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Foreword


Due to this story having started on Royalroad/Scribblehub, I had originally designed the explicit scenes to show up in chapters of their own. For the most part, aside from the romantic/relationship elements usually at the beginning of them (before the intimacy), they can be skipped.  
They are denoted by the 3 hearts (♥♥♥) and called interludes, besides. The interludes without the hearts that have the person's name separated by dashes often have these point of views, and have important character/plot information and I did not intend for them to be skipped.
I don't use it much at all in the story, but there are a small number of point of view or scene breaks. They look like this:
[image: image-placeholder]It doesn't happen often, but if you see it, be on the lookout to see if the point of view might have shifted, but it could also denote the passage of time.
[This denotes when the Point of View Character is receiving mental communication from someone.]
“Mental replies from the Point of View Character show like this, but you'll often find it explicitly says so, besides.”
Within the story, there are many terms that share words with the English language, but have unique meanings in the story. I typically leave these capitalized at a minimum, to denote their uniqueness as a story term. I will also often signify a new term using brackets at least the first time or times it appears within the story in order to help signal to the reader that there is yet another! But often leave many Framework terms, especially abilities and spells in brackets to help signify their usage. Still, I removed brackets from many repetitive Framework terms, as there are simply too many now. 
Some paragraphs would go by with a dozen words in brackets and just looked disgusting, so I had to make a decision about reducing the usage of them. For that reason, words that have appeared many times like Refuge or, later in this book, Rifts, only have brackets on them a handful of times but stay capitalized. I tried to be consistent, but with how many terms appear in the story this was difficult to catch every instance. I hope that it doesn’t ruin story immersion when you run into any inconsistencies here, but instead overall it helps you easily identify when a story term is being used.
For you RoyalRoad/Scribblehub readers who've already read Book 3, the bonus chapters that were made specifically for this book are in the middle and the epilogue, denoted by the word bonus. I hope you'll stick around and read the whole book however, as I made a lot of improvements.
For anyone wanting to contact me, for corrections or other purposes, my email is: JJBookerson@gmail.com
Thank you for reading, I hope you do enjoy the story.
JJ Bookerson




The Story So Far


Our story began with an orphan named Jake, a little over 6 feet (1.83 m) tall with brown hair and brown eyes, and 23 years old. Fresh out of college, he was unwinding after an MMORPG raid when a god of war, among other things, Odin, barged into his apartment. 
Jake got drafted into a never-ending war against an otherworldly being called Tartarus. The war was fought in a way that vaguely resembled aspects of the very same MMORPG he had been playing, and he chose the Summoner class just like the game he had played.
Trapped in his apartment and forced to fight in dungeons and level up, he found he was given a ritual for summoning a familiar.
From the shadows came Fhesiah, the Dragon-touched Demoness. Unfortunately, she could not speak because their bond was not correctly established. She was still ever-helpful, despite her limitations. 
The 1-foot tall imp or pixie-like miniature woman taught him some magic and helped him form a mana core. Together, they delved into the dungeon with ease, and she worked on restoring her former strength and size, along with the bond.
After a time, the dungeon showed them that it was luring them into a false sense of security. A skeletal mage was able to attack Fhesiah, leading to Jake risking his life to save her. She was injured, but he learned she was a cultivator– a person who gathered heavenly energy, or Qi, to merge themselves with the heavens and become something more.
Jake finally earned a [Summoning Token] like his class’s namesake and quickly obtained his first summon after being convinced by the devious demoness to specialize in humanoid summons instead of his plan for beasts; then, he summoned Ophelia, the Valkyrie Shieldmaiden.
Just as tall as him and with white hair and wings, Ophelia was fit, strong, and sexy like a fitness model. Her deep blue eyes shimmered or glowed, her body overflowing with mana. Valkyries were in tune with the magic of the gods, making them excellent paladin equivalents.
Having died in a tragic cave collapse shortly after coming of age, Ophelia joined their party, still coming to terms with her death. She had lost her Valkyrie mother at a young age, and her father had been consumed by grief. She trained in an adventurer boarding school, only to die shortly after completing it.
After a trek in the gnoll dungeon, Fhesiah had finished restoring her bond and partially restoring her body, dropping surprise after surprise on Jake. From the day they met, she had already thought he would be her future husband, thanks to her mother’s divinations. And that he should have many wives– the Valkyrie being a great start.
Fhesiah’s appearance was a staggeringly beautiful pale elfin woman, with bronze dragon wings and tail, with matching horns on her head. Her eyes glimmered gold, and her voluptuous body had caused him difficulty even while she was small.
Jake and Fhesiah explored as a couple first while they all progressed within the dungeon. Things came to a head when they chose a Goddess for Ophelia to give her Oath to for her Valkyrie magics: Hestia.
It should have been a simple Oath to protect families, but Hestia herself showed up to the event and offered Jake to become her Champion.
An agent of the Goddess’ interests, a Champion was meant to fight enemy Champions and push the war closer to victory. He chose to become one, to finally matter in the world, and to protect families and prevent people from being orphaned like himself.
Shortly after, Jake became Ophelia’s Chosen, a bond similar to that of the Summoner’s bond but borne in love. The two’s relationship advanced before conflict struck.
Fhesiah refused to wear equipment that used mana, as it was against her belief system, against Heaven’s Path. Jake argued that doing so would make their party and family safer, but logic does not easily change one’s beliefs.
Ophelia challenged her to a duel to change her belief; this was much more compatible than an argument for a woman from a ‘might makes right’ society. Ophelia lost but pushed Fhesiah to her limits. She now doubted her conviction in Heaven’s Path, the Framework, and Tartarus, showing differences from her culture as a cultivator.
They finished their preparations and entered the Trial, the final battle against the dungeon master– A Champion of Apophis. Fhesiah had bet herself that if she, a dragon cultivator, couldn’t defeat the boss alone, she would change her values for the sake of her family.
The enemy had crafted an encounter with advantages for them, complete with creatures that could consume fire and armor meant to absorb her dragon flames. But, at a significant disadvantage, Fhesiah couldn’t overcome the enemy’s preparations.
But Jake and Ophelia had made more than enough preparations of their own and were strong enough to pull them through to victory. Using Jake’s spell rod, he defeated the evil Champion. Due to the Trial, he received a Legendary class upgrade, an Advanced Summoning token, and the Champion’s Spear Staff of Hestia.
He formed a Hearth Bond with Ophelia as soon as their cores evolved into Hearth Cores, with Fhesiah unable to until she entered Foundation Establishment.
Odin handed over their freedom, the keys to allow his Refuge to go anywhere he wanted, and an award for Jake to become a Knight of the Alliance. Earth would now be integrated within a year; Jake and their family could visit once that happened.
They had some fun on their trip, soon to arrive at their chosen destination.
The story continued in Book 2, where Jake used his Advanced Summoning Token, summoning Fir’Berri. A cursed Dark Lamia with a horrible past, the girl was ecstatic to join Jake’s family.
A pale elf woman, her upper body was that of a white-haired elf with pink serpentine eyes, having white scales below her eyes and some on her neck and shoulders, as well as her hips. She was enormous, her upper body alone being larger than Jake was tall, and her snake body was around fifteen meters long.
Like Fhesiah, she was voluptuous and beautiful, though she did not look as meek. Her supposed curse appeared to be that she had holy magic and a case of albinism. 
However, she had a secret passenger within herself–Blood. She nearly attacked the family to get what she desired but was held back, the secret remaining. Blood was the reason she had dark magic in addition.
Arriving on Ariminum, the Hart family experienced their first Rifts. Learning their family was a cut above the rest despite their lower level, the previously hard-working girls trapped in their Refuge quickly found opportunities to have fun, to Jake’s dismay.
After just a few Rifts, they went back home. Just before leaving, they learned from Hestia that a special challenge had spawned–a Fortress Assault. The Hart family would have to face a unique challenge where a Champion would lead a Battlegroup to defeat the challenge before a special challenge for their smaller party.
On top of that, Hestia had a perfect destination that desperately needed their help. However, they needed to complete the challenge first, or Ariminum might be lost. They had to mix preparations and personal progression and–find a fifth party member.
Fhesiah finally obtained the materials to activate her bloodline and enter Foundation Establishment. She attempted the impossible through her vast knowledge and powerful soul–to activate both her draconic and Dark Kitsune bloodlines.
Through a little bit of luck, help from the Framework, and Jake’s newly summoned familiar Ira–a void wyrm–she pushed herself to Foundation Establishment, creating her [Spiritual Temple] within her Dantian in one go. She succeeded in activating both bloodlines, receiving a [Bloodline Transformation] ability.
Meeting with Antonius, they learned everything was more dire than they had imagined. Not only was there the Fortress Assault, but Conquest Progress was declining. It seemed foul play was likely involved–with the primary culprit in that very room, their prospective party member! 
Despite having a foe in front of them, they found the Framework protected Alisara. They were forced to accept the interloper from a hint of the Goddess, so they took on this party member for the challenge.
Fighting through Rifts, Blood was finally revealed, the two girls eventually becoming one (kind of)–Bloodberri, the twin-minded, twin-souled Dark Lamia.
They fought through the Fortress Assault, and each of the Hart Family faced their own Champion. Ophelia learned her home world of Drengrbjord was overcome by betrayers, the Ormrfolk. 
Fhesiah defeated her drakan enemy fighting as a Dark Kitsune, learning powerful draconic abilities to absorb draconic flame attacks and empower herself with draconic flames. All while keeping her work in progress a secret, hoping to provide Jake with a fun, sexy surprise.
Bloodberri defeated an Arachne from her home world, learning she was the child of a Chosen Hero. She arrived through the twisting caverns just as Jake defeated his own enemy, with her stealing the killing blow from him on arrival.
The volcano erupted, forcing them to escape the fortress's remains, followed by an attack of lava wyverns. Defending a keep, they took down the final enemies before returning to their Refuge.
They each received powerful rewards for defeating their Champions. Jake received special armor and learned his Aura of Heavenly Flames using the spark he won from the enemy Champion. Another went into their Refuge’s Hearth.
Bloodberri received a morphing armor, allowing her to peel it back and hug Jake anytime. Ophelia received a shield that could float and block attacks with a thought or merge with the [Hearth of Hestia] ability and fly anywhere. Fhesiah received a magical torch that floated and could store an emergency heal.
Jake took Bloodberri on a date, where he gifted her a stuffed animal of himself with a white and black snake draped around him. He also included a life-saving necklace he could only craft from her, the Five Hearts as One necklace. 
They formed their Hearth Bond after the date, the snake girls joining Jake forever. The two’s magically flavored souls of light and dark were shown in Jake’s Hearth, providing each party member with access to this limited resource.
Their magical spaceship, which was their Refuge, traveled to their destination of Highlands as the family made their final preparations for the war and learned about their destination. They formed their guild and did their best to enjoy their time, knowing that a battle would be waiting for them on arrival.
This is where the story continues in Book 3 - Rise of the Beastkin. Thanks for reading! 




Prologue - Final Preparations


Jake concentrated on the mecha-magical contraption as he inscribed the final runes on his armor. He was low on time, as there was only a little time left before their arrival on Highlands. Jake was mostly satisfied with the results of his training and other preparations.  
Fhesiah’s voice came through in his mind, [Still playing with that toy all by yourself, Jake? You’re making me a little jealous of how much time you spend with that thing. Us girls are about to have another match without you.]
The girls… well, they always just found a way to make it feel like, while his personal efforts to improve himself were important, they were just in a league of their own.
He was much more confident in his other preparations. Each piece of his armor, each hexagonal plate, had its own set of rune words arranged in a formation that was both fed by and enhanced by the other hexagons. 
Jake had taken some hints from Odin’s armor during their final meeting and was happy he managed to reproduce a smidgen of the techniques he identified.
Many of the techniques were far beyond him, he found after many hours of failed experimentation, but he was happy to find a pair that worked. This took his enchantments to the next level. 
He had seen a web of inscribed lines leading from rune word formation or hexagon to rune word formation, and that was mostly enough for Jake to adapt after some experimentation and a Tier 1 Runic Enchantment book. 
The other technique that worked was the formation of the rune words themselves, as he had noticed that the rune words were arranged in a certain way. He had found that replicating that added additional power and allowed him to chain effects much easier when following other guidance from the book.
There were others that he had seen, such as how it seemed like every inch of the armor had mini-runes covering it from top to bottom. This was beyond his capabilities for some reason. 
He thought he had managed to carve the runes as small as he had seen them, but something about them was different. Either it required higher-tier ink or enough mana to be meaningful, or it was just something blocked from him for now.
The final technique he identified, he wasn’t able to replicate yet. Jake’s lines between the formations weren’t so much a web-like Odin’s as a circuit or line. He wasn’t sure what would happen if he managed to interconnect each of the formations with many connections. Still, it was more like he had one line that connected each, for now. 
He wasn't sure why he could not get even three formations to connect with three connections each. Conversely, he had gotten more than double that in a single line. It would require much more experimentation.
Jake had first made the proof-of-concept work and inscribed it on Ophelia and Fhesiah’s new armor. Their armor was much simpler, the individual pieces not interconnected like his and Bloodberri’s. 
He was just not able to continue the circuit from one piece of equipment to a different part of equipment very well. In contrast, Bloodberri and Jake’s equipment was designed to do so, locking into place the same way when he put it on, like they were meant for each other. Bloodberri’s armor was effectively a single piece. 
When Ophelia saw this, she grimaced at the challenge of making them interlock in such a way in time for their arrival, the ‘circuit’ paths crossing items. 
She thought she could do it by working in tandem with Jake, but it would just have to happen later. These challenges greatly improved her smithing skill, and she was making excellent progress through the Advanced ranks.
Jake put on his finished armor and went to join the girls in the training room. They were all practicing with their new armor and weapons when he entered. As it often was, it was Fhesiah and Ophelia versus Bloodberri. 
In a way, the odds were quite even, Bloodberri being two entities in one body. You could easily see her tail as a viable adversary even by itself, and with how it had two minds controlling it, it might as well be one being and the upper body another.
He watched as part of Bloodberri’s tail darted and spiraled at Fhesiah, forcing her to back off. At the same time, Bloodberri charged up a [Mace of Hestia] attack with her new weapon: a new giant maul crafted by Ophelia working with Bloodberri. They had found a golem-like creature that could more or less increase its weight when filled with mana. 
Extracting its essence, they could add this property to her new maul. It was a minor effect, but it took the already heavy maul and made it even heavier when she pushed mana through it. This was something that she already would do, both with [Mace of Hestia] and enhancing the effects of the runes.
The maul had a flat end on one side and a spike on the other and on its top. The grip was long, like that of a polearm, even for someone of Bloodberri’s stature. The maul had two hexagons on each side, two on the front for Jake’s enchantments, and a magical focus in the pole. 
The maul’s block was large, and it was like Bloodberri was swinging around a car engine and slamming it into enemies. Without Jake’s inertia dampening on his shield, nearly every bone in his body would be broken in a single swing unless he dodged.  
Just before he thought Bloodberri would lash out, a wave of darkness that Jake knew caused weakness radiated out, slamming into Fhesiah and Ophelia alike. Ophelia had prepared her floating shield with [Hearth Of Hestia], immediately forming a flaming barrier. 
She grimaced as the wave of darkness hit her but managed to interpose the shield in front of the maul in time and lash out with a thrust of her spear.
While the shield-turned-barrier managed to stop the giant maul attack, the fire burning within the shield diminished significantly. Ophelia’s spear reached Bloodberri’s body, but her [Advanced Armor of Faith], combined with a twist of her body, caused the spear attack to slide off the plate ineffectually. 
Bloodberri spun and lashed out with the spiked side of the maul. While Ophelia dodged the maul easily, Bloodberri’s tail slammed into her shield. Then it knocked her from the side, returning unexpectedly after chasing Fhesiah.
Fhesiah now charged in with dragon-flame-empowered strength, but she was met with a maul, Bloodberri having recovered from her other attack being blocked. It was to Jake’s surprise that the maul was the one that lost the exchange, being deflected back and pushing Bloodberri back. 
Fhesiah had a vicious smile as she accomplished this with the draconic strength she had been working on, able to use it without pulling mana from Energy Sharing now. Ophelia also charged in, and Jake wondered if the fight was as fair as he had thought. 
But Bloodberri’s humanoid body raised and danced left and right as her snake body coiled in a dizzying array of spirals. This caused both girls’ charges to take a less direct route, a veritable death blender, not something you took on directly. The dance caused darkness to be released, and Jake could tell Blood cast another dark spell, draining the two girls even further.
Then, Jake saw the runes on Bloodberri’s upper body lit up with holy light, activating the rune words that Jake had placed on them. Her body lit even further, triggering another [Mace of Hestia] attack. 
Ophelia’s Hearth, placed in her shield, set ablaze, and Fhesiah’s Torch released a giant ball of flame to add further onto that, her truths of flame making Jake feel like he was staring at a majestic star. 
Bloodberri’s tail swirled around the star, and some runes lit up with the power of dark, reducing it.
It would be at this point that Jake would be quite concerned. How could this end without someone possibly dying or being maimed or dismembered? 
Jake had some confidence in potentially restoring the limbs of his bonded. Still, he didn’t want to try it out due to a training accident. But the answer was quite simple: they bought the fixture they had at the arena where he had dueled Alisara. 
The Framework would protect their life and keep them from being maimed with applications of some kind of force field, and the fight would be called for the victor.
The maul, covered in runes and filled with holy energy, slammed into the golden sun with a large cracking sound, and it was like a bomb had gone off. Jake saw Ophelia’s shield flying off toward the wall, and all three girls were sent in different directions.
Jake thought he saw the sun diminish a fair amount from the dark runes and the energy in the maul smashing into it. But the maul had eventually reached what was the core, and that caused the joint construct between the two girls to become unstable enough to explode, he guessed.
Bloodberri was blasted back, and her [Armor of Faith] and runes on her armor were pushed to the utter limit. Ophelia and Fhesiah weren’t exactly unscathed from the blast, but they were not nearly as close as Bloodberri was. 
They surrendered the duel, and Jake immediately cast a powerful runic healing spell on them, healing various bruises. The other two girls spent some time recovering, but other than some dented and charred armor and Jake imagined bruises, they were fine. 
Bloodberri’s armor would repair itself over time using mana from the Refuge's Hearth. Fhesiah and Ophelia’s armor had similar capabilities, if not as good. Within their Refuge, the speed was significantly enhanced.
Jake noted the armor on Fhesiah and Ophelia. Fhesiah had what looked like samurai or ninja gauntlets, which only had coverage for the top of the hand and arm. 
This allowed her to use her draconic bloodline to turn her hand into that of a dragon, using her own hand as a claw weapon when needed. Otherwise, her armor now looked much like his and Ophelia’s.
They both had a chain undershirt and pants, with plates covering their vital areas. The plate had sections with hexagons that almost made it look like lamellar plate, but they were on top of other plates rather than comprising the plate itself. 
They were merged or melted together with the plate, making several areas just a little bit thicker near their vital areas, such as near their heart and kidneys and near where the shoulder guards connected to the chest piece. 
These contained Jake’s runes on them, and the lines on his armor continued to other armor pieces, strengthening the overall enchantment across them. Fhesiah’s and Ophelia’s were similar but could not accomplish this by interlocking as his armor did.
Fhesiah and Ophelia’s plate armor and mail had monster essence from a resplendent tortoise and lava beetle corpses purchased from the market. A combination effort of Ophelia and Bloodberri, they extracted and infused the essences into them as they were forged. 
Thanks to this, the armor, which had a mixture of mithril and steel, could be even harder while still being light and able to accept numerous powerful enchantments. Jake could tell Bloodberri, and Jake’s armor was superior. Still, their armor and equipment had reached the Epic level, just like the necklace he had made for Bloodberri.
They dyed them to have the same red with gold trims that Jake and Bloodberri’s armor had, and they really all matched and fit together. While they were Epic, Jake understood they were only using middle-Tier 1 materials. That was simply all they could afford. 
Jake had not been able to make nearly as significant of an Einherjar, or runic empowerment effect on their equipment, only barely being able to fit it on the chest piece. The undershirts had the same force-dampening effect as before, and all armor had the self-repair feature. Only major rents where significant amounts of metal were lost would require repair kits purchased off the market to fix. 
Fhesiah normally wouldn’t be able to activate Jake’s armor runes, but thanks to Bloodberri’s mana in her hearth and what little she had, she could manipulate these trace amounts of mana for her purpose. Not only Jake got these trace amounts of mana, but their entire party.
“Damn. You girls really dialed it to eleven there.” Jake felt he’d have needed to use his Runebound techniques to even participate in that fight. 
While Ophelia had worked on his ability to fight alongside her in the melee, without something like Juggernaut, Jake felt like he would be a burden that needed shielding in a fight like that. Though, his new armor might change that somewhat, especially judging by what Bloodberri could accomplish. 
It was Ophelia that spoke. “Of course. Pulling our punches would only make us less prepared. Thanks to the fixture, we can really go all out. Besides, that fight was a lot closer than it looked at the end there. Bloodberri could have recovered on her own.”
Fhesiah added, “It really is disgusting how she can cast two spells at once. Those two are really powerful. When these two can do group casting by themselves…”
Jake smiled, and both Berri and Blood beamed.
“Hehehe, I just can’t get all the runes right yet…”
“And I can’t activate the runes on both the maul and tail at the same time. How do you do it, sister?”
Berri animatedly replied, gesturing with her hands over her chest and the armor and maul, “Well, I kind of take the mana and I vooooom, and then like swoooooosh, you know?”
Blood took over their expression to stare blankly before inspecting her nails, which were actually covered by their armor. “Thank you for that, dear sister. How very… illuminating.”
Jake found the whole exchange intriguing. It wasn’t every day you saw someone interact with… themselves? What Blood was referring to was that the new rune formations were a little more complicated to activate than simply flooding the equipment with mana, requiring a more conscious effort. 
Jake had no problem with this, his Hearth Runic Magic reaching level 3, but he could see it being a challenge for Blood, who was not quite at the Advanced stages. That Berri could do it so easily was a peculiar thing.
Blood interrupted his thoughts, continuing, “I’m still learning and practicing the Nordic runes and rune words, besides. It will still be some time before I can catch up to Ophelia…”
Jake had to make two circuits on each piece of equipment, one dark and one light. Berri’s was more the armor portion, while Blood’s was more the tail portion, but there was, in fact, overlap at the center. The maul, he had managed to do some alternating between the two.
Berri was still learning Runic Magic and making decent progress with Blood’s help. His giant snake girl was really overpowered. That led him to think about the several goals he had attempted in these two weeks of training. 
The first was to try to make some more high-powered spells. The fight against the Alpha Wyvern had shown Jake that the spells he could make with the spell rod just wouldn’t quite cut it for boss-level creatures at the peak of their Tier. 
He felt the creature was not quite at the power of a level 25 boss monster, and his effectiveness wasn’t quite where he wanted it to be. 
While most would think it was fine, he had been attacking with an opposing element against a particularly vulnerable creature in the sky, should you hit it. If he couldn’t target an enemy’s weakness like that, he doubted that if Jake spent most of his unreserved mana, he could damage it significantly.  
Jake had thought long and hard about what had made the spell rods so powerful in the first place, and that led him to understand what he had accomplished: he had cast Tier 1 spells at Tier 0. In the end, this might not seem all that significant.
He had merely gone from what was more or less a fire bolt to a fireball: a fire bolt that might be a little larger, except it exploded when it reached the target. 
So, how could he repeat his success? How could he cast a Tier 2 spell at Tier 1?
First, he had to learn more about Tier 2 spells in the first place. Just what made a spell cross the boundary? Was it simply adding enough mana? Jake hadn’t thought so, knowing if it was that simple, Jake could just empower his spell rods and he would eventually accomplish it. 
He knew that was wrong because while he could power up a rune spell beyond simply activating the runes, there was a point where the mana would become unstable. Empowering it further would cause the spell to collapse altogether.
Jake bought several books that referenced T2 spells and spell-casting. However, the actual T2 spell books themselves were too expensive for them to afford, costing Tier 2 credits. Jake found that two things set apart true T2 spells and simply advanced or empowered versions of T1 spells.
Complexity and quality. The spell would have to be more complex to handle the increased mana of the spell while providing functions that made a spell T2 in the first place. 
Then, the mana used had to be of higher quality, essentially T2 quality, to handle the higher demands of the spell, maintaining the weave and keeping the magic from crumbling. When someone was raised in Tier, their soul became more powerful and attracted denser mana from the void. It was much easier to hold a more complex spell together using this mana. 
What Jake needed to accomplish now was to take the so-called fireball and make it into something more complex, like a compressed explosion or firestorm, for example.
Jake already had higher quality mana: his Divine Hearth. Using this, he did find that he could, in fact, make what was certainly an empowered T1 spell that bridged the gap of Tiers and produced something above his Tier.
But it wasn’t a true T2 spell; he had just made a bigger, more powerful fireball. He needed to create a more complex spell, and he more or less needed to do it on his own, the Framework not really helping him as it was above his Tier. 
Helping him with a skill that allowed him to produce results above his Tier was not something it could help him with because that would break the [Law of Balance] and let Tartarus do the same. 
The advanced melee skills Ophelia had gained at Tier 0 would be similar to that empowered lower Tier spell example, just an enhanced version of the same thing. Now that they have evolved into more advanced Techniques, most likely, these would be stuck at their Tier.
Jake thought he was close, but it, unfortunately, eluded him. He tried things he learned using enchanting and crafting an amazing spell rod that combined rune words in the new formations Jake learned from Odin to create the most complicated and powerful spell he could. But at Hearth Runic Magic Level 3, Jake thought it might not be able to be done. 
He could use 24 runes in a spell and thus 48 with his cheating spell rod. He had crossed to Tier 1 at Tier 0 when he had managed to make a 24-rune spell, though it took him many tries to find the proper balance of runes for a spell without it collapsing. 
Perhaps he just needed more or had to find the right formation of runes?
“Aww Jake, your rod is not performing the way you wanted? It’s okay, husband. It’s still more than enough to satisfy us girls.”
Jake cracked a smile. His spell rod was, in fact, quite powerful–
“No, Jake, Blood says Fhesiah’s talking about your co– Oh.” Berri helpfully tried to clear Jake’s ‘misunderstanding’ before Blood told her that Jake knew that but purposefully ignored it.
Fhesiah snickered, and Ophelia and Jake just shook their heads.
Ophelia then said, “Fhesiah is right, for once. You aren’t even level twenty yet, and you are already able to cast a spell that half-way transcends your Tier. There were level 20 casters in the Battlegroup that were still casting Tier 0 spells as their primary damage dealers. I think this is quite an accomplishment and one that will help us in the battles to come. Plus, there’s this that you figured out.”
Ophelia nodded to Fhesiah, and they each began forming runic phrases before floating them together. Ophelia’s Nordic runes connected with Fhesiah’s Demonic runes just before completion, and they empowered one another, similar to Jake’s runic enchantment circuits. 
A giant spear of flames was created and shot off at their T1 training golem. It slammed into it and exploded, sending shards of the golem everywhere and lighting it aflame. Jake was once again impressed at the efficacy of the spell for such a low effort. 
This was similar to what he could accomplish with the spell rod he had used against the Wyvern Alpha. However, the result was almost as good despite them not going all-out on the spell; the runic phrases they used were near the bare minimum needed to succeed.
They could now do [Runic Group Casting], a Subskill underneath Runic Magic. While the skill helped them have some leeway with the timing of coalescing the runes into the spell, Jake thought their hearths being connected made it a breeze. 
Their thoughts and emotions were connected, and thanks to this, they could coordinate better than any group of casters. Jake was reminded that such a spell from them took over ten times the amount of time to accomplish and took many more than just two of them. 
He thought that [Advanced Runic Magic 2] might be the requirement for the skill, both Ophelia and Fhesiah having it. However, he realized that with their advanced coordination, they might not even need the Framework’s help to accomplish this now that they knew the rules.
As of now, they could cast a single spell with the three of them combined: Jake, Ophelia, and Fhesiah. Blood and Berri were not quite there yet, but they thought they could eventually get all five of them to create a massive, powerful spell. 
In addition, they could only cast spells that used fire, thanks to Fhesiah’s usage of demonic runes pertaining to it. However, she was also working on her dragon claw and Kitsune fire-related runes. Thus, their one spell together was just an even larger lance or ball of flame that shot at the enemy and exploded.     
Jake and Ophelia could cast a barrier and a healing spell together but found the spells pointless, with Hestia’s sacrificial flame versions of the two spells being superior in nearly every way. 
Not only that, but the additional time it took to activate the spell together often defeated the whole purpose of those types of spells in the first place.
That left them to work on a spear and cones of fire, lightning, ice, and earth once again. Jake was happy with the results, knowing there would be many army-based battles going forward. Once again, Jake found that he couldn’t cheat with the spell rods, spear functions, or runic bubbles for group-based spells. 
The runes formed with that method would simply not connect with his ally’s runewords.
They had also worked on an upgraded field of frost control spell that locked down enemies in a large area and their own version of [Thornwood Field]. Jake would like to have a lot more answers to problems but thought they were as well-prepared as they could be in the time that they had.
Jake knew they would need every advantage that they could get. Instead of a world like the one they had just come from, where it was mostly holding its own, this one was already on the verge of losing. There was the Raid to be concerned about. 
There was still the Rifts, the retaking of cities that were lost, rebuilding, managing incursions, forming his guild, and more for Jake’s party to worry about. When Tartarus was this close to success, there could be other events similar to the [Fortress Assault] that could spawn, as well.
Tartarus knew that he was on his way, the dying Apophis Champion more or less saying that he’d never make it. Of course, he assumed that the volcano would have taken him out, and if not, then the wyverns, perhaps. 
Though, the guy liked to hear his voice, talking about his scarabs instead of attacking Jake.
His Hearth-Bonded wives lined up before him, their bodies covered in armor and wielding their weapons. All wore their family's colors, with equipment either gifted by the goddess or crafted together through their efforts.
Jake smiled at each of his girls. “You girls are all so amazing. I am so happy that I can face these challenges together with you, that we all drive each other to be better. I love you all, and I just know that no matter what we face, we’ll come out victorious since nothing can keep us apart. That we fight as one, our hearths burning together till the end of time, fills me with confidence. We’re going to beat Tartarus out of this world, and we’re going to do it as a family. With any luck, we’ll join a larger community and find a new home.”
Ophelia nodded with a confident smile. “We’re going to start a new Tribe, and I think we’re doing the right thing with the Oath. I think that no matter how much the Adventurers might have screwed things up with relations, it won’t end up being an empty gesture.”
Blood’s resolve wavered, but she said, “I do not like risking ourselves for others, but adding the stipulation that they must welcome us into their community and aid us in the fight for it to matter is important to me.”
Fhesiah smiled. “That’s right. We’ll be Highlands strength, but only if they become ours as well. We will not risk ourselves for those that will not welcome us, and those that will not stand up for themselves.”
The girls were talking about a part of their plan to win over the beastkin to their side, the Oath. They had discussed how they could show their resolve in aiding the people and joining their community when they might be averse to the Framework or the Adventurers that previously ruined relations. 
They planned on making an Oath on the Framework in front of their beastkin leaders and as many people as possible. If they failed in the world’s defense to where the Conquest Progress got down to ten percent where Tartarus could initiate the Raid, they would not flee and stand together with the beastkin until the end. 
Not only that, but their family would always stand together with Highlands against Tartarus. 
But it would be foolish to make an Oath where they would risk their lives for a lost cause, a people unwilling to join the Framework and fight. Or that they wouldn’t even welcome his family into their communities.
Ophelia nodded at Jake’s thoughts. “We could be stuck in the void until Hestia pays to retrieve us, but I’m confident that if we’re helped by the people of Highlands, it’ll never get close to the point that it’s necessary. We’ll show our sincerity and our courage and bravery with one gesture. Combined with our strength, which the beastkin respect, we should rally many to our cause.”
Berri looked worried. “Of course, it’s scary. But thinking about all the kids that would suffer if we failed, I’m willing to fight for them.” 
Waiting in the void to be resurrected or ransomed from a lost world was known to be painful in several ways. The first was the world, the multiverse, moving on without them. The average initiated may have to wait as long as it took for the world to be reclaimed, which could be hundreds, even thousands of years–if ever at all.
That meant any loved ones fighting on other worlds would have moved on, though they did have a choice of paying their ransom. Jake heard that the Framework may start paying the ransom in bunches if the Alliance considered the world permanently lost, but that could still be ages.
For Jake’s party, that was all less of a concern. All Jake cared about was his girls, period. That may change after or during their reclamation of Highlands, but if they ended up waiting in the void, it wouldn’t be nearly as painful for them when they got out.
The second way was that their deaths would be somewhat tragic, and waiting in the void after Tartarus had its way with their spirits would degrade them in some way. Their potential would be harmed forever, and whether they would reach their maximum potential would be questionable at best. 
Many that had gotten stuck in the void for long periods were known to never be able to Tier up, especially beyond Tier 2.    
Jake looked at his [Menu], where he could monitor the Refuge’s travel. They moved into their entry hall, which contained their portals and sort of wet room. 
He said, “Alright girls, it’s time. We’ve prepared as much as we could, working hard. We’ve accomplished a lot, and I’m proud of us all. I know that no matter what’s going on, on the other side of that portal, we’ll be able to handle it together.” 
They got together in a sort of hug and huddle as they waited the final minutes.
Their hearths flickered together, like their hearts beating in unison. They pushed their feelings for one another over their bond, their love for each other as husband and wife or as sisters. They shared their feelings for a time, ready for their big entry.
The Hart Clan knew they would arrive with a bang, one way or another. 




Chapter 1 - Brock - Sky on Fire


Brock woke with a start, the tribe’s alarm bell ringing. Brock leaped from his bed and immediately began putting on his beast-hide equipment. He then grabbed his amberwood glaive, his weapon of choice for his bulky stature. Brock wasn’t tall but stocky and strong. He reviewed his status from [The Framework]. 

[Brock Status Level 0]
[Strength: 18]
[Dexterity: 10]
[Constitution: 21]
[Intelligence: 9]
[Wisdom: 19]
[Charisma: 11]

Brock looked over his stats with a sigh, the level zero glaring at him, mocking him. Among his people, only some had chosen to integrate with the Framework. The promise was that they could rise in levels, which would assist in increasing skills and push them towards awakening. 
Sadly, awakening their [Auril Heart] was something as spiritual as it was the will of the world to his people, and it did not appear that the Framework was helping them. However, it was hard to tell, as his people had only used it briefly. 
While some had awakened after joining the Framework, few could tell if it was thanks to it or from the deadly combat that came along with it. In their people’s history, most warriors awakened during battle or during strife, including high-stress situations. 
Brock couldn’t reach Level 1 until he awakened his Auril Heart.
He looked over at his empty cot sadly. He had just come of age a few months ago and hadn’t had time to find a mate or join a Clan. The constant fighting and fleeing from the outsiders had taken its toll on him, and many other warrior women had flocked to the few available awakened warrior clans. 
Brock wanted a strong warrior woman for his first mate, but he would be a hard sell unless he awakened. Stronger women that had awakened themselves or hoped to would rarely mate with an unawakened male until they gave up on it for themselves.
They were told that the Framework wasn’t to blame for the outsiders, but it showed up at the same time as these horrible invaders. Given that fact, it was hard not to blame it for their current circumstances.
Supposedly, there was a time when many of their people’s leaders and warriors had fought in secret against these invaders, but why didn’t they tell them about the impending invasion so that the tribes could prepare?
Still, the Framework’s promise of helping improve their combat skills was very real. Brock now had a prodigious mastery of his glaive after a handful of battles and days of training, and his skill could be compared to many of the warriors of old, just without auril. 
He had reached level three in his melee specialization in just the short month since the war began, and he had a hard time imagining how he could be much better than he already was. Brock could see the envy in his Tribe mates that hadn’t integrated as they noticed him improving with every battle.
Brock jogged out of his tent and headed to the [Alliance HQ]. This was the only one active on their world now, the enemy capturing the others. From what Brock understood, Tartarus was going all out to cut off reinforcements. 
While nearly twenty percent of conquest remained before it could initiate a raid, they managed to go in a near-straight line and eliminate the Alliance HQs. They did this rather than conquering all the territory and killing more of their population. 
Normally, such a strategy would never work. The defenders could easily cut off these lines and stomp the invasion for an easy win, surrounding the overextended armies. But with how all the Adventurers left and their difficult-to-traverse geography, it ended up sort of working.
At this rate, Tartarus would hardly even need the Raid to win. As far as Brock understood it, the [Raid] would give their people a chance to win, not that he thought for a moment that they would. Brock knew the Adventurers that arrived were the only reason they had been holding on. 
The Adventurer’s archers, mages, and healers were worth their weight in coin. The best Adventurers had already left, deciding that this world was a lost cause. Even among those, Brock doubted they could win.
Brock arrived at the rallying point, observing the sky and praying for a sign they would have a chance. Several tribes had fled here to their city of Cascadia, having lost their own towns and villages. Many Tier 0 warriors and refugees alike now joined their cause, hoping to defend what, in his opinion, would be their final hope. 
Their city’s population swelled, and Brock guessed there were over two hundred thousand souls now here and around this city. At least half that would be participating in this defense in one way or another: the other half being too tired and hungry to participate.
Brock was far from smart, but he saw the writing on the wall. He could tell that the outsiders now attacked their weaknesses. While his people adapted somewhat by adding javelins, bows, and shields to the list of things they trained and equipped themselves with, it was too little too late. 
Few beastkin ever reached Tier 1 in their lifetime, and those warriors were like gods among beastkin. Yet they, too, fell to the more powerful leaders of the enemy armies or their dangerous creatures. Nearly every enemy that appeared was Tier 1 in strength. While his awakened brethren fared well enough against them, they were far outnumbered.
The untamed land of the Highlands held various dangers, and the same creatures that would normally be in secluded areas and rarely hunted were now sometimes being used against them. 
Brock was not the only one looking at the surrounding horizons, yet the enemy was obvious to the east. Once again, it would be a legion of undead. While not the only type of creatures Tartarus used, this was one of their most demoralizing enemies. 
They had switched to them as the Adventurers started disappearing. Brock thought it was because he once saw an Adventurer cleric destroy dozens of them in a single spell. 
But now, he could see their fallen brethren being used against them, the strange skeletal creatures matching the gait of his people, and their ranks full of archers and skeletal mages. 
While few of his people used them in life, the undead versions of them had no problems sporting the ranged weapons or suddenly having the ability to use magic, their Auril Hearts gone.
At the rear of the thousands of enemies was a terrible Necromancer and a giant creature of bone. Brock didn’t know what to make of it, but it was massive. It walked on all fours and had protrusions of bones out its back and horns on its head. The only thing bigger than it in Cascadia was the Alliance HQ itself. 
Brock wasn’t sure what it was, but the Necromancer and its entourage of dozens of skeletal mages was bad enough on its own.
It would raise his people from the dead, and unless they destroyed the skull of their already dead brethren, they would be reanimated to rise and fight them once again. Then, the mages would protect it and rain fiery death on them.
“Things aren’t looking good, are they, Brock?”
Brock turned to the familiar melodic voice, finding it to be Serena. The panther parentage woman appeared fearful as she looked to the east. The lithe woman wasn’t much shorter than him, and if there was a woman he wanted to be his first mate, it was her. 
They had fought together in several battles already, and she had taken to using the bow as of late with the assistance of the Framework due to its importance for hunting the outsiders. She still had her spear strapped to her back and a thick Auril Beast hide armor protecting her vitals. 
This huntress was fierce, practical, and deadly, things Brock valued highly.
Brock sighed, the rhythm of his speech taking on a hopeful cadence, “I hope the Ravenwolf Chieftess does come. I know she doesn’t look kindly to the Framework, but Adventurers are still an asset in the fight. Letting the outsiders close this last HQ means death. I pray she will see reason and help us.”
Serena bumped her hip against Brock’s in a move that was supposed to push him off balance slightly, but moving his sturdy body took much more than that. “You just want to see that pretty tail as she flies around the battlefield and skewers her enemies, don't you?” 
Brock could tell Serena was trying to bring humor to the situation to calm her nerves but knew all fear would be gone as soon as she drew that bow. 
Still, Brock took on a jokingly wistful expression, pretending to imagine that said pretty tail. It wasn’t hard, the Ravenwolf Chieftess being among the most desired among his people. She was of the Ravenwolf Tribe, a tribe descended from the hero that led and saved their people from the First Tyrants and beyond. 
If it wasn’t for her being awakened, Brock wouldn’t be able to help himself in imagining her as his first mate, but with her being so far above his strength, he wouldn’t dare.
To win an awakened woman’s heart would often require him to win a courtship duel against either her or her father, which was not something that would ever happen to Brock. 
If her father was still alive, he was one of their Awakened Heroes that had reached what the Framework qualifies as Tier 1. For his people, it was simply evolving or advancing their Auril Heart to the next stage, and only the greatest warriors managed to accomplish this in their lifetime.
“I knew it!” She swatted his shoulder, “Ow! What are you made of, anyway?”
Brock gave her a grin. His father was of armadillo parentage, and his mother of the buffalo. While he was not as strong as a bear or lion beastkin, he was plenty durable and sturdy, sporting some plated armor from his body under and around his Auril Beast-hide armor. 
While most beastkin mainly took after one parent, some would take a little after both, so he sported horns from his mother’s side.
The Alliance HQ gave out a quest for defense, and Brock and the few others meandered towards the city's east side, where the rest of his people were gathering for the battle. The quest would provide rewards based on contribution, both CP and a personalized reward. 
Brock was thankful for it but didn’t need additional motivation to defend his brethren.
They had little more than a staked palisade fence for their wall, something that would not stop that giant bone creature for even a moment. 
Refugees, women and children, and warriors alike, everyone would participate. This was a last stand for many, though many villages and towns scattered across the world still stood. Many had nowhere else to go, and to flee would also be death for them, as leaving this plateau for another was an arduous task. 
Brock said to Serena, “Watch my back out there, would you?”
Serena took her bow from the holster on her back with a smile and said, “As long as you watch mine, too. Go get 'em, Brock.”
Brock saw that he was right, seeing her expression change to one of a fierce predator as soon as she grabbed her bow from her holster. He moved towards the front of their formation, watching as the enemy legion approached. 
Brock marched behind one of the new shield users as his people marched to meet the army of undead. His people moved with little thought, now used to these fights. Some Adventurers and the aid of the Framework had helped them build these combat habits. 
Now, they didn’t need anybody to lead them any longer to accomplish the same goal, the war drums beating behind their army to set the pace. His people’s hearts found coordination in the beat, moving forward harmoniously.
The skeletal and beastkin armies eventually met, the line hundreds of people wide. Brock wasn’t sure what level the skeletons were. Still, the Adventurers told them that they should be in the lower end of Tier 1 after they left, thanks to nearly none of his people reaching it. 
Arrows rained down on his people as the many unawakened did their best to use their strength and skill to beat the skeletal creatures. Many of the skeletons wore the same beast-hide armor the body likely had when it died and used their same amberwood equipment. 
Others wore what looked like pathetic-looking armor and weapons made of metal, covered in rust, and poorly made.
He fought alongside his brethren, taking advantage of the men and women with shields nearby. He swung his glaive and aimed for weak points, his attacks in cadence with his surrounding allies. Their hearts beat as one, singing the song of battle.
His people fought with fervor, their emotions built to the maximum. Brock could even see someone awakened across the battlefield, their bodies covered in a colored sheen, a common event when thousands of his people gathered like this and fought. 
Beastkin roared and cheered as they did their best to push the outsiders back, emboldened by the occurrence. 
More arrows rained down from the skeleton archers, along with balls of flame and shards of ice from the skeletal mages. Brock was lucky in that his plated body parts provided extra protection, as while some arrows now pierced through his armor, they didn’t go very deep, and he could continue fighting.
Brock heard some more cheering and looked over to the horizon. People within his Battlegroup were elated.
“She’s here! They really came!”
Brock’s heart hammered in his chest, its rhythm taking on a new beat, heralding excitement and joy, along with the rest of his people. Brock saw them, a veritable rainbow of flapping wings on the horizon. 
Once started as a rave of ravens, it was now a flock of avian beastkin, filled with ravens, falcons, hawks, owls, and more. There were thousands of them, but Brock knew that only a few hundred at most were awakened. They were all warriors and the only reason this world had not yet been defeated.
They, too, had used bows and javelins, and their mobility had saved many tribes in their direst moments. If they hadn’t delayed the enemy armies or saved his brethren, Brock himself would not be here to fight today, and the Necromancer would have been here days ago. 
While traveling on the ground from plateau to plateau had been riddled with danger and effort, they could fly to even the furthest plateau in days or weeks instead of the months it would take those on foot and claw.
Brock also cheered and redoubled his efforts to defeat the skeletons before him. 
He kept fighting through the endless horde, and just when he thought it would be time for their allies to arrive, he heard many shouts in fear. 
“Oh no!”    
“Just…what is that monster?”
Brock managed to see that the strange large creature of bone was now flying, the protrusions out of its back somehow being wings. How such things could allow it to achieve flight without there being anything connecting them, Brock didn’t know. 
It now flew at the young Chieftess’ flock, surrounded by a malevolent black aura. He wasn’t sure, but the Necromancer appeared to be the cause of it.
Fear washed over the Battlegroup as his people screamed in terror, and Brock wanted nothing more than to flee. He felt like death was certain and that he would die for nothing, fighting for this so-called Alliance. 
But he held on, his heart beating the song of courage, as he knew that if he or his people fled here, all that was waiting for Brock was death.
Brock watched as his formation began to crumble as many of his brethren fled, and he did everything he could to keep himself from being overwhelmed by skeletal warriors, many surrounding him. 
In the corner of his eye, he saw Serena fighting valiantly with her spear, that side of the formation already having fallen back. His heart began to sing the song of bravery, beating in cadence with his desire to continue fighting.
Brock drew deep and roared defiantly at the enemy as he swung his glaive, shattering bone and knocking skeletons away and into each other. He had dreams of greatness, of having a large family and Clan of his own that he would one day protect and provide for. 
They would work together and find harmony in the wilderness, taming the lands and finding balance with it.
He desperately wished that those dreams not die here. His heart thundered in his chest, and his arms grew heavy as he fought with his everything to reach Serena. He took on cuts as he traded taking wounds for landing his own attacks as he moved through the melee. 
Skeletons shattered under his might, and he knocked others out of his way. His steps moved with purpose as he pushed himself to his limits.
Brock saw Serena get knocked to the ground, and he roared once more at the injustice of all his efforts and struggle coming to nothing. His heart beat a hymn, a prayer filled with hope as he willed his body to move faster, hit harder, and protect the one he cared about that was still left. 
Brock knew he would die from blood loss but didn’t care. He would save Serena if it was the last thing he ever did, a final note in the anthem of his life.
Just as he thought he would die from a skeleton piercing his chest, his heart lit aflame, and it released a brilliant yellow light that embodied his hardiness and courage. His heart connected to his spirit, his life, and his will, becoming one. 
His heart sang a hymn of vindication, the will of the world itself answering his prayers. He received a flurry of notifications from the Framework that he did his best to ignore for the time being as he countered the skeleton in front of him, slashing it easily in half.
His auril was finally released from his heart, filling his muscles with power. The wounds he took on began to heal rapidly, and his heart sang, beating in his chest, releasing waves of life energy. Auril filled his beast-hide armor, strengthening it, and he willed it through his amberwood glaive, creating an even larger cutting edge at the tip than the large weapon already had.
He launched himself through the air and blasted away the skeleton above Serena with an easy slash of his glaive. He continued his assault against the nearby creatures with slashes, stabs of his weapon, and swipes of his fierce claws. 
While he was filled with happiness and pride at finally awakening and becoming within the top five or ten percent of all those that called themselves warriors, he knew that not much had changed. 
The strange magical fear released by the bone creature was eliminated for him, filled with Auril, but Brock could see that the flock was not doing well against it. The javelins of the unawakened were not very effective, and it was breathing toxic green flames that the awakened flock did its best to avoid. 
Even the chieftess looked hurt and burned in several places. She surrounded herself in her black Auril of the ravens, but Brock doubted the effectiveness of the Auril when used against the creature that was Death incarnate for anything but defense or strengthening herself. 
Brock saw the falcon beastkin’s blue aura and hawk beastkin’s red auras were more effective, but the black shield surrounding the creature still stood. Most of the hundred or so awakened swooped in for attacks with their weapons, but it didn’t look like a fight they would win.
Aside from that, the rest of the battlefield was not looking good either. The magical fear had broken many of his brethren's formations. While the beastkin returned when the effect wore off, they were now completely out of position. 
They hadn’t even beaten back half of the horde of skeletons, let alone managed to deal with the flying bone creature or the Necromancer. 
Ballistas and catapults of their own from the Adventurers were being fired by the weakened refugees. These contraptions could do little more than slow the tide of creatures as they were resurrected by the Necromancer or barely harm the giant beast of bone, surrounded by the black shield as it was.
Serena retreated to use her bow again, and Brock continued wading through the enemy as his heart pulsed small amounts of auril. Soon, he knew he would run out, as he already felt tired and hungry. 
His heart was also newly awakened, and his allies were falling around him. He knew he would be overwhelmed once again. He then started hearing shouts of exclamation from the back of the formation, barely able to listen to it with his armadillo ears over the din of battle.
“What is that?”
“Who are they? Did more Adventurers come?”
“Another flock? But, there’s only three…”
Brock turned to look, and he saw… Brock wasn’t sure exactly what he was looking at, but the creature was massive. They were completely covered in armor, and they reminded Brock of the stories he had heard about the Greater Naga that lived in the great oceans that could never be tamed.
But Naga were little more than beasts, and while they often held weaponry and wore armor, it was not crafted with the mastery he saw before him.
Despite not making any sound he could identify, the giant snake-like person blazed through their formation, slicing skeletons with their odd red and gold armor as they went. He heard many gasps in shock and fear from his brethren as it appeared like they were just going to get run over by the giant creature. 
Oddly, the snake warrior’s body passed harmlessly over or around them without displaying any visible effort on their part to avoid his brethren. A dark haze was released from where the warrior destroyed the skeletons. That haze fell on the various nearby beastkin. 
“What is this, I’m being healed?”
“I thought all the healers fled?”
The strange creature in red and gold was heading straight through the enemy ranks, right at the Necromancer’s army. This creature somehow gave hundreds of beastkin warriors reprieve across the battlefield, wading through the enemy army almost as if it wasn’t even there. 
Bones scattered, weapons were deflected, and small explosions were left in the creature’s wake. Just what was this creature?
He looked to the sky and saw three people flying in formation, two with wings. But they were not beastkin, from what he could tell. The first woman’s bronze wings looked reptilian, and aside from extremely rare reptile beastkin that mostly disappeared ages ago, such a beastkin did not exist in their world. 
While the other woman’s wings looked like they could pass for a snow owl or dove’s wings, she lacked the distinctive tail of feathers their avian beastkin men and women would have. She certainly didn’t have taloned feet.
The third, Brock guessed, a man, was flying through the air behind the women with a flaming winged shield. The flying women stopped, and the man somehow landed and stood in midair, just a dozen meters above the beastkin army between them.
The man wore what looked to be almost ostentatious armor. Still, he could tell both the man and the armor radiated power, making it not just for display. The man’s presence attracted one’s gaze, and Brock felt like if he looked away, he would still feel and know precisely where the man stood. 
He held some sort of spear and a sturdy-looking winged shield. The spear had a flame at the top, and gazing into the flame reminded him of his home, his family, and many winters spent around the fireplace together for warmth.
Some letters of mystical language appeared, and the man began to speak, his voice carrying easily across the battlefield.
“People of Highlands, I am Champion Jake Hart of the Goddess, Hestia. You have fought these invaders for weeks as they shattered your homes, claimed your land, and destroyed your families. The Goddess has heard your prayers and desires to save your people and sent me to carry out her will to protect and restore your communities and eliminate the invaders.
I know you have a low opinion of Adventurers and of the Framework. Still, it is the only chance we have for victory and represents a path to power that must be taken. The enemy is too powerful to defeat without it. 
My family and I will not flee. We swear in the Goddess’ name of Hestia that should you embrace us as brethren allowing us to join your communities and rally to our cause, we will march together into battle, resolute and unyielding. We will not flee, and my Clan Hart and Hearthtribe will protect Highlands for all time.”
Shouts of exclamation and surprise came from around Brock, and he saw golden shackles appear on the man and the women, even the snake warrior, his Oath heard and enforced by the Framework and the Goddess. 
Brock understood that as a member of the Framework, he recognized the meaning of the Oath and what it entailed. The shackles were open at the moment as they faded away from view because his people’s portion of the Oath hadn’t yet been completed.
Brock found the man’s words interesting. His entire Clan had just sworn an Oath to fight to protect Highlands in defense of Brock’s people so long as they could become a part of their communities for all time. 
For his people, death was always permanent, so swearing they wouldn’t flee, many would not think much of it. But promising his entire family would fight in defense of theirs forever, many of his people would respect that very much. Only the most respected Clans or Tribes on Highlands could say to have done that.
The blackish shield was removed from the giant flying bone monstrosity, and the Necromancer and its mages appeared to be charging some form of massive magical attack. Lines of magical power gathered beneath their feet, and he knew they were preparing something powerful. 
Brock’s buffalo fur around his hands stood on end, but the man continued to keep talking to them, paying it no attention. His heart felt like there was nothing more important to Jake than addressing his people.
“Your struggle has only just begun, but Clan Hart of the Hearthtribe and the Goddess Hestia are now with you. We will fight to our last to protect your families, and we all look forward to knowing and becoming a part of your community. We are with you until the end.”
The Necromancer and its mages cast a massive deathly beam of energy right at the Champion and his two women in the air, the beam darkening the sky as it raced towards them. With a casual gesture of his staff, a large flaming barrier appeared. 
A loud boom rang out as the bright flames met the giant beam. The barrier held and absorbed the attack almost as if it was hungry, showing no signs of crumbling as the beam of dark light dissipated. 
He then showed a predatory grin, “But I’m confident that it will be the end of them, instead. Those that attack my family and friends will be destroyed.”




