Ride of the Valkyries], Ophelia could change course midair several times, and often once people committed to making an attack, she could punish those that tried to lead her movements with a blow.
But not Berri. After only two or three swings, she realized this and started her swings with just a little less strength. What that accomplished was as Ophelia made corrections, Berri did too: and then it was Ophelia being punished for thinking that she could sneak past the blow without blocking. 
A blow with 30% less of Berri’s maximum strength was still a blow that must be dodged or intelligently blocked, or else you end up with fractured or broken bones. 
She likened Berri’s corrections with quick harrying steps with a weapon mid thrust or slash but with an articulating body and tail instead. If anything, thanks to learning to counter Ophelia, Berri learned how to best a trained opponent more effectively. 
Berri’s ability to feint with that giant club became absolutely ridiculous, with her tail and body being able to move forward, back, or side to side while swinging her mace in different ways. Even when Ophelia thought she had a bead on the weapon, the massive tail would slam into her, knocking her away. 
Facing Berri was like facing two opponents at once, maybe even three. Without Ophelia’s magic, she wasn’t even sure three of her would be enough: the superior attributes, size, and mass allowed Berri to accomplish more than one should be able to. It took both her and Fhesiah pushing to their limits to really put Berri on the defensive.
Still, Ophelia loved the challenge Berri represented. It filled her with excitement as she pushed her limits facing such a powerful enemy, knowing that enemies of Berri’s size or greater were quite common. On top of that, the idea she got to fight alongside such a powerful ally meant she knew they could accomplish amazing feats together. 
She heard Jake’s voice over their bond, [You’re both already awake, crafting? … Did we wake you again? I’m sorry…]
“You didn’t actually wake me, but you can still make it up to me by fighting me with your new Technique. We still haven’t fought with all four states yet.”
She felt the small trickle of fear and reluctance over the bond, and she smiled, knowing that he still weathered the fear of pain to better himself, to be as strong as he needed to be. After all, he got more than his share of bruises each time she won. 
[Of course, my battle angel. I’m still working on the last one, but I’ll do my best to ensure you’re satisfied.]
Ophelia said to Berri, “Jake is awake now. Let’s head to the training room, as he will make it up to me for the interruption. You should ask for something too, you know.”
Berri looked thoughtful but excited as they traveled to the training room together. Jake arrived in his workout clothes, with Fhesiah in tow, looking like she was very satisfied with her evening, now wearing her robes.
Berri looked excited, “Berri would like… A massage! You woke me up in the middle of the night, and you can make it up to me with a massage!”
But instead of Jake’s voice like she expected, she heard another, “Oh dear, did we wake you? I do apologize. Still, it wouldn’t do for Jake to be the only one to pay for my neediness. I’d love to give my sister a massage and make it up to you. Why, I bet your back must really be suffering? You poor thing. Come over here. Let your little big sister take care of you.”
Berri now looked conflicted, her expression changing rapidly in succession, but Ophelia thought her expression was leaning more toward regret.
Still, Berri brightened up with a forced laugh and smile. “Right! Please take care of me! Little big sister, I like that!”
Jake and Ophelia worked through their stretches and normal weight-lifting routine, spotting each other and helping them stay motivated. They weren’t sure how much impact this had but felt that it at least helped with some of their muscle memory. They had added a lot of compound exercises rather than those that target individual muscles to supplement their training with weapons.
The two of them worked through the obstacle course with body plates, and their goal was to purchase more magical means of increasing the difficulty, such as increasing the gravity or a magically enhanced resistance suit. 
She hoped these things weren’t some kind of placebo effect, the items sold on the market having some impact. Between Fhesiah’s alchemical supplements and their core, it was hard to tell whether their gains from all their efforts were accomplishing anything or not when building muscle or strength. 
The obstacle course did help with their balance and agility, and they did squats and other lifts on a balance board to ensure they were getting at least something out of it. 
She had no doubt at all in her mind that their weapons training and sparring helped them become stronger. The muscle memory gained from using her spear or defending against attacks with her shield was unquestionable, along with the skill gained from the Framework.
They finished their workout, and she put on her equipment and helped Jake put on his with glee. As always, she just couldn’t wait to fight. He smiled at her eagerness, and did his best to psyche himself up to give her a decent challenge. 
Jake had been working on his newly purchased [Technique] called [Runebound]. It was a technique that gained power by giving things up. He could have several states for different enhancements, for melee or his spells. 
One of Jake’s states really made him unstoppable, called [Juggernaut]. When he used that, she had a hard time matching him in melee. Only her divine flames could really overpower him, him unable to use spells at all. 
Another was boring to fight as it helped him support others, called [Aegis]. It enhanced his heals, buffs, and shields, allowing him to become the guardian of the party or Battlegroup. 
The other was only a slight improvement, the state called [Unbound]. This was only a little better than [Advanced Melee Specialization], but it still improved his melee capability. 
This last state, called [Wrath], she wasn’t sure how often he would end up using. It didn’t really match his play-style, he said. Still, having it as an option would be quite powerful when they needed the extra power, but he had still been working on it.
Some runes on his armor lit up with a different color than she expected: red. While she knew his weapon normally would, they were using their training weapons, which weren’t enchanted. This must be his [Runebound: Wrath] state. 
However, his shield was. Ophelia noticed it did not light up, not even a little like it normally would when he flooded the runic enchantments with mana. He caught Ophelia’s attention to that detail.
“That’s one of the costs of this state. I can’t use my shield with it, and any defensive runes are not activated.”   
He stowed away his shield. Sometimes, they trained with their spear two-handed for the odd case where they could potentially lose it or where the extra reach of a larger spear might help. 
When facing such massive opponents, if it weren’t for their inertia-dampening option, having a shield wouldn’t even be valuable. 
She felt the limit for their shield’s inertia dampening was currently for creatures Berri’s size or slightly below. Otherwise, it was much smarter to dodge or use a barrier, even with their physical shields. 
Jake could improve the enchantment and change that, as she knew the creatures they faced when they reached Tier 2 could be much more massive.  
Jake charged at her, and she used her [Ride of the Valkyries] to meet him with her shield much earlier than where he likely would have wanted in his thrust. 
Just as she was about to meet his body with a thrust of her own, a runic wave of force slammed into her like a monster’s fist to the gut, blowing her through the air a dozen meters. 
She recovered rapidly, not needing to flap her wings to have magic control over her momentum. She caught herself and flew right back at him. Ophelia felt the telltale signs of more mana being released from her [Advanced Mana Control]. She furiously pushed her own into runes to form her spell: [Runic Barrier].
A large spear of flame blazed toward her, and she was shocked at the power of it. It was covered in the runes used to make it, and she could tell it was being empowered by Jake’s Technique, similar to how [Aegis] would enhance his spells. 
She knew he chose fire to keep things relatively safe because, as powerful as that was, the fire would not harm her nearly as much if she could not stop it. Their affinity through their goddess protected them.
Her runic barrier shattered, and she braced her magically infused wings to her shield as she pushed through toward Jake. The runic spear of fire slammed into her, and she was shocked as she was blown careening backward with the resulting explosion of flame. The spell was even more powerful than she had thought. 
She had planned on her momentum and magical defenses to allow her to bypass it. She could feel Jake was a little worried. He was surprised at the efficacy as well.
Still, she righted herself with her will through her Technique, and this time took a more indirect approach to Jake and dodged rather than simply eat the next runic spear if she could. 
This time, he launched two runic spears of a much smaller size, aiming one where she was headed and one a little to her right. She went to the left, only to find two more of the same, cutting her off. 
Ophelia maneuvered easily between the two, but then she realized this was his goal in the first place, as a third one was released shortly after. Even with her ridiculous maneuverability, she couldn’t avoid this one. 
She grinned as she cast a runic barrier she had empowered, now knowing what to expect from his runic spears of fire.
She sped up as the spear was intercepted, and Jake backpedaled as he released a wave of frost that slammed into her. It slowed her, but she still struck out with her spear, aiming for his shoulder as she filled herself with the flames of Hestia to counteract the cold. 
Jake parried, and Ophelia was surprised to find herself shocked by lightning magic. Her arms holding the spear spasmed, but she managed to hold on and move backward as he returned with an attack of his own.
Ophelia barely managed to block his blow with her spear, for her to be shocked with lightning magic again. Jake had managed to infuse his weapon with the elements as part of this state? 
She was able to infuse her spear with the flames of Hestia. Still, she was interested in being able to do this with any element. She could sort of do the same because her spear was also a staff with a focus like Jake’s by firing a spell while in melee combat, but this appeared to be different.
Jake continued on the offensive, but now that she knew what to expect, she blocked the blow with her wing infused with mana. She then kicked him in the gut before slamming the butt of her spear into his helmeted temple, knocking him off his feet.
She held her spear at his throat, and he just had a wry smile on his face. 
He chuckled. “I had made that state to mostly be supported by you girls, like the more defensive one. The shock effect would be much greater on my Champion’s Spear staff with the right runes. I don’t see myself using this state often, but having a more offensive but less limiting option is good. What do you think?”
Ophelia thought about it. “Was there some reason you didn’t try to lock me down or control me further? The frost spell was the right idea, even if it doesn’t work well against me.”
Jake sighed. “Control spells are just weaker in this state, too. I will have to rely on it being a side effect of offensive frost spells. Once I can have a fifth state, I think that will be my next one: one that improves control spells. This one is called [Wrath], and the idea was to make myself able to cause a lot of damage with magic to one or many enemies at the cost of defense and the ability to cast heals and barriers. It’s not as much of a problem between you and Berri.”
Jake grinned. “Plus, with you, I can cheat. There are many shenanigans I can pull off thanks to your Chosen specialization. Thanks to you, I can be much stronger and not give anything up. We’ll really be able to take down powerful enemies together.”
Ophelia was filled with excitement, imagining the fights and glory that they would gain, destroying outsiders and saving people from ruin. She pulled Jake up and kissed him on the lips, surprising him slightly. He had gotten used to how excitable she was during training. He had started expecting kisses and hugs almost as much as he expected being properly ‘reminded’ of his flaws.
“That’s what you call it in your mind? Reminding? I wish being reminded didn’t resemble being beaten up.”
His words were full of complaints, but his feeling of fondness and love didn’t go away. He knew the value of her lessons, and she was proud to know how strong he’d become working with her.
They practiced some more with his different states, and Ophelia was impressed at how far he’d come with them. They worked on taking off their armor, planning on working on runes next. Ophelia toweled her chosen off, him smiling as he looked on at her fondly.
The two of them sat on a bench, one they had for taking their breaks. Ophelia wrapped her wing and arm around him, holding his strong body close to her. Jake smiled at her, as they enjoyed an energy smoothie and parfait.
Snack complete, Jake then wrapped his arm around her, holding her close. They closed their eyes and enjoyed the silence, the two having a moment along together. They sent their mutual respect, admiration, and affection, and just enjoyed being together. The two kissed, the two–
A loud crash interrupted her thoughts, followed by Berri shouting at Fhesiah, who danced out of the way while taunting her. They were practicing their own Techniques, in which both would use a sort of dance for different purposes.
However, Fhesiah was too slippery for Berri to land a solid blow, causing her to get frustrated. Fhesiah just ate this up, taunting the girl even further. Berri was now fuming, stammering her words. Most likely, missing out on the massage from Jake made her want a small revenge, and that now escalated.
She felt a bit of irritation from Jake, so she sat on his lap and ran her fingers through his scalp. She wrapped her wings around him, blocking out the rest of the world. Jake gave a pleased sigh, and a warm feeling of fondness.
After enjoying her ministrations for a time, he gave her a smile full of love. “Thanks, Ophelia. I’m so glad you’re at my side. I know I can always count on you to be there for me, no matter what. You keep me grounded, and you make me better. Those two are a lot of fun, and they’re wonderful, but you keep me sane, I think. I appreciate you.” 
Jake kissed her on the lips, and despite loud crashes and shouts, this time, they weren’t interrupted. She sent her feelings of admiration and respect she had for her Chosen, as well as her love. Their hearths burned brighter in their chests, as they basked in the feelings of each other.
Their break ended, and they got right to working on their magic. They had a long way to go, but they would continue to work hard to be the best they could be.        




Chapter 9 - Assault Preparations


Jake watched as Ophelia spun through the air in an odd pirouette and blazed towards the frozen Sleipnir, a giant horse-like monster. She dodged the monster’s kick with ease, piercing above its shoulder with her spear infused with the flames of Hestia. 
The giant Boss monster collapsed, and the floor was completed.

[Floor Complete 4/4]
[Kill 100 beasts of the cold and defeat Boss monster.]
[Incursion Complete!]
[Reward: 4,374 T1 Credits, Accessory Loot Box, 325 CP]

Berri cheered from atop a near-mound of monster corpses, and Fhesiah cleaned her claws with her cleaning spell-form with a smile. It had not yet been two weeks, but they had already progressed a long way. He felt like they were close to being ready.
Jake had talked with a few guilds over the last week and was surprised to find out that the [Sons of Rome] was the best positioned to be involved in their [Fortress Assault]. There were other, more powerful guilds in this contested world, but this guild had the most members within their needed level range. The Sons of Rome were now preparing for the Assault. Antonius even had a lead on their potential fifth-party member.
They just had some things to wrap up on their end, and they would meet this person. Jake was a little concerned about the overall war efforts, though. Within the last week, things appeared to be on a downward spiral. 
Many Rifts opened simultaneously, and those sent to close them were often ambushed with few survivors. It became clear that the outsiders were trying a lot harder than usual or something unexpected was happening. While the war effort was at 65% in favor of [The Alliance] and steadily climbing before, it was now under 55% and steadily losing. 
Jake’s party even had to scramble to save the very town they originally helped protect, where they had closed the Rifts nearby. They had once again set out to clear up the Rifts, and even more egregious things occurred while attempting to close those than the young wyverns from before. 
It was only thanks to that frantic scramble and subsequent fights that they were remotely close to their goal. They were likely more than halfway through level 13 for Jake and Ophelia, and Berri was close to level 15, he guessed.
They wanted to level up more, but they knew the longer they took, the worse things would be when they eventually arrived at their desired destination. 
He hoped the many enemies they faced on entry would get them to 14 and 15. Though Fhesiah had surpassed them in level, thanks to her Alchemy and consuming [Foundation Establishment] pills, she was level 15 already.
“Don’t worry, Jake. You will all catch up as these pills lose efficacy, and I may have nearly zero time to absorb the kill energy rewards from these fights. Knowing that we were in a rush, I did everything I could to scrape out every ounce of power in the time we had left. I will not make the same mistake again.”
Jake was amazed at her speed. He learned that her high soul strength from already having reached the Nascent Soul realm before, along with her having created her body and Spiritual Temple with the proper preparations, gave her a distinct advantage. 
It really made it possible for her to skyrocket through the early levels like this, her foundations stronger than any early [Foundation Establishment] cultivator.
Jake smiled at Fhesiah. She learned from her mistakes and set about to make things right. The entire party now had [Techniques] from the framework, including her, and everyone had slightly advanced their Tier 1 skills. 
Jake was excited to try out his new abilities in this Assault. He wasn’t even sure he fully understood Fhesiah and Berri’s unique skills, but could not argue with their effectiveness.
Each technique accentuated their strengths while compensating for each of their weaknesses. Jake was excited to see the girls at their maximum, as the incursions did not require them to bring out even half of their overall strength, even against the few bosses they faced. 
The surprise enemies prepared by Tartarus’ machinations would have required it if not for Jake’s liberal use of his spell, Einherjar.
When his Hearth Runic Magic hit level 2, he could add a rune configuration to his Champion’s Spear-Staff, and his personal capability increased to cast the spell freely. 
He had been able to do 15 Runes at the first level and now at 18 Runes. He could still keep the easy casting of his runic spears in his regular rune setup as well. While a level 22 to 24 creature would be nearly impossible for a level 12 or 13 to face normally, his girls were different. 
Thanks to how powerful Jake’s buffs were, at least against foes that were not at the level of Boss monsters, they could bridge the gap.
“I’m done looting. We’re going to leave for the real fight soon, right?” Ophelia bounced, flapped her wings in place, and was just excited. Jake was able to see a wide smile of anticipation on her face. 
Jake smiled and nodded at her, and he could see Berri cleaning her massive club lovingly from her pile of corpses. She was interested in spell-forms once Jake showed her the cleaning spell, which seemed to generate more interest in her magic.
Fhesiah snorted, “You thought it was because of the cleaning spell? Yeah, sure, it had nothing to do with [Energy Sharing] or you spending time with her. There was even a close call. Did you forget already?”
He didn’t forget the event, but he was optimistic, he supposed, about her having an interest in magic. It was true that after that day, Berri spent a lot more time mastering her own spells, even without Jake helping her. 
It was also true that when they were practicing the spell-forms, she had needed him to send some mana using [Energy Transfer] to guide her, and she had gotten more than a little excited. 
She had nearly wrapped her tail around him once again, her breathing heavy, but Jake managed to distract her by declaring that it was time to make dinner. 
Her other hunger must have won out because it immediately snapped her back to reality. Still, Jake had seen her practicing much without him, hence his optimism. 
Fhesiah cleared up his misunderstanding, speaking into his mind so that the topic of their discussion could not be overheard, [I may have hinted to her that if she practiced hard, she just might get some more time with you using [Energy Transfer], though I made no promises. It’s been quite the carrot to motivate her, has it not?]
Jake was slightly annoyed but responded, “Just when were you going to tell me I was a carrot about to be eaten? I don’t feel she’s ready to join you girls, and skipping to the end might undo some of our work. She did seem extra motivated though, the girl certainly has issues staying on task normally.” 
[She is strong, but she shall not get the jump on me again, or I will fight back in earnest this time. You have nothing to fear from her with me around, and she needs a firm hand if it comes to that. Still, I think she’s made some progress in getting into the right mindset. Hestia’s comment appeared to carry a lot of weight in her mind. She’s making a genuine effort.]
Jake felt like she was close. Berri now approached them with a big smile on her face, satisfied with the punishment she meted out against the outsiders. He couldn’t help but feel their training for the last ten days helped her the most. 
Berri had almost felt like a one-trick pony, relying so heavily on her weapon and monstrous body. Now she had a semi-versatile list of spells. She even had a real single-target healing spell and some interesting debuffs that strengthened her in the process. 
Not only that, but she had taken great interest in learning [Runic Magic] of her own in elvish to be more in tune with the group. She was at least around the capability they had not long after they had fought the gnolls. In under two weeks, this was quite good, considering all the other things Berri had to work on.
The Elvish language was not as much a magical language as Nordic runes, having fewer rules and restrictions in how the spells and effects were created. In a way, you could see it as her writing sentences in English. 
This reduced the overall power substantially, but the elves also had faith and conviction that carried into the language as well, supplying it with slightly more power than what English would be able to accomplish.  
Really, Jake didn’t feel like she was a Priestess or Cleric type at all, and more of a sort of Templar archetype. If it weren’t for her being able to add [Armor of Faith] to other party members or the massive amount of healing that she could accomplish using [Dark Siphon] or her newest healing spell, he wouldn’t agree that she was a true healer at all. 
Most of the time, she only kept [Armor of Faith] on herself and Jake; the mana cost was too high for her to keep active on all party members at all times.
When [Dark Holy Priestess Magic] reached level 5, and she had enough practice in it, it became [Advanced Dark Holy Priestess Magic]. However, she still had Dark Magic with no level, and Jake wondered why this was. 
She still requested some Dark Magic spell books, and Jake purchased them. They bought the spell books from the [Alliance Shop], and she learned several options that really felt like they didn’t fit for a Priestess. Jake was somewhat confused by her ability to learn them without issue, the level missing.
Still, [Mace of Hestia] was clearly Holy Magic, and her new healing spell was also of the Holy variety. At the same time, while not quite evil in Jake’s opinion, many of her other spells were all too similar to some of the spells that the Champion of Apophis himself was using. 
Jake wondered what the difference was and, if her abilities were Dark themed, just where did the Dark magic of hers come from? 
When Jake watched her cast Dark spells with his Arcane Eye, the dark mana was simply released from her core. This wasn’t that odd in and of itself because Ophelia’s mana and other resources would be converted to the sacrificial flames of Hestia in the same way, and even [Ride of the Valkyries] generated holy mana, after all. 
But as far as he could tell, Berri’s magic was always Holy by default. Surely, converting that to Dark was a waste? Was this more of Hestia just using the right tool for the job? One thing was for sure, her spells were effective.
Jake asked Fhesiah if she saw anything with her divine sense. She could see down to Jake’s soul, so surely she could see what was going on with her?
[Not quite, Jake. Your bond with her isn’t so good, and her Hearth core obscures things from me. I can say that something definitely changes when she casts dark magic or when that other personality takes over, but everything is hidden from even me. It’s strange, but I guess it’s something more than the multiple personality disorder you had assumed. I think she has another passenger in that massive body of hers. It’s why I relented so easily when she said she was sorry: she genuinely was.]
Jake confronted Berri on this matter, and she got spooked and continued with her previous story of her being in a mating frenzy and acting like a Dark Lamia. Jake had decided to drop it for now but figured this could be the key to helping her move forward. 
Her new Dark Holy Priestess spell, [Divine Intervention], was close to an instant heal but could be used slower to be more efficient. It cost a large percentage of her Holy Mana stores, but it could save someone on the verge of death. 
They also purchased the Dark Magic spell [Absorb Strength] for her, which drained the strength from enemies around her, empowering her. It stacked with her [Weakness] spell she had used previously, causing targets to become even weaker.
Together, she could make targets unable to harm her through her thick armor and [Armor of Faith].  
Their bond had reached level 3, meaning he felt deep into her emotions, and she, in turn, could feel his quite well. Jake looked over at Berri fondly. 
When he wasn’t concerned about her monstrous nature, enjoying her upbeat attitude and beauty was easy. There was a certain serenity in her demeanor that relaxed him when she was entertained, which attracted all the birds as well, he supposed. 
Her supernatural grace and demeanor were the complete opposite of her words and excitement, and he found it more than a little interesting. 
Berri smiled back at him, and he got the feeling that if she was not completely covered in bladed armor at the moment, his face would be a foot deep between her massive breasts in a hug.
The group headed through the portal, leaving the incursion, and finished cleaning themselves up in their Refuge. Jake took out the accessory loot box they had just been awarded and handed it to Berri. 
He felt her surprise, but he could not see it on her face due to her mask. 
“For me? Really?” 
Jake nodded. “Take off your mask first, though.” 
Jake wanted to see her reaction, as she hadn’t seen a loot box yet. 
Jake had been quite disappointed at their jewelry options. He had wanted to get some for his party, but these equipment options appeared highly desired and rare enough that they could not yet afford them. 
Crafting them was also a challenge at this tier, as it required powerful magical metals and special skills to hold a meaningful enchantment on such a small item. 
Because of that, the peak of their tier people with what were essentially Tier 2 credits worth of wealth, or millions of Tier 1 credits, hoarded and drove the prices up on effective jewelry.
Jake had wanted to buy some unenchanted rings and necklaces and just enchant something on them himself. Still, even that was not an affordable option for them. Even loot boxes like this one were outside their normal price range. The utility for the credits spent was just not worth it. 
However, Jake was perfectly happy to take one if presented with it as a bonus rather than purchased with their limited funds.
Berri triggered the opening of the box, and the memorable drumming beat and chanting began. Her face was filled with wonder as she looked on at the light show until it eventually landed on what appeared to be a pair of earrings. 
They were a reddish-gold color that somewhat matched her eyes and was in the shape of hoops. Looking closely, the circles had golden snakes swirling around the reddish-gold ring.

[Rare Item Obtained!]
[Snake-hoop earrings of Dark Magic]
[Effect: Effectiveness of Dark Magic spells increased by 15%]

Berri looked over at them, almost confused. Jake realized what she was pondering. 
“You’ll need your ears pierced to wear them, as it looks like your ears aren’t.” He looked over to Fhesiah, and she reassured him that this wouldn’t be a problem for her to handle over the bond, but Berri looked like she was about to cry.
“I… you’ll let me wear these? But…these are more beautiful than what some Matriarchs would wear… I was never allowed to wear any jewelry, but most of them wore many piercings.” 
She smiled a small smile looking at them, overtaken with her emotions. “The little snakes are so cute.”
Jake wanted to hug Berri but was again stopped by her equipment. He sent reassurance over the bond along with the best mental hug he could send. 
“Of course, we will. You’re a part of our family, after all, and that equipment is perfect for you. Even if it provided no benefit, we’d be happy for you to have it.” The girls nodded along reassuringly, and Berri broke down into tears. 
“Thank you so much. Other than my armor, I have never received something so precious.”
Fhesiah said, “Of course, Berri. Let’s get those in your ears, then we can head out and earn some more treasure together.”
Ophelia nodded at this with a smile as Fhesiah used some thick needles she produced from her storage bracelet, apparently used in alchemy to prepare certain materials. Jake was surprised, but thanks to [Advanced Cure Wounds], he could somewhat guide the healing process now, allowing him to heal the wound in the way he desired.
Thanks to the skill, he could target more lethal damage instead of blindly healing his target. He was concerned that he would simply heal the hoops permanently into Berri’s ears or heal the ears to where they would need to be re-pierced, but this was no problem for the new skill.
Jake made a few more purchases in the [Multiverse Market] using the Tier 1 Credits they just earned. He had been purchasing various materials for raising his [Enchanting] and reselling them. In addition, as they got closer to the deadline, he bought various preparations similar to their Trial. 
He had new tools and consumables, and each of the girls had some tools of their own to fill in their weaknesses in their [Storage Bracelets], even Berri, as she had now raised her [Mana Control] to the Advanced stage. 
They headed through the portal and then moved their way through the original city they had arrived at in this world. The group arrived at the [Sons of Rome] guild headquarters, where there were dorms, training grounds, and other facilities to help with the conquest of the world and future recruitment endeavors.
Jake had learned that his Refuge was rare among newer Tier 1 adventurers. In the Fringe, all recruits would receive one and only be able to pick their destination once they completed their Trial. In contrast, those recruited on [Bastions] or [Contested Worlds] would only receive one once they spent contribution points on one. 
Those without the almost magical spaceship of the Refuge could pay for a teleportation gate to take them to worlds bordering their current one. 
Traveling would take the same amount of time or longer, and their soul would reside in the void during this time, completely unaware of time’s passage. A Refuge that could travel anywhere was somewhat expensive for most. However, upon reaching Tier 2, nearly 100% of all adventures would have one, and the price would be trivial.
They waited in the guild lobby of the [Sons of Rome] within the Alliance HQ for Antonius to pick them up. Jake had learned that part of Antonius’ pull to leadership was partly due to his family having a lot more influence in the guild. 
When Jake reached out regarding his Champion status and the current situation, he was shocked and nearly fell over himself to accommodate Jake and his party. 
Despite what Hestia had said about it being an advantage to pick up Jake very early as a Champion, it was still extremely rare. Most Champions prove themselves long before being offered to become one, and being picked up at Tier 0, or even Tier 1, was nearly unheard of. 
At the very least, they would often have achieved a noble rank from becoming a savior of a world to even being considered. At that point, it was more common, as many of the lower Tier gods would target these worlds and unattached prospective champions, being a valuable source of devotees for their worship and important for the overall conflict within the sector.
Antonius entered the lobby with a serious look on his face, but shifted to a slight smile when he spotted Jake’s group. “Welcome, Champion Of Hestia, Runemaster Jake. Please, walk with me back to our strategy room, so we can discuss our plans.”
They began to move through the halls together, and Jake asked Antonius as they walked, “Is the potential party member we discussed here? We came somewhat unannounced, having just wrapped up an incursion.”
Antonius smirked at him as he walked. “Yeah, your fan is here. She’s waiting in the strategy room.”
Jake needed some clarification. “Fan?”
He chuckled. “That’s right. Shortly after your help with the Rifts, this woman had a lot of questions about you and your group, asking nearly everyone involved about you. When it was announced that you needed another party member, she went on a campaign of dueling all other candidates to be on the top of the list. We made it clear you had the final say, but she’s proven that among level 15’s, she’s well above her peers.”
Jake thought the first detail was a little strange, but perhaps they had really set themselves apart from others with their display, starting various rumors. Jake could see someone like Ophelia expending just as much effort to join Jake’s group once they learned they had an opportunity to join a Champion’s adventuring party. 
Still, they would have to be willing to join as one of Jake’s summons for anything permanent. He would only be interested in someone who would fit in well with their family, not just their adventuring party, thanks to the Summoner’s Bond. 
Jake already had a fourth summon slot after becoming a Battlemaster, but Tier 1 tokens were beyond rare. Jake wasn’t quite sure he wanted to use another, even with an Advanced summoning token he had previously gotten. At the very least, he knew he wouldn't wait for one to show up.
He thought he would rather find their respective party member, and his girls agreed. Of course, Fhesiah was quite excited about the idea of properly shopping around and not just accepting whatever girl a god or goddess shoved in their way.
Of course, Jake had no problem with that either. He would probably take it if he was awarded an Advanced Summoning Token again before they met someone they thought was the right person. He was sure that Hestia had their backs in the end.
They entered the strategy room, and Jake guessed the woman next to a planning table was their prospective party member. She was a beautiful elf dressed in dark leather, with blades and knives tucked in holsters all over her body. Her hair was black and long in a ponytail that reached the small of her back.
Her body was voluptuous, and she had what Jake thought was a shy smile as they approached. He would certainly think she was quite attractive if his familiar wasn’t currently growling at her from the void.




Chapter 10 - Alisara the Shadow Rogue


Of course, his familiar growling was not something just anyone could hear, and Jake did not even miss his step as they entered the room. He had decided on the name Ira, which meant watcher or protector and was otherwise gender-neutral, which the young voidwyrm had accepted.  
Ira took its job very seriously, and Jake had never seen this sort of reaction of Ira from anyone that they met. He immediately expanded his own senses to look at this prospective party member with [Arcane Eye]. While he was impressed with the magical aura in her body, there was clearly something not quite right about this woman.
In the magical center near her heart, where the metaphysical doorway to the soul was, there was a sort of void or just something missing. 
Someone like Antonius would have a small blur or haze of magical energy in this center despite his lack of magic ability. 
Someone with an impressive magical aura like this woman should have a much more solid core or otherwise distinct bubble of magical energy. The haze was sort of there, but it was like it was obscured even from Jake’s [Arcane Eye].  
Antonius reached the elven girl and spun around, then with a hand motioning to her, said, “This is Alisara. She’s a shadow rogue, a rare advanced class, and I think she will be an excellent addition to your party.”
Alisara’s smile became wider as her eyes met Jake’s. “It’s so nice to meet you, Champion Jake, and party. I’ve heard so much about you already. I hope we can work well together.”
He said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alisara, and likewise, I hope we’re a good fit. Antonius, has anything changed since we were last here?”
Antonius’ face became serious as he looked at the conquest map next to him. 
“Things have gotten even worse, and we are losing nearly 1% per day in conquest progress, even more than that on some days. This type of downturn is unprecedented for this size of an established world. We have even lost some of the members that would ultimately have been a part of your Battlegroup for this assault.”
He turned to Jake. “As you may or may not be aware, when someone dies in a Tier 1 contested world, their minimum resurrection timer is one week. Other factors, including the conquest progress and where they died in relation to territory ownership, alter the timer. You would likely need to wait a few days for [Sons of Rome] to provide the full forty members now.”
Antonius sighed. “We are hoping that defeating this fortress assault will bring things back to a more positive upturn than before, but we have already begun seeking help from our parent organizations. I think it’s important that we move forward as soon as possible, filling the final members from other guilds and working with them to close the Rifts near the area for our assault.”
This shocked Jake that things had become so dire, but he shared his thoughts with his party, aside from Berri, as she could not receive his thoughts just yet. 
They had heard that it was almost like Battlegroups were being ambushed repeatedly, almost as if there was sabotage going on. Jake thought they might have treachery of sorts in the works, and the primary culprit might be right in front of them.
But was there more? What could they do about this threat? One thing Jake was sure of was this being in front of them was, in fact, a member of the Framework. 
They had met the uninitiated people on this and the other world they visited, and using his [Arcane Eye], he could discern with ease whether someone was a part of the Framework or not; the influence and latticework of the Framework over their auras and body easy for Jake to discern. 
The Framework would protect against any attack against this person. Just how was this possible? Jake felt the same mental compulsion that he had when trying to communicate with people of Earth. His own body refused any movement intending to attack Alisara. 
While Jake and his party could duel or spar, part of this capability was because they were in his Refuge, where the rules were different. The other part was that the intent mattered. Just like when he had been able to type on the computer or write something, but could not if he attempted to communicate with others. 
He could not do that if he intended to attack or even capture Alisara. In large fights, that same compulsion would guide area-of-effect attacks that might hit allies to somewhat avoid collateral damage.
They needed to learn more, Jake decided. He would send Ophelia to their shrine in the Refuge to consult with Hestia about dealing with this type of threat. At the same time, they would entertain or otherwise distract Alisara and make their other preparations.
Jake said, “Do you think we should use my [Call to Arms], Antonius? We may get a much better turn-out if we set things up that way.”
“I… You have a noble rank already? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I think that would be effective and even increase people’s contribution.”
Jake triggered the option within his [Menu] to review the possibilities. He could schedule an event with a targeted area or zoning, where he could direct other adventurers. The Framework itself would then give quests for clearing the Rifts. 
“It looks like I can schedule something, and I am of the same mindset that we need to do something sooner rather than later. I will send Ophelia to the local shrines to recruit some healers. Even if they might be too low-level to take part in the overall assault or even not members of the Framework, they should be useful for such a massive undertaking. Would tomorrow at dawn be enough time for everyone to organize?”
“That was going to be the time I was going to recommend. That gives us only 18 hours, but that should be sufficient; thanks to the teleportation gates and guidance of the Framework, it does not take too long to rally on this established world. You should take Alisara with you as you prepare and see if you can find the time to get used to each other’s capabilities. I will get the word out, but you can trigger your [Call to Arms].”
Jake nodded and did so.

[Call to Arms by: Hestia’s Champion Jake Hart, Knight]
[Rally Point: City of Roseburg]
[Levels: 13-25. See Sons of Rome Guild for direction.]

Ophelia headed out, where she would accomplish her cover task and her task of meeting with Hestia. 
Meanwhile, Jake and the rest went to the [Sons of Rome] training grounds. Here, they had a place for Framework-sanctioned duels and training golems that would allow them to simulate difficult fights for their level. Antonius departed to a different section of the [Alliance HQ] to meet with other guild leaders.
“Are you interested in dueling one of us, Alisara? We can also get a firm idea of your capabilities if we take on one of the training golems as a group as well, I suppose. The choice is yours.”
“Can I? I have wanted to have a round with you, Jake, ever since I heard about you.”
Fhesiah’s voice was teasing, “A round, is it? Antonius did say you were a fan of Jake’s, but that’s a little forward, isn’t it? Oh, are we talking about fighting on the training grounds and not something else? Either way, our Jake here will not disappoint, will you, Jake?” 
Jake could tell Fhesiah was fishing for how this strange interloper would react, while also trying to have fun simultaneously.
The elven girl blushed and stammered, but Jake just shook his head and ignored Fhesiah. While the reaction was interesting, he didn’t see it as helpful.  
“Sorry about her. Please ignore that. Let’s head over and get started.”
Jake could tell Berri thought something was odd about the whole interaction, but he picked up something else from her before she looked at Jake in question. 
“I’ll play with the training golem if that’s okay?”
Jake nodded, but he was a little confused by what Berri felt before her emotions were cut off.
Jake walked with Alisara over to an area meant for dueling. He was familiar with the shadow rogue class from the game, [The Labyrinth]. Jake guessed that things should be similar, but would keep his eyes open for anything that might be different. 
Shadow rogues were very much an assassin type, but their use of shadows for teleportation and clones of shadow allowed them to behave more like a duelist. 
Jake felt Ira’s uneasiness over the bond from being around this person, but he sent reassurance over the bond in reply. Its warning had not gone unheeded. Fhesiah was laser-focused on monitoring this person with her [Divine Sense] ever since they had met. 
She could light this person aflame or protect Jake with it, with little more than a thought if Alisara did something unexpected. They had to believe that if that person acted against them, they could react and defend themselves then.
A countdown timer began after triggering the Framework-sanctioned duel from the adjacent station. If someone was otherwise killed, the Framework would protect their life, allowing them to, at a minimum, receive medical attention before they otherwise expired. 
Thankfully, the duel’s function being run by the Framework would disable Ophelia’s Chosen protection, otherwise she could potentially get quite the beating wherever she was in town.
As maiming was not possible in the duel, such as causing the loss of an arm or leg, the goal was to bring someone down to 10% of their overall effectiveness. However, if a powerful enough attack was dealt to a limb, they would lose access to it until the duel was over. The Framework was the judge of the battle, so there should be no chance for anything untoward to happen.
The sun was high in the sky, but the training grounds had various canopies, arches, rafters, and pillars scattered throughout within a few dozen meters of their chosen central location. Alisara would have many shadows to work with for her teleportation. That was if Jake left things as they were.
The duel started with Alisara disappearing from view, entering her own shadow. Jake slammed his staff into the ground and released four simple prepared spells: [Runic Magic: Orb of Light]. He left them floating just slightly off the ground in four directions in relation to himself. 
Combined with the sun high in the sky, there were no shadows near Jake for her to take advantage of. The shadows near him were indistinct.
When Jake reached the second level of his [Hearth Runic Magic], Jake had learned that there was an advanced method of casting Runic spells. The best way to describe what he could accomplish now was that he could store runic spells in a sort of bubble within his Hearth. 
This preparation would expend but save the mana spent, allowing him to regenerate it and have more total spells to cast. Most importantly: it allowed Jake to instantly release the prepared spell with little more than a thought. 
He could prepare the same number of runes as was his current maximum of 18 rune words for a single spell, or he could split them into several. In this case, he had prepared 4 simple spells to be cast simultaneously.
This prepared casting had a disadvantage: he could not use the bubbles with his staff functions. Still, preparing control spells or a shield could save a life, and he often didn’t have functions in his staff reserved for such spells anyway, those often being completely different runic phrases from one another.
Alisara approached Jake from a nearby pillar using some kind of general magical invisibility instead of shadow stealth, similar to what Jake saw from the dark elves they had previously faced. 
He could see her with [Arcane Eye], but he pretended to look around their training arena warily, his shield and spear at the ready. Her approach was somewhat rapid, so Jake decided to throw out some spells and see what she would do. 
He sent a wave of force in a frontal arc in the opposite direction from where she was approaching; this would appear to be a guess on his part. He then spun around and aimed where he imagined she could not dodge or otherwise move out of the radius in time. 
The wave of force was shot out toward her, but she moved far more rapidly than he thought she could, causing him to miss again.
She was now only a dozen meters away and would arrive instantly, so Jake sent another spell: [Runic Magic: Nova of Frost]. Instead of forming a layer of ice like the field of frost spell, this one sent cold energy in a circular wave originating from himself. 
This spell would not do much damage, but Jake imagined it would be like receiving a punch to the gut worth of frost damage all over the body.
A circular nova of cold energy shot out of Jake when he completed the spell, and Alisara was revealed as she was slammed with the nova of frost. While Jake could follow up with various spells to otherwise lock her down and defeat her, that would not help them understand her overall capabilities. 
She blurred toward him despite being slowed by the magical frost, and he activated his new technique, [Runebound]. This caused all the runes etched onto his equipment to light up with a blazing intensity, and he met her opening attack with his shield.
This was the first part of Runebound, the Unbound state. It would increase the effectiveness of Jake’s runes on his equipment and allow him to better utilize his mana and stamina to improve his physical parameters. 
This was similar to what [Advanced Melee Specialization] would otherwise allow him to do but gave Jake greater control over what he wanted to accomplish. He could better increase his strength, speed, or durability almost directly.
Jake had three bound states, which would significantly alter his capabilities as a melee combatant or caster. But for this fight, he would access none of those. The Unbound state, when combined with his equipment’s enchantments, allowed him to increase all physical parameters by at least fifteen percent. 
Then, up to fifty percent to single ones as he shifted the effects of his magic to maximize strength or speed, for example. On top of that, the training effect the Framework provided for the technique helped him fight using his changed parameters and use of magic and stamina when using his spear and shield.
His spear blurred as he returned the elf’s assault, but her body twisted and blurred indistinctly as his spear approached, and she diverted his attacks just slightly away from her body using her own blades. Jake guessed this was some sort of shadow dodge ability or technique, but his lights somewhat weakened it. 
However, Jake was already quite used to facing speedy or otherwise shifty opponents, so he used a feint that required her to lean backward to dodge and managed to slam his shield right into her body.
Her body flung through the air as she grunted, her ribs likely at least bruised by the power of his attack, and he followed up by chasing after her while sending some smaller runic spears of ice her way. 
One struck her leg as she rolled to dodge, but just as he was about to pursue her, a knife flew at him from behind, from the shadows of a nearby pillar. He swiveled to block and only just managed. 
She flung more knives from her position, and Jake began casting runic barriers, queuing them up into his prepared spell bubbles as he approached her again. Jake couldn’t help but feel happy that his multitasking ability had reached such high levels, allowing him to accomplish this during melee combat. 
She was faster than him, but between having to fling her knives to slow his advance and dodge his runic spears of ice, he was once again harrying her with his physical spear. When she threw her knives, they would enter the shadows in the distance to come out from another location at an unexpected angle. 
Alisara didn’t create any shadow clones due to his spreading of the magical light around him, he guessed. Jake had shifted the orbs of light with him as they moved, not allowing her to take full advantage of her shadows. 
He shifted his attacks, and despite knives coming at different angles from behind or to the side of him, he just released or shifted a small runic barrier and blocked them with ease.
Jake started scoring some cuts along her body, getting used to her movements with each attack. He increased his speed further, allowing him to bypass her defenses, his runes lighting up further on his body. 
As he went for what would otherwise be a killing blow with his spear, Jake saw that she gathered a large amount of mana for an attack, so he used the terrain like she seemed to like to: by sending a powerful wave of force out of his spear instead, with her only a few meters away from a pillar. 
Before she could finish whatever spell she was casting, her body was flung and slammed into the pillar. All breath was forced out of her lungs as she fell to the ground, and Jake guessed several of her bones were fractured or otherwise broken. The Framework still did not call the duel, so Jake still charged toward her. Just before he could strike out with his spear once more, he was awarded the victory.
When Jake finally reached [Advanced] in [Purifying Flames], it added a new effect. He could channel the effect into his heals, no matter how he cast them.
He immediately cast his [Advanced Cure Wounds] while pushing his [Purifying Flames] additional effect to its maximum. Jake targeted near the anomaly he spotted near her magical center and a few casts of his [Runic Healing] from where he was standing a few feet away. 
He hoped that his purifying flames might reduce whatever effect it was that Alisara possibly had on her. As he cast each spell, it felt like his flames couldn’t latch on to whatever was there and had no effect at all, as far as he could tell. He updated Ophelia on this over their bond, Fhesiah having been watching too.
Alisara was facing away from him, crouched and recovering, as he approached from the side. He said, “That was a good fight. I was surprised at all the things you could do.”
If Jake hadn’t been watching her from the other side with [Arcane Eye], he’d have missed it. Her face took on a mask of utter hatred briefly before switching to a tired smile. Catching Fhesiah’s thoughts, it appeared she saw the slip, too.  
“Thanks, Champion Jake, but I felt like a fly on your web the entire time. You didn’t even fight at your best, did you?”
Jake smiled. “Sure, but you weren’t able to bring out yours either, could you? Arenas are no place for a rogue, and fighting this way with the sun high in the sky leaves us both some room for doubt. If you brought your best and I brought mine, who would win? We won’t know. Still, I saw your strength. Odds are, I can help bring out more of it in battle, which is my role.”
The elf smirked and was just about to reply, but she was interrupted by the sound of a large crash. 
Jake immediately looked towards Fhesiah, giving a look of blame, but she just arched her brow in reply. It appeared she wasn’t to blame this time. 
Alisara stood, and the three of them went to see what was happening, and found Berri standing over a destroyed golem in a nearby training field. She was standing there nonchalantly inspecting her giant club for damage, while a crowd had gathered in the wake of the commotion.
It was Alisara that spoke, “She…really destroyed the Tier 1 training golem by herself? She’s not even level fifteen yet. Most of those at the peak of their Tier cannot even accomplish that.”
Jake watched as the golem sort of reconstituted itself by its pieces merging together like some sort of metallic blob, perhaps a much more advanced training golem than what he had at his Refuge. 
Jake shrugged. He wasn’t there to watch, but had gotten the feeling that she was practicing her new technique over their bond. 
He had seen it during training previously, and if he had to describe it, it was a cobra-like dance that led to viper-like fast and powerful sudden strikes. Despite her large body, the swaying and twisting of Berri’s armor also made her tough to land a significant blow against. 
There was a lot more to her Technique, but Berri was not helpful at all in explaining the things that it could do, her having the information downloaded into her brain by the Framework. 
She had just said, “I just shoooom, and then I zoooom, and then pachow! I smash ‘em with my club!” Her sound effects and gestures that went along with them were cute, but very useless for the mechanical or tactical discussion Jake was hoping for.
Luckily, it was Jake that purchased her Tier 1 spell-book, and her Dark Holy Priestess spells had viable descriptions, so he at least knew and understood those spells.
Still, Jake knew that this skill would make it difficult for her attacks to be dodged with speed alone, and it also blended magical effects into the dance that matched her dark magic quite well. Combining the attack with [Mace of Hestia] made an absolutely deadly combination that left craters in the ground from the amount of force.
Jake had thought he could just buff Berri with [Einherjar], and it would simply be game over for any enemy they could potentially run into if they got hit with her large club, but it turned out that there was no such thing as a free lunch. 
Now that they were Tier 1, the spell had a much smaller effect than it had before. Jake had learned that rather than adding a certain amount of attributes, it was more like it added a set amount of power. 
For example, someone that could lift 1000 lbs before the buff spell might be able to lift 2000 lbs. But someone that could lift 10,000 lbs would get the same benefit, being able to lift only 11,000 lbs rather than something percentage based or similar. 
It didn’t precisely work like that, but it was easy to understand that the effect on them with their lower stats at Tier 0 was significant. 
It would be much less now that they had more attributes, and the effect on the snake woman with monstrous strength was much less. Jake would have to funnel even more mana into the spell and implement additional runes to have a serious increase in her strength.
Jake looked at Berri with worry. While she had an almost serene expression on her face, her emotions were all over the place. Jake felt a little bad, as she had not been privy to the mental conversations he and the other girls had been having because of her lower bond level. 
Perhaps…was she jealous or otherwise worried about this elf girl? Jake looked for the words to say to her, but with their present company, it was a real challenge to reassure her.
It was Alisara who ended up speaking first. “Well, that fight definitely took a lot out of me. What’s the verdict? Will I be joining you in the [Fortress Assault]? I assure you that for this level range, you won’t find better than me in the time frame that we have available. Before we head out, I need to rest and complete my own preparations. I can meet you a few hours before dawn at Roseburg?”
Jake still had not received confirmation from Ophelia, and he didn’t like the idea of giving this enemy room to act. At the same time, he also didn’t want her involved in his remaining business and certainly wouldn’t allow her to join his party in his Refuge, so things worked out that way. Fhesiah agreed mentally with his thoughts, so he decided to accept.
“Welcome to the party for now, Alisara. Yes, we will meet in Roseburg early tomorrow at the branch HQ. Rest well.”
She gave an almost flirty smile and waved goodbye as she sauntered away in the other direction. Jake wished he could warn Antonius and others, but that could give away that they were on to her and cause her to flee. There could also be other enemy agents they were not aware of and could make things worse rather than making them better.
That just left Jake and Fhesiah standing in front of a fully armored Dark Lamia, minus the mask, watching the elf walk away with rapt attention. “Everything okay, Berri? You seem…worried.”
Berri’s emotions became even more tumultuous, but were then cut off. “Berri just… doesn’t like the new girl. We still haven’t mated, and now another woman has joined our party.” She looked at him with upturned eyes, a challenge when she was taller than he. 
“Do you really not want Berri?”
Jake searched for the words to reassure her. He now felt terrible that they didn’t have a way to keep her in the loop with their interloper up to now, and that she had been denied what she wanted for as long as she had been. 
In the end, she was only partially a monster, and she got along well enough with their family. Wasn’t it fine? Still, Jake was not ready to give up on her. He wanted her to grow into a complete person, one that could blend in with society, and for her to be able to have a world beyond just their family and the dungeon. 
Whether she did anything with that or not, Jake thought she would have a much more fulfilling life if she could truly experience all that life had to offer if she wanted. For her heart to be able to encompass all things, and not just herself and her own species. 
Jake felt like she had already done some mental gymnastics whenever they would discuss empathy, to even include Jake in her circle of care at all.
After all, her species would see humans as nothing more than for breeding and never an emotional connection. Jake was a Champion and Knight, and those were probably the only things keeping her from seeing him the same way, and this didn’t make him feel great about it.
Also, she currently only valued two things in her life: power and motherhood. She was only interested in her children being powerful and strong, which were nearly synonymous in Dark Lamia society. 
That had started to curve: she was interested in people, especially her family, playing baseball with her. Of course, Jake saw how happy she was to have fun with the things they did, but once again, she was only willing to do those things because she hoped she would get the two things she valued.
It wasn’t that Jake wanted to change who she was. He believed she had been forced through her upbringing to become a sociopath or possibly suffer and die at the hands of another Dark Lamia. That life was gone now, so Jake hoped that she could enjoy life more by becoming a more complete person. 
He believed that one way or another, he would do his best to make her happy. As long as she was willing to try to meet him half way, Jake would be too. He did his best to send confidence and his feelings for her over the bond. 
“You don’t have to worry about her, Berri. I do want to mate with you when we’re both ready. I promise that you won’t have to wait much longer, and you won’t be replaced. A Goddess could show up wanting to join our family, and I would have her wait for you, if I have anything to say about it. Berri is next, I promise. Does that make you feel better?”
Jake had done his best to convey his certainty, resolve, and feelings for her over the bond, and he thought it had the desired effect. Berri looked like she was about to cry, but they would be happy tears. 
She nodded, and once again, Jake knew he would be enveloped in breasts if not for her armor getting in the way at the moment.
It was at that moment that Ophelia contacted them over the bond.
[I have news, and almost none of it is good.]
The party headed back towards their Refuge, and Jake could feel her worry over the bond. Just what was it that the goddess had to say about Alisara?




