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Our Story So Far



This section is for readers that have waited months between volumes and need a light refresher on the characters and happenings within the story. It will only have the most recent book happenings and a few other details. If you want to read the happenings of the first four and five books, please check Book 5 and 6’s Our Story So Far section. I have moved the character reminders/bios near the end of the story.

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

At the end of Book 5, Highlands had just been rescued, and Jake and his wives all entered the Second Tier through Hestia’s Hearthforging–with the exception of Fhesiah. They were crowned king and queens in a large wedding and coronation ceremony, and the girls had all become pregnant during their wedding night, except for Fhesiah since she was heading on a trip.

Hestia had insisted they take a break from Conquest–a time of approximately five years, with the goal to build up their kingdom and allies, rather than shouldering all the challenges alone.

As well as having children, like all followers of Hestia, Brigid, and Echidna should. By taking a break from the war, they could, for once, recharge their batteries and find fulfillment outside of combat.

But first, Fhesiah had to enter the Celestial Nexus Battleground, with the goal of creating a challenging core and ascending, as well as carrying out Bastet’s Task. And before that, she used a special Source Energy-infused treasure–a painting of a kitsune facing off against a giant plant.

Fhesiah earned a special, consuming flame that fit the Yin nature of her kitsune flames. But also, Jake resonated with a nurturing stillness dao–a void of family. She left triumphantly, happy at his success.

Meanwhile, The Hart Family left to aid the people of Ankhmar, one of Jake’s new worlds he earned, in resolving an issue with the Sandreavers–a race of giant, undead scarab people that were still harming people after the world’s integration.

In addition, the younger warriors of Hearthtribe headed over to join the Conquest of Ariminum. They fought a few PvP battles with the Swiftblade Syndicate guild, winning. They then convinced the Sons of Rome to join their alliance.

Arriving in the Celestial Nexus Battleground, Fhesiah found she was unable to communicate with Jake–and they later learned the reason was due to a significant time dilation within it. The Battleground was massive and meant to take over an entire year within, with months upon months of travel while only a month or two would occur outside of it.

It had special shrines that must be unlocked by the cultivators, while warriors of the Framework handled the enemy spawns.

There was also a threat of unorthodox cultivators on the enemy team working toward the same goal: the Celestial Nexus, floating above them. By unlocking the seals of the shrines, the turbulent airs above them would be reduced, enabling them to climb closer to earn a perfected ascension based on the seals removed and treasures uncovered.

Not only that, but each seal contained immense amounts of treasure and rewards. Within one, she found some excellent Yang Fire Blossoms and their seeds and traded them for a Mystic Lamp. Later, using the Mystic Lamp, she captured numerous tiny fire spirits in the shape of little women.

Fhesiah worked together with the cultivators, where she set herself apart rapidly with her immense talent of the dao and of formations, showing a competence that won over many staunch allies.

Despite being against the Framework, the cultivators eventually listened to her and considered joining. She helped Elder Wang, an old alchemist that would normally have zero chance of succeeding, ascend to the Second Tier by forming his core. That won many of the Radiant Flame Sect over to join the Framework before also ascending.

With her new loyal allies, they fought across the battleground as they earned special resources, and eventually, they ran into the cultists – the Blood Beast Sect. With tainted blood from a higher-tier being, they would infect other cultivators and add to their number or use them as sacrifices.

To find their base and understand the enemy, Fhesiah allowed herself to be captured and infected. She protected herself with her Hearth, and using her alchemical skills, she created a cure.

Breaking out all the tainted people with the help of the Radiant Flame Sect, she rescued hundreds of cultivators and added to her number of allies, including Xara, the Matriarch of the Blizzardblade Clan and her members.

While she was captive for weeks, she also used the heretical urns to raise a special creature–a female blood badgerdillo she eventually named Ruby.

They fought upwards, reaching special temples with even more valuable treasures and rewards contained within. Just as Jake managed to find a solution to their time dilation issue by establishing a temporal chamber where he could finally meet up with her, Fhesiah got sucked into a strange inheritance, where time was dilated even further.

Where a Nascent Soul alchemist tried to trick her in the hopes of turning her into a pill. Thankfully, the yin flame alchemist had tried to teach her to lure her into a false sense of security first, and she learned plenty from his tutelage. She managed to break out, and trap the yin flame alchemist inside her special pill cauldron, much to her satisfaction.

However, she was trapped within the inheritance for years–years without Jake’s touch. It made her absolutely furious.

Which was why when she got sucked into another inheritance, this one of a formations master trying the same sort of nonsense as the alchemist guy, she was even more pissed. She plotted her escape and once again managed to break free–after all, he couldn’t predict that she was also a dragon. Who would?

She traps him inside her pill cauldron, drawing out a special formation to seal both entities inside–and fuel the formation with their damaged spirits. Inside, she placed one of the special fire spirits that had taken in her unique flames, sealing their fate and using them to fuel hers.

Finally escaped, she met with Jake in the temporal booty-call chamber, easing her frustrations and helping her find her path.

Fighting higher toward the nexus, she met up with more allies, including a race of giant, intelligent, sapient cats called the Celestial Nekomatas. They defeated a cultivator steel dragon, with Fhesiah surpassing herself and nearly mastering her technique, where she mixed the two bloodline flames and produced something more, the golden flame, without exploding.

She defeated a special vampire in the final challenge and ascended with her perfected core. In addition, Aria, the Celestial Nekomata wanted to seal her alliance with a servant and was to send a catgirl maid.

Jake had finished rescuing Ankhmar from what turned out to be an evil necromancer with a small amount of divinity in it, and Fhesiah showed off her new hearthian self. Finally, Jake’s first children were born just before they headed to Earth. Rena and Nyxa from Bloodberri–twins. Then Nora and Clara were Tanda and Ophelia’s children, respectively.

They then met with their mentors for their first training, something that would happen semi-frequently during their imposed vacation or break from Conquest.

Guan Yu had a gift for Tanda and Ophelia: an Asura and Diva Seal, that would grant Ophelia an Asura Body, tuning her towards death and helping her find harmony with Jake’s Voidborne Soul Harmonization Technique. However, the Framework would not allow them to grant power freely. She had to undergo a Trial.

Showing that she had the resolve and determination to fight against the seal, she proved her undying loyalty to Jake in her Trial, and proved she was a perfect inheritor for the seal by sacrificing herself for him. Tanda did the same for the life portion of the seal, showing she could resist the temptation of paradise. She understood struggle and conflict made someone strong, and to avoid it meant she would become weak.

Each received a special tattoo that was a part of the seal, allowing them to find balance in body tempering during Jake’s Voidborne Soul Harmonization. Ophelia could temper her death body, and Tanda had her body of life.

Bloodberri was also given the chance to win a special monster corpse if they reached the second skill level with their melee technique, which they did.

After that, Jake and his party arrived at Earth, and the readers watched what occurred through Alex’s eyes–a normal guy on Earth. He had been playing The Infinite Labyrinth VR, which seemed to be preparing humanity for the last year for the Framework’s descent. Special artificial dungeons would form across the Earth to help deal with the infusion of mana as a result of their succeeding the Framework’s initial Trial.

Earth was special in that it had an ancient history of various Origins fighting before magic was sealed. The people who became Adventurers by joining the Framework would receive benefits and the ability to unlock special bloodline treasures in these dungeons, giving them advantages not normal for most newly integrated worlds.

Jake and his party went around Earth helping with the integration, from fighting gangs to healing people in hospitals, as well as being advocates of the Adventurer lifestyle. They gave speeches and met with many people, and Berri spent time on social media, building a following as she gave out information and tried to recruit more allies.

Nessa had won Shadow Haven, a Tier 1 world to add onto her other, and gained numerous allies on The Mystic Expanse and Aetheris in the process. Her plans were coming to fruition, and she was looking forward to meeting Clan Hart in the coming years.

The shadows moved, Baron Cassius being told to focus on the Second Tier by their proxy. They would begin to sabotage several worlds, making it easy for them to sandbag them and bring them to destruction, a scorched earth tactic that would prevent Clan Hart from finding victory, and possibly ruin their positive reputation.

But the Hart family continued to grow. Fhesiah gave birth to her first daughter–Aiko, a kitsune beast daughter, and Bloodberri’s third child was born–Blaze, a larger echidna.

In their enjoyment of playing back in the Refuge, however, they suddenly decided to summon Bree–and learned that she was desperate to be called. Using Fusion Summon and the special seed they received from Cernunnos while facing the enemy Champion, they created her a brand-new body, that fit the dinodog. They would learn more later, but it seemed where he branded her was a much more significant moment than he could have imagined.

Whatever the case was with her, their family had grown once again.

The story continued in Book 7, Alliances.

The vacation continued, time passing by until it had been 16 months since Highlands was rescued, and his children were now a year old. They aged rapidly and were already like seven-year-olds, despite only one year passing. Many new children were born, their total in progress or reaching twenty-one (there will be a full count later).

The reader then witnessed the moments leading up to Bree’s summon, reminiscing on how Jake had called her and helped her create her body. How her sisters loved and cared about her but wanted to make sure she didn’t bond with someone that couldn’t even match her lifespan and reach the peak.

And then how she told Clan Hart her tale. About how she and her sisters drove Jake’s summons, or template usage. Joining the fights and enjoying themselves, fighting with him in his pack. It was an amount of enjoyment that really broke up the boredom they felt. How she felt that something was missing, and fighting as Bree the Heroic Boar in their pack filled that hole in her heart.

Then when Jake branded her, it had moved her even further. She had been defeated by a worthy male and, in her mind, had found her mate. Her sisters just hadn’t agreed, and they fought so badly that Echidna herself had gotten involved and helped her separate her spirit from her sisters. Jake summoned her and helped her create her vessel, and that was how she came to be in their party. He had beaten up a beastkin and taken her home, despite never trying to.

She told them about their impending duel, about how Jake must defeat Ainora and Isolyn with Bree to prove to them his strength before she can hearthbond Bree. And if he wins, he won’t just get the right to–Ainora and Isolyn will effectively join as allies, whether joining Hearthtribe or otherwise providing assistance.

Jake then met up with Valtor and heard the progress on their conquest in the First Tier. They were forced to retreat from a few, but they were on track to winning several new worlds. Not only that, but they would merge Ankhmar into Highlands, something their people were okay with doing. This deathly world merge would help offset some of the energy imbalance caused by the World Tree.

Hearthtribe moved their focus into the dungeon, ready to explore and to earn themselves potential improving items and level up.

Baroness Nessa Tyrsdottir, the ex-cleric of Tyr called them, asking them for help. There were betrayers on The Mystic Expanse, and she was having difficulty getting rid of them with her people busy during their Conquests.

Jake and his family went to go help, and Fhesiah had…volunteered to join Nessa’s group as they raided the cultist’s strongholds at three locations. The dragoness went on a trip with her and defeated the cultists, showing her prowess.

It turned out that both Ruby and Sati had the means to detect the corrupt cultists, and Fhesiah had the idea to leave the two with Nessa to help her and also give them some more life experience. They had a party where Nessa met Jake, and she realized he was acceptable to her Divine Trait, which had been giving her a problem with finding a potential suitor.

It was love at first sight for Nessa. Jake was already showing something special in terms of his essence, his Hearthian Presence showing what a loving father, husband, and leader he was.

Fhesiah helped Nessa with a tournament, and Clan Hart had gone home.

Not long after, the girls got pregnant once again, one girl wanting another child suddenly causing all the others to have more. Fhesiah wanted a boy to join Aiko, since she was the only bestial one.

And the Clan Hart Vacation finally neared its end. It was nearly time for them to return to Conquest, and so they set themselves up to cut their teeth in the dungeon with a special event uncovered by those delving deep within. A total of 4.5 years had passed since they saved Highlands, and now Jake was level 35, earning an ability called Fusion Ascension–the evolution or upgrade of Fusion Summon.

He and Ophelia could merge and become one, an entity they decided to call Jakelia. Fusion Ascension was truly a challenging ability that required a ridiculous amount of synchronization; the two only barely achieved it after harmonizing for all of these years.

Bree showed off her new body she crafted, as she was now able to transform between the giant dinosaur and a compressed but still very large, muscular yet thick in all the right places, Amazonian dinodog woman.

As a formal ending to their vacation, the family said goodbye to the kids. It was a signaling of the change in their lives, where most of their parents wouldn’t always be around. There was a total of 31 children now, with 18 echidna, 2 beastkin, 2 athenian, 2 kitsune, and 7 treants. Three boys: Taiki the kitsune, Timothy the ravenwolf, and an unnamed treant son.

They entered the dungeon to meet up with Hearthtribe at their deepest and most developed outpost, on floor 22J.

A horde of monsters was attacking it when they arrived, but they overcame the enemies with ease and then headed into the event. They faced the Bloodwrought, a race of beastkin-like people that had drunk from a tainted well of a dead god, causing their bodies to mutate in a frenzy. The first challenge had them facing a mirror match of an enemy army, with powerful abominations that they had to overcome their healing and mutations.

Once they won and got outside, it was pandemonium. Tartarus had used the trees like dominos to attack the outpost, and the defenders were just barely hanging on. Worse than that, an event began the moment they got out, a form of Battleground where points needed to be held to earn points.

Busy with a huge army assaulting the outpost, the enemy team got ahead, led by an enemy Champion. Then, another Champion was sneaking underground, trying to bypass their Outpost’s walls.

They defeated the enemy’s plots, only barely, and when they won, they got two Divine Sparks and claimed a Tier 2 World called Torrentia from the dungeon’s grasp, which they infused the Energy Rating into Highlands.

They spent another month or so in the dungeon, exploring, crafting, and training, and maximizing their skills. And then Nessa finished her World Trial for Aetheris, and she asked Jake to formally join their holdings in an arranged marriage and join their celebration party.

Jake accepted, knowing that his wives were totally on board, and they headed to Aetheris, a unique world shaped like a spiral…pasta, each spiral or loop having a special element, and with a purple haze running through the center, called Aether. It was a special type of Qi which contained multiple elements within.

First, they met up with Sati and Ruby for the first time in several years. Sati looked even more like a human woman, and so did Ruby. She no longer looked like some kind of badger centaur and had taken on the looks of the vampire lord that Fhesiah faced–just a female, beastkin version of him. White hair with red tips and badger ears on top of her head, and a matching tail to go along with red cultivator robes.

The family met Old Man Xuan, Nessa’s 3rd Tier benefactor that had exceeded the Tier in thanks to the Aether, and did not participate in the World Trial. The man welcomed their family and gave them access to special events and resources, and they joined a meeting with the clan elders and sect leaders.

It turned out that Aetheris and the Mystic Expanse were exceptionally compatible and were moving to be combined. Nessa formed a number of political marriages to bridge the two worlds, able to see who was compatible, and appeared to do very well with some matchmaking thanks to her Gaze.

Jake marched up the steps of a special challenge, where people would find insights, and his wives experienced something similar. At the top, his void of family, his nurturing stillness, was not enough. Pressured by the weight of the world and infused with Aether and Source Energy, he thought about the sacrifices he had made for family.

And how, while he gave up a lot, his bonds had eventually given him something back; become a part of him, empowering him right back, and making him more than what he had ever given up. With his epiphany, the weight of his bonds was now a part of his void, and it pressed against the challenge and allowed him to enter the final chamber.

He gained a special black stone that emanated gravity, which he intended to give to Blood.

The family watched the tournament, and some even participated and had fun for a time, until Jake had planned a special event–where Nessa and Jake would face a challenge together. The two took on Old Man Xuan’s unbreakable stone, igniting the girl’s passion and fulfilling a piece of her dream to fight by her lover’s side and for Jake to earn her hand from the Divine Tyr.

After that, the Divine Tyr showed up, Nessa happy to see her father–and mother. She now was capable of creating a projection, allowing her to leave her lake and visit her daughter.

The two got married in a special lakeside ceremony after going through another trial of sorts–the water of reflection and the bridge of certainty. Nessa opened up her heart about her failures, and Jake accepted them. They walked through the bridge together, learning about their inner demons and failures in their lives. But they both understood that their lover had changed, that those parts of their past were merely a part of them and a reason to love the other person more. They finished their walk and exchanged their vows in front of their family and friends.

And had a honeymoon in a special lake chamber before forming their Hearth Bond.

The ceremony and honeymoon complete, the two’s holdings became one. Then they made their plans to join Conquest, with their PvP enemies taken into consideration. They set their sights on landing personally on The Burning Steps, where Avaron and Cassius had been spotted.

They would send their elites to Bramvalen, a world that was falling. Their reptilian brethren to Serthune - a Waifu World as Fhesiah lovingly called it, full of underground reptile men and women mixed with stone and gems. They sent their Emberborn and Rookard’s Wolves to Morvalis, a deathly world with undead and betrayers. There was also a new world called Haldrith they were merely scouting, and The Great Maw, a beast world, they would send their weaker members and subguilds to cut their teeth and level up.

They then went on a group date on a Ferris Wheel in their Refuge, where several of Jake’s worlds were viewed, and Jake got to know his four new prospective wives better. Yona, Bree, Ruby, and Sati all made it clear that they wanted to join the family and become his mate or wife.

He made sure to spend time getting to know each better and set in his mind that he would pursue them romantically, formally accepting them all. But he would do it at his own pace, and when the moment was right, instead of running through some kind of checklist. Each of the girls was satisfied with this and patient for his touch–though Bree wanted to get rid of the tension between them, as she was not used to all these…feelings.

The reader then witnessed a piece of Avaron, Cassius, and Calix’s plan, involving a tainted moon and how they planned on sandbagging and destroying Hearthtribe’s chance at success at multiple worlds, and even framing them for the blame. Their goal is to help their patron claim the sector, and to achieve that, they wanted Hearthtribe out of the picture.

This is where Book 8 now begins. Enjoy!


Prologue



“How long do you think you can live without a heart, husband?”

“Er–I uh…” Jake looked at the implements on the table as he thought about it. It wasn’t like him to become frazzled like this anymore, but Fhesiah had somehow managed it with that opener to the conversation. “I don’t think I want to find out.”

Fhesiah had called him into her alchemy room, and so he had teleported into the room near her. She was in her draconic form, wearing her red and gold cultivator robes like usual. Her golden, draconic eyes and long, straight black hair done up with elegant golden pins to match her bronze horns were striking. Her purple and red yin and yang flame sat in her bountiful chest just where a pendant might sit, with a golden candle flame flickering in the center.

She was floating over what looked a lot like an operating table, with various scalpels, clips and clamps, a bone saw, and other surgical implements scattered on top of it.

With all the different alchemical processes going on in the room, it certainly looked a lot like a mad scientist’s lair. Cauldrons around the outskirts of the room bubbled, and pill furnaces let out herbal smoke as their flames underneath them flickered. There was a formation running around the floor and walls of the room filled with Qi that flowed to the center where her special cultivation mat lay.

Fhesiah spent a lot of time in this room, and she would often consume pills and cultivate in this very same area as she worked and researched. It had several adjacent rooms; doors that led to where she could go to be more private or control the environment more and gather Qi or to sequester off various processes and tasks.

The room had evolved over the last few years. Herbal smoke and fumes were drawn up into a special exhaust, not influencing other processes within the room. Even Tanda’s nose wouldn’t have trouble in here any longer, the special energies and airflow properly sent where they belonged.

It had been nearly a week since their travel began toward The Burning Steps, with over three weeks remaining until they arrived to begin their serious Conquest and PvP efforts. Their armies were scheduled to arrive on all the worlds only a few days or weeks after Clan Hart landed, staggering their arrivals based on distance and time, and entry queues for each individual world.

Jake was standing on the other side of the lab table looking at the tools, frowning.

She grinned, her pouty lips curling up to one side. “Oh, but I think you do want to find out. You see, I think if we gave you, Bloodberri, and Ophelia an Auril or Nethril Heart, it would increase your strength and survivability in a fight far beyond where it is now. Doesn’t that make you interested?”

He looked at her dubiously. Jake certainly saw the value in having access to a larger pool of Auril or Nethril within his body, and the heart and its song were what enabled the default connection and the ability to control the auril.

His Void-Divine Hearthian Core had amounts of each within and generated it, but it was nowhere near what an equal-level beastkin could have–10% of both storage and regeneration at best.

Better to have it than not, of course, and he used the two to fuel certain spells that were compatible enough to do so, as well as the Celtic runes on his armor.

Still, surgery to replace his heart while he was alive was a bit iffy for him and sounded dangerous. “Do we really need that, though? It seems like we are already beating our enemies rather soundly. We crushed those two Champions in that Battleground with very little effort.”

Fhesiah grinned. “Hey, this conversation seems kind of familiar, doesn’t it? I seem to recall a prideful woman who refused to wear armor because their enemies were just so easy. Isn’t that what our enemy has always wanted us to think?” She gestured, and an image of the Champion of Eternal Night appeared. Its scorpion body was massive, and the humanoid body perched on top of it emanated malicious energies.

She said, “When I faced off against that Tier 3 Scorpion Rider, he was certainly much stronger than the other Tier 2 enemies, including those two we just faced. It’s true I wasn’t fully recovered from the previous battles, but even if I were… It’d have been too close for comfort, thanks to how they clearly chose someone who countered me. And there are stronger enemies than that.” The image changed to the gruesome Enforcer, its twisted maw on its obsidian frame, something that would haunt anyone’s dreams.

Jake realized what she was getting at. They had improved when their races became Tier 3 equivalents, but it wasn’t enough. There were also Tier 4 Champions, Enforcers, and special monsters prepared by ritual sacrifice, evil energy infusions from a Divine much like beast or monster avatars, and more. While the ability for his family to call their Divine was powerful, Tartarus always did what it could to stack the encounters against them to where that just wasn’t enough.

And the Great Game wasn’t exactly fair to individual participants or even the individual worlds involved. As the Framework and Tartarus saw it, if they sent a Tier 4 Champion to squash them, they would have an advantage, and it would be fair.

From skills maxed out to the peak of the current Tier they were competing at, and also special elements that simply caused them to perform better than those at the previous. There were also higher energies, such as things like Ophelia and Tanda’s seals, or a more powerful, even if limited, soul.

If that Tier 4 deigned itself to come down to a Tier 2 Conflict, it couldn’t always be somewhere else, even with projections. They didn’t know a ton about them just yet, but a large portion of their ability to be in more than one place at a time was merely for travel and positioning. How many places projections could participate in battle simultaneously was still a limiting factor.

The dungeon would be using a limited resource to tip the scales of a lower one, so its loss in opportunity was what made things ‘fair.’ There were a few other checks and balances as well regarding their usage of such a weapon. It may allow the other faction to use one, but Jake and his family’s complaints over such a thing occurring would reach deaf ears. Their only choice was to do everything in their power to win, to gain a significant benefit instead.

Because there was one more advantage to them as individuals. The Tier 4 entity was essentially wagering a Tier 4 Spark for a chance to only gain a Tier 2 one. This was why when Jake’s party won two Tier 3 Sparks and whatever the hell an Enforcer gave, it was such a tremendous victory and upset of the enemy–their enemy would have only gained Tier 1 Sparks for their victory.

He sighed as she let the image flicker out. “I get it, we might be a better match for the Third Tier Champions now, but there are those above that. Lia certainly couldn’t defeat the Enforcer all on her own besides. It’s questionable if any of us could even now. We should grasp onto whatever strength we can.” He thought about it a little more. “What about the…hearth vines? I guess…with our hearth mana, we don’t need it as much now.”

After Tanda and everyone else became a Hearthian, the disruption of mana usage from auril heart beats was far less of an issue. Before, casting spells with mana was impossible for Tanda, until she had gotten hearthvines.

The density of everyone’s mana was greater, and their control over it was far superior, leading it to be less of a problem to control both energies at the same time. And Tanda had only truly needed it as part of the Divine’s plan to shift her auril heart into a hearth–something Jake already had.

Thanks to her hearth and hearth vines, she was often working on her runes along with Blood, learning that death and darkness were quite compatible. It was much less work to take the spells Blood already made and try to swap out death with nethril for the spells.

Then, Jake had found that he could easily merge his hearth mana with auril, at least within his body, empowering it further. As a Hearthian, the amount of Hearth mana he had was a much larger percentage of his total, when it used to be way under half.

They had also learned that they could really only provide the Hearth vines to clergy dedicated to Divine in which hearths were compatible for the beastkin–Hestia, Brigid, Vesta, Bastet, and Arawn. If Lugh or others like Guan Yu were compatible at all, they couldn’t achieve it currently. Since the only benefit it now provided Tanda was her ability to refine and enhance seeds, it was certainly not something Jake required to benefit from an auril or nethril heart.

Fhesiah nodded. “The auril heart beating does disrupt mana, but your hearthian core’s mana has made that less of an issue for you. Plus, if we were auril heroes in truth…”

Jake could see the value in that. The full control of auril and nethril outside of their bodies might allow for more interesting usages, in addition to casting. He and the girls could currently act like auril heroes merely by using their Expert Energy Manipulation and harmonizing with it through Tanda or Avalara.

But because the amount they had access to was rather pathetic, their ability to use it had been limited. Being able to control it at all was great, but it was not the instinctual usage that a true Auril Hero could accomplish.

Not only that, this harmonization was truly too slow to use in deadly combat, and Jake only valued it when he took on Avalara’s state of the Archon. It was one of the things they wanted to potentially gain. The other tool they were interested in was something related to Divine Sense or just heavenly energy in general.

“And why not you or Nessa, then?”

“I’ve already got two bloodlines and two weird templates for bodies that I need to balance. Adding something like that will be even more complicated, more complex than it is for you. That’s not even considering how life and death fit into the picture of my flames themselves or how it might go against my cultivation, my harmonization with the heavens using Qi. The latter is the same for Nessa, though I don’t think it’s impossible for her. I just think something else might be more fitting in her case.”

Jake argued, “But I have a bloodline too. A difficult one. And I need to remain balanced. Is auril something I want always running through my body?”

As it stood now, auril and nethril were sort of waiting within his hearth, and some of it seeped into his cells, much like Fhesiah’s Qi or the other energies. This was part of why he benefited from stats and the core refining him in the first place.

It certainly didn’t have as much output or effect on his body as his own auril heart, nor did he have a ton stored in his own body to replenish it, as his heart beat like a beastkin did. Instead, it was replenished from the void, just like mana–from Avalara and Tanda’s connections.

Fhesiah was thoughtful for a minute but replied, “True, but the Framework did award you with this tailored reward. It means it must have some level of compatibility.”

“That should be right, but who says it's in this way? And will the Framework really let us change our bodies like that? I recall you said we had to fight it in order to make the mana core before. This should be…kinda like that, right?”

Fhesiah smirked at him and took on a teasing tone as she shook her head, “My, my, Husband. Could it be that you don’t want to do this? You sure are offering a lot of objections.” She picked up a bone saw and turned it on, the high-pitched buzz filling his ears as it spun. “Could it be that you’re afraid, scared of this little bone saw?”

Jake narrowed his eyes on Fhesiah. “You started this conversation with, how long do you think you can live without a heart? I think I have a pretty good excuse to be a bit wary.”

Fhesiah chuckled, her tail lashing behind her as she turned off the saw. “Fair. Anyway, I think we just have to overcome the Framework working against you to apply the previous template. If we put forth enough effort, it should work.”

Jake thought about it as he looked over the tools. “How are you wanting to accomplish this, specifically? Helping with your Flesh-shaping skill?”

“Pretty much.”

“What makes you think you can be successful, and what the hell are all the tools for then?”

“Ambiance.” Fhesiah deadpanned as she turned the bone saw on again and then angled it toward her own hand too quickly for him to react. The saw shredded itself against her draconic skin, and shards of the saw were sent flying throughout the room–her skin was simply too hard for the mundane tool to penetrate. “Hehe, see? Just a toy.”

Jake groaned but couldn’t help but chuckle a little. To think she lined up all those tools just for the joke.

She gave a small smile as she continued, “As for how, it’s that personalized reward you and some of us received, the [Elixir of Boundless Life]. It’s a Potential Improving Item that is meant to increase someone’s life affinity, but it says that it can have effects on Origins compatible with life energy to improve what makes them special. Then, by mixing it with tons of auril, it should help the auril energy stick. We also have more than one of these, and in our dungeon diving, we’ve obtained a few items that might just supplement it. In addition to some high-quality auril pills that are at the peak of our Tier, I’ve refined some treasures for some additional life energy, and so did Nessa.”

Jake nodded. “I did hear that the beastkin had found a similar treasure, and it improved their Auril Heart much like Tanda’s was originally improved by becoming Cernunnos’ Champion, having the same Improved Auril Heart trait. Then, there was the treant of Lugh that created his auril heart, but it seemed that he had earned something from their Tier Up. Then, it was definitely the Framework helping him with that, wasn’t it? Shouldn’t we just use this on Tanda, then? She even has the high vitality body from her Diva Seal. It’s even more likely she would benefit.”

Fhesiah shook her head. “I think that would be a waste. The girl is already steeped in life energies above our Tier–a higher energy, probably higher than what is inside that elixir. I’m willing to wager that if she received a benefit at all, it would be minuscule. With just a few drops of this thing, we can power through whatever problem is caused by creating an organ not meant for you and do this for the three of you.”

Jake could see what she meant. “Wouldn’t it be better if I had the skill too, in that case? Flesh shaping. I could help, then.”

“Maybe. Part of what makes me able to gain that skill at all is my Divine Sense, monitoring the body at a cellular level as I alter it and stimulate those changes with Qi. And that I, as a demoness, am familiar with modifying my body–being a dragon sure doesn’t hurt, either. This is yet another reason why it’d help if you had Divine Sense to help you with obtaining it. But maybe with your Umbral Gaze? Still, you did remind me of something. Bloodberri recently obtained the skill. She did want her juicy booty after all! Perhaps she is in fact the best test subject.”

Jake frowned. “I can’t really see at that kind of level with my Umbral Gaze, at least I don’t think. Regarding Bloodberri, I’m not sure I like that idea–”

Bloodberri appeared in motes of light, her tail coiled underneath her. Sitting next to Fhesiah, aside from being massive, the two practically looked like they could be sisters above the waist. She had white hair and golden, slitted eyes. Golden scales on her lower snake body, and after her elbows on her arms, to go along with her pale skin and dark draconic horns.

Right now, she wore what were her usual ‘home clothes,’ a simple outfit that would almost be fitting at a gym. A tight white tank top that looked like it could be made out of spandex or similar fabric held her massive chest, and then a black tennis skirt hid her privates.

Berri said, “Let’s do it. Besides, if I get really good at it, then I can transform my body any time! I’m already almost done with my juicy booty, but that was too easy to get all that much practice.”

She turned around and lifted up her skirt a little. Jake could see the distinct shape of the butt she had been working on where the snake portion of her body began. Of course, she always had to wear a strange sort of band of clothing to hide her private parts in the front, but now it had a distinct…booty shape in the back.

Fhesiah smiled. “That’s right, you are chimeral. It will probably be a useful skill for you to improve, and working on something like this will improve it even quicker.”

Jake noticed that she did now have the flesh-shaping skill, just at a low level. “Wait, she doesn’t have a sight skill. How did she obtain it?”

Berri beamed, folding her arms in front of her. “I’m super awesome, is why.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “That’s at least partially right. I guess it’s in part something that her body can merely do. Hers is a bit more instinctual than mine, even considering my dragon heritage. I think how she uses her bone crafting versus how Ophelia does forging is a great analogy. Ophelia meticulously builds an item block by block or blow-by-blow and layer by layer, and Bloodberri merely sculpts bones and hides like clay, almost like it is a part of her. I think this is like an extension of that.”

Jake suddenly understood that Fhesiah might be well prepared for this. “I see. So this was why you’ve spent so much time observing Jasmina, the Naga King and octopus template, and spent so much time scanning that treant of Lugh with your Divine Sense. Then, you’ve spent so much time with Bree and Avalara’s true avatar. It was all in preparation for this.”

“Don’t forget me observing all these materials and testing them! I would never take my dear sister wives' or husband’s health lightly. I believe we can do this.”

“What do Nessa or Bree say about this, creating special organs? Could they even say anything?”

Fhesiah chuckled. “Bree is really limited. She froze up weirdly when I asked. For Nessa, as part of her entry to this Sector, sharing her knowledge was somewhat restricted, and her father had probably limited what information she could obtain in the first place. But she knew a few facts that could piece it together. Nessa, care to chime in?”

[Hang on, let me…finish something real quick.]

They waited a minute, and then the blue-haired Nessa entered from the door. She had been in the alchemy room where her cold-flame alchemy station was located. “Sorry. Was working on some more pills. The Refuge Hearth is amazing! I can accomplish so much in here.”

She arrived next to Jake, kissing him on the cheek and hugging him tightly, her tail wrapping around his leg. “There are a few details I can talk about, since you already learned some facts about this in a sense. You know how the Framework revives cultivators who fail an ascension, right?”

Fhesiah nodded. “In a way, we get a free try, and two in total.”

Nessa said, “If they failed because they weren’t ready or their foundations weren’t stable enough, they would die in the process but still respawn. But if they did it again…well, then they wouldn’t.”

Jake had heard that after a failed ascension, the Framework sold a sort of ‘ascension kit’ that would aid them in successfully ascending. It would form a sort of scaffolding that a cultivator would have to slowly build up and alter their foundations within their Spiritual Temple into to help them be successful. It was almost like the Celestial Nexus that Fhesiah participated in, but to a lesser extent and less universal.

However, there were downsides, and it was even more than just that. Depending on their path, they would be forced to deviate away from their personal path to essentially a prescribed and approved one.

They would have to earn the various portions of the prescription when it came to treasures, cultivation techniques, and more. In a way, it was like an ascension quest that they had to complete or risk their own deaths the second time.

Knowing the stubbornness of cultivators…many might just do that, rather than deviate from their path. If Fhesiah had failed to make her special core the first time, she might have been forced to make a much simpler one or die trying the second time.

Fhesiah added, “So we have at least one try per person to try modifying our bodies in this way. Beyond that, we’ll have to rely entirely on the Framework or risk permanent death.”

Jake noted, “This feels a little strange. Why can’t we do this an unlimited number of times? We could even cast the resurrection spell ourselves.”

Nessa replied, “The Framework does protect our lives and souls, but it does not allow or aid human experimentation, even on yourself. It’s in the same vein as human sacrifice and similar. However, there is a little bit of leeway in that you get one free try for things like this.”

The spell of resurrection was definitely Framework-assisted. Otherwise, it would only be a spell that Tier 4 people and above could even possibly cast without their Divine’s help, and even then, only people specialized or otherwise having a mastery over the soul. It made sense that if they broke the rules, it would just…not assist them.

Nessa added, “When it comes to the body, the Framework and Tartarus don’t much care. It’s when it deals with the soul, and well…an auril heart connects to the soul. The true catastrophe will be the mind or soul being damaged, and the Framework needing to protect it from our own actions. Most mystical organs connect to the soul in some way; it’s what makes them special and able to control various energies in the first place.”

Jake sighed. “Alright, fine. So we want to give it a shot with her first and then think about it for the rest?”

“Nope! I got a new idea. For her.”

Jake groaned. “That’s really not what I want to hear this late in the game. It sounds like you’re not ready for this at all and are just screwing around now.”

“My plan was to start with you, but you were the one who was… afraid.” She smirked. “Just playing. But now, I just remembered Bloodberri gets benefits based on what she eats. So…maybe we should have her eat a bunch of auril hearts first. We have several from auril beasts, both herbivore and predator, and then some aquatic ones–the octopus and a few more.”

“Kay.” Berri didn’t mind one bit.

Jake grimaced. “That…well, that makes a sort of sense. So we’re not doing this right now, right?”

Fhesiah shrugged. “I guess not, but it won’t actually take her that long. You were going to work on Nessa’s hearth enchantment, weren’t you? Then we can meet back and try to get it done.”

He looked over at Nessa, who had been attached to his side every chance she got since the trip to The Burning Steps had begun, aside from her alchemy. “You’re right, I guess it’s best to stop putting it off.”

Nessa blushed. “It’s okay. I know you were just wanting to know me even better first. I’ll try to help.”

“Of course. Let’s go.”


Chapter 1 - Hearths and Evolution



Nessa blushed as they appeared on the bed within her private lake in the Refuge–her cultivation chamber. The crystalline home sat above the frozen lake, with shards of ice drifting along the surface. The Frostheart Cauldron bubbled nearby, empowered by the Divine Hearth of the Refuge.

It was the same location they spent much of their honeymoon in, after they had experienced the special lake and its energies. Jake smiled in remembrance.

“Why are we in my bedroom? I mean…not that I mind.”

Jake smiled and hugged her smaller body to him from the side. “It’s just so that we can relax and not be disturbed. Plus, this is a pretty intimate process.” He pulled her into his lap and kissed her lips gently. She let out a sigh as she wrapped her arms around him, leaning into his touch.

He remembered the previous times he performed Hearth enchantments and created his Resonant States. As he found resonance with them with his technique for the first time and enchanted their hearth, they always wanted to show their affection. Their connection deepening was always a lovely moment.

Nessa let out a breath, and began to relax into his arms, resting her forehead against his shoulder. “So…what do we do?”

“Not to worry, I will take care of it all. I may have only known you for a month since you’ve joined our family, but I think I know you well enough to do this.”

“You can…change things later, right? I’m still not so sure I…understand my own Daoist path well enough. Nana says I should have been pretty sure about it by the time I made my core, but…”

Jake chuckled. “I get what you mean, and I am still finding my way myself. I think it’s because you had our family in your sights you set yourself up for success. After watching you fight, you are definitely a mixture somewhere between a mage and an assassin. When it comes to my resonant states, I am often attempting to pick something that I can benefit from but also embodies who I’m resonating with. Here are the other girls’ states and how it influences me and Ophelia, so you can get an idea. When I create these states, I often keep her in mind, though now I also influence my resonant partner.”

[Fhesiah - Passionate Sage - Grants additional magic damage and control of flames to self and allies, limits melee enhancements of state for self.]

[Ophelia - Loyal Guardian - Improves defensive spells, heals, and buffs, improves defensive aura at the cost of Jake being unable to cast offensive spells at all, weakens his melee capabilities and even control spells somewhat as well.]

[Berri - Radiant Saint - Improves healing spells, grants healing aura effect to Jake’s Presence, at the cost of Jake being unable to cast offensive spells at all. ]

[Blood - Devoted Monarch - Grants additional effectiveness on control spells, and aura slows nearby enemies and causes push-back effect. Jake can only cast control spells, Ophelia notably gets enhanced offense and improved Valkyrie spells at the cost of losing her guardian’s ‘mirror.’]

[Tanda - Empathetic Avenger - Flames deal more damage from allies lost or harmed, which carries to his aura. Lowers defense and increases attack for both Ophelia and Jake.]

[Avalara - Harmonious Archon - Improves control of life and death, auril and nethril energies. Draws it up from Highlands like her Sublimation. Aura enhances auril and nethril users, and Jake is limited to spells that contain life-and-death-related runes.]

“Wow, these states are both amazing, and sound really fitting! Though, Berri’s role or class…”

Jake chuckled at that one. He did think it was pretty fitting, in relation to children, but she was hardly selfless like a saint despite doing all the good things she did. “It’s not perfect, clearly. So I am looking for what might be fitting for you, but also something that I might use in battle by limiting myself and creating strengths that I can take advantage of. An assassin is not very fitting for me as a mage to use, or for Ophelia to use with her Chosen Technique, and a mage’s role is largely already covered by Fhesiah’s resonant state.”

He added, “While I could do something like Ice Mage, I feel like it’s too specific. I tend to want roles that have more uses or situations for them.”

“I…see. I’m not sure how much I can help with this… But I see you also have a virtue or…otherwise positive trait to go along with the class you have for each girl.”

“That’s right. It’s because I wanted this to link a bit to who each of them was as a person, rather than just a role, and to embody them as best as possible. In a sense, you are more than just a role, and I want the state to reflect who you are as a person in some way, as I find resonance with you.”

Nessa smiled. “I like that. So… I feel like you already have something in mind? I…want to hear it.”

“Of course, I’ve put a bunch of thought into it, and we’ve talked about the poison you’ve been developing. What makes you the most special or unique among our family, and how you fight, is your lake. Unfortunately, I’ve tried a few runic options to make some spells or covenants to make use of it, and I can’t seem to make anything like it. And plus, I honestly feel it might be too limiting for me and Ophelia to use, if, say, I made a covenant where I had to fight inside your lake or something. Maybe in the future when my knowledge increases.”

“Oh. Yeah, I can see that.” She smiled, a bit pleased about her lake being so unique.

“For now and perhaps in the future, I think the class of Justicar might be the most fitting–a class that upholds the law, a seeker of justice. It’ll be a role that deals additional damage to anything evil-aligned, such as demons or undead, and especially betrayers and tainted. In a way, it’s like an offensive version of Berri’s Saint role. Then, I’ll merely split the spellcaster role with Ophelia’s melee role for my state.”

“But don’t the Divine’s flames and lightning already kind of do this?”

“They do, but you’ll find that the evil Divine are often like a mirror, their resilience to the holy Divine about equal, or at the very least, they take this in consideration when they select the enemies we might face. However, with the role, this should allow me, or us, to transcend that. And more importantly, this effect will carry into any spell that I use, even if it’s simple elemental earth or wind, or, thanks to my Presence, even my allies.”

“That does sound useful as a tool. And… it reflects my role. Or…at least part of it. My poison does freeze, but it also burns things like the tainted all the more.”

“Of course, it is not completely fitting. But I am infusing a demonic rune that embodies everything that you are, my understanding of you, and this role as best I can. All so that it properly connects to you and follows your path. I cannot use a dozen words to make your role embody everything, or that will dilute the meaning for when I create your state, and also make it difficult to find resonance with you. Your lake is a big part of you, and I know your hearth gives off a feeling of home, and you defend others in combat too. There’s just no way to embody all of your capabilities and what makes you special with a single word, especially when all of us can do damn near everything thanks to our hearths. I’m just doing my best here.”

Nessa giggled. “Okay, I get it. So how about…the other part?”

Jake looked at the snake tail wrapped around his waist like a belt. “I don’t know, clingy might be just right?”

Nessa pouted. “That’s…not fair. Besides, Lia’s plenty clingy too!”

Jake chuckled. “That’s right. In the end, all of my girls are loyal, devoted, passionate…maybe a little clingy, and so are you, and I do love that. That’s just where each stands out more than the others to me, in a sense. And as mentioned, I didn’t want it to be all about fighting or combat, or I’d have chosen other things. I also don’t want it to be redundant, besides. A righteous or resolute justicar is basically the same thing, and a selfless saint would have been too.”

“I see…now I’m really curious what you’re going to pick. You have a tough job.”

“Especially since you didn’t like clingy. Now I’m really in trouble.” He scratched his head.

Nessa narrowed her eyes. “I hope you’re not planning to use a synonym for clingy, like attached, or embracing.”

Jake pretended to sweat a bit, tugging at his collar and letting out a breath as he looked away. Her tail tightened as her eyes narrowed further, and he laughed.

When he stopped, he said, “Because you’ve spent your life yearning, filled with a deep desire for love and affection, as well as justice, you value every moment that you fulfill that desire. I’ve watched as you spent time with me and your future sister wives, and even my children. At the tournaments on Aetheris,and in the fun that we’ve had here in our Refuge. You cherish all the affection and closeness that you can get, whether it be from me or your family, and thus, you seek it out at every opportunity. You hold an ambition for love and justice and will fiercely protect the things you hold dear now that you’ve found it with your lake or your serpent’s fangs.”

Following the bond, Jake sent his hearth flames, much more familiar with this task. He quickly created a hexagonal structure of runes over the surface of her hearth, placing the Cherishing Justicar, Nessa, in the center. At the same time, he also created the Resonant State, linking them together with the magic glyphs that Amara had taught him.

Over the last few years, he had enchanted, re-enchanted, and modified hearths hundreds of times. Even the Emberborn clergy in the Second Tier had hearths now that he had enchanted, and there were numerous beastkin clergy that received hearthvines that he did as well. So Jake had worked together with many and even saw some of the long-term effects, both with his wives and with the people like the Eternum.

Because of his process, he believed his goals were safely accomplished. He had wanted to reinforce what made his people special or protect them from their weaknesses and dangers, in the case of the Eternum and being controlled by necromancers, or others capable of controlling deathly energy.

A few had made requests about traits and virtues they desired to have, and over time, it had slowly changed them. A floating armor wanting to have a little more courage to join the battle or intelligence to learn magic wasn’t the same as Jake forcing someone evil to be good or the reverse. He was certain it wouldn’t have worked unless they desired it from the bottom of their hearts.

Even without enchantments, short of ailments, when someone wanted something badly enough, they could change on their own. As Brother Zhuge would say, ‘A man’s victory in anything begins in his thoughts. Clear, unyielding purpose makes firm steps; excuses turn the march into retreat.’

All one needed to achieve their dreams was the will and the way, so Jake’s Hearth enchantments were like paving the road. He made it easier for them to walk, true, but they still needed to take their steps forward, making an effort to be successful.

In the case of his wives, it felt like it reinforced their positive traits, leaving little room for negative ones. For Ophelia and Tanda, he had even added ones to help protect them against the Asura and Diva Seals. Of course, the higher-tier energy wasn’t able to be stopped by just that, but it was just one more line of defense, reinforcing their minds and souls against the seal’s insidious encroachment.

And Jake had feared he lacked desire because of his Void Bloodline. He still thought his desire outside of what his bloodline coveted was less than most men, but he felt that the enchantment to reinforce this in his hearth had certainly helped. At the same time, it was difficult to fully attribute it to that. He was sure that at least half of his desire still came from his wives, and probably more than half of that–Fhesiah alone.

It was why accepting Bree, Sati, Ruby, and Yona was not only something he agreed to but looked forward to and embraced. Otherwise, he was sure those girls and his wives would have had to fight ten times as hard for his affection and acceptance. He would have stubbornly refused to divide his attention for his stronger bonds any further than they were already.

Jake thought of all of these things as his hearth flames blazed through his bond and into her hearth, and he reinforced what made Nessa special. Her resolve and righteousness, her determination and swiftness. Her desire for justice and value of the law, and her sheltering, adoring personality. Then, her purity and seeking of the truth, and her yearning for and treasuring of her home, her lake.

Like a flaming tattoo machine, he drew onto her hearth with his flames, creating the symbols and linking them together. He infused how he felt about this woman and how she excelled, reinforcing who she was.

When she fought, she would take out her enemies with viciously cutting, venomous attacks while providing sanctuary–protection for her allies. Her divine trait would protect her family from illusions and help them seek the truth, while remaining elusive and evasive herself.

Water and the cold were her weapons and allies, bringing a brand-new element to Jake’s party with her Frostheart Cauldron. Her alchemy and poison were like a side gig so far, but she wanted to improve and explore them further. He enhanced their deadliness and enchanted the cauldron further to aid in her control, helping pave the way for her path.

The runes burned in the patterns Jake worked out, and he connected them to his resonant state and a new hexagon in his hearth, which connected to Nessa’s bond. Over time, following what he had learned from his Hearthian Bonds, he would stabilize the bond and the hexagons using her brand of Hearth Mana. He would use constructs to create the special scaffolding, reproducing what he saw on his current bonds.

Then, he would likely add his own form of a meander, fractal, or similar pattern to saturate and thus strengthen it further. Essentially, he would build something that looked a lot like what Hestia had already made, using the current ones as a means for comparison.

However, he knew that this was a poor copy at best. The Divine Glyphs had aspects that he couldn’t replicate–he noticed that each of the Divine Glyphs was different across himself and each of his girls, so simply copying them was not going to cut it.

The hearthian bonds themselves included something else, in addition to her special Divine Scripts, and he would need to fully learn what that something was to make true Hearthian Bonds. It seemed like it was Divine Energy, but it was different in some way.

Still, he could feel that the construct he created around the bond improved the strength of it as his efforts were completed, approaching their efficacy, so he knew he was heading in the right direction.

As the enchantment was complete, Nessa’s joy was palpable as she kissed him fiercely. Her tongue swirled around his, much like her tail and arms snaked around him. Their hearth bond increased, their connection becoming more intimate, and her core even grew to its next level as a result, as it was empowered.

Later, he may alter her hearth-core further to make it look more like their hearthian cores, but he knew he was not yet ready to accomplish this for the same reason as his bonds.

He now had the resonant state of the Justicar, which would cause his spells and Ophelia’s melee attacks and vajrafire to deal additional damage to evil-aligned monsters and creatures. While Tartarus did use these types of creatures plenty, they did not represent all the monsters that it used. Then, his aura would also apply bonuses to the same, making his allies’ attacks even more worthwhile.

They continued their kiss for a moment before Jake pulled back. “I take it you liked that?”

“Oh yes, it made me feel special–I can tell how much you paid attention to me. And I do feel stronger, too! Like I can do anything. Maybe…well, we’re already here, aren’t we?” She looked around, happy to see the bed beneath them.

Jake chuckled. “I do believe they will be a while longer, eating their…hearts. We can enjoy ourselves for a bit.”

[image: ]

Finished with their fun, Jake and Nessa teleported back to the lab, Nessa glowing from both activities.

Fhesiah and Bloodberri were still working. Berri’s face was scrunched up, and she had her hands balled into fists by her sides in the center of the lab. The girl’s snake bulk was coiled on top of Fhesiah’s cultivation mat.

Pedestals were placed near her, with a wide-open space away from the many cauldrons and pill furnaces. It seemed many of the tables had been pulled back to give her some more room.

Berri groaned. “Hnng….gnununu…”

She stopped, catching her breath, and her eyes opened.

Jake sent some hearthflames, cleaning off the blood from her lips. “Berri…you had a little…blood on your lips.”

Blood sighed. “Oh dear. Sorry that you had to see that, Milord. Berri is…strangely really good at this, and it’s quite difficult, so…anyway, how… unusual it was not noticed by someone else.” She had turned as she spoke, her eyes narrowed on Fhesiah.

Fhesiah shrugged. “I saw it, but it was just funny to me, so I failed to mention it. Jake isn’t that grossed out by it, you know?”

Blood huffed. “Hmph. You know how I feel about this. Whether our lord is grossed out by our eating habits or not, I prefer to be immaculate for him. I may fail to mention tomorrow evening with our dear husband.”

Fhesiah pouted. “Aww, c’mon, it was just a little joke! I’m working my tail off for you and him; doesn’t that count for something?”

Blood turned away with her arms folded, and Jake was forced to watch Fhesiah practically beg on her knees for Blood’s forgiveness.

Nessa looked concerned about their fighting. “Shouldn’t you say something?”

Jake chuckled and shook his head. “This is between the two of them, but also, it’s a bit of a game for them both. Blood does like a good cause to have some fun in the bedroom. They both seem to enjoy it a lot more that way.”

Nessa’s eyes widened, her face taking on a deep blush. “O-Oh. That…is surprising.”

Eventually, Blood forgave Fhesiah, having grabbed onto her horn and gotten her even more excited about tomorrow night.

Jake decided to ignore that the conversation happened. He asked, “How’s it feel so far, Berri?”

Berri hummed. “Mmm… I think I’m close. I’ve already started making one and shifted the other one a little bit to match.”

Jake frowned. “Making one? A heart?”

She shrugged. “Just felt like it was right. Our body seemed to wanna make one on its own down in our tail a bit. Also, if I can make one, I can definitely transform one, right?” Berri took a deep breath, then went back into her stance, once again groaning as she continued her task.

Nessa covered her mouth as she stifled a laugh. Berri looked ridiculous as she did it, but as Jake watched with his Umbral Gaze, he saw that it was quite effective as flesh and vitality gathered at that central point from the rest of their body. It did look like an organ was starting to form.

Fhesiah was also helping, coaxing her organ’s growth with her instructions over their bond and stimulating it with her flesh-shaping skill to help her improve. Blood was trying to help as well, but Berri’s instinctual approach was simply more effective.

Jake suddenly asked Fhesiah, “Just how many did she eat?”

Fhesiah chuckled. “She had about twenty, plus a bunch of other material for her body to use. I even had her eat a few nethril hearts just to be sure.”

Nessa frowned. “Isn’t that gross? Like undead flesh, or something?”

Nessa didn’t know as much about nethril yet as the rest of his group. Fhesiah shook her head. “Actually, the nethril creatures, while they carry death energy, aren’t like zombies–at least not really. Ava can explain it better, but they are more spiritual beings than physical. More like eating a ghost or wraith, I guess? But that’s still not exactly right.”

Blood spoke over their bond, her sister too focused on what she was doing, and her mouth too busy groaning to speak. [They didn’t taste like much, but it was a bit like liver and mushrooms, kind of, and even a bit crunchy, oddly. It lacked the vitality of an auril heart, to be sure, but there was also a…taste of the past. Difficult to put into words.]

Suddenly, the second heart had made its connection to the veins and started to beat at Berri’s command. With a gasp, her blood became turbulent for a moment, until the proper rhythm was found between the two.

In the end, she had made a heart and altered her other one. They both looked exactly like an auril heart taken from one of Highland’s dinosaurs. It seemed she had reproduced, with Fhesiah’s guidance, a system of hearts that somewhat mimicked an octopus.

A branchial heart pumped blood into her lungs to be fueled by what she breathed, instead of gills, as well as her humanoid upper body. The systemic heart pumped the blood to the rest of her snake body, accelerating the blood flow.

From this detail alone, her chimeric constitution trait had already improved, the strength and constitution it provided increasing by a few points. When she had over three hundred of each, a few points were nothing, but it was still a gain nonetheless.

Berri eventually recovered her breath. “Wow! That helped a lot. I wonder why echidnas didn’t just have two or three hearts to begin with?”

Fhesiah shrugged. “Not everything is an advantage in all situations. Having an extra heart will probably make you require more sustenance and breathe more air and mana to get much benefit, among other things. And maybe the goddess wanted the race to have some room to evolve and transform, or who can guess what a Divine was thinking? Even Bree would only be able to speculate at best, no doubt–and freeze up if she actually knew, unable to tell us.”

Berri smiled and was swaying in place as if hyped about her success. “Okay! What’s next? Is it time for me to take the potion yet?”

Fhesiah was still looking over her new organs with her Divine Sense. “Just about. Let’s bring Ava and Tanda in, in case they can help.”

Tanda and one of Avalara’s lesser avatars appeared, and Ophelia came to watch as well. They took seats with Jake and Nessa, who now sat on stools off to the side of the central area, one of the many lab tables next to them.

Bree wanted to help but knew it was best to stay out of it because of her restrictions.

Knowing it would help her find connection to Avalara, Jake found harmony with her and entered the resonant state of the Archon. This granted him increased control and power with life and death energy or magic, his presence causing a similar effect to Tanda and Avalara’s Sublimation. The auril and nethril in the room increased, and the Hart family all tried to join and become in sync, allowing them to assist.

And Fhesiah was prepared. The orbs that held their energies for the Voidborne Soul Harmonization technique now held some powerful life energy. It was one that he would use for tempering with Ophelia and Tanda, but he would sometimes use it with Bloodberri. For her chimeral constitution, they would often use opposing elements of whatever they could find to help improve it.

Ophelia and Tanda did not actually need those orbs because of their seals; they were just what helped jumpstart the technique, or enable them to do it when one of the two was not present. Nevertheless, Fhesiah had distilled dozens of numerous concoctions for their tempering, giving them many options.

Fhesiah placed the life orb on one of the two available pedestals, its energy entering the formation and being drawn toward Bloodberri.

Berri took the Elixir of Boundless Life, drinking the contents with a smile. The dense energy went down her throat and into her belly, and latching onto the energy with her will, she drove it toward her shaped and changed heart with her Expert Energy Manipulation. While the energy had a sort of physical component, it was certainly a powerful energy, a metaphysical concoction.

The heart continued to beat, sending the immense life energy throughout her giant body, and the family sent auril along their bonds into Jake, and Jake into Bloodberri. There was some difficulty infusing the body and having it fully permeate it, but it seemed to eventually take to it throughout her lengthy tail.

The Elixir of Boundless Life was a sort of binding agent of a higher power, and it slowly transformed them to strengthen the body’s life affinity, its ability to hold the energy.

And some of it certainly seeped into their hearth core, being drawn into the swirling holy light. It better matched the life energy, and only a small amount ended up being drawn into the darkness portion.

It wasn’t as simple to say that life was light and death was dark, let alone that life was good and death was evil. Like yin and yang, each was a part of the greater whole, and contained some elements of the other. Given that they were the holy versions of the two elements besides, that skewed them even further from that.

Fhesiah was watching with her Divine Sense. “There! You should try to make your connection to the world now, to Avalara–awakening your Auril Heart.”

Berri and Blood nodded, and then they both did what they could to try. With her powerful Tier 2 spirit, Berri made the connection to Avalara with ease, her will and her spirit becoming one. And then she began to draw in the auril in the room, along with the immense life energy from the concoctions Fhesiah made, to permeate their body even further.

The systemic heart merely enhanced this, sending the metaphysical energy through it. However, rather than being happy, Berri and Blood were frustrated, and Jake noticed a problem too. Blood did not connect in the same way as Berri.

Berri shook her head. “No…wait. This feels wrong. I think…give me the other one too, Faye-Faye! We need nethril too, or it won’t be right!”

Fhesiah’s eyes widened. “What?! But you were successful! To do that is–”

Berri interrupted, “I know it’s scary, but it’s not right! Blood can’t connect.”

Blood frowned. “She’s right. This…is not acceptable. Auril is life, and it joins her holy light well. But…”

Bloodberri swayed in place with their tail swirling beneath them, and the two began to use their Twilight version of their Technique. Rather than the bronze-like energy forming within their body as the light, dark, auril, and monstrous energy mixed–the darkness and nethril were rejected, sequestered away from the bright-green mixture. It required balance, which was something their hearth had more or less maintained automatically for them.

Blood frowned. “This…is not good. This is worse than before.” She hesitated. “But if we try to add the death, it will tear us apart. The two are opposites, like Fhesiah’s flames were.”

Berri said, “We won’t mix! Just follow me. There’s enough life energy left, but we must hurry and use it now. I feel it!”

Jake and the rest of the family were concerned, but they didn’t have any means to help, beyond being able to provide energy. The elixir had actually taken care of most of the hard work, and should have been a tremendous success.

Fhesiah sighed and handed over the elixir, and drew out the death orb onto the pedestal, the energy being drawn into the formation, preparing it for Bloodberri’s usage. The life energy was already starting to deplete, and was effectively within their body.

Now, the death energy from the orb was pooling up in the formation, ready to be drawn in.

Blood drank the [Elixir of Endless Death]. The energy then pooled in the other side of her chest as more flesh-material gathered. As it filled her body, there was certainly a clashing between the two energies, wreaking havoc everywhere it touched, the two energies reacting with tiny explosions that tore their flesh.

But Berri held on to the life energy to keep it parted away from the other energy, and Fhesiah helped them line up the paths even as Berri followed her instincts. Blood also helped maintain the flow of the deathly energy, keeping it from seeping into the life as it pooled up.

It was touch and go at first, their body getting torn apart by the two energies touching. Jake and Ophelia both used their Renewal abilities, restoring some of their lost flesh and healing them. It was a painful procedure, and Jake could tell it was dangerous, as one might expect.

A third heart eventually formed, one inside her chest on her right-hand side. New veins formed next, connecting to the holy light and dark hearth for both branchial hearts, and then followed along new pathways created from the immense amount of energy within them.

Avalara helped where she could, able to guide them on how these special veins for the new heart should be shaped. Thanks to the clashes of the two energies, it appeared some residue was left behind, and this combined with the energy from the orb and the elixir.

Rather than flesh veins like one might find in a human, what was established within them were crystalline in structure, more spiritual or metaphysical in nature, as the nethril energy combined and hardened with the various energies. Ava’s battle avatar certainly had no difficulty using auril and nethril at the same time, so she knew how to make things work.

Berri had pulled the auril and life energies away from certain areas, and Jake could see what she was doing, as she was trying to reinforce the areas within her upper body and the muscles throughout even her snake area. As the Nexus, Jake supplied each of the girls’ auril and nethril stored in their hearths, flooding Bloodberri with all their resources they required for their own usage.

Blood then filled the opposite areas with the death energy, following the special, metaphysical veins they created. These outlined certain areas in their body, and Jake could see their plan.

Blood was covering their scales and bones with death and nethril, and then everything else was filled with their life energy. They drew in the energy from the orbs on the pedestals, and continued their efforts as Blood continued creating a system of veins using the magic of the elixir.

Seeing that the energies were running out, Fhesiah handed over one pill she had refined after the other, using materials granted by their dungeon run and the numerous beastkin flooding the dungeon. Meanwhile, Jake, Avalara, and Tanda all continued doing their best to have auril and nethril permeate the room and bond.

The nethril heart and the system of crystalline veins created, it began to beat, trying to find its rhythm. With Avalara’s help, it easily connected with Blood’s spirit, awakening them as a nethril warrior.

The energies from the elixirs and Fhesiah’s other concoctions continued to suffuse their bodies, reinforcing the special pathways, flesh and muscles, scales and bone, within. Eventually, they received a notification from the Framework, indicating that both their chimeral constitution and their new organs had been upgraded and created successfully.

Oddly, the systemic heart was able to function for both energies, following what Fhesiah had learned from the Naga King and what Avalara was able to provide.

Ophelia frowned as she tried to scan Bloodberri with her own magical senses. “It’s so strange, those pathways you created along the bones and through the scales feel so different from normal veins.”

Blood nodded. “They carry the nethril within them, and help our body store it. As one might imagine, pumping blood through something hard and meant for support and defense would be a poor idea.”

Avalara was still monitoring the changes. “It’s because nethril hearts do not pump actual blood. Nethril is more spiritual than physical, and so are the bodies of the reborn. What usually gives the nethril beastkin their sturdiness is the vitality contained within the bones from their first life, such as the thick marrow. The nethril crystalline structure reinforces this, usually created over a considerable period of time.”

Three hearts now beat in Bloodberri’s body, and Jake was a bit shocked by the result. The auril remained within her flesh and muscles as it was pumped through the bloodstream and body, but the nethril pathways carried along her scales and bones, especially dense through her draconic horns. Looking at it, what pumped through the heart was a lot more like smoke.

Auril hearts generated a similar haze, but through the lifeblood of the beastkin, the vitality and energy stored within their flesh. With their heart’s song, they could call upon the energy generated, to a maximum.

Nethril was similar, in that its heart sang a different song and allowed Blood to call upon the energy. But instead of it being vitality that rebuilt it, it was as if the song, the memories contained within the bones and scales, was sung again. Remembered.

Berri beamed. “I could feel this was the right thing to do. And now look! We have the power, sis! Mwahaha!” They both drew on their power, their body glowing green and black in their respective locations. Her normally golden scales and her horns and scales gave off a dark, ethereal haze.

Her elven body glowed, and Jake could feel the might contained within her body. It was like the herbivore dinosaurs, in that a permanent strength and defense permeated her body from its constant heartbeats. It actually reminded him of the stegosaurus, Bill–

“Don’t you dare think it!” Berri narrowed her eyes dangerously on Jake.

Jake coughed. Even after all these years, her unhealthy hatred of that creature remained. “Of course, nothing like that. Perhaps like the triceratops I saw then.”

Berri sniffed. “Better. That’s like what Bree chose, right?”

Bloodberri then used their Twilight Technique, and this time, the several energies actually combined because they could find the right balance. Jake’s impression was that this was a qualitative improvement, the energy within them allowing them to become even stronger and more dangerous, more sturdy and defensive. Filling the monstrous twilight flaming energy into their axe, the extended, bladed edge was huge and dense.

In all, it was a rather scary axe. The face of the blade, when extended, was actually much larger than a Tier 2 person, all on its own.

Nessa had gotten to spar once against Tanda and Ophelia with their Asura and Diva seals. It had hurt her confidence a little, but it gave her a goal to shoot for, and her competitive spirit was filled with determination to improve. “Wow! They feel so strong now. Is that… I guess, it’s not at the level of the Asura and Diva seals, but it feels powerful.”

Jake nodded. “Auril is still not a higher-tiered energy because it comes from within. Those two are borrowing it from their seals, in a sense. However, this auril and nethril energy is actually Bloodberri’s now, and they are combining it with their twilight energy and monstrous constitutions, elevating it to a level that is close. Let’s look at what the Framework says.”


[Echidnean Fortitude]
[Effect: +100 Strength, +75 Constitution, +35 Wisdom][This being is stronger and more resilient than others, due to having a monstrous size and a chimeral constitution that improves power and fortitude. Their scales, flesh, and bones have been woven with auril and nethril into their very beings, increasing their physical and spiritual durability and strength. In addition, this being has incredible fertility, enabling them to rapidly reproduce with enough sustenance.]


Berri beamed as Jake read that last line. It was her favorite status item, the Framework itself recognizing how amazing she was at making babies.


[Trait: Pseudo Auril and Nethril Beast Hearts]


[A legitimate auril and nethril heart has been created, but the user’s biology lacks the Celtic Origin. Their monstrous nature already stores an immense amount of mana threaded through their beings, preventing them from storing and regenerating auril and nethril through their heartbeats at the equivalent amounts. This pseudo-organ cannot grow the spirit, restricted to maintaining the body’s vitality and bones and scales’ spirituality instead.Benefit: Stores and regenerates auril and nethril at about 25% the amount of a similar-level beastkin or auril beast with equal attribute levels. Attributes have been increased accordingly.]


Jake frowned. “After all that, they are just pseudo versions? With the text, I suppose it makes sense. The message about growing the spirit, I suppose that means she won’t be able to level through pills and eating auril beast meats like Tanda and other beastkin can?”

Fhesiah said, “Hm, that is a bit of a let down, but it does make sense. It’s still an excellent result that we could obtain the organ of our people’s species. 25% of each, combined with what they already had in their hearths, is quite good–and that’s before we consider that Bloodberri has much higher spiritual attributes than most beastkin. And now, look. They should be able to become auril and nethril heroes, right? And even learn Sublimation?”

Tanda nodded. “This is good! We’ll have to practice together a lot more!”

Blood smiled. “That all sounds excellent. Does this mean we can also do this for Milord?”

Fhesiah was proud of their success, but she frowned as she scanned the room and her Menu in thought. “Maybe. That took…almost everything we earned, and much of what I had stored. Totally worth it, but…now, I don’t think we have enough to do anyone else if anything crazy like that happens. We have a few more of those same elixirs, but in order to be sure… we need to stockpile resources again.”

Ophelia said, “Yes, but…isn’t there a bigger problem with this? What about…her ability to touch important things, like our kids?” It seemed she was remembering the Eternum’s issue, in that deathly energies often harmed the living.

Tanda shook her head. “Worry not. That should be fine.”

Wanting to see for himself, Jake looked over her scales with his Umbral Gaze. He frowned as he touched Bloodberri’s scales. The deathly energy began to react to his touch slightly, but remained within. The scales were infused with the deathly energy, but it didn’t leak out at all, it seemed. As a test, he handed her a living, auril plant. It did not drain or wilt at all like when he handed it to an Eternum.

Flexing her will, Blood sent a thin haze of the energy into the auril plant, the ethereal smoke drifting into the plant through her hands. The plant did decay when she sent enough of it, but it appeared that it was quite resilient to the effect.

Ava spoke up from her stool, “Nethril is a deathly energy, but it is not precisely the opposite of life. It is more of a spiritual energy, embodying a rebirth or second life. You can see it as echoes or memories of the world, a rebirth or second life of sorts. It is the song that has been sung, a counterbalance to the abundance of life that is auril. Nethril brings death and decay, by culling the excessive growth and bringing conflict to the world. It wears down the spiritual nature of auril, weakening and breaking the physical nature of it down much more slowly. An auril plant is very resilient, and with a supply of auril it will grow even in a desert, ultimately transforming it into a lush forest. Nethril is gathered within areas like this, to prevent its rampant growth. To preserve the other side of life.”

Tanda added, “Even auril creatures can survive just fine in areas steeped in nethril. They simply find it a challenge to truly thrive, as it should be. The energy, nethril, seems weak, but it is stronger when added with a manifestation, the weight of the ancients added to the attacks. It’s why my Avenging Strike is so powerful.”

Blood formed a thicker haze of the energy on her draconic horns, and then Jake could definitely feel the power of rot and death. The haze drifted over the plant, and then it was destroyed quickly. He knew with his time with the energy that he had been challenged to create a density quite at that level, even if he had been able to control it.

She hummed. “Mmm, I do like this. I must master this energy and the manifestation of my will, I feel. It does seem as though I won’t be able to bring out my true power without Avalara or Tanda’s help, however.”

Jake tried to think about how this fit into what he knew about the beastkin’s world. While old areas grew larger, or new nethril-infused areas appeared on Highlands, the nethril beastkin appeared to mostly slumber in their special environments for the last several years.

Only the insects and beasts, or similar, have been active by leaving it, and they were strangely just as active, if not more so, in the fall or winter. Perhaps, it was that their ethereal bodies were not all that held back by the season.

Jake realized, “So, the nethril beastkin are kind of like a check or balance? But the auril beastkin are already nature’s stewards on Highlands, aren’t they?”

Ava nodded. “Remember how nethril was forced to wane, thanks to the taint of Balor? It was a necessary culture shift of the beastkin, to take their place to become nature’s stewards for the last thousand years. Before the Death God, there were only a few dozen cycles where the beings of nethril awakened. The treants also often slumbered for years, even decades at times. The nethril beastkin were similar in this, like certain species of locusts from your Earth.”

Jake knew that some locusts only spawned every 13 or 17 years after they feasted on crops and multiplied, before laying their eggs the final time that year within the ground, to emerge within that special timeframe. And since the Death God had really started culling and tainting everything, it seemed Cernunnos and Avalara prevented them from emerging instead of becoming its tool.

When Avalara removed the nethril from the areas to keep them from being tainted, they had entered an even deeper slumber.

With what Jake had learned about their past, the insular beastkin before they evolved enjoyed the paradise of the immense life force Avalara provided. They sang songs and lived in their little villages, praising the Celtic Divine. The Nethril versions of themselves were like a sort of afterlife, that would continue watching the world and protect the paradise by keeping it from becoming too rampant in its growth, following the will of the gods.

Tanda gasped. “Oh! I get it now. Because we were all forced to transform, things have changed among all the nethril beastkin and creatures. They are echoes or memories of us, so they will seek to maintain the balance of nature even further than before, but also…won’t they seek out the taint to destroy it?”

Ava smiled and nodded. “That’s right. When there is a threat to the balance, they will awaken from their slumber. Just as the beastkin have been stewards of nature and the balance, reborn beastkin continue those same efforts, standing even against the beastkin themselves if necessary. Of course, now that nethril beasts and more will be around, they will prevent overabundance and more on their own.”

She added, “They also listen to my song, allowing me to guide them. I am preparing them for the conflicts to come. To direct their efforts against the true enemy of the balance: Tartarus. When they are young, their corpses newly reborn into this new form of life, they are creatures of instinct and habit based on their memories. The same can be said about the nethril beasts and insects. Once they’ve risen in Tier, they start to have a sentience and sapience of their own, and they’ll be able to join the Framework. And it is quite helpful that the Emberborn can help direct and protect the younger ones too, potentially guiding them and allowing them to grow and join, to help earlier than that.”

Jake was impressed as he thought about it. “Like the Servants of Arawn, huh. They can work together with the penitence seekers, and become stronger as they fight, gaining it from the great enemy.”

Tanda smiled. “It’s clear Arawn and the Celtic Divine wished for the Emberborn to join us on our world. To help them guide the nethril beastkin young. They really set us up for success.”

Berri said, “C’mon, I’m too excited to talk about this longer. Let’s go test it out! I wanna fight Lia and Tanda again!”

Nessa asked, “Are you sure you’re ready? Doesn’t your body need to recover some first?”

“Pssh. I’m tougher than ever! Let’s go!”


Chapter 2 - Testing Limits



The party had arrived in the training area, all of Clan Hart joining. Jake was somewhat surprised at the number now, their fighting family larger than ever.

Jake, Fhesiah, Ophelia, Bloodberri, Tanda, Avalara, Nessa, Bree, Sati, Ruby, and even Yona joined. A total of ten, plus the non-combatant lesser avatar and the maid, made twelve people in the training area.

A table was set up off to the side, Yona and Ava both preparing it with snacks, drinks, and desserts. Seats were available for those to watch and enjoy the battles, and recover.

In this area, the Hearth of the Refuge’s energy was concentrated, to allow for recovery. The dense energies were actually removed from the battle area, leaving it much closer to any normal battlefield within their Tier.

If they had the full recovery and access to the dense mana and auril in the Refuge, their fights could go on forever, or just become even more dangerous, as they spammed one powerful ability after another.

Yona’s twin tails were lashing behind her, a wide smile on her face as she removed more items from her Storage Bracelet and arranged them on the table. “I made some apple fritters with fresh apples from the Harmony Peaks orchard. The hamadryads worked extra hard on the apples, and they are so delicious and energizing. Try some, before you get all worked up!”

It was a large tray of the glazed dessert made from Ava’s nectar. The family crowded around, Jake’s girls grabbing some of the pastry with wide smiles and sounds of enjoyment.

Ophelia moaned, her face full of bliss as she chewed. “Mmm, so good, nice work, Yona! And you’re right. It really energizes you. Not like a dessert at all, but tasty like one!”

Nessa looked over everything. “Wow. With food like this, it’s easy to look forward to some training. If we didn’t already enjoy fighting so much already, that is.”

Yona smiled. “I brought plenty of nutritious snacks. I know you all get famished when you work hard.”

Jake was amazed at the delicious yet energizing taste. “Thanks, Yona. It’s much appreciated. You plan to watch this time?”

“I’m not so sure… I want to watch, Master. It’s tough enough watching your little girls fighting! But I need to be there for them…”

Bree chuckled in her human form, towering over Yona. “Aren’t you descended from a cat, little one? Your mother, aunts, and uncles are like walking murder machines. Surely, you have seen them fight?”

“Hunting is different! Fighting another being is not the same. I…don’t like to see those I care about hurt, or hurting others.”

Ophelia said, “When we train, we do get hurt. But getting hurt in training helps us prevent future injury in real battle. If we don’t prepare, we won’t be able to protect what matters.”

“I know it’s important, and I know why you do it. I just don’t like it! I wish the bad guys would just leave you and all your friends alone, so we can be happy all the time.”

Bree chuckled. “Oh, is that all? So what would you do if the enemy arrived, ready to kill you, or worse, the children? Most won’t leave if you just ask them to go away nicely, you know.”

Yona frowned, and she seemed to flex the claws on her dainty hands, frustrated.

Jake placed his arm on her shoulder. “It’s alright, Yona. We don’t expect or require that of you. There should never be a situation where that could happen. The Refuge will always be a safe place; we’ll always go out of our way to ensure that holds true.” The closest time it felt dangerous was…when they removed the protections when his void bloodline went crazy.

Yona smiled up at him. “I know. And I will help you, I promise. But… I will help by becoming one with the heavens and praying to Bastet. Faye said I could and that, she would help me!”

Jake gave Yona a once-over with his Umbral Gaze. He thought that in the past few years, she had in fact gathered a fair amount of faith energy. It wasn’t quite at the level of someone like Morwen or her husband, Bedwyr, but it was actually at the level of the average priestess of Arawn. Impressive, considering she hadn’t been at it that long and wasn’t yet in the Second Tier.

Fhesiah nodded. “That’s right, and you have been cultivating dutifully with your spare time, and Jake can see that you are diligently praying to Bastet. Excellent work. You are nearly ready to form your core in just a few short years. And without killing anything, I might add.” She suddenly had a thought. “Take a look at our treasure room and see if anything calls out to you. We have a few extra Source treasures now that Nessa has brought them over. If it calls to you, do not hold back.”

Yona gave a small smile, but her tails were still lashing in irritation. “Thank you, Mistress. I’ll… have a look at it when I’m in a better mood.”

Bree said, “I’m sorry, little cat, I didn’t mean to get you all worked up. The truth is often painful, but it’s better for you to learn and prepare for it now, before something bad does happen.” She chuckled. “Even those kids of theirs know that.”

“They do. It helps to know that many of them actually enjoy fighting, but some have just accepted that in order to help others, they cannot afford to be weak. At the very least, I am proud of them for wanting to help others.”

Yona left, heading back to join Ava’s other lesser avatar in watching the kids.

As Bloodberri wanted, Ophelia squared off with her to fight with everyone watching first, wanting to see how this matchup had changed. They decided on a Technique-only melee battle, to see where the changes brought them against her.

Activating her Asura Seal, a black pattern sprawled across Ophelia’s skin starting from the shoulder. It looked like strange black scribbles in an almost web-like pattern. Words of sealing were scrawled on the lines, with various Buddhist and Hindu symbols from the dharma wheel, the conch shell, a yantra symbol, and more.

The sealing lines and text covered all of her skin, from head to toe, even her face and her wings, and a dark aura or haze emanated from them. Ophelia’s once golden owl wings became as black as night. She became an angel of death, her polearm filled to the brim with the dreaded energy. With how a palpable feeling of death emanated from her, Jake knew just facing her in combat, any enemy would be given pause.

“Let us hurry. I can only hold this for a few minutes still, even with Tanda not taking part.”

Tanda was sitting in the corner, and looked like a strangely cute mirror of Sati at the moment, sitting in the lotus position with her tail wagging behind her. Her green tattoo on her shoulder lit up brightly, her half of the seal aiding in the protection, the counterpoint to Ophelia’s death magic. She could fight at the same time, but that would limit the fight time to a much shorter timeframe.

Bloodberri didn’t wait, and surged toward Ophelia while covered in her bronze energy mixture. Her swaying dance had her giant snake body creating a deadly weave of tail-bladed attacks, light and dark energies emanating from her in waves.

The nethril afflictions washed over Ophelia like they were nothing, and the holy aura barely restricted her. As usual, even if somehow mixed with Echidna’s holy energy, the Asura’s death energy was just a level above what the holy darkness or nethril could bring about at this tier.

The density of these energies was certainly higher now, but Bloodberri didn’t instantly reach the level of auril and nethril control of Tanda or Avalara. They would need to work on their manifestations and eventually sublimations to bring out the full power of what they had just earned. Thankfully, they still had plenty of time before they arrived on The Burning Steps.

Giant echidna and death angel clashed, the two locked in a deadly dance of swinging polearms and rapid movements. While Bloodberri’s body was clearly larger and stronger under normal circumstances, the unholy might contained within the tattoo granted Ophelia a strength belying her much smaller frame. She deflected the larger body easily, and her counter was ready for the follow-up from Bloodberri’s giant axe.

When Ophelia used her tattoo, she could still use her Sentinel abilities, but they were altered by the opposing energy. This meant that Renewal was no longer capable of healing, unless she was trying to heal the undead.

To get around this, she would usually ensure her Hearth Guardian was topped off before she activated the tattoo, allowing it to expend much of her vajrafire resources for healing and protecting. The flames of Hestia within her mix of flames were replaced with the deathly Asura energy.

Her Vajrafire Blitz Technique became more of a deathly righteous lightning than a fiery one containing life, and only strengthened her rather than being able to purify. The powerful, higher-tiered death energy behaved rather similarly to fire in how it would spread death and decay.

Ophelia’s swings of her poleaxe sent waves of powerful, cutting energy into Bloodberri’s scales, and the righteous lightning also seared into her flesh. The bursts of speed caused by Ophelia’s Technique were somewhat countered by Bloodberri’s tail weaving in a constant flurry of attacks, but Lia landed strikes of the deadly energy on their body, since she was simply too fast.

From what Jake could see, the scales full of nethril provided a decent protection against the deathly Asura energy, since it was a more spiritual energy having a greater impact than auril alone. Then, the auril energy running through the runes on her red and gold armor provided a substantial defense, weakening the attack further.

Rather than deep gouges and a powerful invasion into their flesh, only light wounds mounted as Bloodberri both attacked and defended with her tail and heavy axe. Her body even began to heal from the punishment, the auril and twilight energy flowing through their flesh providing a decent healing factor when combined.

Ophelia moved rapidly, keeping herself from getting trapped by Bloodberri’s deadly tail. The echidna did their best to cycle where they took Ophelia’s blows, no two cuts landing on the same spot until it was healed. Her armor was starting to look a bit like Swiss cheese, with how many holes there were in it. The armor would be restored over time, but it took days in the Refuge, not seconds.

The damage continued to mount, as Ophelia moved faster and her blows struck harder, the Asura’s power building the longer the seal remained open. Evil thoughts meant to twist her emotions and wear down on her psyche and resolve echoed in her mind, as well as pain radiating through her overtaxed body. The tainted power came at a cost.

Bloodberri had a pained smile on their face, proud that they had improved so significantly as a result of forming the organs. Normally, they would have already lost long ago. If they were able to last much longer, Ophelia would be forced to cancel the power of the tattoo, the corruption too high.

Then, it would likely be their win because Ophelia’s vajrafire on its own was just not that damaging to them, easy enough for them to heal up and come out on top in time.

With a parry of Bloodberri’s axe using Lia’s wing, she blurred as she used her blitz ability, swinging downward. A deadly wave of death and destruction slashed deeply into Bloodberri’s chest, and the fixture fired a beam of red light into her, restoring her heart. While it wasn’t like she almost died, it was close enough for the fixture to be triggered. She still had another heart or two still beating, after all. Of course, Ophelia merely could have targeted her Hearth Core as well.

Berri pouted. “Awww. So close. You’re just too strong, Lia.”

The tattoo drew in the death energy, the seals on her body fading away. Ophelia was a little weakened as a result, Jake picking her up and carrying her back toward the refreshments table to help her recover.

It took her a while to recover her breath. Ophelia smiled as Jake set her down on his lap. “No, I think if we didn’t do just martial abilities, you’d have been the victor. Plus, you haven’t really practiced with your new ability to find mastery. I benefit more from you being unable to cast spells.”

Blood shook her head. “You might be right about the auril and nethril skills, but your Valkyrie Champion ability is just too strong when combined. But I’m just glad the playing field is much closer now. If Lia could get a nethril heart too, that would be even more challenging.”

Jake said, “It just feels too risky. We all remember how Balor tainted the nethril. Those Asuras may be able to use it to get a foot in the door.”

Avalara’s lesser avatar looked thoughtful. “Now that we purged the taint, it may actually be a decent defense for her. The many memories of songs joining the choir as nethril beastkin awaken are more heroic and more numerous.”

Jake thought about it. “And you can help her in that case, too.”

Ava nodded, and Fhesiah said, “Something to think about, but if we’re wrong, we can’t just get rid of the heart if it causes a problem now, can we? I won’t write it off, but not only must we test it, but we must also obtain the materials first in either case. We have a few items of an adjacent quality that we should be able to trade for, but Elixir of Boundless Life and Endless Death are not that common. We are likely going to need both for Jake, and that’s before we speak of Lia.”

The other girls began their spars. Avalara against Sati and Ruby, and Bree against Nessa were both exciting matches that Jake watched with interest.

Bree faced Nessa as a humanoid, her body becoming larger as auril pulsed through her. The large woman stomped through and fought against the invading ice of the lake, spewing flame into it as she went. Her vines had bloomed their flame flowers, her bodysuit creating tendrils containing them seemingly at will.

Nessa tried to sneak around and cut into her back or target weak points, but a shield of woven vines would always appear in her way, followed by a powerful fist, blocking or stopping any assault. Then, Nessa tried to land her icy venom on Bree from her blade, but even when she landed a cut, Bree’s flames only brightened briefly, and then the vines grew rapidly in response. The deadly poison was then cut from the partial plant body, stopping their venomous invasion.

The snake girl also sent several blasts of frigid cold and dangerous blades of ice to go along with her deadly sword swings, but Bree seemed to have limitless flames and heat to counteract her spells.

The dinodog woman continued to stomp around within the lake, sending water splashing away and spreading a sort of domain of her own of fiery vines. Nessa then used her mirrors and several frostfire flame snakes to hide the charging of a more powerful attack. Using the Dao that made her blade sharper, like a snake’s fang, she tried to deal a more damaging blow.

Despite hiding her assault between a few water and ice serpents and her mirrors, Bree roared and punched out with a leap, her fist colliding directly with Nessa’s sword first. It then crashed into her body and sent her flying from the immense force.

Vines wrapped around her even as she flew, and even if that fist hadn’t really killed her, Bree was ready to mount and pummel her.

“Not bad, daughter of Tyr. That was a good fight.”

The red beam of light struck Nessa as she surrendered the battle, and she groaned as she got up. “That was…a good fight. But I can’t help but feel a bit discouraged… I know you still lack your divine trait.”

Bree nodded. “You shouldn’t be discouraged. I still have…something, and then I have thousands of years of experience, even if my body is new. Even if you layer your traps, my instincts have been honed for that same amount of time. While you have your divine trait and I do not, yours is not that useful against a straightforward enemy such as myself.”

“Yes, I understand. And your dense, healing body is too good at resisting my poison.”

Jake noted, “Fire against ice is always a challenging matchup. How does Sati do against you, Nessa?”

Nessa sighed. “She’s also tough for me to deal with. I can fly with my lake around me in a bubble, but her relentless bombardment as she evades is a pain. She…often beats me too, but I find wins sometimes.”

Jake shrugged. “Just the way it goes sometimes. Most would say that a tank is a counter for an assassin, besides. The truth is, you’re at your strongest while in a group, with us creating attacks of opportunity for you. The rest of us are pretty well-rounded as solo combatants, and maybe you’ll get there eventually. But you don’t have to. It’s okay to rely on us a bit more.”

He added, “Plus, your frostfire is one of the best additions to my personal arsenal. It has properties that are useful when other flames just aren’t.”

Nessa smiled at that. “Thanks, and I get all that. I know my poison is still weak, but with your help…perhaps it will become more formidable. Then I will be much more effective against targets like Bree.”

Fhesiah against Tanda was next, and it was always an epic battle, that often went one way or another. While Tanda’s tattoo was active, the fight somewhat resembled the kitsune painting, where Jake gained his void of family. A wall of deadly plant maws against a wall of purple, hungering flames.

Only, Fhesiah would build up towards a powerful Breath of Celestial Alchemy, while Tanda would use her endless vitality and growth to absorb the attack, and counter with her Bloom Burst.

Even after the plants died down from her tattoo running out, Tanda’s Avenging Flames would be powered up and send devastating, deadly attacks against Fhesiah. It was typically the Curses of the Sun and the Moon that would bring Tanda down when Fhesiah won, usually kiting and limiting Tanda’s ability to keep up the attack. The seal couldn’t last forever, after all.

In a fight with Techniques only, Tanda usually won, much like Ophelia did, her avenging flames powered by the endless vitality of paradise making the attacks devastating. Fhesiah could consume the life-powered flames as well as she understood them. But the physical nature of Tanda’s arrows or her polearm meant that, even with the sturdy scales and the might of a dragon, Fhesiah couldn’t fully defend against the damage Tanda could dish out.

And targeting Tanda in her defensible jungle or swamp was a challenge even for Fhesiah, who could see where she was with her Divine Sense. With several annoying spriggon summons casting druidic spells to aid in her retreat, Tanda really had a vast array of difficult tricks to deal with.

Meanwhile, Avalara faced off against Sati and Ruby. Ruby’s blood plate and sharp, clawed gauntlets were in fact able to make Ava’s battle avatar bleed, even if it was a more sap-like substance than actual blood.

This caused the blood badgerdillo to become empowered slightly, her bloodflame brightening in her chest. Meanwhile, Sati restricted Ava’s vine and Highlands beast-powered counters with powerful blasts of flame, and Jake got to see some more mystical-looking attacks coming from her. Flames shaped like dharma wheels crashed into Ava, and seemed to weigh down on her in a special way, even as they burned and dried out her vines.

Despite all this, Ava was no easy target. Her vines regrew as the flames burned her, and they whipped and manifested powerful Highlands creatures with nearly every attack, knocking Ruby back and striking her so hard that her blood plate started to show cracks. Swapping over to nethril, the swamp hampered and debuffed Ruby further, and Ava leaped at her, swinging down her massive club.

In a surprising feat of strength, Ruby roared as her spirituality increased. Her blood plate rippled, somehow hardening to stop the immense force behind Ava’s club as she met it with a cross-gauntleted block.

The fighting went back and forth for a time, the battle close despite it being two against one. The flames of conflict eventually burst forth from Ava, blasting toward Sati and Ruby. A wall of blood dampened the flames as they evaporated, and Sati’s flaming dharma wheels took on the color of gold as Ruby dashed in and landed a series of cuts across Ava’s larger body. After the beam of flames was diminished by the wheels, the flames of conflict were actually drunk in by Sati.

Her body the color of gold, Sati’s Scorching Ray sheared through Ava’s arm and leg, sending her avatar tumbling to the ground with Ruby and Sati finally taking the win.

The duels continued, different matchups occurring as Jake continued to monitor and practice his runes and constructs. He had a long way to go to be able to create a true Tier 3 spell, and he wanted to make the most of his time to get as close to achieving it as he could.

Berri looked over at the shape he was testing, her eyes narrowed. “What…is that abomination?”

Jake couldn’t help but take a look at it. What was she so upset about? But it wasn’t until he looked that he noticed.

It was a spherical object made entirely of pentagons, a dodecahedron. A total of twelve of the same shape formed its surface, and Jake was trying working combinations of runic spells arranged across the face of it. He was using Pyros, his Divine weapon, to form the constructs, as they would be even more stable than his hearthflames alone, and easier to test with less focus.

The object looked vaguely like a soccer ball–a football. Clearly, it was not that.

Jake groaned. “I’m just testing things, Berri. While Odin got me interested in hexagons, it’s important for me to try different arrangements of runes, or I might miss out on unraveling all the rules in which the runes operate.”

Berri narrowed her eyes even further. “You know why I do not like it. Do not try to distract me.”

Jake started to sweat a bit, and Blood groaned. “Please listen, sister. Your hated ball is a mixture of pentagons and hexagons, with thirty-two sides. That thing is different at twelve, and our Lord has enough difficulty trying to master the nature of magic without you limiting him with your weirdness. Even if it was the shape of your hated ball, it is not one. Don’t be unreasonable.”

“Oh, so I suppose I should just sit idly by as my values are betrayed? What’s next? You loudly proclaiming that it’s not Jake’s fault that somehow the only magic delivery system is through kicking it?”

Blood huffed, folding her arms. “You’re impossible.”

Berri humphed. “And this is why it will take you longer to become the goddess of…whatever it is you are wanting to become. I will be the goddess of baseball first, and it will be because I accept no excuses or compromises.”

Focusing, Jake added two small, stitching patterns with his hearthflames to the ball. The Greek key pattern also had another function. “There, see? Totally more like a baseball now, right? And if you notice, the stitches look a little bit like snakes themselves.”

Berri narrowed her eyes once more, looking at them, before she smiled, and kissed Jake heartily. “Yay! See? This is the line of thinking that I can support. And for the love of Berri, never test if kicking it is somehow better. We will never find ourselves in that situation if you do not so much as think it into existence.”

With a roll of Blood’s eyes, Bloodberri went off to fight against Ava’s battle avatar next.

Ophelia was eating some snacks near them, recovering. “So…that happened. Did…she just refer to herself like she was a goddess already?”

Eventually, Jakelia and Janda–Jake mixed with Ophelia, and then Jake with Tanda, made their appearances. Facing off against combinations of the other girls, they showed their strength. Even in a three versus two, the fusions felt nearly unstoppable. Part of it was the impressive parameters and empowered flames, but the other was their knowledge of those they were fighting.

It was easy for them to target weaknesses or overwhelm an individual member when using all the tools at their disposal, even with Ophelia’s Sentinel protecting against Janda’s rapid, deadly attacks.

With the increased amount of mana, the fusions could summon quite a few templates at once to busy the others as they focused on one. But most of the time, just some quick buffs on themselves and a series of rapidly cast spells would put their opponents on the defensive.

The girls all loved facing off against such a formidable opponent, but they couldn’t maintain the form for very long–just a couple of minutes. Thankfully, the form and spell wasn’t much of a resource hog, so it wasn’t as though it were imperative for them to win while fused. As long as they did any damage, which was easy, it was worth doing.

After the girls did their duels and the battles with the fusions, Jake was the popular duel and sparring opponent. They usually saved his duels for last, as using his resonant states would cause issues as others fought.

The fixture could block influencing other people’s battles, but then he became unable to use them. Jake had to get his practice in with it as well, and they’d often participate in 2v2’s with him and his resonant pair.

Plus, as the leader, or the person often calling the shots in combat, he liked to be well aware of all of his girls’ limits, and he also did his best to spot opportunities for improvement. If he was focused too much on his own fights, he’d have difficulty doing all of those things, even if he was getting pretty good at multitasking in that way–he was also doing research, after all.

Lastly, for Jake to fully fight with all of his resources, he really needed to be able to cancel all of his buffs. Divine Reinforcement still accounted for a fair amount of his maximum mana and regeneration, so any serious bout where he could give his all kind of required him to remove it from everyone he could.

Over the next few weeks, the party would spend a lot of time training, dueling, and practicing facing Jake’s mock PvP battles. They also needed to practice using their anti-PvP equipment Jake had created, and he did have the task of enchanting Nessa’s equipment.

Ruby and Sati were also ready for their Hearth enchantments, even if they were not hearth bonded. Jake had already made some initial enchantments early in the Second Tier for Sati, but he could tweak them a little more now.

Bree was still trying to find her path. He wasn’t sure what she was looking for, exactly, but he felt like she was doing well with Brigid’s slivers of divinity left over in the vessel they created. Her flames had the powers of spring fertility mixed with her monstrous strength, and they were both effective, and he thought fitting, for her style of fighting.

The woman’s monstrous mana and auril mixture couldn’t be formed easily into runic spells. It was simply too chaotic, making it not a great option. The woman could barely activate the Nordic runes on an item, but Celtic Runes worked much better. Bloodberri had monstrous mana too, but the blend of monstrous mana and holy energy had just reduced the chaos contained, allowing it to just barely be used.

The sturdiness, regrowth, and regeneration of Bree’s plant-woven, beastly body were powerful, able to compete with his well-armored wives. Whether she fought in her compact body or her large, dinodog body, she was formidable and challenged each of them in different ways.

But maybe she wasn’t looking for her path at all. What if she was waiting for Jake to make the choice for her? As her pack leader, her chief, perhaps she wanted him to be proactive on this. He’d think his wives would already know this, but it could be they were asked not to hint at it or tell him.

In her previous life, she was a domineering, massive, powerful dino-cerberus approaching divinity–a Divine Beast. As far as her flames, they were heavy and full of monstrous power, the sheer quantity becoming a quality all on its own. But thanks to Jake, she had been reborn. The winds of fate had changed her into what she was now, and he thought that what she had become was rather fitting for his family, and she seemed quite happy with it, besides.

Just as Sati and Nessa could mix their flames together with Fhesiah’s Breath of Celestial Fusion, so too could Bree and Nessa. Because of that, he knew that she could help him achieve or maintain balance for his Voidborne Soul Harmonization when she became his hearth-bonded wife.

His girls actually had quite a bit of leeway with this now. With each of his girls’ dualities, a few of them were quite flexible on which half they worked on in a given session. Fhesiah could work one set of flames and bloodline one evening to pair up with someone else, and simply use the other on another night–something she very much enjoyed, since it meant an additional session.

Then, Bloodberri and Avalara were both of their elements at once in a way, and would be tempered as long as opposing elements were used. Thanks to that, even if he ended up with an odd woman out, it wouldn’t really cause significant problems. Not unless they absolutely refused to join another in the same room, like Ophelia had difficulty with at first. If they did, then it could eventually draw Jake askew in their balance, but he thought it would be rather slow with his number of wives, and they could also make up for it by using more resources.

Of course, Jake thought about what else his party could use, as he took every opportunity to make his team stronger and close any weaknesses. In many ways, Bree was a bit redundant compared to Avalara. Both were challenging to kill tanks, their vines and immense life, or death energy, making them difficult to kill.

Their large bodies made them able to control the battlefield with their bulk, and thanks to their hearths and auril, they had incredible endurance, just like the rest of his wives. Avalara’s flames of conflict took a while to build up, but they were devastating as an offensive tool. Bree’s flames empowered her strength a bit more, but her power remained consistent and strong throughout a fight, a balance of offense and defense.

And that was just fine with Jake. Perhaps some mystical flames of a phoenix or some other special flame would be interesting and useful, but he didn’t feel like that was fitting for Bree at all.

Flames and plants seemed like the most counter-intuitive thing he had ever heard of. But Jake knew the truth–plants with the proper amount of hydration were in fact quite resilient to fire. And with auril dews being pumped through her body, and an affinity for fire through Brigid, this was even more so.

Having recently finished a match, Bree was sitting on the floor in the recovery area, enjoying the equivalent of a large turkey leg–some kind of auril beast bird’s leg. She was re-weaving her vines, as if shifting their makeup as she sat. It was a freaky thing, as they would get drawn into her green bodysuit and body, getting recompressed into it. Her body was a strange amalgamation of muscular flesh and plant vines, that hurt Jake’s head a bit to look at in his Umbral Gaze.

Still, her skin and the underlying tissue were similar, and muscles were already like cords or strings of tissue. It was simply that vines were woven in between, able to expand or contract as she wished.

It was an interesting body that she had crafted, and she was constantly improving it, like she was right now.

Jake stood up, and walked over to her. “How about a match, Bree? Just me and you.”

She chuckled, as she quickly finished what she was doing, drawing the vines somewhere inside her bodysuit, and stowed away the leg in her Storage Bracelet then stood up. “You know I won’t ever turn you down on that, Chief.”

Ophelia snorted, finishing crunching a chip in her mouth. “As if anyone here would. Against anyone.”

Jake intended to get to the bottom of Bree’s feelings, and have a good fight while he was at it.


Chapter 3 - Surpassing Expectations 



Drawing out Pyros as a halberd, Jake’s crafted shield floated off to the side. His mythic, rune-covered Champion Vestments covered him, looking like some kind of retro-futuristic robes of red and gold, lights cascading from the glowing runes.

It was rigid and plated across the heart and with a fiery orb where his hearthian core was in the center. His helmet protected his face, but did not get in the way of his view, both due to magic, and also his Umbral Gaze.

Jake took on the Resonant State of the Sage, but took on Ophelia’s melee half of the restrictions. This meant that he would gain some strength from her being limited on the sidelines, without having many limitations himself.

He didn’t like Ophelia being limited much for his need to take on other states because then it might limit their usage by far too much, and he’d be too concerned to use them.

Bree stood across from him, her auril heart beating heavily and sending pulses of the green auril throughout her body. Her already large body grew, and the woman was nothing short of imposing.

She started at twelve or so feet tall, and much like Vesuvius, she grew as the flames from her hearth vines and hearth were stoked within her chest to be taller and more massive than that.

Her plant bodysuit was made of extremely compressed, tiny, intricately woven fibers. When auril ran through it, it could become extremely rigid and strong. When not, it was actually pliant and soft.

It was like a strange combination of the properties of Kevlar and microfiber, providing substantial protection, and could grow along with Bree to any size. It was an amazing defensive material, and it was difficult to fully reproduce, but they were trying to add the insights from her weave to their own bodysuits and under-armor.

Bree was huge in comparison to Jake, even with his enhanced size from entering the Second Tier. She wasn’t as tall and large as Avalara’s form because the other girl’s battle avatar could also grow quite significantly, but her Presence alone was substantial.

Jake felt like he was facing a difficult boss, or, thinking back to when he faced that giant snake when he fought the Champion of Apophis, the comparison was pretty close. Only Bree was all rippling muscle or thick, corded, braided, thorny vines.

Tendrils of vines started weaving off of her, sending flames into the air from the numerous flowers opening. Despite it being a sort of duel, even in fights against Jake, he kept his Divine Reinforcement buff on the participants.

It helped them improve faster, and even if they were reliant upon it, it helped them get used to their capabilities in all sorts of battles.

The dueling and arena-style fixture was tuned for different levels of isolation, able to simulate things like all buffs being canceled at the start of battle, or allowing certain things to persist, like Jake’s Champion Presence. The girls were all watching from the snack area, recovering from their bouts and talking about them.

When facing such a large target, Jake often started the battle the same way: he used Giant’s Growth on himself. It was simply too difficult to defend in melee, with such a size and weight disparity.

Her fist was much larger than his head, and she could practically pick him up in her grip like an oversized action figure. And Bree would grapple her targets–it was typically how she would overcome Ophelia’s martial superiority.

He infused Pyros with his hearth flames, enchanting it for battle. The inertia-dampening runes were one of the most important he added, allowing him to remove some of the weight from Bree’s deadly attacks. Supernatural sharpness and piercing capability were added as well, making his halberd’s blade even more deadly.

Jake had long since improved the inertia dampening on his shield, but Bree’s punches were still too heavy to fully stop her blows. Part of it was her spirituality, the power of the Divine Essence within her, and the other was the manifestations and mana she infused into her body to increase her strength. Nevertheless, they helped Jake bridge the gap, and his hearthblade was plenty dangerous besides.

She punched out at him powerfully, and Jake redirected her blow off to the side, before countering, his halberd following a deadly path and slicing through tentacular vines that impeded his attack. Less than a small cut on the flesh was the result, the wound healing before her next swing bore down on him.

Even when Jake parried or redirected Bree’s fist, vines were shredded off her arm as the sharp, fiery Pyros scraped across her dense flesh. Her rapid healing and regeneration of her vines quickly replaced what was lost, and Jake continued his attacks, blocks, and counters. He kept on the move and used his shield intelligently, blocking her fist and countering with his halberd with deadly efficiency. Empowered by his wives’ numerous hearthflames, he sent varying mystical fire into Bree as he fought.

Jake had trained with Ophelia plenty, and while it was still clear she was ahead in her skill, especially in part due to her Technique, he was no slouch. He routinely competed with Tanda’s capability, as well as Bloodberri’s in melee to keep himself sharp.

Bree was clearly faster and stronger with her fiery, bestial might empowering her, but Jake used his superior reach and leverage of his polearm, combined with his shield’s efforts to keep her at length.

The auril vines whipped to crash into him like a storm of deadly tentacles, along with her tail being added to the mix. But he met them with his shield or a careful, yet strong slash of his halberd.

Despite the vines being woven or having auril running through them, his extended hearthblade sheered right through them as he swung powerfully. The auril combined with his hearthflames within his body to empower the strength of it, and the runes on his armor enhanced him further thanks to his enchantments.

As Jake blocked or deflected her punches, his slashing counters took out chunks of her flesh, though her dense body meant he never cut too deep. The wounds on Bree built, but these starting attacks of Bree’s were only a greeting. Frowning, she suddenly backed off for a moment with a questioning look.

“No templates this time, Chief?”

Jake smiled. “I plan on using my mana for something else. Besides, you never seem all that impressed when I win that way.”

Bree frowned. “No, I am, and that’s the truth… It’s just, I know that my sisters wouldn’t be…”

Jake nodded. “I wanted to win in a way that would impress even the old Bree. To show I’m ready to face your sisters.”

Bree’s smile grew wide, and she started to look excited, her breaths coming in heavier. She dashed in after Jake, and now her punches came faster and harder as she laughed. “I want to see this! You better fight harder then!”

Jake surrounded himself in a cloak of hearthflames, and used them to move him faster, much like his flight. He kept ahead of her, and continued his efforts to stab and counter her powerful swings. Dodging one of her punches to the side, he brought his polearm down powerfully, aiming to chop down into her chest.

Bree’s tail was a very effective, powerful weapon in her arsenal. With just a shift of her hips and a flick of her tail, the blunt implement on it would snap around and smash into whatever she wished, like a crack of a whip.

The force behind it was devastating, and she would regularly enhance it with an auril manifestation of an anklyosaurus auril beast’s tail, the spiritual energy enhancing the blow further. Bones would be crushed, flesh would be bruised, or–weapon’s trajectories would be altered.

She even used Sublimations, where the edge of her tail would become the mouth of a beast. The woman was always inventive in a fight, using everything she had at her disposal.

With a crack, her tail smashed into his polearm and deflected it to the side. More vines swarmed out of her, ready to latch and wrap around him to disarm him. His floating shield blocked them with a flare of flames, and he dodged out of the way, resetting the fight.

In Fhesiah’s State of the Sage, Jake found his hearthflames moving much more smoothly. Establishing runes when using them was so rapid that it was a significant strength, so he had come up with several strategies that took advantage of this.

The most offensive of which, was something he called Hydra, named after the multi-headed monster, which often had draconic heritage besides.

Three rune formations began to establish above Jake as he swung his polearm and stabbed, his shield redirecting her tail. A vine whipped toward one of the runes, but Jake was ready–his hearth flames formed a barrier in front of them, as mana was guided in from the surrounding area, and he added runes to the structures rapidly as he drew out his hearthflames.

Sensing their danger, Bree drew up her auril and life-infused flames, filling herself with monstrous strength. She blitzed toward Jake, her fists, claws, and tail weaving a series of attacks with a heavy weight behind each blow as her vines whipped. During this exchange, more runes were added to the ones already floating with every instant, Jake’s mind working rapidly to thread the mana together and establish the shapes.

But Jake and Ira were ready for this series of attacks from her. Releasing a breath of the void that wrapped around the giant woman like a blanket, Bree’s connection to Avalara weakened, to where the manifestations of her spirit were barely improvements to her attacks.

Like before, Jake met her attacks with his dangerous hearth blade, shredding her vines and redirecting her attacks with superior reach and leverage; his skill gained from practice with Ophelia was shining. A vine whip struck his forming rune, but without its manifestation, the pure mana was barely even disrupted, and Jake was able to smooth it over and refill it, before adding onto the runes.

Even while she was on the attack, a weave of vines was created of a thick shield in preparation for defense behind her, ready to be used. The first three groups of Tier 2 Runic Spells finished coalescing, and Bree’s eyes widened as three manifestations of dragons appeared. Blood’s flames of darkness, and Avalara and Tanda’s deathly flames were released, infused with Jake’s Dao of Family. Each cone of flame was a powerful blast, breathed towards the dinodog woman.

Bree interposed the shield in front of her as she hid behind it, but the weight of the flames shredded her vine shield. The deadly fire invaded her body and set her alight, the woman grunting from the pain as her huge body was shoved back and torn apart by the gouts of flame converging.

Her immense vitality fought off the deathly energies, but Jake moved on the offensive instead. The runes on his armor blazed brightly as Bree tried to defend and counter his slashes and stabs, and the giant woman was forced to mitigate the damage he was dishing out with dodges and deflections. Wounds piled up on her body, even as the deathly flames invaded her and tore away at her, as well as prevented more vines from forming easily.

And three more groups of runes were already coalescing, Jake’s Hydra reforming. The void wore off, and Bree’s tail whipped to take a rune formation out, but his shield was ready, deflecting the blow. With fewer vines at her disposal from so many being shredded and her body invaded, Jake was able to remain on the attack, pressing his advantage.

In an attempt to win the fight, she leaped at Jake, her giant body blurring toward him and her fists morphing into large canine maws made of vines and flesh.

The Hydra attack was not ready. Backing off now would mean not only would he have to start the spells over, but much of the hearth mana would likely be lost entirely. Bree probably thought he would teleport here, but Jake had prepared a spell within his hearth, by merely focusing on it for a moment over adding runes to the spells faster.

Runic Magic: Wave of Force crashed into the giant woman, along with an empowered thrust of his halberd’s spike into her shoulder, which stopped her body’s inertia in its tracks, even if it didn’t dig into her deeply. He dodged and retreated as she continued her assault, but a vine with a plant-maw bit down harshly onto his shoulder, along with a manifestation of a dinodog biting him. This crumpled the armor around his shoulder, causing him to grunt in pain.

But the runes floating above him finally finished coalescing, the Tier 2 spells empowered by the flames of his family being cast.

Three dragon heads manifested and released their payload once more, the magical dragon heads roaring as they breathed spiritual flames onto Bree, and shredded the plant maw that had bitten onto Jake.

This time, it was Ophelia’s Vajrafire, Berri’s holy light flames, and Fhesiah’s draconic flames, infused with Fhesiah’s flames of creation dao. The power was immense, and with a pained moan, Bree’s flesh was burnt and electrocuted, and her large body was sent flying through the air from the heavy blast. She hadn’t been able to establish a shield this time, the deathly energies preventing her from building them back up again.

Despite all the damage Jake had just done, Bree wasn’t fully out of the fight. He had just spent most of his wives’ flavored hearth flames to accomplish such a feat. The battle-hardened woman actually spun and landed on her feet as she crouched defensively, vines already beginning to regrow on unburned paths and areas as her auril heart pulsed.

Bree prepared not just for defense, but her monstrous instincts blazed as she sought victory. A cornered animal was the most dangerous of all, and Bree was as deadly as they came.

Jake’s void cells quickly regenerated, his shoulder’s damage recovering within mere moments as he teleported behind her with Ira’s help, and stabbed toward her chest with Pyros. Bree was ready with her tail, attempting to wrap it around his ankle, and she swung her canine-mawed fist with a roar in a powerful haymaker.

Prepared for this, his hearth flames flared up around his ankles like a cloak, and he released his stored hearthflames within his bubble: Nessa’s. The frostfire shot out as a beam and engulfed her arm and shoulder, freezing it almost instantly, and his hearth blade pierced through the frozen arm and into her chest.

He had aimed for her heart, and as his blade touched it, the red beam from the fixture shot down, rejecting his blade while it covered Bree in a barrier. It was his win. Deathly energy infected vines sloughed off of her, along with charred flesh and plant matter, as her body regrew and was healed by the device.

Bree breathed heavily, her body shaking as the thrill and excitement of combat wore off–though, it actually looked like it was increasing, as her eyes met his. She was giving him a bit of bedroom eyes, her lips parted with anticipation. After a few breaths, she closed both her mouth and eyes, taking a shaky breath as she calmed herself.

The dinodog plant woman was clearly elated by her loss. Jake had shown his strength, and even with her immense amount of experience and what she’d already done to improve, it meant her respect and conviction she had in him had just increased once again.

He could feel over their bond just how much she enjoyed the battle, his cleverness, and his ability to overcome her advantages and immense skill by using his own. And without using Divine Energy, or other tools his sisters would scoff at.

While she did not have a full Divine Trait, she was still benefiting from what remained of Brigid’s Essence within the Heroic Boar, an increase to her overall spirituality and empowerment of nearly everything that she did.

Most of his wives could beat Bree, but only reliably by using their Divine Energy or Seals. Ophelia would usually be defeated by Bree’s sacrificial actions, giving up an arm or a leg to get a hold on her to create much more significant wounds.

Tanda would try kiting for a time, but without Cyclic Resonance and Avenging Strike, she had trouble ending the duel. The two abilities could really only be used for group battles, making her a weaker dueling partner.

Bloodberri would usually win as well, thanks to her straightforward strength and superiority. After she mastered her new auril and nethril hearts, perhaps she’d win as reliably as Fhesiah or Avalara could–the two having access to a higher energy from their personal power alone.

Bree had told him it was highly likely that his Divine Energy itself would be disallowed for the duel with her sisters because it did not come from one’s self–it was not personal strength.

Once again, this took some mental gymnastics because they had been born with a portion of their mother’s Divine Essence, and definitely didn’t earn it. They certainly wouldn’t be disabling the portion of their Divine Traits they had obtained from their mother, so how was that fair? It was yet another item that limited who could face them and for them to truly feel like it was their loss when they did.

Jake had just proven that even with their advantages in the rules, he would likely be able to stand against them. As for Ira, the familiar would hardly even be a consideration in their mind.

After the red beam had healed Bree enough, he said, “After a few levels, and a few improvements, do you think we’ll beat your sisters? I really don’t want to wait until we're at the peak of the Tier. I would really prefer if it was before the War Trial began.”

Bree let out a breath. “Seeing your strength and how you fight now… I know we will win. But…” She trailed off, suddenly, frowning. Bree should be excited about this, but it was clear to him that this was related to her not selecting her Divine Trait.

Jake decided to ignore it, changing the topic for now instead. “Do you miss anything about your old body?”

Bree arched her brow, seemingly confused about his line of questioning. “If I missed anything, I’d have been sure to include it–I made it myself, after all. I do miss my immense size in battle, and my sisters a bit, but those can’t be included. Thankfully, you can always buff me up and make me bigger, Chief,” she grinned.

And that was true. Jake could even use Tanda’s Rampant Growth, in addition to the Giant’s Growth buff now–but even still, she was likely bigger in her original body at the same Tier. “What do you like about your new one?”

“Hm. Well, I like how you look at it.” She winked at him with a small smile, and then gave it a bit more thought. “I have to say, it’s a lot more versatile than my last one was at this stage, and by a lot. It’s got everything. It’s sturdy and strong, and the fire burns powerfully in my chest and in my vines and veins. I can nearly be as big or as small as I want, and the healing factor and endurance are nothing short of amazing. I’m proud of what I crafted.”

“You also seem to like that you can keep improving upon it. That wasn’t the same before when you were a dino-cerberus, was it?”

Bree chuckled, smiling. “You’re right. Part of it is my knowledge now, but this body is much more…dynamic, and I like it. I’ve found joy in strengthening my body to match my tactics.”

“You didn’t seem to believe you’d be able to transform like this, thinking you’d make a new avatar instead. What changed?”

“Some of it was working together with Faye. Watching and analyzing her, I was able to create a skill much like hers. But it took a lot of work. I found that I really enjoyed crafting my body, making small improvements and alterations as we trained, and those tweaks led to being able to rapidly transform. The rest was the weaving I learned from Avalara did lead to this special plant armor, too, which I like. I guess…since I always fought with my sisters, I was often focused on improving my flames. Not our body. Most of our improvements were…by chance.”

Jake could feel the satisfaction wafting off of her over their bond. The woman had understated just how proud she was about it, and he knew just how much she had worked on it. She wove and forged her vines and the flesh within the dinodog body for years in their Sanctuary.

And this was true before, when she was the boar, with her woven vine armor. It was like every time he had called Bree the Heroic Boar out, she had shifted herself slightly somehow.

He smiled at her. “It is a work of art, I must say. Are there no downsides, compared to your old dinodog body?”

Bree looked thoughtful for a moment. “Auril gets much of its strength from stored vitality, and a merging of our wills and the connection to Avalara. It is great, but mana does have advantages. I was larger, and the power and quantity of flames I could breathe out at once before was more, and that can matter. I can fight longer and harder in this form, true. But when we face my sisters, they might push those two advantages to overwhelm us before that advantage can truly shine.”

“I see, and I’m in agreement there when it comes to auril. Now, why haven’t you used the Nascent Divine Essence within you?”

Bree hesitated, frowning as she thought of a response. He could feel her reluctance, and so he was almost entirely certain when he spoke his next words.

“You want me to choose for you.” He said it as a statement, rather than a question.

Her eyes widened, and he felt shock over their bond. “You know?”

“I mostly guessed.” Jake frowned. “Was that really what you and your sisters wanted? To submit to the first male that could defeat and claim you, in all the ways possible? That doesn’t quite feel right to me, based on what I learned about you. And after everything you three accomplished, coming so close to true divinity, it really doesn’t seem accurate.”

Bree hesitated. “It…wasn’t quite what we wanted before. But as we approached the peak, our thoughts on what would happen if we did find a mate were always in flux. A pair striving to reach divinity together is…” She froze, the Framework suddenly weighing down on her. After a sigh and a shaky breath, she continued, “It looks like, I cannot say. But… I can say that, becoming a Highlands beast with a portion of Brigid’s Essence… it made me feel… so many things, when you… marked me. And this… is one of the reasons why I have submitted myself to you.”

Jake knew that while Highlands beasts shared many similarities with Earth animals in terms of looks, they were different. Like the beastkin themselves, auril beasts formed familial units, and actually shared a similar male-to-female ratio in addition to the size difference and temperament.

It was one of the many reasons why the species of beastkin showed traits from what was called their parentage–their origin was actually blended heavily, between Heroic Beasts that had gained sapience and their more anthropomorphic ancestors. It seemed…there was a bit of crossbreeding going on, among those that were so similar. This led to the ‘heavy beast blood’ anthro beastkin.

This meant that many females would be submissive both when it came to mating and also in their actions as a pack or herd. The males were often the leaders of these units, larger and stronger than their counterparts. There was plenty of variance among the Highlands animal kingdom, but this was more common than not.

Even though Jake never intended to beat up a beastkin girl and take her home, it was like it happened anyway.

He reached up and above him, to frame her cheek on her pretty elfin face with his hand. Her breath caught in her throat, and her eyes widened. “And you liked the way it made you feel. When I marked you.”

Her expression was full of need, her eyes large and her mouth open slightly with her chest heaving. She was breathless, and her voice was full of emotion. “Yes…”

Jake remembered how empty she felt, as she had told the story of how she joined their family. The contrast between the desire and single-minded elation she felt just from his attention was shocking, and he could understand why she sought more of it.

“Kneel.”

Her knees, tail, and butt hit the ground so fast, if the ground wasn’t nearly unbreakable, he’d think there’d be a crater. And despite kneeling, her head wasn’t actually much lower than his own.

And Jake was far from small now; it was just that she started so much taller than himself. Bloodberri was around the same size–Bree just had legs to put her head that much higher than his. Thanks to her snake lower body, Bloodberri often placed her torso level where Jake wanted it, and Bree couldn’t as easily do that.

Jake found the idea of picking a path for Bree daunting. It was taking responsibility for her success, his choice influencing the very essence of her for what could be the rest of their lives.

And this was at least part of the reason Jake had never tried to min-max such things. His wives’ choices were their own, and his desire, his own path, was merely to support and guide them as they strove for the peak.

He felt that motivation to exceed one’s own limits needed to come from within, and the way to do that was for them to make the choices that resonated with them the very most.

While they might be happy with Jake’s choices for them in the short term as they worked as a team, would they feel the same way years from now? Decades, even centuries from now? Not only that, but hearth bonds were forever, persisting beyond reincarnation or other forms of afterlife. So these kinds of choices were ones that could stick with them even then, without significant effort to break free from them.

Thankfully, he thought he already had a bit of a guide for Bree. He had researched many of the Divine, and Brigid even more than others, as she was one of his family’s patrons. Bree had received some of her Essence, and had even taken on aspects of her form. She lacked the bird beastkin form, but she had taken on a mesh of the wolf and bovine beastkin–the canine and triceratops.

These things had an influence on her resulting personality, but perhaps, these were simply the things that resonated with her the most. Otherwise, she’d have taken on more. And he bet that in some way, Isolyn and Ainora just might too, regarding Arawn and Lugh. Thus, Jake would take these aspects from Brigid, and reinforce them.

Today, Jake was possibly creating a future goddess, by using his flames to guide her Nascent Divine Essence within her from an early stage.

Jake spoke with importance, his words carrying his resolve for his choice. “Seeking love and fulfillment, you submitted to me as your pack leader and chief, and joined my Clan. We will face your sisters together, and we will win their support. With or without it, you are now a part of my family. As the leader of your pack, your chief, I will take responsibility for you and choose your Path, branding it onto your hearth with my divine flames forever.”

Bree’s eyes were big, and her tail was down on the ground between her legs, trailing behind her. Jake was strangely reminded of Tanda making her puppy-dog eyes. The joy and anticipation felt over their bond was intense, and her heart thundered with anticipation in her chest. She couldn’t wait to hear what he had chosen for her.

“I want your path, your essence, to embody what you’ve already created, with a few changes. I want your body to evolve and transform, by being torn apart and rebuilt through battle, hard work, and the creativity of the living forge that is your body. Auril’s endless vitality and spring fertility will be your strengths, your connection to our homeland empowering you as you listen to and sing the song of the world. By carrying the flames of your pack, your body and flames will be nurturing to your mate and your children and pack, but deadly to those that stand against them. You will be known as Bree the Savage Forgemother, a beast of a woman who creates and destroys with her powerful body and her flames. And perhaps most of all, you’ll be known as my mate.”

He retrieved another All Hearts as One necklace from his Storage Ring, having prepared for this moment since the Ferris wheel date, and placed it around her neck, clasping it behind her. She beamed like it was the greatest gift she had ever received, but Jake was far from done.

Gathering his hearthflames, he sent them into the center of her chest and into her hearth. He drew the demonic runes for the three words: Savage, Forge, and Mother, and it wasn’t just Jake’s flames that were infused as he did. Bree wove the Nascent Divine Essence she had stored, the enchantment branding her hearth perhaps forever.

Jake watched this process like a hawk with his Umbral Gaze, and so did Fhesiah with her Divine Sense. Weaving this essence was something that Bree was not allowed to teach them. But it seemed watching her do this was just within the limits of what she was allowed to do. He imagined that her intent to do it, and not to teach, was a big part of why she was able to.

He was sure that by splitting this essence into such a vague moniker, it would weaken it somewhat compared to if he picked a singular focus. But he knew that there must be a reason why there wasn’t simply a ‘God of Strength’ or ‘God of Fire’ or anything like this. Sure, there were Divine who encompassed those domains under the Framework, but never only that.

Most Divine picked multiple aspects and domains, and he knew there must be several reasons for this. The most obvious was resonance. People were almost never so single-minded or focused, having many personality traits, goals, and values. And perhaps, by focusing so much on a singular aspect, they would become single-minded as well. A weakness, even when it came to fighting.

Motherhood, bestial evolution, fertility, the forge, and the flame–these were the aspects Jake held firm in his mind as he inscribed the Savage Forgemother onto her hearth. These words were in their demonic rune form, embodying the dao and Jake’s understanding of the words, in addition to how he felt they meshed well with Bree and her Path. Such as how fertility was linked to both her plant’s growth and vitality, as well as her potential for motherhood as a dinodog beastkin.

The words were joined by several others; the formations filled in as he created them and enchanted the rest of her hearth. This reinforced the traits within her that fit with his family, and what he felt embodied Bree.

When it came to fighting, he liked her dauntless demeanor, her strength, and her indomitable nature–outside of her pack. She accepted her losses within it gracefully, but in a true battle she would never accept defeat, and only go down with her claws tearing and maw biting, fighting for her pack until she burst into motes of light.

And within the pack, she showed her nurturing side. Whether it was his children or his wives, Bree displayed endless patience and wisdom for any task. He knew that while she had grown up a monster or beast, she had found a form of love for new aspects of life, and embraced them.

Perhaps it had come from Brigid’s Essence, but it did not matter. Not only was Bree also a daughter of Echidna and definitely valued motherhood, but she would make the love for these new aspects hers, finding her place within Jake’s family and pack.

And Jake had wanted to include the bestial evolution. He had seen the power of the Bloodwrought, and he thought it was fitting for her as one of Echidna’s daughters. The difference was that she was not drinking from a tainted well. The power would be her own, and require true effort, not automatic, frenzied mutations. She would evolve more slowly, through her sacrifice through training and other efforts, as well as reforging her own body consciously. Something that fit the Hart family perfectly.

The essence eventually ran out as he finished the Hearth enchantments, the two forging something special together within her hearth. As it did, Jake felt something snap within him. The Framework released information to him, as he reached the first skill level in Hearthforging.

While he was there, he realized that he could invest much more mana, and he pulled on his girl’s regenerated energies using his Energy Nexus, converting them into his Divine Hearth mana.

He added Celtic knot patterns to her hearth, that almost looked like decorations. However, they linked the runic formations he created, increased his total investment, and thus the empowerment of them in her hearth, her spirit, and their bond.

As he finished his efforts, Bree was overcome with emotion. There was love and respect oozing over her bond from what they accomplished together, and he knew that if he pushed to form the hearth bond, she would accept it in an instant and without hesitation.

She had submitted to him in every sense of the word, and had left the decision up to him. Bree would go against her sisters and even make them enemies if Jake wanted.

But he didn’t. Jake valued family, and while it sounded like her sisters antagonized her somewhat, they only did it out of love and protectiveness. Even if their motivations and values appeared to be a bit twisted to his mostly human self, their personal sacrifices for this duel only proved they cared about her happiness and success.

Bree’s auril heart beat heavily, singing a song of joy and pride. Changes were still occurring within her body, as the Nascent Divine Essence intermingled with their enchantments. The flames within her chest built, the beating of the heart acting like the bellows to the forge. The hearthvines that were interwoven within her body also shifted, metaphysical flames being woven into the very vines themselves.

Her green bodysuit of vines actually shifted in color, flames running through it, as auril did. The flames from Jake’s presence were carrying through their Summoner’s Bond, her hearth accepting his Champion Presence. While it wasn’t the same as a hearth bond, it was as close as they could get, a gift that would hold her over until Jake could actually accomplish it in truth.

The bestial air that surrounded her increased, matching what he felt when he was around Bloodberri, and even heavier than that. Her weight on reality that Jake recognized as spirituality and divinity increased as her Nascent Divine Essence took its true form, and the woman somehow became just a bit larger and denser. She was kneeling at the moment, and now, she truly was nearly eye-to-eye with Jake. When Jake was almost ten feet tall, this was a bit absurd.

A pleasant, nurturing heat started to emanate from her as well, almost feeling like a Hearthian Presence, but different. He could feel the love and respect she had for him, along with the deference and loyalty she had to his desires.

Bree’s voice was filled with awe. “Thank you, Chief. The Path you’ve chosen for me… It’s…beautiful. Wondrous. Words can’t…” Tears spilled down her cheeks, the joy overwhelming her. He could hear it in her auril heart’s song, Avalara sharing it with him.

He leaned forward to her kneeling form, and hugged her larger form to him. Jake was used to this from Bloodberri, but Bree had a special, greater heft to her as her body was compressed and extremely dense. It felt like he could hug her large body with all his strength, and Bree would only enjoy this.

The girls all clapped and cheered, happy for her as her Summoner’s Bond reached the fourth, and fifth levels in one go. Their battle and hearth enchanting and forging was like a series of dates, their emotions finally matching their history together.

While the girls were excited for Bree and wanted to rush forward to hug her, congratulate her, and welcome her, they held themselves back.

Because they all knew what was next, and Bree was already worked up. Her defeat and subsequent proof that Jake stood above his peers by enchanting her hearth, and acquiring this Hearthforging skill had filled her full of desire.

Plus, this body was influenced by Highlands beastkin, and the Divine Brigid. Thanks to receiving the mated necklace, she was more than a little excited, a heat filling her body. Her eyes were filled with need, giving him a pleading look.

Feeling how badly she wanted him and how ready she was for him, his desire rose to meet her–he was certainly ready to explore the sexy body she had made for him. Their bond and his Hearthian Presence transmitted his need, and Bree’s green eyes smoldered as she felt the shift in his desire, literally now.

There were flecks of red in her green eyes, and it was the same as her vines, which had veins of flame running through them. Her entire body had become attuned to the auril hearthvines within her, the fertility of Brigid making her ready to receive her mate.

He kissed her deeply, and teleported the two of them to the bedroom.


Interlude 1 - ❤❤❤ - Night With a Dinodog Girl



Their kiss continued as they appeared in the room, the woman still kneeling and just barely looking up at him. As his hand reached for her large, heaving chest, the plant bodysuit unraveled and peeled away for him, preparing for his touch.

The same occurred all the way down her body. The green with flaming red unfurled, revealing lightly tanned flesh. Some of it merged into her flesh, but the thicker vines simply moved out of the way, providing him access.

It almost looked like she was bound with ropes rather than wearing the plant suit now, her breasts being pulled up and her firm, muscled stomach bare, and the vines trailed around her body. Her ass cheeks were even accentuated by the vines as if tightened by a rope, increasing her appeal. Her thick thighs were powerful, making her look like she could squat and lift a city bus–well, they looked like it because she could.

As he grasped onto her breast, Bree moaned into his mouth from the touch, her soft yet firm, abundant flesh spilling into his hand. “Mmm…”

Her chest was the largest among his wives thanks to her size and the influence of a fertility goddess. They were almost comically large because of her big frame. He couldn’t help but think that Fhesiah’s kitsune form, if blown up to her size, would be rather close, and he wasn’t sure who would win out. But to even compare, he’d need to use Giant’s Growth or some other ability on Faye’s body to accomplish this.

His second hand latched onto the other large breast, and he began kneading the giant orbs in earnest as the kiss continued. Her nipples were nearly as red as her hair.

Bree gasped, surprised at the pleasant sensation. “Ah! Yesss…that feels so good…”

The dinodog girl’s eager lips slammed into his again as she moaned, the heat and passion in her chest building, her tail behind her seemingly wagging in excitement. It felt like she wanted to bowl him over too, but she just barely held back.

Her emotions slammed into him as she did, a primal desire and need for him to make her his in all the ways. Her hands began to roam his body, to which he quickly removed his clothes in response using his storage ring, leaving him naked.

Bree looked down to his stiffening cock, and back up to him pleadingly. “I’ve wished for a powerful mate for a long time, but never knew more than animalistic needs. More than just being strong, you’ve shown me a different strength than I dreamed, along with the gift of love and family. You’ve filled me with true joy. I want to give you my everything.” Her voice was full of reverence and need.

He framed her cheek with his hand and smiled at her. “And I want you to be mine. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

He kissed her lips, and carefully, gently, she began to stroke his length as they continued their kiss and shared their desire over their bond. He began teasing her nipples instead of just kneading her massive tits, and her pelvis jerked at the same time–it was clear that her breasts and nipples were rather sensitive, her lust rising as a result of his groping.

Bree moaned. “Hahh…oh yes, your hands on my breasts are…like fire spreading in me. Something is…building.”

Jake began kissing down to her neck, and Bree moaned as she tilted her head to give him more access. He lingered on her neck for a minute as he did, still tweaking her nipples as her breathing and moans picked up.

Continuing his trail downward, his tongue kissed and licked her nipple, and her hand began jerking him a little faster. Thankfully, while she was inexperienced in pleasing a man, she was superhumanly coordinated. She quickly found what he liked, stroking him with her soft yet strong hand and alternating sensations.

Jake could tell her desire had built a lot already, her beastkin body preparing her body to receive her mate. As he latched on and began to suck one nipple as he tweaked the other with his hand, her moans picked up further. Alternating nipples for his ministrations, he could feel she was already getting close to reaching her peak.

Bree continued to moan as he lowered one hand and began to rub her clit with his thumb in gentle circles, her body jolting as a new sensation was added. “Ahh–Oh shit. That feels…divine. Oh!”

Her whole body jolted, her moans increasing as she bucked her hips into his outstretched hand. He continued to suck her breast as she rode out her first orgasm, her body shaking.

When she came down from it, she looked at him pleadingly. “I…want to please you. You make me feel so good, I–Ah!”

He interrupted by tugging on her nipple slightly. “You want to be a good mate–and you will be. But I have wanted to bend you over since you showed me that sexy body you made for me.”

With his hearthflames, Jake stacked two massive, special pillows on the edge of the bed.

It was almost comical for Jake–because he couldn’t actually move her easily at all. The woman was somehow a giant, compressed dinodog that weighed more than several elephants. Sure, he could buff himself up and then do it like when they dueled, but that would be a little try-hard for their current activity. Normally he would want to be the one to move her body, but instead, he would need to ‘ask’ her to move instead.

Knowing she would like him being a bit forceful, he ordered, “So bend over that bed and spread those cheeks. Now.”

Bree’s eyes had gone wide, her breathing picking up as the flame in her chest built from his actions. She was both eager and excited for this direction. “Yes, my mate.”

The woman was much bigger than Jake, so to find the right angle took some planning. Bloodberri was just about as big, but her snake tail allowed for her to put her elven body at nearly any height for him, making things a bit simpler.

Following his desires and directions given to her over their bond, she moved to lay over the edge of the bed with her face down and her arms on the bed in front of her.

Bree’s ass and tail were a little higher despite lying nearly flat on the bed thanks to the pillow raising her lower half up for him. The dinodog girl’s legs were spread wide, and her knees rested against the base of the bed to allow her pussy to be at the right level and be comfortable. Bree’s tail looped up and off to the right side, nearly pointing straight up because of the angle.

Thanks to her vines, she spread her thick ass for him, and her pussy lips and thighs were dripping with need. Her ass was huge, rounded, and firm, having the perfect bubbled shape. Her ass and her large thighs and legs took up much of his view as he stood behind her and lined his cock up to her slit.

Jake grabbed her ass cheek with one hand, and dragged his cock along her slit with the other. He could feel her intense desire for him, her longing to become one with her mate. His hearthian presence enveloped her, allowing her to feel just how much he wanted her right back with every fiber of her being.

Pushing his tip inside, he groaned as her slick heat enveloped him. He pushed in with ease, bottoming out in one motion. He wouldn’t call her tight thanks to the overall size, but the muscles within quickly pulsed and rippled along his length, gripping him tightly, as if accommodating him.

“Ohhh yes.” She groaned. “Finally. Please…fuck me. Claim me, my mate.”

Grabbing onto her ass firmly, he began to move his hips and really fuck her. As always, the girls must have clued her into his personal size and length, as he still touched the cervix with his tip as he began to fuck her harder.

“Mmm, yes! So good. Fuck my pussy harder! I can take it, my mate. I can take everything that you can give me. Oh!” She moaned, as he began to move faster.

Her pussy’s heat and tightness felt divine on his length, her pussy muscles gripping him firmly as his hips sped up. He began to truly pound her in earnest, his lust rising as his thighs and her ass cheeks were pressed against each other repeatedly, going balls deep with every movement. She had already been stroking him for several minutes, and her sexy body and the need he felt over the bond filled him with desire.

“Oh! Yes! Mmm!” Bree moaned, and her hips bucked back into him. Jake was knocked back and out of her from the sheer inertia, but he quickly recovered with some hearthflames with a thought, pushing himself back into her depths. He had to keep himself from laughing at the absurdity; just the small movement of hers was like being hit with a car–with pleasant cushioning.

He gripped the base of her tail for leverage and to keep himself from getting pushed away, which caused her to buck and moan even harder. Bree’s entire body trembled as he pounded her, a silent scream as she came undone beneath him and she came. Fires ran rampant through her body, and the heat coming off her body was incredible.

He felt his balls tighten as he reached his peak, and he grunted as his cock pulsed, filling her with his seed as he came. He continued to fuck her through both their orgasms, her whole body trembling as she moaned.

“Mmm, yesss…so good, oh!”

As always, Jake didn’t have a refractory period, so he continued to pound his mate. He watched her face turn blissful, her eyes rolling back into her head as her body rewarded her with pleasure from mating. The grip on her tail as he pounded her drove her wild, this position one that increased her lust to the maximum.

He continued until they both came again, and now he would fulfill her other request. Jake pulled out of her sopping cunt, cum spilling out of her pussy as he did.

Bree was breathless. “Divine, that was… Now I really know what I was missing.”

“We’re just getting started.” He stepped around her large body to stand at her head, and pulled on her horns, helping lift her off the bed. “Now I want you to please me.”

She looked up at him sultrily, her green eyes with red flecks smoldering with heat and need. Using some vines, she held herself up, her hands cradling him instead as she began to kiss and lick his tip.

“There. That’s a good girl.”