Chapter 2 - Brock - Sky on Fire Pt. 2


Brock watched as the man turned to the giant flying bone creature that had nearly routed the flock, including the Chieftess. Hundreds of his brethren lay on the ground, broken and battered, with thousands more already dead, overwhelmed by the enemy. 
“Goddess Hestia, I Summon you. Let your blazing fire cleanse Highlands of this evil, and provide succor by healing the wounds of those suffering.”
The man lifted his staff far above his head, and the flame at the top of it lit ablaze. What was once but a tiny flame became a bonfire. 
It raised into the sky, becoming a beautiful woman with red hair wearing a white, shimmering toga.
It glimmered in the light, almost as if it was metallic, like the weapons and armor the Adventurers wore. On her wrists were golden bracers, and she stood in the sky as if it was where she belonged, as if this was her own home.
While Brock had previously been afraid of the outcome of this battle, he now felt like a child hiding behind his mother’s tall back. How when he was young, no matter the source of his fear and distress, he knew that placing his mother between himself and the problem would result in it going away. 
Brock felt like his Mother, Hestia, was between him and the issue, and she would now make it disappear. 
He felt her love, her warmth, and like he was finally home, despite knowing that his home was destroyed by the deadly invaders. Tears came to his eyes unbidden, and his Auril Heart began to beat to a different tune, singing a song of liberation and relief. 
Now that he had awakened, he could better feel his song finding harmony with the world and his brethren and his people’s songs matching his own. Even Serena had tears in her eyes next to him, and he could now tell that many were moved by the display, this powerful being coming to their aid. 
The Goddess then raised her hand into the sky, pointing a finger at it. At the top of her finger, a tiny flame like a candle was lit as if it was a part of herself. That part of herself contained the whole world, a fire of infinite possibilities. A fire that could keep a family warm and healthy for the winter or release fiery vengeance against enemies that stood against her family.
She gazed at his beastkin brethren with a smile holding the love of a mother and as if to tell them that she welcomed them. She considered them family, and her flames would destroy the enemy before them. 
The tiny flame flew towards the sky, where it exploded. The fire released in a wave across the sky, like a scroll unfurling and forming a massive canopy over the entire battlefield, obstructing the view of the sky above. 
It was like the sky was on fire, but instead of feeling the fear of a great cataclysm, it felt like a welcoming embrace. 
The battlefield held its breath for a moment before fire rained down on the armies as thousands upon thousands of drops of flame came down from their new sky of fire. 
Thousands of skeletons were struck and burned to dust, and hundreds of his people were struck. Brock had been struck by the flames, his body unable to move and react in time even if he had felt danger. 
Instead of being burnt, his wounds that his auril had fervently been trying to heal finished healing, and he could see even the Ravenwolf Chieftess and her flock were healed.
The fire rained on parts of the Necromancer’s army in the rear, but the evil-robed figure and dozens of the skeletal mages raised their staves. They cast a shimmering black barrier, the shape of a dome, that blocked the flames near them and the remains of their army. 
Now that Brock was looking in that direction, he saw the strange snake warrior blasting through the enemy ranks, the skeletons having been funneled to stop their advance. 
Their armor shredded through the skeletons with ease, and Brock learned the slow advance appeared to be mostly because all the enemy’s archers and mages had now focused on them instead of his people, as well. 
The snake warrior threw skeletons into the path of magical attacks, and Brock watched as they took an odd stance and were filled with holy might. 
They swung their giant maul horizontally, shattering a dozen skeletons in one swing, and the remains of the skeletons were blasted at the ranks of skeletal mages. Many of the mages were destroyed, and everyone looked on in awe at what the single swing of the creature had wrought. 
The rain also landed on the flying skeletal bone creature, and it wailed in agony as it was struck. White smoke was released and turned towards the Champion’s party and the Goddess. It breathed more of its ghastly green flames at them, and the Goddess lifted her hand, conjuring a small flame. This one was different, as it did not appear to be a part of her.
It felt like a majestic flame, like that of a resplendent star. As the greenish flames neared, they were simply erased. Like its heavenly sovereign, this flame was inviolable and could not be disputed. It then flew at the bone creature and struck it, the beast screaming in agony as it was engulfed in the heavenly flames. The bones then fell from the sky, and the monster was purified.
The Goddess gave the beastkin people a smile full of love, like a mother gazing upon their children fondly, before returning into the flame and rejoining the Champion’s staff again.
The man spoke again, “The Goddess has reclaimed your sky and healed our wounds. Now come, let us destroy this evil army, together.”
A holy aura radiated from the man. Brock almost felt like he was gazing upon one of their Auril Heroes, which had evolved their Auril Heart. But he knew it was different, as he could tell it was borne of the Goddess. 
The man’s Aura made Brock feel like Jake wanted to keep Brock safe, but also that the man wanted him to have the strength to defeat their enemies.
Brock's own Auril Heart stirred, though, and he could both feel and see his auril transform, his heart singing a new song. A song of vindication, his heart connected with his brethren as they sang the hymn of their own salvation together. 
What was once yellow auril was now more of an orange as the heavenly Aura joined his own; just what was this? His auril felt different now somehow; the life and vitality it filled his body with increased.
The reptilian-winged woman floated a torch over to the man’s shield, lighting its now flickering flame ablaze. The dove-winged woman smiled and added her own flames to the shield, the wings of it brightening the same as hers, as she flew off slowly towards what remained of the Necromancer’s army.
The man flew again, moving slowly towards where the snake warrior fought. Brock could tell he did this, so his people could keep pace. Brock was amazed at the snake warrior’s hardiness; what kind of creature could stand against this army alone? 
He saw the dove-winged woman send a flaming barrier over, and he now realized that the dove-winged woman had occasionally been healing or shielding the giant creature while the man spoke and destroyed the bone creature.
The march was ponderous at first, his people hardly believing what was happening. But his brethren quickly formed ranks and approached the Necromancer’s army as their drum line thundered a new beat, supported by their powerful new allies. 
Arrows and spells still rained on his Battlegroup, but he found that even those without auril were protected by the man’s heavenly Aura. An arrow struck Brock’s shoulder dead on, and it was like a miniature explosion of flame blasted the arrow back instead. 
The explosion only blasted toward the oncoming projectile, eliminating it; just what kind of protection was this? The man’s presence alone was protecting Brock’s brethren.
As far as Brock could tell, The giant snake warrior reached the shimmering barrier and hammered on it several times ineffectually. Brock watched as the Necromancer cast a major reanimation spell, and many of the destroyed skeletons got up around him and his allies. 
They fought through these, and Brock found that when he struck out with his glaive, the same Aura that protected him would leap to explode at the enemies. This caused additional damage and often shattered their bone structures in a single blow, even glancing ones. Now even the weakest of his people could destroy the skeletons, and Serena’s arrows directly caused the same effect. 
Brock was surprised at the latter because even the evolved Auril Heart found that adding itself to ranged attacks was simply ineffective; it was the primary reason why his people shunned using the bow. Unless the user maintained the connection of Auril, it would dissipate almost immediately. 
The snake warrior then reared up, and Brock could see that same mystical language light up across their body and maul, a blinding white light. Her body and maul then lit white again, becoming even brighter: something Brock hadn’t thought possible, the light being more brilliant than their sun.
There was then a surge of motion from the snake warrior and a large crash as they smashed their massive maul into the barrier the Necromancer and their army erected. The barrier shattered, and many of the robed casters fell into dust. Then, the man and the two flying women started casting a spell.
The mystical language appeared, and the three merged the words they constructed into a single one. A large ball of flame was created, and Brock felt like he was looking at a second golden sun in the sky. The flames were divine, like the Goddess’ flames, yet they were different, somehow.
The three of them sent the flames at the Necromancer, and the robed figure countered with its own hazy green skull. The ball of fire blew right through the green skull, and when the golden sun struck the Necromancer, the explosion’s shockwave knocked many beastkin off their feet as bones scattered everywhere. 
A crater was left on the ground, and Brock was amazed at the three's strength. They didn’t look tired like they could release more of that devastating attack if they wanted.
The three joined the army on the ground, and the beastkin fought alongside the Champion and cleared up the remaining enemies. The day was won, and many of his people cheered. 
Brock thought the man was a caster like many other adventurers he had seen. Still, he charged in with his spear and shield with the two women and easily cut down some remaining skeletal warriors and archers. His speed was substantial, and he destroyed the skeletons like their Auril Heroes and better than any Adventurers he had seen. 
Jake’s women had blazed around the battlefield, and Brock couldn’t help but believe the three could easily stand up to their Auril Heroes, the T1 Auril Heart users. The beastkin and the Champion’s party worked to clear the remaining skeletons. Still, with the Aura, the battle was now trivial.
Serena approached Brock, a smile on her face. “You really awakened trying to save me? How romantic. I hope you’re ready to take responsibility, and start your Clan?… Your tent was empty, wasn’t it?”
Serena now wrapped herself around his arm, and Brock blushed. That he had awakened trying to protect her was like the world's will standing behind their pairing. Now that they lived through this battle, he couldn’t help but sigh in happiness, his heart singing a song of joy. 
He would later sing her the song of his dreams for a clan. Thanks to the will of the world standing behind him, her heart would likely beat in tune with his own, and they would become a pair– the beginning of Clan Brock.
He had awakened his Auril Heart, his first mate joining him most likely, and now they had a Champion of a Goddess here. Brock didn’t know much about champions, but he knew they were extremely rare. 
He couldn’t help but hope and be excited about the future. They had gone from the edge of death to Brock’s life looking pretty good.
The trio then took to the air again, and the snake warrior healed the few wounded. Brock was surprised at their capabilities. Weren’t they a warrior? 
The man spoke once more, “Great work, everyone. I am sure you can see the power brought about by the Framework, seeing my wives and I fight. Our Hearthtribe will fight these insidious outsiders all across the multiverse. I want as many as possible to join either the Framework and my Tribe, as–”
“Why don’t I stop you right there? Who gave you the right to recruit my people?”
Brock groaned. The Ravenwolf Chieftess really hated the Framework. In truth, it had looked like the flock would lose that last fight. Shouldn’t she be happy that the Goddess came to help? But Brock understood where she was coming from somewhat. 
The Adventurers promised assistance, and many of Highlands’ supposedly immortalized warriors haven’t returned after dying. 
The Alliance Adventurers said something about Conquest Progress increasing their death timers, along with the control map having an influence, but this felt like empty promises at this point. 
Few had revived, mostly those that joined the fight and died early. But those warriors were mostly the young unawakened, the weakest of their people, joining in hopes that they would awaken like himself someday. 
If anything, the Adventurers almost hurt the war, the beastkin relying on them, only for them to disappear in their time of need. They might have spent more effort arming themselves for ranged combat or other roles without them.
Some alliance Adventurers were really terrible. They badgered their people into aiding them, requesting exuberant gifts for them to go out of their way to help their smaller villages and towns. 
Brock even heard one requested brides, just so that he would help– their people had no shortage of those, after all. They cleared the Rifts nearby, farming their Contribution Points and Credits.
Not only that but becoming immortalized by the Framework was akin to going against the natural order. Brock had been willing to because he was young, clanless, and willing to take the risk for strength. 
He had watched his family get slaughtered by these creatures and was saved by a party of Adventurers. Brock believed that to repay them and restore the balance between them, he should fight back with them. 
He knew that not all adventurers were the same way, as some really went out of their way to help. But even then, they fled when the going got tough.
Those in established clans who were already awakened and maintaining the balance of the world were entirely against joining the Framework. It was mostly only the young like himself that were willing, seeing it as a way to rise higher in the hierarchy, one way or another.
“I recruit by exercising the Right of Strength and Conquest. Did you miss that my party eliminated more than half of the enemy army? You would stand against an ally that helped your people, that called a Goddess to your people’s aid?”
Brock was surprised; the man was aware of their customs to an extent. The Right of Strength was mostly used by awakened Auril Heart users; however, it’s not as though it would not be allowed for unawakened. They just wouldn’t have a chance to win, so they would never do it unless completely desperate.
“You are not awakened, the Right of Strength does not apply to you. As for the Right of Conquest–”
“Oh? If an unawakened person challenged an awakened by Right of Strength and won, it wouldn’t be allowed? I don’t believe that’s right, and I know that you don’t believe it either. If you want to stop me from recruiting, you will have to challenge me. I have staked my family’s lives on the success of defeating the invaders, and I will not abide by you reducing your own people’s, or my family’s chances at survival.”
The mysterious language on the man’s armor lit up. Instead of white like the snake warrior, it was a domineering red. While the man’s presence originally felt like a helpful savior who cared for the people, especially with his heavenly Aura, it now switched to that of a man with hardened resolve, a man who would fight for his life. 
Brock’s heart even changed its song, the song of preparing for battle. To fight in defense of life itself. That the man stood for life, and to stand against him was to stand against the balance of the world.
The raven chieftess was taken aback, and Brock thought she almost looked like she was slapped. Most likely, she had felt this change too. Brock knew that the Ravenwolf Chieftess was one of the most talented of his people–this meant she was even more in tune than himself.
The man continued, “If you won’t challenge me, that means you will have to stake your people’s lives on stopping me. I don’t want to waste lives needlessly, but I cannot accept Tartarus and you, standing in my way. So what will it be, will you challenge me, the loser abiding by the winner’s desires? If you win your challenge, I will leave and recruit elsewhere. Or, will you fight my family, my clan, to stop me?”
The Chieftess was bewildered, “Elsewhere? If I win, you won’t recruit at all!”
It was then that the woman with reptile wings spoke, “If you want him to not recruit at all, you must wager more than just ‘allowing’ him to recruit. One could not really see that as a concession, or abiding by the winner’s desires at all. There is already an Alliance HQ here, this means your people can already join the Framework– that it was approved by the people here on some level. Let’s not forget, you couldn’t stop us if you wanted to.” 
She looked at the crater in the ground, drawing attention to where the Necromancer was destroyed in a single blast. Brock shuddered; he wouldn’t want to face Champion Jake’s party, even if they had several Auril Heroes on their side. 
Brock didn’t know who would win in that case, but he knew that it would be a loss even if his people won. There was simply no way they could fight this group without having massive loss of life, as small as their membership was.
The reptile woman continued, “Not only that, is this even your city, these people your people? Just why had you only shown up at the last minute in defense? By what right can you insist that Champion Jake doesn’t recruit here?”
Brock realized that the strange reptile woman had a good point. The Chieftess was not the Chief of this city and had no right to stop Jake from recruiting here. This city had a mixed council because there was no longer an Auril Hero; the previous was now gone in defense of Nature’s Crossroads. 
It was uncommon for a city of this size, but many smaller towns and villages had a similar structure. It was only because of this that the council took ownership, and they saw things dire enough to allow a Branch Alliance HQ to be founded here. 
Looking back, it was only because of this decision that their people lasted until now. 
Brock thought that the Chieftess might be able to convince some current council members to disallow recruitment. But after the Goddess appeared and them being so close to their deaths, her ability to convince a majority against their new saviors was questionable at best. It looked like she understood this as well and spoke.
“What would you ask for my wager?”
The reptile woman smiled, and then that smile became predatory. “Why, you, of course. Instead of hindering Champion Jake, you will help him recruit and initiate people into the Framework, becoming both his Envoy and Subordinate. You can continue being a Chieftess for your people, but you will do your best to be his envoy earnestly. 
Not only that, but you will join the Framework, join his Guild and Tribe, and train with those that are joining, too. I see this as a large enough wager for Champion Jake to accept being unable to recruit; anything less is not worth risking.”
The Ravenwolf Chieftess was taken aback, and her feelings conflicted. The man spoke, “In the end, fighting each other is counterproductive. Tartarus will not disappear from this world if you win against me, and instead, you will hurt the chances your people have at both vengeance and survival if you do. Let’s work together, to reclaim your homes and defeat Tartarus. Your people see you as their hope, their savior, and I respect your fight and what you’ve likely accomplished. But it’s simply not enough, as was shown here today. What’s it going to be?”
Brock thought this was a strange offer, but it wasn’t completely unprecedented. There were occasionally subordinated tribes to another, but such practice was kept under strict watch. It appeared this was only subordinating her and not her tribe; Brock doubted she would even consider it otherwise. 
The Chieftess was clanless, without a family of her own, even though she was currently the Chief of her tribe. He had heard that her family was lost when her people’s tribal home was one of the first to be attacked.
While tribes and clans were related, a clan was more like a family, and a tribe was a community of families. A chieftain or chieftess was their leader, and it was independent of it. Clans left tribes all the time, but clan mates were usually for life unless something caused major discord and disharmony, causing one to be expelled.
Brock looked over to the Chieftess, and he could see the utter frustration on her face. That expression was replaced with resolve. “I challenge you to an Honor Duel to incapacitation or surrender. The wager is if I win, Champion Jake of Hestia and his Clan will not recruit for his guild or the Framework anywhere on Highlands. If I lose, I will instead join the Framework to act as his Envoy and Subordinate. The rules are no ranged magic or ranged weapons. Do you choose an Honor Guard, or will you face me?”
Brock was surprised she offered this, as it was usually only a practice of Auril Heroes, having the right to not face every idiot that dared to challenge them for the glory. Brock smirked; he guessed she was looking for a way out of one of their many dueling traditions. This even went against her original argument, saying he was not an awakened warrior, so he had no Right of Strength.
The human Champion smirked too, and Brock was surprised that he might know about them too. 
“My four Bonded Wives and I are as one, and all of them can act as Honor Guard. You may face me if you like, or you can choose which of them you face.”
Four? Brock looked over to the snake warrior and realized their upper body was so armored that he couldn’t even tell it was a woman. Now that he knew what he was looking for, he could tell her waist was a little more narrow than most males, and perhaps the area around her eyes looked more feminine. 
He would expect some kind of armored skirt, but there was a thick band of a belt or girdle instead. Brock shuddered; there was just no way the Chieftess would have a chance of beating her. But where’s the fourth?
The dove-winged woman looked downright ready for a fight, like she couldn’t wait, while the reptile-winged woman just looked on in interest. 
Perhaps it was the eagerness of the fight that the Chieftess picked up on, so she pointed to the dove-winged woman. “I choose to face you as Jake’s Honor Guard.”
“I accept!” The woman blurred toward the ground in a flash of light; Brock was surprised by her speed. The Chieftess was shocked, but she quickly schooled her features and flew down to meet her.
The man walked down as if he was stepping downstairs that sort of appeared as he went down, and the reptile-winged woman–
“My, you are an interesting one. May I ask about your bloodline?”
Brock spun and found the woman standing behind him, holding a fan. “Er, you mean my parentage? I’m an armadillo beastkin.”
“An armadillo beastkin! I knew it! But your horns, they look like that of a…bull? And who’s this, your lover, a panther beastkin, I guess? She’s very pretty. You know, Champion Jake is looking for a fifth wife…”
Serena then gripped Brock’s arm harder, and the strange woman gave a big smile. “Looks like she’s a keeper, you’ve chosen well! Still, you can have more than one, right? I think you should consider that one. Isn’t she fierce?”
Brock looked over where she pointed with her fan and saw what he thought was a badger beastkin woman that sported a poleaxe. 
The woman’s hair and furred ears were black, but he thought he saw a streak of white going through it, but with her armor, it was hard to see. 
She was around Brock’s age, and while he thought she was pretty and fierce, he couldn’t help but wonder why she would point her out of all people. 
Said beastkin woman’s attention was drawn to the reptile-winged woman, and now she looked at Brock in question. Their eyes met, and Brock couldn’t help but feel the woman was right; for some reason he couldn’t explain. 
“Well anyway, that heart of yours woke up in battle or something like that? We had read about those, but seeing it now, I can’t help but feel it is similar to something I’ve experienced before. I also see that you are one of the few awakened that are also are a part of the Framework. Would you mind if I inspect you? It’s for a good cause, I assure you.”
“Er, inspect? What does that entail?”
Brock was very interested in the Honor Duel, watching these fights being one of his people’s favorite past times, aside from music. But they had at least a few minutes to clear their arena of debris and arrange the spectators and witnesses before the fight could start in earnest.
His people loved watching fights and duels, so the surrounding songs buzzed with excitement and anticipation. 
Brock supposed he could indulge this strange woman, especially since she had earned his respect from her strength, aiding in saving his brethren and himself.
“I just would like your consent is all, you shouldn’t feel or notice anything. I don’t actually need your consent, but it’s rude. It also might help if you show me using the energy in a few different ways.”
Brock glanced at Serena for help, and she shrugged. He looked at the reptile-winged woman and nodded, activating his Auril Heart. Moving the energy around his body, he then willed himself to become stronger and more durable. He was only a beginner at using this energy, but much of its usage was instinctual for his people. 
The woman gazed at him as if she was looking straight through him, staring at his soul. It was a little unnerving, but aside from this feeling, he couldn’t tell that she was doing anything.
“Thank you for that, very interesting. It looks like the fun is about to start. Will you be joining my husband’s Tribe? I’m Fhesiah, by the way, and you are?”
“I’m Brock, and this is Serena. Er, most likely? I guess if this woman wins–”
The woman started to laugh, one that really came from the belly. It took her a moment to finally stop laughing, and Brock was perplexed. 
“Oh, you’re serious? Well, I don’t want to ruin it for you. Anyway, I’ll be off. Thank you for your help, and it was a pleasure meeting you. Definitely consider that girl for number two, good luck!”
The woman floated away, not even flapping her wings. She rejoined the Champion, now also joined by the snake warrior. 
Looking back at the armies, Brock was relieved to see that Elder Grayson, Sway, and Dhruva were present. He knew that Isadora and Ronan were both managing the refugees. Still, the three there should be able to make a unilateral decision on Cascadia’s behalf. 
Sunmane, the previous Chieftain, had died in a fight to protect one of the other Alliance HQs. His loss was why the elders of the top Clan of Cascadia decided to take the drastic measure of forming this HQ to protect those living within.
Brock could see Serena looking at the girl Fhesiah had pointed out in interest. It appeared he now had time to look over the ignored notifications in his [Menu].

[Please choose guidance for Specialization.]
[Recommended: Defense, Offense, Protection]
[Less Optimal Based on Auril Type: Healing, Ranged. Many other choices are completely unavailable.]

Brock thought this was strange, what is the difference between Defense and Protection? He willed additional details.

[Defense Specialization]
[Focus on improving the initiate's defense using Auril.]

[Protection Specialization]
[An advanced specialization, template focuses on improving defense of self and others. While there is little change until the awakened warrior reaches the Auril Hero stage, Framework guidance will focus on improving Auril usage towards making it possible to protect others in battle. Increases personal defense as well.]

Brock reviewed the other two options, finding it interesting that he could even learn healing. He saw that it was less optimal, as a result of his type not being very effective for it, which he understood. He had never even heard of an armadillo beastkin that could heal others. 
Brock looked over to Serena, and realized that protecting her was well within his desires. He could do that by just being strong, but perhaps she could focus on offense, if she awakened? Brock thought the fact that the specialization was advanced put it above the other options, as well. He selected it, the change not doing anything as far as he could tell. He reviewed his stats.

[Brock Awakened Status Level 1]
[Strength 22]
[Dexterity 13]
[Constitution 26]
[Intelligence 9]
[Wisdom 21]
[Charisma 11]

[Protection Specialization]
[10% Increased Effectiveness in Strength, Constitution, Wisdom]
[Focus on improving Strength, Constitution, Wisdom on Level Up]
[The Protection specialization focuses on increasing their Auril Enhancement and Auril Manifestation skills, towards allowing the initiate to protect themselves and eventually others.]

Things were looking even better for Brock. 




Chapter 3 - Honor Duel


Jake watched the two girls square off to fight this [Honor Duel]. Ophelia looked excitedly around at the crowd, and Jake couldn’t help but feel she was in her element. Her participation as an Honor Guard had given her an opportunity for glory that she hadn’t enjoyed as much up to now.  
He was relieved that the chieftess chose to fight Ophelia. He had managed to bluff that he didn’t care one way or another, but the truth is: he felt absolutely exhausted. 
Allowing Hestia to use the nearly full amount of Divine energy in his vessel for the first time was nothing like their tests in the Refuge and left him completely drained. 
It wasn’t only the Divine energy that was pulled through his vessel. Hestia had used most of his mana, and over half of Ophelia and Bloodberri’s mana, along with Fhesiah’s Qi. 
This strained him to the maximum, and he practically felt like a floating husk. He was at around half of his capability at this time, but he was improving with each passing moment. 
He wondered how the first Champion of Apophis had managed it, though perhaps the extra resources pulled through Jake were to blame for it. 
The enemy Champion used it repeatedly in different ways, and he looked like he was ready to fight despite wounds all over his body. 
Jake just wanted to lie down and take a nap. He had barely eked out casting that group spell, drawing some mana from his armor’s storage. Still, he knew the act of showing his strength was important, so he focused on making himself not appear weak like Jake actually felt he was.
Still, Hestia’s spells had amazing results. Not only had it healed hundreds or thousands of beastkin, but it had also destroyed thousands of skeletons. Just a small flaming raindrop with her fiery divinity in it was enough to destroy what he had presumed were level 10 or 11 skeletons or keep someone on the brink of death from dying. 
The beastkin did have healers, but it appeared they were more of the out-of-combat sorts.
Jake had some expectations of summoning Hestia in the future, or if the other girls became champions, aiding their Goddess to accomplish more than they would otherwise. The idea that they could pull resources from each other and empower one had incredible possibilities, and he could see how significant their Hearth Bonds really were. 
Hestia was infinitely better at using these resources than them, and providing them to her to use allowed her to accomplish something far beyond their capabilities. The first spell used Jake, Ophelia, and Bloodberri’s mana, while the second used Fhesiah’s Qi. 
Even now, Fhesiah was furiously trying to digest what she had learned from witnessing the two flames, trying to make them a part of her own.
He had looted the bone dragon, getting what he guessed were decent materials for crafting. He wasn’t sure when it’d come in handy, but he would keep them around for a while. It took several storage bracelets worth to absorb all the bones.
Jake looked at the Ravenwolf Chieftess. She had features of not only a raven but some kind of black-furred wolf as well.
She stood at about the same height as Ophelia and looking at her build, he couldn’t help but feel she was similar to her. The Ravenwolf woman was a little lither like a dancer. Still, otherwise, she looked tall and fit under her tribal hide armor and was wielding a spear that he was surprised to see: a crescent moon spear, or halberd. 
While at the top of the spear was a standard spear tip, beneath that was a single blade that almost looked like a scythe in a half moon, the cutting side facing outwards. 
The blade and what held it to the shaft formed a sort of guard, and Jake thought it could work well to hook the enemy's weapons and allow the spear to be used as a slashing weapon. This weapon combined elements of a spear and a blade to be quite similar to a halberd.
She wore beast leathers and furs that were black like her feathers, and wings sprung out behind her back but rested slightly lower than Ophelia’s when closed and not in use. She also had a wolf’s tail, and her hair was past her shoulders and looked feathery, with some wolf ears on the top of her head. 
Jake saw that many of the people wore these leathers or beast hides and furs as armor. Because of this, it was especially difficult for Jake to tell what animal parentage many had, as combined with the fur, just which fur was theirs, and which was their clothing? 
Not only that, but Jake was sure that he saw a few sheep beastkin near each other, and their wool was colors he had never seen of Earth’s sheep. There were blues and greens, and he thought he even saw a purple one in addition to earthen tones. 
This persisted for just about every animal, so the beastkin people, despite many having animal parentage that might be based on animals familiar on Earth, Jake realized they likely were completely different.
The ones not wearing armor wore what Jake saw as Native American clothing made of hides and fur pelts. But instead of being tanned with washed-out colors, there was a smattering of colors. Jake guessed that their tanning process, instead of washing out the color of the original beast, it instead preserved it, their auril energy even in the air somewhat persisting and keeping the hide alive and strong without rotting.
The chieftess had the characteristics that he saw of most beastkin. For beastkin, their face and torso looked exactly like a human's, but their legs around the knee or arms past their elbow looked to match an animal's. However, they all had opposable thumbs with claws. 
For her, she had the legs of a wolf, beginning just below the knee, with almost exaggerated fluffy-looking digitigrade feet. Her arms and hands passed the elbow were covered with the same wolf-like fur, and her hands had sharp claws.
The skin that Jake could see was muscled and dark tan, much more tan than Jake’s skin. He had seen her with his [Arcane Eye], and he was very impressed by what he saw of this auril so far. The beastkin people were all quite strong, brimming with vitality and energy.
Jake guessed that while they were strong, even the Ravenwolf Chieftess, who Jake could tell was the strongest, he couldn’t imagine was above level 6 or 7 herself if judged by the Framework. Most being level 0, stuck due to being held back by their Auril Heart not being awakened. 
It was hard for Jake to tell, but he thought that the chieftess would have given Ophelia a run for her money when she was around level 4 or 5 if she hadn’t had her core. 
A small percentage were level one or two, including the man Fhesiah had spoken with, her now returning. “How was it?”
“He’s really an armadillo beastkin! He allowed me to inspect him with my [Divine Sense]. I have to say, this [Auril] really is similar to [Inner Force], a secondary path of cultivation some take. Usually the battle-maniacs, really. They would cultivate a manifestation of their battle spirit, and it was like their will or intent to do battle itself would have a weight to it, that they could add on to their attacks.”
Jake could tell she was excited about this. She continued, “Of course, the energy is different, in that it is combined with their very life force somehow. Not only that, but there appears to be some other connection, perhaps, to the world or spirit plane itself. It’s hard for me to understand, even with my divine sense.” 
Jake nodded. Her divine sense allowed her to see things more deeply than he could see with his [Arcane Eye]. To truly see through the soul and beyond where the metaphysical doorway to their soul lay could truly harm another being. 
She could force her view with her monstrously powerful soul for their Tier, but not against someone part of the Framework, as it could harm them. Of course, Fhesiah wouldn't be interested in doing that unless they met some sort of beastkin betrayer.
She continued, “I can tell this world of Highlands is rife with this energy, and with enough research, I might be able to do something to help out, at least. It’s too early to tell, but I should be able to help with these Awakenings. I think this might have been at least one of the ways the Goddess hinted at when she said we were uniquely suited to help. So I can’t help but feel I should put a lot of my effort into this. By looking people over with my Divine Sense, I can already tell the difference between the various people. The unawakened have various amounts of this energy, but those that awaken have much more.”
Jake was hopeful, and that would be excellent news if she was successful. They had postponed the fight for a few minutes to allow the woman to recover further, as she was, in fact, almost at death’s door when she was healed by the Goddess. 
Her Auril Heart would take some time to recover. Still, Jake was impressed that beastkin didn’t need hours, only twenty minutes or so before they could fight at nearly full capacity again. 
This was after her own healer dealt with the remaining healing. She had taken a sort of snack and a drink of what appeared to be tea and was now resting with many of the other raven beastkin in her flock, he guessed her tribe.
He looked at the surrounding geography now that he had time. The mountain almost looked like it had another plateau on top. A waterfall and river were snaking down, and through the plateau he now stood on. 
In the distance, he saw yet another large dropoff, a large forest in the valley below in one direction and more mountainous terrain in another. The forest looked a verdant green, with mixtures of blues and purples, and it was full of vitality. 
Jake would compare it to images he’d seen of the Amazon rainforest, yet with even more colors. He could see other mountains in the distance as he spun around, and it was either river or lake or mountain or colorful valley as far as his eyes could see.
Fhesiah seemed just as awed as Jake. “It appears this place is called Cascadia. I think that’s really a spring filling a lake up there, husband. I don’t think enough water could gather there from just rain to cause a waterfalls and rivers to flow like that otherwise.”
Jake looked over to the mountain. He found this quite odd; while he knew springs came from water flowing upwards due to pressure as water flowed downhill into a sort of reservoir, they were several hundred, maybe even thousands of feet in elevation from the valley. Perhaps, this was a result of this Auril somehow?  
An older turtle beastkin man approached the two warriors, a part of this city’s tribal council, Jake guessed. The older beastkin had a turtle shell on his back, like certain turtles who were ninjas back home in various media. 
His tribal outfit included a headdress that wrapped around and down his shoulders, which appeared to mix the mane of a lion and the feathers of various birds in it. He held an odd staff or walking stick in his hands, which had what appeared to be a water globe at the top of it. 
People bowed in respect as he neared them. 
He spoke aloud from a safe distance from the two fighters, his cadence slow, strong, and calming. 
“A disagreement has caused disharmony on Cascadia Tribe’s lands. An Honor Duel has been called, for those to find harmony and come to an agreement in their dealings, the loser to be subordinated or sent away. The wager’s terms agreed and witnessed. Bow to your opponent in respect and honor.” The two women did, both showing determined looks. “Begin!”
Jake had removed the two buffs he had on Ophelia before they had finished squaring off earlier and stopped his heavenly aura. 
While he didn’t think these people could detect all the buffs applied to Ophelia, it went against the spirit of the duel. Ophelia didn’t use her floating shield as Jake held it, only using the winged lance that she had made and that Jake enchanted.
They had made a wing lance, now that she didn’t use it one-handed and was much stronger than before. While the previous spear was only a little taller than her, this one was nearly a whole meter taller. 
The larger winged area and bladed spear-tip of the wing lance allowed Jake to fit inlaid hexagons around the cross-guard-like area. This allowed Jake to add the same interconnected runeword enchantments he had on his and Bloodberri’s armor, with a gemlike focus near where the tip changed into a spearhead.
The two blurred towards one another, one powered by black Auril and the other the holy white of [Ride of The Valkyries]. Once again, Jake was impressed with the ability of Auril. That these people could accomplish this level of strength below level ten was amazing. 
While he didn’t think they were exactly a match for Fhesiah or Ophelia’s races, let alone Bloodberri’s, the fact that this was a capability that nearly anyone in their world could awaken was something truly special. 
All three of his women were of a rare race, with only thousands or tens of thousands at most in their original world of millions, with Fhesiah’s being, of course, even rarer than that. If Fhesiah could help raise their awakening rate, they would be a formidable force.
The two women parried and stabbed, countered and twisted. Ophelia’s movements were minimal, her attacks methodical. She hadn’t fully filled herself with the power of her [Ride of the Valkyries] after her approach, only using her superior attributes and skill after the initial exchange. 
The Chieftess showed speed and skill using her auril, similar to how Jake saw Fhesiah increasing her parameters temporarily. She moved fast with flurries of her spear and attempts to hook Ophelia’s, but the speedy, skilled Valkyrie was always a step ahead of her.
The Ravenwolf woman was keeping up at first, but Ophelia parried a blow with her magically hardened wing and scored a glancing blow on the chieftess, drawing blood. 
They continued their melee, and two more cuts joined the first. While the chieftess tried to utilize her wings covered with auril as well, her defenses were easily pierced by Ophelia’s enchanted spear and powerful stabs. 
This appeared to make the chieftess realize that she was perhaps outclassed. She then took to the sky on her wings after expending effort healing the one, and Ophelia grinned as she blurred towards her in response.
The raven wolf woman quickly learned that this was a mistake, as Ophelia danced around her spear and slammed the shaft into the side of the raven wolf woman’s chest. Ophelia’s speed and ability to change her momentum were hard to predict, so the woman got knocked aside. 
The chieftess had shielded herself using auril to soften the blow. However, the momentum was still transferred to her, knocking her at an angle toward the ground. 
She landed on her feet and tried to dance away from Ophelia with spins of her spear and twisting her body. Still, Ophelia’s lance was like a chest-seeking missile, altering its path faster than the woman could move.
The chieftess yelled, and her auril wrapped around her thicker than Jake had seen previously, enveloping her weapon. The scythe-like blade extended out into a much larger crescent moon, carrying the finality of death. 
There were some exclamations from the surrounding beastkin about manifestation, and now Jake felt like she was now the grim reaper, holding a wickedly sharp scythe ready to end Ophelia’s life. She spun and swung their crescent moon spear in a wide arc with all of their momentum from her quick movement, putting all her strength and power into the blow to meet Ophelia’s charge.
The sound of her spear meeting Ophelia’s, covered in her white glowing runes, was like an explosion. But Ophelia’s body spun around as she closed, and a powerful kick landed right in the dark-haired woman’s gut.
She was sent flying, and Ophelia sped hot in pursuit, blurring through the air. The woman hadn’t even landed on the ground yet, but Ophelia attacked from above with her spear. 
The chieftess tried to block once again, but Ophelia pierced the arm, holding her spear, and pierced her wing to the ground along with it. The raven wolf woman screamed in pain. Ophelia got in the typical mount-fighting position, straddling her chest with her fists raised. 
This made it challenging for the chieftess to use her feet or strength in her arms to fight back. She punched her face three times, with the dark-haired girl unable to protect against it before she raised them again.
“Do you yield?”
The woman squirmed but couldn’t move her right arm or wing. Her left arm and wing were free, but the left wing was mostly useless, pinned to the ground as she was. Her face showed one of remorse and defeat. “I… I yield.”
The turtle elder shouted, “The Champion’s Honor Guard wins!”
The crowd had mixed emotions, but Jake thought the response was mostly positive, with many cheering. Some definitely looked on with a bit of resentment. 
Jake would have a lot of work to do in overcoming the preconceptions of Adventurers and show that when facing Tartarus, Jake’s way and the Framework was the way to go. 
His Clan and Tribe would have to work around the clock to make an impact in this war and spark the desire to join. That was Jake’s next challenge.




Chapter 4 - Recruitment


Jake saw Ophelia cast [Renewal], retrieving her spear from the woman’s body. The woman looked on in astonishment as her face, arm, and wing were healed whole, even as the spear was removed.  
Ophelia reached her hand out to the woman. “That was a good fight, you people are quite strong for your level. Let’s work together and become better, to defeat the invaders. Jake won’t let your people down.”
The woman looked on at Ophelia in confusion but took her hand for Ophelia to help her up from the ground. 
Jake decided to add to that, “Ophelia is right. While you might feel you lost today, I will prove to you that you really won. We defeated that Necromancer today, but it was only a small victory. Help me in earnest, and I will not let your people down.”
The woman frowned, and now that Jake was close, he gave her another look. While Ophelia had just pierced her arm, leaving a hole, he found many more cuts and damage on her armor. It was just barely holding up to provide adequate protection. 
The woman looked exhausted like she had fought dozens of battles without much rest. Her face even looked a little gaunt, like she hadn’t had much food to eat recently. Jake could only barely keep himself from taking out his cooking supplies from his bracelet and making her something to eat. He was sure he could make an amazing burger for her in mere moments.
She eventually sighed, but her expression took on a frown. “I will adhere to your desire, wanting me to help with spreading the word. To be clear, I am just going to help you recruit. I never agreed to you forcing anyone to join.”
Jake smiled. “I don’t know if that’s possible, but I wouldn’t force it on anyone anyway. It was part of our agreement, though, so that excludes you. What would you say your people’s main objection to joining the Framework is?”
She hesitated and looked at Ophelia, looking to judge something from her. Ophelia smiled at her.
“Jake isn’t here to trick your people, or anything like that. He will only speak truth, but he just wants to make sure your people understand the importance of this. That he at least somewhat addresses you and your people’s concerns could save people’s lives.”
The Chieftess looked conflicted. “It goes against the natural order. We are beings of auril, the energy of the world beating in our very chests. That same energy is in the plants and trees, our rivers and oceans, and in our air. When we die, that energy returns to the world whence it came. Everything that lives follows the cycle of life and death. To join the Framework… it breaks that cycle.”
Jake nodded. “I can understand that. There are many aspects of this existence under the Framework that are unusual, but I promise you that the enemy is one that it’s a necessary sacrifice in order to win, to protect the precious life in that very cycle. I’ll address it in my speech, but know that while you’re joining and breaking the cycle today, when the fight is won on Highlands, you can return to this natural cycle if you want. The Framework allows it.”
Jake triggered his ability as a [Knight] to initiate someone into the Framework. He could only initiate a few per day, but he felt like this was more ceremonial than walking her over to the [Alliance HQ]. 
The woman accepted, and the golden net of the Framework overlaid itself over her soul, protecting it. 
Jake saw a notification and realized he hadn’t heard her name; most people called her ‘Chieftess.’ 
She said, “A… very strange feeling.”
“Welcome, Tanda. I know you are skeptical, but I think you’ll find that you can push your Auril Heart to grow much faster, as well as your combat skills. Training with my Guild, my Tribe, should help you build yourself up rapidly, aiding you in protecting your people.”
The woman reluctantly nodded.  
Jake had a quick mental conversation with Fhesiah, Ophelia, and Bloodberri about focusing his message best. Combined with what he had previously planned for a speech with a more willing audience, he was ready to give it.
Jake said, “Now that I won’t be interrupted… ” Jake then used his runic spell that enhanced his voice and once again addressed the crowd, standing on his invisible stair a few feet off the ground. 
“People of Highlands,
I stand before you today to speak about a grave danger that affects all those living on Highlands - the threat of Tartarus.
For those who may not be familiar, Tartarus is an invader from outside your world, beyond the stars. It is not a creature of auril like those in your world, and it has come to your world to consume everything on it and give nothing back. It opens Rifts with creatures from other worlds, and each of you it kills, it feeds on, and becomes stronger. Tartarus wants to consume Highlands, strengthen itself, and then consume others.”
He looked over the people, and he could see their skepticism. Perhaps they had heard much of this before, but Jake knew he had to ensure they saw the full picture.
He continued, “We cannot let this happen. It is a powerful force that has conquered countless lands and decimated entire civilizations. We must stand together and defend this world and others against this evil threat.
That is why I am calling upon all beastkin, even children, to join The Framework to help protect your souls and your homeland. It is a duty we all share that requires courage and determination.”
Jake could see that they certainly didn’t like the idea of adding their children. He would have to find a way to address their fears on this. 
He tried to add his feelings about how important it was for them to join and added, “I know that some may be hesitant to join the Framework. That it goes against the natural order, that it denies your auril from returning to the world, removing you from the natural cycle of life and death. But I can assure you, that your enemy, Tartarus, is also outside this natural order. You can see by the creatures it uses. Just look at them.” 
Jake gestured to the remains of the Necromancer’s army, the many skeletons in the distance. He continued, “Only by joining can we succeed against this abomination, as the Framework protects you from empowering the very entity that kills you.
It is not by becoming an abomination ourselves that we face this great enemy. The Framework allows you to return to the natural order once the battle is over. You can become stronger through the Framework, as my wives and I have shown you power is attainable.”
He could see that this struck a chord with them, as he and his wives did, in fact, show how powerful they were. 
He continued, “Stand together with me and the Goddess Hestia, and defend your land against the threat of the outsiders. Let us prove that the beastkin are a people who will not be conquered, but will always rise to defend their world, to protect life. That if Tartarus comes to Highlands,”
Jake raised his gauntleted fist in the air, making a claw, and pushed his [Presence] and [Aura of Heavenly Flames] range to the maximum that he could. The thin shroud of his aura extended over the beastkin for over two hundred meters, covering thousands of people. 
He shouted, “It will be met with teeth and claws!”
Many beastkin roared, the awakened surrounding themselves in Auril, and many clapped and shouted. Jake was giving his speech in front of tens of thousands, and he thought he had a mostly positive response, though, for some reason, he thought those near him were a lot more excited. 
He thought many looked tired, and despite his words, many held doubts. Jake’s promises about the Framework were just words, after all. Accepting that the Framework was the right path for them would take a lot.
Jake continued, “We have won a victory here today, pushing back Tartarus, but this is only the beginning. I welcome every person to join the Framework, your soul to be protected from the invaders. Hestia is the Goddess of the Hearth, Home, Family, and the State. I was sent here to protect families, help your communities thrive, and remove Tartarus from your world.”
“My Tribe, my Guild, [Hearthtribe], will focus on its members becoming stronger to protect families and defeat the outsiders, all over the multiverse. Not just here on Highlands. It will do this, by establishing a community that spans the multiverse, becoming a massive Tribe. Whether it be by fighting, crafting, building, or teaching, everyone can contribute, and everyone can participate in the war effort in their own way and become strong, so long as they continue striving to improve and protect others. The Framework can help make that so, and we’ll begin by kicking Tartarus off of Highlands.”
A gentle laugh almost boomed out from an area near Jake, and the crowd parted near where it came. The voice was enhanced by their auril in some way, allowing it to carry much further than it would normally be allowed. It was the turtle beastkin elder, along with what appeared to be two others. 
Jake had to do his best not to gape at the second man, who was essentially an elephant man. He looked like an anthropomorphic elephant man, complete with large ears and a trunk, his skin covered in a dusky gray color. 
He did not look human-like, like the beastkin, but he stood upright, and Jake saw he still had claws on his dusky gray hands. The third was what appeared to be a fox beastkin.
The turtle beastkin was the one who spoke, his words somehow feeling like a calming brook. “Greetings, Champion Jake. I am Elder Grayson, and these are Elder Dhruva and Elder Sway. We have witnessed your Oath and your speech, and heard the truth in your song. Us Elders all agree. Tartarus must be stopped if we are to protect the balance of our world, and we have all already joined the Framework. I welcome everyone to join Champion Jake’s call, and…”
It was Elder Dhruva, the Elephant beastkin, that spoke. His voice was deep and rumbling, “On behalf of the Tribal Council of Cascadia, we want to welcome Hearthtribe and Clan Hart to our community. Your devotion to the protection of Highlands combined with your strength in arms is a valuable asset to our people. We can feel your desire, your hope that we listen to your call, and that you are welcomed into our community. To protect the balance, we will sharpen our claws and fight to the very end against this great enemy.” 
Murmurs and shouts rang out among the beastkin throughout their speeches, and their exclamations were mostly favorable. The two elders’ voices had somehow rippled out, and it was like the people took on their mood. 
Grayson was calm, so it was as if the people felt calm just hearing his voice. When Dhruva talked of fighting, their voices carried more courage.
This spread like wildfire among the massive crowd of tens of thousands, and to Jake’s surprise, the Oath triggered. The locks reappeared on Jake and his family, now bound by their Oath. Now, they must stay on Highlands until Tartarus was defeated, and if they lost, they would be stuck in the void until the world could be freed from its grasp.
Elder Sway, the fox beastkin, laughed. His voice was festive, “So, no getting out of this Oath now, kid. We welcome you! When it comes to protecting the balance, our people will fight. Many of us are in need of aid, so you will have your work cut out for you–we can’t fight on an empty stomach, after all. I see you have something else important to address, go ahead and continue.” 
There were murmurs among the crowd, and a woman holding a child’s hand that Jake guessed was under ten, who, like many, had previously helped to load arrows and javelins into barrels for the many ranged attackers, spoke up.
“I heard that children could join, but if they died, they could end up becoming a servant before being resurrected. I won’t accept my child being stuck with some monster!”
Jake nodded. “You can pay the price for your child in that case before they’d become a servant, but I will do one better. I am claiming this [Alliance HQ] for Hearthtribe, and anyone under my protection I will prepay the fee for your children myself. Those that die fighting in a contested world have no fee. So unless this world is lost, something none of us will allow, you will be resurrected to rejoin the fight without having a chance of becoming a servant.”
Jake would need to add many fixtures to earn that feature, but he found that there was a massive list of things he could accomplish. Like his Refuge, he could expand and add various facilities and features that helped Guild members or those with access to the Alliance HQ. 
Many of the features were within his reach, thanks to his massive harvest of Contribution Points and auctions selling various materials from the [Fortress Assault], along with his spell rods and other funds he earned raising his [Enchanting] skill.
“So how about it? Who here wants to join the Framework? As a Noble of the rank of Knight, I can only add nineteen more people today. Those that I cannot add, they will need to head over to the [Alliance HQ]. Join us, and become strong enough to defeat the outsiders, to protect your families and others.”
Jake saw that a mass exodus began, and he thought a fair percentage might be heading towards the Alliance HQ or where an Alliance Node was located. 
A few people stepped forward, and Jake saw Fhesiah smiling wide as she looked at some woman. Jake couldn’t tell what manner of beast parentage she had, but she looked fierce in her expression and her stocky build for a woman and holding a poleaxe. 
He could tell her claws were particularly vicious-looking, and he thought she might have what looked like Celtic war paint on her. A few of the beastkin had this, but it was rare. 
She said, “I will join. Your strength is your proof.”
Several others nodded, and they lined up. He learned that the woman was named Bria and that she was a badger beastkin woman. 
Jake quickly found that there were a lot more than nineteen more that wanted to join, so they directed them to move over to the [Alliance HQ] after Jake ran out of his initiations. It was located in their main plaza in the city's center, and the plaza was enormous, currently with thousands trading food and goods. 
The same people that followed Jake and many more joined his Guild, and Jake gave another speech to those that joined. He found that many had just come of age and were starting their clans. He did end up with hundreds joining, though nearly all of them were unawakened. 
A large percentage of beastkin, if they awakened at all, did that not long after they came of age. Though, it could happen later or even earlier in life, depending.
He gave a small speech about what would be expected of them, that they would want to check the guild menus and arrive at what was going to be his guild headquarters. 
They would train together each morning for the coming weeks until he or his wives felt they were ready to take on Incursions or Rifts. He would provide a sort of dorms for them, but it was their choice on whether they wanted to use them or not. 
They would likely have to solve the awakening problem before he would push them to take on incursions besides their two beginner or tutorial ones. However, Fhesiah was optimistic that she would have something to aid them at a minimum within the week.
Grayson, Sway, and Dhruva followed, addressing their people’s concerns. Jake was thankful they were so proactive but reasoned that they should be. They had allowed an Alliance HQ to be placed in this location, so it made some sense to him that they would be somewhat accepting of the Framework in general.
Jake asked, “Can I meet with the current council? I know it’s a lot to ask, but there are a lot of things I need to do for this city. It would help to ensure I have permission to enact some of the changes that are needed, as well as discuss options for our future.”
The turtle beastkin man had an amused smile. “Didn’t you say it before? Right of Conquest? Three of us five directly witnessed the Goddess descending, and how bad things were before your Clan blazed in and destroyed the enemy army. I will put forth the motion to make you a member of the council for now, but you may become Chieftain in time.” 
Elder Dhruva added, “It’s a little unorthodox as you are not an Auril Hero, but that badger beastkin’s words were true: your strength is your proof. We need strength to protect us and maintain the balance, this is why we venerate it so, the strongest leading us in home and in battle. We do not abide tyrants and those that harm and destroy families and tribes, but so long as your actions match your words, you shall not have anyone challenge your authority. All those strong enough to challenge for other reasons are gone, after all.”
Jake frowned. While he did say conquest, he mostly said it to stack the arguments on his side; he hadn’t truly thought it fully applied here. Jake wanted to set his opponent, Tanda, on the back foot. 
It was a rule for tribes helping out in war that for their assistance, there must be payment, the spoils shared, or there would be reckoning. Jake thought the man’s amused smile was that if he had spoken up earlier, the Ravenwolf Chieftess wouldn’t have had any grounds to challenge the Honor Duel, but he could easily be mistaken. 
“Thank you for your aid, Grayson, Dhruva, and Sway. We are glad we were able to join the community in truth, and look forward to doing our best to return the favor.”
Grayson smiled. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Jake Hart of Hearthtribe. Your assistance saved the lives of many of our people, and I can’t thank you enough for that. These are tough times, and frankly, even if that Necromancer never showed up today, many of our people would be facing death through starvation. The lack of food will force many to try to tame the wilds soon, going against their own clan’s goals, and even if it would disrupt the balance.” 
Elder Sway added, “Tonight we will have a feast, where we will do our best to celebrate our victory. Really, it is the best method to try to feed the many refugees where we can, as many want to hunt and earn their own keep. But at a victory feast, they will not turn food down.”
Jake nodded, somewhat understanding this, knowing many people turn down charity due to their pride. A victory feast would not be seen as a handout.
Plus, Jake knew that they more than earned it, seeing many beastkin involved with the fighting indirectly, even children. When Jake was in the air, he had seen thousands upon thousands of tents outside the palisade to the west; he guessed these were the refugees.
Jake replied, “I will see if there’s something that can be done about the food, though the war is important as well. I had heard that all beastkin can fight, so any that integrate into the Framework and take on incursions can supply their own food. The Node will sell it for a pittance. The big thing will be for them to sell their trade goods at the Node, such as beast hides and auril plants. If you can get word to the refugees that they can earn and trade for food in this way, it would go a long way towards allowing them to solve their own problem. Perhaps, combined with this feast, it will give them the strength they need to fight the dungeon and take what they need, what they lost from it, back for themselves.”
Grayson frowned in thought but nodded. “I think I might be able to work with that. The refugees barely brought more than the clothes on their back, so I doubt they will have much to trade for food, but this should reduce the burden on our plateau somewhat. Your speech did address our people’s fears and problems with joining the Framework somewhat, but there are others. So? Will you join us at the feast tonight?”
Jake nodded, “I’ll do my best to be there. Our goal is definitely going to be to close as many Rifts as we can by then, but we should make it back.”
Sway added, “Excellent. The council will meet with you during the feast; we will call upon you. If you don’t mind, one piece of advice?”
Jake looked on with interest. “Yes, elder?”
“The Framework translates your speech into our language, but if you listen, you’ll realize that our speech follows the beat of our hearts, the notes of our voice creating a song. You are saying the words, but you are not singing a song. Your speech was both off-key and off-beat. Still, we could feel your desires and emotions in the songs of our own hearts, perhaps even aided by that strange magic of yours. Otherwise, it would have been a complete failure.”
Jake was shocked into silence. The Framework had been translating for him, and when he took the time to actually listen, he realized that he could really hear the difference in how Grayson, Sway, and Dhruva talked specifically, now that he had pointed it out. 
The syllables in the language followed a timing and flow that reminded him of a rap or a song, and Sway’s was rapid and cheerful. He would have to pay a lot more attention.
Grayson once again gave his amused smile, his song steady and thoughtful. “Sway just wanted to make sure you were aware. Almost none of the adventurers were, though we had a few realize. It will take some time for you to get used to, no doubt. With that, I will take my leave. May your claws be sharp and your climb steady.”
Jake tried his best to mirror or follow this beat, “Thank you, Elder. Take care.”
He wasn’t really sure what to say to what he was sure amounted to ‘safe travels,’ but judging by the amused smile of Grayson becoming wider, it was probably not that. Fhesiah interrupted Jake’s musing.      
“I had noticed that their speech followed a certain cadence, but to imagine that it was following their hearts like some sort of metronome is surprising. Still, how interesting. I think if we arrived without the Framework we’d have noticed right away, but since it makes things easy for us, it’s lazy of us to just rely heavily on it. We’ll have to be more careful.”
Jake shook his head at what he must have sounded like to them, but thanks to this, he saw that Ophelia had been talking quite a lot with the Ravenwolf Chieftess. Tanda was frowning, but Ophelia was smiling.
They were talking about the fight and the war, and Jake thought she was detailing parts of his plan and finding out things that the beastkin people would need.
Ophelia had found a sort of kindred spirit, the warrior woman, a leader of her people, her flock. Jake knew that Ophelia had somewhat hoped to be a lot like this woman appeared to be. Jake also realized the woman was between Jake's and Ophelia’s ages. 
A few of the avian beastkin men and women joined Jake’s Guild in solidarity. Still, Jake learned many were from their own villages and would be leaving to head back to them. 
Many raven beastkin joined, and it was almost reluctantly. Only a few of them were awakened, but Fhesiah hoped to extract this Auril from plants or creatures and distill it down to a concoction. How she would be able to do that when it didn’t survive much outside of their body or the plants themselves, he didn’t know.
Bloodberri talked with some children, who looked at her with great interest. She had pulled back the hood of her armor, dulling it into little more than a robe with plates near the shoulders and neck area, letting her hair down and exposing her face. 
She smiled brightly as she showed the kids her giant maul and cool armor. Many gathered around, and Jake was happy to see her in her element.
Jake bought various fixtures and features for his Guild, the combined cost adding up to a large chunk of his Contribution Points and available funds. He knew this was fine, as he would earn massive amounts of them closing Rifts and re-conquering lost cities. He had certainly earned plenty from killing the Necromancer and its army. 
He kept his promise to the woman, buying a feature that acted as a sort of bank for restoring children or anyone that didn’t reach level 1, dying without contributing enough to the multiversal war. The fund was not just for resurrecting the children but for transporting them to a place where they could be revived.
At this point, only a few children had joined, but Jake found the price was quite low for him; reviving a hundred children was only a single T1 credit, and really, none would need to be if they properly defended Cascadia. He thought of Ophelia and her situation and realized if someone had done the same for her, her life would have ended up very differently.
Jake had said he would claim the [Alliance HQ], but it was more like he attached his Guild to it. It still functioned the same to anyone, and more Adventurers could still show up. Still, his being the only Guild at this location gave him prime real estate for advertisement and even allowed him certain benefits. 
Since there was no contention with other guilds, he could now collect some of the fees and make changes to the building. He triggered taking ownership as no guilds remained, and a section of the building directly led to his new guild facilities.
For now, he made sure to have a massive dorm, an armory, a kitchen, training grounds, crafting rooms, and a school. When he added things, they appeared in waves of light like his Refuge, though some had a sort of countdown timer until they could be implemented. 
The dorm was what Jake knew of as a longhouse, where many beds sat in a long room with thick curtains on tracks to section or partition off different areas, allowing families of various sizes to have a somewhat private place. 
His dorm could eventually accommodate thousands, having multiple levels. He only added enough dorms for a few hundred, for now. 
Jake knew many of the beastkin slept in tents or a sort of teepee. Still, some, mostly the established families in the city, had houses. At this time, the climate was quite temperate. Still, he knew that there were harsh winters on the way, and the elevation of the plateau were high enough to cause a decent temperature difference over the jungle valleys. He thought people might flock to his dorm when the weather got poor.
Blood said in his mind, [Milord, I found that there is a fixture that allows us to travel better, the [Refuge to HQ Portal]. What it does is that it allows us to have our portal to where we are in the world but also have one that leads back to the HQ, allowing our Refuge to act like a bridge. That means we can travel during the day, rest in the Refuge at night, in the morning do activities in the HQ, then go back to resuming our travel. Apparently, this is only available when our guild ‘owns’ the HQ like we do.]
Jake replied, “That’s great, thanks, Blood. That was an excellent find.” 
He would think that this mechanism would actually be perfect for moving people across the continent, but he had learned that he was quite restricted on the number of people that could visit his Refuge. Uninitiated could not enter at all, and he was limited to a certain number of initiated having a right to enter per day. Still, he could probably ferry along important people if it came down to it.
[You’re welcome, Milord. There are some other fixtures for you to peruse.]
Jake was provided a list, and he saw that many were cheap. Some just enabled things for his Guild, and he thought many were fundamental. One enabled a sort of guild-wiki and another created the kind of guild template he learned about from Antonius. There was a strange one that Jake wondered about.
“What is this, the [Merchant Ledger] and [Contracts]?”
[That’s somewhat significant for this world starting out, Milord. I’ll explain it more in detail later, but these beastkin have access to Tier 1 materials, but they are only at Tier 0. They are not allowed to enter an incursion with Tier 1 equipment. Still, they must be allowed to sell and store the higher Tier credits, even if not for their personal usage until then. Most likely, Clan heads or the Tribal Elders will need to facilitate trading these higher Tier resources using the Contracts. This way, they can receive a capped amount of Tier 0 Credits for their Tier 1 materials to receive the full amount in a separate ledger.]
Jake sent a mental nod; they would have a lot of travel ahead of them over the coming weeks. There was plenty of time to look over all the add-ons and discuss their merits. He noticed something else on his menu, though.
“We have a lot of these Buy Orders? This is taking a majority of our funds we’ve saved up to now.”
[That’s right, Milord. Clearly, our goal is to have as many materials as we require for crafting weapons and armor for the beastkin, as well as gather materials for Fhesiah’s experiments. I think this will also be significant for providing beastkin with opportunities for Credits quickly and establishing an economy. They need food, and us purchasing everything allows us to indirectly provide it.]
Jake noticed that the Buy Orders were set to a general purchase for several categories. The Framework would appraise the value of any material, allowing it to be purchased for essentially what it was worth. There were settings about how aggressive to be with pricing for earning profits, but it was set to attempting to obtain as much as possible.
“Good work, Blood. I know this is going to become really important.”
He felt her pride over their bond. [Ophelia and I had planned on this together. We knew you needed to focus on planning the fight and our improvements and solving the problems of the beastkin.]
Jake appreciated all their efforts. The [Alliance HQ] and Guild squared away. For now, Jake would have to plan. He had a war to fight.