Chapter 11 - Preparations and Snake-girl Kisses


While Jake was ruminating about the issue, they finally arrived at their refuge, where Ophelia was waiting. They got out of their armor, then filled in Berri to the situation standing inside their armory area. Berri was shocked. 
“I… There was a bad guy right in front of me? One that couldn’t be smashed with my club?” She looked at her giant club on the wall, the width of it near the top about the same width as Jake’s torso, made of solid metal. 
“Maybe if I get a bigger one? But… You couldn’t let me know in front of her? Because of… My bond?”
Jake shook his head. “I’m sorry we weren’t able to let you know in front of the enemy. We just aren’t there yet with our bond to be able to speak.”
Berri looked at Jake with longing, and he could feel over their bond that she wanted it to improve desperately. “I… Just tell me what to do… Please…”
Jake looked into her pleading, serpentine eyes as he was nearly bowled over with her emotions. Her emotions were all over the place and conflicting, filled with hurt and desperation, and for a moment, he thought he even felt anger. 
She desired to make this connection with Jake, and her feelings were so strong he started to match.
Ophelia wrapped her arm around Berri’s Hip, and Fhesiah matched her on the other side, hugging her. 
Ophelia said, “It doesn’t really work like that, Berri. We can tell you want it, and that’s important. But your feelings and desires need to synch with Jake, and that can only be something built over time.”
Jake went to hug Berri as well, being enveloped in her chest. “It’ll happen when it happens, Berri. I do want you to be happy, I promise. Unfortunately, we have other things we need to talk about.”
The four of them separated after a time, and Fhesiah and Jake looked over to Ophelia, Berri looking on with concern.
Ophelia said, “I’ll start with the first task. I was able to reach various shrines and get them to rally together and form a unit for medical attention like you wanted. I think you’ll be happy with the turnout.”
Jake said, “That’s great. I don’t know that we’ll end up using them, but I’d rather have them and not need them, then need them and not have them.” 
Ophelia nodded. “That’s right. Regarding our interloper, Hestia was able to corroborate our assumption that Alisara is likely acting for the enemy. Such a thing is extremely rare at our Tier in the way that it must have been achieved in this case. She could not give specifics about how Alisara was affected, but it appears that she, her body at least, must be being controlled in some way by an enemy Champion. That’s the only type of being that would be powerful enough to accomplish this at our Tier, in this way.”
Jake asked, “It’s not some form of treachery? I suppose that kind of thing is not really something we’d be able to detect, though Ira’s animal-like instincts are a bit different from that.” 
She shook her head. “This cannot be an initiated person that is instead working for the enemy. The same compulsions that keep you from attacking her or communicating with Fringe World people would keep her from betraying it knowingly. Most likely, the enemy has somehow placed their influence inside her.”
Fhesiah scrunched up her face in disgust. “Like some kind of parasite inside her? Yuck!”
Berri looked back to her club, her own face twisted as well. “I definitely want a bigger club now!”
Jake wanted to change the topic. “So, Alisara’s body is like a human shield?”
Ophelia nodded. “Until she takes action against us, it appears she, or perhaps he, is protected by the Framework itself, as whatever is controlling her is doing it from inside the body itself. Alisara is alive in some way and not the Champion herself, or you’d be able to attack her. The good news is you don’t need to worry about her as a hostage. When this happens, you can destroy her as needed. The Framework will be able to resurrect her in the future.”
Fhesiah said, “You seemed sure that this is a Champion, though. This isn’t just a regular remote controlled parasite, or puppet?”
Ophelia said, “I thought this too, but Hestia disagreed. Because you could not purge the effect with Purifying Flames, and you could not detect a second enemy nearby with Fhesiah or Ira, that only leaves one more possibility. Only a Champion themselves could plant that special type of influence inside Alisara’s body at this Tier. Then on top of that, normally, when a Champion is near, the Framework itself would detect them and grant a quest. This is why this influence is very rare: it can accomplish this without being detected.”
Berri said, “I don’t like this enemy. An enemy that can’t be smashed shouldn’t exist!”
Ophelia chuckled. “Well, I’m sure you’ll smash her eventually, Berri.”
Jake somewhat understood how rare this foe’s capability was. Even a mind specialist or something of this nature would need to be in range to control the target at this Tier, and he would have been able to purge the effect with his [Purifying Flames]. Jake didn’t think it was any kind of artifact, or he would have spotted it with his [Arcane Eye]. She certainly had a storage bracelet, but that was it. 
He had done a fair amount of research for his familiar choices and was somewhat aware of some options for abilities at their Tier, even among rare individuals. It would have to be something with extremely rare capabilities to accomplish this, enhanced by a god or goddess.
Thinking further, Alisara was likely a woman they had not even met aside from her body, and the enemy champion used her as a puppet to accomplish their goals. 
Ophelia said, “Hestia said we have a few choices on how to deal with this, but none of them are great. It is clear the enemy champion desires Alisara to be in our party, likely to spring their trap once they are in the Fortress Assault. Hestia doubts they would be able to spring this trap fully remotely within the Assault, and so they must be present in some way. When we reach the final battle of the Fortress Assault, it is like a cage match that doesn’t allow exit until there is a victor, where there is no escape from them. Aware of their trap, we should be able to destroy them once and for all, preventing them from escaping or preying upon other worlds in the future.” 
Fhesiah nodded. “This agent is immensely useful to our enemy, enabling them to hurt conquest progress in many significant ways, even without taking great personal risk. Just like the Framework is supposed to only be able to take actions as a result of scouting, Tartarus is supposed to have the same limitation. This woman is clearly enabling Tartarus to maximize its machinations, making it easy for it to win where it would normally be mostly an even match. Destroying them is a valid goal.”
Ophelia sighed. “The second option is not likely to succeed, according to Hestia. We could isolate Alisara and trap her or otherwise bind her without taking action against her directly, such as collapsing a cave or us entering a prison cell with her and locking it. But this is the most likely to fail. If she hasn’t acted against us, then we won’t be able to stop her from using an escape ability or item, of which there are many. Not only that, but we are working under a time limit. She would be content to wait in a cell with us as we keep her there, the fortress assault will win them the world given enough time. She would not lash out in a way that would cause us to be able to target her.”
Jake said, “I don’t like the second gamble, but wasn’t the first a terrible proposition? The challenge is balanced around 5 party members, so wouldn’t entering with an enemy be even worse than that? Even without their trap, they are already starting at a handicap with that. Wouldn’t it be better to just enter without Alisara and just have nobody else at all?”
Ophelia shook her head. “I thought so too, but the problem is that even if we defeat the Fortress Assault, the enemy agent could easily undo our win with their feeding the enemy information and leading people into ambushes like they have been. Even if we call out that she is an enemy agent, she could end up dumping her current body and moving to another guild or even world and repeating the process once again.” 
Fhesiah said, “I’m much more in preference in destroying the enemy Champion once and for all. Just imagine, we could have been heading to our new world already and having a good time in the bed all the while. Instead, we have to fight these pricks and rush off to the next world, with little time to have any fun. I want them to pay!”
Berri got excited momentarily at the mention of the bed, then angry, her face scrunching up cutely. “Y-Yeah!”
Ophelia continued, “Still, there is the third option, which is also not good. We could finish the fortress assault without her, and just watch alliance HQ and warn the other guilds of the puppet-master, so to speak. There are in fact add-ons to a guild or HQ that can help detect and allow us to eliminate such an entity as her, but due to her rarity at this Tier, it’s one of significant cost. It even takes time for it to be implemented. It’s not as though it’s impossible to detect this, but this creature’s ability must be quite special, to transcend what someone should be able to do at this Tier. I was told that it’s entirely possible that Antonius might have already begun implementing this, but it is likely weeks away. We saw how much progress was lost in two weeks.” 
Jake said, “That all the options? Any other ideas?” Ophelia nodded at the first question, then all were silent.
It was Fhesiah that spoke next, “I vote for the first option. Regarding unfavorable terms, isn’t it fine? The Fortress Assault has 3 potential enemy champions, and Alisara is a potential fourth, or they might just be a puppet of the third. That’s one Champion for each of us, that is even odds, isn’t it? The previous Champion of Apophis was tough, but we were just beginners then. Jake wasn’t even a true champion at the time, and I was only challenged due to my own hubris. I think Ophelia would have taken him one on one, and we are even stronger now.”
She continued, “We will show them our growth and that our family is not one to mess with, that they can keep sending Champions to fuel our ascension if they want. When it comes to teamwork, there is no way they can compete with our family, and I think they are far more likely to cut their losses after this.”
Jake asked Ophelia, “Hestia didn’t say which path we should take?”
Ophelia looked thoughtful, then she smiled. “When I asked her, she paused, then appeared to ignore my question in her response. She said,”
When Ophelia spoke next, it almost felt like it was Hestia was talking, instead of Ophelia herself, “The multiverse is vast, and there are a lot of things you don’t know. In a Frontier Sector, the conflict is limited and more fair as a part of a larger, more complicated contest. Jake would say the enemy’s ability to pay to win is just that much lower, than that of the Core Sectors. The Hart family bond, the Hearth Bond, is very special. Our enemies aren’t aware of just how unique, nor how much I or my allies, have invested in you. Because of this, I have every confidence that with even odds, the Hart family will be victorious.”
Jake frowned. “Allies invested in us? What could that mean?”
Fhesiah smiled. “I believe I know what this means, but I am keeping it a surprise for you, husband. Just know that if I need to use it in combat, I will not hesitate.”
Jake was confused. “What?” Jake looked in his [Menu] for Fhesiah’s status sheet, but didn’t see anything out of order at a quick glance. He looked at her in question.
Fhesiah just gave him an enigmatic smile once more. “I did say I won’t hesitate to use it, didn’t I? If there comes a situation where you knowing everything about it might be useful, I will make sure to let you know. Ultimately, it is a challenge to even use in combat, so I’ll leave it at that.”
Ophelia rolled her eyes. “This another bedroom thing? You’re really too much sometimes, Fhesiah.”
Jake sighed. Once again, he felt like he was herding cats. Still, he did trust Fhesiah to do what was necessary to be done. He could feel how important this so-called surprise was for her. 
Their thoughts travel rapidly through their bond, and he knew that it was possible for her to update him nearly instantly if it mattered.    
Regarding Fhesiah’s thoughts of facing the enemy Champions, including the odd spy, Jake thought there was a lot of merit to her thinking. It could backfire, and the enemy god or goddesses double down, or it could get them to cut their losses, at least for now. 
Jake was not foolish enough to believe that they would give up. Still, Gods and Goddesses think differently than humans: they would play the long game, especially when Hestia clarified that they had their own checks and balances to turn the vice on the enemy gods as a result of their meddling. 
Gods are eternal, and while Jake and his family were immortal, it wasn’t as if they would live forever, necessarily. There could come a time when they would want to retire or otherwise allow their lives to end naturally and allow their soul to enter the cycle of reincarnation once again.
The reason for that was because while the Framework could make them live forever, there was a cost. That cost would continuously increase as it prolonged their natural lifespans. Because of that, methods that increased lifespans, such as rising in Tier, would reduce this cost.
Eventually, what would happen is if they didn’t advance in Tier, the cost to continue their lives would just be too great. They would need to retire and let their lives come naturally to its end, unless they obtained Godhood. 
The Framework allowed for this, all while protecting their souls against Tartarus. 
This meant that the enemy gods would prepare their pieces, and wait to spring their trap in the distant future for their slights against them, when Jake’s family least expected it. 
Knowing they could not defeat Jake and his party, they could also go after his potential children. This just meant that when he had children, if they decided to battle against the outsiders, Jake would have to make sure they went into things with eyes wide open. 
While the law of balance required payment for knowledge given by gods and goddesses, or through things like the multiverse market, there was absolutely no payment for a parent preparing their child with knowledge and training. 
Some knowledge was still protected, but this was also how things like the adventurer school operated. Jake would ensure his children had amazing skills and knowledge before ever setting foot in a dungeon.
Berri looked determined. “I’m going to make her pay!” Jake knew she was referencing Fhesiah’s complaints, as if Alisara was at fault for her not being able to enjoy some time in the bed. She looked at her club. “Just you wait. This club will eventually reach you.”
Ophelia chuckled at Berri’s desires to smash the currently invulnerable enemy. “I’m in agreement too, then. We’ll let this Alisara join us in the assault, and trust in Hestia’s trust in us.”
Jake nodded. “With that, I’ll have to make a few more preparations, knowing we have a specific challenge to deal with.”
Fhesiah looked over at Berri, and Jake knew she was thinking about how Berri had just been upset over her weaker bond. She was currently distracted, but those feelings would easily come rushing back. 
“That’s right, Jake has some last minute preparations he needs to make, so let’s go have some girl time. We went straight to meet Antonius after the dungeon, so I think we could all use a bath. Let your little big sister take care of you, while I tell you the story of my date with Jake to the masquerade ball.”
Berri made a pleased sound, and the girls dragged her away towards the baths.
Ophelia blushed. “Y-You sure that’s the best story to tell her?”
Berri learning that she missed out on the internal conversation about the enemy in their midsts had really hurt and filled her with despair. The girls took her off to console her, as Jake now had a lot of work to do. He wanted to be there for her, but what he did was essential and might save many lives or even their own. Because he couldn’t be there for her, he decided to channel his frustration into his efforts.
Jake was filled with determination to protect his girls. He had to plan a spell to help against the treacherous enemy in the dungeon, then he had some ideas for how to help against the ambushes, and overcome his girl’s shortcomings or whatever devious plots the enemy came up with. 
Jake also thought his ideas would help them in their destination world, so he got to it. He would create a few spell-rods meant for many spell casts rather than the almost one-use ones he had made previously. 
The key differences were the amount of mana required to cast the spell, the materials, and runic ink used. He was now purchasing Tier 1 Runic Ink instead of the Tier 0 he had been using previously, but he also would be etching these new spells onto Tier 1 materials. 
Ophelia had made these spell-rods for him using her [Advanced Smithing Level 1] skill that she now had.
Jake had hoped to use them to make some sort of mega-einherjar spell once he got his [Hearth Runic Magic] to level 3, but that looked unlikely to happen before the big showdown. He might not even be able to by the time they got to the destination world they would defend. As he entered his enchanting room, Jake put his thoughts on hold. 
Jake’s enchanting room now had a special tool for [Runic Etching]. Jake was quite surprised to learn that tools like this were available thanks to the goblin, gnome, and dwarven crafters, and he bought it as soon as he could afford it. 
To Jake, it resembled some weird mixture of a surgery robot and an old CAD printer that he had seen in his shop class in high school. When he made contact with it and channeled mana into the device, he could etch runes rapidly with the several arms on a track. 
An arm on another track held the item he was etching, and he could move them separately while charging it with his mana and runic ink together.
Jake inserted the empty spell-rod as he sat on a chair in front of the device. He checked the runic ink and mana crystal levels, and operated it by controlling it with his mind, or his intentions. 
He drew two runes at a time; the arms having what looked like mana blades or scalpels at the end, slowly cutting through a small layer on the surface of the magical metal that made up the rod. As the runes completed and created runic phrases in the special formation, rather than suffusing into the item to increase the properties of it, it allowed mana to be channeled through it to get his desired result.  
Jake found that as his intelligence and wisdom got higher, multitasking like this became easier and easier. As each rune was completed, he spun the spell rod or moved the robotic arms up and down the length of the rod on its own track, etching and filling the next runes with ink and his mana.
His first spell rod was meant to conjure stone. This would allow him to aid builders in constructing a wall rapidly, being able to source the materials necessary for any construction effort. Not only that, but he could conjure the stone at the desired location and build the wall himself.
Jake pointed the rod near the ground and channeled his mana through the runes. As he did, they lit up, and the runes coalesced into a spell at the tip. A foot or two away from the tip, a stone appeared and grew. 
As he channeled mana into it, it grew further, and he found himself having to move his rod to keep it from being trapped by the growing rock. As he moved the rod and channeled the mana, the stone would grow and merge with the other rock in that direction. 
It was like a wand that created rock where he pointed, he noticed it was growing into a rough sphere from the center of where he pointed. 
He stepped away and looked at the result. The surface was rough, but the rock had more or less grew in all directions and looked like a rough boulder.  
Jake thought this would work for his purposes, he just wouldn’t be able to provide much input on the shape of the stone as it came out, exactly. He wouldn’t want to use this to construct a wall for something meant to look nice for a city. 
If they wanted to build the wall to precise dimensions, he would need to have the stone he conjured cut into blocks of the correct shape and size instead.
He hoped he could develop a better spell or formation to have better control over this. For now, adding more runes into his conjuration spell simply created more rock at once, being even more misshapen and useless for building.
Jake continued, working on the second spell-rod. The machine whirred and the spell-rod spun, as Jake sliced and etched the Nordic runes onto the metal, meticulously looking over every detail. After just a few minutes, the second spell-rod was done. 
This one was similar to the last, only it conjured water. It would conjure water rapidly enough to fill a moat or large basins of water to support initiated and uninitiated alike.
Jake crafted several more spell-rods, until he had almost a dozen. Each was specialized in what it did, but it should allow Jake to effectively become an engineering crew on his own or work well together with one. 
Only some of the spell-rods required the special magical metals to accomplish their goal, and many just helped Jake with mana consumption. Jake had a few duplicates for others to use, as well.
Many of the spells Jake would use only required 12 rune word spells, so Jake had offloaded half of them or more in some cases to the rods to help. A few of them, Jake offloaded the whole spell so that anyone could use them, as long as they filled them with mana. Either way, Ophelia would have no problems using them alongside him.
Jake spent some more time thinking of traps. He had already experienced one while facing the enemy champion with the sconces and chandelier, and he had a wealth of knowledge of common dungeon traps from the game [The Labyrinth]. 
He thought of those, as well as various stories and other media that contained traps. How would his party fare against those, and how could he prepare to counter them?
Jake felt his party could already survive many of the staple traps with their supernatural attributes. A pitfall to spikes? Ophelia and Fhesiah could fly, and Jake would like to see the pitfall that could work on a giant snake woman who somehow could hold up most of her body by just a small portion of her massive tail. 
Spikes that fell from above slowly while they tried to solve some sort of puzzle? Well, even if they had some kind of hydraulic press, or whatever, Jake could probably conjure stone or something to slow it down until Berri broke something.
Fill an area with water? Fhesiah didn’t really need to breathe, and strangely, Berri was almost as powerful underwater as she was above water. Jake had also worked out some underwater breathing spells, so really that would be like making them starve if they forced them underwater until they could tunnel out or something. 
Lava was definitely more dangerous than water, but Jake could probably manage it with water conjuration and ice magic or conjuring stone to block off where the lava was coming from.
That left things like crossbow bolts or mechanical axes and spears, and Jake thought his girls were long past where something mechanical like that could ever truly harm them if they were prepared. 
It was likely that magical traps would be the main focus, where stored magical energy could create a hazard or attack that would be a challenge for their magical capacities to counter, being only Tier 1 entities that they were. 
This left Jake preparing for several eventualities aside from those, such as getting trapped or bound in a cell or their magic becoming inaccessible somehow, as seemed to be a staple for many stories. Jake realized that the storage bracelets required mana control, and thus, if they had their magic blocked off, they could not access them.
Jake hadn’t forgotten the special walls that lined the Champion’s trial that prevented his [Arcane Eye] from entering. He had purchased various books from the [Alliance Shop] and learned that it would have also prevented them from using teleportation spells and abilities, perhaps even Jake’s [Call Summon], at least through the stone. 
Jake sat down at a workbench that he had added to his enchanting room. Once he learned about the gnome and goblin’s penchants for crazy inventions, he decided he would make use of some of them for himself.
He merged their crazy creations with his own changes and gained a skill from the Framework for general crafting called [Crafting Specialization], which now had a Subskill under it called [Improvisation]. 
He was adding enchantments that amplified or otherwise helped the functionality of the item: a merging of mechanics, technology, magic, and crazy goblin engineering. Jake had wanted to make some explosives or some magical cannons that he would just take out of his storage bracelet, but those defied the Framework’s and Tartarus’s rules. 
It was just as well, as he was glad the dungeon could not use the same against him. He spent several hours on the task and eventually met with the girls who had been doing practice and their own preparations. He loaded them up with his newly crafted items, and they had dinner together. They were pressed for time, so they just heated leftovers from the previous nights.
Fhesiah looked over at Jake, full of affection. “You really outdid yourself in preparations this time. With each item, you really show how much you think and care about us. I think your thoughtfulness deserves some kind of reward. Besides, seeing you trounce that elf got me a little excited.” 
Towards the end, she waggled her brows, and her affection had changed to lust, and it was clear to Jake that while her words were true, she was more than willing to take advantage of the situation for herself.
It was Ophelia that spoke next, “It does feel good knowing how much you think about how to help us make up for our shortcomings, or just prepare for how the dungeon might take advantage of us somehow. I wish I could have helped you as much…”
Jake said, “That’s not true at all. You girls have helped all of us immensely. Fhesiah helped us form our core, teach us spell-forms, and also used her alchemy to create those pills and tonics that improved our attributes and effectiveness, as well as train our [Purifying Flames] skill. You made my skills respectable with the spear and shield, as well as helped move all our skills forward in the training room. Not only that, but half of my spell-rods were made by you now, and I know it’s only a matter of time before most of my equipment is ultimately made in a joint effort between you and Berri.”
Ophelia gave a small smile of pride. While she wasn’t yet as proud of her smithing as she was her ability to fight, she had worked hard on it. Jake would absolutely be terrible with using his shield and spear if not for her help, besides.
He looked at Berri and smiled at her, sending all his affection he had for her. 
“Berri, I know that you feel like you contributed the least, and that’s okay. You are new to the family, and your own personal progression was paramount. Soon, I just know the list of things you do for us will be just as long as the things I’ve done for you. At the very least, you’ve helped with meals and your happiness has always been infectious.”
He smiled at her and continued, “On top of that, facing you in training is an important experience for us all, learning how to face opponents that are much larger and more powerful than us. We’re all so happy that you’re a part of our family. Tomorrow is a big day for us all where we’ll all be at risk, so I want all of us to sleep together like we did when we were camping, like a family. Of course, that means–”
“Ah!” Fhesiah shouted in mild alarm, grasping her head in her hands. “I think I have a headache.”
Jake was perplexed at this. She seemed to be acting, from what he could tell. Could cultivators really even have a headache? 
“Jake, I have a headache. I think I need you to unclog me.”
Jake started. Was she trying to say that sex would help her with her headache, the complete opposite of every woman in existence, hoping he’d do what every idiot suggested as a means to help her past said headache?
“Ahh, Jake, I think it’s really bad! You should appease the snake girl by going a little further with her and then take care of me, and Ophelia needs you as well. I don’t think I will be able to sleep with such a bad headache. Then we can have the fun sleepover, like you were planning.”
Jake just shook his head at Fhesiah’s shenanigans. Still, he could feel Ophelia’s desires, perhaps for the excitement of the upcoming fight and him beating Alisara, but Ophelia just nodded to Fhesiah’s claim. 
“I… Definitely would enjoy some time alone with you, Jake. This fight…if we fail, it means a lot of innocent people will suffer. If we succeed, it should save many people, and the glory and rewards significant. I’m both excited and afraid.”
One reason Jake was considering meeting Fhesiah’s hopes was because Berri actually looked quite hopeful. 
It was true that while the whole situation felt weird, it wasn’t really all that different from other nights. Just now, Berri was included. The other reason was that he could tell, despite all Fhesiah’s bluster, she was actually worried about the upcoming battle, and she did need to take her mind off of things, even if only for a short time.
Of course, he had desires as well and was always interested in some time in the bed with either girl, and he certainly didn’t mind going further and kissing Berri. He had put off doing so because they were worried about her being able to control herself, going into heat in anticipation of mating. 
It was a good time for it too, after the lamia’s outburst before, as small of a concession this really was to make. He just wasn’t happy with how things were going down, otherwise it was an idea that excited him. Of course, he wanted to spend time with each girl on the same night.
Still, Jake had accepted this odd relationship for a while now. Things flowed well enough with the two girls alternating nights that such an issue hadn’t really come up, such as them all wanting his attention on the same night. 
With three, or potentially even four girls, these situations would occur more frequently, Jake guessed. Either that, or the girls would need to be more willing to share their evenings with each other, and they would happen less, one of the two.
Ophelia had really not been interested in sharing Jake in the bedroom at the same time with Fhesiah, no matter how Fhesiah tried to ignite her competitive spirit. While she did battle Jake in the bedroom, she was not interested in battling Fhesiah in that way at all. 
She was a romantic in that regard first and foremost and not attracted to women, and Fhesiah was accepting of it, even if she had hoped otherwise. Fhesiah was still hopeful that she could tag alongside Berri for some additional fun with Jake. 
Jake looked over at Berri, her hopeful smile making him almost feel pained. “Berri, I’ve long since wanted to kiss you, but I was worried you might not be able to hold yourself back. Do you think you can handle it?”
“I…yes. I want it so much…”
Jake chuckled. Her words completely matched what he was feeling over the bond. Her massive chest was practically heaving, and things would get derailed quickly if he left things as they were. 
“Let’s head over to your room, and I’ll meet the other girls in theirs before we all head to bed in my room tonight. Each will get some time with me alone, and how they use it will be up to them.”
He said that, but he knew all too well how each of them would use their time. The girls headed to their rooms after sending a confirmation over the bond, presumably to get ready for their own times and get ready for bed. Jake still felt a little weird, his time with the girls being split this way. 
If that’s what they want, though, he would be happy to give it to them; it felt great to be desired, after all. He took Berri by the hand and led her to her room, and Jake could tell she couldn’t believe this was happening. Jake shook his head; he just said kissing, didn’t he?
Jake finished leading her into the room and turned around. She was wringing her hands. “Are you sure it’s okay? I don’t want… to make you mad again.”
“I wasn’t mad, just worried about Fhesiah, and…you really did seem to want to hurt her, you know. Just do your best, and I promise I won’t be mad at you, okay? I’ll take care of it.”
Berri looked relieved, then her emotions shifted right back to excitement. He laughed. 
“Berri, I’m sorry. It seems I’ve made you wait too long. You understand it’s just a kiss, right? Why are you so excited?”
She played with her new earrings in her fingers and replied, “It’s just, I long since thought I would never experience this. The Matriarchs were firm on this matter, and no matter how much we–I tried, they would not budge, and I eventually accepted it would never happen for me.”
Jake wondered about the verbal tic but said, “Okay, well, it’s happening now.” Jake looked around the room. Her bed was a large bundle of blankets and pillows on the ground, and a very large pillow was there. 
Her tail, or rather the snake portion of her body, reached around 15 meters in length, and her human-like body was 3 meters in height from her usual standing posture. Standing beside her, Jake looked like a child standing next to an adult. If Jake tried to kiss her on his tip-toes from where he stood on the ground, he wouldn’t even be able to reach her neck.
Of course, she could lean or stoop down, but that seemed quite awkward. Things would probably work best if they were both lying down. That had connotations that might make her a little too excited, but that would allow this to be a proper test of her being able to hold herself back. Fhesiah and Ophelia were just a [Call Summon] away, so everything would be fine. Probably.
“Why don’t you lay down on the bed, and I’ll join you there? I think this will make it easiest for me to kiss you. As for you kissing me, I know you could just hold me up with your tail, or lean down.”
She nodded, perhaps too excited to trust herself to speak, and rapidly curled herself on her bed. Jake had always been amazed at how rapidly she could move her massive… 
Jake really needed to come up with a more womanly term for referring to how large she was, as no woman he knew wanted to be called massive, for when she could hear his thoughts, at least. Perhaps she wouldn’t mind, though? She was certainly a different kind of woman.    
He laid down beside her and did his best to scoot up to where his lips would meet hers. Now that he was close, he was amazed at the size difference. Berri’s lips were more than double the size of his, especially with her lips being fuller and more pillowy as a woman’s. 
As he lined his mouth up to hers, it astonished him that his crotch would press down near the bottom of her breasts as they kissed.
He looked into her pink eyes, her slit pupils dilated. She was panting and feeling many emotions simultaneously: fear, excitement, lust, and desire. Jake smiled at her and reassured her over their bond, mixed with his passion. 
He couldn’t help but feel she was quite beautiful, with her very pale skin and elfin features of high cheekbones, knife-like ears pointing straight to the side, and shocking pink eyes. Her lips looked quite kissable, despite their size. Jake reached out to frame her face, leaned against her as they laid side by side on the bed, and pressed his lips against hers slowly.
Her lips were soft, and her taste was fresh and minty. Berri was stock-still, just focused on the sensation and not taking part. He kissed her several more times, trying his best to give her a feel for the different areas on the lips, and even on parts of her face and neck. 
She eventually returned the kiss. It felt wonderful, her massive soft lips covering Jake’s and even some of his face. She kissed him back some more and even kissed around his face the same way.
She was breathing heavily, but Jake could tell that the fear was nearly gone as she gained confidence. Berri was filled with happiness, but lust and desire were rising. 
Jake pulled back and softly pushed her away to try to avoid derailing things. “How was it? Was it everything you hoped it’d be?”
“Oh, yes, even better. It’s incredible, Jake. I am happy we kissed, and you let us– me kiss you. It feels so good…but my body is…”
Jake could tell she could hardly hold herself back as her tail squirmed a little. He thought they could go just a little further. 
“If you hold yourself back a bit more, then I promise it won’t be long until we go even further. Are you doing okay?”
He could tell she was both desperate and hopeful. “Please… I want more.”
Jake gave her another smile, to which she returned with a shy one of her own. He leaned in and kissed her again, but this time he probed at her lips with his tongue, trying to get her to open her mouth. 
She did, and she moaned as he slid his tongue inside. Her arms wrapped around him, and he could feel her tail weaving around the bed, but no motions to otherwise try to wrap around or restrict him. As the kiss deepened, he wrapped his arms around her upper back as best he could, and his tongue started to duel hers.
He was in for a surprise there, as her tongue was larger and much longer than his. Her tongue coiled around his and continued into his own mouth. Their tongues explored each other, and he made his own sounds as she moaned in appreciation. 
Her tongue eventually explored too far, and he gagged a little on the massive tongue, but she pulled back quickly before things went particularly bad. She became distressed, realizing she must have done something wrong. 
Her massive tongue was still out with her breathing heavily, and Jake nearly gaped at the length and size. He couldn’t help but feel that the large, long tongue filled with saliva was sexy as hell. She pulled in her tongue and looked worried.
Jake gave her another kiss on the lips. “It’s okay, you were just exploring like I was. Still, we both got to experience a lot of each other, and I enjoyed it quite a bit. We’ll do some more another time, I promise. You did well to hold yourself back.”
“Oh, it’s already over?” She looked quite disappointed, but then she changed to a wistful look as she touched her own lips, as if trying to remember the sensations. “I thought I would never get the chance to… Thank you, Milord.”
She looked and felt so appreciative that it made Jake feel bad. 
“I enjoyed it as well, and you don’t need to thank me. You can of course thank Hestia for setting us up together, if you want to thank someone. We’ll do more soon. Now, I need to take care of the other girls, but you can wait for us in my room, maybe listen to music again while you wait? Bring whatever you need to make yourself comfortable with us. It should be fun having another sleepover like when we were camping.”
Berri nodded and looked excited as she gathered some of her pillows. Jake left the room and went to quell a needy demoness’ lust first before she exploded.




Interlude 3 - ♥♥♥ Fun with Fhesiah and Ophelia


Jake entered Fhesiah’s room, not really knowing what to expect. He knew her lust was high and wasn’t really sure entirely why this time. Many times, when she felt this way, he would come to find something completely different.  
The first time, she had just been in a face-down ass-up position and wanted Jake to enter immediately with no foreplay, and another some light bondage, after the Berri episode where she had choked Fhesiah. 
She also dressed up occasionally, having real fun with how their money could buy limitless non-magical materials for nothing.
The weirdest time, he came into the room, and the space was completely empty like she had moved out, with only a nondescript box in the center with a gap in it. It had some almost childlike drawing that said Jake’s Dick Goes Here, with an arrow pointing at the hole. 
Jake had a love-hate relationship with having shown her how to use the internet. Her antics were silly, but she always kept things fun and interesting in the bedroom. 
Jake spotted her floating above her bed, naked and spread eagle. It was like she was lying down with her arms outstretched and chained, but there were no chains. She was wearing a blindfold and did not react to him entering. 
Jake just wryly smiled at this, as he knew her divine sense could see everything, anyway. 
So, it was this one. Fhesiah had convinced Jake that she would feel plenty of pleasure with either of the holes he used. She had added nerves in her mouth that were connected to her arousal, similar to how the nerves in a woman’s nipples were connected but going much further than that. 
Fhesiah had shown him she could experience orgasms just from him fucking her mouth, and so in this position, she was offering him he could operate her body and put her in whatever position he wanted and use her. 
She wouldn’t move until he entered her, and once again, she wanted no foreplay, as worked up as she was already.   
But that was just fine for Jake. Making out with the lamia with his crotch rubbing against her massive breasts had already gotten him a bit worked up. 
Fhesiah’s impassive face smirked in response to his thought, only to move back to her cool look. Jake removed his pants, his already erect cock more than ready. He also tossed his shirt aside. 
Floating as she was, the idea was that he could angle her however he wanted, and she would float as if held up by invisible bindings however he moved her. He stood near her blindfolded face and rubbed his cock on her cheeks. 
Jake could feel over the bond, her anticipation and excitement increasing. He passed it over her soft lips, but she didn’t open her mouth or otherwise move. He walked around her and tilted her body so that her head was slightly lower than the body like her head might be off the edge of a bed, but not quite. 
Jake walked around her head and positioned her at just the right height, pulling her face close to his cock. He then used his hands to wrench her mouth open, her wanting him to do even this.
Jake then pulled on her body until his cock entered deep into her throat. She moaned, then moved her tongue inside, adding extra sensations to the already warm and wet tunnel. 
He began pumping her body back and forth on his cock; the feeling like her body was on a swing, floating in the air as it was.
He groaned at the sensation of her moaning on his cock as he fucked her throat, and now she moved slightly in earnest, her fingers working her pussy, doing whatever she could to bring them both pleasure. Jake grabbed her beautiful breasts and tweaked her nipples, causing her to moan even more.
Her mouth was otherwise filled, but she said in his mind, [Yes! Just like that, Jake. I love it when you really use me. How is it?] She swallowed, adding even more sensations to his cock as he fucked her. 
[Using my body like this, this dragon cultivator brought low, meant to be your fucktoy? Forcing her to put your dick in her mouth? Still, your thoughts were wrong before.]
Jake now tweaked her nipples even harder and even mauled and pulled on her breasts for leverage to pull her into his cock harder, causing her to squeal in delight. “Which ones?”
[You ‘thought’ that I would feel pleasure if you used ‘either’ of the holes. This is wrong. There are three holes, and you can use them all.]
Jake paused in confusion, but she continued her work on his cock, even bobbing her body back and forth while floating. Being in this lying down, head sort of at the edge of the bed upside-down position, most women wouldn’t be able to do much or have much movement. 
Fhesiah still accomplished fucking her own throat on Jake’s cock by floating her entire body back and forth, causing Jake to groan.
“I hadn’t thought of that. Still…”
[I have been waiting for you to use it, but you never did, so I saved it for a special occasion. I think this qualifies. Here’s food for thought. You use my mouth, but I also use it for talking, and I breathe and eat using it. You use my pussy, and one day your child will exit there. But my ass, well, I don’t defecate, so it only serves one purpose. Don’t you want to see what it is?]
Filled with lust at the premise, he grabbed tight on her throat and began really pumping her face on his cock furiously, her having absolutely no problem with him treating her throat so roughly, not needing to breathe. Her moans increased, and her eyes rolled back into her head, and Jake was definitely getting close.
[That’s it! Fuck my face and come down my throat, then fuck that ass that was made just for your cock!] 
Jake’s cock swelled, releasing his cum deep into her throat. Her mouth continued to swallow, and he could tell she had cum at the end there as well. Her lust and desire were driven to the maximum. 
“Mmm, just wonderful. Now, how do you want me?”
Sensing what Jake wanted with a smile and more than a bit of excitement of her own, She floated up to him, facing him, lifting her crotch and lining it up with his. Then she pulled her legs behind her head, presenting her ass and pussy to him, with her tail trailing off underneath, downward, and between his legs. 
She had even angled herself to where this was like the mating press, but with her floating in the air above the bed instead.
He could see that her pussy was dripping wet, and she couldn’t wait for him to enter her tight pucker of a hole.
Jake looked around, realizing he was, for once, unprepared. 
She smirked, “Unprepared, you, Jake? No way. What is it?”
“I… I don’t have any lube.”
She smirked. “Why the hell would you need that? I said I made it for you, didn’t I? Why would I make it so that it needed that? It makes its own, I assure you. Now hurry up, Jake, fuck this tight ass.”
Jake immediately leaned over and started sticking his cock inside. He found it was tight, and he could barely move fractions of an inch inside. But just as she had said, some lubrication dribbled on it from somewhere not deep inside the entrance. 
He pulled out slowly, the tightness gripping him on the way out. She groaned at the sensation as he pushed back in once more, getting deeper than the first time. He kept moving in and out of her hot tightness, finding himself getting deeper with each thrust, the lubrication being rubbed around inside.
Each time he pushed inside or pulled out, he found it was again a struggle against the tightness of her hole. Eventually, his weight really pressed down on her with each thrust, her pussy quaking and convulsing as his balls finally touched her firm ass. 
Jake loved this position because he knew she absolutely loved it. She loved being in the mating press because it was like she couldn’t move, and she could only serve one purpose: taking Jake’s cock. 
Fhesiah moaned at the sensations, and staring into her eyes, her face had a devilish smile of delight on it. Her ass was tight, and the feeling was wonderfully different from the other two holes.
“That’s right, Jake. You could have had this any time, and you only have yourself to blame for not trying it. Now, fuck me harder. Remember, I am not fragile. Just fuck my ass!”
Jake began to pound her ass earnestly, getting deeper with each thrust. He felt convulsions, and he realized they were echoes from her pussy doing its own movements. 
He could see her face contorted in pleasure now, and her moans were getting higher and higher. Jake groaned at all the wonderful sensations: the tightness, the heat, the pulsations.
He thrust into her ass furiously, and one orgasm chained into each other for the lustful demoness. His cock pulsed, and he released his cum deep into her ass.
“Now hurry up and get out of here, Ophelia is waiting for you. But it looks like you need to bring more than just that equipment, but your other equipment too.”
So, it was going to be one of those nights. Jake kissed Fhesiah, and she responded with a giggle, and he quickly put on his clothes and took his equipment out of his [Storage Bracelet]. Jake sent his feelings of love over the bond. 
“I love you, Fhesiah. Your devotion of your entire body to me is both exciting and fun, and makes me feel desired and wanted. I always want you and hope you don’t feel like I put priority on the other girls. Am I giving you enough attention?”
Fhesiah was taken aback by his question but put on a big smile. “Is all I needed to do in order to hear such romantic statements from you was to let you fuck my ass?” 
She laughed as Jake flushed at the snarky comment, “I’m just playing, of course. In all seriousness, husband, this relationship was my idea, and I don’t regret it at all. I know I could have had more time with you, and I’d love that, but feeling this bonded hearth, I know I made the right choice. Even when you’re not with me, I can feel you. I feel your love for me all the time, even when you’re with them. That’s more than enough. You’ve never made me feel like I was just another girl, and you’ve fulfilled all my needs. You strive to do and be better, and you push me and the battle angel too. I love you, and I’m yours, now and forever. Now hurry.” 
They kissed once again, but then Jake needed to get ready.
Fhesiah helped him put it on with a mysterious, mirthful smile on it. Jake wasn’t sure what she was smiling about, perhaps amused by the Valkyrie and how sometimes she made him fight for it? He was reminded of something else. 
“So, did I unclog you? Is the headache now gone?”
“Yup! Thank you so much, my dear husband. I’ll have to call on you every time it comes back.” 
She winked at him, and he just shook his head. He quickly headed for Ophelia’s room and entered, knowing she was ready for him. Instead of being unclothed, though, she was prepared for battle. But it looked like weapons and shields were not what they would fight with, so he quickly stowed his away.
She said, “Ready for me? You’ve finally bound Fhesiah’s hearth thanks to her having one now, and now you are getting very close to me in strength. Now, you’re going to fight me in earnest. Loser has to go down on the winner.”
Jake arranged their buffs, removing her and his divine reinforcement but giving himself bolster and the other buffs to make things much more even. 
Jake was ready. It was time to pit his Runebound against her Ride of the Valkyries. They blurred at each other, stopping just short of each other, and fists and kicks flew. Guards were met, and fists were intercepted. Jake scaled up his speed and landed an occasional blow to the rowdy Valkyrie’s body.
She laughed. “That’s more like it! Come at me, Champion Jake!”
Jake laughed as well, shaking his head. She was really a battle junkie. Still, Jake was quite excited, but this started to worry him. Would he eventually associate pain with arousal? After many fights, either here or in the dungeon, they often ended with some amazing sex with the valkyrie when it was her evening. 
Her arousal would be through the roof, and she would be on a hair trigger from the moment they entered the bedroom. Jake knew that win or lose here, he was in for a very enthusiastic Valkyrie in just a moment, and his cock swelled in response.
Jake now amped up his strength as he went under her punch, and he landed a solid blow into her gut, releasing the air in her lungs. 
He swapped back to speed and quickly snaked up her body, getting behind her in a hold, then switching to strength and bringing her to the ground on her back with her wings behind her. Now her own wings got in the way of her being able to get leverage, and he had her in a good choke hold.
She twisted and tried to get free using her own Ride of the Valkyrie enhancements, mixing strength, endurance, and holy magic to improve her strength, but it wasn’t quite enough. She didn’t have the control Jake had to focus on one thing, so it wasn’t sufficient to remove Jake’s strong arms around her neck. 
“Do you yield?”
Ophelia was panting now, and her desire was high. She was absolutely luxuriating in the feeling of Jake finally being physically stronger than her sort of, and it sent her arousal through the roof. 
But then she gave a sly smile, “Not quite, husband.”
Jake tightened his hold, but he was completely unprepared for her blasting them into the air and spinning directly into the ceiling, slamming Jake into it. Somehow, Jake had forgotten that she didn’t flap her wings to fly anymore, her not using the ability, not that he could really have done much about it. 
Short of breaking all her bones or something like this, could he really stop her? He realized that at least part of this outcome where he won the grapple was simply allowed by her, wanting him to finally overpower her with superior strength, even if she was more skilled.
She flipped them around as they fell to the ground and landed on top of Jake, the air getting knocked out of him. She now mounted him, and she had mirth in her voice. “Well, I cheated a little bit; How about a tie? Let’s get out of our equipment.”
Ophelia then healed Jake, and they stripped out of their armor faster than he ever had. They kissed, knowing exactly what each other wanted, and she moaned as Jake grabbed her naked firm ass. 
He said, “I love you, Ophelia. Your strength and your devotion to me are something I never want to be without. That I can always count on you to be my shield, or inspire me to be better, is something I’ve come to depend on. You’re amazing.”
Ophelia gushed, “Oh Jake, my Chosen, you say such nice things. You’ve really made me strong, and you’ve become an amazing hero. You’ve made this valkyrie feel very fulfilled, with much glory and glorious fights, in and out of the bedroom. I love you too.”
They kissed, but eventually, she floated into the air and rotated her body upside-down. Jake once again wryly smiled as he realized that both girls casually used magic just to enjoy sex in fun ways. 
Her pussy floated right into Jake’s face, and her face lined up with Jake’s cock. She sniffed and gave a lick as Jake opened the folds of her vagina and gave it a lick of his own. 
“Uh Jake, why’s it smell, and taste like chocolate? Did you do that for me?”
Jake froze. Jake tried to cut off his thoughts as he started to laugh, the whole situation being ridiculous, but–
“Really? This went into her ass?”
Jake froze again. He got caught completely off guard and couldn’t stop her from finding out. He had totally forgotten to clean himself, being in such a rush. 
He realized that the demoness’ smirk was because of this, as she likely intentionally hurried him for this purpose. Normally, this would be quite the mood killer, and he dreaded what would happen next.
“Er–”
“Whatever, it tastes good. At least I know it’s not dirty.”
Jake’s cock entered her warm mouth, and he could not believe it. Apparently, these girls talked more about their bodies in the bath than even he had expected, and he was somewhat ashamed that, in a way, she knew Fhesiah better than him before today. 
This glutton had no shame when it came to food, and she was being very enthusiastic about licking and sucking on his apparently chocolate-flavored cock. He shrugged and began returning her fervor with his own, grabbing her thighs and really pulling her in. He licked, and he sucked, and she did the same.
Her enthusiasm for sucking and licking continued, and she moaned as he licked her pussy and sawed a finger inside. He licked her clit as she deep-throated his cock. [Jake, that feels so good…faster…yes!]
Jake was now sucking and licking her clit as she furiously bobbed her head on his cock. Her wet tunnel felt amazing, and he felt her pussy begin convulsing on his finger as he curled it inside of her. 
He kept things going and even added Energy Transfer to the mix, sending gentle pulses of magic down his finger and into her, and she moaned louder and louder. She really was keyed up, Jake could tell, and she enjoyed the chocolate flavor. 
Jake’s hips were now moving involuntarily, and her hips were now bucking too, until Jake came down her throat. 
[Mmm, I just loved that. Next time, let’s try a different flavor from a different source?]
Jake wasn’t sure what to say to that, but he definitely didn’t want to kill the mood. She reoriented herself in the air to be upside-right and floated to his cock. She wrapped her legs around him, and now Jake was lifted into the air. 
“Err–”
They landed on the bed, with her riding on top. Her crystal blue eyes were filled with mirth, and she spun around in a reverse cowgirl position. She looked back at him, her beautiful smile predatory. “I rode your face. Now I’m going to ride your cock.”
She sat down on it with a moan, and Jake grabbed her firm ass. She grabbed onto his knees and really started bouncing and grinding on his dick. His cock continuously went mostly in and out of her tight cunt, and he groaned at the sensation, her moaning increasing. “Yes, yes, yes!”
Jake then grabbed on and pumped his own hips up and down fucking her from below, holding her in place. “Mmm, yes, fuck me harder, Jake!”
He did, increasing his pace, her firm ass smacking into his thighs with every thrust. She moaned as he pounded her pussy from below, until he thought he was getting close.
He then stood up, spun her around and pushed her against the nearest wall. Her wings spilled out behind her, and he couldn’t help but feel she was amazingly beautiful: covered in glistening sweat, her muscles carved like a sculpture. She blushed at his thoughts as his cock entered her pussy, her weight causing his cock to reach deep into her pussy and touching her cervix.
“Wow…that feels wonderful. Did you get bigger?”
Jake paused at that, and he wondered. Jake hadn’t been much more than a touch larger than average, but now he seemed a touch bigger than that. His thoughts trailed back to the earlier conversation, where Fhesiah laughed at the mention he was human and him bringing up his dream with six fingers. Could she?
“Wow, I didn’t think asking that question was going to make you stop. Usually, isn’t that supposed to make the guy excited, or something? You’re such a dork. Aren’t you balls deep in an eighteen-year-old right now? You can just ask her later. Is it really time to think about that now?”
Jake did his best to put it out of his mind and focus on his wife in front of him. Her legs were locked onto his shoulders above her head, which really tightened her pussy, which was already plenty tight as it were. She was wet and filled with arousal, and Jake pounded her pussy as she moaned, fucking her up against the wall.
Jake kept thrusting his hips and touching her cervix with every thrust, and her pussy began convulsing on his cock, really trying to milk and make him give her pussy his seed.
“Yes, Jake! Please, come inside me! Oh, it feels so good, I’m cumming!”
Jake’s balls churned as he released his load inside her welcoming pussy. It continued to milk the rest of it out, and he just stared into her crystal blue eyes, luxuriating in their bond they had with one another. Her expression changed from a delighted one to a sly, teasing one.
“Yes, it’s wonderful, but next time, at least clean your cock off after it’s inside another girl’s ass.”