Her eyes widened as she began to kiss and lick his length with even more fervor, moaning as he ruffled her dinodog ears in her mane of hair, and continued holding onto one horn to help guide her. She took him into her hot and warm mouth, swallowing much of his length in her first movement, and then began to bob along his length. Her tail wagged cutely behind her, completely going against her usual demeanor.

Once again, Jake marveled at how his wives could enjoy him fucking their mouths just as much as their other holes. She wasn’t even fingering her pussy, but with how her moans picked up, one would think she was. Clearly, Fhesiah had helped her design this aspect of herself.

As his lust built, he eventually took both hands onto her horns, and fucked her face in earnest, his hips bucking into her face, his balls slamming into her chin. Seeing her pouty lips stretched over his cock and her smoldering eyes meeting his filled him with lust, the sensations of her warm mouth filling him with desire.

Her body even trembled as she came, and he was all too glad to cum down her throat, and continue fucking her face. It drove her wild how he continued to fuck her, feeling his need and lust for her rise over their bond.

The longing and love she had for him only seemed to increase as she experienced this aspect of her mate, burning every nature of him that she had not yet seen into memory. She had watched him from afar for years now, and now she relished the thought of seeing new ones.

Fucking her face harshly, her moans picked up as he pushed deep into her throat. He eventually came down her throat a second time, her pussy convulsing as she came with him.

Bree moaned. “Mmmm…so delicious, so virile, my mate. And yet I can feel you haven’t yet had enough of me.”

He placed a hand on her cheek. “Never. You’re mine now.”

She smiled brightly at this, and following his will, she twisted her body, presenting her pussy for him. Her tail rose her ass from the bed in front of him, placing her pussy off the bed at the right height as she spread her legs wide for him.

It seemed she loved being ordered like this–following her mate’s desires and will. He sunk himself into her willing pussy, groaning at the change in sensation.

They continued their lovemaking for a time, but eventually, moved to a loving cuddle. He hugged her giant body tightly, his face and body pressed tightly into her giant chest as she returned the favor.

“Mmm, that was unforgettable, but this feels even more special. I feel so…perfect.” She nuzzled her head on top of his.

Jake chuckled. “I’m glad we were finally able to connect. I enjoyed you.”

She smiled at that, her tail wagging lazily behind her. “Yes, and I you.” She gave a wistful sigh. “I have much to look forward to, and something worthy of remembering aside from a good fight or a meal. Thank you, for returning my love, my mate.”

Jake leaned up and kissed her lips, letting his feelings carry his words instead, before returning back to his position. He let sleep claim him in her loving and warm arms.


Chapter 4 - Family Fun and Relaxation



Jake found himself in Bree’s arms, feeling a bit trapped against her bountiful chest. Sure, he could teleport away, or lift her…impressive body with his hearth flames, but feeling the contentment coming from her even while she was half-asleep was not something he wanted to interrupt.

Bree chuckled and hugged him even more tightly against her huge chest. His back popped from how hard she squished him, and he let out a groan.

She said, “You don’t have to tame your thoughts for me or any of your mates, Chief. You won’t hurt our feelings for thinking facts. I’m massive. Dense. You like it, so it is a compliment.”

Fhesiah appeared above them, floating with a grin on her face. “Imagine having to police your thoughts in so many situations; wouldn’t that be tedious? Though, women don’t need to read your mind to know what men are thinking anyway, you know.”

Blood added, [There was that time Lia asked if you’d still love her if she had a beak, though. That was cute. Oh, and probably at least a dozen weirder questions while she was pregnant.]

Jake chuckled. “Yes, I’m aware most women are basically mind readers–mine only have a slight advantage. And I know Bloodberri never cared, only proud of their size. With all of us bigger now, it’s still a bit odd for me. Even going to Earth with my reduced height, it was already an alien feeling towering over everyone. At my full height, I’d see eye to eye with most elephants. Bree and Bloodberri would, even with some of the largest ones. It would have really freaked most people out.”

Berri scoffed. [Hmph. That’s nothing. We’re bigger than even the biggest mammal of your world, the blue whale.]

Jake frowned, though he was surprised she actually knew about this. “Longer, sure. They are over a hundred times your mass, though.”

[Remove the fat, then what is left? Almost nothing. I’m bigger and better, and my fat is only in the best places: where Daddy likes it.]

Jake groaned. He never thought he would be arguing with his wife about whether she was bigger than a blue whale or not.

Lia chuckled. [You should know it’s fruitless to argue with her about being bigger than something. Even Brother Zhang Fei gave up.]

Bree gave a pleased sigh, basking in the contentment of holding her mate in her arms, and being surrounded by her pack–both in person and in spirit, through the bond. “I do truly feel complete, my mate. Now though…” A flood of regret filled her. “Now I really feel I must convince my sisters. To join our pack. Before, I was content to leave them to her own devices, but now I know just how much they are missing.”

Fhesiah grinned. “Ah, that does sound exciting. Jake gets to tame the bitchy princesses. Perfect! The more fight they give, the more I shall enjoy it. I’ll get the paddle, and then–”

Jake said more seriously, “I promise I will do my best to win them over, but you did make them sound a bit…obstinate. I lucked out with you, taking you unawares.”

“You did, but I see your strength, your potential. I believe you can win them over.” Bree smiled. “So what now, Chief? I’m ecstatic that you have changed me, and I can’t wait to practice with my divine essence–my trait.”

Jake decided to take a look at it. In truth, the Divine Descendants did not usually get much tangible inside of their status sheet for their Divine Traits–as in, numerically quantified information, much like cultivators. To his surprise, she actually had two, and the information was quite useful.


[Divine Trait: Savage Evolution]


[The Savage Forgemother’s Essence aids her in evolving against different magical phenomena against Tartarus forces or in Framework-sanctioned challenges. Repeated exposure will slowly elevate her body, the full evolution only realized by her personal efforts in forging it.] 


[Divine Trait: Flames of Spring]


[The Savage Forgemother’s Essence enhances her flames and grants her a special connection to her mate’s Presence. These flames carry the power of spring fertility and creation; their heat and destructive capabilities increase against those the Forgemother calls her enemy, but they can nurture, heal, or protect her family or allies.]


Jake smiled at that. “Those seem like exactly what I had in mind for you, but I’m a little disappointed that we can’t somehow train or direct your evolution.”

Bree’s smile was wide. “Yes, but it’s just right. For every strength, there must be a weakness or a cost. If we could have trained it at any time, the result likely would have been weaker.” She focused on Jake. “It was remarkable that you could direct it so perfectly with your talents. While my sisters and I could have accomplished it too, we have worked with this essence of the divine for thousands of years.”

Nessa responded to their conversation, [That’s right. For me, I could not direct how my trait evolved at all–it’’s like the Framework randomly expands it. I’m also…not that good with it, it is difficult to practice and use. Knowing that Jake can help direct it in the future is exciting.]

Jake remembered that, after all his hard work for the better part of a year or two in using the Divine Essence of his goddess, he and all of his wives combined through their efforts, never surpassed the fourth level of the skill. Until they understood to combine them with prayers to their Divine. But Nessa could not do that–she only had her own capability. Then, it was also complicated to restore, making it more challenging to practice. She was only on the third level of Divine Energy Manipulation.

He decided to bring up Nessa’s Trait. 


[Divine Trait: Essence of Truth]


[Nessa Hart, Daughter of Tyr’s Essence enhances her senses, enabling her to pierce all lies and illusions and see and hear the true essence of people. This Trait has been enhanced by her advancement, and it can now see people’s potential. It also enhances her spirituality, her personal truths, or daos.]


She had defeated two Champion-level enemies over several years, which was what the advancement note was from. Jake noted, “I wasn’t aware of the change from that last part.”

Nessa said, [I’m happy with it, it’s the reason my daos are effective at all in such a short period. That and my soul-improving scripture.]

“How would you like to direct it?”

[I’m wanting something to enhance my venom or frost, and…preferably in a way that matches that State you created. It is perfect for me.]

Jake nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. Justice is definitely among the things I enchanted your hearth with, and poison is a method of pursuing it–I can just make a few quick changes.”

Nessa smiled at that from where she was, agreeing with him, and he continued, “We had gotten another piece of good news as a result of Bree becoming my mate, and that is that I unlocked Hearthforging. It did not grant me much information, similar to when I received Hearth Enchantment. However, I’m confident that I can form a Hearthian Bond with Nessa now, once our bond has improved and we have a spare Divine Spark. It is by weaving the essence of the Divine that we can create this powerful bond, and forge someone into a Hearthian.”

Ava’s voice asked, [What about me, my love? You notably did not mention…]

Jake grimaced. “I think…we’re going to require something truly special to accomplish it with you. A portion of the essence within a Tier 2 spark is all that I require for Nessa and possibly Bree or the rest. For your True Avatar, with how it’s linked to the world’s core… I’m not even sure a Tier 3 spark will be enough.”

Rather than being disappointed, Avalara sounded excited. [That’s a shame, isn’t it? My stag will just have to crush a Tier 4 Champion or another Enforcer then.]

“Of course.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “We’ve beaten one once. We can do it again.”

Bree’s green eyes blazed with brightness as they bore into Jake, and her heart started to pound harder. “Oh yes. I cannot wait for that battle and for our mate to emerge victorious.”

Jake had zero doubts that his efforts for Avalara would be worthwhile. His hearth enchantments on her had required a lot of his mana to complete, taking weeks in total to accomplish, even with the Divine Hearth of the Refuge feeding him a nearly inexhaustible amount of mana.

It had helped significantly. Her world’s energy growth skyrocketed, and what would have been marginal improvements to her talent, quantity, and effectiveness of her auril and nethril had influenced the entire world of Highlands.

Five percent of something was not that big of a deal for an individual. But five percent for an entire world, for multiple aspects? Massive. The actual amount was likely between five and ten percent, but the exact number was impossible for them to measure. They could only go by Valtor’s estimations thanks to their testing of the Array Flags he had been working on, and that is where he placed it in several areas.

Jake said, “Training and preparations are all that we have on the docket for the next three weeks. I have a few other hearth enchantments for Sati and Ruby to do, but I don’t think they’ll be…quite so eventful.”

Bree chuckled. “I wouldn’t make that bet if you leave it to chance, Chief. But if that’s your will, then that is what will likely happen.”

Fhesiah said, “You might as well do some for Yona, too. Practice makes progress, and all that. But I do hope we have some fun before we arrive on The Burning Steps. It may be our last chance for months, after all.”

Jake let out a breath as he thought of all the battles Hearthtribe was going to be involved in. “Of course, we’re going to be busy. We’ll find plenty of time to relax, but we’ll do something fun for everyone a few days before we arrive.”

[image: ]

Blaze rolled several dice and flipped a strategy card over before pumping her fist. “Oh yeah! Eat this, Dad! Our berglings and gunners are the perfect combination against your crusaders! Good job getting so many of those, sis!”

Computing the result of her rolls, Jake used his hearthflames to move the pieces around and swiped the dead pieces from the board. His small force was devastated, and next turn the girls would finish them and encroach on his base.

Nyxa high-fived Blaze and swayed back and forth. “We did it. We got them right where we want them!”

It was a special game and movie event in the Hart household, everyone playing their favorite board and card games, as well as watching movies, eating snacks, and even a few more physical games as they spent time together.

Jake was playing Space Wars: Tabletop Edition with two of his snake daughters, with Yona on his team. They sat at the felt gaming table on stools, while, of course, his daughters had no issues resting on their own tails opposite of them.

They tried to do game nights at least once a week, but often, it was challenging to get everyone together and on the same page, having their own tasks or plans. With their arrival on The Burning Steps in just a few more days, they made sure to do it up big. Everyone joined in on the fun, and they planned on most of the day rather than just a couple of hours.

Yona looked at her cards with a thoughtful frown, her twin tails flicking around chaotically. She flipped over the card and said, “I’ll activate…the drop-ships!” She rolled the dice, and the values were checked, and then the plastic pieces moved across the grid-covered board.

Workers were destroyed, the pieces removed from the table.

Blaze’s eyes widened. “Oh no! My expansion!”

Nyxa groaned. “We should have left some forces back. They could have defended against the drop. Then, you wouldn’t have lost all your workers!”

“It’s fine. We’re about to hit Dad’s base! We can come back from this.”

Jake chuckled. “Think so? It’s my turn next.”

The cards were checked and new ones drawn, and resources were calculated. Sure enough, his plan came to fruition. “It looks like it got out just in time.” He flipped over a card, revealing his deadly air unit.

Nyxa’s eyes widened. “Dad had a carrier! No wonder he only had crusaders…awww….”

Blaze had a bitter look as she threw her cards down. “That’s game; we surrender. There’s no way we can build back up after this. Yona has plenty of gunners, too.”

Yona was a little confused at how the game was over, but eventually, she smiled shyly and looked up at Jake. “We won! Did I do good, nya?”

Blaze huffed. “That was just beginner’s luck!”

Jake chuckled and brought Yona over to his lap before he scratched the base of Yona’s ears as he hugged her to him. She purred into his embrace, and he replied, “You did well. The game can be as much luck as it is skill. Like when someone drew an expansion card on only the fourth turn–right when she had enough resources to actually use it.”

Blaze coughed. “Sorry, you’re right–I shouldn’t whine. I just wanted to win! It’s not every day we get to play with you, Dad.”

Jake let out a breath. “I’m sorry about that. If only there were more hours in the day, I could spend even more time with you.”

Blaze frowned in thought and then shook her head. “No, it’s okay. I’m just…whining, like I often do. You spend plenty of time with us, and I’m thankful I have a dad that loves us so. Right, Nyxa?” She turned to her sister.

Nyxa nodded her head in response. “Yeah! Dad always finds time to play with us–when we want it. We’re blessed to have each other, so we are often pretty busy, too.”

Jake set Yona back down on her stool and then opened his arms wide. His girls surged around the table and hugged him with their upper bodies from each side. Blaze was now larger than most of her mothers were at the First Tier, matching Bloodberri’s original size.

Still, Jake wrapped his arms around their backs, giving them a tight hug and showing them his love for them, both with how his Hearthian Presence conveyed it and with his words, too.

“You girls are so big and strong and smart now. I’m proud of you both for your hard work and the leadership you both show. Blaze, you have a lot of the girls looking up to you as…the biggest. I’ve noticed that you started working harder to be better when you realized this, and this is wonderful. Just remember that it is not fully your burden alone, and you are allowed mistakes and failures just like anyone else. They are moments to grow, and you should not let the fear of them cause you undue stress and anxiety.”

Blaze suddenly looked stricken, her eyes widening as she seemed to examine her own thoughts and feelings, looking away into the distance. “I’ve been doing that a lot, haven’t I? I’ll…try to settle down a little.”

Nyxa smiled wryly. “Of course, Daddy is always watching us. And Rena and I told you that already, you big oaf. I suppose it’s just different, coming from him.”

Jake smiled down at Nyxa. “And thank you, Nyxa, for the same. Everyone always looks up to you and Rena because you’re the oldest and among the wisest and so giving. You never turn down a sister or brother in need of help and devote your time to others unasked. They can all see and feel how much you love them. I love you both and know that you two will be great at whatever it is that you decide to do.”

The girls both hugged him tighter and then kissed him on the cheek.

Blaze blushed. “We love you too, Dad. Can we…play another game?”

Jake smiled. “One more. As long as nobody turtles, these games go pretty quickly.”

Nyxa snorted. “That’s mostly because you’re like a living calculator and game arbiter, floating all the pieces around with your flames, Dad. Other than with Mommy Blood, it usually takes us ten times the amount of time to complete a turn with all the phases.”

Throughout the room, his many wives and children were playing games of their own. His treant children largely still played card games like Go Fish!, Memory, or Old Maid. Rena loved playing with and guiding the younger ones, and Clara and Nora often did too.

At the moment, Rena was playing Go Fish! with Jake’s treant son and one of the daughters, and one of the Ava’s was playing Old Maid with the four others.

Meanwhile, Blood and Berri were taking on Moxy, Nora, and Sharona in another game of Space Wars: Table Top Edition. The two versus three gave them a challenge, and Jake thought it was amusing how the two held their two sets of cards in their two hands.

Nora groaned. “How is Clan-mother Berri so lucky? She got an expansion and stealth units this early? This is unreal!”

Blood chuckled. “You got greedy. If you had just built a couple less offensive units, you could have scouted and prepared your detectors. With three of you and two of us, there really is no good excuse for that, don’t you think?”

Sharona whined, “We were trying to end the game quickly. Let’s play again. We’ll get you this time!”

Berri hmphed. “You’re on. It’ll be the same thing as many times as we play! Blood and I are just the best team.”

Blood grinned. “Yes, but only because you listen to me. The third turn rush would have failed miserably.”

“I have good ideas sometimes!”

“Yes. The key word there is sometimes. I love you, sister, but occasionally, I feel like I need a leash for you.”

Bree was taking on Ophelia in a fighting game on the console, with Tanda and Ruby and a few of the echidna girls taking turns in their matches. The snake girls cheered on the fighters, eating their chips and drinking their bubbly sodas as they waited their turns for their own matches.

His kitsune son, Taiki, and his ravenwolf beastkin son, Timothy, were playing a game of table tennis against their older sisters, Clara and Aiko. The bestial kitsune held the paddles with their fluffy tails and were able to hit the ping pong ball with uncanny accuracy.

The kitsune were around the size of a medium-to-large-sized dog now, much larger than any fox on Earth. As they reached the First Tier in the next year or two, they would be nearly the size of a horse. Already, Aiko was starting to cultivate and infuse her body with Qi as beasts did, which she would continue to do until her hearth awakened.

It was fun to watch the mirror match, the boys against the girls, and see them bonding. There was also a pool table and a shuffleboard set, unused for the moment.

Sati and Fhesiah were playing a collectible playing card game, customized for their family. They had swapped a lot of the character portraits within the game to people within their family and people they knew, changing cards to a unique edition only for them.

Fhesiah tapped three volcanic lands, then said, “You are almost out of life, and my victory is near. I cast the spell: Dragon’s Breath!”

Sati smiled. “I tap three Highlands Rivers and use Absorb! I counter your spell and gain three life.”

Fhesiah groaned. “Your counters are beyond annoying.”

Sati tilted her head. “You’re the one who took the red deck. What did you think I should take?”

“Fair.” She tapped a few Ariminum Volcanos and placed down a dino warrior. “Roxo, I choose you!”

A large group of the snake girls, and Nessa, were watching a certain PG-13 snake movie in which an anaconda ravages a filming crew traveling down the river in the Amazon.

Early on, a man gets eaten in the river by one of the snakes. The snake girls all clapped and cheered, swaying in place.

Nessa tilted her head, watching the girls and frowning. “Why are they cheering when the people die to the snake?”

Later, one of the snakes died. Nessa was once again confused. “And now they’re crying. They’re sad because…a snake died. I thought this was some kind of horror movie, but they are watching it through a different lens. You’re supposed to be scared for the human’s safety.”

At the end of the movie, the climax led to the snake being killed with explosives. The young girls sniffled. “Well, at least the snake got that creepy guy. He wanted to kill them, but they got him instead. It’s only fair.”

Nessa had yet another confused snake girl talking to her in her mind. She responded aloud, “Nana, humans are not monsters for entering its lair and killing the snake…and it’s just a movie.”

The family gathered for an actual dinner, everyone’s favorites brought out after some reheating with magical flames. Having a near-stasis magical storage item for the kitchen was one of Jake’s favorite purchases.

It allowed him or any of his wives to cook in bulk and prepare for parties and things of that nature well in advance. This way, a few of them wouldn’t be slaving away over the stovetops, magical air fryers, and rotisseries during the event in question and would be able to participate in the fun with everyone else.

It just took a few moments to reheat the items with their hearth flames, and their food was fresh and plated, ready to eat. With so many large snake girls with big appetites, this ended up being a requirement.

Thankfully, throughout normal days, most of his children took to helping, contributing, and learning from their parents on how to cook. It was both fun and excellent bonding time, and Jake was always happy for it.

The number of tables for the over forty children and adults was surprising. The snake girls all took up a surprising amount of foot space thanks to their coils, so there were many smaller tables surrounding the large and round adult table. It was covered in a large buffet of food, and the kids enjoyed many of their favorites.

While they were eating, Jake made sure to remind his children of what events were about to happen. “Your aunts and uncles, grandpa, and grandmas are all meeting up with us, and they arrive tomorrow. We want you all on your best behavior, and spending time with your relatives who you seldom see–not your cute faces buried in some tablet.”

The girls all nodded, and many of them got excited. They loved seeing their family, often spending quite a bit of time with them, as their house was located at Harmony Peaks. Odds were, their many cousins still on Highlands would also arrive as mental projections, wanting to see their Clan-parents. This feature was well-loved, as Ava usually helped connect the beastkin’s songs, making it feel like they were truly there.

Tanda snorted. “I bet Aisling will be the one causing the trouble here.”

Ophelia nodded seriously. “We better keep her away from Faye this time. The pranks are too strong, and they just don’t feel fair when it’s foreseen that they’ll be successful.”

Fhesiah grinned. “Oh, but didn’t you have so much fun in that simulation? I mean, you were stuck inside a room without your weapon and weren’t expecting to be trapped, but don’t you love a challenge like that? You got to punch a bunch of challenging monsters to death!”

Ophelia pouted. “Not when I’m trapped, and when you’re broadcasting your private time with Jake at the same time! You’re so mean.”

Faye mock gasped. “How could you say that I’m mean? Funny, I remember you enjoying a certain event after, and you didn’t close off the connection. That was my condition for Aisling’s help in predicting whether my prank was successful and why I did it, by the by–that you’d have fun in the end, too.”

Jake coughed. “I’m sorry I didn’t notice, Lia. I should have known she was enjoying it a little too… extra for a reason.”

Ophelia groaned. “I don’t blame you for that. This one is always a little extra something. And I did enjoy it, but I don’t think I can handle the stress of another prank like that.”

Fhesiah checked the insides of her nails. “Shame, you’re such a spoilsport. It’s a failing of your mindset that makes it less fun for you. Well, my prank targets have increased; I have so many great choices now, so I will leave you alone. Or will I?” She teased.

Ophelia sighed, and Yona and Ruby both looked worried, knowing that they were among the new targets.

Jake knew she wouldn’t go overboard, probably. The meal complete, they played a few more games but eventually gathered to watch another movie, all together this time.

The snake pile in the center of the room was excessive. Their movie screen was the size of that seen at a movie theater, and with over forty watchers, it felt like they were in a strange animal cinema, to Jake. Each of his daughters and his sons took turns sitting with their moms and dad, and Jake was very busy with the brush during the film.

Thankfully, none of his girls had really felt they had grown out of time with their father, but that might be one of the few ways they weren’t that much like human teens. The echidna girls all loved having their hair brushed or their scales rubbed in with oil, and Jake had mastered plenty of different ponytail and braid options for his many girls. As the movie went on, he was often wrapped in a hug by their tail as he worked on their hair.

The treants did enjoy a little bit of hair brushing, but more just the closeness and being together as family. Much like the dryads of the Elysian Glade, they liked sitting on Jake’s or their many mothers’ shoulders, watching over everyone else enjoying their fun calmly. They often lived and enjoyed things vicariously through the songs of Highlands as they slept, and it was similar while they were awake.

And of course, Jake bonded with his boys as well. Taiki enjoyed having his fur brushed just as much as Aiko, and it was the same for Timothy, though he was often pampered by his mothers or sisters frequently–and was much more interested in Jake’s attention than the brush itself. Timothy talked his ear off on the things he did, or asked him dozens of questions about anything, and Jake gladly just listened and answered.

The movie ended, but the party and gaming continued. A few of his daughters and wives loved to sing, so they had brought out the karaoke machine. Ophelia and Tanda, Rena, Nora, and Clara sang and danced to the music, each having beautiful singing voices. The others focused on alternating their games instead, the pool table and shuffleboard seeing a little more usage.

The treant children enjoyed some simpler, more physical games with their big sisters playing with them, from beanbag toss to rings and a children’s bowling set–when they weren’t just watching others enjoy.

Like all good things though, they eventually came to an end. Their singing and dancing completed, the girls helped clean everything up and put it all away, and then they began to get themselves ready for bed. Jake was about to start reading them all a story, but somehow, the topic was directed to a tale of one of their many battles.

The kids seemed more interested in the family’s smaller skirmishes, the ones that led to many people being saved. A lot of those were about being at the right place at the right time and being strong enough to turn the tide.

Saving a fleeing bear beastkin from a horde of undead the moment they crested the plateau was trivial for Ophelia, Jake, and Bloodberri, but they had changed dozens of those people’s lives forever. To this day, those beastkin worked hard in their cleansed village, and had completely rebuilt the tainted place into a successful, fertile one.

Eventually, the children fell asleep in their arms, and the parents snuck off to their own bedroom, to not disturb them with their discussion and their own activities. Jake had pampered plenty of his daughters, and now it was his wives’ turn.

Jake was brushing Tanda’s tail with her on his lap at the edge of the bed, with the rest of his wives sprawled out across the large piece of furniture, many hugging and cuddling one another. Bree didn’t have a hearth bond to fully feel it like the rest of them did, but she got echoes of it through her slightly enhanced connection.

Sati was enjoying hugging Jake from his other leg, the girl having a special loving warmth added to the sensations of her fingers running across his skin. She was very fascinated with his flesh, but mainly, being so close to his Hearthian Presence. The girl had taken to meditating within his Presence as often as possible, following him around like a strange, floating duckling.

Even Yona and Ruby joined the cuddle pile this time, and only Ava’s lesser avatar was watching over the younger treant children as they slept.

Tanda was sharing her senses with the rest of his wives, their hearths connected. She leaned into him with a soft sigh, and the rest of his girls enjoyed her contentment as her auril heart sang a relaxing hymn.

He eventually said, “I was surprised they wanted to hear about some more of our battles over the story we had chosen. We’ve told them all of those war stories before.”

Fhesiah stretched her arms high as she lay on the covers in her kitsune form, her fluffy tails batting around and caressing her nearby sister-wives as they cuddled one another. Lia giggled as she was tickled by them slightly, and Ava ran her fingers through the soft fur. Yona was held between Fhesiah and Lia, and Fhesiah was hugging the cute little cat girl.

“They can feel our unease, I think, Husband. Come to think of it, Rena probably steered us toward those stories to remind us all why we do what we do.”

Berri nodded, squeezing Nessa tightly with her tail. “She’s very clever and sweet. I bet she did.”

Blood grinned. “Our children have all really taken the best parts of us.”

Ophelia’s wings fluttered as she hugged Ruby to her with her wing. “I’m proud of them all. They seem like they’re less worried than us.”

Jake said, “They have trust in us, but they are still worried about the upcoming fight. They know that even if we win, as we often do, we can still be hurt.”

Blood replied, “Our enemies are truly vicious. We cannot save everyone or be everywhere all at once. But we’ve raised many heroes so that we can. The burden is not ours alone to bear. Just like I believe you told a certain daughter of ours, Milord.”

Jake chuckled. “You’re right. And this is why Hestia had us take our break. We are stronger, and so are our brethren. If we had rushed to join the war, it wouldn’t have been The Burning Steps. We’d have been defending natives from the great enemy, but on some other world, and our allies hardly would have been ready to aid us much, and all while being harassed by our PvP enemies. So now we can take on The Obsidian Blades and their ilk with competent allies and confidence, while rescuing those that we can.”

Yona was purring from her spot, while Fhesiah was running her clawed fingers through her fur-like hair. The cat girl smiled. “What you all do is so lovely, helping so many of those in need. But I do hope you’ll take some time to rest. The dungeon exploration was not bad at all, and I hope you can keep this as close to that as you can.”

Jake nodded. “We’re going to lean on the guild that we built, but there are still some things that only we can do. We never know what our enemy’s plans are going to look like, however.”

Bree agreed, hugging Ava from the other side of her, and also running her large fingers through Ruby’s hair. “Yes, like crushing any enemy Champions and betrayers. They can count on us to take on any of the hardest challenges.” She turned to Ruby, “Your hair and fur are so soft and smooth, Ruby–I like it, but it’s not what I expected of a badger at all.”

“T-Thanks. I…made it that way, with Nessa’s help. Yours is…so lush and shiny. And your ears are softer than I expected, with them having scales and fur alike.”

That led to tons of compliments going back and forth about what the girls loved about each other’s choices, and Jake couldn’t help but chuckle at how each of them had set themselves apart. Or how one change had led to improvements in others. It seemed a strange hair and fur arms race was also occurring in his home, but he was benefitting as long as they were happy, and they were.

Sati said from Jake’s lap a little more seriously, “It will be a dire challenge, I can feel it. But our family’s destiny is greater than our enemy’s, and we shall emerge victorious as long as we are vigilant.”

Blood hmphed. “We are prepared for them, and we shall not show weakness. We have hidden our strength, and soon, they will taste our might.”

Jake groaned as so many of his girls’ lazy smiles quickly turned a bit bloodthirsty, getting excited about crushing their enemies. Even Tanda’s heartbeats, her song, shifted to a call for battle. He pushed back with his Presence, giving a more calming feeling. “I get that you’re excited, but let’s relax a bit longer, shall we? You’re next, Ruby and Yona.”

Tanda pouted as she switched places, joining the big cuddle pile and giggling as she landed on top of Ophelia, Fhesiah, and Avalara. With Yona and Ruby both blushing and with happy smiles, they joined him on his lap.

It was only a few days before arrival, but they would make them count. With the Ravenwolves arriving tomorrow, they would hammer out their final preparations just before their Conquest battle truly began.


Chapter 5 - Arrival on The Burning Steps



The party was all decked out in their gear, ready to arrive on The Burning Steps. Nessa’s snake scale armor had received Jake’s enchantments, and he had even enchanted Bree’s skin with Celtic patterns, a tattooing of her flesh that worked rather well, and improved her strength slightly in both forms.

As much as they wanted to put actual armor on her, it would get in the way of her vine’s growth or her transformation. She relied on her living armor, much like Avalara’s battle avatar, and so this was a viable compromise.

The group was fanned out, and Jake had even brought out Jasmine and Zephyr, the Naga Siren and Garuda for this moment–even if they weren’t entering the portal. They both had a livery of their own, a simple cloak showing Clan Hart’s banner, much like his many templates now had.

And Jake’s Clan was not alone. Prior to landing, they had met up with the Ravenwolf Clan and allowed them into their Refuge, to speed up their travel and sync their arrival. The Ravenwolf Clan now had much more than ten members in their standard adventuring party but had limited themselves to ten for this landing.

They stood across from Clan Hart; the party fanned out in their own clan colors and gear. Timone had taken an additional mate, and a male ‘cousin’ of his and two of his mates had also joined their normal fighting team. Dressed in their black and purple auril hide and bone bodysuits and weapons, they looked like quite the elite team of avian beastkin with a few wolf beastkin with wings added in the mix.

Timone and Dahlia also had a metallic heart guard, helmet, bracers, and greaves with Jake’s runes on them, providing added protection to these locations. Because the growth requirement was relatively small for them, the usage of special metals compatible with auril, and enchantments he could accomplish were able to compensate for this in these areas.

Covering their entire bodies was not an option, and many of the reptilian beastkin stuck to their bone-lined armor for this reason since they grew even larger on average.

Nessa looked down at her red, scale-covered cultivator armor. She had earned the Epic item in a Dungeon Raid Prime Instance, and then upgraded it using a token earned from another. Combined with Jake’s enchantments, it was quite formidable, nearly at the level of their Divine-awarded Mythic equipment.

“The color feels wrong to me somehow, but I’m glad I’m not the odd one out. We’re all red and gold, a fighting family.”

Fhesiah nodded. “It’s a good thing for those Framework items, huh? Otherwise, you would stick out like a sore thumb in your lake. That might actually throw our Obsidian Blade enemies off, since you’ll suddenly be blue in combat when you were red and gold before the fight.”

Nessa shook her head, her tail coiled around her. “I think those used to PvP are mostly used to that, and you can actually change settings in your Menu to see enemies of your guild the way they actually are all the time, bypassing the item. We should probably do that.”

Jake and the rest did do that, to not be surprised by enemies suddenly shifting in combat. If they had the idea, then their enemy just might too. Thankfully, their disguises hiding they were Hearthians were just a step above the cosmetic item, and not a mere setting for them to disable.

While Nessa had a skin on to look red and gold like the rest of them, it was like Jake’s flowing toga-like robes and his invisible helmet. It was merely for looks, and during a fight, it would appear exactly as it was.

Sati looked over her new armor pieces with a smile, her arm twisting back and forth as she held it out in front of her. “Thank you for making these for me, Jake and Lia. Truly wonderful.”

In a joint work as Jakelia, the two managed to forge quite the cultivator armor for Sati using incredible materials from Aetheris, combined with items Fhesiah had found in her adventures and auctions.

Sati now wore thick golden bracers and greaves, and a heart guard underneath her sash-like robes. What made them special was that they could provide protection even when she turned herself into flames, and could become flames as well.

Her usual way of avoiding damage was often to make her form more fluid, making it harder for those that lacked magical means to land a damaging blow on her. It was difficult to cut a moving flame, like punching a wall of wind. Against Jake’s party with auril and hearthflames that each had powerful spiritual components, that was not as effective, but many monsters and warriors would have difficulty striking her at all.

And so the armor was to supplement that, to help protect her against people capable of attacking her nearly formless body. She could infuse the runes with her Qi, and empower her defense significantly against either physical or magical attacks, and especially those that blended the two.

The portal changed colors, the Refuge having arrived on The Burning Steps. It was time.

Jake smiled. “Alright everyone. Let’s move out. The enemy might be prepared for us, but they aren’t ready for us. Let’s go crush them.”

Despite being hyped up for battle, their arrival on The Burning Steps was a little anticlimactic.

Fhesiah had exited the portal first as a kitsune, then immediately covered the area in an illusion with her kitsune flames, to prevent any people from noticing the larger group. Their arrival was at night by design, with the hopes that the enemy wouldn’t be prepared for them.

The arrival party, to keep under fifty battle strength, was as follows:


[Jake, Ophelia, and Bloodberri unsealed, Fhesiah, Tanda, Nessa, Bree, Sati, Ruby, (Avalara), 9 Ravenwolf Clan. 49 Total Battle Strength.] 


Battle Strength Summary: Jake, Ophelia, Bloodberri: (7 Each, 21 total), Avalara (5), Tanda, Nessa, Fhesiah, Bree (3 Each, 12 total). Sati, Ruby, Ravenwolf Clan: (1 each, 11 total)

Avalara would join them not long after the landing, her giant form too inconvenient for their need to sneak around. She would be activated as an Adventurer like the others, but she nearly took up as much battle strength as a Champion herself, likely due to her level of spirituality and the size of her avatar.

Then, the whole family would have their sizes normalized and hidden along with their Hearthian status, which meant Bree and Bloodberri were not thirteen-foot-tall behemoths, but approximately nine feet tall instead. Still bigger than someone like Astalder, but not by a whole lot.

Though, Bree likely would grow beyond her original size during combat, and probably alternate to her dinodog form anyhow. Berri also enjoyed some growth while fighting, as one would expect.

The city was exotic and massive, a stepped-stone structure built directly into a mountain or cliffside, like a giant version of the Mesoamerican pyramids Jake had seen. Each level was flat and wide, with smaller stepped paths going up the larger structure. There were buildings that stood on the large pyramid, but doors and tunnels appeared to be built into the sides of it, leading into the mountain it was up against as well.

The streets were broad with numerous stone buildings lining them, and Jake realized that some earth magic was likely used to establish and create this massive marvel of a city. Through the city, channels carried bright lava, which cast an odd light against the bronze temple, which caused the city to almost shimmer with a red and gold haze.

The mana in the air was attuned to fire, making fire spells more effective when drawing mana from the surrounding area. Or, it would simply dampen spells of ice or water significantly.

Nessa’s tail coiled tightly around her body briefly, before relaxing into her usual spiraling, floating tail. “You know, I had dreaded this place’s heat before we came here. Now that I am here, it actually feels a little comfy. I don’t even need to protect myself with Qi.”

Fhesiah smiled. “Yes, that is one of the many benefits of becoming one with our dear husband. Fire will no longer be your enemy, but an ally instead.” She looked to the sky. “It is night, but it is not all that dark with such large and bright, colorful moons.”

Looking up, he could see the fire moon was the largest in the sky. Like a red and orange orb, that was like a planet in the distance as opposed to a sun. He could also slightly see the brown and green orbs at the edge of the horizon, smaller and in the distance.

Timone and Dahlia’s ears were flicking right and left, and his other mates’ eyes were peeled, looking for enemies. The Ravenwolf Chieftain spoke, “It seems no enemies are here at the portal.”

Tanda replied, “That seems…lazy.”

Timone chuckled. “In all our battles with them, this was incredibly common. The men spent a lot of time at the brothels and the bars, or gambling if it was available. They have some stronger, respectable teams and individual warriors, but as a whole, they are not very disciplined.”

Far away in the sky in the distance, a floating temple and stones surrounding it could be seen. This world had a long history, almost as tumultuous as Highlands had. Because it was the second Conquest of the world, the history was entirely available.

Jake had spent a fair amount of time learning quite a bit about it. It involved dead gods and numerous conflicts between the different moon worshipers, each moon embodying an aspected elemental mana seen throughout the world.

And it was the reason the water element was so weak on this world now. The Fire, Earth, and Wind elements were much stronger; the landscape was largely volcanic and mountainous, and the skies were filled with dangerous storms and floating islands. Only the remaining rain temples held significant water on the water continent and throughout the world, and it was a precious resource because the Water Grand Temple and the moon were destroyed.

Though not because the people on it required water. The several native races and indigenous species of monsters and beasts subsisted largely on attuned mana and predation, though the water races and species were extremely rare because of the extinction-level event for them.

Jake watched as the natives moved about the stepped pyramid outside the HQ with purpose. They looked like trolls almost, with long limbs and ashy, stone-encrusted skin. Jake knew that all the races on this world were human-adjacent, often having a matching elemental attunement connected to the moons.

The wind people were more like wind elves, living in their floating mountains. The fire people were like flaming goblins or halflings, living in volcanoes or in places like this stepped pyramid. There was a wide variety of mixtures between the races and the three primary elements infused into them.

There were no Rifts visible in the distance at this HQ, but it was easy to see by the people’s distress that they were at war. It was night anyway, but only those involved in collecting food or working moved about, for the most part, it seemed.

As far as what kind of food, there were all sorts of odd plants that thrived in the heat and the attuned mana in the air. What looked like lily pads floated slowly across the rivers of lava, and some sort of gem-like fruit grew on them that the trolls were collecting.

A rock-like fish the size of a large dog suddenly leaped out of the lava, wanting to take a bite out of the gatherers, and a prepared troll speared it through the head, catching it mid-air.

Aisling’s eyes went white, which caused most of the party to look at her expectantly about her foresight. She shrugged, and turned to Jake. “Just a noisy vision. Nothing too significant is going to happen here, I don’t think. We’ll follow your lead, Chief.”

Ira was able to quickly tag several PvP targets for them to take out, but they decided on entering the HQ immediately instead. It was their plan to trigger the War Game Challenge for the week or biweek, the entire reason why they were sneaking around. If he was going to catch the Obsidian Blades with their pants down, this was the way.

The PvP entrance wasn’t even guarded or monitored. It seemed they weren’t expected in any way, which had Jake frowning.

Fhesiah chuckled at Jake’s thoughts. “Maybe they got tired of waiting around for us? Four years and we haven’t made much of a move, until now. That said, you’d think they’d have their own foresight and other things, to see us coming?”

Nessa nodded. “Oracles are often used among those of Grecian Origin, and the Aesir of the Nords do the same. They undoubtedly used them to chase me at every turn, but when I beat Avaron their actions became a lot less straightforward or overt.” She chuckled. “Not that they could have come at me normally. Their treachery banned them from cultivator worlds. So it is strange that they weren’t ready for us this time.”

Of course, that didn’t stop them from their clandestine operations, but their usual means of Guild Wars for extortion were unavailable.

Bree hummed. “Divination and foresight are usually the magic of cowards and weaklings, so they are not something I know too much about–Ainora and Isolyn were the two that counteracted these kinds of threats. I just know that as one becomes stronger and the more the divine essence grows within you, it becomes more challenging to accurately predict what you might do. Maybe they can’t predict your arrival because you’re that much stronger than them? But I wouldn’t put it past them to cheat and somehow use their Third Tier Oracles to somehow make predictions for them, so that can’t be the full picture. As strong as your hearths are, I don’t think this is the reason.”

Fhesiah didn’t speak it out loud, but she thought of what made their group unique–Jake and Ira, the power of the void. There was plenty of uniqueness among them, but this was perhaps where they stood above most.

His bonds and void bloodline wrapped around his family’s souls like a tentacle-filled blanket, perhaps protecting them from magics like this. For her, this was just speculation, and Jake thought it was as good of a theory as any.

Ophelia complained in their mind, [I agree, but why does even her speculation have to be lewd somehow? I could have lived without the tentacle-filled blanket, wrapping around her as she enjoyed it, imagery.]

Nessa blushed. [Huh? She must have only sent that imagery to you.]

Faye grinned, [Or maybe you imagined it, all on your own, Lia? You must have really enjoyed ‘A Shieldmaiden’s Enjoyable Failure,’ where Jacob falls to eldritch influence, and then shortly after, Ofelia–]

[No! I didn’t, and I didn’t read any of the other weird books you put on my shelf. Please, tell them I’m not lying, Nessa.]

Nessa was about to reply, but Jake cleared his throat in their minds, interrupting, “Stay focused. We’re about to enter the PvP area.” Ophelia groaned, but became serious as they went through the door at the side of the HQ.

As planned, Jake’s party had arrived much before their other conquests were going to begin, or before their allied guilds would potentially arrive, preventing them from being intercepted as of yet.

The Refuge was a lot like a spaceship, in that it could sort of wait nearby a world without actually moving forward to reach them. Many of their guild members were now doing this, waiting for the signal to proceed from Jake or Valtor.

Entering the door, they were presented with the wide and diverse battlefield, or PvP playground, with all sorts of small environments. From small ponds to a creek, a bridge, and a watchtower off to the side, and hilly terrain with trees scattered throughout.

Jake imagined Tanda could move to the top of the tower in the distance, and then potentially camp and snipe targets heading toward the turn-in.

The obelisk turn-in point was in the distance, and again, nobody was inside.

The party moved with purpose, staying inside of Fhesiah’s illusion–the kitsune flames creating a bubble around them that was difficult to pierce, distorting and redirecting the surrounding light.

Eventually, Jake touched the Node, where the Menu was presented. He targeted the Obsidian Blade’s subguild, which was the primary target and had the largest battle force within this Tier, called the Obsidian Mercenaries.

Avaron’s Subguild and Calix’s Subguild were lesser and, Jake guessed, were largely focused on the clandestine operations within the Sector instead of the grunts that often won world ownership. As Cassius had offered him, the world’s ownership was frequently divided up and transferred among the viable leaders in their guild.

Picking the event a few days from now, he locked it in by paying the prerequisite CP, betting the maximum amount that he could. He also selected the period with which he could challenge them again, which set a sort of schedule for their matches by the sort of grace period. While a week was the minimum, he wasn’t so sure he wanted this.

This was too frequent to come back to town just to engage in this kind of match when trying to save a world. The schedule was a sort of consensus or compromise between his choice and the opponents, and he chose two weeks instead of one, imagining that his opponent would choose the lowest time.

With that completed, he would now communicate to all of Hearthtribe and their allies to arrive right at that time, as they could wait in queue the same way as they did the arrival event.

Jake smiled. “We’re all set. So that means we can have some fun for a bit.”

Timone chuckled, and shook his head. “I bet that Cassius is gnashing his teeth right about now.”

Dahlia’s tail was wagging, and she had a vicious smile as she turned to Tanda. “Music to my ears. Let’s hunt, daughter! Let us crush these weaklings!”

Tanda’s weapon transformed into a bow, her smile widening and her tail wagging in-sync with her mother’s. “Woohoo! Let’s hunt!”

They exited out of the PvP door, and they hunted down the few people within the city Ira had spotted. There was a large group of them at the bar, and Fhesiah helped with this significantly by luring them outside with an illusion so they could wipe them out.

It was just a single party, and they were completely unprepared for a party of Jake’s caliber–not even wearing their gear.

When they died, they were dispersed into motes of light. PvP deaths were less damaging to a person’s psyche than those caused by Tartarus because the Framework typically transferred them to the void rather than letting them actually experience a death. In a sense, it was like it predicted the damage done before it actually happened.

Paying for damages to the natives’ buildings was possible, and they were allowed to go crazy within the city as long as they didn’t hurt or kill natives intentionally. Given that they could resurrect them with Bloodberri, there weren’t any Framework-imposed repercussions for doing so by accident–otherwise, there’s be a CP cost for each and every single one. As always with the Framework, intent mattered.

However, that didn’t mean that the natives would be happy about it. Understanding the natives’ laws and stance on the Framework from their research, they knew it was important to avoid collateral damage as best they could, or they would have difficulty acting on this world even for recruitment.

The last thing they wanted was for natives to make things more challenging or for them to have a bad reputation for causing damage within the city, as the natives did have their own town guard and military of sorts that could come after them.

Becoming their enemies wouldn’t be all that dangerous, as they weren’t all that powerful, but it wasn’t ideal. Their goals also included the desire to recruit more people for their Guilds and Subguilds. Having the natives happier and more on board with their leadership would mean a lot for anything involving polls for sweeping changes to their world if they won it.

Then, Hearthtribe certainly wouldn’t use natives as living shields, but they wouldn’t put it past their enemy to do it. Luring them away first was just better all around.

Once they killed their PvP targets, to their surprise, they had actually collected a fair amount of contribution–the men hadn’t turned in their recent CP from Rifts in perhaps an entire week. Once in town, that was nothing more than just lazy.

They killed over two dozen holdouts throughout the city, and without alarming anyone, it had seemed. It was hardly a challenge with Ira and Fhesiah hunting them down, and with them not ready for battle.

A few were wandering around town, while others did seem to be up to no good–like they were snooping on people or otherwise sneaking around. It was strange, but Jake’s party just quietly shot arrows and spells to take them out, and didn’t ask questions or give them a chance to escape. There were not enough natives around to really witness most of these events, with the exception of the bar situation.

The party gathered back up again at the HQ inside the Conquest room at the table, and were deciding on what to do next before they took a portal to another location. This wasn’t the primary location, but the stations where analysts could review information were largely empty. There were a few people from different, unassociated guilds, but they largely ignored Jake’s party after a quick greeting.

Jake asked Dahlia, “Is it always like that? I know we came at night, but…”

Dahlia chuckled. “Like child’s play killing them, right? You’re just lucky they didn’t have a brothel here. That’s probably why they were all drunk and lazing about in the streets instead. Taking those scrubs out while they are getting laid is pretty gross, but the working girls are used to it.”

Ophelia snorted. “What, you mean an intruder that kills their customer, causing them to burst into motes of light, is normal for them?”

Aisling laughed, nodding. “Half the places charge the customer for it! If an Adventurer gets killed in front of the working girls, their fees are double for life! It’s emotional damage, you see.”

Tanda chuckled, shaking her head. “Serves them right, I guess. Still, you did that, Mother? I’m surprised; I thought you’d want more fair fights, and that’s literally a guy with his pants down.”

Dahlia cleared her throat, and became much more serious as her eyes narrowed. “If we were in a War Games for fun with Warrior Brotherhood, of course, I wouldn’t bother hunting people in strange places, wanting a fair fight instead. But these men are the scum of the Alliance, just horrible people committing terrible acts, or aiding their guild in doing them in some way. And they deserve to be hunted everywhere they might hide. I will kill a man on the shitter if it puts even a tiny bit of fear in them, or remorse for their horrible, cowardly actions.”

Timone nodded. “It’s not the fight we seek, but we enjoy sending them into motes of light, no matter what they might be doing. Many of them deserve to suffer and die for good, in truth.”

The family nodded grimly, now having a different outlook on the matter.

Bree frowned. “Damn, you make great points. Now I wish I did get to punch one of them–save one for me next time. Could we somehow heal them, and beat them to death again? I haven’t had to participate in this PvP overly much in Mother’s Territories; any PvP was largely focused on the Battlegrounds.”

Jake chuckled; Bree hadn’t been interested in killing the unarmed and unprepared opponents, leaving it to Tanda, Fhesiah, and the Ravenwolf Clan to race around town and take them out.

“Unfortunately, PvP deaths send you into motes of light–the void–and you cannot be revived early without paying a significant amount of CP at a shrine. Even if revived, you can’t participate in PvP for a week. Actually, if we take out Cassius or any of their Third-Tier folks, they’ll be even more costly to revive early.”

Blood was looking over the map. The world was vast, and it had what appeared to be four main continents, that corresponded to their moons. Because there was no water, however, it was like the lines were drawn in an arbitrary way that didn’t match the geography; a remembrance of their history, perhaps.

There were numerous sections that had many Rifts, but the water continent was completely empty. The four HQ were well spread out across the three main continents in use, with only the fire continent having two HQs including the primary one, as it was in the center of the three active continents. From what Jake could tell at a glance, much of the action was several hundred miles away from the HQs themselves at a minimum, and much closer to other cities instead.

On this particular world, the Sector Council had decided to wage war exclusively at the Second Tier, so there were no Tier 1 zones on it. Blood asked, “So do we want to build up this HQ, or claim another as our home base?”

Jake shook his head. “It looks like the Rifts are largely near the primary HQ on the fire continent. That’s probably the larger reason why these guys weren’t ready for us here, and why we chose it. Let’s head through the portal to the other HQs and see if we can hunt some more of these guys.”

Each person they hunted down likely would be unable to join the PvP event, missing out on their alliance guilds’ landings. Even if they revived on time, they would be barred from the events due to having a recent PvP death.

Nessa nodded. “I do think we should hit the area with the most Rifts nearby next. A lot of those mercs are lazy and hate travel, and seeing so many targets in one area for them to hit, that’s likely where they will be.”

Ophelia said, “We can hunt them down in the city, then go close the Rifts in their stead.”

Bree grinned, and cupped her fist with the other, punching her palm. “Oh yeah, let’s bust them up. I hope we can find a whole Battlegroup of the jerks.”

Taking the portal to the busiest area, the city was largely similar to the first–only larger. There were several stepped pyramids visible, the lava rivers pooling into a large lake in the distance. Because the world was hot and full of fiery mana, it never cooled down into a solid form, moving like a river at all times.

There were a few targets of the guild very close nearby, people just waiting around in the plaza and only a few roads away. This place appeared busier for some reason, and perhaps it was because the Rifts were the nearby hotspot.

One Grecian warrior appeared to be hitting on one of the stone troll women, but she really did not seem interested. Another three were inside a bar and an inn not far away, while another was just eating at a food stall, and another seemed to be purchasing supplies.

Bree, Ophelia, Tanda, and Dahlia rushed out, and cut or punched them down. In all, they were barely given a chance to even react to Jake and his party’s arrival, and the many onlookers in the plaza were shocked.

Bree’s body was filled with fiery strength, and her giant fist manifested a powerful, rampaging triceratops that crashed into them while she laughed. It completely demolished the guy hitting on the troll girl, his body bursting into motes of light.

Ophelia riding on Valora blitzed to the nearby street, while Tanda and Dahlia entered the bar with a laugh. The warriors within barely had time to respond, but given that they weren’t even wearing their equipment, they burst into motes of light moments later from deadly arrows piercing them.

Berri rose high above everyone, and tried to get their attention. “Don’t worry, everyone! We’re only here to crush the asshole mercs for a guild war they started. We’ll leave everyone else alone, and then go close all the nearby Rifts! Unfortunately, those guys will be back. Enjoy their forced suspension from living–without pay!”

A few people actually clapped, and somewhat cheered. It seemed these people had bad reputations, just like the [War, Glory, Profit] people did.

A troll woman suddenly spoke up, her voice deep and rumbling. “You’re after the Obsidian Mercenaries guys? I’ve heard they’ve been harassing the people at Firewake. It’s why the Rifts aren’t being closed like they’re supposed to be.”

Nessa’s eyes narrowed at that. “That a fact? Thank you for the information, stranger.”

Jake had been planning on heading to a separate city or maybe even one of the other HQ’s first, but decided to follow up on this lead instead. “Guess we know where we’re going right now. You ready, Lia?”

“Ready to ride!”

She then took off, blitzing through the sky with Fhesiah joining her side-saddle. The kitsune would be able to create and continue her illusion and allow her to arrive and hide without making the enemy aware of their presence or their approach, and all while on the lookout with her Divine Sense.

This way, Jake could Reverse Summon himself, then bring the rest of them in.

Dahlia got in front of Jake, then pressed her fingers together, pouting at him cutely. “I do hope you guys leave some for us. But I’d rather you nab them than let them get away.”

Tanda frowned. “Mother…you’re such a battle junkie. Trying to look cute to fight more jerks? I mean, I get it, but that’s a little much?”

Aisling laughed. “That one looking cute is a little criminal. She’s old enough to–”

Dahlia’s face morphed into a scowl, and her hand reached to the haft of her halberd on her back. “What was that, Aisling? Your mouth was moving, but it didn’t seem to be saying anything. I might not need to go to Firewake for a fight.”

Aisling hid behind Timone. “N-Nothing. I wasn’t saying anything.”

Timone cleared his throat. “We better get flying, but what my dear young, beautiful mate said was true. Please wait for us if you can, but we’d rather you do what it takes, and don’t let them get away.”

Jake nodded. “If we let any get away, we lose advantages in the contest in a few days, and the arrival. We’ll do what it takes.”

The Ravenwolf Clan took to the sky, and even Dahlia was able to flap her wings and fly now thanks to her auril-infused wing contraption added to the back of her bodysuit. A wolf parentage beastkin able to fly like a bird…now, she looked like a white-winged and furred twin of Tanda’s instead.

The party waited for Ophelia to arrive at their destination of Firewake, Jake and the other girls able to more or less watch through her eyes, sharing her senses.

It wasn’t long until Firewake came into view for her. The city was a little different in that it was smaller. It had a Nexus Node, but not an Alliance HQ present. There was still a stepped pyramid, but it was both smaller and freestanding rather than carved into the side of a large mountain or volcano, and there was a small temple floating above it on a rock.

The winds in the area were turbulent, full of wind mana. The lake of lava nearby looked like it was also on fire. On the pyramid, there was a Battlegroup that was getting ready to move, numerous people riding lizard mounts loading goods onto them. There were close to a hundred enemies there in total, most on mounts, or those that didn’t need them, such as a few centaurs.

It looked like they would get a good fight and a chance to thin out their enemies.


Chapter 6 - Hunting Obsidian Mercenaries



Fhesiah and Ophelia had picked an area for them to arrive, behind a nearby stone building and still hidden by Fhesiah’s foxfire flames. Jake used Reverse Summon, and then called all of the girls rapidly, each one appearing in her bubble of control for her illusion.

With his increase in level, Mana Control, and control over the void, he could cast Reverse Summon even faster than ever before. On the same world, anywhere from thirty seconds to several minutes, depending on the size. On the same battlefield, under ten seconds all by himself, and with Ira, he could reduce that even further.

Looking around the corner from above the others, Blood noted, “The natives just said they weren’t closing Rifts, but these guys are preparing to move. Maybe they know we’re here in the area and are trying to escape from us.”

Ruby was excited to fight, and had her bloodplate and dueling saber ready. She asked, “What are those red lizards they’re riding?”

Nessa looked over as well. “Those are the mounts native to this world, and many select them to become their non-combat mounts. Those lizards can cross lava, and those frills allow them to glide short distances. They can also catch a strong air current–the air above the lava lake causes superheated air to generate quite a bit of lift, and they can get up to that temple above us. Holding an air bubble in their chest and heating it up in an emergency, they can use float slowly down.”

A non-combat mount was a lot like how Valora behaved in the First Tier, where she would disperse into motes of light from even a minor attack. Only a few classes in this Tier could have combat mounts, much like a beast tamer having a beast or another monster or summon-focused class. But anyone could store and use a non-combat mount, and it very much behaved just like it did in most MMO’s Jake played.

Jake looked over their enemies again. He didn’t think it would really take all that long to get ready. It seemed to be a large mixture of Grecian and Nordic warriors. While the majority were humans, there were also a handful of other races mixed in.

What Jake understood was that they might accept nearly any mercenary willing to do their dirty work of collecting slaves and sometimes betraying the Alliance. But they strongly preferred those that had a Grecian or Nordic Origin, for their two sets of Guilds and Subguilds.

There was a smattering of satyrs, minotaurs, and centaurs for the Greeks, and jotuns, dvergr, and bear-kin for the Nords. There were only a few of each, and aside from the two jotuns, which were about the size of Bree’s shrunk size, most of them didn’t seem all that formidable.

He could see several runic casters based on their staves, and most of them were dvergr, the Nordic Dwarves. Then, there were a handful of Grecian casters, with their odd magic quivers. Wearing togas and having stored javelins and orbs that they infused mana into, they were able to throw lightning bolts, ice lances, balls of flame, or a few utility-focused spells.

Occasionally, another lizard and rider would arrive, and one had actually run right past their group, missing them entirely and showing the value of Fhesiah’s illusion. They were well over a hundred enemies now, but Jake was pretty confident. His party was on a whole other level at this point.

Jake noticed that only some of them even carried any goods. At this level, every Adventurer should have a Storage Bracelet or Storage Ring, having no need to micromanage their supplies on the back of some beast of burden. He began to wonder why they would put anything on their backs at all.

He asked, “What do you think? Can we wait for the Ravenwolf Clan, or should we just move? How long can you hold this illusion, Faye?”

“I’m good for hours thanks to our Hearth, husband. It looks like we can wait for now.”

Jake’s Umbral Gaze took some effort for him to try to view what was inside the rider’s packaging. At first, it looked like just a bunch of random, possibly stolen goods. However, what he found inside nearly each rider’s belongings made his blood run cold.

Living people were bound inside the larger trunks, and not joined to the Framework. Human trafficking was taking place right in front of them. The girls collectively gasped as Fhesiah confirmed it with her Divine Sense, as she required focus to scan the contents from the distance they were at.

Faye scowled. “How shameless can they be! Maybe…we can just target those riders first, and try to rescue them?”

Nessa frowned. “That could work, but this is dangerous. Antagonizing the natives in this way during conquest is an act of betrayal. They might…try to destroy the evidence.”

Tanda was outright angry. “How can they do this? We will stop them now, but how can we make them pay?”

Nessa grimaced. “Of course, recording this situation will be for the best–it’s a good thing that Fhesiah, Sati, Ruby, and I can do this onto an information crystal, and we can use the Framework item meant for this purpose as well. We can message the Sector Council, but the best they could do is probably ensure these people won’t revive here on The Burning Steps for now. The Guild itself won’t be punished–at least not with just this.”

Ophelia had a calm anger brewing, but she was focused on the battle ahead of her. “This is terrible. Should we maybe…let one of them get away? So we can see where they are taking them, or why? I understand they want slaves, but…could it be for something even more sinister than that?”

Jake grimaced. It wasn’t ideal, but their enemy’s goals could go deeper than just collecting people. “Faye could empty one of the trunks without them knowing, before we hit them? And we can let that one escape. Then we both target the riders, and protect the captured natives.”

Fhesiah was already in her kitsune form, so she was able to utilize her strongest illusions. “It’s risky, but I can try it. Especially if there is one with a trunk that hasn’t arrived yet, I can more easily single them out with my illusion.”

Jake nodded; that was a good enough plan, for him. “I’ll send Ira to find any approaching. Let’s get ready to attack at a moment’s notice.” He then prepared a few spells in his Hearth Bubbles, two runic barriers and a spear of flames. Combined with his Pyros and his shield that could move with thought, he would do well to both attack and protect.

And of course, Ophelia’s Sentinel Guardian would work to protect them as well, the flaming valkyrie capable of defending, dealing damage, and healing.

Tanda readied her bow and arrows with restricting plant seeds, and Ophelia was ready to move on Valora. Avalara was ready back at their Refuge for Call Summon, and Bree and Bloodberri began building up their Auril, and their Runic Spells in the case of the latter.

Tanda then grew a sapling from the ground, and then grew a trunk out of it with her Plant Control and Rampant Growth. It lacked hinges, but it certainly had the correct overall shape. “Will this work well as a replacement? Most of the trunks seem a little different.”

Faye smiled as she stored it. “Nice, Tanda, it should work well enough. That’ll make it easy for me to swap it out with my Storage Ring.”

Eventually, Ira signalled Jake, letting him know it located a possible target. It was heading down the steps on a lizard with its cargo, the riders some kind of Nordic Dark Elves. The issue was, even if Fhesiah was able to hit them with an illusion, the stairs were in clear sight of the Battlegroup forming up.

As good as she was at it, she couldn’t really make several powerful illusions at once. Something able to trick the rider and freeze the lizard mount in motion to secretly replace the trunk wouldn’t have the desired effect against the large Battlegroup in another direction.

Nor would it hide their large party at the same time.

They quickly communicated a plan in their minds, and then Jake spoke, “Looks like we need to hit them at the same time. Faye will hit the new rider as we are revealed.”

Bree cracked her knuckles, excited to go on the attack now. “Let’s crush these jerks!”

“Let’s do it.”

Jake sent a message to Timone, and then took on the state of the Monarch, enhancing Bloodberri and Ophelia. He then used Call Summon on Avalara as a dozen things happened all at once.

The large treant beastkin appeared in front of the formation, ready with her large tree club and roaring as she swung it down on the men in the front. The ground shook from her powerful swing crashing into the ground, and the rider and mount dispersed into motes of light. Her jungle started to appear beneath her from her Sublimation, and vines and plants began to whip out and attack those near her as she stomped through their formation.

Ophelia dashed in on Valora, blitzing through like a bolt of lightning and slicing three riders down before they could really react to what was happening, and her Sentinel Guardian controlling her shield speared forward, piercing another.

Tanda launched several arrows in quick succession, targeting other mages and taking them off of their mounts with powerful wolf manifestations, while Bloodberri surged forward, their Twilight Monarch aura washing over the enemy. Sati’s flame darts struck several of them, lighting them on fire, and Ruby sent several blood blades, cutting into others.

A human man wearing centurion-style equipment shouted, “Guild war enemies! Activate the barriers and form up!”

Another shouted, “Help those with the goods retreat!”

There were nearly fifteen riders with goods strapped down to their mounts, and they didn’t wait around–they ran. But Tanda had targeted as many as she could in her first volley, and so did Ophelia on her charge. She then let out a vajrafire consecration, enhanced by the State of the Monarch.

Its powerful blast rocked nearly a third of the enemy forces as it covered a large area, dispelling some of the mounts and destroying much of the goods. But her spell was powered by the flames of the divine, and so her lightning did not hurt the hidden occupants nor the trunks themselves with her intent.

Numerous warriors leaped down from their mounts, summoning their shields and forming a line in front of Avalara’s avatar. Others threw out special stakes that pierced into the ground in the distance, and those shot beams of light upward that met and connected, establishing a geometric, transparent barrier for those in the middle of the enemy’s formation.

It was as if it created a transparent pavilion tent in the center of their forces, protecting them from Jake’s party. One of Tanda’s arrows was deflected almost immediately, showing its effectiveness. The barrier only shuddered lightly from the explosive strike, and it was clear it took a bit more effort to destroy.

The glyphs or runes on the devices were powered by a substantial mana crystal, and they formed a shield that was nearly as strong as Hestia’s flaming barriers that Jake and Ophelia used. Considering this used almost none of their resources to activate, this seemed very useful.

The mages and clergy rushed inside the barrier, and immediately began buffing the Greek and Nordic warriors. More stakes landed in the ground, and these began emitting a debuffing aura that overlapped. A few warriors gathered around each of them, ready to defend them from being removed, and they tried to cover the last few mount’s retreat.

Fhesiah said in their minds, [I’ve successfully swapped out the trunk and retrieved the troll woman inside, as well as placed one of Nessa’s trackers on the rider. We’ll have no trouble following this one, if there even was a chance for them to escape Ira’s sight.]

Blood was charging in rapidly as she heaved stakes from the ground with her telekinesis, but she noted, [So this is how they fight, huh. They try to defeat their guild enemies with money.]

“That’s okay. We’re ready with our own tools. Ruby, Nessa, focus on retrieving the trunks.”

Nessa’s lake washed outward from her feet rapidly like a wave at the beach, and then she jumped into it. Next, Ruby turned into blood, and joined inside. The two could nearly teleport anywhere the lake touched, their fluid forms able to move like they were in another dimension entirely.

Jake infused some of Fhesiah’s Qi into two items, and threw them. One was a small rock, but it grew rapidly as it rose high into the air. The other was a strange, dark orb, which released a ton of smoke, obscuring the enemy’s vision as it hit the ground instead. Both were special artifacts that Fhesiah had uncovered during her exploration in the Celestial Nexus, and Jake had merely enhanced them. He had tons of items in his Storage Ring just like these, many with obscure or strange purposes, because Jake was a bit of a hoarder.

In between their other actions, the other girls also threw out some orbs, containing Jake’s upgraded mechanical snakes. These PvP versions unfurled shortly after hitting the ground, and slithered across the ground rapidly. They had been programmed to avoid and dodge enemies and uproot things like the stakes or other implements, as well as bite through or even drill to remove nets or chains from allies.

A soldier shouted, “What is this giant monster, a summon? Quick, use the banishing spells!”

Another added, “There’s barely ten of them! Use the nets!”

A few of the runic casters must have actually been some kind of runic priests, and they began casting their banish spells at Avalara and Bree’s massive form, but they would soon receive a rude awakening.

A giant, monstrous, sentient humanoid like her that could be an adventurer was beyond rare, and they likely couldn’t even imagine that such a person even existed. Even if he had summoned her, she would resist the effect strongly as his permanent summon.

The shield users withdrew nets from their storage bracelets, and started to twirl them, causing Jake to chuckle. His party likely didn’t even need the countermeasures of the snake machines or dealing with their silly barriers and debuffs. But he both didn’t want to underestimate the enemy, and he also wanted to test them out as they focused on recovering the natives.

Other than the Qi-powered items, nearly every Hearthtribe and guild alliance party should have these as a part of their usual kit in their Storage Bracelets or Rings. Jake had also reproduced several of the Qi tools he had, in concert with Ophelia, for the cultivators to use. Then, he had also created tools with similar goals that used runes, enabling just about anyone in Hearthtribe to use them.

They threw the nets at Bloodberri and Bree, and it was like when they landed, it must have really clicked how screwed they were as their jaws dropped. Their banishing spells, which looked like a static shock followed by wavy, dispelling winds, didn’t affect Avalara at all, as she was there as an Adventurer. He felt it attempting to also remove his Divine Reinforcement, but the focus spell was not removed so easily.

The nets against Bree were intercepted by vines, and then Avalara’s club smashed into another warrior who had gotten off his mount, scattering him into motes of light as Avalara roared again. Her vines whipped into other opponents near her, manifestations of various Highlands beasts biting and tearing into them.

Bloodberri’s spiked, armored body just shredded right through the nets as she moved, and her axe with its extended hearthblade cleaved through a lone jotun warrior with two deadly swings after he was bested in melee. His axe had nearly blown out of his grip from her first attack, and he was unable to bring it back in time for an effective block or parry of her next swing.

More vines grew outward from Avalara and Bree, as they whipped and struck other warriors with manifestations of auril beasts, some managing to survive and receiving heals.

Bree then crashed into the other jotun, her fist followed by a swish of her hip, and her tail’s mace crashing into him sent him stumbling back. A vine wrapped around his leg, tripping him and sending him tumbling to the ground. With a leap and a laugh, she got on top of the armored warrior and pummeled his face with flaming punches until he dispersed into motes of light, all while spells and arrows washed over her auril-infused body nearly ineffectually.

The enemy runic mages coalesced several groupings of runes, and Jake couldn’t help but chuckle at the time taken and the number of mages required to establish the spell. Compared to his wives and him, they were horrendously slow. They were now at the level of mastery that Jake and his party were at in the end of the First Tier.

The spell formed into numerous magical missiles, shooting across the air like a volley or rain of attacks, and they tracked Jake and his party’s movements slightly.

He wanted to copy their runes and usage. However, the Framework actually blurred them to his senses. It disallowed him from stealing the other guild’s magical research in this way, but he could vaguely tell the shape of the formations that they were using, and he was kind of surprised. They appeared to be arranged like the Valknut–three overlapping triangles.

Jake was a bit interested in these magic missiles, which appeared to use a neutral mana. He had been focused on elements, but there were times when enemies were strong against most. He doubted it’d be overly valuable, but it was another item to add on to the list of tools in his kit. Just knowing that a sort of magic missile spell made of neutral mana was possible, made it all the easier for him to research it for himself, or to have Zorina and Mysticus divine it.

In all, Jake was a bit surprised they used the Nordic symbolism. He and those he tested with got the best outcomes with his geometrically balanced shapes. It was definitely something he had already tried, and so did Amara and those he had researching it. But perhaps they were missing something.

He wouldn’t have time to research for a while, no doubt, but he could have Amara take another stab at it, knowing they might just need to approach it from another angle. The fact that these were priestly classes may have something to do with it, as well.

The Greek casters also launched lightning bolts and fireballs at Avalara and Bree, by throwing their javelins or baseballs, which Jake felt was a bit interesting, even if strange. The magical attacks grew as they raced toward the rampaging beast, and she was forced to defend with auril manifestations combined with Jake’s Aura.

But their magical attacks were all ineffectual, Jake’s Aura deflecting many of the magic missiles, bolts of lightning, and fireballs. The few that landed barely did anything to the giant beast women, their vines and branches quickly regrowing from the damage caused.

Bloodberri also took the hits with barely any impact, their defenses from the Twilight Monarch Aura and auril or nethril requiring powerful spells to even harm them.

The attacks from Jake’s party, in contrast, were deadly. The rock had grown into a gigantic boulder, and had fallen onto the giant magic shield, smashing and shattering what remained, as some of the stakes got uprooted and the shield weakened.

The rock then landed on several mages and dispersed them and their mounts into motes of light. It seemed they had counted on their shield for their protection, and hadn’t been smart enough to get out of the way of the very obvious, slow attack–trusting their defenses.

More warriors with shields were preparing to throw nets and hiding behind their magical shield barrier, but Bloodberri’s axe then crashed into several of them, causing the magical barrier in front of them to be shattered.

Then, their snake coil smashed into them and sent the few tanks flying away and into the casters behind the warriors. Her tail then surged to surround them all, shredding them with her bladed tail and crushing others. The debuff aura of the enemy hadn’t lasted long enough to really affect them, the mechanical snakes uprooting them under the cover of shadows.

Meanwhile, the less melee-focused wives and Jake had been launching simple attacks, hiding within the shadows, keeping track of the fight, and keeping people from running away more than anything.

He used his fiery lance from his Runic Bubbles to tag a final fleeing rider, and a barrier to protect one of the trunks from some fiery area of effect the mages conjured. He had focused on sending spears of the elements rapidly, each one only taking two to three seconds to cast.

Each was like a giant ballista bolt that exploded and killed a target with each completion. Wearing his hearthflames like a cloak, he kept them close to both dodge attacks and also protect the people inside the trunks.

A few of the warriors now held together with the Phalanx ability, a large white magical barrier established in front of their wall of shields. Behind them, a few mages threw their javelins of lightning or fireballs over them, or the runic mages cast more magic missiles.

Moving to recover another trunk, Ruby covered herself in her bloodred plate as she appeared behind enemy lines thanks to Nessa’s lake. She dashed around the Phalanx with her saber, cutting into the squishy casters and archers with rapid swings of her blades.

Wounds on her enemies mounting, she drew up the blood from the area and sent waves of dangerous, sharp knives and swords of blood out into the shield warriors’ backs. The various arts the vampire Fhesiah had fought were among those she knew how to use, and she used them with deadly efficiency.

As each target dispersed into motes of light, she managed to hold on to some of the blood and continue her attacks using it, and protect the trunk as Nessa recovered the last one across the battlefield.

And Bree’s giant fist, followed by her tail, then shattered a grouping of warriors, much like Bloodberri’s deadly axe. Joining the main battle, Fhesiah’s kitsune flames were sent out in a wave of darts, Sati joining her in setting as many enemies aflame as she could.

Tanda’s arrows continued to pick off more targets, her deathly flame shots piercing through the defenses easily, and Nessa’s snakes of frost chomped down on unsuspecting targets as her blade flashed.

In all, it wasn’t a fair fight; the battle was trivial. Jake’s elite party of ten were just so far beyond them, that the enemy’s response was totally lackluster. Even the nets were laughable against Jake’s party, even if they were likely a powerful strategy when one outnumbered others.

He could tell the nets had a magic dampening and draining effect. Combined with how a net could physically restrict an opponent, it would make even a strong warrior like Timone much easier to overcome for a group–if it landed and wasn’t counteracted.

This Battlegroup was likely lower-level among the Obsidian Mercenaries, and with removing their anti-PvP efforts with his mechanical snakes and other tools, and overwhelming them with their own, they didn’t stand a chance despite their numbers.

Jake had some confidence that if they had simply hung back and buffed Avalara and Bree up and healed them, the two giants would have been able to defeat the enemy all on their own. The enemy appeared to have no means to deal with them, the casters not organized enough to cast a powerful group spell rapidly to cause significant damage or restrict their rampage.

This was the downside of the Grecian casters, in that their group-based spellcasting was poor. The plus side was their magical endurance and effectiveness, thanks to the physical components taking part of the burden of spellcasting, were a bit higher, and with little to no research required.

To be fair, many of the Hearthtribe casters might struggle to mount a significant defense against someone like Avalara or Bree, but he’d rate the dryad druids and the emberborn priestesses survival strategies much higher than these. Their teamwork for group casting was also often quite decent, using magic circles in layers of offense and defense.

As the enemy numbers dwindled, some sought to destroy the trunks, but the shadows created by Jake’s artifact had already hidden what happened to them. Nessa had floated them across her lake over to Jake, and his shield and Ophelia’s Sentinel Guardian protected them. Jake had also shot out Pyros, piercing a few stray enemies with his pyrokinesis.

When the final enemy fell, Ophelia arrived next to Jake on Valora, the yellow and green longma whinnying in satisfaction. The dragon horse had enjoyed the PvP match and rescuing of the captives, as her lightning and hooves were deadly on their own.

Jake frowned. “We got them all before they could get away. I can’t believe how weak they were, though.”

Bree chuckled as she came stomping back to him, a satisfying smile on her lips. “That’s the difference between you and them. With two Trials and Divine Sparks enhancing you, superior equipment, training, coordination, and even your race and size… is it that big of a surprise that you crush them so easily?”

Tanda nodded. “I think Mom and Dad’s party might have also been able to win too, but it wouldn’t have looked so easy.”

Jake knew the Ravenwolves would have spent more time kiting the enemy. They would have used their ranged superiority as their auril was replenished; combined with the guild’s countermeasures, it just might have been enough.

He looked over the trunks in front of them. “So now we have these people. A total of fourteen people recovered, and Ira is following that rider we let get away.”

Fhesiah’s trunk occupant had been floating beside her, held aloft by Qi. The troll woman was asleep and sedated, but a quick flare of Hearthflames from Jake, and the effect was removed from her body.

Jake said, “So let’s see. Just how are they capturing these people?”

“And for what?” Nessa added. “One thing is for sure, the Sector Council will be hearing about this! I want to question every single person we just defeated.”

“They’ll let you do that?” Ophelia asked.

Nessa faltered. “Um, hopefully? It’s considered a reasonable request, in this case. There’s nothing for The Alliance to lose, and plenty for us to gain in stopping betrayals by letting me question these guys’ spirits while they are waiting for respawn.”

That sounded pretty good to Jake. “Let’s hope so. We’ll see what we can learn for now, then we’ll report everything at the Nexus Node.”


Chapter 7 - Marcus Aurelius - Treacherous Schemes 



Marcus Aurelius strode through the marbled temple as a mental projection wearing his royal toga garb. He arrived at the Sector Council only moments after receiving a message. A law violation had taken place, and an emergency vote of the council would begin shortly. While this was merely busywork, it felt like there was more to it than normal, so he took the time and sent his consciousness with haste.

The many decorated pillars were filled with symbolism from the numerous pantheons involved in creating the Framework, the stone temple floating in the void meant for meetings of usually greater import.

Deciding on which worlds would be Contested, and also the nature of Contests–how the war was to be fought on an individual world, whether it be a new world being integrated or a second or third time around. They would also decide on new nobles, evacuation approvals for worlds too far gone, create reinforcement requests, solve disputes between high-tier guilds or natives, and more.

Entering the main chamber, Marcus found he had entered at the top of the room. It looked not all that different from a Roman Senate or auditorium. Fabric-covered benches were arranged in arcing, half-circle rows in front of a raised dais for speakers in the center.

Behind the speaking area was a raised seat for the administrator, much like a judge’s platform. And off to the left and right of his seat, as well as above, lining the wall behind the raised speaking area, was seats for the Divine.

There were several entrances to the stadium-like seating at the sides, where projections of nobles or Divine alike could arrive. Because this meeting wouldn’t require a quorum and was for the Second Tier, Marcus expected few would show. He marched to find a seat toward the front, knowing only a small number would ultimately be seated.

The seat for the Sector Administrator was currently empty. The being would likely appear as soon as the hearing began.

A group of Divine were already present–a surprise, to Marcus. Conquest law violations in the First and Second Tier were common, and not vital enough that, most of the time, the acting Sector Administrator would give a ruling on their own.

If enough Adventurers were involved, such as a whole guild, the administrator might request a ruling from the council, perhaps–because a loss of an entire guild during a Contest could lead to a world’s loss. Still, it was mainly the Sector’s Nobles who bothered–the numerous Divine caring very little for these matters.

After all, many did not actually have votes in a Frontier Sector, only having a voice if their contributions to the Sector had been significant enough. Often, this meant conquering a Third or Fourth Tier world with their Champion. Many of those existed in this Sector, but even they were not here for such a small matter.

Many Divine used their descendants instead, and those would carry out their will, but less directly. All knew that their impact was less, and while they could earn their parent a vote, it took nearly twice the number of victories to achieve. their Divine parent was often their sponsor to enter the sector with allies, after all. The Champion’s difficulty increase in the Prime Instance simply meant that the reward would also be that much greater, as well.

His good friends Ramesses and Cyrus were both present, and Cyrus had already begun a conversation with Divine Loki near the raised speaking area. Marcus walked down the steps, and went to go find a seat on the bench in the front next to Ramesses, to await more arrivals and the council to begin.

He said, “Ramesses, I did not expect to see you here, my friend.”

The dark-skinned Egyptian king from Earth grinned. “Hearthtribe is involved in this, so I felt I had to at the very least bear witness. The young spirit and his family intrigued me at Hestia’s dinner, but even more after he became a world owner, and I saw how he wouldn’t buckle to those… Obsidian Miscreants.” He sneered at Loki.

Marcus nodded at that. He watched Cyrus’ conversation start to get a little heated now that the respectful greetings had been given, and Loki had revealed more about why they were here today.

Cyrus the Great had narrowed eyes at Loki. “You called this sudden meeting of the council, and one that doesn’t require quorum? This sounds sketchy at best, Divine Loki. Let me guess, one of your children is up to no good again? This happens far too often to just be a mere coincidence.”

Another figure was next to Cyrus, a Dharmapolas Noble Marcus knew was named Jantaka–a Baron owner of a single Tier 3 world and native. A blue devil-looking man, he had many muscular arms that fanned out behind him, and a wheel of flames attached to his back–a Dharma wheel that almost looked like that of a ship’s helm.

The Dharmapalas were a race of Buddhist Origin, a people who had a strict adherence to the law and sought justice. They upheld the cosmic law as they sought enlightenment, and were powerful beings that fought Tartarus with great fervor, influencing the war all over the Sector. While they hadn’t captured any individual worlds aside from saving their own, their impact from their special abilities and efforts couldn’t be denied.

Jantaka’s voice was booming, filled with anger, and his eyes were narrowed as well. “And look at that, both Ares and Hermes are also here, when none of them actually have votes? It’s as if they were ready to arrive here, in support of some ulterior motive. This reeks of malfeasance.”

Loki grabbed his own chest, giving a hurt expression. Like many Divine, for their projections, the man had chosen a rather human-like appearance. He had black, slicked-back hair and cold, dark-green eyes that shined with mischief to match his wiry, roguish frame, and black and green robes with blurred runic patterns covering them.

“You wound me with your accusations, Baron Jantaka. We are, in fact, here because of my request to the Administrator. This meeting is for nothing but a trifle, but it does involve our sons, after all. You know how younglings are, and while they may make mistakes, it’s a father’s duty to protect them.”

The Dharmapalas wasn’t having it, Jantaka’s voice nearly a growl. “It is. But when the son’s sins are so great, the father’s duty is not to protect, but to accept judgment and make amends, instead. I shall be watching, Divine Loki.” He floated away from the speaking area, and stopped a few rows behind Marcus to his side to ‘sit,’ floating alone.

Two new figures entered the room from behind Marcus and to his right. The familiar man’s wise voice entered Marcus’ ears. “Ah, looks like we’ve just made it in time, Brother Zhang.”

Hermes was shocked, turning to the new entrants as they walked in, and found seats near the back of those sitting. They were larger than most, so that was certainly ideal, and perhaps out of respect.

The Greek god of travel, thievery, and mercantilism was wearing a himation–a square cloak that resembled a toga, wrapped around himself intricately tied, exposing his chest but covering one shoulder and his waist.

He sported curly blond hair, and his cloak was covered in gold, an ostentatious representation of one of his authorities, and a vain showing of his naked chest. “You’re here? I’m surprised you’re not busy with your other efforts. The war in the Fourth Tier is critical for you.”

Brother Zhuge chuckled, using his crane-feathered fan to fan his smiling face as he sat down, the other nobles all watching him as he did. “Worried about me, Divine Hermes? I thank you for your concerns about my well-being, but it was just a stroke of luck that one of my projections just became free.”

Hermes frowned. “Yes, your presence in so many places at once is a big surprise. I wonder how you manage it?”

Brother Zhang laughed, and slapped Brother Zhuge’s shoulder with probably a little too much force. “Brother has been well known for his wits for thousands of years. Of course, he’s better at it than I! Brother Guan is busy, as you say, and won’t be able to arrive. The war is just heating up.”

Marcus was a bit envious of his Earth brethren’s strength and success, but still proud of their somewhat shared heritage as well. The truth was, many of them were from a similar era, and often used as a measuring stick for each other.

Many sector nobles showed interest in speaking with Brother Zhuge; the man’s wisdom was beyond valuable to anyone he spoke with. On Earth, Marcus’s wisdom and philosophy were known far and wide, but when he had reached the bigger stage, he learned the multiverse was wider than he had ever imagined.

A new voice joined the commotion, a powerful woman’s booming voice. “Would you look at that! So many Divine here already, how exciting! I wonder who else is going to show up?”

Ares’ jaw dropped as he turned to his side–at least for a Divine. His mouth only opened marginally as Echidna slithered into the room, and found her place on the outskirts of the room on the right side. Her great form then towered over everyone, unable to fit in the upper seating area marked for the Divine.

The Greek god of war was wearing a toga-like garment that showed his muscles as well. It shimmered and was hardened like golden armor. His projection also had a sword at the waist, though it served no purpose here. The man also had a permanent scowl on his face, as if he held a disdain for just being at the council itself.

Ares said, “Echidna. What a pleasant surprise.” His voice sounded forced, like he did not at all feel that way.

Echidna laughed. “My, my, what a gift I received–seeing that funny, surprised look on your faces was worth coming here all on its own.”

Hermes recovered quickly. “Of course, we were a bit shocked about your arrival. You never take interest in these types of proceedings, and your assets in this Sector show your interest should not be very high.”

Echidna frowned, looking confused. “Whatever do you mean? I have three Direct Descendants in Sector 87, and a Champion besides. There is no one here who stands among us more invested than I. Surely, I should have a say in this hearing, just as you? Why, I dare say I should have a vote, shouldn’t you agree? Well, maybe next time. Once my daughters have earned a little more merit.” She grinned.

Hermes frowned, his expression becoming calculating. “I was not aware you were that invested. I do hope your plans don’t interfere with the rest of those in this Sector.”

Echidna smiled. “It’s a recent happening, and much of it came down to chance and their own will–you know how daughters can be, surely? Could it be that you are complaining, little Hermes? As if it were beyond you of all people to sneak in an extra piece or two of yours under others' noses. But the proper Price has been paid, and the rules have been followed. Two of my daughters entered with Tier 2 Beast Avatars, properly restricted, and they are already working hard to bring merit to the Alliance. I do believe you shall see some results of that soon enough.”

This was more than a little surprising, to Marcus. While not a true avatar or projection, a Beast Avatar was unique in that it allowed a more bestial Divine or Divine Beast to achieve a high enough resonance that, they could guide the…usually not very smart beast.

They could also Descend on some level and control it for a period with their superior intelligence and skills, even at a lower Tier. This could be done with a Champion, but certainly not at the Second Tier. Not normally, anyway. It had something to do with their minds being so simple, they wouldn’t be turned into mush. Conversely, someone at the Third Tier, with a powerful enough mind, could withstand such a powerful mind and spirit inhabiting their body.

Marcus himself had seen it happening in an event he entered, which involved several Sectors. While not the exact strength of a Champion, it was a piece that was undeniably powerful. He had witnessed the Fenghuang, a Phoenix Divine, control a special type of large, Third Tier firebird within the Battleground, and it was simply devastating.

The bird was a bit stupid when the Divine Beast wasn’t Descending, however. It had many handlers to keep it from simply leaving the battlefield, or getting killed when it wanted to hunt because it was hungry, or just bored.

Hermes asked with a frown, “What about the other daughter?”

Echidna smiled. “Well, her circumstances were a bit special. She sacrificed much of her remaining essence, and was properly reborn with a Tier 2 Vessel with all the required restrictions here in Sector 87. I’m so proud of her; I cannot wait to see her strength and growth as she starts over.”

Ares looked disgusted, likely at willingly giving up strength and power, and Loki was contemplative, instead.

The fiendish rogue said, “Interesting. I do hope you’re confident in their ability to continue protecting the Territory they painstakingly created and defended. It would be terrible if something happened to it as a result of these efforts in this Frontier Sector.”

Echidna looked like she was over the moon with her beaming smile, and the not very subtle threat did not worry her at all as she gazed into the distance, as if thinking about them proudly. She was completely confident. “Worry not. I have every confidence that their actions will cause their Territory to grow instead, and their aid will be monumental to this Sector War’s success.”

Several other Sector Nobles arrived, but another Divine was a surprise: Gaia. While Marcus recalled her origin on Earth was said to be a motherly, matronly woman that represented fertility and the earth, that was not the truth any longer. She presented herself as a High Elf who was linked to her worlds through her world trees, and her pride and superiority seemed to be her defining personality traits.

Echidna was nice to her, but Gaia had a scowl on her face as she ignored her and sat down in the upper seating behind the administrator.

None of the Tier 4 Sector Nobles showed up, aside from Brother Zhuge and Zhang. There were only a few handfuls of them, one of whom was the leader of a powerful native guild of Nordic Origin, and another of Egyptian Origin. The Framework treated any Tier 4 being as extremely valuable, and there were many more Tier 4 Nobles than there were Tier 4 worlds to go around.

Marcus was most interested to meet and speak with the Third Tier sector native nobles like himself, but only a few had shown up. A total of forty-six out of the several hundreds of Barons and Counts were present.

The time remaining before the hearing dwindled, and Marcus frowned. Why were Hestia, and the other Divine related to Hearthtribe’s party not present? It seemed strange that they would be too busy to send a projection of their consciousness here.

Difficult for Tier 3 or Tier 4 entities to split their minds up into many functions when they were busy in battle or otherwise, the Divine could usually achieve far more. And that was in addition to their normal functions of being called upon by their Champions or powerful Clergy.

They only fought when they were rarely called upon by their Champion for a few brief moments, or Descended using their powerful Clergy or Chosen–the latter a supremely rare occurrence.

Marcus asked from his seat, “It’s almost time for the vote, isn’t it? Could you tell us why we are even here, Divine Loki? Surely, Administrator Kintrel’s ruling on this should have been sufficient. This was at your request?”

Loki responded from the speaking area. “It was. I heard that he was going to make a ruling, but I wanted to make sure the Alliance’s interests were best represented and that we weren’t too hasty to jump to conclusions. The Baroness’s request is a waste of valuable resources, no matter the outcome of it.”

Ramesses the Great chuckled. “So, what? You’d prefer for the rule violation to go unpunished for longer? I see no value in allowing a hundred people who consort with criminals at a minimum, and betray The Alliance at a maximum continue to act.”

Brother Zhuge stroked his beard in thought. “The purpose of the Sector Council is to ensure our choices for how the war is fought are in our best interests, and to protect the Alliance from foul play and betrayal. Are you not desiring justice, Divine Loki? A betrayal of our people could cost us millions of lives, and the Daughter of Tyr’s request would prevent this.”

Loki smiled. “That’s exactly right. I do want justice, but not at the expense of our chances of victory. This is why I wish for the investigation to wait until the war on The Burning Steps is over, preferably.”

Brother Zhang snorted. “That’s poppycock, and you know it! There are nearly eight thousand outside Adventurers slated to be on that world in total, not including the natives, and we’re already ahead in that contest. A hundred trash is meaningless.”

Loki sneered at Brother Zhang. “You’d be surprised at how fast things can change. How little it takes to cause the scales to tip. I hope that the council sees this and agrees.”

A new voice joined, a wizened, Divine Nordic warrior walking into the room. “Yes, you would be most aware of that, wouldn’t you, Loki? It’s often your fingers on that scale.”

Loki scowled, and turned to the newcomer. “Tyr, I will not accept that kind of slander, even from you.”

Tyr smiled, but it didn’t meet his eyes as he chuckled darkly. “That’s funny. I did not say which side your fingers tipped the scales, yet you’ve assumed negatively. Perhaps you’d like to say which it is? I’m listening.”

It was at this moment that Administrator Kintrel appeared in his place above the dais. The golem that looked like he was carved from some marble-like black stone and covered in glowing lines of green mana, presided over numerous sectors, trusted to provide an impartial ruling and guidance.

Not overly powerful in combat himself, he provided numerous valuable services to the Alliance, including handling situations like Earth’s integration.

The golem’s voice was booming. “Please be seated and cease discussion; the hearing shall begin shortly.”

The numerous nobles found their seats, Cyrus taking his next to Marcus, among others. One he noticed was clearly involved with Gaia, and a few others were likely in Hermes, Loki, or Ares’ back pocket.

However, it was largely Sector Natives, and this matched the true makeup of the Sector.

It was how Frontier Sectors were designed, to give natives a chance to grow and establish themselves rather than just a Territory grab for the Divine. This was done for numerous reasons, but natives were that much more likely to join as Adventurers and fight for worlds that they actually had a chance of winning ownership of. Beyond their own, of course.

Not only that, the outsiders of the Sector, like the Divine who sent their sons and daughters and Champions to fight, merely tipped the scales, and not always in the Alliance’s favor. Thanks to infighting and competitions, the focus of the war would often be lost when the Divine were entirely favored with the natives ignored.

Marcus had originally found it interesting that most of the worlds in any Sector had some kind of Origin related to the current Divine, but not every world was seeded with their essence intentionally or by design. They merely received it through the world tree–the Yggdrasil. These natives would typically lean towards the Divine that shared or birthed their Origin–but not always.

Some shifted thanks to those involved in their Integration, thanks to different Divine invested in their well-being, and others simply found resonance with other Divine as they found their shrines throughout the Multiverse.

Ares gave a bitter look toward a Spartoi Noble–a Paladin of Odin. The Spartoi were a race much like living statues, who were fierce combatants that carried the Grecian Origin. However, the Einherjar Guild was instrumental in rescuing the man’s home world, and most of the world had sided with the Norse God of War and Death, among others involved in his Pantheon.

The several Divine teleported their presences above to the seats next to Administrator Kintrel, ready to watch over the proceedings, with the exception of the Divine Echidna. Given that she did not fit in the upper seating area and would likely refuse to shrink her projection, that was the best the Administrator was going to get. She stood towering in the corner of the auditorium and in front of their seats anyway, out of the way of anyone’s view of the speaking platform.

Administrator Kintrel looked at her for a moment impassively, before looking over those seated. “Given that this meeting did not require a quorum, we might as well continue. The emergency council is now in session, and we will begin our deliberation.”

He slammed the gavel down, which sent out a wave of clear magic that quieted or outright silenced all projections’ speech, and paused for a moment. “A reasonable request has been made, by the Daughter of Divine Tyr, Baroness Nessa. She wishes to interrogate those involved in the recent War Law Violation, by the Obsidian Blades Subguild. Given that the Baroness has the Essence of Truth from her father, she can determine wrongdoing and protect the Alliance’s interests. I see no reason not to allow this, as she is present on the world, and she only asks for a few hours to question the members’ spirits. This would examine their involvement, and determine the nature of their betrayal of the Alliance. Those found guilty, as per the rules of the Alliance and the Framework, will need to be punished. The sentence for antagonizing natives with slavery and human trafficking during wartime is twenty years of hard labor.”

The administrator paused, allowing that to sink in. “However, Divine Loki has requested this vote to delay the interrogation. That we wait until the conquest on The Burning Steps is completed, and then we can dig further, and can determine true culpability, and punish them with no detriment to the war itself. The recording does display warriors carrying captives stored with their mount’s goods, but culpability and compliance have not been proven. It was out of our respect of Divine Loki that I allowed the Sector Council to make a ruling. Now, we can hear your arguments. Use the placards to request your voice to be heard.”

The Dharmapalas requested to speak first, raising his placard as if raising a hand. It lit up, and Jantaka floated to the center of the speaking area. He turned to face the sector nobles. “A betrayal of the Alliance could be catastrophic. Catastrophic! Currently, these warriors wait in the void for a few days after a PvP death. A few hours of questioning to get to the bottom of their betrayal costs us nothing. Nothing!”

As he went to return to his seat, Brother Zhang laughed. “Those scrubs were really trash, besides. They got crushed in that battle, a hundred versus ten! Did you see the recording? Look at my mentee go!”

He produced a managram of the recorded scene, and it showed the large lamia’s tail crashing into a grouping of shields, followed by her axe swing devastating another target–killing the warriors in a singular swing. Marcus didn’t think he’d ever seen such a gap in capability in the Second Tier.

Echidna clapped at that, laughing. “Yes! That’s my beautiful Champion descendant as well!”

Administrator Kintrel slammed his gavel, the power washing over the area that silenced all those speaking. “Silence, we will have order during the hearing. We must remain on topic, regarding the ruling for the law violation. Go ahead, Divine Hermes.”

Hermes had properly requested to speak, and now teleported to stand in the center, addressing the council with a worrying expression. “You say it costs nothing, but punishing these warriors does cost us something. It means anyone involved will no longer fight in the war on The Burning Steps, when the loss was a mere fourteen kidnapped natives. Tier 2 Adventurers are few, outnumbered by natives on any world we defend by over ten thousand to one. We often recruit a much larger percentage during wartime, but the number of those who remain when the war is done and their required service is complete, is few and far between. Those willing to fiercely fight for worlds not their own are worth their weight in gold, and these warriors in the void can count themselves among them. It’s a waste of their potential as well–these men are also nearing the peak of the Second Tier.”

He let that sink in for a moment, then added, “And if they want to take a few benefits, so what? We all know what happens when the Conquest is over. Boys will be boys, and all that. Still, they broke the law during wartime. They should get their punishment as a group, their slap on the wrist, if you will, and get back to fighting the good fight. That’s in the Alliance’s interests, is it not?”

Another sector noble requested speaking, and then stood in the center–this man, seemingly holding Gaia’s Origin, an elven male with long green hair and regal-looking brown and green robes. “I believe that Hermes speaks truth. To me, the fourteen captives have been rescued, and those involved with their capture will be brought to justice. Punishment has been meted and future law violations discouraged. To dig deeper and punish more might serve the enemy more than the Alliance. And most of all, this is a waste of our time here in this Council. This matter has gotten far more attention than it is worth.”

Several of the sector nobles nodded at that, looking annoyed.

Divine Tyr requested to speak, and then teleported to the center as the elf left the center. “Let it be known that the council was only called because of Divine Loki’s request, and the waste of time is thanks to him. Now, I think it’s important that these men be questioned. Because this could be a part of a larger plot, a commonality displayed by the entire guild. Is it only fourteen people captured? Or is it hundreds? Thousands? Imagine. What if those captives were to be handed over to the enemy, for its sacrificial rituals? And just how much damage have The Obsidian Blades already done on The Burning Steps? There’s only one way to find out. If we wait for the recording after the world has fallen, then it will be far too late to say we’re sorry for our failure.”

Loki requested to speak, and then when confirmed, he said, “That’s nothing but speculation performed by someone with a motive. The Divine Tyr providing his input in this hearing is a conflict of interest. His own daughter is in a War Games with my son’s guild, and is merely wanting to reduce their battle strength. Hearthtribe’s guild is far weaker than The Obsidian Blades, and he seeks an edge.”

Tyr smiled at the congregation with a knowing smile. “I am known to be an impartial judge across the multiverse because I am. My Eternal Essence contains both the Truth and Law. Even if I must rule against my daughter, should the situation be reversed, I would be ruling the same. I would slay her with my own hands if she were the one collecting natives for slavery, and all that hear me speak know it to be true. I care only about the law in this instance, and believe whether it’s just these fourteen or all one hundred involved, they must be brought to justice.”

Many of the Sector Natives nodded at that, including Marcus. Loki and Ares looked a bit angry at the response, but they kept their emotions largely in check, scheming rather than making an outburst.

Marcus realized that this must be the reason Hestia and the rest were not present. Loki and Hermes would twist it around as them trying to find advantages for their ongoing Guild War, which they were not favored to win.

Showing too much interest in this particular proceeding could backfire, giving their enemy additional ammunition to be used against them. As it were, the Divine attention here was too much. Echidna was easily explained away by her just being eccentric, and she too had a Champion involved, and perhaps a daughter, it sounded like.

Administrator Kintrel asked, “Any other objections or reasoning you would like to bring before the council before our vote?”

A few more nobles presented their arguments, but they were mostly rehashing much of what was already said. The lackeys of Ares, Loki, and Hermes focused on the loss of a hundred adventurers, and the waste of time this hearing actually was. Brother Zhuge reiterated what Tyr had said about larger plots, but had nothing major to add beyond destroying each point the nobles clearly against the interrogation presented.

Administrator Kintrel finished, “I had viewed the recordings, and made the preliminary ruling to place those involved with moving the captives in stasis for the time being. We cannot view the full Framework recordings until the Conquest is over, but one more option we should consider is that we could send a proper investigator. I am in favor of allowing it.”

He slammed his gavel down, the weight washing over the congregation. “So we’ll begin. Who’s in favor of accepting the request?”

The many Sector Natives made their selections. None of the present Divine voted, but Marcus knew that they could expend some important resource of theirs called Writs. They could do this order to properly weigh in, or to steer the council in a certain way by changing the point of contention.

But the vote wasn’t even close. The reasonable request was exactly that, with nearly no downsides. The Daughter of Tyr was able to protect the Alliance from a larger plot and betrayal, and at nearly zero cost, as Brother Zhuge had iterated. The thought that the fourteen captives were to be handed over to the enemy was just too big of a risk to allow to go unpunished and unreported for most present.

Kintrel slammed his gavel. “The vote passes. The questioning will continue at the Daughter of Tyr’s availability. With that, this temporary council–”

Ares cleared his throat, stood, and teleported to the center of the speaking area. “If I may. I’m sure everyone in this room is familiar with my contributions to this war, especially in this Sector. I have a reasonable request of my own. I’d like to move the questioning to three days from now, and I use my Writ to make the council properly consider it.”

He withdrew a scroll, and it emanated power like the many Divine all by itself as many of the Sector Nobles gasped, and let out shocked sounds that such a resource of theirs would be expended on something so simple. If he remembered right, Loki had expended something quite similar to protect Avaron from being slain outright.

It floated up to the Administrator, who took it in his stone grip.

“Very well. We shall begin deliberation immediately. You cannot request a quorum for a reasonable request, so you must agree to have a vote among those that are present.”

Ares smiled, and nodded. “I’m confident those present will hear reason.”

“You would use your Writ for this, of all things?” Brother Zhuge laughed, fanning himself. “You three are quite focused on this questioning not occurring. I wonder just why that is? The mere request is an admission of guilt. I’m afraid, unless you give us a good reason or something of value toward the pursuit of the truth, there’s only merit in questioning them as soon as possible. You just made everyone here want to question them even sooner. How about right now?”

Brother Zhang laughed. “Brother is right, as always. You won’t find enough support for your vote.”

The Dharmapalas was filled with rage, his fire burning brightly, to the point where his body was nearly covered in flames–his once blue body becoming red, his fists clenched as well. As a mental projection, this was quite the feat for his hatred to burn so brightly, and one hand pointed at the Divine Ares. “Guilty! They’re all guilty! Regardless of the outcome of today, I will send my truth-seekers to The Burning Steps, mark my words! I don’t care if it is only the Second Tier, I will even go myself.”

Hermes frowned at that, but Ares looked unbothered by the Dharmapalas’ threat. “That’s fair enough, Brother Zhuge, and I’m well aware of how this might sound, but I am once again wanting to protect my son and his interests. How about this? I’m confident that there will be no wrongdoing found beyond some minor human trafficking in these men’s questioning, bad actors with no ties to the larger activities of the guild itself. Since it was my son’s guild, he will also submit to the daughter of Tyr’s interrogation. Of course, he has a busy schedule, leading tens of thousands of warriors across multiple worlds, as a good son of mine should do. In one month, he’ll be happy to submit to all of her questions for a couple of hours, and if betrayal of the Alliance is discovered by her, we all know how that will end for him and his guild. Surely, that will absolve all of your concerns and potential concerns about his guild, and the depths of their potential betrayals of the Alliance and their interests?”

Loki smirked at Tyr. “I know Tyr has been itching to question our Divine Descendants–he fought desperately for it at the last hearings and failed. Now’s your chance.”

Tyr chuckled, and gripped his chin in thought. “Really, all her questions? You never did want to submit to my questioning, my viewing of your essence. As a Divine myself, I can understand that sentiment, but I wonder how your son will fare. This almost seems valuable enough to me, but it’s still a little lacking. There are other known bad actors on The Burning Steps. Wasn’t Loki’s son just given a slap on the wrist for using a contraband item, and attempting to slay my daughter in a Greater Rift?”

Loki sighed. “My son will submit to questioning as well. Should this not lay to rest any concerns this council might have?”

Marcus frowned, and Cyrus had a conflicted look next to him. “Unbelievable,” he muttered.

This all seemed rather sketchy, though what they said was true. If this was a plot of a few errant men, it was unimportant, and, the Daughter of Tyr would get to the bottom of it in three days. Odds were, what Hermes said was true–he was confident that no wrongdoing would be found beyond some human trafficking. Otherwise, Tyr would have made note of the lie.

If it was a larger plot, submitting the potential ringleaders to questioning would catch it, and this was a rare opportunity. Everyone knew their children were up to no good, but they covered their tracks far too well.

And the timing. Why three days, and one month? It seemed there was a War Games Battleground to take place in two, and this might actually interfere with her ability to question them in three days–should the Daughter of Tyr lose the battle.

At the same time, did it matter? The leaders of the guild were the true prize to question, and getting unfettered access to them would uncover not only the plots on The Burning Steps, but perhaps many others. That just might include whatever methods the three Divine might be using to get around the rules in the first place.

Tyr smiled at them. “I see. Your plans are so brazen and obvious one would have to be foolish to accept your motion of the council. But you’ve certainly dangled a treasure of interest to me. I would only accept this alteration under a few additional conditions. If my daughter is unable to complete the questioning of the Divine Descendants in a month for any reason, they will submit to mine instead. And if they are unable to on the deadline, then they will be at the next availability. Not only that, but if tampering is discovered with their memories, the sanctions to their guilds will be tremendous. Lastly, if other law violations stronger than human trafficking are reported on The Burning Steps sooner, they will submit to questioning immediately.”

Ares frowned in thought, hesitating for a moment. “Very well. I accept these terms.”

The discussion went on for a time, but eventually, Tyr had convinced the Council that this delay, even if it was some kind of plot, was worth the risk for the potential prize. Hermes, Ares, and Loki all looked quite pleased when the ruling had gone through and the vote completed, and Ares and Hermes left immediately, disappearing in motes of light.

It almost felt like Loki stuck around to look smug and say something, but Echidna sighed theatrically, shaking her head at him. “Loki, Loki, Loki. I feel sorry for you. You just signed away your precious son’s fate. I know how sad and painful it can be to lose one of your Divine Descendants, but not when it was my own fault. That’s really going to sting.”

Loki narrowed his eyes at her. “You dare? For someone with such a tiny, crumbling Territory full of useless Beast Worlds and other trash, you sure talk big. You should be careful who you anger.”

“I am not afraid of you, little trickster–my challenge has always been open, and yet you have never taken it. I wonder why that is? As for your son, you can’t say I didn’t warn you. Haven’t you watched the recording? And yet, you would still bet your son can win against my Champion?” She shook her head, laughing. “I thought you were known to be cunning!”

“As if I want to bed one such as you. I see discussion with you is pointless, so I will take my leave as I have other business.” He disappeared from the room.

Echidna chuckled. “So he ran away. Coward, that one.” She turned to Gaia, “What about you, Gaia? Why have you stuck around? And why are you even here in the first place?”

Gaia scowled. “It is of no concern of yours. I appear where I wish.” She disappeared, causing Echidna to shrug.

Brother Zhang laughed, stroking his beard. “It’s rare to see a Divine so upset. You must have a talent for it, Divine Echidna.”

Echidna pretended to examine her claws, but she smiled at Brother Zhang. “Well, you know how it goes. They seem to think their two sons will crush some mere backwater natives, but their egos merely extend into their children, and they are blinded by their own hubris. All the facts in the world will just wash over them, like water off a duck’s back.”

Brother Zhuge chuckled, fanning himself with his crane fan. “That’s amusing coming from you, Divine Echidna. But I am not sure it is so simple. Let us hope that in the end, it is justice that prevails. Often, they are only confident because they are already several steps ahead in their devious plots. I have trust in Hearthtribe, to flip the table on them and crush them, making this a larger win for the Alliance instead.”

Marcus said, “I hope you know what you are doing, Divine Tyr. They probably have some means to get around this questioning, or they will simply use another Writ to postpone or eliminate the questioning altogether later. What if The Burning Steps falls before then? That would delay things for quite some time. The ransoms on their Third Tier, Divine Descendant spirits, will be quite high.”

Tyr chuckled. “It’s true, but I have faith in Hearthtribe just like Brother Zhuge. Perhaps it’s also misplaced trust in my daughter, but I think it’ll work out in the end, one way or another.”

Echidna smiled. “I understand that sentiment. Well, I guess the show is over, younglings. One thing is for sure, interesting things are about to happen in this Sector. It’s rather rare for an unmasking, but we just might get to see one. Hearthtribe has many strong among them, and they will show no weakness to be exploited. Farewell.”

She disappeared like all the other Divine, followed by Tyr.

Now that the Divine were all gone, Ramesses asked Cyrus and Marcus, “What’s her open challenge, anyway?”

Marcus chuckled. “I heard any that defeat either one of her peak Beast Avatars or her in a challenge are welcome to breed with her. Supposedly, something that was not that difficult to do in the past is quite the challenge now. She’s much more selective as a Divine, I guess.”

Cyrus wasn’t paying much attention to them, holding a crystal. “This recording is really something. I can see why Tyr has faith in Hearthtribe’s victory. Not only are they strong like in their Dungeon Raid, but there are even more of them now at that level.”

Marcus hadn’t had a chance to watch the recording of the battle, so he decided to take the time, and so did several others. He was shocked by the contents, the fight completely one-sided despite the numbers stacked against them, and the use of PvP items.

Ramesses said after a moment, “I must say. I’m not so sure even Brother Guan Yu had shown that level of dominance in the Second Tier, even after becoming Skanda’s Champion. We might be seeing the birth of several heroes within this Sector.”

Marcus frowned, unsure of what he was looking at. “The whole team looks quite strong, and what are those towering monsters? The banishing spells didn’t work on them at all, so they must be Adventurers, right? How rare for the Second Tier.”

Cyrus said, “Cassius and Avaron are known to be strong, winning duels against several elites in the sector. But that strong? I have doubts.”

Ramesses shrugged. “Betrayers are always devious, having horrible tricks available to them as they work for the enemy. These warriors they defeated are just Second Tier trash, and not comparable to elite teams. They also weren’t prepared for Hearthtribe’s arrival, whereas these Divine Descendants may prepare tools to handle them. The Battlegrounds are an arena where they will be ready for battle.”

Brother Zhuge walked over, fanning himself. “You’re forgetting the more important component. If there are betrayers, then they are working with the enemy. The Battleground is not likely what they set their eyes on, even if there may be some of their hubris believing they might win. There’s no way their plan hinges on only this; the Battleground events are far too varied. They cannot be too reliant on a win.”

Marcus let out a breath, as he understood what Brother Zhuge might be getting at. “You think the plot banks on something else? But there should be nothing that could delay questioning in a month, based on the stipulations the Divine Tyr gave. Not even losing the world would be enough.”

Brother Zhuge replied, “And yet, Loki’s plots have never been caught, all cases ending only in suspicions. I wonder how that could be? If we look at other hearings across the Territories, there have been other instances where Tyr and Themis have wanted to question him and his Divine Descendants. But he weasels his way out of them each time–the evidence gone, the Descendants dead and no longer able to be questioned, or another party found guilty instead.”

Cyrus frowned as he cupped his bearded chin. “So he somehow framed his enemies, or otherwise shifted blame, you think? But it sounds like hiding the evidence in this case, certainly involves losing the world to Tartarus, or worse–the world somehow destroyed. Hearthtribe hasn’t lost any fights to enemy Champions, even defeating an Enforcer in the First Tier.”

Ramesses nodded. “That was only the First Tier and could have been luck besides, so that doesn’t always carry as they move up. Then, it seems Hestia had used some of the reward to hide the recording of their fight against the Enforcer–perhaps they were only the victors thanks to their army instead of personal prowess. Still, it would be foolish for Loki and his ilk to rely on Hearthtribe to lose a fight for a plot to work, based on what we know.”

Marcus frowned. “Tartarus can win wars even without winning battles.”

Brother Zhuge chuckled and nodded. “That’s exactly right, Marcus. If it cannot win in a fight, it finds a way to win without one. Why, that Gaia lost The Elysian Glade to the World Tree being poisoned, despite winning the war. It didn’t get its meal ultimately, but it doomed many to death. Still, Divine Tyr and Echidna believe in Hearthtribe, that they can overcome these plots, whatever they might be. If they fail, the loss will be tragic indeed.”

The few nobles left behind nodded at that, and then they said their goodbyes. Several Conquests were nearing their conclusions in the Third Tier, and when they were all complete, the War Trial would soon begin.

Hearthtribe would have their work cut out for them, managing the threats of Tartarus and these conniving guilds in their PvP battles. As Echidna had said, one way or another, whatever happened would be interesting.


Chapter 8 - Rifts and Recovery



After a light questioning of a few of the victims, Jake’s party had realized that there were probably numerous layers to this plan of the enemy’s. Several of the women had gotten drunk at different bars, and then woke up when they were rescued.

One of them claimed to have been threatened before too, and it seemed it was common knowledge in Firewake that the mercenaries were requesting bribes to clear the nearby Rifts. It appeared that, for whatever reason, these were the strange goods the lizards were carrying.

They were unsure of who might have done the deed, so Nessa took a trip to the bars in question, but didn’t find a potential culprit even with her special sight. Perhaps, it was one of the men they had already defeated who was drugging and capturing them. Thankfully, it didn’t take more than twenty minutes for her to fly to each one in the small city and check.

And Ira continued to tail the dark elves as they traveled on their lizard mounts. They were heading into the wilderness, and at one point had actually weaved between two Rifts, avoiding all enemies as they continued on. Checking the map, it seemed like they were traveling toward a fallen city or nearby village.

They decided to leave Ira to its tailing, and continue their task of killing more PvP targets first, with a plan of returning and clearing all the Rifts near Firewake. They had awakened those kidnapped, and after making sure they would be fine and informing the town guard what happened and convincing them to watch over the bars, they left the former captives to return to their homes.

Unfortunately, Ira’s tailing ended up being a dead end. The dark elves eventually realized they didn’t have their original cargo, and then they sacrificed themselves to Rift spawns. For a while, Jake had it search for whoever they were going to meet, but came up emptyhanded.

It was now several days later of clearing Rifts out in the wilderness, and they were about to head back into the city to start the PvP event. The party was now fighting through an established orc base, a place that if left alone long enough, might actually establish a Fortress Assault event. The Rifts in the area were all building it up and reinforcing it, so it had to be cleared.

There were hundreds of orcs at this base, having numerous watchtowers and huts filled with troops. The melee forces had gathered into battle lines, taking on Avalara, who was buffed up and had grown to her maximum size.

It was like an orc army versus the dangerous, living jungle of Highlands, and a primal, giant monster crushing them in the middle of it. With them focused on taking on Avalara and fighting through the jungle, the Ravenwolf Clan and the rest of the family just picked off orcs with ease, and focused on destroying buildings and killing off the archers and casters.

Berri laughed, and shouted, “Timberrrr!” Covered in bronze energy, she cut through the leg of an orc watchtower powerfully, causing it to fall to the ground and crash into the central stone and wood hut.

Bree was in her dinodog form, grown to a massive size with her Auril, Jake, and Tanda’s buffs. Her head rammed into one of the watchtower’s legs as she ran full speed, and a spiritual manifestation of herself amplified the attack. The leg shattered into pieces, and the tower tipped over as she slid to a stop. It crashed into the larger building, causing a part of it to crumble.

A powerful orc commander and his retinue came out of the building, a Boss-level monster meant to lead the hundreds of orcs spawning. Jake’s spell completed, a giant mire of thick mud covered a wide area around them and slowed them all down. Tanda, Sati, Fhesiah, Nessa, and the entire Ravenwolf Clan of nine, continued hunting down the remaining archers on the outskirts with arrows and deadly spells, all amplified by Jake’s Champion Presence, and Bloodberri’s Twilight Monarch Aura.

Thanks to the mire, Jake had just given them a little more time to clean up.

Bloodberri’s snake body surged forward in a zig-zag pattern, then bowled into a large grouping of orcs with a large loop of their tail. The orcs were flung into the air, and the nethril debuffs and Twilight Monarch aura washed over them, making them even weaker and draining their strength into the snake girl.

Berri cut down two orcs with quick, deadly swings, and smiled. “It’s just like old times, isn’t it? It’s been so long since we closed all those Rifts and saved Highlands!”

Tanda was evading several orc archers’ shots as she flew through the air. “It really is! But it feels easier now, even though some Rifts can have way more enemies and stages now.”

Her bow continued to shoot out, tagging the archers and invading their bodies with deathly flames. She added a swarm of ravens into the mix, joining her father’s as they attacked anything in range. Dahlia and Bree’s summoned wolves and dinodogs were on the hunt, and so were Avalara’s stags and Ophelia’s Hearth Guardian.

Even without Jake’s summoned templates, the group of twenty felt like a veritable army of their own. If Tanda and Fhesiah were unsealed, the spriggons and flame sprites would add even more to the mix.

And Jake had summoned a few more. Jasmina sang her song, protecting all the beastkin present and enhancing their auril and nethril available, and protected allies with her waves of water.

Zephyr hunted through the enemy lines, its mobility and deadliness with its wing blade surprising. It had gotten a qualitative upgrade when Jake hit the Second Tier, unlocking much more of its power as he grew in level. Its divine nature had grown, and was shown and felt with any of its attacks, its special winds having unique properties.

Most substantial were the defensive winds that surrounded its feathery, winged humanoid form. Combined with its shield made of feathers and deadly wing blade, the creature was more formidable than ever. Whether it was protecting allies or cutting through enemies, it was yet another excellent, mobile warrior on Hearthtribe’s team.

With the many strengths of the Battlegroup, they eventually defeated the horde of orcs, and were able to focus on the Boss and its team. The large orc commander was supported by several elite orcs that were nearly at his level: two shamans, two archers, and two shield warriors, working with the coordination of a balanced party–for orcs, anyway.

But they were no match for Jake’s boss monsters. Bree and Avalara stomped through with their imposing, buffed forms, crushing the warriors and tearing them apart. Nessa and Sati sent Fhesiah their flames, and she used her Breath of Celestial Alchemy to create a massive blast of golden frost and flame, washing over the enemy Boss and its party.

The group attack from the three girls likely could be considered a Third Tier spell, and was an absolutely devastating attack that froze and scorched them with golden flames, melting their armors and freezing their bodies.

Ophelia’s Vajrafire Blast combined with her Consecration washed over the targets, her charge on Valora having a deadly momentum behind it. She pierced into one of the shamans as others were finished off by the Ravenwolf Clan, Timone and Dahlia swooping in and striking them hard from two sides.

Bloodberri’s chimeric axe cut deeply into the orc commander, and an explosion of light and dark severed the enemy in two. Twilight Divide shredded the target with its bronze fragmenting explosion, the monster ripped apart by the turbulent energies.


[Rift Commander Defeated. 4 Rifts Closed. 60,232 CP earned across Battlegroup.]


Rifts at this level were worth more than ten times what they were worth on Highlands, and some, like this one, even more than that. But they found that overall, all Rifts took longer. The enemies flowed out of them more frequently, and constructions like what they encountered here were much more common. 

A normal Battlegroup of forty to fifty might have taken more than a whole day to work through the many spawns in the surrounding area before moving into the orc war camp. Then, it would have taken quite a bit of time to work on the hundreds of enemies within, slowly whittling them away from this camp before taking on the final army of orcs.

Of course, Jake’s elite party was different. It had only taken them a little over an hour to clear the surrounding area of all the enemies and clear the war camp, because they so quickly outpaced the rate they could spawn enemies.

They’d cleared about twenty Rifts per day as they waited for the event to take place, thanks to their mobility and power.

With the distance between each one, he’d be surprised if each of these fifty-person Battlegroups would clear much more than one per day, with these condensed ones being an exception. Certainly, only the Ravenwolf Tribe would be able to reach more than one in terms of travel per day.

Timone laughed as he landed next to Jake. “You and your Clan have truly gotten stronger. It feels like the difference between us has only grown since the last Tier, Clan-son.”

Jake nodded. “The difference between a Champion and most warriors has grown quite a bit, and the Framework and Tartarus both recognize this. Each of us counts for seven battle strength now.”

Dahlia grinned as she landed next to her husband and joined them. “I don’t think that’s quite it, Clan-son, as your skills continue to grow so rapidly. But we should have a chance to close the gap if that’s the case. If we perform well in another Prime Instance, Cernunnos and Lugh will make Timmy and me champions.”

Tanda beamed as she landed next to her mother, and grabbed her hands. “That’s big news, Mom! You’ll make an awesome Champion!”

Timone’s smile faltered. “What about me, your dear old dad?”

Tanda laughed, her tail wagging. “Of course, you too, Dad. You two will be great!”

Jake checked the time in his Menu. “Just in time. By the time we get back to HQ, PvP will be disabled except in the turn-in area. We can take a rest for a bit back at our Refuge, and get ready for the Battleground.”

Nessa said, “It’s a good thing we’ll have our reinforcements soon. A thousand Ravenwolf Tribe is no small amount.”

In total, they had nearly a thousand Ravenwolf and miscellaneous Hearthtribe, and around a thousand from their alliance members in different Battlegroups to arrive within the day or two after that.

It was up to their enemy if they wanted to intercept with another event using one of their other Guilds or not. Either way, no PvP would be allowed in the area for a period before and after the landing for those guilds, with the exception of the PvP areas within the Headquarters for CP turn-in.

Dahlia chuckled. “We’ll still be quite outnumbered though, just how I like it. Well, unless we completely crush their top teams in the match.”

Aisling snorted. “Maybe you like being outnumbered, but I did not like being chased down by their stupid wands and hundreds of bolts of light. They sting.”

Their enemy had thousands of warriors present on the world already, and pooling together their efforts was too dangerous for their small party to attempt an attack. Before they went out to close Rifts, they had traveled to each HQ city to hunt down more mercenaries, but they had been careful and were eventually forced to flee.

While Jake was confident in being able to handle and kite just about any number of weaklings, there were a few more tools that were at a PvPer’s disposal. Useless against most monsters or only usable within the city, but effective against adventurers.

Among them, the mercenaries had an odd wand that made it difficult to kite a significant number of them. They launched long-range magical seeking missiles that were weak damage-wise, but also slowed struck targets. Completely useless unless they outnumbered the enemy significantly, but even Jake’s party would eventually get whittled away by such a tool when hundreds used it. And this almost happened when several hundred had been prepared for their parties, but they had managed to get out of the city and away.

Nessa and Blood were both quite satisfied with their Rift and PvP progress, the two monitoring the Conquest Map extensively. Jake and Valtor’s general had gone over some plans the last time he was at a Nexus Node, and their efforts certainly depended on whether they won this Battleground and cleaned up any PvP area ambushers or not.

Assuming they won, their best bet was to focus on a singular area, to make the largest impact and to have the maximum amount of safety in numbers. They would stick to larger groups of fifty, only splitting into smaller groups to take on Monster Dens.

If they lost, their members would split up across the HQ areas, and use their incredible mobility to make it difficult for pursuers in large numbers to find and corner them at any Nexus Node or HQ.

Nessa had a proud smile on as she looked over their destruction of the orc base. “We closed so many Rifts! Way more than those hundred scrubs would have. Your Reverse Summon skill with Ophelia or Fhesiah rushing around was so powerful!” It was Nessa’s first experience in Conquest with their team, and she was enjoying working as a part of it.

Blood grinned. “It’s been a long time since we showed our might. I think once our people arrive, this might become a landslide. We’ll still have to be careful though, looking out for any of the dungeon’s machinations. We have this world’s dungeon to check out too.”

That was the new potential complication, in addition to the increased likelihood of Greater Rifts and Fortress Assaults, and more, appearing. Thankfully, things like discovered floors and activity within the dungeon were not secretive among the Alliance. Maps to the static floors that could be mapped out were readily available to all at the HQ, along with important information and paths to individual floors.

Jake would allocate some of his people to check and explore the dungeon, and ensure no monster tides arrived while they were fighting their battles. Not only that, but the dungeon actually provided the fastest route across the world when teleportation was otherwise unavailable.

Like what happened when Cascadia was under attack, and they were unable to teleport there directly. There could be an instance where heading through the dungeon could end up being the fastest, assuming there were dungeon entrances at both locations.

There was actually a similar number of dungeon entrances to HQs, at four on this world. Another had already opened on Highlands to the south of Cascadia, and another would likely form soon in the north or in the desert continent, though Avalara was guessing the latter was next based on how energy was flowing.

A portion of the Battlegroup flew together, escorting the Ravenwolves back to the city in case Tartarus somehow targeted them. Jake and the slower flyers stayed behind at the closed orc base, but their conversation continued as Ira continued guarding the area from any stealth threats.

Jake said, “I wonder why our opponents stay as children of the Divine, if becoming Champions is such an obvious increase in their strength? Bree’s manifestation of her Traits are powerful, but it can’t really compare to me summoning Hestia for example.”

Nessa replied, “It has to do with the path to Divinity. I cannot share all that I know, but there are essentially both advantages and disadvantages to becoming a Divine’s Champion, when it comes to your potential paths. But what I can say is that Avaron and Cassius are likely a lot like their parents in that they are driven by their egos, and to fully submit to their parents’ will and lose their freedom, goes against their very nature.”

Bree stomped over, and sat down with a canine grin. “It’s the same for my sisters and me. We want to be our own individuals, not become more like our mother than we were when we were born.”

Jake thought that was plenty of a hint, for him. As Hestia’s Champion, she had full control over his personal progression and how the Framework granted him spells and abilities. She was up front about this and gave him choices, like with his Aura.

Perhaps, becoming her Champion was a lot like putting him on railroad tracks whose destination was to be even more like her–a copy of her. This matched with how clergy and Champions worked in the first place–resonance with their Divine made them better at their roles, more in tune with their Divine Essence, thus allowing them to have more Divine Energy.

To become a Divine of his own, it likely required extra sparks and more work, to alter himself. This was what Guan Yu was presently doing. Gathering Divine Sparks to alter his essence, to differentiate himself from his previous lord, and to prepare himself for ascension.

Jake wasn’t exactly sure why that was required. Why not just have two very similar Divine, in terms of their essence? But he realized there must be a reason for this, as, unlike the myth Jake read about on Earth, the Roman and Greek Divine were a lot more different from one another.

A child of a Divine would likely evolve very differently from their parent, simply from their actions and personality as they collected their divine sparks, he wagered. Nessa’s had already started to skew as her Essence of Truth saw potential and enhanced her personal truths as a cultivator, as if her becoming a cultivator and leader had skewed how her power shifted.

Perhaps, they would require far less work when they reached the peak, to become something different entirely as they progressed rather than erasing or shifting something.

Plus, there was some kind of tax or tithe to the Divine as a Champion, besides. Each spark they collected certainly helped their respective Divine in some way, even the ones that they spent.

Bree chuckled as she focused on him and responded to his thoughts. “You’ve mostly got it. There’s more, of course, but that’s the basics of it.” She turned to Nessa, “That does make me wonder, why did you not become a Champion of your Father, little snake? You don’t have the same issue as those arrogant maniacs, do you?”

Nessa blushed. “Aside from the technical reasons… Father doesn’t seem to wish it for me any longer. My plan was to become his Champion, once I had established myself properly in this Sector with a world of my own. I wanted to help his cause after all, and I still do. But when I failed and was reborn in this vessel… his plan had shifted. So did mine, once I found Jake. I’m not fully against it, but as a cultivator, I see the power in discovering and walking my own path.”

Fhesiah added from their connection as she escorted the Ravenwolves, [I’d have to agree. I’m happy for Bastet to help guide me in accomplishing the impossible, and she’s somehow done it while allowing me to walk my own Daoist Path. I can feel her influence, and I can tell that she is only guiding me lightly, like a mentor or loving parent. Yet another reason for me to be thankful for her.]

Thinking further on it, Bloodberri, Tanda, and Ophelia were each a Champion of a Divine but a clergy of another. This influenced their beginning, but he wondered how things would shift as they rose in Tier. It certainly felt like their Champion side had a larger influence when they ascended to the Second Tier, but would that continue to hold true? Jake wondered if Ophelia’s flames of Hestia would advance further, or if she would become more like Guan Yu, for example.

When their faster flyers arrived back at the HQ, Jake used Reverse Summon, and then used Call Summon on all his girls. The Ravenwolf Clan had gone over to their own Refuge for private time.

Entering the Refuge portal, Jake couldn’t help but feel relieved to bathe in the dense, welcoming energies of their home as they arrived in their dressing room and armory. The energy makeup had changed due to being docked on The Burning Steps, so Earth, Fire, and Wind mana were more abundant. Thanks to Highlands set as their home world, they still received a small amount of auril, so it was still plenty welcoming within.

Ophelia smiled as she swapped her armor for her casual wear–loose workout clothing. “It’s good to be home, even if it’s not for very long.”

Berri did the same as Ophelia, stretching as she enjoyed getting comfortable. “We get to take a rest, and then it’s time for the challenge. The kids have been missing us…and we’ve been missing them. It’s been tough working around the clock again.”

Tanda shifted to her red tribal wear. “Those jerks gave us a lot of work, leaving so many Rifts uncleared for so long. It was nearly worse than Highlands near Firewake. To think, we found five Rift-spawned bosses roaming together already, and that’s not even including that Orc Commander and his army and those Rifts. It wouldn’t be much longer before they stormed Firewake and killed so many natives.”

Nessa removed the scaled layer of armor, leaving her in her usual cultivator robes. “I wish we had more time to investigate what their plan was with those people, but apparently, I’ll get to question them soon. But we’ll have a lot more manpower after this event. Assuming we win, of course.”

Tanda’s ears went flat on her head. “Just what is that Sector Council doing? Why would we need to wait to question them? It’s just delaying tactics! And if we lose, you won’t even get to question these hundred men at all?”

Nessa sighed. “I don’t know, but I do know that the Second Tier is not usually something that reaches the Council’s eyes besides war decisions. While the crime was despicable, they are focused on the impact on the war. And trafficking fourteen people… it’s hardly a crime as seen by the Alliance. By us calling attention to it, some would say we hurt the war because they were getting away with it in secret.”

Fhesiah shook her head. “While true in a sick sort of way, they are merely burying their heads in the sand. They know these guilds are up to worse than human trafficking; their crimes are obvious. Would it have been better if we didn’t attack those men at all, and simply followed them to where they handed the captives off?”

Nessa was conflicted, several emotions running through her at once. On the one hand, she didn’t like putting the captives at risk at all, wanting to rescue them immediately, and Ophelia agreed.

On the other, learning of the bigger crime might have pushed forward their investigation and potentially brought them closer to bringing the Obsidian Blades to justice. And now, she regretted not offering this option and giving it a larger priority for the group. Because she was the only one who should have known just how little the council would have actually cared about human trafficking on its own.

Jake decided to cut off that kind of thinking. “It’s true that following them might have been better. We made our decision with the limited information and our own goals for PvP and Conquest we had at that moment, and it’s pointless to think back on it now. We know our enemy is devious, and likely has layers of separation. For example, they likely used those stolen goods as a means of plausible deniability, too.”

Nessa’s eyes lit up. “Oh! You think so? I see. In addition to hiding the captives with the goods, perhaps only those that loaded the goods might know about the captives. The mercenaries, when caught, can just plead ignorance–when it’s not me questioning them, anyway.”

Jake replied, “Could be. Cassius and Avaron can probably disavow any one group of their men of their activities. Even if those men were truly betrayers and committing a larger crime like we believe, we need to unravel a larger pattern to pin the blame on the entire guild. Not much would have changed even if you had questioned them sooner. For now, we need to focus on winning this Battleground so that our investigation can continue unimpeded this time.”

He didn’t doubt that when Nessa questioned these criminals, they may have had the proper separation and deniability that they didn’t plan on handing the kidnapped people to Tartarus, but someone else.

Blood nodded. “It was far too risky to remain around town when thousands of enemies could arrive at any moment to investigate further, and if we had let them leave, we might have been unable to stop them–the moment they left town, they wouldn’t have been viable PvP targets. Then, if we were too busy following this Battlegroup, we wouldn’t have thinned their numbers further, or cleared over fifty Rifts these past several days. We might have lost a little potentially in seeking justice, but there were many other risks. And we’ve also gained much from our current focus.”

Nessa smiled at Jake and Blood. “Thanks, you two–you’re right. It was still a victory, and we’ll just have to do better next time. For now, we just have to beat this Avaron and Cassius in this battle! Then, in a few weeks, I’ll get to question them directly.”

Berri giggled, and hugged both Nessa and Jake together with her tail and then her larger body, squeezing them together. “Yeah! It’s fine, little Nessa. We’ll beat those bad guys soon enough!”

Bree had transformed to her humanoid form, back into her plant bodysuit. She chuckled at their hug, but was thoughtful about the upcoming battle, by how her dino tail was wagging behind her. “I understand this Cassius and Avaron are in the Third Tier, but they are simply not on our team’s level. Even still, I’m even more excited about this fight. These Battlegrounds are a Framework-sanctioned event, are they not? Whether I’m facing Tartarus forces or not, I should become stronger, having a chance to evolve.”

Jake had previously swapped to his home clothes, and was comforting Nessa with a hug. “That’s a good point; I had forgotten about that. It’s only once a week or so, but that is a way we can try to train your resistance, as short-lived as most Battlegrounds are.”

Bree nodded. “I’m excited to give it a try. I doubt they’ll use anything all that exotic, except those children of the Divine. I hope you all don’t mind if I’m a bit aggressive with them, in hopes of them targeting me.”

Ophelia pouted a little at that. “Just don’t hog all the good fights.”

Berri said, “It’ll be fun, I’m sure! But let’s go see our lovelies!” She teleported to the Sanctuary, and the rest of the family followed.

As soon as they arrived in the Sanctuary, the many kids felt their parents’ Presences and rushed over to spend a bit of time with their moms and dad. The last few days, they hadn’t really spent much time at home at all.

They only popped in for a few minutes per day when near a Nexus Node to recover in the Hearth of the Refuge before heading out to close more Rifts. During that time, they certainly spent their time saying hello to their many sons and daughters, but time was at a premium.

Having a few hours to spare before the event, Jake spent time with each of the mothers and their daughters and sons separately. He did his best to relax, as he knew it would be much more frantic later with battles for at least a few weeks.

As Jake sat up in the hammock, Yona joined him along with one of his wives and a couple of his kids at a time–his lap and sides were rather crowded as they rested against him. Yona’s soothing purr as he ran his fingers through her fur-like hair and scratched her ears was calming, especially combined with his kids and other wives spending time with him.

The kids excitedly shared the things they’d been up to this past week. They showed their school projects, many of which had been worked on together.

Despite their focus or desires as warriors, Jake was happy to see that their studies never relented. Seeing what they were learning, it was interesting how history was considered a focus in The Alliance. Most would learn about the most common Origins–the largest Pantheons and their histories of those that helped establish The Framework itself, and then an individual’s native world history.

The kids also showed off their practice with magic. Most were practicing with runic magic, but there were a couple with a few different styles among his children. Moxie, the muckbill-like echidna, had a unique poisonous flaming hearth core, and much of her practice had been geared toward controlling those flames and converting them or infusing them into other attacks.

Moxie waved her hands covered in green flames, sending out several waves of them at her target dummies. They washed over the targets, and the effect spread across them as they melted.

She then shifted the flames held in her hands into a caustic substance, and threw them at them, the two blobs striking some armored target dummies and melting them away nearly just as fast.

Bloodberri was a distance away from her, and Blood said, “Thank Echidna that she doesn’t have to grossly spit her attacks out like that muckbill.”

Berri sniffed. “Of course not. Our children are perfection.”

Moxie then took a deep breath. With a very distinct quack sound, a caustic ball of flaming substance was launched out, striking the target dummy with intense speed and force. The ball was certainly larger than her mouth, but it shot out of it in a distinct fashion.

She clapped and cheered as the successful attack melted and burned the stronger dummy in the distance, and she started to launch many more at others rapidly, making that same strange quacking sound the creature had made. It was clearly a superior way of attacking, as the flaming, caustic substance was even deadlier, and was launched much faster and more powerfully.