Chapter 5 - The Race Begins


Jake found that the Alliance HQ here on Highlands was completely bare bones compared to what he saw on Ariminum. The halls were empty, and even the reception area was not staffed. There was only one workstation in the Command Center, and he found it related to his Guild.  
It allowed him to keep a representative here that could monitor things more actively and better direct those for scouting along with the other guilds to not duplicate their efforts. Jake realized that he would need to find people to maintain this station, staffing the various roles within the HQ. 
People could accomplish most of what they needed to with the signs and use of their Menu, but it felt lifeless without anyone here.  
Jake looked over the [Conquest Map] in confusion. While things looked bad, he couldn’t help but feel things looked strange. There were four different streaks where a thin line of Rifts or conquest took the territory, only for them to move hundreds of miles this way. 
There were much smaller dots all over the landscape that represented conquest that had happened over the last few weeks, even in the distant East and West shorefronts, but they appeared quite isolated in comparison.
The continent within the world was shaped sort of like a circle that reached the top and bottom of the globe, what would be Antarctica and the North Pole. There were many large rivers but not many excessively large lakes.
The odd geography gave Jake a bit of a headache, the many mountainous regions with plateaus in which people lived.
Jake knew the invaders could not spawn Rifts where people couldn’t or didn’t go, keeping them from amassing an army that could not be scouted or spotted. He wondered how the beastkin people could move across the landscape this way.
He called in Tanda through Ophelia to see if she could shed some light on what was happening, which Ophelia followed. 
Fhesiah had gone to talk to a Herbalist. Blood and Berri were playing with children, the latter in her element around them. They had changed into her more reasonable clothes when Jake told them it would be a few hours before any additional combat.
Tanda gave Jake a look like she was evaluating him, but she scowled at him. “Can you turn that Aura thing off? It’s very…distracting. It confuses those that are Awakened, changing our Auril. I don’t know how you can do that, but…you should really not use it in town or outside of battle.”
Listening to her voice, it appeared her ‘song’ matched her expression and emotion. Her voice, while feminine, almost rumbled out in a growl and a rapid rhythm, and her tail and ears matched this. Even the feathers in her wings and somehow her hair looked extra ruffled.
Jake turned the Aura off and did his best to focus on his speech, like Grayson said, mainly trying to follow a simple beat. “I’m sorry, I just didn’t know. I do what I can to keep all our beneficial effects running at all times. Not only is it good to always be prepared for combat, but it's a form of training.” 
Jake paused. “What does it feel like? Berri and Ophelia tell me it makes them feel protected and that it really feels like their husband is watching over and empowering them. I truly hadn’t thought about how it might influence others.”
He wasn’t sure if his speech was much better, but he thought he was landing a lot more syllables on the beat. Their language was musical, the syllables and tones of their emotions influencing the meaning. The Framework did appear to aid somewhat in this when he made a conscious effort, but he could tell he had a long way to go.
Tanda’s scowl turned into a blush, “T-That…can you just keep it off?”
Jake nodded, then pointed at the map. “No problem. So? Can you help me out here, so I can better focus my efforts for the war?”
Tanda looked both skeptical and angry. “For the war, is it? Not just how you can earn the most contribution points and credits?” 
Jake sighed. “I don’t know what the Adventurers were like that you met, but I promise you that we’re not like them, and we will be focused on both protecting life and winning the war. Unfortunately, things are bad enough that I’m pretty sure that the best possible effort and the one that earns the most CP are going to be one and the same for at least the first week.”
Jake could tell Tanda still had some doubt. “If that’s the case, can you at least do something about the blight? Where the Necromancer’s army went, the area is blighted. Nothing can grow, and it even spreads. We’re even considering burning some landscape to cut it off.”
Ophelia responded, “We may need to see the blight itself to know if we can do anything, but I think you’ll find there should be something available on the [Alliance Market]. Our clan truly cares for your people’s survival, Tanda. CP are a valuable resource and can help us fight the war and even buy such things, but we’d rather have Tartarus removed than earn a single one. Our focus is on removing Tartarus from this world. We wouldn’t have put our well-being on the line if our goal was just to earn them.”
Tanda seemed a bit more mollified by Ophelia’s words. Tanda looked over the map, and Jake began pointing out what he had noticed. 
She pointed to the map. “We’re here. You can see the Rifts take what appears to be a direct path from this plateau to the other, crossing the mountainous region. This is the way that our people would take, when traveling from one to another. They do not often travel through these other heavily forested areas you can see, in the valleys. This is due to [Auril Beasts], the majority of them being what you call Tier 1. While some exist on the plateau’s, the largest or most savage often end up in the valleys or forests.”
The more she spoke, the more he realized how poorly he spoke or sang. The Framework appeared to aid him even in this, but he was not very good.
Ophelia laughed in his mind, then spoke in a much better song than Jake had accomplished, [We’ll really need to put you back on that karaoke machine and practice some more. You’re really tone-deaf.]
He asked aloud, “They really climb across these mountain areas here? This terrain looks pretty steep, judging from the map. While I think I wouldn’t have a problem climbing any longer at my Tier, even the unawakened take this path?”
Tanda turned her hand over, reaching it towards Jake, and flexed her claws, causing Jake to look on in interest. He could see that her claws were thick and sharp, and Jake thought her hands looked strong, despite being feminine.
“We all have claws, even if our animal parentage are ones that wouldn’t normally have it, such as those with hooves. Even unawakened don’t have much trouble finding purchase on most cliff-faces. Those with long enough tails can even use them for a little more traction. Still, we often climb in groups, and many of the commonly traveled cliff-faces have safety ropes and vines from a common tree that we plant near the cliff face. These are practically necessary for climbing with a load on our backs, as we often do, besides.”
Jake nodded, but he was fascinated with her hands. They both looked really fluffy but also deadly. Tanda pulled her hand back, and he couldn’t help but feel disappointed. It must have shown on his face because Tanda’s frown returned again. He went back to focusing on the map.
Jake could see plenty of valleys and wondered why nobody lived there. Now he understood that they were untamed territory. On some level, he knew people didn’t traverse it much. At the same time, there was plenty of it near the locations with population and should be within range. 
“Why do you think Tartarus doesn’t claim most of this valley territory or spawn Rifts on it? Have you faced many Auril Beasts under its control?”
Tanda frowned as she looked over the map. “We have faced some, but it’s not many. What you will find is that part of the reason they inhabit the valley is that it is a rich environment for their prey or other food. It’s also that many are large and can’t climb the mountains, especially cliff faces, very well. My guess would be that even if they can claim them as you say, many can’t go anywhere meaningful. It’s why the plateaus are so much safer for us.”
Jake thought he now understood. It would be like claiming units that they could never use against the population, even with its Rube-Goldberg-like machinations. Not only that, but Tartarus’ goal was to capture the HQs as rapidly as possible. A defensive war would likely see it claiming many of these creatures, but an offensive one would see little value in using them if they couldn’t join the fight above. 
This world was a strange one for Jake. What kind of activity could make such a rocky world with many plateaus? Jake was starting to feel the multiverse was truly vast, and this was only a T1 world. Jake knew that T2 worlds had much higher energy levels and would have even more ridiculous features, such as worlds many times the size of Earth, floating islands, underground civilizations, magical societies, and ranging paranormal anomalies. 
“Where’s your city on the map here, Chieftess?”
She looked at Jake, scowled, and practically growled, “So I’m a Chieftess now, is it? Not your subordinate?”
Jake did his best to keep on topic. “Our agreement was that you’d still be a Chieftess, but you’re also my subordinate: my Envoy. I’m talking to the Chieftess now. You don’t want to tell me where you’re located? I will need to clear some Rifts, there's no doubt about that. I want to clear Incursions too, but I can’t risk being away for long periods of time, for now. Not only that, but I will need to train up others, quickly, to accomplish that task.”
What Jake said was true. While his party cleared incursions rapidly, the longest taking a few days with rest, training, and recovery. That might sound like an inefficient usage of his time no matter how you sliced it, but his party’s one incursion victory was worth more than a hundred solo victories, based on what Odin told him. When you considered his party’s level in that it was far higher than any of the beastkin, it could be as much as a thousand or more.
But he knew that Tartarus would really do what it could to delay him, likely making each one require lots of travel and take so long that it was hardly worth it. In a way that could counter Rifts spawning in the first place, but the ones present needed to be headed off to prevent beastkin deaths. 
With how the terrain was and the distance between each Rift low, Jake could probably ride Bloodberri and arrive at a half dozen in a single day. His priority was certainly going to be to close as many as he could and retake the Alliance HQ as soon as possible.
The scowl was still on her face as she pointed at a location on the map. Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise. He thought it almost looked like a mountain split in half, with a river running through it. There were banks on the sides of the river beneath the cliff faces.
Jake asked, “That’s not a plateau, though? It’s two mountain peaks and some caves on the cliffs facing each other, from what I can tell. Is it all avian beastkin there?”
“It is, but you’ll find that most beastkin’s claws make their climb steady, we just don’t often travel with them. We hunt in the river and valleys below, our flock rotating among many of the mountains. We hunt and forage for most of our food, and our people have long since been involved with other tribes trading food, goods, news, and maintaining peace. Us avian beastkin are the only ones that can travel the plateau’s with ease, ruling the skies. Acting as messengers, traders, and deterrents for tyrants.”
“Your tribe plays an important role in this world, I can see. Thank you for sharing that with me. Looking at the map, I can’t help but feel that your location is best left alone for now–not needing any help, unless you have concerns?”
Tanda’s scowl had turned into a frown as she stared at Jake. “We don’t need to be saved. We’re the ones helping others. We close any Rifts that open nearby, even if some of us die to accomplish it. Most of my flock present for the battle of Cascadia have already headed home to Harmony Peaks, to continue with this. Many of the other avian beastkin you saw have already headed back to their homes among many villages, for us to call upon them once again when they are needed. They have their own clans, and their own responsibilities and goals.”
Jake frowned. “This threat is pretty serious, Chieftess. It’s much more preferable to have them remain rallied as a unified force and close as many Rifts as possible, than it is to protect their scattered homes. Can they even accomplish anything there?”
Tanda shook her head. “These people are not mindless soldiers in some army, Jake. They came to the call to defend Cascadia, but they have their own families to care for. To tell them to fight for land and tribes that are not their own, while their family might die while they’re gone? Are you going to protect their villages all over the continent? You’d tell them to just let their families die, while they go fight elsewhere? Even if they might not be able to do anything, they would rather be there to try.”
Jake realized that having an army of beastkin was much more complicated than he thought. With three-quarters of the warriors being women and all likely having several children of their own, it’s very different from the armies of Earth. A majority of Earth’s troops were often filled with young men.
Things would have to be extremely dire, or they would have to have some guarantee that their families were protected before they would be willing to separate themselves and fight hard in this war. While many beastkin had died, only three of their larger cities and villages were in a single region. 
The conquest progress simply didn’t reflect what the beastkin themselves would see regarding how dire things were. It was one of the most populous regions, and while nearly 1 in every 5 beastkin was now dead, around the continent, they wouldn’t see much impact.
“I understand, Chieftess. Then our goal will have to be to get these Nodes out to as many villages as possible and save the ones in front of us for now. Perhaps as time goes on, we can gather people at villages, allowing us to better defend their people or homes so that we can rally more in defense.”
Tanda frowned. “The plateaus often don’t support many people, it’s why many of our young become nomads. Cascadia here is already beyond too much.”
“That’ll be fixed by the Framework supplying food through taking it from the dungeon by means of earning Credits, though. One dungeon delver can easily supply many meals each day, just from Credits. We’ve had a forest dungeon where we dragged dozens of beast carcasses out. Completely edible.”
Tanda’s ears perked up at this, looking thoughtful. “I suppose that really does change things, for us. I’ll have to look into this.” 
“Alright. So, Chieftess, my goal is to reclaim an Alliance HQ as quickly as possible, while stopping Tartarus from destroying any more villages or towns nearby, if possible. I see here, their armies are heading for this town with how they have spawned their Rifts. We would need to cross over in this direction, in order to reclaim this old Alliance HQ anyway, so it’s like killing two birds with one stone…”
Tanda’s frown once again became a scowl. “Now, just what is that supposed to mean?”
Jake looked on at Tanda helplessly, realizing he made a major blunder. “Er…”
Ophelia laughed. “Jake’s people like their idioms. He simply meant to fill two needs with one deed, you can appreciate a practical, effective approach, right? He chose his words without malice, though poorly.”
Tanda looked at Ophelia for a moment before relenting, Jake guessing the weight of Ophelia’s words was heavier in her mind for some reason. She looked over at Jake’s plan again, and more all over the map, before pointing at a location in the other direction.
“If you’re looking at where you can do the most good, I think this would be better. My flock were going to head here,” Tanda pointed at another place nearby on the map. “So if you clear the Rifts on the way here, combined with my flock, you will even finish clearing the path to and protecting a third village, while moving even closer towards this HQ, instead.” 
Tanda’s expression became haughty, folding her arms and lifting her chin. ”Three birds with one stone for you, isn’t it?”
“You’re right, Chieftess. Thank you for that. We need to be as efficient as we can be, it’s a race against time for the people of Highlands. I hope that in time, you see Clan Hart as some of them.” 
Jake felt a bit embarrassed at his mistake but was impressed. The geography was complex, and she had used that to her advantage. If Jake could take back one, especially both of the alliance headquarters, Adventurers would start to come back to this world on their own, relieving some pressure from Jake and the inhabitants. 
Saving each village would allow for more recruits, which should mean slowly building up an army of beastkin Adventurers. It also means taking potential kills from the outsiders.  
Adding local portals was expensive, but it was not outside the realm of possibility. It circumvented some problems with the geography to do so, so Jake would make it a priority. Either that or Jake would need to construct airships or some other means of conveyance that was far beyond these people’s technology and a massive undertaking. 
Jake didn’t think it was beyond himself to make something like this for his party. However, the idea of moving tens of thousands of people in this way was far beyond his capability in the short term.
Looking over the map, if Bloodberri was able to maintain a decent pace, it was certainly possible for them to arrive at the Alliance HQ in a single day of travel, even climbing mountains and otherwise. 
However, it appeared that there were many Rifts between here and there, requiring his party to have to hunt down groups that spawned to clear them out. 
In addition to the travel, Jake’s party would likely need to fight day in and day out for several days to reach it, specifically when considering that they may need to help refugees and other situations.
“Are there no predators in the air? I just wonder why something like hot air balloons or blimps never caught on in this place.”
“There are some giant Auril Beasts that are like birds. They hunt in the plains and often eat cattle and other herbivores, and sometimes catch an avian beastkin unawares, some of them even have been known to swarm. But we can easily avoid these creatures if we are vigilant. What is a hot air balloon, or a blimp?”
Jake explained what a hot air balloon is and found himself having to explain air density for her to agree that the concept might work. 
Still, her people would not value the vehicle too much, being bird people that could fly. For a beastkin that couldn’t fly, it sounded like the giant birds could end up being a real problem, the hot air balloon becoming a death trap. A simple blimp would not be much better unless he armed it somehow.
Tanda was impressed and thoughtful at the revelation, and he saw that her tail had actually started wagging as she pieced everything together. Jake thought she might be interested in science, as her eyes lit up when he explained how the air up in the mountains differed in density from that of the valley. 
She had noticed that there was a difference but hadn’t had an explanation. Many beastkin were inquisitive, but this was often countered by their desire for strength, children, and family.
“Um, so this is maybe a silly question but… Where’d the Necromancer come from, anyway?” Ophelia spoke from the table, which she had been looking at while they were talking about the hot air balloons.
Both Jake and Tanda were startled. Jake had forgotten an important detail: that the conquest table only updated when areas were scouted, specifically by people that were members of the Framework. Jake remembered the Necromancer came from the East, which meant…
Tanda said, “There’s a city in this direction, to the South East. They must have taken the land bridge with their army over here. We’d lost that city a week ago, it did not have an HQ but just an Alliance Node. It should take some time for them to muster a large force again, from my understanding. I will send some newly initiated from my flock to scout from time to time, but the sooner you take back that city the better, even if it won’t save anyone.” 
Jake sighed but looked over to Ophelia. “That was a good call out, Ophelia, Thank you. Can I rely on you, Chieftess, to have your initiated flock scout and spot as many Rifts as you can? We will certainly get as many closed as I can, but I can only close them if I know they’re there. I know it will take some time to get any in my Hearthtribe trained up to where I can count on them for this, and that’s time we don’t really have right now.”
Tanda’s brows furrowed, and she seemed to be mulling something over in her mind. She sighed. “If you can help with the blight, and really get those Rifts closed today like you claimed, you won’t have to ask; it’ll get done. Many of my flock’s warriors did end up joining your Guild, as well.”
“Thank you. Alright, so back to the plan. Your flock will hit this Rift. I think you’ll be happy that you will gain quite a bit of Credits and Contribution Points, which the Guild only takes fifteen percent for facilities and improvements. You and your people can spend that on skills, food, or even a new set of armor.”
She took that in, looking over some of her broken armor. “I…see how that could have helped our armies a lot sooner, though, if it’s not beast-hide armor, it will not work well with auril. Even my fur provides decent protection when filled with it. We can certainly set up the unawakened with better equipment this way, though.”
Jake nodded, deciding not to press her further. Not only was she now a part of the Framework already, but Tanda also appeared smart enough to come to conclusions on her own. She was really fighting an uphill struggle previously, and fighting in this way only helped bring things much closer to favorable terms. 
“And my party and I will head out and clear these four Rifts today. I’d like to bring people for experience, but I think they are not yet ready, plus the travel is a challenge. We need to make real progress quickly.”
“Your party alone? I suppose…are you sure that’s not reckless? I’m assuming you can’t just call that Goddess every time, can you? Those larger Rifts were level twenty, and the Adventurers said those were meant for groups of 20 or more, typically. My people will be swarming this level 15 one with over one hundred of us Awakened, and we lose many songs in the process.”
Jake realized losing songs was her way of saying her people would die. While difficulty would scale with her bringing larger numbers, defenders could certainly get an advantage by bringing numbers and closing the Rift, even if they had losses. The balance of the Conquest Game was that mobility was a factor to be considered. 
If you overwhelmed a Rift with excessive force, those resources were not elsewhere, closing another Rift. This would give Tartarus an advantage of its own in most cases. But Jake supposed this was where Tanda’s flock excelled, as they had mobility in spades.
“We’ll have to make do. I am confident I will be able to get these closed today. Oh, and take this, it’s a communicator. It allows us to speak with each other for up to 100 kilometers. Not as far as some distances between these plateaus, but it should allow us to better coordinate. Place it in your ear, like this.”
He had picked up several that Antonius’ Guild had used. He showed her how to put it on by putting it on himself, and he looked on in interest. Jake wondered how exactly it would fit in her wolf-like ear that she had on the top of her head instead of his human ear. 
It appeared it had no problem fitting there, Jake guessing the pronged pieces of the earpiece were adaptive. 
“This…is useful, and it will make scouting a lot more reliable. Can I get more of these?”    
Jake set her up with a few extra earpieces, set to their own frequency using his Menu, and a few set to Jake’s. He planned on giving them to the tribal leaders of villages that they recruited so that Jake could communicate with them better if Tanda was denied Node placement, though he doubted it. 
He would have to consider getting people to an HQ or forming an [Alliance Node]. Not every location had to be an [Alliance HQ], the main difference between the two was that Nodes would simply disappear when lost to the enemy. 
Alliance HQs could be reclaimed and were a conquest target. A Node was meant to initiate people to the Framework and communicate. A few functions that were available in Jake’s Refuge, like the Wiki, Alliance Shop, and Market, were also available. 
Jake would have to buy Nodes to place them in villages or towns too small or close to another Alliance HQ.
Tanda looked conflicted but eventually asked Ophelia and Jake, “I have been given…a specialization choice. I guess almost all awakened do, that we know of.”
Jake looked at Tanda in interest. Jake very much enjoyed theorizing or planning classes. “Oh?”
“The Menu gives what I think is good information on it, but I was hoping you would provide some advice, as Adventurers fought quite differently than us. I have Offense and Defense as basic specializations to choose from, and Healing is not an option at all for me, it says. I’m guessing because my Auril Manifestation is related to death. But I have two advanced specialization choices, Affliction and Burst Damage. Affliction says it specializes in damage-over-time effects, whereas the burst damage causes a lot of damage at once.”
Jake said, “Affliction sounds like it would infect your opponents with your Auril and damage them from within, killing them slowly but surely, perhaps even through powerful defenses. Then the burst damage would instead aid in creating lethal blows.”
Tanda looked thoughtful, but for some reason, she actually looked frustrated. “Which one should I pick? Is either one stronger?”
Jake chuckled. “I really doubt either one is stronger. It does sound like these two choices are superior to merely just ‘offense,’ but among the two, it’s more of a situational thing. With a single strong enemy or many enemies that require a decent amount of effort to defeat, Affliction can really excel.
At the same time, one can imagine a lethal blow against a powerful enemy that might have required setup by your allies can be just as powerful. Then, against many trivial to near medium-difficulty enemies, the burst damage specialist can often cull them quickly. The affliction specialist often doesn’t have great choices–even if they have a good spell or ability that can infect numerous enemies at once, it often takes longer for even the trivial enemies to die.”
Tanda frowned in thought, but her hair got even more ruffled. “Which one is more fitting of a wolf, or a raven?”
Jake said, “I don’t think you’ll find any help there. I think both are fitting for a wolf or raven. A wolf fights in a pack and often weakens their enemies with a thousand cuts, resembling what you would accomplish with affliction. But then, a wolf always goes for the throat, finding the opening and dealing the burst damage.
I don’t know much about how a raven fights, but I know they’re smart and have a big beak. I know they would be smart enough to use tools or whittle down an enemy by a thousand cuts but still go in for the kill with their oversized beak.”
Tanda looked frustrated now, and her tail had drooped down, with her ears on the top of her head flat.
Jake shook his head. “I think it’s great that you have two powerful options. Personally, I think it comes down to your style. Watching your fight with Ophelia, I think you would do well with either option. But if I could choose one that fits you better, it’d be the burst damage. Facing her, you maneuvered yourself, looking for an opening or advantage. You then released all your auril at once to go for the killing, or winning blow. It’s very fitting for the way you already fight.” 
Tanda brightened, and her tail started to wag behind her, with her ears lifted back up. She smiled.
“I guess you’re right, thanks for the–”
She appeared to notice Jake’s interest in her tail wagging, and she froze, then scowled. “This Framework thing is just not natural, okay? It’s all your fault I have to deal with this, anyway!”    
Tanda left hurriedly, and Ophelia spoke up, “I learned that she’s been under a lot of pressure with her father, the previous Chieftain and Auril Hero dead. Several of her clan mothers had been lost as well, many of them were warriors which had joined the fight. Apparently, even her birth mother was an Auril Hero. She’s lost a lot of warriors too, and I think she almost did want to lose that duel, giving her an excuse to take a step back and have someone else share the burden. Though, if you had just fought her–”
Jake chuckled. “I know. If I won the duel, their custom would make it so while she wouldn’t be forced to marry me, it is still common if the girl is receptive to at least start with courting. Though, the details weren’t clear on that. They probably see it as their form of romance, the male making the female submit, perhaps? For her being among the strongest remaining of her people, definitely within her age group, this would have been a big deal. Then, raven or wolf beastkin could have their own thoughts on the subject, each parentage having their own focus on these things.” 
Jake shook his head and added, “But I’m not into having an unwilling partner, this is why I gave her the option. It seemed she didn’t want to risk the chance that she would become my wife, or that honor would dictate that she should at least consider it. If I faced her, even the spectators would be expecting that I would be courting her now. I feel like that is much more volatile than this result. I can feel she hates Adventurers, wouldn’t being forced to court one be humiliating?”
“Well, it’s not like she hates you, specifically. She’s quite frustrated with the previous Adventurers, is all. It turns out, that even spawning these two branch HQ’s had originally hurt their war effort a lot more than if they had just kept the original one. They had wanted them for the portals, but when they lost each to the enemy, it was a significant loss of conquest progress: around 5% for the branch, and 10% for the original HQ. They’ve only lost 20% into Tartarus’s favor, so this most of what they lost altogether. Not only that, but they had to split their defenses against both, and the respawn when one side was overwhelmed was simply too long for them to join at the other. If they only had the one to defend, they might have held it.”
Jake raised his eyebrow at Ophelia. “When’d you have the time to learn all this? You weren’t talking to Tanda that long, were you?”
Ophelia laughed. “I’m just piecing it all together from Blood and Fhesiah. They are both getting lots of news too, and Fhesiah is asking around about this girl already.” 
Jake started. He had been hearing many things over the bond, but he had to shut a lot of it out to pay attention to what was in front of him. He missed that much?
She laughed again. “Women are just better at listening to more conversations at once. Maybe once you’re no longer a human in truth, you’ll be able to keep up with us? With Tanda, I mostly talked to her about training and other Adventurers. She somewhat respects your strength based on what you displayed, but she’d need to see or hear about you fighting her people for her to truly respect it, as Adventurers were the same way. They would kill many monsters in combat, but lose in their duels without their magics or magical equipment. For me, she definitely felt my strength, and so she feels a lot of weight in my words. At any rate, I think as long as your actions match your words, Tanda’s frown will get turned upside down, eventually.”
Jake chuckled. “Well, I hope so. It would be a big challenge if she was angry at us all the time and didn’t do her job as Envoy very well. Anyway, it looks like we have our plan. Since we defeated the Necromancer defeating the Rift’s Challenge, the Rifts in the area were closed, and we should try to make forward progress towards the other HQ for now instead. I’d like to get these done before tonight. I’m not sure if Fhesiah would be done with her task yet, but we could go without her and [Call Summon] when we’re near.”
When Rifts were open long enough, they would spawn their [Challenge], which could leave its normal area. Usually, the spawned Challenge would be above that of the original Rift, resulting in a much more powerful enemy or spawn. 
By defeating that Challenge, the Rift would close. However, Tartarus would not exactly lose that territory as much as if Jake had gone to it to close it, and so new Rifts would spawn much more rapidly in their place.
Jake had some trust in Ira for threat detection–it was why he selected the familiar in the first place. 
While Fhesiah had been their primary means of enemy detection up to now, and he wouldn’t want to be without her, Ira certainly made up for her not being with their group as they traveled.
“That should work. It’s too bad you don’t have a reverse summon spell, huh? Then you could just send one of us then teleport to us, summon the rest. It’s also too bad none of us can summon the Refuge portal outside the HQ besides you too, or we’d be able to do that instead.”
“Summoners do get a spell like that, but when I’ll get it, who knows? I know I have something big coming at 20 from the specialization choice, as do most classes. Mobility is really important in this war, so I will have to think of something. While I had made those engineering spell-rods, I’m not so sure if they would be up to the task of constructing something on the scale of a massive land bridge, that’s for sure. Let’s go check on Berri and head out.”
Jake followed his bond out of the HQ and found Berri doing not quite what he expected. She was cooking in the massive plaza outside of it while wearing an apron that he had gotten for her that said ‘danger noodle’ with a picture of a cute snake on the front. 
She was cooking up many large pots of soup, stirring them, and serving them to children and refugees alike. 
“Oh! Jake, I could really use some help! These people are so hungry. Some of them haven’t had anything to eat in days!”
Jake was truly surprised; he thought she was playing with kids? Still, his heart swelled with pride, knowing she would do something like this of her own volition, and he could see that while she was happy at the feelings Jake sent to her, she looked a little guilty.
“Where’d you get all this food, anyway?”
Berri blushed at that. “Well, I might have…grabbed some from our Refuge. That’s okay, right? T-They need it a lot more than us!”
She had nearly stammered out that last part, Jake wondering if Blood was helping her make her case.
But Jake sent some reassurance over his bond. “That’s alright. I’ve long since told you that when it comes to food, you can have whatever you like. Still, this is a lot of people to feed, and we need to get going. I’ll pop over and get some more food, but you’re just going to have to delegate cooking up some more stuff. Ophelia, are you able to help her get some cooks here?”
“No problem, Jake. We’ll take care of it.”
“Oh, thanks Jake. I tried getting the kids to learn to play baseball, but they said they were just too hungry and weak to play!”
Jake just wryly smiled at that; maybe she was ultimately finding a way to serve her interests? Still, the ends certainly justified the means here. He also realized that the undead invaders were probably chosen for this reason. If they used large beasts, their win would provide them with plenty of food. 
But the dead skeletons left little in the way of anything these beastkin people could use, and the blight would even eliminate future food. Jake had to keep himself from looting anything but the Bone Dragon or Necromancer, as Jake had learned that most of the bones were from their own people. They desired to make a mass grave, to return their energy to the world. 
Jake activated the spell that was a means of entering his Refuge from nearly anywhere in the world. The portal appeared almost immediately because he was in the city and within a certain range of an Alliance HQ. 
This feature was affected by Conquest Ownership and more. If he was ‘behind enemy lines’ or near a Rift, the time necessary to activate would be much longer. 
Tartarus could even be aware of his usage and could set up an ambush for when he returned. As long as he activated it from a safe location or in the Alliance’s conquest ownership, it shouldn’t be able to be detected.
Some people in the surroundings gasped at the sight of the portal. Jake popped back into his Refuge and filled some larger Tier 1 [Storage Bracelets] with food he purchased from the Shop. He found that there was, in fact, a limit. 
Jake couldn’t supply enough food to feed the entire world with a few hundred or a thousand T1 credits with what was available from the [Shop]. Blood immediately noticed that there were special dispenser options for his Guild that would allow them to not only receive food without issue but may be able to supply more for many others. Jake made sure to purchase them right away.
He could get more outside that limit from the [Market], which was more like an auction house. But with the delivery fees and being sold by people in the nearby multiverse rather than the Framework, each pound of food became up to one-hundred times or more than the cheap shop prices. Jake found that there was even a limit to these types of purchases.
Not only that, but he realized he could only obtain the amount he did in a single day because he was a [Knight]. A regular person that was using an [Alliance Node] would only be able to get a few days' worth of food for a family each day at best. Someone with their own Refuge would probably only be able to get a tenth or less than what Jake was getting.
Still, Jake could feed hundreds without any effort and thousands easily enough. He filled several [Storage Bracelets] with food of various kinds. He also filled a few with cookware, as he doubted the few pots and pans Bloodberri had would be enough to cook all this food in a reasonable amount of time. 
Jake went through the portal to where he was standing before to find Ophelia and Bloodberry standing in front of a large group of people. Even larger than the ones lined up to eat Berri’s cooking earlier–over a hundred, almost two hundred, were lined up. From the looks of them, Jake thought more hungry people had arrived. 
“Er, did you find anyone to cook for you?”
Ophelia nodded. “This is them. These are all people ready to cook whatever you got, and aid in dispensing it to those that need it.”
Jake realized he shouldn’t quite be surprised, as every family ought to have a cook, right? Still, this was fast to get so many people involved to work hard to cook for many people. 
Jake was only gone for a few minutes, and while Bloodberri was causing a stir, it was not like there were hundreds of people in line to eat Bloodberri’s soup, only dozens. There was more than that, ready to cook here.
“Where’d they all come from?”
Ophelia looked a little proud. “Well, I had Berri call the kids over, and had them go spread the word. There were also a few of our guild members loitering around, so I gave them some work to do. They’ll both also spread the word that there’s going to be food here, so I hope you managed to get a lot of food there, ‘Lord Jake.’”
Jake smiled. He sure did, and he was quite impressed. While he might have come up with a similar strategy, he was not so sure if he’d have come up with it so quickly. 
The Valkyrie beamed with pride at his praise in his mind, and he began dumping all storage bracelets out onto the ground in the large, flat plaza they were standing in. 
He even brought wood for burning and some spices, everything they should possibly need.
The beastkin gasped at all the stuff he took out of seemingly thin air. Jake eventually released twelve storage bracelets worth of goods, which all held more than a full-sized wagon for them. It was certainly enough to feed an army, and he’d need to do this each day until these people became self-sufficient under the Framework.
He gave a minor speech to the cooks, reminding them that if they joined the Framework at the HQ, the Framework would help them even with that, though they should certainly be willing to fight as well. Jake mostly received blank stares at that last part, as nearly all beastkin fought. While Jake already knew this on some level, he still had trouble aligning it in his mind. 
They left them to it, and they got Bloodberri equipped and ready to go. Jake checked in with Fhesiah over their bond, “We’re about to head to the Rifts, I take it you need more time doing what you’re doing, right? Making any progress?”
[I’m learning a lot about their Auril plants and other wildlife and have a lot of reading ahead of me. It’s so nice of the Framework to make that piece trivial, allowing us to read the native’s text. Still, I’m hopeful. Inner Force potions and other restoratives exist, and while I have not personally made or consumed one, I have seen one with my Divine Sense, and I feel like their plants containing Auril have a similar feeling. It’s a good thing this place wasn’t found by a T4 or T5 cultivator; they would probably harvest it into a giant pill or something. This place is beyond special. I think time is of the essence for this, so do only call me once you need me, will you?]
Jake suddenly felt a little weird as he realized that this was the first time they’d been apart in months. He knew she’d be there in his thoughts and bond, but suddenly they’d be separated by nearly a hundred kilometers.
[Aww, Jake, are you going to miss me? Well, I expect this will be the first time for many. But I’ll be right there with you, able to join you at a moment’s notice. Plus, you have your other women with you; you sure you won’t forget little ol’ me? You’ll have to tell me what you think about this Tanda later.]
Jake rolled his eyes and said goodbye to Fhesiah, and they started to head to their destination, Jake riding in Bloodberri’s basket and Ophelia taking to the skies, with Ira on the lookout. He wondered what kinds of Rifts they’d run into.       




Chapter 6 - Conflict On Highlands


Jake and Ophelia hastily formed runes of fire and merged them into a single formation of runic phrases. They coalesced and developed into a giant spear of flame, the power and size of it shocking at the size of a small pickup truck. The empowered Tier 1 spell that bordered Tier 2 blazed at their target: a giant gelatinous blob. 
The creature, the size of a two-story house, lit aflame in a large explosion of flame and screamed, or rather warbled, in agony. Bloodberri’s upper body’s runes lit up in bright white light, and her [Mace of Hestia] attack lit her up even further. 
At the top of her giant maul, Jake’s [Aura of Heavenly Flames] coalesced, lighting it with Hestia’s holy fire. She blurred toward the creature that was actually larger than her, then smashed it into the already agonized blob like she was going for another home run.
When the heavy maul hit the creature, it was like a bomb went off. It was a localized one that exploded from Bloodberri’s maul into and through the monster. A large hole went straight through the creature's core, and it fell apart into a large puddle rapidly, dead.

[Rift Closed. Contribution Points Earned: 1543]

When Jake, Ophelia, and Bloodberri arrived at the first Rift and started to clean up the enemies, they quickly realized that they likely would not require Fhesiah’s help, at least for the first. She would miss out on the kill energy granted by closing the Rifts, but her work was paramount. 
Her task would help the beastkin but also her personal progression. By mastering these alchemical skills, she could likely improve her creation of pills of heavenly energy with the Framework’s aid.
The first Rift contained skeletons, including many archers and mages, and strange bone constructs that Jake thought were kind of like golems made of bone. He bet even the ranged attacks of the beastkin would not be effective against these at all. 
This made it easy for the three to completely dominate the enemies, their spells perfectly tailored for destroying the creatures. Since it wasn’t a Necromancer that raised the beastkin’s corpses, they could even loot everything. Every Credit counted now that they were fighting a war.
When they arrived at the blobs, they realized that they again didn’t need her help, and Jake was definitely noticing a pattern. Tartarus had clearly chosen creatures that would be effective against the beastkin, who lacked magic. 
The blobs would have been nearly impossible to be killed without any awakened warriors, and striking at the boss creature's core with melee attacks alone, even with them, would have been very challenging. At the same time, even the not-so-great mages of Ariminum would have had no problem handling the creature. 
But for Jake and Ophelia, the creatures were a bit of a joke. Bloodberri would have felt a bit useless against the numerous smaller ones. Still, Jake’s Aura helped out, allowing even slices of her serrated tail to trigger the effect. She swayed through the field of blobs without a care, causing miniature explosions of holy fire to blast the blobs that tried to attack her or that she targeted.
Jake was quite surprised at his Aura ability, as it was the second ability of his that truly felt game-like. Almost all the magic he had learned followed what Jake would consider a sort of equivalent exchange: magic or spells followed the rules on the most basic level. Doing something with a spell to cause an effect costs mana, and something could not be gained for nothing. 
You could get better at using spells, or the Framework might assist or otherwise help empower the spells or effects, but this appeared to be a fundamental truth to Jake.
Jake would expect that the Aura would work based on that: every time an explosion was triggered, Jake’s mana should be drained an appropriate amount to cause the effect. Something was happening each time an attack was blocked or his allies made an attack, so shouldn’t that cost mana?
But it didn’t. It only cost Jake an amount of mana to maintain the effect, other than the radius of his Aura. Whether his Aura covered a hundred or a thousand people, all attacking and defending, it didn’t cost him more or less to maintain. 
Even Jake’s other buff spells, except for one, followed this same rule for the most part. Jake had felt that the mana cost for buffing the badgerdillo instead of his girls was certainly lower using his buff spells like [Bolster] and [Haste]. 
Thanks to this fact, once again, Jake had no reason not to always keep his [Aura of Heavenly Flames] active. It drained his mana regeneration, but he had that in spades. Between the three girls now sending him energy, he hardly noticed the difference surrounding his party when they were near.
[Divine Reinforcement] was different, as well. Unlike the Einherjar weightlifting example, it affected Bloodberri just as much as Fhesiah or Ophelia, for all the same cost; it simply made them 54% better at everything, well, 67.5% now, at Champion Magic level 2 with his buffing specialization. 
This defied what Jake considered the usual rules from what he’d seen, and he guessed it had to do with their divine nature. Even spells like Consecration didn’t harm allies, but he knew if he cast a cone of cold spell with them in the way, he could hurt even his wives. 
He could now see why Hestia wanted to put as much budget into a divine spell rather than several of a lesser quality for his class, his template.
They had now cleared a path to a village, but after having Ira check it and ensure it wasn’t in danger, they headed off to clear the next Rift instead. Jake wasn’t sure how long it would take for Tartarus to change Rifts up or mount a major attack on the nearby village. 
Time was of the essence, as it was getting late in the evening, and he knew the feast was about to begin. He could always recruit later. 
Before they left Cascadia, they had one task they gave out to their new guild members. Ophelia purchased what Jake learned was called censers which used magical holy incense to release a billowing smoke. This smoke would then remove the taint of the blight that Tanda was concerned with. 
They focused on their few avian beastkin teaming up with other members to scout the area and ensure they weren’t attacked or ambushed. This was primarily a test to see if they could easily counter the blight with T0 items.
He communicated with Tanda, letting her know that two Rifts were already closed and wondering when her assault would be.
Tanda’s voice sounded surprised. “You already closed two Rifts? We’re going to assault ours shortly. Still, you got there pretty fast, did that shield fly you the whole way somehow?”
Jake just wryly smiled at the fact that she was quite aware of how he was flying, the shield dragging him through the air. He replied, “The shield’s flight is a little less permanent than we need for travel. I’m riding on Bloodberri.”
Tanda paused. “You’re riding your mate?”
Jake almost felt embarrassed at the jab but realized he wasn’t anymore. Bloodberri was an amazing mount. He decided to take a line from Fhesiah. “I’ll do that later. Right now, I’m riding in a basket on Bloodberri’s back and closing Rifts.”
“That…that was a joke?” Tanda laughed. “Not bad, Champion. I’ll update you once we’ve closed ours, and we will bring the  Node out to the village here.”
Tanda ended their side of the communication, and Jake noticed Berri and Blood were acting a little strange over their bond. “What is it?”
Berri blushed and turned to look sort of towards Jake with upturned eyes, which was hard given how he was riding on her back. But she held a single shoulder of the strap for the basket, allowing her to almost impossibly twist her torso around and still accomplish this. 
“Well, you said you would ride me later…did you mean that?”
Jake groaned. Now it was like he had to pay for his joke. It wasn’t her night, though, so–
Ophelia chuckled. “It’s okay, Jake. You can take care of her needs before mine, but I’d like you to make it up to me.”
Jake narrowed his eyes in suspicion at Ophelia. This one was learning a bit too much from Fhesiah, he thought. Just what was there to be made up for? This one was merely taking advantage!
[What was that rude thought, Jake? Would you rather tell the poor snake girl that she’d have to wait for her night after looking at her cute, puppy-but-snake eyes? Still, it has nothing to do with taking advantage. I want my time with you just as much as she does, you know.]
Jake backed down, feeling a little bad. He apologized in his mind for having jumped to the wrong conclusion. 
Jake said to Berri, “Of course, Berri. I certainly didn’t want to get your hopes up and then let you down. I’d be happy to spend some time with you tonight.”
He was about to move on in his mind when he felt a flash of a feeling of victory from the snake girl in question.
He narrowed his eyes in suspicion again. “Don’t tell me you were the one trying to take advantage, Berri!”
Berri’s expression shifted to a smile of satisfaction, like the cat who got the cream, but her eyes flashed, and it was Blood who spoke, “It would do you well to not treat Berri like a child; her acting has long since been by design, Milord. She’s done it for so long that it’s hard for even me to know where her personality ends and her act begins, but she is definitely not above using it to her advantage.”
Then Bloodberri’s smile turned predatory, Blood taking control of the rest of their features, “And I’ve long since been guiding and pointing out ways for her to take advantage as well. Consider this your warning. You can’t consider it deception when you’ve been properly warned, yes?”
Berri now looked and felt a little ashamed. “I’m sorry, Jake. I just really wanted some more… quality time with you.”
Jake sighed; he knew it wasn’t like Berri was stupid or a child. Of course, if both girls felt he wasn’t giving them enough attention, he was more than willing to give it to them. He felt bad that he was duped by, in retrospect, obvious deception, but he felt worse that she felt like she needed to do it in the first place.
Jake was glad that at least now, most of the flock Tanda would be assaulting their Rift with were initiated. While deaths would hurt their victory, it was still better than them being consumed by the dungeon and lost forever or the village being attacked. 
Jake had learned that their assault was due to a promise they had made to defend the village by sending reinforcements previously. Apparently, this was most common among how she received many of her flock for aid in the first place. 
His party made their way to their second-to-last Rift for the day. They found it undead, so Ophelia’s [Hearth of Hestia] and [Consecration] made for a quick clearing. They even utilized adding flames to the hearths after they had been spawned, making the strange summons last longer and using consecrations of their own, as well.
It was a three-stage challenge, and a strange, massive bone monstrosity was spawned on the final stage. Jake thought it almost looked like the giant blob they fought but with giant arms and feet with no legs, making it shuffle on the ground and spikes of bone coming out from all over it. It was an odd combination of flesh and bone and was quite disgusting.
Still, it was no match for Bloodberri’s maul. She blazed with Jake’s Heavenly Aura and Armor of Faith. Between the two, she felt invincible for anything that was not at the peak of their Tier. She had already hit level 19, still a little ahead of Jake and the rest. Her class was a bit weaker to give fewer attributes per level than Jake and Ophelia’s, but her base stats were amazing.
Her maul smashed into the bone, and much of it exploded away, with Jake’s Aura adding to the damage. Jake had signaled her that she might want to wait to expose a weak point before she used her [Mace of Hestia] attack. 
When her Priestess magic became advanced, it simply improved to hit harder and heal in an even larger area around her. Or, in the case of fighting the undead, wipe them away in an even larger radius.
Her [Armor of Faith] from Priestess Magic had reached Advanced before the Fortress Assault, and they found that it changed little. It simply made it so that she could switch the protection much more rapidly from one person to another, and it was easier for her to keep it permanently on a second target. 
Because of that, it was always active on herself and Jake, though that was usually the case before. It was just more efficient now.
When the spell was active, it had little visible difference. Jake thought it almost looked like the area around himself or Bloodberri was blurred. That changed when he or she was struck through. It was like some form of holy light would significantly obstruct or lighten the blow. 
Because of the blurring type effect, it made it easier for a blow to somewhat miss its mark and skid off his armor, like what happened to Ophelia when she fought Bloodberri in their Refuge.
Between his [Aura of Heavenly Flames], [Divine Reinforcement], and her [Armor of Faith], Jake had some expectation of surviving a powerful attack even without armor. With his armor filled with enchantments, it would take an excessively powerful blow to pierce the defenses or significantly harm him, let alone Bloodberri wearing powerful full plate armor. 
After these Rifts, it felt like if it wasn’t a boss monster or a Champion, Bloodberri couldn’t even be harmed, other than some minor repairs necessary to her armor.
She continued to smash the bone away with miniature explosions with each strike, and the bone tried to regrow where she destroyed it, but it was futile. She dug furrows into the monstrosity, the bone arms trying ineffectually to stop her. Eventually, she decided it was enough and charged up her [Mace of Hestia] attack.
It smashed into what Jake thought was near the creature's center with a giant crash, and the center was destroyed in a giant sphere around her, causing the entire creature to collapse. 

[Rift Closed. Contribution Points Earned: 1768]

Jake was quite thankful for the looting skill, as playing one thousand bone pickup was not a game he was interested in playing. He was surprised that using the skill cost a fair portion of his mana and that many bones of different types arrived in his Storage Bracelet, nearly filling one of them in one go. 
He wondered what he could use the bones for, as he even had bones from the dragon and skeletons from other Rifts. Jake could sell them, but he felt like if the bones were from Highlands creatures especially, they should have another purpose.
Jake noticed that where the undead had spawned, there was a blight on the crops. He had Berri use her holy mana, and she was, in fact, able to remove the blight, partially restoring the diseased and dying plants. But it wasn’t very efficient, taking a lot of her time. To clear a whole plateau of blight would take days.
The other thing he noticed, as they passed through the plateaus that contained villages, was that crops covered nearly the entire plateau. Where no crops were growing, there was either grass that looked eaten by livestock or it appeared that nothing could grow well enough. 
Jake guessed that the beastkin that lived in the village required nearly all the land to sustain themselves. The mountain was a bit too treacherous to transport significant amounts of food anywhere else for many of the plateaus. 
There were often some trees near the outskirts of the plateau, along with berries and other things that appeared good for foraging. Some vines typically went down the cliff face, which Tanda had mentioned some would use to aid in climbing down.
They headed to the last Rift for the day, and Jake wondered what Tanda would have done against that monstrosity. He knew she wasn’t alone, but he couldn’t help but feel most of what he saw would be useless against it. 
Still, with his party all having some form of holy flames or abilities, he did feel like it was probably a type of undead that stood the worst chance against his group. A Necromancer would have been crushed by Bloodberri instantly or burned by Spears of Hestia.
As they arrived at the final plateau, Jake noticed the grass and crops blighted. He guessed that there must have been undead here at some point. 
They arrived at the last Rift and found it to be a single wave, more of a swarm of Hobgoblin skirmishers. This surprised Jake, as he thought he would surely see the undead.
They rode on top of giant wolves and threw javelins. Once again, Bloodberri proved invulnerable, but they found that this was actually the most annoying of all the Rifts. They were quickly surrounded, the skirmishers throwing javelins from all directions and fleeing when Bloodberri approached. 
She was a little faster, but it took some time to catch up to any of them, so Jake had her pretend to flee around the outskirts of the [Challenge], seen as a pale translucent dome on the outside. His party could actually leave, but the creatures that spawned for the Challenge would quickly join up with others and be a detriment to the nearby village. 
He knew this act was heavily discouraged by the Framework. If someone intended to do this when they took on the Rift Challenge in the first place, the compulsion would keep them from doing so. Of course, fleeing when death was imminent was something that was allowed, however.
She gathered the skirmishers up after half a lap along the outside. Ophelia, carrying Jake through the sky, formed up the runes of [Chain Lightning] with him. They cast it several times, the lightning jumping from wolf to rider and so on, until many of them had been struck. 
They certainly couldn’t hit all of them with each casting, so it took many. Still, Bloodberri had already turned around and came after them, Blood casting her area of effect weakness effect. It was now pandemonium as riders crashed into downed wolves, all trying to flee at once in all directions. Some were even trapped by the dome, unable to leave in that direction. 
Ophelia and Jake were also waiting near where they would flee. They mopped the rest up quickly, and the Rift was completed.

[Rift Closed. Contribution Points Earned: 1435]

That was the final Rift Jake had marked for the day, and they hadn’t felt a need to call Fhesiah for all of them. This one had spawned on the plateau where the second village was, so Jake realized they really showed up just in time before it would be assaulted or what might have been a major loss of life for them.
Jake had Ira check the village to see if they were in danger, them being able to teleport themselves over small distances rapidly. Ira was larger now, but still not at the level where they could kill anything at Tier 1 or assist them in fighting. 
It would be quite some time before Ira reached Tier 1, despite absorbing the large amounts of energy in his Heart Core, even in their Refuge. Jake may need to find other ways to grow them, as they were not keeping up with their party’s growth, as far as Jake could tell. 
He knew it would normally be hundreds of years with the creature exploring the void before it might grow up. Still, he had hoped his heart would move the familiar forward with his ideal conditions.
After just a few moments, Ira returned and gave Jake the feeling that there was a proper guard and the village seemed fine for the time being, as he was sent a sense of vigilance. Jake decided to use his portal here and return to the village for recruitment tomorrow. 
Undoubtedly, it would be safe to portal back to where he had won back the conquest map, but he could also check the [Conquest Map] prior.
It took a minute because he was not near the town, but eventually, the portal opened, and they entered their Refuge and started getting cleaned up, finding out Fhesiah was already there. 
She was wearing the clothing of the natives, though she had definitely picked one of the least conservative outfits he had seen. 
Jake saw that her firm breasts were wrapped tightly in what looked like a red beast leather sports bra. It had a strap around her neck and back, and her slim stomach was exposed. 
She had a red skirt that went barely passed her thighs, though he could see she had some sort of short, tight leather shorts underneath, showing off the firmness of her ass. 
It also covered the area around her tail, which would otherwise lift her skirt slightly in the back. She had some gold-colored paint drawn on most of her exposed skin, and Jake thought it looked like Celtic patterns, showing loops and knots.
“Have fun without me? Here, I got these clothes for you. Apparently, your Tribal Council membership was officially approved, so you get to wear this headdress, too.”
Jake looked over what she held up and found it to be red-tanned leather clothing. The same lion’s mane of a strong golden color, with beaded black feathers laced inside. He started wearing the clothing, finding that his midriff was exposed, showing off his abs. 
The shirt was also like that of an A-shirt or vest, so his muscular arms were also exposed. The outfit was complete with a pair of something like shorts with no shoes, like the beastkin. The beasts often had digitigrade clawed, hoofed, or taloned feet and would not benefit much from wearing shoes, he guessed.
Fhesiah dropped a sort of sandals for him to wear, having thought of this, too.
Ophelia and Bloodberri were getting ready in outfits similar to Fhesiah’s. Fhesiah wolf-whistled and approached with some golden finger paint; Jake guessed the same she had used on herself. 
“Your body is really becoming something special, husband. Maybe we do have some time to sneak away for a minute or twenty? Though, I do look forward to seeing how these people party.”
Ophelia added, “I wonder what these Auril Beasts will taste like? Think they will have any of that available?”
Jake thought there should be some of that, though he might have supplied a fair portion of the food for the same feast they would be eating at.
“Oh! I wonder what kind of games the kids will play? There will be kids there, right, Jake?”
Jake smiled at Berri. “I think so. Their families are large, and they have a strong focus on that, so they should be a part of the celebration. Not only that, but they deserve to celebrate just as much as the adults, as they even helped fighting in the ways they could.”
Bloodberri now had a massive red sports bra and skirt, along with Ophelia. They both looked absolutely stunning to him. Fhesiah started adding some gold body paint to each of them, but after they caught on to the method or theme, they helped get the group of them painted up, including Jake. 
The paint felt warm on his skin, and he realized it must contain small amounts of life force in it. 
Painting completed, Fhesiah handed him four beaded, toothed, clawed, and feathered necklaces. Jake noticed that the feathers and beads chosen were of a red and gold motif.
Jake asked, “These are?”
Fhesiah smiled. “These are necklaces worn by the women. Specifically, by those who already have a mate. If you see a woman wearing one, to approach and flirt with her is seen very negatively; you’ll be seen as a homewrecker, a destroyer of families and looked on in disdain. Their mate might even challenge you to an honor duel, and even if you win, it will be like you lost in the eyes of the tribe.” 
She continued, “This is how the younger males know which women are available, to challenge to courtship duels for forming their clans. The men don’t really wear them, but may wear some adornments on bracers or other clothing to show their number of mates, and other symbolism. We girls will need to work on your adornments, but this was the best I could do with such short notice.”
Jake nodded and, sensing what Fhesiah had in mind, placed it over Fhesiah’s head and onto her neck next to her other necklace. Jake eventually made a necklace for all four of them, including himself. However, the effect on the smaller necklaces wasn’t nearly as significant as Bloodberri’s. 
They were more or less the same, only having the girl’s and Jake’s color as the primary heart in the center. Instead of a barrier, it merely provided only the emergency healing portion of the effect, should it detect their life in danger. 
With how each of his party members could heal, he had a hard time imagining a situation where the necklace would save them. It’s not as if it would keep someone from death if they were stabbed in the head or heart or carved in half. Only Bloodberri’s may prevent that. Still, better to have it than not, and he planned on improving them as soon as he was able.
Jake kissed her and placed the next necklace around Ophelia’s neck, doing the same. Jake launched himself up onto a runic platform to do the same for Bloodberri, putting two around her neck and kissing her. 
Blood smiled. “Milord, that was certainly a lordly entrance. I think I will treasure for all time, our husband’s grand entrance on Highlands. I definitely want to reward my Lord for fulfilling my desires at his earliest convenience.”
Jake was a little proud of how things played out. He chuckled. “Your entrance was just as grand, you know. I know you are a little sour about me not riding on you, Berri, but you really helped take the burden off the beastkin while I addressed them. I couldn’t have done it without you.”
Berri’s feelings were mixed. While she was proud of what she accomplished and took out some of her frustrations on the skeletal army, she would have enjoyed her Lord’s entrance riding on her back much more. 
Ophelia added, “You were very heroic, Jake! Blood is right. We wanted you to come in big like the Champion we knew you were, and you really delivered. I’ll always remember today. Thanks, Jake.”
Fhesiah wrapped her body around Jake, caressing his abs and licking her lips. “Why’d you have to remind me of that? Now we need at least an hour or two before we can join the party!” She grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the bedroom, but Jake resisted. He could tell she was half-joking. 
She smiled, and Jake could tell that while she was jesting, she was immensely proud of what Jake had done. 
He stepped back and looked at his girls, and his heart swelled with pride. All their hearths flickered in intensity, and he could tell their feelings were mutual; they looked at him with affection, excited for what the future would bring. 
“I couldn’t have done it without you girls. You all make me want to be better, to work hard and fulfil all our dreams.” He looked at the new ‘mated’ necklaces he placed on their necks. 
“I definitely want to make sure everyone knows that you’re all mine, even if they should already know. You girls are all amazing. We’re going to kick Tartarus out of this place, and make it our home. Let’s go have some fun. We’ve all earned it.”
Berri cheered along with Ophelia, and they went back to the Alliance HQ through the portal in their Refuge.