Chapter 12 – Fortress Assault Begins


It was a fun evening, and the Hart family were all sleeping curled up on the same bed now. Jake enjoyed his position and especially his pillows: Berri’s massive chest.  
But it was time to get up. It was a couple hours before dawn, and they had to make for Roseburg to lead a massive assault against thousands of outsiders.
They also had to do it with an enemy in their midst, which would be exhausting. Still, Ira was on the lookout, and Jake would have the [Arcane Eye] trained on the woman as much as possible. 
Jake would also keep spells in his runic bubbles to counter or otherwise trap her or it with little more than a thought, should they open themselves up to Jake’s retaliation by springing their own trap or attack.
Jake had to clear something up quickly with a mental conversation with Fhesiah first.
“I hate to have to ask this, but… Are you doing strange experiments with my body?”
Jake could just feel the mirth radiating over their bond. [Why, whatever do you mean, husband?] 
Fhesiah giggled, and he just rolled his eyes. 
[In all seriousness, I know how you feel about this subject, our bond being one that more than words travel across. You wouldn’t want me changing your body without getting your permission first, right? I have been practicing my skill, but I have been absolutely putting things back precisely how they were when I started, knowing that you would be fine with it. Ophelia allowed me to practice on her body, as well. I would never take risks with my precious husband’s body. Rest assured that I am not playing around. I am preparing a surprise and will present it to you for your approval once it is fully ready. Can you trust me?]
Jake trusted her, but the odd episodes were just hard to reconcile in his mind. “But what about…”
Fhesiah snorted, [Your rod grew on its own, your race gradually improving towards Tier 2. You got a little taller, too, didn’t you notice? Your Divine Hearth Core does even more to your body than the Hearth Core in Tier 0. I promise you, I didn’t play with your precious rod more than usual. Why would I make it bigger? I have already crafted myself for it to fit just how I wanted it. I can just make the sheath smaller, after all. 
When I laughed at you, considering yourself a human like Antonius, you should understand why it was funny to me. You only need to look at yourself with your Arcane Eye to see that comparing yourself to him as if you were the same is a laughable joke. I was hoping you would realize this for yourself, but you are on a completely different level from them. You’re about as close to a human as Ophelia is now. Just because you look similar on the outside does not mean you are not different. Antonius would be hard-pressed to give you more than a flesh wound now, even if you were not wearing armor.]
Jake had noticed getting slightly taller and wasn’t sure what to make of it. So far, it was like the cuffs of his pants didn’t reach, and even his sleeves were just a little short on a sweater he had, similar to what happened when he received growth spurts while growing up. 
Perhaps Ophelia was growing as well. Otherwise, he would have noticed no longer being eye to eye when standing up. Luckily, it wasn’t enough to require him to need new armor. He imagined in a month or two, he may need to have it modified in some way if they didn’t simply need a new suit by then anyway.
While looking at the others in the Battlegroup with his Arcane Eye, he noticed he was on a completely different level. Even the caster’s magical auras within their bodies were barely pervasive; the energies mainly concentrated on their chests. 
Of course, Jake’s mana was concentrated there too, but like his enchanted items, his entire body was filled with solid magical energy, perhaps even greater than in their cores. 
Combined with Divine Reinforcement, Jake was quite sturdy, even without armor. Thinking back to the gnolls he fought, Jake could now almost fight them without armor and come out unscathed.
Due to all his preparations and training, Jake was starting to feel that he was getting powerful. Now that Fhesiah’s hearth was bound and nearly every skill of his was level two and some nearing level 3 of Tier 1, and he had his technique, he was nearing the jack of all trades level. 
Except, unlike his summoner in the game, he could also fight admirably in melee combat.
He couldn’t compete with any of his girls in melee, the fight with Ophelia last night being mainly a fist fight with attributes only, and her not using her winged movement until that surprise at the end. 
Also, he felt she let him win or at least made the fight about strength only rather than defeating him with skill. Still, he could hold his own against his girls. His stats would improve once again once Berri reached bond level 5 and was in love with Jake and Jake with her, allowing her hearth to be bound as well. 
Jake wasn’t really sure what might be holding Berri back regarding the bond itself or if the problem was him. He already considered her an important family member and loved having her around. She was also an indispensable team member, and Jake didn’t want to imagine his world without her.
Berri was a bright spot in their lives, always bringing her positive attitude to everything they did. Still, there was something strange going on with her. Whenever he thought she would move forward in understanding or caring about others, her emotions would become turbulent, and she would slump back into an apathetic attitude.
All the detriments of keeping his summons permanently out were now reduced further, and even Fhesiah earned the [Energy Hunger] ability, propelling both her cultivation and counteracting Jake’s loss in mana regeneration. 
Her body would draw in more energies that she didn’t need and would otherwise harm her cultivation, but these energies were filtered through the Hearth and sent to Jake rather than absorbed directly by her [Spiritual Sea]. Like feeding some sort of furnace with fuel, the fire was lit and would empower her as well. 
She could much more rapidly and reliably absorb the kill energy now, too.
Jake and his party geared up and got ready. All of their equipment now held the maximum number of runewords Jake could currently enchant, and the effect was becoming quite large. 
As long as the item was powerful enough to hold the enchantment, he could keep adding runes for more effects as his skill in Runic Magic and Runic Enchantment increased. At only three at a time per skill level, the effects he could add would be minor each time his skill improved. 
Still, Jake knew they would soon be due for new equipment, as the drake scale equipment could barely hold the last three. Jake thought that for the next set, Ophelia and Berri themselves would craft it, finally reaching their needs for equipment with their own skill levels.
They departed for Roseburg and met up with Antonius and Alisara. Jake sent Alisara a party invite through his menu, this being unnecessary for his bonded permanent summons that was permanently added to Jake’s, and they joined the much larger Battlegroup that Antonius had set up.
He cast his old buffs on her, of [Haste], [Protection], and [Bolster], plus his stamina regeneration spell. While the spells had merged and had been made into a summon-only spell, Jake could still use the old versions of them, just like Ophelia could still use Spear of Hestia and so on.
Alisara flexed her hands and arms and then gave Jake a sidelong look. 
“These buffs are amazing, but how come I feel like something’s missing over what the other girls received?”
Jake somehow smiled, keeping himself from wincing. When the buffs latched on to Alisara, he could feel that something was different just from that alone. 
Most likely, it was like he was buffing only the body. The increased perception speed of Haste or some of the increased stats of Bolster was not reaching the so-called puppet-master, which he supposed was a good thing. In addition, Divine Reinforcement could not target anyone but himself and his summons, so at least he could use that in his defense for buffing her less. 
“The best buffs are summoner and summon only. So, unless you were willing to bind yourself to me…”
Alisara laughed but shook her head. “My, how forward of you, Jake. I’ll pass, for now. We’ll see what the future holds…” 
Jake was put in yet another group meant for the leadership to communicate. They passed out a sort of headset that fit into his ear, allowing them to communicate up to one hundred kilometers. He was relieved to see that Alisara did not receive one, and all of those joining passed his and Ira’s inspection.   
Jake hinted to Antonius to keep a few Battlegroups in reserve to respond to changes the outsiders make. This was to head off ambushes or the not random, random events that seemed to occur anytime they were working together to close Rifts. 
Antonius agreed and even left a Battlegroup back at the command center that would be ready to rally to new Rifts and other attacks on cities that might occur across the globe.     
Over four hundred adventurers participated in the event at Roseburg one way or another, and about a dozen healer types joined as noncombatants that would be protected by a dozen initiated that did not fit into any Battlegroup. 
A dozen Rifts had spawned, all within a day’s horse ride from the [Fortress Assault], and clearing them would be paramount to making sure the assault could be successful. Then, others would ensure that creature spawns didn’t build up into an assault that could destroy Roseburg itself.
The levels of the Battlegroup members varied, with less than a third reaching the level 21 to 24 range. From what Jake could tell, the other large portion of members besides his Battlegroup sat in the 18 to 20 range, a common bottleneck as leveling began to take much longer. 
They would systematically clear the Rifts, then assault the main challenge with an appropriate number of members. They would do this while another Battlegroup would wait in backup in case something else occurred. 
To start, they would still clear more than one Rift at a time, but they would not split their forces to assault them all simultaneously. 
Jake mounted up on Berri in her basket, and the many Battlegroups moved out. Jake’s party and Battlegroup would clear two Rifts and await updates on the various Rift closures before beginning their major assault. Still, Jake had other plans and brought the medical staff and their protection along. They headed towards the first Rift and cleared the first camps with relative ease. 
If the camp’s creatures were any sign of what they would face, and they usually were, the first Rift would involve giant spiders the size of horses. They had created nests in the trees, and hundreds of them were no trouble to clear out with fire and a defensive formation among the warriors.
They arrived at the Rift and found that instead of waves of enemies, it was a giant nest within a valley filled with trees. Jake would further test his technique state here, [Runebound: Aegis]. 
Runes lit up blue and green on his armor, and he switched his Champion’s staff runes over to match, the prismatic hexagons shifting to a buffing and healing focus for his function. 
By forming a covenant and setting a series of rules for him to be limited, his stats and abilities would be enhanced. In this case, it restricted him from casting offensive spells. 
In return, his ability to cast shields, heals, and buffs were greatly increased. He could cast control spells still, but they were severely reduced. His personal physical stats were also lowered in favor of increasing his mana regeneration and output even further.
Using the Aegis state, Jake became an amazing guardian for the Battlegroup, rapidly casting runic or goddess-powered barriers and healing. The giant arachnid’s charges were often stopped with a well-placed barrier, and Jake would even add powerful strength buffs, allowing various warriors to take advantage of the openings created. 
He even stopped an ambush where a trap-door spider tried to snag a mage from behind, covering them with a barrier long enough that Ophelia could arrive rapidly with her [Ride of the Valkyries] ability. 
Like a cavalry unit with a lance, she rode through the enemy ranks on her invisible mount and flanked enemies all over the battlefield. Her speedy charge frequently put down the giant arachnids in a single blow, and she racked up quite the kill count, even without needing to use her spears of Hestia. 
She was fast in flight before, but the technique allowed her to change direction and increase speed much more rapidly, with nearly full control of her momentum. Most flyers would be stuck flying in a straight line, but she could both dodge and easily block attacks.
They chose this Technique for her because it maximized her strengths. As a winged woman, her mobility was an asset in combat. This stressed that to the extreme, allowing her to get anywhere fast.
Jake watched as Fhesiah danced through the enemies, literally, now. Her technique, [Dance of the Sun and Moon], produced and controlled flames as she danced through enemies and cut them with her claw or waved her large metallic fan. 
Her bloodline fully activated, her hands could now become draconic. She had ninja-like bracers that extended past her wrists and covered the top of her hands only, and she would mostly shift her right hand to become a claw of dragons. 
It only costed a small amount of Qi and stirring her bloodline to shift once battle started. Then she had the piercing and crushing power of a dragon. Her hand would become extremely strong, able to crumple Jake’s own armor and shield with ease, even reinforced and protected by his buffs and mana.
Fhesiah danced through the enemies, her hips swaying and her body spinning. As she waved the sun side of her fan, flames jumped out of her body and spread out in a wave, engulfing the enemies surrounding her. The massive spiders screeched in agony, some curling up and their death throes in a mere instant.
The dead bodies continued to burn, while the still living sometimes charged or tried to flee. A few got close to Fhesiah as she danced, and she slashed two as she spun and grabbed the head of another. The pincers ineffectually tried to pierce her stronger-than-armor dragon flesh as she crushed the head of the spider. 
The enemies continued to burn, whether they came after Fhesiah or not. New enemies charged, and she waved the moon side of her fan, pulling the flames from the dead, the fire having grown to be more than she originally used. This allowed her to reuse her flames without spending nearly as much of her Qi reserves on attacks. 
She made the flames she pulled in grow brighter before waving the fan on the sun’s side again, engulfing the new targets. As Jake understood it, this was the rising of the sun. 
When enough flames built up, she could launch a massive ball of flame that would put his best runic spells to shame, even using his empowered spell rod, when she added her truths of dragon flames into it. 
She could do this anyway at any time, but she would have to invest much of her reserves to accomplish such an attack. The dance was what allowed her, combined with her [Energy Hunger] ability, to more or less fight forever. That was why they had chosen this technique for her: efficiency. 
Cultivators were strong, but Qi was not a readily available resource. Once they expended their energy, even if they had a larger gas tank, it was not easy to refill it. It was better to compare Fhesiah to an electric vehicle with a long-range that took a long time to charge and Jake, Ophelia, and Berri to the easily refillable gas tank. 
Mana was simply more plentiful in their surrounding environment and needed nearly no effort for their souls to draw it in. Fhesiah would have to consciously cultivate, drawing in heavenly energy in order to refill her energy.
Her Technique used her new Hearth to its fullest. [Energy Hunger] would rapidly draw various energies from the surrounding environment as fuel and would somewhat store this, especially mana. 
A tiny pool, it filled nearly as quickly as it could be emptied. Fhesiah would fling this flame, along with small amounts of her Qi, at enemies, lighting them on fire with her fan. She would then control and enhance these flames as required, her attacks highly efficient. 
Fhesiah had stated that he had only seen her sun dance so far. The fan with the moon side just improved the rising and setting of the sun’s portion of the dance by helping bring the flames back to her. 
When he asked about the moon dance, she cut off her thoughts and said it was related to her surprise, as she was still working on it and that he should look forward to it. 
The creation of the fan was a joint effort between the two of them, inscribing demonic runes that matched her dragon and dark kitsune flames and some runes Jake did not yet understand, but Fhesiah did.
Watching Berri use her new technique was also a dance, but a very different one. Her body would bob and weave like a cobra, and her hips swaying side to side while her snake portion of the body would coil and twirl in every direction.
Some spiders approached her from all sides, with a sort of elite spider along with them. Berri was a large target, and it appeared they were naturally drawn to attack her instead of the rest of the Battlegroup. Her body swayed, and her tail coiled and spun around her in a spiral.
A barbed spike entered one of the spiders that ignored this, its body being stuck. But the creature was light as a feather for Berri, and her snake tail kept coiling and spinning, knocking and cutting into others that approached from all sides. 
Dark magic was released from the dance itself, weakening all the creatures as the oppressive haze reached them.
The largest leaped with its legs wide, wanting to latch on and bite her in the humanoid portion of her body. But Berri easily swayed out of its way, the creature soaring past her. 
When it landed, she sped for it with supernatural speed, and her giant club met its torso, crushing it into the ground. Ichor and bits of spider parts flew in all directions, Berri satisfied with killing yet another disgusting bug.
She caused utter chaos on the battlefield as her large snake body sliced rapidly in different directions. Her upper body would slingshot in a sudden direction so fast, like the strike of a rattlesnake or viper, only instead of latching on with poisonous fangs, she would smash them with her giant club.
She would add other dark magic spells to stack on top of the technique’s debuff, and most enemies would become so weak that they could not possibly harm her. 
She had her [Armor of Faith] ability and her thick plate mail armor to protect her, so with the debuffs, she became nearly invulnerable to these types of enemies. Their bites and strikes with their claws would just bounce off of her like a bunch of weak toddlers throwing tantrums. 
Even if they managed to pierce all these defenses, her [Dark Siphon] or [Mace of Hestia] ability would rapidly heal the wound or bruise. 
While Jake was watching over the Battlegroup, of course, he was watching over Alisara too. She followed Jake’s or Antonius’s direction like a dutiful soldier, cutting through whatever she was fighting. 
Jake got to see her use shadow teleport many times and thought he could pick out the moments just before she used it by watching her magical energy fluctuations with his [Arcane Eye].
He asked Ira in his mind. “What do you think, Ira? Can you prevent her from using it? Even with the Runic Shackles I devised waiting on my Hearth, she may be able to get away in time.”
Ira sent him a feeling of confidence and pride. It seemed Ira had confidence in this, but from Jake’s feelings he received afterward, it appeared it would require all the creature’s focus. Ira sensed some spatial items on her, like the storage bracelet, and she may be able to trigger something otherwise.  
From how she behaved, her role appeared to merely force the encounter within the [Fortress Assault]. She didn’t even seem to be monitoring what Jake and the rest of his party were doing at all, beyond a token effort.
He did notice that if there was someone she was watching more, it was Berri. She appeared to choose to fight closer to her than his other girls.  
When the boss arachnid emerged, larger than an elephant, the three girls made short work of it. Jake couldn’t help but feel like he was bound to three very violent women as they dismembered the poor but disgusting creature with relative ease.
Ophelia hollered and cheered in victory as she came by Jake to discuss the fight. Fhesiah continued her dance but with an extra swagger of her hips near him, for Jake. 
Berri made quick work of cleaning her metal caveman club, as well as approaching Jake for help to clean off her large amounts of armor of blood and viscera. 
Jake wryly smiled at how the girls all sought his attention after their wanton murder and destruction.
Jake deactivated his Runebound state, and the lit runes faded from his body and armor. The covenant required a deactivation period of about fifteen seconds, where he would still be limited by the covenant but receive none of the benefits.
This was a near eternity in combat, so Jake would have to plan around disengaging or using a few of the caveats that enable him to work around the restrictions to safely deactivate the ability. 
In a team fight, the Aegis state was not overly restrictive, as he would rely on the girls heavily for offense anyway. His other two bound states would cause him to take a large risk activating them if the enemy proved more difficult than expected.      
They cleared out the second Rift as well. This time, it was Tier 1 kobolds. Tier 0 kobolds were more like lizard goblins or just little scaled humanoid creatures. Tier 1 kobolds were larger than those of the previous Tier, being closer to the size and shape of a human. 
They also had a wider variety of types, from mages, shamans, and priests to fully armored and otherwise equipped variants. 
Still, they hardly posed a challenge for their Battlegroup, as aside from Jake’s group, the people meant for the [Fortress Assault] were among some of the best for their level. 
The [Sons of Rome] had some of their better groups, and a few of the other associated guilds had supplied their best among them to participate in the assault. This was a large opportunity to gain many contribution points at once, and personal rewards for the victory were often tailored for them from the Framework. 
Battlegroup members would earn equipment that fit their needs or even valuable skills. In addition, an achievement like participating in this often improved your class choices for when you increased in Tier.
After clearing the second Rift, Jake had finally hit level 14. With it, he gained his first spell of this Tier aside from upgrades of the previous: [Summon Humanoid]. 
Jake had wondered why he hadn’t gained some of the other spells that he would expect from a normal Summoner’s toolkit and learned that it was because they would be redundant to spells that he already knew. 
The Framework focused on what he was missing when stuffing the information of the spell into his soul and mind. For example, most summoners would gain some spell to heal their summons. But Jake didn’t, as he had already learned two alternatives.
[Summon Humanoid] would allow him to summon various creatures temporarily, similar to the Summon Beast spell that he already had. While he wouldn’t be penalized as much, he would still be penalized for the spell not entirely matching his specialization. Probing the skill, he smiled as he spotted a few of his mainstays from his time in [The Labyrinth]. 
While he could gain more options by capturing and binding creatures or gaining magical templates for summons, it looked like the Framework gave him somewhat random options for what would be starters.
He learned that he should soon be unlocking the [Monster Menagerie], which allowed him to store other permanent summons in a sort of void, and even use them like a temporary summon at level 16. He could call them from the void, like the game where creatures were stored in a ball, waiting for combat. Using them this way, they would not take up party slots. 
He would have to find the right creatures to bind and keep them in the void. Jake learned that as part of the menagerie, he would gain 5 more permanent summon slots. 
In his mind, he was planning on using these slots for monstrous humanoid summons, as keeping a person of regular intelligence in the void only to come out for fights would be a terrible existence for them. The void might change in the future when he reached Tier 2. 
As he became a more powerful summoner, it was entirely possible that he could summon them from his Refuge instead. 
Regarding using these slots for additional wives, he was very much opposed to the idea.
As far as he knew, a party was 5 in the eyes of the Framework for most of the important events, and that would never change. In Jake’s mind, his warrior family was 5. No matter how much fun Fhesiah thought it would be, he was not planning on filling a Battlegroup full of wives. 
He wanted to give his current girls all the attention they both needed and deserved and if anything, last night, each girl barely getting the attention they deserved was proof that this line of thinking was correct. He cared deeply for his girls and wanted nothing more than to make them happy and fulfilled.
Even from a power perspective, this appeared to be the right choice. The Hearth Bond was not progressing nearly as fast as the Summoner’s Bond had been, and Hestia herself had hinted at how powerful it actually was. 
He was sure that if he continued adding girls, their bonds would not be nearly as deep or powerful. Jake doubted he could possibly feel powerful emotions and connections if he had dozens of girls or something like this.
They took a detour to what Jake considered near the center of the operations surrounding the [Fortress Assault]. There was a rocky hill with a somewhat treacherous climb, and Jake decided this would be perfect for his plans. Here, he would build a crude fortress while they waited on the other Rifts to be cleared.
Luckily, some of Jake’s spell rods could be used by others, even without having knowledge of runes. Ophelia helped Jake flatten the top of the hill and place the stone. He had managed to get his spell rod to produce nearly a cubic foot of rock every few seconds.
Jake hoped he could produce some spell rods that would cut or smooth out the stone, but it was at the bottom of his list for now. It would be ugly, but the wall would do its job, for now. Jake even handed some rods out to a few of the casters for them to aid in constructing the keep.
Within a bit over an hour, they had already produced a quite impressive fortification. It was complete with a path on top to walk on to rain ranged attacks on enemies as they climbed the mountainous terrain. At the fort’s four corners, there were larger towers with ballistas at the top of them. 
With these, even the healers could help defend against an aerial assault. It certainly didn’t look like much of a keep with its jagged stone walls, more like a rocky mountain top that just happened to be somehow arranged like a keep.
Jake had even enchanted the bolts; should they hit, they should pack a mean punch. Part of Jake wanted to make this fortress just as a test of his ability to construct. When they arrived at the new world, they would help various towns form defenses and rebuild. 
The other part wanted to protect the Battlegroup from Tartarus’ machinations. If a new Rift spawned or creatures with no business being near there showed up, then having these defenses as something to retreat to could save lives.  
While Jake was constructing his makeshift fortress, he had been listening to the result of other groups assaulting their own Rifts using the headset. They had made more progress, but one Battlegroup had been set back by a stampede of creatures. 
Another Battlegroup intervened to keep the losses minimal, but some still died as a result. Their losses would prevent them from assaulting another Rift after completing that one, so they would be relegated to guarding other groups for now.
In addition, Alisara was watching, as well. She kept a mostly interested or impressed look on her face, but occasionally when she thought nobody was watching, it switched to a more amused one. She commented on it to Jake.
“This is quite impressive, what you’ve made here. Still, can’t they just walk in through the nonexistent gate?”
Jake shrugged. “This was more a test than anything, but the missing gate will still funnel enemies into a single point, giving the defenders an advantage. Also, anything that can climb a mountain with attacks raining down on them will have no trouble climbing the jagged keep wall, I’d imagine?”
Berri was tapping the end of her club against her gauntleted open hand, getting Alisara to look over. Berri’s expression changed to a sly, proud one.
“It’s fine. Anything that comes through the gate will just experience this.”
She was filled with blinding white light using [Mace of Hestia] as she surged toward a rock next to the gate, slamming her club into it. Jake could feel the ground shake, along with the sound of the explosion of rock. Some rock shrapnel exploded out in a wave, and one such shrapnel came dangerously close to hitting Alisara, leaving her mouth agape.
A small crater was formed in the ground from the force and magical power being expended. There was some commotion at the sound, but perhaps used to seeing Berri around, they realized she was just up to her normal shenanigans.
Berri loomed over Alisara, her wicked armor and large body casting a shadow over her, but she gave her a childlike smile. “See? That is what happens to Milord’s enemies. It’s inevitable.”
Alisara gave a nervous laugh. “Uh, right. Well, the keep is better to have than not, I guess?”    
Some time passed, and only six Rifts of the many that needed closing before they could begin had been closed up to now. Antonius approached from where he had been walking up on the battlements Jake and Ophelia had made. 
He said, “This was quite something. While I hope that it doesn’t see any use, I know that’s wishful thinking. Are you willing to sell these? I think my guild would find those very useful for this Tier on other worlds.”
Jake gave Antonius the details on the rods, and Antonius offered to purchase them from Jake. Their mages couldn’t keep up with creating fortifications nearly as rapidly as him, the mana cost was too high to sustain over large periods, but they could still make them given time.
Jake asked, “Are these really that big of a deal? It didn’t require that much skill to create these.”
Antonius sighed. “Here in a Frontier Sector, Tier 1 crafters with real skill are in fact rare. Most that reach Tier 1 are using Framework skills, and while those are useful, they are quite limiting as you probably know. The gods and goddesses hoard their best people on their worlds, which are often higher Tier, the best crafters wanting to move there. The information the Framework allows for sale in the Shop is the base knowledge about what’s necessary to improve the skill, not anything about developing what would be magical technology.”
Jake was still a bit skeptical, but he somewhat understood this. Jake, in his workshop within the Refuge, reached unprecedented levels of mana regeneration and total mana, thanks to his core and the girls. It was fair to say that he could enchant faster than an entire team worth of enchanters, making more attempts during his research. 
Creating runic phrases and formations, effects, and spells was like solving a Sudoku puzzle. Each rune and phrase within a spell or effect had an impact within a formation of them, and it was like they all had different values. Only when each portion of a formation reached a certain value, and the overall formation did the same, could the desired effect or spell be created.
Thanks to that, there was immense trial and error in creating a spell or effect for enchanting or casting. It was difficult to balance each runic phrase while chaining them together, while maintaining the meaning and balancing the overall formation, following the rules for Runic Magic. 
It had taken a flash of inspiration to form the spell formation of runes with the magical focus in the spell rod. This enabled the runes to be channeled through it and create a spell effect rather than simply enhancing the materials. 
This all came from noticing how close the runic language felt like programming to him, leading him to think about how to accomplish something similar to a function.
Fhesiah’s sigh sounded in his mind. [Aren’t you forgetting something there? You are attributing your success to external factors. A Nordic god praised your ingenuity, and wasn’t that why he drafted you in the first place? You should take some credit. I am quite proud of your accomplishments, husband. You are deserving of much respect.]
Jake supposed she had a point, but he had a hard time aligning in his mind that he was anything special. He had met countless people in his life smarter than him, better than him. Why, Fhesiah and Ophelia–Fhesiah interrupted his thoughts on how great his women were with a groan.
He shook his head and changed his thoughts back to the spell-rods. Jake knew that Tier 2 Mage-types that specialized in earth could easily create similar results for structures and was a common specialization. It was that any Tier 1 that could use mana could use the spell rods that made them useful to them. 
Jake was excited at the prospect of selling them, as they would help both those that used them and allow him to make funds while they were in transit to other worlds.
Jake looked over to Berri, who once again was killing time playing with birds, her mask currently removed. At the very least, she wasn’t getting into trouble. He was both looking forward to and was a little worried about hearing what was on the girl’s mind once their bond together improved just one more time. Just what was going on in that head of hers?




Interlude 4 – Berri - Boredom, the Most Powerful Enemy


Berri looked over the birds that landed on her armored shoulders and palms, observing her with interest. She wasn’t sure why they would always gather near her, but their feathers were a wide array of colors, and their songs helped stave away the boredom between fights.  
Jake had said that her holy aura and nature probably attracted them, but she wasn’t sure about any of that. 
[Berri, don’t you wonder how that white one might taste? We’re getting a little hungry, and I don’t think our Lord plans to cook anything anytime soon. Fighting has made us a little peckish, even if the enemies were pathetic.]
Her sister had always been there, sharing their body for as long as Berri could remember. Blood, her sister, excelled at the things that she didn’t and helped protect them. They kept their secret for years and used their nature as a shield against the Dark Lamia that constantly plotted to punish or otherwise torture or kill her, cursed as she was. 
Even now, they kept their secret from their Lord, Jake. While Berri had wanted to let Jake and her new sisters know about Blood, she had refused.
Their nature even kept her sister from fully being influenced by the Framework.
She considered the white bird. It had almost the same disgusting color of skin as hers. Would it even taste good? Jake had tried to convince her that her skin was not hideous, but how could the skin that caused her and Blood so much torture and pain be anything but that? 
Jake and Ophelia’s skin was much closer to a tan color, while very light for a Dark Lamia was much more appealing than her skin. Fhesiah’s was nearly as pale and white as hers: a terrible color.
Her hand slowly wrapped around the bird, making it feel distressed. She could feel its distress as its freedom was restricted. It squawked and chirped as it furiously tried to wriggle from her grasp, but her powerful grip could pulverize stones. How could a tiny bird hope to escape? 
The other birds all flew away, and she shoved the bird into her mouth and chewed. The bones crunched, and the blood drained from the bird as its life expired, and she swallowed the remains nearly whole. Its blood tasted well enough, but she certainly preferred her lord’s cooking.
The tiny morsel barely provided any sustenance compared to what she needed, but she was satisfied she removed the bird with the color that bothered her. Just as she was about to try to find something else to do, she felt the wave of disappointment and frustration coming over the bond from Jake. 
Had he seen her eat the bird? Why would he care? He approached her with an exhausted look on his face. She dreaded what he would say. Had she done something wrong again that would make her have to wait even longer before they could mate? Maybe she went too far with taunting Alisara.
Jake looked like he was having trouble looking for the words to say when he sighed. “Those birds, they’re prey animals to large creatures like you.”
“Yes?”
[What is our Lord on about now?], her sister said in her mind.
“Prey animals, they don’t really come near anything they perceive as something that would cause them harm, or eat them. For them to come near you, it’s like they trusted you. And you… violated that trust, killing them and eating them.”
“Okay? You don’t want me to eat the birds? I’m sorry, Jake, I didn’t know you didn’t want me to eat them.”
Jake sighed again, and she could once again feel his frustration. “It’s not really about the birds. I just wanted you to think about what you did. How would you feel if you were attracted to something’s beauty, or their positive energy, only for them to torture and otherwise kill you the moment you let your guard down?”
Berri tried to think about that momentarily but was interrupted by her sister speaking to her again. 
[If something happened to us because we let our guard down, then we deserve it, Berri.]
Jake continued before she could think further on it, “Just imagine, a Dark Lamia matriarch, beautiful and somehow caring, takes you under her protection. She promises you won’t be beaten anymore, and you can even have babies if you want. You join and serve her, only for her to have you beaten and consumed.”
[What a stupid thing to say. Those things already happened, and I protected you while you slept, Berri. I poisoned her food, and with you none the wiser, they determined some enemy of hers was much more likely to have killed her. Their truth sayers and mind flayers could not find the truth thanks to our nature, and then we moved on until we found a matriarch more tolerable to us until they made this armor for us and left us to our own devices fighting creatures in the Underworld.]
“What you did to that bird is no different, the same things that have probably been done to you, only you managed to live. Again, it’s not really about the bird, but especially when your actions will affect others, you should try to consider them as if they were you and treat them how you would like to be treated. Would you want that to happen to you?”
Berri very much did not like that happening to her, but before she could say anything, her sister Blood took over control and spoke using their body. “No, but so what? It’s the Matriarch’s right to torture me how they see fit. They’re the ones with the power, and it’s their right to do what they want.”
“Their right or not, wouldn’t you rather they saw things my way? That they would have mercy on you, and treat you how they wanted to be treated? Do you really think that the Dark Lamia are so great, always having to worry about being poisoned by a rival or a dagger in the dark? To never know genuine love or affection, only getting what they want by taking it?” 
Berri could feel her sister’s scowl as Jake continued. “They may be powerful, but there’s many different kinds of strength. I’d wager that they lived underground, not by choice. They raided towns for breeding stock, but they kept their raids to a minimum to not draw too much attention or ire from humans and other surface races to band together and eliminate them. In the end, they were at the mercy of the other race’s desires.”
Berri had mostly stopped listening after Jake mentioned love and affection, her sister doing much of the talking. Instead, she thought about Jake’s affection for her, and her finger lingered near her lips, again remembering their kiss. It wasn’t just the sensation of his kiss but his feelings of care and fondness that she felt. They made her feel warm inside and–
Blood snorted in her mind, [What is this garbage? Does he really believe that nonsense? The Dark Lamia is a powerful race, one that enjoys plunder and excess. Humans are weak; they are only useful as breeding stock.]
“Just think, the Goddess, Hestia, could have used you like those Matriarchs and never let you join my family, perhaps just leaving you to die after she got what she wanted. Or, she’d have let you return to the Dark Lamia you think so highly of, where you would never mate. Is that what you want, a world in which you are always beaten down or waiting for that dagger in the dark? Or the one where you care for others, and hope that they do the same for you? I think it just comes down to, would you rather your life be one like the Dark Lamia, where all you care about is yourself and never know real love, or have it how the goddess would want it, where you love both yourself and others?”
Berri very much wanted a world where she could have children and feel Jake’s love rather than having to worry about being beaten or killed. Was that all she needed to do, was care for others? Jake, Ophelia, and Fhesiah all showed their care for her and helped others besides. 
Shouldn’t she try to be more like them and embody the ideals of Hestia? There was that one movie they had watched a few days ago, after the one with the old man with the balloon house, that struck a chord with her. It was about an old man who hoarded his wealth. 
The old man refused even his blood relatives any help and lived a lonely existence. Berri couldn’t help but feel that he was not very dissimilar from the Matriarchs in her Conclave, except for how weak he was. They would butcher a person like that within but a few moments in the Conclave, his wealth exceeding his strength far too greatly. 
But in the movie, the old man was visited by three ghosts, and they showed him that his love for money and power, shunning all else, led him to an empty existence. Realizing this, the old man became more generous, and he enriched the lives of others, and they enriched his life in return. 
She thought this was perhaps Jake’s goal for her, though she felt it was different. After all, she only sought wealth in having children, power, or strength. Still, she could see how if she was too focused on one thing, perhaps she would miss out on others.
Perhaps, rather than being worried about her eating the bird, Jake was just worried that if she didn’t care at all for others, she would never be enriched like the old man was. 
If she sought only strength for her children, only valuing that aspect, they would ultimately end up like the old man, too. Her children would be full of power as they ruled some mountain top alone. That led her to a much more profound thought.
Would anyone even want to play baseball with someone like the old man?
Berri noticed after he began caring about others a little more, people wanted to do more things with him. Sure, the best baseball players had no problems finding people to play with them, but she knew those who were good to others had no shortage of friends and people wanting to spend time with them. 
She was sure that even that decrepit old man was terrible at it would still have had a line of people wanting to play baseball with him. Before, he would have had to pay people to do it, which would hardly be fun. 
She decided once and for all that she would do her best to embody this type of person, hoping everyone would want to play baseball with her. 
[...Sister, you may actually be crazier than people might imagine. But don’t listen to Jake, Berri. All that matters in this world is you and me, as that, along with power, is all you can ever count on. That was just a stupid movie: make-believe like Jake said. In the real world, that man would have been taken advantage of; his good will met with theft. 
Who was there for you when the Matriarchs wanted you dead for their pleasure? Three times, I had to save us. When Jake tires of us, I’ll still be here. Jake is weak, his women will show their true colors soon enough, and that goddess will benefit plenty from using us until she abandons us, just like the Dark Elf goddesses; you’ll see.]
Berri replied firmly in her mind, “No. I’m tired of looking at things this way! You may have protected us, but Jake has made us stronger than ever. He won’t let anything like that ever happen to us again. Ophelia and Fhesiah do really care about us, wanting the best for us. Hestia has delivered on her promise and only asks that we do our best to protect families. I want to believe that she includes our family in her circle of protection. I don’t want to return to how things were in the Conclave, just us two against the world! Being like the Dark Lamia… I hate it!”
Berri could feel Blood recoil in her mind and thought that Jake looked satisfied that his words had at least made her thoughtful.
[So that’s it then? You don’t need me anymore, no longer wanting to be like the Dark Lamia? All it took was for some male to bat his eyelashes at you and a tender kiss, then you think that he won’t eventually betray you? I’ve seen how this story ends a thousand times. He still hasn’t even mated with us. How laughable.]
Berri replied, “Don’t you feel it? I know what you feel is less, but I know you still feel it through me. Even now, I can feel his care for us over our bond. He wants us to care and understand others for our benefit, not his. He would never do that to us. I know it for a fact! Can’t we just try it? We both always enjoyed making the children happy. Can’t we just extend that to others? Of course, I still need you! I can’t even cast dark magic on my own, and even if I think Jake will never betray us, I know that others can! I think Jake needs you, too. Even you could tell there was something fishy about that Alisara, and that was without magic.”
[That was because those children were glorious Dark Lamia. How can others compare? This is something that I tire of. I have let you control our body and our actions for long enough. I only let you talk me into backing down on taking what I wanted because you convinced me Jake would eventually give us what we wanted. Since you cannot see things my way and keep letting this human take advantage of us, I will take control and take what we deserve. I will force Jake to mate with me or leave the party and find another male to breed with. You were always weaker than me, and I can see why.]
Berri felt the familiar stirring of Blood’s soul and consciousness pushing on hers, pushing it into the corner of their mind. 
Normally, they freely exchanged or relinquished control over the body, but there had been many times when Blood had edged her out to get what she wanted, like when she had fought with Fhesiah those weeks ago. 
Up to now, Berri had never won over her sister. She felt the overwhelming power of darkness crushing her and shoving her into a corner of their mind. Her sister was much stronger than her: more intelligent and more cunning. Her power over dark magic also provided an advantage, it appeared.
But Berri had wanted nothing more than she wanted to feel more of Jake’s love and affection. It was similar but very different from the feelings Blood and Berri shared, and she never wanted that feeling to go away. 
The idea that Blood would leave their new family scared her, as she didn’t want to lose what she had with Lord Jake, valuing it above anything else she’d ever had. She also didn’t think she could force the males her sister might capture and breed with into playing a satisfying game of baseball.
If Blood’s Dark Magic, intelligence, and cunning made her strong, she would use what she had to fight back: love, desire, and holy light magic– the goddess’s power. 
When she became Hestia’s priestess, it enhanced her soul of light to become something more, to become holy. She would prove to her sister that love and care did not make them weak but strong. 
Jake’s bonds with Fhesiah and Ophelia made them much stronger, more than enough proof for her to have found her conviction. 
Her soul lit ablaze, her desires, soul, and holy light magic pushing back against the darkness of her sister. She thrust her feelings for both Blood and Jake to the forefront and used her desire to weather the pain from the crushing obstruction that was her sister’s soul and mind pushing against hers. 
For the first time, her sister was in retreat; Berri had never stood up to her before like this.
[You! How did you get so strong?], and Blood screamed in anguish and pain as she struggled and fought against Berri, the result being shouted aloud where Jake and many others in the keep could see.  
Jake looked quite concerned now, as her body was spasming as the two fought for control. It looked like she needed help, but how could he help her, fighting herself as she appeared to? 
All he could do was send his concern and feelings over the bond and let her know he was there to help. He did his best to monitor her with [Arcane Eye], but this was some battle of wills or souls, something he was inexperienced in.
Empowered by Jake’s feelings, she pushed even harder against her sister until Blood was the one shoved into the corner of their mind. Their body was once again in her control, and she had done it: she had finally beaten her sister. 
Berri felt the power that she had over Blood that she could snuff out her sister with another push. But that thought passed quickly, as her sister had been in this same position many times before, yet she never took that irrevocable step. 
As tough and heartless as she made herself seem, Blood still loved and cared for Berri. There were many times in her life where Blood had taken on the brunt of the pain and suffering for both of them. She needed to open up more and find that she could love herself and others and trust them.
Blood spoke again, but this time it was in fear and pain, her voice small. [So that’s it then? You’ll get rid of me after all we’ve been through?]
Berri replied firmly, “No. I wanted to prove to you that love does not make us weak: it makes us stronger. We are also stronger together. We are two halves of a whole, two souls and minds born of one body, but still incomplete. What makes us complete is Jake, and our family. We will become stronger than the Dark Lamia from our world could ever imagine, which I know you enjoy. We will crush countless enemies together.”
She reached out with her soul, reaching out a metaphysical hand for her sister to take. “Now come. Let us try the path that Jake laid out for us. Stop sitting on the fence and join the Framework properly this time, can’t you see? Jake and the Framework makes us stronger. I know that matters to you. I need you, and even Jake needs you. Let’s continue, but as equals. Didn’t you enjoy the feeling of Jake’s affection through me, too? I want more, and I know you do, too. I know that we’ll be happy together with Lord Jake.”
Blood hesitated, but her anguish and fear were replaced with what felt like a small smile and hope instead as she sighed. 
[I suppose… You have proven your strength. I can see that Jake’s feelings, along with that goddess and the Framework, have strengthened you. I’ll watch our back just a little bit longer. If that man doesn’t give us what we want, I’ll be there to ensure we get it. Besides, with how difficult this Alisara person has been for them to deal with, I suppose that is proof enough that I can trust that they can’t betray us in a more significant way.] 
Blood then reached out with her soul as well. Their souls circled one another, growing in unison, in equilibrium. One dark and the other one light. Their souls coalesced into a single construct, assisted by the Framework. 
Where one would previously have to sit separately on the gateway of their souls, their souls, and magic, now both sat at the gateway at once, allowing both types of mana to be used freely. Jake’s bond latched on to the new construct properly, where it was previously only linked to only Berri’s soul.

[Misc. Passive Skill Gained: Twin-Souled, Twin-Minded]
[This being has two souls and two minds in one body. This skill assists the twins in managing the connection to one another and the body, allowing better coordination of both their magic and the body itself.]

[Status Change!]
[Name: Bloodberri]
[Age: 39]
[Class: Monstrous Holy Dark Priestess of Hestia]
[Race: Twin-souled Dark Lamia]

They luxuriated in the feeling of no longer needing to give up control to one another, of now becoming a new being, in a sense. Now, both could be in control at the same time. One could focus on casting magic, while the other controlled their body or even controlling different portions. 
There were some difficulties with them trying to do conflicting things at the same time, but now sharing their thoughts in total made things much easier for them. Before, they only communicated the thoughts they wanted to. 
Now, they had to consciously block their thoughts instead of the other way around. The Framework’s constructed skill for them was nothing short of a blessing.
Jake looked relieved that nothing bad had happened despite the struggle as she looked over at him. She sent her feelings for Jake over the bond: the love, affection, and desire she had for him, now unrestricted by her sister holding her back. 
She urged her sister onward, to lower her guard, try to trust Jake and feel what she felt more directly than before. Previously, Blood could only indirectly sense a small portion of Jake’s emotions through Berri.  
[I…will give it a try. And if trying to treat others how we would like to be treated will help us get what we want, I will do my best. Also, shit.]
“What is it, sister?”
[That Odin guy… Do you think he was hinting that I might have been able to help with that Alisara problem? I wasn’t a part of the Framework, so I could have probably done something? Until now.]
“I’m sure it’ll be fine? I’m just so glad we’re together properly, sister! Now, show Jake how you feel about him properly.”
Berri felt her sister Blood reaching out to Jake to send her feelings— “Sister, that’s mostly just lust! Try to focus more on the warm feelings.” 
Berri felt that Jake almost felt embarrassed, but he smiled at Bloodberri. 
Jake said, “It’s quite a surprise that there are in fact two of you in there. I had suspected something similar, but couldn’t imagine that you had two souls. It’s nice to meet you, Blood. Welcome to our family.”
Berri could feel her sister’s emotions struck with confusion as Jake sent his feelings of acceptance and positive feelings over the bond. 
Why should she care what this human felt about her, but why does it feel so good? 
Perhaps, other than her sister Berri, she had never been accepted in her life. She kept herself hidden but also tolerated being an outcast for her entire life. That he would accept her so unconditionally and assuredly had surprised her greatly, as the bond left no room for misinterpretation. 
Jake truly accepted her, making Blood feel things she hadn’t felt before. She now began to understand better why Berri had thought there was no way for Jake to betray them; his feelings of care for her were real. 
At the same time, she was still a little wary, as even those with the best of intentions can fold when they are at risk.
Tears came to Bloodberri’s eyes, resulting from her and her sister’s feelings. An emotion built in her, a dam opened of desire and longing to be accepted and loved. 
Blood had long since kept those feelings to herself, ones that she thought would never be returned or validated. Jake returned those feelings, assuring her she’d be cared for, that they were no longer alone.

[Skill Increased!]
[Summoner’s Bond: Bloodberri Level 4]

She luxuriated in the new feelings of the bond strengthening and to be hearing Jake’s thoughts. She smiled, as it appeared he imagined being hugged in her massive breasts but being thwarted by her restrictive equipment.
Blood said in her mind to her alone, [Oh? It appears he enjoyed the hugs even more than I could have imagined. It looks like all we had to do to mate with him was to hug him more, don’t you think, sister?]
Berri was ecstatic that they had finally moved forward, her and Blood. But she heard Jake’s thoughts; it was soon time to crush their enemies. She knew that after finishing this fortress assault, they would have what they both desired not long after. 




Chapter 13 - Fortress Outer Gate


Jake was surprised to learn that there were two souls, not just two personalities, in Berri, now Bloodberri’s mind. Jake was no psychologist, but he had guessed a form of multiple personality disorder based on what he had seen, the hints at the accidental usage of we, and so on.  
That they gained a skill that proved they were, in fact, two entities was interesting, and Jake also noticed changes to his bond. Now, he could tell that he was bonded to both of them, whereas he had only previously been bonded to one.  
All those times when he thought that Berri was going to understand empathy or just caring for others, the other soul and mind convinced her against it. They had come from a place where one needed to always watch their backs, so showing weakness was not something that could be allowed.
Jake would need to spend some more time with this Blood so that he could get to know her better.
For now, they had a job to do. After Bloodberri’s episode and waiting a few hours for the final Rift closures, they have moved out to the location. Weeks of preparation culminated in this final showdown, this [Fortress Assault]. 
They were now in a valley leading to the mountain fortress, and the geography made Jake nervous. Wasn’t this place perfect for an ambush or pincer attack? Their Battlegroup’s path was winding and full of small hills that could easily hide the enemy’s approach. 
Hestia had mentioned that there could be thousands of enemies, which significantly exceeded the size of their Battlegroup. In a siege-type situation, usually, the defenders were favored on top of that. 
Still, it probably depended on the type of creatures that would be defending, as the casters in the Battlegroup could use group-based spell-casting. If their enemies could, too, then they’d be in a lot of trouble.
Jake did his best to observe the battlements and wasn’t overly surprised by what he saw. Throughout the dozen Rift closures, there was something in common with all the foes that appeared: they fell within four different types. 
There were the kobolds and the spiders that Jake’s Battlegroup faced, then there were reptilian people that were anthropomorphic lizards, snakes, and even crocodiles. These people had the face of their species, often had a tail, and were covered in scales from head to toe but stood upright.
The last race was a sort of jackal people, once again with the head of a jackal and covered with fur, that wore what Jake thought was an Egyptian motif for their equipment. 
Jake guessed that these were the followers of Apophis, and he tried to think of what that might mean with the other races. As he was thinking this, he noticed that Ophelia had conflicted feelings and expression. 
“What is it, Ophelia?”
“It’s just… When I heard that they were reptilian, I hadn’t thought much of it, but seeing them reminds me of the ones we had in my world. They really look like them, and had the same varieties. Even the style of equipment is similar.”
Jake furrowed his brows. The multiverse was vast, and this could merely be a coincidence, but this particular revelation was making his Valkyrie depressed. 
Ophelia continued, “Before I had died, there was a rumor: that their race was helping the invaders. I hadn’t wanted to believe it, but seeing them here, I can’t help but believe it was true.”
Jake was about to encourage her but was beaten to it when Fhesiah spoke. 
“Isn’t it fine? Either way, they are betrayers. Does it matter if they are your betrayers or not? If anything, this is a good chance at vengeance. It was so nice of Tartarus to give you a target to pierce with your spear just a tiny bit harder, don’t you think?”
Jake couldn’t help but feel that she was right, and Ophelia’s depression quickly turned to determination and excitement. Jake laughed and shook his head. He should have known focusing her on the battle at hand would have been best to turn around her fugue. 
Looking over the battlements, he couldn’t help but feel that the spiders were mostly missing. There were some, but the amount was far less than the kobolds, jackals, and reptilians. 
Jake supposed that in a siege, the spiders would not particularly be useful, but this solidified what Jake thought was the most likely possibility: that there would be a pincer attack coming at some point. It was more a matter of when, not if, in his opinion. 
Jake would want to build his own defenses with walls of his own, but would that really be any use against giant spiders? Any additional range on the melee creatures could help, he supposed. 
Berri said, “Wow, isn’t it just like that movie with the little people with no shoes? The second one! Ahem,” she coughed and took on a deeper voice, “At dawn, look to the east!”
Ophelia laughed. “Oh, but aren’t we the attackers instead, Berri? Don’t we not want enemies coming from behind us?”
“Oh. Yeah, I guess not. Still, the keep doesn’t look that impressive.” 
Jake watched as she raised herself high until her humanoid body was almost ten meters high, well above a two-story house. Trying to compare herself to the keep, Jake guessed she was able to reach around two-thirds of the height. 
Around the fortress and a decent way out was a magical dome of energy, and Jake guessed that this was the point of no return for his Battlegroup. 
Once they entered, they would be unable to leave until the first stages of the challenge were completed, or they died. The forty members of the Battlegroup entered, and the challenge was triggered.

[Fortress Assault Stage 1 has begun.]
[Time Limit for Stage 1: 2 Hours]
[Enemy Level: 15-18]
[Condition for Stage completion: Breach the Gate]

Jake looked over at the gate of the fortress, and he smiled. He had brought a battering ram in a storage bracelet but got a second one, too. It was in the shape of a giant snake woman. 
Blood and Berri were filled with the excitement of getting to smash something so large with their giant club. He looked over at her and found her taking practice swings, getting warmed and psyched up. 
Judging from what he was feeling, Blood enjoyed smashing things with their club at least as much as Berri did, though for different reasons. Berri thought it was fun, but Blood definitely enjoyed exerting her monstrous power over others.
The Battlegroup moved in formation, heading towards the keep. They had a clear path leading up to the keep’s door, but it was surrounded by rocks and mounds in each direction. 
Jake guessed the walls of the fortress were almost fifty feet high from the ground on the hill, and realized that this was probably necessary. 
He could probably leap and reach about twenty feet high himself now or higher, wearing his full equipment kit. He imagined he would probably get quite close if he was an agile type like a rogue or a warrior with some sort of leap ability. The giant spiders could probably go up and down the keep walls freely.
The fortress was a half-star-shaped keep, up against the mountain, as it was. With the gate in the center, there were two star points jutting off to the side, full of arrow slits that would allow the defenders to target Jake’s Battlegroup while they pounded on the gate. 
The enemy filled each wing with archers of the three races, and Jake spotted casters and shield-wielding classes as well.
There were hundreds up on the battlements, and Jake couldn’t help but wonder about this Fortress Assault. Even without the impending pincer attack, he considered how a standard party could really influence an enormous battle like this. 
It was because it was a challenge for a Champion’s party that it felt fair at all, he supposed, but this was also a common Tier 2 challenge for non-champions. When Rifts were left untouched for long enough, they could spawn such a challenge, among others.
The enemy archers started raining arrows down on their formation, and the [Sons of Rome] tightened up their movements with their shields raised. Dozens of arrows struck shields or people in the Battlegroup every second. 
A few of them struck Bloodberri, but none of them could find purchase with her [Armor of Faith] ability, especially with Jake’s recent addition of enchantments to improve durability. Still, Jake thought the armor had finally reached its limits. 
While it was well-forged, it was created using lower Tier 1 materials, likely the best available in a world where the inhabitants hardly raised themselves above the earlier part of their Tier in terms of strength. 
Without the Framework, most creatures would never raise themselves above the equivalent level of where Jake and his party were. Their racial limits would not allow them to surpass that amount of magical power without the assistance of a god’s strength or some other method. 
The magical density of the world would influence this to a degree, and most worlds were around Tier 1. Without higher magical density and without the Framework, most would not be able to persistently improve themselves to the peak of their Tier and enter the next. 
Only by taking power from Tartarus with the Framework or gathering resources from places of high energy density would allow someone to raise themselves in Tier. 
The Egyptian armor-wearing jackal spellcasters began casting, and Fhesiah scrunched her nose in disgust. While some beams of necrotic energy washed over the Battlegroup, causing damage to their formation, they also summoned locusts. 
The locusts had an aura of green energy, and Jake guessed they would drain or spread disease should they reach the Battlegroup. Jake cast a cone of fire runic spell, and with a wave of her fan, Fhesiah spread and enhanced the flames further towards the battlements, wiping out the magical locusts. The fire continued toward the enemy, even after wiping them out.
Just when Jake thought their wave of fire would reach the enemy, some kobold spellcasters cast a shield and blocked the flames. Fhesiah tsked. 
It looked like they would need more than a half-hearted attack to really cause some damage to their casters. 
Within the Battlegroup, there were several paladins. Jake saw one of them activate an aura that created an apparition of a grail filled to the brim with golden nectar. It spilled over the Battlegroup, and it restored their health slightly. This aura persisted and would negate most of the necrotic beams or small scratches and cuts over time. 
The bard from before was also present, playing their song of fervor. People’s movements increased, allowing the many warriors and archers to keep pace. Then, there was another beating a drum, which transmitted an aura of endurance. Like Jake’s stamina regeneration spell, their song allowed warriors and archers to more frequently use their special abilities better during this marathon of a battle.
The mage with an earth golem was present once more, and Jake was surprised to see another more respectable mage among the Battlegroup as well. He was some sort of ice wizard, with an ice imp familiar of some kind. The ice imp seemingly could not accomplish powerful spells on its own, but it could better direct the ice spells the wizard created. 
From behind the protection of the warriors and without even looking at the battlements, the ice wizard would create several lances of ice that could compete with what Jake could construct in just a few moments. Then, the imp would fling each off at a target with its magic, impaling them.
Seeing they were close to the gates now and how things looked so far, Jake devised a plan and gave it to Antonius using their headsets. They were not far from the gates now, but they would start their counterattack when they reached them. 
While they had not had any losses yet, arrows had constantly threaded their way through the formation’s shields and scored damage that needed to be healed. Without Jake and Ophelia healing, the Battlegroup’s healers would already be stressed to the point of breaking within minutes. 
With the formation moving, their own archers had hardly launched many attacks of their own, only taking shots here and there. Very few attacks landed against the enemy archers, protected by crenelations as they were.
They arrived at the gate, and Bloodberri smashed into it, going full speed. While Jake could feel the reverberation in his bones, the gate doors held, and Jake could see that magic protected it. 
Looking with his [Arcane Eye], he could see that many of the casters were increasing the defenses of the gate itself. Bloodberri continued to smash the gate with powerful blows, making some headway with the magical protections with each impact.
Jake now initiated the plan. He and Ophelia started building a small wall using the spell-rods that would reach up to or above their waists near the gate, allowing the shield formation to raise their shields and block the attacks from only the higher angles. 
After only a few moments, they significantly increased their protection. Their own archers now returned fire in earnest, and their spellcasters started casting their group spells against the enemy mages on the wall.
Their group chants would launch a large fireball or shard of ice several times per minute, and these were not blocked entirely by the enemy’s magical shields. They broke through the protection, often taking out several casters and their protectors on the battlements. 
The archers started making headway, too, able to fire under the protection of the shields and low walls. Jake saw that there were a few standouts here within the Battlegroup, a sort of archery commander that called out shots to the other archers. 
Using some enhancement within the Framework, targets within an area would be marked, and it was like they could feel them even if their eyes were closed. Somehow, this made it easier for them to see and strike them with their arrows.
Then, with a shout, many archers would rapidly fire arrows in a row or activate their own archery abilities. Jake even saw one arrow pierce the crenelation and strike a target hiding behind it. 
Jake activated his [Runebound: Aegis] ability, using his enhanced runic shields to block the necrotic beams where he could. Now that there was a sort of equilibrium on the battlefield, He took out his battering ram from one of his storage bracelets, and a party pushed it toward the gate. 
While the ram with Jake’s enchantments wouldn’t do nearly as much damage as Bloodberri against the gate, it should add up to reduce the magical protections to help smash through.
With that, Jake thought they were ready for the next stage. He had two flyers in his party. How could something like battlements matter to them? Jake cast Runic Empowerment buffs on Fhesiah and Ophelia, which were now getting close to the effect of [Einherjar] thanks to his skill proficiency. They then took to the sky, one to each of the ramparts.
Some casters and archers tried to stop Ophelia in her approach with dozens of beams of energy and arrows being shot at her. Still, using a [Sacrificial Barrier], she easily stopped all of these attacks. 
She landed atop without issue, her speed surprising. She sent a runic cone of fire attack to blast a dozen shield users away and immediately started taking down archers along the arrow slits, maintaining her speed. 
Ophelia stabbed her spear and lanced through archers as she went down the ramparts, hardly slowing down as she cut down archers and avoided the shield users. She was like a wolf in a hen house, with no weaker enemies able to stand up to her for more than a brief moment thanks to her speed and might. 
Meanwhile, Jake supported Fhesiah’s arrival on the battlements with his own sacrificial barrier, while a mostly ineffectual mirrored sacrificial barrier from Ophelia’s chosen specialization covered him. 
Fhesiah then repurposed this fiery barrier when she arrived with her own wave of flames and began earnestly cutting down archers and fanning flames over the area in her Dance of the Sun. 
She went straight for the enemy casters, allowing their own archers and casters to focus on cleaning up her rampart. There were hundreds of enemies on the battlements, and Jake had to keep the girls protected with his barriers while they worked through the many enemies. 
Once the rampart edges were starting to clear, Alisara [Shadow Teleported] onto Ophelia’s rampart and started cutting down the casters on their side. Her daggers were thrown into shadows, only to come out behind the casters and stab them. 
Jake could tell that the magical protection for the gate was weakening, and it wouldn’t be much longer before they would breach it, the battering ram, earth golem, and Bloodberri repeatedly crashing into the gate. 
He wondered what the next stage of the assault would entail, as he could see with his [Arcane Eye] that within the courtyard was yet another gate. At the same time, there were no visible enemies, so he thought there was a strong chance that they would spawn or storm out of the upper sections of the keep.
Jake used this downtime to deactivate his [Runebound] ability. When the next phase started, he wanted to have the flexibility to act as needed. He also took out a mana-infused drink and did his best to recover from healing and shielding the Battlegroup. 
Several of the other casters did the same as Ophelia, Fhesiah, and Alisara finished clearing the wings of the keep, and returned down to the Battlegroup. 
At the end of the ramparts of the keep side, there were towers with locked gates that led to other wings that could hold defenders that would rain down attacks on the Battlegroup in the courtyard. 
He wondered if it was worthwhile to break through them, as Ophelia or Fhesiah could potentially fly around the gate. 
Jake could probably get Bloodberri up there by buffing her and allowing her to jump herself up or by having Ophelia or Fhesiah bring him up there and using [Call Summon]. 
He could even run himself up there, using his new enchantment on his greaves. He could create small platforms underneath him for a small mana cost, even as fast as he ran or could jump. Jake tuned them to his weight with full equipment.
Jake looked down over the valley. There was still no sign of an ambush or pincer attack, and he thought that if it was coming, it should be after they entered the courtyard. Just where would they come from? He looked up at the ramparts and thought that they could be useful in their own defense. 
Getting himself and his summons up there would be easy, but the other 35 members of the Battlegroup would be somewhat of a challenge. Many of the casters were very much not like him, having physical attributes that were not much better than an Earth human. 
Most of Jake’s preparations were for himself and his girls, so he didn’t have things like rope ladders, just ropes. Still, Jake thought he had an idea that just might work. 
Bloodberri sensed that the end was near and activated her [Mace of Hestia]. It smashed into the gate with tremendous force, and the gate finally buckled and was flung back, leaving a gaping opening for the Battlegroup to enter.
A flash of light occurred, and Jake could tell that something had changed without seeing anything from where he was.

[Fortress Assault Stage 2 has begun.]
[Time Limit for Stage 2: 2 Hours]
[Enemy Level: 15-18]
[Condition for Stage completion: Breach the Inner Gate]




Chapter 14 - Ambush


The inner gates of the ramparts had opened up, and many kobolds, jackal people, and reptilians emerged to man the inner battlements while Jake’s Battlegroup entered the courtyard. This would cause this to be a repeat of the previous stage if it weren’t for the fact Jake was nearly certain spiders would show up from their rear soon enough. 
He was going to do his best to flip the script, though, as he worked out what he wanted the Battlegroup to do: they would not be assaulting the inner gate at all, at first. 
Instead, Jake picked the right inner rampart and sent the girls at it. Fhesiah and Ophelia flew through the air while Alisara [Shadow Teleported] up to the battlements at his command, still the dutiful soldier. 
The Battlegroup would then go to the same side to have their backs up against the wall to defend against the other attackers.
Jake formed the runes with the fire of his hearth and pushed them through his staff’s function for casting runic spears with the element of earth. 
Jake knew that this was not really the limit of [Hearth Runic Magic], but a small benefit was using his hearth fire instead of mana to create the runes was that the result would be slightly more powerful. 
He hoped he could figure out the true differences between his [Hearth Runic Magic] soon, as he needed help progressing the skill beyond the second level.
The large magical spear that was much larger than himself took on the element of stone, and he flung it halfway toward the top of the inner ramparts. It smashed into and stuck inside the wall, nearly a dozen feet of rock protruding from the stone walls. 
This would be Bloodberri’s foothold for reaching the top with ease. The spell took a fair portion of his mana, and using the same method to make a dozen more stairs would take more than he was willing to part with.
Jake took a moment to watch Bloodberri climb to the top, her body easily snaking up and around the one point in the middle that he had added. She then repeated the process to reach the top and quickly bowled into the enemies up on the ramparts. 
Jake couldn’t help but be impressed with how easily she and the other three girls slew the creatures. 
With one swing of Berri’s mace, she flung a half dozen enemies away from her, knocking many more enemies over in the process. Jake got out his conjure stone spell-rod and started constructing two pillars. The first only reached about half of the way to the spike but to the side of it, while the other reached halfway above it. 
He then did his best to connect them with a ramp of thin stone, connecting even the spike, which should be strong enough for armored humanoids to cross. 
This took Jake several minutes, and he completed the ramp to the top just as the girls cleared the first rampart. Just then, a huge crash was heard, and a rumbling began. 
Jake urged the Battlegroup up his makeshift ramp, which was quite steep and spanned nearly five stories in height. His conjured stone's rough, uneven surface might have been the only reason he thought people would have enough traction to make it up. 
He tried to find the source of the rumbling with his [Arcane Eye]. With Ira nudging him in the right direction, he found that a hole had been blown through a nearby cliff-face. 
Hundreds of horse-sized spiders emerged, some with kobold riders of various kinds, from archers to spell casters. The swarm of enemies spread out, and from what Jake could tell, their goal was to attack from all sides. 
If Jake’s Battlegroup was in the center keep, bashing on the door, spiders would come through the gates and from above them on all sides while the upper ramparts rained attacks down on them. Instead, Jake’s Battlegroup could use the ramparts to defend, being able to rain down attacks on the courtyard and the other ramparts.
Because of the distance and the angle to the other ramparts, it looked like most of the opposite ramparts attacks would be mostly ineffectual. With little time remaining before the spiders arrived, they would have to leave that section to its own devices while they worked on taking out these spiders and their riders.
The casters and archers of the Battlegroup began raining down attacks on the oncoming spiders, which were quite numerous. Because of how the spiders and their riders had spread out, Jake had decided against raining attacks of his own down, opting to wait until they were more bunched up for better usage of his mana.
Despite them being killed by the dozen, spiders eventually reached the keep walls. They began climbing, the Battlegroup’s archers and casters backing off from the edges to continue raining attacks down onto the oncoming swarm. 
Antonius and the other melee classes moved in formation to meet the oncoming riders as they came over the wall. When the several shield warriors formed together, their power was enhanced. Jake learned that many of them had a class called [Legionnaire]. This class received an attribute bonus for each additional soldier that joined them in their shield formation.
Together, they established a nearly impenetrable barrier that protected the more squishy casters and archers. Their spears and swords quickly cut through the flesh of the spiders, and Jake was impressed at their overall output. 
He thought that even his girls would have to push hard to overcome their [Phalanx] when they used it, so the spiders couldn’t pierce their defense at all. 
The ice wizard with the imp familiar locked many of them in place with spells similar to Jake’s nova of frost ability, and the earth golem helped keep their flanks clear. Even the half-ogre showed his strength, demonstrating powerful attacks with his larger maces.
Jake felt that he could leave that side to the Battlegroup. He had requested Alisara join the Battlegroup on the ramparts and aid in keeping their flanks clear, as they planned on using area-of-effect spells and attacks liberally within the courtyard.
Over half of the swarm of spiders was coming through the gate or up the other walls, so Jake would handle that with his own party. 
Fhesiah said, “My, half the challenge feels like it's babysitting. Half of those caster types needed help to make it up to the top of the ramp without falling down. That earth golem had to carry that guy like a child.”
Jake chuckled. “It’s true, they could use some time in the gym. I might have ended up similarly, if I didn’t have you girls driving me to be better.”
Ophelia gave him a smile, but her eyes flashed, and she took on a challenging look. “That’s true. Come to think of it, you haven’t even thrust your spear today, have you? Your spear and shield work is falling behind. I think I might have been too lax in your training lately.”
Jake began to sweat, just imagining the type of training she’d force him into from now on. Fhesiah saved him from discussing it further when she said, “I’m sure he’ll get plenty of opportunity to thrust his spear later. After all, once we win this Fortress Assault, I will want to celebrate.”
While Jake and Ophelia groaned, Bloodberri had a strange combination of a blush and a grin on her face, her two personalities having different reactions or hopes for how they wanted to celebrate as well.  
Jake’s plans for helping his girls and himself accomplish common tasks were completely destroyed by the fact that some of those in the Battlegroup were worse than peak humans. He was used to only compensating for his own capabilities or Bloodberri’s size. 
He would have to go back to the drawing board, but he couldn’t help but feel this could be a good preparation for similar events in the future. Jake may have to deal with people that were lower Tier or other non-combatants. Considering that, what if he had to help or protect children? 
Tier 2 entities shouldn’t have that sort of problem, being well beyond superhuman in just a few levels, even as a caster. In addition, Flight should be more than possible. Fhesiah had even explained to Jake that all Tier 2, [Cultivator Core] Cultivators could fly using heavenly energy alone. 
Jake didn’t think that mana could accomplish this on its own without a spell at just Tier 2, but if any human could do it, it would be him with his massive stores of mana and high mana control skill. Of course, that was a long way away from now, as they could be considered not even one-third of the way to level 25. 
The enemy spiders started arriving in the courtyard, and Jake joined his girls in the melee to conserve mana, activating his [Runebound: Unbound] technique. 
He leaped down using a runic feather-fall type spell and found himself having difficulty keeping up with Ophelia any longer. He focused his technique on making himself move much faster, but it still wasn’t enough.
She moved and fought like she was riding on an invisible mount, and rarely stopped for more than a brief moment to block or attack. Still, she cleared a path, and Jake found it easy to follow in her wake, striking enemies that had already been knocked down or bowled over, finishing them off. 
Fhesiah was not good for him to follow around either, as she would cover enemies in flames, and his efforts with the spear were often wasted as they would succumb to the fire eventually, her flames growing.
Jake fighting side by side with Bloodberri was out of the question, as standing near her was like a storm of blades and chaos as her tail waved and weaved, cutting through enemies and smashing them left and right. 
It was now like she had eyes on the back of her head, where a portion of her tail would wrap around and throw the enemy into another one. Then, she would switch to a single-handed grip with her mace to cast a spell, either darkness or holy-related. Fighting next to her was possible, but it would subtract from her own ability to cut enemies down.
Jake was surprised when Bloodberri clearly healed someone up on the ramparts, her body and theirs being wrapped in a flash of holy light, using her new spell: [Divine Intervention]. 
This spell was nearly instant, but could heal someone from almost the brink of death to near full health. She could only use it once every few minutes, the cost of her holy mana high.
He realized she must have been utilizing the Battlegroup menu to monitor their health. Jake smiled as he understood that she must have really changed, or was trying to. 
He hadn’t even asked her to heal anyone, her having done it completely on her own. If someone in the Battlegroup died, there’s no way he would have blamed her, as he hadn’t even noticed someone was low on health a ways away himself.
Jake kept working to clear spiders. While they were fast, he was used to facing foes who were much quicker than the spiders.
A quick stab into their head, sometimes after a shield bash to arrest their momentum with his shield’s inertia enchantment, and they were taken down without issue. They started bunching up significantly, as several came to take their place with each they killed. 
At the same time, the enemies on the upper ramparts tried raining down attacks on his party, them having moved within their range to fight the spiders. Jake decided that they would need to deal with them, as the beams of necrotic energy had struck his party. 
These had a low impact on his party because of their protections of [Divine Reinforcement] and [Purifying Flames] quickly removed the effect from their bodies. In addition, his party was rapidly on the move, but it was still taxing their resources when attacks landed against them.
If the enemy’s shields would stop a half-hearted attack, they would have to give them a full-hearted one. They left Bloodberri to handle the enemies entering through the gate.
Jake and Ophelia began casting the largest runic fire-spear spells they could without using a spell-rod, and Fhesiah built up her own ball of flames using the demonic runes on her fan, her flames echoing her truths of the Dao. They fired their spells at the same time, and Fhesiah merged them into a single giant attack, a ball of flames the size of a car at the battlements. 
The enemy casters all worked together to build a shield and send their own attacks at the ball of flames, but it was as if they were trying to stop a mountain. Their barrier shattered, and as it was about to land, several of the kobolds even leaped off the battlements to the ground as it exploded, sending stone and humanoids in all directions. 
The explosion left a giant crater on the ramparts, and nearly a quarter of the over one hundred enemies on the battlements died from the initial blast alone, with many engulfed in the resulting wave of flames. Fhesiah and Ophelia rushed to the top to finish the rest, and Jake rejoined Bloodberri to support her with cones of fire and lightning.
Antonius reported that the number of spiders was dwindling, so they had weathered the storm. They could now move to the gate and work on smashing through to clear this stage of the assault. 
Jake and the girls did their best to recover, having won plenty of time to focus on assaulting the door, as the Battlegroup moved the battering ram to the second door. Fhesiah had tons of kill energy to absorb and worked on it in earnest. Alisara rejoined them, recovering from assisting the Battlegroup.
Jake noticed that, at some point, he had reached the next level. He reviewed his status and skills.