Berri froze in shock for a moment, then she looked away, her mind doing some mental gymnastics. “W-Well…strength is strength. If the enemy is dead…does it matter if how she did it is a little strange? Also, doesn’t Faye-Faye breathe flames out too? I guess it’s fine. Yes. It’s wonderful.” She nodded to herself, her elf ears twitching.

Blood was also doing her best. “Of course. Our daughter is still perfection, as you said. Just look how dangerous she is, and without being gross like that vile creature at all.”

Nessa was amazed. The two actually believed what they were saying, their words ringing true.

Rena and Nyxa showed how they were teaching the treant children to dance as they sang, and their dance reminded Jake of those strange electronic flowers that would dance when music was heard.

They swayed their thin, tree-like bodies as the branch-crowns fluttered, their leaves dancing along with them as they mixed in hand and arm movements. The dance didn’t involve their feet moving much at all, only to turn to a side profile and change their formation. Their stumpy feet didn’t handle more complex movements well, but that was fine for the dance chosen.

Several of the other echidna sisters joined in the dance, the style one that they could easily replicate with their upper body movements.

Avalara’s lesser avatar wiggled into Jake’s embrace, her deer tail’s tuft fluttering behind her. “Such a cute little dance! Rena and Nyxa are helpful big sisters to teach them that.”

Yona was watching them all with a fond smile. “Such pretty voices those two have! Very soothing.”

Jake chuckled. “It’s interesting that a snake girl and a tree person could have dance styles in common.”

The tension was relatively high in his wives and kids, knowing they had a major event coming. While the event wasn’t all that significant–it was a weekly or biweekly event, and the worst thing that could happen was them spending a few days in the void rather than clearing Rifts.

However, it could have a real impact on the success of their PvP War Games, as well as their overall influence on The Burning Step’s Conquest. One loss on their part could be catastrophic for their guild’s success in other battles. This was why Jake spent time with each and every one of his wives, along with his children, doing his best to help them all relax.

Jake wasn’t worried, and was confident in their success in the upcoming battle. He believed in his family’s strength and all their preparations. They had trained long and hard, and had planned with and built up their allies. Just like they dominated in the dungeon, they would crush these PvP enemies just the same by outclassing them, and never showing any weakness.

Tanda was sitting with Jake, along with Ophelia and their three daughters and son, a number of tails wagging and wings fluttering in their pile of fur and feathers as he brushed them. Some brushes had to be controlled with his telekinetic flames rather than his hands, but all enjoyed being pampered by their husband and father.

The other kids had begun to play with the other mothers not busy with Jake, now that they were done showing off their schoolwork and things they were working on. Even Yona, Bree, Ruby, and Sati got dragged into their play, the older women joining the teen-like kids in various activities.

Ophelia smiled at Jake, “Thanks for taking care of us again. You’ve always got the busy brushes.” She kissed his cheek, and snuggled closer to him, her wings fluttering as he brushed her hair.

“Of course. I need all my warrior wives, girls, and boys in tip-top shape.”

Jake noticed that the tension had decreased as he had brushed, hugged, and kissed his wives, and they spent their time with him and the kids, so he considered this choice for relaxing a success. Their bodies weren’t overly worn from just a few days of Rifts, but they were a little mentally exhausted. The Hearth of the Refuge helped them recover; just a few hours were easily better than a night’s sleep for their magical Tier 3 bodies and minds.

Tanda’s tail was wagging as he brushed the hair on her head as well. “Hehe, the brushes and kisses are great, but just spending some time feeling your flame, your Presence is why everyone is calm. We can all feel that you’re confident, so we are too.”

Bloodberri was playing catch with her many daughters, and Blood said to them, “It also helps that many are battle maniacs. They can just focus on their excitement rather than their concerns. The thrill of the fight ahead gets their blood pumping, and their mind off those other things.”

Ruby was joining a game of badminton nearby, while Sati, along with Fhesiah’s sprites and Tanda’s spriggons chased around the many snake girls trying to hide in an epic game of cops and robbers.

Fhesiah played with her kitsune children, teaching them their usage of Qi with a bit of a game. Showing them illusions, the two did their best to copy their mother.

Bree and Avalara had each given the treant children rides with their large bodies, their vines wrapping around and making them feel rooted to the ground.

The family enjoyed their time together, preparing themselves mentally for the many battles to come.

[image: ]

Rested and recovered from their days of Rift closing, Jake and his combat Battlegroup entered the event through the portal in their Refuge, arriving at a waiting area for the Battleground. The large room was like many that they had experienced. A large, carpeted, and well-lit room with various furniture and even cots for resting.

They had over a thousand Hearthtribe arriving in total, at varying levels of skill. The Ravenwolves had increased in number even as they rose to the Second Tier. They were now a much more varied group than before, just like what was seen in the dungeon recently. The Ravenwolf Tribe Clan heads had taken Elysian mates or added spriggons to their teams, and allowed many others to join their numbers, whether avian beastkin or mammalian, so long as they could operate the crafted wings for flight.

Of course, having a bunch of smaller spriggon passengers was not an issue for a powerful raven or hawk beastkin to carry, so thankfully, they would not lose much mobility from this. The treants and tamed beasts were largely kept out of the specialized groups, unless they could be stored or otherwise didn’t slow their teams down. Not all beast tamers or similar classes could do so, requiring a special item or ability that allowed them to achieve this.

For the PvP event, several instances of the same fifty-person event would be taking place, but the battle would largely be decided by the Prime Instance, just like the Dungeon Raid–the top elites of each Guild.

With Jake and his party having three unsealed Champions, they took up a lot of the fifty party slots. Nessa, Avalara, and Bree didn’t quite take up the same number as a Champion each, but Avalara was close. Thankfully, they knew that Cassius was also a child of a Divine, and if Avaron or Calix had made it into the Battleground, the enemy wouldn’t have fifty people either. Probably just over forty compared to their twenty.

Baron Calix, the Hermes descendant’s whereabouts, were currently unknown. If he was present on this world, nobody had seen him yet, nor had they seen many of the races of Grecian Origin that he favored for his fighting teams. The talari were a human-adjacent race he used significantly, that had wings on their ankles and often wore magical winged helmets, enabling them to glide and fly earlier and easier than most humans.

Berri was excited, swaying her body in place. “I wonder which challenge it’s going to be!”

Of course, Jake and his party were as prepared for this challenge as they could be, and most of Hearthtribe should be, too. Valtor and Amara had compiled popular strategies for most of the Battlegrounds, and so whatever came up, his people would be familiar with them, and able to act and plan accordingly from rooms such as this one.

There were about eight common Battlegrounds, and a bunch of variations for each in terms of landscape or environmental factors that provided a bit of randomness to the equation.

The prompt appeared a moment later.


[PvP Event: Hearthtribe versus Obsidian Mercenaries] 


[Battleground: Warswept Canyon. Teams of Fifty Battle Strength will face off against other teams in this competitive capture the flag event. Hearthtribe has bet the current maximum: 5M CP for Prime, 300,000 per instance.]


Dahlia grinned. “I love this one. I get to just slay them all while Timmy carries the flag.”

Timone groaned. “I hate this one. Being unable to fly is just unnatural, and just who loves taking a beating as I’m forced to flee? Fighting with a flag is possible, but a bit cumbersome for me.”

“Dibs on carrying the flag first!” Berri said, swaying back and forth even faster and clapping, and then Timone let out a breath of relief. She added, “I was hoping for this one a little, it looks like fun! Who’s on defense?”

Nessa said, “If there are no objections, I would like to be on defense.”

Ophelia turned to her, “Are you sure? You’re not allowed to make or construct anything in the flag room. Doesn’t that include your lake?”

Nessa shook her head. “My lake is a part of me. It’d be the same as one of your treants growing a ton of vines out of themselves. There are limitations to this, meaning I cannot spread my lake out for dozens of meters and cover the entire floor of the flag room or something; the magic of the room will work against me. But none shall be able to grab the flag without me knowing of their presence and slowing them down first. Then, if you can leave Sati or Ruby with me, I think we can deal with any sneaking team of flag snatchers, or even slow down a larger group.”

Jake thought about their potential enemies, then eventually nodded. “That should work well–we’ll leave you Ruby, and she should be able to sense just about anyone on their team, based on the races among them. And we’ll go all in on the attack. With a five-minute respawn, it does make some sense to try to take them out in an initial clash. Just let me know if you need reinforcements.”

“Of course. My venom and freezing efforts will be my focus, so even if they manage to escape the room with the flag, they won’t get away unscathed, and won’t be too difficult to stop. My Dao will not be easy to remove even with their special items, and I’ll follow them with my lake. Then, Ruby can hide in it, giving us more options for a counter-ambush.”

Rogue or speed types stealing the flag was a common strategy to capture flags and also prevent flag capture. It was important to protect the flag room, or an annoying situation where a flag-turtling situation could end up occurring–each team hiding in their base with the opposing team’s flag, unable to turn it in for a point. They would alter their defense numbers based on how aggressive the enemy was or how they attempted to attack.

Jake looked over the waiting room, as it began to fill with more people. The truth was, Jake wasn’t that familiar with everyone here, at least by sight. A vast majority of them were Ravenwolf Tribe, and they were perhaps the busiest and spent more time away from Highlands than any other group within Hearthtribe.

As their songs filled the room as their hearts beat and Avalara shared them, he remembered many more of them, having met some of them a few times, or heard their songs as he harmonized with Avalara and Tanda. Jake had participated in many of the changing of the seasons festivals with Tanda over the years, listening to his people’s stories through their songs.

While the Ravenwolf Tribe weren’t truly the elites of Hearthtribe, they were on average quite talented, and their mobility was unmatched. Not only that, but all of them had the most PvP experience, and many of them had likely encountered and experienced this Battleground already.

Another fifty warriors appeared in motes of light, and Fhesiah smiled at two newcomers and their team. There were a few spriggons that they saw, but the Ravenwolf were mainly a team of avian beastkin and a few reptilian and mammalian beastkin using flight suits.

They also had some beast tamers with Highlands flying dinosaurs much like pterodactyls, but they had evolved to include some plant growth along their bodies, and their tails looked even more deadly. Jake imagined they could swoop down and club a target with ease, or slash into them with their deadly rear claws.

“Davonius, Avina! Good to see you both. Are you ready for this battleground?”

Davonius grinned. “We are, Goddess. It’s a great pleasure for us to join you in this great battle!”

“Blood…Berri!” Their two spriggons shouted, and then suddenly a bunch of them gathered around her, even from the other teams. The many Ravenwolf warriors were shocked that Bloodberri now had auril and nethril hearts, but were ecstatic to hear two new songs join the beastkin’s choir.

The two were still working on their Auril and Nethril Mastery their way up to Sublimation, taking pills and eating plenty of auril beast meat to increase the density of energy within them. The nethril energy would be a larger challenge to grow, but Fhesiah had made some excellent pills and salves, that they could direct the energy through their bones and scales.

Nethril was still relatively difficult to come by on Highlands, but the levels were rising rapidly. New Nethril warriors were reborn every day, along with countless nethril beasts and other creatures.

The many warriors eventually filled the room, the approximately one thousand joining the Battleground event over the course of a few hours as their Refuges landed on The Burning Steps.

The family met with the many clan heads, discussing strategy and plans for once the event came to an end as well. It was already a part of their working orders, but they had more specific updates to the Conquest in the last few days and what they had learned.

The investigation into the human trafficking and potential betrayals was going to be a significant priority. They would spread themselves out across numerous cities and villages, and before closing Rifts they would question the locals, specifically visiting the shrines and temples to the moon gods. Of course, the details learned from the interrogations might change their priorities.

The time before the event was ticking down, and soon, the battle would begin.


Chapter 9 - The Warswept Canyon



Eventually, they were ported to the battleground itself, a prompt from the Framework filling Jake’s view. 


[Welcome to the Warswept Canyon.

Within the two opposing bases is a flag. Defend yours, and capture the enemy’s in order to win.

Flag Bearers will be weighed down, and cannot use movement abilities or mounts and will be forced to move at a slower pace, in addition to glowing brightly–wielders of the flag cannot be hidden by any means. Flight is disabled in this Battleground.

A Flag can only be captured while your flag is present in your base. Kill the enemy Flag Bearer and touch your team’s flag to return it. Allies of the slain Flag Bearers can retrieve the flag and continue towards capture if they touch the flag before the enemy team.

Resurrection is enabled in this Battleground, and it occurs at the shrine once every 5 minutes. In addition to the resurrection shrines, a restoration shrine exists on each side of the battlefield to allow teams to recover at an accelerated pace.

The first team to three captures wins, or, when the thirty-minute timer runs out, the team with the most captures wins. In a tie situation, resurrection will be disabled, and the next capture will decide victory.] 


As there was usually in Battlegrounds, Framework Script detailed additional rules around where they spawned, like writing on their bubble. Many of the rules were mostly relevant when dealing with Tartarus involvement, but they were detailed nonetheless.

The nineteen of them now stood on a ledge at the edge of the barrier, looking over a gulch or valley, with castled bases on each side. From what Jake could tell, there were three total paths into each base. The first was an open gate at the base of the castle, which had a tunnel-like corridor that ran through the center and toward the flag room–a sloping, upward path.

Then, there was a ramp that ran up the right side of the keep and around–revealed by some kind of damage, a hole in the side of the castle walls. The somewhat spiraling path led up and around to where Jake and his party now stood, in front of the resurrection area, and near the two offset upper entrances to the flag room.

The enemy spawn area was covered in an opaque barrier when seen by them. Unfortunately, they wouldn’t get any ideas about their enemy until the battle began.

The third path was actually because Jake’s party would have no issues simply leaping or climbing upward on the side of the keep, near where the resurrection shrine was located. It was about four or five stories high, which wasn’t impossible for any of his party to leap with auril and mana running through them.

Flying wasn’t allowed, but jumping and gliding were. Then, Avalara and Bree when buffed up, could likely just walk up the steep incline. Going down, it was a sharp fall or slide for an Earth human, but Jake imagined at this level, most could either handle it physically, or had some means of mitigating fall damage. Perhaps, the enemy also wouldn’t have too much difficulty running and jumping up the large drop.

Mounts were also allowed, and common among those above level forty, and thus they would see them in this event.

The terrain within the valley was truly varied, with rolling hills, trees, and even a small creek running through. There were the two recovery areas mentioned, that looked like a small shrine area on the left side of the valley near each base. The valley was long and wide enough that it did look as if it would take several minutes, even on a mount, to cross in its entirety.

Tanda’s ears were flat on her head, as she tried to flap her wings and lift off the ground, to no avail. She also tried jumping and gliding, which worked, but it was definitely an odd feeling for her. “It’s just like that Greater Rift. What a pain.”

Dahlia chuckled. “Not to worry, daughter. Even though we can’t truly fly, we are still fast–faster than these weaklings are, trust me. Most of them don’t have battle mounts like clan daughter Ophelia, so a single arrow or javelin will dismount them.”

Jake tried to use his flames to float, and he could only lift himself off the ground a little over two feet. He jumped and used his flames to keep him afloat, but he found himself drifting toward that very same level. It was an odd effect, but he understood he could still float or fly horizontally a couple of feet off the ground as long as he wanted. This meant he could still move rather fast.

Ophelia summoned Valora. She whinnied in excitement as she appeared in motes of light, happy to be brought out for the battle, and leaped into the air. But then she snorted and shook her head in annoyance, as she found herself drifting toward the ground.

“Sorry, Val, just how this one works. I guess it’d be super unfair to have to watch for flyers coming from the sky to the flag room, annoyingly stealing the flag in just a few seconds after respawn, really. I know I’d be able to do that, anyway.”

Jake decided to summon Zephyr and Jasmina, knowing he’d want to bring out these powerful allies. Given that they were permanent summons, they’d be extremely resilient to banishing spells–but not immune. Still, he thought they would be worth it. The extra effort to banish them would mean the enemy clergy wasn’t doing something else, like healing their allies or casting other defensive spells.

He could still use Call Summon on any of his girls, so long as they weren’t currently carrying the flag. Such an ability was quite powerful, and he intended to use it if he needed to.

The battle began, the barrier collapsing around them and their opponents. The family, minus Jasmina, since she was a bit slower on land, rushed down the ramp, and the enemy across from them did too.

Their enemy was largely on mounts, and spotting who they all thought was Cassius was easy. The Greek-themed warrior was riding some kind of griffin mount, and Jake thought it might be possible it was a battle mount, like Valora.

His armor was golden and matched that of a Greek hoplite, with a few differences. His armor looked ostentatious with a crown on his head, though Jake definitely couldn’t throw stones from his own glass house with his red and gold vestments. Cassius wore a large shield and an oversized Greek Xiphos sword, what would normally be a two-handed weapon, in a single hand.

The rest of the enemy warriors were riding large rams, boars, or versions of giant dogs or smaller dinosaurs, like raptors. There was a wide variety among the about forty enemies, and Jake quickly determined from that, that Calix was likely not present. Even Avaron must be hiding or sneaking, as no mounts could be seen that matched him, and his wives didn’t spot him.

Jake’s Battlegroup headed toward the center, and so did their opponent. It seemed they were more than happy to go for an initial clash. There were numerous tried and true strategies for winning Warswept Canyon, and being superior in a fight, while one of them, was not actually completely required.

Winning strategies could involve enemy avoidance and superior flag running and retrieval. A team didn’t have to defeat the enemy’s entire team in a fight, only slay their Flag Bearer to retrieve the flag.

And if their team’s Flag Bearer was faster or the support of the team superior in helping them cross the canyon despite opposition, it was possible to win even though the enemy would win in a straight-up battle.

Still, even in those scenarios, the team that won the most often was usually the strongest team in a fight. Those strategies typically only worked when things were close enough that the victor was up in the air. It didn’t matter how well they could support the Flag Bearer if they were all slain in mere moments and spent more time dead waiting for resurrection than alive, after all.

So they would find out now: how close was this match? The winner of the opening clash would often get ahead, grabbing the first capture, though not always.

Jake riding Bloodberri in his Monarch State, Bree, Zephyr and Avalara set the pace at the front of their formation as they stomped or slithered across the battlefield, their large forms moving swiftly for their size. Ophelia ran beside them casually on Valora, but she was ready to dash ahead to engage her target of choice.

Fhesiah, Tanda, and Sati all flew together not far behind, floating or flapping their wings just a couple of feet off the ground as they kept pace easily. The Ravenwolf Clan flapped their wings as they raced across the battlefield beside them, their bows and javelins at the ready, with Jake’s surprise at the ready.

The enemy’s makeup was quite similar to the Battlegroup they already faced. Grecian and Nordic warriors and casters, with a handful of archers. A few jotun, centaur, dvergr, and dark elves, but they were mostly human or human-adjacent races. There were a few powerful-looking standouts, however.

It was who Jake assumed were Cassius and Avaron’s elite teams of about twenty men in total, establishing the front of the enemy’s formation. These men stood out as being a bit larger and more powerful than the rest, with much higher quality equipment. They also looked like they were evolved versions of the same races, with regal-looking mounts, and shiny armor and weapons emanating power. Perhaps, they had completed their Trials, or otherwise performed well enough in a Prime Instance to ascend and collect these useful creatures for themselves.

Not only that, but many of them might have actually been in the Third Tier, and were downgraded to the second in order to participate in this world’s Conquest. The reason they could do this and still participate in events like this one was because the Obsidian Blades weren't much concerned about advantages like research benefits and more. They simply bought their success with money, numbers, and what they’d already seen: extortion.

Jake and his party could fight for their First Tier guilds if they wanted, but their First Tier guilds would lose many of their potential benefits forever, and for not a lot of gain. Not only was it essentially a waste of his family’s efforts and their time better spent on Second Tier worlds or above, but Hestia had also mentioned the Contribution Cap.

This would make it a detriment for any Conquest they participated in at that level. It would likely have the enemy show up with two champions to their one, or simply spawn double the amounts of Rifts and other unfair challenges that put the war at risk from their participation.

The Obsidian Blades weren't concerned about research and other advantages. The only real reason the guilds were even separated into Subguilds at all in the first place was so that their lower-Tier members weren’t a detriment to their own in PvP War Games.

Rather than continue on their mounts until the clash, the enemy melee dismounted, and formed battle lines with their shields and weapons. The stake items used before weren’t allowed in this Battleground, but many activated scrolls or drank potions, as Jake had predicted.

The casters from his research favored an item that established a shimmering barrier around them, which would keep them protected during the initial engagement as they cast their other spells.

Jake chuckled as the casters stopped and began casting spells, and the banishing spells washed over Avalara, Zephyr, and Bree, but not Bloodberri. Likely, they were familiar with her race. Zephyr’s divine winds helped deflect much of the effect, but Jake could feel its connection to the battlefield was partially unraveling by the dispelling winds that tore at its magically constructed body. He was forced to reinforce the special construct with a bit of his mana in response.

Jake wondered if maybe he could have gotten away with having a few extra summoned templates that could have stuck around for longer as they got confused about why their banishment spells were not working. Perhaps, they would have given up before trying some of his other ones.

Ready for the battle to begin in earnest, he used Call Summon on Jasmina, bringing her to the center of the battlefield behind Bloodberri. The Naga Siren immediately began singing her wordless song, bolstering all of the nearby beastkin allies.

The Ravenwolf Clan started shooting their arrows and javelins, containing Jake’s prepared item: barrier-piercing projectiles. Manifestations of Highlands beasts struck the enemy hard, and knocked a few in the back who hadn’t dismounted from their mounts on their own. Shields from diligent warriors caught other projectiles, but a few casters and enemy archers got hit hard immediately by Jake’s Champion Presence combined with the deadly Ravenwolf Clan’s attacks.

Jake’s Monarch-enhanced aura slowed the incoming enemies as they were covered by it, and he began casting his control spells. Despite how strong his people were, they were certainly outnumbered. He would do his best to correct this.

An elite, strong-looking Spartan warrior leaped toward Ophelia with his spear and round shield, his body covered in a dense, shining light from a potion he just drank. Her Hearth Guardian intercepted him in midair with its shield, and a bolt of lightning from Valora struck into him as she continued past him, seeking the enemy’s casters and ignoring his charge.

Using her Blitz, she stormed to the enemy’s backlines, faster than any could react, and lanced one with her polearm. A blast of coned vajrafire was sent out in a wave, shocking three more targets from her blow and weakening whatever barriers might have been left. Her Monarch-enhanced Vajrafire Consecration washed over and shocked nearly all the enemies nearby with the disk-like explosion of lightning and flames, shredding much of their shields and softening up for her allies.

Bree had decided to take on her dinodog form, and two dinodogs were manifested near her. Avalara opened her Sublimation, her portal to Highlands, but rather than a jungle appearing, it was like a green haze of Auril energy.

The battlefield’s magic worked against constructions, preventing teams from somehow engineering magical defensive structures to give them an edge and change the spirit of the battle significantly. Instead, she focused on drawing in more auril and creating a weave of deadly, thorny vines on her body.

Tanda added her portal, and so did Timone as Jasmina sang her song, bolstering the Auril available in the area. With all this Auril filling the air and combined with Jake and Bloodberri’s special auras, the protection provided to every member of the Battlegroup was rather formidable.

A volley of arrows nearly struck one of Tanda’s aunts dead on, but the explosion of flame blocked several outright, while others were knocked out of the air with a mere swipe of her wing.

A barrier of wind surrounded Cassius’ griffin, the creature screeching with anger as arrows and javelins with manifestations struck it from Dahlia and Timone. It hardly slowed down with Cassius on its back, until Jake struck.

He cast a Runic Spear of Force, and like an invisible lance, it crashed into the large mount. A transparent aura with a small image of a shield appeared and weakened the magical effect. Still, the monster had looked like it received a heavy kick in its shoulder, causing it to stumble and fall to the ground. Its body dragged through the dirt before it recovered and stood, and the Son of Ares managed to stay mounted.

Numerous clergy of Ares were among Cassius’ Battlegroup, and they supplied an energy effect that was a lot like Valor, called [War Energy]. It was like a manifestation of their faith in war. Weaker in its overall power on an individual level, but it was like a pool of the energy that could be used both offensively and defensively.

Warrior Priests of Ares were a lot more like most paladins, and they thrived on the chaos of battle. They lacked great healing spells, but they made up for it in offensive capabilities, their smites looking a lot like a spiritual weapon or shield.

Cassius had remained mounted from his blow, but he looked pissed as Jake released a few Runic Shackles onto a few of the enemy warriors. The black-golden, flaming chains empowered by his State wrapped around their legs, causing them to trip and fall to the ground.

The casters immediately began trying to dispel these, but Jake’s mana and control combined with the density made this no easy task. Three shackles actually kept six people busy for a short time.

With all the fights erupting across the battlefield, it was almost too much for Jake to track, but being used to his multiple views through his wives, he managed to monitor everything. Avalara and Bree soaked up a lot of the enemy’s focus, their massive forms drawing ample attention–just as intended. Several of the elite warriors moved to engage them, and spells raced across the field to strike them, to Bree’s satisfaction.

Something touched at the edge of Jake’s Umbral Gaze, and Ira warned Jake–there was a target using powerful magic to obscure themselves. Avaron was noticeably absent, so it was likely the man in question dashing across the field toward their base.

It seemed he was avoiding the fight entirely, creeping through the battlefield with an illusion around him, much like what Fhesiah’s kitsune flames could accomplish. Either that, or he was planning to assassinate one of their allies, joining the fight at an opportune moment. Jake would keep an eye on him as long as he could.

Nessa replied to his thoughts in his mind, [Even if he’s stronger now, I’m confident Ruby and I can handle him.]

Jake trusted her, and reasoned that his team’s ability to detect him so easily was a card he’d rather keep hidden for now.

The many mages’ attacks on Avalara and Bree were met with Jake’s Aura, vine shields, or defensive manifestations, and the two monstrous women did not even slow down in their approach.

A runic spear of flame, ice, and earth struck them, along with the thrown magic of the Grecian casters. The mages in this team were far superior to the ones they had faced, their response much more rapid and formidable.

There was also a bard playing a lyre that empowered his allies with his musical magic, but Tanda blasted him with an arrow and her deathly flames with a laugh.

It was now that the two sets of front-liners were about to collide. Avalara and Bree each clashed with several warriors, their shields at the ready.

Cassius himself didn’t seem as though he wanted to engage Jake and Bloodberri now that his charge had been disrupted. He had slowed his pace and was hanging out behind some of his elites as he prepared his entry to battle, his armor, shield, and sword glimmering in the daylight.

A jotun warrior with gray skin covered in blue tattoos and Nordic armor charged for Bloodberri with a roar to meet her in combat, but the girl’s upper body lifted into the air as her tail launched her. Her upper body did a flip with Jake needing to hold on tight, and her immense armored tail followed as she strained. Suddenly, the auril and nethril-filled tail was whipped and brought down with the force of a freight train.

The jotun’s eyes widened as their tail smashed into him, a manifestation of a giant snake’s tail covering it, and a blackened aura washing over the giant. He barely had the wherewithal to bring up his weapon in time to block. The shock from the strange attack was evident as he was sent flying through the air with some of his bones broken, and punctures from the deadly spikes on her armor.

Berri laughed. “Aw, come on! You guys were supposed to be strong, I thought. But you’re so small!” Covered in bronze light from their Twilight energies mixing, she whipped forward again with her hearthblade-edged, living axe roaring toward an unsuspecting warrior. He brought up his shield with a transparent magical barrier in front of it, but Blood wrenched it off to the side with her telekinetic might, allowing her giant axe blade to bury itself deep into his chest.

It shredded through his armor like it wasn’t even there. Despite a few healing spells arriving on the warrior, her tail quickly surrounded him and shredded him with a satisfied smirk as he was dispersed into motes of light. Jake deflected several attacks with his floating shield and even threw Pyros as a javelin, piercing into the Jotun’s form before heals could restore his bones and bring him into a proper fighting state, and finished him off.

Numerous slowed warriors from Jake’s Monarch State moved to box Bloodberri in, but she just laughed at their attempts, her Twilight Monarch aura making their attacks bounce right off of her Mythic Armor infused with her Technique’s bronze energy. Jake’s Aura actually exploded in one of the men’s faces, sending him tumbling back from the attempt.

One of the War Priests shouted, drawing a bunch of the war energy into him. A manifestation of an axe came down as he swung, but her tail, covered in both auril and nethril crashed into it purposefully, shattering the manifestation and smacking into the man. The War Priest was punctured by her spikes and sent flying.

Jake helped defend Bloodberri, not that she really seemed to need it, by throwing Pyros and sending it spearing through enemies with his pyrokinesis, targeting the warriors from his carriage, and locking up more of them with his Runic Shackles. It seemed they were not great at countering this, though some used scrolls in attempts to dispel them, as their clergy attempted to help. He had locked down several of them for over fifteen seconds each thanks to his Monarch State despite their efforts, an eternity in combat.

Cassius moved to finally join in on the attack as Bloodberri and Jake dealt with the targets, but Timone and Dahlia intercepted him with their polearms. They had enlarged themselves with their Sublimations, covered in thick fur or feathers, and they met him with vicious attacks.

The griffin’s claw blocked Dahlia’s attack, while Timone’s was blocked by Cassius’s shield. Their attacks were made with incredible momentum from their weight and speed, so each caused the rider and mount to stagger backwards.

“You two again. Finally, some payback.” Cassius grinned, as the war energy built over his body.

Dahlia snorted. “Unless you learned how to use a sword better than a beastkin child between then and now, I doubt that very much.”

Cassius scowled. “You faced me severely limited. This battle will not end the same way, you disgusting abominations.”

Timone chuckled as he spread his wings wide behind him, dense auril being drawn in and swirling around from his, Avalara, and his daughter’s Sublimations. “Did you excuse away your loss and not reflect, or train to improve? Pathetic. Real men not only accept loss, they invite it. Low-stakes duels and fights such as these are an opportunity for growth.”

The auril began to shift into a tremendous flock of ravens, and the auril gathering by Dahlia became several wolves, gathering beside her. Her polearm brightened with auril, her blades and spear on her halberd extending. The density of their spirits could be felt, and no doubt Cassius himself could feel this.

Cassius sneered as his griffin cried out in anger, the immense flock of ravens and pack of wolves attacking both of them as Timone and Dahlia began picking them apart.

Jake’s girls were all interested in taking on the child of the Divine, but it was a simple fact that if the man could not beat Timone and Dahlia, he wouldn’t even be a challenge to them. The party focused on the enemy Battlegroup, Tanda’s deathly arrows seeking casters and healers, taking them out through their protections.

Despite how the mages were clearly better, Jake still wasn’t impressed with their mages, except a singular Grecian mage stood in the back with a palpable magical aura surrounding him. In addition to a magical quiver filled with more powerful weaponry inside it, he held a staff with a wreath floating around the top. His attacks had mostly washed over Bree and Avalara a bit fruitlessly at first, but now, it looked like he sought a squishier target.

Lifting it above his head, a metallic lightning bolt rose from his quiver, before being infused with intense magical might. Electricity arced all across the item’s surface, before it fired at Jasmina.

The bolt of deadly lightning raced all the way across the battlefield in an instant, but it was met with swirling auril mixed with Jake’s Aura. The arcing electricity still struck and shocked her as the magic flooded her body, but her song barely halted through the pain of the attack. Auril was already working to heal the wounds it caused in her naga body, and it would take quite the effort to take even her down.

A frown could be seen on the mage’s face as several lightning bolts rose from his quiver and he prepared such an assault. It took several seconds for him to launch the attack this time, but a shield of water rose in front of Jasmina, which took on the hue of Jake’s Champion Presence, and even some water from the nearby creek joined what she created.

His frown became one of disbelief as her preparations completely countered his, the three bolts striking the shield of water completely ineffectually.

Jasmina looked very pleased with herself as her water was sent out as a wave. It washed over some warriors not far away, their bodies being shocked and dragged away from Bree’s melee.

Ophelia dashed around on Valora and cut through enemies, and Bloodberri plowed into gathered warriors with her spike-covered body. Fhesiah hung around with Sati in the back, sending darts of kitsune flames into the enemy and protecting the weaker Ravenwolf Clan members, conserving her resources as usual.

Their enemy was much better organized than the previous Battlegroup, their potions or scrolls granting them powerful barriers or resilience, and their tank’s ability to protect their allies was much more effective.

Unlike the previous Battlegroup which died in one or two swings or deadly attacks, tanks moved to intercept attacks, and even received heals or barriers from their allies. The war energy ended up being used mostly for defense, but what it could accomplish when expended frequently was no better than what a beastkin could accomplish with their Auril.

The enemy warriors even took blows for their much more squishy allies, some kind of magic lighting up–much like Ophelia’s Sentinel or Eternal Oath ability. It took some time, but enemies were falling across the battlefield, their numbers dwindling. The elites especially took several moments to take down when they met Bree and Avalara with linked shields. They were still being picked apart by the large women, their flaming or deathly vines wrapping around their limbs, or just being overpowered by their might.

Jake’s family opted not to use any potions yet. It wasn’t that Jake and his family didn’t have potions that could boost their output for a time. It was that anything that could actually influence them significantly enough to matter was incredibly expensive.

Divine Reinforcement was already an incredible buff, and most other effects were rather minuscule in comparison and overridden by its all-encompassing nature. The Ravenwolf Clan instead used their protective items and buffs to enhance themselves, because they didn’t have this benefit.

The skirmish continued, and Bloodberri and Jake easily bested numerous enemies and scattered them into motes of light. The Ravenwolf Clan combined with Tanda’s sniping, Zephyr shredding enemies with its wing blade, and Ophelia cutting down enemies on Valora, took out various of the more squishy enemies in quick succession. A few more banishing spells had landed on the summon, but it seemed they largely gave up on it because it wasn’t working and those clergy really needed to be healing people.

The dvergr Runic Priests and the two Grecian healers were taken out, leaving only the War Priests of Ares to provide any healing remaining.

The powerful Grecian caster was then harried by Zephyr, the man sending three large suns of Apollo, which looked like three giant fireballs, at the Garuda. Zephyr dodged two and blocked a third with its shield, and then sent a cyclone of wind at him, tearing him to pieces.

There were only a couple of handfuls of enemies left when Berri said, “I’ll just go on ahead, and get the flag. These last few guys can’t stop me.”

She snaked toward the tunnel at the base of the keep, and a few of their warriors did try to stop her. But they were met with spears of flames or blasts of telekinetic force, her trailing tail whipping into them or Jake sending blasts of frost into them. Berri actually used a manifestation overlapping with her tail swipe, the casual blow sending a warrior flying into another and nearly killing him outright.

Pushing through the enemies rapidly, she entered the upward-sloping tunnel toward the flag room as Avalara, Bree, Tanda and Ophelia continued to clean up the remaining enemies. They fell more quickly by the moment, Jake’s Battlegroup overwhelming them.

Dahlia and Timone’s Sublimations had covered them, their bodies growing along with their halberds. Covered in dense auril energies, their might set Cassius on the back foot, the two striking both hard and fast in a coordinated manner.

The griffin had gotten dispelled into motes of light from their furious assault enhanced by Jake’s Aura and their swarm of ravens and wolves early on. And Cassius couldn’t land a decisive blow against their teamwork as ravens and wolves harried and weakened him bit by bit through his war energy.

They were whittling him away, and even with him becoming stronger as the battle went on with his body covered in light, it did not matter. He had taken numerous wounds, and now no priests remained to heal him.

The two had begun running their Cyclic Strikes, but were burning them away at one cycle by dealing enhanced blows instead. With the auril of Highlands reinforcing them with their songs, plus the Ravenwolf Clan and Tanda, Bree, and Avalara, it was building up rather quickly.

The man was skilled with his large xiphos and shield, but the flock of ravens invaded his form, reducing his available war energy. The wolves harrying him clamped onto his legs and arms, bruising the flesh underneath his armor and slowing his body.

Individually, he was stronger than Timone or Dahlia, but their attacks were not so straightforward. He could block Dahlia’s downward swing, but then her streamer from her outfit would snap forward, a wolf’s manifestation biting into his body. His war energy was used to reduce the damage, but he was being whittled away.

And then where one was met with a shield, the other would land a strike to his flank. Timone’s blows were filled with power and speed, cutting deeply and adding on to the wounds across his body.

The man didn’t even use his special Divine Energy as he had done in the previous battle. A few of his manifestations of weapons combined with his attacks had struck Timone and Dahlia, but their auril-infused protection combined with their self-healing was able to shrug off the attacks.

Timone landed a powerful overhead blow onto Cassius’ shoulder, bringing the man down to his knees. Streamers wrapped around his legs, preventing him from recovering as Dahlia’s halberd cut into his arm.

Dahlia grinned. “I’ve got a present for you, Cassius.”

Her cape flaps wrapped around his weakened arms, spreading them apart. She withdrew a sword from her Storage Bracelet–his xiphos she gained from the loot from killing him the first time.

“Your sword! You dropped it last time. You can take your trash back.”

She plunged it into his chest, right through his heart. Cassius’ eyes were filled with rage, as he dispersed into motes of light.

The sword fell to the ground, and Dahlia’s tail was wagging rapidly as she looked at it. “I’ll just leave that garbage there. I think it’ll just make him madder.”

Meanwhile, Bloodberri was already returning with the flag. The flag room was nearly empty, much like theirs. They only had a group of four people meant to keep a stealthy individual or a small elite team from sneaking off with the flag with zero resistance.

The enemy respawned before Bloodberri could fully make it across the field, and they raced to catch up. Bloodberri was slowed by her flag carrying, but her movement was still nearly as fast as the enemy on their mounts, even Cassius’ griffin. With her lead, the enemy wouldn’t make it, and they knew that–holding off at the reincarnation shrine instead of fruitlessly chasing her.

Inside the flag room, Nessa and Ruby were having a fight of their own.
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Nessa had only seen two Ravenwolf Clan family members slain in the kill messages of the Battlegroup, yet they had nearly taken out the entire enemy team of the Obsidian Blades. However, Ira had spotted where Avaron was, letting Nessa know that he was about to enter the flag room.

The flag floated in a special field at the back of the stone-tiled and bricked room, and Nessa had created a pool of her lake in front of it. Rather than the usual, shallow pool that she would create, she made it higher, covering the maximum height people could float off the ground. It was spread out, covering a good third of the flag room, and she had entered it, along with Ruby.

Eventually, Nessa caught him in her Divine Sense near the doorway. Her voice echoed into the room, but she didn’t show herself from within her lake. “I know you’re there. You don’t need to touch my lake for me to see you.”

Avaron appeared near her water, an infuriating smirk on his face as he walked casually closer with his spear held behind his back between the arms at his sides. “You must have learned some new tricks. I’m surprised you could detect me.”

Nessa said, “All by yourself, Avaron? What a surprise, did you ditch that valkyrie slut?”

Avaron scowled. “She was a useless waste of a slot. Aren’t you all alone here as well?”

She chuckled. “Is that what you think? That does not bode well for you.”

Ruby rose rapidly from the water, her sword piercing toward his form. The man shifted partially into particles of light, moving rapidly away from her stab.

Her body was covered in her scaled blood plate as she rushed toward him, the man not gaining much distance, but he deflected her well-aimed slashing attacks one after the other. The man was skilled with a spear as he spun his body and twirled his weapon, and strong enough to keep himself from being overpowered too quickly.

Avaron got a little distance as he retreated, and then looked her up and down, a frown on his face. “What…are you?”

Ruby’s ears on top of her head, which protruded from her visored helmet of blood, twitched. “I’m a blood badgerdillo.”

“That…I don’t think it helps me understand at all. You’re not going to join this fight, Tyrsdottir? You haven’t moved. I’m sure you’d like some revenge.”

Nessa shrugged, though he couldn’t see her action. “I’ve already gotten it. Don’t you remember when I crushed you? I’d much rather ensure the flag stays right where it is. Ruby here doesn’t need my help for trash like you, but if your foot so much as touches my lake to get this flag, then I will be forced to change my mind.”

“I’ll make you regret those words from underneath my boot.”

Light covered Avaron’s body like a cloak, and beams of light started shooting out as he stabbed toward Ruby. She evaded the attacks by twisting her body just as he thrust his spear, and blood formed into shields, blocking what she couldn’t dodge. Blood started to run over her armor, a thin coating, as more rushed out of her and she replaced what she lost from the light magic attacks.

Blocking his spear with her sword, the two began their dance. His feints actually caused spears of light to be shot out, and Ruby dodged rather than allow her blood armor to be damaged. His stabs of his spear kept her at length, but that wouldn’t work against Ruby for very long.

Her speed picked up, her fencing stabs probing Avaron’s defenses as blood started to snake around her and fill the air. Avaron saw this happening, watching the blood with narrowed eyes.

However, he wasn’t prepared for when she surged forward, her speed enhanced with even more Qi. He became light once more and evaded to the side, but her streamers of blood suddenly transformed into blades, and shot for his new position without missing a beat.

Avaron blocked one with his spear, but he was unable to block the several others. They sliced into the places where his armor was thinnest, an area near his ankle and one near his wrist. They pierced the cloak of light, and her dueling saber followed from her dash, his spear out of position and unready for it to enter his armpit.

The man grunted in pain as he retreated, and blood floated toward Ruby like streamers from the created wounds.

It floated to her chest, and the flame within Ruby brightened as it consumed it. She frowned. “Your blood, it’s gross.”

Avaron’s face was twisted into a disapproving frown. “Disgusting. You sure know how to pick strange allies, Tyrsdottir.” His head snapped toward the tunnel, likely learning something over their Battlegroup. “I guess I need to finish this quickly. I can’t believe Cassius lost. It’s up to me now.”

His body brightened, and he drank a potion, his spirituality rising. Nessa could tell he was using a small amount of his Nascent Divine Energy, and Ruby grinned as she prepared to meet it.

Her spirituality rose, the blood streamers forming into larger blades of blood, which rippled with unspoken danger. Even Nessa felt like she was in front of the maws and claws of a dangerous beast. Hungry. Tenacious. Deadly.

For the first time, Avaron actually looked worried, his head scanning back and forth to the knives of blood. “What is this power? You carry no Divine Essence. How can your strength of spirit be so high?”

Nessa snorted. “You work with cultivators, but don’t understand their power? Does Loki know that you’re a wastrel? Perhaps that’s why he sold you out, and I’ll be getting to question you soon.”

“I don’t know what you mean about that, but for them to have such power is blasphemy. Only the Divine can truly grasp the heavens.”

Nessa chuckled at that. “You deny reality? Deny or not, Ruby’s power is very real.”

With a growl, Avaron’s form split up into numerous copies around Ruby, their spears glimmering with power. His twelve forms were arranged like the points of a clock. They were all charging up to perform a powerful stab, the light within them building.

Nessa was a little surprised that from most of her magical senses, she could not detect which one was real–when it came to mana and divine energy, he was somehow all twelve at the same time. Of course, her eyes could see the truth, and she was tempted to act to help out Ruby and point it out, but she moved on her own.

With a blur, Ruby dashed toward one of the spear warriors, and her dao-infused claw pierced Avaron’s form, exiting out his back. Her claw gripped onto his spine. Blood started being drained from him and into her bloodflame as he screamed, the girl likely choosing not to shred his heart and prevent him from dying instantly.

Nessa knew she likely couldn’t gain any of his Divine Essence in this way, the Framework protecting against it, but she could likely get something from his special blood.

Avaron choked up blood from his mouth, his face a mask of confusion as it floated toward her too. “That…how could you know?”

Ruby shrugged. “Only one of the copies had blood in it. It’s why Jake put me here.”

Avaron dispersed into motes of light, disbelief still on his face.

Nessa walked out of her lake, and smiled at Ruby. “Good job, but you shouldn’t have told him, making him wonder. He might be able to compensate for that next time.”

Ruby frowned, looking at her claw with her ears flat on her head. “He was weak. I was only getting warmed up. Why?”

Nessa chuckled. “Part of it was that you are too strong with Jake’s buffs, and another part is that he didn’t want to use his true strength in a meaningless skirmish. Think about our family’s Divine Energy. Would they want to summon their Divine in this fight over a single flag theft, and waste it? They have something like that, and he only used a tiny amount.”

Ruby tilted her head. “You have something like that too, then? I’ve never seen you use it.”

“Mine’s a little different from theirs, but yes. Unfortunately, it doesn’t recharge nearly as quickly and easily as a Champion’s even in the Refuge, so I use it sparingly. Anyway, do be careful in our next fight with him, as he may decide to use it. I witnessed him swap places with his Valkyrie lover; he may actually even be able to swap between us two now.”

Ruby nodded at that, but she smiled, and her tail behind her flicked. “Just goes to show how strong Clan Hart is, doesn’t it? We’ve joined the best Clan.”

Nessa chuckled. “You said it.”

Berri came down the tunnel, Nessa able to see her from near the flag area. A set of stairs brought her to the side of the room, just a few steps away from the flag itself. Jake had stayed with their forces, to ensure they had defense against the enemy if they rushed to attack suddenly.

She touched their flag while holding the enemy’s, a prompt confirming its capture as it disappeared. 


[Capture complete! Hearthtribe leads 1-0.]


She dusted off her hands. “That was easy. Two more to go!”

Nessa laughed, and jumped to give Berri a high-five, and a tail slap, their tail tips meeting. “Good job, Berri. It seems you’re impossible for them to stop.”

Blood grinned. “And great job on defense, you two. Lia was ready to lance him if he made it out of the room, but it’s best not to waste any time.”

The snake girl headed back down the tunnel, moving much more rapidly to go for the next capture. It was only a few seconds later that they received a prompt.


[Hearthtribe has stolen the Obsidian Mercenary’s Flag!]


Nessa’s eyes widened. “I thought most of them had respawned already?”

Ruby’s ears and tail flicked. “Guess they saw no reason not to push our advantage.”

Fhesiah chuckled over their thought communication. [I snuck in and saw the flag room defense was a little light, and I just couldn’t help myself. I’m coming down the central tunnel, I could probably use some help in a minute!]

It seemed they were going to increase their lead quickly.


Chapter 10 - Cassius - Soldier of Chaos



Cassius was mounted on his griffin in front of the resurrection shrine, and was more than a little pissed. Avaron had failed his simple task of retrieving the flag and buying his team some time to resurrect, and his team was defeated in their first battle so soundly by Hearthtribe.

Each one of the enemy’s warriors had crushed his, and it wasn’t even close. So many of them were far beyond the level of his Third Tier elites.

Their equipment, their skill levels, magical technology, and tactics were all shocking, and he now had doubts about their strength and Origin. None of it matched those born on a First Tier world as natives of this Sector, and he questioned how such advantages could possibly be gained. Cassius had completed a Prime Instance at every Tier, starting at the first as a Divine Descendant. How could his potential and current strength be any lower?

He now had doubts that they were even Tier 2 Races at this point, because their capability was truly shocking. Champions were strong, sure, but the giant lamia had nearly killed his Jotun Legionnaire of Ares in a single, casual attack, as if he were nothing but a joke.

The two-hundred-year-old warrior was experienced through thousands of battles, facing countless bosses and warriors in War Games alike.

And yet again, Cassius struggled to defeat the two beast-person abominations, mere subordinates of their leaders and simple clergy classes. Cassius himself counted as three warriors by the Framework, but he could not even defeat two with all the support provided in the way of buffs on himself from his clergy and his expensive Epic accessories and equipment.

Worse, they were toying with him, and he couldn’t land a single, meaningful blow. He could feel the immense defenses and enhancements provided by the two Champion Auras, but this excuse was not enough–he had received buffs from his allies too, and had used several consumable items to boost his strength.

From their gazes alone, Cassius’ elite warriors looked at him with less respect, their reverence gone from his failure to beat common soldiers of the Second Tier.

Cassius had numerous significant wins in one-on-one combat under his belt. He’d faced a Divine Descendant of Mars and found victory, along with winning a duel against a daughter of Minerva. Sure, he had extorted the Son of Mars by threatening his kin, but a win was a win.

Combined with countless challenging boss battles and a few Dungeon Raid Prime Instance victories, his men had previously held faith in his strength. But now, his men looked unsure, their belief in him shattered.

And the giant plant… monsters. Just what were they? Such creatures could not normally have sapience, and aside from the summoner, Baron Hart, no beast tamer or master had been identified among them. The monsters were intelligent beyond their Tier by how they thoroughly dismantled his warriors and blocked magical attacks, and were adventurers themselves somehow, judging by how the banishing spells did not work.

If that wasn’t bad enough, the two identified summons of the Garuda and singing naga were both rather effective, and resilient to the same spells. Even their attempts to strip the many positive effects on their enemy had limited success, making him wonder how such rare, powerful creatures were obtained. A Garuda was a Third Tier creature, and should not even be obtainable by a Second Tier summoner in the first place.

Just how could his team find an edge? Hearthtribe’s armors were covered in shimmering runes, the magical densities reaching levels beyond what even the most talented crafters could create. It was clearly a blend of the peak of magical technology and skills that Cassius would normally only see on higher-Tier worlds.

The three Champions appeared to be invincible. The valkyrie riding the draconic mount moved so fast across the battlefield, and any warriors trying to best her were quickly cut down like a scythe through wheat.

The woman also protected several allies at once, nearly teleporting where she was needed on her stronger mount as she shielded them, and her summoned valkyrie was nearly stronger than one of his men on its own. Numerous warriors had to use a burst of all their war energy to even slay two of the bird women, the weakest links among them.

And Baron Hart almost looked bored as he rode on the invincible giant lamia’s back. Cassius knew he had devastating offensive attacks from watching their Dungeon Raid recording, but the summoner hadn’t even attacked, only used control spells, apart from throwing his fiery weapon around.

It was a strange weapon that made Cassius wonder about its origins, but that was a mystery that would go unsolved until he could get his people to probe the party and find out everything they could. The Champion family had been in hiding these past five years aside from a few small appearances, but details were difficult to learn.

The beastkin people were all loyal, and the few worlds where they might have been able to learn more, his people weren’t even allowed to step foot on. He was still trying to get details about the semi-recent appearance on Aetheris, but the cultivator clans and sects were insular and difficult to bribe or extort.

Cassius had some tricks up his sleeve to kill some of the powerful warriors among Hearthtribe, but the problem was that it would only get them one victory, one potential flag capture at the very most. It would be a win of sorts if he could get them to expend enough of their Divine Energy, but he doubted he could force them when they would only give up a single capture from his efforts.

Even if Calix were here, he didn’t think they could win. But no excuse would be allowed; his team needed to win this. Because if they didn’t…then Cassius was afraid that they were dead men walking.

Much of his and Calix’s plan hinged on Hearthtribe spending time dead and setting the events towards the world’s doom. Three days with them and their many allies dead wasn’t long, but they required enough time to set their plans in motion without their watchful eyes. Because thanks to the hearing, if Hearthtribe caught their wrongdoing, any of them, even the beast abominations, then he and his people would be taken out of conquest rapidly.

Their prophets and seers were unable to predict just what they might discover in such a short period. And they imagined the only way to ensure they did not witness their plots was for them to be dead or otherwise unable to spend much time in the many cities and villages.

Tartarus was working toward the latter, and combined with their efforts to keep Rifts open this past month as long as possible, the area near Firewake was already getting dangerous. The areas near the other Grand Temples were the same. Unfortunately, the area near Firewake was almost completely countered by Hearthtribe in just three days.

Hearthtribe had spent a lot of time near Firewake, closing so many Rifts that it had nearly undone all of their efforts for the past several months. Tartarus was trying to keep anyone from interfering at the Grand Temples, but he doubted if Clan Hart rode straight for it that it would truly be able to stop them. It wasn’t allowed within a certain distance of it, after all.

If Hearthtribe dug up the details of their betrayal, Cassius was as good as dead. The three days bought by his divine father had granted them just a little more time to slow their investigations, just in case. The final deliveries of captives at the other temples had allowed their Tartarus allies to send one last wave of corruption and to move forward its machinations.

However, the moon still held on by a thread. Without the additional rituals at the Grand Temples, they could not set in motion the inevitable world’s destruction, at least not to occur before their betrayals had been discovered.

These would take days to complete, and it also took time to plant evidence and shunt the blame to Hearthtribe, besides. They needed to pin the blame on Hearthtribe to ruin their chances at entering the War Trial, and to achieve that they had been forced to wait for them to actually arrive and begin to act first.

It was impossible to pin the blame on someone who wasn’t even present. If they had known the precise date of their arrival, this would have been much more trivial.

With the world falling in a couple of weeks at most, his father’s resolution for Avaron and himself to be questioned even if Tyrsdottir was unavailable would be countered by the manufactured betrayal of Hearthtribe.

Loki or Hermes would put forth a motion to change or remove the questioning in light of the betrayal. As more and more evidence built from other worlds falling before Hearthtribe could even be ransomed out of the void, it wouldn’t matter if Tyr could find out the truth. Hearthtribe’s reputation would already be destroyed, and as heroes, they would feel broken, their potential forever lost–because the millions of deaths would be their fault.

The plan was nearly foolproof, but Cassius couldn’t believe their terrible luck. To think that not only would their enemy suddenly arrive in the dead of night, but that they would arrive when Avaron’s men had slacked off in their duty protecting the Node.

For Hearthtribe to both claim the event and catch those men fleeing with their prizes was a huge shock. The valkyrie and her mount were too fast, but it was almost like they flew right for where they could find crimes taking place. Uncanny.

First, they had to win this Battleground. Cassius shouted out his plan, getting ready to mobilize his men, who were all waiting on their mounts. It had been nearly two minutes since they resurrected, and now it was almost time to move. If they died now, they would respawn in just a short period and with Avaron.

“Avaron failed to retrieve the flag, and we couldn’t kill more than just two lesser enemies among them–shouldn’t you warriors be ashamed? We must win this battle. Our only chance is for me and Avaron to expend our Divine Energy, and–”

A voice entered their Battlegroup chat. It was Bradicus in the flag room. “My Lord! Someone is here stealing the flag! They–ahh! It burns!”

Several messages filled his view as his allies were killed.


[Your ally, Bradicus has been slain.]


[Your ally, Dronak has been slain.]


[Your ally, Leonard has been slain.]


He knew at least one remained. “How many is it?”

The man groaned in pain. “Just one! They’re too strong–”


[Your ally, Chadicus has been slain.]


[Hearthtribe has stolen your flag! Kill the Flag Bearer and touch the flag before the enemy team to return it to your base!]


Cassius growled, trembling with rage. They dared to attempt to steal the flag with just a single person now, like his elites were some useless weaklings? He was watching Hearthtribe as they stood or floated in front of the recovery shrine past the base of the hill, and all of them had remained visible. 

Some began to move toward the tunnel entrance to begin the escort of their ally, a few of them with cheeky, infuriating smiles, as if daring the Obsidian Blades to rush down at them.

At the very least, they must kill the Flag Bearer. Hopefully, Avaron would respawn by then, and then buy them a little more time…this time. He would rather not use his Divine Essence unless he was sure of achieving a capture.

He said, “Rush to kill the flag bearer and return the flag; ignore all enemies! We must not allow them to capture it!”

Some men rushed down to cut the person off at the tunnel, and a couple of his faster men rushed toward the flag room from the top entrance. The latter was likely pointless because who would run toward almost forty people when by themselves? They should be heading down the tunnel.

Cassius was about to head down too, when suddenly, the giant plant…deer monster leaped through the air, crossing a great distance and arriving up top near the resurrection shrine and landing on someone. The man was crushed, scattering into motes of light, and then the monster swung their weapon almost immediately after landing.

The massive tree club was so large that it smashed into several warriors on their mounts in a single, sideswiping swing that sent dirt and rock scattering into the air. More kill messages scrolled by his vision as his men were turned into motes of light.

The creature was even bigger than before. Multiple quick suns of Apollo and lightning bolts of Zeus from his mages on their mounts landed on it ineffectually, vines forming into shields deflecting the attacks while that haunting song from the naga was sung.

A somewhat feminine yet low voice came out of the giant creature, taunting them. “Hehe, that kinda tickles!”

“Hit it with dispels, and ignore the monster to go after the flag.” Cassius growled.

Many tried to bypass the monster on their mounts, but vines whipped out like a storm of spears, piercing into the mounts and dispelling them. The thorny vines then wrapped around the dismounted warriors like living snakes, preventing anyone from easily running past the giant creature as it continued to swing its massive tree club, devastating any it struck.

“Gather your war spirits, and follow me!” Cassius and his mount gathered their mana, and then rushed toward one side. The war priests of Ares gathered their faith in war, and sent the chaotic haze of war energy over to Cassius.

He swung his xiphos downward, and the wind from his griffin’s claw combined into a deadly bladed wave attack. Flickering, sharp, chaotic energy exploded downward in the rough shape of a sword being swung, cutting down the creature’s shoulder. Vines were shredded, and green blood sprayed as the protective aura was pierced and cut into the tree monster’s shoulder.

Cassius clicked his tongue; he had only caused what was effectively a flesh wound. It wasn’t enough to damage the creature heavily, but it had at least accomplished his goal. With the vines destroyed from the chaotic blades, he and his allies managed to storm past the creature on one side. His allies who remained on mounts followed, about twenty of them making it through. The rest were forced to continue fighting against the creature.

Dispels landed on the monster, but it appeared the growth effect was strong and protected against their efforts. Not only that, but Cassius had noticed that the pathetic wound he had created started healing over with both bark and vines. The shredded vines were rapidly regrowing with a frenzy, new tendrils whipping and striking nearby warriors.

Each spell only reduced the size slightly, and she stomped through with her immense size crushing his allies, and her club flashed and smashed into other targets. What was left was a creature nearly as large as the first time they faced it, and her vines on the side not destroyed manifested powerful imagery of beasts. The monster’s spirituality was high, and as Cassius scanned her with his magical senses, he understood the truth.

This strange creature was a Divine Descendant–he could feel it. Now he knew why they were losing–they were completely outclassed. Three unsealed Champions, two sealed, and two Divine Descendants. Thinking on it, their enemy only had about twenty people, even including summons or spirits. Avaron had only said two people were in the flag room, before he lost.

Still, he continued with his men toward the flag bearer down the center of the battlefield, who was now only a third of the way to the destination. Despite being slowed by carrying the flag, the five-tailed kitsune pranced across the field with leaping strides, infuriatingly quickly.

As the other Hearthtribe members positioned themselves spread out to the side to attack his people as they chased, they created a deadly gauntlet for his people to traverse. Cassius couldn’t help but groan at that.

They were taking full advantage of how their men were forced to chase this Flag Bearer to the flag room. Even if Cassius and his men could actually win in a straight-up battle, if the Flag Bearer got away, then it wouldn’t even matter.

Damned if they do, and damned if they don’t. Cassius even saw the unstoppable lamia Champion coming down the opposite tunnel, the giant monster of a woman moving faster than they could on their mounts. The kitsune could even hand off the flag to the invincible carrier if they wanted, making this capture nearly a foregone conclusion.

Cassius motioned with his sword to a few of the people behind him, and said over their Battlegroup chat silently, “Five of you, avoid all combat and go straight for the enemy’s flag.”

His men immediately began to peel off, but as he saw the Garuda and flaming woman lining up to intercept them, he realized this was rather pointless. Still, they had to try.

Some of Cassius’ men neared the Flag Bearer on their mounts, not all of them being dismounted, and some even faster than his griffin. Really, the value of his griffin was that it could fly, but it couldn’t even do that in this Battleground.

Soon, a half-dozen men with weapons would be upon her, along with him not long after. But a storm of attacks suddenly landed on them, arrows flying from the beastkin archers, removing them from their mounts and slowing them. A few arrows even struck his griffin, and he was forced to block another arrow with his shield.

The kitsune woman suddenly spoke, her voice teasing. “This flag sure makes me move a lot slower. Maybe I should have let BB come back first? Ah, here’s an idea.”

Blackish purple flames appeared as they flickered all around her like small candle flames, and a mysterious magic washed over all of them–reminding him of what Avaron could do. The woman suddenly split into a dozen copies, and continued her leaping run with a satisfied smile on her face.

One of his warriors shouted, “You fool, we won’t fall for that. Ignore the clones! We see where the real flag is, no matter what!”

His man was right. Despite her illusions each holding a copy of the flag, the correct one was very obvious, the flag shimmering in a special way. They could feel the flag in their perception, the Framework making it impossible to conceal.

The woman was slowed by half due to carrying the flag, but his men were only barely gaining on her. Cassius was the only one still on his mount, but his men used potions to either speed themselves up or use other class abilities to do the same. He was catching up, but wasn’t yet upon her.

The kitsune woman put a finger to her lips as she leaped into the air, slowly falling toward the ground as her tails flickered erratically. “I wonder. Just because you know they are illusions, can you truly ignore them?”

One of the men ran past the kitsune clones carrying the fake flag, and it suddenly homed in on him, floating towards him at an incredible speed. The illusion exploded into purplish flame, consuming the man. His scream was terror-inducing.

Several dispels from the priests landed on him, but the flames were hungry, consuming the magic itself as fuel, until he burst into motes of light and a kill message accompanied him. Then, the flame actually shot back to the woman, the flickering flames around her brightening.

The kitsune woman grinned back at them as she leaped through the air, spinning to laugh at them. “Ouch, that looked like it really hurt. You boys should be a little more careful when you play with fire.”

His men tried to avoid a few of the illusions, the men now running wide in order to evade their chase and being hit by the archers harrying them. The cowards, the flag was getting away! When a copy or two of the kitsune touched others–nothing happened, and they disappeared like soap bubbles being popped. A couple of others, they also burst into flames, slaying those chasing.

If that was all, it wouldn’t be that big of a deal.

Hearthtribe was picking them off this entire time, though some had stayed behind to support the giant plant monster woman in slaying the rest of his allies up on the plateau with the resurrection shrine. His griffin had already been tagged numerous times by powerful arrows, causing it to stumble and slow down from the wounds, making it unable to catch up.

The flying beastkin launched volley after volley of arrows into the chasing warriors, and now, the valkyrie appeared in front of Cassius to the side. She was not quite barring his path, and the lamia woman was not far off, though not even on an intercept course with the flag.

Cassius narrowed his eyes and prepared for a fight, but her mount just strutted casually as she smiled at Cassius, the mount whinnying and snorting in his direction.

It seemed the warrior was avoiding him instead of engaging. She said, “Bloodberri–the snake girl–is going to go get that third flag as soon as this one is captured. And I’m going to go join Ava–that’s the big plant monster–in killing your men as soon as they respawn. That means, this fight just might be your last one here today. You may want to make it count, Son of Ares.”

Cassius was filled with rage as she dashed past him–he was being treated like a joke. But between those killed by the giant plant monster’s disruption and his men slaughtered as they chased after the flag bearer, they had lost nearly all the men chasing already. Then, all of those at the resurrection shrine were almost dead.

They would soon respawn along with Avaron in a minute or so, but the kitsune woman had already made it more than halfway across the battlefield–and the plant monster was still alive. Heals had landed on the creature, and no doubt, it would slay many of his men as soon as they respawned. Just its presence alone would slow them down from possibly recovering the flag in time, just as the Champion of Guan Yu had said.

Cassius still chased after the flag bearer, not having a better option. As his griffin was about to pounce on the woman, the large red and green, horned plant dinosaur, got in between them, with vines whipping all around it. This was as far as he could chase without having to fight.

The creature suddenly spoke, “Let’s fight, child of Ares.”

It could talk too? Forced to stop, Cassius reined in his mount. “What… are you?”

The creature gave a canine grin, revealing the teeth of a predator. Despite looking a bit like a triceratops, the creature was somehow a sort of…dinosaur dog.

“I can’t be that weird to a Third Tier, can I? I am Bree, daughter of Echidna. I’d say it’s a pleasure to meet you, but…like father, like son, I guess. Unfortunate.” She chuckled.

Another daughter of a Divine. Now his loss would feel more than justified, but that did not matter. They needed to win this match, and to fail might result in his death–indirectly. If they didn’t claim The Burning Steps and the other worlds, then Cassius’ life would be forfeit.

Either for his crimes against the Framework that they caught, or his soul and Divine Essence fed to some…Tartarus abomination to empower it, for his failure to prevent Hearthtribe from capturing this world.

Cassius would have to use some of his Nascent Divine Energy to save his reputation. While not the same as a Champion’s, it was still nearly as effective. It was limited to enhancing his Divine Traits or manifesting them in different ways, and required him to have mastery over the energy itself, without any help from a Divine. He was still on the fourth level of Divine Energy Manipulation after decades, finding it a challenge to progress in it at all.

And unfortunately, unlike champions who easily restored it over time, it was a pain in the ass for him to restore his. By adhering to the Divine Essence he was born with and gathering tons of mana or other spiritual energies, it would slowly be restored.

Even if he was only expending a quarter of what he had available, it would take months of fighting battles, adhering to the chaos of war ingrained in himself, to restore it to full. The only other way was to drain the spirituality from rare and powerful magical items, especially those containing Divine Energy–an expensive proposition. Or, he could drain it from living beings in a sacrificial ritual, but that was more of a pain to do under the watchful gaze of the Framework. It was easier to just use items.

It was a price he would have to pay, just to restore his dignity by defeating this disgusting being. He needed a win against this Divine Descendant for no other reason than that.

“I accept your challenge, daughter of Echidna. Let none interfere, lest our reputations for a fair duel be ruined.”

Cassius was proud to have achieved a Legendary Class in the Third Tier: Soldier of Chaos. Previously an Acolyte of Conflict, similar to the Warrior Priests of Ares, he was ecstatic when it had matched his efforts and his essence, and evolved to something much more worthwhile.

Several of his allies had already fallen, so he activated one of his class’s abilities: [Vengeance of the Fallen]. Thanks to his Divine Trait, this ability was enhanced by the chaos of battle, and it enabled him to control his clergy’s energy of his father as a conduit. He was an agent of chaos, his class benefiting from the greatest representation of it throughout all of civilization: war.

His body grew to nearly twice his original size as his fallen ally’s war energy surged toward him, and he spurred his griffin forward as he dismounted. He then dashed toward the monstrous plant dinosaur by its side, his shield and sword glowing a bright white.

Bree chuckled as flames erupted and brightened across the numerous flowers and vines adorning her body. The vines lashed out at both of them as she charged, her still-larger body barreling toward them. The green energy surged toward her, and several dino dogs similar to her formed next to her.

Cassius sneered as he activated the glyph on his gauntlet. A flash of light emanated from it, sending dispelling winds into the summoned creatures. To his shock, even as they were torn apart by the blast of neutral magical energy, the green energy rebuilt their forms.

He had already faced the wolf and raven constructs, and he knew he could not ignore these much larger, more dangerous creatures. He had saved the gauntlet’s ability for a more important fight, but it had turned out to be completely useless.

The two dinosaurs crashed into his griffin and took it to the ground almost immediately, as its beak and claws met the dinosaur’s flesh, and Cassius charged forward with his shield. To his surprise, a woven shield of vines drove into his shield and started to wrap around it, and a large paw was raised above him. It came mercilessly down, and he swung his sword upward with mana infused in his arm to counter.

Despite his increased size and empowerment from the Vengeance of the Fallen, the force behind the paw would have been enough to send him flying. The weight overpowered him easily, and his own sword crashed into his chest, and the claws were dragged across it at the same time. The claws did not pierce his armor, but the blow felt like he had just gotten hit by a wagon filled with goods.

He barely held on to his shield as his body was flung because the shield was braced by the monster’s vines. Barely finding his footing as he recovered, the next attack was already coming toward him, the other claw now being swung, along with several vines snaking around to lash out at him.

With a roar, Cassius activated his ability, [Blades of Chaos]. The war energy within him blasted out like water exploding from an overfilled barrel, miniature blades and razors shredding the vines and freeing his shield. The blades continued toward Bree as he positioned his shield, preparing for the incoming claw.

Rather than dodge or block, Bree shifted her large body only slightly and met his attack with her shoulder. Vines were torn apart, and Cassius noticed with some satisfaction that the wave of blades struck her hide–and partially cut through it, scattering blood onto the grass. However, the cuts were not deep, the woven plant armor she wore already consuming much of the chaotic blades–and, the paw was still heading toward him.

Bree wasn’t even slowed by taking the hit as the next paw threatened to shred him in half once more. It was only now that Cassius noticed the flames filling her entire body–somehow hidden beneath the vines and her flesh. Her wound was already healing over, and vines were regrowing rapidly, just like the giant tree monster.

Things weren’t looking good, so he used his Technique–The Echoes of War. Consuming his mana, each of the swings of his sword was mirrored with an echo of his attack as if he were fighting with spectral soldiers on his side, even his shield bashes. If he got lucky, his chaotic trait would actually produce many copies, allowing him to deal devastating blows.

He swung his shield in a bash to meet the paw, and this time, rather than be blown back, a second, ethereal shield met the heavy claw and reduced the advantage the large monster held; he was only knocked back a few paces. His sword ready, he swung it at the vines, and ethereal swords cut through others, and then he dashed forward to go on the attack, before Bree could.

Unleashing a series of swings and bashes, his echoes doubled and in some cases tripled his action. Bree deflected one swing with her horn, but the two spectral warriors cut into her front legs, tearing away at her vines and sending plant matter onto the grass.

He continued his assault with several more attacks, but Cassius couldn’t help but frown even as Bree backed up. He had put all the power he could into his attacks, but it was like hitting a heavy block of wood with a club rather than a sharpened sword.

Bree grinned. “Your little weak attacks are so…cute in a way. Like a child–a dumb, ugly one. You know how when something gets so ugly, it somehow becomes cute again? Like that.”

Before he could even shout a retort as he brought his sword down in an overhead swing, a mace-like object smacked him across the chest hard, and sent him flying away. It was only as he looked back at the dinosaur woman that he realized what it was: her reptilian tail, with a bulbous, spiked growth at the tip.

He spent some of his nascent Divine Energy to restore his broken rib as he landed on the ground sliding, recovering as he found his footing, and he learned that his griffin battle mount was dispelled. His breaths were heavy, and he was already starting to feel exhausted.

Rushing forward once again, he released his same Blades of Chaos attack as he swung downward at Bree’s face. Two echoes of warriors attacked from the sides, and Bree just looked at him with a condescending smile.

Another vine shield blocked his attack, only this time, it was different–it was covered in flames. It blasted outward just like his Blades of Chaos attack, deflecting most of the magical blades. Then, his three strikes didn’t land on her face, but on a second shield of woven vines that quickly interspersed itself between them.

His attacks barely weakened the shields alone, the green energy rushing into them. The writhing, woven vines were already regrowing on both shields as he watched. The dinodogs moved to surround him, and Cassius couldn’t help but grimace.

He could scarcely even wound the creature, and he’d already spent much of his mana and war energy from his fallen allies. Not only that, but he could not maintain this larger form forever.

Bree chuckled. “Something wrong, Son of Ares? You know, I can keep this up all day, but it seems like you might be flagging. A man with no endurance, I do feel sorry for the missus.”

With the dinodogs on their way to join Bree in the fight, Cassius knew this was going to be his last chance. Focusing his Nascent Divine Energy on his Trait, he used his strongest ability–the Winds of War.

An apparition of a battlefield appeared around him, corpses strewn about across the ground. Bloodied weapons were scattered and inserted into the dried ground, and a wind blew through the battlefield. Echoes, sounds of fighting, weapons clashing, and shouts of anger, pain, and despair rang out, changing the atmosphere around Cassius as he infused the last of his mana into his body and blade.

War caused the breakdown of order: law, morality, and diplomacy all crumbled and gave way to force and violence. War corrupted all of civilization’s tools: logistics, science, magic, communication, and even culture were repurposed for nothing more than destruction. Morals were even flipped on their head, killing becoming valorous, cruelty incentivized, and personal survival overriding even the most friendly person’s compassion.

The Winds of War would only help him recover some war energy for himself through his class ability, normally. But enhanced by his Divine Trait, it corrupted and repurposed every special energy nearby, from the mana in the air of the Battleground, to the beastkin of Highland’s unique magical energy: auril. The green haze was drawn toward him with the winds, and was combined with the mana to create a large pool of war energy, his body shimmering white and gold.

Cassius was actually a bit disappointed by how much of this auril was drawn in. The strange energy fought the effect of his magic and spread away from it as if it were alive and unwilling to be tainted and corrupted in this way. He had also hoped to dispel the two dinodogs too, and repurpose them, but they continued their charge toward him. He had to end this now.

Bree didn’t look worried, grinning. “Ah, there it is–interesting. Now it’ll have been worth facing you, instead of thrashing all your soldiers again and again.”

The energy within Bree surged, and the spirituality, her weight on reality, increased. Her entire body was covered in flames, and she grew larger as she raised her paw, apparitions of scales and woven vines wrapping around her arm and paw.

The vines surrounding her twisted and wove as they grew, a special, endless vitality within her fueling the effect. It was strange, however. He didn’t feel her using much, if any, of her Nascent Divine Energy at all. This was simply the power of auril, and perhaps her Divine Trait; much like how his could influence his technique.

With a grunt, Cassius swung powerfully downward, and more apparitions of warriors joined Cassius’ attack. A large Blades of Chaos attack was also released like a flood, the last of his war energy surging toward Bree like a flood of metallic blades flowing toward her.

Rather than meet his attack with a swing, two flaming woven shields of vines stacked on each other and crashed into his blade. Thousands of miniature, magical blades swept through the shields, shredding the woven plants.

However, they kept regrowing even as the storm of blades continued, and he shoved his blade apparitions toward Bree. His sword eventually slashed through the shield from the might behind his blow, and it continued toward Bree’s skull, though severely weakened.

With a belch, Bree breathed out a cone of flames into Cassius, the force behind her blast shoving into him, and slowing his blade as some of it crashed into his body and shield. With all his might, he brought the blade down, only for it to be met by Bree’s horns and directed to the side by her superior weight.

Then, the two dinodogs crashed into him with their horns, one smacking into his right shoulder with its heavy weight, and another into his left knee. The opposing forces caused his body to shift, and so his force wasn’t what he wanted it to be. But the two apparitions from his Technique, Echoes of War, swung and struck her body, shredding vine and scaled flesh alike.

Unfortunately for Cassius, the blows were not deep enough to make the wound grievous, and strangely, now he felt some form of Divine Energy moving within her, the vines and scaled flesh writhing where she was struck.

He missed where it came from again, but the tail’s mace then smashed into his armored head. His vision blurred as he was smashed down into the ground, his body shrinking as his magics were expended. Even if he tried to infuse more Nascent Divine Energy into his attacks, he could see it was pointless. His mana and war energy were gone, and his abilities were gone.

The large dinosaur’s raised paw pressed down onto Cassius, causing him to grunt as several bones were broken from her tyrannical weight. Bree crushed his shrunken form to the ground, her claws sinking into his flesh and pinning his arms off to the side because of its large size. Her mouth loomed over his throat.


[Your flag has been captured. Hearthtribe leads 2-0.]


Bree chuckled, as she looked behind him toward their resurrection shrine. “Looks like that’s my win, and our win–even if you respawn, you won’t be able to do anything to stop us.”

His final allies had been slain during their battle, the messages scrolling across his vision, and he was forced to ignore them in favor of concentrating on their fight. Then, his fight had taken the entire minute.

Even Avaron had fallen during their respawn, surprisingly, so he couldn’t even rely on him to sneak past and turn things around. Cassius began to regret fighting this Bree, and not just because he lost the duel. He had missed the respawn, the biggest chance to make a difference in the battle, with all things considered.

He coughed up some blood, and sneered at Bree. “This isn’t over. You may have won the battle, but you won’t win the war. This battle was meaningless, unimportant in the big scheme of things.”

Bree narrowed her eyes, and chuckled. “Oh, really? If it didn’t matter, then why did you fight so hard? Why were your eyes so filled with despair as the kitsune woman dashed across the field with the flag–as if your life were flashing before your very eyes? My gut says this battle meant a lot more than just a simple weekly or biweekly Battleground win, and not just because of your fragile ego. We’ll get to the bottom of your plots, and crush you and your allies, no matter what they are. Enjoy your vacation from Conquest, things will likely be quite different when you awaken.”

“Fuck off.”

Bree grinned. “Oh, I will. After we claim The Burning Steps, I’m sure our celebration will be quite glorious. And my mate doesn’t have endurance problems.”

The giant maw latched around his neck, and his mind was sent into the void as his body dispersed into motes of light and reformed within the resurrection shrine, where his allies were being picked apart. He watched the area as a specter, forced to witness Hearthtribe slaying what remained of his allies.


Chapter 11 - Conquest Begins



Before Cassius was defeated by Bree, Jake had been working with Avalara, Jasmina, Ophelia, Sati, and Tanda to finish off the respawned mercenaries. With the enemy essentially having their back against the wall and forced to face the buffed-up battle avatar, she took down more than a dozen enemies by herself.

And she did that while building up her auril and nethril, preparing her flames of Conflict. The rest were easy pickings for Jake and the rest up on the plateau, as the Ravenwolf Clan killed those chasing after the flag.

After defeating those near the resurrection shrine, they healed Ava’s damaged body and helped her with Rampant Growth, to rebuild and grow out her plant and tree body, to make it as large and as buffed up as before.

Berri whined, [I liked carrying the flag the first time, but I think Ava’s getting the best job!]

Bree’s duel had been moving on in earnest, and Jake wasn’t worried about her success one bit. He could feel the truth–Cassius was not his family’s match, even if he used his Nascent Divine Energy. The man was not disciplined, and while he had lived a long time and had reached the Third Tier, he had not maxed out his potential despite having spent decades within the Tier, based on their research.

Jake went ahead and used Call Summon on Bloodberri and Zephyr, bringing them to the plateau near the resurrection shrine. The latter had, with the Ravenwolves help, hunted down five that had split off to try to steal the flag.

Ophelia roamed on Valora, ready to join just as soon as the mercenaries respawned.

They were doing their best to recover and drink mana water, and Fhesiah was about to finish capturing the flag. It took just under five minutes in total, even with her decent pace, and it would happen right after the respawn.

Jake had taken on the State of the Sage, and Tanda had built up a formidable swarm of ravens, his other girls preparing their runes in their hearths for some rapid-cast spells.

They were up on the plateau near the keep’s flag room, with the shrine over to their left, their backs facing the hill leading to the battlefield. The pavilion-like shrine had a barrier over it during the respawn moments to prevent people from being sniped or slain instantly. But a few seconds after they had a chance to buff or exit, it would disappear.

The barrier was eventually removed, and Jake could see that over half of the enemy mercenaries had respawned; about thirty people were spread out within the structure. These enemies were the ones killed by Avalara in her blitz of the respawn area–along with Avaron, and about ten of those killed during the chase of Fhesiah across the battlefield.

Jake and the girls each released their prepared runic area-of-effect spells. Bloodberri with her eclipsing sun, Tanda used a Runic Spell that added an improved deathly explosion to her arrow. Then there were Jake’s two prepared dragon’s breath attacks, and Ophelia had prepared her flaming lightning orb, which scattered across the enemies within the building.

Ava then released the flames of conflict with a deep roar from right to left. The golden breath of flames washed over the entire crowd within the shrine, devastating prepared barriers and setting them on fire, as Bloodberri charged in with her howling axe, her massive form barreling into a centaur and sending him flying.

The enemy clergy did what they could to dampen the effect of the flames of conflict and heal the numerous area attacks, one of them shouting out some protection of Apollo. But Avalara’s flames were a higher-tiered, Divine Trait-enhanced energy. It could not be blocked, dispelled, or removed easily.

And Sati had built up an orb of flames, and launched it into one of the groupings of enemies. She then stoked Ava’s golden flames with a prayer, a vortex of flames forming from all the fiery attacks adding together. Controlling and enhancing the golden flames, much like Fhesiah could accomplish, they scorched and burned the numerous enemies, overwhelming what scant protections the warriors and mages provided.

Ophelia blitzed to the center of the crowd and released her Vajrafire Consecration as she lanced through the runic mage in the middle, using her Vajrafire Blast as she did. The cone of flames contained the righteous lightning of Guan Yu and the holy flames of Hestia, washing over part of the thirty enemies.

Several of the area-of-effect attacks had caught Avaron in the flames, even as he tried to escape with his light movement ability. Despite becoming light, much like Sati could become fire, the spirituality contained within their attacks had still struck him hard. Wounded, the man would try getting away to steal the flag, and Jake wasn’t going to allow it.

He released a third Dragon’s Breath spell, using Nessa’s Frostfire as the basis, and combined it with his Dao, the weight of his bonds. The apparition of a blue dragon head breathed out a burst of flames containing the powerful spirituality, and it washed over Avaron and a quarter of the people there. It froze and burned them, overwhelming them despite their protection from Apollo.

Avaron’s cloak of light was overpowered by the flames as they engulfed him, and then Jake wrapped a Runic Shackle around him from his Runic Bubbles within his Hearth, restricting his magic usage.

Then, Tanda was ready with a charged arrow drawn. The deathly arrow blasted him in the chest, the explosive wolf bite shredding his body. Her flock of ravens had also swarmed over the enemies on fire, damaging most of them with their deathly energies and lowering their health like a contagion.

Jake threw Pyros at Avaron, and while it looked like the man wanted to do something, it struck him in the chest through the heart. He dispersed into motes of light, with a rather pissed-off look on his face–though, Jake was sure part of that was the pain from being burned so heavily. Odds were, he decided against using his Nascent Divine Energy, as even if he escaped, he still couldn’t beat Ruby and Nessa by himself.

Avalara had leaped toward the shrine after releasing her flames of conflict, and slammed her tree club down on a group of enemies, her vines storming outward and piercing into other warriors. Enemies were dispersing into motes of light rapidly, and it didn’t take long for them to clean up the enemy.

They finished just a bit after Fhesiah captured the flag, and Bree finished off Cassius.


[Capture Complete! Hearthtribe leads 2-0.]


“Good job, Bree.”

Bree chuckled. [Heheh, it was nothing. I do think I gained something from his childish flailing–since it was at least partially powered by a god of war, even if it was more like… Diet Chaos. I’ll need some time in the Refuge or some light combat, perhaps, to fully realize it.]

It took a moment for the flag to respawn, but when it did, Bloodberri rushed through the top entrance of the flag room, and grabbed the flag again, making it the final carry. The team joined her to escort her across the field, realizing they didn’t need to face the enemy a final time. Part of them wanted to, but they would rather not help the enemy learn more about themselves, and this was like an even bigger taunt to win with them being unable to do anything.

The Ravenwolf Clan joined them for the carry, but their victory was already a foregone conclusion.

Bloodberri raced across the field, her undulating body speeding her through it rapidly. It had taken them around a whole minute to slay the thirty mercenaries and finish capturing the flag, so she had four minutes to cross it before the respawn.

She was already just about to enter the Hearthtribe team’s tunnel when the enemy respawned, and even though they raced across the battlefield on their mounts the moment they did, they could not catch up in time.

Bloodberri touched the flag before they could even reach the tunnel’s entrance, claiming the victory. Cassius and Avaron could be seen on their mounts, the son of Loki riding a sort of shining white horse that reminded Jake of a unicorn or pegasus with six legs and a pair of wings. It was fast, but not fast enough to matter.


[Capture complete! Hearthtribe wins with score: 3-0.]


After they received a victory Menu prompt, everything froze for a moment, and an explosion of light occurred before everything dissolved around them.

Jake’s party was transported into the waiting and recovery area for their other teams to finish their matches and join them. As usual, recovery within the waiting area was enhanced, and Jake felt his mana being recovered at a rapid pace, and his weariness being removed as the Framework aided his recovery beyond what should be possible.

The death timers of the entire losing team triggered. They would spend several days in stasis, unable to even send or receive messages through their Menu. This would be the case for all the teams that lost, even Hearthtribe’s teams, despite winning the Prime Instance.

Bree said, “They are definitely up to no good. Even though we crushed them badly here, Cassius was still confident that we will regret facing them.”

Nessa nodded. “I got that feeling from Avaron too. He didn’t seem to be too worried about this victory, though he couldn’t imagine that Ruby would beat him.”

Berri clapped. “Ruby did great! But, poor little Nessa, you didn’t get to do anything cool. We’ll have to let you get the better fights next time.” She nodded to herself, and hugged the smaller snake girl to her chest.

Nessa blushed as she was squeezed by Bloodberri’s massive chest–the girl making her armor soft using its ability. “It was fine! I was satisfied with this way because this meant Avaron’s ego was crushed further. He has not only suffered a loss against me, but Ruby now too. I just care most that they are brought to justice…though I would enjoy a good fight next time.”

Over time, each of their allies appeared as they found victory and awaited the final report. However, not all the teams arrived. With the groups that showed up, Jake discussed what was next. Most likely, they would be ambushed in the PvP area by much of the Obsidian Blade’s spare forces, their Subguilds, and alliance members, who were also at war with Hearthtribe.

And they would be true spares in the sense that they likely had enough for the landing events of Warrior Brotherhood and the Sons of Rome, as well as Love and Justice. It was only the second string of people arriving on The Burning Steps when it came to their alliance members, but their numbers would help push forward the Conquest. They would also reduce the overall burden of PvP, matching numbers with numbers. So Jake hoped they could remove as many of these PvP enemies as possible, before they arrived.

Avina and Dave’s Battlegroup eventually appeared.

Fhesiah smiled at them. “Good work finding victory, Davonious and Avina.”

Avina and Davonious beamed. “Goddess! Thank you. That was…too close for comfort.”

“What happened?”

Dave grimaced. “It’s just…they were too strong, their levels clearly higher than ours, and they focused on offense. If it weren’t for my ability to sneak into the flag room and steal the flag to buy us some more time, we’d have lost.”

Avina added, “They also used many consumables. While we had some too, the number we had prepared was too few for everyone. They spent a mountain of money for a chance to win.”

Fhesiah tapped her lips. “Hmm, it seems we need to expend a little more effort on making sure everyone has more for these kinds of matches. Good job winning in spite of the unfair matchup.”

It was a difficult problem for them to overcome. It seemed that the advantage wasn’t insurmountable, but when combined with their enemy’s level advantage, it was just too much. Hearthtribe did get benefits thanks to their own magical research and following the Framework’s metagame, granting them bonuses to spellcasting and even the effectiveness of their enchantments or the consumables they made.

However, a big disadvantage was that for PvP purposes, the Obsidian Blades would have plenty of money. Using those items would harm them in the battle against Tartarus, but in PvP there were zero downsides apart from their people becoming overly reliant on them.

Eventually, the prompt arrived.


[Battleground Victory Report]


[18/25 Matches Won]


[Bet: 5M CP for Prime, 300,000 per instance.]


[Earned: 9M CP for Hearthtribe from Obsidian Blades, plus 256,204 for bounties.]


It seemed seven of his teams had lost. Judging by what happened with Dave and Avina’s team, it was likely that his middle-to-lower-strength teams were easily outclassed, or were simply outplayed. 

Knowing that their enemy had a large percentage of their people over level 40, outclassing his people somewhat, it made sense to Jake that they couldn’t all overcome the level difference or their tactics and experience in PvP.

For a weekly challenge, the CP earned was a significant amount. It was difficult to know exactly how much his guild would earn now, but the entire earnings of Hearthtribe throughout the Sector had been less in the past. Within the Dungeon, it was primarily the events and claiming more gate contents that earned anything, and his people still spent plenty of time doing incursions and similar to earn some here and there.

He knew that would change now that they were focused on Conquest rather than the inside of the Dungeon. And Valtor’s projections were in the ballpark of about twenty million per week without the weekly PvP challenges for his ten thousand Hearthtribe, and more for his entire alliance.

This one event was nearly enough to pay for the Ankhmar merger from before, though that was a Tier 1 world into their Tier 2 world. To dismantle a Tier 2 world and inject it into Highlands was even more costly, ranging anywhere from two to ten times the cost depending on numerous factors, including location, size, energy density and type, compatibility, and many more.

If Jake’s Guild continued to make bets like this and won, especially on each world, they could more than double their guild’s normal weekly earnings and steal it from the enemy. He wasn’t sure how long it would take to drain their enemy’s earnings to claim the Prime Instance as their own, but essentially, those bounties of roughly 256,000 were from what those defeated earned in the past week.

Some of them might have managed to turn in their weekly or monthly earnings prior to the battle. Adventurers involved in War Games either had to return to an HQ weekly or biweekly to turn in their earnings, or return to a Nexus Node and extend their outing, up to a single month. Essentially, they had to enter PvP-enabled areas to realize their CP gain weekly, no matter what, or lose the guild’s benefits for earning them.

Still, that roughly 256,000 represented the 900 people’s earnings, and from Jake’s napkin math, each of them only participated in on average a single Rift closure in the past week or less. Perhaps, some of them had only cleared a few Monster Dens. He hoped that his people would be much more diligent, able to close around a single Rift per day and then some. His one thousand-plus people should be earning around two million a week on The Burning Steps.

Their enemy might reduce the bets allowed in the future–the challenged could do this to an extent, and they could also push back the date of the challenges to make them biweekly or longer. However, given that the Obsidian Blades were the ones who declared war, they would be forced to retract the War Game if they did this too much.

There was the option to just not do a weekly PvP Event, but any side that was winning would certainly push the advantage and continue their challenges. These were good training for his people, to gain experience in facing off against other soldiers with similar limitations and in a fair contest.

When Tartarus brought invading races in, like the Bloodwrought, his people would be experienced in facing more intelligent enemies that use a variety of tactics. Then, the Battlegrounds were used even to face Tartarus enemies, helping them prepare for the nuances of the strange battlefields. Jake saw tons of benefits to the War Games…when not facing betrayers. If it weren’t for the War Trial coming so soon, he would want to set some up with Warrior Brotherhood and the Sons of Rome and more.

The possibility of Avaron and Cassius having some means to turn things around on their family and Hearthtribe was alarming. They had beaten the enemy so soundly, and yet Avaron was still confident, saving his special energy away for a confrontation, and so did Cassius.

Because they likely worked with Tartarus in some way, they were extremely dangerous to the safety of the entire world. Their sandbagging and other evil tactics could likely accomplish terrible things, and Hearthtribe needed to be on the lookout.

In addition to losing millions of natives’ lives if the war was lost, Jake’s people still on it would be trapped in the void if they failed to evacuate.

Paying the ransom for him and his people if they were trapped on The Burning Steps when it was lost would be costly. It was based on level and battle power, and the average person in the Second Tier could cost over a hundred thousand each. Over a hundred million CP was no small expense to recover all of his people, and Jake and his wives would certainly be far more expensive as well.

So Clan Hart and Hearthtribe would need to get to the bottom of their plot, before they could carry it out. Not only for his guild, but for the people of this world.

Moments after the victory report, Hearthtribe was teleported from the recovery area and out into the PvP area, arriving near the turn-in spot with a barrier around them. Interestingly, more bubbles were scattered throughout the battlefield; his people were split up.

A countdown timer appeared, giving them just long enough to get their bearings for thirty seconds. It was to prevent campers from landing powerful attacks before giving them a chance to defend, much like with the resurrection shrine. And so his people had just enough time to either buff up, cast protective spells, or prepare abilities of their own as they could see their enemies preparing to attack.

Hundreds of enemies were waiting there, ready to assault them with various attacks, scattered across the battlefield as well. Then, a few bubbles belonged to the Obsidian Mercenaries, their seven teams that had won their battles.

However, they now all looked completely shocked as Hearthtribe not only won, but actually outnumbered them. Perhaps, they thought the battle would be close, which Jake found humorous. While Cassius and Avaron were strong, they were not nearly at any of his wives’ levels, let alone all of them.

And Hearthtribe had performed amazingly. They still lost seven of the matches, which meant hundreds of his people would be sitting out of conquest for a few days. But they still had nearly a thousand remaining. Jake wasn’t sure exactly how many warriors in total the enemy had on this world, but they were not prepared for this outcome.

Once again, Jake brought out Jasmina and Zephyr, and they buffed up Avalara and Bree to prepare for the barriers to fall. Spells were constructed in everyone’s runic bubbles within their hearths, and they got ready.

The barriers were eventually rescinded, and all hell broke loose as the chaotic battle commenced. Jake pushed his Aura out and covered a large percentage of his brethren, and Nessa’s lake spread out in a wave, covering nearby enemies in freezing cold. Ruby rushed out with her claws, and Bree laughed as she lashed out with her giant claws and a storm of vines and dashed off.

Jake decided to open up by focusing on a shower of his hearth-powered manabolts, taking on the State of the Sage. He shredded several enemies in quick succession as his wives rushed out in all directions, their polearms or claws flashing as they tore enemies apart, and protected their allies.

The people camping in the room and hoping to finish off what was left of Hearthtribe were not nearly at the level of Avaron and his allies, and they fell rapidly to the beastkin, tamed beasts, Elysians, and more. Thanks to Jake and Bloodberri’s Auras, Hearthtribe quickly slew many of their opponents, and some of their enemies actually attempted to retreat.

Ophelia blitzed into the battlefield on Valora, and sent out her Hearth Guardian to aid and protect allies. She activated her Sentinel ability on a nearby warrior who was surrounded by a few Nordic warriors, and she lanced an enemy as she blitzed through them. The protective barrier blocked other attacks, allowing the Hearthtribe beastkin to recover with his healing. Once again, the PvP area did not allow for constructions, so only a haze of green auril spread out from Avalara, Tanda, and Timone’s Sublimations.

Dahlia and Timone both howled as they massacred their enemies, the two enjoying their impromptu massive battle. The number of enemies was significant, and their hunt with their brethren as their auril hearts sang filled them with excitement.

Defeating the enemies when they had no CP to return didn’t earn Hearthtribe very much, but they still stole some from the enemy’s stores with every kill, based on their level. They also obtained various equipment items and things from the defeated’s storage equipment or their person, which turned out to be a random assortment of items.

Jake supposed they probably staged random stuff within, and the Framework just chose a certain amount of value to grant them randomly. Some weapons and armor were also recovered, but they appeared to be rare based on how many they killed.

The final count slain was around seven hundred in total. Despite their efforts and their protections, a few Hearthtribe did fall, but taking the enemy down by over seven hundred more meant that they were much more ahead. With their alliance members landing soon, Jake doubted they would be outnumbered for much longer, at least until their defeated enemies respawned.

Within the PvP grounds, Jake called out to Timone, “Go ahead and hunt down any last targets within the city, but be watchful of the Menu for any orders. Likely, we’ll have you moving out soon.”

The many Hearthtribe exited out of the PvP area and into the city, to chase down any stray targets. Jake dispelled Jasmina and Zephyr as they entered the main HQ area through the main entrance.

His party headed to the War Room, minus Avalara–she was too large to fit inside, and was forced to wait at the doorway. They gathered around the War Map–a large table with a hologram of the world floating above it. But also a 2-D map projection–a map in which the spherical world was represented in a flat manner.

Jake smiled as all the girls surrounded the war table, each looking over and reviewing the items on it. Sati floated in the back, and Bree just looked over with casual interest. Ruby’s tail and ears flicked, the beast girl frowning at the map, looking a little lost.

The rest of his wives had stern, focused expressions, each taking in the map for every detail. Just as he was going to take a look at it and he felt some alarm from a few of his wives, he saw that a message arrived from Valtor.

[Valtor: It looks like there’s trouble, Lord Jake. It seems several Rifts have been ignored near Stonewatch and Tempestia, and a Fortress Assault and a Greater Rift will form rapidly. Not only that, but the pace of Rifts spawning near Firewake has increased significantly, as if they want to establish one there too. Sincerely, Valtor.]

[Jake: Thanks, Valtor. We’ll look into it and decide on our people’s orders.]

The guild had a chat and messaging feature that would enable them to easily communicate whenever in the cities or near a Nexus Node. Updating the guild on any activities they spotted would be paramount to making sure they didn’t get outnumbered and killed by PvP enemies.

The headsets had an extended range in this Tier, but were still only useful for coordinating with a handful of nearby Battlegroups in the nearby area–not across entire continents. Still, his people would use them, as it was important for PvP purposes, to know about potential issues as they headed into any city or place with a Nexus Node. And they had a method to extend and connect the range now, besides.

Valtor’s ever-watchful gaze was on the War Map and the guild chat, ready to change plans and deploy people at a moment’s notice, like just now.

Blood frowned at the Conquest Table. “This seems a clear plan from our enemy to slow us down in our investigation. We’re being attacked from both sides.”

Jake cupped his chin. “Nessa is about to question the people we fought near Firewake. I think it’s important to try to figure out their goal if at all possible, preferably, before we make big moves.”

Nessa nodded. “I’ll do my best. We know things won’t be all that straightforward, and my time for questioning them is limited. As it stands now, I have a few questions planned for each person, giving me just a few minutes with each one.”

Ophelia spoke up as she looked over the map, “It looks like they’re targeting all three cities near the Grand Temples about equally, but we had focused our personal efforts near Firewake. This is why there wasn’t a third event already.”

The HQs were mostly arranged relatively near three of the four Grand Temples, and population was extremely low near the old Water Temple or nonexistent, not even having an HQ near it. The Rifts were also missing, to match the lack of population or lack of scouting. “The water temple area is definitely being ignored, but they lack population outside of their few worshipers at the temple itself. The question is, how do we want to handle this with what resources we have now?”

Blood noted, “We only have eighteen Battlegroups of people, at about fifty each, for Nine-hundred warriors at the moment. Allies and more should be landing and have events within the next twenty-four hours. That will nearly double our available manpower, depending on how well they perform in their landing events.”

Jake reviewed the map, considering the other Battlegroups arriving soon. The Fortress Assault and Greater Rift were a significant threat.

The Ravenwolf Tribe’s’ goal should be to close as many Rifts as possible within the next week, and earn the most possible Conquest Points while maximizing their rescuing of the natives. But most important, in Jake’s mind, was to discover whatever plot they had been working on.

The rest of Hearthtribe and their allies would head out as usual parties, and the parties including treants or large tamed beasts would make use of Jake’s improved airships to get there.

The airships were much speedier and more reliable now in the Second Tier, having improved ballistas and the ability to carry even large allies like the treants and larger auril beasts. He still chose a blimp configuration, with a small and large version able to fit folded within a single Storage Ring or a group of bracelets. These would be able to fly even to the wind temples or floating islands, which could still contain Rifts.

The ships were made of auril wood with carved and enchanted Celtic runes, and the ship portion did not look that much different from a boat or a galleon. The balloon or blimp portion of the airship was made of auril beast hide. Small holes could be healed with enough auril energy, making the construction relatively safe even for aerial combat.

Larger magic motors were allowed in the Second Tier, and so they could move rather rapidly. They were still powered by their riders, and Jake had worked out a method that auril or mana users could use to do so. As for cultivators, they simply could just fly at this Tier with or without their own flying implements, such as the crazy sword Fhesiah had used before.

He would call his people back when they had a much more direct target to focus on. Odds were, this evil plot wouldn’t be found out and solved in a single day. Nessa would now be able to go interrogate the prisoners, and meanwhile, they would investigate more thoroughly, and the war would begin in earnest.

Having defeated the largest groupings of enemies outside of those participating in the upcoming landing events, his people only needed to stick together for a time before heading out of any city.

Since it was this world’s second Conquest, a vast majority of the natives had moved into fortified cities. Some sought to form villages, as often between wars, there were usually decades at a minimum and up to centuries between, but many had the potential threat of Tartarus looming kept in mind.

These people were the first that would be consumed by a Monster Tide from the dungeon entrances too, and so people became a lot more mindful of where they colonized and how they focused on defenses.

So Hearthtribe’s work of rescue and rebuild was a lot more focused than Highlands could have been. Highlands had many beastkin randomly living within the wilds in small clans, and that would be less rampant in a world like this one.

Despite it being this world’s second Conquest, much like Ariminum, ownership had been abandoned. A large portion of their people were against joining the Framework, and many people worshiped the old gods–the moons, refusing the Framework’s.

Then, they opted out of the previous War Trial, and were likely a detriment to a guild’s ownership. Rather than be required to defend the world, they had given it up.

That was a part of the detriment of owning worlds. When Tartarus decided to Contest any of his worlds, if Jake didn’t immediately drop much of what his guild was doing and defend it, he would be forced to give up the world’s ownership to allow someone else to claim it. Not only that, he would be penalized for it. By keeping these worlds as his own, he was responsible for their protection.

There were actually several ways to defend his world, and allowing it to face war was only one of them. If Jake wanted, it was possible for them to face a special Battleground, such as the one Fhesiah participated in, to decide on Highland’s safety and earn potential for it.

”So now we need to figure out what their plot might be. In addition to Conquest, we’re going to need to investigate. The biggest thing of note is the temples and shrines, right?”

Nessa nodded. “Around the equator of this world, there are four grand shrines. Each one corresponds to one of the moons that orbits their world.”

There were special marked locations for these shrines. The map didn’t show the leylines like what Avalara had shown him about Highlands, but he imagined that underneath the surface there were special energies that gathered within these shrines.

Looking closely, it seemed the shrines were not a big target for Tartarus, as no Rifts came anywhere near them. In fact, they were marked as outside of the conflict.

Jake said, “The legend says the shrines are not part of the conflict. That means Tartarus cannot attack them, right?”

Nessa replied, “It should mean that, yes. And its machinations that could cause a place to get attacked by monsters are heavily penalized–to the point where it can be considered a loss by Tartarus. It definitely wouldn’t be so egregious–the Divine won’t allow it to get away with anything so overt. So maybe this is where our Obsidian Blade enemies might try to sabotage the world in some way, instead.”

Ophelia asked, “How did they lose a temple in the last war?”

Blood said, “Because they were a part of the Conquest that time. It turned out that Tartarus didn’t just capture the water temple, however. Some kind of ritual had begun, but a special event was created near it–a Fortress Assault. When the Alliance lost, this was what destroyed the moon and set everything askew. It was a miracle that the natives actually pulled together and won in spite of all of that–even without many of them joining the Framework.”

Nessa nodded. “The loss of the moon was a wake-up call to the others, and they desperately worked together to win. And it’s why they didn’t trust the Framework and only shut themselves down.”

“The temples are just as good a place as any to check. But these grand temples aren’t the only ones, are they? Maybe we should check with the local ones before we head out.”

“Might not be a bad idea.”

Blood was still focused on the map. “I wonder. What about these moons?”

Nessa frowned. “What about them?”

“Are they not a part of this world’s magic? The Water Grand Temple was destroyed, along with its moon weakened. Could the enemy target them instead? They do not appear to be excluded.”

Nessa replied, “I…don’t think so? At this Tier, there are not many magical methods of flight that work to traverse the stars while remaining protected from the void of space. Even cultivators below the Nascent Soul level cannot normally accomplish it. And even if they had a creature who could do it, what would they do when they got there?”

Jake had learned that Earth having a near-zero mana level had numerous side effects, and one was that the surrounding space was not nearly as turbulent as it was on other worlds. The cosmic energies, the leylines of the Yggdrasil, actually made traversing the cosmos quite challenging, the Refuge and their teleportation protecting them from these energies.

Even if a cultivator could fly through space by pushing themselves with their own Qi, they would need to protect themselves from what was effectively cosmic radiation–a cocktail of energies, much like what resided in the actual void. Most creatures would fall prey to them, starved of resources as they attempted to travel to a place like the moon. Very few existed that could actually manage it.

Ira’s emotions suddenly swelled with pride. Of course, Ira had zero trouble traveling through the void of space, and it could also protect him easily if they traveled through it. Jake chuckled at the creature. “Not a problem for us, aside from the time sink. Fhesiah can manage it too, with her Draconic Flight.”

Berri nodded excitedly. “We should definitely go to the moon, and check it out. I call dibs on going there!”

Tanda laughed at that, her tail wagging. “That does sound kinda fun!”

Jake frowned at Berri. “Why do you want to go to the moon?”

“Because! I can’t wait to tell our lovelies the story. How I flew to the moon, and then we blew it up! Or whatever.”

Jake groaned. “It shouldn’t be blowing it up, but defeating whatever plot they are planning. But we’ll go for the low-hanging fruit: the temples and Grand Shrines, to see if we can maybe learn more first. And for that, our team will need to split up.”

Ophelia asked, “What if this is their plot? To split us up and then for the enemy to slay us?”

Bree shrugged, chuckling as she cracked her knuckles. “Then we just have to slay them instead. They better send someone strong, or they will not stand a chance against us.”

Jake frowned in thought; that was a legitimate concern. “We’ll have Aisling take some more naps and check her visions, but let’s keep our allies up to date. Our people should speak with the natives as much as possible, and uncover anything they can find about the Obsidian Mercenaries. With the Fortress Assault near Stonewatch and the Greater Rift near Tempestia, I think that–”

“Wait, Milord.” Sati interrupted, suddenly opening her eyes wide. She floated over to the map.

He asked, “What is it?”

“I can feel it once more. The pull of fate. It beckons me.”

Jake arched his brow at that. “Beckons you to where?”

Sati closed her eyes in concentration just in front of the map, and Jake could feel her golden flame within her, her inner fire, flickering. She spun, feeling which direction pulled her the most.

“It is to the Southwest of us. Given that we are here,” she gestured to the HQ on the map, “That means it should be there. The Fire Grand Temple. However, it is strange. It seems to be beckoning me upwards.”

Berri cheered. “I knew it! We’re going to the moon!”

Blood groaned. “You just wanted to go to the moon. You didn’t know anything.”

Jake ignored Berri, and thought about their situation. “We had chosen to close Rifts near Firewake because they were more concentrated there. We had checked the other HQs in our PvP activities, and we had only heard rumors about the mercenaries and their deeds near Firewake. Perhaps by chance, but it could also be because it was the worst there. Like the Obsidian Blades wanted it weakest.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “But then we halted their advance by clearing so many Rifts. It could be fate indeed that we caught our enemies unawares, and then uncovered significant parts of their plots. It could also be that there is more than just one plot, however.”

Jake nodded. “I was going to have us go to the Wind and Earth Grand Temples, to push both toward assaulting the special events quickly. Then, have our Ravenwolf Tribe hit all three, until our reinforcements arrive tomorrow to push harder in the different locations. But now, we should send the Ravenwolf Tribe mainly to the Wind and Earth shrines, while we split our own efforts between Fire and Wind.”

Ophelia said, “That covers all three in a way. I’m assuming our people are hitting Wind because the Ravenwolves are best for them, and Earth since we won’t be hitting it? But why Wind and Fire for us?”

He replied, “That’s right, the Ravenwolf are ultimately going to be necessary for closing Rifts near Tempestia because their flight is a significant advantage. While our blimps can manage somewhat, I’d rather send our less mobile members to handle the grounded Rifts near Stonewatch once they arrive. As for us, the information about this world had said that the shrines will be difficult to work with, and so these are definitely our best bets to gain information about their plots. This is a hedging of our bets. While I do trust in Sati’s feelings, there may be more than one plot to uncover.”

Blood nodded. “That is right. And we have the best hope of accomplishing something meaningful at these two. The shrines and temples are insular, and dislike the Framework Divine. But we are uniquely suited to handle the fire temples, and as for the wind temple…let’s just hope that maybe Valora, Ophelia, and Zephyr can garner us some favor with them to at least open a dialogue. I know Sati, Bree, Jake, or Faye can accomplish the same at the fire temple.”

Jake added, “As for the earth temples, maybe Ava can work with them, but it’ll only be if it comes to that.” He looked at the time. “It’s almost time for Nessa to interrogate the slain mercenaries, so this plan will have to do for now. I’ll have Valtor signal their orders.”

While Jake did that, Ophelia looked over at Nessa. “What’s that going to be like, anyway?”

“Within the HQ in a special area, their spirits will be brought to me. I will ask them the questions, and they will be forced to answer.”

Fhesiah was a bit surprised about this. “You can force them to answer?”

Nessa shook her head. “Abstaining from answering questions will increase their sentences, up to and including true death, and create immediate sanctions on their guild. Administrator Kintrel set it that the current charges are the betrayal of the Alliance, a step up from their discovered crimes. It is up to the interrogation to determine the depth of their betrayals, and alleviate the new sentencing. If they refuse to answer any of my questions in a reasonable amount of time, then my father shall be the one to deal with them. They cannot stall either, or they will be heavily penalized.”

Jake finished sending the message to Valtor and said, “Interesting. Can any of us come?”

“Unfortunately, no. However, I can stay connected with you as I am. I would like some of your help, Blood.”

Blood smiled. “Yes, it does sound like we’ll need to ask some clever questions. They are not simply going to offer up their misdeeds or their bosses on a silver platter for us. And with a hundred people to question and get through, we don’t want to miss out on anything.”

Ophelia and Tanda were both satisfied with this. Tanda’s claws were out, and her wings fluttered. “The next few days will be busy. But if we want to find vengeance, we’ll have to move fast.”

Jake gave her a grim smile. “We’ll have to find what they are cooking up, and to do that, we have to beat their expectations. Let’s move.”


Chapter 12 - The Grand Temples



After some investigations near the HQ cities, Jake’s party had split up. Ophelia, Fhesiah, Tanda and Ruby rode on Valora heading to the Wind Grand Temple, and now Jake, Bloodberri, and Sati flew towards the Fire Grand Temple.

Despite their amazing pace, it was a task that would take the better part of a day even if they went straight for it. The parties were largely chosen to balance them and for speaking with the temple, as Jake could call upon Bree and Avalara at any moment for reinforcements. Ophelia’s party could only wait for Jake to Reverse Summon himself to them.

They were faster now, but the world was larger and the cities more spread out. Despite the HQ’s being set up to enable the defense of some of the larger cities and the Grand Temples originally, it was still a week or more on the standard Tier 2 mount. Most cities were a distance away comparable to the distance between Cascadia and Harmony Peaks.

The landscape Jake’s party flew over was largely mountainous and full of lava rivers and lakes. Drakes and wyverns were a common species on this world, and his party had found themselves forced to either fight and kill or to avoid them.

Large reptiles like dinosaurs could be seen as well, called land dragons. Numerous flora that looked a lot like the hearth tree or similar existed, including many plants that clearly drew in fire or earth mana. Many plant stems and vines had a rocky, almost crystalline structure with fire running through them.

Avalara and Bree both didn’t have much capacity for flight due to their size and weight, so they were essentially left behind, waiting to be called. The two could create unique ways to fly, much like Bloodberri had in the past, but it was unfortunately not the speed they wanted to travel–the party was only able to move as fast as the slowest member.

Jake did give them something fun to do, however. The two were taking on Rifts and Monster Dens each time his party flew near them by using Call Summon and then flying away, as well as dumping some of his mana on Templates to aid them in the battle. They would grow quite the defensive jungle between battles for protection, just in case some enemy surprise came.

The Ravenwolf Clan had headed to investigate a few minor temples in nearby cities and villages, leading much of their tribe to the Rifts near Tempestia or Stonewatch first, as Jake had planned.

Jake’s family had stopped at a few shrines before making the trek to the Grand Temples but hadn’t learned anything useful that they didn’t already know. They gained more reports of missing clergy over the last several years, and at all the temples. As predicted, the earth temples really didn’t want to speak with them or allow them inside, but they did manage to confirm that their situation was similar.

They made their recordings and headed out, making sure to collect as much evidence as they could, both for themselves and the Sector Council.

They had learned this from their research, but they had some difficulty at the temples even obtaining this information. While some of it might have been thanks to the Obsidian Blades and their ilk souring the populace, Jake and his party’s nature as Champions and clergy actually soured their relationship with some of the temples.

However, Jake’s Presence alone had helped with the fire temple, specifically, and several of the priestesses actually begged Sati to become a priestess of fire.

It wasn’t only priests and priestesses reported missing, either. There were numerous reports across the cities about missing people of various kinds, reported to the temples.

Bloodberri snaked through the sky, flapping their three sets of wings as auril pulsed through them. They had even grown their crafted, mounted wings out further, enhancing their power to move more rapidly. Combined with their Featherfall runic magic reducing their weight, they were proud of the pace that they could now accomplish.

Jake and Sati could fly faster than her by a fair margin, but they once again considered their overall safety as they went. With three unsealed Champions and five Divine Descendants on the Alliance side present on this world, this meant that their enemy would definitely get significant advantages–perhaps, even an Enforcer could be present.

Their enemy could be laying a deadly ambush once more, but the game in the Second Tier was going to be very different. They now had hundreds of allies casting a net throughout the world, and hiding powerful enemies was not exactly easy now that their allies were much more capable. Even if that weren’t the case, Ira remained on the lookout for danger, its search radius larger than ever now that it had reached the Second Tier along with them.

In the First Tier, the creature was extremely far behind and ended up even more than half a Tier behind at one point. But now, after their long vacation and Jake building up his void energies that the creature feasted on, it had largely caught up.

And there was more. Jake wasn’t just dropping off Ava and Bree at each location to slay monsters. They were planting special array flags, which Jake had designed with Fhesiah.

He had learned by using Zhuge Liang’s array flags from their training room and created the multipurpose item. It was a sensor, a relay for their headsets, and also allowed Jake to attune them to the mana in the area and manipulate it.

Much like Fhesiah’s arrays she placed out to gather auril for the Heart of the World on Highlands, these could gather the mana they were attuned to to feed into a secondary tool–his mana font. With enough of them and placed in the right locations, it was as if they were making their own magical leylines.

In this case, quite a bit of fire and earth mana were present as they worked their way toward the Fire Grand Temple, and the mixture was only increasing to favor fire more heavily as they neared it.

Each flag planted in the correct locations would allow them to direct vast amounts of mana for massive spells, as well as gather intelligence that Valtor and Amara could review and act upon. The Ravenwolf Tribe was also planting these flags, creating a network that could even predict a Rift opening. They could have people ready to close it before it even spawned.

In a sense, this was the tool in Jake’s toolkit that he was most proud of that would change war for his guild. By increasing information, communication, and magical potential through the arrays, he could increase his people’s safety and the success of their Conquest. The companion item, the mana font that fed from the arrays, allowed smaller Battlegroups to punch far above their level or group size.

Then, Hearthtribe had nature druids, spriggons, and treants from the Elysian Glade, who could even speak to the nature of the world itself and gain intelligence this way once they arrived. While the world didn’t have green trees any longer because of the loss of the water mana of the world, it still had unique trees that lived off of fire, earth, and wind mana. And the Elysians should be able to converse with it.

The flight to the Fire and Wind temples was several hours long, and Bree and Avalara had already enjoyed closing numerous Rifts and Monster Dens on the way, and many array flags were planted.

Eventually, The Grand Fire Temple was in view, but still a great distance away. It was huge, and it had four tall, slender towers around it, their tops spewing a pillar of flames into the sky, like giant torches.

The center temple reminded Jake of the Taj Mahal on Earth, only mostly red and black with a large, central flame rather than a bulbous spire, and in the center-back of the vast building. It was absolutely massive, larger than a city all on its own.

Like all of the Grand Temples, they were set in, above, or beneath the giant craters. The creation lore of the world included the birth of the four moons from the world’s very crust, the four gods that ruled over the world.

[My questioning is complete, Jake. You can summon me any time so I can rejoin you.]

Jake used Call Summon, the girl immediately taking flight using her Qi. Her tail did have the almost kite-tail effect behind her, much like Bloodberri.

Berri grinned at that. “Hehe, hooray for more snake girls!”

Jake asked, “What did you find out, Nessa? I know Blood was feeding you a number of smart questions to ask.”

“Not a lot, unfortunately. These were all bad actors, and so, they will all be receiving the same punishment. Apparently, it’s pretty bad–because our questioning revealed several instances, and not just one. They had kidnapped and extorted people, aware and complicit of the behavior. And they were to deliver the extorted people and goods out in the wilderness, but they didn’t know to whom and for why.”

Blood added, “And they didn’t know who they were working for, so we cannot easily pin the blame on the leaders. We instead focused on what other crimes they’ve noticed in their guild, or heard about, to direct our questions and find wrongdoing. These were much more useful to us, but there is not anything that we can directly link to anything beyond human trafficking and assassination prior to the war.”

Jake asked, “Does that mean there will be more punished outside of the hundred we caught?”

Nessa sighed. “I doubt it, as that would just be hearsay, as they learned of these crimes second-hand. We gave our report to the Sector Council, and they are currently reviewing the information provided. The intent to deliver them into the wilderness does reek of betrayal but might not be enough until it can be confirmed–the war over. They’ve been doing this piece for months since Conquest began, apparently.”

Tanda felt rather upset about this, but it was Ophelia who added, over their bond, [This is frustrating. We have betrayers in our midst, and the law won’t act until the world is lost from their actions?]

Nessa replied, “It’s because the Contest cannot be disturbed. If the Council intervenes in that way, it may cost the Alliance a lot more than just the potential loss of a world, by granting Tartarus advantages. The best they can do is send their own investigation team, which may be able to get to the bottom of this. I’m told that one is in fact on its way, but it will take them some time to get here.”

Blood noted, “And our enemy is aware of these teams, no doubt. Their plots likely include their potential presence–by the time they arrive, the deed will be done.”

That was a sobering thought.

Tanda asked, [What about those dark elves that suicided? Who were they communicating with?]

Nessa replied, “They didn’t know. Just that they were to follow the instructions of whoever was on the other side of their communication devices without question.”

Jake asked, “What communication devices? Did we obtain one of them?”

Nessa sighed and shook her head. “Nope. It seems that as we were catching them, they destroyed them. It would have been nice to obtain those, but that’s a tough thing. I did get permission to capture one of these devices, though, so if we find one, we can snatch it, then learn more about it.”

Normally, the Framework would actually prevent them from stealing anything from another Framework Adventurer. Now that they had permission, this might help.

Jake sighed. “At least there was some progress, in that we can now take potential communication items. So… our enemy is adept at creating layers of deniability here. We have to determine their goals and catch them in the act if we want them to face punishment–and do it while fighting a war against the enemy.”

Nessa said, “We did get news on the plots front. It seems we were able to prove significant effort to weaken the temples and grand temples, and not just recently–for years.”

Jake frowned. “For years? We did learn something similar to that, but I thought this world was only Contested as of a few months ago. Don’t tell me they’re kidnapping people on every world, Contested or not?”

“It’s difficult to say. Several of the men had been here in the last few years to kidnap or kill certain priestesses and priests. Many live inside the temple, and it is heavily warded, but that didn’t stop them from attempting and completing assassinations.”

During wartime, the Framework would not allow someone to kill a native unless in self-defense. However, when not at war, it was only heavily discouraged–a significant penalty of CP was charged for each, to where it wouldn’t be worth it.

The reason for this was simple. People were a valuable resource as potential recruits, and the reputation of immortal Framework Adventurers going around slaying people was not one that The Alliance desired. The Obsidian Blades and their ilk operated mainly within the rules, paying their dues and not exceeding certain limits.

Jake couldn’t help but frown at this, though–a systematic dismantling or weakening of the temples important for maintaining the world’s energy balance had to count for something in terms of betrayal efforts.

“That sounds like a dead giveaway to me. The plans to leave people alone in the wilderness, tied up and vulnerable to monster attack. That’s not enough to get their entire guild in trouble?”

Nessa sighed, and shook her head. “It might not be enough still, but it was all included in our report. They were just individual hits, and they were given their own little stories on why they were doing it–related to slavery and human trafficking. It was only four out of the over a hundred who had even done an assassination, but they had heard of others. This was enough to give us a good idea and begin our investigations, but we need more evidence.”

“So we were right to head to the grand temples. Was there any other kind of focus of theirs?”

Blood said, “It’s hard to say. These people were only involved near Firewake, so naturally they would only be involved with the Fire Grand Temple. They had heard of similar hits and kidnappings occurring at the others. We’ll have to let the rest of Hearthtribe and our alliance members know to look out for more on these other worlds.”

Fhesiah added over their mental communication, [This is good information, but none of it answers an important question.]

“What question is that, Faye?”

[What did delaying questioning for three days grant them? If we had questioned them right away, what would be different? I’m not seeing it.]

It was a difficult question to answer, and those able to join in with mental communication were stumped. Jake had a few ideas, but most of them came up a little short in terms of a motive.

It was Bree that replied over their mental communication, [I wouldn’t want us to underestimate our opponents, but it could be that they simply trusted that their Divine children were going to win, and the three-day delay meant that we never would have questioned them at all. Barring that, it could just be a rather general delay in our investigations. The dungeon’s actions are hitting all three major cities near the temples at the same level, obscuring the truth of which one is the more dangerous or important threat.]

Blood replied, [That is true, and Jake’s first notion was to go to the Earth and Wind Grand Temples before Sati spoke up. Maybe they all have something happening soon. Our time to find their plot is limited, and so is our manpower. It could be that by stalling us, it lowers our chances of discovering their true plan, or their most dangerous one. This could be all that they wanted. If they run out the clock enough, then we’ll have lost the game.]

As for Ophelia’s party, their speed was much faster. However, the temple was high in the sky, and difficult to approach due to the numerous floating islands and miscellaneous debris in the chaotic, turbulent space.

There were even Rifts in the sky, and so their party took the time to close them on their way over, knowing Framework Adventurers would not be providing much help. The wind elves of the world had been closing many of them, but it appeared they had fallen behind.

It seemed that the natives did expend effort in closing the Rifts, despite not having joined the Framework. Rescuing the world was previously left up to their success, and so they had this mindset even now. However, because they had been systematically weakened…

The HQs were designed to be relatively close enough to in order to protect the Grand Temples originally, but it wasn’t like they were in view. Aside from those that lived in the temples, no city or outside support was provided. It seemed the strange fire lizards were their primary modes of transportation on the fire continent, and there was barely a path that headed from Firewake to the Grand Temple.

They arrived at the Fire Grand Temple, likely an entire hour before Ophelia’s party had arrived at theirs, thanks to their need to close the Rifts. The flying monsters spewed from the Rift were on average weaker than their grounded counterparts, and weren’t that difficult for Fhesiah, Ophelia, and Ruby to take down.

There was a transparent dome of golden Framework hexagons, demarcating the area where monsters or enemies of the Alliance could not enter. As they entered, there was a significant shift.

The mana felt wrong, to Jake. Certainly, it had become denser as they had gotten closer to the Grand Temple. But now, despite getting denser, it felt murky and difficult to move around as Jake probed it with his magical sensory.

Sati suddenly spoke up, “The land feels even weaker near here. Suffering, tainted.”

They had noticed that much of the land on the fire continent seemed…weaker, or muted in some way, than the earth or wind continents that they briefly visited. The odd, gem-like plants and trees were dying, and even some of the animals looked sickly. While the people mostly seemed okay, they had heard some news about people becoming sick lately, and many succumbing to illness slowly.

This area was clearly worse.

Jake sent Ira to learn more about their temple, now that they had neared it. The creature phased into the void, its eyes and senses peering between dimensions. He got two feelings from the void wyrm, that were somewhat difficult to parse.

Hidden. Guarded.

As Jake looked at it with his Umbral Gaze, he saw essentially the same thing. Normally, he could easily get an x-ray-like view, but the walls were difficult for him to penetrate. He could only at best see that shapes or silhouettes were inside, their spirits having a special weight that couldn’t fully be obscured, as they touched the edges of the void.

These were what Ira perceived, and this was a lot of how the creature couldn’t really be snuck up on. Anything powerful enough would touch the void in more ways than one, across the different dimensions that most couldn’t even perceive.

It appeared the place was heavily warded, just as they had heard. Ira continued to look and probe the wards, testing the massive building from all angles. Jake got the impression that Ira could peer or break inside rather easily, but Jake decided on at least waiting to see how their contact with them went first before they intruded. They would have to if left with no other recourse, but it was preferred for them to maintain positive relations, especially for the future.

There were some weak points in the wards. There were subtle differences between them, Ira noted, but the creature couldn’t offer any reasons as to why. Jake asked Nessa, “How did the assassins get in?”

“Within the temple, it is like a city inside. It is not exclusively clergy within; there are numerous families and their servants, though they are all worshipers or adherents of their beliefs of what they call The Great Flame–the moon god or goddess. Like those guards you see ahead.”

Two guards stood outside of the front gate, adorned in armor. They were very early in the Second Tier, and not really threats to Jake and his party.

Nessa continued, “The assassins snuck in with a delivery of resources and visitors, joining the caravan. Perhaps, those weaknesses in the wards you’re detecting are where they escaped from. But those holes were likely plugged, and why they are mere weaknesses in their defensive enchantments.”

As his family neared the temple, they dismounted and proceeded on foot some distance away to allow them to not perceive this as an assault. His party definitely was imposing, with Bloodberri being rather large, towering over everyone, and the rest all having flames in their chests besides Nessa, who wasn’t a Hearthian yet. And of course, Sati, who was a living flame.

Three people exited out the giant gate–a goblin man and two women. It seemed they had some means of monitoring the area. Nessa was, of course, watching them for taint, and saw nothing strange about these people.

The male in the lead wore black and red robes, the same as the other two, but with a few threads of gold included. He was a red-skinned goblin or halfling person, his black hair pulled tight in a topknot with a small hat on it. He held an elaborate staff that was larger than himself that looked to be a symbol of authority as well as a spellcasting implement.

One of the women was a troll, but it was like her body was made of dark stone, with fiery mana running through it–like lava. The last was some form of sylph–a wind elf, but once again, she had fiery mana running through her, showing a powerful affinity for fire. Her body was slender and was only slightly taller than the goblin male, with diaphanous wings on her back that fluttered as she walked.

The goblin male spoke, “Who goes there, and for what purpose do you come to our temple?”

Jake knew it was best that he and Sati be the main spokespeople for dealing with these temples. She floated a bit behind him, with Bloodberri and Nessa standing a bit further back.

“I am Baron Jake Hart, Champion of Hestia. Those with me are those of my clan and guild, Hearthtribe. We’ve come to investigate the cause of the taint in this land, and the Obsidian Mercenaries and their wrongdoing.”

The troll woman’s voice was imperious, her brow arched as she spoke. “Why would you come here for these? We would never allow their ilk within our temple. It is not a place for war, but of worship. Only those pure of spirit and flame may enter.”

The goblin man narrowed his eyes. “Yes, and you come to investigate the taint of this land? This place is the purest of all the land!”

Jake shook his head. “We have not come here to point fingers, only to aid your world in its time of need. We have evidence of an ongoing attack on your great temple, and we only wish to help.”

The goblin man spoke, “We do not need any help, and our place of worship is not tainted. Our security is tight, and there are no threats–”

Nessa spoke up, “That is a lie. You know this place is tainted, and you know that many of your members have been slain.”

“You accuse me? How dare–”

“I do not accuse or merely claim. I only speak Truth. I am a Divine Descendant of Tyr, and I know when the truth is spoken, and when it is not. You speak falsely, knowingly. What is that if not a lie?”

As Nessa spoke of the truth, the Divinity within her rose, her weight on reality pressing down on everyone witnessing her speech. It was an odd feeling, but it was one that even a non-Framework native would understand, and believe.

They had played with this a bit in their Refuge. To deny anything Nessa said with her spirituality pressing down on you felt wrong, your tongue finding itself unable to move to form the words.

The goblin man’s face went through several emotions all at once before he harrumphed, unable to retort.

The sylph woman replied, “Be that as it may, we do not discuss our situation with outsiders, especially those worshipers of false gods. We do not require your help; our issues are being handled by our people, and should be no concern of yours.”

“If I may?” Sati suddenly floated forward, a small smile on her face. “You said only those pure of spirit and flame may enter. May I enter?”

The troll woman looked shocked, as she used her magic to look Sati over. “You…just what are…who are you?”

Of course, Sati knew how interested they were in her, from the last fire temple they visited. Her body brightened, showing her golden flame as her whole body shifted to the flame it actually was.

“I am Sati, born of the flame. My body is fire, and my spirit is housed within. I serve no Divine, and I would like to see and visit this temple.”

The red goblin man’s eyes widened, and he looked Sati over up and down as he scanned her with his magical senses. “A living flame! Extraordinary. And so pure! I have never seen…”

The troll woman suddenly looked very interested, taking on a much less hostile tone. “Sati, you said? Did you know that you are blessed by the heavens, and would make an excellent priestess of the Great Flame?”

The sylph woman nodded. “Yes, I see. Sati would. You should consider joining us in the Grand Temple.”

Sati let the fires die down, shifting her body back to her usual form. She smiled, her teeth a brilliant white that contrasted her darker skin. “I would welcome your attempts at persuasion, should you allow me and my allies inside.”

“Now, wait a minute. You may enter, but these others cannot be allowed.”

Sati floated over to Jake, and gestured to his chest. “Can you not feel Baron Hart’s flame? Is the fire in his chest not pure, just as mine? It is different from mine, but if his is not, then mine is not. He serves a Divine, but his desires are merely to aid you. Have you truly never allowed a non-worshiper inside? How did the assassins get in? I am not so sure that I would want to enter such a dangerous place alone. At least allow me one guard.”

“That…his flame is special, true, but I can also feel his false god just billowing off of him, off of all of you. They cannot be allowed inside our sacred halls.”

The troll woman said, “I suppose…one guard would be possible, for one such as yourself. But none here are fitting for this role.”

Jake thought of all the people that they had, and it was true they were all either a Champion of a Divine or a child of one, except for one.

Ruby. Or Yona, but she wasn’t too useful for that role.

Sati said, “Very well. Then I’m afraid I have no other option but to leave. Farewell.”

Surprising Jake, Sati turned and started floating away, like the discussion was over. His family began to follow suit, walking, floating, or slithering away. He supposed if they didn’t allow them in, then they would likely need to perform more sneaky operations, which he was fine with.

This was for the safety of the entire world, perhaps more, and he wouldn’t allow mere beliefs or bureaucracy to get in the way. It wasn’t only the world itself that would be doomed, but others if they allowed it to fall by empowering Tartarus further.

Perhaps as Sati predicted, the goblin male spoke out before they could get too far. “Please wait, Sati. Perhaps we can make the exception for one, if you and the other can pass the Test of The Great Flame.”

The family stopped, and Sati turned with a small smile on her lips. “A test? How will we take it?”

“You may be admitted to the outer sanctum, where our families and servants live. There, you would take a test, that determines if your spirit’s flame is compatible or not. If so…then we’ll talk.”

Jake knew this was likely the best they were going to get. And their second group was likely going to get turned down at the gates of the Wind Grand Temple soon, unless they were more permitting of outsiders in their floating temple. They had known it was going to be bad, but he didn’t think it would be this difficult to even get in through the front door.

He asked, “When may we take this test?”

“Normally, we advise potential clergy to take a week to purify their spirits, but with Sati…perhaps this isn’t necessary. But it will take us some time to prepare the test, a few hours. You may enter for now, though the rest will need to wait outside.” The goblin focused on him. “And you…you may only enter if you dampen down that magic of yours.”

Jake shrugged, and condensed his Aura down to impact just himself and his wives through their Hearthian Bonds. He had fine enough Mana Control that he made it so that no leakage was coming from his body, including the spirituality that was often given off just from him merely existing as Hestia’s Champion.

It was one of the many things he’d practiced, and having his Umbral Gaze combined with Fhesiah’s understanding made it a lot easier to accomplish. Perhaps, they should have just started this way, but deception was not Jake’s first tool in his belt against most people. His wives could accomplish the same, but he knew this skill was not one that most mages would bother mastering to this level.

The three clergy of the Fire Temple were like giant torches, and Jake became a candle in comparison now, the mana leaking off them like smoke and flame.

“How’s that? May I enter now?”

The goblin hid his shock, but the sylph's and the troll woman’s eyes widened. The man said, “I suppose it should do, should you be able to maintain it. You may enter with us as your escorts. Do not separate from us, do you understand? I would have your word, and should you go against it, understand that you will be punished for your violations.”

“We will follow your instruction and stay within your sight, or leave the temple altogether–unless we are attacked or discover a threat to the world itself. You have my word on that.”

Sati nodded. “You have my word on that as well.”

“I suppose…that will have to do. But no threats to the world should be discovered here.”

It seemed he actually believed that, based on Nessa’s thoughts. Jake walked, and Sati floated, and he waved off to his wives left behind as they began to follow the three to the entrance.

[Lame. I bet it’s really stuffy and stupid in there. I don’t even wanna go.] Berri whined.

Nessa giggled. [So you say. But you want to go with Jake, don’t you?]

[Of course! I don’t like this. We know Faye-Faye and Lia will also be rejected, and it’s going to be boring out here. I hope it doesn’t take long.]

Nessa brought out a table and a chair, then Blood brought out a divan. Then some cards from her Storage Ring. [We can just play here for a bit, then. Even if the guards are looking at us strangely.]

Blood added, [It is what it is. We will play their games for now, but be ready to storm in. We know that if push comes to shove, their flames cannot harm us. They are too weak, and they do not understand that should we force entry, they would be unable to stop us. They may think their moon is a god, but they would learn that our Lord is just as much of one as it is.]

The gate opened, revealing a vast, multi-leveled area. There were quite a few people moving about, and it was similar to a city, within. Several walkways like railed bridges stretched across above them, with sets of obsidian stairs to climb to different levels. Red mana flowed through the stone, with intricate patterns flowing in them.

As Jake walked inside the temple following the three clergy, the density of fire mana increased significantly. The abundance of mana was surprising, and the people within the temple, while not as powerful as the clergy in front of them, were all on average a lot stronger than what they saw in the cities. They were benefiting from the dense mana.

The sylph woman spoke, “What do you think, Sati? Isn’t the fire mana within special? I still remember when I first walked inside; I fell in love immediately. But it’s even better within the inner sanctum, should you become one of our clergy.”

Sati hummed. “Hm, it is nicer on the inside. Quite comfortable.” Of course, Sati was not impressed–the area inside their Refuge thanks to the Divine Hearth, far exceeded this.

When they went inside, Ira had joined Jake inside his Hearth, only to leave it again once they passed the wards. In a way, Jake was quite the Trojan horse. He could easily call upon all his wives through the wards, bringing them inside in an instant.

Rather quickly, Ira found several hidden, concerning areas, but they were just as heavily warded as the outside had been. Then, the inner sanctum deeper inside the vast temple was too, and so, they couldn’t really get that much of a better look inside.

This was going to be quite the pain to get to the bottom of, and time was an important commodity. They needed to hurry.


Chapter 13 - The Great Flame



Jake and Sati followed the three as they walked through the indoor city, but they eventually entered a large section. It was clearly a temple or place of worship with its many arches and wide-open areas, but it was not the inner sanctum just yet.

Many natives of various races, though mostly the red goblins, were bowed in prayer, sitting on mats, or resting in cots. A person was getting some form of red ink tattooed onto them as well, and many of them held these same tattoos of swirling lines in their skin.

The sylph woman, who had eventually introduced herself as Tatiana, looked proud. “These are our prospective clergy, the many worshipers or adherents of the temple. They benefit from their worship as they draw from The Great Flame, purifying themselves and preparing their vessels to receive Her divine grace.”

As Jake watched with his Umbral Gaze, people were drawing mana either into their cores, or into parts of their body.

What these people were doing was a lot like mana cultivation, but substantially different. Not only because they were using mana rather than Qi, but because of how they used it. Instead of using the dantians and their meridians–their mysterious organs–it was more like they were bathing, or steeping themselves in the energy.

This would slowly change and attune their bodies to the mana, allowing them to hold more of it inside them. They’d do that by constantly saturating different sections of it.

Many had a fire mana core in their chest, and that slowly fed this mana throughout their bodies. And some used other techniques, like tattoos made of ink with special materials. Approaching it from another direction–drawing more special mana into their core, and improving it.