Chapter 7 - Victory Feast


Jake and his wives walked out of the Alliance HQ after walking through the portal from their Refuge, arriving in the city’s plaza. As soon as the large door opened, they were bathed in the beat of a dozen drums. Their tune was slow but upbeat, their chorus filling the people with an extra pep to their step. 
The massive plaza was absolutely crowded, with people doing various activities. Jake and his girls took everything in with wide eyes. There were people roasting food on spits, drinking and eating, dancing, singing, and off to the side–
“Oh! The kids are all playing some game! Jake, um, do you mind–”
“Go have fun, Berri.”
“Yay! They aren’t hungry now!” 
Jake was kissed on the cheek, then Bloodberri practically blurred through the crowd. He could barely catch on how she actually managed to accomplish this. 
Her humanoid body had reared up to where it was not in front, but almost like a limb formed of a section of her tail was. She repeated this with another loop of her tail, placing it down, up, and over other people, fluidly cycling through the open spaces. 
It was almost like she had formed stilts out of her large tail until she reached the crowd's edge and continued like she normally did. Jake just smiled in amazement at how she casually defied expectations to get what she wanted.
Jake and his remaining girls walked through the crowd, seeing many things happening. There looked like a set for a play getting prepared by many people rushing over a raised stage. There was also a large pavilion-style tent where Jake guessed the tribal elders might be meeting off to the side. 
He noticed that aside from the children fighting, some dueling pits were set up, and many were using them.
Kids were playing some sort of game that involved fighting. They had sturdy sticks with dyed cloth wrapped around the ends and were wearing thick clothes as well. A small group of larger kids with sticks were defending a circle against a large group of smaller kids. 
He guessed the older kids couldn’t have been much older than ten years old if they were human. Some smaller kids held shields and mostly one-handed weapons. The various beast features on the kids made them look fierce. Their heights and bulkiness somewhat matched the creatures he would expect.
When the kids scored a blow, it would leave colored dye or dust on their opponent’s clothes. Jake saw that after taking several blows, the defenders would have to back out of the fight for a time. They would dust off the dye before joining the next round.
From a human perspective, the kids looked like they were getting brutalized. He thought that under the thick clothes, due to some of the powerful hits that knocked them to the ground or sent them flying, the kids would be covered in bruises. 
A younger kid in tears looked over to one of the adults monitoring the melee, and they rushed in to put some sort of paste under their clothes, the kid pointing out where it hurt. The kid’s face relaxed as it was placed on them, and Jake guessed the paste included some kind of numbing agent. The kid got right back up and entered the fray once more.
Bloodberri watched with wide eyes, looking excited. Jake sensed over the bond that even Blood was enjoying watching the beastkin children fighting– enjoying their ability to fight, their viciousness even as children. 
Their animal ears, tails, and other features were cute but made them look ferocious. There was a separate area for slightly older kids, younger teens. They appeared to be doing mock duels or similar group fighting under their parents' watch.
Ophelia was beaming, too. “Wow, these people really do like to fight! I wonder if I can get in on the action?”
Fhesiah snorted. “I think it will be difficult for you to get a fun challenge. Unless Tanda shows up and fights you with her flock, you would have to fight with both hands tied behind your back. Actually scratch that, maybe a foot too… Come to think of it, I like where this is going. Maybe we should try? I’ve been trying to teach Jake how to tie–”
Ophelia just ignored Fhesiah and interrupted, “Oh! I think that’s Auril Beast meat. I’ll go get some, you want some, Jake?”
“I’d definitely like to try some. The meat appears to be absolutely dripping with vitality in it.”
She flew off, avoiding the crowd with ease and getting in line where meat was being cooked, carved, and handed out. Oddly, the beast being carved up almost looked reptilian, but it was hard to tell. 
There was a fair amount of avian beastkin around, and they often did the same thing as Ophelia, fluttering across the plaza.
That left just Jake and Fhesiah, and he grabbed her hand and held it.  
“Aww, how lewd, husband. Holding hands, and in front of everyone? Still, this is nice once in a while, isn’t it? It appears some of our new tribe mates are gathering, you want to greet them?”
Jake thought this was a great idea, so they began to head over to near the dueling sands, and Jake found the feeling of being able to tell where his guild mates was very interesting. Sort of like he could feel where the boundary was in an Incursion or members of his Battlegroup’s presence around him; he could feel where guild members were. 
A fair number of them had, in fact, gathered near the dueling sands. There were many groupings of people; Jake guessed many clans. 
He noticed that some clans appeared to be more grouped with parentage similar to their own, such as feline beastkin with other felines, but many others were widely mixed. 
What Jake was starting to see now that he had more time to spend looking at the beastkin was that while many might be based on animals he had seen on Earth, they were still very different. Jake knew that blue, purple, red, or even pink was rare among mammals on Earth, but it appeared to be quite common on Highlands. 
He noticed people with some tribal tattoos, and some even had adornments different from that of their mates, with that of a stag, hound, boar, and lion. There were others, but these appeared to be the most common ones among them. 
“Did you notice something else, Jake? Look at those families, over there.”
Jake saw a handful of families that were like a mirror of each other. Several women surrounded a man, feeding him the largest piece of Auril Beast meat.
Fhesiah smirked. “If I had to guess, that right there might be the reason more men awaken. Their women pamper their males, and that causes them to brim with more vitality.”
Jake looked at that dubiously. He was reminded how, back on Earth, the stereotypical traditional family would always give the man, the head of the family, the biggest serving of food, the biggest piece of meat. That was really leading to them being more powerful? 
Still, from what Jake could tell, eating Auril Beasts, which were Tier 1, was a rare occasion. As far as Jake could tell, Beastkin’s primary diet consisted of hunted Tier 0 animals and beasts, along with gathered herbs and farm-raised foods.
Jake and Fhesiah arrived at the group of people they could feel were in their guild, and he saw many faces he recognized. Over thirty had gathered, but he knew the night was only beginning. Many were younger, around the age of twenty. 
As far as Jake understood things, clans were often tied to a Tribe. It was only newer clans that would be able to join his without breaking ties with their own. They would typically pick a direction for their clan, and their goals would vary.
Clans could focus on being a clan of hunters or having a focus on trades, or even one that wanted to expand and become their own Tribe by becoming nomads. They could try to find their own plateau or attempt to somewhat tame the valleys. 
While most beastkin lived on the plateaus, some would risk themselves in the untamed wilds. There, they would live in trees, build obscured homes, or in caves. These clans or tribes would be under a hundred and were too small to be visible on the Conquest Map.
In many ways, this way of life was needed. With their male-to-female ratio, they would end up having many children. The population would explode, and the plateau would no longer be able to support all its people in a decade or two. 
The tradition was that when the young came of age, they would try to form new clans and tribes with dreams or goals of their own. Within them was a value to striking it off on their own, of testing themselves and struggling against the environment.
Many of the deaths in the war had likely been in defense of the Alliance HQs. However, many of the beastkin deaths, causing nearly one in every five to be killed, were likely from these small pockets being killed across the continent. 
Similar to how Rifts couldn’t spawn where beastkin didn’t go, their power was also limited by the concentration of the people in the area. Some smaller Rifts would spawn that dished out enemies at a set duration that were hostile and would wander around. It would take time to build up to a massive challenge just because only a handful of people were nearby.   
When Jake approached the dueling sands, the Hearthtribe members all turned to Jake and performed a salute over their hearts with closed fists. Jake was unsure of the decorum here, but Fhesiah helped him based on what she had observed. He returned the salute to them.
“Good to see you, Hearthtribe. We beat the Necromancer together, and closed four Rifts today. It is certainly time to celebrate our victories.”
A few of them cheered, but Jake noticed they were acting a little awkward. “Is there something wrong?”
Jake noticed that Serena had nudged Brock forward. Brock gave an awkward laugh.
“It’s just, we kind of did things out of order. Many of us were already a part of the Framework and used to understanding that Adventurers didn’t know or practice our customs to an extent, so we were more willing to take the leap and join your Tribe. But usually, there would be a duel, that would… formalize us joining your Tribe with our respective clans, or as clanless.”
Jake could tell that this was an unusual circumstance, so they were awkward about it. That asking them to merely join his Tribe by pressing ok on a Menu was not as ritualistic as they were used to. 
He nodded at Brock. “Understood. So, you would all feel better if we did these duels as it…sets the hierarchy? Is it everyone that wants to have a fight with me, or–”
Brock interrupted, “N-No, it’s just those of us that are awakened. I’m the only one here now, but there are a few others. I think that knowing that you have dueled one or more of us, more clanless would be willing to join, too.”
Serena picked up a flag on a pole from the ground, and he saw a message written on it. It was an invitation to duels to join Hearthtribe, and writing added many of the guild tenets and their goals as Jake had prescribed them in the many menu entries. 
Jake saw that Serena and the badger beastkin girl, Bria, were wearing the mated necklace. On Brock’s bracer were two little adornments. Jake thought one looked a little like a dreamcatcher with a moon and a wicked set of claws on the other.
Fhesiah smiled at Jake, and he thought he had his work cut out for him on the dueling sands. They had prepared the fixture to allow the initiated to duel. However, it could not prevent the loss of a limb or a life; the cheaper version. 
He looked over and saw the other dueling sands already had this. It appeared they quickly found out what they needed to be able to continue their traditions. Not all had initiated themselves into the Framework. Still, Jake thought it was near most of those fighting near the dueling sands. 
Jake squared away with Brock and several others that were Awakened, learning that this duel could be many things. It could be merely ceremonial as much as a means of ending a conflict. Or, a beastkin man or woman trying to change their fate, to raise themselves in the hierarchy. 
Most of the time, it was men that started clans. They would begin by winning over their mate. Then they would face off against other clans or clanless and merge them into a hierarchy based on their strength. Not all duels were one-on-one and could be decided even in combat clan against clan.
They would not choose these types of duels randomly, typically. Beastkin would face off against those with similar goals, whether they were looking for those to serve under them in their clan or a mate. 
This was part of them forming extended families and wanting to have those with similar goals and mindsets join it. This was why smaller or weaker clans or clanless would approach larger ones to merge and accomplish more. 
There were duels for mates that started from desire alone, but they were often the minority, and after the first mate was selected. Typically, the women whose primary goal was rearing children would fit in any clan or family, and they would submit to any strong male that could protect them and have a powerful clan.
Beastkin wanted to join a hierarchy that had someone strong at the peak. Whether they focused on crafting or fighting, a strong head of the clan or tribe would determine their potential by being able to both protect and grow the clan or tribe the most.
Jake faced each of the awakened, all unarmed, able to decide the rules and equipment for the duels, being the one challenged. They did not use their claws or bladed weapons for anything but blood or honor duels– duels for the purpose of responding to transgressions or where honor dictated it, such as where Tanda challenged Jake. 
Beastkin rarely killed each other, and there were Auril healers on-hand, though with Ophelia around it was hardly a problem. Drawing blood was somewhat a big deal to a beastkin. It surprised Jake that each of his fights were filled with punches, kicks, and grabs. 
The beastkin would instead try to make the opponent submit, defeating them with superior strength, speed, and skill. 
Brock fought with quick, powerful movements, intending to trade blow for blow with his usually superior defenses–his plated skin around a few extra areas. His back and shoulders were somewhat covered in these scales, in addition to having them around his arms and legs below or past the knee and elbow joints, mixed with his buffalo fur, he learned.
When Jake used [Runebound: Unbound], despite not wearing his armor, his body lit up with mana, and he thought even the golden paste brightened. This drew special attention from the crowd, him displaying a power none of the Adventurers had been able.
Brock had tried his best, but Jake had quickly defeated him with some powerful mana-infused blows to his body, the Auril unable to stop his superior strength. Beastkin were strong, but Brock was only level one or two, after all.
The strongest was a large dark-skinned man that Jake realized their parentage was probably a black rhino. The man was bald and had a single horn coming from the center of his forehead, and Jake learned that he was level five. 
His name was Oman, and his clan of warriors planned to strike out into the valleys when the world became contested. He had only joined the Framework when Jake convinced those in Cascadia him being saved by Hestia's flames. 
When Jake beat him easily, the number of applications to join Hearthtribe skyrocketed. While he had already shown his power in defeating the Necromancer and using the flames of a goddess, it was not the same thing in the minds of the beastkin. 
Adventurers had been strong too, but apparently, in a straight-up fight without relying on armor or weaponry, or magic, someone like Oman would give them a difficult challenge, if not being unable to win at all. Even though Antonius was level fifteen, without his shield and spear, he knew that Oman would wipe the floor with him. 
Seeing was believing, and thanks to his easy victory over this man, the many clanless interested in joining or forming a new clan or tribe decided to join. Even a few clans with similar goals joined Jake guessing that hundreds would join over the next few hours when including dependents and others.
Because now, both Brock and Oman could facilitate these duels, accepting people into Hearthtribe.
Jake spoke with Brock after being reminded about the censers. “How did it go with the censers, Brock?”
“It went well, Chief. The area on our side of the land bridge is still ours, so we had no problem pushing the blight towards it, though it looks like it will be a few days to complete. The bird parentage scouts made it so that things went safely. There aren’t many places for enemies to hide on the plateau, after all.”
Serena nearby added, “It is slow-going, but we found that multiple running at once works best. Making the smoke thicker quickly overwhelms the blight as it expands out, allowing us to keep moving.”
Jake noticed that Bria just nodded, holding her large polearm. A woman of few or no words.
Jake went to rejoin Fhesiah and Ophelia as, at some point, Ophelia had finally finished waiting in line, returning with several skewers of Auril beast meat. She had a handful of them and handed one to Jake. 
Fhesiah looked meaningfully at her as Ophelia ate her skewer, making pleased sounds of enjoyment. Ophelia looked at the skewer in reluctance but eventually handed one over. 
Fhesiah said, “I’m a little hurt, sister. You don’t want to part with one for me, despite there being five others in your hand? I suppose Jake should be proud, you even looked excited to give him one.”
Ophelia looked a little ashamed. “I-It’s just, they’re so good! I’m sorry…”          
Jake took a bite and found her to be right. The meat was full of flavor and melted in his mouth. He was reminded of how the milk and cheeses he had gotten off the marketplace were full of vitality, but this meat was a step above that. 
His body was filled with energy as a result like he had drank a potent energy drink, and he couldn’t help but want to eat more. He thought it was a little strange, though. The carcasses all looked like that of a reptile rather than some mammal he could identify. He wanted to see one of these creatures alive before it got skinned and cooked.
Fhesiah took a bite and chewed, then smiled. “Well, I guess I don’t blame you, sister. Still, I bet our amazing househusband could do one better with his magic stove and grill, don’t you think? I can sense that even this beast meat contains what appears to be latent will, in addition to being full of the life force that makes up auril. The plants had much less latent will, but almost as much of the life force. I would imagine that consuming enough of this, many should move closer to awakening. So, just why do so few awaken? It’s odd to me.”
Jake was more than used to her joking around, and he just smiled as he continued to eat the delicious meat. The thought that eating Auril Beast meat was enough to increase their odds of awakening made him wonder just why more didn’t just eat it all the time. Still, he was totally going to cook his girls a nice Auril Beast steak as soon as he had the opportunity.
Jake asked, “What’s latent will?”
Fhesiah hummed. “A sort of spiritual energy, I think the best way to explain it might be to compare it to what people think about when they think of ghosts.”
Ophelia was doubtful. “Ghosts?”
Fhesiah chuckled. “Not exactly, but many think of things like unfinished business and things, where if someone has powerful emotions or force of will, that somehow persists beyond their life to create a vengeful spirit or things like this. Latent will is sort of like that. However, the latent will in these plants and beasts is…more filtered. It is almost raw spiritual energy, without any of the intent of the original emotions or will. Still, it is a will of sorts, and it appears the beastkin people are absorbing it to an extent.”
Jake thought he understood. It was raw Will, in what is close to its purest form–for Highlands, anyway.
Fhesiah smiled at his thoughts. “That’s right. There is definitely a certain…flavor of this latent will. Perhaps, it’s the will of the entire world combined, if the beastkin are right in their belief. It’s hard to know.”  
A mouse beastkin woman approached Jake and said, “The elders are ready to see you, Elder Jake. Your wives can join you if they like.”
Jake looked over to Fhesiah and Ophelia, and he gathered that Ophelia wanted to watch the fights and maybe get into some. There may still be a few that want to join the clan and Tribe, and she could act as his proxy in accepting them.
Fhesiah said, “I need to prepare a few more things for tonight, so I will meet you later. I think this play should be ready by the time you are done with the elders, and I don’t want to miss it.”
Jake nodded and headed over to the elder tent. He entered inside, the elders waiting for him. There were a few aids in the tent, but otherwise, it was just the five of them at a round table, with a seat available for him. Some lamps were lit, some sort of massive fireflies inside large bulbs. Jake noticed that all the elders had joined the Framework.
Jake saw Elder Grayson, the turtle beastkin man, Sway, the fox beastkin, and Dhruva, the elephant. But there were two others that he hadn’t yet met. All of them were Awakened but not overly powerful. Only one was a woman. 
The one that Jake found the most interesting that spoke first was the elephant beastkin man. 
His voice had a rumbling cadence, “I suppose introductions are in order. You’ve met myself, Grayson and Sway. The little rat to my left is Ronan. The lovely lioness is Isadora as a stand in for the late Elder Sunmane.”
Sway added, his voice filled with amusement, “What’s the matter, Champion? Never seen someone with as much beast blood as Dhruva before?”
Jake was a little embarrassed as he heard Fhesiah laugh in his mind, paying attention to his proceedings. Apparently, he had not schooled his features, and his interest must have shown. He had planned to ask someone about it later.
“Sorry about that, I haven’t. While we’re on the topic, I haven’t seen many beastkin with a reptile parentage, either? Outside of Grayson.”
Grayson had his amused smile once more. “Pay attention to the play later, and you might understand why. Regarding the beast blood, it is also related, but just know that some of those that descended from the strongest those many generations ago may be similar. It is usually a result of staying within their parentage for all this time–after a thousand years, people with as much beast blood as Dhruva are quite rare.”
The elephant elder, Dhruva, continued, “Yes. So, you have been made aware that you are now a member of the council, at least for now. You have called your Framework Guild a Tribe, and started acting like one. That makes things a little strange, but not entirely unwelcome. It is uncommon for someone to be a member of two Tribes, let alone an elder of one and a Chieftain of another. However, as long as it’s not to control other families and force them against their will for personal gain and disrupting the balance, this shouldn’t be a problem. Of course, we are facing an enemy where if you were to focus our efforts to face them, it would be justified. That you went and closed Rifts on your own bodes well, that your words were not merely platitudes.”
Jake nodded as Grayson added, “Now, you mentioned to me that there were some changes you wanted to make. Just what kind of things did you have in mind?”
“I wanted to create some city walls made of stone, bolstering the defenses. This was in addition to wanting to make changes to any sort of guard, and scouting detail. I did see that you had siege equipment, and I hoped to add some.”
The rat beastkin, Ronan, spoke, “Our people are not ones that often build with stone. We do have some that work with it, but it’s not typically used for our defenses for our cities up above. If you are asking for their assistance, I think it wouldn’t be a problem, but they would take months, perhaps years to make a significant wall around a city of this size. With how fast the war has been progressing, I don’t see this as very useful.”
Jake replied, “I was more just worried about permission than anything else. Ophelia and I can probably build something in a few weeks during our down-time. The result might not be pretty, but it should provide substantial defenses against an army similar to the one that arrived before, giving us a significant advantage.”
The lion beastkin woman, Isadora, spoke. “I think you’ll find that if it’s in protection of our families or the balance of the world, then you won’t hear us telling you no– when it is you taking on the burden. Still, you said something about the guard?”
Jake hammered out a few of his plans with the elders and went over how the Tribes of Cascadia should be taking advantage of the Framework. In the short term, they would sell their trade goods such as beast hides, plants, carpentry, and any excess of their Auril wood weapons, some called amberwood. Contrary to Jake’s expectation, very few used Tier 1 weapons at all.  
Using the funds from their sales, they would buy beginner equipment for incursions, including bows, arrows, shields, and javelins that their people lacked. If they were unawakened, they should consider actual armor until they did. Jake hoped they could add it to their training now that they wouldn’t have trouble supplying themselves with the equipment.
He detailed how beastkin can purchase a mercantile license, allowing them to create the [Business Ledger]. This allowed them to keep their personal funds for dungeon diving separately from what they earned in their merchant activities. 
This made sense to Jake, as ‘twinking’ oneself–purchasing tons of high-grade items and enchantments with massive amounts of wealth–for the Trial had to have some downsides. Only those doing a ‘dungeon found’ run, and taking on things like the Trial as early as possible, would result in the most rewards and Conquest Progress on victory. It would have the most risk, too.
While items and equipment the beastkin owned before integrating into the Framework did not impact them overly, it could still influence their overall reward. Things like their net worth of items and Credits affected the reward rating in things like the Trial and Incursions. 
Keeping the funds they earned separately helped prevent this.
Most importantly, the beastkin could purchase food. This would help Cascadia weather the storm of tens of thousands of refugees without harming the surrounding environment. They would take from the invaders to feed their people. Jake went ahead and transferred the Elders some Credits, allowing them to hand them out to those that were integrated to make their own beginner purchases from the Shop. 
The limits were somewhat based on the region, but ensuring they had ample food access would go a long way. There was just one more topic he wanted to discuss.
“Alright, so that handled–there was one more thing we needed to talk about. If my family and I can solve the problems of beastkin awakening and leveling reliably, they will be a formidable fighting force, I can tell. However, your people don’t appear to be able to use mana. In general, beastkin as a people or force seem to lack in mages or ranged capabilities, and this can be a big problem–you saw how effective spells can be. Going forward, we need as much manpower as we can get, and diversity being added to your fighting teams is important for fighting this war.”
The elders didn’t seem to know where Jake was going with this, but he could tell at least Grayson and Dhruva seemed to be thoughtful. Their eyes widened as they likely thought of Jake’s magic used to kill the Necromancer.
Jake continued, “Your world joining the Framework will naturally accept immigrants on some level. You can ostracize them or accept them, and there are ways you can dictate or limit the number. However, I think it would be much more helpful if we consider [Mass Migration]. We can choose the people that arrive, and ensure they are a good complement to your own people. Not only that, but most of those using this option are somewhat desperate or in need–willing to fight hard for a place to call home. Like my family, this would be different from the Adventurers who had no stake in the fight.”
It was Ronan that spoke, his voice filled with concern. “I think I can understand how this could be helpful. Still, we are completely out of room here–I find it hard to imagine anyone wanting to come to Cascadia with so many refugees. Our people are ones that try to find harmony with one another despite our differences. However, we did have trouble getting along with the humans.”
Isadora nodded. “It’s not that all humans were bad–far from it. However, few had respect for the balance of nature, and I don’t think we would get along well. I suppose picking our poison would be helpful, if nothing else.”
Jake did his best to mitigate their concerns but thought their outlook on the possibility was positive. “I can understand your concerns, Ronan and Isadora. This is certainly a tool for the future–but if we recapture Life’s Haven, that could happen much sooner than you expect. I just wanted to gauge how you felt about this, but I definitely wanted to make sure the possibility was firm in your minds. It’s a valuable tool for us to gain allies.”
Dhruva sighed. “We have taken sight of Life’s Haven, and it has been replaced with an odd city of stone. If the immigrants from the [Mass Migration] live there once it is reclaimed, it is unlikely for us to have a problem with this–not only that, but it will be your Right of Conquest to decide. More than that, we may need to know more about those set to arrive.”
Jake gave them what other details he could about the advantages and disadvantages of the [Mass Migration], but it seemed the elders were open to the idea. At least, as long as he didn’t try to immigrate some races of lumberjacks that would wantonly destroy their jungles.   
He brought up Kedrin and Trinity as alternative options. The cyborg dwarf and elf he met at the masquerade ball were willing to find Jake talent for his Guild. These two could provide people with various skill sets, but Jake had already chatted with them from his Refuge. They wouldn’t be able to send anyone until both the HQs were reclaimed.
Eventually, Sway interrupted, “The play should be starting soon, so we should adjourn. We usually meet once a week, but we can call for a meeting anytime with a quorum. Would you join me for the play, Isadora?”
She scoffed. “I already told you I am not interested, Sway. Sunmane might be gone, but I am not looking for someone else in my life. I have already raised many kits, that chapter of my life is over.”
Sway placated, “Alright, alright. Still, we have now integrated into the Framework, so you should remember that you will in fact get younger, even if it takes a while. It’s only been a few days for me, and I already feel at least five years younger,” he smirked. “We all have to think about what this means for us, and you might find your body disagrees with your mind on the matter.”
The lioness got up with a scowl and left without a word, the rest of the elders standing as well. 
With his amused smile, Grayson got up and added, “We chose a play that you should find quite interesting, Jake, especially that mate of yours with the horns. I hope that you enjoy it, and it tells you more about our people. The Adventurers didn’t care, but my heart knows you truly want to join our community. That you would spill your blood as you fight alongside us means we will welcome you with open arms. You put yourself and your family on the line to protect ours, this is something we believe the strong are meant to do.”
Ronan added, “It was a pleasure meeting you, Jake. Your gesture did mean a lot to us. It certainly helped that your Aura had that effect on our people, as well. You and your goddess have given us a new hope. There have been a few that have asked to meet with you regarding learning more about the goddess, but we directed them to the  Node and HQ. We know that you are busy trying to fight a war, just keep in mind that the desire is there.”
Jake nodded as he stood and said, “Thank you for that, I do appreciate it. It was nice meeting you all, as well. I can add a facility to the Alliance HQ for Hestia soon. I believe it might allow for some interesting class or specialization choices, so it will be a priority. Working together, I’m sure we can win this fight.”
They said their goodbyes, and Jake headed out to meet with his girls and enjoy the play.




Chapter 8 - The First Tyrants


Jake sat between Ophelia and Fhesiah and received another Auril Beast skewer from Ophelia, who had grabbed more. Fhesiah had finished her errands and was ready to watch. 
He looked over and saw that Bloodberri had gathered quite a following. At some point, she had taken over defending the circle against the kids. Instead of merely defending, she started capturing them like some sort of villain that had to be defeated, entangling several of the children in her tail and raising them into the air. 
A few of them were attacked with the tickling end of her tail, their laughter echoing in the plaza.
“Quick! Stop the evil Naga!”
“Give back my sister!”
To most enemies Jake faced, Bloodberri was a towering menace. To the children, she was an enormous monstrosity. 
Berri laughed evilly, her voice deep, “Mwahahaha! There will be nothing left of your sister after I have tickled the life out of her! You’ll have to defeat me, if you want to save her.”
The beastkin children of all ages all came after her with their sticks, and she fended them off with padded sticks of her own, looking like small batons to her. 
She was now covered in a rainbow of color, kids climbing all over her, trying to release her captives. Her tail swirled around her with kids trying to reach her, and she flung kids off left and right, and they rolled to the ground laughing, enjoying the insurmountable challenge.
Fhesiah said, “She really is good with them. I haven’t seen one kid get any of that healing paste since she started, nor one of the children get turned into paste from her prodigious weight.”
Ophelia added, “I like watching the parents. It’s like they want to join in, but they are a little scared. Perhaps it’s because they would look the same as the children, even if they seriously tried to stop her and free her captives.”
Jake agreed, him feeling Bloodberri’s emotions through their bond. They were enjoying themselves, and Jake couldn’t help but feel the two combined would make an excellent mother. 
While Berri was having fun making the kids smile and laugh, Blood attempted to train or teach the kids. She enjoyed helping the kids improve at making their attacks to make the feisty children even more vicious. 
When she hit the kids with her batons, she did what she could to destabilize their momentum and pointed out flaws in their movements. But most of all, both were having fun.
The play was about to begin, and so the skirmish came to an end. Bloodberri and the kids headed over to the other side of the stage from where Jake was sitting onto a hill where many families with children had gathered. 
She coiled her tail in a spiral, and many of the kids climbed onto the makeshift couch she had created. Dozens of kids gathered around, two sitting up near the top where Bloodberri’s humanoid body ‘sat.’
This was really the optimal place for her to watch, as she would definitely get in the way of other people viewing if she sat with him and her sisters, being as large as she was.
The play was taking place on a large stage, and Jake could tell many large props were lined up in the back behind the curtain. He couldn’t help but be reminded of some plays he saw when going to school as a kid. The people were gathered around their families to watch, the mood festive. Many were chatting and eating, even as the curtains opened.
The narrator established the scene, a story that began around a thousand years ago. The world was more full of vitality than it was now, and beastkin and beasts alike would grow even more powerful. The people lived in harmony with nature, even in the valleys and forests. 
Most of the people lived alone or with their kind only, not sharing any features with one another. The play was called ‘The First Tyrants.’
Jake was surprised at the audio accompaniment. There was a small pit orchestra that added a musical score. The families quieted down once these began to play. However, the atmosphere was still festive, with families still talking quietly amongst themselves. 
From what Jake could see and hear, there were a number of both wind and string instruments to go along with their drums.
Ophelia said, “Sound is really a big thing for the beastkin, it appears. When there were those drums beating in the plaza, even their steps and voices were kind of in-sync with them.”
A wolf person walked out in the form of a beastkin with heavy beast blood. They were wearing a mask or hat that turned their face into that of a wolf and, otherwise, an outfit that covered their entire body with fur, making them an anthropomorphic wolf. 
They started to speak, and it sounded like a woman trying to speak with a deeper voice, like a man's. Jake also felt like the voice was a bit over the top, attempting to sound overly heroic, like some kind of early superhero film.
Jake thought the voice sounded familiar. Really, the voice just sounded funny to him, and he was amused, smiling at the oddity. He thought he might be imagining it, but the actress seemed offended that he was so amused, as she scoffed as she delivered her next line, looking right at him.
Fhesiah chuckled. “Can’t you tell, husband? That’s Tanda. It appears she is playing her distant ancestor, if I had to guess. Almost half the whole city is here, so this play is a big deal. Overhearing some talk, it seems she’s emulating her father, who used to do the play.”
They watched as they chowed down on more Auril Beast skewers as the tale unfolded. It started with some reptile people assaulting wolf people's villages, and it appeared their goal was enslavement, as they chained their captives. The hero fought them back until only one remained, pinned to the ground.
The hero asked, “Why do you try to enslave my clan?”
The lizard person replied, “Why? Because our gods need food. You will serve them, in the end. You might be strong, but our gods are above all.”
“Gods?”
“Yes. Our gods are beyond powerful. Their might shakes mountains, their very breath changes reality. You are a beastkin too, don’t you understand? They are the strongest, so it is only their right for us to serve them, for them to rule over us. You cannot defy a god!”
“Strength doesn’t only give right to rule. It gives responsibility to protect. I will free our families of this tyranny, and restore the balance.”  
The hero killed the lizard man and went off on a journey of freeing the beastkin. They were all anthropomorphic, like the wolf, not having an inch of their bodies not covered in fur, scales, or feathers. 
Their people were isolated into their own groups, but they quickly learned they had to work together in order to defeat the reptile beastkin that was enslaving the different races. He saved others, and they joined him on his journey. 
What surprised Jake was even large creatures, namely a giant lion, boar, hound, and stag, joined. All of them talked but only spoke simple sentences.
Fhesiah was thoughtful. “Very interesting. I wonder if Auril Beasts can become like my ancestors, the cultivating beasts, or demons? I suppose it might explain why these people call their bloodlines beast parentage. Still, we haven’t seen any like this around yet.”
The hero got closer to their quarry, and they met the first of these so-called ‘gods’ in a large battle. Some of the hero’s friends died, but the hero was eventually victorious. But what they fought was a giant lizard with horns that breathed fire. 
The fights matched the music, each attack landing with notes of the songs. It looked like a choreographed dance, and Jake thought it was exciting to watch.
Fhesiah was shocked. “Those are…dragons? But that looks more like a simple earth or land dragon, a descendant of something that mated with the real deal. I suppose…were those bones the Necromancer used from Highlands?”
The hero lost many friends but was joined by new ones, including a raven woman. They traveled the land, spending months upon months on this major task. They got closer to the one known as the death god, who ruled over everything. The raven woman spoke. 
“Only the large beasts have been slain, and the balance of the land is all wrong. There are mudslides, as there is nothing to prey on the herbivores, eating and tearing up all the greenery. The river diverted, and geography itself is changing due to the god’s tyranny in the area. They… they have even killed all the Treants! The land is dying, something sucking up all the auril in the area, besides.”
The hero was saddened. “The Treants… They’re all gone? It also appears they have destroyed our idols and shrines! Balance must be restored. This death god is plundering all the resources in the area for themselves, using our brethren. But for what purpose? Can’t the so-called god hunt for its own prey?”
The lion growled. “Death God….wicked.”
The stag added, “Must punish.”
The hero’s army fought more dragons and eventually built a critical mass of people; the races united as one. They banded together to force this death god into a final confrontation. They killed all the reptile beastkin people that stood in their way. 
The many reptile beastkin were united; now, all the avian and mammalian beastkin were, too. But the lesser dragons aided the reptile beastkin, and many on the side of the heroes died. In their time of need, a large force of creatures of the world itself arrived to fight against the dragons and reptile beastkin, allowing a small group of the heroes to push ahead and face the final enemy.
The stage was re-set, with what looked like the giant mountain that Jake had seen that the avian beastkin all stayed, only there was a difference in that there was only one. The hero's party of the four Heroic Beasts and the raven and wolf heroes fought the lesser dragons, and a booming voice came across the plaza. The voice was deep, and their song came out in a growl. 
“So it was you. Killing my progeny, interrupting my meal. Don’t you know what it is you have done?”
From behind the stage, a giant creature lumbered in, the combination of several people guiding some construction. Jake recognized the figure: it looked like a giant black western dragon, complete with wings. 
The hero shouted heroically once more. “We’ve come to restore the balance. Your tyranny ends today!”
The dragon snorted. “It’s bad enough for me to be stranded on this tiny world, but you would stand against your better? I must have sustenance if I’m ever to both complete my task, and escape this mud ball. Your people have a place, if you stay under me. If you stand in my way, your people will just be my food, instead.” 
The dragon now stood in front of the mountain, though it was nearly the same size; Jake guessed it due to the limitations of the play rather than that the dragon was the size of a mountain. 
They all fought as drums beat and the string and wind instruments increased in volume. The four Heroic Beasts shielded the raven and wolf heroes as they landed blows against the large, lumbering creature. Each Heroic Beast used some kind of special attack, a manifestation of their spirit. 
The boar, a fiery attack, along with the stag using some kind of plant spears. Then, the Lion used a beam of light. The stag then used some vines filled with death, and then the hound used an ice attack. In between, the wolf and raven aided with their own attacks, the Heroic Beasts providing them openings.
The song started as a sort of chaotic mess if Jake was being honest. But he eventually realized that five different songs were being played as each Heroic Beast was showcased at a louder volume as that beast made actions. One for each animal, and if Jake understood it, the hero and the raven woman combined.
The songs began to match their beat and tune somewhat, and Jake saw a bunch of colored smoke or vapor being fanned together.
The raven woman was desperate. “We must defeat him, here and now. The heart of the world is beneath this very mountain, he is draining it!”
The stag stood proudly. “Balance must be…restored.”
The raven woman landed a powerful blow against the dragon, and it reared back. The dragon spoke, its voice angry. “I have had enough of this. You are all lesser beings, you cannot stand against my might.”
Smoke began to gather around the dragon of a black color. They were charging some sort of magical attack, Jake guessed. The music had reached its peak, and Jake was amazed at how everything combined for this entire presentation. 
He felt like if he closed his eyes, he could still imagine everything that was happening. The five songs now beat in tune with each other, the music reaching a grand crescendo in volume. Together forming a moving symphony filled with emotions. The entire song seemed to represent nature, the cycle of life and death.
The hero said, “The world itself rejects you, death god! Our hearts beat in harmony, singing the song of the world. We will protect it! Auril, come to my aid! We will protect the balance!” 
Golden smoke rose around the Lion, Stag, Boar, Hound, and Hero. It was fanned from around the stage, increasing its amount to match and exceed the large amount of smoke gathering around the dragon. 
Some even floated from the mountain itself toward the hero. The dragon began to breathe black smoke of its own at the hero and his party.  
The hero raised his crescent moon spear, swinging it down like an axe. When his swing reached the bottom, a large golden polearm from beneath the stage snapped forward, released by some sort of mechanism. It swung through the smoke and hit the dragon, and the mountain behind them parted, split into two. 
The hero yelled in pain, and the Heroic Beasts roared as they were all still damaged by the dragon’s attack.
The music then shifted into something much more ominous, despite the day having been won.
The dragon fell down, wailing in defeat. It looked like the hero won, but the dragon’s eyes lit up, and dark smoke began gathering in the crevice between the two mountains and the hero. 
“You defeated me here today, but your world paid a price for stopping me from getting what I wanted. I curse you, and I curse the world. Your people’s spirits will now be tainted. Your people will now fight against those not of their kind, forever unable to band together once more. Then, your hatred and greed will taint the world even further. The world’s heart is now weak, the abundance of life forever damaged. You have not won, you have only caused your world more harm!”
The four Heroic Beasts stood up, and a gold energy entered the heart of the mountain from them. Three beasts lay down, entering a deep slumber.
The stag glowed and spoke, sounding wiser than the simplistic mind spoken before. “If beastkin will fight those different from them, then they must be reborn and transform! The beastkin must find the balance with both the world and each other, if the world will ever truly heal.” The stag then walked and faded away, disappearing.
The hero wailed in pain, and the raven woman joined him, grasping his body.
“Please, stay with me hero, we’ve won! You…you can’t leave your child behind!”
“My…my child?” 
The raven woman nodded. “Yes, I’m with child. You have to stay alive!”
The hero’s eyes looked sad, and he shook his head. But he seriously and heroically said, “I’m not going to make it. If it’s a son, name him… Timmy.”
Jake was shocked, and he snorted before frowning in confusion. It took him completely off-guard, the situation so serious, and even the music was somber. But why Timmy? Until now, Jake had heard various names of the beastkin, and they had multiple origins. Still, the name choice of Timmy was an odd one to him.
The raven woman wailed in tears as the hero died. 
Jake could somehow feel a glare boring right into his skull through the hero’s costume, and Fhesiah had an amused smile. Ophelia was in actual tears. Jake knew she absolutely loved hero stories, but this was a sad ending.
The narrator added that while the balance was restored, Highlands was never the same again. The world's lifeblood had been forever harmed, and beastkin would be tainted, enhancing their hatred and greed, if their people forsook harmony and peace with the environment and each other. 
Future children became more human-like, becoming more like what they were today. This allowed them to mingle with one another, to not see themselves as different, much closer to that of a singular people.
Ophelia told Fhesiah, “Dragons are kind of dicks, you know. This ‘death god’ probably could have worked something out if he just wanted to leave, or something.”
Fhesiah gave an awkward laugh. “Yes, well, Jake is well aware my kind is not one that likes to be told ‘not tonight’ or ‘slow down.’ Anyway, that last attack was quite impressive! I wonder, could it be that this world was Tier 2 instead, almost Tier 3? That last attack certainly qualified, I don’t think I could have shattered an entire massive mountain like that at my peak without much preparation, after all.”
Jake did find the play quite interesting, as he understood this was a retelling of their history. He wondered if some knowledge or what actually happened that day was lost to time, as while he sort of saw people with idols or decorations of the four Heroic Beasts and others, there were no shrines. 
Still, it left him with many more questions. He had not seen any of this ‘taint,’ let alone people behaving like this dragon. The people certainly looked more human than they did in the play today.
Fhesiah sighed. “Well, that was fascinating for many reasons, huh? I have to get back to work, husband, and I just know that you are just itching to play with your stones. Then after that, you need to build a wall or something? Toodles.”
As Jake groaned, she floated away towards the Alliance HQ to head back to her Alchemy Lab.
Jake looked over to Ophelia, who remained. “I guess we do need to get to work. Did you get your fill of meat?”
Ophelia smirked. “I thought we agreed to you making it up to me later?” She laughed. “Just kidding. Yeah, I got plenty of Auril Beast meat. I would love to have some more, but the people here are roughing it.”
Jake nodded. There were, in fact, many refugees, judging by their bedraggled appearance, streaming into the plaza and eating. Of course, Jake hadn’t supplied any Auril Beast meat, so not all the food was exactly what they had been expecting, having much lower vitality than usual at this victory feast. 
Still, it filled their stomachs and kept them stronger than having nothing at all, Jake guessed. The celebration was over for Clan Hart, but the evening was just beginning, so next on their path was to collect Bloodberri. They would work on the wall soon, using his improved spell rods.




Chapter 9 - Tanda - Wall Building and Aid


Tanda finished removing her costume after the play was completed. She smiled and waved at her friends, that helped her on such short notice. Grayson had been forceful about wanting this play to help remind the beastkin people of their heritage and inform the Champion and his Clan about their important history. 
She knew the play didn’t fully account for what occurred and what was said, but she knew her people had passed on as much knowledge through the generations as they could. There was much conflict in the future generations, the first tyrant being the first of many. 
Because of that, much of the knowledge of what happened that day had been lost forever.
The man Jake was an odd one. Somehow, no matter where she looked, it was like her eyes were drawn to him. Tanda thought it was strange. Just why did she care what he thought of her play so much? Timmy was the grand descendant of Timothy; just what was funny about that? Her father was named Timone, after all. 
Even Tanda's name was a mixture of her father's and mother’s.
Thankfully, Jake’s words matched that of his song. Like Ophelia, his song rang true, her able to feel the truth and conviction in his cadence. He truly believed his words, which matched his actions so far. She decided to go meet up with him, as she had several things she hoped to have addressed. 
Tanda wasn’t exactly sure why she became upset during the meeting. They had talked about her specialization, and for some reason, he would not simply tell her what she would choose. She was his subordinate within his clan, but he didn’t treat her at all like one. 
He should assert his dominance instead, but he truly didn’t understand her people. At the same time, she almost felt like if he had done that, that’d have made her mad too. She didn’t know what to feel.
Her heart and body appeared to be drawn to him, but her mind was at war with what her heart told her. He was brimming with vitality and odd power and had saved her people. But he didn’t understand her people’s customs, and they didn’t seem all that compatible at first glance.
The thing that gave her the most confusion and frustration with Jake was the man’s strange Aura. At first, it had made him feel like a caring, reliable brother that arrived to help in the nick of time, the veil of energy covering and protecting her brethren. That he wanted to make sure she was safe and strong enough to face her enemies, to be successful in her life. 
That he had arrived to save her and her people. Her heart even stirred and began to beat and sing a new song, one heralding salvation and glory.
However, when she stood in his way due to her disgust with the Framework and Adventurers, he took on that domineering red light, and it was like the world itself rejected her. It felt like she had been clawed in the face. 
She knew she couldn’t contain her surprise at the whiplash of feelings, and she was angered at how the Aura manipulated her emotions. Her heart had even begun beating in disharmony with her own people, shocking and infuriating her. 
Only her parent’s hearts and Auril Heroes beat more in harmony with the world than herself; how could this happen to her?
Later, when he described how his Aura made his mates feel, she couldn’t help but align it in her mind that instead of like a brother, the Aura felt like a loving, protective, powerful mate. A mate that would sing the song of harmony and prosperity in the face of any danger. 
Tanda was still a ways away, approaching Jake and his family. Once again, she could just feel where the man was. The dragon woman was gone, leaving only Ophelia and Jake together. They were now approaching the snake warrior–Tanda had been shocked to learn that she had already given out a ton of food and had such an interest in interacting with the beastkin children. 
She thought that she would fit right in with her people and looked on with a fond smile. The snake girl’s actions certainly reflected well on Jake’s Clan.
Tanda watched as Jake and Ophelia went over to the snake warrior, where she said goodbye to the kids and handed a parent a sleeping child. She was only able to hear what they were saying from a distance due to her wolf parentage ears as she continued her approach.
“Goodbye, everyone! We’ll play again, sometime. Next time, we’ll play my game!”
The kids made sounds of agreement, and they all headed back to their families.
“Saying goodbye, Bloodberri? You could have played more if you wanted. You’re still helping out thanks to [Energy Vacuum].”
“It was fun, but I know we all have work to do, and it should be their bedtime soon!” She blushed, “Plus, the sooner you are satisfied with the work you wanted to be completed…”
Jake chuckled. “Did you enjoy the play?”
“It was great! They really had a talking dog. I didn’t think we would find one so soon, their voice was so silly! I wanna see it again!”
Ophelia noticed Tanda, as now she was near. “Hey, Tanda! Great job playing the hero! We all really enjoyed it.”
Jake turned around, seeing Tanda in her black tribal clothes, with her mouth agape. Tanda was shocked. “T-Talking dog? Silly voice?”
Jake added, “We did really enjoy the play, it was interesting to learn about the beastkin’s history. Berri is just… well, there’s a story behind that.”
Tanda pointed at Jake, looking upset. “And you! You looked so amused, was my people’s history funny to you? Then, it looked like you thought Timmy’s glorious name was weird!”
“W-Well, it’s just the name… It surprised me. I hadn’t meant to mock or ridicule your people, I only found the name odd, as where I’m from, the name is…” He hesitated. “It’s more of a child’s nickname? The amusement was mostly from the voice, it was odd to me. I’m sorry if I offended you, I truly did enjoy the play and found your history special. I’d love to learn more about it.”
Once again, his words and song matched his heart–something about the name and its translation must have appeared silly to him. 
This mollified Tanda a little, and Ophelia added, “Your voice was a little over the top, Tanda. It reminded me of the boys pretending to play hero outside when they thought nobody was watching.”
Tanda frowned. She had decent control over her voice, able to make both a wolf's howl and a hawk's screech or cry. She was just copying her dad’s voice! Was there something weird about it?   
Bloodberri interrupted, “So what if it sounded silly, the kids loved it! A lot of them copied your lines. I thought it was cute, you should make a movie!”
Tanda was now blushing. “R-Really? The kids did enjoy it? What– What’s a movie? The Framework has kind of told me it’s a recording or series of pictures with sound… ”
“Yup! Many of them asked their parents for a spear thingy that you have, to be just like the ancestor. You have a lot of fans now! A movie is like a play that you can watch over and over. Like the balloon movie!”
Jake groaned. “It’s really not healthy how many times you watched that thing.”
Tanda was interested in the idea of a movie. It meant she could even watch herself! She wondered how they could accomplish this.
Jake asked her, “You like to act in plays? I was surprised a Chieftess would act in one.”
Tanda became a little sad, with her ears drooped down. “My father… He’d always do the play, acting out his ancestor. My people are ones that often spread the news, sing songs and share stories. We connect families across the land, so the arts are always important to us.”
Jake looked thoughtful. “I think it’s special that you have continued with your father’s tradition. What brought you over? We were about to head to build some walls, did you want to come?”
Tanda frowned. “Build walls?”
Bloodberri somehow produced and put on a strange backpack, and he hopped in. She began to head to the outskirts of town to the east, where the Necromancer’s army had attacked. Tanda fluttered through the air, following them in confusion. 
Jake smiled and shouted to Tanda. “I got permission to start building a stone wall to help protect the city. It may never get used if things go well, but I’d rather have it and not need it, than need it and not have it. It could save lives, so I’ll work on it.”
“You, build a wall? Just you three? With what?”
Jake just smiled at her, and she scoffed as she kept up with them in the air, along with Ophelia. Despite her immense size, Tanda was quite surprised at how fast this Bloodberri could travel.
They arrived in just a few minutes at the edge of the palisade, and Jake leaped out of the basket, landing on the ground. 
“It’s easier to just show you.”
He drew a handful of rods out of…somewhere, handing three over to Ophelia. She inspected them, seemingly noting their usage.
Jake gave one over to Bloodberri and said, “This one is for leveling and compacting the ground. If you just wave it back and forth while channeling mana into it, it will even things out a bit and make them more solid. It’s not perfect, but it should make the base quite stable for us to place the wall. I want you to go ahead of Ophelia and me, taking a few passes over each section.”
Bloodberri nodded, and she started her work. Her rod lit up, and even small rocks slowly broke up and pushed into the ground, flattening the floor as she went. After she got a dozen feet in one direction, Jake and Ophelia started with their magic. 
Stone began to appear and grow from the ground, rapidly growing into a stone slab. 
Tanda gasped. “Where’s the stone coming from? I saw adventurers use some earth magic once, but they didn’t really build anything. I suppose they could have?”
“They could have, probably. Some earth magic is different, though, making temporary constructs that will disappear once their mana dissipates into the air. This is calling it from the void or conjuring it, so it will remain. Stone is abundant in the multiverse, and so the cost to call this resource is cheap.”
Tanda asked, “So, it’s like, taking it from somewhere?” Tanda knew her tail was now wagging, and she was becoming very interested in this magic. Still, her eyes narrowed as she realized Jake noticed this.
Jake chuckled. “Something like that.” He kept growing sections of the wall, going for about as high as he could reach, which was about three meters high, and three meters deep.
Tanda was amazed at the pace rock was created; she guessed somewhere over a cubic foot per second. She watched as a three-meter-high by three-meter-deep and three-meter long section took him and Ophelia about ten minutes.
She couldn’t help but say, “Wow, this is really neat! It’s all rough and jagged, though? While you two are doing a lot, this is going to take a long time. It’s at least 400 meters to cover this front palisade section.”
Jake nodded. “The roughness is one of the downsides, though I think I can probably make a specialized tool to smooth the stone a little better, maybe even the tool Bloodberri has might work slightly. I’m sure it will take us more than a week to equal what you guys have there now, but we should really go twice as high. We’re probably only going to be able to work on this a few hours per night. However, it appears we can pay some of our Credits and CP to help finish it or upgrade it.”
Tanda looked at the rod in interest. “Can I use this tool?”
“I don’t know. Here, take this steel one, it has the simple effect of conjuring water. Take your Auril and try to fill the runes: the lettering here.”
She moved around her black auril but could tell none could enter the steel spell rod.
“That’s about what I expected. I may be able to try making one out of that wood you beastkin use, but it still might not work. I’ll make one the next time I’m at my enchanting table.”
Jake moved to keep conjuring stone while they talked.
“You don’t have to do that… I was just curious.”
Jake smiled at her. “I’m curious too. If beastkin can use runes with auril, then there are a lot of things that they can do. They’ll be able to enchant their own equipment, and be even more amazing in a fight. All beastkin people will be able to benefit.”
Tanda was suspicious. “All beastkin, not just those that join your Tribe?”
Ophelia laughed. “Jake wouldn’t do that. He’d want all beastkin to benefit, both to defeat Tartarus on this world and beyond. He’s building this wall, isn’t he? Would he do that if all he cared about was his Tribe? We plan on taking back another Alliance HQ, we could all just move there.”  
That made Tanda thoughtful as she could hear the truth in Ophelia’s song, but she told Jake, “You said we were amazing, but I heard you easily beat Oman. He couldn’t touch you in your fight.”
Jake shook his head. “It’s not really fair to compare me to a Tier 0 anything, I’d imagine. Level per level, I think the beastkin are quite strong–I respect your strength very much. There are races that might be stronger, but I think they wouldn’t be as ubiquitous as your people are. My race is human, and I would bet my coin on a beastkin against any human I’ve met in a fight, if they’re the same level. My level is currently level 17, so Oman being level 5 is not a very fair comparison. I might not be an Auril Hero, but I’m a Champion of a Goddess. Level per level, there shouldn’t be anyone much stronger than me. But when it comes to how the Framework measures levels, things should be relatively close. Would you think Oman had a chance against an Auril Hero?” 
Tanda frowned and shook her head as she thought. “It’s just, the Adventurers all talked about their level, and they were still weak. They even talked about their stats being much higher, but their skill was poor. Oman defeated around a level 17 already, I’m pretty sure.” 
Jake shrugged. “Your people’s duels aren’t the full picture. Fighting Tartarus and fighting with bare hands or training weapons is completely different from that. I do think Oman is strong for his level, but I think a proper ranged specialist or mage could beat him–at least unless he mastered using a proper ranged weapon or used a shield. I advised him as much.”
That made Tanda pause–as much as she hated to admit it, it appeared he was right. Her people had become a little set in their ways, but having even people in her flock switch to using bows had made their forces much more effective.
Jake appeared to remember something. “That’s right–our new guild members did some testing, to remove the blight. It looks like for just a few thousand T0 credits, the blight can be removed, it just takes time. That’s Hearthtribe’s project, besides training and getting ready for their own incursions, for now. They managed to push it toward the land bridge.”
Tanda was moved–her request had more or less been fulfilled. Jake had listened to her and accomplished something her people had trouble with already. She looked back to the town and to the moon. 
“I had originally come over to ask you, would you be able to help out with procuring some tents? There are a lot of refugees on the west side of town, and many are still sleeping under the stars. I managed to purchase some with my funds, but I was limited in how much I could purchase. Because we swarmed the Rift with such a large flock, the Framework said our reward was heavily reduced. Then, the Node wouldn’t allow us to sell the loot and receive the full amount, either. While each of us got thousands of credits, even me who got the most contribution was only allowed 21,000 T0 credits, despite selling all the T1 materials I could carry. It said I would receive the rest when I raised in Tier. Others were not able to get much at all, but it was something.”
Jake nodded. “That’s still a decent amount for your level, I’d imagine, but I think I can probably get something. I’ll work on this some more, then try to get some tents before it gets too late.”
Tanda was conflicted but said, “I… Thanks, Jake. I’m really glad you’re here to help. Things were really starting to get bad, and the burden was enormous. My people were suffering, and I wasn't sure what to do. When you came in and seemingly tried to push aside our traditions like those adventurers, I…got angry. I see it wasn’t like that now, that you are just trying to save my people, just like me.”
Jake smiled at Tanda. “You’re welcome, Tanda. Our battle has only just begun, and I’m in it to win this fight. Strength gives responsibility to protect, doesn’t it? We’re on the same team. Let’s beat back Tartarus together.” Jake offered her his hand.  
Tanda looked at his hand and frowned. What’s he doing? 
Jake chuckled. “My people tend to shake hands when they meet, or when they make an agreement. Let’s do both. We got off on the wrong foot, so let’s start over. I’m Jake Hart, Champion of Hestia. Let’s work together to rid the world of Tartarus, and restore the balance of the world.”
Tanda blushed for a moment, her heartbeat taking on a new cadence. This shocked her, but her expression changed to a more resolute one. She shook Jake’s hand. 
“I’m Tanda, daughter of Timone and Dahlia, Chieftess of the Ravenwolf Tribe. I will give that effort my all.”
Ophelia said, “Can I get in on this? I’m Ophelia Hart, wife of Jake, Valkyrie of Hestia. Let’s take back your villages!”
Berri joined in, “And I’m Berri! Nice to meet you, Tanda! You were so cool in the play.”
Blood said, “And I’m Blood. I, too, found the play to be quite interesting, and it is nice to meet you. How much of the play would you say is historically accurate?”
Tanda frowned in confusion. She could hear two separate voices, two separate songs. There are two people in there? “Huh?”
Ophelia laughed. “This is Bloodberri, and there are two women’s souls and mind in there in truth, the Framework itself recognizing it. They are Berri and Blood, together.”
Tanda nodded. “Their voice and songs are very distinct, so I do believe it. I was just surprised.”
She shook her head and laughed, then shook each of their hands. “It’s nice to meet you, Blood and Berri, and you again, Ophelia.”
Tanda responded to Blood, “As for the historical accuracy of the story, much of it was passed on by the raven wife. But even she did not record all the words that were said that day. Then, we lost much of the knowledge and history in the coming years, as they were filled with strife. We faced the tainted and tyrants, along with a few packs of the remaining reptile beastkin that sided with the death god. For a few hundred years, my people struggled to find the balance once more.”
Blood nodded and smiled. “Thank you for that, Tanda. I can see that your people have found an interesting balance, today.”
Tanda turned to Jake. “I’ll make an earnest effort to recruit, I promise. I see someone must have told you about our speech, Jake, though you have a long way to go. Your mates are already so good at it, it’s surprising. You should keep in mind the beastkin greeting in case you meet any other chieftains or awakened heads of clans.”
“The beastkin greeting?”
“That’s right. Usually, the foreign one arriving would say: ‘My heart beats in anticipation of our meeting, I am honored to be in your presence. May we find harmony in our dealings.’ Then the response should be: ‘Our hearts welcome you. We are humbled and grateful for your presence among us. May the harmony of our hearts guide and protect us all.’ It helps if your song is in tune with your heart beat, though I realize it might be hard for you since you don’t have an Auril Heart.”
Ophelia asked, “It’s one thing to know it, but what does it mean?”
Tanda smiled. “Our people are always seeking balance with each other and our surrounding environment, so for an outsider to come is a disturbance of that. The visitor lets the chief know that they seek to meet his people and tribe, or clan, and that they earnestly seek to find harmony with them. The response is an acceptance of those desires, a hope that balance or harmony is improved with their presence, and to welcome those with good intentions. It dates back all the way to when we were all completely different, before the events in the play.”
Jake and Ophelia nodded, and Tanda was glad it appeared to have a heavy weight in his mind.
They said their goodbyes, and Tanda was surprised that Jake had returned to work. It appeared he had a long night ahead of him, and she couldn’t help but respect his efforts. She would see them at their training in the morning.




Interlude 1 - ♥♥♥ Snake Girls and Princess Knights


They had finished their work for the night and headed home to clean up. Jake was about to clean himself up when Bloodberri called him into their larger bath. Ophelia was resting and getting in the mood before he ‘made it up’ to her, so this worked out well enough for him. 
Bloodberri was waiting for him, wearing nothing but soap suds in the middle of the large bath that was more like a hot tub. It was Blood that spoke.
“I hope you don’t mind, my lord. We had already gotten ourselves clean, so we can better focus on cleaning you. Let us take care of you, as you always do for us.”
Her naked body sped for him and immediately helped him disrobe. He watched her large breasts sway as she deftly moved around his body, removing his shirt, shorts, and underclothes in single movements.
He found himself lifted and landing inside the hot tub instantly, her able to carry him like a feather. Water was almost up to his knees, his upper body above the water. She covered herself with suds and rubbed her body against his. Her soft flesh enveloped his body, and she kissed him on the lips.
Her large lips were soft, and he could feel the love and desire for him over their bond. Her eyes conveyed the emotions they both had for him, and that lit his desire as much as her soft, yet very strong, body rubbing against his.
Some sponges floated from the tub, scrubbing his back, Blood using her telekinesis. She scrubbed his body as she kissed him, her large beautiful face taking up his entire vision. Their tongues danced, her taste sweet like baked cookies. 
Her large breasts rubbed up and down on his chest, and his cock had long since swelled. She gently wrapped her large hand around it, stroking him full of suds.
His body was cleaned in mere moments as the sponges moved around it, and she washed a bucket over him and her slowly, the implement floating over to them. She shampooed his hair quickly, her nails on his scalp feeling amazing.
She kissed down his chest, one hand still stroking his cock the entire time. Her eyes met his as she stuck her tongue out, and the long length reached nearly a foot down to lick his tip. Jake shivered, knowing what was coming next. 
Berri and Blood had taken to serving him before they had sex in earnest each night of theirs, and their blowjobs were becoming something else as they learned his preferences.
Her eyes looked at him knowingly as she moved her lips closer to his cock, and her tongue snaked around and towards the base. It tightened around his cock, the soft wetness not feeling very different from entering her willing pussy, as she pushed him back. 
His butt landed on her tail, which she had moved to make a seat for him above the water, his feet still inside. As her lips met his tip, her tongue had already reached his balls. He groaned as her tongue contorted up and down his length, her lips sinking to his base simultaneously.
Her hands danced up and down his abs and chest as she bobbed her head back and forth, a light suction as her tongue danced up and down his cock. He took her large, knife-like ears in his hands, causing her to shutter as her serpentine eyes stared into his. She moaned at his excitement and his touch, her ears sensitive.
He began pumping his hips as he pulled her face to the base, her mouth wet and welcoming. He could feel her desire for him inside her, begging for his cum. Jake could tell Berri couldn’t wait for him to be inside her pussy, but they both wanted to please him before they began. 
Her tongue danced over his length and balls as he fucked her beautiful face, his pace increasing as his pleasure rose. Her body shook in anticipation of their mating, her body going into heat and releasing her pheromones. Jake came down her throat, him reaching his climax at last.
Bloodberri’s tongue uncoiled around his length, cleaning him off in the process and swallowing his spend. Bloodberri smiled at his lingering emotions and pleasure, enjoying how they made their lord feel. 
Her snake body coiled around him slightly as she raised her body, and Bloodberri's tail platform shifted to where he was now standing. 
Her humanoid body spun around and lowered, her large ass positioned in front of him. She bent over, facing down as if on a bed with her ass up. Jake stared at the large, heart-shaped ass in front of him. It was massive and plump from his perspective. 
Even for her frame, it appeared large, thanks to her waspish waist. It was plenty firm but with just the right amount of soft flesh, but because she was over fifty percent larger than Jake himself, she had a very meaty ass.
Bloodberri’s pink pussy peeked out in front of his still-hard cock, the hole twitching in anticipation of his entry. The height and the entry angle were perfect; she needed only a mental acceptance from him before she sank herself down to his base. 
Just like when she was blowing him, Jake hardly had to do anything. She moaned and shook at his entry, the anticipation of mating fulfilled. 
Blood spoke, “Mmm… milord, it feels so good with you inside us. Like a hunger finally being sated. We’re sorry, we both didn’t want to wait any longer…” 
She held him there for a moment with him, plunged balls deep into her pussy, her insides contorting and contracting on him, the shape of her pussy already matching his length. 
She moved her large body back and forth, her pussy contracting on his cock all the while. She moaned in pleasure, Jake’s desire building along with hers. 
He could feel a deep hunger for his cum once more like she couldn’t ever get enough. Her large ass met his stomach again and again, her moaning in pleasure each time.
It was Blood who spoke once again, slowing down to be able to speak coherently. 
“Ohhh Jake, I was so proud of our lord’s arrival to this world. You did exactly as I dreamed a powerful husband would, showing me that you could be everything I wanted you to be. I want to serve you, and bring you great pleasure. It’s hard, though: your cock feels so good inside us, just how could we grant you more than we receive?” 
He grabbed onto her wide ass and started to thrust, her body moving in synch with his efforts. He bottomed out in her welcoming cunt repeatedly, her shouting and shaking in pleasure with every thrust. 
Her orgasms came quickly and repeatedly, her body ready to receive his seed immediately.
Her body shook harder as his thrusts became faster, her moaning louder. Bloodberri’s pussy convulsed on his length rapidly and tightened, him finally reaching his peak. When he finally sent ropes of cum into her waiting cunt, she moaned loudly and shook in orgasm. Her body was wracked with pleasure for finally receiving what it desired.
Her snake body coiled around him and brought him to her bosom, where they hugged each other. Blood kissed him on the lips with a smile before pulling away to look him better in the eyes. 
“I know our deception was wrong, but we wither away without your touch, we need you. We lived without you for so long, but now I know that we can no longer live without you. We have the bond to always feel you, and it helps, but the feelings from you pairing with others cannot compare.”
Jake did feel a little bad for not being able to fulfill all her needs and desires. He felt both girls deserved his attention, their hard work and dedication worthy of all they demanded.
“Don’t feel bad, milord. It’s the crazy gods of chaos that made us this way, but also that you make us feel so amazing that we desire it so. We had long since gotten control over our urges, but knowing that your blissful embrace is but a moment away, takes some getting used to. That we can get a fraction of your time is more than enough.”
Berri added, “Yeah, what she said! You more than make us feel good in all the other ways, it’s just our body is a little needy! We’ll get used to it, in time. We do want to be the ones to serve you, too.”
Blood interjected, “Speaking of, as much as we’d like to serve you further in the bath, it would accomplish the opposite. Ophelia is waiting for you to fulfill her and her fantasy, after all.”
She performed the cleaning spell form on his length before helping to cloth him rapidly. Only, instead of his previous tribal clothes, she put him in some odd medieval clothing. He wore a vest over a frilled, puffed, long-sleeve shirt. The pants were plain brown, and she even gave him a book that had a bookmark.
Jake briefly looked at it and wryly smiled at her chosen scene. He would go from being served to the one serving for a time. 
He quickly picked a bouquet of white and blue roses he knew matched her eyes from the market in his [Menu] and thought of a way to incorporate his small gift into the scene without breaking it. Jake added a few additions that helped with the scene, some bandages underneath his clothes.
Berri said, “Bye bye, Jakey! Ophelia looks forward to her night just as much as we do, but she’s just too shy to say so regularly. It took her a while to work up to letting you fulfil this fantasy of hers, you know!”
Jake did know that now, but it had been a surprise for Berri to say so. Of course, he felt Ophelia's love for him each day and night they spent together, but he always thought she was the least needy of his girls. 
He realized that a large part of that was because, compared to the other two or three, depending on how you looked at it, she was quite mature for her age. She was young, and it was easy for him to overlook that in her mood and demeanor, aside from her shyness about her affection.
Jake was more than happy to make any fantasy of hers come true. He learned that while she enjoyed some spicy romance titles, they were all rather tame. 
He was thoroughly impressed and amused that her library of titles used his and her names for the primary love interests. She had even changed the character descriptions to be more similar to themselves where applicable.
Jake thought it was cute, and he was happy to fulfill her desires. He knocked on her door with the flowers in his hand. When she opened the door, she was wearing full plate armor with her helmet off and had an icy cold expression.
“It’s about time you showed up, aren’t you supposed to be my squire? The event ended early, and– what are those?”
She frowned in confusion, and Jake did his best to give a bitter smile. “They are from a certain Count, in a hope to win your affection.”
She nodded coldly. “Put them in the vase, and help me with this armor. Just where were you that you were not waiting in my quarters?”
Jake hurriedly entered, her closing the door. He placed the flowers in the empty vase he knew she kept for gifts such as these, as he said, “I was out obtaining more armor oil, as we had run out. While I was out–”
“Spare me the details, and hurry up and help me out of this.”
“As you wish, my lady.”
She sat on a stool, her back facing him. He removed buckles and unstrapped the armaments, her sighing in relief as he did, her wings being much more free. He also helped her out of her chain mail underneath, taking several minutes in total.
Jake placed the equipment on the waiting armor racks and turned back to Ophelia, or rather, Lady Valkyrie. 
She now wore a thin blouse that you could see her skin through and what amounted to a sports bra, her muscled yet feminine back with wings open and outward facing him.
She said, “Massage my shoulders.”
“Yes, my lady,” he replied.
He dug into her shoulders, using his enhanced strength and senses to give her a massage. His fingers dug and pulsed with energy transfer to send waves of pleasure and work her muscles, her moaning, breaking character for a moment. She coughed as he continued, and he could sense her enjoyment.
He moved towards her lower back when she said, “My feet ache, massage them.”
“At once.” He moved in front of her to massage them with a smile. Once again, she moaned under his ministrations, the acting demeanor cracking. 
She blushed. “Where were you the night before last? I had faced the baron’s goons, and when I returned, you were once again nowhere to be found…”
“I was taking your steed, Fhesiah, to the farrier. Her shoe–”
“And the week before that, when the bandit leader attacked me? I went immediately to your quarters, and you couldn’t be found.”
Jake started to reply, but she interrupted, “Spare me the excuses. You know, I’m starting to notice a pattern. It appears you’re never around when you’re needed. Shall I find a new squire?”
Jake looked up at her in shock, allowing his features to show surprise. “Of course not, milady. I was taking care of–”
“Spare me. Continue.” He continued his massage sadly. She looked furious at him, her features taking on a scowl before becoming hurt. 
She sighed. “Just why won’t you just tell me?”
“Tell you what, milady?”
“Do you take me for a fool, Jacob?” Jake had his hands tightly on her foot, but she pulled him slightly towards her, pulling him off balance from where he was crouched on the floor. 
She reached down and grabbed his hand, twisting it and pulling back his sleeve, revealing a bandage. 
“How curious, just how did you obtain this wound, I wonder? A masked man that helped me fight the bandit leader took on a similar one.”
Jake stammered to come up with a response, looking shocked, but she reached and pulled on his collar, tearing away the top button, revealing another bandage, her raising him to his feet.
“Or this one, when I faced the baron’s men. Why, you were wounded in the same place once more as the masked man. How strange.”
Jake said, “I–”
“Just who sent you? It was my father, wasn’t it? What did he pay you?”
Jake shook his head, his face serious. “No, I’m really just your squire. You hired me, nobody else.”
She scoffed. “You expect me to believe that? Why didn’t you tell me about your... secret aid?”
He said, “I offered my help to you, but you denied me. It was the only option.”
“You’re telling me you’re so skilled with the sword as a mere squire, and that you risked your life for me, one that you could never be with? I know when you were hired, your skill was nothing to speak of. Was that a lie, you were faking your aptitude?”
“N-No, I trained hard after.”
“Whatever for? You told me you didn’t want to be a Knight.”
“I said I didn’t want to be a Knight of the Kingdom.”
She was struck with surprise, and Jake, or Jacob, continued, “I wanted to be your knight, that was why I trained so hard. I knew with the Baron–”
“Remove your vest and shirt.”
“Milady?”
“Did I stutter? I said remove it.”
“At once.” Jake removed the vest and shirt, and several more bandages were presented. Ophelia ran her fingers over them.
“These are all wounds you took on, for me. While taking care of my needs, you still protected me without thanks. I was always rude to you, yet you still fought for me?”
“Of course. I know that you are a true lady, you fight for what is right. It is an honor to serve you.”
“Even though I may be forced to marry another? You knew that we could never be.”
Jake let a look of pain cross his features before he sternly nodded, his gaze fixed on her. A smile curled on her lips. 
She returned to her stool and sat down, crossing her leg.
“Help me out of these clothes. I grow weary.”
Jake was about to argue with her, but her frown and stern gaze would brook no arguments. She lifted her leg, showing her socks. He removed them slowly, looking into her eyes. The pants came next, leaving a not-period accurate set of panties.
“Milady I–”
“Continue.”
He unbuttoned her blouse. He removed the clothing, leaving her in just her bra and panties. Jake’s cock started to tent in his pants, letting some of his desire to be shown. Her eyes latched onto it. 
“Oh? You like what you see, do you?”
“I–Of course. You are breathtaking.”
Ophelia's lips quirked before schooling her features once more. “Remove the rest of your clothes.”
“At once.” Jake once again removed his pants, leaving his cock springing free. She stood and walked around, inspecting him with her eyes and hands, her face impassive. Jake could tell that she was enjoying playing the cold beauty, drawing out every action.
“So big. So strong. This body was built to protect me.” She kissed him on the lips, the kiss full of affection, her expression not matching her feelings or actions, still an impassive mask.
Jake could tell that Ophelia chose this story because of how many ways it mirrored their own situation. How Jake made himself better for her, devoted himself to making her better. Jacob and Jake were similar; only Ophelia’s position was what made this situation very different.
She walked over to the bed meaningfully, bent over, removing her own panties and bra before turning to him. “I have decided. I want you.”
“Milady, what–”
“I think it should be clear? Sure, this might ruin some of House Valkyrie’s future, not marrying the Count, but so what? I know that if I join him, I will be little more than a vacation bed warmer. My desires were to make my own way and receive my own lands, but without your help I’d already be dead, or perhaps already in that dick of a baron’s dungeons. I’d rather be your partner, we shall form a mercenary band together, and take our own land, and make our own House. Or would you not serve with me, if I’m no longer a Knight? Do I still have your blade?”
“You do. No matter what.”
“Good. Now come. It is time for your hero’s reward.” She lay on the bed and spread her legs wide at the edge; her wings spilled out behind her.
Jake walked forward, his cock still at attention. Her pussy was already dripping wet, and Jake could feel her satisfaction over the bond. She enjoyed reliving this scene in her story, but now she couldn’t wait for Jake to be inside her once more. He rested his cock head on her labia as if waiting for permission.
Ophelia said, “I have wanted you for a long time. Claim me. Today, it’s safe.”
How convenient, Jake thought. He pushed forward slowly, his cock entering her always-tight pussy. They both groaned at the entry, Ophelia already pulsing her muscles inside.
Jake bottomed out inside her after moving painfully slowly to reach it. 
“Mmm, it’s like your cock is the perfect fit. We were meant to be. Pleasure me, my knight.”
He started thrusting into her tight pussy slowly, and Jake grabbed onto her fit, bubbled ass with one hand, and began rubbing her clit with the other. Her face quickly changed from her impassive mask to a more amorous smile.
Her pussy pulsed and convulsed, her enjoying Jake’s movements. He picked up his speed, him enjoying her tight wetness. 
“Jake, thank you. It was fun. Maybe next time, I’ll pick a scene that’s a little more exciting. I just liked Lady Valkyrie and Jacob’s love a lot, one of the first romances I read.”
“As you wish, my love.”
She giggled, but she wrapped her legs around him, grabbed onto his shoulders, and lifted herself off the bed. He supported her under her perfect ass, lifting her up and down as he thrust his hips. Her weight added to the tightness, and their lips dueled as their affections and desires built.
She moaned as his speed increased, him easily able to lift her rapidly on his cock. Her wings flapped, and she fluttered her pussy for him, their pleasure mounting. She hooked her ankles behind his back, allowing her to lift herself up and down for him.
His hands now free, he played with a nipple from her perfect breast and her clit at the same time. It wasn’t long after this that her body shook like it was shocked.
“Fuck, Jake, I’m cumming!”
He was close as well, so when her pussy convulsed and tightened, he found himself emptying his balls into her willing cunt, as she stared at him full of love. She moaned at the sensation, her pussy milking him all the while.
Her body shook as they kissed, her blue eyes staring into his. She unhooked her legs from his shoulders, and Jake walked her over to the bed and laid the two of them down, him still inside her. She wrapped her wings and legs around him. 
“Think you can sleep like this? I feel so full, so…perfect. At least a while longer?”
Jake chuckled; he was still hard inside her. 
“Maybe if I cancel my spells? I do feel like I’m about to pass out after all that, but at the same time not. Maybe you can put me to sleep?”
She frowned, and Jake knew she wondered if she could make a runic spell to cause sleep. Jake thought he could make a spell that could accomplish this but hadn’t needed that type of control.
It took a lot of mana and, thus, runes to overwhelm the mind and body and put an even level or higher creature to sleep. Controlling them in another way was easier, such as pushing with force or locking them down with ice.
He helped her with the runes and opened up his body and mind to her, allowing her to put him to sleep. She giggled as he fell asleep, but he didn’t catch what she said.