[Jake Status Level 15]
[Strength: 78]
[Dexterity: 70]
[Constitution: 74]
[Intelligence: 85]
[Wisdom: 81]
[Charisma: 81]

[Jake's Level 15 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Hearth Control: 2]
[Lesser Spell-forms: 5]
[Runebound: 2]
[Advanced Purifying Flames: 1]
[Hearth Runic Magic: 2]
[Advanced Champion Magic: 2]
[Divine Hearth Core: 2]
[Spell-forms Known: Clean, Mana Bolt, Force Push, Mana Blade, Flame]
[Champion Spells: Barrier, Divine Reinforcement, Call Hestia]
[Framework Spells: Bolster, Reinforcement, Haste, Cure Wounds, Advanced Stamina Regen, Summon Arcane Eye, Call Summon, Advanced Summon Beast, Summon Humanoid]

[Jake's Level 15 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting: 2]
[Advanced Cooking: 1]
[Advanced Enchanting: 2]
[Crafting Specialization]
[Summoner’s Bond: Bloodberri Level 4]
[Hearth Bonds: Ophelia Level 2, Fhesiah Level 2]
[Misc Skills: Valkyrie’s Chosen Champion, Energy Hunger, Energy Sharing]

Jake was happy that his purifying flames had finally reached the next Tier, having removed plenty of Tier 1 status effects. Fhesiah had finally been able to produce some poisons that they were able to use to train the skill now that they were in the greater multiverse, and her skill reaching the first Tier.

[Advanced Purifying Flames]
[Can now purge higher tier effects, flames are also added to all healing effects.]

Jake looked over at his attributes, and he gaped. He now had nearly double his attributes when he hit level 10 and picked his class. 
His Divine Hearth Core reached Level 2, providing an additional 6 to all his attributes, combined with his class giving 3 to each for five levels, and Fhesiah and Ophelia’s bonds giving approximately 6 to each, was how he ended up being so strong. 
Ophelia had 81 strength now, but she had an increase of 30% in her strength effectiveness from her class, making her still stronger than him. Not only that, but she also had her [Valkyrie’s Chosen Fervor], making her even stronger than that when fighting near him. 
Once Bloodberri had rested enough, she added her blows to the gate, taking only a few more minutes to smash through. They had plenty of time left, according to the [Menu]. 
Jake guessed that Bloodberri bashing the gate, along with Jake’s enchantments to the battering ram, made things take less than a quarter of the time things were supposed to regarding damaging the gate.
The gate eventually folded in on itself with a crash, and Bloodberri wrenched it open with her strength. Behind the gate was a blue transparent barrier, similar to the one they saw when they entered the challenge for the Fortress Assault. Beyond, it looked like a reception hall. 

[Fortress Assault Stage 2 Completed.]
[Battlegroup may exit.]
[Champion Party must enter Final Stage]

Jake saw that the dome that had covered the fortress when they entered the Challenge was now gone, and the rest of the Battlegroup could now leave, their role completed.
Antonius approached Jake’s party and spoke, “That went better than we could have hoped. There have been some reports of Rifts spawning throughout the world, perhaps to take advantage of our focus here.
There was also news that one of our Battlegroups meant to clear the nearby Rifts had a near-wipe but could retreat to your fortifications before being overwhelmed. They regrouped and then eliminated their designated Rift, so your efforts eventually paid off. My guild is looking forward to purchasing some of those spell-rods from you, so take care and don’t get done in by the enemy, you hear? 
Remember, the Framework protects our souls, but it can only do so much to protect the mind, and the two are linked. There are fates worse than death, something evil gods are very familiar with. Once you enter, my party will remain nearby in case you need us when you get out, but the rest of the Battlegroup will head over to your makeshift keep before heading back to town.”
Jake nodded, “Thanks for the warning, Antonius. We’ll do our best to make it out. Here, take this. If we don’t make it out, read it.”
Alisara looked concerned, but Jake felt like this was her acting her role. Jake had handed Antonius a message about Alisara and their suspicions. 
If he didn’t make it out, then Antonius would need to spread the word about her and get the addon purchased that would be able to detect the puppet master if he hadn’t already. 
Ophelia, Fhesiah, and Bloodberri’s faces were filled with resolve. They knew once they entered, they would face enemy champions quickly, with a dubious party member in their midst. 
Jake learned from reading about the challenge that when multiple Champions were involved, the number of resources they could use to make additional monsters and traps was somewhat minimal.
There was no way that the allotted difficulty could include tons of creatures in addition to them while remaining balanced, so adding some convoluted dungeon with many creatures was simply not going to happen.
Jake wouldn’t be surprised if at the end of the reception hall was a room that the three Champions were waiting in, based on what he had learned. Of course, that could be after Alisara sprung her trap, whatever it might be.
Jake’s party entered, the barrier turning red and impassable, and the prompt was updated.

[Fortress Assault Stage 3: Defeat the enemy Champions 0/3]

Jake and his [Arcane Eye] scoured the reception hall, finding nothing amiss. He could sense Ira’s unease over the bond, but he could tell they were also searching with their advanced senses. 
Jake held his runic bubble of [Runic Shackles] at the ready, ready to trap Alisara at a moment’s notice. Nudging the Framework, she was still protected, even here, and the prompt had still read 0/3. 
Jake had created the Runic Shackles spell just for this purpose. It took all of his runes for his bubble, but it should make some magic-inhibiting chains that he needed to hold in place with both his intent and his mana to disrupt the shackled person’s efforts. 
Not a great spell for many of the fights they had been in up to now, but for this purpose, he couldn’t think of anything better. A frost spell would probably lock down someone the best under normal circumstances. However, it didn't seem like a very good idea when he knew Ophelia and Fhesiah would be lighting them aflame with divine or dragon flames in mere moments after.
They moved down the hallway and entered an empty throne room. Jake found the vacant place to be quite eerie, but there were no enemies to be found. They found a stairwell out the back behind the throne, leading to a cavern. It looked like this was meant to be an escape path out of the mountain, and they had now entered it. 
Bloodberri was in the lead, with the rest able to assist if anything should appear, being the most durable of the group. They passed easily over the somewhat treacherous terrain, and the party was weary of traps and watching the enemy in their midst.
Jake warned Bloodberri to slow down, as the cavern's end had some magical energies drawn out into many lines encompassing the rear. As she stopped, having gotten wary herself from what she could feel, the trap was sprung. 
Hundreds of hand-sized spiders were released in a wave of darkness from Alisara, and Ira roared from the void as they stopped her shadow teleportation. 
Jake activated his runes held in his hearth, covering her in runic shackles, locking her in place, and making it harder for her to trigger magic beyond that which she had already activated. 
Ophelia and Fhesiah both sent their best flames at her, and Bloodberri sped towards her with the strike of a viper, glowing in the blinding light of [Mace of Hestia].
Some spiders climbed up Alisara’s body and activated a magical barrier, blocking some of Ophelia and Fhesiah’s fire, but these quickly shattered, and they engulfed her in flames, causing her to scream in pain. 
Bloodberri’s club arrived, targeting the aberration in her body in the middle of her chest. Some released spider swarm headed towards the walls filled with magical energy, but Jake was stuck holding the shackles in place.
Berri’s club caved in her chest, and everyone was engulfed in white light. Immediately after, a wave of darkness and evil blasted Bloodberri and the rest of the party back and away from each other, separating them and snuffing out the flames engulfing Alisara. 
A giant spider leg then burst out of her burnt, mangled chest, shocking Jake. It appeared their theory about some sort of thing placed inside her body was correct, and from the notification he received, this was the actual enemy Champion exiting the woman. 
Ophelia and Fhesiah sent more flames at her, and Bloodberri reeled back for another attack when Jake spotted a spider carrying a small ball heading toward him. 
It launched it into the air at him, Ophelia, and Fhesiah, that were near each other, and Jake knew it couldn’t be anything good. He had the girls prepare their barriers, and he scrambled to use his spell-form force push while keeping the runic shackles in place.
The wave of force nearly reached the ball when it opened, and a wave of light struck Jake, Ophelia, and Fhesiah, and Jake could feel himself being teleported away. 
Jake could feel Ira’s regret and shame that it couldn’t influence this effect, as its focus had been on keeping the enemy from escaping. It let go and let itself be moved by the same effect. He saw with his [Arcane Eye] that the spiders reached the back of the cave and triggered another trap, some form of chains. 
Ophelia shielded Fhesiah, latching the barrier onto her person to be taken with the teleportation, and Jake through her chosen specialization. Jake quickly covered Ophelia in kind.
That only left Bloodberri, who he could now see chains wrapping around, with more on the way. Jake knew she was the most durable, and not shielding her when she had her [Armor of Faith] active was logical, but he was still determined that he do at least one thing for her. 
It may not matter, or it might be the difference between victory and defeat. Jake furiously moved the flames of his hearth, forming a path from his core to his arm of hearth-fire, moving mostly by instinct. He began channeling [Sacrificial Barrier] through it, holding onto his consciousness by sheer force of will and the flames of a goddess. 
Jake placed the small barrier between her and the final two chains that shot out of the cavern walls and headed her way. Just as his consciousness was whisked away, he thought he might have been successful.
Ira roared once again when they arrived at their destination of teleportation. From the looks of where he landed, there was a trap even here where they would land, but Ira had moved his destination slightly so that it would not be triggered. 
They were in a room similar to the throne room they had entered previously, with the enemy champion standing at the rear of the room, raised on a dais. He was a Jackal humanoid, and he was holding a staff and wearing black robes lined with green.

[Enemy Champion of Apophis detected. Defeat for reward.]

Jake found in his menu that the quest had now been updated to show that they must also defeat four champions.  
He did his best to get his bearings, but immediately probed his connections to his girls. Fhesiah's and Ophelia's were present, but Bloodberri’s was cut off. 
His [Divine Reinforcement] spell persisted, its divine nature perhaps allowing it to continue, but the [Stamina Regeneration] spell for her was canceled. He could feel that his connection to her with his spell was taut like something was crushing down on it, perhaps even limiting it somewhat.
In contrast, Fhesiah’s and Ophelia’s connections were barely impeded; even their stamina regeneration spells persisted. 
His buff spells on Alisara were automatically canceled by the Framework at some point during the furious assault on her, the Framework no longer seeing her as a viable target for his framework-cast buffing spells.
Jake looked over the walls and found them to be those that would seal the room and prevent most means of teleportation.
He still thought he could use [Call Summon] on them, maybe even without Ira’s help. Jake would have to do his best to get reconnected with Bloodberri in case she needed him.
The enemy had separated them into four separate one-versus-one battles. The rooms were special, and it was likely that this encounter and trap were balanced around the idea that they would be somewhat fair battles. Thinking back to what Odin had said about dungeon and trap balance, Jake realized this was likely their gamble.
If two Champions waited in a room to crush one of his party members quickly, it would have given them an unfair advantage, making things significantly costly. Perhaps, not allowing themselves to bring three champions on their side at all. The evil enemy gods likely decided on this, as they didn’t like their odds of working together against Jake’s well-rounded team.
It was Fhesiah’s voice he heard in his mind first. [Don’t worry, Jake. I will kill this Drakan and you can call me quickly. We’ll kill that caster, and then we can practice that spear thrust we talked about.]
Ophelia was next, saying, [I’m ready when you need me, Jake.] He sent her a mental nod, and a feeling of pride, knowing that no matter what, she would have his back in this fight.
The enemy champion spoke from the raised dais at the back of the room, where Jake could see a door leading somewhere else. “I don’t know how you managed to avoid the teleportation trap, but you will die in this room. You’re all alone, now.”
Jake couldn’t help it: he laughed. Part of the humor to Jake was that Ophelia had barely finished her sentence when he spoke, and the other part was that he could hardly remember the last time he was alone. 
Not a minute would go by without him hearing a thought or feeling an emotion from one of his girls or Ira, and he wouldn’t have it any other way. 
He voiced his thoughts and taunted the enemy champion, “Thank you for that. Thanks to you, I know that I’ll never be alone again. Even a Champion like yourself isn’t qualified to make that so. My girls will crush the other Champions, and whether I beat you by myself or not, we will stomp you together.”
The Jackal-man became furious, his eyes flashing with red light and his words coming out in a growl, “Even if they defeat their Champions, you will be long dead before they arrive. Apophis will have his revenge, the path to this room winding and perilous. Now die!”
The Jackal began casting, and Jake was surprised by the weaves of the spell he both felt with his magical senses and saw with his [Arcane Eye]: this man was a summoner, like him.  




Chapter 15 - Blood - Champion of Eternal Night


Blood and her sister were now wrapped in chains, forced to watch the admittedly charred creature emerge from inside the elf’s corpse, molting it like an old skin and growing rapidly.  
Blood was more than a little surprised when a somewhat familiar figure finished emerging: an Arachne. 
She stumbled away from Bloodberri towards the back of the room, engulfed in dark energy. She had grown greatly in size from the small elf, but was still not able to see eye to eye with Bloodberri from her usual posture or even where she was chained down toward the ground. 
Blood felt that the connection to their Lord Jake had been disconnected, but his empowerment spell remained. She only had the bond for a few hours and already felt the loss harsher than she had imagined. 
Berri was distraught, worrying. They had been so close to happiness, and this Champion now stood in her way. It surprised Blood when she received a notification. She was now only barely getting used to the Menus of the Framework, having been added with her sister hours ago.

[Enemy Champion of the Goddess of Eternal Night detected. Defeat for reward.]
She waved her club with her unbound right arm, testing her range of motion. Several chains were wrapped around her tail and even wrapped around and threaded through each other. She thought to the final moments when the rest of her party, her family now, was whisked away. 
They had shielded each other, not knowing what attack was coming, which was logical. 
She was much sturdier than the rest of them, but Jake fought furiously to do his best to protect her and her sister, to give them an edge. She heard his thoughts and felt his emotions, and knew that he had proven that he cared for her and her sister in the end.
This was the only reason her right arm was mostly available, and even her left arm had some range of motion. Her left hand entered into the pouch. Jake had called it a fanny pack, and Blood found that she could reach everything she needed to escape. 
Her dark magic was blocked, but her sister’s magic was somewhat available, powered by the goddess as it was.
The creature spoke, “I can’t believe I had to waste my goddess’s energy healing myself instead of calling on her. Just how could you crush Alisara without hesitation like that? You entered this challenge knowing that I was an enemy?”
Blood gave a vicious grin. So, this woman in front of her was barely anything more than an Arachne, her Champion, or divine energy wasted. Bloodberri would kill frenzied Arachne by the dozen in the Underworld. 
“Our Lord knew you were an enemy the moment you met; it was only the Framework that protected your life. I have a bone to pick with your goddess: she never returned my prayers.”
“And why would she? You are an abomination. Born of a Human Hero and a Dark Lamia, you shouldn’t have been allowed to exist. It was only because it was foreseen that you would be an excellent tool that we allowed you to live. Now that you are not our tool, you must be destroyed.”
“Hmph. You cowards have no chance of defeating me or my Lord. That you would join Tartarus only proves your weakness. I will crush you, and I will rejoin him.”
She snuck her left hand into the bag again and released the small machines, rolling them down the back of her tail. They latched onto the chains as she pretended to test her restraints to hide the sounds of them starting their work, and she shivered. 
She could somewhat feel and imagine their disgustingly shaped legs, the shape of spiders, as they walked on her tail. They immediately began their job of cutting through the chains, a sort of magical drill.
Jake had assured Berri that they would automatically target bindings, and nothing else, as they were not allowed to target anything else.
Berri had asked Jake to make the machines in a much more elegant shape, like a snake, and he laughed and said he’d work on it someday, but she would just have to live with these for now. 
This was just one thing in the long list of tools he had provided for her to use: to cover up her weaknesses or protect her and her sister in case Jake couldn’t.
Blood would normally be incensed at the idea that she needed protection, but if the outsiders used tools such as magic inhibiting chains to produce an outcome outside of expectations, how could she be against using one herself? 
The Arachne scoffed. “Crush me? Did you forget that you were wrapped in chains? As strong as you are, that barbaric tool will not touch me.”
The enemy champion began casting a spell, and magical spiders started swarming out of her in even greater quantities than before when they rushed out of Alisara’s body. 
They went all over the place, up the walls and around the room, and even some on her own body. Many headed in Bloodberri’s direction on the ground and on the ceiling.
Berri filled their body with holy might, and she struck out with the mace at a chain holding her left arm and a good portion of her torso. It shattered and whipped away, and her left arm and torso were now mostly free. 
Nearly a dozen chains remained, but the spider machines would eventually clear them away. Berri could not continuously use [Mace of Hestia] and would have to wait a bit of time to use it again, and the Arachne likely knew that. 
She would be content to talk up the foolish woman and buy more time, but she was in a hurry. Blood guessed that she was the only one who could no longer hear their Lord, her bond lacking, and she might be needed, or there may be other reasons to arrive on time.
She gave the Champion of the Eternal Night a vicious smile. “Didn’t I already tell you it was inevitable? It will, but it doesn’t need to.” 
Blood retrieved a, well, for Jake, it would be a large sphere, he said the size of a bowling ball. For her, it was somewhat light and about the size of a softball but even heavier than one of those bowling balls. 
The outside was somewhat elastic, but it was definitely a hard object. She looked over at the enemy Champion, who now had spiders crawling all over her torso, but not over her lower spider body. She remembered how those same spiders activated a sort of magical barrier on Alisara.
Blood sent to her sister in her mind, “Sister, will you do the honors? Hit this bitch right in that ugly spider face.”
[I’d love to!]
The enemy champion just looked on with confusion. What was she doing with that sphere? 
Blood threw it into the air, and Berri took on the stance she had done thousands of times like she was at the baseball plate. She was restricted and unable to bring out her full power, but how could she miss her target with such an easy-to-hit ball? 
Her divine reinforced monstrous strength smashed the giant heavy club into the ball, and it was sent at the spider with a large crack, a sound that she and her sister absolutely loved. 
It moved so fast at the enemy that her expression barely had time to change from confusion to disbelief. The spiders on her torso activated a barrier, just as Blood had predicted. 
Instead, their ball smashed into the spider’s head on the lower body spinning rapidly, flinging blood and viscera in a wide arc. The Arachne’s body flew back from the force, and she slammed into the cavern wall, sending rock and dust into the air.
Many spiders converged on the downed Arachne, and others started constructing a web. Blood reached into the bag again and retrieved some glass vials, dumping their acidic contents on a few of the remaining chains, two having finished being cut through, and two more now being cut through by the machines. 
Just a bit more, and she would be free.
The dust had cleared, and two beams of darkness struck her. Her [Armor of Faith] and Jake’s enchantments reduced the damage, but it still stung. The enemy champion was now being dragged by more and more spiders to the web, and Blood couldn't help but laugh. 
The spider’s legs of her body were dangling limp, the spider's brain necessary to move their lower body, like she had destroyed a lower spine of some kind.
“You bitch! I’ll make sure you suffer for this, abomination!” 
Once again, The enemy champion began casting some spell, and Blood could feel that it was empowered by the divine energy champions used, but it was a shadow of what was previously released. 
Berri raised her own power, filling their body with their holy energy, storing as much of it as their body could.
A powerful beam of energy was sent at Bloodberri, and Berri swung at it like she was striking an impossible fastball with her [Mace of Hestia]. 
Blood was sure Jake would complain that this made no sense at all if he were here, but that didn’t stop what was happening. Her holy power stopped the evil energy as she pushed her strength against the unstoppable beam.
The evil goddess-empowered beam eventually overcame Berri's holy energy, but the beam that struck her was only twice as strong as the previous attacks that landed. Her skin burned, and some evil energy entered her body, but it was easily burned away by her [Purifying Flames]. 
Blood mocked her decrepit foe. “You should have run to help another champion face my sisters instead of facing me. The moment you spent your divine energy on healing yourself, you had already lost. Now, your body is broken and there is no escape. You are simply too weak.”
The final chains shattered, and she was now free. She undulated towards her foe, and the Arachne’s face was filled with rage. The spiders swarmed from all the walls, prepared for a moment like this. Bloodberri was sprayed and covered in webbing. Once again, she found it difficult to move. Unlike with the chains, however, she could still cast spells.
Blood taunted her enemy again, “What is this? Are you trying to prolong your pathetic life? I told you I was in a hurry.”
“I know that you don’t have any ranged attacks. The Dark Lamia from your world eventually joined us, and we know you barely know any dark magic, never learning from a proper master.”
“I have a proper master of magic now.”
She began to weave her runes with speeds still lacking compared to Lord Jake but still respectable enough that the foolish Battlegroup would gape at her capability. She had not yet learned Jake’s runes but could still use Elvish script. 
While the gods and goddesses of darkness and chaos had shunned her, the moon and other elven goddesses had no problems with her desire to destroy a Champion of Chaos. 
Her runes finished and were made manifest into the world, changing it to her will. Jake and Ophelia were partial to the spear, but she would use her flames of darkness in a simple ball. She held the large ball of fire to the webbing and started their burning away from her body, and she flung what remained at her foe.
“Elvish script? How dare you!” 
Blood gave another vicious grin as she had found yet another way to get under the Arachne’s disgusting skin. Dark elves, Dark Lamia, and their chaotic cousins of Arachnes had a hate of everything elvish, their races being forsaken by them.
Berri was happy to taunt their enemy. “I told you. It is inevitable.”
The enemy Champion’s spiders formed a shield against the ball of fire, and she started her own spell. 
Bloodberri was now free as her body and armor had ripped the webbing away with the help of the flames, and she sped towards her foe. 
Her body whipped about left and right in the dance of a cobra, dodging the swarms of spider’s attempts to cover her in webs again until her sister filled their body with holy energy for one more [Mace of Hestia].
Her body whipped at the Arachne with the speed of a viper crossing dozens of meters of the cavern in a mere instant, and this time, their mace sped for the face of her human-like body. 
The enemy champion could do little more than scream as it smashed into her head, the spell left incomplete. The holy nova released when they struck the woman healed what little wounds Bloodberri received.
She confirmed the quest completion prompt in her [Menu]. She was probably the only one that needed to search in order to find Lord Jake, so she would need to hurry. Hopefully, this cave would lead to him in some way. 
She looted the enemy champion, [The Framework], safely processing and storing her equipment. She looked over to Alisara’s corpse and repeated the process but found that they simply disappeared into motes of light, nothing entering her bracelet. 
Blood sped towards the rear of the cavern, exiting into another.
As Blood sped through the caverns, she reviewed her current status and skills.

[Bloodberri Status Level 17]
[Strength: 109]
[Dexterity: 42]
[Constitution: 96]
[Intelligence: 66]
[Wisdom: 71]
[Charisma: 51]

Her strength increased as her Advanced Monstrous strength improved, the large amounts of magic from the Hearth in their Refuge, and meals filled with magic provided by her Lord. 
Her hearth even improved, but the biggest change in the girl’s status aside from gaining levels was the increase in the mental attributes, from Blood’s being sort of added or averaged together, she guessed.

[Bloodberri’s Level 17 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Advanced Mana Control 1]
[Holy Dark Paampu Attam 2]
[Advanced Monstrous Strength 3]
[Advanced Purifying Flames 1]
[Advanced Holy Dark Priestess Magic 2]
[Advanced Dark Magic 1]
[Advanced Hearth Core 2]

[Bloodberri’s Level 17 Spell List]
[Dark Holy Priestess Spells: Advanced Dark Siphon, Advanced Mace of Hestia, Advanced Armor of Faith, Divine Intervention]
[Dark Magic Spells: Weakness, Absorb Strength, Life Drain]

[Bloodberri’s Level 17 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting 1]
[Tailoring 3]
[Advanced Armor Crafting: 1]
[Summoner’s Bond: 4]
[Misc Skills: Mana Siphon, Twin-souled Twin-minded]

Her Technique, [Holy Dark Paampu Attam], had really made her come a long way in facing skilled enemies. 
She was a little unhappy she hadn’t found a foe worth using it on besides her family in practice. She knew it allowed her to bring about destructive blows while making her difficult to hit and weakening her foes around her. 
When she and Fhesiah danced, Blood and Berri had quite a bit of fun.
Her Dark Magic had finally advanced, along with her mana control, working together with Lord Jake. He had been more than willing to purchase skill books or books on magic to help their advancement. 
She had stolen many magic books from under the Matriarchs' noses, and Berri pleaded ignorance on her behalf. 
Being self-taught, she was happy to learn with Jake helping guide her mana and teaching her runic magic. Berri had thought that Jake’s bond had an impact on how rapidly she learned even without that, and Blood believed she was right. 
She had practiced for hours and years in total but gained more in a single session with him than an entire year. It was like night and day from what she had before, and it was hard to piece together what was his tutelage, his divine reinforcement spell, or the bond itself. 
She kept speeding through the caverns, trying to find where the enemy Champions were. She entered an extremely large cavern, seeing the top over a dozen stories high. 
They would do what it took to find their Lord.




Chapter 16 - Fhesiah - Champion of Greed


Fhesiah was on the ground the moment the teleportation was completed, despite previously floating an inch or two off of the ground like she usually did.  
She had already flooded her body with Qi and immediately took to the air with amazing speed, with several chains bouncing off of the barrier Ophelia had cast onto her. 
She landed a distance away, and while she could dodge them all without the barrier, she wasn’t sure that none of them would have wrapped around her extremities. While the trap had surprised them, their preparations couldn’t have been much better.
She spotted the enemy champion, who was already rushing toward her: a Drakan warrior. This species was known as an evolution of kobolds, with only those that advanced their draconic bloodline being able to reach that level. 
He looked like a muscular lizard in the shape of a man standing up, but he wore red plate armor. She sent a wave of flames at him and danced away, testing the waters with her foe. 
She found that he barely slowed down, but she was still faster, Qi-infused as she was. Fhesiah took to the air once again, and the warrior gave up on trying to take her by surprise. 
She took a moment to take in her connection with Jake and found him thinking furiously about the recent happening. She decided to reassure him that she would not be worried about the long list of things he was already concerned about.
“Don’t worry, Jake. I will kill this Drakan and you can call me quickly. We’ll kill that caster, and then we can practice that spear thrust we talked about.”
She felt the mental eye-roll, but a mixture of happiness and pride had come across his emotions, too. She guessed that if she was connected, Ophelia was too. That meant that Jake would likely be safe, and she just needed to focus on the enemy in front of her. 
She scanned her foe with her divine sense and found that the Drakan male was covered in armor that did not really protect him against dragon flames but was sturdy and powerful nonetheless. He had barely flinched from her wave of fire, but she had not even sent the flame of her bloodline at him. 
When fighting with her [Dance of the Sun and Moon], she rarely used her bloodline flames, as they were a limited resource. She could use fire as long as she had Qi, but she could not use dragon fire for more than about a third of her overall energy. She saved it for her most powerful attacks.
Fhesiah guessed that the Drakan was confident in handling her flames in some other way. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have challenged her at all. She received a prompt from the framework.
[Enemy Champion of the Greed detected. Defeat for reward.]
She decided to check her other quest and found that it had, in fact, updated there to be 4 champions they were now facing. 
Fhesiah knew that Bloodberri now faced the fourth and was glad they managed to harm her. She knew that the spider, or whatever she was, was absolutely shocked that her party had reacted and struck her with such force, speed, and no hesitation. 
There was no way the enemy champion came out of that unscathed; she was controlling her flames to harm her to the core as much as possible, after all.
She had read about Greed and knew they were an evil god of theft and plunder. 
The Greed Champion said, “Are you done? Come down here so that I can take everything from you.”
“You can speak, but you say something so boorish? It would have made you appear more intelligent if you had kept your mouth shut.”
“You think you are the first dragon I’ve killed? Apophis was very generous, letting us know there was a Tier 1 Dragon running about without its parents protecting it. I will take your flames, and thanks to you, I will go on to kill and consume even more powerful dragons. If you refuse to come to me, I will make you.”
While her pride said that she should try to fight him with her dragon flames, she pushed down the urge. The multiverse was vast, but while dragons were at the apex, they were not alone at the peak. 
The mere fact that this dragonling had defeated others meant that it was quite proficient, perhaps even specialized at it. 
For her, this was an opportunity to try her might with her Dark Kitsune flames and, more importantly: do it while Jake wasn’t watching. It would spoil her surprise for him if he was around, after all, and while she wouldn’t risk her life over it, this death match was going along with her desires. She couldn’t help but feel thankful.
Her mind entered the spiritual palace that she had created with Jake when she entered [Foundation Establishment]. It had started out as a room, but now it mirrored most of their refuge, with some small alterations. 
Outside the palace was a blazing sun, a well of Yang energy that shone over the palace, lighting the bricks, the mosaics made of her draconic bloodline fire ablaze. She willed the sun to set and landed a short distance away from the Drakan, who was filling his body with draconic flames.
She observed him with divine sense and could not help but be surprised; he was using the flames in a very different way from how she used them. To empower himself that much, she knew she had to ramp up her own Qi empowerment to keep up for when he charged. 
It wasn’t a moment too soon, as he sped towards her so fast with a wide swipe that she barely had enough time to duck under, sidestep the attack, and enter her second stance in her technique: [Dance of the Setting Sun].
The Drakan followed her closely, moving at a speed that belied his bulkiness. He swung with a right hook, fist open with their claws out. She formed her hand into a claw, then infused it with her bloodline and Dao to meet his. Her hand hardened and was covered with scales as it formed into a dragon's claws. 
The two attacks struck one another, and at first, she thought she was stronger, but the Drakan bulked himself up further with dragon fire and pushed her easily back. The Drakan was quite aggressive and followed with another vicious slash of his claws with his left, and she flung a small amount of dragon flame at him with a wave of her fan and retreated further.
The Drakan sucked the flames in, and she felt like even the fire within her body she hadn’t used was being pulled on. If she didn’t wrestle control over them with her Dao, they’d have been stolen even from within, like she had opened the gate by using it. 
The Drakan now had a shit-eating grin on his face, and she couldn’t wait to wash it off of it. 
The man was breathing heavily, and she couldn’t help but feel a little grossed out. 
He said, “Your flames are so delicious, I want them so badly. It’s early, but I don’t think I can wait any longer. I know that we cannot allow you to make it to the next world; you must fall here. I call upon the god Greed. Grant me the power of the gods, and help me plunder from this prideful dragon.”
His body began to grow, and as she viewed him with her divine sense, she couldn’t help but feel quite worried. The malevolent aura significantly increased his strength when he was already her match.
She urged the setting of the sun, but she knew she would need to buy some more time. 
Her husband's preparations which were so farfetched at the time, would make this fight a lot less painful for her. She took out many mana crystals and a spell scroll into one of her hands and began to activate it, and a wave of frost smashed into the Drakan just as he thundered toward her.
Originally, activating a spell scroll would take her a considerable amount of time. But she found that there were amounts of mana in her Hearth. If that wasn’t enough, by using Jake’s energy sharing to provide herself with trace amounts of it, she could more easily extract and use the mana within the mana crystals and use it to activate the spell scroll. 
What used to take several seconds now took but a mere moment, perhaps activating it only slightly slower than Jake himself could activate one.
She had used [Scroll of Cone of Cold], and she had a lot more where that came from, that was for sure. Steam rose from the Drakan’s body, but she could tell it had only a slight effect as he slashed toward her again. 
This time, the slash was too fast for her to completely dodge, but she met it in a cross-armed block as she activated yet another scroll of the same.
His claws were that of a dragon’s too, and his attack was too strong for her armor and claws. The claws slashed deeply into her arms, a splash of her blood landing on the vicious Drakan’s muzzled face.
Another cone of cold slammed into the Drakan, and he was cooled even further, with ice refreezing and added to the melted ice.
“What the– I’m not sure what you are doing, but that merely tickled me. You would need a hundred of those scrolls to do anything to me.”
She smirked at the thought. While she didn’t have a hundred [Scroll of Cone of Colds], she had a lot more scrolls than that! She activated two more with the waves of frost slamming into him in rapid succession, and she could see that the Drakan was starting to get quite pissed, but he was slowing down somewhat. 
Fhesiah spent several mana crystals to activate a more powerful scroll now that the opponent’s body had cooled. This one was [Scroll of Ring of Frost], which meant to freeze the ground up to an opponent’s knees, locking them in place.
The wave of ice slammed into the Drakan, locking him in place. The Drakan filled himself even more with flames, bulking himself up further with a roar of anger. This released a massive amount of steam, blocking Fhesiah from view. Still, she could easily observe the Drakan with her divine sense. 
She activated her final scroll within her plans, [Scroll of Misty Field]. A spell of a lower grade, she knew she would need extra moisture in the air to have any chance of it having any sort of effect. 
On top of that, she wanted the Drakan not to think very clearly. After all, there were only a handful of hiding spots in the cavern, and it would only take but a few seconds to check them all.
The Drakan escaped his icy prison in a rage, and he waved his hands back and forth, trying to swipe the mist away. Fhesiah hid behind a rock, and the sun had finally set in her spiritual palace, and the moon began to rise. 
The yin flames in her spiritual palace lit ablaze as the dragon bloodline was finally asleep. Her body changed as her dark kitsune bloodline awoke and as she used her surprise that appeared to be from a goddess, her [Bloodline Transformation] ability.
Fur grew on nearly every inch of her body, as at this point, she had only been able to work on it so much, removing the fur from around her feet and human-like hands. Fox's ears grew on the top of her head as her elfin ears receded. Her dragon horns and wings returned to her body, with a groan she barely kept from escaping her mouth, but her tail split into three and changed to that of a fox’s.
Her hips, spine, legs, feet, and hands had been the focus of all her work, as she did not want to fight on all fours like a beast. Fhesiah’s bloodline transformation changed her into that of a dark kitsune beast, not the human form.
Instead, she had to slowly mold it into her desires, the skill somehow taking a sort of snapshot each time she used it. It was affected by her flesh-shaping skill, and like a train on rails, she hardly had to think to push her body into the other form. In theory, she should even be able to change her Draconic form’s snapshot.
Fhesiah’s body was still slightly hunched over, but she was mostly humanoid after much of her work. 
This was why she hadn’t wanted Jake to see this form yet: she knew he was only interested or attracted to a one, maybe a two on the furry scale at a stretch, but she was at a solid four now. 
It had taken nearly 15 seconds of her being wracked in pain as her bones aligned and her body changed. She hoped that the next fight she used this technique, she would be done with making her changes or very close. The less her body had to change, and the more skilled she was, the faster and easier it would be, after all. 
By the time she created her [Cultivator Core], she should be able to change her race at will and in but a mere moment, and she just couldn’t wait to show Jake her surprise. She had no idea this would be possible, but found that the Framework or some Goddess helped her with granting her a skill, so why not use it?   
The Drakan had finally blown the mist away and dashed towards her hiding position. With a smile, she reversed her fan and moved to the next stance of her technique: Dance of the Rising Moon. 
Using a combination of her hearth mana and her kitsune flames, she released and fanned the purple flames into the air, creating an illusion of her appearing as the dragon demoness that she was before. 
The illusion breathed her flames at him after leaping from behind her rock and leaped rapidly toward the next one.
She saw him try to suck them in but was confused when the flames washed over him instead, and nothing happened. He chased after her image toward the other rock, and she used his brief confusion to pour one of her health potions over her wounded arms. 
Finally, she was more or less at her full strength, but she knew that the Drakan could not hold the power of his god forever. He had already wasted the better part of a minute swinging ineffectually.
She infused her Qi into her foxfire, and several flames floated around her. She exited from behind the rock, and the Drakan was startled by her new appearance. The angry and confused Drakan shouted in rage as he looked her up and down. 
“What? Just what the hell are you?!” 
She did her best to smile at him but couldn’t respond with words. 
Her face and mouth were that of a fox now, after all. She did not need words to tell him what she was, as he would feel it firsthand. She shot her foxfires at the Drakan like arrows, and they slammed into him, knocking him back and setting him slightly aflame.
When he didn’t suck in the flames, she was glad she took the gamble that he would be so specialized. There was no way in her mind that someone could actually consume all fire and have them empower them, without a substantial cost, like those exploding demons at this Tier. Not even most dragons could have that level of control over flames.
In this case, it appeared he could only absorb dragon flames. Even if he could somehow consume her Kitsune flames, she felt the illusions would be more effective for facing a foe that relied so heavily on their strength and speed. 
She spread her fox flame over the Drakan, and he screamed in pain and charged her. She easily danced around his attacks, him attacking after-shadows of her created by her illusions. 
Fhesiah continued adding more foxfire floating into the air and swiping at him with claws. They were no longer the claws of a dragon, but they were still strong, filled with her Qi. She left small rents in his armor, drawing blood with each slash.
Just when the Drakan thought he would land a solid hit, he would find that her body was an illusion and receive a claw to his back or sides. 
She could tell his [Divine Energy] was dwindling, and he got desperate. He roared, surrounded himself with flames, and breathed them in a wide arc. 
Just as they were about to find purchase on her, the moon in her spiritual palace reached the apex, and she entered the next phase of her Technique: Dance of the Full Moon. 
While the dance of the rising moon was about the ephemeral nature of darkness and light during the night and illusions, the full moon was about a reflection of the nature of the sun, its opposite. 
The sun was positive energy, and the moon was negative. Her yang dragon flames could destroy to lead to Creation, while her yin kitsune flames would destroy and lead to ruin. 
She waved her fan of the moon, combining the many foxfire into a massive blackish-purple ball of flame that resembled the same ruinous full moon which empowered them. 
She sent a large amount of cursed kitsune flames at the Drakan’s fiery breath.
The god-empowered dragon flames clashed with hers, and while the dragon flames were more powerful, hers were more concentrated, attacking her enemy directly. Hers blew away the almost lazy breath attack and engulfed the dragonling. 
He screamed as his armor’s integrity and his skin burned away, but he roared again, purging the flames from his body. 
She sent fans of flames that were shots of fire like arrows, as she danced towards the Drakan, and now it was the Drakan that was trying to dodge, now on the back foot. 
She continued fanning more arrow-like flames at the Drakan as she got closer, and the Drakan continued evading. But fire was her domain, and her shots of flame went past or missed the Drakan did not mean they were outside her control. 
The previously missed flames circled around and converged and were added to yet another fan of her flames. In a distressed effort, the Drakan tried to counter the attack with an empowered breath attack, but it was too little, too late. 
His breath of flames was met with a large amount of her cursed fire, the flame surpassing and engulfing the Drakan. His armor and much of his skin were nearly completely seared away as his god-empowered flames were finally extinguished.
The Drakan hadn’t noticed, but she had pushed the Drakan in a certain direction. His feet now landed not very far from where she had originally entered the room. 
Before he could react, she wrapped the chains that had missed her before around his arms and linked them with some chains of her own. She smiled with her vulpine face, realizing the toy she had purchased for the bedroom now served a different purpose.
The Drakan was now panicked and trying to free himself, but he could not call upon his magical strength, the shackles removing his ability to use magic. “No! What are you doing? This is impossible!”
Now, he was little more than a bound giant kobold: something that she was little afraid of. She continued until she had four chains around him, deciding that he was limited enough.
The moon set, and the sun began to rise. Her body shifted, and after a minute, she was a dragon demoness again, the process not hurting her nearly as much when she took her time. 
“You asked me what I was. Why, I’m a demoness, of course. Now, you showed me two interesting things, and for that I thank you. You showed me how to empower myself physically with my dragon flames, which, while crude, can be quite useful. But then you showed me how to steal dragon flames and make them yours, and I couldn’t help but wonder. If a Tier 1 wanna-be dragon could do it, why couldn’t an actual dragon?”
The Drakan screamed but could do little to nothing to stop her from doing to him what he sought to do to her. Without his divine energy to empower his flames, they were easy to rip out of him, restricted as the Drakan was from the magical chains. 
It was likely that within the domain created by her Dao of dragon flames, this would have allowed her to take his flames from the beginning, but empowered by his god, she didn’t like her chances. 
After all, the Champion hardly gave her a chance to try it herself, summoning his god only moments after she saw the technique through her divine sense. Still, his inability to move or fight back made it much easier to experiment.
After a few attempts to replicate the ability with a small amount of Hearth mana and some mana crystals and the help of the Framework, Jake’s bond, and divine reinforcement, she managed it. 
She consumed his flames, and the Champion of Greed died; the magical dragon flames a part of his very being, his soul. She filtered the evil dragon flames through her hearth, and the dragon mosaic in her spiritual palace became all the brighter. 
The Divine Spark also entered her hearth, likely for the Goddess to make use of, but what was this? There were fragments of the dragon’s souls that were stolen by the evil Champion here, as well. Perhaps, she could make use of them somehow?
Fhesiah confirmed the success of her quest and looted her foe, as damaged as his equipment was. She sat to recuperate as she waited for Jake to have need of her and use [Call Summon]. It appeared his battle was coming to its inevitable conclusion. She reviewed her status screen. 

[Fhesiah Status Level 16]
[Strength: 91]
[Dexterity: 76]
[Constitution 64]
[Intelligence 81]
[Wisdom 82]
[Charisma 81]

[Fhesiah’s Level 16 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Draconic Empowerment 1]
[Draconic Fire Plunder 1]
[Dance of the Sun and Moon 2]
[Advanced Energy Control 5]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 1]

[Fhesiah’s Level 16 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting 1]
[Advanced Alchemy 2]
[Hearth Bond: 2] 
[Misc Skills: Draconic Flight, Energy Vacuum]

[**Surprises for Jake, Don’t Look Or You’ll spoil the Surprise!**]
[Bloodline Transformation 2]
[Advanced Flesh Shaping 3]

She was satisfied that the things she learned from this fight now appeared on her status screen. The [Draconic Empowerment] and [Draconic Fire Plunder] would require mana for now, until she got enough practice or formed the technique using Qi. 
She would also see what she could do about that gross bulking up that the ugly kobold man was doing. Jake had no problem with Ophelia’s level of muscles, but this was beyond even that. She would work on it.
For now, she would have to rely on her Hearth which was oddly suited to providing her trace amounts of mana for both activating her armor’s runes but also abilities like this. She may need Jake’s [Energy Sharing] ability to get mana to use, as the little in the Hearth was probably not enough for larger usage. 
She would practice them, and soon the idea of stealing her flames would be a joke that she could laugh at. 

[Bloodline Transformation Level 2]
[This being has two opposing bloodlines, and the advanced flesh-shaping skill. This skill provides assistance with triggering a change in the body and storing a template for each bloodline, to make it easier for the user to switch between.]

[Advanced Flesh-shaping Level 3]
[User’s advanced knowledge has allowed her control over the flesh, improving down to understanding the makeup of a creature’s very biology, allowing them to change it.]

[Draconic Fire Plunder]
[This skill allows the user to steal the flames of a dragon. With enough effort and power, this can remove the flames of a dragon's very soul, and make them her own, empowering her own flames.]

[Draconic Empowerment]
[Using mana and draconic flames within the body, it heats muscles and both enlarges and empowers them to make them more durable and stronger.]

Fhesiah smiled at how she was able to move a few skills to a sort of ‘hidden’ status sheet. Jake could ‘un-hide’ it if he looked at the menu in detail, and she hoped if he kept clicking through it, he would leave it alone. Fhesiah was on pins and needles when he almost found it himself before. She would hate her surprises for him to be spoiled, after all.
Fhesiah couldn’t help but feel that this Fortress Assault was profitable, as she smirked at her reward prompt. 




Chapter 17 - Ophelia - Champion of Loviatar


Ophelia was disoriented a little by the teleportation. Still, she immediately used [Ride of the Valkyries] technique to infuse holy mana into her body and take to the air the moment she felt her feet on the ground.  
Some wicked-looking spears fired from contraptions in the cavern walls slammed into the [Sacrificial Barrier] Jake had cast on her, but she had managed to avoid several of them. 
She took a moment to get her bearings and spotted a lone serpent woman in the rear of a large cavern. It was mostly open, only having a few large rocks and stalagmites and stalactites throughout. There was room for her to fly around, the enemy Champion not far from the rear wall.
Ophelia thought she was an Ormrfolk, wearing similar equipment to her, but while Ophelia held a shield, she did not, having only a spear. Ophelia could feel a sinister energy radiating from the enemy Champion. She certainly thought the Champion could be a serpent woman from her home world of Drengrbjord, but Ophelia couldn’t be sure.

[Enemy Champion of the Loviatar detected. Defeat for reward.]