Jake and Amara had worked together studying mana cultivation, and they had explored many of the methods that were now used here in this temple. They had learned a lot, but one of the things that they had noticed was that the effects of mana cultivation were much larger when using attuned mana opposed to just mana. At least with the races that they had tested.

Except for humans. Humans seemed to have a very high affinity on average with unattuned mana, which Jake found quite interesting. He’d consider this a valuable advantage, that they could be much more adaptable on average than mages of most other races. The beastkin and Elysians all leaned toward the natural elements, or life and death, much like their auril and nethril of their world.

The downside of this type of cultivation was simple. Time. It took forever to progress at all using these methods, many of these people spending years to increase what the Framework considered a single level. Unless their affinities and talents were extremely high and their environment perfect, they could spend most of their lives for just a small gain of strength.

There was no place in the world with a greater environment for fire mana than this temple, and the clergy had made sure of that. Surely, the ley lines in the area would normally draw out the special fire mana and cause natural formations or manifestations of the fire element, but they had drawn arrays much like what Fhesiah could accomplish. They were rather rudimentary, and Jake wagered he could actually help them accomplish this goal even further.

He also realized that the special array flags they placed might actually be able to cut off much of the fire mana going to the temple if they wished, which…might really piss them off. Currently, their array was inactive for altering the flow of mana, but at a moment’s notice, Jake could activate the array, and draw the mana to his font, which was like a master array flag. This would siphon much of the mana from the temple.

They eventually arrived at the place of the test. It was in a big chamber with a large bowl in the center, with their many formation scripts inside. Above was an orb of flame, like a representation of their great moon, swirling in a similar but reversed stone bowl. At this moment, the orb was rather small, but it felt as if it was growing by the moment.

The Goblin Elder, who they had learned was named Elder Rashik, gestured for Jake to sit on some benches. “You may rest as we await the test.” He pointed his staff above, “The formations are being charged for you to be tested by the Great Flame, and they should be ready in a while.”

Jake sat on the bench as offered, and Sati floated near. The three elders picked a spot mostly out of earshot, where he was sure they were talking about them.

He wasn’t quite at the fourth level of his bond with Sati. Despite having access to Qi, he didn’t have a cultivator’s dantians, which is what allowed for the easy transmission of the mental communication.

But he could still receive it.

[You wish to speak with me, but not in front of them? What about? I’ll do my best to guess.]

He did his best to focus on the pride he had for her, the satisfaction that her special heritage had opened the door for them.

Sati’s smile bloomed. [Ah. I love that I could be useful to you for once, to repay you for all that you’ve done for me, even if just a little. I’m sure if there was an ice temple, or…a blood temple, Nessa and Ruby would be equally filled with pride.]

It was true that among all Jake’s wives and potential lovers, Sati was certainly closer to those two–she had spent most of her time with them, after all. Still, Jake couldn’t help but frown about just how much gratitude and affection he could feel over their bond once more.

[You wonder again, why I feel the way I do? Perhaps, it is time. We may not get another chance for a while. I will show and tell you a story.]

[image: ]

Sati sat in the well-furnished room within Fhesiah’s shuttle. She had only recently gotten her intelligence, now able to see the world in a new light after Fhesiah’s…odd ritual, where the two old spirits were turned into power.

They were flying toward one of the final destinations within the Battleground, within the Celestial Nexus. This was Fhesiah’s private suite within the ship.

Jake was surprised at the vision Sati was transmitting. It was like he was reliving a memory, and he could even perceive Sati’s emotions and thoughts as they buzzed by.

Aria, the Matriarch of the Celestial Nekomatas was in the room, looking over the many cauldrons and pill furnaces. Many sat idle, as Fhesiah had disappeared for a while. Hours. The giant cat woman spoke to Sati here and there, seemingly probing the young fire spirit–since she was so interesting. But Sati mostly ignored her, wanting to cultivate–eat delicious flames instead.

Fhesiah entered the room, floating in her draconic form. She had a wide smile on her face, her skin flushed, and, somehow, an almost lazy expression.

Sati smiled at her entry. “Where’d you go, Fhesiah? You were gone for so long!”

“Hmm… You might be a bit too young to know where I went and what I did.”

“Oh! Well, I think I know what you did.”

Aria’s tails flicked. “You know what she did, child?”

“It’s obvious.”

Aria chuckled. “This should be interesting. What was it, and how do you know?”

“She had a delicious meal. And I know because I also have a smile like that, when I have a delicious meal of flames!”

Fhesiah laughed. “She’s right! Very good, Sati. I met with my husband just now, and he gave me a delicious meal.”

“What’s a husband?”

“A husband is your mate, your lover. Was it not in those information crystals?”

Sati’s cheeks burned red with shame. She had learned to read the crystal and had begun reading through the many books stored within, but didn’t get through very many, reading them in order. It was a crystal designed for young cultivators, a baseline compendium that many considered requisite knowledge.

However, after she got through a few, she realized that they were pretty boring.

When she cultivated the flame from the crystals and treasures Fhesiah provided her from her alchemy furnace, Sati just spaced out and enjoyed the feeling as she ate, grew, and became stronger.

Even fighting in the Battleground was way more fun than reading the crystals.

“I’m…working through them, but they’re boring. There are just too many things that I don’t know. Are they actually important? Shouldn’t I just cultivate to get stronger? I’ll die if I’m weak, won’t I?”

Aria’s eyes narrowed. “Strength is significant under the heavens, but knowledge is power. You are but a child, and you don’t know what you don’t know, which is dangerous. The essential thing for you right now is for you to gain more knowledge about our world, and to study philosophy, morality, and ethics. Actions have consequences, and it is important for you understand what these might be before you act. Otherwise, your ignorance will lead you to a sea of regret, mark my words.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “My, how lucky, Sati. You are being scolded about ethics by a giant, talking cat. I never thought I’d ever see such a thing.”

Aria pouted–a difficult thing for a cat–and looked away as her two tails flickered in irritation. “Hmph. I just hoped to share my wisdom, and–”

“And I thank you so much for that, Aria, and I mean it. I was just messing around.” Fhesiah turned to address Sati, “Talking cat or not, she is absolutely right, Sati. Strength is important, but your knowledge is skewed, and it could lead to you making an irreversible mistake. Still, rather than talking about the nebulous consequences, I prefer to offer rewards.”

Sati got a little excited. One time, for running a few of the cauldrons for a few hours, Fhesiah had given her some delicious, special flames she had captured in her lamp as a reward. “A reward? What kind?”

“Yes. Let me see that.” She grabbed the information crystal from Sati for a moment, and then did…something to it. After a moment, she handed it back.

“There. Now, read those books I have marked with a flame before we arrive at our destination, and I will grant you this.”

Fhesiah pulled out the spiritual lamp, the one that held all her elemental brethren inside. A flame was cast off to the corner, and a barrier was placed surrounding it. The many elementals were banging into the barrier light, trying to get at it.

Sati cast her Divine Sense into the lamp, and did her best to try to feel it.

It was strange. It didn’t have the power of Fhesiah’s draconic or kitsune flames, and in a way, it didn’t feel all that special. The flickering fire was not overly hot or filled with spiritual intensity, but somehow, it carried an emotion–one that she was not quite familiar with.

All she knew was that she wanted it, needed it. To consume it, and make it a part of her, like all the other flames she ate.

Fhesiah brought the lamp in front of her face and chuckled, tapping the glass. “Little buggers. They all want a piece of my husband’s fire. I managed to capture it during our…meal.” She waggled her eyebrows. “And all you need to do to enjoy it for yourself is to finish those books before we arrive.”

Sati was curious now. Observing the contents of the information crystal again, there were only a dozen books marked. She couldn’t help but cast a blaming glance over at Aria because Cultivator Ethics and Morality, as well as Beginner Philosophy and Critical Thinking, was a book Fhesiah had marked. Thank goodness, the latter was short, but they looked super boring. No pictures at all.

Fhesiah smiled. “Don’t blame her for those–I’d have chosen that for you to complete anyway. However, cultivators and their mindsets themselves are quite skewed, and we live under the Framework. So the, Examining the Tales of the Virtuous and the Sinful, and the book of functioning society and governments, are important to supplement that. To understand people and how they live and what they want a little better, since you don’t. I added a few fun books in there too…but not too fun, to give you a small break from the dry ones. I don’t think you’re ready for anything spicy yet.”

How could a book be spicy? Fhesiah had shared some of her spicy chicken wings, but they didn’t do much for Sati without a fleshy body, she reasoned. She began reviewing the crystal further. There were some books on science and what appeared to be about how things work or were made, and thankfully they were full of images to go along with the text.

Lastly, there seemed to be some kind of…story novels. She supposed they were so that she could understand people a little better, or that they were enjoyable in some other kind of way. Fhesiah did say they were some kind of break from the boring textbooks, but they were all words too, so she doubted it.

Sati sat on the mat and read the books fervently, trying to earn the precious reward. She lost track of time quickly, and people entered and left the room as she continued. She hardly paid attention to any visitors as Fhesiah worked on her various concoctions. Occasionally, Sati would cultivate the materials Fhesiah gave her, but she barely noted the passage of time.

At first, she was only reading the books in order to earn the flame, still bored reading the endless pile of information. But after a while, she found herself interested. The Cultivator Ethics and Morality book, while originally boring and requiring her to think much more than she liked, was a topic close to her heart.

It was the reason Fhesiah had stolen her home, the creature’s fiery core, bringing her and her brethren from their previous world and changing her life forever. She loved the old life in that cavern, dancing in the brilliant fire elemental qi, her friends joyously consuming the flames and growing.

But it was all so simple. Now she could think, make plans and goals, and truly accomplish something greater than just dancing in a cave and eating. Perhaps in thousands of years, she could have evolved and become something more, maybe what she was now.

However, in all likelihood, under the heavens, she would have been consumed. Some more intelligent, more powerful being like Fhesiah would have eventually come around searching for resources. And rather than befriend them like her, Sati and her brethren could have found their doom. Or, they would have feasted on that special core until nothing was left. And in that pocket dimension, they would have eventually starved to death.

So through the tales of virtues and sins, she learned many things, including empathy, as each story was examined. It outlined why the people within made the choices they did and why they were virtuous or sinful.

Ultimately, nearly everything a person or being did was driven by desire or need in some way. Learning the potential things people wanted or required to live helped her better understand others; as a being of flame, her requirements were different from most.

Empathy was something she always had, perhaps, but not something she understood or made a conscious effort to have. Sati had always cared about her elemental friends, sad when one would go missing or die in a lava flow.

But most importantly of all, she learned gratitude. She was thankful for all the things Fhesiah had done for her and never asked for anything in return. Even the creature, Ruby, sleeping in that urn, was the same, benefitting from her generosity and compassion. Many of the people on this strange ship were heroes, virtuous people that were worthy to look up to.

Above them all, somehow, was Fhesiah. Not only because of her strength, but also because of her knowledge, experience, and raw, unstoppable talent. And…she was a bit odd and eccentric, at least according to people like Aria and Xara. She had saved almost everyone on the ship, and the hundreds of forced allies all looked up to her.

Suddenly, Sati was probed by Fhesiah with her Divine Sense, a subtle, tiny nudge against her spirit. “We’re nearly there. How close are you to finishing those books, Sati?”

Sati searched the room. It was only Ruby left in her urn, and Fhesiah. Suddenly, Sati felt a little shy. By learning a lot, she now knew just how much she didn’t know.

What she didn’t know was endless. She hesitated in her response, which Fhesiah just waited for her patiently. “I…have a couple of books left, but I was nearly done.”

Fhesiah smiled. “How was it? I saw you were very focused. I guess you really wanted that reward, huh?”

Sati nodded. “Yes, I did. But… I do not… need the reward any longer.”

Fhesiah frowned. “You seem different now. And, why not?”

It took her a long moment to come up with the words. “I think rewards are not for doing things I should do for me. I should read more. Many more.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “Really? My, you really got into those, didn’t you? But I’m of the opinion that things are most enjoyable when you can do the things you like and get rewarded for it. Don’t you agree?”

Like a job she enjoyed, perhaps? Sati thought of her words carefully. Before, she just spouted out whatever came to her mind, but now she found herself not wanting to make a mistake, wondering more about what the person she was talking to might be thinking. Thankfully, Fhesiah just watched her patiently.

She sat in silence for what felt like forever before she spoke. “Yes. I think that…it would be hard for me to find something like this.”

“Well, if you get paid to eat flames, that would do it, wouldn’t it?”

Sati frowned. “Was there anything like that?” She didn’t see anything like that in the overviews about societies and their governments.

Fhesiah chuckled. “I’m sure some day you’ll find a way, or maybe you kind of already did. Can I tell you a secret?”

Sati looked at her significantly. The tales book and some of the stories discussed secrets and the sacred nature of keeping them for a friend. It was the first time she was being trusted. Because of her gratitude, she would never betray her benevolent friend.

Just what secret would she share? “Yes. Please.”

Fhesiah smiled and took out the spiritual lamp, the special, unique flame still inside, waiting for her. “From the beginning, I had planned on giving you this flame. What could I need it for? Why would I separate it if it was for me? It was always a gift for you. So I got you to read those books, and for something I would have given you anyway. And would you look at that? You enjoyed something you’re being rewarded for doing.”

Sati froze. It took her a moment to process what Fhesiah said before she laughed. It was one of the first times since she gained her intelligence; the absurdity of how she was so easily misled for her own good was comical. She couldn’t help but feel a little wronged, but it seemed her friend had just found a unique way to motivate her.

Fhesiah just watched her with a smile. “Your mind is young yet, even though your body is old. You are weak and know little, but someday, you will be strong and know much. I do not wish for you to repay me, but I do hope you’ll help us in the battles to come. Both for us in The Alliance, but also for yourself. That later, when someone describes the details of your life, they’ll say that you were virtuous. And hopefully, an ally of the Hart Clan.”

Sati was moved. She floated over to Fhesiah, and engulfed her in a hug.

Fhesiah smiled and hugged her back. “I don’t mind the hug, but how come?”

It was from the stories. When someone was thankful or happy, or sometimes sad, they would hug people sometimes. “It…just felt right. I like this. This is a good feeling.”

Fhesiah nodded and eventually parted from her embrace. “So, I woke you up so that you would have enough time to consume it before we arrived. Are you ready for your reward, your gift now? You did earn it, after all.”

Sati knew that it would be difficult to ever repay her benefactor, especially when the debt kept adding up. But for now, she would accept her generosity. “Yes. Thank you for taking care of me.”

Fhesiah smiled as she extracted the flame, wrapping it in her qi. She floated it over to Sati, where she took control of it.

As she brought the flame to her lips, her eyes widened. It began engulfing her, drawing her into it. But it did not burn, did not consume her as fuel as Fhesiah’s kitsune flames had tried. Rather, it was as if it was embracing her, a warm, happy hug.

She forced it down her ‘mouth’ and drew it into herself. Swirling her flames throughout her meridians through her cultivation method, she felt the flame’s gentle embrace. It carried something with it, a taste she had never experienced before. It was warm without heat; it was pleasure without touch or taste. The feeling it gave her was entirely new.

Her breath quickened, the flames in her body brightening, and she was sure she made a strange sound like a moan as she ate it. All effort was used to break it down and consume it, and her body shook and shivered from the feeling it gave her. She didn’t know how, but she had never felt so cared for, so valued, as she did in this moment. Just what was this flame? What was this feeling?

As a living flame, her body was almost exclusively flame qi. Her special, spiritual body was anchored to the flame, and Fhesiah said her pathways were unique. That while they were connected to her body, its fluid, malleable nature also made her spiritual body more fluid than most with fleshy ones, and her dantians less physical than most–just concentrated amounts of qi.

And Sati was what she ate. When she ate a flame and cultivated it, she made some of it a part of her, altering it as she did. The more powerful the flame, the harder it was to consume, and the more of her it took up and helped her grow. This flame, while not that strong compared to the draconic flames, was actually more difficult to consume, taking her far longer.

Her body had taken on a lot of draconic and kitsune flames, to the point that even though she had only gained a few levels as judged by the Framework. They took up at least thirty percent or more of her body at this point.

She was sure that before long, it would be even more than that. To have such amazing sources for flame was a blessing, one that far eclipsed that pathetic core left abandoned in that lava cave.

And this new flame, it was little more than a speck of dust, a flickering candle. Nothing. And yet, she could feel it.

It was everything.

She brought it into her core, her dantian, rather than just letting it drift lazily throughout her spiritual body. It felt right. While the flames she ate would change subtly as she ate and cultivated them, she could feel this one had shifted even less. It was just as close to the original, and now she could remake it on command but without exceeding the amount she held; she could not truly grow more than her original amount at any given moment, even if she could easily recreate it if she spent it.

It swirled around inside, the other special flames she’d obtained thanks to Fhesiah within, dancing around it. The place was usually a chaotic mess unless she was cultivating, following the technique Fhesiah gave her. But suddenly, things started to feel a bit more orderly, the flames grouping together.

Fhesiah suddenly broke her out of her thoughts. “How was it? Are you okay?”

Once again, she had to think of her words, but she was too excited, wanting to know more. “I’m okay. It was…wonderful. What was it?”

“Well, my husband’s flame carries with it his void of family. So on some level, you felt my husband’s love for his family.”

“It was love? I want…more.” Sati couldn’t help how eager that last word came out, her cheeks heating in embarrassment, for some reason.

Fhesiah chuckled. “Ah, haha, well…that only has a singular source–my husband. I won’t be able to get you more for a while. What did you like about it?”

Sati spoke slowly, softly. “I like how it made me feel. It was like when I hugged you, but it was so much more.”

Fhesiah gave her a sad look. Before hugging her from the side, her soft body and draconic tail wrapped around her flame form. Somehow, it made her even warmer, even though she was already living fire.

“Hm. Now, you’ve made me feel bad. You need a lot more hugs. Maybe I could put you in the lamp later? I bet your sisters in there wouldn’t mind some.”

“I’d like that.”

The scene started to shift, but then, the vision she was transmitting was interrupted.

[I’ll have to show you the rest later. It was a good stopping point.]

Brought out of her memories, he noticed that the troll woman and the sylph were already standing, and the older goblin now stood as well.

Jake had been a bit surprised about how Sati’s life began and received his flame. He knew this was a significant moment for her, as it heavily influenced her ascension. He supposed that likely, the next vision would show this.

Rashik flicked his sleeve, looking up to the growing orb above them. It was now taking up the entire bowl, and the heat within the room had increased drastically. “Looks like they’re nearly ready. I suppose we can tell you how this works so that you’re prepared.”

He pointed down to the bottom bowl. “You can see the bowl-shaped structure. We will fill it with dense fire mana, pure flame of the heavens, through the formations from below. If you can last a minute while consuming the flame, you are talented and can become one of our clergy. If your body or inner flame rejects it or succumbs to it, you may die. We do our best to stop the test if it becomes too dangerous for you, but we’re not perfect–people have been severely wounded or have died. So only take this test knowing the risks.”

The troll woman, Ur’Rena, spoke in general terms, but she eyed Sati seriously. “You can stay in the test for more than a minute to test yourself. This is a benevolence of The Great Flame bestowed upon test takers, the living flames a tremendous benefit to receive this pure fire, even for those within the inner sanctum. It is best to stay and take in as much flame as you can, as long as you can.”

Jake said, “I’ll go first.”

They frowned at him, but it was Tatiana, the sylph woman, that spoke. “Are you sure? You are an outsider, and while I can feel you’re strong of flame, something bad could happen to you. Many of our people prepare themselves for years for this test. We can tell Sati will be fine, but you…”

“I’m here as a guard, remember? I think it’s important for me to try first.”

Rashik nodded. “Very well. You may. But first–lose the armor. I can see that it offers magical protections.”

Jake shrugged. Using his Storage Ring, Jake switched to a simple tank top and shorts.

It was only a thin layer of flame on the floor of the bowl. Jake leaped down into it, and it was hot. But it was comfortable for him. It seemed that most of those that became their true clergy were all in the Second Tier, and so this was well within what most of those would be able to handle. As the timer began, an hourglass turning over to keep track of the time, Jake was truly bathed in a powerful flame.

The flames came cascading down the sides of the room, and along the scripts across the floor and into the bowl, as the three elders and Sati watched him from above off to the side.

He drew it in with his hearth, and it gulped down the flames greedily. Jake had long since mastered the vortex of his core, able to increase the speed at which it drew in energies. Focusing on it with his Umbral Gaze, he saw that there was a tiny bit of spirituality within the flame. It was something that Jake was surprised to see and feel, but understood the reason.

Faith.

Jake knew that it was a fact that there was no god within the moons. That they were nothing more than fragments of Divine Origin, carried by the Yggdrasil, and influenced by unique cosmic energies and mana drawn in by the world’s core.

And yet, the people within this temple believed that there was, and they worshiped it. Through a sort of collective will and adherence to this celestial object, they were gathering their faith on a singular point. Tens of thousands of them, for hundreds, even thousands of years.

Despite there being no god, this was not meaningless. Perhaps, with enough time and enough of this spirituality, a divine being could actually be born from their will.

The spiritual energy from the flame would not join his core, and actually sloughed off as he drew it in. Jake’s core couldn’t really accept this kind of energy, as it was not faith in Hestia. It also felt murky–

No, that was wrong, he realized. It felt murky for another reason–because it was tainted. His purifying flames were working overtime, but it was easy enough for him to handle, even as the intensity gradually increased. After Jake’s core purified the spiritual flames, they merely gathered around him on the ground of the basin. He nearly grinned at how the flames were clearer and brighter as a result.

The one minute ran out on the sand timer, so Jake flew out of the flames, landing next to the three and Sati.

Rashik frowned. “Why did you stop? I know that you weren’t gaining much, but…you could have stayed longer, surely.”

The troll, Ur’Rena, was suspicious, her eyes narrowing and her lips curling in anger. “The flames…they are even purer than before. What did you do?”

Jake did his best not to antagonize them. “If the flames had something…not quite right with them, then that something was removed.” He smiled.

The three started chatting among themselves about this in quiet whispers.

He turned and gave Sati a significant look, sending his feelings to be careful over their bond.

[Yes, I feel it. Their ‘Great Flames’ are tainted. Worry not, it will be no issue for me at this level.]

Sati began floating herself over the bowl, interrupting their conversation. “May I enter now?”

Tatiana said, “Wait, if you begin with this intensity, it will make the challenge more difficult. It might be best if we purge–”

“No, I think I’d much rather begin with these flames. It’s fine.”

Sati flew down and inside, much to their consternation, and began drawing in the flames. Ur’Rena rushed to reset the timer, and so the test began.

Smiling up at Jake, a wave of affection washed over him through their bond, once again startling him at the depths of her feelings for him. [These flames taste more like yours. I’m thankful.]

The three elders watched Sati consume the flames with rapt attention. Sati was, of course, having no problems with the flames, and she went over the one-minute mark. When she stayed inside to enjoy, even as the intensity of the flames increased, the three smiled triumphantly.

Tatiana said, “She’s amazing. Truly, born of the flame.”

Ur’Rena added, “It’s a shame she’s a member of the Framework, but it’s not unprecedented. Many were forced to join in the last great war to win, and if anything, they had benefited.”

Rashik started to say something, then his eyes snapped to Jake, before clearing his throat.

Jake decided to say something as he watched Sati as well, “To answer your question from before, I’m here for one purpose, and I have made that reason very clear. I will take the ability to accomplish that purpose over a mountain of gold, if you catch my meaning.” He realized that gold was perhaps not all that valuable to them, but it seemed the Framework translated this well enough, as they nodded, and looked at each other significantly.

Tatiana said, “He…may be able to help us. What he did is proof alone.”

Ur’Rena hissed at her, anger in her eyes. Rashik hesitated, so Jake added, “I want to help, but I can’t do that if you don’t let me. Let us. Our enemy comes from beyond the stars, and will use any means necessary to get what it wants–to consume your world, including your god. It plots with evil sacrifice and terrible rituals, and your gods can be killed–the loss of the Water Grand Temple and its god is proof.”

Rashik nodded. “Yes. I am aware. It is not up to me, I’m afraid. But…perhaps, our tour could include a few more areas…”

Ur’Rena was pissed, her face morphing into a scowl. “You can’t be serious! We cannot allow these outsiders to muck about in our affairs. This is a temple issue. What if he is with those that caused this problem, to usurp our power, or taint it further? He cannot be trusted!”

Rashik pointed down at Sati. “If not him, then what about her? Have you ever seen the flames rush to someone so quickly, as if eager to embrace her, to join her as one? The will of The Great Flame has chosen, and it very much trusts her. More than you.”

Tatiana looked over at Jake with a bit of respect. “The same could be said for him.”

Ur’Rena scoffed. “It is nothing but a trick. You are blinded by your desire for talented disciples, and you cannot see that these outsiders could be our undoing. Well, I will have no part of it, and I will be warning the others.” She stomped off, her stone-like feet thumping the ground with every step.

Eventually, the test came to an end on its own, Sati having no problems purifying the flames and drawing them in. She had a smile on her face, floating up in her usual prayer pose.

She bowed her head slightly to them. “It was a good meal, thank you.”

Tatiana smiled. “Remarkable. She can manage longer than even you, Rashik. Perhaps, she could manage it even if we doubled, or tripled the intensity. She could be an inner disciple, and eventually a core disciple. A once-in-a-lifetime talent.”

“Yes, though I can sense that she’s not truly interested. Still, she more or less proved that she is immune to the…problem we’ve been having. Perhaps they both can actually help us.”

Jake arched his brow. “So you admit there’s a problem now? I do believe we can help you.”

“What do you mean?”

Sati replied, “Something is tainting the land, the flame. As you draw it into you, it taints you. And it is not only you. The people in the cities, they are becoming sick and suffering from this taint. Those with less magical strength are succumbing to it, and even the flora and fauna of this world are withering away. The troll had it pretty bad–she must have been absorbing much. Baron Hart can heal you, purging the taint.”

Tatiana gave a sad look. “We have done what we could for the people, but we don’t understand this taint and how to remove it. Attempts to burn it away haven’t gone well…”

Rashik grimaced. “Yes, it has confounded our clergy. Since this issue, I have greatly slowed my drawing in the Great Flame. I continue my worship, but I do not partake. Many have slowed, but like Ur’Rena, many have continued despite the warnings. I suppose…it would be good to have myself cleansed, but it doesn’t solve the issue.”

Jake nodded. “That’s right, we do need to get to the bottom of the cause. When did it begin?”

“It began nearly five years ago, with the…first assassinations, and people going missing.”

Jake kept a straight face–it was around that time that they won Highlands, and the Obsidian Blades had declared war on Hearthtribe. To think that they somehow had plotted this far back was a complete shock.

How did they know this world was going to come to war? The contests were supposedly truly random, to protect the sanctity of the contests themselves. Otherwise, for example, The Alliance could arrive at the world before the contest, and build up all the defenses and evacuate everyone prior. They could expend countless resources from multiple worlds in preparation, and make it an ‘easy win.’

Kind of like what they were doing on Highlands, but on an even grander scale.

To do this kind of thing, dismantling the shrines for years in advance meant that somehow, either Tartarus or these mercenaries somehow knew when and where the contests would occur.

Now he realized that each world could have something horrible in store for him and his people. But then again, this was the place where Avaron and Cassius were present, which drew them here. Where was Calix? This could be where their more deadly plots were waiting.

Tatiana said, “You said something about…helping us, specifically. You believe you can purge the taint? I am…hesitant. I don’t wish to consume your Divine’s fire.”

Jake smiled. “I can. And it shouldn’t offend your god–you won’t be forced to draw in or keep any of my flame, and in truth, that is quite difficult to accomplish when under the Framework. All of it will be consumed to cleanse you and heal you, and then the remaining will return to me.”

“I’m…willing to try. With how the Great Flame has changed…what is in me is not it. I wish to be cleansed.” Her wings fluttered behind her.

Jake cast Renewal, pushing his Purifying Flames into the spell. The holy fires of Hestia filled her body as she was bathed in the flames. He could feel how she clamped down her personal inner fire, trying not to so much as breathe in the flames. But Jake knew from experience that his healing had no side effect like this, as he could always heal Fhesiah just fine without disturbing her heavenly energy.

Of course, Jake also had to purify her core, and that was actually the densest part. Still, it didn’t take long to purge the taint, and he drew back the flames of Renewal into his core, which remained, recovering some of the unspent energy.

She took several deep breaths, examining herself. Rashik was clearly watching her with narrowed eyes, but he eventually nodded, a small smile touching his face.

Tatiana said, “My, I feel like I can breathe properly again. Thank you, Baron Hart.”

“You’re very welcome. How about you, Elder Rashik?”

“Very well. I appreciate your willingness to aid us.”

Jake repeated the process on the goblin elder, and it went quicker as the elder hadn’t fought him nearly as much. He also had less overall taint to purge, so he was done quickly.

“Hm. These old bones do feel much better after that. But I can tell, this would require far too much effort for you to cleanse us all. There are thousands of us, all told.”

Jake nodded. “I have some spells that could actually reach many more people all at once, but we’d need to gather them. For now, let’s do our best to get to the bottom of the cause, then we can come back to cleansing everyone else. I am willing, but we do have an invader to defeat.”

“That… I agree, and understand. Now that you have proven your purity, we can enter the inner sanctum. And for that, you’ll need to wear these initiate robes. It’s normal for prospects like Sati to wear these inside.”

Tatiana had flown over to pick up two sets of robes from a stone wardrobe, and flew back. They were orange and yellow, rather than black and red like the ones the elders were wearing.

Jake put the robes in his Storage Ring, then changed his clothes instantly again. He wore the robes over his Mythic Vestments, and while the result was a little bulkier, it didn’t look all that abnormal on his large frame. Sati had no issues flipping over to the new robes using her Storage Ring as well.

Elder Rashik smiled at them wearing the robes. “Good. Let’s be off.”


Chapter 14 - Plot Unraveling



As they entered the inner sanctum, they found their paths sloping downward. Much of the inner area was actually underground, and throughout the entire temple.

Unfortunately, it seemed Fhesiah and Ophelia were stuck at the gates of the Wind Grand Temple. While they were definitely interested in Valora, it wasn’t enough to befriend them and have entry granted. For now, they flew around handling more Rifts, whittling the area down for eventually handling the Greater Rift.

They planned on checking and monitoring the temple to see if anything changed, and allowing them to be a Reverse Summon target for Jake to arrive, for now. The number of Rifts spawning was actually quite substantial, leading the dozen Ravenwolf Tribe parties to be quite busy. Each party was closing more than a single Rift per day, and this still barely kept ahead of the rate they were spawning.

Thankfully, closing a Rift early meant it was much quicker to close them. They didn’t have much time to spawn additional troops or build the various constructions like what they saw with the orc camp, so this meant the challenge was the only time sink.

Jake and Sati were given the tour of the inner sanctum, and that was where they learned another detail: the third and final section, called the core sanctum, was also warded separately. Only the core disciples were allowed within, along with the top people of the organization.

It was frustrating, but thankfully, Ira had found some leads when they crossed this threshold. Some areas were clearly not right, and beyond the usual warding of the place. They followed a different concealment pattern, and so they were targets for them to check.

The inner sanctum was not all that different from the outer, but there were some key differences. Within, the fire mana was even denser, nearly doubling in the thickness of the air. It almost felt like the air was on fire, a permanent heat like living inside a volcano.

And perhaps, that was accurate. The pillar of flames being released from the top of the temple was actually a permanent fire being driven from the core of the world itself into the sky and toward the moon in the distance.

Jake wasn’t sure how exactly this arrived at the moon because it didn’t appear to be visible. Somehow, through the cosmic energies, the moon fed the world, and the world fed the moon.

The people worshiping were even more fervent and more powerful. Rather than just tattoo lines, it really felt like they had veins of flame, just like the Rashik and the other two. Then, there was something else that was important to their investigation that they saw.

The worship of the inner disciples included a sort of self-purging. A clearing of their channels, returning their Great Flame back into the very formations that powered the place. It was a repayment of their great gift, allowing their core to build up more to give the Great Flame. And Sati could feel that these channels were more tainted than the rest.

Rashik asked, “Where would you like to check? We know that the taint is coming into the temple somehow, and that we are being tainted.”

Jake said, “I don’t suppose we can check the source? Where all these formations in the walls are fed their energy. That seems like the obvious choice to me.”

Rashik shook his head. “Unfortunately, that is not an option. All formations are fed by the core flame, the one drawn in the center of our temple. We cannot allow you inside. Otherwise, we do feed into the formation during our worship, but that actually feeds back into the Great Flame itself. Any other ideas?”

Jake sent Ira to investigate the three areas. One was more heavily warded and would require it to go all out to break in, especially without being caught. Two of them were a bit weaker, so he wanted Ira to focus on those and tell him what was there.

Ira gave Jake the feeling of hunger, and enjoyment. The feeling of a full stomach and the contentment that followed. But also, an evil taint–and Jake had a hard time understanding what that piece meant.

As much as Jake wanted to just look through Ira’s eyes through their familiar bond and connection, the creature’s eyes were just too different. His Umbral Gaze was already complicated, but the way Ira’s vision worked was even stranger than that. The void wyrm relied on its senses of smell, sound, and a sort of sixth and seventh, spatial and magical sense more than its actual vision.

Jake eventually replied to Rashik, “Hm. Then, how about where your food is prepared? Let us start there.”

Tatiana frowned in thought. “Our food? Ah yes, I see. And a perfectly normal place for us to tour potential disciples.”

They continued through the halls, and thankfully, this section of the place was smaller than the vast city of the outer sanctum.

There was a cafeteria here, unlike the outer area. The inner disciples’ lives were largely spent inside the inner sanctum, even if their family was in the outer sanctum. They would only visit them weekly or monthly in some cases.

Arriving at the cafeteria, it was rather large, and over a hundred were currently sitting and eating. It supported thousands of inner disciples per day, and it made sense to Jake that there was in fact more than one, besides.

Sati spoke to him, [The food is in fact tainted, and there are a few heavily tainted people here. Malicious. Evil. Three of them are present, and they appear to be those working for the cafeteria.]

It seemed Sati found them right away, and Jake followed her gaze. Her pure spiritual flame allowed her to sense her opposite, and this helped them a great deal here. She pointed them out to Jake, and they were simply working behind the several food lines.

In truth, at this level, Jake could detect them and the tainted food just fine too, thanks to a growing sensitivity to faith energy as he mastered Divine Energy Control.

While some of the food was prepared, it did appear that a grocery area was available for those to be able to bring raw materials back to their private rooms and cook on their own.

But now they have run into a problem. How did they reveal the infiltrators to their…reluctant allies? It seemed like the only way was for them to capture them for questioning or maybe catch them in the act of doing a criminal act. First, they had to discover the source of the taint, as if to prove the cause.

Jake asked him, “Elder Rashik, where does this food from the cafeteria come from?”

“The inner sanctum and core sanctum are fully self-sufficient. It is largely sourced in the underground beneath this temple and brought to our storerooms. Then it is prepared into meals that you see here. The outer sanctum is also supplied by these efforts with the surplus, but they are supplemented by caravans from Firewake and other surrounding cities and villages.”

Jake pointed over to the warded area. “Can we head to the storeroom?”

Rashik frowned. “It’s a little odd, but I think we’ll be able to manage.”

Within the storeroom’s wards, Ira piggybacking with Jake, Sati and Ira could feel the source immediately. The room was a lot like a mini-warehouse with some chilled magical coolers, looking almost modern, aside from everything being made of stone rather than metal and plastic. There was certainly beast meat being dried and stored, but it seemed the underground flora was actually a lot more leafy and edible-looking than the stone and crystalline plants he saw above ground.

He knew that there was still rain in the world despite the water moon and mana lost and that it might just gather in underground rivers and reservoirs.

At the edge of the storeroom was a hidden compartment or path to a smaller room, also warded. However, the taint was well within their ability to detect so near it, the wards unable to fully contain the evil divinity within.

And it was not powered by the main formation, an addition created by those who were the evil infiltrators. Probably, these rooms were used to either hide the assassins or maybe even help them carry the attacks out. It was a large room that was dug out of the rock and ran parallel on the outside of the temple. At the very least, there might be some earth magic users among the infiltrators.

Jake looked over it with his Umbral Gaze. Currently, there were none of the silhouettes that he could normally see–nobody was inside. But there was definitely something in there, likely a similar statue to what they found back on The Mystic Expanse.

“Come here, Elder.”

“What is it?”

“Can you feel this? Get closer.”

As Rashik stood directly next to the wall, his face went slack, and he almost fell to the floor in fear before backing away from it in shock. “What…what was that? It was horrible!”

“What? I don’t feel anything.” Tatiana tried the same thing, to a similar result. She actually froze like a deer in headlights, until Jake pulled her away. “What…that’s terrible! This…evil thing is right in our temple!”

Jake nodded. “On the other side of that wall, it’s one of the sources of the taint, that I am sure of. They are using it to feed it into your food, tainting everyone. I could easily destroy it, but we have a problem. If we bust in there and do that, our opponent will almost certainly know. Then, here in your temple, I have no authority. Nobody would allow me to actually capture people just because I say they are working for the enemy, would they? Who would believe me? If we want to collect all the evidence or capture all the bad actors, I would need someone able to back me up. Is there anyone like that who we can call discreetly?”

“That’s…tough. I was considering the options before, but now… I wonder. Many of our people have been tainted, and now, they are behaving strangely, easy to anger, even more distrusting than usual.” He sighed. “You see, there’s a reason we three were the ones that greeted you. We handle all the outside communication and dealings for the outer sanctum because we’re the most open-minded and most welcoming among us.”

Jake nearly snorted. These three, who nearly completely ran them off, were their organization’s ‘face’ or the ones able to be most personable to outsiders. “That…paints an interesting picture.”

Rashik laughed. “I know we…are very insular, and this only gets more true as you go deeper in our temple. I actually think if we try to talk to the core disciples or our leaders, they may just throw you, and me, out for even suggesting it. You shouldn’t even really be here as it is. I could just barely convince someone that Sati is worth trying to win over…there’s a precedent for that among the talented.”

Jake considered their options while watching the area leading into the storeroom in case their conversation was interrupted. “You’re not making it easy for me to help you, Rashik. The fate of the world hangs in the balance, and I can’t act due to the distrust and your people being against an outsider’s help.”

Tatiana was alarmed. “Hangs in the balance? What do you mean?”

“I hadn’t wanted to bring this up since I didn’t think you’d believe us before now. I think you can agree that there is something bad happening here, right? But who on your world would do such a thing, like trying to taint your god? At this point, the three Grand Temples have no reason to weaken another, do they?”

Rashik shook his head. “No reason at all. There may have been…a bit of religious wars in our history, and that also led to racism and hate. But when the Grand Water Temple fell in that war…we understood we had to work together. And now, as you can see, people from all of our races walk the halls of our temple, so long as they have affinity for The Great Flame. That was never the case before, but it has continued to this day, and there hasn’t been any sign of that changing.”

Jake nodded. “Right now we are winning this second war with Tartarus on this world. However, with the plots inside your temple, and perhaps the other Grand Temples, we have every reason to believe that this is meant to bring this world towards its doom. An inevitable loss against the armies of monsters, or just a destruction of The Great Flame.”

Tatiana’s eyes widened, her voice filled with alarm. “If… The Great Flame was destroyed, then the world would soon surely follow. It is already way out of balance, holding on by a thread! It barely recovered from the Water Temple’s loss; we all know this.”

Jake spoke to Elder Rashik, “So you see? This issue is beyond the temple, beyond this world. You’re going to need to make a choice. Will you help us, those that will do everything possible to rescue it? Or will you do nothing and maybe even potentially get in our way?”

Rashik grimaced. “What…would you have me do?”

Tatiana nodded. “Us. I want to help too.”

“Inside that cafeteria, Sati spotted three infiltrators, people who were beyond just tainted–they were aligned with the enemy.”

Rashik turned to Sati. “This is true? How can you know?”

Sati nodded. “It is. My purity allows me to detect true malevolence, a tainting of the spirit. While many in the inner sanctum are tainted, these three were far beyond that.”

Rashik seemed very interested in that detail, looking at Sati significantly again as his breathing picked up, but said nothing.

Jake added, “If we capture one or more of them, we can interrogate them, learning more about their deeds in secret. This plot has more than one level than merely tainting your food.”

Sati nodded. “Having control of the food, they may also poison select individuals or supply aid to the assassins they helped inside.”

Rashik frowned in thought. “That…okay, I think I see how dangerous this is. But you haven’t said what you would like us to do.”

Jake chuckled. “Well, it’s not a very difficult task, and I wouldn’t ask you to truly betray your people. I just want you to try to bring them to a safe location where we can question them, and then…look the other way, really. My friend on the outside, you remember her? She can sense the truth and has a way of making them speak it. I can bring her here secretly..”

Rashik grimaced, looking back at the place on the wall where he felt the taint and then at the many formations that ran the place. “I suppose…I don’t want to be the one that gets in the way of our safety. If not for your goddess being different from mine, I would have trusted you immediately. But you have proven your purity, and I can see your goodwill through your actions. What about you, Tatiana? Bringing that outsider in could cost us dearly.”

Tatiana hesitated. “I still want to help. I already feel better from the cleansing. Imagine how our failure to stop this evil is harming our Great Flame by the moment–I cannot stand it. We must do what we can.”

[image: ]

A frozen snakehead bit into the cultist, the third one they were interrogating. Two of the men lay on the ground, nearly catatonic and restrained. They were now within Elder Rashik’s room, which was spacious but rather simple. It had patterned rugs and sparse furniture; it seemed he likely didn’t have visitors often or perhaps lacked material possessions.

Really, it was like the fantasy version of the average bachelor’s house.

Rashik had brought the first cultist to the room under a false pretense, and then Tatiana had done the same for the second.

But now, all of Jake’s wives and future wives of Clan Hart were all present and either standing or floating throughout the room, except for Bree and Avalara, who still stomped around near Firewake, closing Rifts and Monster Dens.

Jake had used his Reverse Summon to place an Arcane Eye in their place near the Wind Grand Temple, allowing it to be his teleportation target, before doing it again and bringing them all back.

He invested plenty of mana into it in order to give it a significant lifetime, but he’d have to teleport to renew it every few hours, or it would pop out of existence and he would lose its place. They were pretty sure they were going to assault the main location of the temple shortly, so Jake had brought the rest in.

Elder Rashik and Tatiana were also in the room, the two looking on at the situation with a bit of consternation as they sat on the couch.

While the party had convinced them to allow them to summon one person, Nessa, at first–the two shocked about Jake’s capability–they didn’t expect for it to escalate into summoning even more people. And that…they would be so different and so…ready for war.

After they questioned the first person, they learned that the other location wasn’t any different from this one. Then, they even knew some about the larger plot, that there were many people within the giant chamber that Ira had detected. Not only cultists, but also people that had been kidnapped.

Nana’s voice came from the ice snake after it flicked its tongue. “There, he should be pliant in the mere moment. You should really learn to do this yourself, little Nessa. Producing many venoms is a part of what makes you a lake serpent, a power of your bloodline.”

Nessa blushed. “I’m working on it. You say it like it’s just so easy, but for me, it’s not.”

“Yes, well, maybe if you spent a little less time on your back and more–”

Nessa interrupted her speech by furiously retracting the ice snake’s head with a wave of her tail, blushing.

Jake frowned at that. “I didn’t know Nana was… so negative about our time together. I thought you said she liked me?”

“Nana does, and she…isn’t so negative about it, usually. She’s just mad I haven’t made her any great-grandkids yet. She thinks mating should only serve one purpose, and our…special sessions only barely qualify as a valid excuse thanks to the strengthening. We spend time outside of that, clearly…” She blushed further.

Tanda chuckled. “I can see that. Many animals and beasts are rather…pragmatic and utilitarian when it comes to that, especially the females. Still, that was a little freaky how that head grew on your tail, Nessa.”

Berri huffed. “There’s nothing freaky about that! It’s a snake. That makes it okay.”

Fhesiah chuckled, grinning from where she lounged, floating midair as she often did. “I don’t see you trying to grow a snake head on your body for you or your sister to use.”

Berri’s eyes lit up, and she raised her finger as if she just got an idea, but Blood grabbed that hand with the other and brought it down, arguing with her in her head.

Blood narrowed her eyes on Fhesiah. “Don’t give her any more great ideas. You know how hard it is for me to stop her once her mind’s set on something, and I do not want any strange growths on our body. The juicy booty is my limit, and I only agreed to that since it was for milord.”

“Aw, but I was thinking we could make those wings real. They’d be even better if we did!”

The troll male prisoner shivered, his face going slack from the inhibition reduction poison finally taking effect. It made them nearly drunk and delirious and much more agreeable and more willing to respond to questions when asked. Combined with Nessa’s ability to force them to speak the truth, it made it simple enough to interrogate most people, though, it also removed any filters.

Nessa asked him, “Ready to answer my questions?”

“Y-Yes. Suuure.” He laughed, looking around the room from where he sat on the floor. “Wow, I must’ve hit my head. You people look so crazy. Who put a woman on the end of a snake?”

Nessa’s Divine Trait was brought to the fore, but she grimaced. “Damn. I’m really going to need to restore my energy soon. I only have a few questions left in me, thanks to questioning all those Obsidian Mercenaries.” She asked the troll, “Do you know what is happening in the hidden chamber?”

The man laughed again, before his expression was filled with glee. “Yes! We are summoning the great Balor! His Aspect. With this, we will finish the corruption of the Grand Temple and rule the world as we should!”

Jake was a bit surprised at this, but he understood what an Aspect was. He asked Nessa to confirm, “An Aspect? Can they do that? Here?”

An Aspect wasn’t fundamentally much different from a more powerful Beast Avatar. It was essentially Tartarus’ upgraded version of the same thing, much more monstrous and malevolent. And perhaps, more eldritch in its makeup. It would definitely require a Divine Spark in its creation and may not be limited to the same levels as a Champion, a larger investment. Thus, an equal or larger reward as well.

However, this was an odd situation. This location could not have Tartarus forces within it, or the eldritch entity would pay dearly. More than whatever it could gain from consuming this particular world.

Nessa replied, “Betrayers are certainly the one blind spot in the rules in the Contest. Monsters and Tartarus forces, such as Champions attacking the outside of the barrier or attempting to cross it, would cause a penalty. But summoned through by natives, just like how Jake brought us through these wards, don’t cause it to be punished.”

Ophelia’s owl feathers fluttered in irritation, and her eyes narrowed in anger. “That’s a load of crap! How is that possibly fair?”

Nessa’s eyes looked pained. “Unfortunately, it’s just how the great Contest is designed. As the aggressor rather than the defender, it gives Tartarus certain advantages when the natives betray their own world–which it uses when it can. However, while it seems unfair, the same rules bind our enemy.”

Tanda frowned in thought. “How would that ever matter?”

“If we find enemy worlds within the dungeon, or when we face others during the War Trial–Tartarus forces will include captured worlds, worlds filled with betrayers, and other forces. In theory, we could also do the same thing. Both sides would be bound by the rules of whatever Contest is decided, but we could use our enemy’s natives for advantages.”

Jake grimaced. He kind of doubted that the Bloodwrought would have been very easy to convince to join their side and to help them. People like that were too far gone, too tainted for Jake to merely cleanse. He likened it to using acid to remove rust.

If there was too much rust, the acid would merely wash away anything left and corrode the underlying material, leaving nearly nothing left or the item to no longer serve the same purpose. And healing wouldn’t be enough to save them. But perhaps, there were races of peoples that may be turned, some that might not be too far gone. Ones that Hearthtribe might be uniquely able to assist.

Nessa asked a few more questions of the betrayer, but he didn’t know anything else valuable, aside from that they had some time and that he thought the huge snake woman was kinda cute. Thankfully, the ritual wouldn’t be complete for days, even if they rushed it. Or at least, the troll thought so.

They had learned a bunch of useful details from the three people in total as to what their plan was. By building the taint in the overall system, it would slowly build Balor’s malevolence. This was what would be used to summon his Aspect; having so much corrupted Faith energy in one area, it could easily draw it in. And most importantly, similar goals were being carried out in the other temples.

However, Jake could feel Sati’s unease. “What is it, Sati?”

“I think…this is not the limit of their plots. I still feel it. I am beckoned from above.”

Rashik stood up from his seat, alarmed. “You… the Great Flame calls to you?”

Sati shook her head. “I do not know for certain. I believed it was nothing more than fate itself calling to me, rather than the Great Flame. However, what calls to me matters not. I feel the pull of where I must be. And I feel an urgency. Time is running out.”

Jake frowned. “Then, I think that we shouldn’t just play to win against this plot–to stop their ritual. We must crush them at our strongest to be ready for what happens next.”

Berri cheered. “Yay! Finally. Ever since we got here, it’s just been us sneaking around, talk talk talk talk talk. Let’s bust ‘em up, then go to the moon!”

“Not quite yet. Fhesiah will sneak around with her illusions and capture the other infiltrators, and we’ll prepare to move the idols. Then–”

Rashik rushed over to them, concern on his face. “Wait! There’s something else.”

“What is it, Rashik?”

“I want to help. I can…give you access to the core sanctum.”

Tatiana shot up from her seat, looking at him in disbelief. “But Rashik! That…you could be executed for such a betrayal! Excommunicated at a minimum!”

“I know. But…if it will help their chances at all, then I must try. Even if I must die to rescue the world and our god, then so be it.”

Tanda asked, “How could us going to the core sanctum help us? The ritual is taking place somewhere else.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “I can think of a few ways. Think of Jake’s Mana Font. Having access to unlimited fire mana means we could cast unlimited fire spells. And Sati, well…she’d be like a goddess. As a living flame, no amount of fire would be too much for her to use and manipulate to empower herself.”

Sati nodded. “Yes, the flame did not seem to fight me at all. As if it wanted to join me, instead.”

Rashik had made a startled sound, and Jake eventually looked over to see his pupils had constricted and his breathing had started picking up. Tatiana still looked uneasily at Rashik and the rest of the party.

Ophelia just shrugged, replying, “That’s really only useful if our enemy isn’t strong against it though, right? But I see your point. I’d rather have access to the fire mana for battle against an evil god than not.”

Blood added, “Yes, but attempting to gain access to the core sanctum might be more trouble than it is worth. Isn’t that Ur’Rena lady looking out for us? I bet she’ll get in the way.”

Jake asked, “What do you think, Rashik. Can you really get us in?” He noticed that Rashik’s breathing had only picked up, and his hands were white-knuckled on his staff. “You alright, Rashik?”

The elder snapped out of it, coughing. “Y-Yes. Perhaps you’re right about Ur’Rena. But I think it’s worth trying. And Sati…especially, could get a significant benefit from it. She…also purified so much of that flame all at once. You said that the ritual somehow drew from it? Then, doesn’t it make sense to remove some of it before you face them?”

Nessa responded to Jake’s concerned thoughts–Rashik was acting rather odd. [He’s definitely hiding something, but his words are mostly ringing true. He has an ulterior motive, clearly. Probably hoping to help his god more than he wants to help us.]

Blood replied, “That does make sense. But I think it would take Sati quite some time to accomplish enough to matter, and we have limited time. It would make more sense to defeat the cultists first. Then we can all work together towards clearing the taint from the flame, something almost all of us are capable of.”

Rashik nodded and then turned to Jake. “I see. You can move to her somehow, can’t you? The moment you begin your attack, they’re going to lock things down. You may be able to convince them after the fact, but I don’t think so. They will actively try to remove you from our temple, even if they see you are saving it–you are outsiders of the temple and a part of the Framework, and there is nothing many of them hate more. But if someone got into the core sanctum first, you’d be able to go to them, right?”

Blood narrowed her eyes on him. “You were paying attention when Jake disappeared to get us. But also, you seem focused on Sati being able to enter this core sanctum. Why is that?”

“I just…” He glanced at Nessa, then sighed. “I don’t want you to have to fight my people. Our numbers have already been thinned over the years, between the assassinations and more. This taint…it makes the weaker among our people sick. I understand you need to do what you must, but I think Sati can make it through without blood or destruction. If nothing else, us trying to get in will be a great distraction for you. And if she gets in, maybe she can help! She won’t be at risk. My brethren cannot hurt her with their flames!”

Jake turned to Sati. “What do you think, Sati? It is you who will be at risk.”

“I am willing, if it is your will. You can call me in an instant if you require my aid, so I do not see any downsides to trying.”

“Alright. So we are at the goal. It is time to crush this plot of theirs.”


Chapter 15 - Rashik - Prophet of the Great Flame



Rashik marched through the temple, his steps hurried but filled with purpose. Tatiana’s longer legs allowed her to keep up with him easily. While he had originally planned on Sati following them, she once again surprised him with her capability.

He looked over at the head of his staff with more than a little reverence. She had turned into a flame completely and then somehow joined with the focus as if it were nothing at all. Truly, he could not believe it. A living flame, just like the Great Flame itself.

His people called the moon the Great Flame, the fire that both birthed and was born from their world. In truth, none could hear Her voice–but they could feel it, that somehow within them was the Great Flame that they took into themselves, and it was alive, they were sure.

Stopping in his steps for a moment, Tatiana let out a startled sound as she almost ran into his smaller back. “What is it?”

Rashik hesitated. “I just realized. Sati, to get through Ur’Rena… I may need to embellish the truth a little. Could you go along with it?”

Her voice came from the staff, the flame lightly pulsing as she spoke. “I do not wish to lie to others. What did you have in mind?”

“I planned on…proclaiming you as a true prophet of the Great Flame. That you have heard its plea and are here to rescue us from the taint, which…is not that far from the truth!”

Tatiana gasped. “But that’s blasphemous! She doesn’t even know our core tenets, let alone believe in our divine! You also know almost nothing about her!”

“How does that matter? I know enough–I saw how the Great Flame reacted to her. The first prophet had no temple, no scripture, and no name for the divine. And yet, Sati could feel the Great Flame’s intent, its desire to become one with her–that’s more than we can say for so many of us! Who are we to question who the divine chooses? The gods do not ask permission before they speak through mortal lips.”

Tatiana narrowed her eyes at this and then looked over to Sati’s flame within his staff. “And what do you think, Sati? Are you okay with being called our prophet?”

Sati replied, “A prophet is someone who receives the divine will, or messages from the divine, are they not? I have my own spiritual beliefs, but seeking transcendence as I serve the dharma, the cosmic order, would not interfere with being your prophet–assuming our actions are righteous. I do not wish to mislead others, but what you said is all true. By the definition of the word prophet, I am one. I could feel the Great Flame’s will, her intention.”

Rashik smiled a little at her approval. “Desperate times call for desperate measures, Tatiana. Our insular, sheltering nature is about to bring about our doom. We must keep our minds open so we can hear the Great Flame’s holy voice.”

Tatiana still hesitated. “I suppose…that what you say is not far from the truth. I will do my best to aid you, but I’m not sure how much I can help.”

Sati said, “My lord and his family, Clan Hart, are the only heroes necessary. That you have helped at all and not stood in our way is enough, Tatiana.”

Rashik led Sati and Tatiana the rest of the way through the temple until they arrived at the center–the main hall. It was a huge, long room where hundreds of disciples could sit under numerous archways and branching rooms, to both worship and train.

The huge doors leading to the core sanctum sat at the end of the hall, and unfortunately, a crowd had gathered. More than a hundred disciples and elders waited, and Ur’Rena was at the fore.

Rashik hesitated. Sati said, “Worry not, Rashik. No number of your people can stop me, and they do not need to be harmed. However, how do those doors open? It looks like there is a keyhole.”

Tatiana chuckled. “You’re kind of the key right now? Rashik’s staff must be inserted into the slot, and our fire combined with twisting it will open it.”

“Convenient for us. Why does Rashik have such a tool?”

“I must meet with leaders inside to direct the external affairs, so I am granted this privilege for expediency’s sake.”

Rashik tried to feel confident as he approached the crowd…more like a mob, really. Ur’Rena had clearly gotten them worked up, and they all had faces full of scorn and disapproval on them. As Rashik and Tatiana neared, the disciples moved to surround them.

Ur’Rena laughed. “That’s far enough, Rashik and Tatiana. We were just on our way to see you traitors, to make you pay for your crimes.”

Tatiana was alarmed. “Traitors?”

“What other name would there be for a group that brings outsiders into our temple, our inner sanctum? And where are they now? Don’t tell me they are running around somewhere unattended? We will have to send people to capture them, even if they cannot harm us right now anyhow.”

Rashik cleared his throat, preparing himself to speak loudly. “I had to come quickly. The great enemy plots against our world, against our very temple! They’ve been poisoning our food, and they seek to summon a horrible enemy within! We must take action to clean the enemy’s taint from our inner flames, for you see, I have found our true prophet, and we must allow her to commune with the Great Flame immediately!”

Ur’Rena scoffed. “Have you lost your mind? Sati was surely an excellent potential disciple. I will not deny you that. However, you and I both know she has no interest in becoming one. She is here to infiltrate our great temple for her own ends; she even said so! And where is she, anyway?”

“Our prophet is before you. Behold!” Rashik slammed his staff on the ground, and Sati’s flame shot out before burning brightly as a large, golden flame that rose above them. The orb of fire actually resembled the one shown from their test of purity to enter the inner sanctum.

Many had to shield their eyes from her sheer brilliance, and for a moment, it actually felt like Rashik was in front of the Great Flame. He would only be allowed into the core sanctum rarely, but this was still a feeling he could never forget. He could feel the Great Flame’s holy presence–there was no mistaking it!

And Rashik wasn’t the only one impressed. The crowd of clergy murmured and exclaimed, shock evident in their voices. The rumor that she might be a prophet for real was spreading, and Rashik couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride.

Ur’Rena scowled. “It is nothing more than a trick! She stole the Great Flame and is planning to interfere with our worship. This cannot be allowed!”

Sati appeared within the flame after drawing it in, and she shook her head down at the troll. “I took nothing that was not offered to me freely. The flame itself sought to join me. I only wish to cleanse this temple of evil, to free the Great Flame from the poison that ails it.”

It almost looked like people were going to believe her, but a pulse of darkness ran through the crowd, and shouts calling her a false prophet and a call for them to punish the traitors quickly rose. Before long, it was a chant to kill the three of them.

A clergy goblin male yelled out, “You call our divine evil and poisoned? We have heard enough. Kill the traitors and the outsider!”

The dozens of powerful clergy drew up the flames within them, their tattoos blazing with fire in the surrounding crowd. Not everyone joined them, but there were more than enough of them attacking to be dangerous for Rashik. Tatiana and Rashik each built up their own flames in defense, but they knew surviving against so many flames at once was a fool’s errand.

They launched attacks at Rashik, Tatiana, and Sati. Fireballs, darts, and gouts of flame launched from all directions.

The heat within the chamber rose to dangerous levels, to the point Rashik was actually rather concerned. He was forced to protect Tatiana, shielding her from the heat with his presence and the flame from his staff, drawing it away from them.

The fierce storm of attacks lost form, if they had any, as they neared the Sati, the living flame. They were drawn like streamers into a cyclone of flame, Sati disappearing from Rashik’s sight. A giant orb of flame replaced where she floated, as if the flames were melding into her.

Golden flame then ignited, the orb of flame only brightening around her. Once again, it was just like the baptism ritual, the moon glowing from above them and bathing them in her holy radiance as it began to shrink.

Sati’s form eventually appeared once more, more brilliant than before, as she floated in her cross-legged posture, her hands clasped in front of her. “Driven by fear and ignorance, you attack those who wish nothing more than your safety and happiness–your benefactors, your saviors. Know that I forgive you. Know that I return your hatred with nothing but love.”

Ur’Rena trembled with rage, her hands curled into fists. “Forgive me? Benefactor? Attack her again. There is no way she could take on a concentrated attack from all of us! Use your inner flames!”

Their cores all ignited, the people drawing from their special cores. This was usually reserved for their worship only, allowing themselves to give to the Great Flame as they purged and cleansed themselves. Their inner fire was not meant to attack, as they had long since learned that the Great Flame’s will was against this.

Their flames burned brighter and hotter. Perhaps because so much of the taint within them was present all at once, and because Rashik had been purified, he could actually feel the taint much like what was within the idol.

Sati shook her head, unbothered. “The result will be the same as many times as you try. For I am the flame, born of that which you use against me. Does the flame fear the heat? You are only giving fuel to my pyre. I am thankful for the meal, but time is nigh. If we do not purify your core’s flame soon, this world shall fall.”

The larger flames were shot at her again, and the result was the same, just as she said. Streamers of flame swirled around her, containing the fires of their cores. As the sphere formed around her, the heat was substantial, to the point where even Rashik’s skin began to burn. Just as he felt this, a blanket of flame had enveloped him, protecting him and Tatiana.

It took longer for the sphere of flame to shrink, but when it was done, Sati was even more golden, giving off an aura that was even more powerful than before.

“What?! How?”

Murmurs went through the crowd, and Rashik slammed his staff on the ground, getting their attention. “Don’t you see? Sati is one with the flame, made of our divine’s holy fire! Just as I said, she is the prophet of the Great Flame, that which birthed the world. She is from another world, true, but she speaks the divine message. How can you feel her radiance and doubt her purity?“

“We must move now, Rashik.” Sati gestured to Rashik’s staff, and he felt it pull from his hands. He let it go as she somehow lifted it into the air and sent it toward the gate.

Someone shouted, “Don’t let her!”

Arms fanned out behind Sati, sprouting more than a dozen from someplace behind her back. They grew longer than her actual arms, and they immediately began slapping out at the enemies in front of her, sending them tumbling away. The swarm of people failed to even impede Sati as she floated the key and herself toward the gate, arriving just a short distance in front of it.

“I wish you no ill will. But I must go. Fate and duty call me.”

The key turned, and the large gate began to open. However, it seemed a man was waiting for this on the other side. He walked out, and Rashik recognized him. He was one of their several cardinals, the leadership who drove aspects of the temple. This man was a troll, large and strong, veins filled with billowing flame.

The troll wore golden robes with depictions of the Great Flame all over him and held a staff, which was Rashik’s equal, lined with gold. The heat coming from the troll was intense, and his form towered over their people and the floating Sati.

The cardinal looked down at Sati with contempt, only a few paces away from Sati with his long stride. “What is happening here? Who dares disturb our worship?”

Sati sighed. “I see. So there was another source of the taint within. There is no use talking to you, but I am Sati.”

Rashik could feel it now. Thanks to being cleansed, he could feel the wrongness coming from this man. The people around him all seemed excited, reverence and respect on their faces as they bowed to his presence.

Tatiana looked like she was going to throw up. “This is bad. I never imagined they would get inside the core sanctum.”

His eyes widened as he understood the implications. The cultists and infiltrators had made their way all the way into the core sanctum? Never could he have imagined that they could get that far.

The troll spoke, “Why is this outsider here? Who allowed her into our inner sanctum?”

Ur’Rena moved toward the man before bowing off to the side. “Cardinal! This one has infiltrated our temple, and Elder Rashik and Tatiana are to blame! Please, forgive us for this failure. The invader is too strong.”

Rashik denied her, proselytizing to the people near. “She is too strong because she is the prophet of the Great Flame! Sati is born of flame, and she can hear Her voice. Can you not feel the Great Flame within her as she becomes one with it?”

The troll sneered as he looked at Sati, who just floated impassively. “Sati? She is nothing before our god’s true power. Behold!”

The troll roared as he raised his staff, and embers filled his veins as his entire body ignited, bursting into black and red flames as large as a bonfire. The malevolence was palpable, the wrongness twisting Rashik and Tatiana’s stomachs. Surely, they could feel this?

However, counter to his expectation, many of the gathered clergy, the numerous priests and disciples, cheered and fell to their knees. Their eyes wept as if they witnessed Her splendor for the first time, and many began to pray.

Sati shook her head. “You rejoice? Has the wool been pulled so far over your eyes that you cannot see? Make no mistake: evil stands before you. What calls out to you is the taint of the evil god Balor within your poisoned veins, not the blessing of the Great Flame, your god. You claim to be pious, but your divine weeps as the villain treads upon Her throat.” She pointed with many arms behind the Cardinal. “Look behind the villain with your own eyes. You have all been deceived.”

Rashik and many others who were still standing fell to their knees as they saw. The gate had opened as the cardinal appeared, but they had been focused on him and his large presence. Behind was the pillar of flame spewing from the volcano’s vent.

And it was not bright red with hints of gold as it should be. It had streaks of darkness within, and if that was all, it might not be that big of a deal–Rashik and most disciples knew there was something wrong for quite a while. But several core disciples remained chained within, clearly against their will and feeding into the flames.

Tatiana said, “Why…why would you do this, Cardinal? You’ve… betrayed our god, and chained our core disciples? You must be involved with those that poisoned the Great Flame!”

“Poisoned? No. Can you not feel it? Balor is real power, true divinity. Too long have we worshiped our god, and it has not heard our voices because it is not truly alive. Balor has called to me, and I have, for the first time, heard His voice, His instruction! But it does not matter. Soon Balor will be here, and there is nothing anyone can do to stop it. I will first erase the traitors.”

The flame converged onto his staff before he launched it over at Tatiana and Rashik, who had stood a little off to the side.

Despite what he said, the powerful flame shifted direction toward Sati, the flame drawn into her just the same as the others. Each of her many hands clasped together around her in prayer, a pleasant aura being released that weighed down on Rashik from where he stood. Her flames brightened as the vortex of flames was formed around her, and people were shocked that such a powerful fire was nothing before her.

Sati shook her head sadly. “What a weak, disgusting flame. It seems you never listened to your god from the beginning, for Her flames carry many truths, each flick of flame and breath of fire singing in my ears. She tells me that purpose is the very fuel that ignites our hearts and drive, tempering them with devotion and humility. Your ancestors prayed for so long, and this was seared onto Her very existence. I could hear it, and the many disciples here know it. But you, a core disciple, could not? Pathetic.”

“What do you know? I’ll make you pay for your disrespect!” The troll roared in anger, his hatred building as he drew up another flame, this time larger and with even more effort.

Some of the hands around Sati took different poses and mudras as the flame was once again drawn into her. “I know that fire is passion; its emotional heat is what causes the flame to burn hot and brightly within our spirits. Your hateful malevolence and greed are nothing but empty heat.”

Suddenly, the entire temple shook.

The troll cardinal growled. “What is happening? You, Outsider! You did something!”

Sati said, “Your plot to summon Balor’s Aspect is coming to an end. Your sins will be punished, and justice will prevail.”

His flames rose again as he roared, the darkness and malevolence growing. “I won’t let you! I’ll crush you, and then–”

Sati sighed and shook her head sadly at him. “I apologize. I am in a hurry, and you are little more than a lit match. Your fuel will run out, and then you shall crumble and be discarded like all those who worship Balor. I need to do no more than speed this up.”

Sati appeared in front of the core disciple, her many hands clasped in prayer as if she had teleported–Rashik had not even witnessed her move. She reached out with her main body’s index finger extended, but what sat at the end of it nearly blinded him.

It was a minuscule flame, like a brilliant white and gold candle that made his heart pound. The purity and weight could be felt from a distance away from where Rashik stood.

Her finger moved slowly, deliberately, but the power contained in that finger either had the cardinal transfixed, or there was some other reason he could not even move, because he did not. His eyes went wild with shock, and all the dark flames surrounding him looked like they wanted to flee, the fingers of flame curling away from it.

Sati touched the cardinal’s upper abdomen gently, where his fiery core no doubt resided. She then floated away past his side, as if the battle was already won, and headed toward the volcano vent rapidly. But everyone could hardly take their gaze away from the cardinal.

Her mention of a match was apt. The whitish flame ignited, burning away all the darkness within him–the veins of black and red replaced by the same white and gold ink added to water as he began to scream in agony.

His core burned so bright it could be seen through his skin, and as the flame reached his face, he fell to his knees, and tears ran down his cheeks. There was a moment of clarity within his eyes as he spun and looked toward the volcano vent with what looked like regret.

Unfortunately, his skin aged decades in just a few seconds as it became dry and desiccated, losing all the life within it. The troll’s body burned and crumbled from the fire as if it were a mixture of black sand and stone. His staff clattered to the ground, the crowd of disciples shocked into complete silence by the event.

Sati now floated inside the gate to the core sanctum, the volcano vent’s heat palpable to everyone, and she turned to speak. “Disciples of the Great Flame, there is a path to victory, but it is narrow and filled with hardship. My Lord will crush the worshipers of Balor, but we all must pray. Show your god your devotion by stoking your inner flames, holding on to your love for your goddess to cleanse Her of evil. When wicked evil threatens to consume and change us, it is the only fire that cannot be snuffed out.”

Tatiana asked, “What about…the core disciples? Can they…be saved?”

“Baron Hart can save them if you allow him. But we must hurry and act now. I will do my best to purify the flame, but I shall not succeed alone. ” She began floating toward the vent, leaving the stunned clergy.

Rashik turned and addressed everyone, drawing up his purified flame from his core, bathing his body in fire. “We were ignorant of Her suffering, the evil enemy plotting our downfall. This threat is perhaps the greatest our temple has ever faced, but we are not alone. Everyone, we must gather all disciples around the World’s Pyre. Led by Her Prophet, we can still save Her. Let us shower Her in our love and devotion and cleanse Her from our failure.”

Tatiana’s wings began to flutter, the woman preparing for flight. “I will collect all that I can and return here.” She then called out to several of her sylph brethren, and they took off to spread the word with haste.

Rashik looked on at the volcano vent, the World’s Pyre, with more than a little trepidation. Seeing the taint within it was enough to bring him to tears. They would do what was necessary to make this right.


Chapter 16 - Confrontation



As Sati left to enter the core sanctum, Jake now stood in front of the hidden storeroom’s warded wall. They had decided to hit both idols at once. Fhesiah had easily snuck them back into the cafeteria from before, and it turned out her illusion wasn’t quite perfect.

The more powerful inner sanctum disciples could actually sense her kitsune flames even through the mystical arts she knew, perhaps because of their high affinity with flames. It wasn’t that they got caught, but they got a few strange looks in their direction before they moved out of their sensory radius.

Jake was glad that they hadn’t decided to try to infiltrate the core sanctum, as sneaking in definitely would not have worked. Ultimately, he may have been able to get through with Ira teleporting them inside anyhow, but he knew that their opponent would desire to fight to the death the moment they were spotted, and that would be inevitable.

Fhesiah still got them into the storeroom, and then Ophelia and Nessa waited in place and took over hiding with one of Jake’s improved cultivator items. He had improved the effectiveness of a special camouflage item much like a large cloak or blanket, which could hide him and a few normal-sized people from sight visibly. Then, it also greatly dampened and hid their auras, making it nearly impossible to detect for anyone not specifically looking for them.

They were thankful that the security around the cafeteria was nearly nonexistent and that the crowds had lessened. Fhesiah, Jake, and Ruby snuck the other way together and got into position. They were to strike both places at once, and Jake had an easy one to break through without much noise, and where the infiltrators might still be near.

Among his runic spells of the Second Tier were a few that allowed for temporary elemental manipulation. Breathing out his void energy from his Void Lungs, he dampened the wards to become unresponsive and lose their protection. Then, his earthen runic spell took effect, and the wall crumbled away with a flex of his will.

Ophelia had no issues replicating his usage of the spell, but unfortunately, she did not have his void energy. She let Nessa unravel the wards, and Nana helping her with the task only took them a little longer than Jake’s party.

Upon revealing the statues of Balor, the malevolence within was palpable. And to his surprise, he actually received more than one notification, but he was focused on the entity in question.

The spirituality of the evil entity pressed down on them like a heavy weight over their heads. Jake had already taken on Nessa’s state of the Justicar, enabling him to purge the taint with his flames and blast it down easily, shattering it. The statues by themselves were not powerful without cultists around to be empowered by them, and the malevolence had nearly zero effect on their Divine-powered party unless they touched it.

As much as he wanted to move the idol instead, the object was extremely dangerous for him and his party if left alone. Not only could it potentially injure their spirits, but it may be able to send the energy off to another location with enough time.

When the idol was destroyed, a shot of purified divinity, the faith energy, shot into him and his party through him, and seeing no additional threats, he checked the messages. 


[Influence of Tartarus Divine detected. Destroy it for reward.]


[This world is currently Contested, and this is a No-Contest Zone. Discover and defeat the betrayer plot for rewards. Restrictions lifted for party for facing potential native-betrayer threat. Altering restrictions worldwide.]


It was good to receive this message before their battle. Their intent mattered, even for just interrogating the cultists. If they had wanted to slay them, the Framework wouldn’t have actually allowed it. This was also a large part of the reason Jake and his party didn’t desire to go in with their guns blazing, needing to investigate before they acted as best they could.

If natives got in the way of their attempts to stop the threats, the Framework would have actually prevented them from doing much more than defending themselves. With them invading the No-Contest zone, even Clan Hart needed a valid reason to slay the natives. Otherwise, the Obsidian Mercenaries could have just forced their way in and then ‘defended themselves’ when the temple occupants were the defenders and sent the world into ruin, in theory.

Likely, the same message had occurred on Highlands before Clan Hart had even arrived. It simply hadn’t mattered until Jake and the rest met the reptile beastkin underground.

They had other options for invading the temple, of course. Jake was a baron, and he could request for the restrictions to be lessened or lifted. Because they had already submitted evidence from their interrogations that this was a point of potential plot, it may not have even taken long.

But they would have needed to try entry first and show that the natives were not cooperating besides. This was their plan for the wind temple, but they hoped that, once they resolved the Grand Fire Temple’s issue, one of their people could speak as a representative.

Their other option was merely to tunnel in and check those locations on the outside. This would have worked, but they didn’t know that for sure. Hindsight was twenty-twenty.

The hidden room was rather sparse, looking like a storeroom of its own but with a few cots for resting. It had racks for supplies of food, and the evil idols had once again had tainted blood bowls, which it appeared the food was soaked in.

Jake was morbidly curious how something that should taste so awful and be so obvious was somehow ignored, but he definitely didn’t have the opportunity to dig into it at the moment.

Scouring the room quickly, they finally found something of interest–communication devices that looked like nothing more than wooden disks or plates with glyphs and lines running through them; he supposed, a token might be a good name for it. Fhesiah and Nessa were each quick to gather them up in their respective rooms, locking them down with their cultivator arts and doing their best to divine how they worked.

However, they needed to rush, so they would need to investigate them later. To their surprise, they found a magical formation inside which actually shifted the earth within to create a temporary tunnel to the third location, the place of the ritual based on their interrogations.

Fhesiah was looking over it when one of the cultists ran inside the outer storeroom to check the situation, spotting Jake in the doorway.

The goblin male was full of flames, his veins pumped full of fiery malevolence. “You…what are you doing! Erk–”

Of course, Jake was ready for him, wrapping runic shackles around him the moment he appeared. “Nice of you to join us. It means we don’t have to hunt all of you down.” The man’s heretical flames died down from the magical dampening effect, and the spell infused with the State of the Justicar seared his flesh.

Ruby then leaped from hiding and pierced him with her claw in his shoulder, drawing some of his blood into her, and her bloodflame purified the malevolence. She drew up just enough of to weaken him significantly and make him lose consciousness as she grabbed his pouch of materials.

The blood badgerdillo smacked her lips, even though the flame was drawn into her chest. “Gross because of the taint, but also spicy from the flame. Different.”

Fhesiah chuckled, not looking up from the formations on the floor and walls as she worked. “A fire elf woman is getting away though, Husband.”

“Ira.”

Ira moved through the void, the wyrm arriving near the fleeing cultist in a near instant. They had just barely gotten into the next hallway as they tried to flee from the cafeteria. Ira used its taloned claws to hamstring the fiery elven woman and wound her enough that she wouldn’t be interfering with any of their plans. As much as Jake would like to sequester her off for interrogation, they needed to move quickly.

Snatching her pouch, Ira returned with it and dropped it into Jake’s hands. “We’ll come back for her later, if we can.”

The glyphs and lines lit up, and the wall started to shift and open and form a tunnel. “I got it. Nessa should be able to get the other one now.”

Ruby sniffed as she added physical shackles that performed a similar function to the runic shackles and lifted the goblin over her shoulder. “I’ll bring this one with us?”

“Might as well. Let’s move.”

They flew through the tunnel rapidly, Ira checking ahead for any signs of a trap. Jake debated just calling the others to him, but an attack from both sides could end up working better for them.

He had opted to leave Bloodberri and Tanda together in Rashik’s room so that they could defend each other and they could move with smaller groups. Once again, the girl had suffered because she was so much bigger than others.

Perhaps because the enemy sensed them coming, the walls started to collapse as they flew through the tunnel. Jake quickly brought out the Earth Manipulation runic spell and shoved with his will to hold the walls as best as he could using his Expert Energy Manipulation as they flew the rest of the way.

Ophelia, holding Nessa, instead dashed toward the end with exceptional speed from her vajrafire technique and burst through the tunnel wall on her side of the temple and tunnel.

On the other side of the tunnel was a group of cultists in a much larger cavern, and Jake was shocked at the numbers present within. The place reeked of the smell of iron, mold, and general wrongness, and the tainted energy within was significant. The spiritual pressure from the evil god’s faith and divine energy was heavy in the air, weighing down on Jake and his party.

It was the most Jake had ever felt, surpassing even the Enforcer that they had faced. It was true that they lacked sensitivity at that time, and that monster was technically limited to the First Tier. But even the cultists on The Mystic Expanse hadn’t managed to build up this much malevolence; this was years of preparation and sacrifice.

The cavern was huge and sloped downward from where they arrived, with many chains and stone bowls filled with blood scattered throughout. It was set up like an auditorium, with stone stairs and platforms with pews for them to worship their god. There were well over a hundred cultists, with just as many or more people seemingly chained against their will.

And Ophelia and Nessa did arrive on the other side, slightly askew and down the hill some. There was a massive opening and stone stage at the bottom, where the blood ran down into, with several idols placed. From the idols, a black haze drifted into the air and congealed around a massive form.

The creature was perhaps the largest they had ever faced, but thankfully, it was more of a wraith or spirit at this point than a physical creature. It reminded Jake of when they faced the ‘death god’ back on Highlands to purify the taint within the Heart of the World. It was what appeared to be a kneeling fire giant, its body covered in black and red flames. 


[Aspect of Balor Detected(Incomplete). Defeat for reward.]


Jake saw dozens of ways for him to approach this battle against the Aspect of Balor and the cultists. But he was flooded with emotion by how all his wives looked on at the terrible crimes committed within the cavern. The chained people wailed in torment, others crying in a pool of their own blood. Cultists were already trying to stab them and drain what blood might be left in them, as if in response to their arrival. 

Thanks to all the suffering and pain of countless lives ruined, it was easy to switch to the State of the Avenger as he brought all his wives into the room with Call Summon.

Bree, Avalara, Tanda, and Bloodberri all joined the room with the rest of them, leaving out only Sati–who seemed to be doing just fine making her way toward the core sanctum. Avalara roared, opening the portal to Highlands, manifesting her Sublimation.

Jake remembered what Cernunnos had done when Tanda summoned him during that battle against the Champion of Apophis, as well as what he had done to turn calamity into opportunity against the Death God. This creature was definitely around that level of strength, but he wouldn’t have Avalara’s World Core helping him.

He had her Battle Avatar at least, and they were now in the Second Tier, so he was going to go for it. Jake gave out his orders.

“Defend us against the cultists. Try to leave the cultists alive to gather evidence, and buy Tanda and me some time.”

Having just been summoned to him, Jake pulled her in and held Tanda to him and took a deep breath, and let it out. He was trying to find harmony as their hearts beat together, seeking to find synchronicity as the battle began.

On the other side of the cavern, Nessa spread out her lake across the cavern floor and entered it, and Ophelia had already summoned Valora and began dashing around cutting cultists down from her back. They went along with Jake’s plan, doing their best to avoid killing blows as they rescued the chained figures. Her Hearth Guardian joined the battle, spreading healing and purifying flames.

Ruby rushed forward, drawing a bunch of the tainted blood toward her in a plan to purify it and then use it with her bloodflame, slicing into cultists with her claws. Drawing in more blood to create more deadly blades, the badgerdillo woman was truly in her violent element here as she rapidly cut across the battlefield.

Avalara leaped down to the middle of the cavern and rooted herself in place in front of Jake and Tanda, and vines started to grow outward from her. Bree rushed forward in her large dinodog form and crashed into some cultists, and Bloodberri weaved through the cavern to do the same. Her body sent cultists flying, and her Twilight Monarch Aura fed into the nearby chained figures, helping restore them from the torment.

The cultists did not just sit still. They drew up black and red tainted flames from their bodies and attacked. But the flames of the average cultist were nothing more than warm heat to Jake’s party, only the force behind their gouts and darts of flame having any effect on them.

The area in front of the stage had numerous powerful betrayer cultists, and they were feeding immense flames into the Aspect from the idols, chanting and murmuring in harsh whispers. The giant stirred and began to stand, roaring so loudly it shook the entire cave.

“I’ll take care of the bigshots’ flames.” Fhesiah said as she dashed forward in her draconic form. She built up her own flame from her chest and her Hestia’s Torch and prepared to receive their tainted flames. Because after the giant rose, they began casting toward members of their family, and these flames were far more dangerous than the rest.

The giant stomped forward and raised its fist to bring it down toward Ophelia, who was closest to the stage, but his wives were all ready. A blast of righteous vajrafire, two flaming spears of light and dark, blades of blood, and frostfire daggers struck the monster at once, rocking it back as the many spells hit its spiritual body.

The attacks from the family continued, even as they wounded and defended against the cultists. Fhesiah had already drawn in some tainted flames for her celestial alchemy, building up a powerful breath attack.

Feeling Tanda’s will become one with his, he triggered [Fusion Ascension]. Their bodies partially became flame as they were drawn into one another and merged; the two became one. The tall, tan-skinned person wore tribal armor and held a crescent moon spear with a flaming focus near the tip, Pyros and Tanda’s transforming weapon becoming one. Under the armor, Janda was androgynous-looking, but had long black hair and wide raven wings, a combination of the two.

The orb in the armored chestplate became filled with black, deathly flames, and the cyclical auril heart within them pulsed, singing the song of vengeance.

Despite Tanda being sealed, Jake was not. Somehow, this meant that all their Champion abilities became available, and something they had learned in their testing was that all of Tanda’s Divine Energy became available to Janda during this time.

With a wave of their merged Divine Weapon, numerous spriggon summons joined the rapidly growing Highlands jungle, along with several Hearthtribe druid templates. Janda opened the Diva Seal, the patterned sealing tattoos spreading across their tanned skin.

It was paradise. The life energy within the cavern rose, the vibrant power being drawn from the seal letting out a brilliant green and gold light. Vitality and endless life flooded the already fertile Highlands jungle, and Janda’s Sublimation wrenched open an even bigger portal to Highlands, auril spilling out of it and adding on to what was already there.

Whispers of greatness and temptations for bliss and eternal satisfaction reached Janda’s ears, but their will was full of purpose as they began to prepare their summon, drawing the divine energy from their merged vessel. The spirituality weighed down on those around them, the fallen cultists near them groaning from their might.

The Aspect’s eye lit up, and an immense amount of hatred built as it turned to Janda, but Fhesiah flew into its line of sight, releasing her stored flame. The gold flames of celestial alchemy blasted outward just in time for a beam of malevolence fired from the eye to crash into her flames, the roaring spiritual pressure from the attack pushing down on them like a heavy weight. The flames were eventually overwhelmed by the blast, and what remained headed toward Fhesiah.

Ophelia’s Hearth Guardian intercepted what was left, its Sentinel ability protecting her. The Athenian Valkyrie herself then blitzed into the giant on Valora, cutting into its spiritual body with her polearm, sending vajrafire blasting into its form.

Janda summoned their Divine. “Cernunnos, I call upon you. We must punish these betrayers of life and save the victims that can be saved. Let us destroy the Aspect and turn calamity into opportunity, creating a path to heal this world and punish the wicked.”

Half of Janda’s Divine Energy was consumed, and the divine brilliance of the Alliance Divine built. Following the Divine’s guidance, the flames of his wives’ hearths were drawn in with Janda acting as the Nexus, consuming a fair amount of their mana and resources. Individually, they thankfully were not hit as hard as when Jake summoned Hestia.

Janda raised their staff into the air, the flames gathering above it. But through a portal next to it came Cernunnos himself, walking through the air as if it were the ground with his hoofed legs. The satyr man was covered with leaves and vines rather than fur, holding his horseshoe in one hand and a snake coiled around the other arm.

Cernunnos’ smile was wide as magical energies cascaded over the Highlands jungle, Avalara, and the spriggons. He laughed. “What luck, what abundance! You have prepared the stage well for me, son-in-law. I think today marks the day our enemy will truly fear the void child, because it will understand one simple fact: they are too late to stop you, too late to ruin your potential. Make sure you all pay attention well, especially you, my beloved daughter.”

The snake then lashed out and ate the orb of flames, despite its head being far too small to manage the feat. The nearly prismatic fire ran through the snake’s body, and then Cernunnos, and flowers began to bud and flower all over his body as they grew from his leafy fur.

The Divine grinned as he gestured with his hands, and all the stockpiled energy within the cavern rushed toward him, including much of the malevolence, the black miasma floating throughout the room.

“Not bad, not quite like my wife’s flames, but I’m used to them. Paradise, life, despair, death, malevolence….and vengeance to make justice. This is a recipe I’m familiar with. I can get started, but I will need some more of natural death, nethril, by the end of it.”

The many flowers across his body blossomed, seeds forming and releasing to float into his hands and thrown into Avalara and Janda’s jungle in the center. They merged with the many plants and began altering and transforming them, and as if following the Divine’s will, all the spriggons and Janda’s druid templates turned to infuse them with energy.

It almost looked like the many plants caught fire in a nova of flame, but it was more like veins of flame were running through the plants and vines.

The vines wrapped around the cultists and victims alike, and both Janda and Avalara swapped their Sublimations to death. A black mire began to grow underneath the rising jungle of flame and life, a mass of plants growing to cover and fill the entire cavern, and down toward the stage.

Cernunnos chuckled. “Good! Good. You’ll have to weaken the Aspect some more to make this work. But not too much. There needs to be something left to be worth taking.”

Janda’s body ignited, Avenging Flames burning hot, and empowering their body. Their Divine Weapon twisted and transformed into a bow, and ballista-bolt-sized arrows were shot at the Aspect. Each arrow exploded like that of an artillery shell, blasting the monster as it wailed and stumbled.

Deathly flames invaded the Aspect’s spiritual body, tearing away at its existence as a flock of ravens was released from their massive amounts of auril. Janda’s heart was thumping in their chest, singing the song of nature’s vengeance.

Ruby and Nessa sliced the giant from one side as they dodged flaming tentacles coming from the aspect, their spirituality from their daos enhancing their blows. Evil-killing poison was injected, even as Nana controlled ice serpents and froze parts of the Aspect’s tentacles.

The giant lamia had grown from her own casting of Giant’s Growth, and she cut with her weapon, glimmering with bronze Twilight energy, into the monster’s flank. The explosion of light and dark caused the monster to stumble and wail, having difficulty recovering its footing as more of Janda’s arrows struck it and exploded with each attack. Janda had taken to the air with their wings, able to fire at the creature despite the room getting full of plants.

The plants grown sufficiently, covered in blackish plants, Avalara leaped with her club high, bringing it down on the giant’s head as Bree crashed into it with her horn from the front, full of the flames of fertility.

It swept its arm in counter, but Ophelia was there to meet it with her flaming shield and polearm, the Hearth Guardian helping her in holding back the blow. Tentacles of flame tried to lash out and grab Bree, but they were met by her own flaming vines in defense.

Janda thought that was comical that it was a tentacle versus tentacle battle, and their wolf tail started to wag, even as they flew through the cavern and fired more arrows. Helping the Divine, they used their Plant Control to aid the pace of the mass of plants’ movement.

The Aspect’s eye then burned with hatred once more, but two shields of vines from Bree rose up into its face as she bit onto its leg and shoved and twisted. The beam pierced both shields, but its attack was sent askew from its original target, hitting the cavern walls uselessly and sending rocks and dust tumbling into the cavern.

This monster, even incomplete in its summoning, was truly powerful. It had surpassed the Third Tier in its total strength, because they had so much energy over the years and fed into it.

Fhesiah released a blast of golden flame once more, this time created by Nessa’s flames mixed with her dragon flames. The monster roared as the golden flames burned its wraith body, its malevolence decreasing from the series of attacks.

Janda did their best to listen to the song being sung and feel the magic and divine energy flowing through the room as they drew their bow and continued firing shot after shot at the Aspect.

The giant roared as it took heavy damage from all their allies, and it went into a rage as it seemed to understand what was happening. The mass of plants was now encroaching on the stage, the entire cavern filled with plants.

A dense mound of fiery plants with a deathly swamp underneath now moved forward onto the stage, as if crawling. At some point, it had spit the victims out safely near the rear of the cavern where Jake had entered, mostly restored from the brink of death, and now, it snatched the idols on the stage.

The cultists were dragged into the mire beneath the fiery plant, drowning them in mud and strangling them with the tainted divine mottled, death-infused vines. They fought and attempted to use flames to escape, but they had already expended much of their flames trying to burn through the flaming vines or sacrificing to their Aspect in hopes of strengthening the spirit.

The giant fought with greater fervor as it roared and went into a rage, but it was already weakening. The Twilight Monarch Aura had already sapped much of its strength from so many blows, and Blood was already covering it in holy dark shackles, her nethril aura weakening it as well.

The dense mound twisted until it became a wreath. As Janda looked deeply at it, they noticed that it wasn’t just Celtic knots intricately woven. The vines were covered or tattooed in Divine Script and Celtic runes, songs of battle and vengeance, and the punishment of the wicked to restore the balance.

The giant was dragged into the plant, the wreath of life and death wrapping around the monster and restraining it. The Aspect roared as the wreath constricted around it like a living snake. The fires of vengeance scorched its spiritual body as the power of nethril’s ability to decay weakened and deconstructed it. Its spirit was being drawn into the wreath, the faith energy draining from it.

The monster fought back, trying to tear at its bindings, but it was hopeless. A beam of malevolence blasted out from its evil eye, shredding the plant–but it merely regrew, the damage not lasting more than a brief moment. It tried to corrupt the wreath with its blackish, tentacular flames, but the wreath was designed to absorb malevolence.

It failed to corrupt as it was burnt and destroyed, fueling the wreath’s magical growth. Combined with the auril ravens, avenging flames from Janda’s arrows, and Nessa’s poison, the creature was eventually dispersed into spiritual energy and absorbed by the wreath.

Its work done, the giant construct shrunk as the vines twisted, compressing as energy from the room was drawn in. Cernunnos laughed as he waved his horseshoe, and from the wreath, a much larger acorn was created before it flew into Janda’s hands. It had veins of flame running through it, containing both the flames infused with life, and also purified death. The hint of divinity within it was significant.

A Divine Spark shot out of the seed, much to Janda’s surprise. It took them a moment to realize what it was. It was the Framework’s reward for defeating an Aspect, and it rushed into their chest.

Cernunnos chuckled, his voice filled with joy. “Nearly double the gains, not bad at all, son-in-law! Those cultists we dragged into the mire, their spirits were captured and will be questioned by Arawn and myself. If they know anything useful, we will contact you–but I bet you’ve already found what you need.” He smiled wide at Avalara, her bestial deer form smiling back with a laugh. “Good to see you so happy on the battlefield, Daughter. Let us see each other soon. I would like to finally meet my grandchildren in the flesh when the battle is won.”

She nodded, and Cernunnos then disappeared into motes of light, their victory complete.

Janda closed the Diva Seal before Jake and Tanda parted, and he took as much of the Divine Energy from her as he could as they separated. He felt rather drained from the summoning, but he was happy to see that he still had about two-thirds of his Divine Energy remaining–he could not take it all.

He handed Tanda the acorn, and she put it into the flaming hole in her chest and into her hearthvines to nurture it.

Jake had enough Divine Energy left that he would have no trouble either summoning Hestia on his own or trying to fuse with Fhesiah to summon Bastet. They hadn’t been successful up to now, but he figured in the heat of a battle that matters might be best.

It certainly worked well for Ophelia and Tanda, anyway, the heat of the battle making it even easier than their training. Jake was also getting a little better at it with each attempt and success, and he didn’t fully want to blame Fhesiah for the issue. It did appear to be related to her duality, but it was challenging to know if that was or wasn’t the case.

Failing that, Jakelia could always perform a summon together, or they were plenty dangerous on their own without it. At this time, Jakelia was truly his biggest trump card. Guan Yu and Echidna were also both useful in battle on their own, so it wasn’t as if he had to merge for either girl to be powerful.

The battle won, the family all crowded around the closed entrance to the cavern, where the captives had been dumped out by the plants, mostly healed.

They had picked up numerous spatial pouches and similar items during the battle, and Fhesiah already started going through some of them.

Berri said, “We beat that big guy easily enough, huh? I guess with nine of us, they better have more than one of them when they face us, or they are totally boned.”

Blood narrowed her eyes at that. “Yes, and that is precisely why we shall not allow ourselves to get into that position. It is difficult to accomplish thanks to Milord’s powers, but having so many of us on one world is very dangerous. This could happen to us if we are not careful.”

The girls all began to heal the former captives, and Ophelia looked at them with a bit of sadness. “So many of them died. It’s good that we could save some, but so many had suffered.”

Nessa grimaced as she used a runic healing spell on a captive, its blue and green soothing light wrapping around them. “The evil cultists will taste true justice from Cernunnos and Arawn, but this was really terrible.”

There simply wasn’t enough life and vitality remaining within many of the captives to be saved, but they were cleansed of the taint in the end. Around half had made it, so this was still a big win for the temple.

They were weak and emaciated from the bloodletting, and many would actually need rest and food to recover. The healing powered by Hestia’s Renewal had certainly helped, but much of their vitality needed to be restored the usual way–food and rest.

“Alright. Let’s help these people recover a bit, then get everyone over to where Sati is.”

Jake and his wives spent some time healing, cleansing the dozens of the taint, and restoring their health to mostly functional levels. He could feel that Sati was doing well, so they took their time and helped get some food in them as well. They would need to tunnel the people out. The formations that allowed them to come and go were destroyed.

While they had crushed the main threat, he could still feel that the danger was looming from Sati.


Chapter 17 - War Plan



The family brought the recovered people through the recreated tunnel to the inner sanctum and marched them toward the core sanctum, building a crowd of people as they went. Most of the halls were vacant.

It seemed many people had already left their usual places of prayer to join Sati at the hallway to the core sanctum, but seeing their people they thought dead brought out the few stragglers who remained within the temple.

Arriving at the main hallway leading to the core sanctum, the scene was much different than Jake had expected. The hallway was filled with hundreds of trolls, elves, and goblin people. And they were in various poses that he immediately recognized as yoga poses, lined through the massive hallway and the adjacent small audience or prayer rooms that branched off to the sides.

The door was open to the flame vent at the end of the hallway, the massive flame blasting upwards a backdrop to the many people’s efforts.

There were happy moments and reconnections, as many of the missing disciples returned. To Jake’s surprise, Ur’Rena greeted them as she looked at the missing disciples start to reconnect, murmurs running through the crowd.

“So it was true. I’m…sorry. I let my hatred get the best of me. It blinded me, but now I see.” She turned to look at the many disciples. “Perhaps she truly was a prophet; these teachings… we had shunned many attempts of the Divine to share their wisdom and enlightenment, and our ignorance and arrogance made us weak. Mere prey for the enemy.”

Jake said, “What’s done is done. If you want to help and make it right, please find us someone with a relationship or otherwise able to speak to the Earth and Wind Grand Temples. The war is not yet won, and we must ensure any additional plots are uncovered. We need our voices to be heard.”

“Yes, I can see that now. I’ll…do my best. Our relationships with the other temples are…not great.”

The whole family continued on until they reached the core sanctum, finding many inner disciples in the same poses, though some were chanting some sort of nearly wordless muttering.

Sati herself was standing and speaking, directing several others on how to breathe and how to direct the Great Flame within them, as well as how to speak the chants.

“Oh! Some people here need some healing. We’ll help them.” Berri rushed off to heal the tainted core disciples, purging them of the malevolence within them.

Ruby was sweating just from their entry into the room. She tugged at her cultivator robes, and began fanning herself a bit. “Wow. It’s really hot in here.”

Bree had swapped to her humanoid form after the battle, and she chuckled in response. “You said it, but it does feel a bit nice.”

Avalara, despite her monstrous form being made of plants, had less trouble. Thankfully, some trolls were tall, and the temple was meant to look grand, so she hadn’t had too much difficulty fitting through the hallways. Jake had to comically use Call Summon to get her through one of the smaller archways earlier, but otherwise they had little trouble.

Jake did his best to make sure his Presence covered Ruby with a little more intensity. It was something he didn’t need to do at all for his wives; the hearth connection simply protected them at a slightly higher effectiveness than his default, with no effort. And of course, being hearth bonded, they had an extreme resistance to flame from the Divine and each other– things Ruby lacked.

The party arrived near the final people doing poses nearest the fire vent, and Jake asked, “What’s all this, Sati?”

She continued speaking out loud to the disciples, but she replied in his mind, [I am teaching them how to properly ignite their inner flames, and express devotion and worship to their Divine. I am starting with the poses and some simple chants, and later, we will move onto the prayers and the mudras. Only the strongest can be in the core sanctum right now, but I suspect in only a few weeks they will grow far more than they have. The Great Flame is joining with them.]

While many people looked like they were having difficulty, most of them had smiles on their faces, and that was true of the many in the massive hallway as well.

Jake noted, “They seem to be enjoying it.”

Rashik laughed. “She’s truly the prophet of the Great Flame, I can feel it! With every moment I endure, I show my devotion, and with every breath, I feel Her touch. Wonderful, truly wonderful,”

Jake had, of course, learned plenty about yoga and Hindu theology as well as myth from Earth. He was able to identify many of the poses. Among the Great Flame worshipers, they certainly had more disciples focused on the devotional poses, performing what was called Bhakti Yoga. Others were using lunges, planks, and similar exercises, which were meant to build up their personal inner flames.

Tanda looked over with a curious look at some of them planking, her tail wagging. “Is that pose really that challenging? You’ve only been doing this a few minutes, right? I should be able to do this all day.”

Tatiana’s body was bent backwards, almost as if forming a ‘c’ shape with her head above her legs on the ground. Her hands were braced on her legs, establishing what was known as the camel pose.

Her breaths were heavy, but she answered despite her odd pose, “At first, it was easy. Our bodies as inner disciples are more than capable of extensive exercise. But as we followed Sati’s breathing instructions and moved our core flames through our bodies through what she calls chakras, it became so much more challenging.”

Rashik lunged, establishing the warrior pose, and added, “But I can feel it! The longer I show the Great Flame my gratitude and my devotion, the more I feel Her love in return! I can feel Her growing within me!”

Fhesiah chuckled at the man’s phrasing but added, “It’s because these movements engage their spiritual bodies, not just their physical ones. If not for that, how could Sati ever feel like any movement was challenging at all? Her body is merely flame; she has no muscles to feel any kind of effort or burn. She could stay in one pose forever. Instead, it is her spiritual body that is stressed and broken down from the continuous strain created by involving the chakras within.”

Tanda tilted her head. “Chakras? I thought Sati cultivated Qi though. You guys have meridians and dantians, wasn’t it?”

Nessa replied, “We cultivators awaken our mystical organs during the meridian cleansing realm; these are related as they are transformed and altered to serve a similar purpose–the chakras still exist, but they are sometimes different or transformed based on cultivation methods. At any rate, we must discuss what to do next.”

Jake nodded, looking back to the flame vent firing into the sky. The fire was still full of black malevolence, and whatever their worshiping effort’s results might be, it was impossible to tell how rapidly they were removing the taint, if at all.

He asked, “Is all of this helping at all, Sati? It doesn’t look like it.”

She finished her instruction and floated over. “It helps. However, what we are doing is little more than adding purified water as it evaporates into the clouds. The clouds–the moon is still full of condensed malevolence, and it still precipitates, or rains down onto the world, the evil still tainting it. Balor’s will and ability to destroy this world have slowed, but something remains. It is not yet defeated.“

“What about that which draws you?”

“Fate still calls me, because there is also something else above us, and I’m not so sure it is just the taint. I’m afraid I’m nearly out of time.”

“Time…for what?”

Sati looked to the sky above her, her eyes filled with worry. The fiery moon could be seen in their view, the flame from the vent spewing toward the starry heavens, the opening large enough to see an area around it. Her emotions became turbulent for a moment, filled with longing, fear, and hope.

“Jake…my Ishvara. Come with me? Please.”

Everyone in the surroundings let out surprised gasps as she flew into the flames of the giant fire vent. Jake just chuckled and leaped in after her, surrounding himself in his telekinetic flames as he countered the upward motion of the blasting vent.

The fire inside the vent was certainly no less than the baptism or trial of fire he experienced before they entered the inner sanctum. The malevolence tried to corrode or impinge on his body, but his Divine-Void Hearthian Core purified all that entered him. It was only barely able to keep up as it was blasted through him.

Sati looked comfortable as she floated in her lotus pose, just as she always did. She offered her hands, palms up, to Jake, which he took as he floated next to her.

He asked, “What is it?”

“I’m afraid that to serve my purpose, I must soon go. I…wished for a deeper connection to you, but I lament that we are nearly out of time. Most of all, I do not wish for even fate to extort such a thing from you.”

“I don’t understand. You are sounding as if you are going off to die. We destroyed the Aspect. There should be no more additional corruption.”

“It is as you say, but the land still suffers. The corruption is enough to bring this world to ruin. It is not a matter of if; it is a matter of when. While I have faith in our family and its ability to deal with this, you do not have a lot of time, do you?”

Jake nodded. “We must hunt down the remaining enemies and defeat their terrible plots. While we can purge corruption much like what we did on Highlands, it will take valuable time.”

“Every moment that goes by, life is being destroyed. It is my path, my dharma, to defend life in the face of evil, to alleviate the suffering of all beings. But it is also to do it as an extension of your will. Would you condemn this world when I can save it, if it means my death?”

That was, of course, a difficult question. If one or more of his wives wanted to give their lives to save a world with millions of people on it, and he had no other option, would he stop them? Could he? After all, if they were willing to make the sacrifice, that meant it was important enough to them for them to do it in the first place.

The Framework didn’t protect against sacrifice or certain types of death. While he knew in their next life their Hearth Bond would continue, he wasn’t sure what that would look like exactly in their sector. It could be decades until they were reborn and their memories from their last life were restored.

“There must be a better way. I’d prefer to explore other options. I understand you are drawn by what you believe is fate, but I am not willing to give up those important to me without a fight. We likely can stave off this world’s destruction slowly and restore it over time.”

She smiled widely at that for a moment. “I am important to you? That fills me with a joyous heat. But it is not as though I am sure that I am going to die. Observe.”

She pulled one hand of hers away from Jake’s and then gestured. Flame, rather than passing them by as they floated in the vent, began to gather around her hand into a fiery orb. “My inner flame shall remain unbroken against malevolence. However, the Great Flame…it wishes to merge with me. I’m afraid that…in the process of saving the Great Flame, I may either kill it or become it. I may no longer…be me.”

A death of the self, or the personality, was very much a death that the Framework would not normally be able to protect someone against. At some point, it would recommend Avatar Dissolution, and it would be up to the user to accept this to be rescued in time. If they lost consciousness, it would be selected automatically unless they had preemptively disabled this function.

This was actually how facing mentalists worked, in that their minds could not be permanently broken by a simple mental attack. It would soften the mental blow and dissolve their Avatar. But a mentalist that slowly and insidiously weakened before breaking the mind was another story.

There were rarely ever secrets among their family. While his wives were helping the core disciples recover, they still got the gist of what he and Sati talked about, even if they weren’t holding their ears to the door listening to every word, as it were.

They didn’t like the idea just as much as Jake didn’t, but Sati’s resolve on the matter made this a unique challenge.

[Aw, Sati is going to the moon without us? This blows.]

Despite sounding dismissive, it wasn’t that Berri didn’t care. It was that she was keeping the mood light, and she had every confidence that the problems would be solved. By the ones who liked to think all the time.

Ophelia, as always, was the voice of reason. [We could handle the Wind Temple’s issues while you help Sati. It may be a challenge with Ava and Bree, but we can make it work.]

Blood added, [Ophelia is right. Ur’Rena already found some candidates. They are fire elves and fire trolls that have relatives within their respective temples. That may be enough to get us an audience if we ferry them over, combined with Rashik’s staff to show our authority. Splitting further might not be wise, as our enemy could take advantage. I assume that if you go with Sati, you'll also require Ira.]

Nessa said, [I could handle threat detection; my eyes can see through all illusion. My…’lighthouse’ radius is much less than Fhesiah’s, but I think if I’m the one watching the skies toward the Wind Temple, I should be able to handle it.]

[Husband, I think the solution here is rather simple, don’t you think? Just make her yours forever, and then she has nothing to fear. Probably.]

Fhesiah was right; it was a simple answer, but it was still difficult. The bond reaching the fifth level and the love stage to enable the Hearth Bond was not just a mere formality. To feel love for another person wasn’t as simple as flipping a switch, at least not for Jake.

Of course, Jake had already decided in his mind that he wanted Sati to be his someday, and he was fond of her. She was already an important part of their family, and he cared about her success and happiness, as well as her safety.

Feeling her emotions over the bond for some time and watching her interact with others had shown him that she was a very calm and patient individual, with a lot of love in her heart–for everything.

Whether it was nature, his children, or the people she met, she spoke of them and thought of them with affection–much more than the normal amount a person would feel. Her passion or love for all things nearly matched Tanda’s for nature’s balance, or Fhesiah’s for sexy fun or wisdom, or Ophelia’s thirst for battle, and so on…but for everything.

And her love for Jake was the most significant of all, like he was the center of her existence. Even with the vision he had seen, it was difficult for him to even imagine how she could love him so greatly from his flame and likely some of Fhesiah’s stories alone.

And for her to feel such gratitude and affection for what he had done for her–which in his mind, was nearly nothing. He conjured and gave that flame to Fhesiah with his spiritual weight, his dao, not knowing what it was for. It was surprising that she was able to keep and store it at all in the first place; the mystical lamp she had was truly special.

He was still holding Sati’s hands, staring at her. She looked at his hands with joy, excited to have their connection to him.

Jake asked, “How long until you cannot wait any further? To leave.”

“I can begin the process now, and I can hold off my departure for a time. Maybe…an hour? Two? But no more. Traveling to the moon will be rapid, but the distance is still vast. And…just… please hurry if you leave me.” Her dark cheeks flared with a bit of redness, embarrassment and shame running over their bond.

“Why are you ashamed?”

“It’s just… hope is such a strange thing. It is the thing that saved me and made me what I am. But now, it is the thing that brings me such despair. I am resolved to give everything for my purpose…but I cannot help but hope.”

“I will return quickly, and that is a promise. Promise me you will not leave before I do?”

“Of course, my Ishvara. If that is your command, I will do all in my power to carry it out.”

He brought one of her hands to his lips and kissed the back of it. She trembled from the sensation, and her entire body brightened. With how she responded, he thought it was definitely going to be a lot more interesting when he kissed her on the lips–but was it truly different?

Jake left the flames of the vent, and he looked over at his wives. Seeing their steely eyes and expressions set with determination, he could tell that they were ready.

For war.

He heard their thoughts and decided in an instant. While it was dangerous to take risks, they couldn’t afford not to do so if they wanted to save this world. They thought there was a strong chance that they should hurry–because they had to make use of the time afforded to them.

Because aside from the potential threats of enemy Champions and Aspects, there was another threat: Cassius, Avaron, and Calix. With two of them down for another day and a half and much of their guild, the more plots they uncovered before then, the better. And if the Tartarus wished to hit their family at the enemy’s strongest, it meant that it would be when the betrayers were able to interfere further.

They had won these three days, and they would use them. One Aspect was down, the equivalent of one Champion. They would press their advantage, and if the enemy tried to ambush them, then they just had to win. Even from the moon, Jake would be able to travel through the void with Reverse Summon, and so even if they were outnumbered, they just needed to hold on until help arrived.

They decided on these two teams:


Team Wind: Ophelia, Nessa, Ruby, Tanda


Team Earth: Fhesiah, Bree, Avalara, Bloodberri


In terms of strength and synergy, Jake did not like this balance. However, without Jake to ferry around their larger allies, any enemy plot that required flight near the Wind Temple would nearly be a complete wash for Ava and Bree, even if he brought them there with Call Summon. The Team Wind was definitely their best flyers, even if Jake was going to bring them right to the gates.

If Jake had more time, he could build Bree some massive wings that would work with enough auril, much like what Bloodberri used. But it would be a several-hour project to make something that could truly work. Both could Sublimate some wings temporarily, but these abilities wore them out and were meant for short-to-medium-length battles. They were not a means to travel miles and miles for hours without a break.

His bag of tricks was deep, but he could not foresee every need. Bree and Ava’s challenges for flight were both unique ones, and with Call Summon, they hadn’t seen the need.

Jake used his authority as a Baron to open a portal to his Refuge even within the No-Contest Zone. The trolls and elves entered along with his family. He entered the Refuge as well, the Divine Hearth restoring his energy, relieving his body from its exhaustion slightly. Summoning Cernunnos, even leaning on Tanda as Janda, was not a walk in the park. It was not quite what he experienced when they arrived on Highlands, but he still required a breather.

They all waited inside their home for a few minutes, doing their best to recover from their battle. Recovery was far beyond ten times the usual rate for everything, thanks to the unique energies swirling within. They each had snacks and Ava’s nectar, basking in the Hearth’s soothing embrace.

They stood in the expanded entryway of their home for a few minutes, and Jake said to Ava, “You’re going to have to hoof it, Ava.”

She chuckled with her eyes narrowed in a wide smile before she said, “It’s okay, my stag. I’m a bit spoiled thanks to you, aren’t I? I’ll have to race Bree there.”

Bree chuckled. “You’re on. Flight was never one of my sister’s and my strong suits, but I’ve never lost to a tree.”

Fhesiah grinned at Bree as she hummed. “Mmm, yes, I suppose there has always been more of you to love, huh? If only we could use my shuttle.”

Jake sighed. As ugly as that thing was, he agreed. In addition to being fast, it was even durable against enemy attacks, unlike his blimps. Unfortunately, the item was considered within the Third Tier and was a true treasure.

It was not allowed on any Contested worlds beneath that. And sadly, that didn’t mean they could use it all the time when they reached it, as many zones had flight tool restrictions. He would need to come up with more solutions.

Nessa’s airships were not portable and unable to enter a cosmos sack, let alone a Storage Ring. If they wanted to use it on a world, it was like they had to preemptively send it to a world before it became Contested, or just before they arrived. They could teleport it now for a fee, but it took far too long to be worthwhile for Jake’s party.

Jake entered the HQ nearest the Wind Grand Temple and then used Reverse Summon on his Arcane Eye he had left there. It only took a few minutes in total with Ira’s help. Opening a new portal from in front of the Wind Grand Temple, he left Team Wind inside.

And Team Earth started their mad dash from the HQ portal. Berri chose to look over them imperiously as she flew just a bit faster, taunting the two girls periodically.

When Jake returned to the volcano using reverse summon, he was ready to appear within the venting flames with hearthflames wrapped around him. Within, he found Sati in her usual lotus pose.

However, spiritual, flaming appendages–extra arms and legs–were unfurled around her. Six larger additional hands formed mudras–different hand seals. She chanted, her voice echoing throughout the volcano.

It was as if she was in several yoga poses at once, and the heat within the area was problematic even for Jake. Flame was not something that should be able to harm him, but fire of a higher order–a higher Tier–was still dangerous if in large enough quantities. And this certainly qualified.

Fire was gathering beneath and around her, the woman stopping much of the flow into the skies, and was drawing it into her. She was like the eye in the hurricane, the area now clear of flame–except for her. She burned powerfully, and the spirituality within her was rising. He could feel it. Her whole body had brightened slightly, as if it were shimmering.

Her eyes were closed, but she turned to him and smiled brightly as she opened her eyes but continued her chant as she spoke in his mind instead. [You did hurry, my Ishvara. I am relieved.]

“I didn’t want you to take this burden on alone.”

She seemed happy about that, and she continued her chant for a moment. Jake wasn’t gone for more than thirty minutes, setting up his other wives for success and recovering as best as he could.

He knew every minute might count. In all, perhaps he would have rushed more to get to this point if Sati were more…forthcoming about the situation. But he could not blame her, considering she was working off of what was essentially a supernatural gut feeling. One that was likely very accurate in terms of the importance to her personal fate, but not very nuanced in terms of what.

She could feel an impending doom looming, like a Sword of Damocles over her head, or a moment of great importance. From her feelings on the matter, he was guessing she felt both at the same time, and this made it very difficult to know the best way to approach.

Powerful cultivators like Fhesiah were sensitive to these kinds of things, but certain people with a strong affinity for fate, like the Celestial Nekomatas, could feel it with even more certainty and nuance, helping them guide their actions.

And Sati appeared to be such a being.

Finishing her chant, her extra arms and legs retreated into her body. She then gestured in front of her and then gestured to her body–he got the feeling she wanted him to mimic her. “Please join me?”

He would do her one better. It was easy to arrange his legs in the lotus position, but he used his storage ring to remove his vestments, leaving him in just a plain tank top and shorts, with his hearth flames wrapped around him protectively. Floating underneath her, he held her in his lap instead.

Sati’s body brightened, joy rushing into Jake through their bond as she gasped. “Ah!” She leaned her back into him further, her head touching his chest. “Thank you. It’s such a simple thing, but I have longed for your touch.”

He knew she didn’t want him to apologize. “And I want to hold you. You feel great in my lap. What’s next?”

“My Ishvara, your task is simple, yet important. When I surrender my love, pain, and devotion to you, you only must receive it. You are the mirror, the guard, the container, and the stillness–my anchor.”

“An anchor? What do I need to do?”

“You need only keep a clear, open mind and bear witness to my love, my devotion.”

“I’ll do it, but why? What does that do?”

“It grounds me, keeping my spirit from being drawn away as I touch the divine. It also allows you to receive the gift of my devotion, my Shakti–feminine energy. Together, we can weave and transmute that energy into something more. But worry not, for I think you will understand better after I tell you my story. For now, just follow my breathing, and spread your arms and hands out like this.”

She spread her arms wide with her palms up, which he mimicked. Then she put her thumb and index finger together, forming a circle, the rest of her fingers spread out, and he did the same.

He copied her breathing, trying to enter his calm meditation. He was mostly familiar with this thanks to always joining with Tanda and Avalara, so it was quick to enter the state. Stillness had always been simple for him to achieve.

“Good. Yes, very good. Now, I shall begin…and then tell you my story. Of my purpose and my love. So that you may see and understand me.”

Her extra arms and legs unfurled, fanning out from her sides and back–despite her back being pressed against his chest, they were metaphysical spiritual flames and somehow avoided him.

She struck several poses at once, and her heat brightened as she began to chant. Through their bond, he could feel the pain but also the joy coming from her. Sati had been waiting for this day, for him to see her.

The vision began as her words and thoughts rang in his mind.


Chapter 18 - The Pure Heart Flame



Sati floated in front of a pillar with mysterious seals on it, unraveling them as she sent darts of flame at some kind of bee monster. Other warriors fought the monsters within the halls of the inner sanctum, the Celestial Nexus challenge nearing its end.

Jake realized that this was a few months after the first vision. They had risen higher still in their shuttle and had even faced the mithril dragon and arrived at the inner sanctum before their enemy, getting access to more treasure and enlightenment.

The cultivators focused on unraveling the seals around the pillars as many fought in the massive hallways, with Fhesiah leading the people. Ever since she defeated the mithril dragon, even the Thane had venerated her, seeing her as someone special to follow.

Xara, the Blizzardblade Sect Matriarch, commended Sati with a smile on her serpentine lips. “You’re doing well, Sati. I think only Senior Hart exceeds you in this task. We are honored to have such talent with us.”

Sati smiled at that, happy for the praise as she continued her task. She liked being useful, and battle was easy for a living flame. Most enemies could not even harm her at all when they tried, and the few that could burned easily from Fhesiah’s draconic or kitsune flames.

Nearly everyone was friendly to her, thanks to Fhesiah, and she was excited to explore and see more of the universe. She hadn’t cared to explore much in the cave before she evolved, but now she was thrilled to meet so many people and see so many new things. The strange world of the Celestial Nexus was breathtaking and mysterious, and she couldn’t wait to see more of it.

She turned away from her task for a moment and blasted a giant serpent who was after the people in the pillars with some flames of Yang, a large gout like the breath of a dragon. Its flesh burned away as it wailed and screamed, and Sati grimaced. The creature really suffered from her attack, and it just didn’t sit well with her.

But it was attacking her friends, so it felt like what she did was fair. Xu Weiyan came over. “Thanks for that, fiery one. I hadn’t seen it coming.”

Xara pouted and joined him in a hug from the side. “Please do pay more attention, my dear Yanyan. I’d hate it if you did get hurt. In fact, let’s remain a little closer from now on.”

“Yan… yan? Uhh…okay.” The man blushed as Xara chuckled sultrily and pushed her body further into his, and Sati watched their interaction with interest, even as she worked to unravel the seals.

Why were the man’s cheeks becoming red, and why was Xara looking so satisfied with her eyes narrowed in happiness, like she was eating something delicious? But somehow, the interaction stirred something within her. Was it envy? She wasn’t sure.

As the seals from the pillar unraveled, they were brought inside her, and they arrived inside her spiritual temple, preparing the scaffolding for creating her core. She was a little concerned that she hadn’t truly found her Daoist Path yet as they reached the peak of the nexus, but she wasn’t that worried. Her mentor, Fhesiah, would help her find it, she was sure.

It was almost the moment she had this thought that they finished unraveling the final seal. Dozens of portals opened along the walls of the outdoor temple, and suddenly, Sati was sucked toward one of them, several others drifting into different ones just before they closed. She barely caught the look of worry Fhesiah sent her from across the large chamber, but she was too far away and unable to stop it from happening.

Arriving inside the portal, her heart trembled, filled with fear after hearing from Fhesiah the horrible things that happened to her within.

She had to make sure she didn’t get her body snatched!

However, arriving inside, a woman’s matronly voice reached her. “It has been so long; what a surprise. Greetings, inheritor. May I ask your name, little one? I am Yogini Norisa, master of the Shuddha Anāhata Agni–the pure heart flame, the unbroken inner flame of devotion.”

The cavern was dark, but Sati’s mere fiery presence lit it up. Sweeping everything with her divine sense, she could not see or feel a speaker at all.

She realized that there was a giant bronze statue sitting in a strange pose with clasped hands, of a woman, and while it spoke, it did not move at all to do this, nor did she feel anything from it. There were several stone bowls in front of it and three tomes sitting on pedestals. To the side, a giant bronze-colored door.

Sati immediately identified that whatever this being was, it was powerful to be able to hide its presence. While cultivators could be malicious, there was an etiquette and rules among them, which usually kept people of higher cultivation realms from preying upon the weak. That was just bullying after all, like an adult kicking a child.

She bowed to the statue, clasping her hands as she couldn’t help but feel worried for her safety. “This one greets senior. I am called Sati.”

The woman’s voice laughed. “No need for that, little one–I am not actually present there, so you have nothing to fear from me. Sati is your name, though? Interesting, I wonder who gave it to you. It is fitting for an inheritor of my heart flame. I must say, you are a most unique being, Sati.” The woman almost seemed to be talking to herself, just as much as Sati.

But Sati was still alarmed about her situation. “I’m an inheritor? How do I…leave? I must get back. There is a big battle to happen soon.”

Norisa replied, “Why yes. This inheritance only draws in those with compatibility and Fate for it, and you qualified, Sati. As for leaving, you have two choices before you. You may leave and earn nothing. Or, you may stay and face what the Framework considers a Permanent Death Trial. Form your inner flame and survive the Trial, and you may have my inheritance, your potential increased forevermore.”

“Permanent death? That… sounds scary. How does this work… and… how long will it take? I really should be getting back; my mentor and allies might need me.”

“It’s possible that your mentor does need you. However, I do believe any mentor would lament that you gave up your fate, your destiny, for them. Time should be heavily dilated in here, to where very little time shall pass on the outside for each moment within. A year inside should only be a few days on the outside. How long it will take should be up to you, but I suspect it will take at least a year or more. Many can form an inner flame, and you being a living one, I expect that to be easy. But only a select few can form it from their heart flame, and for it to be unbroken in the face of Maya and malevolent fire.”

Sati frowned in thought–the woman was right. Fhesiah did separate the logic of a cultivator and others in her advice, but Sati was ultimately a cultivator in the end. And both the books and Fhesiah said the same thing–when destiny and fate call, they must answer, or they may regret it for the rest of their lives. Ignoring this challenge could even create heart demons, which would cause her trouble during her ascensions. This was a difficult decision.

Norisa continued, “As for how this will work, observe the tomes in front of my statue. You must read them and understand them in their entirety and practice the sutras contained within. When you deem yourself ready to continue, you shall take on the trial to ignite your inner flame and create the special fire of purity within you.”

“Create a flame? But I am already a flame. I only need to eat a flame in order to be it or make it. I don’t need to almost die to do that.”

Norisa laughed. “True, you are truly a special one. But when you create the inner flame of your spirit, it will be unique to you and only yours–not just what you ate. And before you wonder if you can actually do it, you would not be here unless the Framework believed you could. You must have a spiritual body and chakras, meridians, or something similar enough and the Origin or energy necessary to create it. It would never be wrong.”

Sati was still a little skeptical, a frown appearing on her face as she thought. “Is it really strong?”

Norisa chuckled. “Oh yes. In the face of evil, few flames can be its match, even among those considered the legendary flames–I have met many phoenixes and dragons that envied my flame.”

She added, “Do not feel anxious. I understand that your life is at great risk, and this is a difficult decision for you. I am not here to rush you or convince you to march on to your death. As a matter of fact, I have not yet accepted you as my disciple–if you do not meet my requirements in some way, I will not allow you to continue. The desire must come from within, or you cannot be an inheritor of my flame. You are allowed to peruse the first tome without being locked in, which goes over the philosophy of yoga and most importantly, the Dharma–the cosmic order. This knowledge can be found nearly anywhere in the Multiverse, and it is not special.”

Sati tilted her head. She heard a term that had piqued her interest. “Philosophy, you say?”

Norisa was surprised. “Oh, does that part interest you? I am able to do just one more thing to convince you. But take note, as an inheritor, you can only witness my flame thrice. And you’re absolutely not allowed to just eat it. Even if the Framework lets you, it would surely destroy you in nearly an instant. So, you must pay attention as much as you can. Would you like to see it now?”

Sati had already witnessed several flames that could destroy her, thanks to Fhesiah–so she didn’t doubt that it could. She nodded. “Yes. Please.”

One of the bowl-like objects rose up into the air in front of Sati until it found a height and hovered in place. A tiny flame flickered to life inside–or rather, it exploded into existence.

The flame was pure white, producing a light and heat that was undeniably good. She had felt malevolence, the taint within the blood cultists and horrible entities like the metal dragon, and she knew right away: this was somehow its complete antithesis.

The heat was gentle and kind, and while similar to the loving flame of Fhesiah’s husband, it was very different. While gentle, it somehow flickered full of passion, a desire, and hunger contained within for…something. It did feel a lot like…how she felt for Jake’s void flame, but it was different still. It made her feel a little…fuzzy. And most of all, it felt like love, a different kind or…flavor.

Sati wanted it. Not just to eat it, which she definitely wanted to do too, but to make it her own. To form this inner fire.

“I want it.”

Norisa laughed. “I suppose if you could be drooling right now, you would be, wouldn’t you? So now, before I will allow you to take the trial, I have to ask you: Who is the one you wish to devote yourself to? Your Divine, or your Lord?”

Sati frowned. She thought about it and realized that Fhesiah may not fit this description for her. At the very least, she knew that Fhesiah did not want that, acting as a mentor and friend instead of someone who was clearly above her in such a way. “I don’t think I have anyone like that. Do I have to?”

“You absolutely must. One cannot form my inner flame without a target for their devotion and passion. However, you must have someone or something in mind. Perhaps, a Divine Being. You wouldn’t have been brought here if you didn’t have someone or something to devote yourself to.”

Sati thought for a moment before she smiled. Lifting up her finger in front of her, she called out the special flame that carried a piece of Jake’s spirit: the void of family from her dantian. It flickered into existence, drawing in the light from herself, dimming the cavern. “This. It was from…a person important to me.”

The statue was silent for a moment. “What makes them important?”

“I…” Sati hesitated as she pondered. “I think it was the first time I felt love. I have consumed many tasty flames, and this one was the tastiest, but…it is more than that. I want more, to feel and taste his flame much more. To… I don’t know.” Sati’s cheeks burned in embarrassment, for some reason.

Norisa’s smile could be heard in her voice, “It’s a beautiful, wondrous flame. Both unique and, while small, powerful. I wouldn’t call it Divine just yet, but…it has slivers of it, perhaps. Maybe some day, with your help… I see. What is he like? How did you meet?”

“I have not met him. My mentor only gave me his flame. I only have the flame and my mentor’s tales of him.”

Sati went on to tell Yogini Norisa about Jake, and he was rather flattered by all the things Fhesiah apparently told Sati. Her opinion of him was that he was a true hero and that his capability was only matched by his love. And that even at this point, she had understood how much gratitude she had for both Fhesiah and Jake. Even the defeat of that terrifying dragon was with his help in some way.

“A Champion of a Goddess of Family… I see. That is a worthy target to become your Ishvara, your lord. You love his flame for how it makes you feel, a pure and unconditional love for a man’s path and how he serves for the good of all. You are pure of spirit; you may just be able to make it. Though, I wonder, your mentor is his wife? Part of my inheritance may become a challenge for you to practice later if you cannot join your Ishvara in truth. It is not required, but it may limit your potential. And this Yogini weeps for such a pure love unreturned and unfulfilled.”

Sati was confused. “Join? I don’t really get it, but my mentor says he has many more slots for waifus available to join and that he is a softy. That if a girl is interested, they just need to be strong, forward, and pretty, and eventually they’ll wear down his will with their charms and their sob story, whatever that is.”

Jake groaned internally at Fhesiah somehow managing to tease him through a memory, and Norisa laughed a little awkwardly. “My, I actually would like to meet this mentor of yours, if for nothing other than to give her a stern talking to. I’m not allowed to tell you much more about me, unfortunately, but if you pass this trial, I should become your official mentor, and we can communicate in the future.”

She paused before she continued, “I suppose your love qualifies, and I accept you as my disciple if you so succeed in the Trial. I can allow you to take it… but please read the first tome in its entirety before you make your final decision. You may even try some of the basic yoga poses and energy circulations to confirm it will work for you. I shall wait.”

Sati looked over the tome, and time sped up as Jake watched. It covered basic concepts of the dharma, yoga, bhakti, and the inner flame. The terms resonated with Sati and filled a part of her that she hadn’t realized was missing. Fhesiah’s motivating her to read the many books within the crystal helped her gain a good foundation of the world, but now, she sought what many did.

Purpose.

Cultivating was simple. For her, it was just eating, and she would become stronger and stronger, a powerful flame that could destroy much. But for what? She now understood morality, and she was content to follow Fhesiah and just fight evil.

It seemed like a righteous task, and people commended her for doing it, and that felt great. She hadn’t thought about it overmuch, just exploring and experiencing the world that was so foreign to her and enjoying herself. She hadn’t liked harming those creatures, feeling empathy for them, since it felt like they were being forced.

The bad guys wanted to hurt her friends and her, and so she helped defend them. It was what Fhesiah, her benefactor, did, and she was content to merely copy her. She did not hate the enemies that attacked them, but Tartarus wouldn’t stop even if she refused to fight.

Reading through the tomes, she learned that by seeking balance and harmony and serving the cosmic order by facing evil and the illusions of the truth–Maya, she could find meaning for herself. Whether facing evil enemies or not, she could focus her devotion on her Ishvara and find enlightenment and fulfillment through service.

The tomes appeared to be impartial to some extent–there were many who, after the advent of the Framework, had decided that Maya and Mara was Tartarus and that by destroying it, it would dispel the false perception, and they could find enlightenment. That by facing the dungeon, it aligned with the dharma, maintaining the cosmic order.

On Earth, the Hindu and Buddhist theology and myth were deeply similar and tied together–and in the Multiverse, it was even more so. Buddhists and Hindu practitioners often fought together, their Pantheons inextricably linked even if they were different.

Others believed Tartarus and Maya or Mara were different and unrelated, and others still believed the Framework was Maya instead, an illusion that got in the way of true enlightenment and ascension. These refused to join the Framework and would stand against The Alliance and typically would either be convinced to join Tartarus or fight it on their own.

The tome provided details about this, allowing Sati to understand others’ choices and even how her devotion could be pointed at any divine or someone seeking to become one. That by practicing yoga, it didn’t preclude her from any divine even if they weren’t a member of the Hindu or Buddhist Pantheon. But to grant a mortal seeking ascension, like Jake, her devotion, it required a slightly more intimate affair.

Sati made the decision for herself. Whether Tartarus was Maya or Mara not, it was evil and a disruptor of the cosmic order. To bring balance and harmony to the cosmos, it must be resisted and defeated. She believed in Fhesiah’s righteousness, not doubting it for a moment. Even if the woman had strange hobbies, according to Aria.

The fiery girl spent more than an entire day going over the contents of the tome and trying out the yoga poses. It turned out that the tapas, the inner heat of suffering, made these poses truly a challenge for her to accomplish for long periods, despite having no flesh or muscles. As she formed the poses, breathed, and circulated her fiery Qi as prescribed, the heat within her flaming body would increase.

Sati found joy in the feeling, even if it was also painful. Her fiery body did not feel many things, so the sensation felt rewarding when her heat built. It was like her suffering, her sacrifice, was fuel for her flames, the fire, the agni, of her spirit burning powerfully. It was like cultivating, but different, and did accomplish adding flames into her dantian and spiritual temple, somehow.

So even if she didn’t accept this Trial, she had gained from understanding this special concept. It was as if yoga was meant to be a part of her from the very beginning–destiny.

She was grateful for what she had learned. Truly, she felt blessed that she was drawn into this inheritance, because she found a part of her she realized was missing. Sati worried for her friends, that they could use her help in the dangerous fight to come.

However, she understood the truth. She was not yet strong; she was only unique. But if she succeeded here, she could be stronger; she could be more. Then, she could help them against more dangerous threats, serving the dharma. Fhesiah did say she wished for Sati to be known as virtuous, and most of all, she wanted to meet the expectations of her benefactor.

Speaking of benefactor, she remembered something Fhesiah had said. That these body snatchers do not do things out of goodwill in their hearts, usually, and anyone that claims to do so may be trying to ‘get one over’ on you. Whatever that meant.

Sati asked, “Why do you want an inheritor? Why…like this? Do you get anything from this?”

Norisa laughed. “Get anything? I’ll have you know that this was quite expensive to set up! When it comes to the great task of defeating Maya and Mara, I have chosen to enlighten others in addition to fighting. I wish to share my pure flame with as many as I can teach, and I have taught many disciples Bhakti Yoga and helped many more create their inner flame. However, it requires a rare set of circumstances to truly create the pure heart flame; less than one in a million disciples can accomplish this–a world might produce one in an entire lifetime. I wish to share my love, my unbroken heart flame, with as many as I can to defeat evil. And so the Framework helped me set up this inheritance to seek out these unique individuals.”

Sati frowned. That didn’t really help her. But on some level, she had felt the woman’s flame. Feeling the love in that flame, and combined with the teachings in the tomes, maybe it did fit that she was truly a ‘goody two-shoes’ as Fhesiah would put it.

“Have others died trying?”

“Absolutely. Make no mistake, child. This Permanent Death Trial is dangerous. Even with the Framework finding me potential inheritors that meet my requirements, less than one in five have the willpower, the love, and the talent to stand up against Maya and Mara and ignite their unbroken flame.”

The final section of the tome talked about why the Shuddha Anāhata Agni was special and so challenging to create. It required not only purity of spirit–one without malice or hate in their heart–but also for that heart to be unbroken. It needed to face a challenge of darkness and burn away the illusions and darkness of Maya and Mara.

The flame would use the darkness itself as fuel to create the pure flame and merge the heart chakra flame with their soul, forming their inner flame. Establishing a strong inner self was absolutely required, and for that, one needed purpose and resolve, and most of all, love without hate.

There were also the technical requirements. Flames of heaven and earth were also necessary, those of Yin and Yang–much like Fhesiah’s. Not only that, but they must be a woman. It was rare for someone to have access to these two kinds of flame and in such purity and equal power, and there was another important factor–they couldn’t have an inner flame already. It was to be the cornerstone of their core, somehow.

Sati didn’t understand the feminine energy, Shakti, but somehow, this pure flame she would create would generate an intense amount of it. And that energy could be granted or bestowed to her Ishvara, the object of her devotion. She found herself smiling just thinking of somehow giving something back to her benefactors. As she was now, her fire could only burn, hurt, and destroy.

Sati was mostly convinced. It was very much fate that brought her here, she reasoned. A cultivator must not ignore the call of destiny.

Before she did anything else, she had one more test that Fhesiah told her to do. To make sure this was not a body snatcher. Also, Fhesiah might enjoy some extra special stuff–she always got a wide smile on her face when she got treasure–so it couldn’t hurt to ask.

A body snatcher would always appeal to a cultivator’s greed, she said, and while Norisa was nonchalant about her being accepted as an inheritor, Sati didn’t want to be tricked.

“I have one more question before I will accept. Can you hand over some treasure if I become an inheritor? Surely, an all-powerful being like yourself has lots of trinkets and can part with some for this humble disciple.”

Norisa laughed. “Hoping to sweeten the pot? Let me guess though, the treasure is not for you, is it?”

Sati’s jaw dropped in surprise. “How did–”

“I know that you are without guile and without self-interest besides maybe looking for a meal, and your words didn’t feel like they came from you. Otherwise, you may not have arrived here in my inheritance–none that wear the cloak of greed and guile can arrive here. Not only that, but your spatial device only has bits and bobbles for self-preservation and nothing showing a person who seeks material wealth–you don’t even wear clothes.” She chuckled. “Your mentor must have gotten you to ask that question in front of someone stronger? I wonder why? To answer your question, I cannot sweeten the pot–everything is aboveboard and must be done within the Framework.”

She added, “The inheritance, such as it is, is primarily my pure flame energy, a gift to help you form your perfect core from your heart flame, and then knowledge. More than a thousand sutras reside on the information crystal you will be provided should you succeed. They are meant to aid you in cultivating your flame toward ascension, allowing you to reach all the way into the Third Tier and establish your Nascent Soul. And, potentially, help others to form this flame and other inner flames, should you find prospective disciples.”