Chapter 10 - Hearthtribe Training


Jake woke up once again in a feathery embrace. Ophelia covered him in her soft wings, him knowing she changed her position at some point in the night to have her head on his shoulder. He stared at her peaceful, beautiful face that seemed fully contented. 
His thoughts went to what they had accomplished yesterday as the cobwebs of sleep left his mind.
Jake had met with the tribal elders, where he discussed his plans. Primarily, it was to increase the focus on using the HQ’s features to sell what goods they had to fund food and equipment purchases in the short term. Jake could buy food every day, but it would not be sustainable.
Only those initiated into the Framework could be transferred Credits to buy food, and the amount that could be sold from a Node was limited. He wasn’t sure how much they could get per day, but it was not enough to sell to hundreds of thousands unless it was upgraded beyond what anyone could afford at the moment. The Tribal Elders now made this a priority. 
He learned that the refugees critically needed housing. Many of the tents were crowded, and this was once again something that couldn’t last long. Jake had bought many tents last night and handed them out after the celebration, leaving only a scant few with nothing. 
Jake was building a wall for now, but he’d need to come up with something a little more permanent for them in the long term.
When it was late, and the kids were off to bed, the plaza was full of dancing. He ended up dancing with Ophelia and Bloodberri, the girls enjoying the fun greatly. 
He made sure to meet and see different beastkin people, meeting many heads of clans and learning more about their people. 
His thoughts were heavily on his to-do list, however, so he only barely got to have a good time during the dance. Fhesiah, for all her bluster about celebrating, was also fully engrossed in her alchemical task. Jake wasn’t even sure she had slept the previous night, though he knew she hardly needed it.
[It’s fine, Jake. It’s not like the poor old lady was working through the night trying to help these people. Meanwhile, her husband was giving all his attention to some snake girl and then a battle angel both inside and outside the bedroom, right?]
While her words were biting, the tone was full of mirth. Jake thought to her, ignoring the hundred-plus-year-old woman’s fake tirade, “How’s it going?” 
[Going well. I think I am going to be ready to do some tests today, for which we will need some willing participants soon. I have managed to condense and store Auril outside the body, using some combination of cultivator methods and their own. The concern I have is that even if I get the Auril into their Auril heart, just how can they make the Auril their own?]
Jake wasn’t sure about that; they just didn’t have enough information. It wasn’t like the beastkin just ‘leveled up,’ just what would make someone an Auril Hero over time, or some awaken but not others? 
She continued, [This awakening is part of igniting the spirit, and the reasons why some awaken and many never do are not precisely known, according to their herbalists. I have doubts that just pumping someone full of Auril will do it because of that, so I might need to take multiple approaches here.]
He grimaced. That sounded like that would take a lot of time.
Jake could feel her mental shrug. [You’d be surprised. I’ve learned a lot in such a short time.]
Fhesiah continued, [There’s also a question of the best delivery method. Clearly, things people eat and drink end up in the bloodstream, which ends up in the heart. But also from breathing, so I can try stuff like pills or drinks and aromatics. I must try them all and monitor what happens with my Divine Sense. If Auril density has nothing to do with awakening, then I will be at an impasse, but I have an idea, even if it’s that. We know they awaken the most often during times of high emotions or conflict.]
“What idea is that?” 
[Well, we make them experience times of high emotions or conflict, of course. But I can probably do it with alchemical components.]
Jake frowned in thought. “What, like making them go on some acid trip to awaken them?”
[Something like that. We cultivators have many options for things like that, though I hope to make everything from repeatable methods so that these people can make it themselves. Once I get this properly sorted, I can help more and share the burden with you on everything else. I will get some testing this morning before your planned assault to retake that Alliance HQ so I can be ready for you to call me.]
“Alright. Thank you for all your hard work, Fhesiah. I’m counting on you.”
Jake did his best to send his appreciation and affection to Fhesiah over their bond. In the last world, she had worked hard when he needed her to, sure, but it felt like she was much less serious.
[Well, I’m obviously expecting a very big reward, if you know what I mean. There’s helping the beastkin, but then there’s also that I’m hoping for them to help reduce the burden on our shoulders over time. My actions will certainly help many, but it’s not as though they are entirely altruistic. This goal was part of Hestia’s Task, after all.]
She continued, [Still, you can’t blame me for having a little fun. I spent most of my first hundred years cultivating in a cave. Ariminum was like a vacation after being cooped up in a cultivation cave, then stuck in the Refuge and the dungeon. Now that people’s lives are on the line, and in a way ours, you can count on me.]
Jake knew he could count on her and did. He was extremely proud of her efforts up to now, and knew if anyone could do it, it would be her.
Guild recruitment was going well, but most people were satisfied with being initiated into the Framework. Jake had done a quick review from the [Alliance HQ] and had found that between Jake’s party taking on Rifts and the Highlands people taking on incursions, the sharp decline of conquest progress had finally leveled off somewhat. 
It was still in decline, but from what he could tell, each time Jake would close a Rift, it would make up for hours of loss. The ones that were spawning near Cascadia and the HQ they were working towards were significantly stronger than the dozens of smaller Rifts dotting the landscape across the continent.
Jake had learned that the Alliance abandonment strategy, while it looked cowardly on the outside, gave the defenders a better fighting chance than them staying around in some instances. There were many factors, but it appeared that the level of Rifts that could spawn was based on the level of the inhabitants and those present in the world, as a sort of weighted average. So by the higher-level adventurers leaving, it made the Rifts ultimately spawn at a lower level from then on.
That didn’t close the higher level ones or eliminate creatures that were already spawned, and they would only drift lower over time, however. So, Jake would need to prioritize those before the armies they spawned moved out against all the villages and towns. 
With no or few Auril Heroes around, it would be only a matter of time before they succumbed, losing massive amounts of progress all at once.
Jake’s Guild bulletins and other resources had focused primarily on people meeting at the HQ in the training grounds to practice their skills each day first thing in the morning. 
This was in addition to the preparations for doing Incursions and picking up a trade skill that supplemented their specialization where possible. 
Whether the beastkin's Auril Heart was Awakened or not, they would practice with both melee and ranged weapons, making them much more rounded combatants. That was the best he could do now, and he bet that the only thing that might change was them scoring some major victories and getting another [Alliance HQ] back.
Jake kissed his beautiful battle angel, and she lazily stirred, returning the kiss before returning to sleep. She even tightened her wings and arms around him.
Jake chuckled. “Time to wake up, sleepyhead. You have some recruits to beat into shape.”
Ophelia’s eyes snapped open, and they were filled with excitement. Jake just shook his head; things were mostly the same way on normal mornings together. 
Until it was time for training, she made no effort to move. But as soon as it was time to train, she popped up and grabbed her spear. Well, that, or it was time for bacon, Jake guessed.
They had a light snack and headed to the training grounds; Jake picked up his allotment of food and some more tents and dropped them off at the plaza everything was cooked at. Jake was surprised to find all the previous cooks were already there, making preparations.
People were already starting to look less bedraggled, having had more than one meal in a row after several days of light ones. The mood was extremely positive, and the beastkin thanked him for his efforts. The kids all cheered at Bloodberri, the girls proud of what came about from them.
At the Alliance HQ, they met with a large crowd of people, the hundreds of guild recruits that he had waiting at the training grounds. Their expansion from the dueling sands had caused many clans to join when only at most a hundred had joined Hearthtribe originally. 
Some of them had made their way in already, but many looked confused about what to do. Ophelia made sure they were disoriented for no longer. Jake learned that many joined or would join soon, as word had gotten around to the refugees about the guild and how Jake was providing aid.
Many beastkin people wanted to return the favor, to restore the balance between them. Jake’s efforts and that of the goddess resonated with them, and they, too, wanted to aid their people. 
Not only that, but those that joined Jake’s guild and lived in the dorms with their families would receive a food allowance from the fixture he bought. He quickly realized that within his compound, he already had thousands of people, many not of age, and would need to expand it shortly.
Ophelia looked on the large amount of trainees with excitement and pride.  “This is way more people than I had imagined. These clans are interconnected, with many having dozens of clan brothers and sisters. There are many orphaned children, and they would normally have nowhere to go. But beastkin are quick to adopt and join others into their clan, as how could one more child to watch when you have a dozen be a big deal? Some still fall through the cracks, or a big brother or sister quickly becomes the young one’s guardian, pushing on for their younger sibling’s sake.”
Berri was excited too. “There are so many young ones already in the dorms! We really need to get the school ready.”
Jake had made sure to buy wide varieties of training golems, from average humanoid sizes that were meant to be faced one on one all the way up to five on five or many against five. Even large, monstrous types helped you practice against opponents much stronger or heavier than you, and people could fight against it like a raid boss. 
The training grounds were large, with hundreds of golems in total. Since they only needed to be T0 for now, Jake had splurged and filled up the place. Jake had doubts he’d be able to afford T1 versions of this many in the future with the training grounds this packed, but he didn’t know how much tax income he’d ultimately be getting. 
He thought the golems were extra important because while the beastkin were used to fighting humanoid enemies, most of the enemies they’d face were likely not going to be. 
Ophelia gave out many pointers, being gentle and kind with the trainees. He did his best to help out as well but found that most beastkin was quite solid in the melee weapons he was familiar with, and most just needed help with javelins and bows, weapons he had no training for.  
Still, he did his best, being a master of the spear in comparison to the beastkin, which he considered intermediate or expert at the very best.
Tanda arrived at some point during their instruction, and Jake was interested to see how all looked up to her. He had seen her a bit at the dance the previous night but had been focused on his wives.
Ophelia had some training with the ranged weapons and was able to provide a fair amount of guidance to those starting out. Jake was surprised to see that Tanda was an excellent archer, Ophelia mostly providing her advice on how best to use the Framework to improve.  
Instead, Jake spent a lot more time observing people with auril, like Brock, trying to understand the energy between his own personal training with his Hearthfire.
She got many of them practicing with the training weapons found in the training grounds, and Jake had spent some time scouring the Framework’s shop of skills. He discovered that there were several skills related to Auril that the Framework had generated guides for, along with some even having true skill books. 
Jake delivered a lesson to the Awakened and Unawakened alike about the skill books and how while they might already show these skills on their [Menu], they should still consider purchasing them. He considered reading them himself when he had the time to better understand the energy.
Even if they already had the skill, there was some foundational knowledge included in the skill book that would let them better understand their energies and how to advance it. 
He had described how he had learned Runic Magic just from a quick lesson from Ophelia, but it was only through reading the skill books that they could train effectively and advance the skill beyond that level. 
Many already had Auril Energy Manipulation, but few had the sub-skills of Auril Healing, Auril Enhancement, and Auril Manifestation.
Each sub-skill would improve the capability of that form of usage, and many did not have Auril Manifestation except for a small handful. This skill was where their auril trait was used to produce their special outcomes, like a turtle parentage producing a large shell for a shield or that of the sheep excelling at being able to heal others. 
The Auril Healing sub-skill was for using their auril for that purpose on themselves, though Jake was sure they could be related.   
They were getting ready to head out when Fhesiah entered the training grounds. Jake looked on in interest as she approached a familiar pair. Jake was surprised to see that the panther beastkin became extra possessive or perhaps just hiding behind the armadillo beastkin at her approach.
“Hey there, Brock. Mind helping me out again? I probably need your mate, as well.”
They both looked confused, but Brock spoke, “Er, for what?” He looked anxiously at Serena, “Is it dangerous?”
“Probably not? Well, Bloodberri’s here to heal you if something goes wrong if we’re quick, but they’re leaving soon. Well, this could heal you in a pinch, too.”
She took out her Hestia’s torch, which began floating in the air. Really, it was not all that dissimilar from Ophelia’s Hearth of Hestia, just with a physical aspect, holding the flame in place. The two beastkin looked at it in question. 
Brock pointed at it, “This can heal me somehow? I don't know, this seems a bit too weir–”
Fhesiah smirked. “It’ll be fine, hey, what’s going on over there?”
Fhesiah had pointed out where Bloodberri was making plenty of noise, and they looked on with interest as she smashed her maul into a large golem, with many observing. 
Bria, Brock's badger parentage beastkin mate, was there, and she was doing her best to repeat whatever she could learn from a giant snake girl smashing her huge maul into something, Jake guessed. 
Brock was going to reply when he turned around. Only to receive a spray of a strange gas right in his face.
Brock coughed, “What–” He continued coughing, “Is this?”
Fhesiah now was right in his face, scanning him. “It’ll be fine, just breathe. Don’t move your Auril around, just yet.” Fhesiah continued observing for almost a minute, the man’s coughing fit eventually ending. “Alright, now try moving your Auril around.”
She nodded at him and made some notes on a tablet. “Good. Now, for your mate. This one is much more important.”
Serena now had a scowl, and Jake thought he saw her flexing her claws; maybe the Framework had already kept her from attempting to assault Fhesiah. Though, he was sure that those in the same guild had a lot more leeway with being able to spar with or without a fixture.
“What– What is this that you’re doing?”
“I’m trying to come up with something to help with your people’s Awakenings. Hopefully, what I learn here today will help me make it a near certainty, but I already know I can increase the chance.”
Serena seemed eager, but she was also frowning in confusion, based on her tail whipping about behind her and her ears standing more at attention, “You mean what you’re doing might awaken my heart? Why didn’t you start with that?”
“This is still at the trial stages, I doubt any of these items will help, or your people would have figured it out already. They’d at least have achieved something where you reliably increased the chance, anyway. No, this is simply going to show me how your body and Auril Heart are impacted by the foreign Auril– the life force and latent will, and if it helps or sticks around in any way. I think at a minimum, I can also improve the speed your husband improves his Auril Heart, too. So, how about it? Will you let me spray you too?”
“I’ll–”
Fhesiah didn’t wait for her response, spraying her, and she started a fit of coughs. Fhesiah smiled, writing down some more on her tablet for a bit, seemingly observing how the energy flowed through her bloodstream and, if any, was gathering within their body permanently. 
“Good! Now, both of you take these pills.”
Both of them looked doubtful again, like they wouldn’t do it. Fhesiah’s eyes narrowed on them. 
“I got a much bigger one that goes into another hole of yours, Brock. Which is it going to be?”
Both beastkin took on an expression of horror, and Jake shook his head at her antics, as he was pretty sure she did not, in fact, have a larger pill with her. He was quite thankful he didn’t have anything she wanted to experiment on himself for the time being. 
They finished their daily training and practice, and Jake and Ophelia created a task for their guild members to busy themselves with for a time.
Jake learned that Fhesiah’s tests were a success and that Serena did absorb the life force and latent will, increasing the density in her body closer to what she measured in Brock. 
Brock had even leveled to two after absorbing the results of the pill, making them extremely enthusiastic about any future experiments–unless they involved the larger capsule. 
Fhesiah assumed that after he Awakened in the major battle, the experience was given in some way that pushed him toward the next level. He learned her current theory was that the latent will was somehow granted, growing their spirit. However, it required some other component, perhaps the life force from the pill, to complete his level-up.
She thought he hadn’t had enough life force to combine whatever he gained from the Framework during his fighting to level up, but this was mostly conjecture since she did not witness this, focused on the battle at hand.
Jake mounted up on Bloodberri, with Ophelia in tow, and they checked the conquest map for any problems with where they were headed.




Chapter 11 - There Must Be Blood


Tanda had some initiated scouting the surrounding region, their progress marked on the map. Jake could see new Rifts spawned, but none would change their planned activities. He wanted that other Alliance HQ back as soon as possible, even if it might be some time before any Adventurers returned.  
The sooner, the better. However, Jake knew this was an uphill battle, where he would fight through Rifts each day, and new Rifts would spawn. Tartarus would do what it could to create fires he needed to put out, preventing him from making meaningful headway toward reclamation.  
They went through the portal after sending Ira through, finding that the other side was clear like it should be. He sent Ira ahead towards the village once again as they headed over to it.
From the feelings he received from Ira, he thought that they might be somewhat expecting Jake and his party.
They continued their approach until they arrived, and sure enough, Jake saw an entourage waiting for them. 
There was a beastkin man of wolf parentage in the center of a group with many other wolf parentage warriors. He was large and strong, and his fur was the color of a dark blue, his skin a dark tan, or perhaps one might say he was black. He was also older than most he had seen.  
The warriors had weapons, but they were in a non-threatening stance. Jake thought they looked a little tired and weak, but they tried to show strength as they stood. The man in the center’s clothing definitely made him their chieftain.
Jake hopped down from Bloodberri and walked out to meet the man. He was really glad that Tanda had told him the proper introduction. Jake still had his Aura on, despite Tanda’s warning, as they were not in what he considered a safe location outside the village.
He did his best to sing out his greeting to the beat of his heart, which he felt matched the saying itself. He was excited to meet this man. “My heart beats in anticipation of our meeting, I am honored to be in your presence. May we find harmony in our dealings.” 
The wolfman looked surprised but responded with a smile. His voice was deep, and despite the man looking weak, his voice felt strong and full of conviction. “Our hearts welcome you. We are humbled and grateful for your presence among us. May the harmony of our hearts guide and protect us all.”
Jake continued, “I’m the Goddess Hestia’s Champion, Jake Hart. We cleared the Rift last night that was threatening your village. I hoped to speak with the chieftain or council.”
The wolfman nodded and whispered to the woman next to him, and Jake guessed she was a goat beastkin or some other type. She had horns, with white hair framing her face. She also had what one might call a sort of beard, though Jake thought it looked feminine enough.
It was like she had permanently wrapped a bandanna framing her face or had a well-kept mane of short white hair wrapped around it. Her face looked elegant, and her odd goat eyes with their square pupils stared at Jake. “That’s him, Chief. I had foreseen that he would help us.”
Jake had been somewhat surprised when he learned that auril could be used in that way but realized he shouldn’t be. Among the beastkin were many ‘flavors’ of auril, with many unique properties that seemed to match even what Jake considered folklore among animals. 
This was in addition to what one might think an animal could do if it had a unique form of magic to aid in what already made that animal special. 
“Thank you, Enora.” He turned to Jake, “Well met, Champion Jake of Hestia. I am the Chief of this village, Rookard.” Rookard looked at Jake with a bit of doubt. “You three closed the Rift last night?”
“Well met, Chief Rookard. We did. We’ve found that Tartarus has specifically sent enemies that my party is effective against. Still, we’re a lot stronger than we look. Well, Bloodberri’s even stronger than she looks, and that says enough, I think.”
Jake gave a motion to Bloodberri, who towered over them. The man gave her a significant look, and he nodded. “Is there something amiss besides the Rift?”
“The truth is, that this was the fourth Rift we closed yesterday; we just cleared the one in the village to your Southwest, as well. We will have to close hundreds, if we are going to have any hope of winning this war against these outsiders, the forces of Tartarus. My goal is to recruit as many people as I can to help fight against Tartarus, and so I have come to request permission to recruit and initiate people into the Framework, and for my tribe, [Hearthtribe].”
Rookard narrowed his eyes. “What’s the difference? I’m not so sure that we care for our people becoming Adventurers. We’ve seen their kind. They may be strong in some ways, but they are weak.”
“Initiating into the Framework merely gives people a path of power, while also protecting their souls from Tartarus. There are many benefits, but the only downside is that if this world ends up being lost, people could end up servants as a price for being reborn; to which they do not have to be, if they so desire, letting nature take its course.”
He continued, “My guild or tribe, on the other hand, is for those that initiate into the Framework, but want to accomplish more than just protecting this world. Our goal is to fight Tartarus, help protect others, and rebuild homes. Once we’ve defeated Tartarus here, the plan is to repeat this on other worlds, to continue to take the fight to the outsiders and help those who have been ravaged with war.” 
Jake sighed. “Right now, there are tens of thousands of refugees from villages that were attacked that lost their Auril Hero and barely managed to escape, staying in Cascadia. My plan is to build up the city further, giving them a new home. While we’ll take back their villages from the enemy, their previous homes are already destroyed.”
Rookard shook his head. “It’s not that simple. Our plateaus can only support so many people. There’s no way Cascadia could support all those refugees: it’s why we spread ourselves across them, and our young ones often become nomads to form their own villages. There’s just not enough food while maintaining the balance with our environment. We farm, and we hunt, and we even challenge ourselves in the valleys and forests when famine or drought sets in, but in the end, our world is about struggle.”
Jake retrieved the [Alliance Node] from his [Storage Bracelet], an object that was an octagonal prism with mysterious glyphs all over it. The man’s eyes followed it with interest.
“One of my wives says struggle is Heavenly Law. From the largest beast the size of a mountain, to the smallest creature, so small that you cannot even see them with your eyes: struggle and conflict are truths that are always present. All must struggle for survival. But the struggle changes. Your world is now part of the multiverse, and now food will not be the challenge your people face. With this [Alliance Node], your people can earn Credits facing the enemy, and purchase food for both themselves and others. They can do this while maintaining the balance of the surrounding environment.”
Jake could tell he had the man’s interest now, the grip on his spear tight. 
Jake continued, “Even once this world is saved, there are countless ways credits can be earned, and your people have unique resources that I just know the multiverse will desire. Your plateaus may be limited in how many people they can support, and your people may have found a delicate balance with your environment. But by joining the Framework, you can maintain the balance by taking from an enemy that needs punishment.”
Rookard’s eyes lit up at the mention of punishment. His eyes followed the strange object as Jake moved it between his hands.
Jake continued, “Most importantly, we can take the fight to the enemy. Even once we’ve won here, there are countless worlds that could use the strong beastkin’s help, to reclaim many more homes stolen from this horrible entity. My tribe can use your bravery and strength, you and your beastkin warriors joining our fighting teams. Tartarus uses creatures from all over the multiverse, killing and enslaving creatures and people alike, or having races betray others to conquer countless worlds, many larger than your own, by the millions and billions. The Framework organizes the fight against them, making people strong enough to face them.”
He took on a somber tone. “This world is already faring poorly. Your people have already lost nearly one of every five beastkin. Your people are strong, and I have much respect for them, but Tartarus is playing a different game. This thing is bigger than this world, and it will stop at nothing to consume you. It cares nothing about the balance of life as your people do, and it will consume and consume until nothing is left. I fear the only way your people have a chance is to team up with the Framework, so I’m here to recruit as many of your people to fight this evil as possible.”
The man continued to stare at the Node, and Jake observed his face cycling through a rapid succession of emotions: grief, anger, hope, and calculation. Eventually, he settled on a different expression, one that gave Jake the impression that the man was up to no good.
“Interesting. So these outsiders, this Tartarus, is like an evil Tribe, you’d say, then? Filled with betrayers, a Tyrant Tribe that kills and enslaves tribes, using them to conquer others?”
Jake frowned, unsure why he was specific about this, but figured that sounded accurate enough. There were entire worlds filled with betrayers, and Ophelia learned about those on her home world of Drengrbjord. He nodded his head at the Chief.
Rookard gave an enigmatic smile. “Then that makes this simple, doesn’t it? We do not abide Tyrants. Our people have for the last thousand years risen up and fought against them, their Auril Hearts tainted with their hatred and greed. When a Tyrant gains strength, kills our families and hurts our people: there must be blood. Even if they are across the world, requiring us to climb mountains and brave great dangers. Even if there’s nothing for us to gain in risking our lives fighting to stop them, our people come both far and wide and stand together. There must be blood!”
Rookard roared his last sentence, voice and song a discordant prayer, and Jake was taken aback. He tried to understand what was happening, but more shouts of the same erupted from within the village, and the line of warriors, many other wolf beastkin, slammed their weapons on the ground, starting to beat and chant. 
“Blood! Blood! Blood!”
“There must be blood!”
Rookard snatched the [Alliance Node] from Jake as heavy as it was, then walked towards what Jake thought was the center of their village. All along their walk, Jake could see people dropping what they were doing, joining in their chant. 
Bloodberri and Ophelia were just as bewildered as Jake as they followed this wolf beastkin to the center of the village. His voice carried a rowdy tone, somewhat matching the beat of the chant as they walked.
“I can see you’re confused, Champion Jake. Our people have a long history of Awakened warriors becoming Auril Heroes. Their power goes to their heads, their strength being that of a hundred, even a thousand unawakened. Their power is enough to best many Awakened warriors at once. They often become Chief of their village, their strength praised and venerated. But sometimes, it is not enough: they desire more.”
As they walked through the village, Jake thought these people looked sick or weak. While wolf beastkin made up a large percentage of the people, there were many others. Yet they all still stood up and started to follow the Chief, adding to their chant. Jake witnessed one person awakening, which was met with even more cheering, their chant becoming even more fervent.
Jake and his wives were fighting their instincts to start healing these people immediately. Whatever was going on, they all knew it was important. One thing was for sure, they weren’t leaving until they made liberal use of their healing spells.
Rookard continued, “They create a vast city. They kill other tribes and take their food. They enslave some, they kill others. Forcing other tribes to do their bidding, they spread far and wide. The Auril Hero is first, but eventually, all the people that join them, betraying their people and our way, become the same. Their Auril is tainted. It becomes black.”
The three of Jake’s party paused in surprise, being reminded of Tanda’s black Auril. Rookard realized their shock caused them to stop.
“Don’t tell me you’ve met one? No way, we have long since found the balance that keep there from being more… Oh! No, the raven and hyena, and a few others are special. Their Auril is powered by the natural cycle of life and death, death is a natural part of life, after all. No, the Tyrant’s Auril is tainted by their own hatred and greed, their own shame, and even the hatred of those that they killed. When we are near a tainted, we can feel it in our own hearts. That is one of the few reasons why we would spill our own people’s lifeblood: to wash away the evil taint.”
They followed him again, and Jake realized they were finally reaching the center of their village. Jake guessed, at most, a few thousand lived within.
“Once tainted, the cycle of tyranny will never be stopped. We can defeat and kill the Tyrant, but those that stood on their side, their Auril hearts continue to beat, and before long, another Tyrant appears. There’s only one way to break the cycle: there must be blood! Our teeth will bite, our claws will tear, we stand next to our brothers and sisters, and we will fight against the tainted! All our people train to fight for two reasons. One, because struggle is heavenly law, as you say. Two, because we do not abide tyrants. We refuse to be weak! When there must be blood, our claws must be sharp!”
The chanting was now a near roar, and Rookard slammed the prism onto the ground, right in the center of his village. Jake cringed with worry, thinking it would be destroyed with the amount of strength he used, but it held firm. 
It made a loud thud, with dust and dirt sent flying out in a wave. Jake realized Rookard was a lot stronger than he had thought at first. At best, he guessed he was level six or seven, about the same as the Chieftess. But now, as his Auril Heart beat, Jake understood Rookard was much stronger than that. His Auril was blue, but it slowly shifted to purple after being exposed, or rather, he accepted Jake’s Aura.
Jake started to understand these people a little better. They treasured their families and communities and their struggles together. They united against the difficult and dangerous environment, and it took a lot for them to kill another beastkin or even to hunt beyond their needs, policing their abundance. 
Resources were limited, but they maintained a strenuous balance with the environment at great difficulty on their own, being in tune with them. 
They learned from a long history of tyrants that they needed to unite to have the resolve to kill their brethren. To climb every mountain, crossing the entire continent if they needed to. The play they had seen was only the beginning of the story. 
The curse of the so-called death god had caused a taint that forced beastkin that were filled with greed, for that greed and hatred to grow and harm others, leading to that taint being spread.
Jake guessed that the beastkin’s blood was a significant aspect of their being, of their stored life force. To spill another beastkin’s blood was likely seen as a waste and a sin. For them, every beastkin was precious, their heart adding a beat to their harmonious song. 
To go against this required righteous vindication. Otherwise, they would likely taint themselves in order to win against the tyrants in the first place.
Jake realized that Rookard wanted to use this same drive that was driven deep in their Auril Hearts, deep in their soul, to combat the outsiders. 
The chanting stopped, and Rookard spoke once again. “Now, Champion Jake of Hestia. A few weeks ago, I would have told you to go fuck yourself. Our people are strong, and we don’t need the help of some Framework in order to be.” 
Rookard’s expression changed and took on one of grief, with tears pooling in his eyes. “But a little over two weeks ago, a Rift opened on our plateau, and my son rallied his warriors. From their insidious portal, came skeletons, at first. I left it to my son, trusting in his strength. He was one of the best of us, and he was going to be great, an Auril Hero like me! But the Rift’s Challenge was too great. They took him away from me, and so many others. Our traditions were nothing in the face of these creatures, and they spread their blight on this plateau, before we could finally close the Rift. Now my people are sick, and they are hungry, even though we ultimately won!”
Now Rookward’s hands balled into fists, and his Auril fluctuated from the purple color Jake’s Aura had converted it to, with seeping black, but it quickly was removed. “But now, you stand before me. Your Aura, I’m guessing powered by your Goddess, makes my heart sing: hoping for justice, for vengeance, for succor. Your strength proves that the Framework begets strength. My people need aid, and while our traditions would say that becoming immortal and serving this Framework goes against the natural cycle, I’m going to say: fuck those traditions.”
There were some murmurs in the crowd, as while many were on the same page with Rookard up to now, they were a little dubious about this prospect.
“Our traditions are what lead my son to his death, and our traditions are what are keeping our people from standing together. These enemies don’t have tainted Auril Hearts, but so what? There must be vengeance! There must be justice! We will sharpen our claws like never before, and destroy this new Tyrant, the likes of which we’ve never seen. We will change our traditions to serve us in this war, as the struggle has changed.”
Rookard roared his next words, “There! Must! Be! Blood!”
Rookard roared to the heavens, and his auril answered, reaching a fever pitch. The purple Auril raised out of him like a smoky pillar, then solidified around him before splitting into four figures: wolves. They howled, and Jake realized that he was looking at the first Auril Hero he had met in this world. 
The chant started once again, the people shouting for blood. For a moment, Jake thought he was watching an awakening of the first tier or something like that, but looking at Rookard, Jake realized it was different. The man was old, and this was likely his limit. He didn’t fight alongside his son because he could barely accomplish this. He was an old Auril Hero.
The chant reached a fever pitch, and the wolves winked out, their Auril returning to Rookard. He looked tired, like he would fall off his feet, but he caught himself. “So with that, Jake Hart, Champion of Hestia. If this thing really can produce food, I will join your Hearthtribe, and I invite everyone in my village to join as well. Everyone should join the Framework, and our people will hunt once more. There must be blood!”
The man turned around and inspected the prism. He looked around it, and then he looked confused. Jake saw a look that he hadn’t seen in a long while: the look of an older adult trying to operate electronics. “Er, how do I turn this thing on?”
Berri giggled. “I love this place! They really like you, sister. They keep chanting your name!”




Chapter 12 - Initiation and Recruitment


Jake strode forward and activated the [Alliance Node]. It lit up the mysterious runes on it, and Jake was presented with a Menu. He claimed the Node and placed it down, opening up the features to all that could use it.  
He didn’t have to claim the Node, but he figured he might as well since Rookard had stated he would join his guild. Lines were drawn on the ground, forming a large octagonal shape like he had seen at the Alliance HQ’s market plaza.
“Rookard, go ahead. You should be able to initiate yourself into the Framework. I’m not sure what will happen to you, exactly. When I was initiated by a god, I was knocked out; though I think that was because it activated my mana. Your people don’t seem to be affected, but you’re the first Auril Hero I will have seen.”
Rookard nodded. He interacted with the prism, and Jake saw his eyes glazed over, reading something on his end. “It says there’s a cost to initiate.”
Jake tried to interact too, and he saw that there was a cost. The cost was high, at over 100,000 T1 Credits. He interacted with the Menu that was available to learn more from the Wiki and learned that this was normal. 
Initiating a more powerful body and soul like his had a higher cost, and thus it must be paid in advance by a sponsor. Jake learned that a significant portion of the cost was actually restoring Rookard’s health, as immortalizing him would eventually bring him back to a younger, stronger self.
Digging further, he realized this would not be instant for him; the Framework would restore him over time, likely taking a little over a month. But Jake found that he could sort of reduce the cost: by buying enhancements for his guild. 
They cost CP, and Jake realized they would quickly repay themselves from the tax, not just Rookard. But from any of the older beastkin that joined, who would have similar costs but more appropriate for their Tier. To keep them from owing the Framework, it would help if Jake got this addition.
He and his girls had not spent most of their CP from the [Fortress Assault], along with the Rifts they had cleared today. So, he could add these fixtures into his guild, which also enabled those features to his [Guild Node].
That left one more thing. “Berri, hit ‘em with your best heal.”
“Okay!”
Bloodberri was then enveloped in holy light, causing the surrounding people to gasp. The light then enveloped Rookard, and he gasped as well. 
“Your warrior can heal? That’s surprising. It felt interesting…while our Auril healers had already healed me, that went a bit further, I feel.” 
“Try now, Rookard.”
“It’s much lower now, but it still has a cost.”
Jake nodded, and he accepted the cost of 25,000 T1 Credits to initiate Rookard as his sponsor. Jake was lucky that the Framework only saw him as Level 11, or the price could have been much higher. His old age had perhaps reduced his overall strength that the Framework could even return him to. He would get strong once again, with effort.
“Don’t we need to fight now for you to join my Tribe now, or something, Rookard?”
Rookard shook his head. “I’m just an old man now, and I can feel your life force from here. Only Timone or Dahlia would be your match, I can tell. And I heard they… Well, I know for sure that Ravenwolf Chieftess will be something. I met him and his wife when they were younger, and she is just like them. A young prodigy, her heart beating in tune with the world, for the balance.”
Jake thought he understood. “So, you’re level 11 already. Fhesiah has already found that your people’s focus should be on incursions and eating Auril Beast meat. You should level most rapidly that way. She’s working on other supplements to aid you.” 
“I’ll make sure to hunt extra, even if I have to hunt far to maintain the balance. Level 11 huh? What is this, I feel a bit stronger somehow already?”
“You’ve started to get younger. Within a month, you’ll be back in your prime, though you can sort of tune it if you would like your appearance to be a little older like you might feel.”
Rookard frowned. “I’m not sure if I like that, it’s against the natural order of things.”
“The outsiders are against the natural order. They consume souls, taking them from the cycle of reincarnation and rebirth, or whatever system is in place by the gods in their universe. The good news is that your soul is now protected from them, and yet you can choose when your fight is done. You can take your pound of flesh, and keep taking it until you are satisfied.”
Rookard now showed a predatory smile, and he addressed his people. “I do like that. Alright! Line up and let’s get initiated. Champion Jake, tell them more about your Tribe!”
Jake then repeated most of what he had said to Rookard at the gate. He also added information about his fund for children's buyback, some other advantages, and some of his plans about how they would operate. 
The big thing that would keep people from joining was that his guild might require them to relocate or join certain events if they were called upon. If they didn’t, what would be the difference from just initiating? Jake needed a guild that worked for him and the Goddess to accomplish their goals.
That didn’t mean he wouldn’t have some flexibility with allowing guild members to do their own thing occasionally, but Jake would expect four things from his people. 
First, they trained his guild’s doctrine, which would include a skill or build preference. Jake would be flexible as long as they were, though, as well as preparing consumables and filling in holes such as missing ranged attacks. 
Second, they would do their best when called upon to be a part of both fights and aid alike. Third, they would take on their Trial with everything they had once they were fully prepared by the guild doctrine. Finally, they would take up a trade skill. 
Jake believed this was one of the Alliance's most powerful weapons underutilized. When he talked to Antonius, he found that most of those that fought did not have one, nor were they interested in one. But this tool could earn Credits, and most importantly: it increased their overall potential. 
Because the items were both obtained and created by themselves, they could potentially craft an item beyond their Tier in terms of effectiveness using what they gained from the dungeon. That would then be a huge thing that would improve their chance at success. 
Picking synergistic trade skills also helped with their personal progression. Jake would not be half as good at runic magic right now if not for practicing and studying runic enchantment. 
Jake had no illusions that these things would always be the case, but having the trade skills also had other benefits. They could produce lower-tier items that were masterworks for their newly joined members for them to buy with Credits that they earned, preparing them as much as possible for their Trials. 
Jake had difficulty obtaining proper masterwork items when he was Tier 0, even if he saved many Credits.
What Odin said to him rang true in his mind about just what Tier 1 enchanter would waste their time enchanting Tier 0 items. Jake’s plan was for his guild to be one that would.
If people had around a fifty percent chance of success with their trial with steel unenchanted items, then Jake wondered how high they would be with a fully enchanted set. The idea that most Alliance guilds fought like mercenaries seemed to be an incorrect approach in Jake’s mind. 
While earning credits and CP was important for moving conquest forward, there needed to be a holistic approach to doing what you could to have all tiers be successful. All life was precious to Jake, and just because saving a person might not earn him a CP, that person was significant to him.  
Even if something might not earn the most CP or Credits, that didn’t mean it wasn’t something you should do. The idea that a majority of Adventurers didn’t take on their Trial was also quite limiting the number that could reach higher Tiers. 
The people lined up, and they were able to initiate into the Framework, and once again, many of the younger clans or clanless joined Jake’s guild. Jake guessed many would wait and see, but also, many were not ready to commit to dropping their life to help others. 
Few could devote themselves to helping those outside their own line of sight, especially in this condition. But Jake knew these people were ready to fight against Tartarus, and that was enough for him. This was a big win Rookard handed him.
“Is there a place where you keep the sick? A number of your people don’t look so well, I take it that it’s not just hunger, right? The three of us can heal.”
Rookard grimaced. “We keep some of them over at the medical tent.” He gestured towards a large tent near their center square. “We do have an Auril healer, but they are simply not able to keep up with the disease. They heal the symptoms, but they’re not Auril Heroes. We don’t really have enough dew from Auril plants either to get to everyone; the dew is tainted by the disease with every usage.”
Jake thought he sort of understood; he knew auril from only Awakened warriors couldn’t leave the body, but he knew that their weapons were often made of wood and other materials that could carry it, as long as they wielded it. 
It sounded like they could allow this auril plant dew to carry the healer’s auril into another person’s body, thus allowing them to heal someone. He imagined an Auril Hero that could heal would not have this limitation.
“Go ahead, girls. I know you’re just both itching to heal these people.”
Ophelia nodded. “Right, Jake. I can just draw on your mana if I need it.”
Berri just sped for the tent, now that she could go. Jake knew he saw several children looking sick, and that really was getting to her.
“You may want to have someone gather more of the sick. We should be able to get to many, if not all of them.”
Rookard frowned. “You can heal so many? You should have led with that.”
Jake smiled. “There was no way I was going to hold the healing hostage for your people to join. If your people needed it, even if you wouldn’t allow me to recruit, we’d have done our best. And if you wouldn’t let us heal, I’d have probably found a way to sneak in and heal the kids, or, I would just like to see how you’d have stopped Bloodberri.”
Rookard laughed, then called for someone to gather more sick and bring them to the tent where Ophelia and Bloodberri were working.
“So, how do I get these Credits to buy the food?”
Jake transferred him a single T1 Credit using his Menu. The million T0 Credits were enough for Rookard to purchase as much food as he required without impacting his overall ledger for the [Law of Balance], with him being Tier 1 already.
Rookard’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “I can buy a lot of food with this, but it looks like I’m limited to a few barrels of food per day. That’s not enough for all of us.”
“That’s the same limit everyone has, though yours might be higher, being Tier 1. I can buy more than a hundred times that, but I did already today, for Cascadia. You can use the [Market] to get more food, but it’ll cost a lot more. I only gave you that small amount, so it wouldn’t impact you.” 
Jake continued, “This ‘game’ the Framework and outsiders play has rules. Your people will be much better off if they earn their own funds for purchasing equipment and skills. Fighting the Rift creatures in large groups is the best way to acquire them, but your people aren’t ready for that yet. Incursions are the best right now, but they won’t grow much stronger until they Awaken. There are a lot of rules; I recommend spending a fair amount of time reading the Wiki. There’s a book, [Introduction to The Alliance], that you can purchase as well.
For now, the thing I recommend your people do is to sell trade goods on the Market and have each individually purchase food from the shop.”
Rookard sighed. “There’s a lot to this. Enora!”
Enora walked over. “Yes, Chief?”
“Have people sell their goods on this [Market], and buy food where they can. Read these, along with this Wiki that is no doubt referenced. Do try to provide a summary for me, and I’ll get to it as soon as I can.”
Rookard quickly purchased and handed the books over to her. Enora nodded and moved off, and Jake noticed this person had joined his guild with the Chief.
“She’s my daughter. I have many, but I only had one son.”
“I’m sorry for your loss. It’s good that you still have some family left. Your mates, if they’re still around, could initiate too, and they’ll become young again like you for a time.”
Rookard became thoughtful, then smiled. “I hadn’t thought of that. I suppose I have many things to look forward to.”
Jake and Rookard talked for a while about his plans for providing aid and setting up his Guild and the Highlands people for success. He discussed the censers and how Rookard could clear his plateau. Then, about Jake’s plan for retaking the Alliance HQ as he worked towards it. He would like Rookard’s help for the assault, hopefully in less than a week.
Rookard nodded. “Hey, you have more of that prism thing?”
Jake frowned and took out the other [Alliance Node] that he had brought but intended for the other village. “I do. I had planned to bring it to the other village. Oh, and here.”
Jake emptied his [Storage Bracelet] of the wolf meat they had looted. There were over fifty wolves from the kobold skirmishers, and as far as Jake could tell, they were not diseased, spawned by the [Challenge] as they were.
“This is great! Combined with the food I purchased, this should get us settled for now. Alright, give me that, and I’ll take it to the village you cleared to the southwest. I know they aren’t as bad off as us, but I think I can convince them.”
Jake frowned. “You sure you’ll be good to travel? It’s not quite safe in your wilds, I heard.” 
He gave a wolfish grin, and his tail was now wagging. “There must be blood! I feel young again, my heart is beating stronger than it has in years! I have no illusions that I’m indestructible, but along with being able to call my pack, it should be enough for safe travels. It was great meeting you, Champion Jake of Hestia. I see that we can converse using this [Guild Menu] when I’m near a Node, so if you need me, call, and I’ll be there!”
The man howled and was covered in his currently purple Auril, and he ran off on all fours at an impressive pace. Jake realized his digitigrade feet must have somehow made the running stance effective. 
The crowd cheered, and people continued to use the [Guild Node]. Up to eight people could interact with it at a time, so the lines were moving quite rapidly, even with people checking out many of the features. 
Jake realized that he now had a second Envoy and wondered how well Rookard would do at the other village. Still, if he were comparing Tanda to Rookard, he would bet on Rookard’s success in getting people both to join his Guild and be initiated into the Framework, especially if the village or town was experiencing troubled times. 
Jake decided to check in on her. While he could use the [Guild Menu], this only worked in his Refuge, within a certain range of an Alliance HQ or Node. Just because he could use it didn’t mean Tanda could. He used their communicator.
“Tanda, can you hear me? We’ve reached Rookard’s village, are you familiar with it?”
“I can hear you, Jake. I forgot to bring it up last night, but I’m quite surprised at how much stronger our flock had gotten by the end of the fights. Several had gained in level, and while some died, knowing they would return in a few weeks helped morale significantly. Many received these Contribution Points and Credits, and while many can’t purchase much yet due to the reduced reward thanks to our numbers, it should be a big help. 
I can already see that you were right in saying I would see my loss as a win in time, and it’s only been one day. The only reason we were able to rally out yesterday was thanks to the Goddesses’ healing. There are some things I still don’t like about the Framework, but it is certainly a tool that I can use to accomplish my goals.”
Jake was surprised that she had a big turnaround in her attitude in a single day. He wondered how whoever came to meet with these people on the Alliance’s behalf mucked everything up with the beastkin. He wanted to learn more about whatever protocols the Alliance used with Fringe Worlds, but he had too much already on his plate. 
Tanda continued, “As for Rookard, he’s a stubborn old wolf that’s set in his ways. Also, he tried to set me up with his son on more than one occasion. He’s quite pushy. But his son couldn’t beat me in a courtship duel, so that was that.”
“Well, Rookard lost his son, so he’s a bit of a changed man. Well, he’s still stubborn, but I might have started something unexpected here.”
“What happened?”
“The undead spread their blight on their crops and stored food, and many of his people got sick. His son had died facing off the Rift, and this made him somewhat open to…well, he called it changing tradition. He started this, ‘there must be blood’ speech, and he got his people really into it. They are very driven to fight against Tartarus now.”
“That’s preposterous. ‘There must be blood’ is for banding together to clean the taint of a Tyrant from our hearts, to preserve balance and harmony for the world itself. Only when the world and the beastkin are in harmony, can it truly heal. You started to see the beginning of that in the play last night, the curse of the First Tyrant. Tartarus, while evil, is not a tainted beastkin.”
“Well, it was his idea. Something I said to him about the struggle your people faced has changed now, so he used that to change the tradition. That your traditions are serving your enemy instead, as it caused his son’s death, so you should change the tradition to serve you.” 
Jake continued. “Well, he’s a wily old wolf, that’s for sure. It got these people really worked up, Tanda. I have no doubt that even if I told them not to do incursions until they were ready, they would still queue up. I hear these wolf beastkin talking, and they are looking to form up a pack and take on incursions together soon, the awakened ones among them. At least two awakened while Rookard was giving his speech, and they were chanting. So even if it’s twisted, it works, Tanda.”
Tanda sighed over the communicator. “I will think about it, Jake. We have already started to adapt, as you’ve seen. There must be blood’ might be a powerful rallying cry for my people, but it could have the opposite effect of what you want. If people become almost suicidal, throwing themselves against Rifts, even if they are revived, they could end up helping the invaders. 
That aside, I see that your victory over the Necromancer, along with closing those few Rifts, has finally seen an uptick in the Conquest Progress, but we have a long ways to go. Even the few initiated taking on their tutorial incursions are having a slight impact, but it’s minimal. More of the initiated people that died at the beginning of the collapse should be revived soon, and some Adventurers should appear soon if you get that number up. I will take some more [Alliance Nodes] to villages if you give me permission, and I’ll do my best to recruit and add Nodes.”
Jake smiled. Things were already starting to look a little better, but he knew they had a long way to go. He was relieved that he had truly gotten Tanda on board. She was willing to go even further to continue adding villages with Nodes of her own volition.
He would have to close at least as many as he did yesterday if they were going to have any chance at getting the conquest progress out of what Jake considered the danger zone. All it would take is losing some villages or their HQ, and they would be hit with a [Raid]. 
While Jake and his girls were strong, he doubted that they could pull what should be around a one-hundred-man instance where Tartarus had a strict advantage by themselves. Jake gave Tanda the right to set up [Alliance Nodes] from a template. He gave her one for Guild owned and one where the village Chief or someone could take ownership.
“Thank you, Tanda, it’s done, and you should now be able to withdraw them from the Alliance HQ as you need them, or even from Nodes as you place them. This way, you don’t have to carry more than one or two. Right now, getting the word out and scouting are paramount, so your flock are once again critical to your people’s success. I would definitely increase scouting around your home, Chieftess, as I bet Tartarus knows this as well. Remember, the conquest map doesn’t update with things unless they’ve been scouted by initiated. Tartarus defeated most of your people’s Auril Heroes. Then, they tried cutting off the Alliance HQ, and that means your people are next, in my mind.”
“I…thank you for your concern, Jake. I have long since realized that my people are important for Highland’s success in this war, and that this makes us an important target for the invaders. That has at least somewhat already come to pass, but I will leave it at that. This was part of my plan for your communicators: to improve my scout’s safety and effectiveness. Some of those in the flock that headed home did in fact initiate, so the conquest map should be updated with any Rifts discovered near, or on the way there. I’ll make sure to use messages to hammer home the importance. There was in fact a Node in a town nearby our home, just not at Harmony Peaks itself.”
Jake and Tanda hammered out a few more details for the coming week and ended the call. Jake could feel Ophelia and Bloodberri pulling on [Energy Sharing] throughout the end of it. He did feel Bloodberri getting sad and troubled, and Ophelia to match. Not long after he ended the call, he heard Ophelia’s voice in his mind.
[Jake, I think you should come quickly. Berri… well, Blood too, they’re both inconsolable.]




Chapter 13 - Tragedy Sparks Transformation


Jake headed to the medical tent drinking some mana water and passing many beastkin that looked quite happy. He could tell they were joyful about being healed, and there was a positive energy in the air from the food and the prospect of people getting ready for a fight.  
He would have to remember that these people all appreciated strength and, as such, might be violent battle maniacs, just like his wives. Even if some of them might be a mixture of a herbivore and a human, it appeared the result was: a potentially violent beast person. 
Seeing a cute sheep woman sharpening her claws with a vicious smile was an odd duality to him.
But when Jake entered the pavilion-styled tent, it was replaced with a sad atmosphere instead, and Jake could feel Bloodberri’s sadness peak. He looked over to Ophelia and found her drinking mana water as well. “What’s going on, Ophelia?”
She sighed. “Things were going great, and we healed many beastkin, including children that had gotten the disease from the blighted food. It seems even this village was assaulted by the undead near the rear, and they spread the blight even inside the walls somewhat, hitting their food stores. They held off eating any as long as they could, but it was almost time for their harvest just before they got hit.” 
She continued, “But then this woman brought her…” Ophelia’s voice then wrung in his head instead, [Dead child inside. She thought that since we were using magic, maybe we could do something. I overheard that goat beastkin healer, it appears this child was often sick before the blight, and despite being healed just yesterday: she died this morning. It’s been hours, and I told her there’s nothing we could do…but Bloodberri…] 
Jake thought these people were against deviating from the natural cycle, but he figured that, like anywhere else, a mother losing a young child might be willing to break all traditions if it meant bringing them back. He approached and overheard the mother, a rabbit beastkin, stricken with grief. 
“There has to be something you can do! Aren’t you a priestess of a Goddess? My baby is dead… Please!”
Jake watched as Bloodberri continued to fill the child with her Holy energy, even without a spell. He knew that, in a sense, Berri didn’t need a spell to heal with her holy mana. It was simply more expedient and more efficient, if you weren’t overly skilled, to use a spell. 
From what he could tell, she was simply trying everything, grasping at straws. Jake did his best to search for the words to say to her. She was so engrossed in what she was doing that she didn’t notice his approach.
Jake knew that priestesses would eventually get this spell. If this were the game, she would already have it. But this was not a game, and their reality was that a priestess likely would not get this spell until their second Tier. 
Not only that, but Jake knew that normally such a spell could only target those that were initiated into the Framework. The Framework protected their soul and allowed them the possibility that a spell could merely reconstitute their body, plus do a little extra work together with it to restore their damaged soul, and they’d be alive again.
The spell was simply too complex, and her mana was not of a high enough quality. Not only that, but the outsiders were likely now capturing or consuming the child’s soul due to them being affected by the blight caused by them. Jake did not think it was possible to resurrect this child. The body was already healed, but the soul was probably gone, he thought.
“You! You’re the Champion of that Goddess, aren’t you? Please! Help my baby…” The mother implored.
Berri’s attention snapped to Jake, and she stopped attempting to heal the child. 
“Jake! I…” She hesitated. “I really want to save this child, is there nothing we can do? She just looks so cute, just look at those fluffy ears! I was going to take all the kids and teach them to play baseball, and Blood was looking forward to seeing them train and fight one day! But now…” 
Tears filled her eyes, and she was sniffling. She gave Jake a pleading look, and he knew Blood was talking to Berri in their mind. “We even could have come last night, and this wouldn’t have happened. We were having fun, but this child… Please, Jake, just try. I know it’s unreasonable…”
Emotions were really a double-edged sword. Jake had taught her to care for others, and while she had always been partial to kids, it was because of Jake’s choices for her that she was in such pain now. 
If he had left the two girl’s mindset as that of a monster, she wouldn’t be so distraught right now, likely moving on to the next person that needed healing since he had asked her to heal. 
While she was in pain now, Jake was proud of how far she had come. As early as next week, she could be playing ball with these kids, and he just couldn’t wait to see her brilliant smile. But now, even his eyes were starting to tear up, her emotions of grief and remorse flooding their bond.
Of course, there was no way he would say no to trying or no way he’d say no to her pleading eyes like that. He choked out, “I’ll try my best.”
Jake had doubts he could do anything, but he would give his all. His best was pretty good, in his opinion. He looked over the child with [Arcane Eye]. The child couldn’t have been any older than four or five years old, and Bloodberri’s assessment was entirely correct: this child was very cute. 
She had cute white rabbit ears and bobbed-cut short white hair atop her head. Even if her nose was like that of a human’s, it was still a small button nose that almost looked like a rabbit’s somehow. 
And Jake could tell she had a fluffy rabbit tail, even though she was lying on her back, thanks to his [Arcane Eye]. Jake inspected her Auril Heart, which was where the beastkin’s metaphysical doorway to their soul lay. 
There, it was a bit murkier than he expected, and he almost thought the details looked similar to Alisara’s, where it was being obscured. He inspected it closer than he ever did a corpse, but really, he couldn’t find any hints or details that he thought could help him. 
Jake knew that if there was really anything he could do, it was with the Divine Energy welled up inside his vessel. But there were some problems: first, he spent nearly all of it. To some extent, he lamented using it, but he knew that was a foolish thought. 
By showing the power of the Hestia in front of those tens of thousands of people at Cascadia, he probably saved dozens, if not hundreds, of people. This was not even including the people that Hestia directly healed on the brink of death but by people being inspired and integrating into the Framework or joining Jake’s Guild that wouldn’t have otherwise. 
The flames of the goddess stirred the beastkin’s hearts, literally, and he knew, after meeting with the elders, that hundreds were already sending their prayers and thanks over to the goddess herself. 
This one child could not compare, but he still thought he and his girls could have defeated that bone dragon along with the Necromancer without using it. Now, he had less than ten percent of the energy left, and performing such a major miracle, he knew, would cost a lot more than that. 
The second issue was, even if he had a lot, just what could he do with it? He had practiced a lot with the Divine Energy back at their Refuge, and he could barely push with brute force meaningfully. Just how could he resurrect someone with it? Jake decided that gaining information was the best way to start. 
He reached into his core and latched on to where this Divine energy was kept. Like when he did the daring shield as he was teleported, he formed a path of Hearthfire up from his core to his eyes. He did his best to focus and move the Divine energy to this area, monitoring the beastkin girl at the same time. 
When moving the Divine Energy, he felt like he was back at Mana Control level 1. The movement of the energy was sluggish, and he felt like a child clumsily playing with molding clay.
For a brief moment, he saw a glimpse of something, perhaps something he shouldn’t have been able to see at all before the small amount of Divine Energy he set in his eyes ran out. He saw what he thought was the child’s soul, which was wrapped by a wicked-looking tentacle leading up into the sky. It was the outsiders, and they had a hold on her soul. 
Of course, Jake had only seen it briefly, but he guessed that her soul was still present in the body; otherwise, what were the eldritch beings grabbing? This meant that he had just now learned that there were two problems: the spell that would heal the body and soul and beat off the outsiders. Was the latter even possible?
“Any help from you, Ira? Can you do anything?”
Ira stirred, and Jake thought he got nothing but a blank stare from the creature. Apparently, this was way out of Ira’s league, and even asking the Tier 0 creature was silly.