She heard Jake’s thoughts, making her happy they were still connected. They could now coordinate her abilities to help him to the maximum. Knowing Jake, he would prefer not to use Hestia’s power, saving it for when they arrived at the world in trouble. 
At the same time, fighting without her, Fhesiah, and Bloodberri was like fighting with an arm tied behind his back, with his specialization choices focusing on improving his party members. 
Even now, his [Divine Reinforcement] made her much stronger than a usual Valkyrie and gave her an edge against this enemy Champion.
She reminded Jake that he only needed to call, and she’d be there for him.
“I’m ready when you need me, Jake.”
She guessed that Fhesiah had said something, too, as she felt his eye roll shortly before. Most likely, Fhesiah reassured him she was also okay in her own way. 
Jake had sent that Ophelia’s message was received with both pride and affection, along with a mental nod, coming over their bond. 
She focused on the enemy champion and the fight that was about to occur. She couldn’t help but feel excited, as it was somewhat rare for her to get into a one-on-one battle, let alone with a humanoid with a weapon.
“Of course, you’d get excited about a fight, wouldn’t you, Valkyrie? Your type always does.” The serpent woman gave a wicked grin. “Such simple-minded do-gooders. They never learned that war is fought with more than just weapons and spells. That there’s no glory in war. Makes it all the easier to slay you.”
Ophelia furrowed her brows. Just what was this person trying to say? Ophelia knew she was a bit of a glory-seeker, but her people couldn’t help but be drawn to it. She denied the assertion. 
Battles could be fought with honor. It was only cowards who took an awful path. She knew that all the battles Jake would fight would be filled with glory, and even if she might never see the end of the war, she knew she’d be proud of everything they accomplished.
“You doubt it? The Valkyries of Drengrbjord doubted too, but they died all the same. They never imagined that we Ormrfolk would side with the winners. We saw the writing on the wall and joined with Tartarus.”
“You were there, on Drengrbjord?”
“I was, and the Ormrfolk still are: thanks to our deal with Tartarus, we now rule over Drengrbjord. This spear alone has killed countless Valkyries, them never seeing it coming before it was too late. Come to think of it, you look pretty young, don’t you? Don’t tell me you lost your mommy?”
Ophelia couldn’t help but feel angry as her face morphed into a scowl, but she calmed herself. This person was telling her these things for a reason, as they were already in battle. This person already admitted to fighting underhandedly, especially against her people. 
She thought back to what Fhesiah had said and realized that this was a good shot at vengeance, but at the same time, she had her priorities straight. She must keep the upper hand to be there for when Jake was in need, so she could not afford to fall for the enemy champion’s tricks.
This was fine. Ophelia had fought Fhesiah and Jake enough to know there were many ways to win a fight, and judging by the trap that had already failed, there were probably more. But just how could she use this knowledge?
She thought about all the tools Jake had given her and smiled. She dropped a handful of small balls out of her [Storage Bracelet] to the ground and repeated the process several times, ending up with dozens rolling around the room. Ophelia started casting a large runic spear of thunder, using the function that Jake had added to her spear staff.
The enemy said, “Just what are you–”
Her spear of magical thunder slammed into a barrier the enemy champion hastily formed out of magical darkness. This was okay, as she had only meant to keep the Champion busy for a moment. 
The balls spread out and rolled across the cavern, barely larger than marbles. They bounced over rocks and moved around erratically as they traversed the various terrain.
Powered by magic, they triggered different traps located all across the cavern. Spears fired from mechanisms, frost spread and captured some balls, and even chains and nets launched and tried to wrap around where she would be standing if she had triggered it. 
She dropped some more to replace the ones that had gotten stuck or destroyed by the traps, but she couldn’t help but respect the enemy’s shamelessness. Ophelia was used to someone that was both shameless and would resort to taunting her into a trap already.
She sent another runic spear of lightning at her opponent. The enemy growled in frustration as she was once again forced to block with magic of her own instead of trying to stop her traps from being triggered, Ophelia presumed. 
At this point, some balls arrived near the Ormrfolk’s feet and went past her, so she knew she had a safe place to land if needed. She didn’t think she had eliminated all the enemy champion’s traps, but this was a good start. 
Looking at all the traps, while not overly powerful on their own: she could see how many of them could change the tide of the battle, the enemy champion knowing how to best take advantage by going for a deadly or debilitating blow with her spear.
She did her best to monitor Jake’s fight over their bond, and while things were going well, she knew that could change in only a moment: when the enemy summoned his god. 
She thought hard about her tools and those that could help Jake turn the tide of the battle, and which she could use instead to save them for when Jake could use them. Ophelia would defeat her enemy and help Jake at the same time.
In a way, she was fighting two fights against two champions. This was an important battle, for the safety of many people, of the many families in this world, and even the next that needed her protection. 
With it came great glory and, for her, vengeance. And what did a Valkyrie do when there was an honorable battle and glory to be had? They rode.
While Valkyries had wings and could fly, they often rode pegasus or other flying mounts into battle. Without Jake’s advanced stamina regeneration, her overall endurance did not allow her to fly for long periods, and she knew many other Valkyries faced this challenge. 
They regularly rode mounts to battle, as it wouldn’t be good for them to be tired when they arrived to do battle, and having a light magic-wielding ally to fight with was, of course, of great value. 
Her [Ride of The Valkyries] helped her fight as if mounted at all times, and if and when she got a mount, it would allow her to somewhat enhance the speed of both of them.
Her wings were filled with blinding brilliance, and she blurred toward the enemy champion as she flew from her position in the air of the cavern, her [Ride of the Valkyries] driven to the maximum. 
To Ophelia’s surprise, her spear was parried away despite her immense momentum behind it, but she slammed into the enemy champion with her shield.
Ophelia kept moving toward her as the enemy was sent flying, but she couldn’t help but be surprised at how dull her impact felt. Normally that much weight and that much speed would cause broken bones to her targets, but this Ormrfolk had moved along with the blow, somersaulting backward toward the wall of the cavern. 
Most likely, she had some sort of technique that added magical elasticity. The enemy was filled with darkness as her legs touched the wall.
Ophelia arrested her body’s forward momentum and stopped in the air as she saw what was coming, transferring the force as best as possible to a powerful thrust of her spear. 
The Ormrfolk kicked off the wall, jumping towards Ophelia with a spear thrust of her own. The enemy’s spear was longer than hers, which was meant to be wielded with two hands, and it looked like she might score a blow on Ophelia’s right shoulder, her spear arm.
While the serpent woman was stuck moving in a single direction following her spear, Ophelia was not. She changed direction midair, strafing herself to the right, forcing the enemy’s spear to both meet and slide off her shield and change the trajectory of her own spear to head toward the enemy’s throat.
Just as she thought her spear was going to land, the Ormrfolk’s body contorted backward nearly impossibly as she spun in the air. 
As her enemy got a single foot on the ground, the Ormrfolk managed to retreat with supernatural speed to the other side, some form of skill or ability. She had to abandon her attack, but the fight was now reset.
Ophelia thought she now understood what was happening and how best to face her foe. She charged the serpent woman again, probing her with several thrusts that were simply dodged with some twisting of her body instead of being parried. 
Ophelia was amazed at how quickly the enemy could dodge, and there were some counters added where the spear spun around and nearly snaked past Ophelia's shield, but her own advanced movement was able to counter this.
Ophelia waited until she forced her to lean back as she had previously dodged, and she shot a [Spear of Hestia] from her own chest, her hearth, directly at the enemy’s chest.
She followed it up with another thrust of her spear before it would arrive, and the enemy champion filled her spear with malevolent energy and met the [Spear of Hestia] with a swipe of it as their body spun. 
While the [Spear of Hestia] was blocked, her spear was not, and it found purchase in the enemy’s flesh in her shoulder. 
She slammed her shield into the Ormrfolk and sent her flying away, ripping the spear out of her shoulder in a vicious shower of blood, and Ophelia returned on the offensive once again.
Just as she was going to work towards scoring another blow similarly, the enemy champion unexpectedly spun and leaped with a kick and a spear thrust. Ophelia blocked the spear with her shield and the kick with her wing. When the kick landed, a blast of darkness entered her wing, destabilizing her flight ability and sending her careening toward the ground. 
When she landed on her feet, a centipede nearly half the width of a human torso burst through the ground and bit her armored leg. The creature’s maw pierced her armor all too easily, and she was wracked with pain as some sort of venom was injected into her.
She was in so much pain she had difficulty forming a coherent thought. Her muscles felt like they were tearing, ripping, being shredded, a magical venom and disease spreading up from her leg and all over her body rapidly. 
She felt Hestia’s purifying flames working against the effect, but it was as if it was being reapplied as each second passed by the magical creature as it glowed. Her ears rang from the pain, and her sight was nearly a blur as her muscles shook and spasmed.
She stabbed out at the creature, but it retreated inside the rock from which it burst forth, her barely catching sight of the beast before her vision blurred once more. 
The Ormrfolk stabbed out at her, and Ophelia barely met the attack with her shield, attempting to counter her own. She tried to blaze away with her [Ride of the Valkyries], but the centipede reappeared and wrapped around her leg, stopping her and biting her once more.
The venom’s effect of causing damage to her was mostly handled by her [Purifying Flames], but the pain remained. 
She barely had her faculties to think properly, doing her best to defend against the two enemies as they both attacked her, and she tried to keep them at bay with her spear and shield and her hardened wings.  
At some point, she must have fallen prone to the ground because Ophelia realized she was rolling in pain, trying to escape from the enemies, when she felt a new pain: a powerful blow on her abdomen and then a pain in her back like it collided with a wall. 
She knew this pain; it was from her [Valkyrie’s Chosen Champion] ability, taking damage for Jake. This snapped her slightly out of her pain-filled fugue. Jake had been hurt, and while it wasn’t significant, thanks to her ability, she knew she needed to do something if she was going to be able to help when he needed it.  
She saw the enemy champion in the corner of her eye and tampered down the pain with her will. She was in a battle now, and what was pain during combat? If she failed here, this world might be as good as lost, with millions of lives in the balance.
She could barely understand what direction was even up, but she saw the enemy’s spear. Her body reacted on its own, her training and muscle memory being brought to the fore, her shield being brought against it in a powerful arc as she stabbed into the centipede. It retreated, allowing her to stand.
Her body took its stance, and she began harrying the enemy as she had before, but her mind was still in a haze. She pushed her magical strength into [Purifying Flames], and the pain lessened. She managed to fully reactivate [Ride of the Valkyrie] and took to the air.
The enemy champion was saying something, she guessed, calling her goddess, but Ophelia’s ears were still ringing from the pain.
Just as the pain lost its hold on her, the enemy champion was filled with malevolent energy again, this time more massive than ever before. 
This reminded her of when the Apophis Champion had called on their god, and the centipede grew in size, while the Ormrfolk woman’s armor became more like a carapace, as if improved by her creature. It appeared this hunter of a woman was fighting with her insect, or beast, companion. 
Ophelia cast a quick runic healing spell on herself, restoring some damage done, and pushing her [Purifying Flames] further into it, purging the effect from her body once and for all. 
The centipede with Loviatar’s manifestation blazed toward her where she was in the air, but she easily avoided it, rocketing toward the carapace-covered Ormrfolk. It spat something toward her, but she dodged again, her superior speed and agility unsurpassed.
The Ormrfolk’s spear nearly met Ophelia’s shield, but not before she increased her speed further with a powerful flap of her wings, stabbing out with a [Spear of Hestia] being channeled through the physical one. 
A magical carapace echoed over the Champion’s as the holy flames struck her body. Her spear was knocked back as her body was, and the magical carapace crumpled, forming cracks all over, even her physical armor. 
Her face morphed into a scowl, and before Ophelia could continue her assault, a portion of the large centipede’s body was swung at her.
Ophelia filled the inertia-canceling runes on her shield and allowed herself to be knocked backward, but it only took her a few meters away as she pushed back with her technique. 
She drank a mana potion as she avoided the centipede further, planning out her attack as it spat more fluids at her, the missed attack sizzling on the ground– some sort of corrosive. 
She dodged an attack from the enemy’s spear, and cast [Runic Magic: Nova of Frost]. Frost radiated out of her in a circle, slamming into both the enemy Champion and the centipede. The Ormrfolk stumbled as she was slowed, and Ophelia rocketed past her.
She assaulted the centipede this time, blazing toward it and stabbing the creature at its base. Her spear easily entered, causing a green caustic fluid to spill out of the beast. It began burning away at her spear, but she quickly used her clean spell-form to remove it as she frowned. 
The creature tried to swipe a portion of its body and wrap around her, but she met it with her shield flying out of its slow encirclement attempt before stabbing out many times in rapid succession. 
The centipede squealed in pain from half a dozen wounds in mere moments, but a spike from the creature's rear pierced her wing, injecting the painful venom again. She immediately cast a runic healing spell on it, pushing [Purifying Flames] into it.
Ophelia's damage to the creature appeared to embolden the carapace-covered Champion, as she was covered in a red aura and blazed toward Ophelia. But now that she was covered in a carapace, her movements weren’t nearly as elastic and agile. 
She fought through the pain, but her mind was still in a haze. She countered the Ormrfolk’s blow, and even cut into her with her spear.
The painful distraction of the venom still cost Ophelia though, as the Champion knocked her back as she hadn’t managed to activate her enchantment on her shield this time.
The centipede’s tail slammed into her from the side like a freight train, and she could feel her ribs fracturing as she was flung in another direction. She rolled to her feet, the Champion hot in pursuit. 
Ophelia used her [Sacrificial Flames - Renewal], purifying the effect on her and restoring her to full. She knew Jake was now full health thanks to the effect mirroring on his side. 
It was now easier able to counter the snake woman, diverting her spear thrust with her inertia-canceling shield and stabbing her once more. The magical carapace shattered, and the centipede now got covered in red as it was empowered. 
She heard Jake’s voice in her mind, [This prince needs his princess knight to fight together and defeat their enemies. There’s both an evil champion and a dragon on my side, sorta? Let’s start our counter-attack.]
She smiled at his reference to their amusement park date and the romance books she loved reading. While things looked difficult for her, it was only because she wasn’t using all of her tools that things weren’t looking so good. 
She activated her [Hearth of Hestia], which she knew there was now a floating copy of it next to Jake, and began channeling holy energy into [Valkyrie Champion]. 
She had the Hearth immediately expend some flames to heal her and remove whatever remained of the venom. Ophelia used it to blast several [Spear of Hestia]’s at both the enemy champion and the centipede. 
The centipede curled up around itself, and the enemy champion covered herself with another magical carapace, expending some of her divine energy. 
Ophelia used the minor respite from their focus being diverted to finish infusing her holy energy to activate her [Valkyrie Champion] ability.
She grew and was covered in the flames of Hestia, her power and strength rising as she grew to four meters in height. She knew that Jake was now stronger and had a higher defense, able to use his wings and face the enemy champion and his god. Ophelia added more flames to her Hearth, saving it for now.
She launched herself at the Ormrfolk and thrust her spear dead center at the enemy’s chest. No amount of contortion would avoid the massive spear this time, but the centipede moving too fast for her to follow with her eyes arrived to block the thrust in time. 
The carapace shattered around where her massive spear connected, caustic fluid landing all over her flame-covered armor and the centipede squealing in pain. The bottom legs of the centipede became slack, the large blow cutting whatever allowed the creature to control its many legs beyond that segment of its body. 
Once again, the enemy champion was empowered by her beast being harmed, and she sprayed a caustic cloud out of her mouth at Ophelia.
Ophelia then activated her [Consecration] ability, a mirror of the ability echoing out of Jake in his battle. A circle of flames wiped away the cloud before it could accomplish anything and engulfed the centipede and Champion alike, and they both screamed as the purifying flames of her goddess burned them. 
She continued by focusing on the enemy champion, wanting to finish the battle. The Hearth now fired dozens of small Spears of Hestia at the Ormrfolk Champion like that of a machine gun. 
The centipede tried to wrap around the enemy champion in protection, and it was squealing as more critical points on its body shattered and cracked, sending caustic fluids everywhere as it was pierced and burned.
More spears from the hearth stabbed into them, and she thrust her spear with all her strength at the woman's chest once again, underneath what was left of the centipede. 
The creature screamed as it was pierced, and her giant spear tip pierced through the centipede, then the enemy champion’s heart and spine alike, killing her. 
She used what little was left of the Hearth to heal, remove all the fluids off of her, and drank some mana water to replenish herself.
She felt Jake’s fight coming to an end, and she awaited his [Call Summon]. Vengeance, justice, and glory. She got these things from fighting at Jake’s side as his Valkyrie. 
But she couldn’t help but feel Jake’s love, pride, respect, and happiness she felt from him were worth it all the same. That she could have both made her an immensely happy woman. 
She savored the feelings of victory and was filled with pride of her own; she had defeated a champion all on her own. With Jake’s [Divine Reinforcement], and his plans to circumvent all the traps, anyway.
She confirmed the quest was completed, and she reviewed her status sheet as she drank her mana water and recovered, looting the enemy champion. She knew Jake should summon her at any moment. 

[Ophelia Status Level 16]
[Strength: 81]
[Dexterity: 59]
[Constitution: 76]
[Intelligence: 50]
[Wisdom: 69]
[Charisma 70]

[Ophelia's Level 16 Skill Sheet]
[Advanced Mana Control:  2]
[Ride of the Valkyries:2]
[Advanced Valkyrie Magic: 2]
[Advanced Purifying Flames: 2]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 2]
[Bonded Hearth Core: 2]

[Valkyrie Spells Known]
[Renewal, Consecration, Spear of Hestia, Barrier, Hearth of Hestia, Valkyrie Champion]

[Ophelia’s Level 16 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting: 1]
[Advanced Smithing: 2]
[Hearth Bond: 2]
[Misc Skills: Energy Vacuum, Chosen Champion Fervor]




Chapter 18 - Jake - Champion Summoner of Apophis


The Jackal man finished his spell, and a large swarm of insects emerged. From afar, they looked like giant beetles. Jake was about to cast a wave of flames to consume them, but Ira urged him to stop.  
He wasn’t sure what Ira was trying to tell him, but he got the feeling that magic would be a bad idea. Strangely, the swarm did not immediately head for Jake and kind of just buzzed in the air at the end of the room near the summoner.
“You like them? My magic-eating scarabs come from the deserts of Nabina, where they are an unstoppable plague against the inhabitants. They will burrow into your flesh and consume you while you’re still alive, causing immense pain and suffering.”
Jake gave the guy a look of disbelief. Did he really just tell him all that about his summon rather than attacking? Jake totally got it. 
He loved collecting all sorts of summons, and the scarabs sounded really cool. If he had the opportunity, he would definitely be interested in collecting them. 
But this was a life-or-death battle, with potentially hundreds or thousands of lives in the balance. Odin had mentioned something about his connection to the void being rare. Could this connection mean the person would be weird or something? Wait, wouldn’t that mean there was a problem with Jake, too?
Jake pushed these odd thoughts out of his mind and focused on the issue at hand. While he didn’t know much about scarabs, he knew they were from the desert, even without the champion revealing it to him. 
While Jake wasn’t entirely confident about beating a champion on his own without his girls, that were a result of his entire specialization and build, he felt a lot better facing a summoner. Back in the game, he would duel many types of summoners, and he knew all their strengths and weaknesses. He decided to taunt the enemy summoner.
“Haven’t you ever faced another summoner before? The first to summon always loses.”
What Jake said was mostly true. Counter-picking was a large portion of what it meant to be a Summoner in the first place. 
Of course, part of the turnaround would be utilizing special spells and abilities that made up for the weaknesses of a particular creature. Still, the one that summoned second always had a distinct advantage.
Jake removed a spell-rod from his belt as the many buzzing scarabs moved toward him, temporarily leaning his spear up against his shield. He infused the runes of the rod and added a group of his own, doing everything he could to enhance the effect. Ira roared as they assisted, and a portal to the void was wrenched open, even through the sealing stones the room was lined with. 
From within, a powerful stream of water gushed out. Like a massive fire hose, water sprayed with immense force out of the portal, knocking the closest scarabs out of the air. Jake was conjuring water, and he had created this spell-rod for the purpose of filling a moat. The room started to fill with water, reaching his ankles in just a few seconds.
Jake leaped into the air and activated the enchantment on his shoes: a simple enchantment that created a small platform under them with his steps, allowing him to stand and run in the air. 
The swarm of scarabs had approached, but many had gotten sprayed by the gushing water and knocked out of the air, where they were now having difficulty. 
While most insects could swim somewhat, Jake doubted the desert insect would be very good at it.
The enemy summoner now cast a necrotic beam of energy at Jake in anger, the blazing green energy being emitted by the enemy’s staff. Jake countered easily with a runic barrier and followed up with [Runic Magic: Field of Fog]. 
The room was rapidly filled up to what would be Jake’s waist in water, along with a fog covering enough of the area above that, allowing Jake to be hidden. Now, the enemy summoner’s feet were even wet up on the dais. The enemy champion scoffed as he realized this fact, and Jake leaped to the left side of the room, hidden by the fog. 
Ira had helped indicate that all the girls, including Bloodberri, were off in this direction. He decided he would start his escape, just in case. He released a large mechanical spider meant for tunneling out of rooms from his Storage Bracelet, which latched onto the wall. 
It released some pneumatic spikes to hold it in place, and Jake sighed with relief when they pierced the magically reinforced wall. If the spikes couldn’t enter, it would likely have trouble drilling through in a reasonable amount of time. 
The goblin contraption started drilling into the wall, a mixture of mechanics and magic. Jake wasn’t entirely sure how the strange device was legal within the Framework’s rules, but he had bought it on the [Multiverse Market], so it was allowed and wouldn’t increase the dungeon's difficulty from now on. 
It was because of its lack of effectiveness as a weapon of death, as it would only target structures or bindings, that it was likely okay. He had enhanced the drill with his enchantments, making it a bit more effective.
Jake began casting a summon of his own. He could see that the enemy summoner was nearly seething now, the water now up to his knees, but the water had now stopped. Jake could see some scarabs still flying around, looking for him and consuming some of the fog. 
“I’ll make you pay for this, Champion of Hestia! You can’t hide forever!”
Jake’s summon was completed, and a familiar figure emerged from motes of light and landed in the water: a sharkgoblin warrior. Jake cast Divine Reinforcement on it as it began to swim with great fervor and glee.
The creature’s head only reached Jake’s chest, slumped over like it was. It had a shark fin and tail on its back while still standing on human-like legs and webbed feet. It held a trident in its webbed but mostly human-like hands and arms, and Jake immediately sent it to work: to kill the scarabs. 
This creature was of a lower tier than the sharkgoblin assassin he had summoned in the raid that changed Jake’s life, so its ability to cast spells and mastery over the water was less. 
However, it was still quite powerful in the environment that Jake had created for it. It moved through the water faster than Jake could even move on land, and it had pierced several drowning scarabs in just a few moments with its trident.
Jake summoned one more creature, using [Advanced Summon Beast]. He wasn’t sure how useful it would be with its reduced stats, but this might be the last opportunity he gets to cast spells freely. The large figure fell into the water as he added his buff once again, and he couldn’t help but feel nostalgic. 
While it wasn’t the same creature, it would hopefully live up to Jake’s expectations.
The enemy summoner had cast a new summon of its own: a giant crocodile. It chased after the sharkgoblin, and Jake couldn’t help but laugh at the horrible counter-pick. 
Due to the size and power of the crocodile, Jake guessed that this summoner was specialized in what he had originally wanted: the beast specialization. Insects were under the same beast family, so this was at least two for two so far.
The sharkgoblin had no trouble evading the crocodile as it continued to control the water, splashing scarabs with water to knock them out of the air and piercing them with its trident while on the run. 
Jake activated [Runebound: Unbound], then used his spear staff’s runes to cast a massive fire spear, shooting it at the enemy champion. The enemy champion saw the spear through the fog, and Jake charged, stepping on invisible platforms in the air as he approached. 
The jackal man blocked the spear of fire with a sickly green barrier, and Jake could see them grimace on the jackal’s face as the spear struck. The power of Jake’s spell must have been outside his expectations, so Jake sent another as he approached.
Jake could tell just by looking at the summoner that he was very much not the melee type, to say the least. He would try to use his ability to melee as an advantage against him. Just as his second spear of flames was about to arrive, the crocodile whipped its tail with a wave of magical water to meet it. 
Jake’s attack still overcame it but was lessened before it struck the enemy champion’s barrier. As Jake landed 5 meters away within striking distance, the crocodile came after Jake with a roar.
The sharkgoblin harried it with some thrusts of its trident, the capable creature finally finishing off the last of the scarabs. The sharkgoblin was only a mild annoyance for the larger creature that stood on all fours taller than Jake had he not been standing in the air above the water. 
Given enough time, the sharkgoblin would win, but the crocodile leaped at Jake with its jaws wide open. Jake ignored it and jumped at the enemy summoner with a powerful thrust of his spear.
Just as Jake’s thrust was about to land, it was again blocked with a barrier, with the jackal man giving him a vicious smile. Jake could tell that the enemy champion thought the crocodile would crush his bones and pierce his flesh. 
Instead, a large figure slammed into the crocodile from the side, knocking it off course. It was Jake’s giant turtle that he had summoned with [Advanced Summon Beast]. While it wasn’t an amazing Asmodean Wartortle, it was still a large creature. 
Its offensive capabilities were quite lacking, and it even lacked most magical abilities, barely assisting itself with movement in the water. But it still had its sizable mass, and Jake could use it as a shield. 
Jake continued to harry the summoner with his spear, and the sharkgoblin continued its harassment of the crocodile. It was now riddled with bloody holes, and the crocodile tried to ignore the two and come after Jake and save its summoner. The turtle positioned itself in the way and rammed into the crocodile, knocking it off balance. 
The barrier was near cracking now, Jake having landed several blows onto it. He cast a makeshift [Spear of Hestia] using the divine flames in his hearth, and it shattered. Jake went for a thrust at the enemy champion’s chest to end the fight.
A wave of darkness slammed into Jake, blasting him in the stomach like he was struck by a powerful blow, and he flew backward until his back crashed into a rocky wall. 
Jake just knew that his [Valkyrie’s Chosen Champion] ability had taken the edge off the attack, or he might have had fractured bones instead of bruised and battered ones. Once again, the enemy had called on their god’s energy. 
While Jake could call Hestia and likely win and end the fight, he had wanted to save it for when he arrived at their destination world, they were heading off to save. A Champion’s energy was called [Divine Energy], and at his Tier, it could only be used about once per month and required that Jake store the energy and build it up. 
If he were to use it in this fight now, it would not be available to him when he arrived at the world they were trying to save. At the same time, he certainly wouldn’t let himself lose over it.
The enemy summoner then channeled the energy into a summon. “I call upon the god, Apophis. Manifest your divine visage, so we may destroy our enemy!”
The creature manifested even faster than Jake would have expected, only being able to heal himself with [Runic Healing] once and leap back into the air. The summon was a giant, hooded cobra that was black as night. It stood perhaps taller than Bloodberri, and its fangs were like long daggers.
Jake guessed it was a minor manifestation of this Apophis. He wondered if he summoned Hestia, would she be standing here, helping him fight? Unfortunately, his plan was to save this for their arrival at their destination.
Jake’s sharkgoblin had managed to land some vicious thrusts into the crocodile’s throat, finally killing it and dispersing it into motes of light. Jake removed a spell rod from his belt, an empowered magical spear spell. 
He previously could only make a ball of flame spell with the runes he researched, but the additional runes he had obtained by increasing his skill allowed him to make the attack even more powerful. 
Jake prepared his hearth-empowered runes and shot the giant magical spear of fire at the enemy summoner.
Steam rose from the water as the massive spear of fire crossed the room, the power and heat of the flames shocking.
The summoner and the snake drew forth dark, malevolent energy, which was then channeled through the summoner and into the snake, empowering it further; a coordinated attack. Jake guessed that this was a type of ability he might have received if he had picked the Beast specialization like he had wanted. 
The snake fired a breath of vicious black-purple cursed flames to collide with Jake’s spell. The evil flames overwhelmed his spell and continued towards him. 
A large wave of water rushed from the sharkgoblin, and Jake noticed that many of the dead scarabs were contained within, causing him to gape. That was incredibly smart, and if he thought to tell the sharkgoblin to do that, he would be quite proud of himself. 
Somehow, the creature did it on its own, defying Jake’s expectations for what a mindless summon should be able to do once again. It went on to meet the flames but was overcome, turning into steam. Jake was able to quickly cast a runic barrier and, finally, stop the enemy’s powerful coordinated attack. 
Jake could see the sharkgoblin grinning to itself, proud of what it had done. Even the enemy summoner frowned in confusion as the snake narrowed its eyes.
As this happened, the turtle had ponderously moved between Jake and the enemies, and the sharkgoblin proceeded to harrass the snake as well, giving him time to think.
Enough water had escaped the room out of the rear doorway, along with the steam from that attack, that the area of the dais was no longer covered in water. 
He stood on the ground and pondered his options. Jake didn’t have a ton of mana left, but he doubted that the enemy summoner did either. He drank a mana potion and saw that the enemy summoner did too. 
Instead of casting another spell, he activated his third covenant for his technique. [Runebound: Juggernaut]. 
His cost for this state was that his ability to cast spells was removed, and even spells already cast to benefit Jake would be reduced, which was a major restriction for someone with as much mana as Jake.
The bigger the restriction, the more power the ability gave him and the more ways he could use it to diversify what he gained. This was the biggest restriction he could come up with for him.
The spell gave him three things. First, it enhanced runes on his equipment even further than his Unbound technique. His runes glowed a vibrant white, empowering the enchantments on his weapon, shield, and armor. His spear’s hexagonal prisms spun and changed to demonic runes.
Second, his physical parameters were greatly increased. His [Runebound: Unbound] could focus on one attribute and make them up to fifty percent higher, and all were increased by fifteen percent besides.
Instead, Juggernaut focused on Strength and Constitution, increasing them by over seventy-five percent each, and his spellcasting stats were ignored. He could even focus on a single one, increasing that even further.  
Third, he was more resilient to magic. This came with the side effect of positive effects being reduced as well, so Jake wouldn’t get a lot out of buffing himself with [Einherjar] before activating the ability. It would wear off in a mere instant. 
Only the divine nature of [Divine Reinforcement] allowed it to remain affecting him. Otherwise, the ability would be a complete waste. While he could not cast new spells, he could continue running the ones he had already cast. His summons remained, and his buffs on his girls continued, as well.
Jake charged the snake and sent the turtle and the sharkgoblin after the summoner. With little water now, the turtle lumbered toward him at a pondering pace, but the shark goblin had no problem dashing rapidly. 
The snake returned Jake’s charge with a swipe of its powerful tail and smacked into his shield. Its anger and hatred look was replaced with confusion, as its giant mass had stopped completely. 
Jake snapped his spear forward with several vicious stabs in return, piercing deep into the middle of the snake’s body. It hissed in pain, and blood flowed from the wounds freely.
It was Jake’s enchantment on his shield, the inertia cancellation. With it enhanced so heavily by Juggernaut, it had now reached a nearly one hundred percent cancellation. It had limits, as his tests with Bloodberri had some close calls with many fractured bones and bruises, but he was quite happy with the results. 
His spear’s demonic runes had three simple rune words: pierce, spear, and fast, which all enhanced the spear. Despite his powerful strength, the snake was large and sturdy, his spear not getting extremely deep but more than enough to inhibit it with its wounds.
Jake continued trying to harry the snake, positioning his shield to block the snake’s large body from knocking him about, but he could see from the snake’s intelligent, narrowed eyes that it understood what was happening. 
He had now landed a dozen blows across the snake’s body when the sharkgoblin was blasted with a necrotic beam and taken out, most of its attacks having been blocked by a barrier. 
Jake’s giant turtle launched itself high in the air at the enemy summoner with a sort of belly-flop attack, surprising everyone in the room. The snake snapped out of it and rammed into the turtle, keeping it from landing on the enemy summoner. 
The snake then wrapped itself around the turtle ineffectually, and Jake thought for a moment the turtle almost looked smug as their eyes met. 
Weren’t these creatures magical constructs with no personality? It retreated its head and legs inside its shell, and the snake hissed angrily as it tried to crush the turtle impotently.
Jake returned his focus and charged the enemy summoner, the enemy surrounding himself with a sickly green barrier once again. But Jake focused on improving his demonic runes and his strength, and his spear pierced through the shield, shattering it. 
He went once again for the enemy’s heart, but the jackal twisted his body and covered it in dark, malevolent energy once again and redirected Jake’s attack into his shoulder with his own staff. 
Jake pulled his spear out with a shower of blood, but he saw that his turtle was now finished off, and the snake blurred towards him with rage.
The snake had blown dark flames into the turtle’s shell, killing it. For a beast that started at nearly half of its potential capability, it definitely did its job. 
Jake raised his shield to block the snake’s charge, but he was surprised when instead of slamming into it, its fangs pierced into the top and bottom in a lightning-fast bite. 
His shield was then wrenched away from his arm, forcing him to let go or have himself thrown with it and his arm broken. The enemy summoner healed the giant snake, restoring some damage Jake had done, but he could see that it was not all, as the wounds were still bleeding.
Jake looked over his enemy with [Arcane Eye], which had remained summoned. He saw that his opponent had more than half of his mana, perhaps having recovered a fair portion of it from the mana potion and his own restoration. 
Jake had lost his shield, but Ophelia and him often practiced without it, and he’d even practiced facing off against Bloodberri. 
Ophelia’s fight hadn’t been going well, but she had held off on using her abilities until he felt a healing effect coming from her, restoring his health. It was time for them to defeat their enemies together. 
He sent to her, “This prince needs his princess knight to fight together and defeat their enemies. There’s both an evil champion, and a dragon on my side, sorta? Let’s start our counter-attack.”
He felt her happiness at this and her channeling her mana, health, and stamina into her [Hearth of Hestia] and knew that her [Valkyrie Ascension] was coming next.
“What’s the matter, champion? Are you not able to summon your god?” He scoffed. “A mere champion from the fringe, I bet you can’t even use Divine Energy properly. You will suffer for all the trouble you gave me.”
“Didn’t I already say it? You are not qualified.”
A floating Hearth appeared next to Jake, firing many spears of Hestia at the jackal man. The enemy summoner blocked most with a sickly green barrier over himself and the Apophis manifestation, but the many spears shattered the one covering the summoner himself. 
The snake charged at Jake, but he was ready with his spear.
Jake pushed more mana into his Juggernaut state, his runes lighting up and improving his strength and speed significantly, and his Champion Spear’s tip was coated in a large edge. 
He charged to meet the snake, a powerful thrust of his spear meeting the snake’s fangs. One of them shattered under the powerful blow, sending it careening away. 
Jake was pushed into the ground, the stone cracking beneath him, but he stood strong against the large creature. He grunted as he lifted the massive snake and pushed it off of him, stabbing out several times into the creature’s body in rapid succession as its mass was shifted away from him.
The barrier the enemy summoner had covered it with shattered, and many wounds were added to the snake as it hissed in anger. Its tail swung toward him from the side, but he was more than fast enough to dodge to the side and slash simultaneously, cutting deep into the creature as he moved.
Ophelia’s Valkyrie Champion ability finished activating, and Jake was covered with the divine flames of Hestia. He grew wings of fire and dodged another swipe of the snake’s tail by leaping over it. Jake saw the enemy summoner casting a spell, so he covered his body with his now Juggernaut-enhanced flaming wings.
A powerful beam of necrotic energy slammed into his wings, but he fed even more mana into his protection and rebuffed it; the damage reduction of his [Juggernaut] state was impressive. 
The enemy summoner shouted in disbelief. “Valkyrie spells? Impossible! We had sealed this room!”
Jake went on the attack, blazing toward the enemy champion with powerful flaps of his wings. The snake was moving much slower now, as it was riddled with wounds. 
He saw the enemy casting another spell with his [Arcane Eye], so he moved out of the way as a swarm of locusts was released. The snake added a caustic cloud of mist as well, and this appeared to power the swarm of locusts further as they surged toward him.
Ophelia’s [Consecration] then echoed out of Jake, consuming the entire swarm of locusts with Hestia’s divine flames and even covering the enemy champion and giant snake. The champion waved his staff, and a wave of evil energy blew out the flames engulfing them, and Jake could tell the jackal man became weaker due to his usage.  
Jake charged the enemy summoner once more, a single step taking him several meters as he stabbed out with his spear. The snake wrapped around the enemy summoner and was covered with a barrier, but this, too, shattered at Jake’s immensely enhanced strength. 
The snake hissed in rage, its head and single fang lashing out at Jake. He flapped his wings and leaped with his enhanced strength to meet its charge, piercing its skull instead. The creature disappeared into motes of black light before Jake flew toward the enemy champion.
The enemy champion cast a final spell, and Jake thought the enemy champion’s life force was being pulled from his body to accomplish it. His body appeared to crumple and age in an instant, except for his arms being bulked up and filled with sickly green energy.
Jake stabbed at him, and the jackal man met his blow with a powerful swing of his staff. Jake was still stronger despite the man’s empowerment, and he knocked the man’s staff out of his hands. As Jake approached, the man fell to the ground, weakened, trying to scrabble and get away.   
Jake stabbed into the man’s leg as he screamed in pain and prepared to spear the enemy summoner at a more vital point. 
The enemy champion spun to his back and lifted his head with hatred and anger, his eyes blazing, “I don’t know how you’re so strong, weren’t you supposed to be a summoner? But don’t think you’ve won. There’s no way you’re getting out of here alive. You will die, and you won’t make it to Highlands in time. Both worlds will be ours.” 
The man was then filled with sickly-looking energy as he laughed.
The mountain rumbled, and it almost knocked Jake off his feet. He was again about to finish the enemy champion when the wall shattered with a large crash. A large piece of rubble slammed into the enemy’s head, the sickly energy entering the rubble. 
Jake’s quest finally updated to 4/4 completed, and Jake minimized the prompt of the [Fortress Assault] completion, noticing that he had actually reached level 16 as a result. He canceled his Juggernaut state.
Jake just stared at the now-dead jackal champion blankly. Did he just get kill-stolen?
“Yay! I found you!”
It was Berri, the giant snake woman entering the cavern, no worse for wear. Their bond reconnected, and he could feel the elation of the two women in one body. 
Berri said, “I saw water draining over there as I was looking for you, and thought I might feel you when your cute little snake appeared. So, we smashed the wall.”
Jake’s spider drill must have reached outside the sealed walls and led to a nearby cavern, which Bloodberri discovered with the help of Ira. When Jake’s fifteen seconds to deactivate his covenant were up, he called Ophelia and Fhesiah to him with [Call Summon], the two girls appearing with alarm. He looted the enemy champion, receiving his staff and what he was wearing.
The rumbling of the mountain deepened, and Jake felt like the mountain would be brought down on them. 
Fhesiah said alarmingly, “I think it’s a volcano, and it’s going to erupt! We need to get out of here!”
Jake groaned. He hated load-bearing bosses.




Chapter 19 - The Great Volcanic Escape


Berri donned her backpack basket with glee. “My path came from the entrance. It should be the fastest way out!” 
Jake gathered from Fhesiah and Ophelia that they had spent their time recovering, awaiting his call instead of exploring their paths, because judging from the Champion of Apophis’s words, it would have been quite the trek to even find him. They were both sure he would call upon them instead.
Jake quickly retrieved his shield and his spider drill and hopped into the back of Bloodberri’s basket. Bloodberri blazed through the hole she created in the wall, and Jake recalled the Champion’s words about the perilous paths. 
While it would be for a human, with small walkways and steep cliffs that would lead to someone potentially falling to their death, it was no problem at all for his girls. Ophelia and Fhesiah flew almost lazily, following Bloodberry as her snake body weaved through the cavern.
The rumbling and shaking of the earth continued, and rocks dislodged from the cave's roof. Jake weaved a runic spell, filling Bloodberri with as much speed as possible, and refreshed his [Advanced Stamina Regeneration] buff on her. Bloodberri sped up, and Fhesiah and Ophelia had to work just a little harder to keep up.
Jake felt they were lucky Bloodberri was so familiar with the caves, as there were many paths. Ira and Fhesiah could have led them out, but it would have taken a little more time than her. The quaking of the cave became even more violent, and Bloodberri even had to dodge or knock away some rocks with her club.
They entered a massive cavern, for which Jake saw they were at the top end of it. While there were paths leading down both sides, the bottom of the cavern was more than a hundred or two hundred meters down. 
Fhesiah wrapped some chains around the armor of Bloodberri’s torso and handed one end to Ophelia, taking the other for herself. 
“Let’s take a shortcut. Bloodberri leap into the air!”
She leaped into the air without hesitation, and Fhesiah and Ophelia floated her down rapidly, the descent not too fast to lead to bones breaking. 
Jake kept his thoughts to himself, but he felt like he was on some sort of demented Santa's sleigh, riding on one of his women, being pulled through the air by his other women. Just what was Jake’s life?
“Jake, I can’t help but feel you just had a rude thought, but I couldn’t hear it. Something you want to share?”
Fhesiah’s question caused Jake to sweat a bit, but he shook his head and coughed into his hand. Apparently, she didn’t need to hear his thoughts in order to somehow read his mind.
Ophelia said, “This wasn’t what I had in mind for carrying you off into the clouds, Jake.”
Jake laughed. “Maybe next time? We seem to be in a bit of a hurry.”  
They landed on the ground, and exiting the cavern, Jake recognized the room they were in: it was the room where they faced Alisara. The rumbling and quaking became even more urgent, and just as they were about to reach the stairs that lead to the throne room, the cave collapsed, covering it. 
Despite the massive rock, the three girls weren’t having it. Bloodberri filled herself with holy might, and Jake felt Fhesiah draw some mana with [Energy Sharing] and be empowered by some draconic flames, making her bulk up in size slightly. 
Ophelia was bathed in light pushing her [Ride of the Valkyries], and Jake did his best to add runic strength buffs to them all. They all heaved and shoved the rock that was even larger than Bloodberri out of the way, giving enough room to go up the stairs.
The throne room was covered in rocks, but their rapid pace moved them through and into the reception hall and out the main gate that they had broken through. The mountain erupted just as they started to make some distance from the keep.
A large plume of flames, dust, and rock blasted into the sky, and a large avalanche of rock rained down on the keep that they had just exited. Lava streamed down the volcano, and Jake now saw a new threat: red wyverns. 
There were at least a hundred of them, and they were circling around the volcano. Jake spotted Antonius’ party in the distance, mounted on horses on a hill nearby.
“Jake! I’m glad you made it out. When the mountain shook, we retreated. It looks like we have an additional problem, don’t we?”
Jake looked and found the wyverns appeared to start moving as a group in one direction.
“That isn’t good. Roseberg’s in that direction. I think I can coordinate a response, but it’ll be tough. Defending against that type of creature in the city, there will be a lot of collateral damage; killing of the uninitiated.”
Jake remembered that the Battlegroup had headed to the makeshift keep before they headed into their battle. He thought this would burden Fhesiah and Ophelia, but he could protect them by using [Call Summon] if things got tough for them. 
Jake thought this was quite a vicious plan. If his party hadn’t made it out to help, perhaps Tartarus still would have won the day in terms of changing the conquest meter, despite having lost the [Fortress Assault]. 
Jake went with Bloodberri and Antonius’ group to the makeshift keep, and Fhesiah and Ophelia did their best to change the swarm’s direction. They worked in tandem to cut them down from the sky, avoiding their breath attacks and slicing their wings easily. 
It wasn’t until they had taken four of them down that they paid them any attention, and they had nearly killed ten before the swarm started to treat them seriously and chase after them. 
Ophelia and Fhesiah were barely faster than the high-level creatures, so they could kill a few more to keep them interested in the chase. 
These wyverns differed from those they had previously faced, having a fire or lava aspect instead of poison or bile. While this made Fhesiah strong to their breath attacks, it meant that she didn’t have an effective tool for killing them besides her claws without going all-out.
By the time Jake and the rest reached the keep, he could already see the swarm of wyverns on the horizon, only taking longer to arrive due to Ophelia and Fhesiah taking a winding path to the keep. Antonius had called ahead with the headset, and the ballista was already manned, and the archers and casters preparing on the ramparts. 
Berri said, “Yay, now we get to be the ones defending! This should be fun!”
All told, there were over 60 Alliance members versus the nearly one hundred large aerial creatures, but Jake hoped that he could just keep the losses to a minimum. 
The ballista started firing their bolts, and Jake grimaced as he saw that only one of the first salvo of the four pieces of siege equipment actually hit its mark. Hopefully, the operators of the smaller siege equipment meant for taking out aerial targets would get better.
Using the runic bubbles in Jake’s hearth and preparing a simple spear of ice spell using his staff, he managed launching three at a time. His goal was to simply down the creatures, allowing the Battlegroup and Bloodberri to finish them. 
Jake was surprised to find that Bloodberri had joined Jake in firing spears of ice, using runes of Elvish script. The predatory smirk on her face as she used it told him it was Blood driving their actions.
Ophelia, too fired runic spears of ice, and together they had downed a dozen of them in short order. The Battlegroup’s archers and mages using their own shards of ice attacks to knock several out of the air, the wounded flyers careening toward the ground. 
But it wasn’t long before the swarm of wyverns reached a critical mass and was able to start raining fire down on the Battlegroup. 
Jake and Ophelia did their best to coordinate their [Sacrificial Barriers] and cover up the flames but could not block them all, the rain of fire too widespread. 
Thankfully, Fhesiah could divert the remaining flames, as the numerous dozen wyvern’s initial salvo was deflected. Not only that, but the barriers cast by Jake and Ophelia persisted, empowered by the flames that struck them. The wyverns circled the keep as ballistas and archers continued taking shots at them. 
The warriors of the Battlegroup focused on protecting the archers, along with taking out any downed wyverns that landed in the courtyard. While far from weak, many were not a major challenge after falling out of the sky and breaking many of their bones. The rest were met with a coordinated effort.
Bloodberri was often there to finish them, able to move much faster than the armored melee, but the snake woman wasn’t satisfied with that.
She took out a pile of her bowling ball sized baseballs, dumping them on the ground from her storage bracelet in front of her. Her tail snaked around, and the tip began lifting and throwing the balls to herself like a lazy underhanded pitch. Before Jake knew it, she was blasting hits at the wyverns, knocking them out of the sky.
Ophelia blazed around the air, cutting the wings of enemies and piercing into their bodies nearly head on, like some kind of jouster. She flew around keeping the Battlegroup safe, both cutting down wyverns and casting barriers to protect them. 
Her Hearth even flew around, absorbing flames and spewing out shields and heals for anyone harmed. There were the other healers that had been present at her call, and they tended to some wounds in a more safe corner, which Ophelia kept protected.
The cycle of the numerous wyverns raining fiery death down on the Battlegroup and flying away happened twice before their behavior started to change. 
Jake guessed that nearly half of them had been taken down already, but the ones remaining were clearly the larger and more aged examples of their species. They formed a single unit, and Jake could see the largest of them all was leading them. 
This one was easily double, almost triple the size of the other wyvern, and would stand nearly as tall as Bloodberri could reel herself up on her tail.
Jake had thought his spell-rod made him powerful, but the reality is that it was more like he had achieved a Tier 1 spell at Tier 0; of course, it was a big deal at the time. But now, it could merely be considered the bare minimum to harm this type of creature that was at the peak of its Tier. 
Many of the Tier 1 spellcasters in the Battlegroup could achieve something similar with a group casting, or with preparation, but it would take them a significant time to be ready.
Still, Jake prepared his spell-rod, and shoved as much mana into creating as large a Runic Spear of Ice as he could. He blasted it at the lava wyvern Alpha, right at center mass. It nailed it right in the chest, and it groaned as it slammed into the ground and slid dozens of meters in front of the keep. 
The nearby wyvern roared and spat large balls of fire at the keep, blowing away chunks of rock and trying to strike those on the battlements.
Ophelia did her best to shield against the damage but could not cover an entire side of the keep. The walls on one side began to crumble, and Bloodberri blurred towards a hole that formed, heading for the downed alpha that was now getting up. 
Two casters up on the ramparts had begun to fall, but Jake was surprised when Bloodberri’s tail snapped back, catching them and placing them out of harm’s way before she continued to the downed alpha. 
He was impressed at the precision required to accomplish this without slashing them with some blade or spike on her armor.
Ice had spread from where the large spear had struck it, and that spear still remained lodged in its chest. Fhesiah instead flew covered in draconic flames for the large number of wyverns that had formed up in support of the alpha, and she had her own hands formed into draconic claws. 
She swiped at the air, and a wave of magical force the shape of her claws powered by her heavenly law, and her Qi continued, forming a slash nearly a dozen meters across. 
The slash swept into a group of wyverns five wide, and a shower of gore and blood was released from where they were struck. Several had their wings ripped to pieces, and many had their chest or throats sliced through. 
All of them landed on the ground, never to get up. Fhesiah swiped one more time at another group of four, a smaller series of blades like her claws cutting into them. They crashed into the ground, severely weakened by her powerful attack.
Meanwhile, the alpha moved to meet Bloodberri, and with a smile, she moved even faster than expected and slammed her mace into Jake’s spear of ice. It drove it in like a railroad spike, and Jake could tell it exited its back. 
It roared and tried spraying her with flames, but she moved out of the way and slapped it across the face with her heavy tail, redirecting the breath attack away from her. 
Jake focused on casting more spears of ice at the groups supporting the alpha. He also did his best to cover for the Battlegroup, shielding them with Ophelia, as he could tell Bloodberri didn’t need his help to win.
Fhesiah couldn’t do any more of her widespread claw attack as she expended most of her spirit available for now, but she could continue cutting through their wings or going for their throats. 
The ballistas kept firing, and with so many targets to choose from in a small area, most were hitting and taking them down. Eventually, the caster groups had managed to cast some group spells of their own, casting large ice spikes that were as powerful as Jake’s and killing the respective wyverns they struck. 
Jake saw that Bloodberri layered on several debuffs on the wyvern alpha and systematically destroyed its ability to stand or fly away using blows to its joints or slices with her blade and spiked tail. Ultimately, she put it out of its misery with a [Mace of Hestia] to the creature’s head, killing it. It died with a pitiful wail, and the remaining wyverns, less than a dozen, fled.
Jake was going to send Ophelia and Fhesiah to chase and finish them off, but Antonius stopped them.
“Those creatures are native to this world, but Tartarus had taken control over them to some extent. Once we reclaim the world, its control over them will be rescinded. It’s for the best that we just leave them. It would take a long time for them to repopulate into a meaningful attack without Tartarus’ help, anyway.”
Jake somewhat understood. While a world was contested, Tartarus would gain from any deaths that occurred during combat and some other means, and it could, to some extent, take control of creatures and use them within its zone of control. Rifts would lead to its control area extending as they took over towns, villages, and cities. 
This was why normally, it could not send something like a max-level creature to defend a lower-level Rift; it did not own that territory, so it would use its cunning to take advantage where it could. 
Once Tartarus was gone, if the adventurers made some creature extinct, it’d still be extinct once they won. It was better to drive the beasts off, so they had a chance at survival.
Jake overheard an update over the headsets, and they were happy to learn that the conquest progress had recovered everything they had lost since he had landed on the world. The attitude was cheery among those that won, and it surprised Jake that nobody had died, even against the wyverns. 
It was the additional healers that Ophelia had managed to convince to come help outside the Battlegroup that had made a significant difference.
“We need to get going, Antonius. You did good work getting this Battlegroup together. If the [Sons of Rome] need help in the future, we’ll do our best to come if we’re called.”
“Thank you, Jake. You really showed us all how important it is for us to challenge our own Trial. Of course, this is not different from the information our guild gives us, but seeing is really believing.”
“I think if someone does everything possible to prepare: maximizing their skills, equipment, and other preparations such as filling in their weaknesses, they have a good shot at success. I understand the risk, but if everyone avoids the Trial, I think that only helps Tartarus win. Never pushing yourself to end up too weak to succeed is not very different from feeding the dungeon.”
“I…will keep that in mind. I think I will better myself and then try to take the Trial. I want to see just how far I can go. I know I might never be as strong as you and your ladies, but I know I can be better than I am now.”
Jake had learned that Antonius had two options for taking his Trial. He could be scaled down to level ten, similar to the enemy champion when taking on his Trial. Or, he could take on a trial that was scaled to his level, for which he should wait until he has passed level 20. 
You were only allowed to take on one Trial per Tier, and in a way, Antonius had missed out on his Tier 0 trial. 
The rewards for taking on the Trial scaled down would be less, but the advantage of doing this was he would get a chance at a new class immediately, which was a reward all on its own. 
Completing the Tier 1 trial would only allow him to select his new class once he reached Tier 2, the merit of finishing the Trial being added to his selections.
“I think you can too, Antonius. You take care.”
“One more thing, Jake. I read your note after you went inside, and I couldn’t believe that Alisara had somehow been working for the enemy. The parent organizations of the Guilds in this world had already prompted us to buy the fixture that would help detect and allow us to neutralize her, but it would have still been some time before it’d have been ready.
She had joined our guild and our effort not long after you arrived, so it’s clear that it was done with these ill intentions. At this point, we’re not sure how much of her background was real and how much of it was fake. We won’t know anything on her side until she’s revived by the Framework. You take care too, Champion Jake and family.”
Jake then called upon his Refuge. A portal opened that only those he invited could enter. Jake and his girls waved goodbye and got some cheering from the Battlegroup in return. 
Bloodberri specifically got several people to thank her, knowing she had saved them. She preened at the praise, and Jake could tell they were proud of themselves, both Blood and Berri. 
They entered their Refuge and started getting cleaned up, which included removing Bloodberri’s complicated suit of armor. It shocked Jake when Fhesiah took out a magical torch, which began floating near her. Just what was that?




Chapter 20 - Fortress Assault Rewards


Fhesiah snorted. “What, didn’t bother checking your notifications? Just what is it you were doing as we dragged you out of that volcano, anyway? Just enjoying the view as your beautiful women carried you?” 
Jake couldn’t help but feel embarrassed. He had glanced at the notifications but hadn’t had time to process them. But wait a minute, Jake had at least two retorts to that line of logic–
Fhesiah laughed. “I’m just messing with you, husband. I read mine while I waited for you to finish your fight, after all. Here’s what I got.”

[Mythic Hestia’s Torch]
[Scaling Equipment. Gains additional effects and strength with level.]
[Torch stores heavenly energy and mana to create flames, floats near the user, and can be controlled with thought. Self-Repairing. Can store one healing charge. Gains effectiveness with user’s level.]

“It looks like we all got an item that we needed from completing Hestia’s Task, and then ‘Racial Upgrade: Pending Tier Up’ for defeating our champions; even you, Jake. I think this torch will go well with my Sun and Moon Dance, and that it has some emergency healing makes me feel a lot better. Not only that, but I think I shall be able to use it for my Alchemy. A very thoughtful reward.”
Jake looked over the prompt and sighed in relief that his reward was unavailable for some odd reason until he returned to the Refuge. He had thought he saw it when he glanced at the prompt, so Jake was glad he wasn’t mistaken and hadn’t missed out on some life-saving item, too distressed to review it.
Looking over it now, even if it was available during the volcano erupting or caves collapsing, he wouldn’t have had time to put it on, anyway.

[Mythic Hestia’s Champion Plated Mail Vestments]
[Scaling Equipment. Gains additional effects and strength with level.]
[These plated vestments mix plate armor over commonly targeted areas and chain-mail over joints for maneuverability and weight. Includes Core for additional energy storage. Self-Repairing. Includes greaves, gauntlets, and helmet. Grows with the user's level. Has space for enchantments.]

It was a complete set of armor that would cover him from head to toe. On each piece, Jake could see many hexagonal segments that he thought the purpose was to hold his runes. This would keep Jake well-protected into the future as it grew with him. 
He would have to charge up the energy reservoir to see how significant a bonus it was, but any amount of maximum mana was welcome. This wouldn’t be impacted by his reservations for his bonded, making it helpful for him to have access to. 
While he thought they would eventually produce something quite similar, Jake wasn’t sure he could reproduce the energy core capability. Bloodberri had received a matching, yet completely different, reward.

[Mythic Hestia’s Morphing Wicked Full-Plate Vestments]
[Scaling Equipment. Gains additional effects and strength with level.]
[These Full-Plate vestments include coverage for an entire snake-woman while allowing easy equipping, cleaning, and removal. Self-Repairing. Has space for enchantments.]

The full-plate suit was completely massive, and it was like it was one connected piece, but it still had hexagonal segments for Jake’s enchantments that he knew were crafted using supernatural means. 
Going by the prompts, this was a major lifestyle improvement. Just putting on Bloodberri’s armor for an outing was a group effort that took over 10 minutes, and this was moving at supernatural speed with four sets of practiced hands. 
By herself, despite having two hands and an extra limb, it would take her nearly an hour to put on. Removal was a little quicker, but it was a significant time investment any time they needed to fight. 
Bloodberri held it up in the air, finding it to be a dull, almost jacket-like texture. He noticed that many of the blades and spikes were sort of covered when it was powered down as it was. He saw them as bulges underneath. 
She then infused some mana into a section of the armor, and it became hard and full of energy, the blades and spikes turning outwards. Looking over the new armor, She was awed and filled with happiness. 
It was their family colors, and despite being bladed, they did not look or draw the same feelings of fear and danger that the previous suit did. Yet they all could tell this suit was more dangerous than the previous one. 
The group continued cleaning up and removing Bloodberri’s old armor, but she was crying tears of joy just thinking that this was the last time they would need to spend this much effort on her. 
Ophelia said, “The goddess was really thinking of us when picking our rewards. It’s a small thing being able to equip your armor quickly, but it means a lot to Bloodberri.”
She then shared her reward, a winged kite shield.

[Mythic Hestia’s Winged Kite Shield]
[Scaling Equipment. Gains additional effects and strength with level.]
[This shield floats near the user and is driven by their intent. It blocks using the same amount of strength and leverage the user can bring about. Compatible with Hestia’s Hearth ability. Self-Repairing. Has space for enchantments.]

Ophelia let go of the shield, and it floated in place. Now she could use both hands with her spear. The shield spun around as she shifted her body and moved around as she imagined it would, following her intentions. 
It could only float within a few feet of her body, though. That was until she added the [Hearth of Hestia]. 
The shield lit aflame, and the wings grew, and then it was like the shield was using her [Ride of the Valkyries] ability. It flew around rapidly, and Jake imagined it could prove quite useful. His mirrored copy of the ability wore off, but the shield’s copy persisted.
“I guess it lasts longer when used this way. Very useful. Amazing how a defensive improvement will also help offense.”
Jake couldn’t help but agree. While a one-handed spear and shield could be effective against nearly every weapon match-up, it was really best used in a line with other shield and spear users. Now that she had become so mobile, Jake doubted the effectiveness of the combination. 
Something like a lance for more reach might have been better with her movements. This was like adding a third hand whose purpose was only to operate the shield, allowing the other two to focus on the spear. Jake grimaced before Ophelia voiced her thoughts, her having a vicious look on her face.
“Well, looks like there’s no way you’re getting out of that spear practice now, Jake. We both have a lot to work on. I wonder if you might be able to do something similar to your shield?”
The idea surprised Jake, and he thought about it. He examined her shield with [Arcane Eye] as best he could, and while Jake got some ideas and thought he understood some of it, it was well beyond his capabilities. 
If he could enchant something to make it [Mythic] level, then they would already have a full set of them and would steamroll everything, probably.
Still, he would look into imbuing his shield with a soul of sorts and see what he could do there. Actually, didn’t cultivators have weapon spirits and things like that?
Fhesiah snorted. “Oh yeah, Jake. Sure, just shove a Tier 3 soul into your Tier 1 materials to be your shield floater bitch. I’m sure they’ll enjoy that and not try to erase our existence. Yes, they exist, but they are well beyond our capabilities for now.”      
Jake’s eyebrows rose at that. He supposed that shoving their spirit into a shield would be a tremendous waste if they could get that kind of ally. 
Then again, once they reached that point, things would be on a completely different scale. Still, Jake thought he could probably find a way to imbue a sort of soul into a shield, and he would look into it. There were magical creatures, like floating armors, besides. 
Jake looked into the Racial Upgrade and learned that many, when reaching Tier 2, would already receive something similar as part of the Framework’s general improvements. This was just like what he received when he was initiated into the Framework by Odin. 
In a way, part of why he needed a sponsor at all was because it was like his race was improved toward Tier 1 at that time, enabling his magic. He thought this was the reason he was knocked out by Odin when the god did it, but Jake didn’t know for sure. At any rate, it opened up the path for him to be able to reach Tier 1. 
But this would be on top of the general improvements, so Jake and his party should have high expectations for what this might mean. Jake was currently a human, which, while versatile, was pretty substandard compared to the rest of his party. At the same time, they would also be receiving improvements. 
Jake just gave a wry smile at that. Of course, his girls all deserved to receive rewards for defeating their champions. At the same time, he couldn’t help but wish he could catch up to their capability somehow. 
Just thinking of when his girls heaved that boulder away from the exit, he could not help at all besides buffing them and likely would have only gotten in the way if he got out of his basket and tried to help lift the rock. 
He could produce a lot of strength, but he didn’t have an effective means of using it, like his girls with wings or his snake-girl with her own sizable mass to leverage the boulder.
To Jake’s surprise, it was Bloodberri, or rather Berri, that tried to cheer him out of his funk, and not a moment too soon before Fhesiah was about to tease him further.  
She enveloped him in a hug, her armor now removed. “Jake, you make us strong. When we feel your power inside us, we feel like we can beat anything.”
Jake enjoyed the hug, but he just knew with that phrasing–
“But Berri, I thought you haven’t had Jake inside you yet?”
“H-Huh? I’m talking about [Divine Reinforcement] and the Bond. It makes us so… powerful, and feel so wonderful.”
Jake could feel the mental smirk Blood was giving, knowing that it was best to keep quiet here, but Fhesiah narrowed her eyes in thought. Just how could she tease and embarrass this girl without being outright mean?
Berri pulled back from Jake and held her hands together, clasped over her heart. “So, Jake doesn’t need to feel weak. He is very strong, by making us strong.”
Ophelia laughed. “She's right. We all know it and love it, Jake. Even if Fhesiah teases, she loves your choice to support us and make us better. We're strong as a family because you hold us all together.”
Fhesiah just smiled fondly at Jake along with the rest of the girls, and he laughed at the thought that he needed to be reminded of this. This was his path from the beginning. Why feel down about it now? Still, it helped to know his efforts were both noticed and appreciated.
Jake coughed. “Thank you for that, Berri, Ophelia. We should meet with Hestia to discuss our next actions, so we can make it to our destination as quickly as possible. I have a lot of enchanting to do, both for [Sons of Rome] and for our new equipment. We have a lot of training to do as well, but of course we’re going to celebrate.”
“We also have a lot of shopping to do, Jake. Did you look over the [Fortress Assault] reward itself?”