“I…yes. That makes me feel better. You see, my mentor…”

Jake had to chuckle as Sati did her best to talk and act out what happened to Fhesiah in the other two inheritances, which included how she gained her intelligence. She also brought up Fhesiah’s theory about why she was even able to be given such challenging inheritances in the first place.

“Ah! How unlucky your friend must be, or perhaps lucky because she was capable of triumphing? And what she said is true. Due to the nature of this Trial where you gain potential, I am unable to give you much more guidance after you accept, beyond a showing of my flame twice more and answering the questions you might have from the text. Each question after you accept consumes a finite energy; I am not allowed to instruct you limitlessly as those two did, which would be incredibly valuable and would need to be earned by an equal danger. Unfortunately, you are mostly on your own with those tomes in terms of mastering the poses, mantras, and mudras.”

“It sounds risky, but… if I am ever to be strong or serve a great purpose, I must take a chance here. Especially if… I want to ever give something back.”

“Gratitude, is it? A pure motivation. It is risky, but to cultivate is to defy the heavens. Before the Framework, many would find tragic ends, only having a rather pathetic chance of succeeding in many dangerous endeavors. This trial will be challenging and dangerous, make no mistake. But as long as you hold onto the love and devotion for your Ishvara, you shall triumph. And that should remain true now and well into the future, when facing Tartarus or Maya or in finding enlightenment, the truth.”

She paused for a moment, before she added, “You wouldn’t be here if your feelings for this flame, this man, were not enough. You may not realize or understand it, but love is a prerequisite for you being brought here as well. Perhaps, you may understand your love even more by the time you leave here.”

Sati smiled at that thought and floated in front of the second tome, and a prompt appeared. 


[This is a Permanent Death Trial. Creating the Shuddha Anāhata Agni is required to succeed, and you may not leave alive unless it is formed. Upon completion, you will establish your Cultivator Core and reach the Second Tier.]


[Do you wish to continue?]


“I wish to continue.” 

There was a small shift, the bowls lighting up with flames and brightening the room, and a small door behind her opened. A small cot and a modest bathroom were linked inside, the girl checking them out of curiosity.

Attached by another door, a small garden was growing fruits and vegetables of various kinds, which, with the amount of Qi within the chamber, was more than enough for a cultivator to survive as long as necessary. Sati had no need for food or sleep, so long as she had Qi, so this was mostly for others, she understood.

The Qi within the chamber was plenty dense, formations around her seemingly regulating the amount. She returned to the statue and the tomes, ready to dig in.

The smile could be heard in Norisa’s voice, “Good luck, child. Your time limit is five years within this chamber, but taking longer than two or three is not likely to improve your chances to succeed in the trial. Remember, believe in love, for in the face of illusion, it is the one thing that will always burn it away and uncover the truth.”

Sati worked through the tomes with fervor. They were full of diagrams for many poses, as well as chants and mudras meant to purify her body and master the manipulation of Qi through her chakras.

While her body was fire, there were all sorts of impurities that had built up over time within her spiritual body. She took to the Bhakti Yoga, the yoke of devotion, like a fish to water. The heat of suffering, the tapas, allowed her, for the first time, to build something on her own. She did not only eat it; she built it inside her through her own efforts and nothing more.

She learned of Shakti–the feminine energy–and how she could cultivate it through her devotion to her Ishvara. The breaths and the mantras–the chants and prayers–altered the way the fire moved within her spiritual body, transforming the flames within and empowering her chakras. It was very much a spiritual journey for her, and time was fast-forwarded for Jake showing her routine.

Day and night without stopping, she formed the poses and suffered through the heat, building up her fiery body into something more. As she nurtured this Shakti within her, her body began to change, ever so slightly. She already had the vague shape of a fiery woman, but her body started to take more influence of the representation of an adult human or elven woman.

Despite the pain, she often had a smile on her face as she practiced the mantras and mudras–the hand symbols. Her chakras built, especially her heart chakra, as she held onto the love and devotion she had for Jake and his flame.

Somehow, that tiny flickering flame Fhesiah had given her had grown just a little bit more, which only increased her fervor. It seemed the three flames on the bowls were somehow special, allowing her to feed and grow just about any kind of yin or yang flame from her efforts.

It ended up taking her two full years. Day and night she suffered and built the pure Shakti within her, and pondered over the tomes. Eventually, she had taken to reading the rest within Fhesiah’s information crystal, even all the stories provided, as she experienced the pain of the poses and mantras.

The reason it took so long was because she had to finish rebuilding her spiritual temple. As a flame elemental, her foundations were a natural representation of fire, formed through hundreds of years of absorbing that monster’s fiery core in that cavern. Originally, it looked much like the lava caverns where the special core sat, where she met Fhesiah, truths of fire lining the walls.

What she found interesting was that the special scaffolding for establishing her core from the Celestial Nexus’ runes and glyphs remained and even shifted as she changed her temple. Forming her hexagonal bricks out of the fiery Qi that constituted her body, she created her modest temple and altar. She kept the truths of fire from the cavern walls, the fractal patterns seared into the walls from hundreds of years of lava flows.

Her body was a temple of worship for her Ishvara, where she would devote her every breath and action.

She witnessed Norisa’s flame twice more and had used up most of her questions as well. Norisa was helpful, providing answers that made her see the truth on her own, rather than just giving her the answer.

During this time, her love not just for Jake but for everything, the universe, increased. She understood how everything was connected, and through her struggle and suffering, she understood others. Her purpose became larger and greater, wanting to end the needless suffering of those in her view.

And Baron Jake Hart was the best way to fulfill that purpose. Her Daoist Path, her Dharma, was to offer herself to her Ishvara, and the hero would carry out this righteous duty, as he has always done and will always do. She would become an extension of his will, just like his wives, but different. It was in that surrendering devotion that she would be powerful. She could already feel that this path was right for her.

It was not that she expected him to return her love. True devotion was love and sacrifice without expectation, she had learned. She hoped, surely, but she had found her resolve. Even if he never did, she would serve until her last breath and be fulfilled, satisfied.

In all, as Jake listened to and witnessed Sati’s story and understood her a little better, he was moved. He felt how much love this woman in his arms had for him in every action for all this time, suffering in a chamber all by herself.

Every few days as she rested, she would take out Jake’s flame, just to stare at it with adoration, thinking about Jake. She even replayed moments in her mind when Fhesiah had talked about him.

She could feel the Shakti she was cultivating within her heart chakra as a result of all her efforts, and he could feel the intense desire to somehow give it to him. While the scriptures in the third tome did outline how to do it, and some were sexual, Tantric, there were non-sexual means, like the one Jake was now experiencing. True Divine could just draw it in from anywhere; there was no need for anything like this.

As she told the story, floating in the fiery vent, she had continued her poses in Jake’s lap. This feminine energy, the Shakti, was being sent inside of Jake. As he kept his mind clear–as clear as he could keep it while experiencing her story–that energy would roam around his body.

While it was a form of Yin energy, it was not exactly the same as the Yin Qi Fhesiah would sometimes use in their cultivation sessions. From Sati’s tomes and her thoughts, he now knew that they would eventually weave and transform this energy–but he was holding off until she instructed him, or he found the right moment.

The display of her devotion was about to get even more intense in her retelling.


Chapter 19 - The Trial of the Unbroken Flame 



Sati floated in front of the statue in the lotus pose Jake was familiar with. Her expression was serious, and her eyes, looking much more like the current ones, were filled with determination. “I am ready now. To challenge the trial and ignite my inner flame.”

“I can see your resolve. I had called you a child despite your age because I could feel your lack of maturity, but I can see that you are a woman now. I wish to commend you for your preparations and effort, but true strength comes from within–not from the praise of others. In the darkest hour, I hope that you believe in yourself and have faith in your love, for I wish nothing but your success. For your heart and your flame are pure, no matter what the Maya tells you.”

The grand door to the side opened, and she floated through the archway. On the other side, it was a round, stone-floored chamber, lightly sloped and shaped almost like a bowl and only a dozen meters from end to end.

The chamber was almost reminiscent of the pill furnace her ego was birthed in–when she had gained her intelligence and became more. The main difference was instead of crazy formations and weird materials and angry spirits, there were a series of statues above her on a second level, looking down on her. Or maybe there were angry spirits here too?

They were ominous beings, with angry, hateful faces. Some were what Jake recognized as demons or asuras, but others were much like Norisa’s statue outside–meditative Buddhists or Hindu practitioners, holding prayer beads and other objects.

Braziers lined what was a second story, with a malevolent smoke drifting from them.

Norisa’s voice rang in her ears. “The trial begins. Hold onto your gift to your beloved, your Ishvara, and follow the Sutras to ignite your heart flame. May you find enlightenment in your suffering, and may your flame remain unbroken forevermore.”

Sati found her seat in the center of the bowl and sat in her usual lotus pose, floating from the ground. Her two hands met in front of her heart, and she began to circulate the energy within her.

Flames of yin and yang, purified during all of her time within the special temple, gathered within her heart chakra–along with Jake’s spark of flame and all the Shakti that she had built during this time.

Sati chanted, “My love is my shield. My flame is my truth.”

She performed the hand symbols, mudras, drawing out the energies from her chakras. She prayed, “No shadow can live in a heart alight. From darkness, love will lead me to the light.”

It ignited as she focused on her love, filling her with bliss as the pure blue flame sparked within her chest, the three fires all becoming one. A pulse ran through her body, empowering her flame and brightening it. If it weren’t for needing to create the Pure Heart Flame, she would have achieved making her inner flame so easily.

Already, it felt powerful. While not exactly white, the mixture felt special and pure.

It was just in time for several of the statues’ mouths opening.

They began to spew a terrifying miasma, a thick, black fog or cloud-like flame, into the chamber. Sati could feel the malevolence contained within, a dread filling her spirit unbidden as it gathered in the bowl, roiling as it approached her. The torches also burned brighter, an even darker smoke being released.

It washed over her like a wave at the beach coming from all sides. Much of the miasma was burned away by her heart flame as it encroached on her body, but the black flame was thick and filled with malevolence.

And the flames were unending. Sati focused on entering her poses and chanting as her body twisted and she stretched, but more fell down into the bowl, more waves building as the rest sloshed around in the bowl like a liquid flame.

A wave crashed into her again, causing her to nearly be knocked out of her pose. As the miasma inevitably entered her body from nearly all sides at once, she could only feel one thing.

Pain. She had no flesh, but her body was wracked with a stinging pain, like she was stabbed and torn with something sharp all over her, burning her. Her breath caught in her throat, but still she continued, chanting her mantras as she pushed through the poses, the tapas building heat rapidly within her despite the pain, or perhaps, thanks to it.

The pain was only skin-deep at first, her increased heat burning the malevolence away and providing more protection against the evil. But as she breathed, it seemed the smoke from the braziers was drawn into her. She started to hear voices as part of the challenge.

And Jake witnessed this, as if he was the one experiencing the pain. It was significant, but then it was dulled down by Sati–there was no way she wanted him to experience her suffering in that way.

She heard whispers. Words strung together to break her resolve or to make her hate, even as she moved from one pose to the next.

A woman’s statue from above suddenly spoke to her, its eyes opening and its mouth moving.

“He will never look at you. He will not love you.”

The words hit harder and carried additional meaning. They strangely affected Jake more than he thought they should, but Sati replied resolutely. “He does not need to. My love for his flame is unconditional.”

The statue sneered, chuckling in derision. “That flame? It is weak and cold, and nothing before what you could become. Observe.”

A pulse ran through her, and she was shown a vision where Sati had become a giant flame goddess, where hundreds bowed in worship. Actually, it was eerily similar to what was happening at the Great Flame’s temple right now, Jake noticed. The crowd of worshiping disciples offered her gifts, including their many flames, which she happily swallowed up, pulses of pleasure as if she had a wonderful meal flowing through her.

Rather than being the devotee, she was the one being devoted to, becoming enlightened and powerful.

It felt real to Sati. It was not just a vision like watching a movie, disconnected from the happenings. It was more like how Jake was experiencing it right now, with her thoughts and feelings over their bond. She felt the joy, the bliss, the pleasure of consuming such amazing, delicious flames, and the triumph of receiving such worshipful devotion and adulation, and it was very convincing.

Jake was actually receiving the same thing from Sati right now outside the vision, within the fiery vent. It was less than in the vision, but he could feel her devotion through her efforts. He already wished to kiss her now, to return even an iota of the affection she had for him. He was sure that their bond had already hit the fourth level as he understood her, but in his trance and in this state, he didn’t check his notifications.

But in the vision, within the chamber, the immense feelings did not tempt Sati at all. Instead, it only increased her resolve in her purpose, a smile touching her lips through the pain. After all, wouldn’t this bliss be what her Ishvara would receive? More than anything, she wanted to give that to him.

Sati’s hands formed into seals, mudras, and she chanted, “From love, I burn. From flame, I become. Let all darkness be undone.”

A pulse ran through the surrounding area from her prayer, and the illusion was dispelled. She ignored the vision’s appeal to her vanity and greed, discarding the empty, selfish pleasure.

The miasmic flames continued to encroach on her spiritual body, reaching deeper than just skin deep as she continued her resistance, her loving surrender for her Ishvara as it headed toward her torso.

More statues showed her illusions and tried to make her hate, but they hardly entered Sati’s heart or shattered her resolve, even with their special weight. They showed depictions of hatred, even directly toward her, but she had a hard time believing them as she had never experienced it. Perhaps she would in the future, but she had already learned the truth.

That those who hate were only confused and ignorant. They only needed enlightenment and empathy to erase the hate. She would burn away all hatred with her love, for there was no malice in her heart, and she believed in her purpose.

More voices and more temptations accompanied by visions meant to increase her doubt reached her ears. They carried intense meaning, almost like when Nessa spoke. That the words were true, and it was difficult to deny them. Even still, she endured.

“That dragon woman is using you. She twisted you for her own ends. And now she’s left you to die alone.”

“Don’t you see? The dragon woman made you. You were not made to love. You were made to burn.”

“You call it devotion. But isn’t it just longing? He is not your Ishvara. He is only a man, and he doesn’t even know you exist.”

“Even if he loves you, he will not love your soul. His heart is only wicked like that dragon woman, and he only wants your flame of devotion.”

But none even entered her heart, her dispelling the illusions and ignoring the voice’s temptations as the hours passed by in her world of pain. Her heart’s flame grew as it somehow mostly kept up with burning away the constant waves of flames, but it was slowly encroaching further in spite of this.

The rest of her body was getting scorched by the blackish flames as it got deeper. The spiritual temple within her was being corroded, even the altar that she had painstakingly built in the last two years, the insides of her crumbling and charring just like her body.

The voices continued. “You wish to give him everything… and what has he given you?”

Sati replied, “He gave me my first glimpse of love and hope. He need not give anything else.”

“Doesn’t this hurt? If you don’t give up soon, there won’t be anything left. You can end the pain now; just strike us all down.” The voice laughed.

The flames of darkness continued to invade her, her spiritual body scorching as it was corrupted and melted, waves of pain enveloping her. Her face was set in a permanent grimace, but still, she continued.

The whispers only grew louder as her body was wrecked, somehow hardening like a burnt husk. The flames arrived at her torso and even her face, scarring her. Flakes of burnt spiritual flesh fell from her form. It felt like her body would crumble in with nothing more than a breath.

At this point, her body was little more than a burnt corpse, but back sitting in her lotus pose, a flame of blue in her chest, flickering in defiance.

The voices all laughed. “Look at what’s left of you! You are ugly, disgusting!”

“He will never want you! He will throw away trash like you!”

Her cracked, charred lips hurt to speak. “That’s…okay. As long as I breathe… I am his to throw away.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, the pain from her suffering immense at this point. But as she looked internally with her Divine Sense, the Shakti that she had stored remained, and if anything, it had grown. She was filled with pride for a moment, a small blip of joy and hope filling her bleak thoughts.

The statue of the woman sneered maliciously. “Ah…your hard work. You cling to it.”

Sati felt dread as the flames sought a new direction. While everything was in a sort of pyre formed in her heart chakra, on some level, it was still separate–these were meant to combine when she actually created the soul’s flame.

The flames targeted the Shakti she had stored, burning it away, as if stealing it and taking it from her.

The voice laughed, “You have nothing now! Nothing to give him!”

Another voice laughed. “Pathetic, scarred forever! How do you feel? Do you not blame me? Do you not hate what I have taken from you? You suffered all that time, for nothing!”

All her efforts for the last two years–gone. Her heart wavered, so badly had she wanted to give that to him. She nearly fell into despair; it was like there was nothing left of herself. Could she even be healed? The whispers continued, and laughed and jeered at her, taunting her that she would never be healed.

She was reminded that her body was nothing more than a charred corpse now. If it was an illusion, Jake understood, it still made it feel like she had nothing left. She could not feel her spiritual body outside of her heart flame any longer, and she could muster no more additional flame.

All that was left of her was the flame burning within her heart chakra–his flame, Sati realized. His loving embrace continuing in the face of evil, its flickering candle still burning brightly.

“No. I still have something. I will never give up as long as I have love.”

She protected it with her will, her desire to hold onto the love it represented. If she lost the Shakti energy she worked so hard for, so be it. She would suffer once again and make more. She would burn down to ashes as many times as necessary, and rebuild herself anew to do it all again. To serve her purpose, she would suffer and do anything it took to succeed.

Sati willed her blackened hands back together in prayer, focused on her devotion, her suffering surrender to her Ishvara. Any doubt, any fear would cause her to lose herself, she knew. The voices continued with their hate, but the love became the sum of her being as she endured the pain and ignored them, willing to protect this flame, her love.

“I do not hate. I will not break. For purpose and love I will burn.”

Her spirit and her will became one as she defended her truth. A white and gold flame ignited within her spirit, her soul and heartflame becoming one, the Inner Flame of her spirit truly born.

The corruption burnt away, following the same path as the evil corrupted her body, as if it were fleeing from her vessel. Her pure heart flames burned away the malevolence in her, fueling the inner flame’s growth. If it was an illusion, and at this point, Jake wasn’t even sure as he watched, then she just burnt the illusion of Maya away with her love and revealed the truth.

Her energy soaring, she drew it into her dantian and she rebuilt her destroyed spiritual temple, the blazing white bricks forming her altar. The purified smoke and blackened flames became the yin and yang flames she had lost, somehow the two returning to her, even more powerful and brilliant than before as Maya was dispelled.

The darkness within the bowl-shaped chamber was drawn in like a vacuum, despite it clawing at the walls and trying to escape. The charred flesh of her body was replaced with her immaculate flame, her joy soaring as the pain was swept away as her spiritual body was healed by the fiery brilliance. She cried tears of joy, and both relief and triumph filled her existence.

Norisa’s voice echoed into the chamber, a joyful tone to her voice. “Congratulations, inheritor Sati, and my wonderful disciple. You’ve succeeded in making the flame! Strangely, it is a little different than I expected–perhaps thanks to your Ishvara. I am so happy for you, but your work is not yet done. Only by being brought to nothing can you be reborn. It’s time to remake yourself as you ascend.”

What was left in the vision was her core formation. Pure white flames of love and devotion spilled out into the chamber, and the statues shifted to become several Yoginis that spewed the flames into the room, and waves of love for all things now crashed into her instead. The Shakti energy that was stolen from her was returned, and plenty more. She created her core using the scaffolding from the Celestial Nexus, and pure energy that was provided by the chamber.

The Framework’s Tribulation came, but it was nothing compared to the trial she had just faced. She was successful in forming her core based around her Daoist Path, her dharma, and following the Yogini’s instructions, she prepared herself for the future. Some humble robes were provided, since now, she truly looked like a naked woman rather than a flame vaguely in the shape of one.

It seemed Sati did have minor contact with Norisa through her system-sanctioned mentorship, but communication across sectors of great distances was similar to writing a letter and waiting for it to return. The advice Norisa could give was minimal, but she waited for the day when she could truly instruct and help her once again, once she reached Nascent Soul or left the Frontier Sector.

When Sati returned to the Celestial Nexus, the battle was largely already won, and her friends had triumphed. Jake felt Sati’s relief that her choice was entirely the right one, Fhesiah handling the situation without her help.

The vision ended, and Jake was brought back to floating in the fire vent of the volcano, with her in his lap.

Jake spun her around to face him askew and reached his hand out to brush her cheek. “Now… I understand.”

Sati leaned into his touch, her heart soaring with joy. “I’m glad. I did not require it, but most of all, I hoped for you to understand my love and my devotion for you.”

Perhaps for Sati, it was love at first sight, feel, or taste of his flame for her. But the hope that his flame provided, the purpose for her that he represented, was something she had clung to, even in those dark hours.

Jake said, “My flame was nothing more than a flickering candle. Flawed and not overly strong, just as the illusion said. But you made it your everything, having no doubts in it–in me.”

“How could I doubt? Your love is pure and bright. You sacrificed your efforts and your sense of self to give it all to your wives, your family, and those you love and care about–the void of family. I believed in it with every fiber of my being. Through my sacrifice, devotion, and service to you, I found purpose, my sense of self. It is similar, but it is different.”

Jake nodded. “Through your devotion and sacrifice, you built a pure, unconditional love for me, your Ishvara. You burn for me.”

Sati’s voice trembled, knowing that finally, Jake could truly see her. “Yes.”

Because of his attention to detail within the story, Jake already understood what to do with this Shakti floating within him. He drew all that she gave him in the last hour and combined it with his hearth flames through a circuitous path within him, then brought it to his lips as he leaned toward her. He also infused it with his will and his dao: the weight of his bonds.

Her eyes widened as her whole body brightened in a blush–and that was before their lips even met. When they did, the explosion of joy and love was immense, her fiery lips somehow soft and inviting.

It wasn’t only her emotions that exploded. As the flaming energy mix entered through her lips and into her body and reached her core, becoming one with her forever. Her entire body burst into flame, losing much of her body’s form for a brief moment as she moaned into the kiss.

Somehow, he knew this flame was insanely hot, but the heat washed over him like a loving embrace. He matched it by wrapping his arms around her form tightly as the kiss deepened, and her entire body surrendered to his touch, her legs wrapping around him. The kiss was like fuel for her flames, and it was even more than that, as something changed within her, ever so slightly.

But then much of the flames pooling beneath her form suddenly rushed inside of her, drawing much of the Great Flame in. The power within her grew rapidly, and it was like she cultivated half a level in an instant.

And it wasn’t only her that experienced a small change. During the vision, their bond had hit the fourth level, but now it already hit the fifth. The respect and affection Jake held for Sati and her path and her heathflame, had only begun to match what she had for him, his feelings growing for her in return. It was not at the love stage yet, according to the Framework, but he knew it was not far off.

He knew she didn’t want him to feel like he owed her, but it was impossible for him to not be moved by her conviction. The illusions felt so real, Maya clouding Sati’s senses and eroding her judgment.

Her heart soared, and it was like a golden flame roiled through her form, but most importantly, it filled her eyes, the light blazing within them. She pulled back from their kiss and looked to the sky above them, and then a small smile touched her lips.

“I know what I must do now.”

Fhesiah’s voice in their minds interrupted their thoughts. [Damn. That was some kiss, huh. Got some kind of enlightenment and everything.]

Ophelia responded, [Shush. You’re ruining their moment–she can hear you now!]

Berri added, [Too late. Hi-hi, Sati-Sati! Welcome to the club!]

Ava giggled. [Hehe, it’s about time! Our mate can really get his mind in the way of his heart sometimes, isn’t that right, sisters?]

Blood replied, [It is true. But once he reaches that stage, he never lets us go. If he was only led by mere whims or passionate moments alone, would that truly be better? I love that he seeks to fully connect with us, his mind and his heart. Otherwise, we’d have swarms of girls to compete with by now.]

Fhesiah hummed, thinking about what was dancing around in her lamp. [Swarms of girls, you say?]

Berri blew a raspberry. [Whatever! It’s fine as long as they’re snake girls or fire girls. Those lamia need loving too!]

Tanda laughed, and Jake knew her tail was wagging. [You differentiate just for Sati? That’s high praise!]

Berri replied, [No, we’re all fire girls. Our hearths. Duh!]

Nessa added, [I’m happy for you, Sati, my dear friend.]

Bree was racing against Avalara, and it was such a strange arms race. [Welcome to the pack, Sati. I’m happy that you too have finally had your feelings returned as well.]

Sati’s smile grew wide, affection for his wives and their connection filling her. She loved them all a lot already, not just because they were all wonderful warriors who were heroes, but also because of an important fact.

They were all a part of Jake–her Ishvara. In addition, she had long since been an important part of their family. Joining them was a very happy moment, and so was being embraced by Jake.

“So, what is it that we must do?” He asked.

“We must go to the moon, but together. Everything will be fine if you are with me.”

Jake quirked his brow. “That was already the plan. From the beginning, there was no way I was letting you go without a fight.”

Sati chuckled. “I know that, but…before, it really felt like my fate was in flux, changing. Now…it is sure.” She looked inwardly at her fiery pure heart flame, which had shifted to have even more gold in its brilliant white. It brightened her whole chest, like a flashlight under her skin. “I’ll have to fix that. But that flame you gave me just now…it made me more. I see that now, and it is only the beginning.”

Jake thought deeply, looking at her Inner Flame with his Umbral Gaze. There was a giant orb of Shakti built within her spiritual body and soul, an immense amount from her years of building it. Including her efforts from the vision, it had been six years in total.

The Shakti was a very curious energy, resembling yin energy. But it was more. It had a form of faith or divinity within it, a special, spiritual energy like auril. It didn’t hold a will, but a spirituality that was present.

While Clergy of Divine could build this faith energy within them, and it was present in their mana, there was no way they could bequeath it to anyone but their divine. This made what Sati was making special.

And when Jake combined it with his hearth flame, it became much more like Fhesiah’s Celestial Flames of Alchemy, where it contained nearly everything.

He had received the energy and reflected it back to Sati. But there was another step, one that they could do together if they continued. She only sent him a bit of the Shakti she had earned from this session, too. It was not the immense quantities stored in her pyre, her Inner Flame. Her six years of performing her Bhakti Yoga from within the Trial, and then their Refuge and in her travels.

Jake wondered, “Why tell me now? You could have told me this story years ago.”

“I know not. I only sensed that this was the right time, feeling the fate that calls to me. Who can understand its whims? Perhaps I was not ready, or maybe it was you who was not.” She spread her hands wide, gesturing to the flames surrounding them. “Or maybe my fate, our fate, or the world hanging in the balance required a special set of circumstances. It matters not. I only know that waiting to tell you served the Dharma–my path and purpose.”

Jake narrowed his eyes, a teasing smile touching his lips. “Hmm…are you sure there wasn’t anything else? I’m betting you didn’t have those feelings of fate right away after you arrived in the Refuge with Fhesiah the first time.”

He remembered the dozens of times she shyly asked him for his flame, back at his Refuge or in training. And how every time he was near, she had been more or less speechless, or close enough to it.

Sati blushed and looked away. “I…may have been a little shy at first. Your flame was even more beautiful…and tasty in person, and then you were so…” Her thoughts said handsome, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it. She added, “Then, you sent me to see the world. Your family’s wisdom in this helped me grow, and achieve much. Then by the time I returned… I think you can understand the rest.”

When she arrived back with Fhesiah from the Celestial Nexus, the girl was certainly new to romantic love. She had read in stories and seen others, but it was not something she had gotten to experience. The fiery girl had only book knowledge and a little bit of experience in the Celestial Nexus, but otherwise she was even more sheltered than Ophelia. She was definitely shy.

Sati had hoped for his love, but he never approached her in that way, and at first, she felt she needed to improve herself to match him and his wives. It seemed she was content that year she spent before he sent her away with Nessa, but eventually, she had felt fate looming not long after she finally returned.

“It’s clear you had tremendous conviction in your path when you completed that trial, but I do think it was for the best that you experienced things on your own before we were together. Purpose is important, but a person is not their purpose alone. I’m glad you got to see the world first.”

“As long as I was able to give you my flame, I would have had no regrets. But now, I see. I am truly blessed. Shall we go, my Ishvara?”

Sensing what she wanted even better now, he immediately changed his posture and got into the same lotus position as before, bringing her onto his lap. She got into the same pose, her smile wide.

Spiritual arms and legs came out from her again, and this time, it was even more than before. As she entered her poses and built the tapas, the pool of flame beneath them started to grow, and Sati started drawing them downward and into the volcano.

They dropped beneath the volcano’s vent, and actually plugged the hole completely–all of the rising flame came to a stop, and a pressure began to build beneath them, in a far greater quantity than before.

The heat built, but somehow, with the Shakti she was sending him, it was no problem at all for him. It was like by having these flames a part of him now, he was immune.

Rashik was alarmed, seeing them drop downward, the goblin man standing and overlooking the lip of the volcano. “What–What is happening?”

The many disciples murmured as they also peered over the lip of the vent–which before, they could not even get close to. That all the flames shooting to the heavens stopped was definitely cause for concern.

Sati waved her hand, ordering them imperiously, her tone brooking no argument. “You must retreat from this room and close the core sanctum doors until we depart. My Lord and I shall go and assist the Great Flame. We will purge it of this wicked taint, and then we shall return. Continue your efforts without pause if you wish to save your Divine.”

Jake arched his brow at that–he hadn’t ever seen her act like that. The disciples stumbled over each other to obey her command, people bowing to her and retreating to the adjacent chamber.

Suddenly, he felt a change beneath him as the pressure of the Great Flame grew. He looked down at the flame and then up at the sky. That was how this was happening?

Just what was Jake’s life? He had a more normal jet-shaped flying device that he could actually use on this world, but now, they were going to fly in a strange, awkward way. Maybe nobody except the disciples would see it?

Fhesiah teased, [Sati, you better remember every detail and hand it over. I am absolutely watching this later.]

Berri sounded a little depressed. [It’s like, I kinda wanna see it? But then I think it will just make me mad, because I didn’t get to go.]

Jake chuckled. “I’m sorry, Berri. I can feel how badly you want to go. If I see the opportunity in the future, I promise I’ll make it happen for you.”

[He said it! I’m going to the moon!]

[Stop extorting promises from our lord; he is busy. Did you know that you are worse than Blaze sometimes?]

The volcano started to tremble from the pressure, even as Sati was converting the flames quickly. More spiritual appendages had joined the original, and some actually headed off in different directions. Seen from above, arms and legs extended in a cross shape.

Suddenly, he was starting to have an odd dizziness, an altering or layering of his perception that was peculiar–it even disrupted his Umbral Gaze, distorting his view as it blurred.

“Yes, my Ishvara. As you touch the divine, you must keep your mind clear. Your…active mind is making it more challenging for me as well.”

“Sorry.” Jake took a steadying breath, seeking the stillness. The amount of Shakti arriving in him was actually becoming significant, he realized.

Sati smiled. “Ah, there it is. To the stars we go.”

It was like she removed the cap from a soda bottle. They accelerated upward with tremendous force, and Jake felt the pull downward against the condensed flames beneath them, like being sucked into his chair in a fast car. It was significantly worse than that, but it seemed his Hearthian body could handle the acceleration.

The column of flame pushed them into the sky, and like a Sati-shaped rocket ship, Jake and Sati flew at the tainted moon.


Chapter 20 - Ophelia and Fhesiah - Moving Forward



Ophelia, Tanda, Nessa, Valora and Ruby walked through the halls of the Wind Grand Temple, the god they worshiped called “The Breath of the World” to them. Wind moved through the hollow, crystalline walls, playing a whimsical song as the breath passed through it.

The halls were nearly empty, the many disciples and clergy away on a task that the high elf wasn’t that open about, despite allowing them into the temple and to tour the place without many restrictions.

The people appeared to be following a practice that somewhat mimicked their floating temple, which was closer to an airship than it was a building. They hollowed out their bones to lighten their bodies, allowing additional wind mana to be stored and to empower them.

Their entire body became like giant mana lungs, and the sylphs with their diaphanous wings could actually fly incredibly fast.

The high elf man was tall and slender, and while he looked fragile and weak, Ophelia’s magical senses told her that he was filled with supernatural power and grace, dense wind mana flowing through him.

The man in question frowned at them as they finished their pass through the whole temple. Unlike the Fire Grand Temple, this place didn’t have a central vortex or Core Sanctum. They found nothing out of order, not even using Ruby’s ability to smell and feel tainted blood or Nessa’s ability to see the truth and pierce any illusion, as well as their Divine Sense which pierced through walls.

“Are you not satisfied with your search yet? We do not have any interlopers, as we’ve told you–none of our clergy have died or have gone missing from within this temple. We would have noticed this taint long ago within, the wind speaking to us of any plot.” The high and mighty wind elf sneered, his sylph companion’s wings buzzing in irritation.

Ophelia gave Nessa a look, and she gave the all-clear message in her mind.

“I understand you feel superior to those who worship the Great Flame, but they were confident and believed the same thing as you–that none could desecrate their sacred halls. And yet, the enemy hid right under their noses. Take a look.”

Ophelia took out a chunk of the evil god’s statue from her Storage Ring, which, while purified a bit from being destroyed, still reeked of miasma and taint. The two clergy recoiled immediately, backing away from the object.

Nessa pointed to the broken statue in Ophelia’s hands. “This was within a heavily warded formation, right under their noses in their storage rooms, tainting their food by betrayers to their kin. It looks like with your clear and hollow walls, there wasn’t really any place to hide. Still, we had to check and make sure. Make no mistake, the enemy is insidious and carries out their plots to destroy this world with methods beyond the stars.”

Ophelia added, “While difficult, that didn’t mean it was impossible for a villain to hide, even here. Observe.”

Using the camouflage cloak tool Jake had created, they demonstrated how even in their temple, it could be hidden. Combined with going deeper about what they found from their investigations and interrogations, the sylph and high elf truly changed their tune.

The sylph woman said, “How…terrible. I understand now. I still have faith that The Breath of the World would have warned us within these sacred walls, but…”

Nessa picked up on a thread from before, asking, “So you’ve never lost a clergy member inside this temple. What about outside?”

The high elf grimaced. “Unfortunately, our…grand task to restore the world has…had a few of our clergy go missing over the years; there is no doubt about that. The winds near the temple are rather dangerous, so… I suppose some assassinations could have been carried out under that guise.”

Tanda said, “They have sought to weaken you for years, just as they did the others. Tell us more about this grand task, and have there been any anomalies lately?”

The sylph replied, “When our world became unbalanced with the loss of The Great Well, The World’s Breath spoke to us. While we don’t hear words, exactly, our strongest acolytes divined its desire. It wished for us to maintain balance, to restore the wind of the world, and to protect life. We have prevented calamitous storms and more.”

The sylph woman added, “But…recently, there has been a large storm building, and we’ve failed to slow it down and stop it. It’s gotten out of our control, and the Rifts only make our task even more difficult to achieve.”

Tanda frowned at them. “And…you didn’t think to tell anyone else? To warn them?”

The high elf shook his head. “The storm’s landing is not yet imminent. We have contained it toward the nearly empty continent of the Great Well. Just who do we warn when it may change direction and arrive on another continent entirely? We have been…weakening, containing, and redirecting it. It has taken all our efforts to slow it down. But… I am afraid that it might not be enough soon.”

Tanda noted, “The winds were dangerous and turbulent. I’m not so sure that we’d have been able to arrive so easily if not for Valora here.”

The sylph smiled at the creature and nodded, and Valora whinnied proudly and tickled Tanda’s cheek with one of her long, ribbon-like whiskers.

Ophelia asked, “Is there a way that we can help?”

The high elf man looked at Valora and then back to Ophelia. “No offense to you and your strength, but I find this rather doubtful–we have hundreds of clergy out in the winds as they continue their worship to change the path of the storm. I suppose if…at the very least you close these Rifts that are pestering us, and you had some means of controlling the wind, you may be able to help us change its course and weaken it.”

Nessa asked, “Do you have a map of the leylines or special wind currents?”

The high elf snorted. “The Breath of the World is free-spirited and capricious. It is not bound by a constant path like leylines. However, we do have a map of our more static floating isles, and we do track the number of the smaller isles that move. We often coordinate our efforts to alter the storm from these locations.”

They walked over to a room filled with maps, and he eventually handed them some and gave a small amount of information about where their efforts were taking place. Even with the storm on another continent, their efforts to influence the Breath of the World largely occurred nearby, altering the paths of the great currents and tempests that shaped the floating wind continent.

Eventually, they bid them farewell. The few clergy from the Fire Grand Temple had already been sent home to the Alliance HQ through the Refuge portal after they had helped them earn entry. They were waiting at the HQ city for now and would likely have to wait to be ferried back to the Fire Grand Temple at a later time.

The party arrived outside, just about ready to travel.

Ophelia reached up to her ear and pressed the button on her headset and interacted with the Menu that appeared in her mind. Because of the many array flags they planted, which acted like a repeater, they could reach the HQ and also reach their war coordinators. Thankfully, these coordinators could be on any world in the Sector and the communication could arrive nearly instantly, like a phone call.

“Valtor, Amara, can you hear me? This is Ophelia on The Burning Steps.”

Valtor answered from the headset, “Loud and clear, Champion Ophelia. How can we serve?”

She tapped some options in her Menu, providing the detailed maps that they just imaged. “I’m sending you some details–we could use your assistance. There’s a powerful storm brewing, and we need to take measures to weaken it or slow it down if possible and deal with the Greater Rift forming at the same time.”

Valtor replied, “One moment. Let us review this information.”

Amara was the one who replied less than a minute later, the super-intelligent constructs able to parse through the data extremely rapidly, “The maps are helpful; we only have about fifteen percent of the floating continent mapped out; very few of these floating cities have Nexus Nodes. The giant storm on the devastated water continent is certainly alarming. Give us a few more minutes, and then we will update you on where we’d like those flags planted. We’ll coordinate with the Ravenwolf Tribe. Is there anything you would like us to focus on, Ophelia?”

“We’re not clear on the situation just yet, but from the sound of it, this storm is rather dangerous. Mapping out the wind mana’s paths and discovering the enemy’s plot is paramount. We plan on focusing on the known locations of the Wind Grand Temple’s clergy and their efforts, searching for betrayers and otherwise.”

Valtor replied, “Good. Then this strategy should cover us well. Be aware that the Ravenwolf Tribe is already making excellent headway in closing some of the Rifts in the area. What they’ve already noticed is that the storm of the floating isles is already more turbulent and dangerous than expected. They’ve encountered a few devastated villages from errant debris and more. But we’ll increase the focus on travel and placing additional array flags to map out the mana in the storm and to potentially control it.”

Ophelia nodded, a little alarmed by the news. They had taken a mostly straight path to the Wind Grand Temple and may have missed the sheer amount of activity occurring in the isles. “Helpful, thanks, Valtor and Amara. We’ll speak with you soon.” She leaped up onto Valora and patted the saddle behind her. “Let’s start moving out, girls.”

Nessa and Tanda then hopped up behind her, and Ruby hopped up onto the back of Valora too. Thankfully, as Valora gained levels, she had gotten even larger–the four girls had no problems fitting on her large back.

Ruby’s claws grasped the air repeatedly, and a frown marred her expression, with her ears flat on her head. “Good. I do hope we get into a fight soon. Felt so useless at both of those temples.”

Tanda chuckled and smiled at her over her shoulder. “Me too. Nessa is much better at finding these kinds of schemers! But don’t worry about it, Ruby. That’s just how it is sometimes, especially with Jake, Ira, and Faye around solving all the issues that can’t be smashed, usually. But when we need some blades and some muscle, we’ll definitely value your help!”

Nessa added, “You aided us well against the Aspect and the cultists, Ruby. I’m sure you’ll get your time to shine.”

Ophelia nodded, adding, “It’s only the five of us here, counting Valora. Your strength could easily mean the difference between victory and defeat. Let those who excel at other tasks show their worth, and you will be able to show yours on the battlefield.”

She grinned as she looked back at Ruby and tapped Valora with her feet, getting her to begin her jog into the air at their first target–an island in the distance. “It won’t be long until we get into a fight, that I am sure of. Valora here will make sure of it, won’t you, girl?”

Valora replied, [For glory, we ride!]

The wind picked up around Valora, the wind mana wrapping around her in a vortex. She dashed through the air, her gait continuing into the sky, lightning starting to gather around her.

They’d plant more flags and close some Rifts and see about finding any betrayers among the Wind Grand Temple clergy for now. They only had roughly one more day before Cassius and much of his guild respawned, and they intended to make it count.

[image: ]

“You better hurry up, Ava, or Bree will get away!” Berri teased, flapping her three sets of wings as her tail undulated like a kite tail behind her. Fhesiah and Bloodberri flew, and Bree and Avalara ran over the vast mountain range that was the earth continent.

Avalara laughed in their minds, the Battle Avatar otherwise busy. [I’m working on it! I’ll catch up soon, just watch!]

Bree was a few miles ahead, her dinodog body much better at a long run and even climbing compared to the bipedal, oversized treant beastkin. Ava ran more like a gorilla than a human, her long arms and large hands able to grab the ground and propel her forward. This made her a rapid climber despite her massive size, but just not fast enough on the usual terrain compared to the strong dinodog that had a much more efficient running gait.

Slowly, her hoofed, digitigrade feet extended with plant growth. Her gait shifted, her strides becoming longer. Her arms pumped rather than dragged on the ground, like a human person running. It now almost looked like her feet became long, green blades, almost like skis but not quite that bowed as weight pressed down on the straight blade. Or perhaps, it was like a bow.

The strides became longer, and her speed picked up. She was now running in a much more efficient manner and began catching up to Bree.

[Hehe, it really works! I’ll catch you in no time now, Bree!]

Fhesiah narrowed her eyes on the blades. How strange. “That was Jake’s idea, wasn’t it, Ava?”

[It was! He said it was worth a try. That there were people who lost their legs, and with these odd blades they could run even better. I just have to compensate for the different terrain with my plant flesh.]

Blood noted, “Those legs don’t look good for fighting though. What is your plan when we get into one?”

[I think it’ll be fine! But if not, I can ditch them and grow them back–that’s why you can see it’s all made of tree and plant flesh, though, I’m just not as good at molding flesh as you girls are. Now that I’ve already done it, it will be quicker next time.]

Their pace picked up, and now Bree had to work hard to stay ahead. She, too, tried to introduce changes to her body, and she only had some mild success. What worked a little bit for her was making another set of legs and decompressing much of her body further, which lengthened her body. Her hindlegs did much more of the work, bulking up, and the gait looked a lot more like a cheetah’s.

Berri said, “Now we’re really moving. It’s still quite a ways to that temple, but this is at least a little fun.”

“Thank goodness the trolls don’t much live underground beyond carving out their caves with magic, or we’d have to be going underground too. Or worse, digging.” Fhesiah shivered.

Blood asked, “But you’re at last scanning beneath us with your Divine Sense, aren’t you?”

“Course. I’m looking for anything strange that we can find while we set up these flags. There’s not a lot underground, just the usual beast lairs. There have been no Rifts but a few Monster Dens, but I just mark them on the map for our allies to handle once they arrive.”

It was still going to be the better part of another day before their alliance members landed.

Blood sent a mental nod. “That’ll give them something to do. Plus, the flags should help detect any of the Rifts, underground or not, once we have enough of them placed.”

Bloodberri still kept up but only stayed ahead thanks to not needing to slow down to scale a mountain. The party planted numerous flags over the course of several hours and closed numerous Rifts rather quickly.

However, a shift eventually came from the enemy, and they started seeing spawned, roaming bosses as they came close to the Fortress Assault. It was not exactly near the Earth Grand Temple, but it was like they had to pass through its area of influence on their way to it.

Their party made short work of any bosses and their force of supporting creatures. Ava and Bree were both like boss monsters themselves, able to tank any of the large monster’s blows, allowing Fhesiah to charge up and dump large flames onto the enemies.

Meanwhile, Bloodberri dismantled them with her powerful chimeric axe, cleaving heavily into the monsters. Her Twilight Monarch Aura was more than enough to protect them, provide healing, and slowly weaken the enemies. They faced several in a row, which closed Rifts off in the distance.

Ava hummed as she spotted another boss monster stomping across the mountainside. This one was like a lava golem of some kind, and some floating fire elementals followed the massive creature. “Another one coming straight for us? This feels like someone must be leading them.”

Bree chuckled. “Looks like someone doesn’t want us to get to that Earth Grand Temple. These things only barely slow us down.”

Blood said, “Likely the case. We know there could easily be some enemy Champions at large since we’re here; they may be leading the way.”

Like the Champions of the Alliance, Tartarus also used Champions like generals. Without them, most monsters just swarmed in a vague direction or objective, such as conquering a city or village; their destination was chosen before the Rift even spawned. It could only change their direction if they were successful in accomplishing the chosen objective.

With the generals, they could make coordinated assaults of boss monsters and a tide of beasts. This was one of the advantages of spawning an incursion race, as they could accomplish something similar to directing the flow of the monsters from the Rifts.

However, the cost was usually great, and this was not often seen below the Third Tier. Establishing an invading race such as the Bloodwrought came with advantages and disadvantages, and Tartarus did not have that many of them, it appeared.

It typically just consumed worlds it conquered or weakened their value by so much that its resources in people were limited compared to what the Alliance would bring to bear. It did not value life; only the Evil Divine kept some stronger races of people to strengthen their Divinity with their Conquests, focusing on the higher-Tiered worlds.

Fhesiah noted, “Bree’s right; it's clear that they don’t want us heading in the direction of the Earth Grand Temple now. They are actually peeling protection from the Fortress. It’s too bad we can’t just go for it now, but split up as we are, it’s not likely a great idea.”

Blood nodded. “And yet whatever Champion or Aspects they might have on their side, it seems they’re too scared to take us on even with our reduced numbers. Strange. If they don’t like where we’re going, we’re going to the right place.”

Even though the lava golem wasn’t really going to intercept them if they ignored it, they took it on–just as they closed any Rifts they didn’t have to go far out of their way for. Bree and Avalara altered their pace to arrive at the same time, their charges creating a devastating opener.

Covered in flaming auril, Bree’s horn pierced deeply into the golem’s left side, and Ava leaped with her large club to strike on the other shoulder simultaneously, causing the monster to stumble even further than Bree did.

Bloodberri dove from above, her tail whipping and smashing powerfully downward as they gathered their holy light and dark energy around the target.

A surge of bronze light wrapped around her as she used Twilight Divide, her powerful axe splitting deep into the wound Bree created. Giant hunks of earth and magma splashed onto the ground as they began their dismantling of the Boss-level monster.

The fire elementals rained flaming spheres of destruction onto their party, but they just washed over their fire-resistant bodies. Opting to take a more physical approach, considering their enemies also had similar levels of fire resistance, Fhesiah boosted her strength with her draconic flames. This enlarged her and grew dragon scales all over her body. With devastating speed and power, Fhesiah focused on cleaving into the fire elementals’ cores, flying from one to the next.

With the Boss destroyed in mere moments by the three large girls, Bloodberri and Ava added their baseball hits, taking down a few of the fire elementals in the sky. Bree also managed to throw a large bundle of vines using her tail, propelling it with flames and crashing into one of the monsters. The living vines then tore it apart, but she only took one down while each of them took down three or four, with Fhesiah cleaning up the rest.

Bree frowned at Bloodberri and Ava, who were laughing. “Damn, maybe I should learn that attack too. I’m confident in my ranged attacks from fireballs, but that does seem…situationally useful.”

”Yes! You should definitely join us for baseball. You have a permanent club there on your tail too!” Berri frowned as she looked down, checking out the end of her tail. “I wonder…”

Blood groaned. “Please… I get we’re chimeric, Sister. But surely there should be limits? We don’t need to grow new things for everything to become a Swiss Army Knife of tools. I would rather not become some weird abomination.”

“What’s a Swiss–Oh! That thing. Now that is an even better–”

Blood scowled at Berri with a glare, a difficult challenge to do when sharing a body, but she somehow achieved it and stopped her silliness.

Fhesiah chuckled. “Let’s get moving. I don’t see any other monsters coming yet, but if we don’t get a move on, they could delay us further.”

Ava’s feet blades began growing again, and Bree chuckled as she started to decompress her body once more to continue her run. “They paid a lot to slow us down three minutes and nothing more. Heh, if anything, it was convenient of them to bring the enemies to us.”

Berri and Blood cycled their Auril and Nethril through their wings, preparing for takeoff as they flapped and took to the air. Blood replied, “We’ll see just how convenient this was when we discover their real plot. Let us hurry.”


Chapter 21 - Moon Arrival



Jake was keeping his mind clear as they traveled toward the moon, lightly tracking his wives as they faced their challenges.

Thankfully, it appeared that Sati didn’t have to go so hard at her yoga to burn her inner flame brightly after they finished accelerating. And Ira didn’t even have to work hard to protect them from the cosmic radiation or energies of the void. The giant bundle of the Great Flame they launched with had surrounded them like a bubble, with Jake and Sati flying toward the moon like a shooting comet.

Sati still continued the yoga poses in his lap to build up the Shakti energy, but it appeared that this was more to his benefit as opposed to a life-or-death struggle.

Jake wasn’t sure how far they had traveled, but judging how the moon had grown in their view and how long they’d been traveling, he hoped they were well beyond halfway at this point. It had been hours already.

He was able to speak aloud using mana in his voice, but he spoke in their minds anyway. “Shouldn’t we… be slowing down soon?”

And Sati was still speaking and singing mantras and replied in his mind. [Why would we need to slow down?]

“We’re moving pretty fast now. Maybe you won’t die if you crash into a moon moving around ten thousand miles per hour, but I’m pretty sure I would.”

[The moon is not a physical celestial object. It is a giant orb of flame, the Great Flame. We can enter inside of it. It should welcome us.]

“Okay…well even just the deceleration from that speed, if done too fast, might kill me. I don’t know how many G’s I can handle now, but–”

Ira tutted at this, shaking its head mentally at Jake. He got the feeling that it was a bit disappointed in him, like it thought this shouldn’t be an issue for him at all.

For a long while, Jake thought the creature would learn to speak. It was certainly smart enough to do so, and it understood his family well enough. After all this time, the creature still hadn’t managed it.

During their five-year break from battle, they had even tried to help teach it along with their kids. But there was something fundamentally different with how its mind worked that made this a special challenge, and the creature still hadn’t said a word directly into Jake’s mind using their Familiar Bond.

They had done research on creatures of the void, and not only was sapience among them exceptionally rare, it was nearly unheard of. Not much at all was available at their Tier, but it was clear even among those specialized that creatures of the void were never more than beasts or creatures of consumption.

Hestia had said that the Umbral Envoy that was Jake’s great-grandfather was likely more a man-shaped beast than a person, and this tracked with what they had learned. And the reason was because to be a creature that touched across these many planes of existence or dimensions would need a unique mind to be able to function and operate in them at all.

Void beasts likely had a fragmented mind of some kind, allowing their consciousness to spread across these planes and hunt or accomplish what the monster required.

Seeing how his Umbral Gaze worked, Jake found it easy to imagine that it took a special mind to understand everything all at once. Without the view filtered, Jake could hardly even function as it was, only parsing out the several odd views he had at once by focusing on the physical world and the few adjacent planes that touched it.

It hurt Jake’s head to even try to look directly at Ira through the void, because it wasn’t like the creature was in a physical direction away from him–but often, another dimension entirely. Not only that, but he could see the creature sort of ‘snaking’ through multiple at once.

How he observed the other dimensions or planes with his Gaze depended on which one he was looking at. As he intuitively added layers to his view, it was like looking through numerous different layers of stained glass, the lines and colors never aligning into a single image or truth.

Thankfully, for his purposes, the hazes, or shapes from these other dimensions even being present at all, were enough for him to know some kind of special energy or being was near, which was rather useful. It was often more than anyone else would ever get without a special Origin or magical perception to even detect those planes of existence at all.

Ira probably had the reverse problem, that the physical world was what felt foreign rather than the other dimensions. The creature instead communicated over the spiritual plane–using the Familiar Bond–using emotions and experiential imagery.

It was as if it remembered notes of Jake's or his wives’ thoughts or feelings and was able to play that piece of them back. It was bizarre, but he thought that perhaps the portion of its mind that touched the physical plane was too simple for actual language or understanding. With enough growth or evolution, the creature may one day be able to manage it. Either way, it would be a remarkable feat if it ever did.

The tutting and headshaking feeling Jake just received from Ira felt a lot like the time when Davonious, the chameleon beastkin, had snuck up on him on the back of Bill. Fhesiah had stated he needed to work on his magical sensory and his awareness. A tiny flash of disapproval, both in him and herself, for not helping him train enough in this important skill set was what Ira sent him.

Sati replied, [I’ll…give us at least a minute or two to slow down to be safe then. That should be fine, yes?]

“It should. If it’s not quite enough or I get surprised, I’m sure that Ira will help me out then.”

Jake knew that a human for that brief of a time, a few minutes, could handle up to 3 G’s without that much risk. Fighter pilots double that for a fair amount of time, but anything higher than that would usually only be for a shorter period or fractions of a second before they passed out.

He wasn’t sure what he could handle now, but he actually trained under heavier gravity levels, knowing that what would crush a human’s organs nearly instantly was totally fine for him. His body could also live without oxygen, and his blood not circulating for a period would be no issue.

Jake hadn’t tested and measured it, but 10 to 20 G’s should be a cakewalk. Filling him with hearthflames and auril, perhaps near 100 G’s could be sustainable. But slowing down from over ten thousand miles per hour over a minute or two would be over 10 G’s sustained, enough to kill any human for sure. And if they took under thirty seconds to slow, that rate of deceleration could be risky. Maybe.

Waiting for arrival, Jake kept his mind mostly clear, only mildly paying attention to what his girls were doing. He would be able to act on any true feelings of alarm coming over their bond, able to send Runic spells and hearth flames over their Hearthian connections. It was a bit concerning what was going on landside, but he knew that they would be able to handle the threats well enough while he addressed this one.

Jake and Sati were getting close now, the large moon taking up much of their view. He knew that it was a rather small moon, all things considered, and acted a lot more like a satellite that followed a geosynchronous orbit a distance away from the world.

[There it is. The flame that eats no wood, no air, and no flesh, only the endless tide of energy flowing through creation. It is the ember caught between heaven and earth–a flame suspended by the cosmos’ will. The Great Flame.]

Thankfully, the magic moon, while made of fire, was nothing like a star aside from that. There was no fusion reaction from gas occurring, making it rather different. It was merely powered by cosmic energies–the energies drawn in by the planetary core. In a sense, each of the four moons was like a cosmic filter or vortex, drawing in more energy for the world itself.

Watching through his Umbral Gaze, he tuned his filters as he watched. The bombardment of interstellar energies did get drawn in to the moon and then to the world in turn, like colored streams drawn into a whirlpool. It was like a miniature galaxy gathered around a fiery star, drawing the energies from its mere gravity.

And unfortunately, the tainted corruption–the dark haze he could see that he associated with the idols back on The Burning Steps–was rather present.

[We’ll begin to slow down now.]

The tail of flames from the volcano eruption back on the world wrapped around the sphere and then began pushing against them, slowing them down like a rocket. Jake felt the intense forces pressuring him from all sides, his body sinking into the sphere of flame.

He cycled his auril mixed with his hearth flames through his body just in case but found that the deceleration wasn’t too difficult to deal with even without it. She had actually taken closer to three minutes to slow down, thanks to his warning. They passed through the edge of the moon, but it wasn’t a problem because they kept going through the moon’s flames; the world was not a solid.

As they entered what was much like an ocean of fire, he realized that the corruption was not all as he reached a range where his Umbral Gaze could see. There was a bulky figure in the distance, a powerful source of corruption.

[Are you ready for a fight, my Ishvara?]

Jake had worn his Mythic Vestments at some point during their flight, and his runes blazed in protection. “I’m ready. Go ahead and bring us closer to the figure. Any idea what it is?”

[The Great Flame is not…good with words or images, as it were. Just the general feeling of disgust and frustration. I cannot tell what it is from here.]

“What was your plan? This creature is clearly immensely strong against fire, or it could not be here at all. I have some options, of course, but you are…nothing but fire.”

Sati grinned back at him over her shoulder. [You misunderstand. I asked if you were ready for a fight, but I do not require you to participate in it. In fact, I’d prefer that you did not. Unless you’d like to?]

“Why not? I mean, was this not why you required my help?”

The Framework provided a prompt as they neared, detecting the threat on the moon. It was actually deep into the flame, eating toward the fiery moon’s core. As the ocean of flame became denser, it seemed to become difficult to traverse, where it might as well be a solid, he guessed.

It was difficult for Jake to tell how far it was because the moon’s energy got denser and difficult to see through, further down, it appeared. As they got close enough, the Framework had detected their enemy.


[Aspect of Greed detected. Defeat for Reward.] 


It was a surprise to see another Aspect. But seeing what it was doing, perhaps it shouldn’t have been. It was burrowing its way toward the core, slurping up all the flames it could as it did so.

Sati replied, [Not at all. It is for what comes next. This little thief has taken, and I must return what it has stolen. And…for the next part, it is better if I am the one to do this, I feel.] The fiery woman hurriedly added, [O–of course, I have every confidence in your purification skills…]

It seemed she didn’t want him to imagine she didn’t see him as capable. He chuckled. “How about I soften ‘em up a bit? That should be fine, right? I wanted to try something against an enemy like this.”

[Of course! As you wish. But maybe…don’t soften it up too much. Please? I want to purify this creature of what it stole and show you my path.]

Jake could tell that she wanted him to see and understand her further. The vision had shown her establishing her Daoist path, and now she could show him how she had grown and changed in the past few years, more than he must have seen in their Refuge. “It looks big and tough–I’m sure there will be plenty of it left. I won’t go all out.”

She nodded at this, less concerned. He went back into his meditative state, closing his eyes as he focused on breathing. Even in space, or perhaps because he was in space, he could still breathe using his Void Lungs. It drew in energies of the cosmos, vitalizing his cells. His Void-Divine Hearth Core also felt energized, drawing in even more energies from his wives and the void itself.

Having found tranquility through his breathing, strangely feeling at home, he then tried to find resonance with his Cherishing Justicar–Nessa. He thought of the virtuous, loving woman and how, if she were next to him at this moment, her tail would be wrapped around his waist and she would be excited to fight this evil and bring it to justice.

Entering the state was quick, his body empowered, and his Champion Presence was altered to provide bonuses against evil Divine to all those around him.

He wasn’t just doing this for him and his tests–he was wanting to also do this for Nessa, to test this out and see how well her State worked. His runes on his vestments changed to a more blue-silver color.

Like liquid flames, Pyros entered his hand from the flame in his chest, taking the shape of a spear or javelin. Using Nessa’s flames from his hearth and transforming some of Fhesiah’s Qi-based flames using his Energy Nexus ability, he found the conversion rate to be poor but decent enough for his purposes.

His Hearthian Core and Bond had improved most conversions from abysmal, about 10 to 1, to poor, about 10 to 3. Thankfully, when converting flames that were already ‘close’ to one another, the effectiveness nearly doubled.

He imagined just 2 parts to 1 would be quite good if it ever got there, as his wives’ resources within his Hearth were basically a free several percent of his overall pool each. So converting much of Fhesiah’s flames since they were already Qi-based, he got a fair portion to boost Nessa’s, and he repeated the process for a few that were incompatible with his spell. They would regenerate quickly as it was, especially here in the void of space, it seemed.

Pyros transformed as he began to spend some of Nessa’s Qi on building his Greek Key meander pattern throughout its form. It went from its fiery red and gold colors to blue and gold flames, with silver outlines from the glyphs. Inscribing the runes with his own Hearth Mana, he enhanced and prepared his attack. Some runes even carried Berri’s holy light flames and Ophelia’s Vajrafire.

As they continued their approach, they reached a speed that was much closer to the speed Ophelia and Valora could move. The creature grew in their view as they closed in on it.

It was massive, comparable to the Aspect of Balor they just faced. It was a huge, red, fire or lava beetle covered in black scripts, and it was consuming the fiery energies even as the moon seemed to push and shove against it with its flames.

The moon’s efforts clearly were not random, but it wasn’t much better than that, Jake realized. Like a tantrum of a child, unable to control its body properly as it pushed and shoved ineffectually.

If Jake was going all out, he’d have boosted his strength with Einherjar, Holy Might, and Giant’s Growth for his throw and invested a larger percentage of his mana much like when he faced Old Man Xuan’s challenge with Nessa. As they neared, still moving rather fast, Jake threw his blue, gold, and silver spear of judgment using all his strength, but also all that speed and momentum from moving rapidly.

The creature sensed their approach only moments before it was struck. A blast of lava ejected from its abdomen, shooting it right at Jake’s projectile before it surrounded itself in a flaming, glimmering barrier of fire and darkness in defense and barely turned its body in their direction.

The silverish-blue Pyros pierced right through the lava and slammed into the barrier like a thunderstrike, shattering it and piercing into the monster’s thorax. Sticking deeply into the monster’s center, it exploded into blue flame, vajrafire, and flaming holy light, causing the monster to get sent off its original path and shoved upward by the fighting Great Flame.

Their payload delivered, Sati brought their sphere to a stop. The fiery mana of the moon was hot even for Jake now that they had dove so deep into it, requiring protection beyond their bubble of flames they had launched with.

Jake’s Hearthflames were up to the task, but Sati lessened the burden as they watched the creature’s response to his attack, and flames began to join their sphere from the moon itself, at Sati’s behest, it appeared.

The blue flames burned into the giant beetle as it wailed, its screech carrying across mana and space. The silverish hue from the flames appeared to be especially punishing, the monster having difficulty removing the frost and snuffing out the flames of the justicar.

But eventually, it managed it. Overall, Jake was impressed by the State’s effectiveness. If he had gone all out, he may have pierced its entire body and nearly killed it in one go instead of planting his spear in its center like a flag.

Even now, Nessa’s silvery poison was damaging the creature’s middle section, like a lingering, burning disease. He drew Pyros back, the Divine Weapon shooting back toward him with respectable speed, and he caught it in his hand.

“How was that?”

Sati smiled. “Thank you, my Ishvara. I’ll take it from here.” She began drawing up flames from the surrounding sphere, and that wasn’t all. The moon appeared to be helping by sending a big wall of condensed flames toward her from its depths, answering her call.

The beetle’s wings buzzed behind it, and it seemed to look upward toward the Burning Steps in the sky and then the hole it was digging. Perhaps it was deciding on whether it could flee or not as it sucked in more flames and began to heal itself.

The creature was clearly special in its resilience to flames and its ability to consume them, but Jake did wonder how it made it here. Perhaps it had followed the flames coming from the world, consuming them even as it flew for fuel, to defend itself from the chaotic void energies, much like they did, just less condensed.

Looking with his Umbral Gaze, the monster was probably miles away from the core and had been moving rather slowly as the moon tried to fight the creature off.

Jake was a bit confused about the monster’s presence at first and how it fed into the overall plot until he thought about the series of events. The Aspect of Balor was summoned by the sacrifices of the clergy and their corrupted worship–and also, an investment of Tartarus or the Evil Divine in some way. The sacrifices of betrayers and more could not pay the full price regardless of how many, he knew.

Perhaps its entire goal was to taint the flames and weaken the clergy and the Great Flame, as well as rampage across the continent, attacking the people of the fire continent and pushing the Conquest meter closer to ownership.

And the Aspect of Greed was meant to deal the finishing blow. It likely could not eat limitless amounts of these somewhat pure or sacred flames from the temple’s worship, having a need to remain tainted itself. If the moon were more tainted or corrupted, it could consume even more flames to empower itself, its rate of consumption accelerating with each passing moment as it empowered and reinforced itself.

The Aspect was undoubtedly harming the Great Flame as it dug toward its core, and perhaps in time, it would reach a point where it would kill the moon or it would otherwise be impossible to stop the creature. Simply destroying the Grand Fire Temple wasn’t enough to destroy the moon on its own; this was likely the real plan from the beginning.

But Jake and Sati had arrived with plenty of time to spare. It was difficult to predict how fast the beetle could have reached the core if they had done nothing after they arrived on The Burning Steps. As it was now with Balor stopped, Jake bet this beetle would have taken a month or more. With the Aspect of Balor’s plot successful, the Alliance might have been lucky to have a whole week to win before the moon was destroyed and the world began to crumble–an impossibility. The Dungeon Raid alone would take days, and with Tartarus’ investment in the Greater Rift and the Fortress Assault, it was clear its attempts to delay Hearthtribe were significant.

Having drawn in a vast amount of flame, spiritual appendages unfurled behind Sati as she grew from the Great Flame’s fire joining her. While she was sitting in his lap all this time, suddenly he was in her lap before he knew it. Her more physical, flaming body became much like the giant statues within her inheritance trial, and it wasn’t long before her size exceeded the giant beetle itself.

Jake’s eyebrows were at the top of his head, and he realized just why she likely didn’t need his help. She had the home-field advantage here, much like a solar-powered superhero fighting near the sun. Here, she was like a goddess, the miniature world itself willing to aid and protect her.

The creature screeched as a black, miasmic cloud of flame erupted from it. It was an immense amount that it had gathered and tainted, and Jake wondered just how close he had come to killing this creature. The abdomen was full of its tainted flames it was consuming, and if he caused a slightly larger explosion with his javelin, that would have separated the thorax from the abdomen. And that might have caused it all to leak away like a sieve, the monster unable to house what it consumed.

The Aspect of Greed flew toward them now, its wings buzzing as it approached at a speed that belied its size. It had definitely empowered itself from its consumption, and Jake was sure that the creature was early in the Third Tier already.

The Aspect likely did not arrive in this way, and unlike Alliance Adventurers, they wouldn’t necessarily be portaled away from the world when they reached the Third Tier, should they meet certain requirements.

Given that they had a Fortress Assault and Greater Rift already on The Burning Steps, Jake wondered just what else Avaron and his lackeys might have done to aid its growth.

Sati spoke, her voice infused with mana even as she continued gathering her flames. “Creature of hate and greed, you have taken something that does not belong to you and have made countless people on this world suffer. I am here to bring you to justice and end this pain.”

The creature screeched loudly and paused its approach about half a mile away to send two scything swipes of tainted flames toward her.

Sati now had eight pairs of spiritual arms, and each one took on a different hand symbol–various mudras. The sphere of flames surrounding Jake and Sati was rather impressive now, and a river of it separated off. A vertical ring of flame formed next to her as she chanted.

Jake could feel her will imposed, the weight of her spirituality infused into the ring. It felt like the yang flames of the sun, a shimmering orange lined with silver, filled with immense heat.

The ring of flames then congealed into a shape that Jake recognized–a dharma wheel, spinning beside them slowly. Sati’s physical hand gestured to the giant wheel, “The flames of radiance. With the fires of creation, I shall banish the darkness and reveal the truth.”

With a faster spin, the wheel launched toward the giant beetle like a saw blade, shredding right through the scything flames and continuing until it crashed into the monster and exploded. The beetle squealed in anger and pain as the flames tore into it, as they had a spiritual quality far beyond what the moon was attacking with. The orange flames had even carved off two of its arms and covered that part of its body with silverish-orange fire.

“Darkness deceives with anger and hate, but truth burns eternal.”

Despite its wounds, the monster continued its approach and built up a powerful sphere of flaming darkness as it did. It ejected much of the flames within itself that it had stored within its abdomen, snuffing out much of the silverish-orange flames, and Jake was a bit alarmed by the sheer amount the creature was using in its attack. It was an immense orb of corrupted flames, enough to level a small village in a single attack.

Sati was unworried, and Jake could feel why–the flames in the sphere surrounding them were no joke in comparison. She countered by shifting her hand symbols, several of them taking on the shape of clasping hands in prayer. From the sphere, a blue and silver flame that gave off a special, spiritual warmth much like a hearth formed in front of them, coalescing into two open hands meant to stop the giant orb.

“The flames of compassion and mercy burn what wounds, not those who suffer.”

The giant ball of flame crashed into the hands, and an explosion of malevolence echoed outward in a wave. The hands wrapped around the orb, the blue covering and smothering the dark sphere in but an instant. It began to shrink, the Yin flames purifying the darkness.

A few of Sati’s large spiritual hands clasped onto the orb, bringing it toward her, where it was drawn into her hearth in her chest without an issue, like water swirling down a drain, empowering her instead.

“Even hate is a wounded cry. I embrace the darkness with compassion, and it becomes light.”

It was much like Fhesiah’s flames of consumption and transformation, except it appeared to focus on flames that purified, from what Jake could tell. Flames that felt like moonlight, and consuming the tainted flames actually strengthened Sati further, her body growing larger and denser at the same time.

The creature roared as it neared, nearly half of its internal flames expended or more, judging by Jake’s Umbral Gaze. Sati’s spiritual arms moved quickly, and a series of claps rang out and struck the creature all at once, mana carrying the sound.

The immense arms locked the monster in place, the monster screeching as it struggled against its fiery bindings. Jake would almost be alarmed at the giant monster’s closeness if he couldn’t feel the truth.

The monster had weakened, but Sati had only grown stronger as this battle continued. The Great Flame continued injecting their protective sphere with flames, as if gifting them to her. This contrasted with the beetle, which had to steal and convert them, and it couldn’t even do that while it fought, it appeared.

The hands grasping the beetle were not just flaming hands, but they carried Sati’s two different daos. The flames of mercy and compassion, the light blue flames surrounding some of the hands, restricted the monster.

Then, the orange flames of radiance covering other hands burned away the enemy’s miasmic flames. And thanks to his Presence and Resonant State, the silver flames of the Justicar were infusing her attacks and making them even more effective, burning away the taint and purifying the monster.

The hands put pressure on the giant lava beetle, and Jake could hear and see its body being crushed from her efforts, and the silver flames invaded deeper into its body. Its energy stores were being whittled away by Sati’s flames, the monster being purified and destroyed.

Sati’s unused hands made different symbols, and the flame of her hearth brightened. It was the white and gold flame of purity, and her giant body was rapidly encompassed by the special fire’s brilliance. Jake could feel her love and compassion, a warm, loving embrace of her hearth. The feeling came along with her desire, her hope to serve him with her endless devotion, but also for him to love her in turn.

Jake couldn’t help but feel awed. Just like his many wives, her love for him was truly immense, her warmth wrapping around him like a gentle, loving embrace.

Sati said reverently, “The pure heart flame. In devotion, I am unbroken.”

The Aspect’s mandibles clacked, and it tried to draw in Sati’s flame. The pull was intense, and even Jake felt like his Hearthflames might be drawn in through all the protection he had. He held onto it with his will, but Sati’s flame did not even waver, and instead of being concerned, the monster was drawn in toward her by her own efforts even as she continued to crush it.

Sati shook her head. “The fires of love cannot be consumed by hatred and greed, for it is endless.”

Despite the destruction occurring within the creature and it being contained by the hands and flames, black tendrils erupted outward toward Sati, as if reaching out to consume or pierce her. But those tendrils were merely erased as they neared Sati’s Pure Heart Flame, her spirituality rising as she drew the monster closer to her.

It began to struggle harder after its failure, the silvery-white flames covering more and more of its body and piercing deeper within it. As it came face-to-face with Sati, its body crumbled even further.

“Hate is a shadow of the heart–it has no substance. Come into the hearth, and be made whole.”

The monster was squished by the hands, the white flame burning the creature’s body as it was drawn closer. The spiritual flames it had consumed rushed inside of Sati as they were purified, the creature deflating and shrinking as her many hands pressed closer together.

Eventually, the monster completely collapsed as it burst, the black corruption exploding into white flames as it was purified, her hands clapping together in finality.

Prepared, Jake was watching as the monster’s Divine Spark rushed into Sati with his Umbral Gaze.

Her spirit brightened, her weight on reality increased, and her spiritual body pressed up against the ‘stained glass’ of other planes that Jake associated with divinity in a larger way. It was already present there, her spirituality significant as a cultivator, but it had undoubtedly just gotten larger.

Then the spark shot over into Jake. Having watched and felt this happen, he wondered about just how much he must have missed each time he received the sparks in the past thanks to having such poor Divine Energy Manipulation and other sensory.

Some of it, surely, was consumed as it went into Sati and changed her, but there was plenty left over as a spiritual currency. It was like the creature was worth nearly two entire Tier 3 sparks, if Jake had to guess the sheer amount. Compared to the several special entities they faced in that Battleground within the dungeon, this one was certainly worth more for some reason.

Sati shook and trembled as whatever she gained from defeating the enemy Aspect was consumed, and Jake continued to watch this process with interest. Her spiritual body became denser, stronger. Now, if he had to guess, she could easily compete with most children of the Divine.

It seemed even among Tiers, not all sparks were equal. In their meeting with Cernunnos when they spent a spark on Tanda’s auril heart to make it cyclical, he had started to say something to that effect and maybe go into detail, but Hestia had cut him off.

Perhaps because providing information like that was restricted or because she hadn’t wanted them to overestimate themselves or to become arrogant. Thinking back on it now, Cernunnos might have been trying to say that not only had they earned sparks, but there were plenty of them left over–more than they had spent. He would have to ask Hestia about this.

In addition to that, he thought back to the moment when they defeated the Enforcer and how something similar occurred with him like Sati just received. His spirit had been expanded by the sheer amount of Divine Essence, and that likely had effects on him that he couldn’t begin to understand.

Jake turned around and smiled at Sati from her lap, looking up at her giant form’s smiling face. She looked proud, and he could feel over their bond that her emotions matched–especially since she could feel his own approval in turn. She hadn’t missed his thought about her being ‘like a goddess,’ too.

“That was impressive. I understand you didn’t need my help, but I feel a little bad…”

Sati tilted her head. “Whatever for, my Ishvara?”

Jake chuckled. “Well, you did all the work, and I got a spark for your efforts. In the Book of Champions, it had said something along the lines that only Champions could really spend them directly. This means I will likely be unable to spend it on you. Not even on an item that you could use, unless it was something like our Hearth of the Refuge, for example.”

Sati beamed a wide smile. “And I am overwhelmed with joy that I could help you obtain this treasure. You helped me immensely, and I’m happy you got something for your efforts–I certainly benefitted from our victory plenty. Your Divine Reinforcement is part of what makes it possible for me to control so much of the Great Flame. Then, your mere Presence from your Resonance State nearly doubled the effectiveness of my flames of radiance and mercy against that horrible creature of hate. Thanks to this, my Pure Heart Flame barely took any effort to purify that monster. Now I will require less rest before we continue our task.”

“Fair enough. And so now…what is our task?”

“It is simple. To save this world, we must purify the entire moon of all its corruption.” She spread her numerous arms wide.

“All of it?” Jake looked around with his Umbral Gaze. It was a sea of flame that took up his usual view, miles and miles of corruption and fire. It was a lot. “That…will probably take a while. I’m not complaining, but isn’t it fine if we leave it be for a while? We could always win the war and then come back and finish the job.”

Sati shook her head. “The corruption is like an insidious poison, and the Great Flame cannot purify or remove it. Every moment we leave the corruption, its spirit, such that it is, becomes more tainted, changing its ego in ways that cannot be undone. Before we arrived on this world, the poison was already past the point of no return, it seems.”

“I see. So if we leave it for too long, this moon shall be perverted by the corruption, and it will become evil in a sense.”

Sati nodded. “That’s right. The Great Flame represents the fires of life and creation on this world, and it is alive and suffering. Not only that, but I witnessed the taint throughout the world as we traveled; the flora and fauna, and even the people around the world, are suffering. I wish to end that suffering, rescuing it from this tragedy and upholding the dharma. Together, we are uniquely suited to doing so. It is fate. Destiny.”

“Understood. This does seem a noble task that it is worth taking a risk for. Avalara had fought off the corruption of the Death God, but she had the presence of mind to protect herself from such taint of her spirit. This moon does not have this level of intelligence and sapience, I’d imagine.”

He frowned in thought, observing his wives once again through their bond. Less than twelve hours had passed since their original launch toward the moon, but little appeared to be changing among them. Ophelia’s team was planting array flags on the floating isles, and once they met with the nomadic clergy of the Wind Grand Temple, they may try to redirect the wind mana to calm or redirect the storm.

But about every hour, they spent about twenty minutes closing one of the many Rifts in the sky. This slowed their progress, and they had only run into a few of the nomadic clergy so far.

And it seemed that Fhesiah’s team was getting delayed on their approach of the Earth Grand Temple. It was clear the enemy did not want them to interfere with whatever was happening there, or at least in that general direction, because it kept placing Rifts and other challenges in their path.

“How long do you think it will take? Any idea?”

Sati shook her head. “It’s difficult to know until we truly get started–weeks? Days? Fate had guided me here. Now, my fate is no longer at risk. Now that you are with me.” She smiled.

Jake sighed. “I guess ultimately, we’ll have to just make it work. So far, it’s not clear what the rest of the plots of our enemy are. This is likely one plot of many, as Tartarus always hedges its bets. At the same time, this investigation is likely to take some time. Until the battle actually occurs, I’m not required to be present. In many ways, I can even help from here, too.”

“I understand the enemy may hit our brethren hard and fast in a surprise attack, but you can aid and rejoin them quickly, can you not?”

Jake closed his eyes and probed his Reverse Summon spell–began casting it by infusing the skill with a small amount of mana. He could feel how much it would take, and based on the distance to his wives, which would stay relatively static from in space…

“Probably somewhere around ten to fifteen minutes–and I know Ira could shove me through a little quicker if it was absolutely necessary. It’ll have to be good enough. So, how exactly are we doing this?”

“Worry not, my Ishvara. You only must do the same thing you did on the way here. Be my mirror, my stillness once again, and I will show you my devotion and purify the Great Flame at the same time.”

It was a little troublesome since it felt like his wives could be in danger at any moment, but they had around a whole day before Avaron and Cassius revived. And it wasn’t like they could arrive at the edge of the battlefield instantly.

Odds were, they would need to travel on their faster mounts, and he even had some people who could watch out for them in the city before they made their way out, to see which direction they were heading.

But Jake felt a little better that they had already defeated two Aspects. These beings were at the level of or greater cost to deploy than a Champion, and so The Alliance was already a fair amount ahead. The three sons of the Alliance Divine were likely useless for the Alliance’s side, and would instead help the enemy, but they had already made great headway toward evening the sides.

He would just have to trust that his wives could hold on long enough if they were faced with unfair odds.


Chapter 22 - Bree and Nessa - Countering Enemy Plots



Bree leaped from stone to stone across the uneven terrain before impaling a large spider golem with her horn. Her weight and speed allowed the auril-enhanced spike to pierce deeply, and with a blast of auril-infused flame, she destroyed the core. The earthen construct crumbled into nothing, the infuriating enemy giving nothing of value in its destruction.

Shifting her weight, she sent her blunt tail whipping and smashed into the next golem, this one a large humanoid, nearly knocking it onto its butt, and resumed her charge by leaping onto it and dragging it down. Her claws and jaws scratched into the core, eventually killing the golem.

They fought in a large battlefield, a valley of earth and stone in front of an immense mountain. In the distance, several miles out, another mountain sat, and further than that was the castle meant for the Fortress Assault. Monsters were sent periodically, all with a singular goal.

Bree luxuriated in the feeling of fighting with the rest of her pack as she sent whipping vines cutting into numerous smaller constructs as they defended the guardian of the earth–a giant turtle. There were only four Clan Hart fighting here, but they were turning the tide of battle with just them, protecting it along with the trolls of the mountain.

Ava was going to town smashing other earthen constructs with her club, the titan-sized woman wailing on them with her empowered strength. The Highlands jungle slowed the golems down and protected the trolls from the other monster attacks, their ranged attacks ineffective.

Fhesiah slashed through the monster’s cores with her claws or sent explosions of golden flame that shredded them away. She also gathered a giant orb of flames with Hestia’s Torch and fan before sending it into the distance to crash into the oncoming swarm of enemies.

Their party had barely arrived in the nick of time to protect the earth guardian, two gigantic Aspects moving to kill and consume it. At their arrival, the two monsters backed off, with one entering hiding, and one infuriatingly sending tons of enemies their way.

The disciples of the Earth Grand Temple worshiped the guardian of the earth. They were struggling to defend it and were stubborn about it too. Not that Bree didn’t understand it, since she was worshiped by many, but the creature was far too dumb to even understand the danger it was in.

The creature refused to leave its home, even if they would have an easier time protecting it elsewhere–such as near the Earth Grand Temple.

Thankfully, there was someone skilled in leading it around by the nose and making it a little more useful. In all, Bree was a bit surprised that she was better at it than ever her.

From the gigantic creature’s side, Berri clapped her hands and pointed with her large axe. “Go get ‘em! Er, wait, not that way–this way! There, that’s it, Turtley. Step on that guy! Then that one!” The giant creature ponderously followed her wishes, its long limbs carrying it dozens of feet in a single, huge step, even if slowly.

The step crushed one golem, and its leg moved to crush yet another large monster. The earthen turtle monster was huge, well over ten times Bree and Ava’s size. The earth temple clergy had considered it a child of the world, a divine descendant of sorts that must be protected.

And it really pissed them off that it listened to Berri. Still, they couldn’t deny that it liked her, as it continued to follow her commands as she had it crush the largest enemies one after the other. Bree, Fhesiah, and Ava worked hard to clear out the enemies, and in time, they eventually defeated the wave of earthen golems and monsters.

The giant turtle marched back to the base of the mountain, arriving at its little alcove of a home that it refused to leave. It was like a large shrine crafted for it to live in, with various earthen gems and various things that resembled greens that its worshipers brought it. It even had some of the very limited water of this world brought to it, and it even got to enjoy a bath in a pond that barely fit it when it wanted.

Really, it was one pampered turtle.

Berri clapped at the giant turtle. “Good job, Turtley! Here, you can have some more gem lettuce!”

It made a pleased, low-pitched humming sound, its head on its long neck slowly turning to meet her eyes, and a grin appeared on its reptilian face. Berri picked up a giant gem that was shaped like a head of lettuce, and she placed it in its giant mouth. The creature chewed happily, and the trolls looked on in displeasure–mostly, wishing that it could be them that fed and pampered the creature.

Bree and her pack arrived back at the turtle, and Berri smiled at them as she dusted her hands off.

“It’s too bad Jakey isn’t here. He would love Turtley. I bet he’d want to collect its template!”

Fhesiah chuckled, snapping her fan closed before putting it away in her Storage Ring. “You might be right. But this is a bit of a pain, isn’t it? It was a good thing we arrived when we did, and we’ve gotten many Rifts closed, but now it feels like they are just trying to tire us out.”

The four of them all turned to watch the enemies in the distance. More golems of various beast shapes continued their invasion toward the mountain from the Fortress, along with tons of monsters from the various Rifts in the area. The army of trolls lobbed rocks and launched spikes of earth, but they were not all that effective against the golems.

The spawned golems were coming from a giant monster that they could even see in the distance: the Aspect of Dreadbeast. The monster was immense, a giant centipede or earthworm…thing, which spawned numerous eggs nestled against the mountain. It consumed the earth mana within the area, and it also caused earthquakes when it wanted to, it appeared.

When their pack had arrived, the Aspect had stopped its advance and fled to the opposing mountain, and now it was like a game of tug-of-war. They had no choice but to defend against them, but thankfully they closed Rifts from each Boss-monster slain.

As much as they wanted to rush forward and kill the giant monster, an Aspect of Dreadbeast, they knew a snake was lying in wait as well, thanks to Fhesiah’s underground detection. The Aspect of Apophis was waiting for an opening, ready to attack at any weakness shown.

Bree noted, “Is there really no other option besides waiting for reinforcements? Can’t we just go for the kill? It’s infuriating to see the enemy making all that work for us.”

Fhesiah replied, “I’m tempted. Bloodberri calling upon Echidna might allow us to push through. But that’s dangerous; there are two Aspects that we know of, and there are a lot of monsters gathering there. It seems waiting serves us better, as our alliance members should arrive shortly. Then, the Ravenwolf Tribe is adding more array flags to the area, which empowers our defense. We’ll have our own fortress at this rate.”

It was true. Thanks to Jake’s mana font, which was linked to the array flags, the trolls sat inside the special field and were granted nearly limitless mana. The troll disciples were building up earthen barriers and establishing what looked a lot like a fortress built into the mountain to protect their odd guardian of the earth.

And through their earthen mana investment into the ground beneath them, it was harder to shake the entire thing with another earthquake from the enemy. If they gathered enough mana, maybe they could be the ones to overcome them.

Blood replied, “But with the Fortress Assault empowering them and the betrayers… I’m not so sure. They have enough forces over there protecting the Aspect that it makes you wonder why they aren’t being more aggressive. With Cassius and Avaron joining the field soon, we won’t know just what they are going to do when they arrive.”

Fhesiah sighed. “You’re right, that is concerning. Surely, they would fight if they thought it was favorable to them. I think they’re hesitant because of our timely arrival, but I’m fairly confident they have nothing else world-ending at the very least. Even if this earth guardian dies, it won’t win them the war. The Conquest Meter is actually moving in The Alliance’s favor thanks to our actions.”

Berri scoffed. “Of course, it’s because Turtley will just crush them all if they try it. She can make a powerful earthquake and kill one of them all on her own! That’s why they backed off when we arrived.”

Bree arched her reptilian brow. “That right, Faye?”

Fhesiah looked at the giant turtle dubiously, but a small smile spread on her face. “Berri might be right. There is, in fact, a lot of earth mana in it and in its little…home of sorts, and its spirit is strong. With a unique talent and powerful earth affinity…the turtle might be formidable. With our help, it may actually be a match for an Aspect on its own.”

Ava giggled. “I think Turtley is pretty strong too! And Jake and Sati will be back eventually. When that happens, this deadlock will resolve quickly with his Templates and his Aura.”

Blood shook her head. “The wind continent’s storm does seem concerning too. A lot of the uninitiated might die all at once if it is not stopped. In addition to being a tragedy that must be prevented, that could swing things toward a loss rapidly. We can’t rely on Jake coming to our aid first and should do our best to find a path to victory ourselves.”

Fhesiah nodded. “That’s why the best thing we can do is hold down the fort and push to take out the Aspects if we do get the chance. We need to get better at killing these enemies and push to conquer their fort. Or perhaps…help these trolls get better at it.”

Berri nodded enthusiastically. “Yes! We should teach the trolls and Turtley baseball. Wait no–bowling. It’s perfect!”

Blood groaned, rolling her eyes at her sister. “I admit that the trolls, while building up a useful defense, aren’t doing a great job of offense. Perhaps there is a better way to put them to use… And please stop calling her that. Her name is The Shellmother, Berri. You’re making the natives angry with us.”

Berri folded her arms. “So what! She likes me, not them. I don’t think she likes their name–it’s lame. She likes Turtley better.”

Fhesiah arched her brow at that, choosing to ignore the argument. “We’ll have some reinforcements arriving from Warrior Brotherhood, Sons of Rome, and Love and Justice soon enough. That might allow us to tip things in our favor and go for the kill.”

Blood replied, “I hope you’re right, and the enemy doesn’t instead get reinforcements of their own. Let’s get ready then. Because the next wave of golems is already almost on its way.”

Bree definitely preferred the frontal assault, but she was willing to be the patient huntress with her pack. Clan Hart was not willing to show their enemies weakness, and that meant not falling for their enemy’s traps and preparing their own. One way or another, these enemies in front of her would be defeated.
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Valora dashed through the sky, Ophelia’s Vajrafire Blitz sending flaming lightning through her, empowering her to move even faster. Four girls rode on her broad back, the dragon horse carrying them through the threats of the wind continent.

The skies were dangerous. Winds whipped around, forming cyclonic bursts filled with stone and debris. Even thunder and fire were contained in some of the many storms, and navigating them was challenging as things shifted suddenly and dangerously. Visibility was relatively low in the storm, requiring Valora to sense the shifts in the storm and dodge the dangers.

Nessa watched as a rock the size of her airship smashed into a nearby smaller island, causing it to crumble and sending it tumbling to the earth below.

She frowned. “The storms are getting pretty ridiculous around here. If not for Valora, this would be rather challenging. The natives…they can’t be doing well, right?”

Nessa turned to watch the device in her hands–a board that sent magical pulses of some kind, meant for tracking the storm, the storm tracker. They had previously taken it from one of the nomadic clergy after they realized they were instead being tricked into feeding the storm.

The disciples were told to go to areas shown by the tracker and perform their cyclic breathing to disperse the storm. But in actuality, they were feeding special, tainted crystals nearby meant to accelerate the winds and make the storms more chaotic.

Their team was working toward reaching a city at the edge of the continent, Cloudhaven, and destroying these crystals and closing Rifts on the way.

A pulse went out, and a small blip appeared on the board. “Over there!” Nessa pointed to a floating island. It was surrounded by what appeared to be some monstrous birds and a giant, flying serpent.

Tanda knocked her arrow, preparing to fire. “The enemy is wizening up–protecting them now.”

Valora wasn’t exactly stealthy, so these flying creatures spotted them and began flying toward them. Tanda began firing her arrows, piercing through several of the creatures as she dismounted from Valora, taking to the sky on her own by flapping her wings full of auril.

Ruby leaped off and drew blood from the enemies Tanda was killing. The blood became bladed weapons in the sky, launching into the other birds from all directions and tearing them apart.

It took a little more Qi, but Nessa spread out her lake across the sky, forming a large orb and sending it floating toward the middle of the battlefield as she flew off Valora. Of course, the birds had no issues dodging the sphere, but it wasn’t an attack in itself. She flew inside, and her allies fought near, knowing she could aid them from within.

Ophelia rushed around the area, cutting down the magic-covered birds before she clashed with the big, cloud-covered serpent. Her Vajrafire Guardian blocked the creature while she stabbed into it, sending a powerful jolt of lightning into the monster.

Nessa sent blades of ice like fangs of a snake piercing into several of the birds without leaving her lake, and Ruby continued shredding the birds, a storm of blood blades multiplying with every kill. The girl was rather effective when facing these kinds of weak enemies, their resilience unable to stop the blades, and each wave of blades only grew in size and danger.

The birds largely handled, Nessa joined Ophelia on the attack against the larger serpent by leaping out of her lake covered in frozen water. Her katana cut deeply into its giant tail while Ophelia kept the more dangerous head busy. Tanda’s deathly, flaming arrows eventually joined, sending explosions rippling into the monster.

The Boss-level monster was eventually defeated, and they received a prompt. 


[Rift Closed. 11,327 CP Earned.]


Valora then dashed over to the black gem, which was embedded underneath the small, floating island. Sending a bolt of lightning into the gem, it shattered. As much as they wanted to collect these, it seemed they would disintegrate in time, even within their Storage Ring.

Nessa sighed after she rejoined Valora on the back behind Ophelia, with Ruby and Tanda holding onto her from behind as they resumed their travel. “That’s the sixth one. How many do we think there were?”

Ophelia frowned. “Across the continent? Probably dozens. The Ravenwolf Tribe has already cleared nearly a dozen now on their own. But the fact that the boss and Rift monsters are guarding them shows there’s a Champion-level enemy nearby leading them. We need to be careful.”

Nessa nodded, resuming her lookout, sweeping the area with Divine Sense diligently, and watching with her eyes of truth.

As they ran through the sky, Aisling’s voice suddenly rang out in their headsets. “Ophelia, Tanda, do you read?”

Tanda replied, “Clan-mother! Go ahead.”

Aisling replied, “Just wanted you to know, I had a prophetic dream. As always…it wasn’t exactly…all usable, the images and moments clear as mud. But there were two things I witnessed that we should be able to act on. Probably.”

Ophelia asked, “What are they?”

“During the vision, I saw the giant tower leading into the sky, with the gross tendril and all that–the dungeon. Monsters rushed out from it in a vast horde–a Monster Tide. If I had to guess, on the fire continent.”

Tanda let out a breath. “That’s not good. And the other?”

“That newer girl–the blood badger, Ruby? Something…happens to her. The enemy ambushes, and there is a lot of fighting in the storm, I think, and…well, it’s not clear. There’s a lot of…rage, pain, and blackened blood.”

Nessa asked, “Who ambushes?”

“It’s a guy with a bow in a dress? And he has those wings on his ankles? No idea when, of course.”

Nessa laughed at Aisling’s jab at the Grecian toga-like outfit, and Ophelia chuckled. “Calix. Thanks for the warning, Aisling. Our alliance forces are on their way. We can certainly allocate more people toward dungeon exploration containment than we originally planned. Unless Timone planned on going himself?”

Nessa knew they had already sent some warriors inside, but it was only a token effort to check on things and scout the situation inside–not to change anything that came up.

Aisling said, “What does the chief think? My powers are wonky in there, but we could head inside. We’re certainly the fastest outside of your party. From what we’ve seen, we can’t account for all the Obsidian Blades on the field even with us winning the PvP Battlegrounds. They could have been in the dungeon this whole time, hiding.”

Jake was paying attention to these revelations and replied through their mental communication.

[I’m not sure I like splitting our focus even further, when we have limited manpower and plenty of threats already in our view that we can act on. And Aisling’s visions…they are not always accurate, and this could be something that happens one week or two weeks from now. At the same time, a Monster Tide is dangerous and, with how the dungeon is positioned, means a lot of death if it occurs–there are several cities and villages within striking distance. I’ll leave it to Aisling’s gut on this. A little bit of prevention can save a troublesome cure, and we’ll stand behind her decision on this.]

Aisling sighed after this was relayed to her from the moon. “It’s great the chief trusts me, but I barely trust myself or my power. At the same time, it did feel…ominous. We’ll finish up the work on this side of the continent and close a few more Rifts, and check for those wind crystals here before we head through the dungeon to the fire side–there’s a known path connecting the two that might actually be faster than heading to the HQ first, according to Valtor. It may even be helpful for sneaking up on them.”

They could use the Ravenwolf Clan at Cloudhaven, no doubt, but they were sent toward the other end of the continent for coverage purposes.

Most of the alliance forces arriving today would be headed to aid the war on the earth continent, but now sending some of them into the dungeon on the fire continent made sense too.

Love and Justice, the cultivators mixed with the various Norse pantheon allies, could also help out in the wind continent, since all cultivators were capable of flight on their own. Their allies would have their blimps and more, but those simply didn’t cut it in these storms.

They ended their communication with Aisling, allowing Valtor to divide the forces appropriately and give individuals their orders. They had hundreds ready to scour the dungeon for threats, and this might be an important key to catching their Guild War enemies breaking the rules and aiding Tartarus.

Ophelia said, “We continue to Cloudhaven then. It’s on the edge of the continent, but it looks like we’ll have to stop even more betrayers.”

Tanda was upset about this, her ears flat on her head. “It’s infuriating. How could they betray their own people like this?”

Nessa replied, “Many are promised greatness and granted special treasures when they switch sides. Others are appealed to. For example, these elves feel superior to the rest. They may be promised a world where the trolls and goblins are gone. Then at the same time, the goblins might be promised one without the elves.”

Ruby’s hands clenched repeatedly, her badger ears flat on her head and a frown on her face. She didn’t seem to be following their discussion. “Why was I targeted? Is it because… I’m weak?”

Nessa replied, “You’re not weak, Ruby. Among us four, perhaps it might appear so. But it’s because when you face your friends and family in a duel, you can’t show your full strength. Against the right kinds of enemies, you are truly powerful. You even beat Avaron, right? A child of the Divine. Do not doubt yourself.”

Tanda added, “Yeah, you’re not weak–you even killed the most birds back there! Besides, Aisling’s vision wasn’t clear. You might not have been targeted at all–you might have gone after the ambusher. Blackened blood, rage, and pain definitely don't sound good though.”

Ophelia turned to look at Ruby. “You’ve worked hard to control your berserker rage, and you’ve become more skilled as a result of this. Keep a cool head, and few can be your match.”

Ruby let out a breath. “Thanks, everyone. I’ll…think on this.”

Nessa continued watching the storm tracker device as they sped across the sky. The storms in the distance looked even more dangerous, so she was curious just how bad the island-destroying tempest could be. They would arrive at Cloudhaven in just a few more hours, where the vast majority of the wind disciples and more would be.

And where any betrayers might be. One way or another, the plots were going to come to a head soon.


Chapter 23 - Moon Purification



Hours had passed since Aisling’s report, but Jake had to keep his concerns out of his thoughts and clear his mind as he breathed the cosmic energies of the void. He had to remain Sati’s mirror, her anchor to the universe as she touched the divine.

Having reached the fifth level in their bond, he could truly feel Sati’s suffering surrender if he so chose. The painful heat coursed through her, like a much more exhausting and blistering sting throughout her body than an intense workout.

She held multiple difficult positions at once, her spiritual appendages and body splayed out in uncomfortable configurations. It was like she was planking, stretching, and lifting all at once, a pressure and heat that burned her, pressuring her from all sides, and even her spiritual body.

And yet she did it with a smile. Because every hour, she offered him her efforts–the Shakti she had built from her suffering. It was not the same amount or the same makeup every time. Not only would it grow in the amount of effort she was withstanding to purify the Great Flame itself, but she would alternate mixing it with her Yang flames and her Yin flames. It was as if she was offering up a piece of herself along with it.

Such a time was coming now. Jake sat away from her in his shorts and tank top once more now that the fighting was over, floating inside the fiery lake that was the Great Flame as he kept his thoughts mostly clear. Her body was still massive, with numerous arms and legs coming off from her main body. Jake and Sati had actually sunk deeper into the dense flames of the moon, the flaming woman purifying more and more flames with every effort.

As far as he could tell, they were making excellent time, and a week to complete their task was entirely possible. They had already reduced the overall corruption by a noticeable amount, around ten percent in this single day, and she was speeding up her efforts measurably.

Sati’s more physical portion of her body twisted, like completing a dance step, as she moved away from her uncomfortable twisted and bent position and arrived in a kneeling position in front of him. She held out her red flame with flecks of orange sunlight, her Yang energy infused with Shakti. The flames of radiance.

Her hand was massive, large enough for her to hold Jake, as big as he was, with a flame in the palm of her hand. And so it was a giant flame she was handing him. It had gotten larger and denser with every attempt, and his eyebrows rose to the top of his head as she offered it to him. He could feel the flame’s weight press down on him, a brilliant sunlight mixed with the feminine energy, the light like a gentle caress across his body despite sitting inside a giant light source–the moon.

Jake brought the large flame to his chest, where his hearth sucked it inside. Unable to instantly consume it all, the flame ran rampant through his body, but it didn’t harm him in the slightest despite its immense heat, the loving embrace of the flame feeling inviting.

His void cells drank hungrily, and his intake of breath from his void lungs drew in more energy from the cosmos, mixing it all together.

Within his hearth, the masculine energy, the Stillness or Purusha, mixed with the Shakti and her flame. He felt something within him stirring, the various chakras within his body automatically processing the flame and reacting to it.

It was a peculiar feeling he watched take place with his Umbral Gaze, but he couldn’t make any sense of the energy flows within his spiritual body. It was certainly a divine type of energy, as it touched on the astral plane and generated a haze that he could see.

He felt a strange sense of clarity, his thoughts heading into a surprising direction. Jake thought about his hexagonal and pentagonal spherical shape that was his hearth and the runic combinations he was working on–the totally-not-a-soccer-ball-shaped Construct. Suddenly, he had all sorts of options he wished to try on the various faces, and he catalogued them to attempt later.

This was not all that different from her previous deliveries. It was like every delivery of her flames of radiance included pieces of the truth. When they mixed with his Void-Divine Hearth, it brought these pieces of wisdom to the fore, particularly about flames and especially demonic runes–the language of the dao. And some, about fiery mana itself.

It took a few minutes, but what remained of the flame when his hearth was done processing it was far less than what Sati started with. It was condensed, and it was as if the void itself had consumed its tithe, and he could feel that in his bones and cells. The dregs and impurities within it were taken into the infinite void that was within his cells and his void divine hearth, leaving only the divine and nothing else.

Jake could keep all of it for himself. As far as he understood, the Divine worshiped in this way often did. Sati already gained, in a sense, as this Shakti energy she generated was in fact having her touch the divine, helping her become more, purifying the Qi within her.

As a cultivator, she could easily progress just like this, changing her makeup gradually and bringing her closer to perfection and ascension–the ability to create her Nascent Soul.

As the Divine saw it, the transmuted energy was theirs, containing a portion of their divinity itself within it, and they did not typically bestow it on their worshipers. Perhaps, but once in a lifetime to their most fervent and accomplished followers. But Jake did desire Sati to be his wife, to ultimately bond with her in the end. And he would never be greedy with his wives.

Placing his hand on his chest, he brought out about half of the condensed flame, the rest to be drawn into his hearth and body over time, refining his body and spirit with this special flame. In fact, he had only barely finished consuming the results from before, his void cells greedily drinking it down and tempering himself. This counted as a portion of his Soul Harmonization technique, though it was less intense as they weren’t yet hearthbonded.

The resulting flame was golden red with flecks of white within, radiating like a brilliant sunbeam. Even though they were floating in a sea of flame, it brightened the area, and he could feel the immense weight that it had, the divinity pressuring their surrounding flames. It wasn’t quite as strong as Hestia’s, as if he had inserted Divine Energy into the flames, but it was certainly a shadow of it. The idea that she had created this and that they could absorb it into themselves was certainly special.

He could also feel The Great Flame’s interest in this, but it made no motion to take it from them.

He handed it to Sati’s outstretched hand, and she brought it into her chest lovingly.

As it arrived, a shiver went up her spine, and Sati let out a shaky breath with her eyes closed, a small moan coming from her lips unbidden. Pulses rippled through her body, her meridians and channels being polished by the superior flame.

Not only throughout her more physical body but her spiritual appendages as well; he could see the flame traveling through them. A portion of herself became more, her core making up more of the special flame within her.

“Thank you, my Ishvara, for bestowing your love upon me.”

Jake shifted a little uncomfortably and cleared his throat at her phrasing for this ritual. “You are welcome, my Sati. Let your hearth burn brighter, burning away the darkness and revealing the truth.”

She smiled brilliantly at this and retreated to begin her Bhakti Yoga once more, with even more fervor. Feeling her dedication and devotion firsthand, Jake was moved. Sati had no expectations of reciprocation from the beginning, but of course, he knew she hoped.

With every completion of the ritual, her happiness and joy only increased. And her desire to show her devotion rose in turn, to give him her suffering surrender of herself. She truly believed each time that she touched the divine and granted him her hard-earned flame, she was serving the dharma, empowering a hero who upheld the cosmic law.

And she was, and not just because she was also purifying the moon in the process. In the last twenty-four hours, Jake had gained a whole level as his spirit grew, putting him ahead of his wives, who were also gaining rather rapidly thanks to their Conquest efforts. Then, his attributes were increasing, just as they often did as a result of his Dual Cultivation–his Voidborne Soul Harmonization Technique.

This time she would build up her Yin flame to hand it over. What was both interesting and concerning was that she was still only handing over the Shakti she was building up from this session.

When he asked about her large buildup and when she was going to hand that over, she merely stated that she felt like it wasn’t time for her to do so. And even though she was producing a lot of it, and she drew in a lot of the Great Flame to be purified, it still couldn’t compare to her vast stockpile of energy.

He continued his breathing, his void lungs filling with the energies of the cosmos. Each breath energized him, and he wasn’t the only one benefiting. Ira was curled up like a happy cat in front of the fireplace, its stomach full of a delicious, unending meal.

It continued to snack on the energies drawn in, plenty available for its enjoyment. Jake thought the creature grew bigger in his sight, but it was difficult for him to tell with how it snaked through multiple dimensions with its odd body.

The time passed quickly as Sati continued her chanting and posing, drawing in more of the Great Flame into her as they floated downward slowly toward the core. Jake and Sati’s resistance or oneness with the flames only grew each cycle, tempering them as they were empowered. It was much like the beetle in truth, the only difference being that Jake and Sati were forming a healthy, symbiotic relationship with it.

Every once in a while, Jake could see a sort of spiritual appendage forming in the Great Flame, and he wondered what was happening with it. Perhaps it was trying to become more like Sati or just learning more about its true spiritual body, but he didn’t know. Nor did he know how to help it, aside from what they were already doing.

Sati revealed the flame in her hand, once again kneeling below him and providing her offering. It was even more massive than before, Jake looking at the blue flame questioningly. It was a cool, soothing, protective light. The flame carried her devoted love for him with it, her feminine energy more greatly displayed within the yin flames.

He brought it to his chest, and his hearth sucked in the flame once more. It spread across his body like a loving embrace, his insides filled with a brilliant moonlight. His breaths drew in even more void energy, his weight on reality increasing as the divine yin flame built inside him.

It burned away all impurities within his body and his spirit. And once again, it came with a side effect that was difficult to put into words.

Jake worked hard to better himself, but like everyone he ever knew, he was a flawed…almost human being. In his heart, he held countless doubts and worries. Was he prepared enough? Did he practice and train as best he could? Did he spend enough time with his children, give them enough love?

But at each delivery of the yin flame, it was like many of those doubts washed away and were replaced with clarity and resolve, both in himself and in his path. Jake and his family were prepared enough because they had done it together. If Jake were to fail or make a mistake, then his wives would take up the slack. He believed in them and himself, having faith in the path he walked. The illusions and doubts of his heart were purified, and he could feel his spiritual body strengthened in a more direct way.

His dao of family strengthened, and he handed half the flame back to her once more. Once again Sati enjoyed the flame, the same occurring inside of her as just happened with him. He idly thought about how his wives may be able to benefit from such a ritual.

Only Fhesiah, Ruby, and Nessa were really cultivators, and likely the only ones who could activate their chakras in the same way–though, he could certainly be wrong. Luckily, they may be benefiting from this flame through their Hearthian bonds, or they may receive quite a bit of the same benefits when they do their dual cultivation later.

Sati’s voice interrupted his thoughts, as she completed the ritual. “Thank you, my Ishvara, for bestowing your love upon me.”

Jake turned to see the smile, the joy on her massive face, and smiled warmly at her in return. “You are welcome, my Sati. Let your hearth burn brighter, your love and compassion burning away all doubt and strengthening your spirit.”

As she moved away to return to her worship and absorb the flame completely, Jake suddenly felt a little odd. His breaths quickened, his chest convulsing as the energies of the void were drawn in. His stomach growled, and Jake felt an intense hunger, a desire for more of what he just received. He couldn’t help but look at Sati in longing, his body wishing for the flame he had just given her.

Sati paused and turned, looking at him with concern. “What is the matter, my Ishvara? You wish for me to return that flame? You only need to wish it, and I will happily obey.”

“No…wait. I’m…not so sure if that is what I need.”

Jake’s anxiety built as he hungered. A vortex around him built as The Great Flame was drawn in, his hunger pangs only increasing as his body drew it into his lungs.

It was like when he first used the dual cultivation technique with Fhesiah for the very first time, and his bloodline had activated. This time, however, rather than being unable to breathe, Jake felt an intense hunger. Oddly, it was like he wished to consume more flames. To have more of what he just ate, that which his body desired.

Thankfully, he was prepared for this eventuality. A dozen treasures flew out of his Storage Ring, each much like what he consumed when his bloodline had originally awakened, just stronger versions. An eclipse gemstone, a ghostfire torch, a twilight orchid, and even numerous special chimeral corpses.

Blood and Fhesiah had long since kept their eyes on the market for him since the first time, gathering treasures for a moment such as this.

They all had remembered this helplessness, and there was no way that they would allow it to repeat so easily. It was expensive, but the two had set aside various materials, and Fhesiah had even refined some in an attempt to increase their efficacy. Some might have made excellent fuel for their dual cultivation sessions, but they held back for this very reason: for an emergency.

The flame in his chest did seem to want them, and sucked them up like they were nothing, burning them away and crumbling them into dust as they were drawn into his various void cells. There was a small calm as the dozen void-adjacent treasures and chaotic corpses were consumed, but it wasn’t long before he felt the hunger pangs once more.

He let out more and more treasures, including a few globules of the various yin and yang dual cultivation materials Fhesiah had prepared for…special moments, if they found time during their Conquest. The dragoness was ever hopeful, as always.

He hungered, his hole in his chest drawing in energies from the surrounding area and sucking those objects in once more. The Great Flame was pulled in at a surprisingly dangerous pace, Jake becoming a growing vortex of energy.

During her worship, Sati too had become much of a vortex, processing the flame and removing the taint as she did, even drawing in the dense flames from the core that the beetle couldn’t even chew through.

Some of it joined her, but most of it was spit out the other end of the filtering funnel that was her worship. However, Jake’s vortex was different–this hunger drew the flames in far more rapidly, and after it went into his hearth and his hungry void cells, it didn’t just come out the other side, purified–it was gone.

Ira looked at him with a bit of sadness, he felt. The creature wasn’t being sucked in at all, but Jake felt that the creature was sending him a bit of helplessness as an emotion. It could not help him with this issue, as badly as it wished to. It only offered him a warm hug, its body wrapping around him like a comforting…scarf-shaped blanket.

Sati’s large body was starting to get sucked in, and Jake’s eyes widened in alarm. “Get–get out of here. I can’t…control this…hunger!”

Jake couldn’t offer her more words, as he found it difficult to even speak in this situation, the flames being sucked into him so rapidly it was like a giant river or ocean rushing toward him, and his breaths drawing in the energy of the cosmos. But his thoughts and concerns had reached her–he was worried that if the void consumed her, she may not live.

Just where was this flame he was consuming even going? It was rushing inside him, an endless hunger that could not be satisfied.

Whether the Framework could or would protect her soul or not was rather up in the air, as she was his permanent summon, and…eating her may be considered some kind of purposeful sacrifice, as she…became a part of him.

The woman in question was unbothered, offering him a calm smile, even as she had to fight against the torrent trying to drag her in. “If your hunger requires me to be satisfied, then I shall offer myself to you. But the truth is that you hunger for the same thing that you have hungered for since the very beginning, since the day that you were born. And you already have that which you hunger for, more than you could possibly ever require. Your body just doesn’t understand that, and it needs to learn.”

Her body shrunk down rapidly, and in a burst of flame, she ignited from the hearth in her chest. She was quickly covered with a brilliant white light infused with gold, her pure heart flame encompassing her as she arrived at her original size.

He felt her pure love of devotion burn brightly, and an incredible weight pressed down on him as she floated in front of him, just a few yards away. Sati’s extra arms and legs fanned out behind her, striking several poses as she chanted a sutra, and an unbelievable amount of flame from the moon was drawn to her like a solar flare, straight from the dense core.

While Jake’s hunger tried to draw it in, it arrived at her and was purified in an instant, brightening her body further. It condensed into her rapidly, hours of her previous efforts completed in just a few breaths of time.

She held out her finger in front of her, and on the end of it, a tiny flame. He instantly recognized it–it was his own flame, the one granted to her at the start of her journey that he had witnessed.

“It is time. When this was passed on to me, it became the center of my world–the center of me. A sacrifice of the self to become one with the Stillness, to nurture those you love into something more. Your love for Fhesiah, Ophelia, Blood and Berri, Tanda, Avalara, and your future wives and children. A love so pure, so boundless, that it protected me in my darkest hours, granting me hope, purpose, love, and enlightenment.”

The flame at the end of her hand shifted, infused with an astounding amount of energy. Jake hungered for it, and tendrils of the void rushed out from his chest, all seeking to grab it. However, she held steady, the flame not budging at all as tendrils wrapped around it.

Sati’s voice was calm and resolute, her voice carrying the intensity of her feelings. “A seed of your love, grown and nurtured with my pure devotion and made whole. On this day, I return it to you with my love. Awaken and ignite, and become infinite. As you were meant to be.”

The suction from his chest increased, and despite his hunger drawing in endless flames around them, the powerful flame at the edge of her finger did not even flicker as she moved forward slowly, deliberately. She ignored the tendrils that wished to draw her in, and pressed the tiny flame into his navel.

Jake was embraced by the flame, a spiritual pressure covering his entire body like a bolt of lightning, his tendrils of void instantly covered in the flame and drawing it into him. His body had done just as she had said–ignited. He was encompassed in the white and gold, gentle embrace, a warmth that became his entire everything. It rippled through his body and soul, his everything vibrating, pleasure and joy coursing through him.

There was only one word Jake could give to what he felt.

Love.

His bonds trembled, his wives all adding onto the feeling with their loving, spiritual embrace. Each of his wives added their soul hugs from afar, and their flames rushed from the hearth and down into his navel, mixing into this special flame, along with tendrils of the void. It seemed these were the tendrils of void that connected to their hearths on the other end.

Bree, Ruby, Yona, and even his permanent summons and familiars Jasmina, Zephyr, and Ira’s love for their master were included, and the weight of Jake’s bonds pressed down on everything mixed together, compressing it all much like Jake’s Scorching Ray. He was encompassed in the love of his bonds, just as his void often wrapped around their souls lovingly, covetingly.

Through the tremendous weight, reality compressed, the planes of existence pressured against one another as the endless void bore down on everything, Jake scarcely having the presence of mind to watch this through his Umbral Gaze.

The planes of reality, the stained glass panes he was used to seeing in his Umbral Gaze, vibrated until they cracked and shattered from the immense pressure, and the void rushed into the flames and ignited them together as one.

A flame of the infinite void was born. A pitch-black and silver flame that devoured nothing and everything, a candlelight that carried and existed across all dimensions. The planes of existence around him quickly rebuilt and rushed in, the stained glass replacing the void and pushing it out. But the flame was like a bridge across them; a connection to the void had been established.

Jake’s void flame continued to exist in spite of losing its direct connection to the void; an anomaly, just like his void lungs that did the same.

Something within him snapped, and a tiny tendril of that flame rushed to join the hearth in his chest, forming a complete system. The void lungs drew in the energies of the void and fed them into his void cells throughout his body. His chakras altered and refined this energy, sending it to the manipura chakra located in his navel, near his stomach–the furnace.

There, the endless love from his bonds helped ignite the void, becoming his inner heart fire. That flame then traveled across his hearth and into his bonds, granting them a fraction of this infinite flame.

Up until now, Jake’s Hearth flames had carried some amount of the void within them, but in truth, it was Hestia’s flame of divinity that allowed for the void’s coexistence. The flames of Clan Hart were ensconced in the void, but it was not a flame so much as it was a property that Hestia’s flames somehow allowed. It was much like Blood and Berri’s odd light and dark flaming hearth, even before Echidna had added her spark.

This flame of the void was now wholly Jake’s, his inner flame within the furnace. As Jake breathed, he felt even more energized and complete than ever before. It was as if he was at home in the stars, and every breath drew from the cosmos and the void, at a greater quantity.

The flame within his navel was just tiny, a small flickering candle. Ira licked its lips as it looked at it, hungry for the delicious meal. But still, it sent Jake a feeling of patience. There was not yet a meal to spare, only a tiny morsel. It was an infinite flame in terms of quality, but it was not much in terms of quantity.

He noticed that he received a prompt from the Framework. 


[Bloodline Rating Improved: C-> B]


[New Bloodline Trait: Inner Flame of Void]


[The Manipura Chakra has been subsumed, transformed into an infinite void flame furnace. In harmony with the Void Lungs, chakras, and Void Cells, this creates a closed circuit of respiration, transmutation, and refinement.] 


It felt a little odd to see his inner flame, a part of his originally human body, as part of his bloodline menu, but he understood. While Jake was a descendant of a void emissary, he was not one. He only carried the bloodline of one, granting his human traits influenced by them. And Jake was no longer even a human–he was a Hearthian, a being whose core of their spirits was a flame. So now, having a void flame that replaced his chakra made quite a bit of sense in his mind.

The void lungs and cells had an updated mention that their effectiveness had been improved as the system was complete, the ability to draw in and store more energy unbound.

“There it is. What a beautiful, wondrous flame.”

Jake looked up from his inward inspection of his new flame at the sound of her voice, finding Sati smiling back at him. She had gone back to mostly normal now, sitting in her usual lotus pose within the sea of flames.

And he could feel her satisfaction that she had helped him with this awakening. Most of all, he could feel her love for him, not only over their bond but also within him.

It was as if her devoted love had become a very part of him, the flame inside him. With his wives’ help, she had filled the emptiness and hunger within him with her pure and unbroken love and made him whole.

Jake was sitting similarly now, his legs folded in front of him as he floated in the sea of flames. “Sati.”

Sati’s eyes widened, feeling his emotions over their bond. “Yes, my Ishvara?”

He willed her into his arms as he flew over to her, the two meeting halfway in an embrace. Placing his forehead against hers, he tried to convey the feelings he had for her.

“From the very beginning that you felt and saw my flame, you loved me.”

She smiled at this, and she had a thought–that it was also at first taste, but rather than correct him, Sati replied, “Yes. My hearth burns for you.”

He pulled away from their foreheads touching to meet her eyes and cupped her cheek. “I didn’t understand you at first. Your devotion and love for me felt rather one-sided. But now I do. You are compassion, devotion, fire, love, and womanly strength made flesh. You are Sati, my Shakti, my agni. And I love you and everything that you are.”

Her heart leapt for joy as their lips met, her body brightening with a loving heat. Despite being made of flame, her body felt just like a soft, warm woman in his arms. He could feel even the wetness of her tongue and the caress of her silken hair on his skin as they touched and kissed.

It scarcely made sense how a being of flame could feel just as a human woman did in his arms and to his touch, but he understood it was related to this Shakti energy that she built. She was a living flame, but infused with the essence of everything that a woman was.

Jake’s desire for her built. A want, a need to make her his flame forever, came to the forefront of his mind, and suddenly, it was like his body and spirit responded. An umbral tentacle shot out from his spirit and wrapped around her soul, at the center of her very being.

The Framework updated its prompt, stating that they had reached Level 5: Love with their bond.

His eyes widened in shock, his Umbral Gaze catching the whole thing this time. He had missed it with Bree, Avalara, and Nessa since it previously only occurred while they were being intimate for the first time. But this time, he had managed to spot the moment that it happened. Perhaps it was a deeper connection to his bloodline that he noticed this happening or was merely able to will it into occurring.

Sati was ecstatic, her heart leaping with joy as they reached a deeper connection. But there was one more connection left: the hearth bond.

“I am more than satisfied with what I have already. I have already become a part of you forevermore, just as I have wished.” She looked meaningfully to his solar plexus, where his void flame burned. Certainly, her love was a part of everything that went into igniting his inner flame.

“Truly, you have become my Shakti, my agni that burns brightly within me. Is it just me who wants more?”

Sati’s cheeks brightened. “If it is my Ishvara that hungers for me, then I will only offer myself to him with great joy. I only hope and wish; I do not expect.”

He placed his forehead against hers and held her hands in his. He could feel her desire for him, and he kissed her lips tenderly. Her lips were hungry for his, her hearth reaching out to his. It was clear she wanted this connection just as much as he did. And he sensed what she wanted–as one devoted to her Ishvara, she wished for him to claim her.

Jake pulled her into his lap, changing his floating position in the sea of flame. Then he retrieved the specially made All Hearts as One necklace, which would still function just like her vambraces.

“You prepared it?” Sati was moved by this.

Nodding, he held her hands and gazed into her golden eyes, then spoke with sincerity, holding the necklace with his hearthflames.

“You are my flame, my Shakti, my heart. I claim you as my Patni, my companion in Dharma and in all lives to come.”

With his will alone, he clasped it around her neck, the item shimmering as it became hers.

Sati smiled, her body brightening. “As you are my Ishvara, so I am your Shakti. My flame is yours, my heart is yours, and my soul is yours. I will be your Patni, your dharmic wife, in this life and in all lives to come.”

With another kiss, he made the hearth bond, their pieces of their souls traded across their bond. Her inner flame, the Pure Heart Flame, joined the many flames of the Clan Hart family, the white and gold flame of brilliance. Two flames–Nessa’s and hers–had joined their hearths in a short period, and the family had become stronger for it.

As the Hart family flames arrived in her hearth, however, streams of flames coursed through her body and channels, persisting up her spiritual appendages and throughout her special altar in her spiritual temple.

He could see Berri’s holy light, Ophelia’s vajrafire, Nessa’s frostfire, and so on, their colors forming a near rainbow of colors throughout her body. She was the flame, the hearth, though she also had one of her own, her Pure Heart Flame.

Mostly ignoring this, their kiss deepened, and she molded her body into his–wrapping her legs around his back, and he hugged her to him tightly. His desire for her rose, and he wished to go much further–but he noticed something a little odd in his Umbral Gaze.

The giant haze that was her Shakti had certainly decreased, but probably by less than half.

Sati blushed as she heard his thoughts. “I…wanted to give the rest to you, but it felt like my body would explode drawing too much of it all at once. Trying more felt…wrong, so I left it up to fate. I believed what I gave would have to be enough.” She smiled, her heart swelling with pride. “It was truly a lot for me to be unable to deliver it all at once. I am both proud of the amount, and glad.”

She spread her arms wide, her spiritual appendages behind her nearly mirroring her action. “Using it, we should be able to purify what is left of the moon.”

Jake grimaced as he looked around them. The moon had shrunk from his intense hunger, and likely by a noticeable amount from those observing it planetside.

Sati chuckled. “You do not have to look so pained. Your awakening harmed and consumed much of The Great Flame, true. But you have helped rescue it and should see that you have taken your hero’s due instead. You did not intentionally harm it, after all. And look, much of the corruption disappeared. It seems your hunger consumed more of it.”

Looking around with his Umbral Gaze, he realized that she was right. For whatever reason, his vortex of hunger had disproportionately consumed more of the corruption. There was still some left, but it was like half of what was left, or more, was devoured in one go.

It was difficult to estimate just how much smaller the moon was, especially from where he was sitting, but if Jake was told that twenty percent or more was gone, he would believe it. And all of that…was inside him, and he couldn’t help but feel discomforted by this.

Sati’s warm hand brushed his cheek. “Worry not. I am sure that this will be a boon instead, because without the Great Well to balance the Great Flame, its unfettered growth will eventually send the planet askew. The difficulty with the Breath of the World is at least partially due to this, without a doubt. But never mind this, my Ishvara. For because you made me your Patni, with our union, we may purify this moon quickly.”

Jake’s eyes widened as he remembered the tome from back when she learned and mastered the Yoga and more to form her Pure Heart Flame. There was an entire tome including a more tantric ritual.

Still, he couldn’t help but frown at this. “Why didn’t you mention this? You mean to tell me now that we could have rescued this moon, this world, faster?”

Despite his accusation, Sati was calm, and her voice was resolute. “Because, my love. Even if it is to save this moon and this world, to extort your love goes against everything that I believe. To undermine and to coerce your boundless love is the same as taking away your will, to sully and steal it away. I had absolute faith in your fate and trust in you. That your actions served the Dharma; that your choices and our destiny would result in the righteous outcome. Whether it was through me or not, I believed that you would have come up with something that solved our problem in the nick of time, triumphing against this evil. And if they did not…then I was willing to pay the ultimate price and make it so.”

Jake let out a breath, nodding in understanding. For once, he was thankful for having limited information, and in truth, he had guessed that this could be the case. How could he not? After forming a hearth bond with his wives, they were certainly stronger, however marginal it might be.

From just five percent alone as an example, the true value varied and was difficult to measure; he could have shaved hours off their one week’s time to purify the moon. But of course, he didn’t like that or want to make that choice for that reason, and even if he wanted to, could he? Love was not a switch to be turned on.

For her to tell him he could save the world if only he loved or slept with her would have tainted their union in the same way, making it a choice between loving her and the death of the world. It would have truly limited his choices or railroaded him further, rather than granted him new ones.

Instead, she displayed her profound trust in him while protecting the sanctity of their vows and their love, keeping it pure and natural, and leaving it to fate. He could feel that never once was she tempted, even with how badly she wished to become one with him.

Sati wanted him to want her from the bottom of his heart and not because he was manipulated or coerced to do some right thing. She would have even taken it to her grave if necessary to protect his love.

“Thank you. For preserving my will, my choice. And believing in me.”

“My trust in your love is unbroken, and it will remain that way. Into eternity.”

Jake smiled at her and kissed her once more. Her body heated up in his arms, and her warmth still managed to envelop him despite them already floating in a sea of flames. His desire rose with hers, the love from her heat drawing him in.

Sati caressed his cheek, gazing at him lovingly. “Now, I feel that you hunger for me. When we enjoy each other in pleasure, a special energy will be generated from our chakras, called kundalini energy, and it will flow through them as it is altered.”

Sati smiled faintly, her eyes smoldering even as her voice took on a strangely lecturing tone. “When our hearths unite through tantric communion, the flow of my Shakti and your Stillness will complete the circuit of our chakras. The merging of my cultivated pure heart flame with your awakened void will generate a spiral of refined energy. This spiral purifies corruption, dissolves karmic weight, and strengthens the bond of our hearths with our endless love, polishing both spirit and body toward the divine.”

Jake nodded. So that’s what it would do. The flames of radiance granted enlightenment, and the flames of mercy and compassion purified and eliminated doubt, strengthening their spirits and their resolve. Then the pure heart flame represented unity, improving their bond and bringing them even closer to the divine.

Her voice dipped, husky, as though she were whispering a lover’s secret instead of giving a dissertation, “Through this exchange, the dross of my Shakti is consumed in your void, and the essence is returned to me transformed. Brighter, sharper, closer to divinity. In turn, your furnace is stoked to ever-greater heights. Together, we transcend the bounds of flesh and spirit.”

Jake arched his brow at her and chuckled. “You’re acting a little odd. Why are you talking like that, and why are you telling me this? I already knew most of that, from your vision, remember? You fast-forwarded through a lot, but you did spend a bit of time on this as you read a bunch of those diagrams and more, as if you wanted me to understand something about it…” He narrowed his eyes on her. “That was a bit cheeky, now that I think of it.”

Sati blushed and looked away. “What? I know that you know, and I did want you to know the…possibilities when I showed you my memories. But Faye also said you would like this. That it would get you excited–the technical details. She said the dryer it would be, the more that you would like it, and the more it would… excite you. Why’s it not working? Did I do it wrong?”

Jake laughed at the absurdity, and he heard Faye laughing in his mind. Once again, the woman had managed to play a joke, and it was a callback from one she had made before. “Seems she was just messing with the both of us. But don’t worry. A sexy wife in my arms and in my lap, especially one who wants me, is more than enough to make me excited and ready.”

She smiled radiantly at that and then leaned in to kiss him once more, their lips meeting.

It was going to be a little strange doing this with a sort of audience that was the Great Flame, the moon’s intelligence and ego rather slight.

He reasoned it was really no different from doing it with a chill pet in the room, but perhaps even less than that; the moon was more like an ancient will, than a true creature’s intelligence. Some people were super against this, he knew, while others couldn’t care less if their pet didn’t behave strangely or distractingly.

In this case the chill pet was the room, so they didn’t really have much choice.

It was easy for Jake to put that out of his mind as Sati’s hands roamed his body, and her clothes disappeared in a burst of flame.


Interlude 2 - ❤❤❤ - Night with a Fire Goddess



Floating in a sea of flames that was the moon of The Burning Steps, Jake held the naked living flame, Sati, in his arms. She squirmed and rolled her hip in his lap, her soft ass and thigh caressing his crotch.

As Jake had promised, his desire built for the warm, loving woman in his arms. His cock hardened as she teased him through his shorts, and her lips were all over his as his hands began to explore her dark-skinned body, and her hands roamed his chest in turn.

Her skin and her caress felt smooth, soft, and gentle, just like that of a human woman. His hands took hold of her breasts, causing a sharp intake of breath from Sati. They were firm and soft, and more than could fit in his hands.

Sati’s nails traced down his back as he kissed her neck, the woman moaning as he thumbed her dark nipples. Despite being a woman made of flame, everything about her felt like a soft, comfortable, yet burning hot woman in his arms.

Her thick waist and thighs continued to roll on his member, caressing him to his full hardness. He could feel her wetness pool on his shorts, something that felt impossible.

It was the Shakti energy that made up her flame. She was a personification of a woman through and through. And despite the fact she could become like a fiery gas at a mere thought, she solidified her body in a way that she could touch and caress him, and he could touch and feel her. Her tongue felt wet, and no doubt, her insides would too, despite him knowing she did not have saliva normally.

He thumbed her clit, preparing her for their union. She moaned and pressed herself into his touch, her kiss becoming more fervent. Her eyes were filled with need and love, and this drove Jake wild.

While this was undoubtedly the woman’s first time, Jake knew that she had basically become a scholar of sex–of tantric lovemaking. Combined with the fact that she was a Second Tier cultivator in full control of her body and complex energies within her, she just may be like a seasoned pro.

Unlike most of his wives, she was a fair amount shorter or smaller than him, and in his lap, she had to look up to meet his eyes. To kiss, he had to lean down, and she had to look up. She had her legs wrapped around his back, and he could feel the desire over their bond.

For them to become one.

A disk of flame was formed by Sati beneath Jake’s cross-legged, sitting form, like a small platform in the sea of fire. The surrounding fire drained away, making it feel much more like they were sitting on a floating bed with a dome around them, than swimming in fiery water.

He removed his shorts, underwear, and tank top with a thought, the items going into his storage ring. His hard cock was pressed up against her labia and flat stomach now, causing her to shudder from the change in sensation.

Their foreheads touched for a moment, and then he kissed her soft lips. Their tongues danced as he tasted her warm mouth, her desire pulsing through their bond connection. Her heat rose as her desire did, and then she lowered her head to his chest.

And breathed as she listened. Jake already knew about the ritual she was seeking, and cleared his mind as best as he could with a beautiful woman in his arms and lap. He slowed his breathing to match hers, her goal to match their heartbeats and breaths.

Satisfied with their synchronicity, she wrapped her arms and hands around his shoulders and the back of his neck, and raised her waist from his lap. She placed his tip at her entrance, and Jake grabbed her ass with both hands to help guide her.

Sati’s golden eyes met his, as if she was staring deep into his soul. Her smile was brilliant as she whispered, “I open my soul to your flame.”

“And I bare my void to your light.”

She lowered herself onto his length as he pushed himself up and into her tightness. Her hot insides fluttered as they engulfed his member, pulsing with the beats of their hearts. Sati’s entire body brightened in a burst of bright flame, the woman moaning as they became one.

Just as Nessa had granted him her virgin yin, the special energy rushed inside him from Sati. His Void-Divine Hearth Core brightened, empowered by something he didn’t understand. It radiated throughout his body, sending a tingling pleasure through him, and something more.

In sync with their breaths, Sati moved up and down on his length as Jake met her and stared into her eyes. Her warm heat caressed his length with every movement, pleasure traveling up his spine with the flame.

Extra arms fanned out behind her to perform her mudras, and some of them began caressing his cheeks and chest. Sati was focused on her movements and both of their pleasure, and moving the mystical flames through her body.

He knew all sorts of energies were moving around inside of her and him as they were altered by mystical organs, but he did this nearly on autopilot at this point. They did enhance the pleasure as they flowed through him, providing a pleasant tingling sensation throughout his body. But Jake was able to focus on the sexy woman in front of him and enjoy their union.

She bounced on his length, each movement causing him to bottom out inside of her. “Ah! Mmm, my lord… Hahh–” she moaned, and Jake started guiding her faster. Her jaw dropped open as she breathed heavier, her eyes never leaving his as they continued their intimate connection.

His hands were on her thick ass, the woman coming undone in front of him as she rode his length. Her breasts were rubbing against his chest and bouncing with every movement, and he grabbed one with his hand.

“Ahn! Oh, oh yes! I can feel it. Your love…it is wondrous. I want more–I need more.”

Rather than words, Jake answered her with his feelings and his actions. The movement was still a collaboration of her lifting herself up and down on his length, and him thrusting, but he guided her with his need. His lust rose as he wished to fill her, her pussy fluttering all along his length. Her moans increased, and energy flowed through them at a greater pace.

A funnel formed from the moon below, drawing flaming energy into Sati through the special disk. It was as if the moon itself wanted to join their union, to feel the love and join in their embrace as it was purified. Sati’s body brightened, and Jake could even see the white lines inside her, the meridians that made up her spiritual body, through her dark, naked flesh. There was notably a third eye in her forehead, which appeared to be open as she touched the divine.

He could feel the love she had for him, her soul enveloping his as their connection strengthened, his soul thrumming in return. Her pure heart flame mixed with her Shakti produced something special, and his heart and hearth vibrated in pleasure as her purity joined with his flame.

His lust built as he reveled in the bliss of her body, his cock pulsing as her pussy trembled around him. Her moans rose in a crescendo, as she did the same.

“Mmm, yes! So good. More! Give me more! Mmm!” She moaned.

Her pussy convulsed as she came, her body trembling with pleasure. It gripped his length tightly as she bounced faster, bringing him closer to his peak.

Her flaming hand caressed his face, and her voice was full of love as she breathed, “Yes, my love. Give it to me. Fill me again and again with your love.”

With a few more pulses, intentional clenches of her tightness, his balls tightened, and he unleashed his seed into her willing pussy. Pulse after pulse of cum filled her, the joy and bliss in her connection as she received it sending waves of pleasure through the both of them.

Even though she just came recently, it seemed as though she experienced another orgasm, her moans, and body going wild as she trembled and rode out the sensations. Their lovemaking was magical, transcending the limits of the flesh as they continued without pause.

Already, Jake could feel that their bond had improved, that he felt even more connected than before from the magics flowing through them. She had told him her pure heart flame would grant such a thing and improve their unity, but it was still surprising how deeply he could feel her emotions. Her love for him was overwhelming, and he wished to give her more of his.

Sati looked very pleased as she sensed what he desired–to somehow benefit from all the stretching and yoga that she did. She floated off his length, and lifted and placed both of her legs behind her shoulders and head. This required quite a bit of flexibility of the hips, but it presented her pussy for him tantalizingly. She floated over him, and spreading her pussy lips with her hands, guided him into her.

He grunted as he entered her tight heat once more. The odd pose placed pressure along his length differently from how her legs were spread, and how her eyes gleamed with heat and lust raised his own. Grabbing her hips, he pounded her fast and hard, her moans and loving smile driving him wild.

The energy flowed through the two of them, cycling like a wheel or infinity symbol. His hearth core thrummed in pleasure as he filled his fiery wife, his cock pushing into her depths. And somehow, his void flame appeared to grow, little by little.

“Oh yes! Fill me, my Ishvara. Give me your lust and love, and I shall embrace it and make it whole.”

She caressed his cheek with her hand now, bringing him in for another kiss. He thrust into her harder now, the two brought to a higher unity as they did. He started to feel how their breaths and heartbeats matched, and how their harmony was leading to a higher level. It was difficult to understand where he ended and where she began, as her needs became his own, and his wishes became her actions.

Her pussy fluttered all along his length, tightening pleasantly and granting him pleasure as his hips moved. She fingered her clit as she moaned, his cock reaching deep inside with every thrust.

Sati moaned, “Hahh, hahh! Your love feels so good inside me. Please, give me more! Faster!”

Pleasure rippled up his spine, his body brightening from the intense magic and energy flowing through him. He felt he was touching something powerful, his body thrumming with spirituality. With every breath he became more complete, and with every thrust he felt fulfilled. His body and spirit buzzed with a pleasant tingling, his partner driving him to bliss.