[Skill Learned! Divine Energy Manipulation Level 1]

Jake had finally received a level of Divine Energy Manipulation when he had tried nearly everything the past several weeks to earn it. If nothing else, there was something good gained from this. 
He had thought Champion Magic should cover this but understood that this special energy sat in a class of its own. While Champion Magic used things like the flames of Hestia, it was like a watered-down version of his mana being mixed with a tiny amount of the energy of the gods to produce the desired result. 
The Divine Energy was the energy of the gods in its purest form that was available to Jake at this Tier.
Still, he would try. He formed runes out of his Hearthfire, creating the largest runic healing spell he could while also focusing on the [Advanced Purifying Flames] passive skill, which could carry the purifying flames of the goddess into heals. 
He even tried to push the more pure divine energy to the ability, but he really couldn’t tell if he was successful. Moving the energy was easier now that he had the skill, but it still moved sluggishly and didn’t appear to move completely to his desires. 
The runes lit up the air, and brilliant healing energy in a bright light cascaded onto the girl, causing the surrounding people to gasp. Jake had even targeted where he saw the tentacle as best he could.
He took a look at it again using the same method he had previously, and it took him a while to even reproduce his feat. Eventually, though, he spotted a glimpse of what he had seen previously: and if anything, it looked worse now. Perhaps, he had just given the outsiders a meal, or maybe it was redoubling its efforts as his spell had some sort of effect. 
He didn’t know, but he knew he had used enough energy that not enough would be left to do anything meaningful.
“I’m sorry, Bloodberri. I think it’s beyond us at our Tier. If anyone could do it, though, it’s supposed to be you.”
“M-me?”
Jake once again put his theory-crafting hat on and said, “Well, yeah. Priestesses or Cleric types get the ability first. Even though I’m a Champion, my base class is a Summoner. I doubt I will get this ability until we’re in the third Tier, except for the version that’s able to resurrect my bonded, I could receive that at almost any time. Even where I summoned the Goddess, the type of things she could do were likely limited by my class.” 
He looked over to Ophelia before looking back to her. “I’m sure you could ask Fhesiah and Ophelia, each Champion could only do certain things, more prone to their class. But you should be able to pray to the goddess and resurrect someone, eventually, even if you’re not a Champion. Come to think of it, you might be able to do it once you become one, too.”
Berri nodded and looked thoughtful but kept her thoughts closed off from him. But then, she took on a serious look, and Jake wanted to stop whatever line of thinking she had cut off. 
She filled herself with holy energy, drawing everything from Jake she could, including his sparse remaining amount of Divine Energy, drawing everything from Ophelia and even Fhesiah back at Cascadia. Then, she prayed.
Jake felt a presence descend, almost like the times he met Hestia or had the Framework intervene when it appeared she wanted to warn them about Alisara somehow. He looked at Bloodberri worriedly.
He wanted to ask what was happening but found he couldn’t really move or respond.
But Blood and Berri heard a voice. “Are you sure, child? Resurrecting that little beastkin will have a Price. You and your husband might not like all of them.”
Berri nearly shouted that she would, but Blood stopped her. Blood responded, “But you already gave your Oath, right? What is the Price?”
Jake did not like where this was going based on Blood’s response, but something about the descending presence limited him from accomplishing anything meaningful.
“It is good that you are there to watch your sister, Blood. Berri is a little too driven by her emotions, and I feel she would have agreed, even when it might not be very smart. I definitely want my Champion to be intelligent, and between the two of you together, I know you won’t let me down.”
Blood and Berri felt a tug on their minds, and Jake’s mind somehow came along for the ride. 
Suddenly, they were standing in a giant clearing in front of an enormous mountain. They could tell that this mountain was somehow larger than all of Highlands combined, the size of an entire world itself. 
They were in a massive paradise filled with verdant greenery, the trees reaching high in the sky, further than their enhanced eyes could even see. There were cascading waterfalls, and a river was flowing nearby. 
Plants and trees lined the river and mountain, and Bloodberri and Jake were awed at the size and variety of the fruits growing on them, along with the near prismatic smattering of color present in the valley.
There were creatures everywhere, and many of them had the features of various animals on them. Some were even fighting, but Jake and Bloodberri could tell that while fierce, it was not the struggle of beasts but that of sparring or testing themselves. 
Some were even much larger than Bloodberri, and their roars were brimming with power and ferocity. 
Jake was a little upset at what was happening because Berri and Blood had not filled him in on what they were doing. Clearly, she had kept to themselves that they were praying to Echidna rather than consulting Jake and the rest of the family. 
Of course, he understood she was distraught, but…well, he didn’t have much time to think about that right now.
In front of them was the biggest creature of all.
Jake and Bloodberri could hardly comprehend the size as far away as they were near a massive mountain, but she had a snake body like Bloodberri but scaled the color of gold. There were other colors mixed in, making a beautiful mosaic of wilderness, of the struggle of beasts. 
Beasts clawed at each other; a mother bear defended her cubs. A deer drank at a pond while an alligator loomed. Many depictions of the ferocity of nature continued up her large snake body and where the snake body ended: A beautiful naked woman. 
While her skin was pale like Bloodberri’s, they felt that she was not ugly at all. She radiated beauty, and they hoped they could be as beautiful as her one day. 
Her body had some differences, though: She had four arms. At around the elbow, her human arms switched to scales, and she had wicked-looking claws on her hands. On her back and a little on her upper snake body, she had six giant wings like that of a golden hawk. 
While the wings appeared somewhat small compared to the rest of her body, they could tell that this giant woman could fly easily. The extra arms were a little smaller than the original two and came out of her extra wide shoulder blades below the other arms.
On the woman’s head was flowing golden hair, but some of it ended with snake heads that were clearly alive. She even had massive horns, and they didn’t look very different from Fhesiah’s draconic ones. The woman’s piercing golden eyes stared at Bloodberri and waited patiently as Jake and the sisters took her in the Goddess Echidna, the Mother of Monsters. 
She spoke, and they could hear her clearly despite them being very far from the goddess.
“Oh my, that Hearth bond is truly special. Hestia told me what to expect, but I still found it hard to believe. Welcome to my abode, Champion Jake and Bloodberri. I had brought Bloodberri here to offer a deal: one that would secure my aid in this war, and grant Bloodberri what she desires.”
Berri remembered why she originally called the goddess. “Yeah! I want to…save that girl!”
Echidna smiled. “Of course. But to make it possible, I will have to give up more than I am willing. Making you my Champion is of course something I want, but not that badly–I have other options. Unless, you take my offer.”
Jake frowned, focusing on one detail. “Secure your aid?”
She sighed. “That’s right. The truth is, my power is waning. Soon, I will be nothing more than prey for Tartarus. The status quo is simply not working out for me, and unfortunately, I must consider other options–it’s a self-preservation thing, you see. Not many demihumans will resonate and worship a mother of monsters, and I do not have the strength to create my own race, to change the status quo. Then, the other gods of the Alliance often have their own agenda, and are not great at communicating to monsters and spreading my will. I can count on Hestia, this is true–but I can’t help but feel it’s too little too late. However, Bloodberri represents a unique opportunity for me.”
What appeared to be an image of a Dark Lamia, what would be Bloodberri if she didn’t have albinism, appeared in front of them. Then, an Arachne appeared. 
“The Gods of Chaos approached me some millennium ago, asking for a portion of my spark to create races both in their image and for their goals–the Dark Lamia and Arachnae. This is highly sought after, among us gods. You can be assured that they paid me greatly for it, but it came with restrictions. In giving up that portion of myself, I lost control over it, and with the restrictions, I had no way of getting it back. In all honesty, I thought that they would fail.”
For a moment, the two figures shifted into what Jake could only describe as hideously mutated creatures--blobs of flesh, teeth, scales, and claws. Then, they shifted back to the two creatures.
“Instead, they succeeded better than I could have dreamed. I’m sure Blood and Berri here are aware of how special Dark Lamia really are.”
Jake and Bloodberri took this in. Just why was she telling them this? The history lesson was interesting, learning about what the gods would do. He knew they would merge their sparks to create races as they discussed what Ophelia and the rest would evolve or ascend into already. 
Just where was she going with this? Before calling them, Echidna had mentioned a Price, and Jake was worried about what it would be.
She smirked. “I can’t hear your thoughts, but I can guess what you’re thinking. I’ll be getting to the Price soon. Now, my restrictions are complicated, but I have found a loophole, as it were. Dark Lamia are truly special, and Bloodberri here, even more so. Born of a human hero of Eirene and a Dark Lamia, she has a portion of the spark of the dead goddess within. Thanks to this, I can finish the job much more easily, and create a race in my image.”
Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise. He had sort of read about Eirene of the Greek Pantheon. A goddess of peace, order, and abundance, she had already died thousands of years ago. He knew losing a Chosen Hero would often result in a downward spiral that could lead to a God’s death, but his knowledge on the subject was quite limited.
Echidna gestured, and the two figures disappeared, the image presented changing into a race much more like her. Really, it looked like Bloodberri, but she had horns that looked draconic on her head, golden scales on her arms from beyond the elbow, and a change near the waist. 
The woman’s scales began at her waist, but conveniently wrapped around the hips, leaving her womanly parts human—or elflike. Bloodberri currently had a woman’s thighs and was strangely inserted into the top of a snake's body. The snake body would just begin a tad earlier, or one might say there was a little less human. 
Berri interjected worriedly, “Um, will Jake still want to mate with me?”
Jake groaned; that was what she got out of that? Still, he reassured her–this was hardly a problem with him. It would limit their bedroom…positions, but Jake was already spoiled for variety. 
Echidna chuckled. “Yes, I’m sure he won’t have an issue with that. However, I thought it's important to clear something up. It’s relevant to our discussion, ultimately. Observe.”
A massive lizard towered over them above the forest, one large enough to crush Cascadia with one foot. Jake wasn’t sure when it approached or if it was there the whole time, looming above them somewhere above the branches. 
It shimmered, and in the clearing in the distance, a man appeared. He looked mostly human or like one of the beastkin of Highlands–just having reptilian features.
“When we reach a certain Tier, our forms are more fluid. Our existence becomes different, allowing us to be able to match it to our desires. Even beasts will unlock true sentience and intelligence, once they reach a certain point. When that is varies, but I’ll come back to that.”
In the distance, Jake saw another massive creature–what looked like an odd Cerberus monster. It had three heads like dogs, except instead of a dog's body, it had scales and looked more like an ankylosaur, from what he could tell. 
He thought it would transform or create something, but it seemed to back away from his attention, hiding behind a smaller mountain off to the side. Was it being…bashful?
Jake knew that these creatures were probably beyond Tier 3, most likely Tier 4, based on their size alone. However, they were really too far away for him to properly feel or understand what he was looking at or feeling from them. 
He knew Echidna was actually somehow standing hundreds or thousands of miles away from him at the moment, and it was the same for the giant lizard and the Cerberus dinosaur. This world was odd, its geometry hurting Jake’s head as he tried to think about it.  
Echidna continued, “So, that brings us to the Price. Of course, I want to make Bloodberri my Champion, Hestia already told you this. This is a separate Bargain–a trade enforced by the Framework.”
A new image appeared next to the Echidna version of Bloodberri, and it almost looked like the demihuman man standing off in the distance, except his wife clearly inspired it. 
Bloodberri’s figure now had full legs and feet, and the scales were quite similarly placed on her body. She didn’t have horns, and her snake tail that trailed behind her was much thinner. Clearly, the body had been compressed, though she was still a bit over two meters tall.
Now that Jake had gotten a little taller, he was quite close to two meters tall. He imagined he could be even bigger after he increased to Tier 2.
“J-Jake, I don’t like that one. It’s too small–you can’t even ride me!” 
Echidna’s pealing laughter shook the valley, and Jake realized this was likely why she ‘stood’ so far away.
“That’s right. This is what the Framework would likely choose for you. Your children would be male or female, and would be mixed demihumans. Ultimately, it is also quite strong. However, I think you’ll find Bloodberri as an Echidna Race would be uniquely powerful.”
Bringing up children worried Jake about where this discussion was going.
“Yes, this is related to your Price. If you take my Bargain, Bloodberri would immediately gain the ability to resurrect all fallen allies. She would also become the powerful Echidna Race. However, your children will be forever changed. For Blood and Berri, this hardly makes much of a difference–they were already hoping for strong Dark Lamia females for children, anyway. This is not very different from that in truth. However, if an Echidna Race mates with anything not a human or demihuman, well, just take a look around you. That’s about what you can expect.”
Looking around at the creatures battling in the valley once more, very few of them had humanlike features. 
Berri pointed, “Jake, look at that one! It looks like a snake with wings, but it has a lion’s head and the leg’s of a lizard! It’s so cute! Our grand-babies will be like that? I can’t wait!”
Cute? Jake was a bit unnerved now that he had an odd lens in which to view the creatures. “I-I see it.”  
The creatures could only be described as chimeras. So that was what they had to give up or accept? Potentially monster, or chimeral, grandchildren?
Echidna nodded. “That’s right. Echidnas will certainly have a desire to breed with a strong mate. However, they will have the intelligence and reason to rule their impulses properly, just as Bloodberri does. Most likely, as these monstrous grandchildren reach the second Tier, they should have full sentience and sapience, this happening an entire Tier or two earlier than a creature normally would, aside from some rare instances. Your descendants will be truly special.”
This went along with what Fhesiah taught Jake about cultivators and beast cultivators. By the third Tier, nearly a hundred percent of them would reach a full level of sentience and sapience as they formed their Nascent Soul. Only those with the poorest and dumbest bloodlines might not achieve this.
They would often create a humanoid-like avatar at this point, but some would completely skip that step if they so chose, discarding the option and doubling down on a more bestial path. 
Some beasts with more powerful or advanced bloodlines would reach this level of sentience and sapience even sooner than that. They could learn language and reason even sooner or as early as their birth, though these were typically extremely rare and mythical creatures–like dragons and phoenixes.  
Echidna continued, “Still, this is a large enough change that I require your permission to proceed. Thus, the Bargain. The Echidna Race will have special influence over monsters in general, typically making them want to worship them instinctually, and can be more easily guided to join and fight for the Framework. More monstrous demihumans will resonate with them, and you will find this beneficial to you in ways that you likely can’t imagine. That’s why, if you accept, I will be all-in on this war. I will go from being prey to being the one who preys on Tartarus, joining Hestia’s Pantheon in truth.”
Jake realized that this could be even bigger than he thought. The idea that this choice would secure a goddess’ aid in the war instead of an enemy was reason enough to accept the odd situation.
Blood asked, “What about the spell for the resurrection? How will this work?”  
Echidna smiled. “The spell will be quite unconventional, and it’s only because of your unique status as a twin-souled, monstrous being of holy light and dark that this is even possible. Of course, we can thank Hestia as well for this being possible at all.”
She continued, “Not only that, but it will lock in your level twenty specialization choice now, granting it a little early. This is a one in a trillion spell here, I’m quite proud I was able to make it. It is only barely possible, despite your husband’s…persistent preparations. Do keep in mind, if you keep adding every spell or ability under the sun, there won’t be any room in your mind or soul for us goddesses to add anything to your Classes, your templates. You haven’t even used [Drain] in a fight.”
Jake was shocked; he had no idea they were limited to the number of abilities they could learn. He had treated things too much like a game. He recalled there had been times when he tried to learn some spell or ability, and he hadn’t succeeded until he leveled up.
Most likely, his soul or some portion of himself wasn’t enough to learn it until then. Thinking of it, perhaps this was the reason he couldn’t learn Divine Energy Manipulation until just now.
Blood blushed. “I just, wanted to have a ranged attack sooner, before Berri learned the baseball thing, and it became mostly unused. What specialization choice?”
“All Framework classes receive a specialization choice at level 20, preparing them for their Class Advancement at level 25. It both limits and specializes the choices, so this is important. Your choices were going to be to specialize your class, though others could get different choices: such as for their spells or melee abilities, rather than just class focuses, depending.” 
Jake was surprised by Echidna’s willingness to answer what was probably wasting her time. He could see her looking at Bloodberri almost fondly, like a mother teaching her own child.
She continued, “Your choices were going to be to specialize your Priestess class towards: [Monstrous], [Holy Light], [Dark], or [Duality]. This would lock in [Duality], which focuses on your both light and dark nature, and their ability to be combined for more power. While I might enjoy the first choice, I think we can all agree that this was what you two would have chosen?”
Bloodberri nodded, being able to review the choices. While [Monstrous] sounded good, what they noticed while fighting Ophelia and Fhesiah was that what made them special was the two of them in one body and their magic together.
Berri’s holy magic allowed them to protect and heal, then Blood’s dark magic would debuff and weaken their foes. 
Sure, their large body was powerful and massive, but there were many ways to counter a large enemy. It was their magics combined with that that made them genuinely difficult to deal with. 
While [Monstrous] would make their body more powerful, it would actually make the one not driving the body potentially more useless than any of the other three options. 
Jake looked over to Bloodberri, trying to read the other girl’s feelings on this. They were both very interested in becoming the Echidna Race. Ultimately, this would normally be their choice to make, but their children would be affected–this impacted Jake significantly. He was glad he was here.
The potential for monster grandchildren was more than a little weird, and Jake wasn’t sure he knew what to feel about it. He was unnerved by the thought of his future daughter bringing a giant monster home to introduce her new boyfriend. That was bound to be more strange than most humans would ever experience.
However, it would just be in his daughter’s hands to make those choices–his grandchildren would be just like Bloodberri if they chose to mate with humans, elves, beastkin or similar.
Still, that was now two wives that would only have daughters. This one was probably going to be the busiest one if she had anything to say about it. 
As he looked at Bloodberri, he noticed her armor. The choice of having the strange belt-shield-girdle thing was strange to him. It sort of provided extra protection to her thighs or stump-like legs, but he had wondered why not some kind of armored skirt or something like this. 
Perhaps, this was Hestia being mindful of the future and signaling her intent in some way. The more he looked at the two racial possibilities, the more he thought he was right. He would trust Hestia in that, on some level, she had agreed with this path for his family.
“So? What is your answer? I get what I want: a powerful race influenced by my own divine spark. I’ll join Hestia’s Pantheon in truth, and stop sitting on the fence. Monsters and beasts will rally to our call, and we shall crush the enemy with overwhelming strength. You’ll get your resurrection spell and some bonuses, allowing you to not just resurrect this child, but others–including Jake here, should the worst come to pass.” 
She continued, “You’ll become my Champion, and your might will not be stopped. Jake would have to accept some odd situations, but that was already going to happen–did he think that parenting Dark Lamia children would be normal?”
Echidna added with a smirk, “I think you’ll find that you’ll be able to meet your goals, Berri. Being an Echidna Race, you should be able to have children much more rapidly, and Blood will be happy that her children will be quite strong. Let’s just say from the moment they hatch, they could easily defeat an adult human.”
Jake groaned and facepalmed. His children would…hatch? However, he could see Blood and Berri’s hopeful glances; they were filled with excitement at the prospect of their desires being fulfilled. 
This was important to them, and he was having a hard time seeing the downside other than how strange it would be in the future. Berri, in particular, was filled with desire, and he just knew that this was nothing but a super-win for the girl.
He accepted this bizarre situation, though he let her know they would discuss the overall situation later.
Bloodberri said, “We accept.”
Echidna smiled, and a small spark flew from her hand and floated in front of Bloodberri’s chest. Jake felt like a raging beast was near him, but he also felt the love and desire of a mother, wanting her child to become both powerful and successful. That through deadly struggles, one would become strong enough to face anything.
Now Echidna smiled as she looked at Jake. “I knew I could count on you, Champion Jake. I know this situation is weird for you, but I know that in the end, you do love beasts and creatures of all kinds, and you will love your grandchildren very much. Your love of beasts among summoners is special, and I actually considered placing one of my children in your party–before you became Hestia’s Champion.” 
She seemed to glance at the ‘small’ mountain, where the odd Cerberus dinosaur hid behind. “If you had chosen the beast path, that just might have come to pass.”
Jake was shocked; she was interested in him before he met Hestia.
Before he could really respond, he felt Bloodberri and himself drifting away. Echidna continued, focused on Bloodberri, “Goodbye, child. Fight for your family and others under Hestia’s banner, and temper yourselves and your children against your enemies. Struggle, overcome adversity to grow and reach the apex.”
Echidna’s Divine Spark entered Bloodberri, merging with the physical Hearthcore and the two souls. As Berri was already empowered by Hestia and by her unique birth, a slight majority of the empowerment went to Blood’s dark-attuned soul, making it Holy Dark. Now, the two souls were truly in balance.
Bloodberri and Jake disappeared from the clearing, and Echidna’s smile was beaming. She spoke to one of her children, the Cerberus dinosaur.
“I can’t believe that deal I made with those crazy dark elves is really going to pay off like this. To think they’d ruin everything on their side in a colossal failure, and that spark would come back to me instead, but better. It’s like my daughter returned to me after being married to a scumbag against my wishes, professing that she learned her lesson and would listen to mommy now. It’s a wonderful feeling, I will treasure it for all time.”
The three dog heads all barked in reply repeatedly, their barks of derision shaking the valley. 
Echidna scoffed. “You don’t think Jake’s children will be that big of a deal, since he’s only a mere human?”
She snorted. “That Odin would pull wool over the eyes of the entire multiverse, if it meant winning this war against Tartarus while staying true to himself. Either way, Jake won’t be only a mere human for much longer, if it’s already not the case now. You’re just jealous the demoness talked him out of the beast path.” 
The dogs all sneeringly barked some more in reply. 
“You might have helped Jake in those fights, but it wasn’t necessary. You three were just bored and trying to have fun, and you know it. We had to use this glade for this meeting because you destroyed half the other one fighting over which of you would drive that stupid badgerdillo or otter next. Watching that fight was entertaining, but it was a little much.” 
The dogs all blushed, and Echidna chuckled. “Oh! I bet I was on the mark about the jealousy, wasn’t I? Does someone have a crush?” 
They all barked in anger, their denial echoing through the valley. One offered a query.
Echidna frowned. “What do you mean, how do you know if you want to eat something, or eat something? You’re old enough to understand that by now, aren’t you? I guess the nature of the void is an odd thing. You may have a shot at getting a little closer to the void child, but you’ll have to give something up. Many will gather under Hestia’s banner, and whether you find your mate or a meal you can’t eat, the war in this Sector should still be beneficial to you.”
The Cerberus-like being thought a moment but nodded in acquiescence before leaving the clearing. 
Echidna summoned a mirror, the view showing hundreds of worlds, including the world of Highlands. She focused her gaze on it with a smile. “The war on this world is really heating up. I can’t wait to see what happens next.”




Chapter 14 - Between Life and Death


Jake’s mind arrived back into his body along with Bloodberri. He now felt like he was in a room with a raging beast as all the hairs on his arms and legs stood on end, and he realized that the feeling was divinity.  
Holy Light and Holy Dark magic were released in waves that formed a field of the two energies. Above, Holy Dark, and below, Holy Light. Jake now realized that Blood’s Dark magic had become Holy Dark, just like Berri’s had originally become Holy Light when she had become a priestess.
Bloodberri had been hunched over the child, but now, she raised and grabbed her maul off her back where it was mounted.
The rabbit beastkin mother now shrieked, “W–What are you doing?!” Ophelia grabbed her and pulled her away, trying to reassure the woman. Jake was worried, but he could hear their thoughts and feel their emotions. There were a number of them, but the most prominent was excitement. They were extremely focused on their task, however.
Other people were in the tent; some ran away in the chaos, but many just watched. While this was a frightful thing visibly, the feeling Jake got from the energy was anything but that. It now felt very much like when she cast her healing spell. While there was a raging beast in the room, it was one that was on his side.
Holy light covered the child, and Jake’s [Arcane Eye] watched as it coalesced even further into where the child’s soul was. Right above the child, the Holy Dark formed a border with the Holy Light; only now, it seeped into what he had seen with the God Energy: the eldritch tentacle. 
Blood’s magic now looked like a giant black umbilical cord that extended into the sky through the tent, only connecting to the child’s heart instead. Gusts of wind were blowing, the two energies becoming unstable at the edges of the fields, where they got outside of Bloodberri’s control.
The eldritch tentacle struggled, and it almost appeared like the holy dark umbilical cord was grabbing something from the tentacle and weakening it. Bloodberri prepared her stance, which Jake had seen hundreds of times, and he gaped. 
Was… Was she going to cut the umbilical cord with a maul? Half of her body was filled with Holy Light, and the other half was filled with Holy Dark. Her mace then did the same, and she swung with a spring of her snake body.
The two lights coalesced into that single spot where her maul connected with the umbilical cord, and despite Jake knowing just how much power went into that swing, it was like she hit nothing at all. Yet, a cacophony of light and dark was violently released in an explosion, passing harmlessly over those in the tent and even healing people. 
Her swing went past where the cord was like she missed a pitch, and like smoke, the umbilical cord of Holy Dark dissipated. The remaining Holy Light in the room coalesced on the child, and she began to rise into the air.
Jake could tell Bloodberri was now tired and on her last bits of energy, so he drank a mana potion and sent more mana her way. He was already starting to feel a little sick from all the mana water he had been drinking as he spoke with Rookard and his people. 
She smiled at Jake as she put her glimmering hand on the child’s chest over her heart. 
Light pulsed through her body again, and her body then stood on the ground. The little girl took a gasping breath and rubbed her eyes. Everyone just stood staring at the child, but she immediately saw her mother. 
“Mommy, I’m hungry. Is there anything to eat yet?” She looked around some, “Where are we? And who’s that?”
Of course, the little girl was interested in the giant snake girl wearing serrated plate armor and holding a giant spiked maul towering over her. Bloodberri at least already had the top half of the armor powered down, becoming more like a hoodie and showing her face. But the mother quickly grabbed the child and began bawling.
Berri was now crying too and said, “She has the same eyes as me…”
Jake went over and hugged Bloodberri at the corner of the tent, which did wonderful things. He had commented on her possibly being able to do it if she were a champion, and she thought it was a great idea. Somehow, she implemented it immediately, calling upon the goddess with an absurd amount of energy from his family. 
For this, she appeared to get two spells and an upgrade of another. It was almost like she required a combination of all three to accomplish the goal.

[Champion Magic: Between Heaven and Hell]
[Force back Tartarus and reclaim a soul from its grasp if you have the power. Only usable within 12 hours of death. It costs more mana or energy for each level, equivalent strength of the soul or how much time has passed since death. Applies debuff to a single enemy and creates a field of holy energy that heals and harms enemies and effects weak to it for a period in combat.]

[Priestess Magic: Resurrection]
[Reconstitute a dead user of the Framework, or as long as the soul is present and unfettered. Only usable within 12 hours of death.]

[Champion Magic: Monstrous Maul of Hestia-Echidna]
[Evolved from Advanced Mace of Hestia. Combines the power of two goddesses into a devastating blow, healing allies and weakening or destroying enemies.]

Some new skills were under a new category of magic, like Jake’s Champion magic. The [Mace of Hestia] was replaced with the maul ability, moving it to the same category. Only [Divine Intervention] and the resurrection was left in the Priestess Magic.
Jake shook his head, which did incredible things between Bloodberri’s massive chest. None of this girl’s abilities made any sense to him in the context of both being a gamer and understanding how spells should work or behave. 
For now, she was only a prospective Champion and couldn’t actually call upon the goddess until she took a [Trial] or equivalent. Jake knew that there were different ways to accomplish said Trial; it was only since Jake was both Tier 0 and a part of a [Fringe World Trial] that he was limited to what he had attempted.
The [Fortress Assault] would have qualified if it was tuned for over level 20. It would also be harder now, thanks to two Champions on Jake’s side. There was also the [Raid] that this world would eventually participate in, one way or another, and this was what was within their plan for their respective Trials currently. 
They could consider doing a solo Trial to become Champions in truth first, but it was questionable whether that would truly reduce their risk in the Raid. A prospective Champion would ramp up the difficulty less than a Champion that could summon their god for aid. 
There was also the [Permadeath Trial] which was an option at any time. They didn’t even have to wait until after the peak of their Tier to attempt it, and it would count for more than trying a solo Trial at over level 20.
Still, there was more. There were localized events such as [Battlegrounds] that many worlds could participate in, and some even Cultivators partook. It turned out this was one of the primary ways they could assist with the war against Tartarus. These varied in difficulty and reward and could provide merit for obtaining class upgrades. 
Nearly all things were equal around the beginning or peak of the Tier. Even if the Framework couldn’t negotiate a fair fight for cultivators based on their level or actual power when they weren’t joined to it, they could get a mostly fair experience at those times. 
They would also join to obtain treasures that aided them in their personal cultivation, in addition to helping the war effort for their worlds. Their rewards were similar in quality to Permadeath Trial ones since their risk was greater. 
Fhesiah was greatly interested in this, as it would be her best opportunity to obtain the special materials and things she needed for forming her [Cultivator Core]. Though, with how Jake and his wives always received tailored rewards, it was quite possible that the goddesses would help her out and ensure she received what she required. 
Jake had also learned there was a sort of Trial Task that a god or goddess could give out at a shrine that would accomplish something similar. 
The one thing that was consistent with Tartarus and the Framework was that the greater the risk and the greater the difficulty, the greater the reward for the initiated. If there was a chance that Tartarus could get a piece of your soul, like as in the [Trial] where it could also torture you and weaken your spirit, in addition to conquest progress gain: your rewards would be greater. 
While people might revive after being tortured or suffering in the void, they might choose to stop attempting trials, and it will be like from Tartarus’ perspective that you were already dead or eaten. Not only that, but Trial failures made you unable to attempt or be rewarded by others for that Tier. 
Eventually, you would stop progressing and be stuck, and participation in the war would only help Tartarus. This usually didn’t happen until reaching Tier 2, where energy levels in worlds, people, and monsters got so high that you would get wiped out easily if you didn’t have strong skills and special energy usage.
People like Antonius, who got to Tier 2 without having mana or being able to use it well, would become collateral damage in massive area-of-effect attacks. These massive attacks could be caused by large enemies simply waving their potentially massive claw or weapon, not even needing to use an ability. 
Abilities, like [Phalanx], that were more magical existed and would protect people like him, but he would be nothing but fodder in a battle. Jake hoped Antonius mastered some form of advanced energy usage sooner rather than later for his own sake.
Jake put the thoughts of having to attempt another Trial or its equivalent aside, as it was clear they would do one anyway, one way or another. That now they would probably end up having four champions in whatever Trial-type they took on was a bit unnerving, however. 
He figured that seeing a God’s Chosen Hero might be possible thanks to this choice, and while he wasn’t entirely sure of the difference, he knew they would have access to much more Divine Energy than Jake.
While Jake had been ruminating over the need to take on the Trial, he certainly didn’t let his concentration on his distraught snake girls lapse. He had sent his reassurance over the bond and rubbed her back caringly. Bloodberri looked on at the child interacting with her mother, and she finally had a smile on her face.
But she turned to Jake and now had a sad look again. He could feel that she knew he would be upset about what she had done. “We’re sorry, Jake. We prayed without really sharing our plan with you.” 
Jake sighed. It’s true that after discussing things after the Hestia left, they certainly were leaning more towards accepting the rest of the girls becoming champions as well, as long as the goddesses dealt with them earnestly. 
Hestia had vetted these other goddesses, and for her to offer it to Jake’s party at all must mean that, on some level, she trusted Echidna. If Jake didn’t trust Hestia’s judgment, just why should he have become her champion in the first place? 
They hadn’t figured out what they would do regarding the respective Trials. However, except for Echidna, there was no doubt they would accept when they met in a month. 
Jake was mostly happy with the result, but he was frustrated. Blood and Berri certainly didn’t know what would happen, and their actions could have major repercussions. 
“This was really impulsive of you, and this could have harmed us all. It really just hurts that you didn’t trust me with your plan. Really, we’re lucky I was taken along for the ride, otherwise I would have been forced to just accept this crazy situation–or, not have children with you. Both completely terrible options.”
Berri was hurt more by Jake’s feelings than by his words. She could feel how hurt Jake was over their bond, and she was filled with remorse. 
“I’m sorry, Jake. I really didn’t think, and I… I just really wanted to save this child! You taught me to care more about others, and… It just hurt so bad, we both didn’t really know what to do.”
“I’m sorry too, Milord. I got caught up with Berri’s pain, and I let it cloud my judgement as well, at first. It shan't happen again, I promise.”
Jake sighed. He knew that her becoming a Champion, for his party anyway, was hardly an irrevocable choice, at least for now. However, each spark represented a situation where their family defeated a deadly challenge, and spending it on this was a colossal expenditure.
He could certainly see the benefits, as on some level, they had increased their safety level significantly. While resurrecting any of his bonded was possible at a Shrine or simply waiting for their resurrection timer, it did take a lot more time than it took for her to resurrect that child.
Also, each time they resurrected someone, it could curve the overall course of the war. A week of activity where a person could grow and fight back instead of just waiting in the void could cause a butterfly effect that could result in a drastic change.
Jake would just have to accept that he could now have monster grandchildren, his children not being all that different from what he would have had originally. That she would lay eggs, and she would have children faster…  
Berri smiled brightly, “Yes! She said we could have children much faster! Oh, I just can’t wait, Jake! There were so many of those creatures on her mountain. There was one that looked like a deer, with wings, but also a scorpion stinger and a beak! They were just so cute!”
Jake started. Scorpion stinger? Beak? He imagined dozens of miniature Bloodberris, but with beaks and stingers, horns and other crazy things, them slithering and crawling all over him, his dozens of grandchildren. He shivered.
Ophelia laughed. “Oh, c’mon Jake. You love beasts and you know it. I’m sure it’ll be fine. Maybe one day, you’ll have a badgerdillo of your own, only better, since they’ll be your grandchild.”
Jake looked at Ophelia skeptically. “You want our children to be my summons?”
Ophelia looked at Jake like he was crazy. “If they’re strong enough, why not? Of course, our children will be warriors. It would be their greatest goal and honor, to serve under a Champion. Still, I find it unlikely that they’ll catch up to us to be useful in a fight, so we’ll see how all that works when the time comes.” 
She smirked. “Once again, a problem for future Jake. Still, Jake is right, Bloodberri. You should have trusted us. We may have been able to get a Shrine in our Refuge for us all to have an audience, eliminating the possibility of the problem.” 
Blood and Berri both apologized again, and Jake supposed he shouldn’t be surprised that a Valkyrie had this in mind for their children. The idea they would be several Tiers behind meant that unless he had some way of scaling their power up, using them for a fight was extremely unlikely.
However, it sounded like Bloodberri’s children would catch up quickly. Based on what Echidna had said, it was almost like they would be at the peak of Tier 0 not long after birth.
Still, there was certainly a disconnection in Jake’s mind from being the parent or grandparent of some beast-like child. This was not something any human had ever had to worry about; just how could he align it in his mind? 
A beast would surely be more violent than a human child, and even the idea of baby-proofing would counter how a beast should likely be raised. It would only make it weaker in the end.
He would have to wait and see. Almost every parent he had ever met in his life said that the moment their child was born, their entire mindset shifted. That it was like they had a connection to that child just born, and it transcended logic or reason.
Jake looked at Blood and Berri in their serpentine eyes and felt their feelings and thoughts over the bond. They were truly remorseful and wanted to be better– to believe in their family, their Lord, and their husband, and to have their best interests in mind. 
They were used to acting together to achieve their goals and had, perhaps, been so shocked by their pain that they resorted to their usual methods. 
He would forgive her for now, hoping to talk more about this later when they were alone together. He motioned for her to come over for another one of her patented best hugs, and she was both sad and delighted as Jake’s head was wrapped in heaven.
Berri said, “I’m really sorry Jake, what I did was impulsive, and I won’t do that again, I promise. Please, forgive me…”
Jake sighed. “I’ll try to get over it, as I am proud of how far you’ve come. I know you were hurting, but I hope that next time, you’ll trust that I’d help. We’ll take whatever on, together.“
Jake then heard Fhesiah’s voice talking to everyone over their bond. [That’s right, Jake. Well, we can always have some kitsune kits or dragonlings to make our grandchildren feel more welcome, you know. Wow, you guys are having so much fun without me! Still, I was getting such important work done when someone drained most of my Qi that I nearly botched my work. A little warning would have been nice, y’know.]
Berri once again looked guilty but replied over their bond. “I’m sorry–”
[Oh, it’s quite alright, dear sister. To think you would be able to achieve what many at the Soul-severing Realm cannot even! It takes very powerful Tier 4 and above cultivators to wrestle a soul from the River of Samsara and to heal and reconstitute the body– many would be unable to do both. However, things are different for cultivators.]
Bloodberri now looked a little proud. Jake replied, “To be fair, I don’t think the River of Samsara is what she has to work against here. But yes, it’s quite amazing. I don’t think most Priestesses and Clerics would get the skill until Tier 2 at the earliest.”
Ophelia added, [I think it’s great that she has this ability. There will no doubt be others she can resurrect going forward, and I’m sure you’re aware, Jake, that the abilities she gained will evolve or merge going forward when we reach the next Tier. As for the different children, you were already going to have Dark Lamia children. These might be a little different than that, but they would already have completely different mindsets. We will teach them all love just the same.]
Jake knew Ophelia was right but still felt things were a bit off. He certainly didn’t like the premise that a monster goddess was influencing his children. Even Bloodberri’s presence had changed slightly, in a nearly unperceivable way. She felt slightly more monstrous than before, like the feeling he got when a predator was near. 
They wrapped up their healing of the people with the disease, having to go through town to reach some that were isolated in their huts. The healer assured them that now that they didn’t need to heal over a hundred, just barely enough to keep them from dying, it would be easy for them to finish the job for any that were missed. 
Jake told them about the censers they had already trialed in Cascadia, so the village merchants quickly pooled their funds together to get started with them.
The people were all thankful, and Jake could see many with purchased food from the [Shop] and [Marketplace]. Selling Auril Hides appeared to net decent profits, as the Framework itself had put a bounty on the special resource. 
Crafters from all over the Multiverse could attempt to use and unlock the secrets of the materials, incorporating them into their equipment. Auril hides were stronger than most hides of the same Tier, so leather workers were quite interested in the resource.
After hearing of the child's resurrection and all the healing, many beastkin were interested in learning more about the goddesses that sent their aid to Highlands. They directed them to the Node to learn more, but it would be some time before they could build full-blown shrines.
People in the village were also cooking up the wolf meat, and the Chief’s and many others purchased goods, and Jake was happy that the outlook was good. 
Jake watched as a portal opened and a roughed-up warrior exited by the [Alliance Node]. 
Jake, with a Refuge, could come and go from incursions as he pleased in the comfort and privacy of his own home. People without could only enter and exit from near the [Alliance Node] or the [Alliance HQ]’s.
The wolf beastkin auril warrior looked bedraggled with some bloodstains on his equipment, and Jake guessed from looking at the man with [Arcane Eye] he would be no higher than level 3. Several tribe members immediately approached him as Jake overheard their conversation.
“How was it?”
“Those annoying little shits! They were…gremlins, it says? Half of them had these tubes that they would blow in, shooting these little darts at me. When I rushed at them, they would jump into these little holes where I couldn’t get to them. As soon as I turned my back, they would come out and shoot even more!”
He huffed and shook his head. He continued, “They couldn’t pierce my leathers, but they would aim for anything uncovered. I got hit by one, and it made me dizzy and weak, my Auril Heart needing to work hard just to purge it. I almost had to flee to the portal, but I was able to rush down the boss.”
The man looked at his brethren with a serious look. “Don’t…don’t underestimate them. All it took was one mistake and I might have died, and that was just a beginner dungeon, it said! We need to be prepared, just like Champion Jake said. It’s not all about strength, we need all our cunning, and preparation to ensure victory.”
“Did you get any of those skill improvements?”
The man showed a wolfish smile. “Yeah, I did get that. Auril Energy Manipulation moved from 1 to 2. I can tell I can move it much better now. I had to move it all over to block those stupid darts and not waste tons of energy.”
Jake approached the men and women and gave them a discussion about armor. They can still wear their Auril Beast hide leathers, but adding another layer of protection would serve them well. They should make it a priority, along with their food stores, to improve their coverage. 
Even if Auril leather might produce better protection when auril flowed through it, similar to Fhesiah’s robes, they provided less protection when they ran out. 
As they walked through the village, many of the people looked at them with awe and reverence. Many of them took their opportunities to thank Ophelia, Bloodberri, and Jake for helping their plateau. Many wanted to repay them, but Jake wanted them to instead pay it forward.
They had originally planned on recruiting in the other village as well, but Rookard removed that need for them. Ophelia decided to head back to Cascadia briefly to help out some more with the tribe members, knowing she was just a [Call Summon] away. She could even activate her [Chosen Specialization] abilities in a pinch. 
Most of what Jake would now be doing is traveling and fighting, and they both wanted for his new Tribe to have a bit of direction. 
For example, he required someone to man the Alliance HQ workstation and maintain the training grounds and barracks. She also needed to set up the school for the children and any other facilities that Blood discovered they required. So they needed to start trying to find candidates for the different roles and responsibilities in the guild.
Jake didn’t like that he had to create his guild and then spend his entire time away, but it was necessary. Ophelia being there would help make the tribe members feel like they weren’t being abandoned. 
He sent Ophelia back to the Refuge where she could head back to Cascadia and started heading towards the city that must be reclaimed. They had many Rifts they needed to clear first, but it was time to finally see the jungle and what to make of these Auril Beasts.
The trip felt a little awkward at first, thanks to their recent conflict, but after Berri got moving through the mountains with the wind at Jake’s face, he started to calm down. They would be busy for a while now, so he would just have to worry about the implications later.
“I was going to say it’s just me and you now, Berri, but we have both Blood and Ira with us. We’re on a small adventure.”
“Oh, I like that. Yes, we are never alone. The forest really looks beautiful, so full of color. I’m glad we’re finally going there.”
They mostly stuck to the mountainous, rocky terrain when they traveled to the other plateaus. They were told this would be the safest, but it was often the most direct. The beastkin were all powerful climbers with strong claws and superhuman strength, so they would typically take the safer route without their native Auril Beasts and other creatures. 
On average, beastkin were much stronger than humans, so falling a few stories of height was not a life-ending mistake. Those with Auril could easily leap dozens of feet in the air, besides.
Until now, Jake and his party had not traveled through any of the forests or valleys, but the fastest route this time would take them through some of it. The treetops were much higher and formed a more pervasive canopy than he would expect on Earth. 
Light barely made it through the treetops, but it was like the jungle itself glowed. Many plants had some form of bioluminescence, and despite there being little sunlight, it felt like it was daytime in the trees.  
So far, Jake hadn’t seen the hide or hair of any Auril Beasts from even high up in the mountains as he was, other than smaller birds. Jake thought he saw a giant auril bird at a vast distance once, but he couldn’t tell. All sorts of creatures lived in the mountains, but none of them appeared to qualify as one of these Auril Beasts. 
But that would change now. Bloodberri went down the mountain, carrying Jake through the trees rapidly. Jake had Ira on the lookout for any ambushes, but things were mostly quiet, even with the pace they moved through the greenery. 
After several miles, Jake started wondering what the big deal was. Just what would cause these people to avoid this lush jungle? He saw some smaller creatures dissimilar to mice or lizards but nothing substantial. 
Ira stirred, and Jake had Bloodberri slow down. Jake tried to probe Ira on what was ahead but received nothing but a shrug. 
What kind of watcher was this? He felt some focus on Bloodberri and the other direction with another shrug. “What, Ira? So you’re saying I don’t need to be worried, I got Bloodberri with me?”
He received a sort of mental nod from the creature, but it seemed Jake was still missing part of the picture. At the very least, Jake knew the creature was always paying attention. It had diverted that baseball when it was necessary when Berri nearly killed him during her first at-bat, even though, as far as Jake could tell, it was sleeping. 
It was just. Lately, the creature had been sleeping even more and appeared even lazier than usual.
Bloodberri slowed their pace, and they went to observe what kind of creature resided in this massive forest. The tall trees were like redwoods, but plenty of sunlight peeked through the branches, allowing for smaller greenery to grow below. 
She weaved through the plants and trees until they eventually saw them: what Jake thought looked similar to a more colorful stegosaurus than he would expect from a textbook, covered with plants living on it.
Dinosaurs were living in the valleys and forests of Highlands, and Jake was excited at the prospect of capturing one. 




Chapter 15 - Beasts and Bonds


It turned out that Ira was nonchalant about the creatures ahead because they were not much of a threat, both from their size, not really being much bigger than Bloodberri, but also their temperament.  
Despite being a strange-looking creature to the stegosaurus, Bloodberri’s own serene nature made it so that they ignored her and just continued eating their greenery.
This large creature was taller than her but not nearly as long; her tail is longer than theirs. However, this creature’s torso was much more massive, and Jake saw that they had auril flowing through them. It differed from the beastkin, being a thinner or dull but permanent effect. 
The concentration of the energy was much lower in their Auril Heart, so Jake guessed that it was like these creatures were always running at 5 to 10 percent of their auril capacity at all times to strengthen themselves permanently. While they might be able to increase it during battle, Jake wagered it wouldn’t be by very much.
Still, Jake guessed that these creatures would be nearly permanently immune to what unawakened people could do to harm them, as these were certainly Tier 1 creatures. He could see that it would take a large group of awakened to take them out and why it was seen as a waste of life to attempt. 
During Jake’s inspection, Ira gave a feeling of alarm, and even the stegosaurus’s heads snapped in the same direction. It appeared there was going to be an attack. Jake urged Bloodberri up a tree for them to watch, though he didn’t feel they were much in danger based on Ira’s feelings. She easily snaked up the tree, wrapping themselves around the trunk as they ascended.
The stegosaurus started moving into a semi-defensive position, the large group of a dozen now being in sight and in the same area from each other. It was then that Jake saw them: a pack of raptors. They were taller than Jake, but not by much.
They blurred with how fast they moved, covered in a ferocious red auril. Unlike the stegosaurus with a light permanent blue Auril, these were blazing theirs to improve their speed significantly. 
Once again, Jake could tell that these creatures were Tier 1 and that they were fast enough that even Rookard might find it a challenge to escape once they had him in their sights. He would have a chance at survival only by defeating them or taking one down and forcing them to flee. 
The raptors were not more numerous than the stegosaurus, but this didn’t appear to matter to them. The larger creatures swung their tails with great power and speed, but it wasn’t enough to land a solid blow against the fast-moving raptors. 
The stegosaurus did their best to protect each other, but eventually, large rents were scored on one of their sides in the frantic melee, releasing a shower of blood. 
From there, one slash after another landed on the same stegosaurus until it went down in a pained wail. At that point, the raptors all positioned themselves on the dying body, leaving the other ones alone, staking their claim on the dying creature. 
Some of the stegosaurus tried to save their friend, but the raptors quickly rebuffed them. Eventually, the larger creatures had gotten the message that their friend was as good as gone, and there would only be more losses of their own if they persisted. They began to leave.
Jake was interested in observing this struggle between the two sets of creatures, witnessing the law of the jungle first-hand. But there was another law that these raptors were about to learn. There’s always a bigger fish.
Bloodberri dropped from the tree while Jake stood on his invisible platform created by his boots, and he began to cast a spell using a function on his staff: [Runic Ring of Frost]. It released a wave of frost at the base of the stegosaurus and locked all the raptors in place with a large layer of ice that covered up their torsos. 
They struggled against their bonds and wailed, some of their efforts having an effect. A couple had even broken free using their auril when Bloodberri arrived. This was a spell Jake had worked out with Ophelia, but the one he could do with her was even more powerful.
Bloodberri smashed her maul into one and wrapped her tail around another, killing both in mere moments. More broke free, and Jake even saw two of them move to free two others. Jake sent spears of ice at them and was surprised to see one leap into the air at him, blazing in their red Auril. 
Jake was only maybe 10 meters in the air, so he shouldn’t have been so surprised. He realized that this one was the largest of them; he guessed the alpha. 
Jake easily rebuffed his assailant with a wave of force, slamming them into a tree, and he followed them to the ground with his own spear and shield. 
The alpha was disoriented, and Jake stabbed it with a few thrusts of his spear, weakening it. He then bound it to thornwood vines, locking it into place as it struggled against its bindings. Jake now prepared his summoner spell, [Capture Template].
After the Fortress Assault, Jake realized he had unlocked a new subset of Summoner abilities like that he had in the game, called [Monster Menagerie]. These allowed him to find special creatures and either bind and store them as permanent summons in the void or add them to his list of [Summon Humanoid] or [Summon Beast] spells, making them out of a magical construct. 
In this case, he was capturing their template for use for [Advanced Summon Beast]. Jake’s massive amounts of mana and Presence quickly overwhelmed the creature, weakened as it was, and the spell began deconstructing them for template storage, turning them into cubes of light, and then heading into his hearth. 
When Jake captured a template, they must be alive, and upon successful capture: the creature would die. Currently, he could only capture creatures that fit his two summon spells. 
The creature died, and Bloodberri finished up on her side too. The raptor’s auril-enhanced attacks were ferocious, but in the end, they were no match for her [Armor of Faith] and her thick plate armor. Not only that, but their auril was much lower due to their previous fight with the stegosaurus.
In the end, their posturing was a bluff. While they had easily heavily wounded that stegosaurus, they were on their last legs of auril. If the herd of stegosauruses pushed, they would have actually easily killed them off or forced the raptors to flee. Their auril stores were nearly empty, with the stegosaurus being able to keep up their assault forever. 
They began looting the creatures, but then Jake realized the stegosaurus was still alive. He understood he might be able to heal the creature, but really, he could probably make good use of it to help others. 
If he had done nothing, it would already be dead, being eaten by a pack of raptors. He cast [Capture Template] again, capturing the stegosaurus template for usage as his summon.
It cost a lot of his mana to capture, and he knew that the difference in cost would be significant by summoning the raptor versus the stegosaurus. Like the turtle, Jake thought the stegosaurus would be excellent for providing protection just by being a large, sturdy body that could get in the way. 
While Jake’s specialization weakened the resulting creature, he could counter that by adding [Divine Reinforcement]. His level and heart control could also improve the beast, making it likely much more effective than originally. He was excited to see what the result would be.
Jake and Bloodberri quickly filled up several storage bracelets worth of raptors with their looting skill.
They moved on, traveling many miles uneventfully until they reached the next leg of their journey, going through the mountains. Jake was surprised at the revelation of there being dinosaurs because everything the beastkin said about them was just that they were ‘Auril Beasts.’ Jake found the whole prospect exciting.
He could only have four permanent summons active at this Tier. Still, he could even bind a permanent summon and use them temporarily, similar to how he summoned the badgerdillo or any of his other creatures. Their performance would only be reduced slightly as a result. 
Binding a creature would keep them in the Menagerie, which was almost like them laying in wait within the void of the Framework. He was not very interested in that for them because they were beasts, the detriment of his specializations likely not worth it.
Theoretically, he might be able to bind or capture a beastkin and use them like the badgerdillo. However, he felt their intelligence was too high for binding them for this purpose to be nothing more than a terrible existence, always waiting in the void inside his [Menagerie], waiting to be summoned only for fights.
There may be some changes to that in the future, such as at higher tiers, but for now, he was limited in how he could have his permanent summons. He would really only want to use a simple creature in this way rather than one that was smart enough to use speech unless it loved nothing more than a fight, he guessed. 
For capturing the template, a beastkin simply wasn’t good without their intelligence or training in comparison to a specialized humanoid creature. Plus, Jake doubted that the beastkin’s awakened status would carry over with the template, their spiritual awakening being a part of their very being. 
The dinosaurs likely did not require this sort of awakening, their spirit and mind being too simple, and he could tell that all the dinosaurs he’d seen had full usage of their auril. He also thought that they might not even be able to manifest their spirit in the same way that the beastkin could, though that was just his conjecture. A beastkin could do this at Tier 0, so perhaps at Tier 1, at some point, a dinosaur could do it.
Finally, and this was important, at least to Jake: capturing the template would kill them. Jake wasn’t going to go about capturing beastkin templates for that reason. He wasn’t even sure if they were considered monstrous enough; perhaps, it would require something as ‘monstrous’ as Bloodberri was. 
At the same time, his summons included a Valkyrie. Surely that meant he could capture one in this way? It felt like it should be taboo for him to accomplish this, and obviously, capturing someone from the Framework in this way would be impossible for him. He would consider it if he found a Tartarus humanoid worth capturing.
Jake wondered if he could find an Auril Beast with an interesting [Auril Manifestation] ability that made them more situationally useful.
Blood interrupted his thoughts with a laugh, “It looks like Echidna was right. We just fought and captured some beasts, and your mind is moving a mile a minute just imagining having these things at your call. You sounded reluctant in having them, but are you sure you don’t want monster grandchildren? I’m sure some of our daughters would love to fight too.”
Berri gasped. “Oh, that would be so much fun! Jake could summon our daughter, and then we both beat the enemies down with our mauls!”
On some level, Jake really did want to see that–Bloodberri was already destructive. What if there were two, their large bodies snaking around the target as they smashed it? Still, he shook himself out of his strange vision. 
He thought binding a daughter or grandchild would be a little strange for him. Thankfully, the summoner’s bond didn’t have to go down the path of one that ended in [Summoner’s Bond: Love] and instead could go down others. 
Hearth bonding was certainly something that would only be for him and his wives, as well.
Still, Blood’s comment and Echidna did make him remember that he had originally wanted the Beast specialization. His original specialization within the game, [The Labyrinth], no-focus was not available.
Because of that, he felt that he would enjoy beasts the most as they had the widest variety of creatures under one type, but also, they were simply the most versatile. In an infinite multiverse, while there might be special elementals, dragons, golems, and things, the likelihood of him encountering a special beast felt all that much higher. 
Here he was, already finding special beasts that he knew would be absolutely amazing with the specialization. Perhaps one of those other specializations would feel much more powerful at higher levels, though.
But the idea that Echidna had enough interest in him even without his women making him better, aside from Fhesiah, was thought-provoking. Odin had said that Jake’s affinity to the void and thus the capability of being a summoner was rare, but was he really that special that a goddess would take an interest?
Blood laughed. “Don’t you think you’re a little too humble, Milord? How can one that is so successful be so doubtful about their capability? Didn’t the wizards in the Battlegroup on Ariminum prove that you are talented? These were men and women that had grown up with the Framework, and likely had practiced mana control for years. You have had mana for only a few months.”
Jake frowned. “But I have a mana core, it’s different? I could tell that when I formed my core, it made using mana so much easier. It’s not really fair to compare me to them. Besides, Ophelia created her core just as fast, and progressed her mana control the same way.”
Blood sighed. “I suppose too many things happened at once, it’s hard to pick out what your success was, and what was just the Framework and your core, thanks to Fhesiah’s help. Still, Echidna mentioned the lack of space for unlimited spells and abilities within the mind and soul, which is interesting.”
She added, “It would explain why those wizards did not use many Framework spells and abilities, perhaps, because they couldn’t even learn them. While it could be related to their attributes, perhaps, they are limited by their talent. Conversely, you are brimming with talent, able to learn many spells.”
“But Ophelia–”
“Is it really fair to compare a human to a Valkyrie, normally? Not only that, but doesn’t your bond improve her talent even further? That girl is also becoming a master smith in no time, you’d think if she was that talented, her father never would have let her leave the forge. Your bond is significant, and Berri likes to believe it is thanks to you, somehow. All I want to say, Milord, is that while you seem to believe you are only amazing thanks to us girls, you have to accept and agree that we girls are amazing at least in part thanks to you.”
Berri added, “That’s right! Before I joined you, my mana was like vrooom, whirrrrr, but then now it’s like wahhhhh, shooom! I’m much better at it now. It’s all thanks to you, Jake. I know it.”
Jake wasn’t sure how the second was better than the first, but he guessed that his mana and the bond connecting them improved their talent enough that Berri could notice it. 
Thinking back, Ophelia had mana as she was younger but hadn’t progressed until she was bonded to Jake, though the Framework did not aid you directly until you came of age. She had her accident in the cave not overly long after. 
While some of that can be attributed to her believing she was poor at it, it was certainly true that she progressed extremely rapidly with Jake’s and the Framework’s help. He doubted that he was that much better of a teacher than those at her academy.
Ophelia responded over the bond, [That’s right. I had felt that after the bond, moving the mana felt more like I expected it to. I had never been good at it in the academy; I had tried for weeks straight to improve beyond Mana Control 1 and just couldn’t do it. Off and on, I tried for a long time, and it never happened. But it became so natural for me after you summoned me.]
This surprised Jake, as he had rapidly moved from Mana Control 1 to 2. He had just assumed it was because Fhesiah could help over the familiar bond.
Fhesiah replied, [Of course, that helped. But a lot of it really was you! I saw with every mana bolt, and you got noticeably better. Now, I have a theory on how it is your bond helps us. Your bond connects your soul to our soul. Your mind is connected to the soul, and what forms the bridge between your mind, soul, magic, and body is your subconscious. These elements are simply too complicated for your mind to interact with effectively, and I believe your subconscious is connecting to ours. Because you were already trained and skilled with magic, that easily carried over to Ophelia and, later, Blood and Berri. On some level, they still needed to train and practice with it, but it was like your talent was added to theirs in a sense.]
Jake felt like that does line up with the sequence of events and what they all experienced, but what about her subconscious being what–
[Don’t you dare take this accomplishment away from yourself. Our bond was nearly entirely one-way at the beginning, you to me. Even if it works like that, and my subconscious is helping you, you wouldn’t have benefitted until you had already achieved your core and mana control 3 in just a few week's time before our bond was fixed. I truly believe that you are talented with magic, and this bond being so effective is a part of your talents, somehow. Beyond that, your focus on self-improvement and your ingenuity and focus on us girls to bring out our strengths and crush our weaknesses is special. My mother wouldn’t have made a big deal out of you if ‘any summoner’s bond would do.’]
All four of his girls sent their agreement, and Jake was overwhelmed with the awe and respect that they had for him.
He said over the bond to them all, “Thank you for that, girls. If all you girls believe I am amazing, then I really must be. Whether I am or not– and you convinced me I am, if all you believe that, then that’s all that matters to me. I love you all.”
The girls all sent their love, but it was Fhesiah that spoke, [Isn’t that great? Now, I just can’t wait to see that raptor and stegosaurus, too. I wonder if the first will be as vicious as that badgerdillo or not?]  
Jake smiled. There were a lot of beasts here that should be interesting, and when he had the time, he would certainly come to explore the jungle. He’d do that to see if there was anything worth capturing or binding, though he bet humanoids would be the only ones worth binding to use for that purpose. 
He could capture any living creature's template if he could overwhelm their spirit. This would allow him to summon a scaled version of whatever he found, so long as Jake overwhelmed their body and soul with the capture template spell.  
Ophelia finally wrapped up working with the beastkin and their training for the day, so he called her as they were scaling the mountain. “Done drooling over capturing a bunch of creatures like that game you used to play? You’re such a beast nerd, Jake.”
Jake smiled and shook his head. “I’ve always loved finding unique creatures back in [The Labyrinth]. I’ve won so many fights I had no business winning because I had situationally powerful creatures available to my call. If I can repeat that in my new reality, it will be worth it. Of course, I realize that it’s just another path to power, and I shouldn’t slack on all my others. In the end, my mana is limited too. Even if summoning some stegosaurus might seem powerful, a well-placed fireball can sometimes do better work.”
Ophelia added, “You should come up with a name for them, Jake. Those creatures died, so that you can use them to defend others.”
Jake nodded. “I’ll think on it.”
Ophelia quickly took to the air, following Bloodberri as she traversed the mountainous terrain, snaking and climbing with her powerful arms. Jake felt bad that he was just riding through the mountains with her doing all the work.
Berri stopped momentarily and looked down the mountain at the valley below. Jake looked over with her and looked at the greenery in the distance. The forest looked so full of life, a wide variety of colors, the greens a lush color. The rivers and waterfalls cascaded in the distance, and Jake thought it looked better than any shots he’d seen of the Amazon or other jungles.  
Berri smiled. “These mountains and jungles are so pretty, Jake, I’m happy to climb them. When we get to the top, the views are nothing like what I saw in the Underworld. The world above is really beautiful. There are things I miss about the dark caves, but this comes out way ahead! I’m happy to climb for you.”  
Jake smiled at her. “Well, I’m glad. If not for this, it would take us days to traverse, waiting for me. Well, I suppose I would eventually get superb at using my invisible stairs spell, but I think my enchantment on my boots would need to be refilled frequently…maybe I could make a hang glider? We’d just really have to pay attention to flyers then.”
Jake didn’t think he was very far from being able to fly. A series of enchantments would allow him to do so, but not very fast. He could do this on his own power even without something like a hang glider, the primary concern being that if they were attacked, it would not be very easy to switch in combat. 
Armor served a purpose, after all, and for him to eliminate that purpose meant traveling by replacing it with stuff that could allow him to fly would increase their risk significantly. Only once the Alliance controlled a larger area would he consider traveling that way.
Jake did have a look already about flight spells, however. [Flight] was a Tier 2 spell and would require too much mana until he actually reached Tier 2, even if he managed to recreate it without the Framework’s help. A magic-powered miniature airplane or something similar looked like something he could accomplish soon if he had enough time to spend on it. 
Berri was a little distressed. “But then what about me, Jake? You would leave me?”
Jake smiled, realizing that some miniature airplane would, in fact, be unable to carry the ample woman.
“Well, it’s not something you have to worry about for a while, Berri. Just like we just gave Ophelia more time with the trainees before I called her, you could spend some time with those kids while we travel for me to call you once we need you. Really, this is just talking about where we pass over our conquered territory. Wouldn’t you enjoy that?”
Jake could tell Berri was conflicted. “I… I guess that wouldn’t be so bad, but I still don’t like it. I want to go with you on adventures, too!” 
Berri’s face had twisted into a cute pout, and Jake couldn’t help but laugh.
“Not every time we travel will be an adventure, but we’ll see. I’ll certainly keep that in mind, I do love that you are my mount, Berri. Riding on you has been enjoyable–I mean it.” 
Berri smiled at the truth of his words as she fell over their bond. They finished cutting through the forest, ending up back on the mountainous terrain. 
They started encountering orc raiding parties as they arrived near another village. The orc’s equipment seemed to be a strong balance of defensive melee combatants with shields and archers, and shamans in the rear of their formations. 
Jake thought the avian beastkin could handle this formation well, but the other beastkin could be in real trouble. These smaller groups of fifteen or so orcs were no problem for Jake’s party, but he could see how a village or small town could end up overwhelmed easily by them as they grouped up. 
They saw that there were, in fact, some towers, like they had faced previously on Ariminum. Destroying them did, in fact, reduce their conquest ownership, so a quick, satisfying smash was done by Bloodberri each time. 
As they got near the Rift on the plateau, Ophelia from above said, “I think the town might be in trouble. We should head there first.”
There was a river running through the plateau, and Jake noticed a much larger amount of trees than they usually see on them. They were planted similarly to how Jake had seen a tree plantation or manufactured forest would look. 
There were many bushes with berries in them spaced throughout, and at the edge of the forest, he could see that many trees were cut down.
They arrived at the outskirts of the village, where there was an attack by the orcs. They held torches and tried lighting the palisade on fire, but arrows and javelins rained down on them, the orcs shielding themselves. Some torches landed on the palisade, but some water was quickly splashed onto it from above.
Jake leaped out of Berri’s basket, him and Ophelia quickly working together to cast the [Group Runic spell: Thornwood Field] on the orc warriors and even reaching some archers, the vines wrapping around and impaling them. There appeared to be a hundred enemies, less than half being the shield warriors.
Bloodberri immediately went over the palisade, the inhabitants shouting in shock at such a large creature going over it. It looked like some might throw javelins or shoot bows at her, but they paused when a beaver beastkin woman halted them. 
Berri said, “Hi, everyone! I see you have wounded. I’m here to heal!” 
Meanwhile, Ophelia blurred into action, her wings filled with white light. She quickly cut down the shamans that were building up some spell and activated her [Hearth of Hestia] ability and [Consecration], sending out waves of powerful divine flames of Hestia. 
Jake decided now was a great time to use the summon he just obtained. It took much of his mana, but he brought out the stegosaurus. In motes of light, the stegosaurus looked just as it did when he captured it. 
It was a little smaller than it was, but as he added [Divine Reinforcement] to it, it grew. The creature pulsed with the same blue auril he felt before as he sent it charging into the enemy lines. The orcs attacked it ineffectually, their arrows and blows with their weapons easily sliding off it.  
Jake used the Chosen Specialization hearth to shield and protect himself from arrows as he rained attacks down on the enemy unit with his chain lightning attack. It carved through many enemies as the stegosaurus whipped its tail and stomped over the much smaller creatures.
He was quite satisfied with the summon’s performance, but the enemies were, in fact, weaker. Spending the mana on the creature was slightly better than casting a few more chain lightnings. Its presence on the battlefield was more important than the killing that it accomplished.
After a few minutes, Jake, the stegosaurus, and Ophelia had finished cleaning up the enemies. They went to the town where Berri was still healing people.
Jake met with the elder, a beaver beastkin woman. They exchanged the beastkin greeting, the woman returning it with a smile.
“I’m Champion Jake of the Goddess Hestia, and these are my mates. Ophelia, and you’ve met Bloodberri.”
“I have. I’m Damara, the acting Chieftess of the Riverbend Tribe. Thank you for your aid, I don’t think we were going to be able to repel them this time. That Bloodberri arrived and was able to save a few of us felt like the will of the world.”
“I’m glad we were able to get here in time.” Jake looked around, and he was just starting to notice what Ophelia and Bloodberri already noticed. Many mammalian beastkin of the type did well around water, like beavers, otters, muskrats, and some that he couldn’t identify. He saw plenty of children and many, many women.
“Not to be rude, but… Where are your men?”