[Fortress Assault Victory]
[Difficulty: S]
[Rating: A]
[Reward: 25,000 CP, 58,000 T1 Credits, Party Merit Earned. Battlegroup rewards based on individual contribution.]

That was a lot of credits in one chunk for them at the moment, and many things that were out of their price range before were within their range now. 
Some enchanted jewelry was definitely within Jake’s price range now. It was a bit of a let-down that two of their rewards were postponed until tiering up, for which they were not even halfway there yet.
The merit earned was regarding Jake, Ophelia, and Bloodberri’s potential class upgrade options. The more merit besides his skills, the better the possibilities. 
Jake already had a high rarity class, and it would likely take more than just this to get something higher than that, but maintaining the high requirements should allow him to at least upgrade his class to the next Tier.
While Fhesiah wouldn’t receive a class template where she would be handed new skills and attributes at level-ups normally, she should receive additional guidance on upgrading her Framework skills to the next Tier because of earning this merit. 
Any Framework skills would be that much more likely to merge or evolve, similar to how many of Jake’s did upon taking his Legendary class.
Jake looked over their looted equipment from the enemy Champions. There was a spear that was quite good from the Champion they faced, but Ophelia declined it, opting to sell it. 
It did not have a magical focus, and she really wanted to make one tailored to her needs. The scaled leather the Ormrfolk wore was only marginally useful.
The plate armor from the Drakan was almost completely destroyed. Looking over the energies, Jake was interested in what caused the damage, as it was more than just being melted away, but rather that the armor’s integrity was attacked. 
Was this Fhesiah’s Kitsune fire? He looked over at her, and she gave a mysterious smile. 
“I want to see this Kitsune fire at some point…”
She began nonchalantly inspecting her fingernails. 
“My, but husband, it’s nothing special compared to my dragon fire. I promise that I will show it to you, but I’m still working on it. Don’t worry: I will not let my surprise cause us danger. If using it will make us safer, I will use it in earnest.”
Both Bloodberri and Jake’s opponents wore robes and were useless to them. Jake’s opponent had a summoner’s staff, but only had a bonus to the necrotic magic and shields he used. 
There was no interest in any of this, and thus everything went on auction. The damaged Drakan’s plate was more for salvage and next to worthless.
Jake had been hoping for some jewelry, but it looked like the enemy Champions spent their allotment for traps and their primary equipment pieces. The staff and spear would likely be worth much, potentially as much as the Fortress Assault reward itself.     
They headed to their shrine and called upon Hestia.
Once again, a heavenly aura filled the statue, and Hestia’s voice spoke to them.
“I’m so glad everything worked out in the end, Hart family. I don’t think things could have gone any better than that. You all should be quite proud of yourselves, as you have proven that I have made an excellent choice when choosing my Champion. I’m proud of all of you.”
Jake was shocked at the effect Hestia’s words had on him. His heart swelled with pride, and he could feel the same coming from the girls. 
“And Bloodberri, I’m so glad that you have started to find your way. I know that Berri will find a lot of children to care for in your destination world: Highlands. Jake, you should set the course sooner rather than later. Every moment matters.”
Jake went ahead and set the course in his menu, their Refuge beginning to head through subspace towards their destination. Jake was about to ask about his odd-summoned creature behavio–
“Whatever it was you were about to ask or think about, I think it is best you don’t voice your question aloud. Let’s just say that Tartarus likes to bend the rules to its advantage, and we do the same when such efforts can go… undetected. 
Odin’s minor hint he was able to squeeze in didn’t prove useful in the end, but there was a chance that Berri here could have spoken up and let you know her secret. That Blood was with her and was perhaps what Odin’s cryptic hint was referring to. Maybe you would have been able to piece together that she was not fully influenced by the Framework and could have attacked the enemy champion before entry.”
Bloodberri looked guilty, and Blood said, “I’m sorry… I told her not to tell you. I thought it was a trick…” 
Hestia continued, “With that said, this [Fortress Assault] was a major harvest. You defeated four Champions, and that means we have received four divine sparks. This is beside the one received from the first Champion, which I keep in reserve in case Jake were to die against an enemy Champion. You can have peace of mind knowing that should the worse occur, Jake is protected. He should be aware of some other uses.”
Jake had read the book on champions Hestia provided and was aware of some uses. They could be used to make a champion, enhance a champion in several ways, enhance an item, and collecting divine sparks could eventually lead to the possibility of godhood. 
Jake hadn’t thought of this much, as many of the uses simply wouldn’t be available to him at his Tier. Jake already had [Divine Energy] crammed into his weak Tier 1 human vessel, and he didn’t think it could take any more until the next Tier.
Hestia’s voice held some mirth to it. “Not so fast, Jake, but we’ll come back to that thought. Not all the uses are permanent, and we can enjoy some benefits without consuming them. There are also some other gods interested in making your lovers champions, and I think they would pay the price if able.”
Jake frowned as he thought about his group. “Who, Fhesiah? The other two are a priestess and Valkyrie of Hestia. Surely you don’t mean…”
“Why not, Jake? I’m pretty sure Odin and I have hammered into you that we are all a part of the same team, haven’t we?”
It was Fhesiah who spoke, her thoughts more or less mirroring Jake’s, “You don’t expect us to believe that there’s no contention among you, do you? No rivalries?”
“We try to keep our rivalries to friendly competition that pushes us all to do better against Tartarus, our one true enemy, but you’re right. I don’t expect you to believe that there’s no bad blood among us gods.” 
Hestia chuckled before she continued. “With that said, those interested are ones that are good friends of mine or are otherwise those that there is certainly no bad blood. I wouldn’t offer you the option if I didn’t trust them, or them trust me. They wouldn’t require you to convert by giving your Valkyrie oath in the case of Ophelia, or Bloodberri to follow a ritual to become a priestess of them. In fact, I think you’ll agree that diversification of your powers would be quite a good thing.”
Jake couldn’t help but agree with that. Tartarus certainly liked to attack using their weaknesses or, at the very least, minimize their strengths. 
Jake was glad that Bloodberri had both light and dark powers and wasn’t so much tied to the holy fire of Hestia-type attacks. But the idea that they’d all be champions of Hestia meant all four, potentially five, would summon holy fires of Hestia. 
He still hadn’t had the good fortune of running into a dungeon just full of enemies weak to Hestia’s holy fire since his Trial, and he suspected this was by design. Each calling upon a different god with its own strengths and weaknesses was much more appealing to Jake.
Jake wondered how their vessels could truly hold a portion of more than one god or goddess’ sparks. When Ophelia became a Valkyrie of Hestia, she obtained something from Hestia, like he did when he received his spark from her. He knew it wasn’t the same thing, but perhaps these gods and goddesses would be compatible with Hestia in some way?
Jake thought that this was a big deal, but he would have to learn more about the gods or goddesses and their offer before they could decide.




Chapter 21 - The Second Task


“This isn’t something that must be decided today, but they would like to express their interest. After you’ve reached Highlands and things are stable there, you can give your answers to them. For Fhesiah, Bastet is interested in making you her Champion. The daughter of Ra, the Sun god, and Isis, the goddess of Sky. She carries several of their traits, but you’ll find that her virtues match well with yours, and her powers are related to the sun and moon.” 
Jake was somewhat surprised at this but felt that with Hestia pointing them out, the match was quite good. He also thought Bloodberri, or at least Berri, would be a good match.
“That is true, Jake. Bastet was in fact interested in Bloodberri as well. But another goddess expressed a rare interest, and this was a better fit. Echidna, the mother of monsters.”
Jake’s eyebrows rose at that. While there were certain similarities between the two in terms of Dark Lamia being a race almost designed after the goddess Jake guessed, he couldn’t help but feel that this was odd. 
Jake had read many stories and played games that included Echidna in popular media. Almost always, she sided with the bad guys, happily giving birth to vile creatures that would destroy everything.
Hestia laughed a little awkwardly. “Well, that might not be too far from reality? But as I said, it was rare for her to express interest. Often her Champions are monsters birthed by her that fight alongside those that fight for the Framework, and they don’t have the level of intelligence that Bloodberri has, at least not until they rise high in Tier. Still, her motivations are genuine in wanting Bloodberri to represent her, and securing Echidna’s aid in this war is something I desire.“
She continued, “She swore a Framework-enforced Oath that her Tasks would never go against Jake’s party’s or my desires, and this is quite significant: gods or goddesses never like to be bound, let alone to something as open-ended with such low-level beings, seeing it beneath them. I can only see this as an act of good faith on her part, as she had done this before you accepted, so long as you were introduced.“
Hestia added, “Tasks are the primary means for us to guide you to act on our will. It’s both the carrot and stick rolled into one as it were, as failing a Task does allow us to suspend your powers, among other penalties. We can do that anyway, but that has a Price of its own. Even talking with you has a Price, unless there is a piece of business attached along with it. Without a Task, Echidna would have to be vindictive to make things hard for your family, whether you accept or not, thanks to her Oath now.”
Jake said, “Are we able to meet with them before deciding? While we can learn more about the respective goddesses, it feels like, specifically with Echidna, the details are lacking to make the right decision…”
Hestia said, “Just know that, I am only introducing you to them because I endorse them. I should be able to set up a meeting with them all, and you can give your answers. We can plan for about a month from now as a tentative time frame. For Ophelia, the goddess interested is Athena. Known as the goddess of wisdom and strategy, she’s also always been known as a great protector, a wielder of Aegis, and was a prolific crafter herself.”
Ophelia responded, “I…but wisdom and strategy? I don’t feel I should draw any attention from her there…”
“Don’t sell yourself short, Ophelia. For a young Valkyrie, you very much do. Most Valkyries your age would be fighting and fucking through the battle lines of a company of warriors, searching for their Chosen. You had many opportunities for dalliances during training, but had a powerful image in your mind of what you wanted, and patience to go along with it. Your cool mind has given you strength in both love and battle. Maybe your Chosen has rubbed off on you, but wisdom and strategy gained from others are still your wisdom. You are young, and the experience that brings wisdom and confidence will come in time.”
Jake agreed with Hestia’s assessment and did his best to send his feelings to reassure Ophelia over their bond. If Jake was good enough to be a champion, he thought there was no way she wouldn’t be, either. 
All three, or four, girls were brimming with potential, and they all could defeat champions on their own. With champion powers of their own, their enemies wouldn’t stand a chance.
Ophelia looked determined and said, “I’ll think about becoming Athena’s Champion. Athena certainly embodies things I would like to become.” 
Jake couldn’t help but give a sidelong look at Ophelia and Bloodberri. In one version of Earth’s myth, Athena was a part of the tragic myth that cursed Medusa into a gorgon, and Echidna was one of her monstrous siblings or cousins. In Medusa’s story, Athena was the ultimate example of a victim blamer, cursing Medusa into becoming a monster like Echidna for somehow tempting Poseidon into forcing himself on her.        
Hestia laughed again. “You can’t trust the Myths of ancient Earth, Jake. While many may hold a kernel of truth, the tales had been twisted to match the author’s narrative, and many of those tales only barely were passed on properly from generation to generation on top of that.” 
She continued, “Doesn't my Myth from Earth have me as an eternal virgin? I suppose in a Myth where my only choices were siblings, cousins, or something close enough to it, that a super-wife goddess like myself might choose to be forever alone in order to keep their dicks away. But I have many choices in the multiverse, and that ship has already sailed, and I even have sons and daughters of my own.”
Fhesiah interjected, “Daughters, you say?”
There was a bit of mirth in Hestia’s voice, “All happily married, Fhesiah.” 
Fhesiah tsked. But she raised her finger, having an idea, Jake knowing she was going to ask about granddaughters–
Hestia hastily continued, “Back to the topic: Athena, Medusa, and Echidna are only tangentially related to one another, and Medusa and Athena are friends, or at the very least, colleagues, today.”  
Jake did his best to pretend to ignore Fhesiah’s outburst, but he would have to keep that in mind from now on. Many of those tales were just outright crazy, the supposed godly beings often acting no better than children and doing unspeakable things.
Hestia continued, “We got sidetracked. So, Jake and the Hart family has collected a total of five divine sparks. You may have noticed, Jake, that while you gained a single spell that was similar to the Valkyrie’s class when you received my spark, you really haven’t gained much after that. Not even things that can be considered that of a battle master that evolved from a summoner. [Divine Reinforcement] is certainly fitting, but all other skills gained have been of the [Summoner] type. This has been by design. I wanted to save space in your template, your soul, for a single more powerful skill. We will enhance this with a Divine Spark, and make it even better. “
Hestia continued, “You thought that you already received your limit of divine sparks, but you could say that this is one of the main reasons why I made you my Champion at level 5. Receiving my spark earlier had slowly improved your vessel, making this option possible, now. This will improve the total amount of my [Divine Energy] your vessel can handle, as well. It will consume the spark permanently, but I think it is a fair trade.”
Jake had wondered about the battle master skills, noticing that all the skills when he became one were just upgrades of his previous ones or merges with him having Hearthfire. 
He had thought that perhaps the reason he had received nothing was that he already had skills in all the areas, but it appeared that wasn’t the case. 
He knew this skill enhancement was almost the same as enhancing himself in terms of pushing him closer to godhood. While it enhanced the skill, it also improved the maximum amount of [Divine Energy] his vessel could withstand.
Jake thought about the Divine Spark and nodded that it was a fair trade, too. If he could get a powerful skill, it would definitely be something that tipped the balance more than several weak skills. 
While Ophelia received many skills in Tier 0, they nearly all combined into a single skill. He felt he had enough capability to attack weaknesses or fill gaps using his Runic Magic or a humanoid summons.
A heavenly flame shot out of Hestia’s statue and entered Jake’s hearth in his chest. Jake felt the knowledge of how to cast the spell in his mind and found it to be a new spell type: an Aura.

[Aura of Heavenly Flames]
[Allied entities near the caster's vicinity will be enhanced by the flames of Hestia. Imbues attacks and abilities with flames and reduces the effectiveness of attacks against those covered by the aura. Concentration spell: consumes mana regeneration to keep active, can increase radius for increasing mana cost per second.]

“You’ll find that this ability will be extremely useful in the conflicts to come. Now, a non-permanent usage of the other Divine Sparks is to add one to your Refuge’s hearth; we can keep it there until we find another need for it.”
Another flame shot past them, presumably heading for their hearth. Jake would have to check the change later. 
“The last two, we’ll keep, depending on your choices about becoming champions. Bastet and Echidna are not fully able to pay the price.”
Fhesiah bristled, “Now wait a minute, just what kind of budget goddesses—”
Hestia interrupted, “Now, now, don’t go hurting their feelings. Many of Bastet’s champions are less on the combat side, seeking pleasure and motherhood, and she’s had to make many concessions to keep them protected. While one might assume a Champion should be capable of fighting Tartarus, this is not always the case. 
Even I have Champions that are little more than heads of their communities and are really only tasked with protecting it: something they would probably do anyway if they weren’t even my champion. Bastet has made less… optimal choices, some because she merely wanted to help and other times because they were simply the most compatible with her. This affects their ability to hold their God’s Divine Energy in the first place, and sometimes this was Bastet’s best way to protect a world, even if, in the long run, they were not a brilliant choice for the war.
And Echidna, well… her champions were strong, but they weren’t exactly all intelligent. Jake knows very well that even the strongest of beasts have a counter, and Tartarus is very good at finding them. You should see it more like they can’t pay the price while keeping one in reserve rather than that they can’t afford it. In particular, those that are monstrous are difficult for intelligent races of the Framework to recruit, let alone for them to provide faith and worship for their god or goddess. Those that are more monstrous and likely to resonate well and worship her often end up on Tartarus’ side instead. This is a rare opportunity for her to find a Champion that could expand her influence.”
That mollified Fhesiah and made Jake feel a bit better about the arrangement. It also showed that these two goddesses likely needed their help in some way, the two prospective champions already earning their own [Divine Sparks], proving themselves capable. 
Jake thought he could somewhat understand that Bloodberri might be excellent at winning over monstrous races. Hestia had mentioned that she wanted Echidna on their side, and this was a good way to ensure it.
“Moving on. The next piece of business is regarding your destination, [Highlands]. The beastkin inhabitants live on the many high-plateaued plains in a mountainous world. A mostly tribal culture, many are nomadic and move from plateau to plateau and climb across many mountains in search of greener pastures, depending on their beast parentage. Some freely mix among beast types, while others stay with just their kind.
Most tribes have a focus on family and community, with a focus on strength as their respected virtues. Normally, I would think they would do quite well against Tartarus, but they have a problem: their uniqueness. 
Many inhabitants, not just the beastkin of the world, have a unique organ, an [Auril Heart]. This organ prevents them from learning or using magic but produces a special energy type called Auril. Other living things that don’t have the same organ still make or store this unique energy somehow, and Tartarus has taken great interest in beating this Fringe world.”
Jake was a little confused about how a unique energy could be a bad thing but realized that this world would be very different from the contested world they had come from. This world would be like Earth but failed its Trial and was forced to become contested, a catastrophic event where otherworldly creatures invaded. 
More often than not, the natives of the world may have some semblance of peace on it and may not even have their cities designed to defend against an otherworldly threat. On modern Earth, the idea of having cities surrounded by defensible walls has been long since forgotten.
“That’s right, Jake. We gods have failed to otherwise prepare their people for defeating their Incursions on their own, and thus the world has become contested. Our ability to influence things there is limited if you think back to what you received when you were initiated. We tailor some of this for each race and world, but we are restricted in how we can truly affect things and hope that the Framework’s assistance is enough for newly initiated people. 
Part of the issue is their unique energy: Auril. Auril is a combination of life force and a person’s inner spirit, their will made manifest. Those who have advanced in Auril usage can use this energy to physically enhance themselves, manifest their spirit into powerful attacks, and even heal themselves and others if their Auril is suited for it. Really, the usage of the energy is nigh-limitless, with many of their bestial heritages influencing the energy into many unique types, or even how the energy generally behaves.”
Jake found this energy to be quite interesting. It sounded like an odd combination of [Chakra] and [Will] that he had read about, tied into a special organ. The aforementioned types did not require a special organ and were more something that people awakened or built in them. 
Hestia continued, “Their problem is twofold. The first is that even awakening this energy type is not something the Framework can truly help with, as it has a combination of a physical and spiritual component. Very few beastkin successfully awaken their auril heart, leaving them stuck at level 0. Advancing this energy type is challenging once they’ve awakened as well, and even those that joined the Framework and have it assisting them have had difficulty. Few ever reached Tier 1 under the Framework’s guidance in the history of their Trial. The second is that among the natives, and even those that reach Tier 1, they have a major weakness that Tartarus is more than happy to exploit: range.” 
Hestia said, “At Tier 0, this energy cannot even leave their bodies without dissipating into their air. Conversely, it makes their bodies nearly impervious to non-auril-enhanced attacks, so their people have avoided ranged combat, seeing it as useless. Even the creatures of this world use this energy, so hunting with ranged attacks feels like a wasted effort. 
However, this doesn’t keep Tartarus from picking magic-using opponents, and while Auril protects against those attacks, they can be worn down. Their best Tier 1 warriors could add a small amount of range to their abilities, but it was still far too little when they were too few. Advancing their Auril Heart to Tier 1 is just too rare.“
Hestia paused to let the information sink into their minds, and Jake thought he could understand or picture what was going on. Tartarus could attack with flying creatures like the wyverns, fast-moving ranged creatures like centaur archers, wolf-riding kobolds, or even mixed forces like the ones they faced in the [Fortress Assault]. The ranged attackers, such as the casters or archers, would whittle their forces away nearly unanswered.
She responded partially to his thoughts and continued, “Not only that, but many Tier 1 Auril users were their tribal leaders. When they died, their tribes were left in disarray, lacking effective leadership. So, this is going to be your challenge, your Task. You must find a way to save these people, this world, integrate as many of them as you can into the Framework and protect their uninitiated from death. They failed their first Trial, so you must help them succeed in this one. Protect these families and these communities, and become a part of them. Grow your strength, and prepare them to become your strength as well. Remove Tartarus from this world.
You will have to solve those two major problems if you are to have a chance to succeed, all while overcoming the stigma that’s already been created by previous Adventurers due to the fact that we failed them. Not only that, but you must overcome their traditions, which keep many from considering integration. Your party is uniquely suited to help, should you find the answers.”
Jake thought that was quite a tall order. Just how could Jake improve the issues with Auril? He felt that he would be well-suited if it was teaching people to be effective mages. 
Despite being a beginner, he’d helped Ophelia be better at Runic Magic than full mages in the Battlegroup, and Bloodberri was already excelling. He would have to learn more about this Auril. Perhaps enchanting might help?
“That leads us to the last piece of business. I mentioned these people would become your strength. To make that so, you must take on the mantle of leadership and start your Guild. Of course, I have many Guilds, focusing on my different efforts. I want yours to be about raising warriors to protect the sanctity of family. To have these beastkin be the backbone of your guild, to spread the Hart family mindset across the Multiverse.”
Jake was now a little confused. Just what was the Hart family's mindset?
Hestia’s statue didn’t move, but they could feel her focus on them when she was talking about them. She started with Jake. “To prepare. To improve oneself and never stop, to make sure that all sacrifices are made in training and preparation, not in battle. To have the resolve to take the risks one needs to take to stand up for their family or others.” 
Hestia then focused on Ophelia, “To protect. To use one’s strength and wisdom to protect the ones you love, and those that can’t protect themselves. To show bravery and courage in the face of the enemy, and to do what’s right even when it’s hard.”
There was mirth in Hestia’s voice as she spoke of Fhesiah, “To enjoy. All work and no play makes one’s life dull and hardly worth living and fighting for, after all. To have the cunning needed to make your passion and desires reality, without giving up everything.”
Hestia then focused on Berri, but Berri interrupted, “To make babies!”
Hestia’s voice sounded like she had a fond smile as she continued, “To love. Opening one’s heart to love can be one’s greatest strength, or greatest weakness. It’s what holds families and communities together, and it’s what’s needed to defeat Tartarus and its evil allies. It is my belief that only through sacrifice, by looking beyond one’s personal gain to aid others, that we can ever hope to win this war.”
She focused on Blood. “Power. It takes many forms, but without it, morals and virtues are merely hollow rhetoric, crumbling to dust in the face of it. But let us not forget that with great power comes responsibility. Only with unwavering might and a sense of duty can one find true safety and fulfilment, for it is in the embrace of power's burden that we forge a righteous path.”
Jake looked over at his girls, and thought about what Hestia pointed out. While each girl and himself might excel in the aspect she pointed out, his entire family embodied each at different levels. 
Each girl was thoughtful about Hestia focusing on them, though Blood and Berri were affected the most. They weighed the goddess’ thoughtful words heavily in their minds, the two still seeking their new identities now that they had room to grow as people. Jake knew a large reason why Blood sought power was in search of safety for her and Berri, but having her strive for power tempered by responsibility would help her find purpose.
Jake had a hard time imagining anyone being against these tenets, but perhaps it might be a little different as far as a guild's focus. They would have to make a guild that somehow embodied these tenets. 
Most guilds likely fought the war like a business or military organization, focusing either on the benefits or winning the war rather than individual battles. Individuals would join for how the guild would benefit them and not really see it as a lifestyle, perhaps.
Not only that, but it was easy to see Credits and CP as a measurement of success, but Jake sort of likened it to how easily people get distracted in online games. How in first-person shooters, people would rather collect kills rather than capture objectives. Adventurers would flock to earning CP, even if it might ultimately mean an objective was lost. If that were the case, why doesn’t the Framework simply reward them for everything?
“That’s right, Jake. Most join guilds and act as mercenaries, seeking Credits and CP. The answer to your question is that the Framework is not allowed to reward for things other than what it has negotiated with Tartarus. Tartarus will allow rewards for behaviors that it can steer a narrative in its manipulations. For example, it can spawn many of the higher-level Rifts into an area, forcing all the higher-level Adventurers there to seek the rewards. Then, it can use lower-level ones to be ignored by those same Adventurers. If there are not enough low-level Adventurers, eventually, it might sneak in an assault and conquer a village or kill other uninitiated. The Alliance HQ’s do their best to curb this behavior, but it is not always successful. 
This is why I want you to run your Guild like a large family or tribe and, ultimately, a multiversal community. You will start with Highlands, and they will spread to the multiverse, a guild respected and desired by many and feared by Tartarus.”
Jake nodded and started getting a little excited about the idea. A guild full of people with Jake’s mindset could do much good. He could do a lot of things to make sure they were successful and–
Fhesiah snorted. “Didn’t Hestia say they would be your strength, not you, theirs? Still, you got a lot on your plate. Let’s focus on what’s in front of us first. The goddess is still here, after all.”
Hestia laughed, “That’s right, Jake. So, with that, I’ll take my leave. Once you’ve chosen the name using the menu, create your guild, spending the required CP. Prepare for your arrival, and do not dally. I know Jake would probably like to make a stop for a date, but I’m sure you remember the Apophis Champion’s last words, Jake. Tartarus knows you are coming to stop it, and it is doing everything possible to make your struggle an uphill one. 
I promise you’ll have some time for enjoyment not too long after arrival, so train, prepare, and get some rest, too. I’m sure you’ll find some happiness even from your Refuge. Take care, Hart family. Once again, you make me proud of my choices, and I look forward to you completing your second Task and establishing your family and guild within the Multiverse.”
Her spirit left the statue, and Jake thought about everything he needed to do. Shopping, enchanting, and training for himself and the girls. 
For the guild, there were planning skills, equipment, enchantments, training, strategy, consumables, crafting, and other preparations. There was also how to help save the beastkin–
Fhesiah started tugging Jake out of the shrine. 
“Didn’t you hear the goddess? It’s time to celebrate! Most of the guild stuff will wait until we’re about to arrive too, got it? We will have time to plan later. We won’t be able to devise a plan to help the beastkin until we see their situation, so what use is it worrying about? Focus on improving ourselves and relaxing, is what Hestia said, isn’t it?”
Jake did what he could to let her positive feelings melt his stress away. He knew he could enjoy a good party and celebration. Bloodberri surrounded Jake in her wonderful hug, and Ophelia joined too. 
Ophelia said, “We’ll work together on it, Jake; you don’t have to take this burden on alone. For now, Fhesiah is right. I think we should enjoy ourselves.”    
Fhesiah spun and floated to the exit of their shrine. “Now come on! Ophelia and I are worked up, and I know Berri is so hungry she could eat a bird!”
Berri looked embarrassed and ashamed, and Fhesiah grinned as her tease was successful but realized that it might have gone a bit too far, as tears were now forming in her eyes. 
“Er, I’m sorry, Berri. I didn’t know bringing it up would bother you so much, or I wouldn’t have said it. I didn’t mean anything by it…”
Jake sighed. He knew it was only a matter of time before she hurt someone’s feelings with her endless teasing and embarrassing others. Berri was now wiping away her tears, looking hurt. She mumbled something that even Fhesiah couldn’t hear. 
“What was that?” she moved closer, trying to hear.
Faster than Jake could see, Blood’s tail wrapped around Fhesiah, restricting her. 
“I said I got you!” She laughed. “Here’s what you get for hurting Berri’s feelings!” 
Jake realized it was clearly Blood speaking, her thoughts reconnecting with him now that her trick was completed. She pulled Fhesiah out of the shrine and into their living room, spinning her around as she fought against her bindings ineffectually. 
Jake couldn’t help but be reminded of seeing how astronauts trained to withstand higher G-forces. Bloodberri was in the center, and her tail spun Fhesiah in a circle around her repeatedly.
Now that Jake could hear Blood’s thoughts, he wasn’t nearly as worried as he was the first time. She spun Fhesiah around the room over and over, and just before things got dangerous from the speed of the spinning of the snake's body and Fhesiah, she stopped and set her down. 
Fhesiah was so dizzy that she fell over and struggled to get up. 
Berri laughed. “She looks so silly! You really got her good, sister!”
Jake and Ophelia looked on in amusement. The punishment really fit the crime, as Berri was a little hurt at bringing up the bird, though he could tell her sister Blood told her to play it up a bit. 
He could tell she wanted to fit in among her new ‘sisters,’ and would work hard at it, along with trying to understand and care about others. 
However, Jake still had to wonder about Echidna and how things would play out regarding Bloodberri and her monstrous nature. 
Still, Jake had a lot to look forward to. They will do their best to enjoy themselves over the coming days.




Chapter 22 - Celebration and Crafting


Jake was hard at work: cooking. The whole Hart family was, in fact. Ophelia was roasting a wyvern flank, her mouth drooling as she basted it with oil and Jake’s seasoning and watched the meat cook.  
Fhesiah was helping Bloodberri by cutting vegetables and general preparations while Bloodberri prepared some sides for the upcoming meal.
Jake was preparing everyone’s favorites. Hot magical air was gathered and condensed around the food in the magic butter-filled pan as it was heated and magically fried to perfection using the magic oven of his design. 
Jake had gotten the idea from Earth's air fryers and convection ovens. The magical fire and condensed air, along with fantasy materials, created some delicious results and allowed him to prepare many foods in such a short time.
He made sweet potato fries, potato chips, mozzarella sticks, hot giant-chicken wings, and homemade pizza rolls. All using premium fantasy ingredients containing mana. 
The magical cow’s milk that went into the butter and cheeses was filled to the brim with vitality and made the flavors explode. Jake wryly smiled at the idea that this normally artery-clogging, weight-gaining meal would actually be good for you. 
Not that these girls had anything to worry about regarding that, their training and efforts in the dungeons and other fights burning thousands and thousands of calories.
He included several homemade dipping sauces. Bloodberri and Fhesiah finished their jalapeño cornbread, chili, and a hearty chef’s salad. 
Ophelia cut the roasted flank into steaks, and the meal was completed. 
A veritable buffet now lay in front of them, and Jake also splurged on making some alcoholic beverages: strawberry margaritas. They would need to disable the purifying flames ability they all had but could still use it to more or less set their level of buzz.
Jake started putting food on his plate but froze when he realized Ophelia had grabbed nothing.
“What’s the matter, Ophelia? Why aren’t you digging in?”  
Ophelia said, “It’s just, there are so many good things to eat, it’s hard to choose.”
Jake was confused. “I thought you can nearly eat as much as you want, though? You can just have some of everything. I’m probably the only one who can only have a bit of each and will have to choose.”
Ophelia shook her head; Jake just didn’t get it. Perhaps, as a man, he couldn’t.
Ophelia said, “That’s not it. Well, it’s hard to explain… There’s just too many choices, that all look so good. Then, if I have too much of one thing, I won’t be able to have how much I want of another.”
Jake was still confused and thought about how he could break this awkward situation. She’d probably get over it and eat eventually, but perhaps she wouldn’t enjoy it as much as he hoped. 
The wide array of delicious foods had placed her into some sort of decision paralysis, he guessed. Jake thought he had an idea. 
“I made those potato chips with some mana infused peanut oil with you in mind, I thought they came out extra crispy. You should start with those.”
Ophelia smiled and reached out for some, taking bites and crunching on them happily. 
“Fhesiah, your favorite was the spicy chicken wings, wasn’t it? I made them this time with crystallized pepper flakes, and the chicken is a special kind, raised and cared for with much attention, like the Wagyu beef of Earth I told you about. What do you think?”
“They’re spicy as I like them, husband. These are your best ones yet; the outside is both spicy and crispy. The insides, which there are a lot of, are juicy and full of flavor. Somehow, just knowing that they were pampered to be slaughtered for my enjoyment makes them taste even better.”
Bloodberri had grabbed the large wyvern flank with the steaks cut out of it and began eating immediately.
The table was all smiles and enjoyment after that, each having a bit too much to eat and drink, even for them. They had ice cream that Jake had pre-made for dessert, and the table got noisier as they had more to drink. They moved on to the next activity Jake had prepared to celebrate: karaoke.
The girls had expressed interest previously. Otherwise, Jake would never be the one to bring it up. He figured they could go wild and enjoy themselves, and he would, at the very least, enjoy watching them. They certainly had the right number of drinks in them to make it fun, that was for sure.
Fhesiah said, “Don’t be silly, husband. Of course, you should sing with us, too. Ophelia very much would like her husband to serenade her.”
Jake looked over to Ophelia in question and realized Fhesiah was right, and even Berri looked at him with upturned eyes.
Jake groaned but realized it was a small price to pay to make them all happy. He didn’t have any songs he particularly wanted to sing, so he went ahead and sang sappy love songs for each of the girls. He did his best to add his feelings, but he wasn’t very good in the end. 
The girls laughed but rewarded him with kisses, and they went on to sing their own songs.
Ophelia sang, and he thought her voice was quite good, perhaps being a Valkyrie thing. But the song, “My Heart Will Go On,” was one that he would rather leave on Earth.
Jake did his best to keep his cringe internal as the girls, and he clapped.
“Jake, what is it? Was I bad? I am not that used to singing…”
Jake wasn’t sure what to say. He would have felt the same way if she had the most beautiful voice in the multiverse, probably. Perhaps he shouldn’t look down on the multiverse, but that song was just ruined for him.
“It’s not you, it’s me, Ophelia. I’m sorry, you did about as good as could be done with that one.”
Ophelia was confused, but they moved on and sang, “I Will Survive,” and, “Holding Out For A Hero,” to which Jake could give a much more enthusiastic response. 
Fhesiah and Bloodberri discovered Kati Perry and sang their hearts out, singing “Roar” and other songs together, and fun was had by all as the drinks flowed, and they continued snacking on the many prepared foods. 
They switched to a movie when they had enough and stayed up so late they all fell asleep on the couch or next to it, in the case of Bloodberri.
Jake was the first to wake up, and he cleaned up the mess as he thought about what he needed to do. At the forefront of his mind, though, was: Bloodberri. 
She had been patient, and her desire for Jake was so high that it made him feel bad for denying her. Knowing Jake wasn’t ready for children, she still wanted to ‘mate’ with him. 
Jake felt like Berri now understood empathy or had just moved on from her apathy and was less of a monster in her heart, making it easy for him to return her love. Blood was working on it, but just because Blood wasn’t quite where Berri was didn’t mean he should deny Berri, he thought. 
Having two minds in one beautiful, strange body was just too complicated for Jake. Still, the two girls were special, and he wouldn’t have it any other way. They all had so much fun last night that Jake couldn’t help but look forward to the next time. 
Really, nothing was stopping them from being able to do such a thing on most days, thanks to their supernatural constitutions. They would continue to have a good balance of enjoyment and working hard going forward. 
Jake had a lot to do, but he would plan a date for Bloodberri as he did for Ophelia. It would be tough being limited to the Refuge once again, but he knew the girls would find it special just because he focused on them the whole time. 
He also knew Bloodberri wasn’t really interested in the traditional date, so that worked just fine for him. 
The girls began to stir, all with somewhat tired smiles on their faces as they remembered the events of the evening. Jake took out some pre-made breakfast food and a fruit drink to get them moving for the day. 
They would do their training, and then Jake would do some preparations for the day, both for crafting and some preparations for Bloodberri’s date, planned for tomorrow. He told the girls as much, and Bloodberri was very excited, giving Jake a hug and a kiss after hearing the news.
They focused on their training, and Jake had some goals in mind for what he wanted to achieve for himself. 
Ophelia had other plans. She beat him into shape, and Jake thought he had a long way to go to get his shield and spear technique to satisfy her. They started working extra without his shield, too, as she was more than aware that his shield had been wrenched away in the previous fight.
Bloodberri and Ophelia would focus on making a set of armor for Ophelia and Fhesiah to upgrade and match Jake and Bloodberri’s new armor quality as much as possible. 
They were going to create a new weapon for Bloodberri, a slightly longer spear staff meant to be used two-handed for Ophelia and improve the quality of Fhesiah’s fan. Jake also needed a higher-quality shield. 
Perhaps this was too much work for the almost two weeks they had en route, but they would do their best to make it. They now had tons of monster materials, and they could fill in the gaps with CP or purchases on the market. 
Jake was now focused on jewelry. This had a dual purpose for tomorrow. Bloodberri’s reaction to the earrings was so large that he knew it would be a big deal for her to be presented with it first. 
Jake had thought long and hard about what was missing from their equipment and compared what kind of enchantments would work well on jewelry. 
Meaningful protection from jewelry was somewhat of a challenge, as it’s not like a ring could help block a blow from a mace or a dagger without some major ingenuity.
But Jake had gotten an idea from the energy reservoir on his armor. He could add a meaningful pool in one piece of jewelry that was large enough: the necklace for Bloodberri’s massive chest. 
The same jewel wouldn’t work for Fhesiah and Ophelia being too large to fit in armor afterward, being the size of a softball, so Bloodberri would just have to be first or just have one slightly better, for now.
He purchased a jewel for this purpose and thought it was a shame that it would not be visible. It just didn’t match the personalized item that he wanted to make, a blue sapphire. 
The strange red gem that gleamed like golden flames were frozen inside and used in his armor was simply not available or completely outside their price range.
Jake carved runes on a much smaller gemstone as a test, doing his best to replicate the effect of a reservoir. The tiny gemstone barely fit the runes he intended to use, and he sighed with relief when it stored a small amount of mana. 
He repeated the process on the much larger gemstone and inlaid it in a metal contraption, a sort of jewel clasp with runes of its own.
Something he needed Ophelia’s help with would then surround this contraption. He would have loved to keep this a surprise for each of the girls, but she would have to help him forge both his and her necklace in the future. 
Jake and Ophelia worked on the necklace together, forging several fantasy materials into a heart that encompassed the jewel, but covered both it and the jewel housing contraption completely.   
The heart had two halves: one black and one white. They had formed an alloy out of mithril and white gold and mithril and black gold. Jake was satisfied with how the colors had turned out, and the much larger two-toned heart encompassed a red-gold heart, meant to symbolize Jake’s. 
On the outside, he added a crystal blue heart, and a red heart, meant to represent Ophelia and Fhesiah’s hearts. Jake added the final runes to the enchantment on the heart. This stretched Jake’s knowledge of runes to the maximum. It just barely fits the last enchantment without causing the materials to break down over time. 
The jewel had a reservoir that filled itself with the mana in the environment. The contraption could monitor the user’s life and trigger the enchantment on the heart if they were in danger. 
The heart would create a runic barrier and heal the user, hopefully enough to protect their life when combined with the barrier.
Jake then used his advanced enchanting to add the system-assisted enchantment, [Investment], to slightly increase the user’s constitution. He used a durable mithril-gold chain enchanted with system-assisted durability for the necklace portion, him being unable to inscribe such a thin thing with runes, at least not yet.

[Five Hearts as One, Epic Grade]
[Born from the crafter’s desire to protect the wearer, this necklace helps protect the wearer from death and increases constitution slightly.]

Jake was surprised he managed to make an Epic Grade item but figured it mostly had to do with the high-quality materials and enchantments, really pushing the limits of the near-peak T1 materials. 
He guessed that normally such success would only be possible with having level 5 of [Advanced Enchanting]. His high attributes combined with his high mana control, using the mana of his hearth, and even using his [Improvisation] Subskill to merge the three pieces into a single one made this all possible.
The runes connecting between items had a tenuous balance, and he could barely pull it off. The three items truly became one rather than three separate pieces.
Jake was glad that he was able to finish before the evening. They wrapped up all their training and crafting and had dinner. They played some board games in the evening that Jake picked up on the multiverse market, and it was Ophelia’s night, so he ended the evening in her feathery embrace. 
Jake made his final preparations for their date after they did their normal training and breakfast routine. Once again, he had planned some things that might be a little different from what most people would consider for a date with a girl, let alone a first one, but he thought she would enjoy it.
Jake got dressed, and instead of flowers in a vase, like he had done for Ophelia, he had different gifts that he thought she might enjoy, holding them within his storage bracelet. 
Jake wryly smiled at the fact that, at least this time, the one filling Berri’s head with crazy ideas might only be in her own mind. Fhesiah wasn’t giving her a talk when Jake arrived at Bloodberri’s door.
He knocked on her door, and when she opened it, he couldn’t help but be taken aback; she looked stunning.




Chapter 23 - Date with a Giant Snake Girl


Bloodberri looked absolutely amazing in her swimsuit. It was a two-piece with a sarong wrap, and it accentuated her enormous assets. She had picked out a pink floral pattern that matched her eyes, and Jake thought it looked fantastic on her white skin and scales.  
Her presence was impossible to ignore, three meters tall, almost as high as a basketball hoop in her standing position. Her supernatural grace and serene, happy expression made it easy to stare.
Bloodberri’s long white hair was done up with several braids draping down elaborately. Jake realized that without it being supernatural or using magic, it would take a significant amount of time just to manage the six feet of hair, nearly as tall as Jake. 
She had a smattering of scales under her eyes above her cheeks, as well as some on her shoulders and near her neck. Her body was not as muscular as Ophelia’s, but she definitely didn’t look as meek as she was pale. 
He could see light ab muscles instead of a completely flat stomach, Jake guessing due to her abdominal muscles being necessary for using her tail or even swinging her mace.
Jake guessed if she was the size of an ordinary woman of 5’5 or 5’7, her breasts would be in the double D-cup range, but on her massive body, he couldn’t imagine such a bra for human women existed. Despite being K-cup or larger in volume, they still looked firm and did not sag at all, looking absolutely perfect in her swimsuit.
“You look beautiful, Bloodberri. You’re truly amazing. I got these for you.”
Jake brought out the gift from his storage bracelet: two snake plushies and a plushy version of Jake. The snake plushies were one white and one black, decently large at around a meter and a half long, and plushy Jake was under a meter tall. 
He hadn’t really bought a plushy version of himself. It was instead just a nondescript plushy with brown eyes and hair similar to his. The plushy wore the same thing as him: red swimming trunks, and the snakes were wrapped around its shoulders and draped down its body.
Jake knew that Bloodberri was fond of snakes from her complaints about using mechanical spiders instead of snakes and her desire to watch a movie with snakes in it. Bloodberri’s face lit up, and he could feel the excitement over their bond as she looked at the gift.
Jake handed it to her, looking up as he watched her infectious smile. 
“Oh wow, it’s so soft! The snakes are so cute…oh, they’re supposed to be me and Blood? That’s so neat! Thank you so much, Jake!”
Bloodberri then gave Jake a big hug, which did wonderful things, and kissed him on the cheek. She lovingly placed the plushies on her bed, and they headed to a new door in their Refuge to their swimming pool.
Jake had ensured the pool would be extra deep and had plenty of area above the pool besides. He found that he could add a sort of ceiling like that they saw in the Alliance HQ, making it look like a vast sky. 
The pool was ten times the size of an Olympic swimming pool, giving the snake girl plenty of space to swim around. For a few minutes, Jake swam around as she played, but eventually, she snagged Jake and took him for a ride both above and beneath the water. 
Jake did his best to hold on to her thin waist from behind while standing on a section of her tail she placed behind her body for him to stand on. They moved through the water at a breakneck pace, and more than once, he had fallen off, only for her tail to lash out and snag him. 
He guessed that she moved through the water as fast or faster than any jet ski. 
Berri said, “This is so much fun! The water feels great!” Her smile was absolutely beaming, and Jake couldn’t help but feel he enjoyed his ride. 
Riding her no longer felt that weird to him. It took some time, but Jake eventually could lean on their bond to predict what she would do next, making it easier to hold on during her turns in the water and other movements.
They spent some more time playing with a beach ball and Jake running on air above the water with well-placed runic footholds, but eventually, they moved on to the hot tub, where Jake prepared several spa treatments. 
He had to make this a super-sized hot tub to fit her prodigious size, but when fixtures like this only cost T0 credits, there was no reason not to splurge. Their funds were just on a completely different scale now. 
It wasn’t unless the fixture used magic or other supernatural effects that it would have any actual cost.
“Oh! The water is hot here.” Jake saw her entering her tail into the water, where she then took on a dreamy expression from the perch around the tub's edges. He poured some salts into the tub, more like a small pool, and hopped inside after turning on the jets.
She said, “Wow, the water feels so good!” 
Jake saw her tail wrapping around the outside of the tub, where all the jets were located, and she had a blissful smile. Jake smiled as he took in her expression.
They spent some time just enjoying the feeling of the tub, but Berri’s attention span on this activity waned quickly, which he had predicted. 
“Um…so what do we do now?”
Jake chuckled. “Well, now you let me pamper you a bit. Bring some of your tail out of the tub and let me work on it.” 
Thanks to the Dark Lamia society, Jake knew that Berri had body image problems in terms of both her scale and skin color. He thought he would spend some time showing her that he certainly didn’t find them the same way. 
He took out some oil meant to really give her scales a nice shine and started to rub it in, starting at where her knees would be. Jake kneaded it in like he was giving her a massage. Her scales felt smooth and pliable under his hands, but he could feel that she was brimming with power underneath the scales.
Her blissful smile returned. “Ah…that feels good too…” 
He had a lot of work to do with her tail being so long, so he started telling her some stories from his childhood. He tried to pick more upbeat stories while telling her about his past but inevitably came to tales where he wasn’t treated so well.
Berri frowned and growled cutely, “Grrr, just why didn’t you just smash them? How can you let them say that to you?”
Jake laughed. “I’m sure you had many matriarchs you wanted to smash, but couldn’t. It’s like that.”
Berri nodded and stared off into the distance, and Jake had finished rubbing the oil into her tail. She seemed to be reminiscing as she had taken on a melancholic expression. Jake thought that Berri might be listening to Blood in her mind. 
Most of the time, Jake couldn’t hear Blood’s thoughts. She would keep most of her mental conversation with her sister from Jake, though Jake could listen to some tidbits from Berri, who was usually wide open to him. 
To some extent, he was thankful for it; his own head was getting quite noisy enough as it was. At the same time, though, he wanted to better understand Blood. Still, he could tell she was slowly opening up to him. It would just take some time.
Jake got out of the water, padded over to where she had been lounging on the lip of the tub and started massaging her shoulders. 
“Oh! Sorry, Jake. I was just thinking about back in the conclave…Oh! You finished my tail.”
Jake sat down next to Bloodberri with his feet in the hot tub while she sat on a lower step with more of her waist entered. Despite that, her head was nearly even with Jake’s. 
He said, “Yeah. Can you tell me about it? I would like to know more about you. If it’s too painful, I can hear about it another time. Our date can just be all about fun if you like.”
Blood then described how the two of them had deceived the matriarchs, Berri acting like little more than a guileless child well into and beyond her teens and Blood protecting them. 
When one of them had beaten or punished Berri too harshly, they would end up dead at Blood’s hands. Their disconnected minds protected them against the truth-sayers, who used magic to check if she was telling the truth when interrogated and could never find Blood’s dark magic source. 
They could only find Berri’s light magic, making it impossible for her to have cast many of the spells they could detect with their tools. 
While Blood had only known a few spells powerful enough for use in combat when they met, she knew several Dark cantrip-level spells that aided her in her general subterfuge, such as a veil of silence or a camouflage spell.
The mind flayers could never delve into her mind to find any clues about the poisonings or other trickery Blood used, them looking for specific events. 
As for the voice in her head, they just assumed it was the normal imaginary friend of a child, and Blood had kept most of her actions a secret, even to Berri, until they left for the world above.
“Wow, you two have really been through a lot. Well, I’m so glad you’re here with us now. I’ll do my best to make you two happy from now on.”
Berri hugged Jake, crying at the top of his head. “We are too. We’ve had so much fun, and you and Fhesiah, and Ophelia have all made us feel so welcome. Fhesiah always helps us with our hair and tells us fun stories. Then Ophelia really helps take care of our equipment, even when I was being unreasonable about my old gear. They both also listened to all of my horrible stories, hugging me and reassuring me that I would be taken care of now.”
Jake had also been told some of those stories from her and had given her his reassurance.  
She continued, “Even the Alliance members, helping them, made them look at us with such awe and respect, which gave me a warm feeling knowing I helped them so much, and that they appreciated it. We never would have been able to feel these things if we never met you, so thank you, Jake. And thank you, Hestia, for sending us to join this family. I hope we can be with you all forever…”
Jake tried to speak, but it came out as little more than a mumble as his face was covered in her massive chest. “Oh! Sorry, Jake.”
Jake laughed. “It’s alright. I wanted to say that you are a really special woman, Berri. There is never a dull moment around you, and you make me feel so desired. Your happiness is contagious, and even your strength has me awed at you. I want you to be with us forever too, Berri. I love you.” 
Jake leaned forward, pulled Berri’s face towards him, and kissed her on the lips, and he pushed his feelings of love for this girl.
Once again, like each of his girls, it had only been a few weeks since they met, but Berri had snaked her way into his heart from the beginning. She always had a happy demeanor to go along with her beauty and grace, and she worked and fought fervently without complaint. 
They cooked meals together, having fun as they both improved and helped one another. The smile on Berri's face as she talked of children was so infectious that Jake wanted to give them to her. 
He would make her wait a little longer, but Jake had already set firmly in his mind that it would happen after they pushed the outsiders out of [Highlands]. It could take months or even years, but after that, each of his girls that wanted a child would get one. 
Berri pulled away from the kiss and said, “Oh, Jake, that makes me so happy! I love you too!” Berri returned his kiss, but Jake was hit with a wave of distress; he could feel for a moment that Blood recoiled like she was struck before the thoughts and emotions were once again hidden. 
Jake pulled away from Berri’s embrace, and she looked at him in question.
“I’m sorry, Blood, but I just don’t know you that well. When I barely know you, I didn't want to say I loved you. I’ll get to know you better, and I know in time you’ll be in my heart the same as Berri.”
Jake didn’t even know Blood existed until just a few days ago. Jake did his best to push the feelings he had specifically for her over the bond. 
He pushed his wanting for her to be happy and for her to be a part of his family. How he thought she deserved and was worthy of love, and his gratitude for her protecting Berri all of that time. 
There’s no way that someone so tortured could end up so happy, after all, her likely taking the forefront of their beatings or simply taking care of her sister. Jake still didn’t understand how two souls were stuffed into one body; maybe he never would. 
Still, he knew that to love one, he would have to love the other.
At the same time, he didn’t want Berri to have to wait. So, if Blood was willing to try, Jake would be willing, too. He decided now was a good time to show some of his sincerity, aside from his feelings.
He took out his gift from his storage bracelet, which he had placed in a simple large jewelry box, and opened it. 
“I made this for you both, Blood and Berri. I want our three hearts as one, and five together as one happy family. I don’t know where this bonding is going to lead us, but I know that we’ll all be together, both stronger and happier for it, forever. Blood, I want you to be a part of it, and not just Berri. Even if that was an option in the first place.”
Just like with the earrings, the two girls were both shocked. It was Blood that spoke. 
“You made this, for us? For me?”  
“I had Ophelia’s help, for most of it. The enchantments were mine, and it took some doing, but I was able to make the smaller item able to provide some meaningful protection. I hope it never gets used, but if it activates, it means that it should have otherwise saved your life. While you should be resurrected, we never know if Tartarus is going to pull something extra. The stakes of our fights are going to be so high thanks to me being a champion. Well, it’ll be destroyed if it activates, but that’s worth it, to me. I can always make another one.”
Blood was touched, and both of them were amazed at the beauty of the necklace. It surpassed the earrings and symbolized them as a part of the family. 
“Thank you so much, Jake. I never thought I would feel… so cared for, from anyone besides Berri. I got to feel your love for Berri too, and… I know I want the same. You already care a lot about me, and I appreciate that. It feels really great, being a part of this family.”
“It’s so pretty! How… do I put it on?”
Jake chuckled; he knew Berri had been waiting impatiently for her sister to finish, for her to get those words out. He showed her the clasp and put it on for her. 
“We do want you both to be a part of this family. Now, let’s go get changed for the next part of our date.”
“What… there’s more? Oh, this is the best day ever!”
Jake laughed and shook his head. They had merely gone swimming and spent some time in a hot tub. She was easy to please, as long as you kept things moving. 
Jake gave her some clothing, and she just dried herself using magic, the cleaning spell more than capable of drying or removing water from her hair and clothes. She put on what was a New York Mets jersey. 
A 2XL was more than large enough for her generous assets but still had space between the bottom of the jersey and waist, showing off her strong stomach. She kept the sarong on for now. Jake then handed her a baseball cap.
“Is this baseball stuff?”
“That’s right. We’ll be watching a World Series game from before I was born. I figured you would enjoy watching this instead of a movie, though we could just watch that movie about the anaconda if you want. We can always do that next time, though.”
“Er…Fhesiah never wants to watch that, and I wanted to see it.”
Jake chuckled. Fhesiah had no patience for horror or thriller films, often getting outright angry at the characters for doing boneheaded things. She seemed to enjoy people getting killed, but she would get pretty upset if it was a character you were meant to root for. 
Thus, they avoided them for the most part. Ophelia didn’t mind them but preferred ones where the lead triumphs and the story's evil is defeated, preferably permanently. Jake would have to extensively research a movie before determining if they all would enjoy it.
“We’ll have more dates, I promise. Still, watching a game is not very different from watching a movie. We can do what you want to do.”
Jake had made other plans for what they could do, including playing baseball or designing a nursery. The former he mostly decided against because while he had heard of dates going to the batting cages, they did that often enough outside of dates that he didn’t think it would feel special. 
The latter, well, he didn’t need to make her more baby crazy. Also, that was an activity all his wives would ultimately need to participate in, anyway. Jake still had laid out a framework of a stereotypical nursery that he could connect with a door in the Refuge whenever he felt like it. 
He had thought the swimming would be a short activity, but they both had so much fun that he lost track of time. His girlfriend doubling as a jet ski or speedboat was fun for both of them.
“I think I want to try watching the baseball game. This World Series is a big game, right?”
“That’s right. Let’s go.”
Jake quickly threw on a jersey of his own, of the same team. He hadn’t looked at much about the game itself, just that he had looked up great historical World Series games and knew the Mets would ultimately win the game and series.
Jake wasn’t particularly a baseball or sports fan in general, but he would often watch the bigger games of seasons to try to fit in.
They sat down, and Jake brought out all the snacks he had prepared and placed them on the table in front of the couch. 
He had her cozy up next to him, her tail draped over the opposite side of the couch. He could wrap his arm around her waist, but his head was still at her breast level, sitting down as he was. Dating a giant twin-minded snake girl was definitely a unique experience.
They began watching the game and snacking away. Jake had prepared most of the typical snacks one might see at a group sports viewing event. Nachos, chips, fried food, sandwiches, and soda were all available, and he had provided a portion enough for a large group of people, but it was just him and a girl.
Jake had to explain many of the odd rules that she didn’t experience as a single batter receiving pitches. For those, she didn’t need to know much. She either hit the ball or she didn’t. But baseball was a lot more complicated than that. She started to frown.
“Why are they so slow? And weak?”
Jake laughed. “Just think of them as level 0 Humans. No magic. These guys are some of the strongest and fastest, though the actual fastest are not often very good at hitting pitches, so they don’t play baseball. This is an even playing field, to some extent, which sports are based on. It’s what makes it exciting, well, for some, because each team can implement strategies that go beyond the players themselves. 
There are strategies where even if you played against them, while you would more or less be a Goddess of Baseball on Earth, they could make it where you wouldn’t score a point in an entire game. Ultimately, this sport requires teamwork, and even the best batter in the world that hits a home run with every swing could still lose.”
“Goddess of Baseball… I like that. So, this game requires a bit of cunning.”
Jake laughed at Berri as she seriously considered becoming the goddess of baseball. 
“I think more or less every sport does, though some more than others.”
They continued watching, and Jake got her to cheer when the Mets scored. Before he knew it, she was already complaining about the coach and how she would do a better job.
The Mets won the World Series, and Bloodberri watched as they celebrated. The trophy was hoisted among the players, with all the fans and players screaming.
“Wow…winning really was a big deal. Thank you so much, Jake. This was really fun.”
“I really enjoyed watching the game with you. You are wonderful to be around, Bloodberri.”
Jake kissed her, and Jake could feel both Blood and Berri’s longing. He deepened the kiss, entering his tongue into her mouth as he framed her beautiful but large face with his hands.
She moaned at the new sensations, and her tail was starting to go a little haywire around the couch as if she wanted to wrap it around him but was keeping herself from doing so. Jake pulled back from the kiss, took her hand with his, and looked her in the eyes.
“I want you, Berri.”
She blushed and stammered, “You– you want me? You mean…”
Jake could just feel the desire, doubt, joy, and hope in her mind. Jake decided to be clear for her. 
“I want to mate with you, Bloodberri. I’m not ready for a child, but if you wanted grrk–” Jake was now wrapped up in her tail and speeding towards Bloodberri’s room. 