At some point he had stood up, to pound her and fuck her harder. His body shook and trembled along with hers, the lust and pleasure bringing them to nearly rutting as he lifted her folded body up and down on his cock, fucking her hard.

Sati moaned, “Yes! Oh yes, my lord! Take me! Fill me! Mmm!”

Their bodies were wracked with pleasure as Jake filled her with seed once more, her pussy going wild on his length. Sati was delighted as the two of them were drowned in pleasure, the two serving each other as they carried out her mission.

The two changed position after position, continuing their lovemaking as they floated in the sea of flames that was the moon. Jake checked on his other wives from time to time, but it was like a lengthy honeymoon that lasted for more than a day, time losing all meaning.

He vaguely noticed the disk lowering itself toward the center of the moon as they made love, but focused on the pleasure and enjoying their tantric union, he found it easy to put it out of his mind.

Jake found no need to take a break, the energies flowing through him giving him limitless energy and lust alike. It was like he had taken one of Fhesiah’s pills, as immediately after filling Sati, he yearned for even more.

Seeing her smiling face, somehow covered in sweat and full of bliss and fulfillment as she touched the divine, brought him a special joy. He enjoyed exploring his new partner, as she enjoyed exploring him and this union for the first time.

Seeing the corruption, he knew it was going to be a long day, but it was one that they would both enjoy for more reasons than just one.


Chapter 24 - Jake and Fhesiah - Fate’s Threads



Jake and Sati’s tantric lovemaking had continued for some time, and they had been brought near the core of the moon. It became like their honeymoon, where they enjoyed each other for more than an entire day, as they purified the corruption.

He felt a little bad that his wives toiled on the surface of the world in a battle that was a lot of hard work while he effectively enjoyed himself, but their task had numerous benefits. And of course, utmost importance. 


[Void Cells Upgraded: A large percentage of your void cells have now stored an immense amount of higher-quality Yang flames, granting your body enhanced properties matching the energy they have stored. The Yang Flames of Life grant resilience against adjacent flames and additional vitality, radiance, and purification properties.]


Jake felt energized despite the intense session he had with his lovely new wife. And it was difficult to tell as he floated in the fiery sea that was The Great Flame, but it was almost like his skin glowed a little. 

It previously had a very odd, purplish hue, but the Yang flames had a red or orange hue, like that of the sun. This completely counteracted that, putting him at a more normal skin tone with a healthy glow.

He wasn’t fully sure, but he thought it was like his very body put out a similar effect to his Hearthian Presence all on its own, increasing the overall effect. His wives were excited to test this out.

It was a surprise. There was no question that Jake had done the Voidborne Soul Harmonization with Fhesiah and his other wives numerous times, with high-quality yang flames and of large quantities.

However, it definitely couldn’t compare to just how much of the moon’s flames had passed through his body in the last several days, and then there was another factor: his void flame within his furnace. He now had a completed system, and so it was possible that it wouldn’t be difficult to replicate this feat.

He would need to do his best to repeat this with yin flames somehow. There was a concern about him becoming imbalanced, which was important for his Voidborne Soul Harmonization, and he wondered what the limits of his void cells truly were. Could he get more properties? Did he waste a slot, essentially?

What if he wanted something better than Yang Flames of Life? It would take some testing, but ultimately, he was more worried about the imbalance than anything. He was sure whatever benefit these flavored cells would have, it was only a marginal effect, like all the others.

His void flame also grew from the small candle’s worth of flame to quite a bit more substantial amount, a handful of flames that took a long time to recover from his breathing. He still had a small pool of void energy to play with too, and he was happy that he had a means of growing what was essentially a second hearth and that the flames would be so powerful.

Because he didn’t have a doubt that they weren’t amazing, and he already knew he had several ways to use them that were extremely deadly.

The changes to Jake’s void cells and the growth of his void flame were interesting, but they didn’t even hold a candle to Sati herself.

The woman in question had become more powerful, her body purified and improved through their union. Her Pure Heart Flames had grown, and really, he could see why the yogini had said what she did–that phoenixes and dragons envied her flame.

She had absorbed a lot of the special flames of the moon, just like Jake’s bloodline improvement, and this meant that the rest of her body was made up of flames of a higher quality. Not only that, but she was now the highest level in their party at level 46, and Jake had gained two levels from their tantric session.

As she was essentially the funnel for purification, it seemed she had consumed or merged with the flame, absorbing the fire Qi within it even as she rejected or perhaps even converted the immense amounts of mana within. Her Hearth had essentially transformed the corrupted moon into cultivation materials.

They had improved their hearth bond to the third level in one go, and Sati seemed to be unique among his wives. The flames that entered into her hearth, she was able to accumulate them and make them become a bigger part of her and store a larger amount of them.

It still wasn’t a lot in the grand scheme of things, but it allowed her to accomplish more interesting things because she could store double or triple his other wives thanks to her unique body. She could form an appendage entirely made of his wives’ flames, and he was sure that he wanted to enhance this with her state in some way.

He had already performed hearth enchantments on her on the way to this world, and perhaps this was why all of this had even been possible in the first place. It may be a good idea to finish off the enchantment now, though he didn’t like the idea of rushing her State and linking it to him, even if he could change it later.

However, it seemed they had run into a bit of a complication. Jake watched Sati as she was floating deep within the core of the world and testing out her spiritual appendages. As she did, however, the moon copied her. A large spiritual appendage rose from the sea of flame in the distance, and it matched her flame’s movement.

In all, the moon had shrunk once again, but it had also brightened. The purity of the moon was shocking, the purified corruption granting the moon a large boost in its spirituality. Because while the evil god had tainted the moon, it also represented a higher power, its energy a higher quality beyond where it started. This was largely why Avalara had gained so much from her struggle, and she had slingshotted beyond where she originally started.

Sati looked thoughtful as she manipulated her special flames. But he could also feel a bit of melancholy over their bond, and he understood on some level why and what happened already. He was just concerned about what this meant for her. She had received a Divine Trait, like a child of the Divine.


[Divine Trait: Mirrored Soul]


[Your soul has been mirrored and bound to the celestial moon of fire on The Burning Steps. This connection allows you to control the moon while present on the world and grants you Resonant Amplification, Shared Resilience, Celestial Perspective, and Flame Reservoir.]


Each of the items was both interesting and exciting. Resonant Amplification made it so that every attack or ability she did was amplified just by her mirror existing. This made her attacks around fifteen percent stronger just as a baseline, like a smaller attack being added onto hers for free. 

Shared Resilience reduced the spiritual damage she received, which was effectively all the damage she could even receive in the first place, given that she was a living flame. And the Flame Reservoir was what it sounded like; she had what was effectively a second dantian to store her flames for usage that refilled at a slower pace–within the moon itself. This also appeared to be around a fifteen percent benefit. Perfect for storing his wives’ flames, for special purposes.

However, the Shared Resilience came with a downside. Destruction of this moon would cause her to suffer a significant spiritual backlash that could very well kill her, depending. And damage to the moon would accomplish something similar, in that she too would be wounded. Lastly, if she suffered a death to an enemy Champion or equivalent, the moon would be heavily damaged.

The Celestial Perspective was unique to this world. Thanks to her and the mirrored moon’s purity, she could sense the corruption and flame anywhere in this world, giving her a sort of omniscience when it came to sensing the corruption and the followers of The Great Flame. It was just like what she could do normally, but on a planetwide scale.

She immediately knew where the betrayers on this world were and submitted their locations to Valtor, allowing their people to move on the few operatives left, as well as eliminate any statues that remained on the world.

The other statues of Balor were meant for recruitment and conversion, it appeared, and some did exist throughout the world. There were even some left over on the water continent, where nearly zero people still lived. Very little rain still fell on the world, and few pools of rainwater persisted, most evaporating into the air from the fire mana dominating. In those areas, those that required mana to live had managed to survive for all of this time.

It really was like Sati became a goddess overnight–at least, on The Burning Steps. Rather than be happy about this, though, she was sad. And he could understand why.

The Great Flame, such as it was, was dead. Its ego was replaced with hers, erased as it was purified. Based on the prompt saying it was a mirrored soul, its soul was also subsumed, or as it was all shoved through the container that was Sati, it ended up in her precise shape…maybe.

This was all guesswork from Jake and what he could see using his Umbral Gaze, and what Sati knew. Now that they were near the core, he was able to see what was effectively its soul and how it was linked to both her and him because of his Hearth Bond with her.

It was unfortunate, but the reverse would have happened if Jake wasn’t there with Sati. In the end, there were only a few outcomes Jake could imagine. Sati’s soul and ego being replaced, hers destroyed, and becoming essentially an avatar of the moon.

That, or the corruption not being purified, so The Great Flame would have died an ego death to the corruption of Balor anyway. And ultimately, just as Jake thought before they… did the deed, the will was ancient and not truly sentient and sapient. It was much closer to that of an animal or a drive than a true thinking being.

It was sad that it was gone, but he would choose Sati over it any day, especially assuming that the world was saved thanks to what they accomplished.

Sati flew over to him in her usual lotus and prayer pose and replied to his thoughts, her voice resolute. “It grieves me…but in truth, I do not see it as a death. The Great Flame’s love for the world flows through me now, and so its purpose remains. That is Dharma. I just wish it hadn’t suffered so. It had cried out to me for help.”

Jake sighed. “Our enemies will cause endless suffering wherever we go, and we prevented this world from falling by their hands. You weren’t sure the moon’s ego would die from our actions, right? Especially not the mirrored soul thing being the result.”

“No, but I suspected it might die, at the very least. And perhaps, there may have been a way to save the moon’s ego, had we taken our time little by little. However, I could not gamble with your fate, or the world’s, for a mere chance to preserve what was already lost to evil. To follow Dharma is not to save everything but to choose rightly when the path is clouded.” She gave him a small, wry smile. “And at the very least, for a fleeting moment, I could feel that it was…happy to join with me, and that it did it of its own will. In the end it felt…fulfilled.”

“I do believe we made the best choices we could make with the information we had available to us. All we can do is march forward.”

She smiled at him and nodded, embracing him in a hug.

It was pointless to think about the many what-ifs in this situation. Their enemies likely used some form of foresight and divination, even colluding with Tartarus to achieve their goals. If they thought Clan Hart was going to arrive last month, then they would have expedited their plans to have them come to fruition at that time instead.

Perhaps using Hestia he might have been able to finish the purification of the moon without destroying the ego of the moon–if it were possible, she certainly could have managed it. However, doing so and then losing to their enemies because one of their most potent resources was consumed might have served their enemy instead.

Sati interrupted his thoughts, “More importantly, should we not hurry, my Ishvara? Evil moves.”

Jake nodded, smiling at her. “I think we should have some time still as the conflicts come to a head, but I do think you’re right. Let’s get moving.”

Sati looked at the world up in the sky, a hole parting in the fires that held the moon with a mere flex of her will. “Where would you like to head?”

Jake took a look through his bond’s connections and checked with Sati on what might be possible before he came to a decision.

He chuckled. “This should be interesting. It’s about time we flip the board on the enemy for once.”

“It’s a wonderful plan. Your will shall be done, my king.”

[image: ]

“That’s it! You can do it, Garona! Push it down that hill and kill those jerks!” Berri shouted.

The giant turtle groaned, shoving the rock down the slope, and gave a bellowing cry when she succeeded. The giant, spherical-shaped stone rolled down, picking up speed, until it sloped upward on the ramp they made. The rock launched through the air in a perfect arc and then crushed a Boss-level monster before continuing on and crushing various golems and more. The rock was massive, nearly as large as the massive turtle itself.

And the rock wasn’t just an ordinary rock–it was chock-full of earth mana, and the turtle had enhanced it to move forward even faster and have greater momentum than it should. It continued rolling and hardly slowing down, crushing enemies and shredding the rock trees and obstacles in the way. There wasn’t much left at this point, what with Berri’s crazy plan continuing for hours now.

Several other rocks rolled down at the same time, Bloodberri, Avalara, Bree, and various trolls launching theirs too. The storm of boulders took out a large number of monsters and stone golems, completely thwarting their enemy’s assault.

Berri had finally accepted Blood’s name offering after tricking her into believing it meant ‘Snake’s Cousin,’ but in actuality, it meant something closer to what the natives wanted to call it, ‘the earth mother’ in some languages.

Bree suddenly said, “Looks like now should be the time to move.”

Fhesiah replied, “Yes, you’re right. Go ahead, and I will keep up.” She didn’t look up from their confiscated communication disks on the ground, her kitsune flames obscuring what she was doing. Using her Qi, she was unraveling the tokens one by one to reweave them into her special token, adding onto their listening network.

Having enough of them, she was able to hijack their enemy’s magical communication method. Some of the idiot Obsidian Blades had shown up to their defense of the turtle and were antagonizing the trolls. They only added a token defense, and they knew they were just the eyes and ears of their enemy.

And they had the communication devices still on them. So, using her kitsune flames to hide herself, she stole a few of them without them realizing. Fhesiah had gathered enough of them intact that she managed to figure out how they worked.

They were Seiðr fate-woven disks of carved wood, and were able to send and receive communication containing sound or images between the master disks and the recipient. The magical threads in the tokens formed a woven web across the nearby area, allowing her to intercept communications across them from the echoes on this web of fate.

It was difficult for her to work with, but she thankfully had just enough materials and know-how to piece them together. Her mother had been a diviner, and while she never personally had a talent for it, Fhesiah had listened to her mother’s musings on fate and destiny, and on how those like her manipulated it.

It appeared their enemy never considered that they could be stolen and used in this way. Considering the Framework essentially protected this from happening and fate-related magic often took higher-tier beings to even pull off in meaningful ways, she understood why they were confident. Thanks to Administrator Kintrel’s approval, they could now gather anything they suspected was meant for nefarious communications related to the kidnapping.

And Fhesiah got a hit.

It wasn’t quite enough to put Avaron and Cassius behind bars, so to speak. Those speaking and giving out orders didn’t do anything so foolish as to name themselves before they spoke, and their voices were a bit distorted over the web. But if she obtained their tokens, she’d have them dead to rights from the previous things they had said alone, in how they corroborated with the enemy.

Each moment that went by, more orders went out over the network, which she recorded, and soon she and Nessa would have their entire guild done for with or without their disks.

They confirmed Calix was on the wind continent, recently arrived with his Talari people. And Avaron and Cassius were waiting to ambush Team Earth as they struggled during the Fortress Assault and faced the two Aspects.

In all, the communication disk theft wasn’t all that helpful at the moment, because that was in line with what they predicted anyhow. It was mainly to confirm that more or less the entire guild was in on it and that the leaders had planned on this to build a stronger case for presenting to the Sector Council.

However, they continued to keep collecting more. Because the more ‘threads’ they had, the larger area of the web they could eavesdrop on. She had already heard a few murmurs and whispers across the threads about other worlds. Soon, overhearing communications on other worlds and recording them too, might be possible. It wasn’t just this world they wanted the Obsidian Blades and their allies off of.

They wanted all of those that held these communicators to pay the price, as nearly all were complicit with serving the enemy and collusion with it in some way. This was a deep betrayal, one that the enemy guild and its allies should get a lot more than a slap on the wrist for.

And preferably, all those within the Sector should be convicted. There were some not even involved in the Guild War that they were hoping to trap, eliminating as many betrayers as possible before the upcoming War Trial.

Because facing Tartarus and its plots was difficult enough without having enemies on their own team. And the Obsidian Blades and Radiant Glory had Tier 3 Adventurers that could cause a lot more damage in the higher conflict.

Unfortunately, whatever method Cassius and Avaron used to speak with their Tartarus allies to coordinate, it was not a part of this web, as she hadn’t overheard anything. Valtor had already received their recordings, and he only waited to submit them so that the enemy wouldn’t be aware they had them until everything was too late.

Fhesiah put the tokens away in her special sack, but kept the master token she created out to continue listening. Floating into the air, she joined Avalara and Bree as they began moving down the mountain. Their fun launching rocks was over with.

Berri shouted, “Let’s go, Garona! The enemy is weaker now, so now is the time to hit them. Lead the way, and we’ll crush these jerks. If we don’t, they might shake your house up again!”

Garona’s eyes narrowed, and her low-pitched growl shook the valley. She began stomping down the mountain, the earth trembling with each step, and the alliance forces began their march, doing the same.

Even the trolls joined reluctantly, following the child of their divine moon, hoping to protect it against the enemy. The Hearthtribe alliance forces had grown over the past few hours, with many blimps arriving and more.

There were numerous Asian warriors, complete with their supporting women. It wasn’t Yiming and Longwei, but various large and strong human warriors joined the fray, their Valor-infused bodies increasing in size. The talismancers and battle maidens and various beastkin who joined their families came along, the alliance blimps delivering quite the strong force.

And it wasn’t just them. Elemental cultivator warriors from Aetheris, along with some Nords from Love and Justice and some Roman-themed warriors and clergy from the Sons of Rome. Nearly three hundred warriors in total reinforced them, not including the several hundred useless Obsidian Blades.

On Ariminum, the Fortress Assault challenge the enemy chose was very much designed like an MMO-style battle, where each stage had proper numbers of participants and limitations. But it seemed the enemy had selected a different style this time.

It was more like a spawned defensible position, like Tartarus got their own city or HQ. The longer the Alliance left it standing, the more it could grow, and the more they could spawn new enemies or get other options for their conquest of the world.

And the fortress was shaped like the natives’ cities, a stepped fortress built in the side of the mountain in the distance. It looked like a tough nut to crack. Or at least, it normally would be.

The arrival of the alliance members meant that their array flags had all been planted. The leylines of the world, which carried the densest earth mana, were now being redirected to their desired location.

The turtle’s shell. On its back was the mana font, which was linked to the array flags, the energy of the earth being drawn up through the turtle itself through her connection like a beacon. As a conduit of the energy, it was easy for their formation to make the last hop even with it moving such as it was.

Fhesiah smiled at the fruit of her and her husband’s efforts. They spent a significant amount of effort to recreate the power of Brother Zhuge Liang’s array flags, which were based on Taoist principles such as feng shui and mixed with properties of mana.

She thought that with enough time they might have been able to match it more precisely and handle more energies, but Jake found a path that fit their needs well enough.

Using Nordic and Demonic Runes, he imbued principles of Advanced Energy Manipulation he understood and mixed them with cultivator principles.

Each flag bore his series of etched runes, the materials including a harmonium and amberwood pole, as well as a special, harmonium-silk threaded cloth. Alone, each flag hummed with drawn-in energy from the surrounding area faintly.

But when planted in formation or in the correct locations, like on top of leylines, their lines could mirror the truths of the Dao, shaping the flow of energy the way riverbanks shaped a water’s flow toward a desired location. Mana, pliable as the first breath of creation, filled the channels between them and tuned the whole array into harmony with the world’s pulse.

And thankfully, they had their Eternum brethren to help guide their allies to place the array flags in the most effective locations. The multipurpose flags were powerful, and the only thing lacking was probably their stealth feature.

The cloth of the flag had one, making it difficult to see from far away, but it wasn’t quite sufficient against determined enemies. Instead, they sought to place duplicates and to monitor any changes in the flags, but so far, their enemies hadn’t been countering them.

Perhaps they hadn’t realized just how powerful they were or that they could have such an advanced magical technology at this Tier devised by themselves. That just may change after today.

The empowered turtle marched more rapidly; its vitality from the dense earth energies arriving at the font on its back had increased. And what Fhesiah found funny was that the enemies were not all that smart, despite having two Aspects with them.

They had drained their target of earth mana over the past few hours thanks to the array of flags, their leyline redirected to supply their forces with energy instead.

Even if they were a crazy Aspect of a Divine, they could not have limitless energy. Many of their Divine abilities felt truly game-like, having rules that defied reality, but their idea appeared to be influencing it all the same. In the past few hours, the spawned golems had noticeably slowed, even if Fhesiah was sure they were hoarding a few back for their defenses.

On the inner keep walls, various monsters of stone lurked along with numerous annoying snakes, many of which were capable of spitting nasty venom or deathly hazes, and many could cast their own spells besides. They would likely rain attacks down on them as they pushed through the outer walls. They were intelligent snakes, even if not fully sapient, most likely.

Berri was furious.

She rose up into the air with her long snake body and overlooked the front gates. “This is wrong! All wrong. Snakes should be the good guys, not the bad guys! I declare that all of you are worms! Icky, gross worms.”

Annoyingly, this keep had multiple layers, and it would be a pain to even climb the ‘stairs’ of it–there were none, each level extremely high up. Each stair toward the peak would be hard fought and won.

In all, it would be a tough nut to crack, as they surely had some hidden traps as well. The giant worm centipede had crawled up the mountain, wrapping itself around the upper reaches of the keep. They would have to push through the second or third level in order to even fight the damned thing.

Garona growled again, its voice shaking the mountain.

But on the other hand, they had rescued a very useful ally. The enemy had two enemy Champion equivalents, but this juiced-up turtle with all its worshipers just might be able to compete with one.

Just not in a straight fight.

The army stopped the march a ways away from the outer wall, and immediately archers began firing their bows, the casters flinging spells at the fortress walls above them. Fhesiah began gathering flames with her torch, but it was a mere token effort until things truly came underway.

The largest boulders sat nearby near the base of the outer walls, having just barely crashed into them. These would make breaching the outer walls easier thanks to their plan, but the enemy had already surrounded the allied forces with stone golems of various types as they crawled down the cliff faces.

Bree said from next to Fhesiah, “Can’t say I ever enjoyed sieges; I much prefer a straight-up fight or a hunt. But there was always something about getting inside their defenses and dealing that death blow after all that hard work. Rewarding.”

Avalara chuckled. “I know what you mean. I’m looking forward to really getting into a good fight too! This body hasn’t truly had a great challenge yet. We do have those betrayers on the way, though, so you can also look forward to that. They should make the fight more exciting for you.”

The Obsidian Blades who were following them, had already started slinking off into the rock jungle, half of them preparing their ambush. Some of them started noticing that their tokens were gone, looking around for them, confused.

Bree scoffed. “Cassius was trash as a fighter, and I didn’t get much from beating him. Sure, a little bit of something that I added to my flesh and wove into my vines, but it felt rather minuscule thanks to his weak chaos.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “And I don’t think Avaron was much of a fight for Ruby either. Though, they should bring their A-game this time. If they’re desperate, they might even use some corrupted artifacts.”

Bree grinned. “Now you’re talking. Well, with how sieges go, we've got a bit of time before the main event. I guess I’m either becoming a crummy druid for a while, or maybe it’s not too late for Berri to teach me this baseball thing.”

Berri clapped. “Yay! Let me show you. I got some super balls that you can use once you get the hang of it!

Bree sounded surprised. “Oh…how generous of you. I figured you would want to hit them all for yourself. You’ve got simpler balls in spare Storage Bracelets, right?”

Fhesiah chuckled. “She does love to share her joy for hitting balls, but I bet you she’s mostly just hoping that you’ll like it so that you’ll reserve some space in your spatial ring for extras.”

Berri cleared her throat. “Yeah, because someone says she needs all her space for some nonsensical clutter, you hoarder! It wouldn’t kill you to remove some of that.”

Fhesiah narrowed her eyes at Berri. “If it weren't for my hoarding, I just might not have had the amberwood dew or the chronomoth cocoons to make this master token, having to run home instead of weaving these tokens now. In fact, next time, maybe it might be better if you bring more of my lab. That way, we can ensure vital resources are available to us.”

Blood hummed. “Hmm, maybe, our husband could engineer some kind of ammunition creation device. That way, if we don’t or can’t bring enough…”

Berri’s eyes widened, and was happy to change the topic away from reserving more space for junk for the moment. “Yes! What a great idea! For now…Garona. Could you be a dear, and…”

Fhesiah settled in to watch their surroundings with her Divine Sense and continue working on the token. Unraveling the current threads knotted into the wooden token required the dew to keep it from snapping.

And then the silk from the cocoons allowed her to reweave them with her Qi and her changes, allowing her to increase the sensitivity of the token. It was still buzzing with all sorts of communication, which she continued to record.

She chuckled as she realized that those who lost their tokens were the ones who didn’t slink away into the rock trees. Whatever Cassius and Avaron had planned for them, he just lost a third to a half of his forces for it, though some managed to follow their brethren.

It was only a matter of time before they had their enemies all dead to rights, but the keep’s siege would certainly be dangerous. Fhesiah noticed Jake was waiting until the last minute to decide where he wanted to arrive on the battlefield, and she knew he would do what he could to make the biggest impact and upset.

And both teams were doing everything in their power to win on their own.


Chapter 25 - Tanda - The Tempest 



Tanda drew her bow as she flapped her wings and flew through the air, her body filled with righteous, auril-infused avenging flames. Firing three shots in quick succession, Tanda sniped several of the foolish Guild War enemies.

Exploding wolves bit through the Norse warrior’s legs, crippling them, and the deathly energies invaded their bodies, preventing all but the most powerful healing from keeping them alive for long. This gave Nessa or Ruby just enough time to steal their communication tokens from their clothing before finishing them off, the items seemingly unable to enter a Storage Bracelet. Not all of them had it, but it appeared most of them did.

The city of Cloudhaven was large and much like Tanda’s birth home in Harmony Peaks. It was largely comprised of small caverns carved out of the side of the floating mountain, much like their honeycomb-like roosts.

The entire city and floating mountain were nearly covered in dense clouds of wind mana, though it seemed their enemies had pushed the clouds to certain areas for their ambushes.

There were some buildings made of the gem-like structures–crystallized wind mana. The buildings were rather open in their construction, the homes looking more like shrines or temples in how they lacked much furniture. It seemed this configuration allowed the wind to move freely through the city, the people having open or more public lifestyles.

The caves and the open buildings were crawling with the Obsidian Blade and their allies, not limited to the ankle-winged people, the talari. Because non-fliers were here and in big numbers, they clearly had people here lying in wait, prepared to slow them down in their attempt to stop or curve the tempest storm.

Tanda had hoped to find the betrayer within the Breath of the World’s clergy and overturn their plot, but the enemy crowded inside the main temple where they were all located in their largest group.

The enemy guild had many of their stake tools lodged into the ground before they even arrived, creating a large dome that covered the entrance. Sadly, they also covered or were near the Nexus Node, so they couldn’t easily call an emergency and disable PvP at this time.

As noble-ranked Knights, they certainly had the authority to do this, but they required a reason. The storm in the distance was more than enough.

And as much as they wished to fly into one of the gaping holes in the stone and sneak into the temple, the winds flowing through them were quite dangerous and small; Valora was unable to fit through any of them.

Their team was being hunted since they arrived, their motives clear that they didn’t want them to get into the temple. So their team did their best to whittle away at them as their guild war enemies hunted them around the island, but time was running out.

The storm, much like a giant, deadly hurricane with various floating debris and magical dangers within it, was heading toward Cloudhaven. The city of roughly five thousand elves and sylphs was not that big or important in the great scheme of things, but that was a significant loss of life if they could not prevent it. Most of them were holed up in the caverns of the floating island, unable to flee.

As much as they wanted to just evacuate the city, this was a significant challenge. Because even though the city wasn’t hit by the hurricane just yet, the winds nearby were already turbulent and dangerous with debris and other magical phenomena nearby.

The clergy had been doing their best to control the world’s breath but were only minimally successful in keeping the city from being shredded apart by random debris and other elemental storms in the past few days. And now, it was like their efforts had likely stopped…or something bad had happened.

Flying between two buildings, Tanda dodged a sudden arrow meant to try to pick her off and blocked another with her wing infused with auril and an explosion from Jake’s Hearthian Presence. Then she returned a volley of her own.

Her bowstring sang as her cyclical hearth beat, arrows piercing their bodies, and the flaming wolves taking a larger bite into several archers on a rooftop. She went for the kill this time with her larger avenging flames infusions into her ammunition, as disabling these ranged attackers without killing them was far too difficult.

Nessa’s lake traveled on the ground, and she cut down enemies hiding within the buildings. Ruby gathered up more blood within her orb as she rode inside Nessa’s lake safely. Blades of blood splashed outward as she wounded more members of the Obsidian Blades and stole their communicators just before causing them to expire.

Tanda took numerous shots at the domed magical barrier in the distance as she could, trying to expend the mana in their construction. Dozens of the lame magic missiles were sent out as the enemy’s reply. Valora pushed the dense clouds of wind mana around Tanda, blocking them.

Most likely, there were nearly three hundred operatives in this city, an insane number for four warriors and a longma to go against. But thankfully, quality combined with mobility allowed them to keep themselves from being taken out. She was dropping seeds of deadly plants throughout the city with her spare auril and mana regenerated from her hearth, but these just slowed the enemy down at best.

Three warriors with shields and a handful of winged warriors with bows and staves rushed out, ready to ambush Tanda as she came around the corner of a large, shrine-like building. They had been concealed in the clouds, and several spells were primed to launch.

But from another cloud off to their side, Ophelia blitzed them on Valora, her polearm swinging in a vicious, downward arc and cleaving through one of the archers. Fire and lightning were released from her blade in a deadly cone of energy, the Vajrafire Blast harming and stunning them all with righteous might, before she continued on down the alley.

Nessa’s lake washed over their legs from that same cloud, freezing them to the ground, and her and Ruby’s hands reached out and stole their tokens as they stabbed each one. Fhesiah had wished they collected as many of these tokens as they could to expand their own ‘web.’ Nessa was unable to unravel the tokens currently, but Nana was working on a method that might work for her in her cauldron. If nothing else, they would deliver them to Fhesiah.

The small team kept on the move, Ophelia on Valora able to travel at insane speeds and wreak havoc on their enemies. The clouds followed them thanks to Valora, protecting them from the magic missiles meant to slow them. They moved to one of the gem buildings near the barrier in the distance to hide inside for a minute, waiting for Nessa to scout with her Divine Sense.

Tanda landed and fluttered her wings before she laughed, thinking of how they crushed the last party so easily. “They thought they could ambush us by hiding in the clouds, but the clouds are our ally instead.”

Nessa popped up from the lake, a smile on her face as she looked around her. “It is helpful. I have my lake to hide in, but enough attacks against it, and it will take too much Qi to keep active. I should learn to make a powerful mist.”

Ruby rose up from Nessa’s lake as well, frowning. “We’ve defeated so many of them, but we’re still not ready to take on the barrier? I don’t think there are many left in the city now; they are fleeing to hide inside that barrier instead now.”

Ophelia sat high up on Valora, frowning as she looked at the barrier in the distance. “As strong as we are, our greatest strength is our hearths. We benefit from the fight going on as long as possible, so a frontal assault only favors them. Still, we need to get into that temple if we want to deal with that betrayer. We know there’s at least one, thanks to Sati and their testimonies.”

Nessa nodded. “And the storm is not even the only issue. The Greater Rift…the sooner it is dealt with, the better.”

Ruby groaned, her voice full of irritation. “Then, what are we waiting on?”

Ophelia smiled as she looked to the horizon. A flock could be seen in the distance, and Tanda recognized her brethren’s flapping wings even from miles away.

Tanda smiled. “Reinforcements.”

Ophelia nodded. “That’s right. With some help, we’ll bust through quickly.”

The enemy didn’t make a final rush to try to pick them off, instead continuing to turtle up inside their barrier, or perhaps, plan their counter-assault. If Nessa was right, they were only buying time for the betrayer within, under the ruse of the Guild War.

Clan Hart’s small group moved to the further edge away from the barrier, waiting the last minute or so as their allies arrived.

The many Ravenwolf Tribe members landed near them and began listening to Tanda’s song as their own hearts reported their situation. Her father had entered the dungeon on the Fire Continent with a decent-sized contingent by now, but a majority of the tribe’s clan remained here where they were needed. They had been successful in rescuing many.

Their songs reported their progress. They had finished planting all of their array flags and destroying the odd wind crystals and closed as many Rifts as possible. The enemy was probably aware this was occurring and had stepped up their plans, and this was why the hurricane was now headed straight here.

The battle would begin soon, but after a long flight at their top speeds, their auril hearts needed to recover. Many took some of Fhesiah’s pills or ate auril beast meat, recovering their bodies. They unloaded their passengers, the many spriggons, dryads, and nymphs who were small and portable compared to the much larger beastkin.

Tanda spotted two familiar figures with their clan. “Davonius, Avina! It’s good to see you both!” She walked over to them, and they saluted with their hands to their hearts.

Davonius gave a reptilian grin, his chameleon eyes scanning the surroundings in their odd way. “It’s you, Lady Tanda! Where is the goddess–Lady Fhesiah?”

Ophelia had walked over too, and she chuckled. “Sorry, my friend–Fhesiah is busy on the earth continent.”

The chameleon somehow managed to pout with his muzzled reptilian face, and Avina rolled her eyes behind him with a fond smile, her wings fluttering.

Nessa had a sudden thought. “Ah–you’re just who we may need. Your auril can obscure more than just yourself now, yes?”

Davonius answered by his gray auril spreading outward, covering Avina and two more members of his party and making them visibly disappear, before drawing the auril back.

“I can manage a couple if they stay near me, yes. Despite reaching the Second Tier, my ability as an auril hero to control nearby auril and turn it into my gray, chameleon auril… is just not as strong as my allies. I was tempted to take the larger storage option when I increased in Tier, because it seemed like the strongest choice. But like most others, I could not reject a deeper connection to the Heart of the World!”

Avina and Tanda smiled at that. She knew that most beastkin weren’t all that mixed on this choice, a vast majority leaning toward what Davonius did. But it was mostly the beastkin males that decided to go for the more self-reliant option, their logic being that as the males, they needed to be the strongest guardians, just like in their history. Beastkin women almost exclusively chose the deeper connection to Highlands, with very few choosing otherwise.

Ophelia said, “Then… I think we need you to sneak at least Nessa inside that temple. We are going to crush those Obsidian Blade guys in that barrier, but we want you to move in at the same time. It wasn’t clear, but we think something might be going on inside. Getting in even a minute sooner might change the tide.”

Davonius didn’t hesitate. “I will do it. Let us make haste.”

Ophelia laughed. “Wow, not scared at all anymore, huh? You’ve come a long way since you shakily climbed onto my shield at Life’s Haven.”

Davonius coughed and wrapped his arm around Avina. “Sometimes, it just helps to have a strong mate behind you. But I have fought many battles over these past five years and trained hard to make myself useful to the goddess! I’m ready to show you my might!”

As much as they wanted to use the hiding cloak, it simply wasn’t that useful against enemies that were looking for them. Davonius’ ability to hide far exceeded the magic of the cloak; this much was clear.

Nessa replied, “Then we will go now and enter as the barrier falls, or find another way in if we can. C’mon, Ruby.”

Nessa split up from their group, along with Ruby, as they rushed off to the barrier under Davonius’ invisible protection. The three would have to be strong enough to handle whatever happened inside, and hopefully, the elves within didn’t fight them instead.

Thankfully, because they had rescued so many of them recently and sent them here, she didn’t think this would be an issue.

Sati had let them know a few things with her new trait, her Celestial Perspective. The enemy Champion or its equivalents were in or near the incoming storm. There appeared to be more than one within. However, it was challenging to tell because of several points of corruption that appeared to match the statues or the wind crystals within the storm, and were constantly moving with the flow of it. This hid the potential entities, making it like they were hiding in a haze of corruption.

Judging from the corruption within, the betrayer in Cloudhaven was only in a small, much weaker group. They could have a special artifact that could tip things in their favor, though. Nessa and Ruby would have to be careful and just prevent the worst from happening–if it wasn’t already too late.

Among the Ravenwolf Tribe who arrived, it was largely avian beastkin and others with their auril wing suits, only those able to fly fast and great distances and their smaller passengers. There would be more coming later, perhaps, but their Battlegroup would not wait. They would fight now that they had recovered for a couple of minutes.

The Battlegroups merged, and the Ravenwolf warriors and those who supported them prepared themselves for battle.

Tanda and several Ravenwolf’s Sublimations filled the area, portals to Highlands opening and growing a jungle on the island in front of them. Spriggons and the various druids seeded the jungle with magical seeds, much like her usual summons when she wasn’t sealed, and the nature druids added on to the forest’s protection.

The Ravenwolf Tribe took to the sky, and shortly after, their arrows began raining down on the barrier in the distance. Their barrage would be endless, so it seems their enemies decided to rush out the back of the barrier. Their flyers took to the sky as the others sprinted around toward the jungle, their buffs from potions and other consumables covering them.

Valora brought forth the power of the wind, putting it at their backs and covering their people with the thick, magical clouds. The enemy’s incoming arrows were easily deflected by the prepared beastkin with their auril, even those enhanced by skills and spells. The beastkin’s attack switched to the incoming enemies, and it wasn’t long before many of the mercenaries began to fall, javelins and arrows raining down on them with powerful auril manifestations of beasts.

The talari were fast, and their arrows were magically enhanced by what seemed to be similar yet weaker elemental enhancements as the Grecian mages. Zeus’s lightning, Apollo’s fire, Hermes’ wind, and more empowered the attacks, but they were still weaker than the mages’ spells, and they were met with a much stronger defense.

When their arrows landed on the beastkin, shields and dense auril infusions into the runes on their armor kept blows from being fatal. Meanwhile, the beastkin’s attacks were much more deadly, and the talari’s speed did not make up for their lack of defense. The fragile flyers got taken out arrow after arrow, and Tanda chuckled with her tail wagging–it really looked like her people were hunting birds rather than fighting aerial warriors.

Tanda’s ballista-sized arrows struck powerfully on the barrier instead, and Ophelia charged past to crash into the barrier and cut into the stakes as she dashed by. After several swings cutting them down and without their people inside to reinforce the barrier, it finally collapsed.

Now the path for Davoinus, Nessa, and Ruby was open to sneak inside.

With the shield down, Tanda then switched her focus to the warriors to aid her brethren, but she almost found she didn’t need to. The Highlands jungle allowed her people to hide within its sanctuary, the beastkin going on the hunt within. While the mercenary warriors were skilled, the beastkin were much stronger together than they were alone, their hearts singing the song of battle.

The mercenaries tried using soldier tactics, with phalanxes producing barriers as they marched side by side and pushed into the jungle. But with aerial superiority quickly gained, the Ravenwolf were able to strafe behind them and launch auril-infused javelins and arrows from the rear.

And warriors hunting within the jungle were able to flank the enemies from hiding positions, and the jungle itself came to their defense–living vines wrapping around legs, thorns and spines launched to grab their attention for more effective ambushes.

The Ravenwolf took out the Grecian and Norse mercenaries left and right, their skill and superiority obvious. Only a few of the Obsidian Blades had viable magical protection beyond their consumable buffs thanks to a few handfuls of valkyries and runic casters able to try to add some magical protection. And without it, the auril manifestations shredded their armor and bodies alike.

With equal numbers, they didn’t stand a chance. Each arrow or javelin shot was like a medium-strength magical spell with a strong physical component thanks to the crafted auril wood with runes, and manifestations of powerful beasts that pierced right through their armored protections.

The auril-infused heroes of the Ravenwolf countered the few Grecian and Nordic mages’ spells with ease, their Sublimations and growth allowing them to stand up against any of their special class abilities.

In all, the enemy’s showing was pathetic. The mercenaries spent more time in brothels and drinking than they did training. When compared to the Ravenwolf, who had lived and breathed battle, training, and dueling daily for decades, it was like facing unruly teenagers.

And when Tanda fired her bow, nearly every arrow took out one of the mercenaries, and it wasn’t long before they began running for the edge of the island, trying to flee. The storm was coming, and Tanda wondered where they thought they were going.

Fhesiah was paying attention and had responded to her thoughts. [Their tokens are saying something about it being safe to fly their gliders or flying mounts south for the next few minutes, but the storm is nearly here…and Calix is near, waiting for his ambush, I think.]

Tanda chuckled. “Gliders, really? I suppose if they get far enough away from the Node, we can’t shoot them down anymore… Still, none are going to get away.”

The Ravenwolf were faster, swooping down and cutting the mercenaries before they could get away, dispersing each enemy into motes of light. It would have been great to collect more tokens, but the reason Ruby and Nessa were doing it was because they could know where they were hidden on their bodies to directly take them thanks to their Divine Sense. They also didn’t really want to alert them to what they were doing.

Fhesiah replied, [It’s more an emergency method, since all the lizards they rented ate away their ropes and flew away because they were afraid of the storm, and then you guys wiped out those talari guys in just a few seconds. Only a few have true mounts they can store capable of flight, like that Pegasus Avaron had.]

Tanda felt the wind change, air mana rushing through the area.

Nessa’s voice entered Tanda’s mind. [We could use some extra healing in here for the disciples. We’re fine.]

Ophelia replied, [On the way.]

Tanda hopped onto Valora’s back, and Ophelia rushed into the temple built into the side of the mountain.

The crystalline structure was dense here, rivaling that of the grand temple. But the place was much smaller, and over a hundred elves and sylphs were crammed inside. As Ophelia rode toward the center of the temple, they arrived in a tall worship room that had a spiral heading upward into the mountain. The elves and sylphs lined the thin ramp that went upward with the spiral, but the action appeared to be near the ground level.

A sound like wind chimes and flutes played as the wind went through the many holes in the temple walls, playing a mysterious sound. Tanda enjoyed this, but she had to focus on helping.

Nessa and Ruby were standing over a high elf’s body, and Nessa had confirmed it was who they thought was the potential betrayer but couldn’t confirm it. He had convinced the disciples to use his trackers to fight the storm, which only fed the storm and made it more chaotic instead.

Davonius was near, providing some shamanic healing to some of the elves. Many of them looked haggard, and there were some who had passed out and a few who had died. Unfortunately, Bloodberri’s ability was the only one that could resurrect non-members of the Framework.

Tanda said, “Oh, this is a surprise. You have this under control already.”

Nessa grimaced. “Not…quite.” She pointed at the dead high elf on the ground. “This betrayer and the others used an evil artifact. It sucked out all the wind mana and air from the room in a vacuum and released a ton of taint in an attempt to corrupt them as they were weakened from lack of breath.”

A sylph woman on the ground coughed and spoke up. “We did our best to fight back, protecting ourselves from the vacuum and the betrayers’ attacks thanks to your warning. We held on just long enough for help to arrive, thanks to your help earlier.” She chuckled darkly. “I think he hadn’t expected so many of us disciples to return here in time…or at all.”

Tanda looked over to her and realized she recognized the woman. She was one of the many disciples they had helped throughout the islands as they planted the array flags, sending them toward Cloudhaven once they destroyed the black crystal nearby and closed the nearby Rifts.

It seemed the goal of the betrayer was to kill many as they fed the crystals and aided the enemy instead, and then corrupt the rest here. But the Ravenwolf Tribe plus Clan Hart’s efforts had allowed likely triple the numbers to actually arrive back safely and skew their plan to kill the wind moon worshipers, and before they could spring their trap.

Nessa nodded. “So nearly all of the disciples were unconscious or weak enough that they couldn’t do anything. We just killed him and the other betrayers and destroyed the artifact as soon as we saw what was happening.”

The older high elf male, who she was sure was their spiritual leader based on the density of wind mana within him, High Prelate Lethyrian, was recovering his breath off to the side. They had learned of him from the various disciples they rescued, as he was the primary spiritual leader of the elves and sylphs. His ornate robes and staff made his station clear, the elf having long white hair and a stern expression.

“Thank you for defeating the betrayer and rescuing so many of my people. I’d say that we should flee and we would be better equipped to face the storm in Tempestia, but the people of Cloudhaven won’t be able to escape the storm as it is. There is not enough time, I’m afraid.”

Ophelia nodded. “Sacrificing them is not an option for us–we will stay and fight for them.”

“I’m not sure what you will be able to fight…but we will do our utmost to try to save Cloudhaven, but it will be tough, even with this tool that you’ve granted us.” He looked over to the mana font, which was unfurled on the ground.

The array flags had started pumping wind mana into the room, but it would take some time for the full stream of mana to arrive as the formation flags drew mana toward their nexus point, the mana font.

Many wind elves and sylphs were already chanting, beginning a ritual and sending wind up into the spires above them. But many of the disciples were weak, and some were even tainted from the artifact. Some had been able to protect themselves, it seemed.

Tanda asked, “How much time do we have?”

Lethyrian answered, “Thirty minutes at most, and the storm will be here. I don’t think our chances are good.”

Tanda went around the room, casting Rejuvenation on everyone, infusing her purifying flames into the spell. The seed of mana and auril floated inside their chest, releasing swirling green energy that mended their organs and restored their vitality, all while removing the taint. Meanwhile, Ophelia did the same with her fires of Renewal, the vajrafire zapping away the corruption quickly. Nessa was using a basic Runic Healing spell too, but its effectiveness was limited in comparison.

With nearly two hundred requiring some form of healing, Tanda had to focus on those that looked weakest first. Thankfully, she could infuse as little or as much mana and auril into the spell as she wanted as she managed her mana and auril consumption. And the people were already recovering a little thanks to the dense wind mana in the room, so she only needed a few seconds per person.

Tanda asked aloud so they could hear her, “Can we not just…move the city out of the way?”

Lethyrian replied, “This storm…it is like it is alive, as we’ve been trying to slow it down or stabilize it, and it has thwarted our efforts with its movements. It is not natural–and it is not the Breath of the World. The storm is probably controlled by those…betrayers, or their masters. We can move the city, but not likely at the rate the storm moves. It will overcome us.”

Jake responded to them over their bond. [Sati and I will be planetside soon, but I think we’ll be running a little late for the storm to land. You’ll need to do your best until then.]

Nessa said over their bond, [We’ll need to find a way to hold out a few more minutes longer, then.]

Ophelia said to Lethyrian from the side, “Can you create a counter vortex? Help is on the way. We need to buy a few minutes.”

Lethyrian frowned. “What kind of help could make a difference? We can, and that is often what we do to weather a dangerous storm–this is far from the first. However, this one is nearly ten times the magnitude or more. This mana font will surely help, but… I’m not so sure that it will be enough to last more than a minute. The debris and the magical impact will shred apart our vortex in no time.”

Ophelia nodded with a smile. “You’d be surprised. More wind mana is coming from the formation–this is not the peak. Just do the best you can, and we do have some others who can help.”

Tanda called out to her brethren outside, and after a few minutes, a few handfuls of druids entered–various nymphs and dryads, and even a few beastkin who were druids of Lugh. Much like Nadessa, there were many druids who specialized in elemental magics and could aid with creating the wind vortex. It wasn’t a lot, but every bit of strength just might count.

She didn’t really get it, but she knew the wind was a capricious thing, and magical wind driven by a semi-sentient moon…even more so. So the elves breathed as they began their ritual, a vortex drawing the wind into the temple.

The gems embedded into the walls and the whole mountain lit up, and mana flowed through them freely as it was guided through the spires. These were embedded into stone but eventually emerged to form large spikes that drew in the wind. Or, in this case, transmitted it.

Once the healing was done and things looked stable inside the temple, the four of them thanked Davonius for his help and went outside on Valora. They stopped by the Nexus Node and disabled PvP just in case, calling an emergency due to the incoming storm.

A pulse went outward before the switch was accepted. Now, if Calix attacked them during their defense, he could not use PvP as an excuse. They would have to use a contraband item to accomplish this, and they were sure their enemies would do so.

A band of wind was forming, a vortex or cyclone surrounding the large, city-sized island. She could even feel that the island’s course changed a little, moving in another direction. It would buy them a small amount of time, no doubt.

The four of them dismounted Valora and stood on the edge of the island. They could already see the storm in the distance. It was huge, and it looked like a devastating hurricane or giant tornado–even though it was not exactly that.

The storm came like a moving mountain, a column of blackened sky turning upon and circling itself. Its moving walls were veils of stone and soil ripped from the earth, whole boulders spinning weightlessly in its current like leaves caught in a whirlpool. Lightning crawled through the vortex’s edges, like jagged veins of violet and white that split the darkness in half-second flashes.

The ground far below quaked periodically as shards of cliff-face, uprooted forests, and shattered ruins crashed into the ground. This storm was magical chaos incarnate, not a natural tempest of just high-and-low-pressure sections and centripetal and rotational forces.

It was enormous, and she understood it was a storm that had built over the last several weeks. And yet they would need to counter it with their makeshift vortex in minutes. There did appear to be a sort of calm core in the center of the tempest, or perhaps a hollow abyss of darkness. It was difficult to see what was inside, if anything at all.

There was a pervasive…dread emanating from it. Much of Tanda’s fur stood on end, with goosebumps covering her skin. The malevolence contained within the storm was palpable, knots forming in her stomach and her ears going flat on her head. Her tail even stopped wagging, her wings fluttering.

Tanda frowned as she looked at it. “There’s a Champion or Aspect somewhere in there. Or…both.”

Ophelia nodded. “And probably some kind of monsters and other enemies, ready to pick off any stragglers.”

Ruby added, “And Calix is…hiding. Waiting for his perfect, cowardly moment.” Her hands tightened into fists before a pool of blood erupted from her and wrapped around her, transforming into her blood plate armor. She drew her fencer’s swords and placed one hilt against her lips in an upright position before letting out a long, steadying breath. “I am ready. For whatever threats may come.”

Tanda said, “Don’t worry, Ruby. Whatever my clanmother saw… It wasn’t necessarily a failure or a loss–she did not see you fall. And if it was, the future can be changed. Clan Hart has already done that again and again.”

Ruby nodded. “Lia was right before. Keeping a clear head… I am strong. In this clan, I need only focus on the enemy in front of me. I need not be afraid of death.”

Ophelia chuckled. “Were you ever? I thought that was a badger thing.”

“No…not…really. I’m much more afraid of…something else.”

What that something else was, Tanda thought she knew. Ruby was most afraid of her blood rage, of becoming the monster she once was. The Bloodbeast Sect’s urns and her memories of them had stained her past and left her fearful of what she could become. And Aisling’s vision…certainly fed into that fear.

Nessa’s tail patted her shoulder, her eyes not leaving the storm or the surrounding area. “It’s okay, Ruby. We won’t let the worst happen to you. Jake did enchant your bloodflame hearth, didn’t he? You are more than you once were.”

Ruby gave a small smile from beneath her visored helmet. “Yeah, he did. Thanks, Nessa, and you’re right. I know I can count on you girls and Jake to snap me out of it.”

Tanda smiled at that and asked, “Anything at all yet, Nessa?”

Nessa was watching with her eyes of truth, trying to parse where Calix might be or what may be contained within the storm. She shook her head. “Nothing too useful. There is a lot of corruption and miasma, but the storm is not an illusion or thin veil to be pierced with my gaze. Whatever enemy we face within, we may benefit from a Highlands jungle defense.”

Tanda turned to her people, who had gathered at the edge of the city, ready to fight. “That’s something, at least. We’ll make these minutes count.”

They ordered their forces to gather and spread out their Sublimations of Highlands Jungle once more, adding onto their defense from before. A few of the druids remained inside the temple, but plenty of the spriggons built up their natural defenses once more. Before long, a jungle protected the many crystalline structures, dense vines growing to obstruct and slow down shrapnel and debris.

The vortex surrounding the city was growing in strength and speed, and Tanda found her breaths and heartbeat calming despite the situation, the dread being removed from her. The winds themselves were somehow gentle and had a spiritual quality of their own, which reminded her of being near or fighting with Zephyr.

Valora looked up into the sky at the green moon and said to Ophelia, which she shared with the rest of them, [The moon. It aids us.]

Ophelia patted the dragon horse’s shoulder and ran her hand along her flank and looked back at the Ravenwolf Tribe as her large gold and brown owl wings fluttered. In spite of the dread from the storm, the flame in her chest and her voice did not waver, calm and resolute. “It will be enough. Hearthtribe and Clan Hart are strong enough for whatever comes. And if we are not…then our lord and husband will tip the scales in our favor.”

Tanda smiled at that, her tail wagging as she found harmony with her clanmates. The other battle on the Earth Continent was also heating up, their entire family facing deadly combat with the enemy. This was undoubtedly going to be a challenging battle, one that would take all their strength.


Chapter 26 - Ophelia - Tempest Battle



Ophelia glanced over to Ruby for a moment. Her hackles were raised, her tail and the hairs on it stiff as the storm rolled in, its walls roiling with stone and darkness. She worried for the young woman, but she had to focus on the task at hand.

The storm encompassed much of her view, spreading out for what felt like miles. Compared to the small island they stood on, she felt like they were but a candle flickering against the wind.

The island was drawn in toward the wall of wind, like a ship pulled toward a deadly whirlpool. The vortex clashed with the spinning storm, shielding them from the turbulent winds and debris–somewhat. Large boulders occasionally thundered through the barrier of wind like meteors, crashing into a tree and shattering it to pieces.

And this was just the edge of the storm.

Their island had been moving away from the storm at the same time, so even though it was moving quickly, it slowed how quickly the whole island was enveloped in the storm. Still, it wouldn’t be long before they were completely covered by the turbulent winds.

Tanda knew what Ophelia planned to do. “There’s probably monsters inside the eye of that storm. If you use Guan Yu for the storm…we won’t have him for the fight.”

Ophelia grinned and gestured to her shield with her polearm, infusing vajrafire flames into it, and it became much like a valkyrie made of flame, holding the special floating shield. “Then we’ll just have to win without him. You girls will need to watch my back. I have my Hearth Guardian, but…who knows? I’m a little vulnerable when I call on the Divine.”

Ruby and Tanda nodded, and Nessa’s lake spread out beneath them. “Of course. We’ll give it our all.”

Jake might not be joining them on the battlefield right away or on the wind continent at all until after the battle ended. But that didn’t mean he didn’t intend to assist. He had entered the State of the Monarch, and through Ophelia’s Chosen Resonance, a blackish gold light filled the various runes on her armor, shield, and weapon.

Bloodberri on the other battlefield was now enhanced, and given that she was the other Champion facing enemy Aspects, this was fitting.

Ophelia began to gather her Divine Energy, having much more within her soul to draw upon now that she was in the Second Tier. The energy was brought out into the world, swirling around her chest as she held onto her feelings of wanting to protect the weak and win the battle for her lord and family–she spoke her prayer.

“Guan Yu, Guardian of the Just–stand with me now to shield the weak and turn the storm aside.”

As the Divine Energy finished building, she felt things shift–Lord Guan Yu driving its movements within her. It felt different from the other two times she had called upon him somehow. He hungrily drew out more of the energy from within her, leaving about half of it.

Something about the way he was being summoned told her that she would need to continue channeling it just to keep him out.

The Divine Energy rushed out, and in motes of light, a hazy apparition of Guan Yu appeared on his Qilin mount, a manifestation of the almost-deity. Previously, her summons were more like representations of him as a golden statue, and he wasn’t present.

This time, however, the armored Asian warrior in green looked around for a moment, his eyes focused and his expression solemn. It was like he was here, his honorable divinity weighing down on the surrounding area.

“Calm winds stand in the face of chaos, a last stand to protect the weak as you serve your lord. An honorable battle.” Guan Yu looked at his armor and hands; the Hindu and Buddhist scripts on his armor and weapon had changed to a blackish gold–the State of the Monarch. “A powerful covenant. A true monarch controls the battlefield, whether they fight from the front or lead from the rear. I will make use of this.”

He held his glaive over his head, and then he began to grow. The large polearm and qilin grew with him until he was even larger than Ophelia would be with her Valkyrie Champion ability.

Guan Yu began to twirl it around his head, and the qilin he rode on roared. As he spun his polearm around, lightning and wind gathered, the qilin’s influence aiding him. The vortex surrounding the island sped up as if following his movements.

Righteous lightning joined the vortex and sparked and exploded as it shredded the oncoming debris and flaming anomalies, helping the island weather the dangerous storm.

Ophelia saw that the calming winds were invading the tempest; the winds dyed a bright-green or yellow lightning color, infused with streaks of the black gold. At first, it was just a drop in the large bucket in terms of influence, but as Guan Yu continued his defensive efforts, more of the encroaching storm was dyed this color, the whirlpool slowing down.

But Ophelia knew the truth–Guan Yu couldn’t continue this forever. Just summoning him had expended half of her Divine Energy, and as she had thought before, keeping Guan Yu active required her to continue channeling more energy into his manifestation.

This required a bit of her focus, and she was unable to move away yet. She could fight if someone came near, but she couldn’t just fly into the storm, or Guan Yu would fade away quickly.

The island was completely enveloped by the tempest now, and they could see silhouettes of what was contained within the eye of the storm. It was a sea of monsters, corruption, and deathly miasma. Even if they defeated this storm, a deadly battle was waiting for them on the other side.

The explosions of stone shattering and thunder crackling continued, a scream of wind filling Ophelia’s ears as the two storms clashed. The worshipers from the temple did their best to strengthen the vortex, and she could feel the spirituality in the winds from the Breath of the World aiding them.

More than a minute, perhaps nearly two, passed, and the incoming storm continued to slow from Guan Yu’s spinning glaive, the calming winds dying even more of it over time. It had noticeably slowed, as the greenish winds had gone full circle around the giant tempest, a portion of it dyed their color. Guan Yu’s lightning also purged any corruption contained within the deadly winds, but Ophelia was nearly out of Divine Energy.

The storm fluctuated, and Guan Yu stopped twirling his glaive. “Your fight is only beginning, and the burden for victory will be great. But you don’t bear that burden alone. Stand strong, Champion Ophelia.”

Ophelia nodded, and the qilin reared its front legs up high before dashing forward and leaping into the sky with tremendous speed. The wind from the vortex around the island followed him away from the island as he twirled his glaive over his head once more, and he swung it downward with a shout.

A wave of wind and lightning followed his blade of light, and the sky was cleaved in half, the wind from the vortex continuing at Guan Yu’s back as he disappeared in a burst of motes of light.

The incoming wind from the vortex was split in two, and the ground below was shredded for what looked like hundreds of meters. The calming winds redirected and broke the rotational force into smaller cyclones, pieces of the larger tempest splitting apart. The entire storm shrunk as it turned inward on itself, continuing to clash against the island’s reforming cyclone.

Now, the weight of the storm against their vortex had almost halved. At the same time, their defensive vortex had weakened, as Guan Yu had used a large portion of what they had built to destabilize the storm with his sky-cleaving slash. Thankfully, the storm had weakened to what was no longer true supernatural levels.

Ophelia doubled over to catch her breath, exhausted and a little relieved. She popped a healing pill meant to revitalize her spirit from her Storage Ring, knowing this strained her too much for the battle to come.

Because now the army of monsters within the eye of the storm could truly be seen. The island’s barrier had also lessened enough, and Guan Yu’s lightning was gone, so the monsters began their assault.

There were thousands of them, various flying monsters from birds and harpies and wyverns, though the largest percentage of the swarm was black or corrupted giant flying insects.

There was no sign of the talari, and as much as Ophelia hoped she could go on the offensive instead, they would need to focus on defense. The storm still made it difficult for them to take the fight to them instead.

Nessa pointed off into the distance above them. “There it is. There’s an Aspect in there, a giant manta ray.”


[Aspect of Eternal Night Detected. Defeat for reward.]


As Ophelia caught sight of it, a swirl of corruption rushed for its mouth underneath its sleek body, and several huge flying insects appeared, as if conjured from its action. It was an immense black and white manta ray that over time had spawned the swarm of the large flying insects, most likely. There was also the sea of corruption and malevolence, which fed into the spawned monsters and empowered them. 

The small island had nearly been covered with jungle now, the auril heroes able to have plenty of auril for their attacks and defense. So when the monsters pushed through the vortex of winds, they were met with hundreds of arrows and javelins filled with auril.

It was a volley of multicolored light, and each strike manifested powerful claws, talons, and fierce bites, tearing off wings and legs, with some of the blows sending the wounded monsters careening toward the world below.

Vines wrapped around the invading insects as they eventually encroached on the jungle. Volleys of thorns were fired from spitter plants, and carnivorous plants took bites out of the monsters.

The insects spewed wicked miasma, which weakened the plants and the auril heroes, but the extreme vitality of Highlands was not easily defeated. The beastkin were forced to fight hard against this new deadly storm of violence.

The enemies were endless. Even with the volleys and the jungle stopping many of the large monsters in their tracks, the rest of the black swarm reached the many beastkin. The fighting occurred within the jungle, the insect’s sharp mandibles biting down onto flesh. The harpies and wyverns swooped in and attacked, taking advantage of the beastkin being occupied with the insects.

Ophelia, Tanda, Nessa, and Ruby all joined the battle, their blades flashing and spells launching. The four went for the more powerful boss-level monsters that hid within the swarm, those seeking to pick off beastkin as they fought their weaker brethren. Using her polearm as a lance, Ophelia dashed around on Valora and targeted these monsters with powerful flanking charges.

And Nessa’s frost-powered poison wore the larger monsters down, the woman rushing around, popping in and out of her lake, and tagging as many of them as she could to inject the venom and freeze them with her lake. This allowed the beastkin to more safely bring them down, her Qi-infused powers able to produce something deadly enough to weaken them significantly.

Tanda was sending out various seedlings with her arrow barrages, killing monsters with her bow, and strengthening their defenses. The deathbloom seedlings fed on the corruption and miasma given off by the insects, corroding them away with their acidic gas they released.

Finally, Ruby was a storm of restrained violence. She moved fluidly between her opponents, her swords flashing in deadly cuts. Her blades sought softer flesh between segments, drawing blood and using it to cut deeper into her foes and tear them apart. She gathered a pool of blood in her usual orb, but Ophelia could tell that she was being careful, conservative with her usage.

There was a constant stream going to her chest, which she purified with her bloodflame and kept the orb from becoming too corrupted. She used this orb to power many of her spells, whether it was to send a wave of blades outward or to heal herself. It seemed she was being more cautious than usual, thanks to Aisling’s prophecy.

The four of them fought close to one another, knowing that their betraying enemy likely sought to attack one of them in an assassination attempt. And this continued for a time, until something seemed to shift. The manta ray moved closer to the edge of their defensive vortex, and with a warbling cry, it sent up an orb of pitch-black malevolence into the sky.

It blotted out the sun and the wind moon above them somehow, eclipsing the area and covering it in darkness. It was like an odd veil had been spread out at that moment, and it encompassed much of the island and the surrounding area.

Ophelia felt a spiritual weight pressing down on her and more than a bit of unease. It was like a Sword of Damocles raised above her head, ready to fall down and cleave into her at any moment. Her movements slowed, and she noticed this was true of all of her allies as well. On the other hand, the monsters attacked with even more fervor.

The insects sped up their scything, deadly limbs, and vicious maws lashing out and drawing blood. The beastkin clergy now offered their protective prayers, doing their best to mitigate the effect.

Tanda said, “It looks like we need to kill that thing, and fast!”

Ruby said, “But there are so many enemies in the way. They never end.”

Nessa had a pained look on her face. “Yes, but…there’s more.”


[Champion of Loviatar Detected. Defeat for Reward.]


A flying insectoid approached from afar. It looked much like a hornet of some kind mixed with a dark-skinned humanoid, with spindly arms and legs. In his four arms he held two separate scythes, their blades long and deadly. His eyes were compound, his armor was chitinous and reflective, and his large thorax had a deadly scorpion-like stinger as well. He was wearing a king’s crown on his head, and it was the only reason she had for thinking it was a male.

Ophelia was going to say she’d take on the enemy champion, but he rushed forward all on his own and toward Ophelia, rushing forward at a speed competitive with her Blitz ability. Drawing from her auril and guiding Valora, she blitzed to meet him in the air, swinging her polearm to meet his scythe.

A loud clang rang out as their weapons clashed, vajrafire blasting outward and striking the insectoid warrior. Her Hearth Guardian blocked his other scythe, its spear also stabbing outward to mirror her attack.

A wall of corrupted wind met her vajrafire and the guardian’s spear. It was when they clashed that a flash of darkness erupted from somewhere within the storm, and a deadly beam headed toward Ophelia’s chest.

Ruby’s instincts must have caused her to suddenly launch herself forward, a burst of speed and violence as her blood orb interposed itself between the beam and Ophelia. The badger girl swung one of her blades, infused with all the ferocity of a deadly predator, in a wide arc. Ruby’s spirituality was infused into her blade, a manifestation of a bloody-clawed hand slashing into what Ophelia didn’t even see until the last moment. It was an arrow covered in darkness within the beam that passed right through her orb of blood.

The arrow was shredded, but it exploded into a roiling wave of darkness that wrapped around Ruby and her orb of blood like it was alive. Black scripts lit up on her blood plate before it invaded her body, a raging curse of corruption that burned away at whatever it touched. Her blood plate lost cohesion, and her orb of blood went a little haywire, pulsing and losing its spherical shape rapidly.

The powerful malevolence contained within was significant, a feeling of dread coming to Ophelia unbidden. Ruby’s bloodflame likely worked hard to counter the curse, and it was joined by three different energies from her clan sisters. Nessa’s Runic Heal, the Hearth Guardian’s Renewal, and Tanda’s Rejuvenation were thrown at her, purifying flames burning away a bit of this malevolent curse.

Ruby growled. “Leave me! Go ahead and get the attacker!”

Tanda and Nessa frowned at the girl, but they followed her wish and rushed off to who was likely Calix to take him down for his betrayal, as well as prevent additional sniping. The telari members of his guild seemed to have arrived as well, and they were already shooting arrows at the beastkin instead of the insects, their bodies filled with some kind of corruption.

As much as Ophelia wanted to help Ruby, she had her hands full already. The enemy champion was fast and deadly; the two scythes swung with vicious precision in a barrage of attacks that did not let up thanks to the hornet’s buzzing wings that allowed for rapid movement. The violent swings were filled with an unholy might, a dark malevolence powering his attacks.

And there was an aura emanating from him, filling Ophelia with pain and dread, her stomach churning with wrongness. She was used to managing pain thanks to dealing with her seal, and this appeared to be similar in that it was on a spiritual level. It was an ongoing attack, and she had to cover herself with auril and hearthflames to counteract it.

The man’s extra-long limbs allowed him to attack at range with the high-finesse weapon, making it challenging to counter his attacks. Thankfully, Ophelia was not alone. Valora kicked out with her front hoof, striking the man’s scythe and sending it askew as Ophelia feinted, her polearm swinging not to meet the incoming scythe but to cut into the man’s exposed shoulder. 

With her hearthblade, her vajrafire mixed with auril to extend the axeblade of the polearm, and sheered into one of the man’s segments. However, he deflected the blow with Divine Energy, causing her blow to accomplish little, barely cutting through his chitinous protection.

The spiritual pressure given off by the eclipse made things difficult. She found herself needing to burn quite a bit of vajrafire to enhance her body with her technique just to keep up with the champion’s speed. 

Then, defending against the pain aura was taxing. The enemy seemed almost like it was chosen to face her in particular, and she supposed it made sense. Loviatar’s Champion was the one she defeated during the Fortress Assault.

What they didn’t know was that their pain was meaningless to her. Just earning her Asura seal had her suffering of the worst kind, where she endured a horrible scenario and gave her life for her husband. 

And that was without remembering she had a child to fight for, the mystical trial removing all her memories except those it wished to test her on. Pain during a fight was only temporary. The pain and suffering from a loss could be endless.

With a roar, Ruby suddenly burst forward from her fugue, launching herself toward the manta ray. Countless insects and monsters got in her way, but her orb of blood launched a deadly wave of blades, cutting through many of them at once. She was thankfully still using her swords, and Ophelia could feel a powerful tenacity building within her. The scripts covering her had already lessened, and Ruby appeared to be tempered by the conflict rather than falling apart, so perhaps this was a good thing.

The Champion suddenly seemed like he wanted to bring this fight to a close and drew heavily upon his divine energy, and if he was saying a prayer with its buzzing, it made no sense to Ophelia. 

Tanda had already opened her Diva Seal in the fight against Calix and his ilk, it seemed, so now was the best time.

She leaped off Valora and told her mentally, “Go help Ruby with the manta ray, Val.”

With a whinny, Valora rushed off to obey, the mount bursting forth in a bolt of lightning to catch up to Ruby. 

Black scripts spread out from Ophelia’s tattoo as purified deathly energy covered her tempered body. Her muscles were infused with the might of death, the strength of an asura. Already, she could feel like the eclipse had a lower impact on her; the impending doom lessened. 

However, the pain from the enemy’s aura only increased, causing her to nearly double over.

Ophelia wasn’t done. She activated Valkyrie Champion, and her body grew in size as she was infused with the flames of the divine Guan Yu and Hestia.

The enemy’s divine was called, its body bulking up and enlarging just as she had. Winds were drawn in and corrupted from the surrounding area, making a vortex of protection, and its pain aura increased yet again. The waves of pain pulsed and made her a little dizzy, but she grunted and held on, her warrior’s spirit helping her hold on.

Following Nessa’s thoughts over their bond, she and Tanda had rushed inside the tempest, and they now chased the descendant of Hermes down. Some telari within the storm tried to ambush them, but they failed and ultimately ended up being sucked into Calix with his evil artifact, empowering him further. 

His arrows corrupted even if they were blocked, thanks to the beams of darkness, and he flew and strafed as he fired and evaded their assault, being an overall annoying enemy. 

But he could not overcome the immense life force of paradise. Tanda had an endless vitality as she opened the diva seal, able to remove all corruption and empower her attacks endlessly with her Avenging Flames. He had already taken a wound from Nessa’s blade and received her malevolence-killing venom, so it was only a matter of time before he was weakened and taken out. 

Ophelia began her deadly dance with the Champion of Loviatar. This bulking-up enhancement made the blows of the scythes strike faster and harder, and she was barely able to keep up with the monster’s strength despite opening the seal and using her ability. 

Her speed had increased too, and her wings deflected the scythes all on their own thanks to the deathly energy infusion, allowing her to keep herself from being put on the back foot. Retribution, her Mythic-grade Champion weapon of Guan Yu, also built in strength as the beastkin were harmed and defeated by the swarm. A righteous lightning built around the weapon, increasing the damage she dealt with attacks.

Parrying and countering the scythes as the two dashed and danced around in the air, she once again landed a few strikes on the monster’s body. The vortex turned away the blows from being too damaging, but thanks to her strong hearth control and Retribution, she was able to mix auril into her vajrafire and finally pierce through with a powerful Vajrafire Blast. 

The shock and flame harmed it, but it really only made the creature angrier instead of truly weakening it, its wings buzzing in irritation as it was unable to score a meaningful blow on Ophelia. 

The monster began imbuing its powerful corrupted wind energy into its attacks and increased the pain aura. Whispers from her tattoo started filling her mind as she grunted in pain, but she remained focused and resolute. Each deflection sent the cutting energy in another direction, the monster wasting its attacks as Ophelia kept her movements minimal and her defense strong as she bought time for help to arrive. 

It sped up and increased its strength, its body going into some kind of berserker rage, a red and black aura mixing through its body. 

Knowing she would be overwhelmed if she faced it head-on, she decided to change the game. Her shield flew into her hand, and she held her polearm as a one-handed spear. With waves of her wings between her blocks and parries, Ophelia launched a storm of feathers, and some pierced into the insectoid’s carapace as it continued its mindless assault, even through its wind vortex. With enough of them stuck, she blitzed at the monster and used her Monarch-state-empowered Consecration. 

An explosion of Vajrafire emanated from her, and the righteous lightning struck the powerful feathers, piercing right through the wall of corrupted wind and blasting into the monster’s flesh. The monster’s body spasmed as it locked up, and Ophelia capitalized with a second burst of speed, a flap of her powerful wings. Letting go of her shield, she brought down her poleaxe powerfully with both hands. An explosion of righteous lightning and the strength of her swing sheered off two of its arms on one side, sending one scythe careening away toward the ground beneath them.

New arms sprouted quickly, and the remaining scythe grew as it was held with four hands rather than two. Thankfully, her powerful consecration also sent plenty of flame around her in a massive wave, covering many of the nearby insects and freeing up some of the beastkin. The swarm was still coming, and the beastkin were falling despite their defenses, the numbers too great to deal with, which charged her weapon further.  

The monster renewed its furious assault, this time with the large and deadly single scythe, sending cutting blades of pain and darkness with every swing. Thankfully, some help finally arrived as she continued her focus on defense.

Like a solar flare, a giant ribbon of flame was sent from the fiery moon to the wind continent. A city-block-sized pillar of flame descended from the sky, like a giant finger of a goddess–and into the eye of the storm. 

The giant fingertip of flame pulsed outward like a giant nova of fire repeatedly, golden rings crashing into the inner walls of the storm and many of the monsters still swarming within the eye. Hordes of weaker enemies were being destroyed, each pulse devastating to the evil forces.

Some of the golden flames even washed over the Aspect and its eclipsing moon, weakening it enough for Ruby to land some powerful waves of blood blades, her claws wounding the strange monster. Valora also crashed into it with her horn, piercing deep into the manta ray with wind and lightning.

Combined with the flame and wind pulses that weakened the eye of the storm’s inner walls, the cyclone that was the giant incoming storm began to disperse, the winds no longer continuing in a circular pattern. Rock and debris fell from the sky as they crashed into the storm barrier surrounding the island, and the clouds began to clear up.

The pulses from the fire had destroyed much of the swarm of monsters, leaving the enemy with few to no reinforcements remaining. And from the finger of flame’s tip showed a familiar figure: an enlarged Sati, sitting in her lotus pose in a giant orb of flame. Her massive spiritual appendages immediately lashed outward, striking down several of the Boss-sized insects and tearing them apart, as she headed to aid Ruby and Valora with the Aspect.

And the other fight took a big turn. It seemed Calix had been using the storm’s winds to his advantage, but with them dispersed, Tanda landed a powerful blow, and Nessa was close enough to finish him off. 

And to their surprise, a Divine Spark and bulk of faith energy had shot out, joining Nessa and Tanda. Perhaps it was due to the corrupted divine energy within the artifacts he used, but they had pocketed his storage items and communicators. Nana was going to do what she could to make sure they didn’t crumble away as they continued their fight.

The Champion of Loviatar’s attacks became more frantic, its swings more vicious as it went for the kill. It understood that soon it would be surrounded and defeated, and it wanted to inflict as much pain on Ophelia as it could. Its stinger took a more active role, but Ophelia hunkered down, blocking and deflecting its blows with her shield and spear alike. She just had to withstand the pain for a little longer. Retribution was now buzzing with righteous lightning, causing her assailant to spasm and stop every few deflections.

The elves and druids now came outside the temple, their spells adding on to the battle. With the new help, the beastkin now worked to clear the sky, and Ruby and Valora had already wounded the manta ray heavily.

Waves of pain flooded Ophelia’s senses, and she did what she could to focus only on the fight in front of her, bringing her weapon to bear and defending herself. The whispers were now shouts of anger and hatred within Ophelia’s mind, promises of greatness and an ending of the pain if she just gave in to the power. She was approaching what she had set as her personal limit to close the seal, but the end of the battle was too deadly and too near.  

The eclipsing sun, which weighed down on her, had just disappeared, giving her an increase of strength.

The champion drew up the last of the wind in the area, and its defensive vortex dispersed as it wrapped around its scythe, a deadly black blade extending much like how her own could. In a burst of speed, the champion swung it downward, its sharp scythe enormous, and prepared to cleave Ophelia or an entire building in two. 

Using her hearth mana and her control, Ophelia had merged it with her auril and manifested her will, her guardian dao as she infused it into her shield. Her hearth burned brightly, and her hearthian presence joined the effect. The spiritual weight of the energies layered over the shield, making it a thick, powerful bulwark.

The scythe slashed into the shield and pierced into it, sending a devastating amount of malevolent energy scattered in all directions, and some of the black energy blasted at her. The scorpion’s stinger shot forward to strike her in the shoulder, but she brought up her wing infused with all the hearthflames she had left, blocking it. The stinger still pierced her wing and injected something that caused her body to spasm with pain, waves of torment radiating from her wound.  

Her shield was out of position from the blast of energy it sent through it, the hornet spinning and bringing its scythe for another attack. The warrior nearly had Ophelia dead to rights, with its scythe coming for the killing blow. 

But then a runic formation rushed out of her chest from Jake, blasting out a Cone of Cold and a Wave of Force covered in black gold, disrupting the monster’s swing and slowing the blade. Ophelia managed to get her shield back up just in time, blocking the scythe.

Then a powerful green and gold arrow crashed into the insectoid from the side, a giant, flaming wolf bite taking a considerable chunk of the monster’s torso and invading it with the energies of life. It was Tanda’s Bloom Burst, and the insectoid’s assault was cancelled as he lost two of his arms and was staggered by the blow and nearly killed. Ophelia knew she needed to capitalize on it. 

The enemy blurred in her vision from the waves of pain coursing through her, but Ophelia extended her hearth blade and brought her polearm around with both hands, letting go of her shield. With a strong swing of defiance, she cleaved through the monster’s chest from the other side, cutting it in two, before spinning through and bringing her poleaxe downward, cutting the insectoid in half again.

The Divine Spark that shot out of the monster was substantial, joining her chest as she focused on fighting through both the pain and the corruption injected into her, hoping to purify it. She attempted to close the Asura seal but found that she couldn’t, the seal not responding, and the shouts only growing louder.

Her breathing grew heavy, pain causing her mind to be filled with static. The shouts and pain were starting to overcome her thoughts–but her clan mate was right there for her.

“I’ve got you, Lia.”

Tanda arrived next to her, hugging her from the side in the air, along with Rejuvenation. Swirling green energy with purifying flames filled Ophelia’s body, burning away the corruption inside caused by the deadly poison. She started to regain her thoughts and so realized she had tools of her own that she wasn’t even using, so out of sorts from the pain. She let out the flames of the family from her hearth, including the ones newly added–Sati’s.

These burnt through the corruption in a significant way, and Jake’s new little void flame was extremely hungry as it consumed even more of it, despite its tiny size in comparison.

It wasn’t until Jake used his Energy Nexus ability to send more of Sati’s pure heart flames through to burn through more of it that she was able to finally close the seal, Ophelia breathing a sigh of relief.

It was just in time for Jake’s Resonant State to shift to the State of the Sage. He was joining the fight in earnest now on the earth continent.

That was close, she thought. If not for Ruby blocking Calix’s arrow, she might have gone far beyond the point of no return in order to claim the victory, or Jake would have come to this location instead. The tattoo receded, and Ophelia looked up just in time for Sati’s pure heart flames to wrap around the manta ray and burn it away, purifying it.

This spark from this enemy actually shot into Ruby before shooting into Ophelia again. Faith energy bathed them all, enriching all of their spirits. With the three major enemies defeated, Ophelia landed on a tree near the edge of the island.

And with the Aspect and the Champion down, Sati then focused on purifying Ruby, who flew to join Ophelia and Tanda. Her pure heart flames wrapped around Ruby’s orb of blood and then her body, burning away the cursed sigils, before she went off to aid the beastkin.

Tanda cast another Rejuvenation on Ruby, helping her recover her vitality before she took off to do the same. She had closed her Diva seal but could still snipe enemies as she charged her attacks with auril.

As much as Ophelia wanted to join the battle again, she was beat, and from the looks of it, Nessa was too. She took a pill that helped recover her vitality and mana and saw Nessa doing the same but for Qi as she landed near them on the bough of the tree.

Ophelia asked, “You had a tough time of it, Nessa?”

Nessa chuckled. “You could say that. The jerk was slippery, and his telari brethren rained down a lot of attacks on us. Tanda is nearly invincible and attacks with unlimited flames with her Diva seal open, but that didn’t help me much. I only have so much Qi, and much of it is stored in my lake. Nana had to work hard to sneak her bite in on him.”

Ruby’s eyes were wild, and she was breathing heavily. Eventually, she took a steadying breath and smiled. “I…made it. I did it.”

Ophelia arched her eyebrow at her. “Yeah, you did. I guess Aisling’s warning must have helped you in some way, huh?”

“I’m…not sure. Maybe it was just that all of you reassured me, and… I was a lot more careful.”

Nessa frowned. “Really? I know prophecies and foresight can often end like this. You don’t have any idea what you might have changed, Ruby?”

“I really wanted to help Ophelia against the champion, but… Trying to stay calm and trust her, I just focused on cleansing myself for a time. Then… I thought about how I could best help once I got myself into a better place. And taking out that eclipse and helping the beastkin…it felt like what I was best at.”

Ophelia hummed. “You did take out a lot of those insects, and the eclipse really hampered me. If you had stayed and assisted me with fighting the champion, the pain aura definitely could have sent you into a rage. It could be that simple.”

Nessa was now looking over the various items they recovered from Calix, a frown on her face.

Ophelia asked, “What did Nana find so far, Nessa?”

“We absolutely have enough to put this guy away for good…if he’s not already dead permanently, Tanda being granted a Divine Spark was rather surprising. But now, we’re hoping to put their entire guilds away. If we get anything from Avaron or Cassius, there’s no doubt we got what we need.”

Having recovered enough, the three rejoined the battle and helped the beastkin with cleaning up all the remaining insects. The many beastkin roared in triumph as the last insect was slain, and the party was filled with pride at their success. They had given their everything to overcome this difficult challenge, and they were victorious.

The other battle was still ongoing, but now total victory was within their grasp.


Chapter 27 - Blood - Mountain Fortress



Blood monitored their army as the alliance forces besieged the enemy fortress, hundreds of warriors guarding against the many ranged attacks of the snakes and insectoids mixed with beasts. The additional monstrous humanoids had appeared after they breached the first wall, seemingly followers of Dreadbeast.

The fortress was actually rather epic in size and resembled the various stepped pyramids. Each wall sat several stories high up the mountain, high enough that without flight, most wouldn’t be able to jump even deep into the Second Tier. Only the stronger warriors, like the Valor users or people capable of flight, would be able to jump or climb up the wall safely while a rain of attacks stormed down on them.

And there wasn’t a center path or stairs to climb. This keep required that they climb each perilous wall, even as the snakes, golems, and chimeral people fired attacks down at them. If not for their guardian turtle, they’d have deadly giant rocks being dropped onto them as well. They had tried an avalanche-like attack once, and Garona expertly caught the errant rocks with what was much like an earthen telekinesis and kept them from crushing anyone.

The Roman legionnaires formed their shield wall at the front, using powerfully crafted shields and armor made by Jake, Ophelia, and Hearthtribe. Their inscribed runes enhanced their phalanx protection, blocking the storm of attacks without issue. The cultivators from Love and Justice launched fire and ice attacks over the wall, targeting the swarm of snakes and beastly insects. A few tamed beasts joined the battle, showing their magical might.

And Bloodberri’s Twilight Monarch Aura was largely what kept losses down to a minimum. The Aura easily covered over half of their frontline forces, making them sturdier against the enemy’s blows.

Avalara, Fhesiah, and Bree all stood near, launching attacks against the enemies periodically and conserving their strength for the battle to come. Bree and Avalara had finally gotten better at hitting the baseballs and other spherical objects, making them ready for the next phase.

Arrows from talismancers, battle maidens, and other archers were fired upward, hiding behind their Roman protection. A few Valor users clad themselves along with the more martial cultivators, periodically rushing up the walls to cut down enemies and attempting to reach and close the portals.

Much like during the Life’s Haven assault, there were portals that spawned enemies periodically. To make progress in conquering the fortress, they had to clear enemies out and close them–and keep the portals clear, or they would be reopened.

Fhesiah noted, “Tartarus sure loves its trap defenses. If you lose or flee here, all your efforts are erased.”

Blood nodded, “When you think about it, it makes a lot of sense. What are Adventurers? They’re a type of immortal enemy that can die, be reborn, and fight again. If Tartarus allowed their fortresses to be slowly dismantled, it would be inevitable for them to be lost.”

It was an annoying tug of war, made extra difficult thanks to the Aspect of Dreadbeast and by the infuriating rules of the fortress. The fortress prevented Avalara from Sublimating jungle with its strange barrier, and the monster kept spawning more golems and frustratingly using them to retake lost portals.

The Fortress Barrier was weakening all but earthen magics, it seemed. Because Garona could actually build structures, which was why they were using this plan.

Blood idly wondered if this was why they wanted Garona–with her taken under their influence, the fortress would have been even more challenging to conquer, if not outright impossible without Jake’s help.

Her fortifications worked within this fortress, and in time, she might have been able to make it grow and become even more challenging, as well as rain more attacks or avalanches of dangerous stone down on them. That, or the Dreadbeast Aspect would have gained even more power by consuming her, perhaps, just like the Champion that ate the other one in the Battleground.

The only things that seemed to be universally true about Aspects were that they became stronger over time as they were on the field. And that appeared to be related to their ability to draw in the special resources of the world.

A barrier around the upper levels had formed, preventing the alliance from retaliating and taking the fight to these enemies. Even if Tanda or the flying beastkin were here, they couldn’t go up there to take them out. Otherwise, Avalara and Bree would have gladly led the charge up the keep to slay the annoying creature, even with the Aspect of Apophis lurking underground.

Blood noted, “Looks like it’s about time for us to push into the next ring. We’ve closed more than half the portals in this one.”

Bree snorted, using vines to toss her superball up and down. “‘Bout time, we should get some payback, right? I’m ready now.” She hovered her superball over to Fhesiah, and with a grin, she infused the demonic rune with her draconic flames. They wanted this to be as explosive as possible, and she was infusing her efforts into the pile of them.

Avalara giggled, preparing to swing her giant tree club as a bat as well, her vines similarly able to grab and toss the superballs into the air. “Hehe, me too! Let’s get that worm.”

Berri nodded, then turned back to Garona, who was safely in the middle of the formation, protected by her many troll worshippers. They helped too, by building up earthen protections and infusing mana into Garona’s Mana Font.

“Okay. Garona, do it!”

Garona groaned as the earth mana she stored in the area around her surged. Large ramps quickly formed, building a path for their forces to push forward rapidly. And if it was only that, it wouldn’t be that big of a deal, but an earthen barrier formed at the top of the ramp, creating a powerful protective shelter for their forces. The arrows and poison spit landed on it ineffectually, allowing their people to get in position safely.

The Valor users, making a coordinated effort, rushed forward and closed the last portals on the second level nearly all at once, allowing the rest to rush in and finish the last of the enemies off. Some golems were spotted trying to close a separate portal, but they hadn’t made it in time. In all, they wanted this sudden conquest to be a shock to the enemy.

The barrier above the third wall disappeared, which meant it was now worm-hunting season. The monster was hugged around the keep, its lower body depositing the earth mana golems on the next level. The truth was, only the bottom half of the monster was even visible at all, the rest hiding within its annoying barrier.

Blood smirked at the several superballs that held Fhesiah’s fiery mana, with an explosive rune charged as she hovered the construct into the air. Berri swung their bat into it with a crack, launching the spherical object directly at the enemy Aspect of Dreadbeast.

It crashed into the monster-spawning creature near its midsection at a high speed, causing the monster to screech as the explosion struck and set it aflame. It scrambled to climb and drag its lower body up, but the sphere contained more than explosive runes–it also contained a special adhesive within made by Fhesiah.

Berri shouted triumphantly, “Take that, you nasty worm!”

Two more cracks followed, spheres launched by both Avalara with her giant tree mace and Bree’s heavy tail–the two had gotten plenty of practice over the last hour. Both struck the monster as well, the two cheering as their baseballs exploded heavily and damaged the monster.

Of course, the three didn’t let up right away, launching several more. They continued their barrage, finally wounding the monster’s lower half significantly. Meanwhile, Fhesiah had raised her hand above her head; a giant orb of flame formed through a significant amount of buildup. It echoed the truths of her dao, and she launched it up at the monster, the giant sun of flames eventually crashing into it and nearly shredding it in half at the center.

The stone cracked and dislodged the creature enough that it roared as it fled, its odd, segmented body climbing further up the mountain and hiding behind the final wall, which looked to be a courtyard area.

Berri waved their fist at it. “Yeah, that’s right! Get out of here, ya jerk!”

Fhesiah noted from behind her, “I can’t see through the barrier now, but I noticed that the burns had really wrecked its internal organs. If it can still lay eggs and make earthen golems in this state, I’d be shocked.”

Bree chuckled. “Hopefully it will have to heal up instead of spawning more. We got it pretty good; I know I wouldn’t be able to take that much punishment unscathed. It was pretty dumb to just sit there.”

Avalara chuckled. “Probably thought we couldn’t hit it meaningfully from this far. It’s a good thing we made it count.”

The army moved in and settled on the second level, the barrier having moved up another layer. Garona made her way up, and they brought their trump card: the giant spherical rocks from before. Her troll followers and Clan Hart helped her roll them up, Garona helping with her terrakinesis.

The family joined the troops once more, striking more superballs and earthen spheres given by Garona.

Fhesiah had gone back to working on her tokens, nearly having most of them unwoven and rewoven. She suddenly looked up from her work. “Looks like I got a hit from the tokens. Cassius and Avaron are set to hit us with his men when we enter the next level. It seems that is the best time because something else more annoying is going to spawn for us to deal with.”

Blood frowned. “I don’t like the sound of that. Thankfully, we’re ready for a few surprises with our own.”

Whatever the case was, the monster did not spawn any more golems to retake lost portals. The alliance army fought like a well-oiled machine and invaded the next wall and floor of the keep, closing the portals without taking much risk. This was an endurance battle, and they did not want to push too quickly.

And eventually, some more reinforcements arrived for their alliance. Some Ravenwolf from around the earth continent arrived. While there weren’t many comparatively, two Battlegroups of forty showed up after their Rift activities. When that happened, things began to move even more swiftly in their assault.

Their ability to join in on the upper-level assaults and benefit from Avalara’s auril, since she couldn’t establish her jungle or swamp inside the keep’s reach, made them even more devastating.

Their endless barrage added to that of the talismancers and other archers tearing away at the numerous spitting snakes. The additional druids granted protections against the enemy’s archery, and Garona kept increasing their shelter.

As they started moving up to the next stage and finished closing all the portals, the keep shook, and Bloodberri received a buff: Jake took on the state of the Monarch, improving them. Bloodberri was empowered, her Twilight Monarch Aura encompassing even more allies.

The barrier across the entire upper keep area was removed, and now, the snakes and beast insectoids surged down the walls toward them. Numerous golems marched, cascading down the keep’s walls as more arrows rained down toward them.

Those closing the portals were already the vanguard and safe at the front, but most of them fell back, to allow their ranged attackers plenty of time to attack the incoming swarm of snakes and insects.

Some took to the air, the beastkin firing their bows and the cultivators launching their magical Qi-based attacks. Their support was on the previous level, and they worked hard to launch their most powerful attacks to thin the herd heading down toward them. 


[Boss balance unchanged due to greater Tartarus presence in fortress and advantaged presence on world. Defeat Fortress Boss for Victory.]


Blood narrowed her eyes on the prompt. The Alliance had three Champions and six special entities–children of the Divine, and similar. The idea that Tartarus matched or exceeded theirs was very telling. 

They had already defeated two Aspects, and two more had been detected within the fortress. One was within the storm, perhaps two, judging on Sati’s Celestial Perspective. That made a total of six, potentially. And with three of those divine descendants as betrayers, the enemy’s advantage was big.

The idea that the Framework itself saw Tartarus as advantaged without that was a bit worrisome, but Blood was still confident. They had even more help on the way, after all. They only needed to last a few more minutes before such help would arrive.

From within the courtyard, a large creature–a Boss monster–appeared in motes of light that they could barely see over the lip of the wall. The monster instantly sent Garona into an angry rage, roaring and groaning in a way that resembled angry barking, which caused Blood to roll her eyes.

It was like a giant crocodile mixed with a turtle, with floating chunks of earth surrounding its shell. The reason why Garona was so angry? Another turtle was moving in on her turf! And she still remembered a time when crocodiles and similar creatures existed on this world, and she was not a fan.

Each step the monster above took shook the mountain fortress, and Blood was surprised at its overall size and strength. It was competitive with the Aspects, and she understood why. This challenge was meant for a raid-sized Battlegroup to defeat and conquer the fortress. To gain significant loot, experience, and other benefits such as merit for earning potential on ascension in the process–and of course, Conquest progress.

An orb of darkness flew up into the sky, and a veil spread out from above them. It was different from a Framework barrier, a pulsing shroud, or a thin veil of darkness that went outward for what seemed like miles, encompassing the whole fortress and the surrounding areas.

It was similar to what was shown on the Wind Continent on a weaker scale, likely because the eclipse was missing. Thanks to that, Blood thought she understood what it was for. The veil was meant for the betrayers, so that they could defy the Framework’s control in some way and attack their allies.

And sure enough, the betrayers came. On a variety of the native lizard mounts, a force of over three hundred Obsidian Blades charged toward the fortress from behind. They were covered in corruption, with Avaron and Cassius near the lead.

Some of the mounts flew, but most raced along the ground, the force largely keeping pace with one another. It wouldn’t be long before the many lizard mounts would start to race up the ramps, so now it was time for them to execute their trap.

Berri shouted, “Garona, do it now! The bad guys are coming!” Garona groaned, shaking its head and continuing to roar at the turtle at the top of the mountain. “No, snake-cousin! I’ll take care of that bad turtle, I promise. Get the bad guys with the rocks we brought.”

Now a little more eager to obey, Garona stomped toward the top of the keep wall. The earth beneath them then began to quake as Garona sent pulses of earth mana into the ground, and into the prepared spheres. The six of them lifted off the ground like they were not the size of a three-story house or mansion each. If they were nothing but rocks, already, they’d be a pretty big deal.

But they were more than that. Half of the rocks grew, while the others vibrated with intensity, the earth mana expanding and altering what was there. Now grown to nearly twice the size, the three hill-sized boulders began to fall, the others’ vibration picking up in intensity.

The giant stones tore through the side of the mountain as they fell, shattering the fortress, prepared earthen protections, and mountain rock alike and adding it to an avalanche. Much of the invading Obsidian Blades were crushed by a mountain falling on them, unable to get out of the way. Some managed to get away from the chain reaction, those with more agile mounts capable of flight.

Then the three vibrating boulders shattered, exploding outward and sending out a storm of deadly shrapnel at high speed. The agile flyers that dodged were now caught in the earthen storm, dozens of them struck through barriers and other implements.

Few survived, many of them being dismounted from their non-combat mounts and others just torn apart. Because they were betrayers, and under the influence of some special contraband item, they did not disperse into motes of light.

Fhesiah had a special task, and had disappeared in her illusion the moment the Obsidian Blades arrived. She was to watch for the Aspect of Apophis and see about stealing from Cassius and Avaron. [Damn. That worked too well. I wanted to nab more of their tokens, but now most of them are scattered under the rubble…ah, some did manage to move out of the way. We may yet get the chance to pick some more up.]

Berri patted Garona’s throat. “Good job, Garona. You did it! Now we’ll make sure you get all the lettuce you want! I bet Tanda can make you something yummy you’ll really like.” It groaned triumphantly for a moment, its eyes narrowed in happiness.

Blood chuckled. “Looks like their pincer failed. Now we mostly have to focus on the enemies ahead of us, and the two failures of leaders.”

Bree laughed as she looked at the scattered Obsidian Blade mercenaries in the distance. They still came, but it was already a pathetic showing. “Those two look pissed! Look at ‘em. It’s like they couldn’t fathom we knew about their betrayal.”

[I wouldn’t speak so soon. The Apophis Aspect is making its move. Its poison seems pretty strong.]

Pulses of earth energy rippled through the mountain from above them, fissures running down the sides of the incline. From the cracks a deadly purple gas or miasma was released, and it started billowing downward toward them.

Berri hefted the axe over their shoulder. “Looks like Mommy’s going to have to steal the show. Sorry, Ava and Bree. You’re not going to get a good fight, it looks like.”

Bree snorted. “Really? You called yourself ‘Mommy’ in the third person during battle?”

Berri frowned. “Huh? No, I meant your mom–Echidna. It’s time to end this now. Um, you may want to help all our people retreat.”

Avalara and Bree started spreading out their vines, and calling out for everyone to retreat. The trolls following Garona had no issues creating a sled to hop onto, to follow the now leveled steps downward.

The army moved as a well-oiled machine, those unable to move quickly merely grabbing onto Avalara or Bree’s vines, to ride down. The cultivators and beastkin easily just flew away from the danger, and Garona started to travel on a flat, sliding rock with the trolls.

Blood and Berri drew upon their Divine Energy, the energy pooling up in their chest, as Blood began her short prayer, less demanding than her sister’s. “Echidna! Our people need your aid. Let us show the enemy the true might of monsters.”

The energy surged inside them, wrapping around their entire body and causing them to grow–and that was not all. Their wings that they used for flight grew outward, becoming the wings of golden hawks that matched the goddess rather than mere equipment. Their holy light and dark core became just a bit more monstrous–the flames swirling more violently.

The growth was extreme, making them larger than they’d ever been–filling Berri with immense joy. She wanted to call upon Echidna every day now.

Their body took on an even heavier air of savagery, as if a divine beast awakened. Divine Essence rushed into their eyes, and suddenly, three presences were inside them instead of two.

Echidna laughed in their minds. [You did it, descendants of mine–a Minor Descent. How lucky for us, and unfortunate for our enemies. Now pay attention here, because I’m going to have to make this quick.]

She said out loud, “Oh, don’t run off just yet, little one–I can use you. Do be a dear and keep that worm from being an annoyance. Hold it in place as best as you can.”

Their body was hundreds of feet long now, and their giant tail reached quickly and suddenly wrapped around Garona, causing the turtle’s eyes to widen as she was placed back higher onto the mountain easily. Quick to obey the goddess, Garona sent pulses of earth energy into the mountain, to wrap around the underground Aspect.

Thanks to seeing through the same eyes of the goddess herself, Blood could actually see the snake in hiding. It was around the center of the mountain, struggling against Garona’s efforts. It was pushing through the stone slowly now…like a worm, actually, as it tried to escape what was likely to become its tomb.

[This empowerment of your mate is interesting, Bloodberri. I shall make use of it; it will make things rather…economical.]

A pulse of divine darkness laced with the power of the monarch washed over the entire mountain from Echidna, seeping through and wrapping around their targets, even near the peak. A second pulse of divine light washed over the mountain next, and began twining upward.

The two energies exploded where they collided, and began swirling around one another as they mostly kept away from one another. Much like the Yin and Yang symbol, the two energies found an equilibrium, with only some explosions of golden energy erupting as they continued to roll and slosh around the mountain like waves.

Blood somehow got the sense that this level of control of the two energies, over such a large scale and distance, was what was made a lot easier by Jake’s State of the Monarch.

Echidna raised their body high into the air, their stores of energy combined into a special cocktail as their snake body spiraled upward. Auril, nethril, divine light, and divine dark, and the flames of their family merged, creating a black-golden energy that filled their entire body. Blood could feel the incredible spiritual weight flowing through them as their upper body and their snake tail’s muscles were taut, a spring ready to erupt.

The energy entered her oversized axe, the chimera roaring as it received the black and gold energy. Swinging downward with divine might, a wave of pure savage destruction echoed from her axe, the physical axe eventually striking the ground in what felt like an instant.

The mountain was cleaved in two, and an explosion of black-golden light erupted as a hole in the void was torn asunder, with the sound of a thundercrack. Reality shattered like glass all around them, and both Blood and Berri were happy to know that Garona had been placed safely near the base of the mountain fortress behind them with their massive tail.

Nearly everyone had evacuated away in that short time from the frontal arc’s destruction, the explosion localized to the center and upper reaches of the mountain fortress. The enemies not torn apart by the massive explosion or shredded in half by the giant cleaving wave were being sucked up into the void, or crushed by the dense energies.

The turtle crocodile boss was destroyed in motes of light at some point, and all of the portals were closed. The entire mountain quaked as it collapsed in on itself, the earth trembling as the immense amounts of stone shifted and cracked.

The Fortress Assault victory prompt flashed before them, but Blood was a bit alarmed–they did not receive a Divine Spark! She could see that the annoying Dreadbeast Aspect had cocooned itself with some ridiculous pupa, and the snake, while cut in half and torn to shreds, was still breathing, barely surviving deep inside the ruins of the mountain fortress.

Echidna chuckled. [Worry not. We almost got three enemies in one swing. But why work harder than we need to? It’s just in time.]

A pillar of flame descended from the sky–flames from the moon arriving. It pressed down into the center of the mountain, melting rock and burrowing deep into the collapsed stone.

Originally it was an attack that the enemy might have weakened with barriers and defensive techniques, and could have weakened and burned away the Aspect of Dreadbeast, the fortress boss, and many of the followers. It would have made it easy enough to seal the deal after that, only having the Aspect of Apophis left.

Of course, Blood knew that the flames were coming, but she didn’t stop Berri for a simple reason–it wouldn’t have arrived quite at the right time, and those three annoying enemies might have managed something dangerous.

Because the rock was already shattered, the pillar of flame pierced deeply, eventually burning and destroying the two near-death Aspects with intense heat and Sati’s Pure Heart Flame. Two Divine Sparks shot out and arrived in Bloodberri’s chest, faith energy rushing into the many participants nearby.

In all, Blood felt like she was waiting for the other shoe to drop, a little worried that the fight was so easy.

Echidna chuckled at Blood’s thoughts. [I can’t see everything from here yet, but it seems to me your enemy focused on finding a way to win against your family without a fight, or rather, without a fair one. Should it be that big of a surprise that the enemy wasn’t that strong when you overcame their plots and fought them in one?]

It was true. Their enemy had a certain urgency, rushing to accomplish their goals and Blood replied, “I…guess that makes some sense. It’s just after that Enforcer and that ambush…”

[You might be right; there may be more plots to uncover. But I must go. It was good to see all my descendants doing so well, and Bree, I hope you and your mate can knock some sense into your sisters, and that we’ll all see each other soon. Those betrayers…well, it looks like your mate is taking care of them, but I do hope he’s careful. A cornered animal is the most dangerous kind.]

Bree gave a mental hello and goodbye, before Echidna’s presence and divinity left them, and Bloodberri shrunk down. Jake had ridden the flame down to the world, but from the sky, he had used Reverse Summon and Ira to send himself closer to the two betrayers. Not long after Echidna’s deadly swing, Jake had changed over to the State of the Sage.

A dome had formed around them, and the three, or four with Fhesiah hidden, were fighting it out. Whatever means they created forced the rest to watch on from afar, unable to interfere.


Chapter 28 - Justice’s Price



Watching the two battles and waiting to decide which to move to was challenging, but in the end, Jake realized that neither truly needed his help in order to win. He placed his finger on the scales with his Resonant State of the Monarch, buffing Ophelia and Bloodberri, and that, combined with his buffs and Presence, was enough to make the difference on the battlefield.

Instead, he was more uniquely suited to help capture the two betrayers, in an attempt to get as much information out of them as possible.

Fhesiah said to him in his mind, [These guys often self-destruct, and I doubt you’re going to get anything out of them, husband–I think it’s better to just put them down the moment you have a chance. But I do have an idea. With any luck, you can at least keep them busy while I steal their stuff. But again, if they took anything out of their Refuge with them that was particularly incriminating of their allies, I would be shocked. They can’t be that dumb, surely? The communicators are likely the best we can hope for.]

“Just do your best. You never know. If they’ve bypassed PvP, stealing even their weapons and jewelry is on the table if you can manage it.”

[Good point, but it’s pretty difficult to steal jewelry under their armor. Maybe Ira can help me? Just keep them busy and give me a moment, and I’ll make it happen.]

Jake arrived on the battlefield a little ahead of the moon’s flare, Ira easily altering his course for his arrival. Wrapped in a cloak of hearth flames, he flew toward the betrayers and took them out using Pyros. He threw it and guided it with his telekinetic flames to finish them off while Fhesiah tailed him closely, hidden by her kitsune flames.

Really, he was the most obvious bait he’d ever seen, but he didn’t have a lot of options if he didn’t want them to run away. They already looked like they were considering turning tail and running after the avalanche and losing a majority of their forces, so he presented himself as a target. Jake had even rejected Ophelia’s mirrored abilities of Valkyrie Champion and the Hearth Guardian, so that he would look like a weaker mark.

And they took the bait. The two flew over with haste on their mounts, wearing the black miasma over them like cloaks. They had used an artifact of some kind, granting them the malevolent energy. Knowing how these guys usually operated, it was entirely possible they sacrificed many of their own people to gain this protection and empowerment.

Jake decided to give them a hard time of it. He was in the State of the Monarch to empower Bloodberri and Ophelia, so he was limited to control spells that also did some damage. Quickly fusing the runes together, he cast the Tier 2 version of his Cone of Cold, [Glacial Breath].

An apparition of a frost elemental appeared, and blasted out an intense cone of frost at the two men. It was a giant wave of frost and ice, like an avalanche, and golden shards of frost were included with the blast, striking the two flyers and chilling them.

Avaron’s non-combat mount was dispelled easily as he was struck by several shards all at once, his black corruption roiling to block the ice on himself, but not so much his mount.

Cassius’s griffin was protected by black corruption as well, but it was not enough to stop the blast entirely. It cried out in anger as the corruption and parts of its body partially froze and it was shoved by the blast, but it forced itself to continue forward. The same could be said about Cassius, the man covered in intense cold, grunting in pain.

The griffin rushed forward in a blur by enhancing its speed with wind magic, and so Jake just sped up as he strafed the creature. Avaron raced to catch up, but Jake moved far too quickly as he prepared his next spells.

Fhesiah chuckled. [Maybe don’t kite them too much; it’s difficult to keep near you if you move too fast. I don’t want to get too close to Avaron until you’ve partially disabled him.]

He wasn’t just kiting them for fun, though. It was important to get them away from their people so they couldn’t drain them, and Jake was also monitoring Ophelia’s fight, which was coming to its conclusion. The hornet warrior was rather terrifying, and she had already used her Divine Energy summoning Guan Yu.

Thankfully, Tanda was already about to assist, and was preparing her Bloom Burst. But Jake had to put his finger on the scale just a little, sending a Cone of Cold and a Wave of Force quickly through his Hearth Bond, slowing the monster’s attack just enough.

A barrier would have been way better, but he had only needed to buy a few fractions of a second, and in the State of the Monarch, he didn’t have great options.

The battle coming to its conclusion and leaving it mostly to Tanda to rescue Ophelia, Jake flew over gemlike plants and trees that dotted the landscape as the griffin chased him. The ground was uneven and covered in mismatched stone, and he chose a small clearing to descend.

He created a Ring of Flame, a small explosion of black-gold fire rising in a circle around him as he landed. The griffin balked and reared up rather than chasing through the circular wall of flame, as Jake prepared his next spell: Hearthtree Vines.

The fiery plant appeared, then exploded outward from Jake’s position. It wrapped around the griffin and attempted to grab Avaron as well, as he arrived with his spear, but he teleported in a beam of light toward Jake–and right into his prepared Wave of Force.

Like a slap of a giant, Jake sent Avaron flying backward and right into a bundle of vines, which wrapped around his form–and dragged him into the Ring of Flame. The black corruption energy protected him from the powerful flame. But Jake could see it was being burned away rapidly by the flaming vines, and now the Ring of Flame’s scorching heat.

Cassius and the griffin had managed to cut through the vines somewhat, but they regrew and wrapped around them with fervor. Covered in black gold runes from Jake’s covenant as he fed them more mana, they had far more resilience and power than they expected, and Cassius roared as he sent out a wave of war energy, cutting through it.

But Jake was only getting started. Another frost elemental apparition appeared, and a Nova of Frost was sent out in a wave as he canceled the Ring of Flame. Avaron was frozen just as he had mostly freed himself from the vines with a shimmer of bladed light, only to get blasted with the cold. The griffin was covered in ice as well, even as it tried to break free using its claws.

Cassius said, “Enough! Do it now!”

The two Divine Descendants looked determined as they reached into some pouches at their waists. The skull-shaped item drawn from Cassius’s was alarming in the wrongness it spilled out into the world as it was removed.

And Avaron threw several stakes into the air, and then they shot into the ground, the runes lighting up and pressing down on Jake with a special weight. The runes on them were clearly Nordic, but perverted in some way.

As Jake looked at them, the runes shifted and became blurry, and he could tell they had a small level of Divine Essence contained within them. He wasn’t sure what the runes said exactly, but after reading so many, he understood some amount of Divine Script was interspersed in between what looked to be some sort of set of rules.

Of course, Jake didn’t just stand around as they tried to activate their tools. A second Glacial Breath had washed over them, and the corruption protecting them was largely expended as the frost was removed, but some corruption remained. And knowing they just might cut him off, he converted and sent some Sati’s Pure Heart Flames to Ophelia, to make sure she could purge the rest of the corruption.

Avaron and Cassius had then taken out daggers and cut themselves, even though Jake’s hearthvines were burning them and the dark golden frost was chilling them to the bone. Their blood carried a significant amount of their Nascent Divine Essence, and both the odd skull from Cassius and the stakes drew in the blood like streamers, despite his blast of frost roaring through.

A pulsing barrier spread out from Cassius’s skull item, separating Jake from the rest of his wives–except for Fhesiah. It seemed they wanted to face him without anyone getting in the way. What surprised Jake, however, was that his Hearthian Presence shrunk until it only covered himself, and his vines started to wither away and disappear, and his floating shield fell to the ground. He quickly grabbed it with a frown, and Avaron laughed.

“Behold! The runic law. You may only fight with Technique and melee–no magic can leave your own body and weapon, not even Divine Energy.”

The runes on the stakes lit up even more brightly as he finished the statement–it appeared that at least explaining the rules on some level was required for them to bring out their full power.

Cassius grinned maliciously. “You’re done for, summoner.”

Fhesiah arched her brow at him from the side; she was pressed up against the inside of the dome. She had previously let out her flickering kitsune flames to conceal herself, and Ira had also surrounded her with just a little bit of void energy to aid in hiding her aura.

Jake frowned, and shifted his staff into a halberd much more like Ophelia’s Retribution and placed the butt of it on the ground as he replied, “This is…you think by limiting me in this way, victory will be yours? Surely, this sealing cost a lot of your own resources. You guys are breathing hard, and we haven’t really even begun fighting yet.”

Avaron frowned at him. “We’ve paid attention to how you’ve fought, and we’ve done our research. We know you rely on spells and summons. Without them, you can’t be our match.”

Jake chuckled, and shook his head. “Certainly, I’m stronger with those things. By limiting me, perhaps you’ve given yourselves your best chance at victory. But you do realize even if you were to beat me here today, you don’t actually win, right? My wives will crush you both shortly after–just like this mountain behind us.”

It was at this point that Bloodberri had summoned Echidna, growing as tall as a twenty-story building–standing on her tail, of course. She was about to bring down the axe, so the image of her doing so as he spoke behind him was a perfect frame. The earth shook as an epic Twilight Divide shattered the mountain behind him, causing Avaron and the griffin to stumble, nearly falling to the ground.

Jake said, “No matter what you do now, you will pay for your betrayal of good and life.”

Cassius and Avaron were both shocked as a pillar of flame then descended, the son of Ares looking at it with disbelief as the Fortress Assault was concluded. “Just how?”

Avaron laughed, and shook his head with an incredulous look. “You and your allies are strong, but so what? You think we’re afraid of the Framework’s punishment? There are much scarier things out there than our avatars being dissolved.” The man suddenly looked all around himself, worried, but shook out of it a moment after. “Thanks to you, we’re already dead men walking, and there is no place for us to run. We might as well make you suffer while we’re at it.”

Cassius shook his head from on top of his griffin, the monster already heavily slowed and harmed from the waves of frost. “We don’t know how you defeated the tainted moon; it was divined that you had no means to resolve it in time, let alone even detect the Aspect. And yet you did so quickly what nobody at this Tier should have been able to do… but it does not matter. Our patron wishes you to suffer, so that is what we will gladly carry out. Even if it’s just to ease our own.”

Thankfully, Ophelia’s battle was already mostly concluded, theirs having started minutes earlier. Sati had already arrived there, and he knew Ophelia wouldn’t have issues with his shift of his Resonant State. With the mountain destroyed and the fiery flare from Sati’s moon completed, Jake went ahead and shifted his covenant to the State of the Sage.

He did this to maximize Fhesiah’s strength once she joined the fight, and improve his control over his family’s numerous flames. As he did, he took on Ophelia’s melee side of the covenant, causing the demonic and Celtic runes on his armor to be filled with a prismatic light. He had long since gotten rid of most of his Nordic runes on his armor after the enemy had used them against him, so only a few had dimmed from their heretical stakes, this runic law.

The flames of his hearth danced to his will, his skill with manipulating each wife’s flame increasing. Empowered by auril mixed with hearthflames, he was ready to meet Avaron and Cassius’s charge as they rushed forward with their weapons.

He did better than just meeting them. Using Ophelia’s Vajrafire, Jake moved forward so fast only the griffin properly reacted, stopping and raising its paw in counter. His bastardized version of his valkyrie wife’s Technique allowed him to blast into the griffin’s chest with his shield first, crashing into the creature far harder and faster than his enemies could predict, sending Vajrafire traveling into them.

Because Jake was much more massive than he appeared to be. Hiding that he was a Hearthian with the cosmetic item, his height was normalized to be within what a Second Tier human should be–about seven feet tall or so, just as he had visited the Earth. Jake was thirty percent larger and nearly twice as massive as they would expect; Tier 3 races were just that much more dense.

Not prepared for his momentum to be so great, the elephant-sized lion creature was bowled over from his blitz. And Jake capitalized with a couple of stabs of his polearm in the process, targeting the downed griffin, the monster screeching out in pain as his polearm pierced through the corruption and reached flesh. The auril-infused blend of hearthflames did actually spread into the creature; the fact that it was delivered via his weapon must have been within the rules of the runic law.

Jake felt a little bad targeting the griffin, but the sooner he removed the element from the fight, the less the creature suffered. Its master had unleashed some form of corruption on it, which appeared to provide a blanket defense and empowerment.

Cassius had fallen off his mount from the back, and Fhesiah made her move, snatching the man’s communication token and the pouch from his waist from behind as he got back up in a rage. Ira had also taken a bite of something, some kind of necklace under his armor.

Jake had wondered why they hadn’t simply used Storage Rings, but it seemed they desired to keep contraband items out of or away from Framework storage.

Avaron was fast, his spear flickering several stabs at Jake in defense of his allies. The man was covered in both light and darkness and had rushed forward in a hurry once he saw what Jake had accomplished, a determined expression on his face.

Jake was ready to meet him with his shield and polearm, able to wield his weapon one-handed thanks to his pyrokinetic control over his flames and weapon.

Deflecting the spear with his shield, Jake countered with several vicious chops, which Avaron was deft in parrying and evading with his skilled control of his own weapon. Still, he grunted with each block, Jake’s surprising strength pushing the man back.

Cassius had put his shield away, it seemed, and was wielding a two-handed sword this time as he joined the fray, rushing in and swinging his sword toward Jake’s flank in a quick flurry of attacks.

Jake was forced onto the back foot, parrying his swings or shifting his shield, nearly dancing as he drifted over the ground with his hearthflames and backing away from the two warriors as they chased him.

The griffin had gotten up now and was about to come after Jake, and now he couldn’t find an opportunity to attack at all, from needing to block or parry the three’s attacks. If he wanted to keep them thoroughly distracted from Fhesiah, he knew he needed to go all out.

Jake had been testing his runes within his Hearth, and sure enough, casting spells using Nordic runes was restricted even if he kept them within his own body. But Jake had long since prepared several alternate spells with demonic runes.

They were lacking in complexity and often had trade-offs between effectiveness and efficiency compared to their Nordic counterparts, but they would do the job.

Preparing them even as he defended himself, he eventually released various spells at once from the bubbles in his hearth, lesser versions of Holy Might and Giant’s Growth, and then two spells he had devised that were entirely new: Alacrity and Dark Armor, a haste and a protective spell, respectively.

Each still appeared to be boosted by Jake’s specialization, and he became larger, stronger, and faster–and threw his shield right at Cassius’s face, the errant object shocking the man and striking his chin. Jake then leapt into the air and brought down his halberd powerfully on the griffin’s shoulder, and this time, he had infused some of Fhesiah’s draconic flames into his Divine Weapon. The bronze flames wrapped around the creature as it screeched. The monster was dispersed into motes of light a moment later, and Jake shifted to take on his two foes.

Cassius was building up his Nascent Divine Energy, enlarging himself to match Jake, and Avaron rushed forward, his body in a blur, multiple copies of his spear piercing toward Jake like beams of light.

With his arms and halberd covered in Avenging Flames, Jake brought down his blade in a cruel counter into Avaron’s chest. Unlike Avaron’s beams of light being turned aside by his hearthflame and auril-infused armor and defensive buffs, Jake’s weapon cut through the last of the corruption covering him, and struck him hard across the chest, slashing a few inches deep.

Filled with Vajrafire, his knee struck Avaron’s chin and sent him flying, before he spun his halberd around to prepare to meet Cassius’s attack. Rather than block the man’s overhead swing, Jake twisted his shoulder with the blow and struck him back with a sideways slash, his halberd covered in holy dark.

Cassius’s sword cut deep into Jake’s shoulder, but with a shout, Jake continued his swing, and his halberd cut into Cassius’s gut from the side. With a grunt, Jake then kicked the man free.

Fhesiah had made her move as Avaron had fallen to the ground, grabbing the pouch at his waist before going back into hiding to look over what she obtained.

Cycling through weaker versions of each of his wife’s Techniques, he traded blows with the two warriors, the wounds piling up on all three of them. This was yet another method he had devised to fight with his State of the Sage, happy for its plethora of options. Hydra would have destroyed these two men already, but their runes were frustrating to counter.

While they likely thought Jake was being wounded too, he knew something that they didn’t.

Avaron grunted as he took another cut through his attack, and backed off for a moment along with Cassius. “This strength! Hitting him is like hitting a wall. And look! He’s healing.” He pointed at Jake’s shoulder.

Cassius was nearly breathless. “Just what are you, and how can you keep up with us? This shouldn’t be possible; we should have every advantage. I can tell you’re not even expending Divine Energy.”

Jake was happy to list their failings. “You two are skilled with your weapon and magic of choice, but you don’t take your training or your leadership seriously. You take the easy path to victory, only winning against your enemies by extorting and bullying lesser foes, or colluding with the enemy, rather than using superior tactics and personal strength. You are a reflection of your people, and nobody in this sector actually respects you.”

“You dare lecture us? I’ll make you pay–” Avaron reached for his waist, and Jake interrupted with a snort.

“You asked, didn’t you? But yes, I dare. This fight is already over, and your hubris has made this your loss.”

Avaron was alarmed and nearly shouted out that his items were gone, but Fhesiah’s draconic claw pierced through his middle back, the woman shifting to a dragoness just before her illusion wore off. His eyes went wide as the wind was knocked out of him, and Cassius turned to him, shocked.

Cassius swung his sword at Fhesiah with a roar, and Avaron turned into light and teleported a ways away, twisting reality with his Nascent Divine Essence. Feeling that Cassius infused quite a bit of his Nascent Divine Essence into his attack, Jake had shifted his Divine Weapon into a shield, and blocked the sword strike–and he was glad that he did.

An explosion of chaotic blades was released from his strike, and the power contained within his blow was immense. The force of the blast, despite his block, sent Jake flying into the air, his body flung toward where Avaron had landed.

Because Jake had redirected the chaotic attack, Fhesiah’s reprisal was vicious and unimpeded. She had stored up a bunch of flames up to now, waiting to strike. And seeing that the explosion of chaotic blades from his swing worked, she gathered her draconic and kitsune flames into her claw with it closed, compressing the two flames into one. Bringing it up to his chest, the explosion of golden flame washed over Cassius and sent him flying, scorching him with the celestial flames of alchemy.

Jake caught himself with his hearthflames before he fell to the ground. Avaron was crouched while gathering his light and Nascent Divine Energy into a spear thrust, with some item from his Storage Ring helping him recover from his injury. Transforming his shield back into his polearm, Jake brought it down to meet his attack with the full gamut of his hearthflames.

His prismatic halberd met the spear of light and deflected it off to the side, but it pierced Jake’s shoulder–not far away from Cassius’s strike from before–as the spear continued past him.

It seemed that Avaron was limited in how he could alter reality thanks to his limitations from the runic law. Because he had looked at the stake with a bit of consternation as Jake landed next to him and punched him powerfully in the face.

Jake had grabbed Avaron’s spear haft with his other hand as he went flying, and disarmed, he couldn’t muster much of a defense at all. Jake swung his polearm in several cutting attacks, adding a few more wounds to him. He then turned Pyros into Runic Shackles and wrapped it around his wounded body.

“H-How! What kind of weapon is this?”

He punched him in the face again, which finally knocked the man out. Jake did restore a few of his wounds to prevent him from dying, but little more than that. He saw that Fhesiah’s clawed stab had really done a number on his spine, and while he had healed it, it was only barely.

Fhesiah chuckled as she dumped the wounded and unconscious Cassius onto the ground next to him. She had buffed herself with draconic strength, and plowed right through the man’s war energy defense since he was weakened by her blast, and his use of his blood on the stakes. Not only that, but both had used at least a portion of their energy during their Battleground match, which they likely wouldn’t have had much time to recover from.

It seemed the two had planned on using items inside their sacks, and were easily defeated as they hadn’t used the sacrificial tools to empower them. In all, Jake doubted they would have been too troublesome for him to put down still. He had only used less than a quarter of his mana on those spells and in his melee, and still had enough of his Divine Energy remaining to call Hestia. And every moment that went by, he and his wives recovered thanks to their Hearths, besides.

Fhesiah said, “May want to tie him up too, even if I knocked him out good. Then we can have Nessa question them both and get all the answers. Let’s take out those stakes–ah, they’re almost out of energy anyway.” She turned to walk over to one of the stakes and the skull, and Jake realized she was right. Naturally, they’d need to collect them anyway, but he could already Call Summon his wives.

Jake stretched Pyros a bit thinner and made more links, tying the two men together. He was about to turn around to join her in that, but suddenly, he heard several tiny bells ringing. He blinked, his train of thoughts disrupted. They rang again, a peaceful bell chime that made Jake feel calm.

A person slowly walked into Jake’s view, his form constantly shifting. He was a bald, wiry Buddhist monk wearing simple gray robes, with a wide smile on his face–so wide, his eyes were closed. His form was shifting between a young man, a child, an adult, and an old man, his form not sticking for more than a brief moment.

The bells were tied to his waist, and they chimed as he walked.

The monk gave Jake an odd feeling, but his slow and unhurried gait didn’t seem to raise any alarms in his mind, soft bell chimes continuing to ring from his steps. Jake felt nothing from the man at all, or perhaps, very little. The man walked close to Fhesiah, who also looked a little out of sorts, blinking as the sound of the bells washed over her, looking around for the cause but unable to see the man.

The monk suddenly opened his eyes, looking at her waist, where her several cosmos sacks were. They were where she was keeping most of her pilfered items and tokens. His voice was jovial and matched his smile. “Oh, what’s that you have there? You shouldn’t have those, Miss. They’re very dangerous. This humble monk would be happy to take them off your hands for you.”

Fhesiah frowned, then placed a hand over the pouches defensively. “No, you can’t–I need that. I have so many things I wish to research and learn.”

The man’s eyes widened–it was like he couldn’t believe his request was denied. He took out a pouch of his own, looking at it for a moment, and Jake noticed the contents of it shifted. He began to reach toward her waist slowly with one hand, almost like his intention was to somehow swap them, but then he spotted Jake watching him, which caused him to freeze.

The monk closed his eyes again, and chuckled a little awkwardly as he backed off. “Ah, I’ll…come back to that. I’m sure I can offer you something so that you’ll part with it. Would you mind moving, Miss? I need to get at this fellow, and you’re in the way.”

Fhesiah turned to look at Avaron on the ground behind her, who she was almost standing over, and blinked. “Oh, sure. Sorry.” She frowned, and moved out of the way for the man.

The man smiled again, and seemed relieved that she didn’t fight him further on it. The bells kept ringing within Jake’s mind as he moved, and this man’s actions felt perfectly normal. There was something wrong about all this, but Jake couldn’t put his finger on it.

The monk suddenly withdrew some nasty-looking shears from his belt, a black pair with serrated edges. He brought the shears close to Avaron’s chest, and finally, something screamed out at Jake. That this was not normal, even though Ira was suspiciously quiet, tilting its head at the man in confusion as well.

Jake pulled Pyros toward him with a thought, bringing the two men closer to him, much faster than the ponderous man was moving. But the shears had grazed something near Avaron’s spiritual body, and something shifted, though Jake didn’t quite know what.

The monk had a curious frown on his face for a moment, looking at Jake with a bit of surprise, before he smiled and began to make his ponderous approach toward the bodies next to Jake once more. As he walked, Jake saw more movement through his Umbral Gaze, a silhouette moving through the stained glass windows of reality. And now, he felt something was very off. How didn’t he notice this before?

It was like a specter, or a ghost, or perhaps, a swarm of them in the shape of a man–as if they were all stuffed in some kind of bag. In other dimensional planes, Jake wasn’t really able to understand what he was looking at aside from oddly shaped silhouettes, but he could tell this was certainly more than a mere monk. Most beings he had met, aside from Ira, did not really exist in so many planes all at once, and even if they did, they had a more…contiguous form.

Alarmed at these revelations, Jake drew Avaron and Cassius, and even grabbed Fhesiah to drag her further away with his hearthflames.

“Ah! What–” Fhesiah was shocked at the sudden alarm Jake was feeling, and was unable to sense much of anything at all. Even Ira sent him some confusion over their bond. It couldn’t seem to sense the monk at all until just now.

The man’s eyebrows were at the top of his head. “How strange.” He smiled as he looked over at Jake. “You can sense me, but you should have no karma, no fate with me. You must have karma with someone who does. Who could it be?” His mouth opened with his tongue stuck out slightly, as if to taste the air, and he looked at his open palms, a light dazzling in his eyes. Jake thought he saw what looked like threads for a moment.

Jake was, of course, guarded, and he kept his captives wrapped with Pyros still. “Who are you?”

Several eyes opened across the dimensions at once, and the man’s gaze fractured as he looked at Jake and all around them. And he ignored Jake’s question for a moment as he watched Jake with this unsettling look from multiple angles, before he began speaking softly to himself.

“No wonder the seers have been blind. Your void does more than swallow, and someone has gilded and hidden its hunger. I can smell the Nidhogg on you…so Odin has meddled. Your race, your bloodline–it’s like the perfect storm of causality. Interesting. And so many karmic threads for someone in the Second Tier in a Frontier Sector; did you meet every divine in the sector? It’s no wonder you can see me and overcome the sacred bells. The woman is a big surprise, though.” He chuckled. “She has a strong spirit and desire for those items, and for such a mundane reason.”

He folded his hands as if in prayer, then met Jake squarely. “As for a name: call me what you will. This monk keeps no ledger. I travel between debts and seek only to sever what must be cut. My business is with them.” He jerked a single finger toward the betrayers. “Hand them and the items to me. I will take the trace, close the wound, and leave. No trial. No cascade of revelations.” He gave a sad sigh, his expression matching a deep sadness. “And billions don’t have to suffer.”

Jake felt like he was still in a bit of a daze, still dealing with this man who felt like he barely existed. It felt like if he looked away for a single moment, the man might disappear, never to be seen again. And, perhaps thanks to the bells, the man’s request felt reasonable, something twisting in his mind–he was reminded of Sati’s visions where the Maya and Mara spoke to her, and how true the words felt, yet different entirely.

Fhesiah was still getting her senses under control, but she was ready to fight, her Qi drawn into her chest. She knew Jake was concerned and alarmed, so she was too.

Jake tightened his jaw, holding firm with his will. “If we turn them over to you, how does that spare anyone suffering?”

“If the patron is dragged into light, the Territories will bleed for generations. Exposure is a blade that cuts nations. Leaving it buried is not just virtue; it is triage.” The monk’s voice grew almost gentle, pleading. “Give me those men, and you reduce a billion deaths to two quiet erasures, and justice is served. Refuse, and you set the Multiverse on a path where the body count multiplies until the scales tip. Can you live with so much death, so much bad karma weighing down on your soul, Brother? Please, see reason.”

Jake glanced at the captives, his Umbral Gaze still trained on the man. What he saw was rather alarming–the nordic man, whose name he didn’t quite remember, had started to become translucent starting from his wound, his skin like fractured glass covering much of his body. He must be related to Cassius in some way. He continued to think on it as he asked, “So you’d have us cover up betrayal for the sake of fewer bodies?”

“You perceive correctly.” The monk inclined his head. “So?”

Jake narrowed his eyes. “I’m curious about the other option.”

The monk’s lips curved. “This humble monk prides himself in running away from fights I can’t win instead–you and the dragoness, and your goddess won’t be able to keep me from escaping, believe me. For you are but a child of the void, but this monk has journeyed the veils for his long life.” As if to punctuate his threat, his forms across multiple planes moved in what…felt like different directions, and one stretched and twisted, then even disappeared from his view, moving too far for him to see at once.

The monk shook his head. “I don’t wish to threaten you, but if you are a cruel man lacking compassion, and you would choose these two over the blood of billions of innocents… then I will have no choice but to teach you a painful lesson, Brother.”

He lifted a hand, and the specter forms that Jake could see in one of the other dimensions grew, and now, it could be seen that there were dozens, perhaps hundreds, of ghosts inside his spiritual body.

For the first time, the monk’s tone sharpened like a razor. “That there are many things worse than death. The sea of bitterness you will feel as I trace your karmic threads one by one, hunt down your loved ones, and consume their fates and erase their existences from the loom of existence will drown you. You won’t even remember their faces, but you will feel their loss. The emptiness.”

A picture of his children and wives appeared before him, their smiling faces being erased one by one. The threat cut through Jake’s fugue like a knife, his heart suddenly beating faster. Something within his body stirred, his flame of the void burning hotter.

His mind was now clear, and somehow, his wives also understood what was happening and were filled with rage, and Ira began to growl.

Now understanding he was looking at a karmic cultivator, he better understood or had a stronger guess what he could see in his Umbral Gaze. The specters crowding inside the monk’s spiritual body were likely hungering ghosts, spirits with an endless hunger for the things they desired or lacked in life from Buddhist myth. Perhaps, he had also gathered those that had matched his path in some way.

The shears in the monk’s hands were exceptionally dangerous. With just a tiny nick, Avaron’s existence was being erased. He was only barely alive, but Jake had trouble grasping why he even had him imprisoned in the first place. It was only through Cassius, who was chained with him, that Jake understood who he was at all to even remember his name.

Karmic cultivators were one of the few that Fhesiah had warned Jake about when teaching him about cultivators–even her father, a powerful dragon, feared them. They were some of the most dangerous kinds of cultivators, especially when they were powerful. Put simply, karmic cultivators could trace threads of it, formed from connections and actions, and erase them if they could afford the price. And with no karmic threads linking someone to the tapestry of existence, the person would no longer exist, not even their memory.

However, normally, a karmic cultivator would not be great against Jake in a fight: Jake was a Champion of a Divine. His karmic link with Hestia went far above something that could easily be erased by anyone but a god themselves–the cost to the karmic cultivator would be far too high. The man needed to exceed the strength of those his target was connected to in order to erase them from existence and memory.

That didn’t mean the man couldn’t hurt Jake–he had managed to accomplish something with Avaron, a Divine Descendant, surely having connections to Loki. The shears were mysterious. Perhaps, they were a true divine artifact, just like Jake’s weapon, capable of cutting such threads.

He knew that to accomplish this, a karmic price had to be paid–the monk would have to pay it later, perhaps, or maybe, had preloaded this price into the shears in some way. If Jake was going to act against him, he absolutely had to separate the man from the shears.

Jake wondered how this worked with the Framework, but clearly, it wasn’t an issue since it was here. Unless it only worked underneath the veil they were in. Thankfully, the divine essence within the stakes had already completely run out, as he had been able to wrap his hearthflames around Fhesiah only a moment earlier.

Jake would have no issues casting spells now, or calling upon Hestia thanks to his bloodline’s natural resistance to these sorts of effects. Unfortunately, the man would probably flee if he called upon her, judging by what he said–and that was something Jake could not risk.

Now that Jake could think more clearly, he realized that he had, in fact, received a prompt at some point.


[Divine Aspirant(Champion) ????? Detected. Defeat for Extreme Reward.]


The man was a Divine Aspirant, a term Jake had not seen before, but he intuited what it was by the name. He was a man just like Guan Yu: a person who had formed their Nascent Divinity, and was gathering Divine Essence within his vessel, hoping to achieve godhood. This man was incredibly dangerous due to his vast experience. In actuality, the monk should not be much more powerful than a Champion, though one at the Fourth Tier.

He was still brought down to Jake’s Tier. If there was a time to defeat the monk, then it was now. The monk was clearly an important agent of Tartarus, a man who behaved like a fixer, a person that erased evidence of their crimes.

How many betrayals had he already swept under the rug? How many good people had been erased? Jake immediately discarded the man’s promise that he’d leave his family alone. By making the threat, he already made it personal.

Finally, even if Cassius and Avaron’s betrayals would somehow involve two billion innocents…how many would be harmed if Tartarus achieved its goal here? Instantly, Jake’s wives were all on the same page: this man must be destroyed, no matter the cost.

The monk spoke up, and once again, it was more of gentle concern rather than the near condescending anger from before. “Are you okay, Brother? It looks like you are about to do something you will regret. I understand that you seek vengeance, and it pains me that you would clutch the name and strike a match to the world. Let go, Brother–freedom is the absence of such burdens.”

Jake didn’t answer and instead, took a steadying breath, trying to look like he may have changed his mind on potentially fighting.

And then exhaled void.

Like a blanket or net that spanned multiple dimensions, his void wrapped around the interdimensional monk’s form, and Jake infused it with his dao: the weight of his bonds–his void of family strengthening its spiritual weight–and dragged the man’s form together, as Ira roared to help him out, and make sure his blanket was all-encompassing.

His blanket did a little more than drag his form together–it was like a bridge or window between dimensions, and now, even Fhesiah could see and sense his form with her Divine Sense.

Fhesiah’s flames began to merge in her chest, preparing her Breath of Celestial Alchemy as she launched several kitsune flames at him like darts, and rushed toward him with her claws out with her draconic flight.

Looks were deceiving, however, as while she flew toward him rapidly and hadn’t been that far away in truth, it was like she hardly got any closer to his spiritual body, the extra-dimensional movement made things a unique challenge. And while her flames struck him through Jake’s void blanket, it didn’t feel or look like she hit anything substantial.

Ira roared as it gathered its flames in its mouth, and moved through the void at Jake’s mental target, and Jake had Pyros leave Avaron and Cassius, snaking outward, as Jake took on the state of Family.

His wives’s emotions were in sync from the man’s threat on their children, and those nearby already started to rush over. The others on the wind continent sat cross-legged and gathered mana, ready to send all the assistance they could.

Jake’s Hearthian presence, the flame in his chest, and the runes on his armor, shifted to a bright, golden flame that enhanced himself, Ira, and Fhesiah to an even greater level.

His void blanket did not last for long. Dozens of hungry ghosts burst through in nearly all directions, the monk following shortly after as he leapt away from Jake. And Ira’s mouth was there to bite off his hand at the wrist, and Pyros latched onto the handle of the shears in the shape of a chain with a cuff at the end.