Chapter 16 - Working around the Clock


Jake’s question was met with some sadness, and they learned that the men, including the chieftain, had already died. Many of them had gone to aid the fallen Alliance HQ, which Jake learned was called Life’s Haven, having been convinced to help their brethren in its defense.  
Whether they joined the Framework or not, many still came to aid in the defense of the other beastkin at the HQ. It was unknown whether any of them would have joined the Framework or not after they left.
He learned that there wasn’t even an Alliance Node here, and eventually, he talked Damara into allowing one to be placed. Many integrated after Jake’s speech, giving them a status update on the war. 
None were willing to join Hearthtribe, leaving their home in defense of others for now. Some children close to coming of age were interested, however. 
It wasn’t only the men that left. Many of the more warrior-focused women did, too. This village was relatively small, and their focus was on carpentry and woodworking. 
Jake learned that the biggest thing they exported was furniture, and they would sort of ship it down the river, even down the waterfalls, strapping barrels to their works. 
Their work would arrive not far from Life’s Haven and be carried the remainder of the distance and traded for there. Some kind of elevator powered by animals or powerful beastkin could carry things onto the plateau, such as large furniture.
Jake told them there would be many other arrangements if they came to Cascadia. They could use carpenters to rebuild and build houses, and they should think about selling their products on the Alliance Market. 
There was a way for them to sell locally, the products being transported worldwide to other alliance Nodes for a significantly reduced transfer fee. They could also earn various woodworking skills and improve their crafts.
Damara responded to his offer, “We’d like to go, but there’s a problem. Many of us stayed to care for the children. There’s simply no way we could travel as we are now. We are not even two hundred adults, but there are over a thousand children below the age of 10 among us.”
Jake and the girls were shocked at this revelation. They must have sent way more than half their adults. Jake did see a lot of children, but he had a hard time believing there were that many there until Ira pointed out the pavilion tents with them in it near the center of the village, away from the fighting.
He would now need it to be a priority to get some kind of blimp or other method running sooner rather than later. Jake thought that leaving this village here would be quite a burden for defense. 
Every time a Rift spawned on the plateau, he or his people would need to rally to here within a day to close it before anything spawned. Perhaps it would be easier to move them there once they retook Life's Haven. 
For now, the Node had helped solve any food problems, though, with the river, it appeared this was hardly an issue for them. There were all sorts of fish for them to consume, the reduced population making it simple for them to live on that alone. 
Jake said, “I see. For now, we’ll just have to help with clearing any Rifts near you. You can use the Alliance Node to send my guild a message, if there’s trouble. We’ll go clear out the Orc Rift, and then we need to head to the next Rifts and villages.”
Damara nodded. “Understood. I think you’ll find that those in the surrounding area are quite similar to ours. Some might have had better access to head to another village when the worst happened, but some plateaus nearby are smaller, and can’t support many.”
Jake had purchased many wooden weapons that they had spared from their crafting for use in practice with his enchanting. He mostly purchased arrows, javelins, and spears but had also purchased several other weapons.
They headed out and took on the nearby Rift. They again faced an Orc Commander’s Rift, Berri enjoying smashing everything. She became a veritable death blender, and they finally had gotten a good chance to really use the fiery counter that was on Sacrificial Barrier. 
When melee attackers hit the barrier, flames would peel off the barrier and harm them. Combined with Jake’s heavenly aura and Bloodberri’s armor, it was like the orc warriors were killing themselves by attacking her.
Jake had brought out the raptor this time and was happy with the creature's speed. It cost much less mana than the stegosaurus, but its ferocious red auril made it cleave enemies in two. He sent it after the archers, and it quickly made its way to and through them. 
Jake and Ophelia just controlled the remaining ranged orcs and took them out safely. An Orc Commander spawned, and Bloodberri’s new [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] made quick work of the creature while Jake and Ophelia turned the battlefield into a sea of flames with Consecration. 
Jake had wanted to capture the Orc Commander but found that [Rift Challenge] creatures could not be captured. He could capture wandering ones that appeared, but not ones a part of the main Challenge.
They moved on to other Rifts and cleared two more villages that were similar to Riverbend and two more Rifts. Jake’s stories of what’s happening to the other villages went a long way towards getting people to integrate, and they did find a fourth village crammed full of people from different villages. 
Jake watched as they quickly traded their hides and plants for food. Several entered their beginner incursions immediately after Jake hammered home the importance of preparation, and they set themselves up.
These people were desperate, and Jake’s party arrived just in the nick of time. Some were very close to braving the dangers of the wilds to escape those assaulting their plateau. 
It was now close to dusk, and they were traveling to their last Rift of the day before they would move to their territory and portal home to their Refuge.
They ran into such a Tribe, with skeletons chasing them. Ophelia quickly flew over the ridge Bloodberri was climbing when Ira spotted them, and she cut off the chasing army. There were nearly 200 beastkin fleeing, with almost half of them children.
Some warriors were fighting a retreating battle in the back, trying their best to give their people a reprieve. Ophelia blazed past them in a near streak of light and immediately set to work. She used her Hearth of Hestia and cut down the various undead in scores. She cleared out most of them before Jake and Bloodberri could even arrive, the beastkin watching on in awe as she did. 
Jake met with the Elder of the village and found that most of the area was already blighted, with many beastkin sick. They weren’t sure what they were going to do when they got to the ledge, but their hope was for many to climb down carrying children. Jake’s party quickly moved to heal those that were blighted.
The escaping tribe had killed off a few waves of the skeletons and decided to escape before the latest one arrived. But they were cut off by the enemy and had to fight through. It was a bear beastkin elder who was awakened that led his people.  
“I can’t thank you enough, Jake, for helping us in our time of need. We owe you a great debt.”
Both Ophelia and Jake smiled at the Elder, Berri, off talking with some kids, healing their minor wounds with her holy mana. 
Jake said, “I’m glad we were able to get here before the worst happened. If you want to repay me, I’d appreciate it if you could convince others to join the Framework, and join the cause of fighting against this evil. I was sent by the Goddess Hestia, so you can thank her as well. We’re here to protect families, and fight off these invaders.”
This was largely what Jake had been offering for overly thankful people. He required more warriors, but he couldn’t travel with them. They also simply weren’t strong enough to provide meaningful assistance in a fight.
“We would go back to town after you clear the Rift, but… the entire plateau is almost blighted now. I’m afraid we can no longer live here.”
Jake frowned. He had realized that Rookard’s plateau was blighted, but now his food came from an external source. They had managed to keep it out of their village proper originally for the most part, but it was certainly true that farming was not going to be something that would work for them until the blight was removed. 
Yet again, he had run into some people with the same problem, and it had ruined their homes.
He would need to make it a priority to find an efficient way of removing the blight. The censers that they used simply took too long, and Jake’s party was effectively the vanguard. He couldn’t have Brock and the rest come here in a meaningful amount of time. 
His time was already pulled too thin for him to have Berri and Ophelia removing the blight from crops and things of that nature with their holy energies. Perhaps, he could make something enchanting and hope that the outcome served a dual purpose in terms of being able to harm the undead.
“For now, if you make it over to Hunter’s Terrace, they will have plenty of room to accommodate you. They had sent many warriors off to defend Life’s Haven, and despite several villages joining them, they still have room.”
“That’s where we were headed. We should be able to make it before night fall if you just help us down. We’ll be able to get all the kids up on our own.”
Bloodberri carried many children down with her basket, hanging onto her and taking a few trips. Jake’s party continued to clear the Rift they had planned on, and it was now getting dark out.
Jake looked over his [Menu Map] with a sigh. There were many new Alliance Nodes, and they were doing quite well. 
However, he had really been hoping to be able to fight through and reach the Alliance HQ by now. They kept getting delayed, and even though they closed five Rifts in one day, they saw three new ones appear along the way.
Not only that, but Rifts had spawned in the other direction, towards the lost city. This meant that they would need to clear these instead of making forward progress soon. 
Jake saw that Tanda was doing a lot of work, both clearing two Rifts of her own and adding dozens of villages to the map, definitely outpacing Jake’s party in that aspect significantly. 
The number of integrated people was climbing rapidly, and Jake even had some numbers joining his guild. These people would need to brave the dangers of traveling to Cascadia and do it mostly on their own. It could be days before they arrived to join his guild’s activities.
Blood said, “We’ll have to thank Tanda. She’s really reducing the burden on us, in her own way.”
Ophelia nodded. “She was against the Framework at first, and she could have pushed back and made things harder for us instead. It appears that she had an open mind, and looked at things objectively, in the end. Some of those villages are a few hundred miles away, we’d have had to split up just to accomplish this alone.”
Jake had to agree. Not only was Tanda aiding them, but she was competent and taking her task seriously. Even with having lower leveled people, she was able to accomplish more than he would expect adventurers to. 
With the geography the way it was, he could expect a decent force of adventurers to close those Rifts. But he bet that they never would have been able to arrive at that many villages, let alone convince any of them to join.    
The good news about the Rifts near Cascadia was that they were close. They could wrap those up in just a few hour's time, but Jake was really starting to feel there weren’t enough hours in the day for his party to make a significant impact.
Ophelia said, “I think your thoughts are right, we need to push on to make enough impact, or we’ll take more than a week to reach the old Alliance HQ. I’m worried about champions arriving soon, too, with Bloodberri becoming one. Let’s clear two more tonight?”
Jake replied, “Traveling is going to get kind of dangerous without visibility. We could get ambushed? We don’t know if there isn’t already enemy champions here or not, after all.”
Ophelia was concerned, but she had some confidence. “Ira is watching, and Bloodberri can see just as well at night as during the day, you know. Dark elves have dark vision, and that includes her. My vision is a good bit better than humans, too.”
Blood said, “That albinism you told me about might have harmed my vision, but after my core was enhanced by Hestia and Echidna, I feel like that part of me has become even better than even a regular Dark Lamia. We can fight at night just as well as during the day, as she says.”
They decided to clear two more, as they were relatively close, to win back as much conquest as possible. They then worked on the wall for Cascadia for a couple of hours, making decent progress. It was late when they finally made it back to their Refuge.
Fhesiah was locked away in her alchemy room, still doing experiments. Since this morning’s trials, she had not left. Jake had heard little from her, so engrossed with her task as she was. 
Jake gave Ophelia and Bloodberri the raptor loot, where they were going to use the hides and see about making some leather, keeping the meat. Bloodberri would work on that, while Ophelia would work on using the talons and bones. 
While most of her smithing up to now had just been with metals, there were all sorts of adjacent crafting and forging that involved monster materials, and she would gain a lot of experience trying to use everything here.
Jake was also planning on using some of their meat to see how much life force he could capture while making the food later. That was on his mind on the back burner, however.
It was time for some experiments of Jake’s own. First, he decided to check the market.
The Tier 0 censer that Brock’s party was using was effective at removing the blight. The problem, as Jake saw it, was that this tool would require too much time. It was perfect for the beastkin to use to remove their own blight, and Rookard’s plateau was already almost cleared, with dozens using the Tier 0 versions.
However, it wasn't good enough if Jake wanted to clear a large area for the beastkin himself for the refugees that fled. He looked at a Tier 1 version on the market and got a general idea of how they worked. While they were faster based on what he could find, it still wasn’t at the level he needed. 
Not only that, but it required someone with mana and being Tier 1 to use them. Jake simply didn’t have that kind of time. On top of that, he had some hope that this item he was crafting could actually be effective in combat–against the undead.
It would still take Jake’s party nearly an entire day or two to clear a plateau with the Tier 1 centers available on the market, besides. He sent the specifications to Ophelia and thought he would have her make the container a bit different. 
She would craft him the item made of the desired materials when she had some time available. He would now work on his main project: enchanting auril weaponry. 
The first thing he did was merely enchant an amberwood spear with his Nordic runes, and he found that the result was more or less like enchanting anything else. He thought the mana somewhat enhanced the life energy contained in the weapon, but he had doubts that anything would really be different. 
It seemed an awakened wouldn’t be able to activate it or enhance the runes with their auril like he could with his mana. 
He thought the effectiveness of the overall weapon was quite good from what he could tell of the hardness. For how much the market deemed the minimum value he could sell the item for, he was quite satisfied with the item’s performance for the amount of effort he put into it. Still, the wood in his hand was only considered Tier 0, and it wasn’t worth his time if it didn’t help the beastkin more than being a slightly sturdier weapon. 
Perhaps, there was a stronger version of the wood, made from an older or otherwise more hardy tree. From what he could tell, the village was mainly using wood from a tree farm, and so the trees would not be as old or as strong as they could be. 
The beastkin preserved their forests and rarely cut down the older, stronger ones.
Next was for him to try demonic runes. He remembered that to activate them, he required some level of understanding of the word used to use them. Jake thought about the beastkin people and what could work well for them. 
He alternated the demonic runes for claws and life to the spear until he felt the item was permeated with mana and was at its limits for how many runes it could accept. 
This reduced the item's efficacy, but making a rune formation with phrases that only Jake or his family could use would be pointless.
That left his final experiment with enchanting for auril usage for now. He would now inscribe runes using their own words.
Several things powered the Nordic runes, but their power came from rules and restrictions, as well as their faith and empowerment by their people’s worship, beliefs, conviction, and deities; their gods empowered them. 
Something like writing in elvish would only be empowered by their faith and worship, but not so much as rules. It was somewhat surprising they could be used as runes at all, to Jake.
What about the beastkin’s language? Their musical language was something they had faith and belief in, their voices and songs matching their own hearts, often being guided in their lives by them. Their own hearts were also reflected in the world and their surrounding environment. 
Jake had some expectation that their language would be empowered by this faith and belief, at least. 
So with that, he started. He had purchased a book of the language to visualize better what he was making. He decided to follow the rules similar to what he had with demonic runes. First, he made several javelins just with the symbol of auril and life.
Their symbol for life was a circle made of vines, almost like Celtic rope or knots he’d seen. The symbol for auril was the symbol of life, but with a heart inside. 
Their heart wasn’t like the ones humans made to symbolize love and instead looked a lot like a triskele–a Celtic symbol with 3 spirals interconnecting–but he thought this one was more in the shape of a heart with two spirals on the top and one on the bottom, instead.
When Jake completed the symbols, they did activate and permeate into the item. Mana was not the most pure form of energy, but it was as close to it as Jake could get or use. He had some expectation that this would work, but he thought that if he could find some way to use ink with auril in it somehow, it would work even better for them.
He couldn’t spend all day long enchanting javelins and arrows for beastkin to use, though he planned that now that he had some on him, he could do some from Bloodberri’s back as she traveled. Jake was getting good at enchanting, after all. 
As he rode in her backpack, he was hardly even jostled unless she entered a fight, her upper body almost floating upright as her tail worked furiously behind her. It was only when climbing up or down that it was not smooth riding, and he’d need to hang onto her. 
Jake needed a repeatable method for the beastkin to follow. The runic etching tool could be powered by mana crystals instead of Jake’s mana, so if these worked, he could still teach the beastkin or have them learn their own methods. 
There might be some way to make them a more appropriate tool for their auril. 
Perhaps, on a certain level, they could just use their claws with ink and their auril—a possibility for later. 
He worked on enchanting various items with the demonic runes and beastkin language, making sure to have many things for beastkin to try.
There was one other thing he wanted to work on. Jake looked over the market and found that he was far from the first person with the difficulty of requiring conveyance in the multiverse. 
Mobility was considered in the [Conquest Game], so something like an airship that could potentially move hundreds of people rapidly had a significant cost, way outside Jake’s price range. 
Even if humans could make something with technology with Tier 0 materials, this was not allowed, just like building cannons.
The line on what was allowed was strange for Jake, as it wasn’t as simple as using chemicals or technology versus magic. Making magitech-style items would not bypass the game’s rules. From what Jake could tell, only by purchasing an item close to what he wanted and modifying it lightly to accomplish almost the same thing could he ensure that his actions were safe. 
From what he noticed, anything that resembled a jet engine was not allowed, no matter how it was accomplished. A propeller-style with a motor had strict limitations for Tier 1, but it was possible if the magical motor was below a certain size or mana throughput. It meant improving efficiency, and the materials to withstand more power was the name of the game for Jake. 
Looking at what was available, Jake had thought of those strange swamp boats that were like a giant fan behind the rider they used down in the bayou, called airboats. From what he could tell, the best propeller and motor would be much weaker than that.  
Something slow like a blimp with two smaller propellers was, in fact, possible. Jake could find a way to enchant it and power it himself to make it a little faster than the purchased item could by itself. With this, he should be able to pick up and carry dozens of people. 
He reasoned that he would have to get his guild working on using the blimps. While Jake didn’t have many hours to go picking up people with a blimp, perhaps, he could get people in his guild to do it. This would be a project for another night, to get something acceptable in his mind for conveyance. 
He found that something like a permanent fixture for traversing landscape was more than affordable, as its viability for the Conquest Game was quite limited in its purpose. He could purchase a package for making and building gondolas, buying dozens of them, and filling several storage bracelets.
Jake had bought some that cost T0 Credits but left out an important, yet expensive, component. The power source for the engine that propelled the gondolas forward. Jake wanted something a little more permanent that wouldn’t require him to run out and recharge mana crystals every few days. He could save a significant amount of credits by spending just a short time on this.
He made dozens of power sources for each of the places he needed to install, similar to the ones that went into Bloodberri’s necklace. They were a lot bigger, but because of that, he could use much cheaper gems. 
He tested the motor and found that they would accomplish what he needed. As far as Jake could tell, this should last for months as it is now, instead of the other version that would have actually cost him more. 
If they saw a lot of usage, the more expensive one would also require a refill of large, expensive mana crystals every few days. This one would actually pull mana from the surrounding environment and store it in a sort of mana battery, thanks to Jake’s efforts.  
Jake still had some time before Ophelia would complete his request for his other project, but he himself was getting tired. His body had improved significantly from his divine hearth, and he really only required a few hours of sleep in order to feel rested. 
However, he still required three or four after a day filled with deathly combat, and it really felt like they didn’t have time right now. It was already the middle of the night, and if he wanted to be rested in time for morning training, he would need to sleep now. But Ophelia, too, was still working.
Fhesiah entered the room, surprising him out of his thoughts. She was carrying a large body pillow, and he looked at her in question.
“Aren’t you happy to see me, husband? So busy playing with your pen alone again, you didn’t even notice me coming. You ought to lock your door when you do that, you know.”
Jake was happy to see her, and he was surprised. She was holding a pillow, and wearing her cultivator robes, as she often did while doing her alchemy. 
With her joking around and the pillow, he’d think that she would be wearing lingerie, trying to tease him for some action. It was her night tonight, after all. However, he got the feeling that was not why she was here.
“You were running yourself ragged, so I thought that I should help. It is my night, but life is about a lot more than just having fun. Sometimes, we do have to work hard. That will make it all the better for when it’s time to enjoy.” She placed the pillow down and kneeled next to it, patting her knees.
He laid down, his body on the pillow and his head on her knees.
“What about you, though?”
“I’m more than alright, it will take more than a month or two of this before it would really bother me. My body doesn’t need rest beyond my cultivation each day, but the mind can always use it. This is why I hope this does not become a habit, for you. Take a nap, and I will do my best to remove the need for sleep from you. I should be able to win you back some time. It should only take but thirty minutes, but you’ll need to be asleep, first.”
Jake closed his eyes and did his best to keep his mind from wandering. He had so much to do and so little time to do it. Every moment, beastkin around the world were dying. While it wasn’t his fault or entirely his responsibility, he felt like it was his duty to do his best. Only he and his family were strong enough in the end. 
Fhesiah shushed him as she ran her fingers through his hair. Her nails on his scalp felt calming, and Jake felt his stress melt away as he fell asleep. 
She then used her extensive knowledge of the body from all her shapeshifting practice and cultivator experience to remove the toxins that build up in his brain and body over the day. These were normally removed by processes that occur during sleep, but she used her heavenly energy to flush them out instead. 
She also rapidly stimulated the glands that produce the hormones to restore the body far more quickly than it usually took to begin making them, often requiring people to enter REM sleep. 
He woke up when the door opened.
“Here you are, Jake. It was a little odd, but I was able to make this container. We only have a couple of hours before training begins, you know.”
Jake found that he actually felt well-rested; he looked up to see Fhesiah’s smile. 
“Thank you, Fhesiah. I appreciate it.”
“You’re very welcome, husband. Come here, sister– You’re next.”
“T-Thanks, Fhesiah. I could use a little shut-eye.”
She laid down the same way as Jake had, and Fhesiah once again ran her fingers through her scalp.
Jake said, “Thanks for your hard work too, Ophelia. I think with this, we should be able to make something to clear the blight. I guess Bloodberri is still working?”
“They don’t really need sleep, I guess they can sort of take turns? It’s weird, like everything else about them.”
She closed her eyes, and Jake could tell it wouldn’t take her long to fall asleep. He began working on what he hoped to be his Epic censer.




Interlude  2 - Ophelia - Training and Courtship


“You’ve gotten stronger.” 
Ophelia told Tanda as the Ravenwolf woman collapsed to the ground, filled with bruises and sweat, her auril energy working to restore her body. 
She looked up at Ophelia with a lot of doubt and a bit of despair. “What? I have, but how come it feels like you’re the one that’s so much stronger?”
Ophelia could tell that Tanda had a lot in common with her. When it came to fighting, she was competitive and desired victory. Unlike Fhesiah or Bloodberri, she would push herself for the sake of pushing herself and to win every battle, large or small. 
Those two would only give their all when they perceived it to be required and that they cared about what they were fighting for. Winning in a spar was not one of those things unless she wagered some of her time with Jake, and that wasn’t entirely hers to wager.
Ophelia laughed. “I’m mostly the same as I was, though I’m sure I’ve pushed quite a few skills forward since we last fought. It’s just that Jake had removed his buffs from me before we fought the last time. Since we’re just training, they are present.” She smirked. “I get even stronger than that, when I fight near him.”
Tanda frowned, but Ophelia thought she looked quite interested, her tail wagging. “His Aura thing?”
Ophelia shook her head. “That too, but no. It’s this.” She shared with her the Valkyrie’s Chosen and Fervor abilities. “My race is one that devotes ourselves to our Chosen. I’ve chosen to become Jake’s shield, for life.”
“Wow, your people have some interesting abilities that the Framework recognizes. For me, it’s just Melee and Ranged Specialization, then Auril Enhancement and similar skills for Auril. Really, it has helped me move forward in the latter the most.”
“At least part of that is due to your race not having joined the Framework in truth–your World’s Trial incomplete. Were you at least able to find skills for you to use?”
“There are some. I know a few of us were able to purchase an attack that expends some of our endurance, our stamina, for making our attack more powerful, or moving faster. Nothing specifically related to our Auril itself.”
Ophelia nodded. “Those skills are mainly to aid in using your stamina more effectively. By the time you reach the advanced melee stage, your skill in expending more of your endurance to empower your attacks and movements will be more normal for you. I used to have the [Charge] skill, but it more or less disappeared from my menu list. I can do that without using the skill, now. You should grab one to help train that.”
“Power strike did seem fitting for my specialization, but I did see one that was more fitting for us. Mortal Strike. It doesn’t just cost endurance, but my own health.”
Ophelia nodded. “That’s quite a bit like my own abilities. Hestia’s flames are those of sacrifice, to heal others or attack with great power, I have to sacrifice my health, endurance, and mana. We’ve seen these abilities are quite powerful, that should give you quite the edge. Then, your Auril can heal you, right? Even though the power of the Ravenwolves is death?”
“Yes, auril energy still mostly acts the same way for me, it’s just when I manifest my spirit, the impact on the world is that which brings death. That is why I can’t be a healer, as manifesting my will, harms or brings death.”
“It seems to be a useful energy, but less versatile on an individual level than mana. At any rate, you would benefit in your melee combat from reducing your movements. You have too many tells, and facing a trained melee combatant: I would never use the scythe, or axe, whatever you want to call that blade, unless you were sure of an opening. Focus on creating an opening with the spear portion instead.”
Tanda blushed and almost looked embarrassed at the usage of the weapon, perhaps due to their duel. Ophelia had been able to almost toy with her, able to easily deflect her obvious attack, as empowered as it might have been.
Ophelia continued, “It’s fine. There is a time to use the blade, as you don’t always face trained melee combatants, and the blade acts as a hook for those that are. So when you attack with it, you should make that your goal. Watch how I use my spear.”
Ophelia went through a flurry of thrusts and stabs, forward and backward movements, flapping her wings and moving side to side in small motions. She would pause for a moment, only for a powerful thrust to cut through the air in front of her a moment later. 
To anyone watching they might be impressed at the speed of the jabs, but they would think the movements looked simple, that what she was doing was easy.
But anyone picturing themselves standing in front of her would have a hard time being able to tell what she was going to do before the spear was already piercing their body. By the time they realized the spear was in motion, there wouldn’t be much time to dodge or move their own weapon in the way for an effective parry. 
Most fighters would look for movements like the tightening of muscles, grip changes, and changing of the stance to allow them to pre-emptively counter, but Ophelia would use that against them. 
It appeared Tanda understood this, and her jaw dropped. “How… How do you do that?”
Ophelia smiled at her, satisfied that Tanda could tell what was special about her movements. “Practice. Jake told me about the boxers and mixed martial arts fighters of Earth, and how they would spend a lot of time in front of a mirror. Training your body to accomplish this takes a lot of practice. But you can implement some takeaways from this right away.”
Ophelia spent some time with Tanda, guiding her on this methodology. She added the twisting and dodging that she learned from the enemy champion. The no-tell attacks were just a tool in the tool belt of a warrior, a piece of the whole. Refining her movements to minimize them while bringing out the most power was also aided by the Framework once she made that her goal.
Tanda was once again exhausted, but she had a beaming smile, with her tail wagging happily. Ophelia could tell that she had learned a lot in such a short time.
“As you add auril into your muscles, the difference these movements make is even larger. Since you can fly, you can still do your powerful dive attacks against larger enemies, too. At Tier 1, you should be able to get a [Technique], and it should influence the way you fight significantly. But believe me when I say that this is a powerful path. I often have to face opponents larger and stronger than me, and this allows me to hold my own.”      
Jake walked over, waving at her and Tanda.
“Hey, Ophelia, Tanda. Sorry I’m a bit late, it took me a while to wrap up what I was working on. Bloodberri had a surprise project for me. I finished enchanting what we talked about the other night, Tanda. You want to try them out for me?”
Tanda looked quite excited to try them out, and Ophelia watched as the two did their trials. Jake learned that the Nordic runes didn’t work with Auril, even with the amberwood. 
Both Tanda and Jake lit up, engrossed in their discussion. Ophelia watched as Tanda’s tail increased in speed, and Ophelia laughed.
Tanda looked over worriedly. “W-What?”
“Nothing, Tanda. So, the demonic runes were a minor success, and the ones with their language, what you’d call a medium success, Jake?”
“Yeah. It looks like it really works, but I can’t help but feel they’d be better if I used something more compatible with auril than the runic ink, which works best or is even extracted from mana. I suppose that’s likely true for Fhesiah, too. The demonic runes had just worked well enough that I hadn’t thought of it. Still, using compatible materials seems required, as the beastkin language symbols didn’t work at all on our metals.”
Ophelia thought about this. To make something for Fhesiah to be optimal, she’d have to add Qi to her smithing somehow. She would have to do a lot of trial and error to make something, as cultivators made such items.
Tanda held both the crafted spear and her crescent moon spear in her hands. “The effect is good, but my dad’s spear is still better. It was handed down from the ancestor.”
Ophelia asked, “Can I look at it? It looks like metal, to me.”
Tanda said, “Sure. It is. It was crafted long ago, before the world was wounded. Auril-infused ores could be dug out then, but we haven’t dug any out since. Without auril being dense enough, even those ores present deteriorated. We don’t really mine much anymore, the materials now useless compared to our woods from deep in the jungle. Only forged metals like this one kept their strength, but even this has deteriorated somewhat over the years.”
Ophelia inspected the crescent moon spear, and she could feel the energy of death inside. It was a lot like Tanda’s auril manifestation. The metal was sturdy, easily competing with their crafted weapons. 
Knowing this, she felt like it truly might be possible to infuse auril energy into her metals; she just had to find the right way to do it. She handed it back to Tanda.
“Thanks, Tanda, truly an amazing weapon. Jake, you had wanted to try the javelins and arrows too, right?”
Jake started. “Oh, that’s right! Yeah, we gotta do that. That’s the most important test, to me.”
Jake handed Tanda a javelin with her people’s language written on it, “Here, fill it with auril and throw it. Let’s see if the auril sticks around a little better or not.”
Ophelia watched as she filled the javelin with the black auril of the Ravenwolf. She threw the javelin at a training dummy, and it pierced easily into it, the back end still holding the black aura for a moment before it disappeared. 
Jake pumped his fist. “Yeah! I got it!”
Tanda was excited and jumped into the air. “Wow! That’s really incredible. To think my people could use bows and javelins with this!”
Jake nodded. “That’s right. And it only takes someone around 10,000 Credits, to be able to have all the knowledge and equipment necessary to reproduce as many as they want–though, the training to accomplish it could take a while. I’ll be adding those to our library here at headquarters. We’ll buy those right away.”
Ophelia added, “I might have some luck transferring the essence of Auril Beasts over into metals, but my first few attempts had failed. I think I’ll get it, eventually.”
Tanda frowned. “You’re working on making equipment for the beastkin too, Ophelia?”
Ophelia smiled at Tanda. “All of Clan Hart is. Bloodberri is working on the Auril Beast hide leathers to see what she can do with them. I’m working on infusing the remaining auril or auril enhanced creature bones and claws into magic metals, by sort of combining them. Then Fhesiah is working on trying to improve your rate of awakening, as well as making leveling more reliable.”
Tanda was shocked at the list already, but Ophelia continued, “Enchanting, so your people can have improved equipment, is not all of what Jake is doing either. He prepared to install a Gondola to help the children and weary across the mountains, and he even made a tool for mass removal of the blight. This was so people in villages attacked by the undead don’t lose their homes or their harvest.”
Tanda looked over at Jake with a bit of awe. “And you did that in just one or two days?”
Jake said, “The Alliance is something else. It’s not fair to attribute what I’m doing to just me, though perhaps the enchanting is fair. But gondolas are present on Earth where I’m from, and it’s hardly an original idea.”
Tanda frowned in thought, Ophelia knew that the Framework sort of translated the word for her, but it was barely enough to understand by context without a complete frame of reference. “What is that, by the way? How does it move people across the mountains?”
Ophelia responded, “It’s like that elevator you guys had at Life’s Haven, we heard. It’s just, instead of going up and down, it mostly goes at a low incline or decline across a canyon or otherwise. We should be able to cross several kilometers this way if we have to.”
Jake added, “I’m a little worried about the flying Auril Beasts you’ve mentioned, but it has some safety features where if it falls, it should release a sort of air-bag and parachute for the thing to not result in death. But I don’t know, you can’t protect against everything, and those things actually seem quite rare, at least in this area. I hope a bird doesn’t see it as a boxed lunch going across a gorge or canyon, but I think it’ll be foreign enough to a creature for it to be avoided.”
Tanda nodded, looking thoughtful. “I think I get it, but I’ll have to see it. You’re right in that I don’t see that many of the larger Auril Birds in this region, they do tend to favor our coasts, or where it’s warmest near the equator. What powers it across? We used farm animals or strong awakened at Life’s Haven, but to cross hundreds or thousands of meters seems like a major challenge.”
Jake said a little too happily as he wiggled his fingers, “Magic.”
Tanda was frowning in confusion again, and Ophelia snorted. “You can be a real dork sometimes, Jake. He means mana. He enchanted the motor, so the gondola thing propels itself.”
Jake said, “You pay an awful lot of attention to when I’m alone in the room playing with my pen. Anyway, thanks for your help, Tanda. I’m going to go talk to some guild members, and see if we can get some of them on the path of enchanting, cranking out these javelins, arrows and other weapons as quickly as possible.” He turned to Ophelia. “We’ll leave in under an hour.”
Jake walked away, heading off to a large grouping of people training to give a speech on enchanting.
Tanda was perplexed. “How could you pay attention to what he’s doing, when he’s alone in the room?”
Ophelia chuckled. “That’s our Bond, from Jake being a Summoner. We can hear each other’s thoughts, and somewhat share each other’s senses and emotions. So while I’m hammering away in the smithy, I can still hear his mind going a mile a minute trying to come up with ways he can help the beastkin.”
“This bond sounds interesting. He had said his four bonded wives were as one, this is what he was referring to? It sounds similar to us beastkin. When we’re around others, we find harmony with our hearts, and we move as one. One family. One clan. One tribe.”
“That’s really neat. The Auril Heart seems very special.”
“I believe it is, after meeting many adventurers. But what you have with Jake appears to be quite special in a different way, both the bond and as a Valkyrie. Still, that Jake is a strange man. Is he some kind of herbivore? I know he already has the three, or four mates, but I cannot feel any desire from him for me. Is he not attracted to beastkin?”
Ophelia laughed. “What do you mean, herbivore? I don’t think him being attracted is a problem at all. We, uh, keep his desires fulfilled pretty well? But I had felt the same way when I met him. Why, you want him to desire you?”
Tanda looked at Ophelia in thought, and she frowned in confusion. “Herbivores are men that don’t eat the meat in front of them; not interested in women, when there’s three for every male, they are sort of looked down on, but they are extremely rare for us. I don’t know? He is so very different. His body exudes power, and even the abundance of life, like our Auril Heroes. I can feel it, and that part is very attractive in a mate to us beastkin. I know he could beat me in a courtship duel, but his lack of knowing our customs, and his lack of desire… My heart seems interested, but my mind says it could never be.”
She scoffed and scratched her ears and hair in frustration. “What changed, for you to end up together?”
Ophelia chuckled. “Well, I had to let him know mine. That was like a switch flipped in him, and then I could really feel his desire. He’s weird, like that. It’s like he’s a 0 or a 10 with things, there’s little in between. The things he enjoys or devotes his time with, he puts his everything into. Fhesiah even said she had a hard time seducing him, until she crossed a certain line. What custom has left you so frustrated?”
Tanda frowned. “He didn’t even sing his clan’s goals to me. He only talks about the guild or tribe, or the war effort. To start courtship, we try to find out more about the other person, but first the male with a clan would sing his clan’s goals. I suppose you could consider it like the man singing his dreams? I’m clanless, him with mates already, so it should definitely be him to start.” 
She continued, “Sometimes a woman will approach a man without a mate, but it’s usually just hinting that he should sing his song. For a male with many mates, it’s almost seen as wrong to preposition them. The man should know how many women they can protect and support.”
“Well, you’re right in that Jake isn’t aware of this custom, he has only been here for a couple of days, after all. But he has learned more about you in a more human way. He’s also stated his clan’s goals, just indirectly, talking about his tribe, or Guild. His clan’s goals are one and the same, other than the desire to have children with us girls, eventually. Then, he’s learned a lot about your people, and you. He just hasn’t outright asked you, or told you, these things in that context. This is the problem, for you to be interested or know where you stand, with him?”
Tanda frowned, her ears flat on top of her head. “It’s not just about him saying the words. My people are in tune with our hearts and our voices. Our custom is the man will sing the song of his dreams for family to the woman, and if her heart stirs and starts to beat in his rhythm, she knows they’ll be able to find harmony in their life. Then, if he shows his strength, she knows he’ll be able to protect her, and bring prosperity to their clan– their children and extended friends and families.”
Ophelia gushed, “Wow! So it’s like you listen to your heart, literally, huh? That’s really romantic! I love that!”
Tanda was taken aback by how enthusiastic Ophelia was at this custom, Ophelia’s eyes sparkling. Ophelia added, “Still, how does facing their father fall into that? I heard about this.”  
Tanda said, “Oh, that’s because a lot of the showing of strength in the courtship duel is about potential. Usually, courtship duels happen among beastkin around the same age. But sometimes, either an Auril Hero or just an older, stronger beastkin might try to court the younger woman that just came of age. For them, it’s not really fair for them to just crush the younger woman, so they often duel the father to prove their potential, instead. Still, they sing their song first. And it’s not just about winning the fight, in the end we do just follow our hearts. If the man does a good enough showing and the father approves, or our heart is moved, that’s enough. ”
Ophelia said, “I had wondered about that, that sometimes happened with Valkyries too! The strongest would beat up all the men, ending up without a mate, or maybe the strongest dad would just crush all potential mates. There was a real danger of the best Valkyries becoming spinsters!”
Tanda laughed a little awkwardly. “Right… Anyway, I suppose it’s pointless to talk about this much now. The war is of major importance, I have learned a lot from observing the war map. I have decided to drive forward recruitment even further now that I know I can count on Jake and Hearthtribe now, and I will be gone for a few days.”
She added, “I have delegated some of my flock to visit the smaller clans and tribes scattered across the wilderness, to make them aware of what is happening and unite them in the nearby villages. Also, what Jake said about my tribe being targeted has gotten me worried now, as Rifts have sort have spawned in that direction, as well. I need to get people to move to the larger towns or villages with Nodes as soon as we can, both to be integrated but also to aid in the war effort. We must unite the tribes, and fight as one. For me, I’m headed to Harmony Peaks.”
Ophelia frowned. The distance to Harmony Peaks was somewhere over a thousand miles, and Bloodberri would certainly take more than a full day of pure travel and then some to be able to arrive. That was even if she could somehow fly over all mountains and canyons, an insane possibility. 
“Several Rifts spawned to the North, that far? Are you sure we shouldn’t come?”
Tanda shook her head. “It’s too far, and in the time it would take for you to travel, you could be closing many more Rifts and making more progress. My people should be closing them soon, I think. Still, I will monitor them as we head there. Plus… My clan-mother… She sent me a cryptic statement.”
“Your clan mother?”
She sighed, her features taking on a bit of sadness. “Aisling, one of my father’s mates, the only one that survived. She’s a crow parentage that gets dreams and visions of the future. In combat, she has a small foresight that comes and goes. Most of the time, it’s not enough to act on, but in others, it can allow her to land a surprise killing blow, or completely throw off the enemy. She said I should focus on my goal, once I’ve decided on it. But that I should let my allies continue theirs until a major revelation, or I, and even the beastkin race as a whole, would be weaker for it in the long run.”
Ophelia frowned. “That’s awfully vague, but also specific? And ominous?”
She laughed nervously. “She’s also a bit playful, and normally I would be worried she was just messing with me. But when she’s serious, even my dad would stand on one foot if she told him to. She made it clear she was serious, and she’s never broken her word on that for a laugh.”
Ophelia thought she understood. “If anything changes, just send us a message at a Node, and we’ll rush in a hurry. I might be able to fly Jake in a pinch much more rapidly, arriving in a handful of hours. Well, I’m really glad you’re on our side, Tanda. For what it’s worth, I think you would be a great fit for Clan Hart. That is actually the most important thing for Jake, in finding a future party member, and mate.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. If Jake thought you wouldn’t get along with one of his bonded wives, or be able to fight alongside us, then it wouldn’t matter if you were a literal or figurative goddess. He wouldn’t be interested or desire you one bit. I think you have what it takes, and I’m rooting for you.”
Tanda blushed. “Thanks? I… Will think on it. It does sound like harmony and balance is quite important to him, so that does match both my goals and my people quite well? It’s just…” 
Ophelia gave her a challenging smile. “How about this, why don’t you meet him half way? I think you’ll find he’s more than willing to go out of his way to make his future mate satisfied, with whatever customs you might have. But you have to express your desires, or your interest, first. If anything, you are just work colleagues now. That’s the way he sees you in truth. You were even antagonistic of him at the start, though that changed quickly.” 
She continued, “Now, he’s not a complete dunce and can probably tell you seem interested, but if you’re only interested in him because of his strength, doesn’t that just mean he can sweep any beastkin woman off their feet? Jake is already one of the strongest on this world, if not the strongest now. If you’re only attracted to him because of that, doesn’t that just mean any strong guy would do?”
Tanda looked a little frustrated, her voice coming out in a near growl. “That’s what hearing his song is about! They prove their heart, before they prove their strength, usually. There are certainly beastkin women that only desire strength in their mate and will just submit to the first male that can beat them in a courtship duel, but it’s definitely not all, and it’s not me!”
Ophelia smiled. “Well, he doesn’t know that, but it certainly feels like that from his perspective. He’s still learning, he’s only been here a couple of days? Still, I’d tell him for you, but I want you to go through the challenge I did. I had to wait weeks, and he didn’t move until I did. It’s only been two days for you, don’t you think you’re too much in a rush?”
Tanda blushed. “W-Well, my people are a bit fast, in that? We either quickly learn the other person isn’t meant to be our mate, and we move on, or we become the prospective mate or mate rapidly. In truth, it’s very rare that a prospective mate wouldn’t end up mated–usually, it’s only disharmony within the family, and courting usually only lasts days.”
Ophelia was interested but continued, “That said, Jake–”
“Great, I made it in time! I made this for you, Tanda!”
Ophelia saw Bloodberri speed over, arriving next to Tanda. Berri had a beaming smile and held out a complete set of black leather armor. 




Interlude 3 - Ophelia - Gifts and Empowerment


The black leather armor Berri held out looked extremely well-made. Sturdy, yet supple. 
Tanda stammered, “W-What, for me?”
Blood said, “Berri and I wanted to thank you, for the show you put on for the kids, and for how you’ve been helping our efforts. Also, it’s kind of our practice trash.”
Tanda looked at it doubtfully. “Practice trash?”
Blood nodded. “Well, yes. This was our first attempt at enhancing your Auril Beast hide leathers, using essence extracted from more magical beasts. She even ‘tricked’ Jake into enchanting it with your runes. We were worried about you. You are strong for your level, but it is only that. You are still weak.”
Ophelia realized the ‘trick’ was merely that she hadn’t told Jake who the leathers were for.
Tanda frowned, and looked a little hurt with her ears flat on her head. Blood was more than a little blunt, but Ophelia could tell that Tanda knew that Blood was just stating the facts, and that from her immense strength, she certainly had every right to. 
Blood continued, “Regarding the previous topic, I think it is perfectly fine to seek power in a mate. Even human women do, even if they delude themselves otherwise, as power takes many forms. I can both see and feel your potential, but you are not yet strong. When you used your power of death, I felt similarities with my darkness. You appear to be the most proven without a mate female in the world, and that’s why I support you in joining our clan. Make sure you keep it that way.”
Tanda frowned in confusion. “Keep it that way?”
“Yes. Do not be weak. Do not let some other beastkin woman pass you in strength, or you will lose my endorsement. Also, if you failed to take and succeed your Trial, I would be severely disappointed in you.”
“And I just want to see you in more plays! I really liked your song, dance, and your voice, and– Well, I’m rooting for you!”
Ophelia picked up on Berri almost bringing up that she really wanted to play baseball with the talking dog, but Blood stopped her.
Tanda looked dumbfounded, holding up the auril leathers. From what Ophelia could tell, this was a well-made rare item, but still Tier 0. It had a helmet that was covered with a hide that looked like a wolf, the wolf’s snout protruding at the top and bottom of where her face would go. 
The ears were removed, allowing her own wolf ears to pop out where the ears on the wolf’s head were. The rest was not all that dissimilar from her old leathers, but Ophelia could feel some odd deathly energies coming from it. She could tell from her magical senses that it was quite sturdy, that metal was somehow embedded inside in various locations, protecting her vitals.  
“I… Thank you so much.”
Berri added, “Try it on! I want to see you wear it!”
They quickly guided Tanda to try it on. She stepped out from behind a divider in an area for dressing in the armory, and Ophelia was surprised.
“Yay! You really look like the ancestor! Well, mixed with his raven wife.”
Tanda asked, “What are these flaps on the side, that go around my wings?”
“Heroes should wear capes! Everybody knows that! But, it would get in the way of your wings, so I draped them down the sides.”
Ophelia covered her mouth as she chuckled. She really did look like she was wearing a cape, especially when her wings were down, resting. 
“W-What’s so funny? Why should a hero wear a cape?”
Ophelia just shook her head. It was too hard to explain about the many superhero movies that people from Earth watched. Berri had recently watched one for kids, that had many dogs and other animals that had superpowers and talked, at least one of which wore a cape. 
Berri then stood her in front of a mirror. “I think you look cool, see!” 
In front of the mirror, Tanda was smiling as she looked at herself, and her tail was wagging– though when she noticed this, she frowned, willing it to stop. Ophelia saw that Berri had a sly look as she noticed the same thing, perhaps enjoying the aspect of their new friend that was like a dog. 
Ophelia did think Tanda looked like a cool hero. Her bracers looked extra thick and sturdy, along with her chest piece.
Blood added, “We made sure to add extra protection, sort of sandwiched some thin steel plates between the beast leather. This way, your vitals are still covered when you are low on auril, or if you had been taken unawares. We extracted and infused a death beetle’s essence into the armor, which had a strong carapace.”
Berri said, “You should try out Jake’s enchantments! Try your auril now.”
Tanda moved her auril, and the armor really came to life, as it began exuding the finality of death. The feeling of death became palpable, and Ophelia was amazed. 
Tanda punched out her fist, and swung her crescent moon spear with noticeably increased power.
Tanda was awed, and nearly speechless. “Such… Such a huge difference. I… Thank you. Thank you so much. I don’t understand how?”
“Jake said lots of stuff, but I didn’t really listen!”
“I’d smack you, sister, if it didn’t hurt myself. He said the material was good enough that he was willing to try a formation, and we had him use the runes that he thought were most likely to be successful, the beastkin language. We’re lucky it worked out, but he added strength, death, life, protection, balance, and harmony, he said. He even put ravens and wolves on your cape.”
She looked down at the runes on her chest. “It’s kind of like a song. I… I owe you, Clan Hart. I’ll try to find a way to restore the balance, between us.”
Ophelia heard a snort. “Didn’t you already make our lives much easier? Still, I’m glad I made it in time, too.”
Fhesiah floated in with her fan, giving it a small flourish before closing it.
Tanda was surprised. “Fhesiah?”
“That’s right. I, too, come bearing a gift.”
“This–”
“We are happy that you have been a decent sport. That you’ve added several villages already, reduces the burden on us, and our husband. It’s only been a couple of days, but we had really pushed ourselves in the training prior to arrival, too. You have truly taken your job as our envoy seriously, and we can’t thank you enough for that.”
Fhesiah continued, “Not only that, but you are an important resource in this war. Let us do our best to help you, just like we’ll help your brethren. We hope that in time, you see us as one and the same. We heard that your people didn’t have a high opinion of those that joined the Framework, and before we arrived, we thought this was going to be an uphill battle convincing your people. But really, you’ve helped a lot in that, and our success has already been greater than our best predictions.”
Tanda was startled, and it seemed she was reminded of this fact. “The Adventurers… Some were really terrible! Even during the defense of the first HQ, they went out to close Rifts, instead. When Harmony Peaks was attacked, they wouldn’t join because there was no Quest! They said the risk wasn’t worth the reward, that it was too far. One even offered to lay down his life, only if we handed him over some brides! When we refused, they threatened to leave this world rather than aid in the fight.”
Ophelia was shocked. “What Guild were they from?”
“War, Glory, Profit. It was mostly humans that were adventurers, but there were some dwarves, orcs, and trolls, too. It’s not as though all the Adventurers were bad, but those guys were bad enough.”
Ophelia thought she understood. She did have a hard time believing that all Adventurers were bad, but all it took was a few bad apples to spoil the whole. Combined with a number of them lacking strength from the beastkin’s perspective, it was not hard for her to see how they could be looked down on.
Blood had learned that a majority of those sent were in fact newer Tier 1’s, most being at best Antonius’ level. Ophelia knew the Auril Chieftains would likely have crushed them with ease, armed or not. Only their tactics were truly useful for the beastkin to learn from.
Clearly, some had aided them with siege equipment and battle tactics including the usage of their drums, so there were certainly some helpful Adventurers. The problem was likely that one bad one would require ten good ones for their sins to easily be erased, and Ophelia wasn’t sure there were that many.
She did some digging in the Wiki, and found that this guild didn’t have a patron god or goddess listed, but it was known to have connections to [The Golden Legion], and [Swift Traders]. These guilds' patron gods were Ares, and Hermes, respectively.
Fhesiah quirked her brow. “Hestia’s Nephews? Well, they are only tangentially related, but I can’t help but feel it’s similar to some things I read about them. Hestia feels like a diamond in a sea of garbage compared to some of those.”
Ophelia nodded, judging by their behavior, the separation of the guilds was probably more for plausible deniability for dirty deeds than there really not being a true connection. That, and Tier 1 Guilds were often insular. 
Fhesiah said, “Back to the gift. I’ve been working very hard to try to create a repeatable process, for allowing your herbalists and alchemists to create pills and tonics. These are for improving the concentration of life energy, and everything else extracted from the plants, to allow your people to ingest them and gain as much as possible. Things are not where I want to be on that yet, the effectiveness using your methods, as I had to start over from scratch on this.”
Fhesiah pulled out a pill container, and opened it up. A waft of herbal aroma entered Ophelia’s nose, and she felt like she was back in the Highlands jungle.
“But my methods are more than good enough, for trapping the life energy and adding latent will. There were even some trash Tier 0 [Inner Force] concoctions available on the market. I distilled and condensed those further, and merged it into these. You should be able to consume these once per day, and combined with fights where the Framework rewards you what it does, you should find yourself increasing in level towards Tier 1 reliably. They may be enough on their own with enough time, but I think you will get much more benefit if you do both.”
Tanda said with a frown. “You… How? We’ve only had the Framework for a month, but so few had leveled. We really couldn’t see much of a correlation with fighting, other than that some leveled after battle… ”
Fhesiah smiled. “The multiverse is truly vast. Your auril is interesting, and it is unique in its own way; your people have every right to be proud of it. However, in the end, it holds similarities to other things. I used that knowledge to create these. Something cannot come from nothing, your people’s strength and life force both increases from what you consume, but also the growing of your spirit. These pills shall aid in both, though the latter is minimal. Doing any better than I have would make the items Tier 1, and too expensive for your people to afford.”
Tanda looked over at the information on the items in confusion. “Something this valuable, how come it is so cheap? I know the Law of Balance for items don’t allow us to purchase items above our Tier easily. Some Tier 1 herbs must have been used in making these?”
Ophelia replied, “Many consumables for restoring resources are affordable unless they are truly special or rare, but I think Fhesiah is giving you something quite close to food, which has very little value in the multiversal war. The Framework had negotiated the value of food to near-zero, to reduce Tartarus’ manipulating it overly much in the Conquest Game. If food cost too much, people would be forced to fight just in order to live.”
Fhesiah nodded. “Yes, that is accurate. These are ultimately just plants you are eating, condensed and distilled into a concoction, their life force–even if some of it is Tier 1. It has value, but it is not overly much. Their effectiveness for combat is minimal, so Tartarus can’t arbitrarily increase the value without the items having excessive rarity or influence on your potential. Really, your people could simply eat thousands of these plants and get the same result, I’m just making it…a little more palatable.”
Tanda frowned. “These pills contain thousands of plants? But the balance of the area will be harmed! If we remove too many plants, the effect will cascade across the territory, having countless effects.”
“The balance? Ah, so this is the reason, huh? I had wondered about this. I saw benefits of eating Auril beasts, but your people do not consume them often. Aside from feasts, or rare hunts on the calendar, your people avoid eating them, opting for farm animals or Tier 0 creatures instead. This is because of the balance once again? Surely, your people saw the benefit of eating Auril Beasts, I don’t think your people are stupid.”
Tanda frowned, and looked conflicted. “Not entirely. We kind of… Kept people from hunting them and consuming them too much. It’s for the balance, but we somewhat knew hunting and consuming Auril Beasts and some high vitality plants deep within the jungle would eventually result in more Auril Heroes.”
Ophelia gasped. “You know how to make your people stronger, but you keep yourself from doing it? But Rookard said that your people refused to be weak.”
Tanda sighed. “Ever since the taint, more Auril Heroes has always led to more tyrants. It has always led to more greed, and hatred. So we, the Ravenwolf, lion, wolf and many other tribes concerned with the balance, have moved our traditions to avoiding hunting what you know as Tier 1 Auril Beasts except on special occasions.”
Blood said, “You have knowingly kept your people weak? I am very disappointed. That is the way of cowards.”
Tanda shook her head. “It’s not an act of cowardice. It really does preserve the balance, improving the overall life within the world. Only when the world is in harmony, can it truly heal. We may have taken what feels like the weaker path, but it was necessary. The world has healed significantly thanks to us taking this one, and it would only be a few more generations before the taint was finally removed. Only when the world is healed can the curse be eliminated from our hearts.” 
Tanda bit her lip, her face morphed into a scowl. “If we had left things as they were, the taint would have grown, instead! For the first few hundred years, the curse had only gotten worse! Tyrants came about, and they behaved just like that dragon. They would plunder all the vast resources in the jungle, undoing decades of progress in an area, and slay their brethren. It was twofold, the death god’s curse hurting us from both sides– hurting the world, and cursing it further. It goes without saying that even if we defeated the tyrant, the loss of beastkin life each time was immense, besides.”
Ophelia and the other girls were left speechless, but they could picture what she was saying. War would come to Highlands each time a tyrant appeared, and many resources would be squandered. Then, many beastkin would die, and decades of work would be undone.
She continued, “Since then, we changed our traditions and were very selective on who would or could eventually become Auril Heroes. Only someone talented and strong, finding harmony and resonating strongly with the world itself, could become an Auril Hero after the changes to our traditions. We would even aid the right ones, bringing meat and rare plants from deep within the jungles.”
Blood nodded. “It sounds like this way, only those with much talent would progress with their limited consumption. I take it, those most harmonious with the world would have this talent?”
“That’s right. Then, my people were in charge of making sure the nomadic peoples were still sticking to the traditions. Luckily, it takes quite a bit of time of just eating Auril Beast meat to noticeably improve. The growing of the spirit is probably more done with the connection to the world.”
The girls stood in silence for a moment, but Blood added, “I’m sorry, Tanda. I was wrong, not knowing the whole picture. Surely, you could consume the beasts some more from now on to help win the war, though?”
Tanda nodded. “I’d talked to the Elders of Cascadia, and we’ve already removed the restrictions. Here in Cascadia, hunts are leaving frequently. It does appear we have many awakening already, thanks to these changes. Still, we do worry about the effects this has on the wildlife, this can undo decades of our work all at once. An adult Auril Beast takes years to grow to their size.”
Ophelia said excitedly, “Maybe you can just be more efficient about it, like Fhesiah’s alchemy? The balance won’t be harmed as much, if you make sure to extract every morsel from the corpse?”
Berri added, “Oh! What if you just eat them while they’re still alive?”
Tanda was speechless, but Ophelia laughed. “I was thinking more with some special method of cooking them, or maybe adding some of these plants. I bet Jake could do something amazing with them!”
Tanda looked at her doubtfully. “Jake cooks? But he’s a warrior, crafter, builder, enchanter, champion of a goddess, lord, guild leader, and mage?”
“Yes! Jake’s cooking is the best!”
Fhesiah added, “Yes, he’s quite something. Why don’t you have one of those pills before you go? What level are you, anyway?”
Tanda held the small pill in her fingers doubtfully. “I just eat it? I’m level 6.”
“You swallow it. Hopefully you’ll learn that properly if you become Jake’s mate.”
Tanda frowned in confusion, but swallowed the pill.
Ophelia added, “I’m surprised, you were only level 6? Yet you fought to close many higher level Rifts, had you not leveled?”
Tanda shook her head. “I think… I haven’t been eating all that well lately, running myself ragged with travel and fighting. If what Fhesiah says is true, that– What’s going on?”
Ophelia could feel it where she was standing: the life energy was being released from the pill. It was palpable in the air, the feeling of life energy, far greater than that in the jungle. Tanda was looking a little distressed. 
Even the armor reacted to the energy, loosening and tightening in various locations around her body. Ophelia thought she even saw the ‘cape’ move.
Fhesiah smiled and put a hand on Tanda’s back reassuringly.  “Don’t worry, Tanda. Everything’s fine. Just breathe.”
Tanda took a moment to calm down, but began breathing slowly. Eventually, she sighed a pleased sound. “My heart started really pounding, but it seemed hungry? Now, I think it feels good?” She shivered. “I feel like, I really needed that. Oh! I gained a level.”
Fhesiah smirked. “It looked like you really enjoyed that. Still, my way of leveling up is even better.”
Tanda frowned at that, but her entire demeanor perked up. “Wow, that really hit the spot! I feel great!”  
Her tail was wagging once again, and there was an extra pep in her ears, standing straighter that Ophelia could clearly see.
“Regarding the balance of the thousand plants to make the pills, I only said that it was like eating a thousand plants. Only a few salads,” Fhesiah shivered, pausing, “worth of auril plants went into the making of those, but they were enhanced by Qi; the energy of the heavens, and a few other ingredients. This is why, so far, they are not repeatable methods by your people. I’m sure I could have them set up some kind of distillery to accomplish this, but then you would have to source plants from all over your jungle to keep up with production, and your people won’t like this.”
Tanda nodded, and Fhesiah continued, “I believe we will need to work hard on the growing method, to both maintain the balance your people are concerned about, but also to increase the life force present in the plants. This is a little outside my expertise, but I am trying to learn and work together with your herbalists. This will take much longer, but I should be able to work towards awakening guild members first using my methods, for now. My first trial of the Awakening Serum should begin soon, actually.”
Ophelia was far from being a fan of salads, but Fhesiah had an outright distaste for them; that was what her food eats, after all. Bloodberri were used to eating whatever was put in front of them, so they didn’t mind them. Still, all of Jake’s girls certainly preferred meat.
“Those were my personal gift to you.” Fhesiah took out another case. “These are for your flock, as many of them are in our guild. I will be handing the same out to our other guild members, so don’t worry about it. They have different levels of efficacy, though none of them compare to your special gift.” She winked at Tanda.
Ophelia interrupted, “How did you make so many? That looks like a lot?”
Fhesiah smirked. “Haven’t been into my lab recently, have you? I have several cauldrons and pill furnaces now. We now have thousands of guild members in total now, either here or on the way to Cascadia, so this was the only way I could keep up. I did also delegate a few processes, as those should transfer into the final method we come up with together with the Framework.” 
She continued, “There is an unawakened version, and one for each level where their potency will be higher. Feed one to each of your tribe mates each day, and along with some fights and Auril Beast meat, you should push your people closer to awakening. I have monitored those doing incursions within the HQ, and it appears killing enemies within aids in growing the spirit–though I haven’t had time to witness this directly.”
Tanda’s mouth was wide open as she looked at Fhesiah, Ophelia thought she was amazed. “Thank you all, for all that you’re doing and the gifts. You are really working hard to help the beastkin people, and I can’t thank you enough. I already do see Clan Hart as part of our people.” 
She smiled, looking over Bloodberri, Ophelia, and Fhesiah. “You might not be beastkin, but you have found harmony with us, and that means a lot to me. So now, I really must go. I will bring the news that we should change our traditions for the war, regarding eating Auril Beasts, as well as adding Nodes to many villages. I will be gone nearly a week, as it takes several days to fly to Harmony Peaks, with me stopping at villages along the way.”
Ophelia smiled at Tanda. She sang, “Soar high and free, dear friend. With your winds at your back and the sky as your home. Our hearts will miss your presence among us.”
Tanda brightened. “You learned it! Farewell, we are grateful for your songs, our heart will remember and be filled with joy and peace. Our heart yearns to be in your presence once more.”  
Tanda exited the armory, and Ophelia knew she would be taking to the sky shortly, where she would take Alliance Nodes to various villages, and meet with many tribes with her flock on her way to the North.
“I hope she stays safe. The kids really like her. She came by when I was handing out soup the other day, and all the parents had great respect for her,” Berri added.
Ophelia nodded. “There is definitely a lot of room for trouble with how far she’ll be traveling, but it’s important. Luckily, if she dies she’ll be revived, but it will really harm the war if she does. She will be with a lot of her flock, so I bet they’ll realize this and keep her safe.”
Jake arrived carrying various storage bracelets, looking around in confusion. “What’re you girls doing in here? Ophelia, are you ready?”
Ophelia smiled. “Finally, I’ll carry you through the sky!”
Berri looked distressed. “You said carry, right? He’s not going to ride you, is he?”
Ophelia laughed. “You’re so silly, sister. It’ll be the prince carry. We need to put out the gondolas, and try out the censer at the other village. We’ll call you when we get there.”
Berri wrung her hands in worry. “I… Okay. I’ll be feeding and playing with the kids after some training and practice, but… “
Jake smiled at Berri, and Ophelia could feel him sending reassurance to her. “Time is of the essence, so we’ll do it this way today, as we travel through our own conquered territory. Don’t worry, I’m not replacing you as my mount, Berri. We’ll call you in a few hours.”
Ophelia and Jake headed out of the armory, to leave the city. Clan Hart were going to do their best to empower the beastkin to survive this war.