Interlude 5 - ♥♥♥ Night With A Giant Snake Girl


Jake was carried to her bed, which was like a small layer of pillows and blankets on the floor, where he was set down. Bloodberri’s chest was heaving, and he could feel her full of worry.  
“Bloodberri, you don’t have to be worried. Nothing is going to take this from you. We will just take our time, I promise. How about this? I will lead us. We’ll start with you laying down, just like when we kissed.”
She nodded and was lying on the bed before Jake knew it. Jake took off his Mets jersey, and so did Bloodberri, leaving her in her sexy pink swimsuit top and sarong on the bottom and Jake in his swim trunks. Jake did his best to push his feelings for her over their bond, to reassure her. This was happening.
“Nobody’s going to stop this like the other time it happened to you, I promise. If Fhesiah shows up, it will be to help you out, alright?”
What Jake said was true. Fhesiah was watching for everyone’s benefit. Ira, like they were during most of Jake’s sexy times, was waiting in the Hearth of the Refuge instead. If something bad happened to Jake, he knew the two would have his back. Of course, Ophelia would be quick to come to his aid too, but Fhesiah had volunteered to be more hands on with this task, as one would expect.
Berri nodded again, and Jake felt the pain she had felt for when that had happened to her in the past. 
Berri sounded eager but was barely tamping down her desire, “Oh, Milord, I’ve just wanted this so bad. My body…it feels like it needs it. Like a hunger that’s never been fulfilled, no matter how much we eat.”
Jake gulped. This wasn’t some kind of praying mantis type thing, was it? But he shook his head. He knew Dark Lamia could get a little passionate, but it was probably fine? 
Well, Fhesiah was monitoring their situation and would help if things got hairy. He knew that their chaos gods had originally created this race to breed warriors with Dark Elves and rule over the underworld, but things didn’t work out exactly as they had planned. 
Because of that, Bloodberri was meant to breed with people like Jake and appeal to him. Jake would do his best to please her if this wasn’t the case anyway, but he couldn’t help but feel that this was convenient, like Fhesiah had said. 
She had taken care of fertility once again, so Jake would not have to worry about that aspect. Fhesiah said she could also sort of cancel her going into heat with tonics, but they decided for the first time they would see how things go before resorting to something like that. They wanted to make her first time as natural as one could have it for now.
Jake laid next to Bloodberri sideways on the bed and kissed her on the lips, her moaning in happiness. He could feel her swelling in joy, making him respond in kind. This time, instead of only wrapping his arms around her neck or face, he fondled her breasts that were next to his crotch area.
“Mmm,” she moaned, and Jake felt her massive soft breast through the thin swimsuit. Her huge nipples were already erect, standing up through it. 
He tweaked them with both hands, and she responded, “Oh!”
Their tongues dueled, him deepening the kiss as she moaned in appreciation. He pulled back, her taking deep breaths. Jake smiled at her. She lacked confidence and thought he should do what he could to show how he felt about her. 
He looked into her pink eyes and said, “You are so beautiful. Everything about you is amazing, Bloodberri.”
Berri blushed. “T-Thank you, Jake. Oh, you really make me feel so good. I…I’m just so happy I can be with you.”
Jake shook his head. “I think many men would be more than happy to have you. I know you will be a wonderful mother, and I’m happy that I’ll have you all to myself. I know you don’t get to have me to yourself, but I’ll do whatever I can to make you happy.”
“You already make me so happy. And my new sisters… I am happy to share you with them. Every day, I thank Hestia for my new family. I love you so much, Jake…”
“I love you too. Now, I know you’ve waited long enough, but I want to explore your amazing, beautiful body first. Sit up a little.”
She nodded and gave Jake a shy smile as she moved her upper body, almost as if she was propped up, laying sideways as she was. He went to remove her swimsuit top. It was tied around the neck, so he only needed to pull the string. It came off, and her breasts hardly moved as a result. Despite being so large, they still did not sag at all. They were perfect natural breasts, with, to Jake, absolutely massive nipples.
He licked one and grabbed the other. Berri moaned, and Jake really sucked on one in earnest as he massaged the other. 
“Ohh Jake, that feels so good…” 
Her tail squirmed around the room, and Jake knew she was now fighting off her instinct to grab him.
Jake pulled away and saw her staring at him intently. He knelt down to her lower body, where he then removed her sarong wrap. Once again, just tugging on the fabric, it fell down, revealing her lower body. This was the first time he would see what was under the skirt, and he could feel she was very afraid of what he would find underneath. 
Jake reassured her, looking into her eyes, “I know we’re compatible, so I know I am going to want you no matter what I find here. Don’t worry, I will take care of you.”
She was still filled with doubt and fear, but Jake figured it was best to push forward.
What was revealed surprised him. White scales took over the skin at about Bloodberri's waist level but went around the outside of her hips, missing the center. Her pubic area had a smattering of white scales, basically in place of pubic hair. 
Still, her pubic area and vagina did not look different from a human woman’s at all, just perhaps bigger, but that wasn’t what surprised him. She was shaped like an elven woman shoved into the head of a snake, at about just a few inches below the bottom of her crotch area. 
It was like a girl was starting to take her thick pants off, and they got stuck permanently just below where her ass finished. In other words, she had what looked like a human ass and even had a sort of triangle gap between her almost stumps for legs before the thick snake body started. He really could enter her vagina or ass from behind if she bent over. 
He wryly smiled at the accuracy of Fhesiah’s original statement that she was ‘surprised she had the equipment for even that,’ regarding Jake being able to mount her from behind.
“What is it? It isn’t ugly, is it? You still want me, I hope?”
Jake’s swim trunks had long since tented, filled with desire for her. This certainly didn’t change anything for him. 
“You’re beautiful everywhere, Bloodberri. We are going to enjoy many nights together, I promise.”
Her heart swelled in happiness. Jake moved to explore her pussy, but Berri frowned and said, “Um, Jake… I’m not sure if that is really going to work for me.”
Now Jake frowned, “Huh?”
“Fhesiah warned me you would try, but really…my body is made for breeding. I can’t really…masturbate. It needs the real thing. It might help that you’re the one doing it instead of me, but I’d rather not risk it killing our mood for the first time. That was one of the reasons the matriarch’s torture was so brutal. I think I can’t…without a cock.”
Jake wasn’t sure what to feel, that she thought she couldn’t experience an orgasm without a cock, but the gods of chaos had wanted to breed a race of warriors. It made a sick sense that they would want them to only seek pleasure that would result in breeding. He was both angry but also sad that–
It was Blood that said, “Don’t worry about it, Jake. That time has passed, right? It was a long time ago. But rather than you explore us–” 
She easily picked Jake up like a feather and laid him on the bed, with his head and upper body propped on a large pillow. Jake wryly smiled at how all his girls just manhandled him however they pleased, and he could do little to stop it. He realized that Blood had sort of taken the wheel to quickly move them past the negative feelings.
She continued, “How about we explore you? We want to make you feel good, to show you how you make us feel.”
Jake sighed happily as they removed his swim trunks, freeing his cock. They explored his body with their large, yet very soft, feminine hands. Jake got the feeling that Berri was using one hand and Blood was using the other to explore what they wanted. 
After she had touched nearly every inch of his body with a smile on her face, she kissed him on the lips, then began kissing and licking down his body. She lingered on his nipples a little before kissing down to his cock. 
She let part of her long tongue lull out, and she licked and lathered his cock from base to tip. Then, she snaked it around from the tip all the way to the base in a spiral, putting the tip in her mouth as she still managed to easily lick his ballsack. The feeling of her tongue licking and tightening around his cock felt terrific. She went back and forth with it coiling around it a few times before she pulled off.
Berri shivered. “Mmmm…Lord Jake, your cock tastes lovely.”
Her eyes flashed, and Jake could tell it was now Blood speaking. “Fhesiah told us some fun things to try. Berri will use our breasts, and I will keep going with the tongue.”
Berri then picked up her massive breasts in her hands and squeezed them around his cock. His cock completely disappeared, and she started moving them up and down. The sensation was soft, and there was only a bit of pressure or friction. 
Really, it was more of a visual display of seeing her massive breasts wrapped around his cock that filled him with lust more than how good that felt in particular. But then Blood leaned forward and snaked her tongue between her breasts.
That long tongue eventually reached his cock, and then he had a war of sensations around it. He felt the same coiling and licking as Berri kept moving their breasts, and he felt the tongue moving back and forth up and down his cock, too. The sensation of going between the soft rubbing, tongue coiling, and sucking felt wonderful. 
They continued this for a while until they found a rhythm between the two. Her breasts being moved up and away as the coil went down towards the base, only to pull back and tighten as the breasts moved downward.
Jake groaned, and the two girls picked up their pace. He could feel the anticipation from the two girls over his bond, how badly they wanted his cock inside their pussy, but the two still pushed on to make him feel good first. 
Their breathing increased in anticipation, and as Jake was about to come, the breasts came apart, and Blood pushed down to his base, filling her mouth with his cock, as he came down her throat. Her tongue bathed his balls as rope after rope of cum was released into her mouth, and she smiled with delight. 
“That really was fun. We will have to do that again some time, don’t you think, sister? Seeing him squirming there as we pleasured him really was interesting.”
“Oh, yes. I could tell he very much enjoyed that. The bond makes that feel incredible from our side, too.”
Jake said, “It was great. Thank you for that, girls. So, was there a way you wanted to do it for your first time?”
Berri blushed. “I think…we wanted you standing up. For you to enter us like this.”
She positioned herself at about Jake’s waist level, her tail sort of coiling in a circle a few feet away but around him on the floor. Her upper body floated in front of him, and Jake felt like it would be similar if a girl laid down on the edge of a bed spreading her legs. 
Of course, she couldn’t actually spread her legs, but because she was so much larger than Jake, the width of her partial legs was far enough apart for Jake to enter with ease. Her tail trailed off behind her before coiling around, so Jake wouldn’t have to avoid it by spreading his own around it overly much. 
For him, it was really like he was fucking a normal girl at the edge of a bed, minus her legs only being partially spread. Still, her pussy was more than accessible to him.
“We wanted this, because it feels like you have the most control. That, you really want to enter us…”
Jake sighed. Perhaps Fhesiah’s statement about them only taking sex by force had actually hurt their feelings.
“It did a little, thinking on it later. It made us feel bad, but it was fair enough after what we said about her. But it’s okay, this is just for the first time, right? Besides… we don’t want to… hurt you.”
Jake sent his intentions for her to come down into a kiss, which she eagerly did. He pushed his feelings for her and included his desires for them, that he wanted them. They kissed for a time, but eventually, Jake pulled back and allowed them to move back into position. 
Their breathing was heavy, and he knew she wouldn’t last much longer if he put it off. Her tail squirmed like it just wanted to wrap around him and pull him in.
He moved forward and pushed the head of his cock on her entrance, finding it absolutely dripping. Her face had a mask of worry mixed with desire. He pushed forward, and his cock entered slowly. He found it absolutely tight, and the sensation was a little strange to him.
“Hnnngh, Oh, Jake…That feels amazing…”
As he pushed further inside, there were all sorts of pulsations coming from her vagina. Almost like Fhesiah’s, but different. It was like his cock was being milked from tip to base, and if Jake had tried to describe it a few minutes ago, he wouldn’t be able to. Instead, he realized what the sensation was: it was like the coiled tongue she just used on his cock just moments before.
There were ridges inside, almost shaped like a coil, and it wrapped around his cock tightly and really pulsated back and forth, giving him delightful sensations. He hadn’t even entered all the way, and Berri was already moaning. Despite her vagina likely being able to accommodate a cock of nearly any size, he did bottom out in the special organ.
He started pulling out and pushing into her tight pussy, and she was quite vocal about her enjoyment.
“Oh, Oh, Oh! Jake, mmmm…Wow…”
Jake saw that her eyes were quite dilated, and he wasn’t really even sawing in and out at more than a languished pace at the moment, but she was enjoying it…perhaps a little too much?
“Oh! It’s the…anticipation. My body knows that breeding is…coming. I don’t know if I’ll be able to…hold back.”
The sensations on Jake’s cock increased, and Jake felt a strange smell enter the room. It was a sweet smell, almost like…baked cookies?
“Ohhh Jake, please…we need it. Give it to us…” Her voice had become deeper, and it was almost like both girls were talking simultaneously.
Now the sensation increased even further, her pussy really milking Jake’s cock. The wetness mixed with the tightness and him sawing in and out, combined with her moans, meant that he couldn’t last much longer. 
“Please Jake, cum inside our pussy. We need it! Ohhh…it feels so good…”
Jake had to reach his arms above his head to latch his hands fully onto her breasts, causing her to squeal. She was moaning with every thrust or each milking her pussy did. His lust increased, and the feelings he was getting over the bond between the two girls were powerful. 
They enjoyed it immensely, and he was a little overwhelmed by all the sensations of happiness and lust. Bloodberri's pussy was now stimulating his cock in many ways, and his pace increased as he bottomed out inside of her, her pussy having contracted to match the size of his cock.
“Ohh, Jake, please… give it to us. We need it…” 
Jake couldn’t help it. His cock eventually released pulses of cum inside, triggering a massive orgasm in her. Her eyes rolled into her head, and she wailed out. The snake tail wriggled around; parts of it even slapped the ground violently.
“Ohhhhhh, yes! Ohh, it was so amazing, Jake!”
Her chest was heaving, and she had a smile on her face. Except…she looked hungry. Her tail now wrapped around Jake, and he was bewildered. His cock didn’t feel sensitive at all, still lodged in her pussy like it was. It slowly milked him some more, and she looked down in that direction, realizing the same with a smile on her face.
Jake felt happy that she finally had what she had long desired and that she had finally mated after all these years. He felt her heart swelled, but perhaps, her mind was still quite focused on lust. The tail continued to wrap around him, and he was now more or less unable to move. 
“Uhh, we don’t have to stop just yet, you know. You don’t have to wrap around me. I’m not going anywhere?”
The smell of baked cookies increased, and his statement was only responded to by her pussy starting its milking in earnest once again. She continued to moan, and the sensation on Jake’s cock increased. She began pulling his body in and out of her pussy using her tail, similar to how he was sawing in and out before, but her being the one doing it. 
“Ohh, Lord Jake…it feels heavenly…”
It really did. Bloodberri's pussy felt completely amazing, and Jake couldn’t help but compare it to his other girls. It was tightly milking him, and the mixture of sensations really caused him to rapidly reach near his peak. 
It was like her vagina was engineered to make him come as quickly as possible. He started to get lightheaded as he came again into her milking cunt, causing her to release yet another violent orgasm of her own. 
The milking slowed, but his cock was still hard. This wasn’t all that different from usual, but it seemed similar somehow. The smell of cookies increased, the milking picked up in pace again, and Jake was starting to get lost in the pleasure. 
It felt incredible, and Bloodberri was just so happy. Everything felt great. Jake felt like something was wrong, but if that was the case, wouldn’t Fhesiah be here? Everything must be great. He was starting to feel a little tired.
The tail tightened around Jake’s body again, locking him in place. Jake didn’t know it, but he wasn’t very far from passing out, maybe less than a few seconds away, as the tail had wrapped around his carotid arteries. It was then that Fhesiah entered the room. Bloodberri hissed at her entry. 
Fhesiah held her hands in the air. “Really? That far gone? Once again, I’m here to help. Remember? Snap out of it, or you might end up hurting Jake. You don’t want that, do you?”
The idea that she might hurt Jake snapped both Blood and Berri out of it. Fhesiah walked up and tapped her tail in the appropriate places. “Loosen it here and there.”
She did, but Jake was still a bit out of it. His airways had been restricted for a while already, and he was a little–
“He still looks out of it. That expression is really cute though. He looks so… happy. Fulfilled.”
Fhesiah looked at Jake with a fond smile. “He does, doesn’t he? That’s fine, we need to talk about more than the mating frenzy, anyway. Fact of the matter is, he wasn’t really in all that much danger, so don’t worry about it. Jake has so much mana flowing through him, that I think it would take a long time for his brain to really suffer from lack of oxygen or blood flow. I think you would have become ‘full’ first and realized he was awfully quiet. It’s more like you helped him fall asleep, though, if he was a Tier 0 human, I think most of his bones would be broken with how hard you were squeezing. I mostly came to help because you need to slow down, sister.”
“Huh?”
Fhesiah said, “Even before you were out of it, you went too fast. You need to slow down that pussy of yours, girl.”
“...Huh?”
Fhesiah rolled her eyes. “I mean that engineered pussy of yours. Like mine, yours was meant to bring Jake pleasure, or more in your case, to breed a man rapidly. Keep that up, and you may end up hurting Ophelia.”
Blood and Berri just stared at her blankly, though her pussy continued to milk Jake slowly. He was still in a mental fugue, scarcely knowing what was happening around him, just feeling the pleasure.
“I mean, if you make him come so quickly like that repeatedly, it will build up a tolerance. Eventually, he won’t even be able to cum without extensive stimulation. Do you think your sister Ophelia will be able to compete?”
Berri frowned. “I don’t know?”
“When I told her what my pussy could do, of course, she tried to do her best, too. She started doing kegels and worked out that muscle of hers to try to compete. Of course, her pussy is much better than a human woman’s, but it still couldn’t compare to mine, which I made. But this sort of started an arms race, one that she couldn’t possibly win.”
She continued, “Now, there’s you, pushing us all back into the race once again. This is not one that will result in all parties being happy. What if Jake couldn’t cum inside Ophelia anymore, or he started thinking about how one pussy was clearly better than the other? It would be quite hurtful to her, even if it wasn’t his fault, no? Then what about the fourth girl? What if she couldn’t keep up at all? This is why I now pace myself and really just spice things up a little near the end, where it won’t have much impact. You must be mindful of this and considerate of your sisters. A race to the top benefits nobody.”
Blood was stunned. “You've thought a lot about… this. I suppose I shouldn't be so surprised.”
Jake was starting to come to, and he was quite confused. Was there really some sort of strange vaginal arms race slash pussy collusion occurring in his house?
All coherent thought left his mind once again as Blood milked his cock faster than ever, her eyes narrowed on him. Her vaginal walls pulsed and squeezed, running up and down his length, giving him an immediate and immense sense of pleasure. He quickly came inside of her, wracking Bloodberri’s body with pleasure for a moment, causing her to shiver from head to tail tip. But she then looked back at Fhesiah, ready to continue their conversation.
Fhesiah laughed. “I knew I would like you, Blood. He should be good for a while now, as he should be fuck drunk now.”
Blood looked at Fhesiah like she was crazy. “Fuck drunk?”
“Yeah, fuck drunk. After Jake has cum so many times in a short while, he’s just putty in your hands and hardly remembers anything that happens after that. You’ll have to give him like fifteen minutes before he will be much more coherent and able to participate again, not that you really need that to enjoy it. By the way, are you hiding Jake’s chicken wings in here? You had him secretly make you some, or something? I smell them.”
Bloodberri shivered through pleasure again but looked at Fhesiah, confused. “What?”
Fhesiah used some Qi and [Purifying Flames] to push out Bloodberri’s magical pheromones out of her system. 
“No wonder he’s so far gone. You’ve been hitting him with pheromones. Maybe since it’s not a completely detrimental effect, and it’s from someone he trusted, [Purifying Flames] didn’t take care of it? He will just need to watch that next time.”
Fhesiah continued, “Anyway, you need to take your time a little more. Then, you are just going to have to control who experiences sensations in the body, taking turns, girls. One has to watch over Jake, while the other enjoys it. You can do that, can’t you? Otherwise, I’m going to have to make a tonic to stop your frenzy, which you might not enjoy as much.”
The two looked over Jake’s fuck drunk expression once again and realized that she was right. Blood smiled at Fhesiah. 
“Thank you, sister. I think we can, and I guess we can really just take turns. It’s the least we can do for him when he makes us feel so good.”
“You’re very welcome.” Fhesiah began to look a little shy or embarrassed, her hands wringing each other in anxiety. “I, um. I was hoping–”
Blood gave her a wolfish smile. “Oh? I think I know what you want to talk about now.”
The thin part of her tail slowly wrapped around Fhesiah’s throat while still keeping the thick part wrapped around Jake. 
“You want to play together, is it? But I think it’s only Jake’s cock my body is interested in. Perhaps just having you involved instead of just me by myself might help, or maybe as long as Jake’s cock is near, it should be fine. Still…if you beg your mistress, I suppose we might be able to include you in the fun in some way, either way? You want this, demon?”
Fhesiah blushed in embarrassment and nodded. She added, “I just want to see Jake enjoy himself, and I want to try more things, but Ophelia didn’t want to. We can try it first?”
“Oh, you’re just so cute when it comes to this, new sister of mine. Did Ophelia somehow hurt your confidence? We want Jake to ourselves a few nights, then we can give it a try together sometime. Maybe in a few weeks, after we’ve really gotten a few nights to explore him without you?”
The tail was removed from her throat, leaving Fhesiah panting with desire. She quickly said, “It’s a deal! Have fun, sisters!” She left the room.
Blood then narrowed her eyes at Jake. He didn’t yet look coherent, but his cock was still much awake. She was nearly ‘full,’ but Berri still wanted to play around a bit, to try out everything. They would wait for him to ‘wake up’ before they got started once again. Mating with their Lord was even more enjoyable than they had ever imagined.      




Chapter 24 - Snake Girls Forever and Training


It was a wonderful night, but Jake had some spots of memory missing, or some of it was a dream. Didn’t he remember Fhesiah showing up and saying–  
[Good morning, Master. Did you have a good time finally having two girls at the same time? Why, I’m a little upset that I wasn’t there for your first threesome.]
Jake wryly smiled at that. He supposed that it was, in fact, technically a threesome. Still, he knew she was just jesting based on her feelings through the bond. 
He certainly didn’t know what to do if she had used those mental gymnastics to actually be upset with him, as she had previously made it very clear she wanted to be involved in any threesome activities.
He said back through their bond, “It was a special day and night. Still, there were some strange–”
[Some interesting things have happened. Did you check your notifications?]
Jake hadn’t, so he brought up his menu. 

[Summoner’s Bond Lv. 5: Love reached]
This surprised Jake, as he wasn’t sure he was in love with Blood and her with him. Perhaps his and her desire were enough, or Berri and his love were enough? Jake didn’t know, as even being in love with two other girls and feeling their love constantly, he still couldn’t piece together all the feelings.
Fhesiah snorted, [Oh please, even if Blood is new, you love too easily, having been starved for it as you were. It’s a good thing we never actually met Alisara, or we’d now have a mostly useless elf tagging along with us if you ask me. She was pretty, but I do not think she would have been good enough to be a Hart.]
Jake was somewhat glad to hear that she had standards and wouldn’t push every girl they ran into his way, but he thought she might just be a little elitist. Still, it was certainly true that they had never truly met Alisara, just her body. 
He had no attachment to this girl and thought Fhesiah was fundamentally right. While he might be able to help her create a mana core, he doubted that she herself was really special enough to go out of his way to meet.
[Well, I didn’t say a concubine or two was out of the question. I suppose she would have qualified for that? We need someone to watch our children while we are sometimes adventuring, after all. Also, I’m currently the only one who can give you a son at the moment. Well, Bloodberri can provide one, but both of them would prefer strong daughters.]
Wasn't it usually the man that wanted a strong son? His relationship struggles and children with these monster girls were going to be completely different, compared to an Earth Human. As an Adventurer, parenthood seemed like a special challenge, but he knew it was not unique in the multiverse. He would see about some books on the market and–
[There you go again, Jake. Focus. Even though I know I was the one who brought that up, you don’t need to go so far into the deep end. We need to improve our skills and prepare for our arrival, for now. The goddess made it sound like we’ll be coming in hot. Also, check out our new hearth.]

[Hearth of the Refuge, Divine Grade]
[5x Tier 1 Energy Density in Refuge]
[Added - Divine Energy regeneration. 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 god energy regeneration.]

Jake was quite impressed with the change. While originally, the Refuge’s energy density after being upgraded was ten times the energy density, it was only ten times that of a simple T0 world. 
When they reached Tier 1, it was only double what an average T1 world would expect. Now, the energy inside their Refuge was approaching what would be experienced on a T2 world instead.
In addition, he could now practice with his new Divine Energy, which was quite welcome. It was clear to Jake that the champions they fought could use the energy in several ways. 
He'd witnessed them shielding and attacking with simple brute force, and summoning their god in a way that matched their class or the god themselves, and even healing damage done to them. 
But when Jake tried to use Hestia's Divine Energy in those ways, he had a tough time using it as a brute force or a shield, mostly wasting the energy. 
He knew the only way he could currently use it was to pray to Hestia like the original Apophis champion used it, which would have the goddess taking the wheel.
All the champions they fought were higher-tiered and were brought down in level to face Jake’s party, so their skill in using the energy would be much higher. Perhaps Jake could get enough practice to do well enough now that he knew he could safely recover it. 
They were brought down to his level and could still use the skill effectively, so that meant he should be able to earn it at his Tier, too. His body’s ability to hold Divine Energy had increased before he had even gotten a chance to use it. 
If Jake had known he would get this fixture, he would have just used it in his previous battle and stomped the enemy champion.
Blood and Berri began to stir, and they woke up stretching with a satisfied smile. Jake felt her inspect their bond, and her smile grew even wider. 
Blood said, “Mmm, that was really wonderful, Lord Jake.”
“It really was, Bloodberri.” Jake pulled her in for a kiss, and he inspected their bond directly as his attention was now drawn to it. 
Previously, the hearth bond had formed automatically when the skill had been level five and had chosen the class with Ophelia, but he supposed that part of that was their willingness to bond the hearth with–
As he thought that, Blood and Berri had prodded the connection, and the two, almost three hearths connected. Now, the four hearths were connected, and–
[What… Oh?]
[Hmm…how interesting.]   
Ophelia and Fhesiah both exclaimed. They could feel the change on their side, and Jake continued looking inwardly. Even Ira stirred from their spot, wrapped around Jake’s hearth, to look over the difference with interest.
Blood spoke, “Hmph, there’s no way I was going to hold my sister back after that separation, being the only one you couldn’t speak to or call to your side. She has always been the most important to me, and keeping her back would hurt me more than any beating. I was wary of betrayal when I joined your family, but both the bond and your actions prove that if I act in earnest with you, I know you will act in earnest with me. You are strong, your wives are strong, and I know that if I ask ever so nicely, you will probably give me what I want in the end, whatever it might be. Why wouldn’t I want to enjoy all that you have to offer?”
Jake wryly smiled at that, realizing that Blood had proven that, at the very least, her desire matched his. They would seek and try to love one another, even if they weren’t there yet. As far as Jake could tell, this Hearth Bonding was permanent. 
Their souls were now intertwined in a way that made them inseparable. 
“Well, I’m glad that no matter what, I’ll never be without my wonderful snake girls. You two are amazing, and it reassures me that you’ll be by my side for whatever is to come.”
Berri said, “Yay! Together forever! Oh, Jake… It feels so amazing. I can even feel Fhesiah and Ophelia. Even though they’re in their rooms, it’s like they’re right here! We’re really all together now.”
Ophelia laughed, [Welcome, sisters. I’m so happy you joined us! We’re going to have so much fun together and defeat many enemies.]
Fhesiah added, [That’s right. It’s wonderful that you girls are now together with us. I look forward to becoming closer and closer.]
Jake did his best to ignore Fhesiah’s designs and looked inward to see the flames in his hearth had changed. There were flecks of holy light energy and darkness within. Jake was a little confused, though. Didn’t Ophelia have holy energy, too?
It was Fhesiah who spoke to everyone over their bond, responding to Jake’s thoughts.
[No. Her soul and magic are not ‘flavored,’ or attuned for holy magic. Ophelia’s technique and spells transform her mana into holy mana, her affinity being strong for it as a Valkyrie. That, or the divine flames of Hestia, which follows a similar premise and has a cost of her health, stamina, and mana. You were not precisely watching the Battlegroup member that Berri healed, were you? That person was on the verge of death, but her almost-casual heal had restored them to full health. The cost for transitioning her holy energy into the goddess’ healing is much less, not even costing stamina and health.]
She continued, [In addition, while I have Qi, my soul, and my Spiritual Sea do not produce it, like these two’s souls collect and produce their respective energies from the void. You can grab some from my hearth using Energy Sharing, but your hearth or mine will not make any other than that which your vortex draws in, at least until I form my Cultivator’s Core. One might compare a Cultivator’s Core to a reactor that creates energies that match my Path, my Dao. Perhaps at that point, you will see the results on our Hearths.]
It was a lot to take in, and Jake could tell even Fhesiah wasn’t entirely sure, but he could follow the logic. So, the holy light energy was Berri’s, and the dark energy was Blood’s. Could Jake use this energy?
[You can, but you are just getting traces of it now. You also need to gain skill in using the energy or casting spells with it for anything but general mana. Your hearth core continues to grow and should evolve at the next Tier. I think that is when you will receive the full benefit of this arrangement. You may be able to play with the energy now. Maybe your Hearth Control can help?] 
She continued, [I have Advanced Energy Manipulation, which allows me to use these different energies, but almost a half-tier to a full-tier below the proficiency of having the individual skill. I will also have to play with it, but I think it will take much longer than we have for the upcoming fight to accomplish anything meaningful. I don’t think it will be worth the effort in the short time we have available.]
That meant that her [Advanced Energy Manipulation level 5] would be more like [Dark Magic level 5], or somewhere around there, depending. She would need a spell or to learn spells to use this, but then her dark mana was too limited to accomplish anything.
Regarding the amount being not overly useful, Jake could see what Fhesiah meant. The small flecks of holy and dark energy coming through the hearth were just a small percentage. This only added up to about five percent of his total combined, likely due to the bond and vortex also being linked to the other girls. 
His and her core were still growing along with the hearth bonding skill, so things could change in the future. Still, he played with the energies in his hearth core and found that he could single them out for use. 
He could also combine them or convert them into mana by pulling them out of his hearth freely, just like the plain Hearth mana.
Just playing with his Hearth mana in this way, his Hearth Control finally increased to three. It had been stuck at level two for a long time now, him spending time learning the ways he could use this special mana. Still, Jake certainly had a lot on his plate–
Ophelia interrupted with a commanding tone, [Oh yes, that’s right, Jake. You should get up here, so we can get some proper training before breakfast. You’ve been slacking on your melee training as of late.]
She was being stern with him, because she was worried about him. His strength was important to her,  for his safety. Ophelia wanted Jake to be the best he could be, so she was being a little pushy to ensure he kept himself moving forward. It could be the difference between life and death. He knew she had admiration and respect for him.
Jake definitely would have enjoyed staying longer in bed with Bloodberri, but he gave her a wonderful hug, motorboat, and a kiss goodbye, which was met with a delightful giggle from her. He got out of bed and changed, heading to the training grounds as he thought of what type of training lay ahead. 
They had been light on the training after they returned, though it’s not like they wasted more than half a day, anyway. There was the celebration in the evening after they returned and met with the goddess and Bloodberri’s date in the afternoon, the morning having been spent crafting.
Jake reached the training room and started getting geared up, only finishing getting his greaves on before Bloodberri arrived in the usual clothes she wore under her armor. He looked on with interest as she took out her new armor. 
It was one large piece and absolutely massive, and as she held part of it up, it looked dull and a little too elastic. Jake could see small blades and plates, but he couldn’t see how good coverage would be. He wondered exactly how it worked. 
She slid her snake tail inside, almost like it was a giant sock for her entire body. The top was nearly put on like a large coat as her body finished filling it out.
The armor sprung to life just as she finished putting it on at the top. First, her helmet, which seemed more like a hood, wrapped around, latched on and clamped shut. This protected even her chin and neck areas, and covered most of her face once again. 
The shoulders tightened, and the center of the coat met and clamped shut the middle, closing where there had been a gap previously. On top of Bloodberri's waist was a girdle or wide belt that covered her important organs above and below her waist. 
Jake thought it almost resembled one of those wrestling or boxing champion belts. 
The different sections wrapped and tightened around her tail, locking into place starting from the top to the bottom, a sort of chain reaction. While the armor had almost looked dull and lifeless when she held it up, the colors were more vibrant now, matching the red and gold of their family. 
There were hexagonal plates for Jake to enchant that almost looked like mounds or large studs on top of the plate mail instead, making it sort of like a lamellar plate mail. The upper body still had sharp blades and spikes all over it. 
Jake noticed Bloodberri was so armored that most onlookers wouldn’t really be able to tell that she was a woman at all. The sort of girdled belt hid her almost waspish midsection, and he wondered about the goddess’ choice; it was like a shield protected her lower belly and womanly parts.
Jake couldn’t help but feel that the whole reaction was quite cool, and he looked down at his own armor, not being able to help but feel envious of Bloodberri’s new piece of equipment.
Bloodberri beamed with pride as she observed the entire process, absolutely loving the equipment. She had equipped the previous armor hundreds upon hundreds of times, and it was a lot of work every single time just to put on the many straps and buckles. 
She was very thankful that this chore was now so trivial. Berri looked at Jake, and she blurred towards him.
Jake almost felt worried about the small armored car with blades and spikes speeding toward him, but he knew her intentions. Her chest piece opened up easily, and she hugged him right away. Her armor would no longer get in the way of her wonderful hugs. Instead, it would usually be Jake’s. Still, Jake could take his helmet off, he supposed.
Jake heard the familiar sound of a spear butt slamming against the ground. 
“Having fun, Jake? Wasn’t someone supposed to be getting ready?”
Jake began to sweat but sped up, trying to get his armor equipped and ready to go. Bloodberri helped him along with Ophelia, and he was prepared in just a few moments. 
He thought his armor was cool too, but he would need to get it enchanted soon. It was the same as Bloodberri’s for the most part, just minus the blades and spikes. 
Instead of the instant equipping option, it had the energy orb in the center of the chest. This provided a means for storing mana–but Jake would play with it later, he thought, as he could sense impatience over his bond spike.
Jake activated his [Unbound] technique and charged the impatient Valkyrie that was waiting across the training grounds. 
She was currently using just her spear to fight Jake using his spear and shield. He tried to put some pressure on her due to having superior defense with a shield. Her ability to raise or lower herself and the spear’s ability to feint high and attack low caused him to find himself quickly on the back foot after only a few prodding attacks.
Jake did what he could to push Unbound to its limits, increasing his speed to try to keep up with hers. He finally was no longer on the back foot, able to keep her at bay while being able to try to land some attacks of his own. 
Her body contorted to dodge one of his thrusts, and she spun, her being able to add attacks from odd angles, forcing Jake to abort his attacks before she blurred toward him. 
He pushed his strength to the max and tried to slam his shield into her charge, but she somersaulted over the shield, having stopped her momentum easily.
Her boot slammed into his chest, sending Jake flying several meters. Ophelia’s smile was wide as he got up, his chest beneath his armor now bruised. 
“You’ll have to thank that champion I faced for that one. Speed and strength are good, but to use the least amount of motion to deflect an attack is the best, as I’ve taught you. There’s just so many ways to accomplish that, it’ll do us a lot of good to practice some other methods than deflecting with our weapons or shield so much. We need to practice minimizing our movements. So put that shield and spear away. We’ll practice avoiding the attacks, without them.”
Despite wearing his new armor, Jake took his beating, her practice spear thudding with enough force on him to cause bruises, which wouldn’t be healed until the training was done. 
Their Champion equipment was repaired rapidly in their Refuge, the energy density aiding it. Ophelia would only need to spend effort fixing massive rents of damage, the Shop supplying a special Framework-assisted repair kit.
Still, he learned that there were definitely times he could avoid the attack in different ways, and if Jake at least had his spear, he’d be better positioned to counter. Often, he would deflect attacks that might not even need to be deflected. Pain was once again a powerful teacher.
Bloodberri had been busy practicing with their new armor. While her supernatural grace likely helped, knowing the limits of her range of movement still took some practice, considering her spikes and blades on her tail. 
It didn’t matter much when moving in one direction, but changing direction, weaving her body around, crushing enemies with her tail, and grinding her own blades and spikes on her own armor wouldn’t do. 
Shredded training dummies lay demolished on the ground, and her face had a look of glee on it.
Blood said, “These blades are much sharper. I barely have to put any effort into shredding them now.”
The two girls operated their body together, but he learned from the girl’s thoughts that mostly Berri would guide their torso and mace, but Blood focused on their tail. A strange combination.
Both Jake and Ophelia shuddered, imagining her getting that tail around them. Bloodberri really felt like an unstoppable weapon. Ophelia took out her new shield, and the three of them got to practice facing one another or as a group. 
Fhesiah cultivated and practiced her new skills, not being at the level where she was ready to use them in combat just yet.
They had little less than two weeks remaining, their Refuge traveling to Highlands. They would do their best to push all their skills, teamwork, and equipment to the limit before their arrival.




Chapter 25 - War in the Alliance


Jake plated his cooked snacks and brought them into their living room. The girls were all gathered around their table, taking a sort-of break from training. They’d play some games later, but for now– 
“Did you get the chips, Jake? I feel like I can really get my mind in the right place if I have my favorite snack…”
“I got them, Ophelia, don’t worry.”
“I made those! Jake showed me how to use the kettle thing.”
“Please tell me you made something with a little fire, husband.”
“Of course, Fhesiah. I’ve got your jalapeño poppers here, some spicy salsa for the tortilla chips, and the chicken tenders have a spicy dipping option too.”
“Very good. Much easier to stomach this… studying if we have something better in them first, I think.”
They were gathering around to sort of group-think and learn more about the war in the Alliance and plan out their Guild. They already knew most of the things to some extent, seeing how some things worked on Ariminum. But they really didn’t understand the Alliance’s strategy. 
They had a few books they purchased on the market that included a sort of primer that guild leaders would use for their base strategy. Then, a book gave information about guilds and their add-ons. Fhesiah had been looking over their dossier about the world of Highlands.
They began reading and taking notes while snacking and having some light conversation. Blood prodded Berri to keep her focused, but she had one earbud in as she listened to some music. Ophelia and Fhesiah were engrossed with what they were reading.
Ophelia said, “I think I’ve found something important. So, when a world is newly contested, there is a sort of queue or maximum number of Adventurers that can head there, and it’s based on the number of residents in the world. This number fluctuates with each added [Alliance Node] and [Headquarters], and integrated person.”
Jake nodded. So this meant that while Adventurers that traveled to contested worlds were helpful, the task to defeat the incursions and Rifts would be more effective if the world's residents initiated into the Framework and got involved. Adventurers were limited, and residents were not.
Ophelia added, “The other significant thing is the Tier limitation. This is a Frontier world, deemed as Tier 1 in quality. The Rift’s challenges are set to this Tier, but there is still a sort of balance against the inhabitants. If there are say no above level twenties present in the world, then the Rifts cannot be at that level. Perhaps this is why Alliance members leave if they feel they are impeding the world’s chances, to lower the challenge for the natives.”
Jake asked, “Frontier World?”
Ophelia looked more over the book and found the information about this. “You came from the Fringe, which is the very edge of what’s called a [Frontier Sector]. Even the week or so of travel kept us within the frontier at Ariminum, and we’d need to travel months to reach one of those [Core Sectors], at least at our current pace.”
Fhesiah asked, “What’s the difference?”
Ophelia said, “I had looked at this a little more when Hestia mentioned the Frontier Sector before. It appears that a higher Tier world sits at the center, and Tartarus and all the gods and goddesses of the Alliance vie for ownership of it, and thus the Sector. This world is high enough in its Tier that it allows someone to approach godhood, or, it empowers a god or goddess in its ownership.”
This surprised Jake. Each world within this Sector was part of a greater conflict to earn what was essentially an unclaimed, high-tier world. It must be Tier 5 or above, as Tier 4 was only when one began to approach godhood. It wasn’t until Tier 5 that one could truly be considered one, and thus the world must be at least that high to make this possible. Tier 6, like Odin and Hestia, were above even that.
Ophelia continued, “Further into what would be considered the center of the Multiverse, the Core Sectors, war is waged a bit differently. The worlds are on average a higher Tier, older and nurtured into what they are now. Rather than the whole world’s conflict carved out at a single tier, they would create zones or bubbles of influence, allowing different Tiers to participate.” 
Berri sighed. “We won’t be going to these other sectors anyway, right? We just have to smash these guys, then make babies, and they will be so strong that cleaning up all those cone sectors will be easy.”
Ophelia smiled at Berri, but corrected her, “Core sectors. I’ll continue–The cities would be a sort of safe-area where other Tiers can mingle, but exiting the city and participating in a Zone below their Tier would be restricted, until a city was assaulted. This is what we will see at Tier 2 and above, typically. It turns out that Tier 2 worlds and above can also have what are true entrances to the greater labyrinth, a dungeon that leads to other worlds entirely, including those lost in the war to Tartarus to be regained.”
She finished, “Then, non-contested worlds, or those called Bastions, the inhabitants can contribute to a sector’s war with their personal Trials and even take on incursions from there. It appears that this is where things are the most stable for the Alliance, at lower Tiers, anyway.”
Jake was once again quite surprised at this information. So, the war truly resembled an MMO game, where contested territory would force people of different Tiers into different zones to influence the war in different ways. Those from far away could still affect the war in some sort of dungeon queue. This meant that people at all Tiers would be important in influencing the overall war effort from everywhere.
Blood had been reading the book on Guilds and their fixtures. “It looks like there’s a mention of Mass Migration too. There are many worlds that are only Tier 0 or from substandard Tier 1 worlds, and many races are interested in migrating to a Tier 1 Contested Frontier World as a community. The Framework subsidizes this somewhat, allowing them to easily travel to a world in order to bolster their numbers. This might be a way for us to strengthen our numbers on Highlands, but it has a list of requirements.”
Jake was intrigued by this detail, since he knew that Earth was classified as a Tier 0 planet. Those who wish to explore the wider multiverse from there might find this feature appealing.
Fhesiah said, “I found something intriguing about this new world. It is quite small. Much smaller than your Earth, husband.”
“How small?”
“Well, there’s one main landmass, and it’s probably only about the size of your North America, maybe even smaller than all of that. There’s an ocean, of course, but it covers roughly the same percentage as your Earth’s. There are certainly islands, but they make up just a small percentage of the whole.”
Jake frowned. As far as he understood, you couldn’t get much smaller than Earth. Otherwise, it couldn’t have a magnetosphere capable of blocking the Sun’s radiation, among other problems like holding a stable atmosphere for breathable air.
Fhesiah shrugged at his thought. “They probably have a different kind of Sun, or perhaps their unique energy type persists on the world and is what blocks that radiation. Their planetary core could even be different, able to create this magnetosphere. Things are different with Qi, too. There are even planar worlds that your knowledge of physics would deem impossible, after all.”
This was an interesting revelation on several levels. Regarding Highlands, If a highway was built and a car, they could drive across the world in only a few days, like traveling across the United States or Europe. Jake looked over at Bloodberri. 
While they might not have roads, he had an all-terrain snake already. This would help their party be able to make a significant impact. Ophelia or Fhesiah could likely fly across a large portion of the world in a single day if they had to. 
Fhesiah said, “This beastkin race is also fascinating. There are reptiles, mammals, and even avian beastkin of various types. All of them have similar features in that they have the claws, feet, tail, and ears or horns of what they call their [Beast Parentage], but are otherwise human-like. Each of them, their [Auril] acts somewhat differently as a baseline, but many also have manifestations based on their parentage or their desires, a truly varied ability.”
Jake found this to be special that their species were so varied. There could be thousands of different types, all with different abilities. This meant that as warriors, they could end up being quite versatile as a force.
“So Jake, what species do you want for number four, or is it number five? I’m partial to the catgirl, or they would call it a cat beastkin, I guess? Your people seem to be strangely fixated on this creature, and I can’t help but feel the same way after spending so much time on the internet.”
Berri said, “Oh! But what about a snake beastkin girl? Or some kind of dog beastkin. That way, I can have a talking dog play baseball with me!”
Fhesiah replied, “The dog beastkin has some merit, but snake beastkin? I think Jake has more than enough snake-girl to handle.”
Blood narrowed her eyes at Fhesiah. “Now, what exactly is that supposed to mean? One cannot have too much snake-girl. Are you saying that we are too big for Jake?”
Fhesiah looked a little helpless. “Well, no,” she laughed awkwardly. “I didn’t mean it like that…”
Blood just huffed and went back to her reading, and Ophelia watched the exchange as entertainment, happily crunching on her kettle-cooked chips. 
Jake sighed and shook his head at the exchange. Fhesiah was seemingly desperate for Blood to like her for some reason. He felt the mirth coming from Blood at enjoying teasing her.
Of course, picking their last party member would be more based on merit and compatibility with their family than anything else.
Not only would they have to fight in high-stakes battles with a lot on the line, but be willing to stand up for and help others along with them.
They continued reading and uncovering how the Alliance waged war at the lower Tiers leading into the higher ones. They thought they had a pretty good picture combined with what was learned from Ariminum.
The Hart family needed to come up with a plan for the war in addition to designing their Guild.
Ophelia said, “I think winning the war can be summarized simply. We need to close the Rifts, deny the enemy any conquest or killing of natives, and retake what was lost. We’d then capture the remaining map and win the Raid. It’s lucky that this is only a Tier 1 world, as on Tier 2 worlds, there are many more anomalies and even entrances into the greater labyrinth to worry about. With Rifts, their targets are obvious, and their spawns follow strict rules about how many can gather or where they attack as a result. But dungeon entrances can pool up enemies and swarm anywhere.”
Jake said, “Of course, but even with the smaller world, we can’t really be everywhere at once. If it was just closing Rifts, this would be simple for us. Instead, we not only have to spend time traveling, but we also need to take back what was already lost. Then, the world is mountainous. It likely takes a long time to traverse, though I can count on Bloodberri to keep our speed respectable. They are already close to a loss. Can we really make an impact on an entire world from just what we can reasonably reach? It’s a race against time.”
They all looked thoughtful about this, then Ophelia said, “Well, what about recruiting some of those avian beastkin? They can fly around and recruit towns and get them to where they can hold off well enough against the Rifts, giving us a little more time.” 
Jake said, “Some sort of envoy perhaps, but how can we get them to recruit for us, when the Alliance failed to recruit many successfully where they even had their headquarters? It appears we’ll have a hard time convincing them to join us in the first place, let alone convincing them enough to have them go around recruiting others for us.”  
Fhesiah flashed her dossier, “That’s easy! Just beat them up.”
Jake just stared at her blankly. Was she really suggesting…
She snorted. “No, but also yes. They have a number of dueling traditions, the strong revered. We just have to have one of us duel the strongest of them to be willing to listen, though, we can’t necessarily just challenge them without having grounds to do so, in order to make them your subordinate. Dueling can be how one might obtain subordinates, usually between two men or two women. But a duel between a man and a woman usually starts courtship or even jumps straight to marriage when the man wins.”
Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “What’s the bit about the subordinates?”
Fhesiah said, “It appears within a tribe, they form various clans. Typically, the young that come of age challenge one another to have them underneath them. There are many kinds, from those that craft, to those that hope to move out and look for greener pastures and start their own tribe somewhere; to explore their frontier. There are many untamed lands on their world. Either way, they all train to fight, and so dueling traditions guide how they create these clans. A clan is like an extended family, that all works together for a sort of goal.”
Jake was surprised that even the crafting specialized beastkin valued strength so much but found it interesting that they grouped together in these clan structures. 
“The duel for a courtship seems a bit odd?”
Fhesiah smiled. “Well, the women are many here. There’s around three females to every male, and the men are a bit more likely to awaken their Auril Heart, for some reason. The women definitely value a man that is strong. This is quite the warrior race. All beastkin train to fight, even mothers or those that focus on a trade skill of some kind, though it’s a little strange. It appears they don’t really fight each other, other than sparring or duels. The world is harsh and filled with danger, and they mostly train in order to face the Auril Beasts that reside in their world. The beasts can grow to be quite huge, so large two-handed weapons are the mainstay, as well.”
Jake found the fact that they don’t fight one another to be the most captivating. Usually, resource scarcity leads to more conflict, but these people somehow circumvented conventions regarding this. Perhaps their values, morals, or traditions somehow prevented this.
Jake said, “So, an envoy, potentially by dueling them. Get them to pass along a focus on getting their people ready to do incursions and form teams to close Rifts. Incursion victories lead to fewer Rifts spawning, and closing Rifts prevent assaults against their villages. The tough part is convincing anyone to initiate. Does that dossier give any details about that?”
Fhesiah said, “It didn’t. But it did say that their culture and customs are tied to this auril energy, that is present in nearly all things in their world. They are in tune with the nature of their world, very different from your people of Earth, Jake. It could be that the Framework doesn’t contain Auril, or that they are not liking the idea of becoming effectively Immortal. Any number of things really, as they could see the Framework as evil, just like Tartarus.”
Berri said, “But can’t they just allow themselves to die, and the Framework will allow it? Why would they care about if they will live longer?”
Ophelia shook her head. “Not while the world is contested. Once they integrate, the Framework must use all its initiated to join the fight. Once the world is saved, they can allow their lives to end naturally. Fhesiah was in the same position in terms of using the Framework itself, in that it doesn’t have or use Qi for everything. These people could have similar sentiments, but I think if we focus on Tartarus being not of their world and lacking auril, that should put them in the right mindset? It’s a tough thing.”
Jake realized that nearly every religious person on Earth would say no to something like the Framework unless their own God appeared and asked them to join, he supposed. They would need a lot to go against their current faith.
Fhesiah shook her head at this. “It appears they have no real deity, other than the auril energy itself. They definitely venerate the energy itself and its influence on their world. Still, this dossier doesn’t have everything. The Alliance only managed to create three headquarters despite flooding the place with Adventurers, and they didn’t make it very far from the supposed landing point. We can probably reach the two branches within a day from the landing point, being able to fly.”      
Jake realized this was another interesting detail about the war: an HQ would spawn in defense of the world when Tartarus invaded. 
Fhesiah said, “Highlands at one point had three HQ’s, and a handful of Alliance Nodes. I guess they start with one HQ, and they would have to bring nodes out to towns and villages?”
Ophelia nodded. “It depends on the size of the world, and Highlands was not large enough to receive a second or more at the start. You can see it as both Tartarus and the Framework arriving at the world at the same time, and then building up steam in a sort of race; the two evenly matched at first. Tartarus does appear to get a slight advantage in terms of being able to expand over the conquest map rapidly immediately, but the Framework gets to recruit the populace that already exists, and the natives can act against Tartarus’ expansion even without integration.”
Jake somewhat understood this. It took a massive failure of recruitment and losses of life to fall behind so rapidly like Highlands did.
Jake said, “We just don’t know enough about what is going on to make our plan any more concrete than that, regarding fighting the war or convincing the natives to join us. What about our Guild?”
Berri was now excited to have something to add, “Oh! I got one. How about [Bases Loaded], or [Home Run]?”
Blood replied, taking over her excited features with an almost annoyed expression, “People won’t know what baseball is, silly. Besides, Jake’s Guild is supposed to be about raising warriors and protecting people against Tartarus. Baseball shouldn’t be a part of that.”
Berri looked a little angry, putting her hands on her hips. “Shows what you know, sister! I knew you didn’t always pay attention to me. Of course, the Guild should play baseball! Don’t you remember one of the tenets that Hestia said? To enjoy. Playing sports like baseball is one of many things people do to bring communities together, enjoy and train. It builds comradery and even helps grow leaders and potentially win the hearts of the natives. We would want people that join to play sports such as baseball to build these positive behaviors. Right, Jake? I’m right, aren’t I?”
Jake and the rest of the girls were shocked into silence. There was a lot of merit in this idea that Jake had not considered, and he knew that in Earth’s history, baseball was even used to build a relationship between the United States and Japan. 
Of course, baseball wasn’t enough on its own to save that relationship, but it did a lot to bring American culture to Japan. He was also reminded of how sports had long since been used as a tool to build comradery and even nationalism in many countries on Earth.
“I… yes, it’s a great idea and you’re right. You put a lot of thought into… this.”
Blood gave Jake a blank stare. “You have no idea.”
Jake frowned. “Shouldn’t I have a pretty good idea, though?”
Blood shook her head. “Nope. You probably only get one out of three of her baseball thoughts. She filters them for you, afraid that you will get sick of baseball and not want to play it anymore. I get them all. I mean, I like it a bit too, but… It’s kind of torture? You can’t blame me for tuning you out from time to time, sister.”
Berri clapped, jumped, and danced around, “Yeah! Baseball! I’m gonna see the talking dogs play baseball!”
Jake continued, “We’ll definitely have to think about that and how it could be implemented. Right now, my main concern is how to reward the right behaviors we desire in our Guild. We can give Credits or exchange crafted items, but this seems like minor motivations. It feels unlikely we could truly award more Credits than they could earn and just purchase items on their own.”
Fhesiah was lounging in the air now with her book, lying on an invisible couch. 
She said, “That will probably only get the top people involved, and power should matter there just as much as the doing good portion of things. I think the best you may be able to offer is privilege and fame.”
Jake thought this was a little dubious. The Guild was supposed to be one where people fought to protect and help others, more than just earning CP and Credits. Were privilege and fame what these people really sought?
Fhesiah snorted at Jake’s thought. “Of course they do. People will always seek to be above others in some way, we just have to offer an array of privileges and fame to capture everyone’s drive.”
Blood added, “This book has details about various fixtures available for a guild. We can add privileges for housing and special training grounds, and more. It sounds like we need a way to track things outside of CP and Credit earnings, and it looks like there are some add-ons for your Guild, available at Guild HQ and Nodes that can track all sorts of activities. At the very least: crafting, teaching and training are not a problem to be tracked, and they can reward them with something called [Guild Points].”
Berri groaned. “More points? There’s already way too many numbers and points and things for me to not pay any attention to.”
Ophelia laughed. “You’re silly, Berri. Whether there’s three or ten sets of numbers to ignore, is it any different? Guild Points would certainly be more for our members rather than us, though we can still track them to lead by example. Continuing the conversation from before, training is definitely important to be tracked. Preparation is an essential tenet of the Guild, and it also builds that same comradery that Berri brought up. The stronger can lead others to improve their skills much more rapidly, potentially above their Tier, with enough effort. We may have been willing to take more time before entering our Trial, if we were already a part of the multiverse.”
An image of how the Guild would work was taking shape in Jake’s mind, one that would sort of reproduce what their family had accomplished but across a much wider scale and community. They would reward goodwill, such as rebuilding towns and villages or helping people like refugees by providing ‘humanitarian’ aid. Though the benefits were not concrete yet, they would reward this with privilege and fame.
The Guild would prepare themselves and others for weathering the storm of Tartarus and grow through comradery in training or preparation, combat or protection, enjoyment, and goodwill.
Fhesiah said, “Wait a minute, I thought enjoyment was supposed to be my tenet, but the snake got her piece in there somehow. Well, here’s my idea: a perk will be matchmaking.”
Jake was confused. “Huh?”
“Matchmaking. Three girls for every guy in the world of Highlands, and the girls like guys that are strong? How about high contributors in both CP and the other tenets, or pillars, get extra assistance to get matched up?”
Jake thought this was a bit weird of a perk–
“Weird, huh? You mean you wouldn’t have worked hard to do all sorts of good to find a wife, Mr. Lonely? And there’s no way that your women helped motivate you to be stronger and do more, be better, is there? You don’t think that forming units similar to your own might not be effective?”
Jake supposed that she had a good point, but… ”You’re wanting our Guild to be like a strange harem… fighting Guild? Well, the ratio is good for the beastkin to make sure men can find potentially several wives that would possibly do what you say, but as the Guild spans the multiverse, can that really persist?”
Fhesiah said, “It doesn’t have to be a focus of the Guild, it can just a perk of it. But didn’t Blood say already how we can keep that up? Mass migration! I’m sure we can keep finding races with the higher female to male ratios, enough to keep the Guild from becoming a sausage fest. It’s perfect! Besides, I never said the matchmaking had to have the same ratio as your party, just that it works well enough, and we’re proof. Girls could start their reverse harem parties, or they can just find a match and duos can join other duos or trios, as Guild teams should be able to trust one another to act in each other’s best interests.”
Jake thought about the implications of what the crazy demoness was offering for their Guild to become. Her idea had merits, but he would take the concept a lot more seriously if her nostrils weren’t flaring and her words weren't stated a little too excitedly. 
Once again, Fhesiah had proven that she was like some kind of dirty old man trapped in a woman’s body, lusting over the idea that there would be countless women in the Guild.
Jake shook his head, and he now felt exhausted for some reason. 
“I suppose… we can sort of see how it might work once we understand the beastkin a little better first, so we’ll sort of table the discussion of that Guild feature for now…” 
Hopefully forever.
Jake continued, “But alright. We got the makings of a guild that will take an approach that not many others will. By creating benefits without Credits or CP, we will curve behaviors towards ones that both helps and protects others, but also make an impact in the war. I think crafting is something that all our members should do, as it both gives them advantages and allows them to contribute anywhere in the multiverse, along with helping those of lower tiers be better prepared for their Trials.
Then, guild members will help deny Tartarus' progress by rebuilding or defending and giving aid, as well as helping to recruit both to the Guild and to the Framework. They will train themselves and prepare and take on their Trial. So, what are we going to call ourselves?”
Ophelia said, “We’re going to be starting on Highlands, and Hestia did say that she wanted the beastkin to be the backbone of the Guild. They are focused on these clans, and tribes. Perhaps we should use that?”
Fhesiah said, “Oh, I like that. I like the sound of Clan Hart or Clan Hearth, but Tribes are certainly the bigger one with many clans underneath? Then, combining my matchmaking idea, we give those that earn enough of the Guild Points the right to start their own clans. We can have different levels of clans, and those that are subordinates under each.”
Jake said, “For what goal, though? Do we really want clans to boss around subordinates within the Guild?”
Fhesiah replied, “Definitely. Clans can compete in many ways, chasing different goals that earn them Credits, CP, and Guild Points. Those that excel in both earning CP and one or more of the tenets which earns them guild points will get the right to start their own clans. We can force those at the bottom of the pecking order to join a Clan of their choice. If they need to duel as part of their culture, we can help facilitate that. 
Odds are, the clan heads that earned enough CP would win anyway, no? If they didn’t, that would show that the winner was probably stronger and should lead the fighting. Then, this offsets some burden of managing this large number of people. People can form their Clans, and the strongest and best at what they do would become larger and larger, managing more and more to accomplish their goals of contributing to the war the way Hestia and we want. Then we only deal with the Clan heads.”
Ophelia said, “It’s true that at the end of the day, our guild still needs to earn CP by fighting Tartarus. So weighing it along with Guild Points is a must. We just need to make sure that they cannot gain all benefits without earning Guild Points, too, otherwise, our Guild would end up exactly the same as the others. Regarding the guild name, I think I like Hearthtribe. It fits us and our patron Goddess, as well as the beastkin.”
Fhesiah added, “It’s even close to their special organ, the auril heart. I like it.”
Berri sniffed. “It’s ok. I still think [Bases Loaded] is better. The feeling of anticipation, the weight on your shoulders as you’re at bat trying to bring victory to your team. The eyes of millions on you, all to witness that single moment. It can’t be matched.”
He wryly smiled at how into the idea she was. Jake was mostly on board with the Hearthtribe name, though. “What about you, Blood?”
Blood shrugged. “I think it’s fine. That means you’re the chief of the tribe, right? Your clan of Clan Hart would be the one that guides these other Clans?”
“That’s right. I guess it’s mostly unanimous, then.” Jake purchased the Guild, naming it Hearthtribe. He now had access to a Guild menu, allowing a dizzying array of options. 
Really though, to do anything special, he needed a Guild Node, which cost CP. This could then be brought to a village to be an Alliance Node, but it could also be attached to an Alliance HQ. He saw that he had more than enough for tons of them. 
The Wiki now had a new section, and new things were available for purchase. There were so many add-ons that Jake required help figuring out where to start. 
Looking over them, he couldn’t really discern whether he wanted many of the add-ons or if they were worth the price. Many options were unavailable, but he wasn’t sure what would be worth saving up for and what wasn’t. 
Blood said, “I can look over these for you, Milord. When Berri is driving our body and focused on that, I can still access the Menu. I can let you know which I find important and make a priority list. I’ve been playing with spell-forms and trying to recreate some kind of telekinesis with it, but this will be another thing to work on.”
Jake thought this telekinesis idea for Blood had a lot of merits. She could use it while Berri drove to manipulate the surrounding area. It certainly would be convenient for her, even being able to throw baseballs for her.   
Ophelia said, “I can help with that, too. I sometimes have a bit of downtime in smithing, as well. That way, Jake can keep focusing on his other preparations.”
Jake looked over at Fhesiah. He realized with cultivation, she too would have plenty of time, but perhaps studying was a busy work that she wouldn’t be interested in. She hid her face behind her fan as she lounged in the air, but he thought he caught her smirk. 
He realized that she probably had a lot of surprises in the works, and they were important in their own way. This was in addition to her alchemy, which was paramount for her personal progression. Jake knew that her surprises likely would be dual-purposed, somehow increasing her capability while also increasing her enjoyment.
With that, everything was mostly decided. Hearthtribe would really shake things up across the multiverse, one way or another.              