The monk looked at his wounded wrist, Sati’s Pure Heart Flames burning away at his ghostly, spiritual form. “What! Impossible–” He grabbed the shears with his other hand as Jake tried to pull them away with his chains, but he couldn’t get them away from his grip–the monk was strong, somehow.

And a fist of Qi had shot out at Ira, forcing his familiar away. Meanwhile, the monk’s form started to spread out and split up, hundreds of hungry ghosts being released, his body or spirit not shrinking at all in the process. The spreading of the ghosts was reminiscent of eldritch tendrils, the man seemingly trying to find a path to escape.

Some headed toward Jake and Fhesiah, and some even lashed out at Ira–who met them with wicked claws of the void, dispersing them.

“Hestia, guide me to protect my family.” Jake said a quick prayer.

He knew he didn’t have much time to draw upon much Divine Energy, or the man might escape. So he did the next best thing: he asked his Goddess what the best action he had, and to his surprise, he remembered an object within his Storage Ring as she transmitted a thought.

Just like Fhesiah, Jake was a bit of a hoarder, always keeping tons of miscellaneous items. And to Berri’s consternation, not enough space for more superballs. Among his numerous cultivator artifacts and doodads, there were several that were a bit mysterious, and Jake hadn’t really found much use for them.

It was a karmic bell of echoes, an object that was almost like nine small bike bells on a jade base with a small lever that would strike the bells when pressed. Daoist scripts were inscribed on its surface, with a coiled bone through the top as a receiver of the sound.

Cultivators used it during rituals to weigh the karma in disciples, its sound reverberating across the veil like a tuning fork. It was a diviner’s tool that rang differently when the vibrations returned and scripts lit up, depending on a soul’s karmic burden, and it had numerous uses. Karma was often directly related to luck and fate, and negative karma could impact a soul’s general health.

The tool could even, in theory, out a spy or doppelganger. There were many mysterious magics among cultivators, but karma was one that was incredibly difficult to fool, and the ability to manipulate it in the first place was extremely rare.

In truth, Jake only had the bells with him or was interested in it for its side effect–the chimes soothed the soul, and he was hoping to enhance this effect–or somehow help Jasmina to learn or recreate it. So when Hestia pointed it out as a path to victory, he was shocked–it was only a measuring tool, after all. But without a moment’s hesitation, he brought it out and began gathering divine energy to ring it.

“A karmic bell? You think such toys–” The monk gloated, but was interrupted with a shout when the bells were rung.

The soft chime of many octaves at once sent out a near-white wave of force of holy light, and the beautiful sound was soothing to Jake’s ears–almost like the monk’s bells. But to the hungering ghosts, they screeched in pain and anger, the ghosts’ forms shrinking, and the spiraling tendrils slowing.

When the chime returned and the bells rang again, echoing, it dragged the ghosts’ forms together like a net, far better than Jake’s original void blanket.

And now closer to the total form as she had been racing toward the hole in the dimensions, Fhesiah breathed out her Celestial Flames of Alchemy from her chest at what she perceived to be the man’s center mass.

Her powerful golden flames contained both the fires of creation and destruction merged into something even greater. The flames blasted into his form and shredded through several of the swarming ghosts, and the monk cried out in both pain and alarm, as his spiritual body was wounded.

As powerful as that seemed, Jake understood the truth. It was more like her flames had blasted the man’s foot outside a doorway, his form crossing multiple dimensional planes. But her flame hungered, spreading across even more ghosts and burning away at his spiritual…bag body. Jake could see that there was a center of the man’s form, likely his Nascent Soul, and it could unfortunately move, and place the ghosts in its way–like a slime moving its core. It would not be easy to strike, especially not for Fhesiah.

Jake used Call Summon on Avalara, Bloodberri, and Bree, knowing that these three were ready to continue fighting, and because they were so close, they appeared in fractions of a second. They immediately began to rush toward the monk, who was brought toward the physical dimension thanks to the bells.

It might have been smart to bring more of his wives, but the truth was that many of them were a great distance away. While it would only take a few seconds for them to appear, he didn’t have that kind of time right now. Not only that, but Team Wind was rather exhausted from their battle, comparatively.

Jake rang the bells again, knowing he would have to keep ringing them to keep his form from escaping. Fhesiah’s draconic claws swung at the monk, shredding his condensed form, and then Bree and Avalara’s claws and mace did the same, each maximizing their damage with manifestations of auril beasts.

Each blow caused the monk to grunt, but Jake could tell he was blunting the blow with countless hungering ghosts. It was as if he had a skin made of water, dulling the attacks, and the water refilled with each passing moment. It was only the weight of their spirituality that was piercing through, striking him and weakening his spiritual bag that was his body.

Bloodberri brought her axe down, her body covered in her mixed bronze energy. The man grunted once more from the cut, and sent out several golden fists of Qi, reminding Jake of Sati’s moves. They attempted to knock the girls away, but they blocked the attacks with their spirits, roaring in defiance as they continued their assault. Vines stormed outward from Bree and Avalara, but the ghosts caused the vines to wither away rapidly.

They kept the ghosts at bay with their vines, however, allowing them to keep wailing on the target. Jake was sure if the ghosts touched them, they would be much more dangerous, after all.

Jake tugged on the shears even as he rang the bell a third time, expending more of his Divine Energy, and began preparing his Scorching Ray. He thought it was best to taunt the man, to make him stick around if he could.

Tugging on the shears with a bit more strength, he began to move the monk’s main form even closer. “Why don’t you let go, Brother? Freedom is the absence of such burdens.”

The monk was pissed, his breaths coming in uneven gasps and his voice filled with pain. “You… will pay. You don’t know what you face. Very well… then let me show you the weight of karma and fate. Let me show you how even gods are devoured by it.”

The man let go of the shears, to Jake’s surprise, and a chilling sensation crawled up Jake's and his family’s spines as dozens of bloodred eyes opened across the man’s ghostly outline. The monk’s weight on reality increased, a dread filling Jake and his wives as his malevolence was released into the world. Only the Enforcer they faced could compare, a terror that twisted their stomachs and drained the blood from their faces.

Shadow and light pooled within his eldritch body as the ghosts tightened within him, before threads of light and darkness launched out in all directions, like a halo of thousands of strands of hair.

They moved nearly as fast as lightning–Jake and his family members, and even Ira, were struck without delay. Most of them headed toward an unexpected direction: the collapsed mountain and the nearby army. Threads connected to people’s chests and foreheads, and began draining them of their existence and empowering the monk.

The monk’s voice was mocking. “Do you see, Brother? Even your allies exist only to be threads in my loom. Their fates are mine to weave, their endings mine to devour. I may not be able to consume all of your fate and karma, true. But with their fates, I shall crush you all the same.”

Even the dead spirits of the betrayers and the Aspect’s followers were being consumed, their fates and karma eaten by the threads. With a storm of vines and claws, his wives and Ira tore through the threads, and Jake focused on ringing the bell again as he continued to gather and compress mana for his Scorching Ray spell.

While the threads were being replaced rapidly, it felt like his wives were not being drained very fast, compared to the forces outside, who were rapidly brought to their knees and fading away. Jake’s wives certainly appeared to have more resistance than the rest, perhaps because of their immense fates and spiritual strength and the State of the Family, and they continued to blast out into the monk, unleashing their deadliest attacks.

Avalara released the flames of conflict, her golden flames shooting like a beam of destruction into him. The man let out a pained grunt as many threads were torn away, his spiritual bag succumbing to the attack and being torn apart.

Fhesiah launched yet another breath attack at his form, burning him and severing even more threads, but new ones appeared with each one burnt away. Bree’s claw, combined with a powerful manifestation and covered in her Nascent Divine Energy, swiped into his form, and tore much of it away.

The man let out another pained grunt, the spirituality from her attack unable to be denied.

Because Jake did not want the side effect of her Twilight Divide in how it seemed to shatter the planes of reality and may actually help him escape, she used Between Heaven and Hell. Holy dark wrapped around and debuffed him and the ghosts.

Holy light smote the ghosts as it came down from above, and then she used her Technique to strike powerfully on his form, while both Blood and Berri infused their manifestations into the attack. Blood’s will of the monarch held him down, while Berri’s spiritual baseball bat slammed into him with their axe, cutting his ghostly, eldritch form deeply.

And Jake launched his Scorching Ray, the prismatic flames of his family burning him brightly and toward his central core. This same attack had burned away even Tartarus before, but the monk just laughed, the beam unable to reach his Nascent Soul. “Your little attacks are strong, true. But it only burns away my husk. What I offer the ghosts, they gladly surrender. This is not loss–it is still a feast.”

The man’s body swelled despite being burnt by the numerous flames, and Jake could even feel how his wives were weakening while his defenses only increased. The people in the distance were dying, so Jake knew he needed to do something different, and fast.

He got an odd feeling as he watched with his Umbral Gaze. The threads appeared to be made up of tiny ghost faces. He realized that the threads were made of the hungering ghosts themselves. Their bodies stretched thin, each mouth attempting to bite and consume karma and fate, empowered by his Nascent Divine Essence.

Jake was different. The strands burned and frayed where they were meant to touch Jake, and rather than be afraid or concerned by this development, Jake felt…

Hungry.

His breaths came in heavy, his void-divine hearth flaring brightly. It was like Jake’s body had a taste of these hungering ghosts, and like before with Sati and the moon, it wanted more. At this pace, the man was going to consume his allies, and even his nearby wives–and at that point, burning him away meant burning away their fates instead.

Knowing that the man was made of hungering ghosts, he realized that he had something that they wanted.

The infinite.

His wives had continued their assault on the man despite him draining, Jake’s Presence and the State of the Family enhancing them beyond their normal level.

But now he flared his void flame from within his furnace, bringing it out into the world in the palm of his hand. The many eyes in the void turned and once again focused on Jake, and the strands appeared to freeze.

The monk’s main eyes widened, the man gasping in alarm. “The void flame… No. Not here, not at this Tier. Who has fed you such a poison flame? How can you even exist?”

The monk struggled for a moment as if he was trying to turn away, but like moths to a flame, the threads all retracted and shot toward Jake instead, the ghosts not finishing their meals. The monk’s main body began floating toward Jake, and Jake’s body began drawing them in further–some void tentacles launched out from Jake’s core, tendrils wrapping around the man’s form. It wished to feast upon him just as he had feasted upon others.

Like a vacuum sucking everything heading toward his void flame, Jake’s void in the center of his chest was consuming many of the threads instead of them being burned away from his void flame. Many of the threads lost cohesion, an explosion of ghosts rushing into Jake from the monk’s form. And for once, the man’s silhouette behind him began to shrink on a visible level.

“No! They should be mine–my debts, my threads, my ghosts! They are not yours to consume!”

The monk’s main body arrived in front of Jake, and while it was a monk wrapped in Jake’s void tendrils, he was still more than the man in front of him. In Jake’s Umbral Gaze, it was like a mountain of hungry ghosts was dragged along with him, the man doing everything in his power to keep the ghosts to himself–to prevent Jake from drawing them in and consuming them.

It seemed futile, however, as many threads and errant ghosts were drawn in by the moment, and some still made it into the void flame in his hand. And now, he wasn’t drawing in their karma and fate as his protection. Jake was the perfect predator for the hungry ghosts and the monk; his hunger pitted against theirs as they were drawn in by the lure.

Having a good grasp on the monk with the void, Jake gathered the flames of his family along with his void flame into a final Scorching Ray attack. He compressed much of his hearth flames and their remaining mana from his wives, his Hearth Nexus allowing him to convert everything left, as his wives launched several attacks from the man’s rear and flanks.

Bree breathed out the powerful flames of spring fertility, which Fhesiah mixed with her blast of draconic and kitsune flames from the other side, releasing everything she had left into his form and empowered by her will. Avalara swung her mace downward, with a manifestation of an auril and nethril stag that overlapped, and crashed into his shrinking body.

Blood and Berri released the eclipsing sun, the beams of fiery light washing over his form, and the darkness held him in place along with her telekinesis. They cut into him again with their roaring axe enhanced by her bronze energies and a deadly blade. Each of their attacks weakened his spirit, and Jake could tell the monk’s ability to hold onto his form made of ghosts was crumbling.

The prismatic flame from Jake’s Scorching Ray was released directly at the monk’s core, this time with what remained of his Divine Energy, and targeting his Nascent Soul and Divinity, from Jake’s chest to his. It was surprising, but now that he was close, the spiritual form actually looked like the child version of the monk.

The prismatic light was like a thunderstrike flashing in the darkness across the dimensions, the monk’s shifting silhouette pulsing against the mountain of souls. “It burns! Noooo! Do you know what you’ve done? You’ll drown in that hunger–your own void will devour you whole!”

The man burst into motes of light, the beam continuing into the sky over Bree’s shoulder. The mountain of ghosts started to flow into Jake like a river, like a dam had burst. They began to drain into his chest, his Void-Divine Hearth, at a rapid pace, and Jake felt nearly euphoric as his hunger was fulfilled. He felt empowered, his body wracked with pleasure as his cells and core finally received what they craved.

His wives were alarmed, shocked by what was happening now–but totally lost on how best they could help him. They tried to drag him away, but it was like he was rooted in place.

Sati’s voice rang out in his mind, her voice filled with worry. [My Ishvara, you mustn’t! Please, call me to you. We must stem your hunger, before it is too late!]

Jake barely had the wherewithal to summon Sati, his mind addled from consumption. He knew on some level that consuming this man and all of the fates he consumed in his long life was not good. He wasn’t really sure how that could work with the man being in the Fourth Tier when forced down to the second, and he didn’t think it was a good idea to find out. But it was difficult to think or do anything about it, his mind becoming hazy, much like when Sati had him act as her mirror.

Appearing in motes of light next to him, numerous spiritual appendages unfurled from Sati like a flower blooming. She placed two hands on his chest next to where his void-divine hearth was, her other hands forming various mudras.

“My love, you must look at me.”

Jake turned and met her golden eyes with his, and he saw the depths of her emotions, her love, in them. Blinking from the shock of the sudden emotion, he realized he could feel similar care and love just flowing over his bonds from all of his wives. With that, he felt the hunger stem, some wherewithal returning to him.

Sati’s voice was gentle and loving. “You are more than your hunger. Any time you hunger for love, you only need to look to your wives to feast. Take a deep breath, find peace, and let it go. You have no need for this stolen karma, these tortured souls.”

Jake held on with his will, and called upon the weight of his bonds. His void’s weight pushed down on his void flame to put it away and stem the tide of his void as he took a deep breath, and then exhaled slowly.

The ghosts within him pushed outward, less dramatic than how they rushed inside, the void flame gone and no longer drawing them back in. And as they passed through Sati, they were purified by her pure heart flames. They rushed outward in all directions across dimensions, like a gentle haze or mist rather than tormented, hungering ghosts.

His other wives fell down in exhaustion, now that the danger appeared to be passing. Only Avalara wasn’t exhausted, and she instead focused on watching the criminals in case they stirred, but it seemed the draining the monk had done kept them from recovering.

Sati had a joyous smile now, continuing her various poses and mudras. “Yes, that’s right. Come into the hearth, be seared pure of your taint and hunger–not eaten.”

Jake continued exhaling, breathing out the ghosts. It was like an unending breath that never finished, spewing out the many ghosts the man had trapped inside him. He infused more mana and hearthflames into Sati to empower her, the family continuing to fuel her pure heart flame.

Sati said, “Return what was stolen, and let the world remember.”

It took several minutes, but when Jake was done, Avaron’s fleshy body looked more normal. Cassius and he were both still unconscious, and so were nearly all of his forces.

Sati smiled, proud. “You did it, my love. On this day, you have truly ended and prevented the suffering of many. The Dharma has been served.”

Jake was still alert, and he wrapped a part of Pyros back around his captives. He was completely exhausted.

Everyone was wrung out, but relieved. They had won, but each of them had an unsettling feeling lurking.

It wasn’t that they thought the monk was still alive, and this would come back to bite them. Jake had received a prompt that confirmed the monk was dead.

[Divine Aspirant has been defeated. Reward delayed due to fractured space and special circumstances detected. Bring any contraband items to the nearest Nexus Node.]

It was the feeling that something had changed, and it would never be the same again.


Chapter 29 - Aftermath



[Fortress Assault Victory] 
[Difficulty: S][Rating: A][Battlegroup Reward: 20.6 Million CP, 43 T3 Credits, Party Merit Earned. Rewards granted based on individual contribution.] 


The Fortress Assault had granted them a big chunk of CP and Credits, a surprising number of them, but split among the hundreds of participants. 

Jake and his family also got messages as individuals, stating that they had earned personal rewards for their defeat of the Aspects and Champion during the timeframe of the Fortress Assault, even beyond the Divine Sparks they already received. They were delayed as well, to be handed out by their divine.

Even those on the wind continent received messages. For Fortress Assaults and Greater Rifts, it was common for many to be involved in various aspects of the battlefield or war as a whole. Many could not be present at the fortress itself during the battle thanks to their efforts, yet they were no less important.

The Framework still rewarded based on their contribution to the war during this timeframe, though of course, those involved at the fortress would get the most. Even Jake got something, and he had barely arrived at the last minute, thanks to his Presence and buffs boosting his wives and more.

And Jake got a bunch of experience from…both events. Thanks to his three levels from Sati, experience in their defeat of the Aspects, Champion and Aspirant, Fortress Assault, and massive battle on the wind continent, he had finally reached well beyond level 40 and would soon be 41, no doubt.

This meant he received a valuable spell–the ability to resurrect his wives on the field. Not that…their family experienced a lot of deaths, and he wasn’t planning on changing that. Ophelia and Tanda were at level 39, and would be receiving it soon as well, giving them more options for resurrection outside of Bloodberri.

Jake had gotten a prompt when the monk’s spirit was destroyed, making him confident that he was in fact dead. And likely, dead for good. They would confirm it with Hestia, but a Tartarus Champion in a Frontier Sector was only protected by the Framework and their Divine if they chose to do so, and if they met another more important requirement: they fit the criteria to be protected by the Framework, following the same rules members of the Alliance would have to follow. There were other criteria that could protect them, such as Battlegrounds and other situations, but in a Frontier Sector that was largely it.

And something told Jake a bunch of hungering ghosts stitched together to make the nameless monk’s spiritual body did not fit the criteria for the Framework. Hestia had told Jake that more often than not, in almost a hundred percent of cases, the Evil Divine did not protect their Champion’s lives. It was because they often created and empowered them using sacrificial rituals, which would exclude them from its protection.

It also meant that the Framework wouldn’t aid them in making projections or avatars. While the monk probably could have multiple bodies through his own means at the Fourth Tier, entering a Framework-sanctioned challenge where his Tier was reduced would mean he entered with only a portion of his soul’s overall strength, essentially.

Which would mean he would be less effective. And with how important maintaining control over a bunch of ghosts filled with hunger and resentment was with that ‘spiritual bag’ that was his spiritual body, Jake saw, that was likely too much of a handicap.

Still, Jake hoped Hestia had answers. Or that she could have answers without them waiting. While in Conquest, how much she could say was limited.

His wives all gathered around him in the stone-filled valley after the fight, completely exhausted from their fights, except for Avalara. Ophelia, Tanda, and Ruby were the only ones missing at this point, but he would be sure to call upon them soon enough, as they made preparations to join them.

Berri looked rather upset, shouldering her axe. “I can’t believe he threatened our babies. We should bring him back to life so we can kill him again. I’m not satisfied!”

Jake let out a breath. “That was…dangerous, perhaps the most danger we have been in. Let’s get this stuff over to the nearest Nexus Node. I don’t think I can rest until we turn this thing in. Until we turn all the stuff in, for that matter.”

The mysterious shears were still connected to Pyros as a chain, with the handle linked by a cuff that barely fit through the finger hole. He didn’t dare touch the shears directly. Transporting them was like carrying radioactive material, or a highly toxic substance.

Only because Pyros was a Divine-grade item that matched it had he been willing to touch the shears with it, and there was no way he was bringing any of this stuff inside his Refuge.

Fhesiah pouted as she was scanning the bags with her Divine sense, holding each one up to her eyes one at a time as well. “Aw, but do we have to turn it all in? There are so many interesting things in these sacks! Especially the one Ira nabbed.”

She was running her hand along Ira’s body, who presented its snout within the physical plane for her to pet. She continued, “This one saw how hard I tried to get Avaron and Cassius’s sacks, and thought to nab the monk’s just before you blasted him! Good job, Ira.”

Fhesiah added with a grin, “And I was able to use a special method, which locked it in stasis. A lot of these items can unravel when those they are bonded with die. I have to keep feeding this Demonic Rune with Qi, but it’s just within my capabilities to keep up with.”

Bloodberri and Sati shared their sentiments, joining in rewarding their little many-dimensional protector. Jake chuckled, and ran his fingers over Ira’s snout too. “Ira was a lot of help in that fight. You helped protect us all. Thank you.”

Sati had the sacred bells, which were around his waist, surrounded by Qi, inspecting them from where she lifted them from the ground. They were scorched and partially melted from Jake’s intense blast. “These appear to be safe, never having malevolence or taint within them from the beginning. But, damaged as they are… I’m not sure if they have any value left.”

Fhesiah smiled. “Loot is loot! I’ll take that one; you never know what we might learn from it, even damaged as it is.”

Jake narrowed his eyes on Fhesiah, who was getting more adventurous by the moment with the spatial sacks. “You’re sure they’re not trapped? If you touch any of that, it might explode or do something even worse, like destroy the evidence. The monk is even more mysterious and powerful than the vampire you faced.”

The vampire had a few items that were booby-trapped, but she had been able to overcome them with her methods learned from the array master…that tried to kill her. Jake did not find it as likely for such a powerful entity to exceed her original strength by such a significant margin.

Fhesiah sighed reluctantly as she put the three sacks away, but she had a special box to place the bells into, that sealed them. “Fine, you’re right. Karma is too mysterious even for me. It wouldn’t do to be too greedy. Besides, at this point, it’s all evidence, as you said.”

Nessa said, [To the victor goes the spoils in Champion and Divine Descendant battles. These are all evidence, true. But we should get them back or something of equivalent value eventually. They may charge us to purify the item or circumvent the protections for us, though.]

Fhesiah lit up at that. “Ah, okay, I guess I can live with getting the items eventually! What about the betrayer’s items, though?”

[That I can’t know for sure, but the trial will likely swing things to award their items to us.]

Avalara looked over the skull and the stakes in the ground, still emanating a bit of a vile aura. “What about these things? It seems risky to even touch them, let alone move them.”

Jake sighed, as he altered Pyros to have more links, and wrapped them with the chains. He made a large loop for carrying the items, and made sure that the different items were not quite touching but dangling from them. Thankfully, Pyros could be modified just like he could carry things with his pyrokinesis. “I will carry them with Pyros as well then.”

Fhesiah said, “Might be for the best. They were originally in Cassius and Avaron’s sacks, but keeping them apart now that they put all that evil energy into them is a good idea. I can still feel the taint just wafting off of them.”

Berri said, “So who’s going to carry these betrayers? They’re still alive, so that’s a no thank you from me. Only Jakey, his wives, and children can ride me. And for Winter’s Giving. And–”

Avalara interrupted, “I can take care of it.”

Her vines wrapped around the two men, creating bands of the Celtic knot pattern all around them. Black and green vines bound their arms, legs, and even their mouths and eyes, and strapped them to her back.

The party traveled as a group, deciding that, as usual, the greatest safety was in numbers. They could have done some portals and reverse summons and summons, but the contraband was so mysterious they would rather not leave it to chance on whether it was safe to bring it through his abilities.

It took longer, and it was nerve-wracking as they stayed vigilant for hours, but they eventually made it back to the earth continent’s HQ. Thanks to the open investigation, Nessa and Ophelia had visited the node in Cloudhaven to send a message to Administrator Kintrel and Divine Tyr, and were able to hand in Calix’s pouch while they were at it. Apparently, the Nexus Node was sufficient for the pouch, but the other items were far more risky. Nessa and Nana had kind of checked inside already, and hadn’t found anything all that special.

They confirmed that this was the correct path to handle the situation, as well–bringing the contraband items into their Refuge was more than a little risky, they said. Just about any action could be a trigger to the item’s failsafes, and so they needed to be careful with how they manipulated the items.

Jake checked with summoning Ruby while holding some tokens first to make sure they didn’t disappear or unravel. Then he had called Ophelia, Nessa and Tanda during their hours of travel, after they had finished with healing and handling the issues within Cloudhaven. The wind elves and sylphs would take some time to recover, and the Ravenwolf Tribe took back to the skies, to clear more Rifts near the Greater Rift and prepare to assault it.

Valtor reported that the conquest progress had only moved a few percent in the Alliance’s favor from all the work closing Rifts they had done, and the Fortress Assault victory. Hearthtribe’s allies had only just arrived in the last day, and their numbers had been decreased from their PvP battles upon arrival. They had only barely counteracted whatever the Obsidian Blades had done to allow so many Rifts to spawn in the first place, and all the deaths from the storm.

However, Valtor thought with the PvP situation unraveling and the storm gone, their progress on all continents would be much more rapid. With their array flags already set up, soon they would be using their mana fonts to take out Rifts safely with even smaller groups, making even faster progress. They also had some respawns occurring from their Battleground matches and a few more late arrivals.

Eventually, the family reached the Alliance HQ of the earth continent. It was late at night by the time they arrived, and the streets of the stepped pyramid earthen city were rather quiet. The Alliance HQ was a tall, multi-level keep structure up against the cliff face.

In front of the HQ was a plaza, where the main Nexus Node was located, the large octagonal obelisk waiting for them.

As they arrived at the node, to Jake’s surprise, a bubble of concealment covered them all, before Tyr appeared–as a mental projection. Jake didn’t feel much or any divinity or spirituality coming from him. He was in his Nordic armor like before with his shield, the man looking ready for battle.

“Father!” Nessa smiled, happy to see her father, and thankfully, confirmed that it was truly him by using some of her Nascent Divine Essence. It was a scary prospect potentially handing over all this evidence.

Just what if Loki convinced them somehow to hand him everything through his trickery? But they knew if there was anyone who they could count on for this, it was the Divine Tyr, and Nessa could see the truth.

The god of war and justice was grinning as Avalara brought out the two prisoners from behind her. “Good to see you once again, Daughter, and Clan Hart. The captives are still sleeping?”

Avalara chuckled as she delivered the two men at his feet with her vines. “My bindings are keeping them drained of life force, making them weak and comatose.”

Tyr put his hands on the men, and teleported them away. “Two betrayers, captured. Excellent work, everyone. Now I have those two to question.” He grinned, satisfied with this outcome.

Fhesiah lifted one of the three sacks. “Is questioning them that important? With all this evidence, I’d think that hardly makes a difference.”

Tyr shook his head. “It can never hurt to have too much evidence when you have Divine like Loki who seeks to wriggle out of the crimes arrayed against him. Not only that, but this is likely far from their only crime, you realize. The list we have suspicions of, but never proof, is quite long.”

Jake asked, “What’s going to happen now?”

“For now? Not much, though Hestia will want to meet with you in your Refuge shrine at your earliest convenience to give you a debrief on your battle with the monk. It will take us some time for us to review the items you captured. Determining how deep this treachery goes and who we have evidence against before we go after the true betrayers will take time–at least a week, but perhaps longer. But I can tell you already, the skull and the stakes, and the shears you hold…they are true Divine-made items, the shears Divine-grade at the Fourth Tier. Whoever made these items will be penalized heavily at a minimum and, at a maximum, completely restricted, and much of their Territory taken away. They will not be getting just a slap on the wrist if I can help it.”

Tanda’s tail was wagging a little, but she was exhausted, Jake could tell. She asked, “What about those we’re at war with?”

“We don’t want the betrayers to know that we have them dead to rights yet. Radiant Glory and the Obsidian Blades and their subguilds: their PvP is now suspended, given that it will be easily known that they attacked others–some members were even sacrificed to empower these two, and some natives witnessed it. As for anything else, it may be best if Fhesiah continues to work with the tokens she has found and gathers a little more evidence before we do more than that.”

Fhesiah was a bit surprised. “You’d like me to? Why not you? Your knowledge and capability should greatly surpass mine.”

“Timing is critical. I can’t work on these items for nearly a week in a significant way until they arrive where something more reliable than my projection can examine them. I’m certain you can make important progress in those few days because you have your people landing on other worlds soon. The best evidence is about to show up on the tokens, is it not? Moreover, you have some trustworthy help on the way that will be here shortly.”

Jake frowned. “Here, on The Burning Steps? Who?”

“Baron Jantaka and his truth-seekers had already been on the way for a few days now. He…got rather angry with Loki and Ares for their obvious interference of justice and the truth, regarding the questioning of the criminals. Some of them even have experience with karma and fate items, so they could be a big help when it comes to this.”

Fhesiah was impressed. “I will continue to work on them immediately then. They’re safe to bring into our Refuge?” She brought out a number of them from her own cosmos sack, including the special box. “And how about this item, the sacred bells?”

Tyr swept over them with his gaze. “I can’t say for certain the bells are a hundred percent safe as I am, but if my daughter doesn’t see anything extra in their nature, then it should be fine–I feel no malevolence coming from these. As for the tokens, you may want to work on them within the HQ here instead. To hear anything from them, you would need to remove protections from your Refuge.”

Fhesiah looked over the tokens with Nessa, and said, “Cassius’s and Avaron’s seem…much more complex for me to work with. If I can unravel them, I may be able to…fake some transmissions.”

Blood grinned. “Oh, I like that idea. Let’s get ourselves a list of their alliance’s guild leaders, and see what kind of information we may be able to fish out of them.”

Jake chuckled when he realized something. “We barely got started with the guild war, and it’s already almost over–I suppose we still have to face their allies for now.”

Tyr nodded. “Thanks to the evidence Fhesiah already submitted, we have been taking extra measures–in secret. The Core Territories are going to shift as a result of all of this. It will take some time before you see results in either effort.” He looked over to Fhesiah. “Now, for the dangerous sacks. You’re a true treasure, dragoness. That you could safely recover these items under their noses might be the biggest boon of all. Victory was substantial, no doubt, but recovering this evidence is monumental.”

Fhesiah grinned as she handed them over, and one by one, Tyr seemed to inspect the contents with his senses before surrounding them with some dense mana and runes Jake could not identify, before they disappeared.

Tyr frowned. “Curious items, to be sure. I wish I were here in the flesh to inspect them at my maximum. I did my best for now, but there’s no real other option since this world is still in contest. Their plan was vicious, it seems, but I’ll have to wait to confirm it.”

Jake rattled Pyros, the several objects held in his gem-like flaming chains shifting. “What about these?”

Tyr walked over, then inspected the shears more closely. “Such a terrifying item, it certainly displays power far above its Tier, even while limited on this world. I can’t tell how it was made or how it entered this world at all, but I think I understand what it does. By investing enough Divine Energy or spiritual power, it allows them to cut the Framework’s karmic thread, and any Divine’s. Can you see what else, Daughter? Really look at it. Use your Nascent Divine Essence if you must.”

Nessa frowned as she looked over it. Then she got a serious look, before her spirituality increased. Her eyes lit white as she looked at the item, and it took her a minute, before the blood drained from her face. “Its nature is like a kaleidoscope, ever shifting and numerous, its nature beyond what I can understand. But… for brief moments, I could see some things that don’t quite belong, threaded within, but a few that seem relevant stood out. Trickery and deception. Violence and conflict. Mercantilism and thievery, among so many others, though the biggest thing that held those threads together, was sacrifice. This…” She paused, at a loss for words at how terrifying this item was, and how many different Divines’ essences were contained within.

Tyr sighed. “It’s as I thought. Loki, Hermes, and Ares, among numerous others, gave of themselves… so they could cut those of their own blood loose and hide them from sight. As powerful as this Divine item no doubt is, limited down to the Second Tier, it could never accomplish what it appeared to do.”

He then reached for the shears–carefully. The spirituality surrounding Tyr increased for a moment, before he placed his hand on the handle–and they disappeared into motes of light as well. Tyr then tapped the four stakes one by one, the same thing happening, before his hand paused on the skull.

“Rather mysterious, this one. I dare say it might have been present on this world before the Conquest began, but did not originate here. There is no record of its entry during the Contest, unlike most of the other items. This says a lot about just how much they have colluded with the enemy. And… just how confident they were that either they were going to win their fight, or that the monk was going to remove all of the evidence. The good news about obtaining this item is two-fold. With this, I can certainly penalize Tartarus, and second, we can add it to the list of protocols for the Framework to search prior to beginning a contest. This exact method will never work again.”

Tyr touched the skull, and it disappeared as well, and then he walked back to the Nexus Node and turned around to face them once more.

“I have everything we need for now. Once we’ve reviewed the items, determined their purpose, and are finished with using them for evidence, we should return those not deemed too dangerous to you. So now, I will take my leave. Do be careful and vigilant, but you should also get some rest, too, Clan Hart. You have earned it.” He turned to Nessa. “You’ve done beautifully, my daughter. I’m proud of you.”

Nessa floated over and embraced her father, and with a grin, the god’s projection disappeared into motes of light.

Jake let out a breath. “I’m glad to be rid of that stuff. Let’s head home and get some rest.”

Ophelia was nearly dead on her feet, and had sent Valora home the moment they had arrived back in the city. “You said it. If possible, I’d like to rest an entire day. I’m exhausted down to my bones.”

With the Alliance HQ right there, they entered inside and went through their Refuge portal. Finally, after days of battles and investigations, they would get some rest.


Chapter 30 - Rewards



Just being inside their home and feeling the hearth’s soothing energies helped revitalize the fighting family. After a quick snack, Jake already felt like he had just woken up from a nap.

Still, many of them didn’t feel well-rested, the previous battles exhausting to their spirits. Wishing to meet the goddess at their best, they all piled into their bed. They had a few curious visitors overnight: their children, who somehow sensed that they were home.

They let some of their youngest in spirit tuck in, and promised the rest that couldn’t fit into the bed that they would stick around over the coming days.

In the morning, after confirming with Valtor that nothing had blown up overnight and gathering for a large breakfast, the family all gathered inside their sanctuary. The many trees with perpetually blooming flowers and vines were always a pretty sight, and the crisp air and the smell of nature relaxed Jake.

The kids went off to play, excited and relieved that their parents were home again, with promises to play later unless there was an emergency.

Yona’s tails were flicking happily as she watched them run and slither off, a small smile on her face. “They have been extra antsy in this past week. Many of them have directed their energies into training, especially the echidnas. Others… I’ve tried to help distract them with art and games, nya. It’s good to see them all having fun again.”

Avalara’s lesser avatar nodded. “Yes, it is a challenging thing, but they are starting to get used to it. Each of them deals with stress differently. And they’re all in a rush to grow up.”

Bree was in her humanoid form now, and she chuckled. “For me, fighting is the best way to blow off some steam.”

Fhesiah grinned. “Oh, but don’t you have a new way that is even better now?”

Bree chuckled, then looked at Jake with a fiery expression. “Oh yeah. That’s a good point.”

After a few, ‘Daddy, watch this!’ and similar for the mothers, the party headed over to the large clearing with the shrines for their Divine. They were dressed in more casual wear since they were at home, the many girls choosing their go-tos of sundresses, workout attire, and cultivator robes.

Cernunnos’s swamp tree no longer felt ominous to Jake, but its power and size had certainly grown. Death and its energies were not foreign any longer, and near the presence of Brigid’s hearthfire tree, well, and statue, it felt like just another part of life.

Hestia, Guan Yu, Bastet, and Echidna’s statues sat near the two Celtic Divine, the six Divine of their family. Odds were, they would add to this number within their Refuge soon, as their various daughters and sons selected their Divine to give their oaths to if they became clergy.

Various stumps and seats were gathered around the shrines now, allowing people to sit down casually. There were even some high-backed chairs for the divine to sit in, should they decide to do so.

Jake eventually triggered Hestia’s statue, and had been somewhat expecting her projection, but was still a little shocked when the goddess appeared wearing her toga and sandals. The clearing warmed up, and he felt the woman’s loving, caring presence.

He said with a smile, “Welcome, Hestia.”

She smiled at him, and looked over everyone in the clearing with her hands held together in front of her. “Thank you, Jake–I’m happy to be here and to see you all. Congratulations on your victory, Hart family. You’ve won a significant battle for the Alliance, your guild, and this world. Once again, it was a big harvest, a complete defeat of the enemy. Thank you, for all of your efforts.”

Jake asked the question that was burning into them all. “The nameless monk is in fact dead, right? Can you say?”

Hestia nodded. “You’ve encountered and defeated all enemy divine or special entity presences on this world at this time, yes. And unfortunately, the three additional alliance special entities outside of your guild as well… Lastly, it’s as you thought. The Divine Aspirant is dead for good.”

The family let out a collective sigh of relief, including Jake. “That’s a relief. What can you tell us about this monk? We learned a little about the shears with Nessa’s sight…”

Hestia nodded, then looked to the chairs. “Ah! Let’s all have a seat. This will be a while.”

Everyone took a seat, except for Bloodberri and Fhesiah, the latter of whom was floating in her usual ‘laying down sideways’ pose.

Hestia continued, “Tyr told me. I must say, that when you called upon me for aid, I was shocked at what I sensed near you. That man was truly a monster, one that we have been gathering information on for centuries. We call these entities fixers: those that clean up betrayals or hide secrets of their most powerful champions or other entities. The nameless monk never leaves more than the tiniest of traces, and his power is beyond unique. Often, it’s the accounting that would give away his existence, causing us to take a more in-depth look with all our specialists. Otherwise, none had faced him as you did in all these years.”

Jake arched his brow. “The accounting? Really?”

Hestia chuckled. “That’s right. The memories of those he kills are removed from all existence, so normally, we’d be none the wiser on the issue, whether we won or lost the world. What happens is we see that the Alliance paid for Champions or Divine Descendants to enter the contest, but we cannot determine who. In those instances we can sometimes find a shadow of karmic interference in the loom of existence, but usually only when a larger price had to be paid.”

Fhesiah frowned in thought. “A larger price?”

Hestia nodded. “You could say that Divine’s karmic weight is just far greater than nearly everything else, but ultimately, it is only a multiplier of the many activities that produce karmic connections. Family is a powerful connection, but even just meeting another divine and having a conversation could create a karmic link that must be erased–paid for to eliminate someone completely.”

Fhesiah suddenly said, “Ah! Is that why you had us meet all the leaders and much of the divine of this sector? That meeting was interesting for us, but it didn’t feel all that…necessary at the time. But manipulating karma is a Buddhist magic; was this actually a part of your consideration?”

Hestia smiled. “Let’s just say that while karma is Buddhist magic, there are other names for the same, or adjacent things. And Odin and I, among so many others, are well-versed in understanding them, even if they may or may not be our personal tools. It was known that meeting so many held this advantage, yes, and that was a part of why we held it. Of course, there were other advantages, a butterfly effect of positives that had far-reaching implications, that are difficult to both predict and quantify.”

She looked deeply at Nessa, and she blushed a little. “Part of what…made me interested in Jake and Hearthtribe in general was a recording of that meeting.”

Jake chuckled, sending a mental hug to Nessa. “I see. So back to the shears, while he may have pre-loaded them with the blood of divines to erase their children, there may have been some other price he had to pay for other connections they had, besides. And that would be the evidence that you find afterward, the karmic ripples.”

Tanda asked, “What about other… fixers like the nameless monk? Is the monk the only one?”

Hestia sighed, and shook her head. “He’s likely far from the only one meant to prevent their betrayers and contraband items from being found, but perhaps, one of the most effective. Often, when we got close to catching betrayers such as these three you faced in the past, they would disappear. Sometimes, we’d find traces that they were killed or sacrificed, but this one was incredibly good at hiding those traces in a way that even we Divine could find little or nothing. And that’s if they didn’t just sandbag the world until it was destroyed, which prevents us from finding much of anything at all.”

Sati nodded. “After he secured the betrayers, he could have slowly impacted the war in other ways from hiding. He could make villages disappear off the map, feasting from their karma. Maybe he couldn’t have beaten us and our guild, but others…”

Bree shivered. “I’m afraid of no warrior, no predator. But…something about that monk freaks me out. Eating someone or something, I get. But their entire existence, even their memory…”

Jake tried to bring the discussion back to the original topic. “So we’re not the first time to stop the fixer necessarily, as you know about others. What would happen when you found out that someone like Cassius or Avaron betrayed the Alliance? I assume the parent would somehow just disavow their actions?”

“You got it. However, this is one of the first times we have obtained such a complete accounting of their tools and their plots, and defeated the fixer! This is unprecedented. We have had many powerful and talented champions and parties catch and defeat betrayers in the past, but they managed to self-destruct, the fixer escaped with the goods, or they had otherwise killed the betrayers before that could happen. You see, they often use seers or others with the power of foresight and prophecy. When they know they are fighting a losing game, they change it and cut their losses, rather than push harder and get caught.”

Fhesiah frowned in thought, before she narrowed her eyes on Hestia. “The monk did say something about the Nidhogg and Odin. What did he do to our Jake, and why didn’t he, or more importantly, you, tell us if you knew about it?”

Jake’s wives were rather conflicted about this detail, several a little unhappy having the wool over their eyes. Blood’s eyes had narrowed as well, as she had a skepticism of the divine from the beginning; she was the one who was the least trusting. But most of them, including Jake, had faith that Hestia had their best interests at heart.

Hestia sighed. “Once again, things have moved forward faster than we thought possible. We did not keep you ignorant due to lack of trust or faith in your abilities. The less you knew, the stronger the shield. Had I spoken, I would have made you vulnerable. Sometimes, the kindest gift is ignorance until the moment comes when you can bear the truth. And I suppose that time is now.”

Fhesiah and Blood relented a little, their expressions softening.

Hestia continued, “I did not know he had used the Nidhogg scale–I only knew that he had done something, not specifically what he had done. To answer your second question first, Faye, it was for your own good. What Odin gave was a gift, and the gift had to remain a secret to function. The more you know of the veil, the less it shields you. The item’s Mystery, its power, relies on unawareness. Once you begin to shape your path around it, the Mystery surrounding it unravels.”

She continued, “The void obscures prophecy and divinations, but on its own at early Tiers, it’s not enough. Those of a higher Tier can, with effort, pierce the veil surrounding the void. So Odin had given the gift, a growth item that, had a cost that you had borne the burden of–your encountering of a Champion in the zeroeth Tier was, at least in part, thanks to this item. In return, it protected Jake, and in many ways your entire family, from divination and prophecy far beyond what our enemies could account for.”

Fhesiah was shocked. “But…Odin had said it was my mother’s robes!”

Hestia replied, “And you, he had said–all true. I do apologize on his behalf for keeping the wool over your eyes regarding that, but he hadn’t misled you greatly there–I’d wager that his growth item, mythical as it might have been, likely did not impact the encounter any greater than you or those robes’ presence did.”

Tanda’s eyes widened, her ears going straight on top of her head. “Ah–but now the protection is ruined, since you’ve told us now?”

Hestia chuckled, and then grinned. “I did say it was a growth item, did I not? The stronger Jake is, the stronger the item will be. Him and you knowing of it has certainly weakened its strength, but his void grows. He was nearly at the level that he could handle the burden of knowing, though I would have wanted to wait until the Third Tier first. At this point, they have already decided or learned that their divinations and prophecies regarding him are not accurate, and in a way that they cannot fully account for. Isn’t their perception that it doesn’t work on Jake, almost as powerful as it not actually working?”

Blood grinned. “How devious, I love it. However, shouldn’t you have still kept this from us? You also said, once we shape our path around it…”

Hestia nodded. “Sadly, that is correct. We let fortune and fate guide you up to now on some level, and we have gotten lucky about a number of things. Knowing that Jake’s actions and decisions were the ones that were more heavily shielded against the enemy’s divinations, you would make him be the one to pull the trigger on all activities and decisions, right? But doing that, you weaken the power of it.”

Blood’s eyes widened. “Jake was the one who decided when to move on most of our assaults. Because he was the leader, it meant our activities were protected? But we could have gone a lot further, trying to take advantage of this in every way…”

“Exactly. So now, its effect is still present, but it is more marginal in effect. Really, it’s best you don’t think about it, and just continue as you’ve been doing. That gives it the most power.”

Jake let out a breath. “That…sounds impossible for most of us. I’m an overthinker.”

Hestia chuckled. “That is true. And while you thought I gave away the Nidhogg Scale’s purpose a little too easily, Blood, Jake had already looked the thing up and had a pretty good guess–the monk had truly let the cat out of the bag. I merely confirmed the suspicion he had, rather than keeping you all in the dark.”

Jake groaned at that, and couldn’t help but feel worried about their future. The scale had apparently been protecting them in all sorts of ways, and now it was gone.

Berri suddenly said, “Huh? What are we talking about right now? Did we get to the part about the rewards yet? We beat a really bad evil guy, we should get something really great.”

Hestia laughed at Berri, then smiled at Jake warmly. “Worry not. In my mind, the fact that we caught this fixer and the betrayers means that the item has served its purpose. It has earned its value and then some, granting you the time to grow into the powerful warriors and heroes that now sit before me. Without it, perhaps in the first Fortress Assault or the Clash of Champions, they could have picked the perfect counter to each of you and won each battle, or chosen a plot that had just a slightly higher chance of winning. Instead, the void and the scale’s mystery left their foresight in flux, preventing them from truly measuring their best chance at victory. And more importantly, luring them into a false sense of security–one of their favorite weapons against us.”

Tanda frowned. “How come we don’t get these kinds of foretellings helping us out? It seems like the enemy has all the information and all the advantages.”

Hestia pouted at Tanda. “You don’t feel like I’ve been setting you up for success? I’m hurt.”

Ophelia chuckled. “It’s just, it feels like we have all these restrictions on what you can tell us, but the enemies go in knowing everything about us and what we can do. You hadn’t warned us that they intended to ambush us when we got out of the Greater Rift, for example, let alone what kind of enemies would show up, which could have helped us significantly.”

Hestia nodded. “I understand why you feel this way. However, just as the enemy is restricted with their foresight thanks to the mystery of the scale, so am I. And, me taking advantage of the future… you get it, right? Finally, the difficulty, rating, and reward are often based on pieces of this, and by me telling you, it would have reduced just how much potential you could have earned for yourselves. Each piece of information has a cost, a price. So instead, I have focused on preparing you for any encounter, as opposed to specific encounters.”

The family was thoughtful, but Nessa was the one who spoke. “Foresight and divinations are truly challenging and beyond us at this time. However, there’s something I still don’t get. Why has Tartarus paid so much to try to stop this family in particular? If anything, they gave us more opportunities to earn more and become stronger. Wasn’t it better to just ignore us, so we gained very little? Not only this time, but others. That they have run into enemy Champions at nearly every turn is abnormal.”

Hestia looked troubled by this question, and she looked to Jake with concern. Her hearth flared in her chest, and Jake got a feeling of love and security. She trusted Jake, but there was another feeling that went along with it–a wish for him to trust her.

Jake had already experienced two instances in the last few days, where having all the information was not better for him. It limited his choices by having it, tainting his options.

In a way, Hestia just confirmed that there was something else he didn’t know about, and Jake had an inkling it was related to something else Odin had done. But it didn’t matter. If Hestia felt it wasn’t the time to share it, then he would just have to do his best to keep it out of his mind.

Partially. He now knew that there was some kind of explanation that made the entity want him badly. And that it wasn’t just an idiot Evil Divine feeding him stupidly over some kind of grudge or something like this. It meant that perhaps, it was better to be even more careful. Though, he wasn’t sure how he could be more careful than he already was, without giving up and letting innocents die.

Blood groaned, palming her face at Jake’s thoughts. “Harmful secrets aside, can you guess why Tartarus may try so hard?”

Hestia smiled. “It’s impossible even for me to fully answer in truth, just so you know–and not just due to restrictions. Even I was shocked when it sent four Champions for the Fortress Assault in the First Tier–but it is clear that it wanted to destroy your potential, particularly worried about Clan Hart’s future strength…or perhaps some other reason. This time, however, I can say for certain that they paid a lot with the intention to frame you, Tyr believes. In Avaron’s Refuge, we found some fake recordings.”

Jake frowned. “Fake recordings? Really?”

Hestia nodded. “The plan was to make it look like you were the ones colluding with Tartarus, and for them to look like they tried to stop you in the destruction of the world and failed. If you had lost the Battleground or had been unable to stop the moon threat, this may have happened. The fixer may or may not have been involved, but if he twisted your karmic links, it’s definitely possible for him to tie you to an item undeniably. Even I may not have been able to argue on your behalf in that case, with your guild and actions causing the loss of multiple worlds–a cascade of them occurring on each that you sent your people.”

It was a sobering thought to Jake and the rest. “What about the other worlds? Their plots? Do we need to get moving?”

“We’re still working on our investigation. It seems their plots on other worlds, while still malicious, were not quite at the level of this world, and, likely required one of the three divine sons to carry out or bring them to fruition. This is also where the scale had helped you–their plan with the moon: they could have made it far beyond the point of no return by the time you showed up if they knew when exactly you arrived. The other plans are likely similar in this way.”

Hestia suddenly clapped her hands together. “Now, there isn’t much more for us to talk about until we learn more, but let’s change the topic to something a lot more exciting than betrayers and scary monks. Like the rewards for your incredible service to the Alliance.”

Berri applauded, and danced a little, swaying side to side. “Oh, goody! It was getting boring for a minute there, but I always love this part.”

Ophelia frowned. “We didn’t have a Quest this time. Can we still be rewarded beyond the sparks?”

Hestia waved it off. “Quests with requirements and restrictions can increase the rewards we can grant, but ultimately rewards can always be granted for achievements. In this case, five Aspects and one champion, all in the Third Tier. Then, a Fourth Tier Champion.

Jake frowned. “Fourth Tier Champion? You mean…”

“As the prompt had said, the Divine Aspirant you faced, likely for stealth purposes, entered this world restricted down to Champion levels. That means your personal achievement was a bit higher than defeating other Champions, but definitely not quite at the level of a Chosen. He did essentially bring out the peak of Divine Essence that a Champion at your Tier could, so there is no question that this was significant. You can be rewarded something amazing, at the level of the Enforcer, roughly.”

Jake’s eyebrows rose. “So not quite the maximum, but still an impressive victory. It’s a good thing I had those bells, huh?”

Hestia chuckled. “Don’t sell yourself short, Jake. I know you had several plans on how to deal with that monk, and some of them would have worked quite well. The bells with my Divine Energy were just the optimal path, that prevented certain bad ends. Pushing your dao a little harder to keep your void blanket firmly grasped around him for a bit longer, you should have been able to call your wives and blast him good. That would have weakened him enough that escape would have been unlikely, just as you had planned. However, there would have been a tiny chance he might have fractured his soul and managed to escape, wounded. It would have taken him decades or even an entire century to recover from that, but after that, he could have hunted your family as he threatened. It was a low chance, thanks to Ira, who would have hunted him down if he had done that, but it could have happened.”

She added, “And in some scenarios, he could have drained the karma from Avaron, and managed to use the shears on Cassius before escaping, too.”

He supposed it was pointless to think on it much further about what-ifs, but the nameless monk was a wake-up call, for Jake. He would work hard on some kind of sealing or extradimensional protection as soon as he could, working hard with Ira to test these things and more.

Hestia smiled at him. “Now… for the good news. Your service definitely meant a lot to me and the Alliance, Jake, as you earned a lot more than a singular Fourth Tier Divine Spark for me when he died a true death. And this is the reason why it was not awarded right away. The twenty-three Divine Sparks of various qualities and Tiers he had earned during his lifetime would have caused you to explode, dying on the spot.”

Many of his wives let out shocked gasps, and Jake’s eyes widened. “Twenty-three?”

Hestia replied, “In truth, he likely was responsible for even more deaths of important alliance figures than that. But he said it, didn’t he? He traveled between debts. In many cases, he likely earned a bounty and accomplished goals for Tartarus. In some of those, he harvested a spark for his efforts, and other times, he didn’t or traded for them. Odds were, he was saving up for a more important trade: paying for what he required to ascend to godhood. As you might imagine, he wasn’t great in a straight-up conflict on equal footing, and so it is harder for him to claim such a thing. Whether he kept all of those he earned inside himself or not, I cannot know. But he had twenty-three at the time he was slain, and because he’s dead for good, those are all mine.”

The family was shocked by the sheer number, the kill of the monk being a major harvest for Hestia.

“So I must thank you from the bottom of my heart, Jake and Clan Hart–your victory was due to everything you worked together to accomplish. I wish I could grant you much more than the Framework would allow me, and I will push for you to get as much as possible in our forthcoming hearing. And while I have never been stingy with you, please believe that I will always have you and your family’s back, no matter my personal cost.”

The family all beamed at that, proud of their victory.

Fhesiah hummed as she thought about the monk and his personal ascension. “As a cultivator, that means merging their Nascent Soul with the Heavens, or what I call the Old Heavens, on a significant level and reaching the Spirit-Severing Realm. And for those under the Framework… Was this monk guy close, or what? Twenty-three seems like a lot.”

“I cannot talk about this topic with you at this time, except I can say one thing. All inside the Framework’s barrier, this Great Game connected to the Yggdrasil, must meet the same requirement to enter or remain at the Fifth Tier, no matter their path, magic, or Origin.”

Jake considered what this meant, and intuited that it was related to what Guan Yu was attempting to earn within this Frontier Sector, and what Tartarus was attempting to earn.

Berri frowned. “This blows. So Jake earned you twenty-three sparks, but he only earned or gets to use one?”

Hestia pouted. “You mean you don’t like that he did such a good thing for me? That’s right, that is all he’ll be able to use, unless we negotiate a larger reward in Tartarus’s punishment. Though, it is a Fourth-Tier spark, which is an amazing reward, all on its own. Didn’t he want one for something?”

Avalara perked up, her deer tail flickering suddenly. “Ah! We can try to make a Hearthian Bond with me! Um, can we, though?”

“He also earned a significant reward. That means I can give him something pretty special, don’t you think?” Hestia ignored her question, likely unable to give her an answer without paying a cost. To Jake, he took that to mean…well, that his plan would probably work out in the end, somehow, as she likely knew about it. That he planned on forming the Hearthian Bond with Nessa, and now Sati, to be familiar with the process first, before trying with such a difficult target like Avalara.

Avalara suddenly looked let down, losing all the previous enthusiasm. “Aw, but that monk guy was too creepy, and he was burned away in the flames. I wanted Jake to crush the big, powerful enemy, and then stand over their body with his shirt off, and then–”

Fhesiah interrupted, “Fun fantasies that I want to hear more of later, and perhaps act out with you, aside, I’m excited for Hestia’s reward! Jake’s Divine weapon is amazing, but he already has Mythic armor, and his shield is nearly at that level. At this point, upgraded armor or a shield feels kind of lame–no offense, Lia.”

Ophelia looked like she wanted to argue for a moment with a frown on her face, but relented. “I see your point. After seeing what that crazy monk could do, I’d feel a lot better if we increased our resilience to…odd things like that. Maybe there’s something like that?”

Hestia replied, “That can certainly be arranged. But how about this? You’re all still a little early in the Tier, and we don’t know just how many sparks your family might earn before the end of it, and what else you might make for yourselves as you maximize your skills. As you recall, the ones we used for your ascension were… quite significant and effective, yes?”

She continued, “Not only that, but while he earned one spark, more rewards should be forthcoming, for the important achievement, and also those items you captured. They are yours by right, and even after our forthcoming trial, whatever is decided, you should receive them back to you. That all said, I will start us out with a significant…let’s call them freebies or bonuses, because they are nearly rounding errors compared to how much you’ve earned. They’ll be about ten percent of what you’ve earned, and we’ll bank the rest. From your Fortress Assault rewards, combined with your defeat of all the other Aspects and the Champion, and the Divine Aspirant.”

A token appeared in her hand. “This is the most expensive reward of the bunch, the [Skill Tier Upgrade and Evolution Array]. I do imagine you have something stuck in the First Tier that is rather critical to use it on? This is a powerful, extremely rare item!”

Berri lit up. “Oh yeah! The breeding move!”

Ready for the sex jokes to come in, Jake brought out the Body and Soul Tempering Manual: The Chaotic Voidborne Soul Harmonization, absolutely certain this was what she planned on him using the item on.

It was thanks to this book that his bloodline rating had progressed to become his strength, and his family had tempered their bodies and souls far above where they should be, especially when they had taken a vacation.

This book’s method strengthened them against all challenges–including the deadly monk–improved their bonds, and even had the special side effect of teaching them more about mysterious energy types than even the Advanced Energy Manipulation skillbook did. Finally, it was the entire reason they were always broke.

Of course, Jake had already looked into improving the manual to the Second Tier, but he had gotten stuck because the token could not be purchased with mere Contribution Points. Without participating in the war or dungeon, they hadn’t gotten the opportunity. Even then, it would have been a stroke of luck; they hadn’t earned the ability to purchase what they liked from their Battleground and gate opening in the dungeon, for example. They’d have to wait until they unlocked a special store, much like they had in the past.

Without much ceremony, he grabbed the token with his pyrokinesis, and saw Hestia’s smile at this as he brought it to the manual.

“Thank you, Hestia. As always, you’ve provided us with just what we needed.”

Hestia smiled gently. “I do my best, but it’s only because you have done your best and won where few could, that I could make it happen.”

He used it, the manual flashing in golden light, until he suddenly had two. The old book remained, but he now had another one in his hands. “Soul and Body Refinement: Chaotic Voidborne Essence Crystallization.”

Fhesiah was impressed, floating over and beginning to look over the new manual with her divine sense. “Not just tempering but refinement, and from harmonization to essence crystallization. Wow.”

Jake asked, “Why’s that special? While it was called tempering before, wasn’t it also refining us? And what is essence…in this context?” Of course, Jake had Divine Essence, he knew, but just because the word was used didn’t mean they were connected.

Fhesiah seemed to be looking up what it said in the manual. “In simple terms, essence is the condensed, purified, and refined form of various energies, at the level of Source energy that I am familiar with. In a sense, what you did with Sati qualified–where she handed you the Shakti, and your body refined it into a form of essence. On some level, you had always been making essence during our tempering sessions. It’s just that the amount of it you made and how much we kept within ourselves was limited. With this, the essence is crystallized in your manipura chakra, your furnace, and then we all absorb it over time.”

Jake was interested, but he wondered, “Did we waste our time…or perhaps more importantly, a giant mountain of money, because we didn’t have this manual sooner?”

Fhesiah shook her head. “This manual actually requires your void flame as part of the essence crystallization process, so, hardly–your bloodline wouldn’t have advanced without the prior activities. Even if it didn’t, you required a high level of harmonization with all of us, both for our Hearthian Bonds and for balancing the void within you. So–”

Berri cleared her throat. “Um, I know you all love nerding out on all of this, but isn’t the goddess still here?”

Tanda chuckled, and crashed into Berri from the side with her tail wagging, hugging her. “We don’t need Blood to tell us you’re just wanting to see the rest of the rewards, Berri. You’re so impatient.”

They turned their attentions to Hestia, and she smiled. “Don’t mind me. I love seeing how much your family has benefitted by having a resident sage. But it’s true that my time here does have limits. I have something for everyone.”

Several more skill books appeared in her hands, and each book began flying out to each recipient. Ruby, Sati, Nessa, Avalara, and Bree did not receive one, however.

“I’ve noticed that each of you has continued with your crafting, and while you can’t really say you’ve mastered them within your Tier, perhaps you just require another push to bring you closer to the peak.”

Berri beamed. “Oh, goody! We get two!”

Hestia smiled wryly. “Our dear friend Echidna just had to include that one for you.”

One of the books was a subskill for Savage Boneforging, which would allow them to better infuse the properties and attributes of the monster’s essence into the bones and leather. The other girls received something similar: Ophelia a skill for her Runic Forging, Tanda something that would further her botany profession, and Fhesiah a book on alchemical refinement of more advanced energies, such as dealing with essence and Source Energy.

However, the second book for Bloodberri was titled, “Mastering Motherhood: Eating for Two or More,” and rather than a system manual, it looked rather mysterious. It was worn and looked much more like a Necronomicon or something nearly malicious.

Berri hugged the book to her with a beaming smile, and Jake’s eyes widened. “Now wait a minute…”

Hestia cleared her throat. “Moving on, for those just joining the family, I’ve aligned something else you might find interesting instead. Perhaps if you found your calling regarding crafting, I’d have gotten you something, but I did not wish to push my finger on the scale too much with this and choose for you. It is up to you to find your passion, should you have one regarding this. Or perhaps, you already share a passion with another–and already have the perfect teacher next to you…or inside of you.”

The others, minus Avalara, all received special boxes that contained pills inside with a card description of what they were. And Jake assumed she was talking about Nessa for sharing her passion for alchemy, but perhaps there were others among them, and he hadn’t realized.

Ira received a special box as well. Hestia added, “And you, Ira, I shopped for something extra special, for your important achievements. Thankfully, not overly pricey, but unique enough that you should find it valuable. Well deserved.”

Jake was interested to see what was inside Ira’s box, and he agreed that the creature had really pulled through this time. Ira was truly his trump card that made a huge difference in the outcomes.

Hestia continued, “So with that, these are all the rewards I believe I should grant at this time, with, hopefully, more to come after the upcoming hearing. While I think many of you could benefit from an expenditure of the earned Divine Sparks at this time, I’d like to hold onto them for a little while longer. To see how you decide to grow as you near the peak of the Tier. Unless you have desires you wish fulfilled right now?”

Ophelia frowned. “That’s the tough thing, isn’t it? We don’t know what we could be missing…but perhaps we could also see our mentors later. Once conquest finishes on this world, we can meet up with them again and go over our fights.”

Jake nodded. “True enough. Also, what about Ava? She didn’t get anything.”

Hestia sighed, and shook her head. “She’s the toughest to shop for. Expensive to influence her main avatar and thus her core, and her skills… I’m afraid we may just need to bank some more merit for her first. Then I may have something. Definitely before Highlands enters the Third Tier.”

Avalara was definitely an odd case. She could certainly forge and improve her battle avatar in ways, but her avatar’s strength was tied to her world’s strength to a significant extent. Her avatar could still level, which made her vines and tree or beast flesh denser or harder, but it was a minor influence when comparing the density of her auril and nethril she drew from Highlands itself.

Hestia added, “In the days to come, I’m certain we’ll have more news regarding the betrayers. I am quite busy at the moment, helping my allies prepare for the inevitable trial. You have performed a vital service in defeating this monk, and we plan on not allowing it to go to waste. Justice will be swift. There is one more piece of business, and I wasn’t sure if I should speak too soon on it.”

Jake asked, “What is it?”

“Because of your service in defeating the nameless monk, a scourge on this Frontier Sector and perhaps several others, you should be made Count. Normally, there is a requirement of owning a Third Tier world, but your achievement bypasses this.”

Blood beamed at this. “Finally, Milord is rising in status! How wonderful.”

Fhesiah and Nessa also seemed rather excited about this, and Hestia added, “It may be some time before the ceremony, thanks to the issues regarding the betrayers, but I will let you know when to prepare.” She stood from her seat. “And so with that, I must take my leave. I do look forward to seeing all of you soon, and likely in the flesh once more.”

Jake said, “Thanks, Hestia. We look forward to seeing you soon.”

“Goodbye, Hart family.”

The girls all shared their goodbyes before she disappeared in motes of light, and while some of them were itching to open up their skill books, they all felt the same way.

Berri said, “Okay, now let’s have some fun! We busted our butts for a whole week and beat that creepy guy and all those small monsters. We deserve a break! A few breaks, even.”

Jake chuckled–the ‘small monsters’ she was referring to were the Aspects. After being enlarged by Echidna when she Descended, he supposed that for once, that might have actually been fair. “We can certainly spare some time. What do you have in mind?”

Berri was about to say something, but Ophelia interrupted, “And not baseball. You could say you just played that at the fortress.”

“A-Aww… I mean, I wasn’t going to say that–”

Blood took over and interrupted, “She was.”

Berri groaned. “Whatever! I’m just…thinking of the kids! What’s your idea, then?”

Blood replied, “Isn’t this the exact reason we built the Mana and Auril Hot Springs and Spa? The kids can enjoy the activity rooms, arcade, and laser tag, while we take turns helping Milord and each other relax, or joining the kids for the fun. Everybody wins.”

Jake chuckled. “Not a bad idea. We definitely could use a little more relaxing than fun this time.”

Fhesiah grinned. “Ah yes, I do love the spa. Plenty of private areas for a little extra fun, too.”

Ophelia stretched her arms over her head, and twisted at her waist as she stretched, her wings fluttering. “I could go for some of that. My body really aches after all that fighting and flying.”

Tanda’s tail was wagging. “I like it! I can tell all my clanmates need some rest, and I’m sure the kids will enjoy it.”

Nessa smiled, looking at Jake. “And you know I like the water. It’ll be like our honeymoon at the lake.”

Berri narrowed her eyes. “I’m definitely doing some laser tag, Blood, and that means you’re coming with me. It’s a deal if you accept this.”

Blood narrowed her eyes further. “Sure…but we are pampering Lord Husband. That is not up for debate.”

Berri said, “That’s fine! You know I love to take care of Daddy too. Let’s go tell the kids, and Yona!”

Jake chuckled as the girl raced off, and let out a happy sigh as he confirmed all was well on The Burning Steps. Now that the main battle was won, they could have a little bit of fun. They would rush to put out fires and help some more people soon enough.


Chapter 31 - Fun and Relaxation



“Quick, Dad, get her! She’s coming after me!”

“I got your back, keep moving.”

Jake leaned out from behind the blue pillar, and aimed downfield as he spotted his ravenwolf son, Timothy, flapping his wings and weaving through the almost net of beams and pillars as he fled. Visible laser beams shot at him, the boy just barely dodging as he flew erratically.

Spotting the snake girls gaining on him, he took several shots, striking their vests and causing them to light up.

Sharona huffed, looking down at her vest flashing. She had around a minute before she could participate again, and she had to head to the red base first as well. “Aww. We almost got him!”

Blaze looked around, then pointed back toward their base. “Quick, let’s go hide by the fort. Then we’ll flank the others!”

The two quickly slithered off, weaving between the pillars and keeping themselves out of sight. Jake was always amazed to see how well they moved three-dimensionally, moving up, over, or around obstacles effortlessly.

Timothy landed near Jake, breathing heavily. “Thanks, Dad. They ambushed me, and I just barely got away!”

“It’s good that you did. Taiki and I were about to move out and go to conquer their base. Come with us, but keep a low profile. We are going to sneak up on them.”

Taiki, his kitsune son, chirped from behind and above them on a beam, his tail holding the laser weapon, his head pivoting, looking for enemies. A blue target stood up on his back, and his vest allowed him to be struck from the side as well. It made it more reasonable to strike him, as his chest and back wouldn’t really face their opponents.

Timothy got a determined look, crouching down with Jake. “Awesome, let’s do it!”

Watching and waiting, they moved through the laser tag battleground and crossed over to the red side. It was like a jungle of beams and pillars and small tunnels and structures, with plenty of places to hide or approach the main bases. Laser firing could be heard all around them, the many girls engaging each other across the battlefield.

Avalara’s disembodied voice recording suddenly spoke to them through their vests, “Warning: Our base is under attack.”

Timothy whispered, “Who’s watching our base?”

Jake quietly replied, “The moms. Nora, Clara, and Aiko are on offense too, trying to flank the enemy from the other side, to help us get an opening. We’ll just have to trust that your moms will stop your snake sisters.”

The teams were largely snakes versus birds, but since the snake girls outnumbered the rest with the treants playing defense on both teams, a couple more moms ended up on team bird to even out the teams a bit.

They moved quietly over toward the other end of the map, arriving at the fortress-like base. The small party of boys spotted the defending treant girl high on the fortress wall.

“Ah, here we are. It’s important to keep moving. Fire, move, hide, wait until someone else pops out to hit your treant sister, and then move again as you hear their focus move. Remember, your vests must be visible if you’re firing.”

The boys nodded, and they continued. As they got closer, they had no choice but to enter what was basically a killing field in front of the enemy fortress. Jake’s treant daughters’ cute faces lit up as they spotted them, and they laughed as they started firing their laser repeaters.

He had to tuck and roll over to a pillar to avoid being tagged by the rapid-fire lasers, and his boys dashed as they spread out and returned fire.

The treant children were not quite as mobile, and got tired from running a lot. So for them, they made it so they were often the defenders, and wouldn’t have to run back to base each time if they got taken out. They stood on perches up on top of the fortress, strapped in with their vines, which allowed them to fire on those approaching even from a long distance if they were accurate enough and caught people between covers.

Instead, the treant children could take a number of laser hits before needing to sit out for a period, unable to fire their weapon. Not only that, they received what were a lot like semi-machine gun laser rifles, in that they could fire much more rapidly than the pistols.

The two boys and Jake returned fire, tagging them several times as they executed their strategy. Eventually, the two treant daughters were taken out, their vests flashing and their lasers no longer firing.

“Aww.” Ava’s daughter kicked the ground, and pouted. “I didn’t get any of you!”

The other daughter was smiling, and Jake could tell she had fun as she complained, “You’re too fast, and you keep hiding! No fair!”

He waved and smiled at his cute tree daughters before they moved stealthily through the rest of the base, and neared the final area near the target. He had signaled to his sons to stay back a bit, which he was thankful for.

Because Jake could feel a sort of change in the air, and a feeling that he was being watched. Of course, he could use his mana sensory or his Umbral Gaze, but they tried to keep things more mundane for their battles to keep things fair to the kids.

He held out his hand as he hid behind a pillar. “Wait, boys. I think…your mother Bloodberri is here. I want you two to hide back a bit and wait for the right moment. Then after she makes herself vulnerable, go for the win.”

Taiki chirped sadly, and Timothy pouted. “But Dad, you can’t sacrifice yourself! You’re the Chief!”

Jake arched his brow at them. “It’s just a game, not life or death, remember? This chief here will do what it takes to win, as long as it doesn’t involve cheating. Now c’mon.”

He rushed forward, moving through the fortress maze. He still hid and paused, letting the boys keep up, but he made sure to observe everything around him–especially above.

A golden loop of tail zigzagged around some pillars, before suddenly unfurling a big surprise: a laser pistol, gripped by the tip of her tail and pointed at Jake’s chest.

He swayed backward, avoiding the laser shot, but the laser gun was tossed upward–into Berri’s waiting hand above him–she had snuck from above, moving quickly. Jake almost managed to point his pistol from the odd position and shoot her vest in time, but he was just in shock by the overall maneuver, delaying him fractions of a second.

She tagged him in the chest, his vest flashing.

Jake frowned as he stood up. “Ah, crud.”

“I knew you’d come here, Jakey! I got you!” Berri danced, her body and tail swaying back and forth.

Two laser shots tagged her in the vest at the same time, from Timothy and Taiki.

Blood groaned. “I told you he wasn’t alone, sister! You just had to showboat! Still, that was a killer move.”

The two sons dashed forward, heading deeper into the base, where the target to destroy for victory awaited.

Jake said, “You two be careful! They probably have more heading back!”

Timothy saluted as he ran off. “We got it, Chief! Your sacrifice will be forever remembered!”

Jake smiled at Berri. “That move was pretty great. Your idea?”

Avalara’s warning rang out from her vest that her base was under attack, but Berri talked over it, replying, “You bet! It’s hard to find cool moves within the rules, and I have to be creative. I’m a biiiig target.”

They had to change rules multiple times, because the snake girls had such unique advantages with their lengthy bodies. Originally, they had blocked their vests with their tails, then they had started firing their guns from behind cover where it was impossible to counter them, among many other sneaky tricks, until they outlawed these.

The lights of the area lit up repeatedly as his sons no doubt fired on the base, Berri’s vest giving her the same warning that her base was under attack. What was likely a dozen shots or so from both boys later, Avalara’s voice came through speakers. “Game over. Team Blue wins!”

They started moving toward the center, the family heading to meet up as they often did after the rounds. But Taiki and Timothy ran out from the base, beelining for Jake.

“Yay! We did it, Dad! We beat Rena and Nyxa too!”

Jake laughed and hugged his two sons to him, Taiki chirping happily all the while. “Good job, boys. You had fun?”

Taiki chirped happily some more as he nodded, nuzzling into Jake’s chest as he ruffled their ears on top of their heads. Timothy replied, “It was awesome! Taiki is so fast, and his tail even whipped around the other side of a pillar and got a shot in! Nora and Clara helped, too.”

Rena and Nyxa came from behind them, and looked on at them with wry smiles. “Those two were too fast for us, with Nora and Clara covering them from the other side…”

Everyone eventually arrived at the center, giving their good game hugs and high-fives, talking about their different almost-wins and ‘deaths.’ Fun was had by all, and this wasn’t their first match for the day. They often chose different aspects of the games to be tweaked, playing different games within the laser tag arena.

They could change up the teams, alter how many teams were in the game, and they could also get rid of the base objectives and lower the cooldowns on the ‘deaths’ and just go for points, and many more options.

They had already played a few games, the free-for-all melee sort of tag game a constant choice of theirs.

Blood addressed the kids, “Now, I hope everyone had their fun for now–mommies and Daddy are going to go off and relax.”

A chorus of awws rang out, though many of them nodded happily–understanding that their parents could definitely use some time to relax.

Jake chuckled, and added, “We’ll play again later, don’t worry. For now, you can play among yourselves some more here for a bit, or head over to the arcade. The prizes have been restocked, and–”

Nora interrupted, “Prizes! Oh, I wanted to win that Janda plushy this time! Let’s go, Clara!”

Clara nodded, and was quick to rush out of the arena with several others.

There was a chorus of yeahs! And talk about what they wanted to buy with their points, as most of the many kids stormed out, except for the much slower treant children, and a few others.

Rena and Nyxa paused and turned to them. “Don’t worry, Moms and Dad! We’ll watch the little ones as they play.”

Nyxa added, “Relax and enjoy–we all know how hard you’ve worked, especially you, Yona. Thanks for always watching over us.”

Yona smiled at them. “Thanks for watching them for me, nya. Do call on me if you need anything!”

Rena nodded and said goodbye, and Blaze took a moment to pout at Jake. “You need to hurry up and unlock the JBB form, so I can collect it!”

Sharona said, “We didn’t win all the Space Wars ones yet. Let’s go, I still need that bergling action figure!”

Ophelia chuckled, watching the rest of them leave with a wry smile, and her wings fluttering. “Off they go to enjoy their gambling for children. To earn points for prizes or capture stuffed animals.”

Tanda’s tail was wagging, and she was getting excited for what was about to happen next. “You say that, but you look like you want to go too.”

“I do. I would like to fight Nora and Clara in the fighting games; I know they were looking forward to it. But I’m excited to relax with my Chosen, and have some girl time, too.”

Jake chuckled. “We’ll get time for everything, not to worry. The kids won’t be tired of those games for a few hours, and if they are, they’ll just play in one of the escape or play rooms.”

Blood added, “And all it takes to get them excited again is to bring out some new prizes. You won’t miss out.”

Berri nodded. “That’s right! I can’t wait to go play some more with them too. But I’m still beat from that fight. Calling Echidna is tiring, and I can’t wait to enjoy Jakey in the bath. Let’s go!”
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Jake arrived in the hot springs first by himself, wearing his red and gold swimming trunks. The expansive room was heavily influenced by his and Nessa’s honeymoon experience, feeling like they were outdoors even though it was all inside. A haze of steam covered the room, with plenty of stacked stones and green plants, including lilies floating on the water.

There were several areas with different pools separated by stairs, and even a cave leading over to another grotto for more private rendezvous.

Jake groaned as he lowered himself into the warm water. Hot enough to scald or burn a human from Earth to death, the water felt fantastic on Jake’s skin. The steam wafting off the water opened Jake’s pores, and the vitality and mana running through the water currents gave him a pleasant tingle on his skin as he waded through the water to find his seat.

There were a few concentric rings of stone that somehow stayed under the surface just enough to sit on for their larger bodies, which would help facilitate their massage and pampering ring. He sat down and faced the entrance, just in time for his wives and future wives to arrive.

They appeared in flashes of light, the ten, or eleven women, depending on how you looked at it. They were all wearing swimsuits, to help make the others more comfortable, even if many were perfectly fine being naked in front of each other–the girls often took baths together, after all. But Ruby and Yona hadn’t yet been intimate with Jake, and he really wasn’t wanting this to just become a giant orgy and to have it happen at that time.

Even if he was certain that plan would get tossed in the end, several of his wives present, such as Ophelia and Nessa, were not interested in that kind of activity. So he would do his best to make sure to avoid making them uncomfortable.

There would likely be a time when a few of them snuck off to the grotto for a while, but he would stick to the plan of relaxing and bonding in a more family-friendly way first.

Most of them had chosen simple red and gold bikinis–the colors of their family, aside from a few standouts. Fhesiah was in her draconic form, to Jake’s surprise, and had picked a g-string, which was not a surprise at all. Bloodberri also had a surprise with what was bikini bottoms as well–she once again had her gap in her thighs, somehow.

And Avalara had come with both of her lesser avatars, each wearing leafy one-pieces, and scaled to the size of the rest of the family. She had often kept her size to a more reasonable level around the kids, but for this moment it seemed she decided to make herself seem normal in the lineup of the rest of his wives.

Avalara had mentioned to him she thought she wasn’t far from being able to manage a third or fourth lesser avatar without straining her mind and soul too heavily. While this didn’t have many true advantages, as she mostly used them as nannies, she may be able to do something else special with them soon. As they were nearing the War Trial, this could certainly be helpful.

Nessa, Ruby, and Yona had selected cute one-piece swimsuits with an open back as well. Nessa’s was blue and gold, Yona’s was a pristine white, and Ruby’s was a blood-red color that matched the tips of her hair and her pupils, as well as her nails, he noticed.

Fhesiah posed, showing off her slightly changed body. She was trying to differentiate her two forms a little more, it seemed, allowing this form to appear just a little more muscular, around Ophelia’s level, and with a smattering of bronze scales in more areas.

Faye placed a hand on her hip, standing a little askew to show off her bikini body. “What do you think, Husband? Don’t we all look amazing?”

The other girls were all too happy to spin around and show off their swimsuits, and Jake smiled at all of them, taking time to meet each of their eyes one by one. He shared his thoughts with those that could hear them as he did and said aloud, “I’m a blessed and lucky man; there’s never been a doubt in my mind about that. You all look fantastic.” He added, for those he couldn’t yet share his thoughts, “And Yona and Ruby, you both look sexy and cute in yours. They’re very fitting, and I’m glad that you both could join us.”

The two girls in question blushed, and their tails reacted in different ways–the badger girl’s tail swayed rapidly, but in a narrow pattern, while Yona’s twin tails rippled before they straightened upward.

Done posing, the girls started walking over to the stone steps to enter into the hot springs. Tanda’s tail wagged lazily behind her as she entered, her smile beaming as her knees went under. “Ohh, I love that–it’s so warm!”

Blood moaned as her snake body entered as well. “Mmmm, that’s wonderful. Thanks for getting this set up, Faye and Nessa. The water feels great.”

Fhesiah grinned as she stepped in too. “Nessa nearly did the cold pool all by herself. I’m sure she’s hoping to enjoy some time alone with our dear husband.”

Nessa blushed from next to her, wading into the water as well. “That’s not fair to point out. Most of us are hoping for some time alone with him, not just me.”

Fhesiah chuckled as she looked to Avalara, Bree, and Ophelia. “Ah yes, you battle junkies get awfully excited around this time, don’t you? You did just battle it out against some pretty challenging enemies.”

Ophelia snorted. “As opposed to you, who’s excited all the time?”

Avalara giggled, her deer ears wiggling. “Now, now. I know you are teasing in good fun, but we’re supposed to be here to relax. Let’s make this a positivity zone. Only compliments and good feelings from here on out. And preferably, no war talk, unless it’s to praise your clanmates for their valor.”

Tanda smiled, her tail wagging underwater, and her raven wings fluttering. “Oh! I like that.”

Jake greeted each of his girls in the water with hugs and kisses, each finding their seats and sighing as they enjoyed the pleasant heat and vitality of the water for a few minutes. Already some happy discussion about their kids started popping up, soft laughs and playful splashes and movements through the water as they got the hang of their new location.

The girls took a moment to inspect his changed skin. This was the first time they really had a moment to take a look. Fhesiah hummed. “Hmm, maybe turn off your Presence for a moment? Then we can see it better.”

Jake turned off his Presence to stop radiating, and instantly all the girls snapped their gazes toward him. He could tell all of them felt weird that his presence was gone; they didn’t like it.

Ophelia frowned. “I don’t like that feeling. It was like that a little during your fight.”

Nessa nodded at that, clearly not liking the change, and Tanda’s ears were flat on her head as she looked to Fhesiah. “Hey. Hurry it up then, so he can turn it back on.”

Blood looked over his skin closely. “There’s a bit of warmth coming from him still, that is certain. His skin has a bit of a glow to it, too.”

Fhesiah touched his skin, looking at it closely with her Divine Sense. “You’re right, Blood. I am interested to see if he can enhance the effect, or if he can add others. Then what will happen? You can go ahead and turn it on, Husband. I like it, but it’s nowhere near as nice as your Presence.”

He turned it on, seeing relief and smiles return to his girls’ faces, and then they went back to getting a feel for the water and inspecting his change.

Eventually, it was Ophelia and Tanda with their soft bodies pressed against him, and he asked, “So, how are we doing this? I feel like there are enough of us and of different sizes and desires for grooming and things that the logistics are complicated.”

Blood chuckled from across the ring. Berri had been complimenting Nessa for representing snakes in Team Wind. “You’re right, Milord–even dinner these days is a quite complicated affair, requiring planning, but worry not. I have taken care of it. You need only pamper the woman in front of you, with some help.” She nodded over to the inner ring, where it rose up to match her desired height, and Nessa sat down proudly, with one of Avalara’s lesser avatars standing next to her.

Jake arched his brow at her, wondering why she in particular was going first, and she smiled. “We decided on this order because, well… Blood and Faye have something planned in the middle, before we switch to the cold pool.”

The girls all started to get in position around the ring, Jake’s eyebrows rising. Rather than form a sort of massage circle, it seemed they were performing various grooming and massaging activities.

He waded over to Nessa, and kissed her on the lips before he helped her get into position on her stomach, as he could feel what she wanted.

Jake started to massage Nessa’s lower back, causing her to groan from his efforts. “Ahh, that feels amazing. Your strong, warm hands, combined with the warm water…oh!”

Avalara started pressing into her heel with both her thumbs–massaging her foot.

“Mmm… I do like that too. Thanks, Ava.”

“Hehe, it’s no problem at all. I’m really glad you joined our clan, Nessa. It’s in part thanks to your efforts that Jake and the rest can relax.”

Nessa groaned in happiness as Jake began chopping her back, giving her more pleasant sensations. “Mmm… What do you mean?”

“Love and Justice are here fighting and reducing our burden, aren’t they? And your unique talent allowed Clan Hart to split up, and fight on two, even three, fronts, with confidence. You’re an important addition to our clan, and I appreciate you.”

The other girls shared similar sentiments over their bond, and her heart soared with pride. “Thanks, Ava.”

Jake smiled at that, and he enjoyed the feeling of the water and steam as he worked, but he was focused on making his serpent wife feel good for now. She groaned as he kneaded a knotted muscle with his palm, and he continued his ministrations on her sensuous body with both his hands.

He observed the area around them as he always did with his Umbral Gaze and his many shared senses, and he realized that the other girls had all paired off.

Avalara’s other lesser avatar handed out grooming materials such as brushes and what looked to be some kind of water gun or massager, which he saw Tanda using on Ophelia. It cycled water through it underwater like a water jet, and seemed to be giving her pleasant sensations on her owl-like wings.

Bloodberri was working on Ruby, giving her a massage as she lay on the stone. Ruby was blushing, and Berri and Blood were giving her compliments.

Berri said, “I really like your hair; it’s cute! Sharona says she wants to have colored tips like you.”

Ruby smiled at that, and she seemed to be blushing at their attention on her. “Thanks, Berri. And thanks, Bloodberri, for the massage. It feels good…” She frowned.

Blood asked, “What’s the matter? You don’t seem to be enjoying yourself.”

“I’m…not sure that I deserve it. I didn’t…do anything. I was nearly a burden, according to Aisling.”

Blood shook her head. “That was merely prophecy, and it didn’t happen. In the end, you did well to control your urges, keeping yourself strong. The enemy was dangerous, but you helped keep the Aspect busy and give Tanda and Nessa more time to chase down the betrayer. Without your help, Ophelia may have been wounded terribly, or suffered a loss–one that she may not have fully come back from. The seal is as dangerous as it is powerful.”

Berri added, “Yeah! Don’t be down–you did great, and we value your help. I know it’s hard when it feels like you don’t excel, or don’t belong. It was like that for us at first, too.” She smiled at her reassuringly.

Ruby frowned, her tone questioning. “You? I… can’t imagine that. You’re both so amazing. But I feel like… I am empty. Aside from fighting and eating, I have nothing. And… compared to everyone else, I am weak.” Her fists clenched in front of her, her claw-like nails scraping the stone underwater.

Blood continued her massage of Ruby’s back. “Dark Lamia society is different from most, valuing power and pleasure, and nothing more. To Jake, we were…or perhaps it was only I that was a monster, from the beginning–hiding my influence on Berri from him entirely. And Faye and Lia were both so strong and capable, and with the walls that I had built up around us both… We felt the same as you. Thankfully, Berri stood up to me and didn’t give up in helping me trust others and find love. And Jake didn’t give up on us, wanting us to be our best selves.”

Berri added, “I think it’s okay if fighting is all you are ever good at–if you like it, what’s the problem? Don’t worry so much. Since you want to be more than a killer or a monster, we’ll help make sure that never happens! You can count on us.”

She leaned in and whispered, though Jake could still totally hear her. “Besides, you do like something else other than fighting–our Jakey. Don’t worry, it will happen eventually–he promised you, after all. I’m sure the time will be right soon enough.”

Ruby smiled at that. “Thanks, Bloodberri. You’re right, I’ll just…take my time. I’m truly lucky I ended up in this pack, this Clan.”

Yona turned to the side, where Sati was the one giving her a massage. She added, “You’re not the only one, nya. It was luck and fate that brought us here, in the shape of a nice, foxy dragon lady. I heard from Aunty Aria recently–my entire old clan is doing so well too! It’s all thanks to her, too.”

Fhesiah grinned from where Ophelia was digging into her back. “Ah yes, praise me more. See, Lia? Some are thankful for my hobbies.”

“Of course, I know that–things have certainly worked out for the better–how could I not see that after what happened with Sati? From the beginning, I respected your strength and your capability. I’m always amazed at what you manage to accomplish, and that’s the truth. The list of your talents is lengthy.”

“Don’t sell yourself short–it’s the same for you. You’ve proven to be a perfect ally and sister wife, and I’m truly glad that you’re the one who answered Jake’s call when he used that token. Why, you’re a million times better than a centaur, after all.”

Ophelia snorted. “Thanks, Faye.”

Fhesiah grinned. “In all seriousness, I do believe I’m blessed that it was you. You helped ground Jake, and kept me on a tight leash. I think we’re all better for it.”

“And yet you won’t stop training those fire elemental strippers behind my back.”

Fhesiah pouted. “That’s not fair to them at all. To call them strippers is like calling Sati a stripper. They are still finding themselves, and learning about the world. They didn’t have all the benefits Sati received, let alone a few extra years in a special trial. Besides, Sati has been spending time with them, too. It’s all aboveboard, I promise!”

Ophelia narrowed her eyes at that, but relented when she realized that grooming a bunch of fire elementals might be a little too far, even for her. They continued their chat, and Jake couldn’t help but chuckle. Already, it felt like the bonding was going well. He moved on to Nessa’s tail, and her body went rigid.

“Um, maybe not…while they’re around. It feels good, but… it’s very sensitive.” Nessa blushed.

Avalara giggled. “What’s the matter, Nessa? You don’t have to be embarrassed about a few pleased sighs, or a little more than that even. You’re among sisters and friends here, aren’t you? Besides, there’s at least one shameless one that will make the sounds you make easy to forget.”

Fhesiah took that moment to moan a little louder. “Mmm, my, my, Lia. Such strong hands, it feels so good. You know, you could work the lower half a little more, if you didn’t mind.”

“Oh sure, sister. I don’t mind at all.” She began massaging her ass and thigh–but really digging into Fhesiah, with her supernatural strength.

“Er, wait. Ow–maybe–ah! Not that hard. Wait–I’ve changed my mind.”

Nessa giggled at that, and then was happy to place her snake tail in his hands, and then wrapped the rest of it around his leg. She gave out her pleased sighs as he worked on her tail, relaxing into his touch. He made sure to share his thoughts about loving her form, the things that made her special, and thank her for all that she did.

The time eventually ran out, and now it was Jake’s turn to be on the receiving end, lying down on the slab. Nessa and Ava worked on his back and legs first, digging into his flesh pleasantly. The warm, energizing water soothed his muscles and skin in a way that almost had him feeling floaty, buzzing with contentment. And then his wives’ hands worked out the knots in his body, giving him more pleasurable sensations.

He noticed that all the other girls had switched, reciprocating their treatment, continuing their conversations.

Nessa eventually cycled out to join another, and now Jake worked on Avalara’s avatar with Ophelia.

Avalara giggled a little, “Hehe, but this body doesn’t really do all the hard work!”

Ophelia was massaging her back. “You’re still always working hard for us, and taking care of our kids besides. We appreciate you.”

Jake was running a brush through her tail tuft and hair, and he added, “We can bring your battle avatar in here later, and we’ll all get the brushes out.”

Avalara laughed as she imagined that. “That’s silly! No, that’s okay. I didn’t make that body for fun, though I’m a little jealous of Bree’s dual capability.”

Bree was enjoying Ruby chopping her shoulders, and she replied. “I can teach you how I did it, Ava. We may be a different mixture of plant and beast flesh, but we should be able to make it work.”

“Mm…no offense, I do love your body, but I just don’t feel like a body like yours fits me. I like my mate to be stronger than me, to be able to pin me down, and…” She giggled. “Sorry. You know?”

Bree became thoughtful. “Hmm…we’ll have to give that a try–I can see some value in that. I’m sure there’s some combination where Jake could…” She trailed off, thinking about how maybe Jake could pin her down properly.

The many girls’ hearths flickered, their desire increasing as they thought about what they might enjoy.

Ophelia pouted. “Hey. At this rate, you’re going to make us all horny. Maybe we should move this to the cold water pool before…”

Jake did his best to push out his Presence, calming his wives.

Now Fhesiah pouted. “Awww, and we were inching closer to my desired result, and without me doing or saying anything! Still, as much as I am enjoying this, I did hope a few of us could explore the grotto with our dear husband sooner rather than later.”

Ophelia snorted. “Explore, huh? I did suspect that it would come sooner than we planned. I can tell Jake likes the idea.”

Jake didn’t need to defend himself. Of course, hearing his wives soft sighs and quiet moans with so much of their flesh on display filled him with desire. But he intended to focus on relaxing, and helping his wives relax, and pampering them for a little longer.

After Ophelia’s turn was Yona’s. Most of his wives had grown in size more or less at the same time that he did, or were in the Second Tier when he met them. So seeing his large hands on her much smaller body was a bit shocking. Yona was smaller, but clearly more mature than his daughters, which was a stark contrast.

The girl in question started purring after just a few moments. “Mmm, that feels so good, nya. I could just fall asleep.”

“Thanks for all that you do for our children, Yona.”

“I like it! They’re so much fun. They’re all handling your being away just fine. Of course, Avalara passing messages helps. I wish I had that ability…Mmm, thanks, Master. This feels delightful.”

Jake smiled at her, and scratched her ears on top of her head above the water. “We’ll find some time to further our bond together soon, I’m sure. Then that won’t be an issue.”

She smiled at this. “I know that. I’m excited; I know you’ll make it magical. I’ve heard all the other girls’ stories already.”

Yona was relaxed, and he could feel the contentment from her purring and over their bond, and in her odd moon and stars hearth flame. He could tell deep down that she deeply desired him, but she kept it out of her thoughts and words so as not to burden him. A truly loving, patient, and caring woman.

When it was time for her to massage him instead, she ran her retractable clawed fingers through his hair, and walked on his back. He enjoyed the pleasant sensations as she scratched his scalp, and the reversal of the role as Ruby helped massage him along with her.

Next was Ruby to be massaged; the badgerdillo girl hesitantly got onto the slab with Fhesiah joining to help take care of her.

Ruby asked, “Um, can I smell you while we do this?”

Jake smiled at that. Tanda, Bree, and Avalara all loved to bask in Jake’s scent plenty as well. “No problem.”

He sat with her draped over his lap, and began brushing her hair and tail. She made sniffing and chuffing sounds, and pleasant sighs as he ran the brush through her fur.

Ruby had a smiling, contented expression, a calm sweeping over her as he took care of her. “Mmm, so warm…”

Fhesiah said in his mind, [Wow, that was fast. She was still a bundle of nerves and anxiety even after our pep talk, but you sure tamed her quickly.]

Jake considered the badger girl. She was still finding herself, and trying to find her place in the world. While Fhesiah sort of raised her, it was more that she found her among the many Bloodbeast Sect experiments and favored her, helping her survive them.

Ruby had shown a tenacious will even among the many surviving monsters in the heretical urn, and that continued as she found sapience and sentience and entered the Second Tier. This was a rarity that made her special, both to have that occur and also to stay pure despite the tainted blood’s corruption–with or without Fhesiah’s help.

As for her looks, it seemed she had taken much from the vampire noble that Fhesiah had defeated. Perhaps, the closest body type to hers was Bloodberri’s, but a shrunk-down version and a more lithe, or streamlined appearance.

He wouldn’t be surprised if she changed some more as she found confidence in herself and made her choices. Odds were, each of his wives would change a little as they became Hearthians, as well.

“Thank you for fighting for me and my family. Like my wives said, you’ve done well. I saw your fight, and I was impressed. One could say that your actions saved the day and helped us capture the betrayers, in the end.”

Ruby’s eyes widened. “Really? You’re not just…saying that? I don’t…see how.”

Jake shook his head. “I’m not just saying that. As I was choosing where to Reverse Summon, I had strongly considered joining Team Wind to help. I had watched through Ophelia's and Tanda’s eyes, and because I saw you handling the Aspect of Eternal Night and Sati was on her way, I knew I could count on your strength to buy them some time. I chose to help capture the betrayers instead.”

Ruby tilted her head, still a little doubtful, and Fhesiah hummed as she massaged Ruby’s feet. “I hadn’t thought of that. So maybe Aisling’s vision had a bigger impact than I had imagined–if you hadn’t shown up when you did, the two betrayers would have been erased without question. We’d all have forgotten the ringleaders and their crimes and threats, other than Calix.”

Sati nodded. “Fortune and fate are capricious; even a small thread changed can alter and remake the entire tapestry.”

Jake asked Ruby, “So you hear that? You performed an important action, that nobody else could do because you were there. I appreciate you working hard and being strong for this family. Like everyone else, you deserve a reward as well.”

Ruby smiled. “I…thanks, Chief. I did get a bit of a reward when the Aspect and Champion died, just from being in your party; I can feel it. But…this is wonderful too. I could just lay here forever.”

Jake smiled at that, continuing to alternate brushing her tail and scratching the base of her ears as she sniffed his stomach. “After the guild war situation has resolved, we’ll find some time together. If we don’t end up rushing off to another world to help rescue it, we’ll all be working on helping the natives rebuild, less focused on battle. It appears the earthquakes and tempests, along with the rampaging monsters on the fire continent, had ultimately displaced a fair number of people who need more help.”

“I’m…not sure how good I will be at that. But… I’ll do my best.”

“That’s a good attitude, and sometimes, that’s all it takes to do great things. We’ve already seen that you are brave, ready to fight even when you’re scared for your well-being. As for finding your passion, don’t be afraid to lean on us a little–that’s what families, and clans are for.”

Fhesiah said in his mind, [I have wanted to work with her and her blood, but she shies away from it every time, perhaps because of her fear of losing control. Blood is a potent alchemical material, and magics that involve it are powerful, linked to the essence of life. Maybe if you brought it up, it might help her accept it, or try harder?]

Jake would give her a light nudge. “You know, there might be much that you can do with your blood and your ability to control it, from crafting items to helping us with our bloodlines, or even helping with magical research. Faye and I could really use your help, and we could work together on it for a while. You might like doing that.”

“Really? You…want my power for…something other than fighting? But using blood is… like my claws. It’s only good for killing.”

“Claws can protect another, just as they can kill, can’t they? And you could say the same about fire on its own, but several of us can use flames to heal. Even Tanda’s beautiful flowers she raised can be used to kill or for medicine alike. It’s all in how you use it, and I know we can find a ton of ways to use your ability that can help others–I can promise you that.”

She smiled wider at that, and something within Ruby seemed to shift, and Jake realized what it was–her hearth. The bloodflame somehow stabilized within her, and she took a calming breath. “Thanks, Chief. You’re right. I’d…like to try it.”

Fhesiah arched her brow at this. [I mean… I told her all of this before, but…well, you’re the Chief, after all. She’s also a lot more relaxed now than the few times when I brought it up.]

It wasn’t long before they swapped once again, Ruby and Fhesiah taking care of Jake instead. Fhesiah gladly helped Ruby massage Jake, teasing her all the while. The girl definitely wanted to show him her gratitude, and also to do more than just tear something up with her claws. There were a lot of massages involving more than just fingers, and Jake even enjoyed her walking on his back and using her elbows to really dig into his back. Yona had needed to do the same thing to do much to his dense body, but he enjoyed their efforts just the same.

When they were done returning the favor, Fhesiah’s arm latched onto his, and she helped him stand upright.

Fhesiah grinned. “There. Now, Husband, a few of us wanted to show you the grotto for a little bit, and help you relax in another way.”

Blood snaked over and grabbed his other arm, and began tugging him off across the water. “That’s right. Meanwhile, the rest will continue here and head over to the cold pool. We’ll meet them there in just a little bit.”

Tanda and Avalara followed, wanting to join them. He knew these were the girls more willing to enjoy Jake with others around, so he was sure he was going to enjoy this event in more ways than one.


Interlude 3 - ❤❤❤ - Jacuzzi Fun



All of Jake’s girls that didn’t mind enjoying their mate with other girls around came along, to help him relax and feel good–and to enjoy themselves while they were at it. They definitely needed to blow off some extra tension, after such a terrifying battle.

Sati and Bree probably wouldn’t mind joining them if he asked, he realized, but the two likely preferred one-on-one experiences as well–at least for now.

The grotto was a lot like the place Tanda and Jake first consummated their pairing, a waterfall from above filling the pond with the special water. The water was clear and inviting, with numerous stone seats underwater, and a separate jacuzzi. There was also a cold pool from Nessa’s lake, which she would enjoy.

Fhesiah and Bloodberri continued to tug his arms, bringing him over to the jacuzzi.

Blood said, “Of course, our lord husband deserves some extra pampering for his victory over the Divine Aspect. What was it that Sati said? Any time you hunger for love, you only need to look to us to feast. How fitting.”

Fhesiah tapped her lips, grinning. “But won’t it be us that feasts first? I don’t know–I think we’ll be the ones getting the bigger meal here, even if it’s four on one. Our dear husband never leaves us unsatisfied.”

Blood chuckled. “Ah, quite. Magic sex sure does have its benefits, does it not?

The hot water bubbled against his skin as he entered it, Jake groaning from the pleasant heat and sensations from the jets within.

Fhesiah, Avalara’s lesser avatar, Bloodberri, and Tanda were all excited, taking off their bikini tops and bottoms and joining him in the water. Bloodberri was first on his left, followed by Avalara, then Fhesiah and Tanda to his right.

Blood kissed him fiercely, her breasts engulfing the top of his chest as she wrapped her tail around his legs. She massaged his length as he got hard, sending all the love and devotion she had for him.

Her tongue was busy with his, Jake grabbing her heaving breasts as they continued their kiss. [Mmm… I want nothing more than to serve you between your legs for days after that victory, but I know we only have so much time.]

[And make babies!] Berri helpfully added, her tongue swirling around his. [But, I can wait…a bit longer. Even if I know Ava probably wants you to put another one in her now.]

That was some growth, from her. Every time he had gotten one of the other girls pregnant, she had…gently extorted another for her.

Bloodberri pulled back and released his legs, for the green-tinted reindeer woman to meet his lips next, the woman sitting in his lap instead as she kissed him. He groped her large breasts as well as they kissed, and the woman sent all her desire she had for him.

“She’s right, I do…want that. Beating that…monster was a group effort, but it was you who beat him, my love. It fills me with desire knowing you fought so fiercely to protect your family.”

“Always. I’m not going to sit around when someone threatens my family.”

Fhesiah was next to sit on his lap and kiss him, lust radiating from her in waves. She didn’t need words to show him how much she wanted him, as she pushed her breasts into him and ground her firm ass against his length, her tail whipping around behind her. The women’s actions caused him to groan.

She reached down and tugged on his length, teasing him further. “I couldn’t be more proud of our husband’s victory. And I’d be happy to join Bloodberri here as we reward you for days.”

Tanda snickered. “Wouldn’t that be more a reward for you? It’s true you deserve one too.”

Jake placed a hand on Fhesiah’s cheek, and kissed her, just as full of emotion as they had for him. “She’s right. Everyone deserves a big reward. Is that what you want? It can be… arranged.”

Fhesiah shuddered. “Mmm, don’t threaten me with such a good time… I may not be able to hold myself back.”

She ground herself on his tip, biting her lip, before she got off his lap, and now Tanda kissed him instead, her tail wagging as she took her place on his lap. Her lips were gentle and loving, and while she gently ground her entrance around his length, it didn’t have all the fervor the other girls showed.

Tanda smiled after their kiss. “You do deserve a reward, but I just want you to feel good as always, my mate. So relax, and enjoy.”

The kissing and sharing their affection had an effect–all their hearths were now connected, their hearts beating in sync. Their flames in their chests now had ethereal links that could be seen, like ropes of flame connecting them. Now their sensations would be shared, though Avalara would be a little left out of it as she didn’t have their hearthian connection.

The girls lined up with their large chests pressed together, taking turns kissing and pecking his length. The four beauties had a lot in common aside from their skin tones, having among the largest chests among his wives, and not just because they were larger, in the case of Bloodberri.

His member never touched air as it stayed under the warm water as they bathed him in their affection. Soft moans filled the room as each of the girls sucked him, the women able to feel the sensation created by the others on their lover.

Knowing Avalara would be left out, Jake used his hearthflames to begin massaging and teasing her entrance. He had been practicing his pyrokinetic massages, and now could easily replicate a hand with his intentions.

Ava moaned as Blood took his cock into her mouth, and he thumbed her clit beneath the water. “Mmm…oh, that feels so good, my mate. Oh!”

Blood’s tongue corkscrewed around his cock as she took him deeply, bobbing along his length with fervor. Jake groaned at her efforts, and he noticed that Fhesiah and Tanda were both shivering, their waists twitching from her movements.

Fhesiah moaned. “D-Damn, Blood. You are getting wayyy too good at that. You’re driving our dear husband wild.”

Blood was smiling brightly at that, her eyes never leaving his as she bobbed on his length. He felt his lust building rapidly at the constricting, soft, and wet tongue moving along his cock as her desire radiated over their bond. But she popped off, pointing his length over to Avalara, who did not hesitate to take him in.

Avalara’s pace was much more relaxed, but he could feel her love and desire for him over their bond as she went. She couldn’t wait for him to bend her over to take her, but she still wanted to make her mate feel good first.

And as expected, Fhesiah took him into her throat harshly, taking him all the way to the base in one movement. It was at this moment he understood the purpose of their order–if they put Blood and Fhesiah next to each other, he would probably blow his load in mere moments. Avalara and Tanda were intended to slow this down, to edge him and serve him longer.

Not that he had a refractory period for it to matter, but it seemed like him cumming was meant to be a reward of its own that they were eager to work hard for. As Fhesiah bobbed on his length with enthusiasm, her sensations from her body she engineered, even without the hearthbond, meant she could experience orgasms from his cock in her mouth. And she was working up to this fast.

[Oh yes! Mmm! I love your fat cock. Fuck! Mmm!] Fhesiah pounded her face against his crotch, his cock reaching deep into her throat as Jake groaned. But just as he got close, she backed off, handing him over to Tanda.

The ravenwolf girl kissed and licked his tip for a moment, before she took him in slowly, full of loving affection. He ran his fingers through her ears and hair above water, enjoying looking at his wife’s golden eyes meeting his.

Each of his girls cycled through taking him to the base and bobbing, their suction and tongues feeling delightful on his length as they moaned. Avalara enjoyed his telekinetic finger, but her eyes and body begged for his cock instead.

They took their time meeting his eyes and bathing him in affection, before they passed his cock over to the next wife. Their moans and shudders from the shared sensations told him they were full of lust, nearing their peak as well. They kept him close to the edge for a second round, then when he went back to Blood for the third time, he knew she intended to finish him.

Blood’s devotion and desire had carried over their bond the two times he was between her lips, her spiraling tongue adding extra sensations. His lust rose with her actions, and he grabbed her horns and began to guide her faster.

Blood moaned in his mind as he fucked her face. [Mmm! Yes! Use me! Come inside me!]

Fhesiah bit her lips and started playing with her clit, and Tanda did the same as Jake reached his peak. He filled her throat with his seed as waves of pleasure washed over him, a chain reaction from each of his wives cumming at the same time. Their bodies trembled as they moaned, their hips thrusting underwater.

Blood continued to suck him even after he came, smiling in delight that she had earned his pleasure. And to his surprise, she handed him over to Avalara next, their pampering not yet over with.

Avalara took him in deeply, bobbing to his base, and he went straight to grabbing her horns as well. He enjoyed guiding his wives faces onto his length and setting the pace using them, and they loved feeling his lust increase as he enjoyed it. And with how they all felt the sensations, it drove them wild just as if he were fucking their pussies.

Fhesiah grinned wide as her lips stretched on his girth, with him grabbing her horns and pounding her face harshly. Her body trembled as he fucked her face, moans building as he did.

Tanda touched the top of her head, looking at the other girls as she jerked him a little instead while she talked. “I’m the only one who doesn’t have…”

Fhesiah chuckled, as she popped off Jake’s length. “Here. Next best thing.”

Using Qi, Fhesiah caused Tanda’s hair to spindle and become two pigtails, hair ties coming out of her Storage Ring to hold them into place.

Tanda blushed, looking up at him. “How does it… look.”

“It’s oddly fitting. I think you’re sexy and cute no matter what you do.”

Her tail started to wag faster underwater as a result of his praise, and with a smile she continued where she had left off, kissing and licking his length.

Jake chuckled, and scratched her ears as she took him into her mouth deeply once more, then grabbed her twin tails near the base. He guided her using the handlebars, which she enjoyed. The girl already enjoyed him pulling her hair or putting his hand around her throat, so this got her even more excited.

After going through Blood and Avalara again, Jake was ready to cum once more. Fhesiah was more than enthusiastic as she moaned on his cock, and the girls writhed in place as the pleasure from his cock radiated over their connection in waves. Their bodies shuddered as Jake’s pleasure reached its peak, unleashing his cum down her willing throat.

Fhesiah pulled off with a pleased smile, her body trembling. “Mmm. Something about that taste…it’s even better now.”

Blood kissed his tip with a smile. “I want to take care of Milord longer, but we shouldn’t be too greedy. The other girls would like time with him as well.”

Tanda gave him another pleasant smack. “You’re right. And I know Ava has been excited for this.”

Avalara nodded. “Oh yes, I ache for my mate after his powerful display…even if it’s not exactly what I wanted. Aren’t you the same?”

Tanda tilted her head. “I’m not sure if it matters much. When Jake wants me, my want is dialed to the max already. When I go into heat, it just stays that way.”

Avalara turned around and leaned over slightly, presenting her pussy for Jake across from him just above the water. “I know what you mean, but in that case, seeing him dominate a foe first puts me even above that.” She looked over her shoulder, looking at him pleadingly and filled with need. “Please, my stag. I enjoyed your magic touch, but my body aches for you.”

Jake lined himself up, and started rubbing his member across her pulsing entrance. He was about to push himself in, but he looked to Blood and Fhesiah. He had another plan for Tanda already.

“Do not worry about us, Milord. I shall keep this trollop busy and prepare her for you and put on a show, and wait patiently for your attention.” She tugged Fhesiah’s horn harshly, guiding her under the water next to him as she met his eyes.

Jake lined himself up, and pushed himself into Avalara’s folds. Her body trembled just from insertion, her cottontail tuft flickering in excitement. He grabbed her heaving breasts from behind as he began to pound her tight pussy, the woman shivering with need.

She moaned and met his thrusts, and he could feel how high her lust had risen by how keyed up she was. “Yes! Mm! So good!”

It wasn’t that long after he started that her body trembled, and she let out a wordless cry as she came undone around him, her pussy clenching his length tightly in pulses. He slowed his pace for her, and called Tanda over.

Tanda wrapped her legs around his shoulders and the back of his neck, her pussy placed in front of his lips. She used her wings to easily balance, fluttering them as she held the back of his head. He dove into her delicate folds, alternating between tonguing inside and kissing and licking her pussy and clit.

“O-Oh yes, Jake, mmm…”

Somehow, pleasing Tanda at the same time only got Ava more excited. She met his thrusts as he bottomed out in her pussy, moaning as he fucked her.

Her tail tuft went wild, fluttering as she moaned. “Mmm, yes! Pound me, my stag! Ohhh!”

He noted absently, that Fhesiah was still licking Bloodberri’s pussy, but now she had been flipped upside-down, and Blood was tonguing her pussy in return, and teasing her ass with her large fingers. The dragoness was going wild, eagerly enjoying their coupling. The two had sprawled onto the edges of the jacuzzi in front of him, presenting their activity for him to watch.

Even with Tanda covering his face, that wasn’t an issue for his Umbral Gaze.

Ava’s pussy went wild again, clenching on his cock as he fucked her hard and teased her nipples. She bent down as her body shook, her body going horizontal. He placed Tanda on top of her back, causing them both to giggle, and he inserted himself into Tanda’s pussy instead.

This drove Bloodberri and Fhesiah a bit more wild, as they could feel her sensations much better than Avalara’s. He plunged into her depths as she wrapped her wolf’s feet around his back and her tail around his leg, helping her balance and keep herself upright.

He switched back and forth between the two girls, until he reached his peak once more. Inserting into Avalara, her lust rose, anticipating what she was about to receive.

“Ohhh yes, my love. Fill me! Breed me! Mmm!” She moaned.

This body of hers had entered her usual breeding heat, so while Jake couldn’t be a hundred percent sure that she would become pregnant like with his Hearthian wives, it was close. Because this body wasn’t to be used in combat, he was happy to indulge her.

Well, if it didn’t happen, he was sure he could try again soon enough. Pleasure washed over him, her pussy convulsing along his length as pulse after pulse of cum filled her depths. Her body trembled as she let out a wordless cry as she collapsed onto the edge.

Tanda kept her balance with her legs wrapped around him still, and Jake didn’t waste any time switching back to her, lifting her up and starting slowly. He lifted her above the water of the tub, the dark-skinned girl wrapping her hands around the back of his neck.

She rode him even as he thrust into her, the girl not far from her peak as well. Her smile as her tail held onto him tightly, filled him with a different kind of joy. Tanda kissed him fervently as Jake’s hands roamed her body, loving all the things that made her different. She felt amazing on his cock, waves of pleasure and thrill filling him as he made love to his beastkin mate.

“Ahn! Yes, my mate. Mm!”

Fhesiah and Bloodberri were still spread out behind them, and they licked and prodded each other more fervently, knowing that Bloodberri would soon be next. Their pleasuring of one another formed a feedback loop, ramping up all of their sensations and lust. Jake’s speed picked up as he pounded his ravenwolf mate, her internal muscles clenching him tightly, sending sensations up his length and even his spine.

It wasn’t long before he was brought to his peak once again, and he filled his loving, ravenwolf mate. Tanda shivered in contentment as ropes of cum were shot inside her, a wide smile on her face. Her tail left his leg to wag in contentment.

“Mmm, that was wonderful, my love. I’d love some more of you, but I know there are two over there that can’t wait for you, though…”

Berri shoved Fhesiah’s face away as she retracted her tongue to speak, sending her barreling into the water. The girl in question was shaking in pleasure, and completely did not expect to get tossed so roughly and so suddenly.

“You mean three!” Berri realized what she just did, and looked at Fhesiah with a hint of shame.”Er… sorry, Faye-Faye. I, um, got a little excited.”

Fhesiah floated herself out of the water, a wry look on her face. “After all I’ve helped you to achieve, Berri… tossed aside. Like trash.”

Berri’s eyes became big. “I didn’t mean to! Tell her, Blood.”

Fhesiah chuckled. “I’m just joking. Of course, I can feel how excited you are. We both want to show off our changes. Go ahead, I’m going to enjoy this a lot too.”

“Thanks, Faye-Faye!” She hugged her. “I really can’t wait!”

Avalara was still a bit out of it, but shifted herself to watch as she sat and enjoyed the jets of the water. He got a contented feeling coming from her, which matched the small smile on her face. It seemed that she wasn’t really horny anymore as she was fulfilled, so he would just leave her be.

The waters in the jacuzzi were full of auril, perfect for her to recover. Tanda sat next to her, and Fhesiah sat next to Bloodberri on the edge, and Jake understood what she wanted–the treatment he gave Avalara, and the more telekinetic flames–the better.

Bloodberri then bent over next to him, and swayed her thick ass from side to side. It was a return of her ass from before they had increased in Tier, and he could see her slit peeking from the gap below. It was definitely juicy, as they called it, a perfect symmetrical peach with rounded flesh on both sides.

As turned on as Jake was to see this again, he still felt like he had to know. “How does, uh…laying eggs work like this? Your eggs couldn’t possibly fit down those…almost thighs, right?”

Berri giggled. “Hehe, it’s easy! I just shift that part back to normal when I lay an egg. Like Fhesiah’s skill that lets her switch bodies rapidly, kinda. Now, C’mon, Daddy–I need you in me.” She reached her arms behind her back, and spread her pussy lips and ass cheeks wide. He saw her other gaping hole, and knew that they had put that there for his usage as well.

Jake’s cock throbbed at the sight of her pink, wet pussy trembling in anticipation. He placed both hands on her firm but thick ass, and guided himself into her. It was the same as always, her inner coils tightening around his length, but the view and posture made it even better to enjoy–for the first time in a while.

Blood hissed as he pushed inside. “Yesss, Milord. Take us.”

Berri looked over her shoulder, a smile tugging on her lips. Her inner coil tightened and pulsed, not all that different from when Blood sucked him off earlier. She bucked her hips a little, happy to arch her back and present her body in an appealing way and please him. “How do you like it?”

“You’re both always amazing. You know that.”

His hips started to move in slow thrusts, pushing deeply into their tight pussy. It rippled all along his length, her ass clapping against his thighs and abs with every stroke. As always, the snake girl felt wonderful on his cock, and he knew they enjoyed him just as much.

Blood groaned. “Oh goddess, you feel so good in us. Ohhh yes.”

Their insides coiled around him with tightness as he fucked them harder, Blood and Berri’s moans reaching him. The two excitedly met his strokes, thrilled to feel his desire for them as he pounded them.

As always, the two had long ago entered a mating heat, their bodies preparing to receive their mate’s seed. Their body rewarded them with pleasure for every motion, the two enjoying his girth inside their depths.

He sped up his movements, fucking them faster as his lust built.

Berri moaned. “Yes! Daddy! Fuck that pussy! Mmm!”

Fhesiah was next to them sitting on the edge of the jacuzzi, and he had given her some of his focus to play with her clit with his flames. He reached one hand out and pushed his finger into her mouth, which she eagerly sucked and licked. She shuddered in place as she enjoyed the extra sensations, as she and Tanda got to feel everything that Bloodberri did on top of that.

The moans filling the grotto filled him with lust rapidly, and he really began to pound her harder. His hips sped up as he fucked her hard and deep, each thrust smacking into her flesh.

Jake reached his peak quickly, the feedback loop of lust building rapidly. Bloodberri had orgasms easily from their coupling, which sent waves of pleasure radiating over their bond.

Shivers went up Jake’s spine as his wives all moaned, and his balls tightened as he filled his lamia wife with seed. Their body trembled, and their pussy convulsed, rewarding her for obtaining her mate’s seed. Their insides went wild as they clenched and pulsed along his length, a delicate tightness that felt amazing.

Berri sighed happily. “Ahhh, that’s the stuff. I love that feeling. Just one step away from true bliss, but amazing still.”

“You said it, Berri. The vacation was so wonderful, where our lord bred us again and again… Oh! He remembers.” Blood grinned as Jake’s cock twitched at the mention.

Jake did want to go a little bit longer with Bloodberri, but there was a bomb building up next to him, waiting to go off–Fhesiah.

Jake had barely pulled out of Bloodberri before he was attacked by her. She bowled into him, knocking him out of the jacuzzi and onto the stone floor–with her on top of him, squatted down. She lined him up at her entrance, and pushed him inside and went down to the base in one movement.

As always, Fhesiah’s pussy engulfed him eagerly, pulsing and clenching all along his length. She let out a pleased, lustful sigh as he bottomed out inside her. “Ahhh, yes. I love Blood’s tongue and your magic touch, but that’s the real thing I want.” Her smile was wide, and she began bouncing on his length.

He met her bounces with thrusts of his own, which made her moan, and start moving faster. He thought at some point she was going to show off the changes she made to her body, but it was like all of that was forgotten now that she had gotten keyed up from all the other fun and waiting. Of course, even from the front, Jake could observe the changes in his Umbral Gaze with his weird, 360-degree view.

In all, not all that much had changed, aside from the fact that she had a few more scales around the edges of her body. Her healthy, beautifully smooth, and unblemished skin still covered the front of her body from Jake’s view. But bronze scales traced the areas around her sides, and down her spine, and with little more than a thought, she could cover her arms and legs with them.

And it was the same with her wings. She could make them disappear, like she had now, and still benefit from her Draconic Flight. Lastly, she had picked a bit of a more muscular look much closer to Ophelia, complete with a shadow of a six-pack and some thick thighs. The look certainly fit with what she was doing right now.

Her pace was frantic, her thighs and ass slamming into his at a rapid pace. Heat built inside of her, and her power increased. He grunted and groaned as her pussy swallowed up his cock, her body trembling with pleasure. Waves of it fed back into him and his wives in the jacuzzi, and the lustful woman didn’t slow even as she came, her pussy convulsing almost violently on his cock.

“Mmm, yes! So thick, so hard… I love you in me, husband. Mmm!”

He grabbed her heaving, perfect breasts harshly, using them for leverage to fuck into her harder. His wives had more than enough durability that it was difficult to actually hurt them, and she liked the rough treatment instead. Each thrust bottomed out into her, pounding repeatedly on her cervix, something that drove her even more wild to fuck him even faster.

“Ahh! Ahh, ahhn! Yesss, that’s just what I wanted! Fuck!” Fhesiah moaned, and her body shook, and it felt like Jake’s cock was being jerked off by her insides, with how rapidly she was moving. He came, and he filled her pussy as it went wild on him, the woman’s moans continuing to fill the grotto.

Tanda and Bloodberri were shaking and shivering, both amazed at how much pleasure was being sent to them in waves. They just sat in the water, their pelvises jolting in time to Fhesiah’s shared sensations.

Jake felt like he was being milked by her, the woman going wild and not even slowing down as he came. Not only that, but if it weren’t for his superhuman durability, he just might have bruises on his hips from how fast and hard she was fucking herself on his length. Her insides had heated up, adding a delicious warmth that increased his sensations–and hers.

It was the fourth time he came, and… he wasn’t sure how many times for her, that she finally slowed down. Tanda and Bloodberri had experienced several orgasms thanks to their connection, the two twitching in mutual enjoyment.

She caressed Jake’s face, and shivered as her pussy clenched on him its final times. “I can’t get enough of that feeling. I love how you make me feel, Husband.” Fhesiah looked all too pleased with herself, with a lazy smile and a faraway look as she sighed happily. “Ahh, I feel so much better now. Isn’t it nice to blow off some steam? It’s moments like these that make it all worth it, don't they? It’s too bad our time is so limited; I was just getting started. But we best not keep the other girls waiting, right?”

“Right.” Jake said wryly, hugging her to him and giving her another kiss, feeling absolutely drained from her efforts.

Fhesiah stood up with a little bit of regret, put her swimsuit back on, and then teleported to the cold pools to meet with all the girls, leaving the rest of them there to recover. To brag and tease Ophelia, mostly.

Jake chuckled at that, and shook his head. That woman was like a tempest herself.

Tanda struggled to get up for a moment, and Jake lifted her into his arms with some hearthflames. He kissed her forehead and teased her pigtails, causing her to giggle.

She had a well-fucked look on her face, but looked exhausted. “That was…intense. Not exactly the relaxation I had in mind, but I’ll take it. Hopefully the cold bath will help me, um, walk again. My legs are like jelly right now.”

Avalara chuckled. “I think she was right about who would be feasting in the end. But that was fun, my love.” Her swimsuit reappeared on her. “I do think relaxing some more would be good, right about now. You joining us, Chief?”

Jake let out a sigh. “That does sound good. I’ll be there in a moment.”

She nodded knowingly and disappeared, teleporting to the cold pool area.

Blood slithered over and then gave him a kiss on the lips. “That was wonderful, Milord. Faye was right, in that this should be just the beginning. I want to spend much more time showing you my affection. And not just for this…refinement and crystallization technique. I wish to serve you as you deserve. Not to just…level up.”

Berri nodded. “That’s right, I love making daddy feel good. And… to make more babies next time. I’ve got some reading to do.”

This surprised Jake a bit. “You’ve got reading to do? Not… Blood?”

“Both of us! I’m not going to be the one slacking on my favorite topic. We’re both going to be the best super mommies. It’s only right, since we’re married to the best super daddy.” Berri beamed, kissing him fiercely.

He enjoyed kissing them again while holding Tanda, pleased at how their lips and emotions felt over their bond. Jake didn’t think he’d ever get enough of that. Their bathing suit appeared on them again, and then they teleported to join the group.

Tanda smiled up at him, before closing her eyes and putting her hands over her heart and her black hearth in the center of her chest. She responded to his thoughts. “That’s how we all feel, about you too. Your love is constantly washing over us, with your every action and thought. You have your interests, but nearly all of them are a means to an end, to empower and protect us. We love how you make us all feel, all the time.”

He gave her a kiss, causing her tail to wag a little in contentment. Jake then teleported with Tanda to rejoin his wives after restoring their clothes, arriving in the cold pool. He spotted his many wives and future ones, their expressions, beauty, and happiness washing over him. Seeing their relaxed, contented smiles that were like the opposite of his lustful wife, he did feel like he was full and at peace.

Jake also checked on his children, using his Umbral Gaze. They were having fun, thrilled and excited as they played their games and won their prizes. He knew he’d be joining them again soon, happy to be a part of their enjoyment and see their smiling faces.

Even if he had to face a hundred or a thousand of those creepy monks, he’d do whatever it took to protect them all.


Chapter 32 - Yiming and Morwen - Bramvalen and Morvalis



The armada of airships flew through the sky, the cold breeze stinging Yiming’s skin. Their allied forces had arrived on Bramvalen, the world teetering on the edge of collapse. Several alerts and requests for help filled the Command Center, and the numerous elites of Hearthtribe’s alliance immediately set off to thwart the enemy invasion. PvP had already been disabled on this world, as the Conquest meter was just far too low.

Standing near the bow of the ship, Yiming watched the landscape move by beneath them with his wives, and his allies. The medium-sized airships could only hold under fifty human-sized passengers with their modular designs meant to fit in multiple storage bracelets and rings. Many had the smaller airships for smaller parties of ten or twenty, which a single party could carry in their bracelets.

With the six airships and around a hundred self-sufficient beastkin flying in formation, their force of around four hundred was formidable.

Longwei’s voice was more serious than Yiming had been used to. “I’d say I’m sad we missed out on a fight with the enemy guilds, but that besieged city is nearly in ruins. The natives are in need of heroes.”

Yiming turned to his blood brother to see that he had his arms folded behind him, his expression matching his tone of voice, and his long beard blowing in the breeze. He was going to reply, but before he could, Longwei’s new wives appeared, the lion beastkin, Seamus’s daughter, crashing into him and wrapping her arms around him.

“Heroes like you, huh, Wei-wei? Mmm, you look so valorous, standing there with that expression!”

His new turtle beastkin wife, Darris’s daughter, hugged him from the other side, and her tongue flicked outward twice rapidly, tasting the air. “Yes, I agree. You know, it’s pretty cold, and there’s a bit of time before we arrive…could you help warm me up?” She looked at him pleadingly, pressing her large chest against him.

Longwei blushed as he tried, and failed, to hide his proud smile as he wrapped an arm around her, his other hand wrapping around the other. Yiming chuckled–as he expected, Longwei was just trying to show off for his newer wives.

They had been together for a while now, and Yiming had been shocked at how well they had curbed the man’s brash behavior. He thought they would make Longwei even more full of himself and worse, but somehow, he became more conscious of his behavior in an odd way. He wondered how his old wives felt about how much the beastkin ones had changed him.

Speaking of wives, Yiming was surprised that his had the same thought as him, as he overheard Aisling’s daughter, Leanna–his new wife of four years–speaking with Longwei’s human wives behind them.

Leanna’s wings fluttered. “Aren’t you two jealous? Those two girls changed Longwei in weird ways, and are hogging your man!”

The battle maiden wife hesitated. “W-Well, I would be, but I think I like him a bit better this way…”

Longwei’s talismancer wife shrugged. “They keep him both busy and out of trouble, more often than not. Makes my life easier.”

Yiming’s shrine maiden wife laughed. “You got that right–mine too. But Leanna here does the opposite, dragging my Yiming into trouble instead. Maybe we need to find another wife to keep her out of trouble.”

Leanna pouted, but then Yiming couldn’t help but groan as all three of the beastkin girls’ eyes lit up and they started listing their large number of cousins that may be interested in Yiming. Thankfully, their matchmaking tirade had to come to an end as they neared the enemy army.

Yiming turned to his men and women, and shouted, “Prepare for battle! We near the enemy army. We plan to land behind the gates, but be prepared to make an emergency landing.”

The talismancers prepared their slowfall talismans, ready in case the ship was damaged and they were forced to abandon it.

As they neared the keep, arrows from talismancers were launched, barriers forming on the front and sides of the airship just as stray spells and arrows were flung right at their airship. The ballistas returned fire, sending giant bolts infused with runic magic, creating elemental explosions.

The enemy monsters besieging the city were varied, from humanoid monsters like orcs and goblins, to larger beasts and monsters capable of magic.

Oddly, Yiming saw swarms of smaller insects, and he wasn’t certain they could actually be magical in a significant way at that size. It was like a haze of them covering much of the city, causing him to frown at their presence.

There was a large hole in the wall, and the gate had been taken down. But the people within still held on, defending the hole with bodies and spells.

Longwei interrupted his thoughts. “What do you think, Brother? Should I leap down and reinforce the gate? It seems it might be best if Drysander takes the hole in the wall.”

It was another moment that Yiming was thankful for Longwei’s new wives. Before, the man wouldn’t even ask! He would just do!

Yiming ran his fingers through his goatee, and looked over the other airships and their paths as he thought. He was the designated field tactician for this operation, so he brought out his tablet. While Valtor had created orders for their forces, they didn’t have the most up-to-date information–they couldn’t, not before they placed enough of their Array Flags.

A few avian beastkin teams were already placing them, so it wouldn’t be long before their alliance received enemy movement data in real time. But for now, he could only work with what he saw, and compare them to his numbers.

Unfortunately, Seamus, Antonius, and Brenin’s people were heading to a city likely no better off than this one. But this team had some powerful beast tamers, from spriggons to Takoda, and they also had Drysander and Nadessa, along with their family of druids.

“Insightful, brother–I do think it’s best for Drysander to plug the hole in the wall first. You and Takoda–and Missy the auril beast, of course–can hold the gate together with our brothers in arms. We’ll wait until they are in position before you leap.”

“Understood.” Longwei turned to his wives. “You hear that, Babes? We get to perform an important task!” He laughed, and the beastkin girls got excited as they brought out their weapons and armor, preparing for battle.

The armada changed its formation from his selections, and several of the flying beastkin sped up, preparing to create a safer approach for their airships. While the durability had been improved by runes, he would still consider the sack of gas keeping them aloft to be less durable than their warriors.

As their ship got closer, Yiming grimaced. It was difficult to see before, but the many Nordic-style homes within the walls were already crumbling and on fire. The haze of insects had prevented him from really being able to see much.

Longwei grinned at the order, his fighting spirit ignited. Numerous talismans landed on his back from his wife, and an image of a tiger overlapped him as he roared. His body grew in size as he was covered in a red cloak of Valor, the ship noticeably tilting as he did just before he jumped down.

His beastkin wives leaped after him, and so did a few more Valor warriors, and Yiming took one last look over the battlefield. Already, some dangerous enemies were starting to react to their people’s arrival.

An image of a white stallion appeared as Yiming ignited his battle spirit, talismans being added to his back as well before he leaped off, Leanna joining him in the air. His Technique allowed him to expend some mana and Valor in order to run across the sky. He rode down on his spiritual horse with his glaive ready as the airship lowered altitude, preparing to land within the keep’s walls and join the defense.

As he rode, he noticed that the walls were crumbling in various areas, and the insects were covering nearly every inch of them. Frowning, he swung his valor-filled glaive, cleaving through an armored lizard’s neck as he reached the ground level. As he passed through the enemy’s lines, he cut through an orc archer and a drakan, the enemies no match for his sharp edge and his speed.

While Yiming landed outside of the keep and in the danger zone surrounded by monsters and enemies, he had done this intentionally. Being a Valor user who excelled in speed and precision meant that few enemies could truly corner him, so long as he had Valor remaining.

He roamed around the outside of the keep, cutting enemies down in flanking maneuvers and keeping on the move, while his crow beastkin wife followed, fighting by his side. He would gain altitude here and there, allowing both him and his wife to dive down and cut into enemies more powerfully.

Longwei was now a towering figure at the tall gate, the giant man swinging his glaive in wide arcs and cutting through enemies. The red tiger warrior had enemies on both sides of him, but now reinforcements for the enemy couldn’t enter the keep, and the Norse and Grecian-origin native warriors were already rallying from the alliance’s arrival.

And now, Takoda the capybara beastkin landed next to Longwei, then Missy the brachiosaurus auril beast appeared in motes of light. The giant beast bellowed as a thick blue auril pulse went through the creature, and its tail lashed out powerfully against a giant bear nearby, sending it flying. Takoda himself was no slouch either, the man increasing in size and cutting down several orcs and goblins that had made it inside the keep with his glaive.

Arrows rained down on the monsters from above, along with dozens of elemental and nature spells from the numerous druids in the airships. Spriggons landed nearby, riding in their beastkin’s harnesses.

To Yiming’s surprise, with a wave of their bark-covered hands, the insects surrounding the keep began to respond to them. The swarm started leaving the walls, and attacking some of the monsters instead–mostly, attacking their eyes and being a general annoyance, before the spriggons added their own magical haze to them, empowering them.

It appeared they were some form of stone and rock termites, which Yiming found strange. Usually at this level, tiny insects like that would not provide a threat to the keep of any kind without some kind of magical enhancement like what the spriggons were doing.

Magical stones and wards would typically be used, and such a creature could not have enough strength to chew through and consume them at all. Even if they could, without help, they would die of mana poisoning soon after. He would have to learn more, as this was beyond bizarre to him. Unlike the spriggons, he saw no handlers that could be doing so for the insects.

And as he rounded the corner of the keep, he saw the hole Drysander, the War Oak Paladin of Guan Yu, was defending with his brethren. His roots dug into the crumbling earth, his vines spreading outward in a defensive posture as he swung his club and blocked spells with his bark shield. His dryad and nymph wives, and Nadessa his daughter, stood up in his boughs, raining lightning down, firing ice shards, and sending out their own waves of magical insects to attack the numerous enemies arrayed in front of them.

Yiming saw Clan Brock fighting nearby, the well-coordinated Adventurer party fighting side-by-side with many other beastkin, and a few Priestesses of Arawn and their servants. While most had gone to Morvalis, the deathly world, they still kept a fair number of them in each force for their ability to capture betrayers, and manage enemy undead.

None had yet been discovered on this world, but Yiming wasn’t so sure there wasn’t some sort of foul play. Not only were there the termites, but the earth beneath the walls themselves had crumbled, like a tunnel had been dug but collapsed.

While each individual enemy wasn’t that strong, they were numerous. And there were dozens of boss monsters stomping through the enemy ranks, requiring quite a bit of effort to take down. But after the alliance members had landed inside the keep, it didn’t take long for them to clear out the enemies within, and reman the walls to focus on those outside.

The talismancers and battle maidens were deadly on the walls, sniping targets with their mana and spell-enhanced shots. Rushing over the walls and inside the keep for a brief moment, Yiming found a safe location to use his tablet as Leanna watched his back.

He zoomed out the view, and saw that many of the requests for assistance had dulled down as his allies began landing across the globe. While there were a few cities focused on by their alliance, many beastkin and smaller adventuring parties hit the ground running, to close Monster Dens and Rifts throughout the landscape.

The majority of cultivators from Love and Justice were among the most mobile since the Ravenwolf Tribe was on The Burning Steps, so they were heading to the most distant areas for rescue. With their numerous tamed beasts and more, they were a diverse force.

Overall, it looked like things were going well so far–they had already stemmed the tide successfully at this location–one might almost say that it was easy, thanks to their elite forces. Rifts were already being closed and Monster Dens discovered and destroyed. However, Yiming could see the difficulty for most Adventurers and guilds making a difference here.

Not only were warriors like Drysander and Brock worth their weight in gold, like Yiming and Longwei themselves, but each beastkin warrior that came along was far above the average of other guilds at this Tier. Each was well-equipped and trained, and talented with their chosen skillset–weapons, auril, or mana and auril, in the case of some of the beastkin clergy.

In a way, Hearthtribe supplied their Tier 2 and Tier 1 people with resources that matched, or in many ways, exceeded those supplied by a Tier 3 guild. Most guilds exclusively treated their lower-tier guilds as feeders or funnels of talent, taking all the best people to their higher-tier worlds where they could no longer fight for their lower-tier guilds. One of the Hearthtribe alliances most important tenets, in Yiming’s mind, was that everyone should properly contribute to their Subguild’s success before graduating to the higher guild.

It wasn’t only stupid, or greedy, that other guilds grabbed the best talent from lower tiers. Third Tier worlds did actually need warriors at lower tiers to participate in the perpetual wars and dungeon diving the world required to reach equilibrium.