Bonus 1 - Berri the Baseball Manager


Berri was in her nest, playing on her new video game system with her special oversized controller. Jake had shown her that she could simulate being a baseball manager to her heart’s content. She had already tried the fantasy league, but out of season, it wasn’t nearly as much fun. 
She could play this game as much as she wanted, well, within her limited free time. The sped-up characters moved across the field, and her pitcher got on the mound. He threw the ball at her masterful working of the controller, and the batter knocked it down the baseline, her team failing to move fast enough to prevent it from reaching the outfield. 
Her face scrunched up in anger as she hit the pause button and triggered the system reset. She heard a groan.
[Again? That was the twenty-seventh time you reset this game. This is a manager game where you start with a pathetic team. There’s no way you can get a perfect game!]
“I know my team can do better! I did everything right!”
Blood looked over at their mirror to glare at her. [You are driving me a little nuts with this. I am getting good practice on my telekinesis and runes, but I am at my limits. I can only witness the same game so many times before I’ve had enough, sister. I could make your efforts even more challenging had I wanted to, you know.] 
Berri looked over to the figurines that Blood was moving around over on the mantle. Her coordination with moving the individual figures around with her mana spellforms was starting to become something special. She supposed it would be entirely possible for her to interfere with her controller at inopportune moments.
“F-Fine, that’s the last time. I’ll…accept the result this time, whatever it might be.”
Her face scrunched up in anguish. She did not want to accept an imperfect game. She wanted to be the best! The Goddess of Baseball!
Blood snorted. [Objectively, you are already amazing. In that game, you obtain many benefits after each completed season, and your players improve year to year, making subsequent seasons easier and more likely to make it to the World Series. It was unreasonable to go for perfection on the first season with the made-up team, and you know it.]
Berri played a while longer until she heard a knocking on the door. She knew it was Ophelia from their bond, and she nudged acceptance to her entry.
Ophelia entered and arrived next to her.
“You’re still playing that baseball game?”
“Yeah! You wanna play?”
Ophelia frowned as she looked at it. “Maybe? Why’s it moving so fast?”
Berri snorted. “Who has time to play games at regular speed? The tiny men move insanely slow, and baseball games take forever, as much as I love it. These guys even stretch, scratch their ass, and play with their cup at the plate. You think I have time for that?”
Ophelia looked bewildered. “I…guess not? I know you’ve been training properly, sister. It’s been a lot of work crafting all our equipment, too. I understand you wanting to unwind with a little fun. We can play, I’d like to try it. But maybe…closer to normal speed? That must be closer to three or four times?”
Berri nodded, and she saved her game to be able to continue later. She formed a seat out of her tail by coiling a section of it around the middle, Blood floating a few pillows from her bed to make a makeshift seat for Ophelia. Berri could still move around the room somewhat while keeping her makeshift chair for Ophelia.
Ophelia smiled at this. “Thanks, sister. Oh, you’re comfy.”
Berri smiled at her and brought up versus mode after changing the speed down to a paltry two times. With Divine Reinforcement, that was barely an increase, the humans moving so slowly. She was actually running the game at five times before.  
Blood said in her mind, [You should make this interesting. Try to get some more time with Jake.]
Berri sent a mental smirk at her sister and said to Ophelia, “Want to make a bet?”
Ophelia chuckled. “Against you at your own game? I barely know the rules.”
“I’ll give you a handicap?”
“What did you have in mind?”
“We could wager our nights with Jake?”
Ophelia frowned. “No. Those aren’t really ours to wager, are they? Jake wants his time with us just as much as we want our time with him. We’d need to ask him, and I don’t think he’d like it.”
Berri realized she had a good point. 
[It’s a bust. It was worth a shot. I can’t think of anything else I want to win from her. She helps us with anything we ask already. The girl is too nice as it is.]
But Berri had an idea, “I’ll do what you wanna do for a couple of hours if you win, or you’ll do what I want if I win.”
Ophelia said, “I’d probably do that for you anyway, though? Unless it’s baseball, you almost killed me last time. Baseball gloves are not meant to catch shots with such force and speed!”
Berri frowned in thought. “Maybe Jake can make an enchanted glove? Or just use a barrier!”
Ophelia scoffed. “That’s not playing! Perhaps if we did it for training. Now that I think of it, let’s just do that! When you hit the ball with your new weapon, it’ll be like firing a cannon. I should practice being able to defend against it.”
Berri shook her head. Ophelia somehow just sucked all the fun out of it. Still, she supposed that was better than nothing. 
Berri said, “Maybe later. I guess, let’s just play for now?”
Ophelia chuckled. “Sure thing.” 
Berri helped Ophelia pick a decent team; to give herself an appropriate challenge, she selected a worse one. It was Ophelia’s at bat first. She showed her the controls and made her more or less prepared for a good battle.
Berri pitched two balls first to test out her opponent. Ophelia properly watched the ball and the strike zone, at least familiar enough with the rules.  
On the third pitch, Ophelia’s timing was quite good. Unfortunately for her, her aim was not great against Berri’s expert slider, and the ball was fielded and the first out achieved.
Berri went for two more balls but made them dangerously close to the strike zone with a curveball. If not for a computer determining they were not strikes, an Umpire might have made another call. 
She threw another pitch and another out similarly as the ball was fielded, and Ophelia was frowning in confusion.
Berri could tell she wondered why the ball went where it did when it was hit, and the reasoning was because of the type of pitch and how the ball spun. 
Ophelia was not far from figuring this out, but it likely wouldn’t matter. Berri had a few more special pitches to mix in.
Ophelia managed to get on base with the next hit, surprising Berri. But the next, Berri achieved the final out of the inning, switching over to being at bat. She got a little excited, which must have shown on her face, as Ophelia narrowed her eyes at Berri.
Ophelia did her best to pitch something challenging to hit, but that did not matter. If it went down the strike zone, her bat would hit the ball to where she wanted it. And why would she want anything less than a home run?
The ball went into the stands, the crowd going wild. Berri could see Ophelia had a bad premonition, but Berri pretended it was a lucky shot, swaying in place and cheering.
Of course, Ophelia was not quick to give up. She tried several things like pitching just outside the strike zone, curves, sliders, and knuckle balls, but none of that mattered. If Berri could play a game almost worthy of a perfect one at five times the speed, how could she have a problem at two?
Ophelia laughed at the absurdity. “I’ll have to call this your win, sister. I’m glad we didn’t bet anything, you’re truly amazing at it… The bet was Blood’s idea, wasn’t it?”
Berri froze, and Blood laughed. Blood spoke, “That’s right. If I have to sit and watch her play and think about baseball all the time, I might as well get some benefits, don’t you think? Still, I hadn’t thought it through. I’m sorry, sister. That would have been mean, hustling you out of your precious time.”
Ophelia shrugged. “It’s fine, if I accepted that would have been my loss. Let’s play something else?”
Berri said, “I know you like that fighting game?”
“Let’s play!”
Blood helped load up the fighting game. With her, they now had three players. They took turns, and now Berri had a real challenge. She was winning as much as she was losing.
Blood said, “It’s too bad I can’t play against you, Berri. My telekinesis is far from a replacement for our hands. It may never be.”
Ophelia seemed hopeful. “You never know! When we reach the next Tier, both our minds and bodies will improve in ways we can hardly imagine. Thanks to our reward, we might be closer to Tier 3 than we are to Tier 2. Then, maybe the Framework will help you make it a skill of your own.” 
Fhesiah arrived at the door. “You girls having fun here? Oh, you’re playing the fighting one.”
Ophelia nodded. “Much more fun than being crushed at baseball. You want to join us?”
Fhesiah floated over. “I would like a match. Your topic of discussion excited me. I do wonder how my race will be improved, is there really something above a dragon? But perhaps the Framework could bring my Dark Kitsune bloodline closer to the Dragon side.”
Berri thought it was interesting, but were dragons really that good? Snake girls were clearly the best. She’d keep that thought to herself and Blood rather than share that. 
Berri handed Fhesiah another controller, as she would likely want to use a regular-sized one for her turns.
Fhesiah looked over at Ophelia. “What do you think will happen to the Valkyrie race?”
Berri said, “Oh! Maybe she’ll be more like a bird?”
Ophelia scoffed. “I’m not like a bird! I just have wings. I’ll definitely become more like a warrior!”
Fhesiah narrowed her eyes as she inspected Ophelia. “Just what do you think that would that mean?”
Ophelia blushed. “I-I don’t know. Maybe I’ll become bigger?”
Berri nodded. “Yes, you are too small. Bigger is definitely better.”
Fhesiah said, “Hmm, but then wouldn’t it become a hot dog in a hallway situation? Bloodberri was luckily designed in such a way that this is not a problem, but somehow I have doubt about Valkyries.”
Ophelia looked worried. “Er, that’s not possible, is it?” She frowned in confusion.
Fhesiah just stared at her as Ophelia’s face shifted from worry to fear, likely thinking about the many implications of becoming larger. As it did, Fhesiah’s smile became wider as she enjoyed the expression.
Fhesiah laughed. “I’m just playing with you, sister. Your expressions are just too cute. Besides, I can help with that, even if it happens. But no, I actually have a good idea what could possibly happen for you.”
Ophelia asked, “What?”
Fhesiah continued, “Many of the gods and goddesses have races in which they created, which have a portion of their divine sparks. In some cases, they created races in their image, and in others, they merged their sparks with others. The Greek Pantheon have many, but the almost base race of theirs are the Olympians, which are a Tier 2 race. The Nordic Pantheon have the Nords, which are the same. There is such thing as a Nordic Valkyrie, and the Valkyreans which are similar, yet different from that. What I found interesting was that Athena has a race of her own alone: the Athenians, a Tier 3 race.”
Berri was excited. Maybe Echidna had her own race? Just what would that be like?
Her thoughts were interrupted by Ophelia asking, “What are the Athenians like?”
Fhesiah put a finger to her lips, and Berri could tell she was about to tease the battle angel some more. “Hmm, let’s see. They have a big beak–”
“B-Beak?!” Ophelia looked more worried and scared than ever, like a kicked puppy.
“Yes, a big beak, and the legs of a bird, big wings with feathers all over their body. Don’t worry though, they are quite strong. You should like that they can shoot the feathers from their wings and tail, that are as large as spears. You did like spears, didn’t you?”
“W-What? Feathers from their butt?” She narrowed her eyes at Fhesiah. “You’re just messing with me.”
Berri laughed along with Fhesiah. She decided not to remind Ophelia that she ate birds, and they were delicious. This was fun!
They played for a while, the four of them enjoying their fights. 
Jake arrived through the door, and Berri cheered.
“Jake!”
Ophelia said, “Wha–”
Berri rocketed toward Jake, Ophelia letting go of the controller as her seat and herself flew toward the door but kept its form. Berri embraced Jake in a hug, enjoying the feel of his face between her breasts.
Jake chuckled. “I’d have come to you, you know. You girls having fun?”
Ophelia laughed from her seat as it now floated near Jake. “It was fun for a while, but Berri is unreal at baseball even in a video game, it would have taken forever to get to the next inning. We switched to a fighting game just as Fhesiah arrived.”
Berri said, “I’d have let the game move on when I felt like it. We were just talking about potential race evolution stuff!”
He nodded and started heading over to where they sat down in front of the TV. “It’s exciting, but it’s quite a ways away, isn’t it? Still, I do wonder what’ll happen to all of us.”
Berri said, “Ophelia’s gonna be a big bird, with a beak! That shoots feathers out of her butt!”
Ophelia said, “Am not! Uh, what are the Athenians actually like, Fhesiah?”
Jake was more or less caught up with their conversation instantly, thanks to how fast their thoughts passed through to him. She made him a seat on her tail as well, and him sitting down with a smile.
Fhesiah said, “They don’t look much different than you do, to be honest. They might be bigger, this is true. However, the Olympians and Nords are too, increasing their heights to over seven feet tall on average, and much taller than that as they get stronger. So if Jake becomes similar, this won’t be a problem, as cute as it was to make you worry. Athenian’s wings are definitely that of a golden owl, rather than the almost dove wings that you have. They are known for their powerful magic affinity, and I guess they have wings on their ankles, like the wings of Mercury or Hermes.”
She shifted and looked right at Ophelia again with a smirk. “They do have tail feathers, and they may or may not be able to shoot them.”
Ophelia blushed. “W-Why do you have to make it weird?”
Blood asked, “What about Hestia? Does she have a special race?”
Fhesiah smiled. “It appears either the information is not available to us, or she just has it under lock and key. Nobody in our Sector appears to know. However, it appears that it’s highly likely it would be like Athena’s race. Ultimately, her race should be based on Olympians.”
Jake said, “So maybe an Olympian but with a Hearth in their chest? That matches what my armor kind of looks like, now that I think of it.” 
Fhesiah smiled. “I think that will likely be all of us. Most Tier 2 would be working on creating their core as they step into it. Rather than upgrading our metaphysical core or having a tiny core like in the case of Bloodberri, it could take on a physical form.”
Ophelia said, “A lot can happen. We don’t know how our Hearth bonds will work then, either. We’ll have to get there first!”
The now five of them played for a while, enjoying taking turns. They were well-matched now, though Jake still had an advantage. Berri and Blood were still learning but could still compete and get wins occasionally. 
Eventually, they had their fill of the game. Berri said, “This was fun! We should play more often.”
Jake sighed. “I’d love to, but there’s just not enough time in the day. We need that hyperbolic time chamber for our training.”
Fhesiah said. “Hmm. I can think of much more fun things to do with unlimited time. And a chamber. And a hyperbola.”
Ophelia groaned. “Why’s it always gotta be like that with you?”
Blood snorted. “Like you have room to talk. It’s always about fighting or training, with you.”
Ophelia blushed. “I like other things! It’s just, the others are kind of…private.”
Blood floated a book from their shelf and into their hands. “I can see why you enjoy these. In The Tempestuous Knight, Knight Ofelia shows a character that is similar, yet very different from you. Then, Baron Hart is like a Jake that grew up with parents with high expectations and responsibilities. Still, very different, as he was quite forceful with his desires.”
Ophelia blushed even further, and Berri could see Jake just looking on in amusement. “W-Where did you get that?”
Blood shrugged. “It was lying out on the table in the living room. Didn’t you leave it there? Well, anyway, I just borrowed it.”
“I most certainly did not!” She looked at Fhesiah, who was now inspecting her nails. “You had it, didn’t you?”
“Who, me? Even if I did, aren’t we sister-wives? What’s yours is mine, and mine is yours, and all that? I was looking for ideas. Have to keep things fresh, after all.”
Ophelia groaned. “Whatever. Can you at least put it back?”
“Of course I can. I was just trying to see if I could get more partners in crime.”
Blood laughed. “That was devious of you. Still, shouldn’t you be happy, Ophelia? Now we have something we all share, besides Jake. I have a hard time reading, though, other than when Berri is asleep.”
Ophelia and Jake said at the same time, “What?”
Berri said, “We take turns sleeping when we feel like it. That’s just one of the many reasons snake girls are the best. Is it time to eat yet? We’re starving!”
Jake chuckled. “Like dolphins? You two are amazing. I’ll heat something up. Let’s–grrk”
Berri sped for the kitchen with her Lord in tow within her tail. He was small, but he made her feel incredible and brought her so much happiness. She loved her new family and looked forward to all the fun they would have together.




Bonus 2 - Fhesiah - Foxy Training


Fhesiah cycled her heavenly energy through the meridians in her body, in tune with the beating of her heart and her breathing. Through this process, the Qi was condensed into almost-liquid form, entering her Dantian. 
The density of energy in her chamber decreased with every breath. The Hearth of the Refuge drew in tons of energy from the cosmos as it traveled, but even that must be condensed into her chamber for a period to enjoy all the benefits.
Mainly that she could spend much less time cultivating. Rather than spending weeks in some cave, she could condense it down with her formations purchased from the [Multiverse Market] and be much more efficient with her time.
She had similar formations back in her chamber at home, but she was impressed with the Framework’s methods. Something it was doing to the energy and how it personalized the formation for her made it much easier to absorb and make her own. Though, she felt it was related to her Hearth and Jake’s connection to her.
The near-liquid energy entered her Dantian, and she formed the energy into additional hexagonal bricks. Some joined the general atmosphere of her Spiritual Temple, making her current foundations even sturdier. She could filter the Yang energies into her mosaic, empowering them.
Her body became closer to the heavens, becoming both stronger and sturdier with every breath. Her body was getting close to sturdier than the very same armor she now wore. Despite being newly crafted, she already surpassed it–unless she filled her runes with mana from her Hearth or Jake’s [Energy Sharing].
Fhesiah sighed. She had to work further on her [Draconic Empowerment] ability. She was closer to making it work with just Qi and her draconic flames but had difficulty finding the perfect balance. The mana she had simply wasn’t enough for all of these things. 
It helped that her Hearth drew it in so rapidly, but she used it to supplement her flames and empower the runes on her armor. Adding the empowerment would have her using it faster than she could store it.
Pulling it from Jake worked, but his mana was already limited by enhancing her and her sisters. He was already worried about being a living buff bot; what if she stole all his mana for her own spells?
Her Spiritual Temple now resembled much of their Refuge. However, it couldn’t really be the same. They constantly moved rooms around in their Refuge and added things, after all, so this was more as if she alone chose what their home looked like. It was painstakingly difficult to change once she built something in her temple.
As much as she wanted to work on her ability, she needed to continue absorbing heavenly energy. Spending it would not allow it to be absorbed to increase her cultivation and thus level. So she moved on to her other paths to power.
She read through several alchemy manuals with a sigh as she continued absorbing energy. Fhesiah was happy Zeke had provided them, but many had nonsense injected, enough that she had difficulty filtering the truth from mere flowery language.
Sects would protect their knowledge, sometimes with code. Thus, she ended up using the Framework’s guidance, combined with a bit of trial and error. Unfortunately, that meant time. Time that she couldn’t enjoy being at Jake’s side. Or on top, underneath, in the air…
Her Draconic Bloodline bricks full, Fhesiah willed the sun to set and activated her skill, [Bloodline Transformation]. Her bones creaked, but she pushed her transformation much slower, having all the time she wanted rather than being in combat.
Still, with all the pain, she debated removing her wings on the draconic side to make the whole process easier. The pathways within still aided her with her flight and were a big reason it was so easy for her. Perhaps she would no longer need them when she created her Cultivator Core.
She may benefit from other changes at that time. She had chosen the more compact humanoid body, but Fhesiah had seen the power in some size and mass. Fhesiah would wait for the results of her racial evolution and then go from there. No doubt, she would learn a significant amount from this process of the Framework.
Her body finished shifting to her most recent point of progress. The hormones and energies in the body were completely different, now moving to a Yin aspect. Already, her line of thought was changing.
Dragons, being yang-aspected beings, were far more active. It was assertiveness, creativity, and it was action. It was… unfortunately, more masculine. At least half…well, maybe not half, some of her horniness was related to this energy being prevalent in her. 
She was at an imbalance due to not moving her yin aspect energy forward. She opened her eyes inside her spiritual temple, looking at the mosaics of her bloodline. That imbalance only continued, thanks to the dragon mosaic. Several purified dragon souls were stored here, their energies being slowly drained. There was next to nothing to improve her yin bloodline mosaic.
She took out her purchases in her cultivation room with a scowl. Three small piles of aspected Qi crystals were in front of her. She was happy she could obtain them at all, the rare crystals at their Tier. Her scowl was because, normally, two out of the three would be a terrible method to improve her power.
She bet that, once again, the gods had interfered for her to otherwise obtain them. The auction appeared just when she needed them. Then, she won with little contest; their value greatly exceeding what she paid. Just like Zeke providing her exactly what she required, it was all way too convenient.
Her fox face scrunched up in a frown. Yin aspect was passivity, intuition, and introspection, among other things. Already, she was being influenced by shifting over to the other form with different thoughts and lines of thinking entirely. 
It was also feminine. Fhesiah already desired just laying with Jake while he brushed her new fur after cleaning it in a nice bath. Well, she still thought of rewarding him with some fun afterward. 
She sighed. Fhesiah really needed to fix her imbalance. So many of her actions and personality were likely driven by being a dragon.
She reached for the moonlight-aspected Qi crystals, crushing one in her hand. The almost vapor entered the atmosphere of her cultivation chamber, and she breathed it in, cycling it into her body. She filtered it through her hearth and looked on in satisfaction as only the purest yin energy entered her mosaic, the rest wafting in and increasing the density of her spiritual temple. 
Qi was the energy of the heavens and the purest form of the energy. However, it could be changed. Heavenly energy contained all the truths of the universe, but certain environmental factors could often influence the levels of these truths, changing the aspect of the energy itself.
Near a powerful volcano, fire, or lava Qi could eventually form, having more focus on the truths of fire. It would lose truths for this to happen, usually, their opposite. It would lose truths of ice, for example. 
In the case of moonlight Qi, it was certainly a more yin aspected Qi. Thus, it would lose yang-based truths, like that of the sun.
Most would want to use these types of energies but waited until they made their cultivator’s core. That was when they made their choices in their path, making their focus much more permanent. Most never absorbed this energy until then because it would change their very foundations.
Unfortunately, she was already imbalanced. She was merely trying to correct this, but this was a small measure. She absorbed the next crystal, a darkness Qi crystal. Once again, it entered her mosaic without issues, though she believed there was less. The energy was even less-suited for her mosaic. Thankfully, the Hearth eliminated all her worries by only giving her what she needed.
She looked at the last set of crystals. These were the true reason she doubted their availability was a mere coincidence. While moonlight and darkness aspected Qi could probably form on a Tier 1 world, they were much more common among Tier 2. However, the last energy crystal was pure Yin Qi.
Such advanced or distilled Qi would only appear on Tier 3 worlds or above. Even in the demon realm she was from, her father would hesitate to obtain some for her at Tier 1, finding it too extravagant. And yet, she somehow obtained them for Tier 1 credits? What a joke.             
Still, the energy was appropriate for her Tier. She crushed it and cycled the energy inside her body once more, her vulpine smile one of satisfaction as one hundred percent of the pure yin energy entered her mosaic. Her black-purple flames became all the brighter, her bloodline stronger.
She worked on cycling as she worked toward fixing her body. She had to remove one hair follicle at a time and change one hormonal gland at a time. Shift one bone, resize another. Like an artist zooming in to remove blemishes, she changed her body one small spot at a time with her flesh-shaping skill.
Of course, her focus was still on her bones. Her [Sun and Moon] Technique was a dance, one that was incompatible with being a fox. She may end up needing a new technique in the end, anyway, but that didn’t help her right now. Thanks to the technique, she would be much stronger as a humanoid.
Thanks to obtaining [Draconic Empowerment], she would benefit much more from using her claws in melee than the Sun dance aided. Perhaps, when they reached the next Tier, she would be helped in modifying or evolving the ability to fit this. 
Fhesiah was getting faster with flesh shaping as she improved the skill, but it was time-consuming. She knew it would be weeks before she got it where she wanted it. Of course, absorbing the crystals took enough attention that it slowed down her flesh shaping. 
She simply didn’t have much time to devote to changing her body. Perhaps it would only take a week if she focused exclusively on it. But the Hart clan was always moving forward, and thus she had to, as well. Fhesiah would not allow herself to fall behind, no matter how much she looked forward to showing Jake her surprise.
The energy density in the room eventually faded, causing her to call her cultivation session quits for the day. Her tails swished behind her as she felt her bond and used her divine sense to check on everyone within the Refuge.
Jake was still busy enchanting. His efforts would continue for hours. She smiled as she watched his capable focus and working his magic. She couldn’t help but find his expression sexy as he operated his contraption, his eyes narrowing in on every fine detail as he worked hard to protect his girls with his enchantments. 
The thought of him continuing that focus and expression while she went under his desk made her wet, but she changed her thoughts quickly, knowing now was not the time. She checked on Berri and Blood, finding the two to be practicing their spells.
A rare occasion, but Berri was much more focused on learning runic magic. If Jake had just had her memorize the runes to produce spells, perhaps she’d already have accomplished several. 
However, he was a firm believer in better foundations producing better results. She would have to learn the vast number of rules and understand the process to be able to move forward in the future.
Fhesiah believed this was the right course of action. It was challenging enough to experiment, find working spells, and improve them for just plain mana and demonic runes. Needing to accomplish this for Berri but with holy light mana and for Blood with dark mana would be way too much. 
He’d never move forward on his own personal advancement if he was always doing their job for them.
He would learn from their experience and efforts, almost as if he was delegating them the task. Still, Berri was not well suited for the near mathematical precision in creating working spells. 
Because of all the variables, perhaps her luck or creativity would kick in, allowing her to treat it more like an art rather than a science. The girl certainly had plenty of those traits.
In contrast, Blood learned all the rules rapidly, perhaps even better suited for the magic than Ophelia. Still, she didn’t have the benefit of Jake learning along with her, slowing her down.
Fhesiah’s tails swished behind her as she thought. She would leave them alone for now, the girls making good progress, focused on their task. That left Ophelia.
The girl was currently practicing against a sleek, armed training golem. Powered up to the peak of their Tier, to that of a boss monster. She was forgoing using her new shield and trying to use what she learned from facing the previous Champion in combat.
Fhesiah looked over her own body. She was no longer hunched over but was still almost entirely covered in fur. Her chest was still mostly the chest of a fox, and her face, too. She did not want Jake to see her like this. But Ophelia was fine. 
Fhesiah strapped on her bracers and greaves, her chest armor not really fitting over her strange body. Her body was sturdier than the training armor anyway; she wanted the armor’s ability to deflect blows more easily.
She purchased a training nodachi: a long, single-edged, curved blade. She could fight Ophelia as a mage, but she would enjoy a more martial approach. Fhesiah had training in most weapons, cultivators spending plenty of time trying to find the weapons that resonated most with them. It had been a long time since she wielded one, but she knew at least she could outdo most in that last Battlegroup.
She sauntered through the house to meet Ophelia. Luckily, after the incident where she couldn’t speak to the Drakan, she fixed her vocal cords. Mostly. “Mind having a match with me? We both could use some practice, I think.”
Ophelia finished her parry of the humanoid golem, which had a sword, kicking it back. She paused its activities and looked over. 
She was startled. “Wha– Wow, that’s your work in progress? You wanted to fight like that?”
She smirked. “No, I dressed up and purchased a training weapon to meet Jake in the bedroom. Wait, that’s what you would do, isn’t it? No wonder you’re confused.”
Ophelia blushed, but then she looked excited as she realized Fhesiah really wanted a fight.
Fhesiah took out her [Torch of Hestia], floating it near. 
“I could fight you as a mage, but figured we both wouldn’t gain a lot out of that. You wanted to practice your new methodology, and I wanted to get my blood flowing. I also wanted to thank you.”
She frowned. “Thank me?”
“It’s thanks to you that Jake is well protected, and I can focus on my own path. Without you, Jake and I wouldn’t have as much freedom.”
“Freedom? How did I give Jake that?”
“By pushing him, both with his melee training and his spell training.”
Ophelia cocked her head. “Spell training? I never pushed him with that.”
Fhesiah’s smile grew wide. “Oh, but you did. Jake was much more motivated to learn Nordic runes, to learn them along with you. He was interested, but probably would have taken the easy way out with me teaching him spell forms when it became a challenge to accomplish anything. That he had to get better for you was what drove him. Us girls drive him to do just about everything he does. It’s thanks to that he found his own path: this one.”
Ophelia looked a little proud, but she got into her fighting stance. “I’m happy you’re with us too, sister. But we better get fighting soon, or Jake will finish what he’s up to. I wouldn’t want to cut it off short because we were gushing over each other all day.”
Fhesiah hummed. “I told you I wouldn’t mind gushing–”
Ophelia blurred toward Fhesiah with her spear thrust forward, and Fhesiah’s tails flicked several foxfires into the air above her as she drew her long blade. She met Ophelia’s spear at the end of her draw, stopping her momentum.
Ophelia narrowed her eyes on Fhesiah’s blade but otherwise said nothing as her feet touched the ground. She maneuvered left and right quickly, Fhesiah raising her blade in an overhead stance. Fhesiah stirred the flames of her bloodline, her body filling with ethereal light. Her foxfires floated around her as she prepared her illusion. 
Ophelia’s spear thrust quickly at her chest, her body just out of range of Fhesiah’s blade. Fhesiah swung down to meet it, as the speedy girl would not be outmaneuvered so easily. But it was a feint, Ophelia pulling her spearhead back as she advanced. Fhesiah’s blade met nothing but air, and Ophelia stabbed out again.
The training spear poked Fhesiah in the chest, dispelling her illusion. Ophelia’s eyes widened as the foxfire next to her became Fhesiah with her blade up high, coming down like a guillotine. Ophelia’s wing hardened with holy light and came to block, and she shifted her body, but Fhesiah was too quick, enhanced with Qi as she was.
Fhesiah’s blade rested near Ophelia’s neck. “Looks like the first win goes to me. But you didn’t have any idea what I could do, huh? Not very fair when I know everything you can do.”
Ophelia’s eyes hardened. “No, but our enemies don’t play fair. I’ll have to learn how to deal with this, and anything else we’re not familiar with.”
Fhesiah smiled. “Spending some hide and seek time with Ira is highly recommended. There is much to learn from being around such a special creature. I can help you with how to deal with illusions. Unfortunately, I don’t have a good way to practice against a mentalist. We’ll just have to hope our purifying flames and high attributes rebuffs any of them. For everything else, your runic magic should find a decent counter.”
Ophelia nodded, and they went back to their sparring. Fhesiah varied her illusions, from minor shifts of her body’s location to attacking Ophelia from three spots at once. She even started trying to strike her with her foxfires and added her torch into the mix, sending flames at her to disrupt her flow.
But Ophelia used minimized movements, both dodging and twisting with attacks. Her spear and body spun, quickly swiping illusions away and kicking out at Fhesiah. Fhesiah pushed her to expand her senses, and Ophelia pushed Fhesiah to use her blade and illusions effectively.
The girls were filled with sweat, their bodies exhausted. The Refuge’s Hearth kept their magical resources high, but eventually, their minds would feel out of touch with their bodies. 
Ophelia said, “You’re better with that blade than I could have expected. Why don’t you use it all the time?” 
Fhesiah shook her head. “I may keep a blade to draw, but my Technique focuses on keeping enemies at a distance, while I aid allies with illusions and attack from afar. If they pass through my illusions and cursed flames, I think too much will have gone wrong at that point that a sword could make much difference. Let’s take a bath? We can have Bloodberri join us, just us girls. I’ll do your hair up again, just like old times.”
Ophelia chuckled. “Old times? It’s only been a few months. Still, we’ve gotten so busy lately, it feels like forever now. I guess Jake will be busy for a while yet?”
Fhesiah nodded. “Let’s hurry up, and we can make him dinner before he’s done.”
They all met up, and they took a bath. They all talked about what they were working on. Ophelia was close to finishing their pieces of equipment. Jake had already enchanted several of them, but their full sets still needed to be completed.
They entered the bath, Bloodberri joining them. 
Berri said, “Oh, that’s your foxy form? That’s like a cat dog. Full dogs are cuter.”
Fhesiah just ignored the childish jab. She knew that despite being almost mean, she believed her statement was true. Being mad at that would be like being upset that water was wet.
They all entered the tub, the water was nice and hot: just like they all liked it. They worked on getting each other cleaned and working through their hair. When it was Fhesiah’s turn, she used her [Bloodline Transformation]. She switched back into a dragon-touched demoness in the tub. 
Ophelia asked, “Why’d you switch? I guess it’d have been a lot of work for your fur…”
Fhesiah smiled at Ophelia. “I wanted Jake to be the first one to brush me. I wanted everything about me to be a virgin once more.”
Ophelia snorted. “You’re too much. I guess if you enjoy it, no matter the mental gymnastics it requires, Jake will too…”
Fhesiah smirked. “Surely you see the appeal? What was that one book you had called, Being Trained by the Stern Knight Captain? I suppose it might have been referring to the girl becoming a knight, but–”
Ophelia was flustered, “T-That, stay out of my room! A-And, who’s training who, here?”
“But dear sister, I did not enter your room. And, that’s an interesting topic. I think we are all training each other, in a way.”
Blood hummed, then added with a smile, “I’ll have to keep that in mind. That sounds like fun.” 
Fhesiah shivered. She couldn’t wait for her to join Jake and her for fun in the bedroom. Soon…
Berri said, “Let’s go make something to eat! I’ll make Jake some of those cookies. Blood found a recipe for me to make!”
They all dried themselves off, an easy application of the clean spellform, and got dressed. 
Ophelia said, “I’ll grill some of that beast boar. There’s some of that giant lizard left, but after fighting the lizard people, I don’t think I’m up for that for a bit.”
Berri looked at Ophelia like she was stupid. “Why not? Lizard people taste good too.”
Ophelia groaned. “We talked about this. We don’t eat things that talk.”
Blood scoffed. “Boars talk. They don’t use words, but I can feel what they are trying to say. They often say the same things as the lizard people. ‘Please, don’t eat me! I have children to feed.’ Doesn’t make them any less delicious. You’re weird, bird girl.”
Ophelia’s face morphed into a grimace, frowning and looking for a rebuttal. Her worldview was flipped upside-down. Was it really not different? She didn’t even notice she was called a bird girl.
Fhesiah smiled at Ophelia’s cute expression. She told Bloodberri, “Still, it’s different enough for those who aren’t beasts. Do your best to at least pretend it is, around Jake. And Ophelia, or you might shatter her worldview.” 
Ophelia moved to the grill and started up the grill to cook the boar like her body was on autopilot.
Blood shrugged. “It looks like the stomach is winning out, and she’ll be fine once she smells that boar cooking. Maybe she should have just went for that lizard, might have helped her get over it quicker. When the alternative is a lot of salads…” She let that thought hang in the air.
Ophelia froze but then took on a determined almost angry expression. She plopped on the boar meat on the hot grill, then took out the lizard flanks and placed it next to the boar. 
She glared at Fhesiah and Blood as the flesh seared, and the smell of the two meats entered their noses. Ophelia added a third meat, some kind of cow.
Fhesiah said, “I knew she’d move past it.”
Berri said, “Birds are weird. Yummy, too.”
They all got to cooking, the girls finishing up just as Jake finished up his recent project.
Jake arrived, learning that there was food to be had. They had the table set and ready, Fhesiah and Berri adding their cooked sides, dessert, and cookies to the table. 
He said, “Wow, thanks girls. This looks great.” He looked over everything. “Grilled boar, cow, and lizard? Quite the variety, Ophelia. What brought this on?”
Ophelia blushed but clearly didn’t want to relive the conversation as her eyes searched for a distraction. 
Fhesiah decided to help her out, “Trauma, mostly.”
Berri said, “I made the cookies!”
Jake was confused, but he chuckled. “Thanks, Berri. Either way, this all looks great. Let’s eat!”
They dug in, and they enjoyed their meal. They had their fun, and Fhesiah saw it as yet another good day. Productive, yet fun.         




Epilogue - Clan Hart Forever


Jake was flipping some burgers on the grill, a beautiful day, as always, in their Refuge. The Hart Clan were all playing, enjoying what was probably their last bit of respite before arriving at Highlands.  
They knew that they would probably work themselves off to the bone once there, so they were taking their last chance to enjoy themselves.
Some music blared over the speakers in the sand, Jake having added an even larger beach area to the pool. Berri was playing in it, constructing castles in the sand– out of herself. Ophelia helped dump water onto her snake body and harden and dry the sand somewhat with some light fire magic.
Fhesiah floated on the water, lounging on a large inflatable ring. She wore a red bikini and shades while drinking her Mai Tai cocktail.
Berri was back in her pink swimsuit, the part of her that wasn’t underneath the sand. Her tail tunneled under it, creating one at the same time. Blood used her telekinesis spell-form to float buckets around, molding many into making a larger castle and adding water.
She said, “Building stuff is fun! We should build a castle on Highlands.”
Ophelia shrugged. “Maybe? I think they’re tribal, so who knows what they have. Jake and I are mostly ready to build a wall, but it’s time-consuming. I’m not so sure how much effort we’ll be able to expend on it, and a castle is a tall order. ”
Jake flipped a burger and removed some finished ones from the grill. He added some veggies and mushrooms, as well as some steaks. He had some seafood on an adjacent grill, some crab, and lobster.
Blood said, “We may need to teach the natives to build walls themselves. Increasing our defenses will make our people safe and more effective while we are away.”
Berri formed a castle using a massive castle mold. She smiled at the large castle she made, the massive structure larger than a kid’s playhouse. 
“I bet kids would like this! I hope they have beaches there!”
Fhesiah said from over on the water, “If you like it, a kid definitely would. It will be a lot of fun for your children, as you will never tire of playing with them. You might be the first mother where your child asks for some alone time before they turn five.”
Blood says, “Hmph. I will make sure our children aren’t merely coddled and receive nothing but play. They shall learn the value of bettering themselves and becoming strong.”
Berri said, “Like their daddy and all their moms!”
Berri took her tail out of the finished tunnel, nearly ten meters long, creating an odd moat around her newly created castle. They added several castle constructions with buckets all around the large tunnel. 
Jake was surprised by the massive construction, a large castle in the center, with castle cities surrounding it. All were connected with a tunnel made by Bloodberri’s body.
Berri said to Ophelia, “Let’s play something else now. What do you want to do, Ophelia?”
“Maybe some beach ball?”
“Okay!”
Ophelia retrieved a massive beach ball from a storage bracelet, about the size of an SUV. They began playing, the girls laughing at the enormous ball bouncing around. They bounced it over to Fhesiah, who reflected it with her Qi.
The girls played for a while, then moved on to the next activity– Berri acting as a speedboat. 
Ophelia rode on a wakeboard as Bloodberri pulled her through the water with a harness she held onto. Jake watched as Ophelia laughed, zigzagging through the water. Bloodberri dragged her underwater, surprising her, before breaching and rocketing into the air.
They did this for a while and returned near Jake. 
Ophelia said, “This is fun. You should join us!” 
Fhesiah said, “I’ll watch over the grill for a while, husband. You have fun for a bit.”
He took his own turn for a while, riding Berri directly with Ophelia being pulled, with Fhesiah watching over the grill. As always, he had a blast riding his woman.
They ate their meal together, surrounding a large picnic table on their artificial beach, changing the lighting of the room to sunset. The Harts all spent time talking about Highlands and discussing their training.
They had made several breakthroughs, becoming even stronger than before. Jake wasn’t sure who was the strongest between the four of them, but he thought it wasn’t him.
Fhesiah snorted. “That’s wrong, husband. You’re definitely the strongest, among us. Maybe not in a one versus one, but in many ways that matter. I do think things are getting close, with how our Hearth Bonds are improving you in turn.”
Berri said, “Yeah! And that new Aura makes me feel great! Like you’re always protecting me. The booms are cool too.”
Ophelia nodded. “And making us all stronger. I just need to hit with my weapon, and I can have expectation that they will be struck by magical flames. Divine Reinforcement makes us better, even at learning and bettering ourselves.”
Blood said, “I can even feel it as I am learning telekinesis. I know I shall master it soon, and it’s all thanks to Milord’s help. We are truly more powerful together.” 
Jake could feel over their bonds the respect and admiration they all had for him, and he returned it in kind. All his girls were amazing, and he was happy to be together with them. 
He knew he was a lucky man, and he’d do anything to keep his girls safe and make them happy; just as they made him.
The girls all joined him in a hug; Jake was enveloped with three beautiful, capable girls.
They all looked over the beach in their Refuge. Jake willed the sun to finish setting, bringing out a bright full moon. They then brought out some fireworks. 
Each of the girls had some sparklers now, along with Jake.
Berri held hers, gazing between them and the beach sands. “Wow, so pretty! This beach was so much fun.”
Jake said, “Our Refuge sure is great. Still, I’m looking forward to having a place we belong, a community.”
Fhesiah responded, “Looking for a purpose, an identity, husband? Our Refuge is a great place to call home, but it is like an island. People aren’t meant to live alone, they seek connections. I’m hoping you will meet many friends when we arrive, too.”
Ophelia sighed at Fhesiah’s one-track mind, and Jake could feel her worry over their bond. “The people of Highlands really need our help. I hope that we can convince them to let us help them, but also help themselves.”
Blood chuckled darkly. “If they won’t help themselves, and they won’t listen to Lord Jake, isn’t that their own fault? There is no use fretting about it, Ophelia.”
Ophelia shook her head. “That’d be true for the Chieftains, or tribal elders, perhaps. But what about the children? The elderly, who can’t fight? They’ll be eaten by Tartarus and suffer just the same, if we can’t get through to them.”
Berri was filled with worry at the mention of suffering children, but Jake was the one who spoke, “We’ll think of something to tip the scales and get them on our side. It’ll be an uphill struggle without them, but we’ll do everything we can to win. If they refuse to work with us, and we must take on the burden alone, we’ll save who we can and leave.”
Fhesiah said, “It’s not our responsibility to save people who won’t help themselves. I know Jake will work hard to convince them. You’ll also enjoy beating them up if we fail to get their aid, battle angel. We all know you secretly wish to beat them all up and make them join our guild.”
Ophelia blushed, and Jake couldn’t help but chuckle at his zealous Valkyrie. He knew she would be fighting hard and looking for glory and fights all over Highlands. Jake could feel her excitement, both for finding victory and joining a community. 
She wanted to be looked up to like her mother was, to fight and be the one depended on.
A home was something taken from all of Jake’s new family. He wasn’t sure what kind of home Bloodberri could have had if they had dark skin in the Conclave, but it was taken from them by the action of their mere birth. 
Jake lost his parents at a young age, and he only got to experience the bare semblance of family and security since. Ophelia also lost her mother young, and her family shattered into pieces. 
Only Fhesiah got to enjoy her family for a time, though it appeared cultivators had one vastly different from what a human society might experience. Still, it was destroyed by evil just the same.
“What’s this one do? It’s not doing anything.” Berri had a lit Roman candle in her hand, waving it around.
It fired its little ball of flame with a woosh sound. “Oh! Well, that was small.” It fired again. “Ooh, it shoots more than one.” She got a devilish look on her face. “Take this!”
Berri pointed the Roman candle at Ophelia. “Wha–” It shot at her, but she blurred out of the way with her Technique.
Berri chased after the speeding angel, her partner in crime, Blood, helping her light up more. Before Jake knew it, several were lit up and floating along with her, and she alternated her shots at the agile Valkyrie. But Ophelia lit up her own and began returning fire. 
The snake girl bobbed and weaved as they shot the little balls of fire at one another.
And thus started the first Hart family Roman candle fight, which would be a terrible idea for Earth humans.
Everyone joined in, firing the little balls of flame that couldn’t compare to anything they themselves could produce at each other. The few that landed bounced off their supernatural skin ineffectually, leaving little more than a small stinging feeling for a few seconds. 
Teams quickly formed, and they fought around the sand castles against each other. Even Ira joined in on the fun, redirecting the tiny projectiles. Ira turned a few near misses into hits or protected the less agile Jake. 
Berri tried to up the ante with full-sized fireworks, but Jake shut that down. Instead, they played, attacking the sand castles with larger bottle rockets and similar. They took turns sieging the castles with the pyrotechnic weaponry, and fun was had by all.
They had their own fireworks show, and the girls and Jake laid out at the beach, enjoying some of the food they had cooked earlier.
Berri sighed in satisfaction. She looked at Jake with wide upturned eyes, giving her best puppy-snake eyes. “This was so much fun. Can we do it again tomorrow?”
Jake chuckled. “As cute as you are, don’t pretend you don’t know the answer to that question. We have to work hard on our training and preparations, both for us and for the people of Highlands.”
She shrugged. “Blood said it was worth a shot. So, we just have to smash a buncha bad guys, and we can have more days like this? I’ll do it, but first, I need a bigger club!”
Ophelia said, “Your new weapon is almost done! We’ll make some new friends and send Tartarus packing. We’ll save our new home and join a larger community.”
Fhesiah nodded. “Yes, we’ll find some excellent new friends, I’m sure of it. There should be many exceptional warrior women that should fit right in with Clan Hart.”
Jake chuckled but added a little more seriously, “You girls are all so amazing. I am so happy that I can face these challenges together with you, and that we all drive each other to be better. I love you all, and I know that no matter what we face, we’ll come out victorious since nothing can keep us apart. That we fight as one, our hearths burning together till the end of time, fills me with confidence. We’re going to beat Tartarus out Highlands. We’re going to do it as a family, and make it our new home.”
Berri said, “Yeah! We’ll play lots of baseball, and go on tons of adventures. We’ll win this world back, then have all sorts of fun. Clan Hart forever!” 
The Hart family talked late into the night about their plans, dreams, and the people of Highlands. How millions of lives hung in the balance, and that if they failed, most of those would die. But if they succeeded, they would gain powerful allies that would stand at their side as they fought against the evil enemy. 
They would earn power for themselves and their goddess, along with the glory and safety that went along with it.
They would have to enter with a bang, and Jake would need to position himself as a sort of savior of the world. Jake would then become the de facto leader and owner of the entire world if they were successful, at least regarding those that were a part of the Framework, anyway. 
He didn’t want to let his goddess or his women down, let alone millions of people. It was an enormous weight on his shoulders, so he would just have to become strong enough to carry a mountain. 
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