However, Hearthtribe had a special population momentum thanks to their impressive fertility and warrior culture, allowing them to not only replace warriors lost in war, but greatly exceed their losses. So when Highlands reached the Third Tier, they didn’t need to siphon or funnel warriors from their Subguilds–they could rely exclusively on those born on their abundant world.

Even Yiming had two sons and a daughter with his servant back in his Refuge waiting for him, Leanna forcing–or coaxing him to have two children already, and his shrine maiden wife joining her for one of the rides.

Yiming smiled with pride as he saw how well things should work out. Most guilds arriving in this situation would likely need to spend days helping the natives rebuild their keeps, which appeared to be sabotaged. And during that time, there were so many Rifts already open, including a Greater Rift, that another wave of bosses and swarm of monsters would be on their way, ready to damage the same keep they were trying to repair. It could end up like patching a leaky ship as they threw buckets of water out of it, while enemies attacked it the entire time.

Thankfully, Drysander was far from the only treant who arrived. The defensive specialists could take the burden of defense as they repaired the keep, allowing those focused on offense to go out and close Rifts. Yiming was thankful for Hearthtribe’s foresight in sending the right allies to the world and in having such a diverse, capable force.

And his people were stronger from being allied with them, and not just because of their… population momentum. Their magical research had improved by leaps and bounds, their crafted items benefiting in significant ways. If their average equipment quality before was Uncommon, it was somewhere above Rare or just below Epic now, and it was all thanks to Hearthtribe. Their enchantment research and magical metallurgy had fed into so many aspects of Warrior Brotherhood’s fighting strength that it had shocked Yiming.

His glaive being so sharp that he could one-shot most trash monsters in the right conditions was thanks to an item made by Ophelia Hart herself. And that their talismancer’s spells struck so hard was thanks to enchanted paper made from auril wood, able to hold even more of their mana-infused ink.

Yiming’s path set, he turned around and headed away from the battlefield, and toward the natives' center keep. No doubt, the king or lord of the city would be located there–or he could find out where he or she was.

Leanna said, “Hey, where are you going? The fighting is the other way.”

Yiming paused, and spoke over his shoulder. “I must meet with the local lord of the natives. Come, let us make haste.”

Leanna whined, “Aw, but the fighting isn’t over yet! Meeting with those guys is always so stuffy and boring. Can’t we fight a little more?”

“If you wish to stay and fight, you’re welcome to–I can meet them alone. Just stay near Longwei and try not to get him into trouble.”

Leanna sighed, and then flapped her wings to arrive in front of him. “Are you sure you don’t have at least a few minutes? I see half these houses are empty. We could… have a little fun first?” As she paused, she lifted up her tail feathers, revealing her bestial, leather-clad ass, before she pushed it against his waist.

Yiming groaned. “For the love of Guan Yu… I love you, but please, not now. I must complete this important task, and then maybe we can meet for some fun.”

Leanna pouted, her eyes glowing white. Then she shook her head. “Nope. If it’s not now, it won’t happen for three whole days! That’s way too long!“

“What is with this useless power? Can you really only foresee and plan on when you can get laid?”

“It’s not useless! Mother was super jealous when she learned I could do it! Knowing when we have some free time is super useful in war when I can be consistent; you just don’t know how to use it!”

“You told her?! And…maybe? Anyway, you’ll just have to wait. I’m going.”

She sighed, her wings fluttering in irritation. “Fine-fine. I’ll come with you.” She smirked from behind him as he continued his march toward the castle.

What Yiming didn’t know was that it would be three days. But not if she teased him at the right moment, which she just learned.
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Morwen stood in the Alliance HQ’s city on Morvalis, having just arrived outside the HQ with her hundreds of Emberborn brethren, Servants of Arawn, and beastkin allies. The plaza was wide, and she found herself surrounded by bone-white carved stone, an aesthetic she didn’t mind.

Pillars and buttresses adorned the Gothic-style architecture, and she had a difficult time telling the difference between homes, temples, businesses, and governmental buildings, aside from their varying levels of grandness.

Rookard and his hunters also surveyed the plaza, looking over the surrounding landscape on the other end of it. He spoke with some of the people of Morvalis, who were a human-adjacent variant race.

They had bone ridges around their temples and foreheads, which made it look like they were wearing a crown underneath their flesh, and their skin was pale. Their statures were smaller than the average beastkin and human she had met, their muscles wiry, and few had a bulky body type. In many ways, they were similar to the Emberborn, as the effect of deathly mana on their physical bodies was prevalent.

Hearthtribe had just defeated the local Guild War enemies in the forced Battleground. The Bloodstained Arena was the same battlefield they faced during the Dungeon Raid, and Morwen was proud that conquering the enemy’s obelisks was no challenge at all for her varied teams.

Their enemies this time were not some Nords or Grecians from Radiant Glory or their ilk. Instead, they were some followers of Amaterasu, whom she imagined had been forced or extorted into this alliance of theirs–because she could see the desperation plain on their faces as they fought and lost.

They should have been a challenge. The enemy clergy, powered by the Takamagahara Divine, radiated the power of the sun and divinity, infused with the power of life–anathema to her people. However, the Emberborn were more than just undead. Carrying a frostfire flaming hearth of unlife in their chests, they had been enchanted by their King, and empowered by the faith in their own Divine.

And they had Rookard’s wolves and the nethril beastkin with them. The followers of Amaterasu were shocked when their radiant sunbeams and smite spells were not all that effective against the Emberborn. Then, Rookard and his wolves, and the nethril beastkin did not fear the sunbeams either, only the Servants of Arawn suffering excessively from the attacks.

Morwen had been satisfied with the success of her magic in the battle. Her Winter’s Embrace not only included powerful frost but also faith-empowered deathly energies. Their sun’s heat was no match for it; their light and lives were quickly extinguished. To respawn, of course. Repeatedly, as the varied Hearthtribe warriors wreaked havoc on their towers and destroyed their base.

She smiled and took a deep breath, feeling the stillness, the embrace of death filling her undead lungs and pressing down on her chest like a heavy weight when compared to normal air. The brownish-orange sky left the world in a nearly permanent dusk or dawn, with deathly mana carried in the somehow stifling, heavy breeze.

The landscape outside the city was varied, with rolling hills and mountains, lakes and rivers, and odd monoliths or obelisks–tall towers of some kind that dotted the surrounding area. But the grass, plants, and trees lacked the usual green vitality like that of Highlands.

The underbrush, even in the decorative plants, trees, and bushes in the city, included brown thorns and gnarled and twisted branches and growths; like plants and trees in fall or the dead of winter. Brown and orange leaves and growths matching the sky’s colors, along with white and black of bone and shadow, were the colors seen everywhere. It made it feel like she was viewing the city through a tinted lens that removed all other colors.

“The air is welcoming, is it not, Dear?” Bedwyr, her husband’s scratchy voice through his armored helmet, brought Morwen out of her reverie of the new world, Morvalis.

“Not as welcoming as the Highland’s North, I’m afraid. But it has a special charm, I do agree. What do you think, Toran? What do you feel?” Morwen turned to their new ally, who towered over Bedwyr, even on his undead mount. Other paladins on mounts joined their forces, her husband now not the only one with an undead steed.

The mammoth nethril beastkin gazed into the distance, taking in the surroundings as he breathed, as if tasting the air. His deep voice responded slowly, reverently. “This world. The balance of life and unlife, the cycle of it, is so different from my own. Death strangles the life slowly, bringing all into its still embrace. The living seek to control and delay death, instead of becoming a part of the cycle.”

Morwen chuckled. “It is difficult for the living to embrace death on most worlds, Toran. Inexorable as it is, it is the end for most. You must understand that your lack of fear for the end is anathema to the living. Even an animal fights fiercely as the maw arrives for its throat; it is only natural to delay it, to fight against it.”

Toran frowned but nodded. On Highlands, the anthropomorphic mammoth man had originally been tainted and working with the betrayers–through no will or fault of his own. When the taint was cleansed on Highlands and his controllers defeated, he simply walked away from the battlefield, having no desire to fight.

Morwen had run into him in the North after the war was over, and helped him progress until he reached the Second Tier–and awakened. Like many other nethril beastkin, their memories returned and their personalities awakened with them once they did. But they were not only themselves, because they did not only carry their own memories from their lives in their state of undeath.

The nethril beastkin carried the memories of their ancestors, along with the will of the world itself. It was a drive to preserve the balance of it ingrained in their very beings. To preserve the balance of the world, they would slay the living or even go to war. Joining the battle against Tartarus was interesting for Morwen to watch, as the beings had differing perspectives, and a strange, supernatural wisdom.

Toran’s nostrils at the end of his trunk flared for a moment as it lifted in the air, his head swiveling left and right. “But something smells wrong. Something–”

An arrow flew at Taron, heading for his eye. But the man had seen or felt it coming, and with a flex of his spiritual power, his nethril-filled trunk lashed out, and smashed the arrow out of the air. The arrow did explode in a burst of flames, but the behemoth of a man was not just physically domineering–he had a powerful mystical weight as well.

And it was more than just one arrow that flew out, Morwen and Bedwyr, and several warriors reacted immediately to the threats. With a flex of her faith and will, Arawn’s frost from her prepared barrier became visible around Morwen in a mere instant, ready to block explosive arrows heading for her.

Bedwyr shouted, his deathly cold aura of protection covering the clergy and servants of Arawn alike like a blanket of black frost. His war scythe swung out, sending a wave of death and frost at incoming projectiles.

Morwen mixed her magical senses with her sight, sweeping the area and spotting numerous archers at the top of the temples but no others. She spoke her orders. “Guild War enemies. Servants, protect our clergy and counter. Clergy–prepare defenses. Form circles, and cast Seeking Skulls.”

She allowed her husband to guide the Paladins and Templars of Arawn, and Rookard to lead his wolves as she began preparing her spells, drawing upon her faith and her mana. Morwen knew that she could count on them to not do something foolish, like run straight into a trap. Instead, Rookard’s wolves went on the hunt, splitting up and climbing buildings to get a better view, their auril hearts singing the song of battle.

Buff spells were cast by the Arawn clergy, bone shields and barriers of frost much like hers being established for protection. A few had already been prepared for battle after exiting the HQ and things were declared clear, and those started establishing their casting circles immediately, while others had relied on their servants for protection, so they rectified this failure.

The deathly mana in the surrounding area was drawn in rapidly, allowing the circle-casting priestesses to finish their spells rapidly. Dozens of flying skulls flew out, the caster’s intent driving them to seek Guild War enemies rather than the nearest living targets.

The skulls rushed off into the distance like angry hornets, the semi-sentient spells capable of hunting down hiding enemies, and perfect for the situation they were currently in. There were countless places for enemies to hide among the various decorative buildings, perhaps using wards and other techniques.

She saw one crash into one of the archers, exploding and sending shards of bone piercing into them, and covering him with a noxious gas filled with miasma and deathly energy. It would quickly burn their flesh away with necrotic magics, even entering their lungs and killing them rapidly with continued exposure and no healing.

Morwen’s mana prepared, she established the deathly domain for her priestesses to feed their efforts into. A pulse of black and blue death mana mixed with faith energy washed outward, claiming the area for and empowering her undead brethren like a disk that hovered above the ground. It passed through buildings as if they weren’t even there, granting her sight into them. She did this for several reasons–to prepare for a larger ambush, but also to be able to sense it if it was there.

Thanks to the area’s deathly mana, the domain stood strong and expanded all on its own as she focused, trying to sense everything within it. And thanks to the people’s natural resilience to the deathly energies and Arawn’s divinity, it meant that she wasn’t killing a bunch of natives accidentally.

The Servants of Arawn defended the clergy, though some rushed off to counterattack, firing arrows and casting spells of their own. Those seeking penitence were both varied and numerous. The ex-betrayers had multiple Origins. Undead from the Emberborn’s original world were humanoids of various classes and roles, and betraying reptile beastkin from Highlands had joined their ranks, launching nethril-filled javelins and arrows at the enemies.

She ordered, “Expand the domain. Alternate skull casting and push outward until we find the enemy.”

Morwen was preparing for any number of Guild War foes, from a bunch of ambushers that would try to flee or hide, to an army that surrounded them. The landing was uncharacteristically too easy, but she wished she had sent more scouts out immediately.

They were only in the plaza for maybe thirty seconds to a minute before they were attacked. Truly, she doubted it would have changed much–the enemy had hidden in such a way that their first scouts had missed it, but they hadn't had enough time to do a detailed search.

Eventually, she heard a howl, coming from the East, followed by several more howls from all around them. Her priestesses immediately reacted, their staves releasing the Seeking Skulls toward the various howls.

Bedwyr said from near her, “They’ve been found. But it seems they are spread out. Their numbers pose no problem for us.” With a wave of his hand, his paladins rushed out, to join the beastkin on their hunt, but he stayed by her side, ever vigilant.

She monitored the domain as it grew, and gathered her mana as she prepared for any threat. The domain eventually expanded to encompass some additional hidden enemies, and she made her move, along with a few of her elite priestesses that shared her vision over the domain.

Frost gathered beneath their feet for a moment from the disk-like domain, before shooting upward and encompassing the men before they could react. Covered in dense frost and death energy, their life was drained from the cold, bringing them to death’s inevitable embrace.

One by one she cast the spell, her allies attacking others. One managed to dodge, but her priestess redirected the forming tomb to become more like an ice spike and change direction, stabbing the man in the chest. The next Frozen Tomb landed on him, encasing him in the deathly frost.

Another warrior realized what was happening, and leaped out of the window, before she could trap them in the frozen tomb. He had wings on his ankles, and he only sped up as he swooped down toward her with his spear pointed at her.

Bedwyr was ready. His mount leaped to meet the man’s spear with his war scythe in a wide arc–and a wave of deathly frost. The man’s spear stopped Bedwyr’s blade, but the frost washed over the man, covering him in the black frost from nearly head to toe, the ice spreading to cover him as he fell toward the ground, his momentum halted. Covering himself in gold suddenly as a bracelet on his person snapped, he flapped his ankle wings and dived toward Morwen once more.

In a feat of impressive agility, the undead mount twisted following Bedwyr’s original swing. Its hoof slammed into the side of the man’s head, sending him flying to the side before he crashed into the building, and disappeared in motes of light.

Morwen’s orbiting shield of frost had already been focused on where the man was coming from, but she smiled and thanked her husband for his protection all the same. “Sad. Thank you, Husband.”

Bedwyr smiled at her. “Of course, Dear. And you’re right, our enemies are a bit sad. The Grecians and Nordic warriors do not seem as though they strive to understand magic, focused on swinging their weapons harder only.”

Morwen sighed. “It’s just the way of it at this Tier. The bullies only seek to win with numbers and extortion. And our brethren won’t be extorted, so that leaves only numbers.”

The entombed men died during that small skirmish, and Morwen was disappointed overall by their strength and number. They had been the ones to attack for some reason, but then they tried to hide or flee, and failed.

Rookard returned to the plaza along with many others, and Morwen could tell he was disappointed too, just from his annoyed expression.

“What did your men find, Chief Rookard? It seems they didn’t find a good fight.”

He chuckled. “It seems just ambushers and opportunists, assassins trying to take out our leaders and slow us down, perhaps. Your clergy’s skulls had taken out nearly half of the enemies as they tried to run away, and the rest that tried to stay hidden behind their warded buildings were found quickly.” He tapped his nose. “No match for our ability to sniff them out.”

The giant mammoth had returned as well, so Morwen turned to him and asked, “Was that what you smelled as wrong, Toran? These foolish guild enemies?”

Toran shook his large head. “No. Those monoliths, the temples…something is not right. The air…it smells wrong.”

Morwen hummed in thought, trying to think of how best to use this unique information. “I see. We will be careful with our Array Flag placements and activations–we wouldn’t want enemies to find them, and we wouldn’t want to interfere with the monoliths. I don’t think the natives will enjoy us drawing energy away from their monoliths and temples.”

Rookard frowned. “But if it is a part of the betrayer’s plot or aiding the betrayers, we may need to go against their will. To protect life and win the war…”

Morwen chuckled. “I seem to recall the beastkin of Highlands refused to join the Framework even though it was the logical way to protect life. If we started digging up your buried bones, how would you have dealt with that, even if our reasons were logical and sound to save your people? I won’t say diverting their deathly mana is the same thing, but it is important to empathize with the natives’ desires and values, or they will never trust us.”

Rookard was thoughtful, but Bedwyr nodded and replied first, “Ignoring the natives’ will, we may drive more to the side of the betrayers instead. Worse than not trusting us, they may seek vengeance and work against us.”

Sighing, Rookard looked over to the temple. “I suppose getting permission for the flags may save us some trouble in the long run. But if Taron has a lead on the betrayers, I’d prefer justice to be swift.”

Morwen smiled. “I’m in agreement there. The good news is that we can do both. We can place the flags, but leave the formation inactive until we get permission. I’ll go meet with their leaders, and you can take Taron and hunt down the betrayers and close Rifts, as the rest of us prepare for our assault on them.”

Rookard grinned. “Perfect. C’mon, Taron. Let’s move, and we’ll follow that trunk of yours, and fix that wrongness.”

In all, the Guild War enemies did not provide a sufficient challenge on their arrival, but her people got just a little more experience in facing them near natives and civilians. It significantly limited what they could do, but they had several working strategies that allowed them to handle them effectively.

She could feel the excitement of her clergy as they brought out their airships from their storage rings. Betrayers meant finding more penitents to expand the Kingdom of Annwyn–to create more believers for their Divine. They would find the betrayers and bring them to justice, and protect both life and unlife while they did it.


Chapter 33 - Vesuvius - The Caverns of Serthune



Vesuvius jogged through the cave with his brethren, thumping their tails on the cavern walls periodically. His scouts replied with their songs, the vibrations thrumming through his body. The world of Serthune, despite being largely mountainous or underground, was bright and beautiful to him.

The gem-studded walls sparkled in the light, and bioluminescent plants brightened the caverns thanks to the dense earth and water mana throughout. The tunnels were wide and well-traveled, the Vouivre capable of manipulating the stone to shape the paths as they wished.

Vesuvius could even fly with his wingsuit through much of it thanks to how wide and tall the caverns were, but he held back due to needing to feel the vibrations through his feet and tail. Caves were perfect places for ambushes, and it was against Hearthtribe’s doctrine to ever show weakness for expedience, unless there was an extreme emergency.

The reptilian and serpent people of this world enjoyed living underground, but most adventurers did not like traveling and fighting in it. Rifts did spawn above ground, which the adventurers were quick to close, but underground, they had dragged their feet with attempting to close them and assisting the natives with their subterranean enemies.

The natives were suffering heavy losses underground, it appeared, and so Hearthtribe moved to rescue them. Vesuvius’s team was just one of many. Various strong reptilian clan heads, then Darris, Jarrix and Vexana, and Roxo led teams of their own to rescue natives across the globe. They even had a few ex-betrayer servants of Arawn with them, Elysians thanks to many reptile beastkin taking them as mates, and some nethril beastkin besides–not all had gone with the Emberborn to Morvalis.

Tremors from his scouts rippled up his tail as he had dragged it on the ground as he ran, causing him to slow and listen. It appeared that after many miles of travel and branching caverns, after the next major sloping bend, they would have arrived at their destination–and there was trouble abound.

“Increase our pace, and prepare yourselves for battle. The village is under attack.” Vesuvius rumbled.

He allowed some heat to build in his chest, stirring his auril and faith in his goddess, Echidna. His body began to grow as his strides lengthened, and he took the rune-covered bone glaive from the harness on his back as it grew along with him.

He and Hearthtribe’s three hundred strong arrived in a vast cavern, with an underground lake. The ceiling of the cavern was high enough to fly in, and many of their smaller warriors did just that. The larger fighters who grew for combat continued their dash toward the village, ready to flank the enemy’s forces.

The enemy was a bit of a surprise, to Vesuvius. More than a thousand strong, tons of black and brown insectoids with colorful gems attacked the Voivre people, who were a mixture of lamia and reptile-centaur-like people.

The insectoids stood upright, looking like beetle people with scything or bladed arms, which varied in shape and size. Their mandibles looked deadly sharp, and their carapaces were covered in stones and gems, just like the surrounding caverns, and similar to the Vouivre people themselves.

It was a surprise because having so many of a single enemy type in one area, and without the telltale colored vacant eyes of dungeon-controlled enemies, could really only mean one thing: these were true Tartarus invaders.

The enemy had chosen an invader race from one of their worlds, locking them in as the attackers that spawned from Rifts. This had several advantages and disadvantages for Tartarus. Often, their intelligence, commander units, and ability to construct defenses or plan invasions that did not follow a simple path as usual Rifts did, were significant advantages that made them difficult to deal with.

As a disadvantage, to spawn different types of enemies once this was selected would have a higher cost in the Conquest Game, and that was precisely what Tartarus was doing–above ground. Thus, if they could overcome whatever advantages these creatures granted, it would be expensive for Tartarus to fight back and challenge them properly.

The village was likely only meant for a couple thousand people, and it was pushed up against the cavern walls on the far-right side of the cavern, and the underground lake was off to his left. However, the village was packed with people, largely women and children, and not warriors.

Not all the natives could even fit inside the walls. The walls they had were rather rudimentary, stone walls that Vesuvius could just walk right over once he reached his full size, and no doubt, the beetles would have no issues climbing. This was the people’s last stand, a vast majority of the armed natives standing in a thinning perimeter against the tide of insectoids as they struggled.

Vesuvius watched the beetles in action against the Vouivre as he continued his sloping stride, dashing as fast as he could move. Jets of water and earthen spikes carved and pierced into the insectoids cast by the females, shedding the stone skin and driving some of them back. Arrows rained down on them largely ineffectually, and any stones launched at them from spells appeared to slow before they struck.

The attacks felt as though they lacked a significant impact, the gems covering the beetles vibrating with power. It was like the gems from the world were empowering and protecting the enemy from their attacks.

There were a few elemental spells being cast outside of earth and water, but they were sparse in comparison–and the beetles swarmed toward those casting them with frenzied ferocity. The larger reptilian males covered in stone and gems got in their way and swung their mauls and glaives, but there were simply too many enemies.

Vesuvius saw where several beetles latched onto a male, and the females all cast spells in an attempt to save him. Beams and waves of water and earthen spikes crashed into the monsters, and they were harried with spears, trying to dislodge them from their meal.

But despite their best efforts, they continued gnawing on the golem-like male, consuming its stone and gems. The beetle's gems lit up and vibrated as it did, empowering itself even further by consuming the Vouivre. Disgusting.

From the looks of things, the males had much better chances of defeating the creatures with their larger and more powerful physical prowess. However, they were fewer in number among the forces, and they were being targeted just like the unique elemental casters. Already, some of the beastkin’s flying brethren arrived, firing downward onto the swarm of insectoid people.

For a moment, it didn’t look like the enemies had much of an answer to these attacks, but then projectile spines started being launched out of some different, lithe-looking beetles in the rear. His scouts worked on taking these creatures out first.

Then Vesuvius and his men and women on foot finally arrived to flank the front of the insectoid army. Some enemies had peeled off to meet them, but it appeared as though their desire to consume the Vouivre was ingrained in them. They didn’t seem to understand tactics–as they continued pushing fruitlessly against the natives, who were definitely the weaker threat. This would make Hearthtribe crushing them much easier.

Javelins were launched first, manifestations of beasts softening up the targets, removing arms and legs, or weakening their stone-covered carapaces. Many enemies died in the first volley, the warriors giving their fierce battle cry as their hearts sang the song of battle.

As Echidna’s Paladin, a Lava Warden of Scales, Vesuvius was granted several faith-based abilities. The first, and perhaps most important and befitting a beastkin chieftain, was his Monstrous Aura. Auril, mana, and faith infused with Echidna’s chaos emanated from Vesuvius, wrapping around his allies in a reddish-bronze haze as his heart beat, empowering them in numerous ways.

How each ally was strengthened or protected varied, usually enhancing their monstrous or bestial features that made them special. A cobra beastkin moved faster, or their attacks became more venomous. A turtle beastkin’s skin and shell became harder and more durable, or their control over water became more powerful. All those that were covered by his Aura also grew ever so slightly, and were strengthened and hastened a little.

Other warriors and clergy activated their abilities, special effects filling Vesuvius’s view with red flames, blue ice, green or black venom, holy light or darkness, and more. A kaleidoscope of colors washed over the beetles with the beastkin’s bestial manifestations of animal ferocity as they were slain, various Divine called upon, and strong warriors carved through the enemies rapidly.

Then, their own forces of insectoids arrived. The Sandreavers of Ankhmar, led by Berri’s affectionately named Bulldozer, led the charge as the much larger scarabs of death crashed into the enemy beetles, trumpeting its war song.

The creatures had changed after reaching the second Tier and living on Highlands for years, steeped in the Nethril energies. A few, like Bulldozer, could store this energy and make use of it thanks to receiving special potential-improving items from the dungeon.

The beetles hit the far-left flank, between the lake and the furthest point away from the village–at Vesuvius’s direction. They wore Hearthtribe tabards, but he really did not want them getting attacked by natives in the confusion. The insectoid people emanated an aura of death and sand that swirled around them, and the large horns allowed them to crash into enemies and make excellent use of their bulk.

Not only were they large, but they were wide and heavy, and they actually held and swung their polearms powerfully using their extra set of arms. Swinging their weapons and cutting through these enemies, these warriors were an excellent addition to their forces, even if they were not numerous in comparison. Bulldozer was bigger than Vesuvius himself even after he grew by a small margin, and the other sandreavers came close.

It quickly became a pitched battle, his brethren joining the fray and killing the insectoid monsters as many spread out to meet them in combat to help the natives. There didn’t appear to be any casters among the insectoids, only warriors and spine shooters. And they were warriors who were no match for his people’s strength, spirit, equipment, and skill.

Hearthtribe cut a vicious line across the battlefield, cleaving and cutting them down rapidly, relieving the danger for the natives. The rain of arrows and javelins poisoned the beetles or damaged them with their spiritual attacks, softening them up to where even the Vouivre found much more luck with their spells.

While the water and earthen attacks of the Vouivre didn’t seem to work well, his people’s half-physical and half-spiritual manifestations hit hard and caused their defenses to fail. It wasn’t that the Vouivre were weak; it was that these enemies were chosen to counter them–this much was clear.

Vesuvius saw a larger figure near the middle of the army, its mandibles and antennae lighting up and vibrating with his wings buzzing. It appeared to be some kind of commander or leader, so conveying his will with his song, Vesuvius directed his people to fight toward him.

Spearheading the formation, Vesuvius had already reached his maximum size, his glaive sweeping viciously across the beetles and shredding several of them in half with each swing. He towered over the monsters, and his body was physically domineering in both speed and power thanks to his auril enhancements. Any that managed to swarm past his glaive or allies received a deadly claw or tail swipe, destroying them with his monstrous presence.

Occasionally he sent out gusts of flames and lava blasting over the beetle people from his glaive, devastating their formations and filling the monsters with fear as they shrieked in agony.

Flames and lava were not something they defended well against; their innards were cooked even through their earthen protections. But the monsters still came, still swarmed toward him, and his men and women cut them down expertly, hastened with supernatural strength from his Aura.

As they neared the commander, a boss-level enemy, the monster reacted by altering their formations. The beetles became more organized, timing their attacks and swarming. They used their brethren’s own deaths to find openings, and their durable bodies to accept blows and latch onto their weapons, but Vesuvius and his brethren were experienced in dealing with this tactic.

They had their own deadly tools. Vesuvius’s swings became more sweeping, more spinning–allowing his tail or free claw to become a defensive counterpoint, to fill in the gaps between his attacks.

His lizard brethren did the same, but others merely coordinated with their brothers' and sisters’ heartbeats. Where an unprotected chest or back presented itself, or a blade got stuck in the beetle’s flesh, their allies’ glaive or spear was just a breath away, cutting down the next monster.

The commander buzzed out some more orders, and crouched down–Vesuvius had seen this many times, so he was not surprised when it rocketed toward him. With a roar, he leapt and met the giant beetle’s scything pincer, stopping its assault and knocking the monster back.

Vesuvius grinned–he had been building up the heat in his chest for a while now. While he expended some of it from time to time, he had kept himself running hot, prepared to release his [Chaotic Wyrm Breath]. With a small prayer to his Goddess, the lava in his chest was transformed with the chaos of monsters, and he breathed out a powerful blast to the surrounding area.

While lava was largely the makeup of the blast that washed over the enemies, it included various other attributes spread out. Poison, acid–which felt redundant to the lava–death and darkness, and some that he couldn’t identify.

The insectoids all shrieked in agony as they were bathed in his breath, and the commander expended some form of magic to protect itself, powerful vibrations emanating from its body. While some of the breath burned away at the creature’s stone and gem carapace, it was dulled significantly.

He hadn’t used the breath attack to harm it, anyway–that was just a bonus. Vesuvius just didn’t want the chaff to get in the way of their fight, and he noticed Bulldozer smashing into the formation to one of the sides, his swirling deathly sands decaying the enemy’s carapaces.

As a follower of Echidna, a monstrous desire pulsed through him. He leapt at the reeling beetle, his glaive swinging down with frenzied might.

The monster blocked with its scythes crisscrossed, but his weight and power dug its feet into the ground, shattering stone. A manifestation of a wyrm’s claw struck the monster in the mandible, and then Vesuvius spun, his tail carrying the spirit of a maw of a lava monitor. It bit down onto its shoulder as his tail struck, and his glaive swung after, targeting the monster’s head and chest.

Each swing, whether the monster blocked the attack in its feeble defense with its scythe-like arms, wounded the monster by carving off a piece of stone flesh. Vesuvius’s glaive danced along with his large, yet agile body, each swing carrying his desire to rend, to break.

And to dominate, all in the name of his goddess.

He roared as he ducked low under a futile swing with a twist, planting his foot and swinging with all his might around and upward. A deep cut nearly cleaved the monster in two, and Vesuvius rushed forward, to grasp onto the two sides of its chest with his clawed hands, and heaved.

With a feral roar from Vesuvius and a burst of power, the monster’s chest was ripped nearly in half, and he breathed a gout of flames into the hole, killing the monster. Lifting up his glaive, he roared in triumph, encouraging his allies to fight harder. 


[Rift Commander slain, Rift weakened, and 28,237 CP Earned. Reinforcements slowed for 72 hours. To close Rift, you must defeat the Rift Boss. Individual invaders killed will grant CP based on difficulty.] 


It was a lot more than a standard Rift. It was another downside of Tartarus using the invaders. On the other hand, it could more easily gather forces into much more intelligent attacks like this one, the commander able to direct the forces anywhere instead of a predefined path like other Rifts. It could set up ambushes, or gather many more forces before they had to move and make themselves known.

Once he killed the commander, the army of insectoids turned and began to flee. Updating his orders with his heart’s song, he had his people give chase for a time, taking down many of them as they went. They were able to keep up with their fleeing forms for half of a mile through the winding caverns as they cut them down, not wanting to have to face them later.

Eventually, he called his people back as the cave became more complicated, wanting to wait until they could properly scout the area and learn more about their opponents. The insectoids seemed at home within the tunnels, and he didn’t want his people lured into a trap.

As they returned, the many wounded Vouivre men and women had gathered outside the city. His shamans and priestesses marched over, and began working on patching them up without issue.

Vesuvius ordered his people to rest and recover, but to keep a perimeter and for his scouts to seek out the enemy and map out the area. While Davonius was rare as a chameleon, they had many serpent and lizard beastkin with a more stealthy parentage, making them excellent at sneaking.

Array Flags would be placed to facilitate long-range communication and threat detection as well as magical empowerment. Thanks to these, they could prepare in advance for any threats and ambushes.

His people immediately brought out items from their Storage Bracelets to cook and eat, as well as took their usual pills, to help them recover and consolidate the strength and experience gained from their victory. The many reptile beastkin females and new Elysian mates were all too happy to start placing meat on spits, preparing food to revitalize their clanmates.

Seeing this camp being established by the lake, the natives formed a group and started heading over to his people.

As the leader of this force, it was up to Vesuvius to meet the leaders of the natives. They had a protocol for those interacting to be courteous to natives addressing them, but to direct them to him or the nearest Hearthtribe officer.

With his honor guard of men, he walked over to meet them. The group was largely women. Many of the males were targeted by the insects, but he also knew that the ratio of females to males was high. Unfortunately, it had just gotten worse.

In the front was a regal woman, who actually stood almost eye-to-eye with Vesuvius in his standard form. Because her lower body was a lizard about the size of a horse, and her humanoid torso was placed atop the front where the lizard’s head would usually be. She wore a stone and gem armor like the rest, but with what looked like denser material and more resplendent gems that hummed with earthen power. The staff she held looked powerful, with a prismatic gem that radiated light.

Vesuvius couldn’t help but notice her beauty, but the woman was like a walking light show in the dark, underground world, after all. Her pink scales and pale flesh, which weren’t covered by the armor or barding, were coated in a smattering of glimmering rubies, amethysts, and diamonds, making her shimmer brightly in the underworld’s dim light.

Her pink hair and amber eyes were striking, with a human face that matched many of the beastkin. She wore a crown of gems and gold, but it looked far too big for her own head, as if it were meant for someone else. It also contrasted with how she was dirtied and bloodied, and previously involved in the fighting.

As always, Vesuvius and his heart listened, and he attempted to sense the area with his spirit. On Highlands with auril surrounding him, this was natural and intuitive, as it was the perfect medium for it, but on this world there was none other than what spilled out naturally from his people’s presence, or Sublimations during battle.

The woman spoke first, and her voice was almost musical, carrying an odd hum of calm serenity that contrasted her tired, yet thankful expression along with it. “You and your warriors have my gratitude, valiant stranger. I am Lissandra, newly crowned queen of the Crystal Citadel. Or…what’s left of it, I’m afraid.”

Perhaps it was merely her voice, but something in his blood made him be drawn to her, to desire her. And he saw his men making big eyes at her–and getting smacked by their lovers, noticing their odd behavior. Vesuvius was not the only one that felt this way.

He replied, “The honor is mine. I am Subordinate Chief Vesuvius of Hearthtribe, commander of these forces.”

“Then I thank you and your tribe; you saved my people from a terrible slaughter. Our home is gone… there’s nothing left for us to offer you in return. We owe you and your people a tremendous debt for your timely aid.”

Vesuvius smiled, and spoke proudly. “We do not wish for payment; Hearthtribe only desires to protect life, and to protect the sanctity of family. If it is a wish of yours to repay us, then the path is simple. Join the Framework and take up your weapons and fight by our side, or help those who have lost rebuild.” He paused, looking over the Vouivre that remained. “I see many of you have not joined the Framework. Why is that?”

“It’s…complicated. But in simple terms, our king rejected it, and ordered us to refuse it. Those you see here that accepted it were the people of this small village, who hadn’t heard his mandate before they made their choice, or otherwise joined after he died.”

“Does his order stop you now? Why would he reject it?”

Lissandra sighed. “It doesn’t, but we didn't have much time after we arrived at this Nexus Node to consider our options and classes, before the insects arrived and disabled many of the options available. As for why… My father… he has a bit of what you call reptile brain? He saw it as a threat to his sovereignty, and would not listen to reason. I fled with what remained of our people, and their forces followed us here.”

Vesuvius tilted his head, frowning in confusion. “Reptile brain? What do you mean?”

She laughed, and gestured to herself and her own pink lizard body. “There are many wonderful things about lizards and reptiles when compared to the other creatures of the animal kingdom, but they are often…impulsive when it comes to threats, a primal instinct that drives their responses. We may be evolved or…ascended versions of our ancestors, but they are an undeniable part of us.”

Vesuvius nodded with a smile. “Of course. To deny your parentage is to deny a piece of the self. We beastkin celebrate our heritage–they are the things that make us different as well as special.”

Lissandra smiled a little at that and nodded, but then sighed, and took on a sad tone. “Unfortunately, Father saw the Framework as much of a threat as the invaders themselves, and sought to dominate it, and my mothers and I couldn’t talk him out of it. He was a strong warrior, but that wasn’t enough against these insects. We lost him, my mothers and sisters, and many of our most powerful warriors before I could rally the rest to flee as the last in the royal line.”

Vesuvius hadn’t heard this in their reports. He didn’t think it likely that this was common or widespread on Serthune. It seemed to just be an unfortunate thing that happened with this kingdom in particular, of which there were many across the globe.

He replied, “A tragedy, my sympathies. I am glad that we made it in time to save those who remain. Rest assured, we are here to help drive off the invaders, and reclaim this world–including your lost city. We have reinforcements on their way, hundreds, even thousands more if necessary, to arrive here in the next week to aid us.”

Lissandra let out a sigh of relief, and smiled. “That is reassuring, especially if they are nearly as strong as you and your warriors. Thank you so much.” She looked over to those getting the food ready. “I see your people are…cooking and have plenty of supplies, from the looks of it. For us… we fled in a hurry, and…”

Vesuvius smiled as she trailed off, and he cut her off so she wouldn’t have to ask. “Worry not. We have plenty of supplies, and we’d be happy to share some with those in need. Why don’t you and your people join us, and you can tell me more about your people and situation, and about this Crystal Citadel? And we can tell you a little more about the Framework, and my guild, Hearthtribe.”

Lissandra’s smile grew wider, her gems brightened, and hummed more loudly along with her satisfied voice. “Truly, you and your people are true heroes. I must say… seeing you triumph over that creature our males couldn’t defeat, I couldn’t help but be impressed by your might. I’d love to hear more about you and your people’s cultures.”

Vesuvius had a satisfied grin, reflecting the happy beats of his heart as he gestured for her to follow him to their camp. While the Vouivre people of the Crystal Citadel had suffered, his people had rescued them in the nick of time. This foray was successful from this action alone, but they would do more. A lot more.

There was no doubt in his mind that this queen had gratitude in her heart and was ready to do what it took to aid her people. Hearthtribe had just gained a valuable ally, and he was sure similar scenes were taking place all over Serthune.

In all, Vesuvius was already liking this place. Like the dungeon floor he couldn’t help but be attracted to, this place felt perfect for his people. He would fight hard, and claim this world for Hearthtribe.


Chapter 34 - The War Continues



The family had relaxed for the better part of a day, and Fhesiah had only taken a few hours off from working on the tokens before she got back to it. Many reports and voices started coming in, and she had recordings being made.

She continued to weave the tokens together in the new Hearthtribe HQ on The Burning Steps, situated on the Fire Continent. Jake, Blood, and Nessa met in the conference room to go over their guild’s next steps, after receiving Valtor’s reports of Hearthtribe’s landings across the Sector.

With over a hundred tokens integrated into a giant ball of wooden threads, and what appeared to be the sort of master-level tokens from Avaron and Cassius, new reports of betrayals were coming in from much of the Sector.

Fhesiah had even received a few reports in the Third Tier, which they were subsequently happy to supply Tyr as they went–he assured them they would be handled with the gravity and secrecy they required. And without giving the game away to those using them.

Jake had already dropped off Sati at the Fire Grand Temple, using Ira as a Reverse Summon target. She was working with them to teach them the ways of the Dharma and Yoga to help improve themselves, and hopefully converting them to Hearthtribe and their overall side while she was at it.

Ophelia and Tanda were both trying out the new skill books Hestia gave them while the rest of them met here and strategized. The rest just sought to recover and train, or absorb their special gift from Hestia, as they prepared for rejoining Conquest shortly.

Nessa sat on Jake’s lap happily, her long tail wrapped around his waist and trailing down his leg, with Bloodberri perched on her tail opposite of him across the table. The holographic table allowed them to bring up various figures, and plan out their strategies.

Fhesiah was floating in the corner of the conference room with the numerous tokens floating around her, the central token looking almost like a ball of wooden yarn at this point. “I’ve gained some quite valuable reports, Husband. Some, you might find quite interesting.”

She played the recording, a man’s alarmed voice coming from a device that looked oddly like a tape recorder. “We need reinforcements! Norvik didn’t fall, and Hearthtribe is making headway. If it continues like this, they will recover and claim the world!”

In the recording, Fhesiah cleared her throat, and then did a…pretty good Cassius impression. “I gave you enough resources, maggot! Just continue with the plan, and make it work with what you have until I can get there. You know the cost of failure.”

The voice sounded exhausted. “Please, we require help! It’s not working–it won’t work. The little bark people they came with–they have taken control of most of the stone termites for themselves. Then, it didn’t matter that we broke the wards and salted the earth; the walls crumbling was no problem for those treants, digging their roots deep underground. We could continue with ten times the people in the same way, and it wouldn’t work. We need help from the Patron if we’re to complete our task, or for you to get here immediately.”

Fhesiah ended the recording. “I tried to get him to talk more about the Patron or their plans on Bramvalen after that, but he stopped answering me. I have a few more recordings like this. Most importantly, there are a couple from the betrayers on Morvalis–but it seems their work with the Obsidian Blades was mostly minor coordination–asking for help in avoiding The Alliance sweeps searching for them.”

Jake asked, “How could those on Bramvalen sabotage in this way? Wouldn’t the Framework stop them?”

Nessa replied, “This man Faye spoke with must not be a member of the Framework, or they are just following orders for a removal of intent. The ones under the Framework are not intentionally helping the enemy; they are merely accomplishing the task they are given. Digging a hole under a wall or salting the earth is…malicious, but one can invent a reason to do this that isn’t sabotage. The Framework largely prevents enemies through their intent.”

Jake arched his brow at that. “That seems dubious at best, but I get it. Is there a way we can prevent that?”

Nessa nodded. “There are a few. The biggest one involves investment. By creating or upgrading Framework defenses with CP, it becomes impossible for Framework members to sabotage, even using this method. And often, it becomes immune to sabotage altogether, as most Framework defenses have self-healing and gamelike repair options, as well as reporting–some native guy digging a hole underneath would raise an alarm.”

Jake remembered the Battleground, and the Outpost within the dungeon and how they could repair it by channeling mana or funneling resources into it. “But they can have holes or flaws, if the investment is not good enough–such as those enemies that dug underneath, to appear in the center of the keep. I see. So this was why Valtor and Amara had me working on those runes for defenses. I even made some blueprints for some barriers powered by mana, Qi, and auril.”

Blood nodded. “That’s right. This has been Hearthtribe's most recent investments–we had a plan and blueprints from our grace period, but not enough CP to implement it until now, as we had focused on the interplanetary network. The issue was that these blueprints are expensive, and so was deploying the structures. They also provide additional incentive for our enemy to conquer the areas we’ve reinforced. So we need to be conscious about every step of the selection. The level of security, the cost to deploy, to man and defend, and more. But yes, now that we have earned plenty of points from our enemies and our Second Tier Conquest, we have a few options to improve defenses on these worlds, even as we try to rescue them.”

Nessa cleared her throat. “This was what much of my work in Love and Justice was–planning for these sorts of things. The more you develop the blueprint on your own and the more you build up the physical structure of the target location to match the blueprint, the cheaper it is to create it and deploy it. This is also why a monolithic single Origin build is the most common, and many have built cultures around keeping things this way.”

Jake arched his brow. “A monolithic what now?”

Nessa giggled, and squeezed him tight with her tail. “A single Origin–a single magic type, set of races, culture, Divine, etcetera. The Greeks, the Nords, the Celts, and so on. If you only have one, you only require one blueprint, and one set of magical technology to research and deploy. And when you arrive at a dungeon outpost or world with a set of forces, their manpower towards implementing the blueprint can be more effective. Think if your fortress design used mana–would the Highlands Beastkin or our cultivators be able to deploy and defend it effectively?”

Jake chuckled, and nodded in understanding. They had eventually added some Framework-enhanced defenses at their HQ points and major cities on Highlands, and the fact that they had developed and built up the physical structure first made it cheaper.

“So this is what you were talking about. It certainly wouldn’t change who we recruit for our guild, so it wasn’t worth giving it much thought–just as our family is diverse, so too are our forces. We’ve had to go with a hybrid approach for this reason, and in the end, I think it offers more benefits than downsides. Because our understanding of all magic feeds into one another, and some synergize well with different materials. Then, we also go for the best teams and people that fit our culture, rather than only one magic or Origin. We don’t limit ourselves like many other guilds do.”

Nessa smiled. “That’s what I was starting to notice as well, with Love and Justice. We mixed the Nords and the cultivators quite well, getting all sorts of benefits and advantages from their knowledge. When we married and I joined your noble family, I brought many of my blueprints to Hearthtribe. Though…a lot of our initial advancements were thanks to things Fhesiah had showed me and inspired me and my people with, when we did our tournament. I had learned a lot of theory in the Core Territories, but most of the recommendation is to remain monolithic.”

Blood smiled. “And you changed from that, because you saw how well Milord and his guild were doing. So now, we have all these forces on multiple worlds, and we’ve received much more reliable information about the threats that we are facing, and the current situation. How should we move?”

Jake triggered the table, bringing up the world of Bramvalen. Several statistics surrounded the Conquest Map, detailing their forces and information Valtor had included, such as their current forces and the set of reinforcements heading to the world.

Overall, it didn’t look good, with various cities that had fallen and Rifts open all across the map.

“Let’s talk about Bramvalen first. This was the world that was nearing the point of no return, spiraling toward its collapse. Our people have landed and already reinforced cities under siege and closed numerous Rifts, but there are so many others. It’s a danger to even leave the crumbling cities to close Rifts, because Rift spawns are roaming and converging toward their targets, as so many have been open for too long. Boss enemies and their spawns are everywhere, and there is even a Fortress Assault and a Greater Rift that need closing.”

Highlands had truly been unique, in that the landscape had slowed the enemy down significantly. In both commandeering monsters and bringing Boss monsters that could traverse the terrain, the design had limited Tartarus quite significantly.

Nessa looked over to the conquest meter–it was at 36% now, even after their forces arrived and ended the siege. “It’s nearly at the point where many Alliance guilds and lone adventurers would abandon the world to its fate–dangerous to move and easy to be killed thanks to Tartarus machinations. The three HQs the world has weren’t even targeted directly, and through the recordings and Yiming’s investigations, we understand why. It was a systemic weakening of their defenses, allowing cities to fall much faster than predicted. A cooperation with the enemy.”

Blood said, “I think there’s really only one choice. We defend until we can get defenses built. Most guilds wouldn’t invest their points and resources on a Contested World at all unless they were sure they would win it, let alone one they thought the world was going to fall. Often, it’s those with shared Origins and those led by the Divine who invest before then, going all in. In this case, the world has a mixed Origin, and it seems none wanted to claim it. Or perhaps, our enemies prevented anyone from investing in or claiming it, extorting or bullying anyone who wished to do so.”

It was true. Their enemies were both Greek and Norse. Perhaps all it took was a word from them to get a few of their ‘allies’ to back off.

Nessa nodded. “You might be right, and I agree that defense needs to be the focus; however, I believe that only defending would be a mistake. We had chosen to send our elites to Bramvalen, and so we should go for a bigger impact that turns the tide more, taking advantage of their superior strength. It may shave off months from the overall conflict, and prevent the most deaths.”

They had sent some of their best leaders to other worlds, but their elites were not only those that led. Elite also meant their focus on leveling, skills in fighting, and impact made through Blood and Valtor’s scoring system were just higher than the rest. Their highest-impact warriors and veterans were on Bramvalen, aside from their leaders.

Jake noted one of the meters, pointing to it. “Currently, we’re limited by the queue to enter the world, so reinforcements will be natural over time. We could rely on this, and push for reclaiming the lost city, where the Greater Rift is forming. If you look, the native kingdom has pushed to reclaim some lost ground. It looks like they were forced to retreat, but we could use what they won.”

Nessa had an idea. “Or, we could work together with them. They are of Norse Origin, right? If that’s the case, I may have someone that could convince them to work together.”

Jake snorted as he thought of whom she had in mind. “Astalder, really? Are you sure he won’t get them siding with the enemy instead?”

Nessa laughed. “His wives keep him on the straight and narrow! These people value strength, and Astalder is an experienced, respectable warrior now. He can stir up their warrior spirits, and for that matter, Yiming and Longwei are there too, right? We should use them for this too.”

Blood chuckled. “I’d count on Yiming more than the other two combined without their wives, I suppose, but sometimes the simple-minded are impressed by their mere size and muscles...”

Berri frowned. “Hey, just what are you trying to say, Sister?”

“Oh? Did you resemble that remark in some way?”

Berri pouted, and Jake cleared his throat. “So I think that’s a strong path–I like going on the offensive with our elites. We leave the Elysians on defense until we get our best defenses up by spending CP, but the rest head out and make an impact. If you can get the Nords to join the Framework and follow our direction, then even better. What do we think about Morvalis?”

The deathly world and their forces were displayed on the map. With betrayers already on the world and them hampering efforts to close Rifts, the world had been on the losing end–just not as bad as Bramvalen, at 43%.

Blood hummed. “I think it’s a little early in the Conflict to tell the best actions, as Rookard and Morwen just arrived and they started investigating the betrayers. Thankfully, the nethril beastkin seem to have a lead of sorts, but I think we have the easiest, most powerful move thanks to our lovely dragon-sister.”

Fhesiah looked up from her work, and smiled at Blood. “Aw, Blood, you’re so sweet; I knew you’d come around. Did you want to visit my dungeon, where I have many fun–”

Blood interrupted, “The tokens, my dear sister. The betrayers are asking for army positions and assistance with evading detection. Why don’t we offer…a little more assistance?”

Nessa smiled at that, and Jake nodded and said, “Definitely the right move; I like it. Luring them into a trap also means the Emberborn will have more success in capturing the betrayers. It seems they have some unwilling undead and living captives alike, which makes it more challenging to defeat only the betrayers without putting them at risk, let alone capture them otherwise.”

Nessa nodded. “Morwen is confident with your Array Flags that they can overpower their control of the undead captives with their superiority in magic and control, but if we have an advantage, I don’t see why we shouldn’t take it in order to bring them to justice. That said, there’s also the issue of convincing the natives to allow our use of the Array Flags.”

Blood brought up the report from Morwen. “It seems that they worship death as a sort of Divine entity, calling it Mortem–but no such entity actually exists. They are a theocratic government, ruled by their priests, and redirecting the energy from the monoliths would be an affront to their Divine, such as it is. They refused to allow us to redirect the mana, and also humbly requested us to not establish any shrines on their world for other divine.”

It was something that they couldn’t actually stop The Alliance from doing. Shrines were typically located within the cities near the Alliance HQ for recruitment purposes. But if the natives were hostile toward the shrines, they could simply be an add-on within the HQ.

Jake groaned. “This again? It's like the grand temples all over again. Are we sure they don’t want us diverting the death energy because they’re working with the betrayers?”

Nessa replied, “Could be, but we haven’t heard anything from the tokens as of yet. We could…try sweetening the pot. Promise them benefits, like magical technology that improves their monoliths, for example, or luxury items. While sometimes these people espouse religious beliefs, many do have a price.”

Blood hummed. “It’d be worth it, but enabling their belief could backfire, as even after we’ve claimed the world, we still have to deal with them. I’d much prefer we erode their silly, shortsighted beliefs, and convert them to the truth over time. Let’s appeal to their vanity first, as it’ll be easier to crumble the people’s trust in their government.”

Jake frowned. “Convert them to the truth? And what would that be?”

Blood’s eyes gleamed and her voice sharpened, fervor blazing in her tone as she met his eyes and answered, “That you are the True Sovereign–the one the stars themselves will bend for. That the divine of Hestia’s Alliance are the only other voices worth kneeling to, aside from yours. Their foolish leaders are dust; their god is a corpse that never lived. Your Hearthtribe is the fire that will burn away their ignorance, the hand that will raise them from the mire of death and destruction. In the end, they will witness who saved this world and the one worthy of ruling it… and they will thank us for it,” she whispered reverently.

Nessa blushed at this. “W-Wow. You really believe every word of that…”

Jake felt a little unnerved by her zealotry, because she had left some words unsaid, but had thought–or else. He still enjoyed the intense devotion he felt from her, traveling over their bond. While Sati also had a similar level of devotion or belief in him, there was at least a part of it rooted in her serving of the Dharma, the cosmic law and balance through him. For Blood, she’d be just as happy if Jake decided to become a villainous emperor who ruled with an iron fist.

At the very least, he knew that however she achieved her personal goal of making them witness that he was the true sovereign, or else, she would always do it in a way that he would be okay with morally. So it was probably fine? He was sure that Nessa would keep her in check, now that he thought of it…

He cleared his throat, and then brought up the map of Serthune. “Alright. So how about Serthune? To me, this one is also a bit early to decide anything significant; the information is still coming in as our people scout, and we meet with the natives. And so far, Faye hasn’t heard anything from the tokens, so there may not be any kind of sabotage or betrayal situations going on as of yet. This world appeared to have only been struggling a bit compared to other worlds, because of a silly reason, and now, we’ve learned that they have invaders that target the natives.”

Nessa sighed. “I wouldn’t exactly call it silly, but it’s close: adventurers hate caves. They’re difficult to traverse, visibility is low, Tartarus often picks difficult-to-deal-with monsters that live in it, and it takes nearly three times the amount of time to travel the same distance as above ground. I’ve met a handful of Norse warriors that died several times to some ambushes or cave collapses, or a flood, and I wouldn’t call them cowards, exactly, for not wanting to give it another go. In some cases, the natives are just the best-equipped for the terrain or magical geography.”

Blood nodded. “I can see that–imagine an entire world like the wind continent? Many adventurers we’ve met would be terrible at assisting, having no means of flight of their own. Even if they have blimps like our people, they’d be dead if they failed. Of note on Serthune, Tartarus chose to bring their own race of invaders in this case. The beastly, stone, and gem-eating insectoids are like a natural predator of the natives in the caves, and the gem people can hardly fight back. But I think we’ve already made the best possible choice for our success, and Vesuvius and the reptilian beastkin can find a path to victory, reinforcing the natives and winning their hearts over in the process.”

Nessa grinned at that. “It’s so cute! The princess, or rather, Queen Lissandra, is a bit smitten with Vesuvius! It seemed she convinced all her remaining soldiers to join the Framework, and many of the civilians, besides. If he reclaims the Crystal Citadel, he’ll be crowned king, and many of the surrounding kingdoms just might fall in line, joining us as we push out Tartarus.”

Fhesiah pouted. “Aww, that could have been Jakey! A princess, Jake, a princess! We really missed out.”

Jake smiled, ignoring Fhesiah’s tirade–she was at least half-kidding, considering if they hadn’t landed on The Burning Steps, millions would have died instead. “This is another advantage to having some diversity among our forces. Other guilds would have had to leave these people to their fate, just hoping someone else with the right skillset to handle caves would show up and save them. Or, just not care about the natives in the first place, I suppose.”

Nessa nodded. “That’s the unfortunate truth. Most of those who put their resources on the line are doing it for their god or goddess, or they are mercenaries and want something in return, a benefit greater than rescuing someplace else. Many only treat those with the same Origin as worthy of their efforts. Of course, that’s not all Alliance guilds or adventurers, but…it’s enough of them, especially here in a Frontier Sector.”

Jake frowned. “Why is that? Is it just because of this monolithic Origin thing for what would be like their team or guild build, or is there more to it that you can say?”

Nessa retracted her mental connection for a moment, and thought about what she might be able to share. It seemed she came up with a means of finding the answer on their own. “You’ve already learned about resonance, and affinity with the divine. Hestia and Odin’s Pantheon, the Aegis Accord, allow shrines from all divine in their pantheon, on the worlds they conquer. How do you think the result contrasts with those that don’t do this?”

Blood smiled. “Valtor and Amara have done extensive research on this topic, and have actually provided some numbers on it from several worlds under our ownership. If this is the topic, I believe I understand what you are getting at, Nessa. To start, we know that Highlands has a strong Celtic Origin, perhaps the strongest a world can even have. But not all their people completely resonate with the world, or their own Divine–this was why many had difficulty awakening their auril. And, many that do resonate with the Celtic Divine also resonate with others. An example being that a high percentage of those that resonate with Brigid, also do with Hestia.”

Jake nodded. “I’ve seen these numbers. And this goes all the way down to the followers or those that worship the divine, and the generation of faith and ultimately divine energy. Based on what Amara and Valtor have found, the Aegis Accord benefits by capturing more followers and clergy and faith energy in total, on a worldly basis. However, on an individual level, the divine get significantly less. The numbers vary quite a bit across these worlds, but Highlands would give up something like twenty percent or more of their total potential clergy and followers–those who resonate with their divine–compared to if they kept to only one Origin, the Celtic Pantheon.”

He continued, “And…it becomes more dramatic when it’s just a single Divine claiming a world. Out of a thousand beastkin on Highlands, if Brigid was the only Divine, she may only get up to 40 or 50 clergy and at most 200 followers. By shifting the culture over the generations, she may be able to increase this, perhaps. But on Highlands with the Aegis Accord, she may only receive up to 10 clergy and about 50 followers per thousand–only the most devout and most highly resonant choosing her over another. On Highlands now with the Aegis Accord, we are closer to a hundred clergy and 500 followers per thousand throughout the pantheon, more than doubling the total faith captured. It’s clear that each Divine gains much less, nearly a quarter or a fifth of what they would have otherwise. I can see why many Divine do not desire this.”

Blood added, “So coming back to Nessa’s hint… The reason the divine only focus on rescuing worlds that share their Origin is this resonance. Their efforts are that much more likely to be worthwhile, by gathering more clergy and worshipers and thus faith energy as a result of their victory. More recruits, more followers…it’s mercenary through and through. Is that what you were hinting at, Nessa?”

Nessa smiled. “That’s right. There’s actually more than just that, but… one thing I can just mention, is that things are a bit different outside of Frontier Sectors. For a Divine to send forces into this Sector, they pay a significant price and take several risks to become a contender for the prize or prizes. Even without considering a Divine’s ego and motivations as a part of their authority and domains, it makes sense for them to be a bit conscious about making sure their investment, or sacrifices, pays off.”

It was a topic they couldn’t yet learn much more about, but Jake frowned. “It’s a shame. For me, it feels all too obvious why the Alliance is losing this war, and that something needs to change. This mercenary behavior hurts our chances of victory, and hurts the people who can’t stand up to this enemy on their own. Without Alliance help, something like less than twenty percent of Tier 1 and Tier 2 worlds can find victory. Luckily, it goes up at Tier 3 and Tier 4 to be quite a bit higher thanks to their rich history and resources, but Tartarus is just too good at finding weaknesses and exploiting them even then.”

On the other hand, when the Alliance invested highly, the win rate was quite good–about what they needed to keep things pretty even, very close to a 50% win rate. Tartarus was still favored, however, but it just went to show that many of the Alliance’s measures and designs did work when applied properly.

From what Jake understood, the higher-Tier native worlds had a decent success rate because they just had better access to magical technology and a rich history thanks to numerous advantages of having higher-Tier beings. Being long-lived and having access to various resources, they could perfect techniques far beyond those of Tier 1 or 2 worlds, and in a way, their family had already witnessed the difference.

On Aetheris. They were only barely touching the border of the Second and Third Tier in that special purple haze of Aether, but it was clear that their understanding and preparation for combat was far beyond anything else by a significant margin. Their giant castles, array technology, and understanding of combat were just that much more than other worlds they had seen. With many people like Old Man Xuan teaching and training the next generations or accomplishing research, it was easy to see how their efforts would excel over mere Tier 2 worlds.

Blood added, “And those statistics are without even considering collusion and betrayal. It takes true heroes to move the needle even a little bit in the other direction, and yet we have villains being the ones who gain. Disgusting.”

Nessa gave a small, hopeful smile. “Heroes like us, right? Here’s hoping that our victory does offer some changes, and moves the needle, altering the status quo. Reducing the betrayals here in this Frontier Sector would make a big difference, far beyond just winning this one world.”

Jake smiled at that. “You’re right. Let’s hope for some good news. I know we can count on Hestia, Tyr, and the rest of the Aegis Accord to get the most out of our win, and the evidence we’ve painstakingly collected. Back to the original topic, I think we only had one more world left to talk about besides The Burning Steps itself, and it was one I was excited about.”

Fhesiah groaned in the background, knowing what he was excited to talk about. “You would be excited about that, wouldn’t you, Jake? It’s a shame the poor snake girls on Serthune didn’t have a unique energy type–you’d have been en route in a heartbeat.”

Berri pouted at Jake. “That’s not true, is it, Jakey? That’s a bad, bad, mindset! We can get all the magic energy thingies from the dungeon, giving people different magic types to your heart’s content. We can’t just make people snake girls–wait…” Her eyes widened. “Could we? Is it that simple?”

Blood ran her hand down her face, groaning. “We cannot force people to become snake girls, Sister, even if we found a way to turn them into one.”

A mental conversation started with Fhesiah and Berri about this topic, which Jake found ominous, but Nessa cleared her throat. “Our scouts on Haldrith, its name meaning the old realm, have reported back. They have found some useful information that wasn’t available in the dossier provided by the Sector Council. The unique energy type is a special form or state of mana that the Alliance is calling [Terrana], but the natives call it Solma.”

Jake had read that already. “Why would they do that? Isn’t that confusing?”

Nessa laughed. “It is confusing, but the reason is pretty sound: the natives likely lack understanding. These natives believe this Solma is the soul or spirit of items or the world, but really, it’s a non-sentient energy that is a form or state of mana that gathers across naturally formed leylines. It’s a grounding, terrestrial energy, and the natives anchor themselves to this power by building towers over them, absorbing and storing the energy. The Myrkin research and nearly worship the energy, placing it into items and anchoring themselves to them like familiars. There’s also news that there may or may not be some other special energy flowing within the world, that the natives don’t understand. Not even the wizards in their towers.”

The report Jake read included some pretty interesting information for him about the world and its people. In many ways, it sounded a lot like the Mystic Expanse, in that it had a lot of magical phenomena. The race most present throughout the world was a physically weak race called the Myrkin, who were small, fae-like people that reminded Jake of…perhaps slightly furry gnomes.

There were a few other races in the world, but it did seem they were relatively insular. Only the Myrkin had what was truly considered a society with their clustered towers; the others were a lot closer to a bunch of barely sapient golems and tree or bone people that absorbed this Terrana energy and became more.

The monsters throughout the world sounded rather dangerous and chaotic, just like the magical phenomena that occurred. The towers were constructed to defend against these creatures, as the little wizard people would get gobbled up in a heartbeat outside of their towers.

In all, Jake hoped that they could win the war on The Burning Steps and the others, to allow them to participate in all the Conquests available at their Tier before the War Trial. In his mind, letting Tartarus win any number of worlds was not something he was willing to accept without doing his best, and he knew his guild members all felt the same way, and so did his goddess. He wouldn’t leave it to these infighting, mercenary guilds and so on to rescue these worlds.

Jake asked, “Why do you think this world doesn’t have much interest in winning it over? To me, it seems to have a lot of potential allies. Wizards and powerful constructs, unique energy and resources from their magical phenomena… I don’t think we can measure the value of those things in mere Credits or CP.”

Nessa replied, “I think it’s still a little early. Some guilds may still be gathering information, and seeing if they can make the push for ownership. But I think it’s mostly the Origin thing. There is no dominant Origin on Haldrith. Actually, what we’re reading is that there are more Earth guilds–your home world–interested because of this.”

Jake was a bit surprised by this. “Earth guilds? I suppose some are reaching this level now, as we have a lot of them in our Subguilds. Odin’s plan was pretty interesting, in that he really spread out these millions of recruits throughout the Multiverse. Any guess what his plan is?”

Nessa replied, “I can only guess. I think his goal is probably to have them build ties and come back with experience and allies in the last stage of the War Trial to help decide the fate of this Sector. Some stayed here to help, but most had to leave because they couldn’t stay here and progress meaningfully. The queues for Conquest to even enter other worlds would have filled to where they would sit and wait in stasis, or in their Refuges if they had them, for weeks or months before they could get in to do anything.”

Jake chuckled at that, thinking about various MMO’s and launch days. He remembered numerous times when he waited in line for hours just to enter a game server. Then he had to compete with a swarm of people waiting for spawns just to kill ten rabbits or kobolds or whatever other beginner quest he needed to defeat, taking hours to complete what should have taken five minutes.

Imagining former MMO players and people from Earth doing that but on a world like Ariminum swarming Rifts felt a little comical to him, remembering his experience working with the natives. It would be chaos.

Blood added, “Their only other option would be the Dungeon on non-Contested Worlds, and we know how many avoid that like the plague. I don’t think I like the idea of pushing so many new adventurers in that direction.”

Jake said, “I do think the dungeon is an underutilized resource, but I’m mostly in agreement unless they’re sending in people with the right training and skill sets. Moving on, that brings us to the last topic: The Burning Steps.”

He brought up the map, and overall, things were already looking pretty good. Rifts were being closed frequently thanks to the Ravenwolves and their numerous guild allies, equalizing any losses from the chaotic storm on the wind continent or the earthquakes from the Aspects on the earth continent.

Blood smiled proudly at the map. “With Radiant Glory and Obsidian Blades defeated and the Fortress Assault closed, it’s only the sparse allies of theirs that may interfere with our activities here, and they are not a challenge. We have a Greater Rift to close, and we are still waiting to hear back from Timone and Dahlia’s team in the dungeon. In all, we have the Conquest in the bag, barring some…crazy Dungeon Raid like the last one.” She shivered, remembering the crazy, cheating, eldritch entity in that final battle, and how it came after Jake after the battle was won.

Nessa said, “I think we’re limited in what kind of decisions we can make until we hear back from Father’s investigation. Whether we push really hard until we reach the Dungeon Raid, or even leave this world to help another, we won’t know what options are available.”

Jake nodded. “For now, I want us to build up our relationships with the Grand Temples, and help the people of The Burning Steps rebuild as we close the closest Rifts to civilization. I think we made a big impact on all three continents and their perception of our guild and people, which is great. Winning over the natives before we take ownership of the world from the Framework’s perspective is important for the future.”

Fhesiah smiled. “Sati’s got the fire temple on our side, that’s for sure. With any luck, this breath of the world will tell them to join us. Or maybe we can just make it talk to them? I’ll go in there with my illusion, and then–”

Nessa wasn’t a fan of that plan. “Manipulation might be going a little too far, don’t you think? Those elves might be a little haughty, but I think they have not only been humbled, but they’ve suffered enough. We saved Cloudhaven, but thousands had died over the months from the chaotic storms and Rifts, and many of their homes and entire islands were destroyed and wiped off the map.”

Fhesiah pouted. “I was just playing, and you know that’s the truth. Sometimes I’m just a bit frustrated at how difficult it is to change these people’s minds; it’s like slamming our heads up against a wall, and we’re just trying to help, but they refuse to help themselves.”

Blood replied, “I’m sure we can help them all see reason. They did witness Ophelia summoning Guan Yu, and saving thousands of their people from the betrayal in Cloudhaven. If we win over their temples, the civilians will soon follow. And Berri does have a pretty good lead on helping us win over the earth temple.”

Berri nodded fervently. “That’s right! I can get Garona in our guild, and then they’ll all have to join! It’s brilliant. Also, Faye-Faye and Jake’s font thingy on her back became some sort of religious artifact, so we can just bribe them that way. Tanda is already growing her some special gem lettuce; I can just use my Knight ability and invite her to the Framework and bribe her.”

Nessa frowned. “I’m…not sure how much I like that either, but as long as you don’t trick her, I’m okay with it. Beasts can join the Framework; it’s a part of most beast and monster tamer abilities.”

Jake chuckled as he had a thought. “As for Garona’s troll worshipers, I do think they’ll have a slightly different tune after they witnessed Bloodberri cleaving that mountain fortress in half. They got to see Echidna herself descend, didn’t they? Those that witnessed Hestia when we arrived on Highlands were that much more likely to become one of her clergy or followers, according to Valtor.”

Berri put her hands on her hips, smiling proudly as she nodded, and then mimed herself cleaving the mountain in half. “That’s right! We were pretty great, weren’t we? I kinda forgot that part, after the…scary monk guy. When that guy showed up, it was like it ruined everything, or like nothing else mattered.”

Jake shook his head. “I get what you mean, but you claiming victory and how fast you did mattered a lot, and your victory was impressive. You did great, Bloodberri.”

Berri rushed over to him over the table, and kissed him on the cheek as she hugged him tightly with her large body. “Yay! Thanks, Jakey. So, what now? Are we done with the boring part yet? We need to try the new breeding move, and then there’s our new crafting stuffs, and then–”

Fhesiah interrupted, “Oh yes, I am very much looking forward to the breeding move. And Nessa and Sati can soon become Hearthians, and maybe even Ava! That’s exciting.”

Jake chuckled. “You’re right, I am looking forward to all of that, of course. But right now, it’s time for us to do some work. Let’s go close some Rifts while we wait to hear back from Hestia and Tyr. It shouldn’t be too long now before we hear back from them.”


Chapter 35 - Tyr - Justice Served



The Divine Tyr and his dozens of Aegis Accord brethren appeared in the grand temple that was the Sector 87 Council, their projections and avatars coordinated in several locations at once. Dozens of them were here, as this might be the largest, most important event that has happened in decades.

Another avatar of his was located in a similar temple outside of Sector 87, within the Core Territories. The Grand Council had already met for their secret hearing as a result of evidence Tyr had presented, and decisions had already been made. It was nearly time for them to apply judgment.

He stood outside the entrance, with members of the Aegis Accord present–those that had sworn the oath and a portion of their essence, and joined Odin and Hestia in their grand cause: to earnestly work together for good. To defend life, and to win this war once and for all.

Tyr smiled, and spoke excitedly to those around him. “Today will be a tremendous change in the status quo. Clan Hart has truly risen to the occasion when they defeated the Nameless Monk.”

Hestia smiled beneath her cowl. “And captured the betrayers with so many contraband items intact. Their victory couldn’t have been more complete. The defeat of the Enforcer was significant, but this act has brought Clan Hart to the level of true heroes. Don’t you agree, Lugh?”

Lugh chuckled. “You’re singling me out? I had doubts, but the void child did show the courage and backbone of a hero, and a wisdom that exceeds most that can be called one as well. Worry not, I shall not doubt him again.”

Tyr nodded at that; the only failing, if one could even call it that, was that Calix was not captured. Unfortunately, he had been smart enough to trigger his method of self-destruction before he could be disabled. Perhaps, he knew he was a dead man walking before he even fired his first arrow. They had gathered his sack, but the man had clearly curated the items.

As for their success in collecting the evidence, even opening the pouches by someone apart from the owners would have caused their contents to be destroyed. While they had warriors who had created upsets in the past and won, defeating betrayers and evil plots, they often didn’t have the important set of skills that allowed them to collect the items safely.

Hercules would have shattered the enemy with his fists but lost the tools in the rubble. Achilles would have bathed in their blood, never seeing the web they’d left behind. Cú Chulainn would have chased the foe through fire but not seen the trap’s teeth.

Clan Hart did what heroes rarely could: they won, and they unraveled the web of deception.

The Nameless Monk was truly a perfect fixer. Unable to be sensed without karma with him, and nearly unkillable by someone in the Second or Third Tier. And that’s not even considering whatever his ‘sacred bells’ were able to accomplish, which appeared to disrupt their thoughts altogether. Tyr wouldn’t know until Conquest of The Burning Steps was complete, and he could view the Framework recordings in their entirety.

Combined with their enemy’s usual foresight and divinations to back off if they didn’t see success as nearly guaranteed, Tyr didn’t think they could have caught him in a thousand years. The damage the monk could have potentially caused was incalculable, and Tyr was still reeling from the damage already discovered.

Transporting the items to his avatar had been a challenge, but Tyr had managed to use the two betrayers’ own Refuges to move them and reduce his personal burden. The Nameless Monk’s sacks and special items had him burning his own Essence for days to move them and keep them from unraveling once they left the world, but it was a worthy price to pay in the pursuit of justice.

Odin grinned, his one visible eye filled with mirth, “Our enemy rarely spends so heavily on a plot such as this in the First and Second Tier. It had to be certain that it would succeed in its victory or its ability to cover up its failure. This victory couldn’t have existed without the void child.”

Athena frowned, her owl wings fluttering in irritation. “Yes, whatever you did… you made him a bait that the great enemy wants so badly, that it would give up so much and gamble just for a chance at victory. Just what did you do to him, and just what will be the cost if it succeeds and obtains that which it works so hard for? And how can you keep it all from your allies, and the void child himself? Are you not ashamed?”

Odin responded with clenched teeth. “I do what I must. As for keeping it a secret, such is the nature and power of Mystery. When Hestia believes he can bear the burden of the truth, the knowledge will be his, and yours as well. As for my loyalty to the cause, my burden, and sacrifice are among the greatest. None here should doubt my commitment to the Accord–does anything else matter?”

Athena huffed at that, but kept her mouth shut. It was clear Odin and Hestia had paid heavily for this gamble with backing the void child, and it was truly paying off. The bait was just tantalizing enough for Tartarus to work hard for, and the hero’s hidden strength was just enough to earn victory. All within a Frontier Sector, where the rules and limitations placed on the Divine prevented them from putting their fingers too heavily on the scales.

Tyr knew there was more to it than just the Nidhogg scale Clan Hart had just learned about from the monk. While it would explain the hidden nature and the strength against divination, it would not explain the desire Tartarus clearly had for Clan Hart and the void child himself. At this point, it was just feeding him power, something Tyr had never seen it do so incessantly before.

It would usually lure them into a false sense of security and ambush all at once, but it was like it couldn’t help but try at every opportunity if it thought it had any chance of success. Whatever Odin had hidden within, the eldritch entity wanted it so badly that it would damn the costs again and again.

Echidna brushed it off, speaking from above them with her towering form. “So One Eye took some risks. So what? To not take risks, to do nothing at this point, is the same as hiding like prey, waiting for a maw to arrive at our throats.”

Athena eventually sighed. “I understand this. I just do not like being left in the dark. I will admit that our victory today is proof that Odin’s plan is working, because the void child and his clan have truly won a monumental victory, earning unquestionable potential for themselves, and thwarting so many plots all at once. Now it is up to us to follow through. Are we prepared? Truly? Loki is not one to go down without a fight, and Ares and the rest of the tricksters…”

Cernunnos chuckled darkly. “Will flail like unruly children? Perhaps. But they will all pay for their wickedness today, mark my words.” The satyr-like Divine narrowed his eyes on Athena. “You don’t have confidence in our creation? With the Grand Council’s ruling and the rest of us in position, this is nothing more than mere theatrics–the deed is as good as done.”

Athena shook her head. “I do have confidence, if it were just Loki. But Tartarus and its methods are…unnatural. It would be foolish to underestimate it.”

Odin grinned. “Then it’s a good thing we have contingency after contingency lined up. Today things change, and for the better–no matter what they do.”

Lugh shook his head. “While I don’t wish to lessen our victory, a dozen or so gods in chains might seem impressive… but in truth? They are a handful among hundreds. A drop in a divine ocean, and they are far from the only treacherous ones. This is just a start. The fight with the evil shadows of the Alliance is only beginning.”

Mars chuckled, the Roman god of war nodding. “You’re right, my brother in arms. There is much work to be done if we wish to prevail. But that doesn’t mean we can’t be proud, and that we shouldn’t press the advantage. Let us recruit more valuable allies to our great cause.”

Bastet nodded with a smile. “That is right. Let us take advantage of this upset to create an even larger one. While we might have unveiled the Aegis at a later date, we all agreed that now is the time. That this happened before the War Trial is fortuitous.”

Arawn said with a little urgency, “It is time, brothers, and sisters.”

Tyr and the Aegis Accord Divine teleported into the Sector 87 Council, arriving above Administrator Kintrel–the entire line of seats was full of the Divine with interests, a quorum this time. Many of the Aegis Accord Divine wore cowls, mostly to speed things up and leave the traitors guessing what was happening.

It was on short notice, but it was made clear just how important this hearing truly was. They did the same at the Grand Council, preparing for the moment of judgment.

Many of the Elder Divine showed up at both councils–even those not a part of the Aegis Accord. Zeus, Izanagi, Ra and Isis, Hel, Hades, and more were here to pass judgment on the betrayers of The Alliance, most of their projections wearing cowls if they didn’t belong in Sector 87.

The Sector Native Lords and those with heavy investments lined the seats in the auditorium, and many from both sides of the hearing have had terrible feelings lately. Memories had returned of valiant warriors and leaders they had lost over the years. Some immediately began to seek justice, and this even included some of the Elder Divine themselves.

While Champions had a strong karmic connection to their Divine which protected them from the monk unless they were in on it, as it were, the average clergy or commander didn’t have that luxury.

They had been outright erased by the Nameless Monk’s prowess, altering the outcome of various contests. Tartarus and these traitors had participated in win trading, where Tartarus would have them carry out its tasks, and in return, it would grant them wins of their choosing and more.

The monk had manipulated the outcome of dozens of Conquests and Battlegrounds, assassinating warriors and important people. The only consolation to Tyr was that in many of the cases, the price Tartarus paid to make them disappear exceeded what it gained from doing so, aside from covering up its crimes.

Bringing a Fourth Tier Divine Ascendant, even limited to Champion strength, was prohibitively expensive. And yet, it paid the price again and again, wishing to hide its crimes, and accomplish its goals.

Now, those crimes were uncovered, and Tyr believed they had as close to an accurate accounting as possible. It would pay for its crimes, and in a way, it was paying twice and overturning many of the losses to be gains for The Alliance instead.

A royal elf looked around him with surprise, as the last people filed in and sat down. “Why are so many of us here? The Divine and us Sector Nobles.” The man’s eyes widened. “Some of those Divine are wearing cowls; just who are they? There are so many.”

Tyr saw Loki, Hermes, and Ares each had unsatisfied frowns as they spoke among themselves, trying to figure out just who was here and imagining why. The cowls truly provided anonymity; they had no idea who they were or why they were here–it seemed his guess was related to the upcoming War Trial.

Administrator Kintrel slammed the gavel down. “The Council is now in session. We are gathered in this emergency council today for an important hearing. For you to bear witness to a significant change to occur not only within this Sector, but within the Core Territories themselves. This will have far-reaching consequences for The Alliance, and will certainly influence the upcoming War Trial.”

The sector nobles were shocked, but the magic from the gavel kept them mostly quiet. The administrator continued, “Seven days ago, we received irrefutable proof that Radiant Glory and nearly all of their subsidiary guilds are actively involved in betraying The Alliance; colluding with the enemy and carrying out its will. Since then, we have refined and gathered more evidence, to present to you now. Let us begin.”

Cassius and Avaron were teleported onto the platform, their bodies in runic chains and kneeling on the ground. Loki stood in shock from his seat not far from the administrator, and Ares’s eyes widened. Hermes now looked concerned, with his eyes roaming the room in suspicion.

Tyr couldn’t help but tease Loki a bit, speaking to the roguish god from where he sat. “You seem confused, Loki. And more so than because your son was up to no good.” He chuckled. “I bet you’re surprised that he is even alive. Why is that, I wonder? Would you care to share?”

Loki schooled his features. “I am surprised. And I am shocked and appalled that my son was caught doing such terrible things, and that you would slander him so before a trial proving his guilt.”

Tyr’s smile in response didn’t meet his eyes. “Yes, shocked that he was caught.”

Administrator Kintrel spoke up. “The Divine Tyr will share the evidence gathered against these two traitors of The Alliance. You may begin speaking to the council about your findings, Divine Tyr.”

Tyr teleported down to the two men, and addressed the council, spreading his one and a half arms out wide. “The evidence we have against these two is absolute. These men used sacrificial rituals to empower themselves, and contraband items, which allowed them to attack members of The Alliance in a plot to end the world of The Burning Steps, handing it over to the enemy, and that is not all. We have received recordings of their actions and truth-bound testimony from them supporting this, but that is far from all the evidence we have against them.”

He waved his hand, and dozens of recordings played, all at once. For a normal human, there would be no way that they could keep up with the sheer number of things happening all at once. But those capable of creating projections and avatars could multitask at this level, and understand what they were seeing.

It included several videos where Cassius and Avaron admitted their many plots over the past several decades, and what they knew under Tyr’s questioning. They spoke of a Patron, and a Proxy, from whom they followed orders without question. The Proxy allowed them to work with the enemy, along with an Alliance Divine outside the sector, the Patrons, communicating in ways that violated the rules of the Framework.

The many nobles and divine in the room gasped and started speaking in outrage. From their testimonies alone, more than a dozen worlds in Sector 87 had already been lost to Tartarus altogether, and many of them were Tier 3 worlds, a tremendous loss for the Alliance and its chances in the War Trial coming soon. And Calix, who was certainly involved, hadn’t even been questioned since he was dead.

Many of them started shouting at Loki and Ares specifically, requesting reparations, and some demanding War Games to settle their grievances. But Administrator Kintrel slammed his gavel, a wave of silence washing over the auditorium once more.

“This hearing is only beginning. These crimes are terrible, and many of you seek vengeance. And you shall have it along with reparations before this session is complete, rest assured. Wait until the end, and if you still have grievances, we shall hear them. Continue, Divine Tyr.”

Tyr concluded once the videos finished playing, “So you see, these two must be punished, and their guild members must be punished as well. Nearly seventy-five percent of their members have been proven to be involved in this betrayal of the Alliance in some way, shape, or form, for which we have gathered evidence.”

Loki sneered from above him. “Proven? From a tortured testimony? Ridiculous.”

Tyr turned and gave him a thin-lipped smile in response. “Tortured testimonies? These are testimonies backed by the essence of truth–they cannot be tortured or tainted in such a way. However, perhaps you’re right. We do require some more evidence than the lips of their leaders. How about these?”

More recordings played, but this time, there were many voices. The council became noisy at this point, shocked at the number of betrayals occurring all at once.

Tyr smiled. “How about their own admissions, via a token that nearly all guild members have? Admissions from their own mouths? These are the many officers of Radiant Glory and the Obsidian Blades, and the many Subguilds within them. Rotten from the top, down to the bottom. How’s that?”

Loki was shocked. “Where did you get these recordings? How could you get them?”

Tyr chuckled. “As for how, how do you think? Hearthtribe collected these tokens with permission from Administrator Kintrel, as a result of the last hearing. Remember? The one where the hundred or so people were capturing people for slavery during wartime, and you assured us that more crimes wouldn’t be found. Interesting, that.”

Loki shrunk under his gaze, but Tyr smiled broadly, “You did believe your words, but we knew you had chosen them treacherously. At any rate, as I said, the evidence is absolute, and the vote has already been completed. It was unanimous.”

Hermes was the one who was shocked now. “What? You ruled without us here? When?”

Tyr chuckled. “There’s a good reason for that, but that will be for later. For now, there’s an issue of punishment for these two betrayers.”

Administrator Kintrel slammed his gavel down, silencing the room once again. “For the loss of so many worlds at their treachery, death would be too kind. However, these men are too dangerous to be left to their own devices, even with a tight leash. It is the council’s judgment that should they have remorse in their hearts, they can become Penitents of Arawn. If not, they shall be dragged down into the Shadows of Tir Na Nog.”

Ares looked disgusted, scoffing. “You’d drag them into some disgusting swamp? My son Cassius should at least be placed in the Greek Underworld, where his soul belongs! Why, Hades will not allow it!”

Loki sneered. “And my son won’t be going to Helheim? Hel will not allow this either!”

Administrator Kintrel shook his head, his gem-like eyes lighting up brightly. “We’ve already gotten permission. And the reason they allowed it was simple. These two attacked and tried to frame Baron Hart for their own crimes, which makes him have a right to justice. Observe.”

In his hand a recording device was held, and a managram was played, where Avaron, Cassius, and Calix almost comically defeated Clan Hart, all too easily, the true heroes billowing corruption and their eyes filled with hate. Then, a second recording played–showing what actually happened, using the contraband items to create the barrier, and Jake completely stomping them–with Fhesiah’s help.

Echidna pointed at Bloodberri in the background, cleaving the entire mountain fortress in two as Jake taunted the two betrayers. “Look! You can even see me there, in the background. What fun that was! Isn’t my descendant amazing?”

The golem continued, ignoring Echidna’s outburst, “This recording was found in your son’s Refuge, Loki–and after he himself was the one full of the evil god’s corruption–the true recording of what happened was shown. Their plot was truly vicious. They had aided Tartarus for years in setting this betrayal up, a plan that few could ever succeed in thwarting. An example must be set for this level of treachery, and so it has been decided that the Divine that have a direct interest in this case decide your son’s fate. And the aggrieved party decided on your sons’ fates.”

Loki’s eyes widened. “Wait…everything’s been decided? But only the Grand Council could…”

Tyr grinned. “We have a lot to get through, so if that will make this a little quicker for you to accept…” He gestured with his hand, and the Framework shifted, a weight descending around them.

A rumbling shook the temple, but it wasn’t just here at Sector 87. The same thing was happening in the Core Territories, the Grand Council, where Hermes, Ares, and Loki resided–their own seats of power.

Hermes gasped. “What…what is this? My true avatar is being summoned?”

Ares looked over with fear in his eyes. “Me too…what… What is happening?”

Loki looked outraged, his eyes turning cold and calculating. No doubt, plotting and trying to take action with his other projections and avatars. But eventually, his face shifted into one of disbelief.

Odin removed the cowl, and spoke up from above them, chuckling. “You must have noticed now, Loki. The reason so many Divine are here, is because they are also there. At the Grand Council. So sit down, and just listen for a moment, and we’ll get to you and your betrayals. The Elder Divine have all spoken, their decisions already made. You’ll find that your Territories are sealed, and the reason for that will become apparent in just a moment. We have other guests that will be here shortly.”

Administrator Kintrel slammed down his gavel. “Continue, Arawn. You may give judgment.”

Arawn appeared before them, the lord of Annwyn emanating a power of death. He held out his hand, and an image of the heavenly city appeared above him, the paradise, and a golden scale appeared in his hand.

It teetered to one side, and he shook his head. “These two are not repentant. They only regret that they were caught. They cannot find penitence. The two shall be dragged to the depths of the swamps, to suffer and feed the cycle of rebirth.”

“Father, help me! … Please!” Avaron pleaded, entreating his father to act. Loki met his eyes, a cold sneer on his expression. To Tyr, this was a sign that his previous ally was long gone. To look at his child with such disdain, failure or not.

Cassius just stared downward, likely knowing that pleading with Ares was fruitless. A portal to the underworld was opened underneath the two. Writhing vines covered in mud and deathly energy were seen, and they grasped onto their legs, and began dragging them underneath. Bones snapped as Avaron and Cassius screamed in pain, until eventually their screams were muffled by the mud and vines.

Three Divine Sparks shot out from each of them, arriving in Arawn's hand as the portal closed and they disappeared. Ares and Loki both looked at them covetously, knowing that their essence, only lightly shifted from the original, was contained within.

Administrator Kintrel continued, “It is done. Lord Arawn will judge all of Radiant Glory and their various Subguilds–those found guilty by the council. Those who can seek penitence will become Servants of Arawn, able to pay reparations for all the damage and harm they have done across the ages. Those not found guilty will be placed on a watch list, their actions monitored for a period no less than one decade, and up to one century for those in the Third Tier.”

It was a helpful sentence. Those not found guilty would be lucky if any major guild accepted them at all, ever again. Anyone who was up to no good would have difficulty accomplishing anything on their own, and, most importantly, the War Trial would already be beyond a stage where they could matter by then.

The council was shocked by the happenings, and there was a feeling of anticipation as they understood that this was just the beginning. Lord Zhuge fanned himself with a knowing smile, and Marcus Aurelius spoke with Cyrus and Ramesses animatedly. That Radiant Glory and the Obsidian Blades had been closed would already shift the landscape of Sector 87 significantly.

At the same time, it was merely one major alliance of dozens at the Third Tier that owned worlds. There were over a hundred Tier 3 worlds in this Sector, though only about half were Alliance-owned.

Tyr smiled as justice was served, but this was just a small fraction of what would occur today. The hearing was just getting started.


Epilogue



Administrator Kintrel slammed his gavel, silencing the auditorium once more. “Continue, Divine Tyr.”

Tyr smiled. “Now, for the next, larger crimes–and not just from this side.”

A series of items appeared in front of Tyr. It was the runic stakes and the skull item, used to attack Clan Hart. But there was a third and fourth item. The third was a tainted orb holding a spell inside, whose usage Tyr had determined the purpose was to enable PvP and bypass some of the Framework’s rules.

The existence of the item was a significant problem. And then, the final item was meant to bypass communication restrictions from within their Refuges, allowing them to speak with a so-called Proxy. Capable of speaking with Divine outside the Sector directly, this item was perhaps the largest offender, that he desired to get rid of.

Tyr, too, used a sort of proxy to sometimes skirt the rules. Not only did he do it to protect the sanctity of the game itself, but he also had to do it with a chain of machinations that led to the desired result. It took months, sometimes years, to carry a simple message with these restrictions placed upon him. It was why his change of plans with his dear Nessa had left her confused and alone.

The idea that their enemy could do the same thing as easily as someone on Earth might phone their mother was a complete disrespect and destruction of the rules and the sanctity of the game.

Loki, Hermes, and Ares looked shocked that they had the items, suddenly muttering among themselves. At this point, however, they were blissfully unaware that justice was coming for them, or at the very least, that it was so absolute. But first…

Tyr gestured, and suddenly, golden hexagons appeared, a deep vibration filling the room. Dread filled all those present, the top of the room shifting in the corner to the administrator’s left for those facing him.

“Now what’s happening?” Loki was alarmed, along with nearly everyone else in the room aside from those in the Aegis Accord, or the Elder Divine.

A mass of black flesh and tendrils thundered downward and crashed into the ground, before straining against the hexagon shield, forming a pillar of black flesh. Dozens of eyes and mouths appeared on its formless body, the monster growling and groaning.

It was Tartarus, a portion of itself brought to the council to be sentenced. The same occurred at the Grand Council, the two locations a near mirror of each other. The only difference was that the Sector Nobles were not present at the Grand Council, with only the various Divine.

The monster’s voice echoed within the room, a deep vibration carrying with its words. Its voice was impatient, and sounded as if several voices were speaking at once. “Why are WE here?”

Tyr cleared his throat. “You are here because there has been a violation of the rules. These items have your signature, and some were brought to The Burning Steps before the contest.”

Administrator Kintrel added, “This item and numerous others circumvent the rules in place by the Framework. A penalty must be levied for their usage, and their very existence.”

“THEY used item. If we must pay, THEY must pay.”

Tyr nodded. “True. All involved in these items’ creation and usage must pay. But there is another item, and many more. We will address them separately, but the existence of these items requires restitution to those harmed, and a penalty to be levied on both parties.”

What Tyr wished for the most was for the penalty to patch the Framework and prevent such items from ever being used again. Unfortunately, the cost was just too significant for all of them. So, they were forced to request the next best thing.

There was a final point, in that their algorithm for deciding the next contests had somehow been discovered or otherwise leaked or influenced. The Elder Council was going to use some of the additional checks put forth through this penalty, combined with some additional investigators, to try to catch betrayers and Tartarus in the act going forward.

Tyr explained the items one by one, detailing the harm caused by their existence. The Proxy communication item was definitely what made the Divine and Sector Nobles most upset, especially the natives. How many worlds had been stolen from them under their noses because of some unfair prophecy guided by their Divine? The advantages one might be able to gain from the mere item’s existence were endless.

Administrator Kintrel spoke, “For the PvP bypassing item, the penalty will involve updating the Framework to allow for the detection of said items through purchase. On any world where this upgrade is purchased, these contraband items cannot enter. As for the communication item, the Frontier Sector barrier will now be updated, to prevent said communication from entering or exiting. The penalty shall be paid by Tartarus itself, the rest paid by those involved in the item’s creation.”

Hermes narrowed his eyes on that last detail, and looked back and forth in suspicion. He whispered something to Loki, and the man’s eyes widened.

When it came to the PvP enablement items, it wasn’t optimal, a mere bandage solution that, most likely, Tartarus may have other magical means of accomplishing the same thing, rendering this upgrade pointless. In fact, Clan Hart had witnessed more than one. Thankfully, this upgrade could be improved upon easily as they discovered or confiscated such items.

This violation at the Second Tier simply could not pay for much better than that, without additional proof collected, catching the entity red-handed in a larger contest.

The communication item luckily would be handled and closed off from its functionality, and Tyr was happy for it. And the timing was good, with the War Trial coming soon.

The monster groaned, “What is the COST?”

Tyr gestured, and a Framework prompt appeared that it could read, its many eyes focusing on the box with the accounting–a cost of Divine Essence in sparks necessary to make this update. The cost, on some level, was absorbed by the fact that it was applied on individual worlds instead of the entire game.

There was also a provision where the current contests in Sector 87 could be actively monitored for more of these tools, as well as other cheating. A repeat of the Dungeon Raid on Highlands could not occur–Tyr would watch it himself if he must.

“Acceptable.” Tartarus said, almost sounding pleased with itself.

Tyr couldn’t help but grimace at how easily it accepted its penalty. This was, perhaps in the big scheme of things, little more than a slap on the wrist for the entity. And it was abundantly clear that it had gotten away with so much more over the years thanks to these items.

Truly, Tyr or any of his brethren would have gladly paid the cost on their own to make this sort of change. However, updates to the Framework involving certain criteria required consensus, and an opportunity for Tartarus to provide a counterbalance to their change–everything had a cost.

If they had sought to make this change without applying it as a penalty such as this, the eldritch entity just might have tried to sneak in some advantage for itself. A new tool that granted it an advantage across the entire game, perhaps. Updating as a result of a penalty was much better for The Alliance, as its ability to negotiate was minimized.

Tyr turned back to the sector council. “With that handled, we’ll get to the other item. For this, I have brought a specialist to enlighten all those involved on its purpose and usage, so all can understand the gravity of this item.”

A Buddhist monk appeared upon the raised platform, a single point of stillness in the roaring sea of divine presences and important nobles speaking among themselves.

The man looked almost unremarkable. Plain robes of faded saffron, sandals worn from travel, and a cleanly shaven head. Yet there was a serenity to him that seemed to soften the air around him.

If Jake and his companions had been present, they would have been struck by how unsettlingly similar he looked to the Nameless Monk they had faced: the same slight frame, the same half-smile. But where the evil monk’s smile was veiled malice, this one radiated quiet contentment, the peace of someone who walked with his conscience unburdened.

The monk bowed first to the gathered Divines behind the stage, then to the council itself, palms pressed together in prayer. His voice flowed gently through the chamber like cool water, in stark contrast to the storm outside–the various sector nobles making noise.

“I greet the honorable council. I am but a humble monk–this body serves as the disciple and hand of Manjushri, Bodhisattva of Wisdom, and his Champion in this Frontier Sector. I am honored to assist those who seek enlightenment… and to aid this council in its search for the truth.”

Similarly, the true Manjushri appeared in the Grand Council, greeting everyone. Tyr smiled as the words rang true in his mind through his essence of truth. “We thank you for your assistance, humble monk. Please, bring out the cursed object.”

The monk held out one hand, and the wicked shears appeared in it, emanating taint and vileness.

Tartarus roared at its appearance, its tendrils slamming against the Framework's golden hexagon shielding as if it wanted to grab it. The entire room shook as it threw its tantrum, its body squirming against the bounds of the temple outside of it. “HOW?! How can you have?”

Tyr grimaced. Just how were they being beaten by this thing, when it behaved so foolishly? Still, he ignored the eldritch entity’s question.

“Humble monk, if you will. Show the council the magic of this cursed object and explain its purpose.”

The monk raised his hand. The light in the chamber seemed to bend toward it, dimming, as if reality itself were listening. Fine, gossamer threads–normally hidden from mortal sight and even every divine not versed in understanding–unfolded into view, drifting like millions of strands of silvered silk. Each thread pulsed faintly, stretching far beyond the chamber, into something vaster than any single realm, connecting to everyone present and more.

“What you see,” the monk said softly, “is the tapestry of existence. Not of flesh or stone, but of cause and consequence… of karma. Every word, every deed, every spark of divinity weaves a thread into this endless loom. It is through these threads that existence remembers us.”

He let the threads shimmer a heartbeat longer before his gaze hardened.

“And this tool,” he lifted the shears ever so slightly, “exists to make the loom forget. This tool does not simply cut a life. It hides the thread. It severs a soul from the loom so that even Heaven’s eye–the Framework–cannot follow its unraveling.”

The monk continued his explanation for a time, detailing why the item was effectively a cheat ability, and even demonstrated it, which Manjushri himself mirrored on his side at the Grand Council. The many divine were shocked as knowledge of a tiny animal was removed from existence–then returned by the monk, who held what remained of the tiny thread, preventing it from being unraveled.

To sever a divine’s karmic thread when limited to the Second Tier should be impossible, and hiding its capability and total power when it entered a world was complicated, and went beyond the rules.

Somehow, this item bypassed the Framework’s barrier protections, allowing it to enter at a higher Tier than the contest. But before they could even get to the part where the item involved collusion, Tartarus interrupted his explanation, roaring in anger.

“ENOUGH. What is the Cost?”

Tartarus was short and to the point–it understood that not only had they understood it cheated, but it wasn’t going to be able to wiggle out of their penalties. While the item had hidden its strength, Tartarus had not been able to hide which worlds it entered the contest in. There was a clear record of its existence, and they could note every single infraction.

Ready for this, Tyr gestured. An accounting was provided via Framework prompt once more, and its eyes went wild along with its tendrils as it perused the information and, likely, calculated what it truly meant to the entity.

The accounting involved several areas, including the evidence that such an item was used–worlds it had entered along with the Divine Ascendant and provided an unfair advantage. It wasn’t just Sector 87 where some worlds would change hands, going back to who should have earned them in the first place. Another Frontier Sector and what were now various worlds within Divines’ Territories were impacted as well.

Unfortunately, many worlds would need to stay in Tartarus’s hands. There was a penalty, and Tartarus was paying it as a result of their findings. However, The Alliance was involved in the creation of the item, and so they would have to share a portion of the blame. They had broken the rules too, and this meant the net result of the penalty wasn’t significantly greater than returning worlds lost or moved through the win trading.

The gains were not equal. And the penalties against the colluders couldn’t just be paid to anyone that the Alliance wanted. Worlds fed directly into the potential of Divines in a measurable way. Normally, they would have to earn these worlds to be a part of their Divine Territory. To do so meant more conflict and more native deaths for new contests to be created.

And so, concessions were made. As far as Tyr saw it, it was better to have 24 worlds in the hands of trusted alliance members than to have 30 worlds in the hands of traitors. Some returned to the natives’ hands, and some stayed as relative husks in Tartarus’s hands, with a penalty to be paid in Divine Sparks instead.

As to who received the many worlds, they were the runner-ups in the worlds the traitors earned, which, often, was a justice granted in itself. Moreover, the Alliance preferred not to receive a bunch of husks of worlds Tartarus had already taken a bite out of, shadows of their original selves.

Many eyes on the being turned to Loki, Hermes, and Ares, brightening with anger before it returned to view the accounting. Because it wasn’t only an accounting. It gave the entity options on how the applied penalty would be awarded to the Alliance.

“WE select Clause 3. Can WE leave now?”

While Tyr was satisfied that the option awarded the Alliance the most, he couldn’t believe it was the choice selected, shocked by this revelation. Because it meant one of two things in Tyr’s mind, and both were worrisome and dangerous.

The first clause granted the affected parties the most in reparations, including Clan Hart for achieving victory against impossible odds and cheating. It was a shame, but all rewards that influenced an adventurer’s potential must be balanced, and to grant more than the usual, it must be agreed to by both parties.

This was why, as a result of the cheating in the Dungeon Raid on Highlands, he couldn’t be granted the entire reward of all the worlds. It had required bartering to shift the reward in a way that helped the cause the most, and to still grant him something significant for his service.

Not only that, but this option caused the most chaos–it included what the Nameless Monk alluded to. In order to give back some of these worlds and sparks from the offenders such as Loki, Ares, Hermes, and the other offenders, they would have to begin War Trials.

This would put billions of natives at risk, and could even allow Tartarus a chance at claiming some of them. It was the most logical choice for Tartarus to make, and yet it did not.

The second option was a compromise, providing a middling amount of restitution to those affected, especially those within Sector 87. It followed a precedent set in a previous case involving a similar cheat-level item, and Tyr had thought it the second most likely option. It also kept the reward to Clan Hart to just barely more than what he deserved for the challenge’s difficulty defeated, as judged by the Framework.

The third option, which it chose, was one that gave Sector 87 and the void child the very least, and actually accomplished the most of the Aegis Accord’s goals.

So it either wanted to destroy the void child and claim whatever Odin placed inside of him, or it wanted the Grand Treasure at the center of Sector 87. Tyr didn’t see any other reason why it would give them so much leeway to apply punishment to those that assisted it in the first place, unless it was truly so spiteful for their failure–but Tyr knew better. The entity played both the long and short game, and the idea that it selected this option meant that it believed this was better for it in the long run.

When claiming the Sector, The Framework would grant a special Origin Spark, which could allow one to achieve godhood, or to empower a current Divine. Along with a Primordial Font, which was varied in its true nature.

Every Grand Treasure was different from one another. Nobody, not even Tartarus, could know specifically what it was in the center of a Frontier Sector, the Framework protections too great. But perhaps it received a whiff, a notion, an instinct that the one within Sector 87 was something that it wanted specifically.

Hestia’s Hearth, Arthur’s Holy Grail, Odin’s Gungnir, Tyr’s Gleipnir, Mimir’s Well, and the Eye of Ra–these artifacts were all examples of Primordial Fonts, wellsprings of primordial essence in which a seat of power, a throne, was placed. A Divine Territory to be claimed, to join the great game as a Divine, or to expand a Divine’s current rule and power, or authority.

Tyr should be happy for this selection, but he could see the flicker of concern on his brethren’s faces, which he couldn’t help but match. Athena once again shot Odin a dirty look, and Lugh grimaced, thinking of the implications.

However, several Elder Gods looked to Odin with a knowing look, perhaps even respect. Zeus nodded at Odin with a serious expression, which Odin met with a grin.

Loki frowned, looking back and forth between any interplay he could catch in both councils. “What was that? What was decided?”

Tyr grinned at Loki. “What was decided… was that you were just sold out, Trickster. Without a doubt, for just a few worlds and a handful of spark differences, it was all too happy to allow us to punish you just how we saw fit. How does it feel, to be used and thrown away? Just as you did your own children.”

Loki rose and was about to say something, but Administrator Kintrel slammed his gavel, silencing the audience with a wave of magic. The roguish divine looked indignant, but sat back down, stewing in his rage.

“Tartarus interrupted the hearing, but with that abomination gone, we can continue. Manjushri’s Disciple was just about to show us how we know who’s guilty of treachery of the highest order.”

The humble monk nodded. “Very well. Now, Master will show the Grand Council without issue, but for me to show it with so many present will be taxing for this self. Forgive me if I struggle.”

His Divine Essence gathered, and then he infused it into the item mixed with his magic. Threads from the item shot out in numerous directions, connecting to dozens present, shocking everyone. Most were clear when touching a Sector Noble, while those touching the Divine became gold near their ends. His Master repeated the process at the Grand Council, as there were a handful of Divine present at one location but not the other.

“What you see this time,” the monk said gently, “are those influenced or impacted by this cursed item’s usage. Now, I shall color the threads by their karmic deed and weight.”

Many of the threads remained the same color, but there were many that altered to dark red and black. One of the black threads led to Loki, Ares, and Hermes, among many others–a bit more than a dozen present. But there were almost an entire dozen more that had a dark red look, rather than black. One went to Gaia, and another to Amaterasu, among several other Divine from various Pantheons.

The monk was strained, clearly having difficulty holding this display as sweat started rolling down his bald head. “The clear or golden color represents where you or someone you had a strong connection with–a loved one, a friend, or a Champion–had been slain or erased by this weapon.”

He pointed to several frayed threads, which led from the weapon. “Unfortunately, these frayed threads are where the person was erased by the weapon, but their soul did not return to the loom when the Nameless Monk was defeated. We may never learn of all the terrible acts it committed. Thankfully, it is but a few among so many.”

The Disciple then pointed to the darker colors of the weave, his breaths now heavy. “The hand that cuts in hunger and greed, with strong intent, stains itself deeply black. The hand that is forced still bleeds–but the thread of their heart trembles, not sings. In the weave, such trembling lingers. The deed does not carry the same weight.”

Arawn teleported next to the monk and placed a hand on his shoulder, and raised his other hand in the air. “Rest now, humble monk. You have served this council well; we have recorded the truth.” The threads flickered as the monk slumped to the ground, where Arawn took over the display–merely a representation of what was already shown at the Sector Council. And of course, Manjushri had no issues with his display.

Numerous Divine were then summoned onto the platform along with Loki, Ares, and Hermes, shocking all those present, as hexagons of the Framework wrapped around them, imprisoning them.

They were from various pantheons and among those who invested throughout the Frontier Sector, as well as some outside of it.

It was Morpheus, Mammon, and Janus, as well as Tezcatlipoca, Susanoo, Tsukuyomi, Erlang Shen, and Shango. Many were trickster gods much like Loki, but not all. Each of them had black threads going to their chests. There was a handful of newer Divine that had joined the great game recently outside of the larger, ancient pantheons, who had sought a malicious path to expand their power, it appeared.

Loki scoffed. “Pretty lights and temple riddles. You call this proof? A monk waves his hands, and suddenly we’re all condemned. Spare me your incense and fairy tales.”

Heimdall snorted from above, his eyes brightening as he looked down on the betrayers with contempt in his gaze. “Do not lie, Loki. Your essence is woven through this tool like rot through timber. You think we do not recognize it? The other’s essence is there too, true. But none as thick as yours.”

Ares growled. “This is Buddhist trickery–their karma and weaving and threads. None of this binds me. I fight wars; I do not kneel to monks!”

The various accused divines included their own complaints and rebuttals, iterating their own displeasure about this magic proving their involvement. This occurred at both councils, the projections acting out the scene at both locations.

Arawn shook his head, his voice calm from beneath his stag bone mask. “You can spit on the monk’s words all you like, tricksters. But the song of the weave is older than any temple. It thrums even in Annwyn’s quiet. This humble monk only demonstrated what we already know, and in an expedient, visible, and nuanced manner for the councils.”

Hades removed his cowl from above, the Greek god of the underworld looking down on them with a cold sneer. Like many gods showing themselves as projections, he chose a rather human appearance with dark hair and wearing a black robes, different from his true race. “You deny it, Ares? Karma, Fate, Weave… different tongues for the same weight. I feel the pull. The Underworld remembers what the living forget. Such a wicked, despicable tool, to hide crimes from my sight.”

Thoth, the Egyptian God of Wisdom, spoke up next, his voice full of sincerity. “Call it Ma’at, call it Karma, call it whatever pleases your pride, tricksters. The balance, the debt you created in the weave when you betrayed your brethren, does not change just because you refuse to name it.”

Hera shook her head at Ares, after removing her cowl and showing her face full of disappointment. “Ares. My son. What have you done… What bargain did you make that I can taste your fury in this cursed blade? We do not need the monk to know your involvement; your betrayal is clear for all to see.”

In an almost mirror to his son Cassius, Ares averted his gaze from his mother. His jaw clenched and his veins throbbed on his temples, anger filling him, but he did not reply.

Tyr continued, “Not all you saw with the dark red threads truly betrayed of their own will. Many of those were tricked, their Divine Sparks traded for a malevolent purpose. Others were extorted, forced to give up their sparks or suffer the consequences at the hands of scheming gods. We have seen them, and we shall watch and wait.”

The Disciple spoke up, having recovered a little after his display. “The Loom does not forget. It only waits. Even severed threads leave echoes, like footsteps upon snow. The ghosts you sought to erase have sung their truth. And now, the weave remembers.”

Tyr nodded. “The Grand Council’s judgment was already set when the ghosts began to sing. This display is not to convince. It is to remember. To the deceived, there will be mercy, a small tax in essence for your penalty. To the willing… there will be justice.”

Gaia stood up, her eyes full of fury, her finger pointing at Loki. “You tricked me, you wretch! You told me you could save my people, but instead, you made them disappear–made me believe that there was no one left to save, none worthy to save. More than once, you twisted our deal–”

Several other Divine and Sector Nobles alike stood up, pointing down at each of the accused. Each had their own stories, their memories restored of what they had lost. It was because of these Divine coming to the Elder Gods and Grand Council that things had moved so quickly.

In truth, once Jake Hart had freed and purified the hungry ghosts, with or without the shears, some form of justice would have occurred. Capturing them just made the win that much more significant, as their ability to penalize the entity was successful.

Loki laughed, sneering at the accusers and ignoring their hate. “All that I’ve done, that we’ve done, has been acting according to our original nature. Is it such a crime for us to be as we are? And really, that you were so foolish to believe me, Gaia–that is the bigger crime, one worthy of the loss, the punishment you received.”

Gaia scoffed at this, harrumphing in her seat. “You will be the one to pay, traitor. Hurry this, Tyr. I wish to see him suffer.”

Hermes spread his arms wide, entreating the gods above them. “So, you’ve already decided then. That we’re betrayers, criminals of the highest order. But what is to be our punishment, hmm? What price shall you pay for your sense of justice for slaying us, as our Territories crumble and billions fade along with them? Is that justice, weakening yourselves as the true enemy waits?”

Tyr chuckled, smiling. “Ah, you misunderstand, Hermes. When I told you that Tartarus sold you out, what I meant was about how we would use your essence. You see, the rules keep us from infusing all your essence into one of us, and granting your Primordial Fonts to us. But it was all too happy to give us another option.” He smiled and nodded at Athena. “Athena. It’s time.”

With a wave of Athena’s hand, the Aegis appeared–the actual version of it in the Grand Council, and a representation of it in Sector 87’s council.

It was changed drastically from its original form. Increased in size and covered in Nordic runes, the shield’s mystic weave cast a prismatic haze on the surrounding area. A flaming hearth sat in the center of the shield, the authorities of Brigid, Hestia, Bastet, and Vesta on display, a multicolored flame emanating from it.

Celtic knots woven from the Celtic Divine’s seasons, life, death, and rebirth formed a series of more than a dozen chains, which writhed in the air away from the shield like tentacles or wings, the shield floating in the air.

Numerous mystic artifacts had been woven into the divine metal, a prismatic shimmer across its large, kite-shaped face. Every pantheon of the Aegis Accord was on a part of it and shown, with various trinkets and talismans attached. It was a joint effort among the Divine within the Accord, an artifact beyond anything the multiverse had ever seen.

Hermes looked the item up and down. “What…what is this abomination?”

Athena smiled at it proudly. “It is the Aegis, the protector of life and justice. Those of us who swear upon it are bound by its rules, just as we had created and joined the Framework itself. It has the power to both protect and enforce them. To expand the rules of The Alliance to ones that serve the greater good.”

Ares scoffed at it. “I shall swear no oath to this thing. Just end me and be done with it. War is chaos, and chaos shall not be bound by such weakness.”

Cernunnos shook his head. “You already swore an oath when you joined the Framework, and betrayed that oath, traitor. Now you shall be punished–bound by the Aegis. Not the same as those who swear willingly, a true punishment instead.”

Loki looked at it with disbelief, his eyes wide as he probed the true item at the Grand Council. “No… these magics, how could you? You all fed it a piece of your authority. Have you lost your minds? Already the Framework weakens, and you would unravel it further?” He laughed. “You fools. You are playing right into the enemy’s hands.”

Odin spoke up from above, “Desperate times call for desperate measures, Loki. Times that you and your brethren helped create. Now, you will pay The Alliance back for what you’ve done. Through servitude.”

Ares looked at the item with alarm. “Servitude? No!”

The writhing chains latched onto each of the traitorous gods, wrapping around their true avatars from head to toe, the same occurring to their projections. The betraying divine cried out, their essence being drained into the shield as hexagons of the Framework layered itself onto them, aiding the Aegis in applying their servitude.

The artifact’s flame blazed brightly as their essence was purified, strengthening the artifact and empowering it beyond its original purpose.

The weight on reality increased as it drained them, its power rising to that of or above an Elder God all on its own. The item became more mystical, its authority enhanced. The Sector Council watched this in shock, murmuring to themselves. They were merely watching a copy of the event occurring in the Grand Council, but it had no less impact.

The amount drained from all these Divine was significant. The maximum strength of their Champions and Chosen and the rate they could recover Divine Essence were severely reduced, weakening them drastically. They may be able to bring out a similar amount of power in war, but how frequently they could do so just dropped to poor levels.

Eventually, the chains detached from the captives, leaving bindings around their throats and around their wrists.

Hermes frowned as he looked at his fading hands–his body like a ghost or wraith. “What…what did you do to me? To us?”

A newly born divine roared, struggling against the chain on his throat. “It burns me! Take this off me at once–I shall not be bound!”

Ares frowned as he clutched the air with his hands. He had a pained expression on his face, unable to hide the pain from his punishment completely. “It…stole my Essence. Too much! There is nearly none left; I cannot even Descend properly, I can only…guide my Champions and Chosen, just barely.”

Odin spoke with authority. “Your rulership has been rescinded. Instead, the Aegis itself will drive your followers, through Quests and directives. You may speak with your most devout, but heavily restricted. You just went from being emperors to chained soldiers. It is far better than you deserve.”

Hermes whined. “But bound like this, my essence reduced… I will eventually fade away. I will become so hollow, my Territory will crumble, in time. It’s inevitable.”

Tyr smiled. “I hardly see how that is our problem, Hermes. Through War Games and Trials, Aegis will claim your Territories much more reliably without traitors working against us. Finally, we can start to change this war in the right direction.”

Loki snorted. “You think you’ve won, that you’ve dealt a significant blow? That this small group are the only ones willing to work with the enemy to achieve their goals, to wish to stay true to their Eternal Essence? We are only the ones you have caught. Those in hiding will act more deliberately, more intentionally, thanks to your actions today. They now know the writing is on the wall, that there is no spot in The Alliance left for them. You have weakened me, true. But no chains shall bind me forever. Mark my words, I will make you pay for this.”

Hestia chuckled. “You made a good point somewhere in your rant for once, Loki. But now, you’re no longer required here. Begone.” With a wave of her hand, the chained Divine disappeared from the temple, their true selves still bound by the Aegis.

She then teleported to the center near Tyr, and addressed the Divine of the Grand Council and the Sector Council. “This is why we give every Divine and those who seek divinity here an option today. Those that join the Aegis Accord will be protected as we work to protect life and win the war once and for all. Our creed is that rising tides shall raise all ships, setting our egos aside and choosing to work for the greater good. To be bound by it, to work beside those that share the same vision.”

Odin added, “And for those of you that are tricksters or need to act in a gray area, the oath does limit you from working with the enemy. But there is room for you to act in alignment with your essence and authority, to play the long game as long as you stay true to the Accord in your intentions. It is not a perfect solution for you, in truth, but we have seen the alternative. The losses these fiends produced were catastrophic. We cannot allow that to continue, and we must prevent all treachery in the future.”

Zeus scoffed from above, removing his cowl before he spoke with his arms folded on his chest. “You are making it sound as though those that don’t join your Accord are traitors, Odin. Many of us seek to win this game, but just believe in our own path. It isn’t wrong to believe the path to the Seventh Tier, thanks to the rules of the game, requires a…somewhat selfish mindset.”

Odin nodded, and spread his arms out wide with a small smile. “You are right, Zeus. We understand that it is in many of our natures, our very essence, to refuse to kneel. And then there are those that work best alone. Those that make this sacrifice to swear the oath do not do it lightly, and we do not expect all to join us, nor do we look down on those that don’t. There are those, such as Manjushri and the Bodhisattvas that we work together with, that may never join. That does not mean we cannot work together, or that we take and never give back. Those that partner with the Accord can be certain we act in the interest of mutual victory and benefit.”

Hestia continued, “Up to now, the Aegis Accord recruited based on this mutual interest and trust. It was invite-only, the strength of the Aegis not able to bind more than just those that gave up some of their authority willingly. But today, it is empowered by the punishment of these betrayers, solidified from this tremendous victory. Any shall join the cause, only giving a small tithe to fall under its umbrella of protection and justice alike.”

Odin grinned. “Today is just the beginning, a first major victory against this tyrant. Who would like to join the cause of the Aegis Accord?”

Varuna from the Hindu Pantheon was first. “I shall join. To protect order, I shall swear the Oath.”

One by one nearly a dozen Divine in total swore, and several Sector Nobles of Sector 87 did as well. Many had been on the fence as allies, but now they swore just the same. They were welcomed as brothers and sisters in arms.

The recruitment would go well beyond Sector 87 when it came to the nobles, just not today.

Tyr narrowed his eyes on some of the divine who were extorted of their spark in some way. Ultimately, he couldn’t exactly blame them all. However, they were preyed upon for their weakness, and absolutely should be the kinds that join the Aegis Accord for protection.

As if in response to his gaze, a few of them offered to join. Gaia had looked pleased with herself, watching as Loki especially suffered, along with Hermes. “I’ll join as well. Going it alone has been a struggle. To think I had been twisted so…”

Echidna was quick to welcome the nature goddess, hugging the stern elven woman.

Amaterasu had been betrayed by both Susanoo and Tsukiyomi. The Divine had already been an ally of the Accord, but now they saw reason to join in full. “In truth, I have little choice. If I continue how I was, I am little more than prey for Tartarus. I shall join.”

Hades and Persephone both teleported down to the Aegis, the Elder Greek God of the Underworld smiling. “We too would like to join. It is time for us to change the status quo.”

Zeus stood up, his voice angry. “You would side with them, Brother? You would turn your back on the Greeks?”

Hades grinned as he returned his look. “Why are you affronted, Brother? Since when do you work with me, or care about my struggles? Just how many times have I asked for help, but you refused to take risks, saying the cost was too high to protect those already dead? I did not turn my back; I am staying true to myself. I move to protect the cycle of life and death, just as Osiris and Anubis did.”

Persephone added, “Seeing so many of our Greek brethren working for the enemy means we should make amends. This is the path. Joining the Accord does not mean turning our backs on the Greeks; it means we are facing our shadows.”

Zeus looked like he swallowed a bitter bug, but he sat down.

Hel looked tempted to join as well, but the woman turned away. Many of the more powerful Divine would probably continue their wait-and-see approach, though Tyr saw quite a bit of interest in several of their eyes, especially as Hades had joined and was welcomed. There were not that many who could be considered Elder Gods at Tier 6, and to gain one was a tremendous victory.

This was a powerful win, and Tyr and his brethren looked on at their new allies with pride. Each victory the Accord won would mean more would join. Many were still on the fence, but he thought it was only a matter of time so long as they kept winning.

And some hid their disdain with amused or entertained smiles. While it was certainly true that this change, one way or another, would be interesting–it was fraught with difficulty. Loki and Lugh were absolutely correct that catching a little more than a dozen divine traitors was just a drop in the bucket among hundreds of divine, and probably dozens more betrayers.

Those that worked against The Alliance would become more vicious, more dangerous as they sought to switch sides or destroy it from within. Their plots would need to be more clever and more deceitful, and that in itself attracted them to act, like moths to a flame.

Thankfully, Odin, Heimdall, and Tyr were prepared for this–they had let a few little fish go in an attempt to capture the bigger ones. Because there was something they had held back–the contents of the Nameless Monk’s sack. And… Manjushri just might have let there be a few more frayed threads than there really were.

The others involved might believe they got off scot-free, but they were being watched in ways they couldn’t account for. While there was the essence in the blade from them, many Divine shared domains, and it wasn’t as clear they were involved specifically with so many unless they had sacrificed many sparks through numerous plots.

The sack had countless bits and bobbles, all of which had karmic threads leading to people involved with the monk, and many correlated with the essence found in the blade. They were not smoking guns, but they were absolute leads on those who had worked with him or had met with him. They had their suspicions now, with several Divine on a secret watch list.

He didn’t like deception, and because of his essence of truth, he was burning essence with every passing moment as payment. But Tyr would do much more than that in the pursuit of justice as long as it was within the law.

They had kept Clan Hart out of the talks for the most part, but throughout the hearing there were many hints at just how important their actions were, and how big their achievements were. No doubt many of the Divine and Sector Nobles had made note of the heroes in question, and would be clamoring to get more information. Some of the glory would be a bit posthumous, as their victory and how it was earned wouldn’t be confirmed until after the Conquest on The Burning Steps was completed. But they would get it; there was no question about that.

A separate hearing would happen next for the Sector Council, Jake Hart becoming a Count by appointment. If Tartarus had selected the first or second option, it would have already been completed. Now, they had to come to a consensus.

Tartarus was clearly willing to pay any cost to claim Sector 87, or to destroy Clan Hart thanks to Odin’s scheme. The challenge was going to heat up as the War Trial began, the stakes increasing as hundreds of worlds would be held in the balance. While they had won a big victory, the battle was just beginning. The war had been changed forever, and sooner than they had expected.

END OF BOOK 8

Subscribe to my Patreon for updates, and read ahead!

Try my other series with 4 books, Soul Knight!


Afterword



Once again, I just wrote the words, “END OF BOOK 8,” and I am writing this message to you, my valued reader. I enjoyed writing book 8 as I did the others, and what an interesting ride it has been. If you don’t wanna hear about how the sausage is made, you should probably tap the next page button (and hopefully rate the book. Just so you know, five stars really helps authors like me out! It’s the best thing you can do to assist me, beyond buying my books or subscribing to my Patreon. Though, the #1 best thing you can do is make a post on a major Facebook group or subreddit, sharing just how much you love this story! For which I have links coming up!).

I had expected to have Sati’s arc in this book, knowing how she came to be and all of that, of course. But how I decided to convey it to you, the reader, I wasn’t all that sure until I started writing it. In the end I am really proud of how it turned out, and I hope that you readers feel the same way. I hadn’t predicted just how long the arc would actually be (because I had actually thought I was only going to work through the first part of her sort of romantic arc), and had originally thought this was more going to be Bree’s book when it started. But as the betrayer’s actual plot came together, I realized that spending a bit more time with Sati made the most sense. I do feel like it was a little bit like a Sati speedrun, but to me anyway, it just felt right.

As for what’s next for me, I definitely plan on writing part of Soul Knight Book 5, probably in tandem with Bonded Summoner Book 9 for a while. As usual though, take my plans with a grain of salt. Most likely it will be ~6 months or so before Book 9, but could vary depending on if I change my mind and start working on something else. Rest assured though, Bonded Summoner is a big priority for me!

I am thinking I’m that much closer to beginning writing on a new project, and there’s a chance it might be Alex and Tess’s story. In this book I’ve referenced a few things that happen with Earth very lightly, and I think it would be great to expand on these from their perspective, so people can see more of this universe from another lens. At the same time, it will hardly be required for you to read unless you want to – just think about it. At this point in time, ~4 years have passed since Jake visited Earth, and we haven’t seen Alex. This is intentional on my part, because I wish for other than Alex and Tess’s beginning and maybe some cameos meant to take place in the first year of Clan Hart’s vacation (mainly Berri’s social media clips for fun), the characters won't influence one another in significant ways. Still, I’m sure it will be fun for fans of Bonded Summoner, or completely new readers to the Framework setting.

Anyway, once again, thank you so much for reading my book, and I’ll see you guys next time.


Character Bios / Reminders



I created this section after some feedback that there are too many characters in the story, and it’s difficult to remember all of them. For those who are not binging the story, these are likely helpful reminders for those it has been a while since they read book 6. This is not an exhaustive list, let alone a lengthy reminder, but all of these characters should appear in this book, making it much less confusing for you to remember.

I’d like to think everyone remembers all the love interests well enough (if not, at least read the Our Story so Far Section in Book 5!). But here are some small appearance reminders that might be easy to forget since they have changed as of the end of book 5 and a few mentions during book 6 of the changes.

Jake’s Wives

Fhesiah (Faye) - Book 1 Cover - Kitsune-Dragon Hearthian Demoness. In the Second Tier, her appearance changed, the least of which was her special yin-yang purple and red, with a small golden flame core that set in the center of her chest, just beneath her seven hearts as one necklace. She now has five tails in her Kitsune form to go along with her long purple hair, and her dragoness form can grow in size and grow scales all over her body during combat (or for fun). With straight, black hair in her dragon form, golden eyes and voluptuous body, she has ultimately changed very little.

Ophelia (Lia) - Book 2 Cover - Athenian Hearthian Valkyrie, with a yellow and red vajrafire flame sitting in the hole in her chest. In the Second Tier, she changed from merely having angel wings on her back, to having golden hair and golden owl wings, and keeping her lovely blue eyes. She since altered her hair to be more platinum blond, making it much more like her original white, but has two golden feathers still framing her face. She also has owl tail feathers, fit on her lovely female MMA fighter’s or amazonian body.

Bloodberri (Blood and Berri) - Book 3 Cover - Hearthian Twin-Souled Echidna, with a black and white holy flame core sitting in the center of their chest - In the Second Tier, their scales and hair became golden, but they have since altered their hair to be bone white again. They also have scales trailing up their arms past the elbow, and wicked claws on their fingers, and draconic horns on their head. No longer having pink eyes but golden, serpentine ones, their albinism was cured, but their skin is still more pale than tanned.

Tanda - Book 4 Cover - Hearthian Ravenwolf Beastkin - with a deathly flame core sitting in the center of her chest. Her appearance changed the least in the Second Tier, having dark skin, golden eyes and black hair with a purple sheen, with feathers within her hair. She became a little taller, but has black fur from her knees to her fluffy, wolf-like digitigrade feet, and the same for her elbows to her paw-like hands. With a wolf’s tail rather than a raven’s and raven wings to go along with her dancer’s frame, she has always been unique.

Avalara (Ava) - Book 5 Cover - Reindeer Dryad/Treant Beastkin (Planetary Core of Highlands) - Her lesser avatars have a green skin to go along with vine-like hair, which has green, black, and gold streaks. The area beneath her knees is covered in fur until her hooves, and she has deer ears and a tail on her mostly-humanoid body. With antlers on top of her head like tree branches and golden eyes to go along with her voluptuous body and her nectar producing chest, she has always been striking. They are just smaller versions of her True Avatar, the real one unable to leave her special tunnel near the planetary core or the Refuge. Her battle avatar is much more bestial, covered in vines and fur, but is like a giant, humanoid reindeer mixed with a tree.

Nessa – Book 6 Cover - Human cultivator with a lake serpent bloodline, with short blue hair in a bob cut, and blue eyes. She has a lither figure than most of Jake’s other wives, and a prominent feature is her scales around her eye ridges like a permanent blue eye shadow. She has the tail of a snake coming out of her lower back, that extends long enough that it can spiral in a circle many times several feet around her. Nessa is often seen floating with the spiral going downward, or with her tail wrapped around Jake. Nessa has a special lake made of Qi that she deploys in battle, that has an extradimensional space that she can swim and disappear into.

Hart Family Children (These appeared in Book 6 either in the beginning or in the epilogue, with only a few new in Book 7.)

All children are technically Hearthian in addition to their other races, born with a hearth core and a fusion of their races, just like their mothers.

Clara - Ophelia’s First Daughter, a golden owl Athenian/valkyrie

Nora - Tanda’s First Daughter, a raven beastkin with raven features.

Timothy - Tanda’s Ravenwolf Son

Rena - Bloodberri’s first twin daughter, an echidna, she shares light/white hair/scales and acts a bit like Berri.

Nyxa - Bloodberri’s first twin daughter, an echidna, she shares darkness/black hair/scales and acts a bit like Blood.

Blaze - Bloodberri’s second oldest, an echidna, born about 4 months directly after Rena/Nyxa. Has a fiery/lava look and disposition. Often seen with Sharona.

Aiko - Fhesiah’s first child, a kitsune that has taken the form of an actual beast kitsune (purple fox).

Taiki - Fhesiah’s kitsune son, born after Aiko.

Author Note: Very few children other than the eldest have or will ever have names. I likely will only give a few semi-plot-important/different ones names, or just for my convenience (avoiding giving one a name that is in a scene is more annoying than giving them one in many cases). My intention is for the eldest to always represent the other children (as well as their respective mothers!), so please do not fear keeping track of so many potential kids’ names or personalities and similar, no matter how many there are.

Potential Hart Family (Love Interests)

Bree - The Heroic Boar - One of the Goddess Echidna’s 3 Cerberus Daughters, she had been driving many of Jake’s summons, which you learn in a scene in Book 3 with the goddess. Bree had hijacked the Heroic Boar permanently, until Jake attempted to brand her over a silly argument and was successful. Now, she sees him as a worthy male that has defeated her and should be her mate and pack leader, but her sisters, Ainora and Isolyn disagreed. She was given a new vessel through Jake’s fusion summon, using the acorn which contained some purified divinity from Apophis–a dinodog which was like a giant hound mixed with a triceratops, with the tail of an ankylosaurus.

Sati - An elemental spirit turned into a sentient and sapient cultivator. During the Celestial Nexus Battleground, Fhesiah had discovered some fire elemental pixies within a cave, and convinced them to join her in her magic lamp. She also got trapped with two jerks for cultivators that wanted to consume or steal her body, so she trapped them back–and fed them into a fire elemental that shared the flames of her own path, within her pill cauldron’s special formations. The fire elemental girl gained much more intelligence and sapience after that, and when she got sucked into some sort of Yoga inheritance, she changed further. Now, the living flame is often seen as an adult woman sitting in the lotus position, floating in the air, and now in the Second Tier as a result of the Celestial Nexus Battleground.

Ruby - A badgerdillo raised in the heretical urns of the bloodbeast sect, Fhesiah had aided the creature in completing the rituals without being tainted by the blood. And she made sure it was a female for…reasons. Ruby currently chose an appearance of the vampire noble’s blood she ate, a beautiful elf with white hair and red tips and eyes, mixed with badger beastkin features. She was nurtured by the vampire’s special items from the Celestial Nexus Battleground, but may be lacking a bit of intelligence and experience in life to actually become one of Jake’s mates.

Hearthtribe

Brock - Armadillo with Buffalo parentage beastkin, Paladin of Hestia. You witnessed the arrival of Clan Hart at the beginning of Book 3 through his eyes.

Bria - Mate of Brock, Badger beastkin, wields a large axe polearm.

Serena - Mate of Brock, Panther beastkin. Uses a bow. Priestess of Bastet, and has foresight/dreams of the future. You witnessed her awaken using Fhesiah’s Serum.

Mindy - Mate of Brock, Sheep beastkin with horns and uses shield and mace. Cleric of Brigid and enchanter.

Vanessa - Mate of Brock, Faun(Basically a satyress, a deer lower-half woman) Elysian. Nature and elemental Druid.

Valtor - Sentient Undead Armor, an Eternum. Head Administrator of his administrative clan of Eternum.

Amara - Sentient Undead Magical Tome, an Eternum. Leads most of Hearthtribe’s magical research.

Rhia - Daughter of Valtor and Amara, Sentient Undead pink armor, Eternum young woman.

Zorina and Mysticus - Eternum Magical divining tool (bird cage with chime) that can tell if someone is telling the truth, and magical abacus that can use mystical calculations combined with information provided to somewhat predict the future.

Nadessa - Dryad. Former Arch Druid of Elysian Glade and Druid of Gaia, now an elemental druid of Lugh and was an ambassador for her people’s Mass Migration.

Rookard - Wolf beastkin with dark skin, former Chief of a wolf beastkin village. Rallied the beastkin of Highlands with “There must be blood” chant and prayer.

Vesuvius - Lava monitor beastkin, former Chief of the Sleeping God. Gets bigger as he builds up his auril. Vexana is his daughter.

Yiming and Longwei - Warrior Brotherhood warriors, wearing Green and Red Asian armor. Yiming embodies the horse, and Longwei the tiger.

Morwen and Bedwyr - Emberborn undead Priestess and Paladin of Arawn, the latter who usually rides on an undead horse mount. Masters of frost and death magic, they control servants of arawn – undead slaves made from betrayers that are finding penitence.

Seamus - Lion with heavy beastblood beastkin, Paladin of Lugh. Former Chief of Life’s Haven. Tanda’s Uncle.

Timone and Dahlia - Tanda’s (biological) mom and dad, Dahlia is a white wolf beastkin and her dad is a Ravenwolf like herself, but with raven tail feathers. The other two bird women who are his mates are unnamed.

Aisling - raven beastkin, clan-mother of Tanda. Can see visions/dreams of the future.

Grayson - Turtle beastkin priest of Brigid, former Council of Cascadia.

Drysander - Elysian Treant - Nadessa’s father, a war oak paladin of Guan Yu.

Davonius (Dave) - Chameleon Beastkin with heavy beast blood (anthropomorphic), he is Fhesiah’s worshiper and shaman of Bastet, and he has learned alchemy. He helped during Clash of Champions by diverting an attack, and he helped destroy siege equipment during the Life Haven’s Assault.

Avina - Snow owl beastkin healer, Tanda’s friend and is also an alchemist following Fhesiah’s teachings.

Known Enemies in Story

Cassius - Leader of Obsidian Blades and Son of Ares. Threatens Jake to back down claim against War, Glory, Profit, and gets a beat down from Timone and Dahlia.

Avaron - Son of Loki, Leader of Radiant Glory and has powers of light. Tried to kill Nessa during a Greater Rift twice and failed once.

Apophis - Sent first Dark elf Templar Champion against Jake in his Tier 0 Trial, hoping to pick off a potential Champion of Hestia’s. Sent a summoner champion in the Fortress Assault, and sent A huntress/assassin in the Clash of Champions (Book 5)

Greed - Sent Drakan dragon-flame eating warrior champion against Fhesiah in the Fortress Assault, and then the Locust (veradrith) Mentalist Champion against Jake in the Clash of Champions.

Goddess of Eternal Night - Sent Arachnea Champion with the ability to hide inside of Alisara, to face Bloodberri during the Fortress Assault. Then, sent Tier 3 Scorpion Rider Templar/Paladin Champion in the Clash of Champions, who faced off against Fhesiah

Loviatar - Sent Champion snake humanoid from Drengrbjord, a huntress/assassin in Fortress Assault, facing off against Ophelia. Sent the Tier 3 Parasite Champion (Flea) in the Clash of Champions, who fought Bloodberri.

Dreadbeast - Attacked Tanda in Book 3, an assassin/hunter sent to kill and finish off Cernunnos’ final beast avatar and pollute/taint the World Core further. Also showed up in the dungeon in the Battleground.

Balor - Masqueraded as generic death god in Highland’s conflict, sending a dragon to kill Cernunnos and his daughter before it was integrated into the framework. Missed out on Clash of Champions thanks to Enforcer of Tartarus showing up instead, and had sent a Champion against Nessa on The Mystic Expanse.
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JJ Bookerson’s Patreon Page (Has a free mailing list and early chapters of my series available):

https://www.patreon.com/JJBookerson

My Official Website, including gallery and other information:

https://jjbookerson.carrd.co/

LitRPG Books Facebook Page

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

Haremlit Readers Group

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks

The Harem Fantasy Novels Subreddit:

https://www.reddit.com/r/haremfantasynovels/

Big shoutout to the Dukes of Harem, the best place on Facebook for haremlit releases:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem/

My BookBrush, which contains various series-related images:

https://bookbrush.com/reader-hub/JJBookerson/
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