Chapter 17 - Terror in the Skies


Flying through the air and being carried like a ‘prince’ was a novel experience for Jake. Still, he was amazed at how fast Ophelia could fly through the sky. 
Using her [Technique], she was closer to an attack helicopter than a mount. Thanks to [Energy Sharing], she could keep it up forever. She could dive as fast as a falcon could and, during combat, could achieve similar, but traveling was a bit slower than that. 
When she really pushed her technique and had enough time to build up her speed, Jake guessed they were traveling way above a hundred miles per hour, even while Ophelia was carrying Jake and wearing armor.
Jake was primarily willing to travel like this in their territory. The odds of them being attacked were minimal; Tartarus unable to detect them or send creatures using its machinations easily. Jake was considering, with Ophelia’s shield, that he could always get to the ground. Perhaps, he could always travel this way?
Ophelia said, “I think Berri would be hurt if you replaced her for travel. If she’s ambushed, we have a better chance at survival and turning it around. You’d summon me and Fhesiah, then we’d take the fight to the enemy. Berri’s armor of faith means even some kind of assassin shouldn’t be able to land a killing blow, right? Not only that, but I have been accomplishing quite a bit with our guild back at home, you know. Blood can run things too, but she still is, even while traveling.”
Of course, Jake was aware that the girl was busy, but Jake had been too. He wasn’t clear on all her tasks. “She’s running things?”
“It’s not just researching into the add-ons, but she’s been directing the guild using messages. You can queue up messages to be sent when you’re near an alliance Node. She’s also been making guides, and filling out the Guild Wiki with the things that she’s learned from being in our party, and even research she’s done on her own. She’s quite insightful. I’ve been adding to them, too. We should have the guild point earning thing finished up soon for you to go over.”
Jake would need to check out what she had created later, but he had been busy with messages too. Mostly the clan heads, messaging people like Rookard and the other heads of the villages being added. He had some confidence in Blood being able to guide people well enough, thanks to Jake’s party having discussed party strategy quite extensively. 
His party had been involved in dozens of boss battles that included many situations. His girls were quick to adapt, knowing who was effective at handling them.
“You think that’s better than you just flying me and us taking on the Rifts in less time? If we spend less time traveling, I have more time if we consider the same number of Rifts completed.”
“It’s not as though you send me back or Bloodberri back with each Rift, we’re usually only talking about an hour or two that we’re split up before you arrive at the first one for the day. We’re then behind enemy lines, so to speak.”
She continued, “I might get there in an hour instead of her two hours or something like this, but that’s not that big of a deal, is it? Maybe if we know it’ll save a lot more time than that, like me flying to these cliffs for the gondolas I’ll carry you, but otherwise isn’t it fine? This makes her happy, besides.”
Jake thought with Bloodberri able to reasonably be able to handle an ambush better than Ophelia might, perhaps the extra hour was not a huge loss. Possibly, this was the most effective way to use his people, but there were a lot of other ways to look at it. 
It was hopefully only for a few more days, but now that he knew how to make the javelins and weapons, perhaps he could enchant some from his basket.   
Because of Ophelia’s speed, they were able to build their Gondolas in no time. They each carried several storage bracelets, and Jake was able to build large stone arches using his stone conjuration. 
The two mounted the sort of reel or spool structure on them, and Ophelia flew to the other side carrying the heavy, special braided cables made of fantasy materials, connecting the two sides.
The gondola cars were attached to the cable, and Jake had four of them at each that would go around a track-type structure. The ‘walls’ of the cart would interlock with each other, laying flat in his storage bracelet and not taking up overly much space. They would then lock into the motor mechanism.
Some signs were placed detailing their usage, with a sort of ‘call cart’ feature on each side. Each cart could only hold about ten adults or maybe twenty children, not much larger than the containers found on some larger Ferris wheels. 
They had a few safety features and a sort of intelligence to stop a period of time to let people out before continuing and to not allow the cart to be overloaded by refusing to move.
Each gondola didn’t take long for Ophelia and Jake to install, less than an hour each. A lot of that time was spent building the arch structure that could hold several tons of weight. 
The arches were also used to help average the height of the two mountains, making the trip more of a horizontal ride rather than a steeper incline where necessary. They also had one location where it was important to improve the foundation significantly for the best path.
They made a quick stop at the River Bend Tribe, meeting with Damara. Now, their one thousand children, over the course of a day or so, could be guided to Cascadia. It was still a long trek for children, but a few gondola rides from plateau to plateau would get them a large percentage of the way, and mostly safely.
Combined with some hunters from Hunter’s Terrace, they should have no problem arriving at Cascadia soon. Damara thanked them for their efforts as the Alliance Node allowed her to converse with Hunter’s Terrace on their own.  
It was now five hours later since Jake and Ophelia originally set out, and they had finished installing all the gondolas. Ophelia had a wide smile on her face, having carried her prince through the sky for so long. 
They did encounter a large auril bird which Jake captured, him doing his best to keep this detail from Berri. That girl was simply too jealous about the idea that he might obtain another mount, and he wasn’t sure what to do about it.
The bird wasn’t too impressive for combat, and really, even with Auril, it wasn’t all that fast. However, skipping over the mountains was still faster than Berri could climb them. She was fast going down the mountains, probably being able to go around half or less of her usual speed. 
Still, going down then up, even with her armor finding purchase with ease as she snaked up the mountain, was a severe disadvantage. The gondolas they just installed that travel across the gorges at about ten miles per hour might just barely beat her in a race sometimes.
Ophelia interrupted Jake’s musings, “We’ll just have to go through the jungles where needed. She traverses those faster than she has any right to. Plus, you’ll find more beasts to capture if she does that.”
Jake sighed. “I really enjoy riding her, but we’re fighting a war here. This desire to be my mount is cute, and I’m fond of it, but it’s strange. Since when does a snake like being ridden so much? Anyway, she’s still much more effective than me running or using a horse, or even some giant lizard or something like this. Our mobility is still amazing, but it really feels like we won’t gain anything if we don’t move as quick as we can. I can just summon her when we get to the destination, with Ira watching over us.”
They arrived at the empty village, filled with blight. After they cleared this, they would be traveling to clear a few more Rifts, moving just a little closer to their destination Alliance HQ. 
Part of the desire for removing the blight was that, as a result of it, the conquest territory took longer to recede back from the enemy. In addition, the blight would continue to spread like a plague and harm the surrounding environment.
Jake contacted Bloodberri over their bond, “Had enough fun with the kids? I’ll call you now, are you ready?”
[The kids? …Oh, yeah! Um, sure, just give me a minute… I need to… Finish something really quick!]
Jake frowned in confusion. What was going on with her? Jake had felt her working with the cooks, and she did play with the kids some more. She hadn’t gotten a good chance to play baseball for some reason, but at some point, her thoughts had gotten cut off, and Jake got the feeling that she was just busy. 
[Okay, we’re ready now!]
Jake summoned her, the giant snake girl appearing in her armor. Nothing appeared to be amiss as far as he could tell. She was ready for combat and travel like usual, with her fanny pack, armor, maul, and traveling backpack– Jake’s seat, like always.
Jake then took out his epic censer. It had the maximum amount of runes he could inscribe and a powerful focus that would be fed Tier 1 holy incense and water. Jake had wanted to see if Berri could activate it. She had only reached runic magic level…wait, level 4?
Jake asked, “Berri, when did you reach level 4 in your runic magic?”
Berri said proudly, “Just now! Blood and I have been working really hard!”
Jake looked at her suspiciously. Usually, it was Blood that was motivated to learn runes. But Berri seemed especially motivated now, for some reason. In the past, she would practice and learn rapidly but easily get distracted, moving on to the next skills they needed to work on. 
Of course, her Priestess Magic was important too, and she was especially talented with it. They also had a lot of work to do to improve their dance, the two of them working in tandem. But now, there was a focus on runes. What’s going on?
She laughed nervously. “Let’s try this!”
Berri infused her holy mana into the censer. The hexagons were placed around the sphere, making it almost look like some sort of golden soccer ball with a rod crammed into it. 
The light brightened as the runes were filled, and smoke began to be released. Eventually, the light reached the final hexagon, and holy energy exploded in a large nova of light.
The light easily expanded past the plaza, continuing past several of their hut-like buildings. Smoke was carried on the edges of the light on the ground and continued to grow beyond where the light stopped. 
White smoke and light cleansed everything it touched, and Jake was somewhat reminded of using his Sanctuary spell-rod, but this was like a nova of that which cleansed in a ring instead of shielded in a sphere. 
The smoke kept expanding, and as she infused more mana, another wave was released, this time the light reaching even further. The smoke was added to the other, which was drifting into the ground, and pushed even further out this time, cleansing even more.
After a minute, the ten or so pulses had cleansed the entire village, but it continued out into their farms. Each pulse reached further, leaving the ground filled with a thin layer of holy light and adding to the previous waves.
Jake and Ophelia kept drinking mana water and even mana potions. Jake even had to refill the holy incense contained in the center. 
They kept running it until, eventually, the waves reached where the Rift was and beyond. It took nearly 30 minutes, but the plateau was finally cleansed. Jake and Ophelia started feeling a bit sick after drinking all of that.
Berri said, “That was really neat! It felt good, that light and smoke being released. Should we head over to Rookard’s? I want to see the bunny girl!”
Jake shook his head. “Maybe in a few days. Enora and a few of the other goat beastkin turned out to be quite good at using the lower tier censers, adding some of their own herbal mixtures to allow their auril in and add to the effect. Rookard even took on an incursion and completed it already, apparently his ‘pack’ keeps him quite safe. We should be good to head towards the next Rift.”
Berri looked positively excited. “Okay! Hang on.”
She handed Jake back the censer, and she clenched her fists and took on a look of profound concentration. Her face then scrunched up cutely, and she started making a groaning noise. Was… Why does it look like she’s trying to…?
A ripple went through her armor, and it began to morph. Some spikes on her tail shrunk, blades lengthened and changed, while others shrunk until they disappeared. Her tail grew a fin at the back, and even on her back, she grew some additional ones off at strange angles. What was going on?
She let out a satisfied sigh. “It worked! Okay, let’s go!”
Jake just stared at her. “You’re not going to tell us what that was about? Is this better, somehow?” He looked at the changes with confusion. In many ways, it wasn’t all that different. Jake thought some changes were even in the thickness of the bottom of her snake body versus the top, but it was hard to tell. 
Instead of looking like scythes that would cut as she moved past them, her blades looked more like fins or wings. Jake supposed they still looked like they would act like a scythe, but now there was a larger surface area on them. 
“Not yet! It’s a surprise! Fhesiah said you love those, that’s why she works on so many!”
Jake could just hear Fhesiah laughing in his mind. He shook his head and leaped into his basket as they headed to the plateau's edge. He looked over the gorge, seeing their goal in the distance, probably a few miles away. 
Normally, she would practically barrel down the cliff face rapidly, very few drops keeping her from finding a spot nearby to ‘leap’ to or where she couldn’t just let part of her snake body down first to grab a hold. 
The two girls in one body seemingly prepared for something, and Bloodberri whipped into motion, leaping off the cliff. Jake goggled at them and started to prepare the feather-falling spell he had worked on, but before he could even cast it: both girls did. 
One had covered the upper body and a little of their tail, and the other covered the rest. Jake saw her snake tail undulating in a wide frequency as she went through the air. 
Jake gaped as he was reminded of the gliding snakes of Earth and how they would leap down from trees flying hundreds of feet. She fell down at a much more manageable speed until she dropped the rest of the way safely. 
The glide took them nearly half a mile closer to their destination, even sailing over a few cliff faces she might have had to climb over or around. She then blazed through the valley with ease, just like she always did.
He was filled with amazement at what the two girls had accomplished. This would shave several minutes off of every decline, and a gorge that would require them to climb down before climbing back up, she could simply glide over. He could feel their pride over their bond and a mental smirk coming from them.
“You two really are amazing, I’m impressed with this. There’s more?”
They were heading towards a smaller, craggy hill that was about three or four stories tall. They would normally need to go around it, but they cast the spell again and leaped.
Bloodberri leaped much higher than Jake felt such a large creature like themselves had any business to and used their new method to glide once again, sailing over it. Jake could feel that their new winged blades helped produce some lift with their speedy leap, and when the wind blew, they actually went upwards.
Using this new process, the two barely slowed down. Ophelia easily followed, and she smiled widely.
“Jake’s right, you’re really incredible, Bloodberri,” Ophelia said.
Jake was amazed at how quickly they had progressed their runic magic. The feather fall spell was only nine runes, but the speed that they cast it, and in synchronicity, indicated they had practiced a lot. It wouldn’t be very long before they could cast group spells with Jake and the rest.
Their holy or dark mana was transformed into regular mana for the purpose of spells, though Jake imagined spells that worked well together with their attunement would be enhanced. This was part of the difficulty for them to learn runic magic well in the first place.
Conversely, energy would be wasted for Blood to cast a healing spell or Berri to cast a debuff or something of this nature.
The two suddenly stopped at the next plateau, letting Jake out. Ophelia was a bit dumbfounded as to why they stopped, too.
Berri said, “There’s one more surprise!”
She giggled and then took out…a feathered cape? It had feathers of what looked like a golden hawk that matched the trim on his armor quite well, attached to what Jake thought was some kind of red leather on the inside.
Blood looked proud. “We made this for you, Milord. You may be able to enchant it to make it more effective, but it goes along with our ability to glide. If you need to bail out of your basket, you should be able to swoop down or combine it with other spells. For now, put this on, and we’ll show the other component.”
Jake put on the cape, finding it had clamps that connected to the shoulder plates on his armor quite well. He grabbed some sections with clasps of the cloak with his hands and found that it could fan out quite well.
Bloodberri had four what looked like bracelets in her hands.
She put them on next to his storage bracelets, an almost rubber one, but it had magic in it, Jake could tell. They opened with a clasp, and she put them on his ankles over his boots, as well.
“Now, you should be able to infuse mana in them, and connect to the cape with a thought.”
Jake did, and the clasps connected to his bracelets. He was amazed– it was like a wing suit now. He flapped his new wings, and with his strength, he found he could lift himself off the ground if he used much of his strength. 
It was much closer to how a chicken could glide, though. Jake wondered if he could actually manage flight well enough with some runes and [Runebound: Unbound], perhaps, he had dismissed the possibility in his mind too soon and should have just tried it.
Jake could feel Berri’s worry at this thought about being able to fly on his own, so he pushed those thoughts aside for now. 
“Thank you, Blood and Berri, this is amazing.”
Berri wrung her hands. “I just, wanted to make it up to you, even a little. I was too impulsive, and I want to be better, for you…”
Ophelia said, “This must have been a lot of work. I bet you even gave up some time with the kids for this?”
Blood smiled with pride. “She was really on task, I have never seen her so focused. I helped her, of course, but she worked hard with me on these things. We still gave out food for the day and said our hellos, but she went right back to work.”
Jake had only had a little over a day to think over things, but in the end, he realized he might have blown things a little out of proportion regarding Berri being impulsive. 
She was distraught, and it was hard for her to act rationally in a time like that. He was still hurt a little that she didn’t confide in him before acting, but the two of them were only a month or so before scheming their way through life.
“I’m sorry too, Berri. I do forgive you. I’m so proud of how far you’ve come, overall. Thank you for the gift.”
Berri was filled with joy and blurred towards him. She hugged him, even though his armor was mostly in the way. Ophelia looked on with a smile at first, but she did join in the group hug.
Jake found that the cape detached from all four bracelets with a thought, becoming a regular cape once more. He leaped back into the basket, and they continued on to the Rift.        
They arrived at the first Rift much faster than Jake had thought they would, the party averaging an excellent speed. They cleared four for the day, spending several hours, and used the portal home from a nearby village that they added to their protection. 
The village was located in the valley and filled with hunters that had used traps and the bow and javelin quite well, along with shields. They had a wide variety of beastkin and had included many from Tanda’s flock that she had arrived with originally. 
Jake learned they had even closed several smaller Rifts on their own without an Auril Hero. Many were interested in joining Jake’s guild but would wait until the HQ was taken back.
This gave Jake a lot of hope for the beastkin. The hunter’s average level was a lot higher than many of the plateau villages, and it proved to Jake that when beastkin formed well-rounded parties, they were highly effective.
They headed back to the Alliance HQ and then went to scout the lost city, which they learned was called Wildheart. They took on several more Rifts and confirmed that much of the plateau not that far from Cascadia had become blighted. Jake would let his guild clear it in the coming days, but for now, they headed to the old city.
It was not nearly the size of Cascadia, being much smaller and across the land bridge. When they arrived, Jake was surprised at the inhabitants: stone men, along with the undead. He thought this was a boon, as killing them and collecting their loot would allow them to build out their wall more rapidly. Jake could conjure the stone, merging it with what they obtained here.
The stone people looked like those with auril would have quite a difficulty destroying them. They were big and threw large rocks. The stone men had crystals for organs, and Jake thought they would end up being quite valuable.  
Ophelia could kill them easily by targeting their heart or a powerful blow to the head, and when Jake looted one, most of it entered his storage bracelet. Jake would need much more to loot these and leave nothing behind. 
Even the wall could probably be dismantled, saving a bit of time for Jake, if he had Bloodberri demolish it into smaller chunks to fit into storage bracelets, perhaps.
Part of Jake almost wanted to leave the city here to farm it, as the Rifts nearby reinforcing it were both the undead and the stone men. He could clear the undead ones and just leave those there, but he knew this was foolish. 
Allowing conquest territory near his base of operations was just asking for trouble, Tartarus machinations likely to lead to a stampede of terrible creatures here or other things.
A plan formed in Jake’s mind for the next few days. They would work their way towards the Alliance HQ, clear this city and Rifts nearby, train and build his guild. They would also build gondolas daily towards all the villages, forming a web where beastkin could travel and easily arrive at Cascadia from any direction. Furthermore, they would work on the wall.




Bonus Interlude - Serena - Awakening


Serena padded softly through the underbrush, moving with haste and purpose. Sniffing the air of the dungeon, she could smell their quarry was near. Listening with her ears, she could barely detect the sound of several creatures breathing. 
Leaning against the tree, she spotted the enemy: a pack of lesser bugbears. A sort of goblinoid, these creatures were more bear than goblin, but they were small. Supposedly, a normal bugbear would be even bigger than Brock, her mate. These, however, were actually shorter than Serena herself, mostly wielding clubs and a small buckler. 
Brock was level 4, and Bria wasn’t far behind at level 3. Serena was ashamed that despite fighting through many incursions like this one, she had still not Awakened. Her status had her stuck at level 0, limiting how much Serena could aid in their fights within the dungeon. She was sure she pulled her weight for now, but Serena was also sure she would soon be holding her clan back if she didn’t awaken soon.
Soon, she would implore Brock to allow her to stay at home. Perhaps, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad? She could just stay home, have Brock’s kits, and enjoy the pleasure of mating as they began their family. Brock and Bria could fight through more balanced Incursions, becoming stronger and stronger as they left her behind.
She nearly growled at the thought but barely stifled it–her enemy was near enough that it would have been a major blunder. Serena wanted to enjoy the pleasures of motherhood, but she also wanted to protect Brock–just like he rescued her when she needed it most. 
Truthfully, Serena hated fighting. Her beastkin brethren loved it and felt like it was part of life, but after suffering through death and destruction, she’d be happy if she never had to fight again. 
From the beginning, she joined the Framework and fought not because she wanted to but because she had to. Serena was nothing like Bria, who thrived in the fight.
Taking a deep breath, she drew back her bow, one notched and two held in her hand holding the bow. Releasing the arrow, she quickly pulled back and fired the other two, each arrow striking vital points in different bugbears. The creatures howled in rage and charged toward her hiding spot, and she ran toward her allies. 
There were nearly two dozen of the creatures in total, chasing her in a wide spread through the forest. They followed her through the forest, which was very different from Highlands but still felt similar in many ways. Brock waited atop a craggy hill filled with rocks and trees. 
Brock and Bria both threw javelins at her pursuers, though few dealt killing blows. The creatures were hearty, and the only way she thought this fight was fair was because their attacks were rather predictable.
“Over twenty this time.” Serena shouted as she leaped and climbed into the tree next to Brock. This was her fourth ‘pull’ of monsters, her party choosing this favorable terrain to face them. Standing next to a boulder at the top of the hill and between a tree, the bugbears mostly got in each other’s way as they made their assault on Brock and Bria.
Standing on a large branch, Serena shot her arrows into the crowd as they approached, aiming at the ones without bucklers. Some were still blocked or dodged by the now-aware creatures, but she managed to take down another two before the first of the angry creature’s clubs met Brock’s shield. 
Sturdy as a mountain, Brock easily deflected the enemy’s attack. Bria stepped forward with a vicious swing of her red auril-infused poleaxe, cutting deeply into the bugbear. She spun with the swing, following up with another on a bugbear next to it. It had tried to block with its buckler, but it shattered by the sheer force of Bria’s onslaught, nearly losing its arm entirely.
Brock kicked out with his metal greaves, knocking the previously wounded bugbear into its brethren, sending some tumbling backward down the hill. Serena kept firing her arrows, seeking unprotected body parts, and going for either killing or crippling attacks to relieve the pressure off of Brock and Bria.
Bria and Brock then all but danced through the enemies, and Bria’s speed as she swung her heavy poleaxe was more than impressive. Filling her body with red auril, her strength mixed with her sharpened blade, was nearly impossible for the weaker creatures to stop. Their clubs and bucklers shattered with each swing, or bodies were carved in twain.
Brock shoved and guarded Bria’s flank, only occasionally lashing out with his bearded axe. He had his glaive strapped to his back, but he found himself using it less and less as he mastered being the protector for their party. He had not yet brought out his auril manifestation, but Serena didn’t think it would be very long.
Bria took a heavy blow in the ribs from the creature’s club with only four enemies left. She chuckled and gave a vicious smile, manifesting a larger blade on her poleaxe. Bria swung wide, her red auril blade cleaving through three of the four enemies in one swing. Spinning with a leap, she cleaved through the final enemy in an overhead chop.
Serena looked on at Bria in envy. Just how could she be strong and powerful like her? If only she would Awaken…
[Incursion Complete. Contribution Points Awarded: 47]
Brock chuckled. “I would ask if you’re alright, Bria, but the party menu says it all. I think I only managed to get three kills there.”
Serena leaped down from the tree to join them, beginning to recover her arrows.
Bria looked all too pleased with herself as she inspected her armor for damage. “You and Serena keep the enemies off me, allowing me to go all out. The mail over our hides works well, their blows hardly able to harm me when I add auril to the leather underneath. It was worth every Credit.”
Brock looked over at Serena with concern. “Anything?”
Serena sighed. “I dunno. Each kill does seem to be giving me…something. But whatever it is feels…stuck.”
Brock hugged her from the side as Bria patted Serena’s back comfortingly. Brock’s song was calm and full of confidence, “You’ll Awaken soon, I know it. Let’s go talk with Fhesiah, she said she was working on it, wasn’t she? Let’s finish dismantling and we’ll go right there.”
Bria nodded. “She’s been getting the alchemy lab built out in the HQ. Let’s move.”
Serena was warmed by their encouragement, and they worked through dismantling the creatures quickly. They filled their packs and walked to the Incursion exit. 
Exiting the portal, they arrived at the Alliance HQ. They walked through a fixture that resembled a rain shower, that easily removed the blood and viscera from their equipment, then another that dried them off. Serena could sort of smell a little bugbear on them, but it was very mild, even for her strong senses.  
Asking around, they were guided toward the new alchemy lab, as they had predicted, to find Fhesiah.
Heading down the carpeted halls, they entered the lab. Various glass fixtures and what looked like cauldrons boiled, herbal aromas entering their noses. She could see materials being extracted and refined through processes she couldn’t understand, a massive difference from what their herbalists of old would have done.
There was something special about this that drew Serena’s attention, piquing her interest. She had been interested in herbalism before, but the immense amount of wisdom contained in this room was greater than that of her people’s entire history. 
Fhesiah floated around and made changes to the different concoctions as a crowd of beastkin took notes. 
“Ah! Brock, Serena and Bria, you three are just in time!”
Fhesiah had not looked at them, but she noticed them all the same.
She continued, “Or rather, Serena. Though, you two are welcome to come as well. We have a group that is going to try the Awakening Serum I created.”
Something swept over Serena, and Fhesiah nodded. “I don’t know why you haven’t awakened yet, but the serum should help. You are well past the point that others would.”
Serena frowned. “What is?”
“The life force or vitality contained within your body, as well as the strength of your spirit. It seems the Framework aids in the latter quite a bit from your kills within Incursions and Rifts, the pills I provide only helping slightly. There are at least a dozen like you, Serena, that have been quite diligent in taking the pills and fighting this past week that haven’t awakened.”
Bria herself had awakened after only a single day of fighting in the dungeons. It made Serena hopeful, but she was still stuck even after a half-dozen of them.
Serena asked, “What do I need to do?”
“Just come with me. There’s a cave nearby that the herbalist says is thick with auril. It draws many creatures, but I’ll keep you protected. Your clan is welcome to come, if they like.”
Brock and Bria indicated they would come, and they all met outside after Fhesiah dealt out some tasks for the budding alchemists. A group of three dozen of them, likely their mates, were coming along as well. Awakening was an important moment in a beastkin’s life if they ever did it. 
Serena was sure that only around one in twenty to one in ten would Awaken in the past as they grew into adulthood. However, with Fhesiah’s pills and fighting with the Framework’s aid, it was already getting close to one in two. 
Few had worked as hard as Serena herself, and the ones who did have already Awakened. It was hard to tell what the Awakening rate would be after several weeks, but she was already quite impressed with what was accomplished by her new Tribe so far.
Their entourage marched out of the new Eastern gatehouse, watching as the walls got built around their city. There were now all sorts of protections on the wall, from crenelations to watch towers made of wood, built periodically near them. It was not ideal, but it was the best they could manage until they could build much higher walls. 
Serena saw Ophelia the Valkyrie directing construction along with elders Dhruva, Isadora, and Ronan. She knew Elder Grayson and Sway were working hard to become stronger, the former in hopes of improving his healing auril manifestation and the latter in hopes of attracting a mate once more. The two had even teamed up with some younger clanless to direct them better. 
Odd cranes moved the stone, and Serena wondered just where all of it came from. She knew they had started a quarry, but tons of extra stone were being brought from what looked like Wildheart City.
They climbed down into the valley and took the long trek to the cave. Serena’s heart beat in anticipation. Would she really Awaken today? She didn’t dare get her hopes up much, but the dragon woman was extremely competent, despite her odd demeanor. 
Serena had even heard that their herbalists took all sorts of notes, Fhesiah teaching them when they spent their entire lives learning their craft! It certainly made her feel a lot better about getting sprayed with that strange gas, even if she wanted to claw Fhesiah's eyes out after she did it to Brock.
Arriving at the cave, Fhesiah held out a hand, asking their entourage to stop. She went inside and dragged out a massive bear by its scruff like it was some kit. It was asleep, but everyone just stared at her incredulously. 
“What? I didn’t hurt it. We just want to borrow her cave. She’ll be asleep for a while. Are you coming? There’s quite a bit of room in here.”
They entered, and Serena could feel the vitality in the air. Somehow, much of the life energy gathered here, energizing them as they breathed. It was clear why the bear enjoyed the location.
Fhesiah produced some cots, then those hoping to Awaken were instructed to lie down. Serena looked at her brethren, their parentage being of all types. One of the herbalists had joined, a middle-aged woman.
Serena lay down on the cot, and several incense sticks were lit and arrayed around the cots. A herbal aroma wafted into her senses, relaxing her body. She knew Brock and the other observers were in an adjacent section of the cave, Fhesiah watching over everyone directly.
Before she knew it, she fell asleep.
She dreamed of when Tartarus first attacked her village, her parents, brothers, and sisters dying in front of her. Returning from a hunt, her village had been under attack.
Despite this trauma, she still hadn’t Awakened. Even if she did, she doubted she still lived today. No, she lived because she ran. She ran and was saved by some Adventurers. Later she learned they were just a well-rounded Battlegroup, but they felt like an unstoppable army to her. 
They promised she would no longer be weak if she joined the Framework. That if she joined, she’d be the one saving and protecting. That she could help save Highlands. She wasn’t sure what it was about their message that resonated with her, but when she saw Brock join from afar, something stirred in her and made her want to, as well.
The dream or vision seemed to shift to where Brock lay down his life to save her that fateful day. She remembered the pain and frustration of being unable to come to his aid that she was the one needing saving. That she lacked the strength, the force of will to be the guardian. She was not strong like Bria, and she would always be behind.
Once again, it shifted; now, it was like a future vision. Serena was older now in their beautiful home, and she felt the bliss of a mother. Holding and feeding her beautiful girl with panther ears atop her head, she was filled with pride. Brock and his Clan had grown successful and strong. 
Then, outside their paradise, fire and stone rained down. Creatures of immense power raged, and Brock and his mates stood up to the challenge. But Serena looked to her child, weighing the two in her mind. How could she decide which to protect? How could she have the strength to both help Brock and protect the child?
She dug down deep into her heart and listened to its song. Thinking about what made her different, she always valued wisdom. She took to using the bow because she saw its effectiveness and importance.
Serena was not strong like Bria. Wisdom would lead her to a different kind of strength, and she would be a fierce guardian of her mate and her children, no matter what creature stood in her way. She placed the child in the crib and grabbed her bow, and entered the battle.
Flashing through the jungle at a furious pace, she knew little about what manner of creatures she was facing. But she placed well-timed shots at the enemy’s weak points or forced them to back off their attacks. It was as though she could see the future itself as she threaded her attacks like a needle around her enemies and allies alike, striking what she chose to strike. 
She controlled the battlefield with her bow and used her future sight to sense what danger lurked. Her strength differed from Bria’s, but she had let her vision clouded with envy.  
Roaring to the heavens, she accepted her weaknesses and her greatest strengths. Her heart sang a song of righteousness as a white light was released. Auril filled her body as her heart connected to her spirit. 
Her life and her will became one, connecting to the world around her. Her heart resonated with her brethren, her song joining the beastkin’s choir, singing the song of the world itself. 
Eyes snapping open, she woke up on her cot. Her heart’s song continued, the auril moving within her body. Another beastkin roared as they Awakened as well, the crowd clapping and cheering. Brock and Bria were quick to congratulate her, joining her in a hug. 
She could feel Brock and Bria’s heart songs better than ever and sighed in contentment at hearing their powerful voices. Serena looked to Fhesiah, floating near one or two that hadn’t yet awakened.
“I… Thank you so much. Awakening to our people is a huge deal, how could we ever repay you?”
Fhesiah chuckled. “Just keep fighting for Hearthtribe, and that is repayment enough. My husband works hard, and our family cannot take on this challenge alone. Even after the war is won, we need powerful allies. Grow strong, and balance will be restored between us.” 
Serena nodded. “I will.” She hesitated. “What I experienced, it felt like the future… Was it real?”
Fhesiah smiled at her. “The vision was empowered by the energy of the heavens, but it’s not capable of showing you the future. Your auril appears to match that of the prophetic or seer types, so it’s hard to say if you may have caught a glimpse of the future or not. I really doubt you have the strength to have an accurate foretelling, as even those that master it would be several Tiers above you. The more vague, the more likely I’d say it was possible you caught a small glimpse.”
Serena thought back to her vision and realized that it was quite vague. Only one component remained solid in her mind, bringing a smile to her face.
Her beautiful baby girl.




Chapter 18 - Tanda - Arrival at Harmony Peaks


Tanda sliced through the armored raptor’s throat with ease as she blazed past the distracted creature. Her dive was fast and almost silent as she chased after the clearly tamed creatures.  
It had been three nights since she left Cascadia, and she was nearly at Harmony Peaks. She culled the raptors as they chased after her flock members faking retreat with ease, the simple-minded creatures still not smart enough to understand they were being baited.
Some of her people sought to tame Auril Beasts but found that the predators were often far too savage and temperamental. While commanding them was mostly possible, when the creatures used their auril, they would regularly attack anything that wasn’t one of their pack. It was clear to Tanda that, whatever was done to these creatures, had reduced some of their instincts.
Taming the Auril Beasts that were herbivores was a much more successful endeavor. There were a few of her brethren with capybara parentage and others that had excellent success with getting even some of the largest Auril Beasts to follow them as the best of friends. However, most of them were lost when Nature’s Crossroads was lost.
Tanda landed on the ground, having slayed the last of the creatures. She inspected them, finding the armor they wore was made of metal, and she wondered where they had obtained it. Could there be some sort of settlement that was mining and forging? But her people would notice any smoke rising from miles away.
She took to the air once more, landing on a tree and looking for any telltale signs of this, but could find nothing. Her brethren joined her within the trees, talking amongst themselves. Tanda waited for Avina to report in from her scouting assignment, the snow owl parentage being exceptional at stealth, despite being a healer. Even Tanda’s superior ears wouldn’t hear the flap of her wings.
Tanda looked at the two hawk parentage lovers grooming each other’s wings after battle with a sigh. She had longed for a mate for several years now, wanting to begin her clan: her new family. But no male was strong enough or could match her potential. 
Either her father crushed any potential mates, or she did. She laughed at how closely Ophelia had discerned her past by learning this detail.
Her heart beat for maintaining the balance of preserving, protecting, and enhancing the life of the land and her people. To accomplish this, one must be strong and build both a large Clan and Tribe. She wanted her Clan to be like her father’s before her. To do that, one must have insurmountable strength. 
Her breath caught in her throat, thinking of all that was lost. Her father and mother, along with most of her clan mothers, died in defense of Harmony Peaks. 
Tanda’s father had sent her to get reinforcements from nearby tribes; her impact on a fight at her father’s level was minimal, but the enemy’s assault was simply too swift. When she returned, only one clan mother remained, and many of her older brothers and sisters of Harmony Peaks were already dead. 
The sinister energies left from her family’s fight with the vicious enemy were likely still present weeks later. Even now, her people likely struggled trying to remove the taint from their vile weaponry. 
Tanda had taken the reins of the Tribe at the request of the eldest remaining and her clan-mother Aisling. She only took it due to her ancestry, in the hopes that her heritage would rally more warriors to their cause. While she was qualified to lead due to her strength and the wisdom of her parents, she didn’t feel that it was for her.
She hoped to aid her future mate in maintaining the balance, allowing him to lead and protect Harmony Peaks like her mother and father before her.
She was looking at her own and her people’s doom when Jake and his mates arrived on the battlefield, and she was saved from the jaws of death with the fiery baptism of the goddess Hestia. He radiated vitality and power, but somehow, it didn’t appear he desired her at all. 
Tanda was both confused and frustrated by him. Before the war, she couldn’t visit a town or village of any size without listening to men’s songs about their dreams or goals for their clan and why they wanted her to join. 
Then, she’d receive challenges from the most prospective males. They would often push the challenge in hopes of dominance, even when she declined. Yet Jake hadn’t shown any interest or sung his song. 
Still, her thoughts and heart were completely in discord. Learning a little about his tribe helped, along with what Ophelia had told her. That his clan goals were the same, they sounded compatible. Still, she would need to hear his song. 
Tanda was a woman that resonated with the world; her heart was more in harmony than most others. There were plenty like her, but few that weighed it as highly as she. She needed to feel if she could resonate with him before she could commit to being a prospective mate.  
Instead of being asked about her desires for a clan, should she be the one to sing her own first, instead? So that she could move on in her mind if they couldn't find harmony? That they were not compatible? Her feathers ruffled in frustration. She didn’t know how to act with the man, with him being so different from her people. 
She also worried about what Jake’s family would do after her world was saved. Her goal was to maintain the balance of Highlands and Harmony Peaks, but it sounded like, based on the Guild’s goals, he would be leaving. That definitely went against what she wanted and once again caused her thoughts to be at war with her heart and body. 
She needed to remain in order to protect the balance, to be this world’s steward until the Heart of the World was healed.
Still, she was excited about the changes the world’s integration into the Framework would bring. She couldn’t wait to have time to sit down and read those books detailing a lot more than things like air pressure. 
Jake had used all sorts of terms to describe how blimps and hot air balloons worked and even talked a little about ‘airplanes.’ The idea that something made of metal could fly was foreign to her, but she wanted to learn more. Then, the idea that whole other worlds existed from her own sparked her curiosity and desire to explore. 
Avina returned, interrupting her thoughts. “Chieftess, it looks like a Rift had spawned nearby, but it’s strange. We fought tamed raptors, but the Rift is clearly undead again. Then, all creatures in the area have left.”
“Left? Not killed, or chased?”
“There’s no sign of a stampede, nor signs of death. It’s as if all creatures left the valley on their own accord, and in an orderly fashion. The beasts in this area are strong and aggressive, normally they would be unafraid of mere raptors or these undead, I’d imagine.”
What Avina said was correct. Most beasts in the area were much more powerful, in the level fifteen to twenty range, she wagered. Her people learned that while Tartarus could take control of them, it took a significant amount of time once it conquered the territory. Usually, those creatures of strong will and intelligence could just leave before that happened, which matched the more powerful Auril Beasts here.
Tanda looked at Harmony Peaks in the distance in worry. It was uncanny how Jake had predicted that it would come into harm’s way once again. Her people’s tribe would fly all over the world, meeting and trading with the many tribes scattered across the wilderness. 
They would sing songs of the news and update clans on the whereabouts of their grown children and how they were doing, including songs of birth and dirges of mourning. The avian beastkin were what connected the tribes into one people, rather than tens of thousands of clans and tribes going it alone.
The importance of getting the remains of her tribe and the remaining flocks to join the Framework was paramount. She would have to ensure that she convinced the Clan heads and get them to convince the scattered tribes to rally for a war against a new type of tyrant. 
Rikka, the hawk beastkin woman she had been watching before, asked, “Should we clear the Rift? I don’t think I like the idea that there might be some more of these raptors around as we fight. The Rifts are tough enough on their own. We now only rarely lose one or two of us each Rift, but that’s without additional enemies. Maybe we should go straight to Harmony Peaks and get some reinforcements?”
Fhesiah’s gift had a profound impact on her people. Combined with whatever the Framework granted along with kills, her people were now reliably Awakening and leveling up. 
The flock that originally remained near Cascadia, many of which joined Hearthtribe, had only two dozen awakened out of the two hundred avian beastkin. But now, between their first few days of activities, and Fhesiah’s pills, they were double that. Every fight, more awakened, and some would awaken during their songs after having their pills.
Then, among the ones already awakened, all of them had increased in level. Avina was approaching level five, and Tanda knew that soon Avina would have caught up to where Tanda was just a week ago. The idea that they might have an Auril Hero healer in a month or less gave her great enthusiasm. 
A healer that was an Auril Hero was something that only would occur once in a hundred years; only her clan mother was present in the last generation or two. Almost all healers were women, the manifestation of men almost always that of offense or protection. 
Elder Grayson was an oddity, but she heard it was a choice when he integrated, so he jumped to accept the option. She had heard of a peacock parentage male that could heal in the past, but such a thing was still rare even for them. Perhaps, with the aid of the Framework’s guidance, that could change. 
The situation in the valley was all very strange to Tanda. Aisling had told her to take her time but hadn’t eliminated the Rifts? This was an utter catastrophe! It would only be a short time before something like the Necromancer and the Bone Dragon could spawn! Tanda had not received any messages from Aisling since the cryptic message, as she checked at each location. Could the place already be surrounded by the enemy?
“We will circle around and go directly to Harmony Peaks, but cover our approach. We must bring news and the Node as soon as possible.”
They took to the air and began their trip under cover of the treetops. The tall canopy had leaves at all levels of the branches, and she knew it would be challenging for anyone to attack them from above or below.
Previously, her flock had cast a wide net as they had approached Harmony Peaks from Cascadia, stopping at every known Tribe or solitary clan between there and here. They passed the news and added [Alliance Nodes] at every location large enough and directed the smaller clans and tribes to meet at the closest one. This was to reduce their risk from a Rift spawning and make it easier to protect them.
But as her flock got closer, they felt danger. They felt urgency as if the song of the world was warning them of something. They rushed towards their ancestral home, only stopping at the larger villages and putting the burden on them to reach out to the smaller clans and tribes. 
Otherwise, they might have spent another day or more, stopping at more villages and clans. Another hundred avian beastkin had joined her flock, nearly all unawakened.
They had convinced many. She had been in contact with Rookard, the man having sent her a message through the guild. He outlined what he saw from the outsiders and the changes he was seeing in his village from integration into the Framework. 
His warriors were now stronger, and they were filled with righteous vindication. There was no sign of taint, as their warriors were constantly humbled. They were both getting stronger and gaining wisdom.
Their people were also finding ways to use the market to increase their tribe’s harmony. After clearing the blight with the censers, they found all sorts of agricultural methods to improve their soil, from tools to additives for fertilizer to even knowledge. 
Their leather workers combined their methods with those from the Framework to make better products and earn large amounts of Credits. Thanks to Jake’s focus on crafts as part of his guild doctrine, Rookard himself had even taken to woodworking and fletching, becoming a user of his own bows and arrows.
Their products were not only being shipped off across the multiverse. Local trades in Highlands took precedence, so his hunter’s products were actually supplying and feeding people in Cascadia. They dismembered creatures in the incursions, and food was being made available at clans around their world as they received Alliance Nodes. 
They exchanged messages with long-lost relatives, and their world was rapidly changing. Her flock was now less needed for messages and trade.  
Because of that, her people were only going to be so important for a little while longer. This final task is to bring the Nodes to as many locations as possible. To connect the people of their world once again. This time, forever.
Her heart began pounding in her chest, taking on a song of danger, of imminent peril. Her auril stirred, filling her limbs with power. She became alert, her brethren matching her as the voices of their hearts joined her choir.
“Ambush!” Someone shouted as the sounds of arrows being released from bows were heard.
Tanda shouted, “Disengage! Head for Harmony Peaks! We must warn and join the Tribe!”
Arrows came from below, several striking her brethren. She immediately rushed for Lamone, Rikka’s hawk parentage husband, who was carrying the Alliance Node. He handed it to Tanda as she used her enhanced strength and speed to rush through the trees. Lamone and the rest of her people took out bows and javelins, returning fire as they flew away.
Tanda caught glimpses below of wolf-like people firing arrows as they bounded from tree to tree, following her people as they flew below the tree canopy. These people were not beastkin; they were people she recognized from the first assault on Harmony Peaks that her father gave his life protecting. 
They were called werewolves, and their eyes were filled with hatred. The only time a beastkin would show that level of hatred was when their child was harmed or they faced other wrongs or injustice. Or when they were tainted.
She considered going above the canopy until she caught a glimpse of a swarm of pterodactyls above. One swooped down at her, and she stabbed at it one-handed with her spear, piercing it through its heart. 
Tanda quickly resumed her travel, weaving through the branches and leaves near the top of the canopy, reducing her visibility from both above and below.
She exited the tree canopy, reaching the opening before the mountain. A swarm of pterodactyls was in their way, so she increased her speed further by filling her body with more auril. Her heart thundered in her chest to produce this energy, draining her own vitality and spirit slightly. 
Several swarmed towards her, but her people fired arrows and threw javelins at them as they exited the canopy as well.
The attacks were nearly ineffectual, but while some didn’t pierce the beast’s auril-infused skin, they did knock the creatures back or interrupt their flight, allowing Tanda to weave through them. While the creatures were large, they were not much more massive than a beastkin. They were still affected by the momentum of the arrows.
Her people’s assault continued as they flew forward, following her. Many of the women in her flock screeched their battle cries, the time for stealth or avoidance over. Tanda knew that many on the peak should have been able to hear that and should shortly rally their warriors.
Tanda could see many wings flapping in the distance, but she saw the werewolf’s arrows continue firing toward her people. Many of her people were struck, and she could tell numerous had died, awakened or not. 
These enemy’s ranged attacks were powerful enough to pierce straight through her people’s auril. A few of her people that used javelins began using shields, Ophelia aiding them in choosing a style that did not overly hinder flight. These were able to block the arrows much better, but even their shields were pierced to have arrows lodged in their arms.
She zigzagged through the air, making herself a difficult target, as she looked back. More of the enemies arrived, and she could tell that her experience and stealth had saved them. They had attempted to close a net on them, and if they had been surrounded, they would have all been slaughtered.
The werewolves could not continue their pursuit as they ran out of trees and were unable to follow at the height her people were flying. The pterodactyls continued to swarm after them, more joining in their pursuit.
Aisling was leading a flock of her own, and Tanda was surprised at their number and their rapid response. Perhaps she shouldn’t be, given her manifestation. It caused her to see prophecies or visions of the future, including dreams. Perhaps, she knew this moment was coming.
The swarm of pterodactyls chased after her people, but the oncoming flock fired arrows and javelins alike at the creatures before her brethren dived at them with auril-filled spears. The creatures could do little to dodge the oncoming onslaught, and what remained of her flock joined to finish them off.
Aisling gave a high-pitched screech, signaling for them to return to Harmony Peaks. Between the two peaks was a river. There were river banks beneath the peaks, but they were beneath their caves. Her people could easily rain attacks down on any invaders, and it was a sheer cliff face. It would be difficult to attack her people as they approached, to reach the caves that lead deep into the ground towards the heart of the world.
As far as Tanda could tell, the enemies halted at the tree line. Whatever they had planned was for the future. They were pinning her people down, them unable to simply fly over them, thanks to the swarm of pterodactyls. It was clear they were keeping reinforcements from arriving.
Aisling drew near Tanda to speak. “I’m so happy to see you again in person, clan-daughter! You look well! It is good to see that you are eating well again.”
Tanda blushed. “It wasn’t that bad, surely?”
Aisling glanced at her in disbelief. “Not bad? Even some of your clan-uncles wanted to cook you something. You were practically wasting away!”
Tanda desperately wanted to change the topic, though that reminded her of that strange look Jake gave her when they first met. She had really run herself ragged, flying around the continent,  both preparing and warning the clans to defeat the invaders. 
She had skipped more than a few meals, and auril usage certainly left her stomach feeling empty. 
“I need to meet with the clan heads, it’s of dire importance! Just what is going on, why didn’t you guys close the Rifts?”
Aisling narrowed her eyes at her for a moment before returning her eyes to their flight path towards their roosts. “The werewolves, of course. We got a minute. You’re eating well, so that’s good. Why the change, don’t tell me it’s because you finally met a boy–”
“I’m not eating better! That’s one of the reasons I need to meet with the clan heads,” Tanda interrupted.
Aisling smirked at her. “Oh, so it’s nothing to do with the man in red armor? Nothing at all?”
Tanda started. “W-What do you know? What did you see?”
Aisling’s smile became infuriatingly wide before it shifted into a sly expression. She pretended to inspect her claws. “I don’t know, I see lots of things. But my own clan-daughter isn’t being forthright with me, and it hurt my feelings. I may not be able to discern the things that make no sense at all, and the things that might. Just how could I give an accurate foretelling, when I’m filled with such hurt?”
Tanda growled out, “The pills were a gift from an adventurer, and they’ve helped me eat better, sort of? They have nothing to do with a boy!”
Aisling narrowed her eyes at Tanda once again. “You know, clan-daughter. You are a terrible liar. The tell is so obvious: your tail is acting so strangely, you’re flying crooked!”
Tanda blushed in shame at her tail once again betraying her. Why did it have to be a wolf’s tail rather than that of a raven’s she was born with? She filled her body with auril, increasing her speed with their destination in reach. Aisling laughed as she followed suit.
Their ancestral home within Harmony Peaks was a number of caves in the cliff face, the many holes almost looking like a honeycomb. Their people lived high up, and their caves usually led to smaller rooms that often stayed warm all winter long. The two mountains were full of life and warmth, but they did not spend long in their caves except for sleep.
She landed in the largest cave and began heading inside, holding the [Alliance Node]. Their tribal home was special, the heart of the very world deep beneath this very mountain. Rikka and Avina also entered the rest of her flock slowly arriving.
The clans would meet in the giant auditorium, an offshoot of the main cave. The many clans would meet, sing their songs, test their mettle, and share the news. Avian beastkin were a very social sort, their families spending time with many others, even when they weren’t working towards their goals.
Their tribe coordinated with the entire continent, and it took a significant amount of planning to ensure other tribes and clans were visited. Tanda was headed there now, though she looked at Aisling in frustration.
“I was serious when I said that my coming here is of great importance! We need to call the clans!”
“About that thing in your hand, right? Wow, you sound so serious, clan daughter! We better have someone go call the clans, with great haste! Unless…”
She blurred towards the auditorium door and shoved it open. From where she could see from the entrance, Tanda saw that nearly all roosts were filled, with thousands of people present. It was as if the clans were…
“Unless someone already called all the clans! Weird, huh? I guess someone must have already rushed and did just that! But how? How could they know?!” Aisling spread her arms and looked above as if seeking her answer from the heavens.
The infuriating woman giggled as Tanda growled with rage. While the woman could see visions of the future, it was almost as though she only saw the things that she could use to screw with people, normally. 
The fact that the woman was nearly triple Tanda’s age, yet acted younger than it, made it even more frustrating. Now that Tanda got a closer look at her, didn’t she look a little younger?
Aisling’s expression became serious, but she pulled Tanda into a hug that she could not return due to her spear and Alliance Node she was carrying. 
“I really am happy to see you again, clan-daughter. This may be the toughest challenge our people have ever faced, and you are doing an amazing job. Your mother and father would be proud.”
Tanda’s breath caught in her throat, and tears came to her eyes, both in pride and in sadness at the reminder.
Aisling pulled back from their awkward hug. “Still, this talk is important. Some adventurers rushed this way originally: too late to do anything. However, you know our people turned down adding that Branch HQ. Our flocks then rallied in the defense of our people, only aiding our towns and villages, evacuating them where possible instead of assaulting the Rifts directly, at first.” 
Aisling shook her head but continued, “From the news, it seems unlikely we would have succeeded defending either HQ, so this appears to have been the right move. I sent you that message about what I had foreseen, but I had no idea that things would get this dire. The werewolves are actually more now, and they had locked us down from sending more messages. Still, it would have been challenging to convince these old crones that they should change their mind, until now.”
Tanda looked over doubtfully. Old crone? There’s one in front of her!
“Were you just thinking something rude? I’m the youngest of your clan-mothers! Just because your mother… Never mind. I’m rooting for you and the guy with the red armor, clan daughter!”
Tanda growled at Aisling. She had more critical things to do now. She had to convince as many clan heads to integrate before rallying to defeat the werewolves and the undead that were gathering to assault Harmony Peaks.




Chapter 19 - The War Moves Forward


It had been three days since Tanda left, and Jake was putting the finishing touches on Hearthtribe’s new enchanting workshop. Jake had finally finished the Auril Etchers and integrated them with a few of the higher-level devices.  
Several workstations looked much like a lathe but were meant for carving and shaping wood using the tool while infusing the ink, mana, and auril into it.
Jake had finally found an excellent combination of mana and auril to make ink, with Fhesiah’s help, to facilitate tattooing the items with the beastkin people’s runes. 
The weapons now were absolutely deadly, and Jake was more than impressed with what they could accomplish. Their amberwood arrows and javelins had some interesting effects depending on their auril manifestations. 
It’d only been a few days, but Brock had already unlocked his. It was not particularly good for arrows but created a much larger barrier around his shield. The man was now constantly doing incursions, taking his two, almost three, mates along with him.
“Wow, Chief! These look really neat!”
Jake just wryly smiled at the cute goat beastkin girl that was Brock’s third prospective mate. She had short white hair with her little goat ears poking out high on her head, along with brown horns and a tanned body.
These beastkin really moved fast, he found. Her name was Mindy, and she would be a healer, having picked the advanced specialization after awakening. 
Her goal was to enchant equipment for her party, currently. Jake thought it would be better for her to learn something like alchemy, but apparently, Serena was doing that instead with Fhesiah. Bria was working on amberwood carvings. She would be making bows, arrows, and weapons of all kinds out of their wood.
Brock was cooking, or rather, grilling, surprisingly. When he heard that Jake loved to cook and why, he passionately took it on. He grilled and smoked meat a good portion of the time he was not training or running Incursions as his goodwill for the people of Cascadia and those around the world.  
Jake responded to Mindy with a smile, “It might be some time before they can be used effectively, but I think it’s nice to see what to aim for. You have to practice using the machine to get good at using it, after all.”
Mindy nodded. “Yeah, it takes me a while to etch a single item. Having the item held and moved for me hardly helps. But I can tell once I get as fast as you, um, if I ever get as fast as you are now, Chief, I’m sure I will appreciate it!”
Jake had found that there were many methods for spreading the ink for both simple and mass production. For something like an arrow shaft, simple spiraling lines along it aided both the flowing of auril, but also storage or enhancement from manifestations when dipped into a weak ink. 
A hawk beastkin filled the shaft and feathers with their auril and will, making the arrow fly much faster and straighter, having nearly no effect when infused to the arrowhead by itself. 
The arrowhead could have just the auril rune, and it would be enough for it to last the few moments an arrow was in flight before it struck the target.
Fhesiah interrupted his thoughts, [You know, you’d have a fourth mate already if you had just expressed interest in Tanda. You just have to sing the song of her people, and I bet she’d be all yours. Still, there are a lot of options here in Cascadia. There’s this healer in her flock, Avina–]
“I do like Tanda, I think she would work out well in our family, as well as our party. Of course, she’s beautiful, and I do find her attractive.” 
He chuckled. “Her tail wagging and her ears betraying her emotions are cute, too. Then, I like her keen mind, and her desire to both fight and learn. She values many of the same things, but would she be willing to leave this world?”
[Who says she really has to? This is going to become our home base of sorts. Our goal was to join this community, and it will be just like our Refuge. Our guild will recruit from here, and we’ll ensure that we have the right leadership here to take care of it at all times.]
“She cares about being nature’s steward too, I believe.”
[I’m sure she’s worried about maintaining the balance, but we’ll leave that to our Tribe and the clans of the world. With all the enemies gone, it should be easy. We’ll do such a good job, she’ll get antsy for something to do if we stayed besides having children. So for now, just think of your ‘song’ in case she meets you halfway, as Ophelia put it.]
Jake sighed. He would not be good at creating a song, often accompanied by a dance. To some extent, their language was quite musical. Almost everything sounded like a song, especially now that he had gotten a little better at speaking it. 
Mindy interrupted his mental conversation and thoughts. “Worried about the people in the villages again, Chief? You shouldn’t be! We’re doing great, our people are embracing a lot of changes. You and Ophelia have built all those gondolas, and you even cleared Wildheart to the southeast. That wall is being built in record time, and people wanting to join our guild are showing up in droves! The Chieftess added a ton of Alliance Nodes, and many people are joining the Framework. You should be overjoyed!”
Jake chuckled. “I am, we are doing excellent in this region. I was just thinking about a different type of challenge than the war, is all. If you wouldn’t mind, could you tell me how things go for courtship of your people? I suppose Brock’s clan situation is somewhat similar to mine, now. How did he approach you?”
Mindy blushed. “Um… I met Serena during training at the HQ, and she liked my effort, and that I had already awoken? I’m not very strong, but I was working really hard! The Framework helps a lot, to always feel like your efforts are worthwhile. So we talked, and…she felt like we were compatible?”
She continued, “So then Brock sung his song about the dreams for his clan, and, well… We’re all a part of Hearthtribe, right? I wanted to help beastkin, and others. My heart was moved, and I returned his song, and we fought a courtship duel. Brock proved he was strong enough to protect me and has great potential, so now we’re courting.”
Jake somewhat understood. His Tribe was being joined by many younger, single beastkin with similar goals, so many of them would be quite compatible. Things would change somewhat as the war was won on Highlands regarding how clans might specialize.     
“What happens next?”
“W-Well, next I kind of spend time with each of his clan members, alone and together? And um…eventually, if our hearts beat as one with the whole family, he gives me his necklace? Then, umm…” She blushed.
Jake remembered meeting Brock on the sparring field during the victory feast. Not even one day had passed. He did all that in one day, or rather, a few hours? However, Mindy here didn’t have her mated necklace yet. 
“Didn’t Serena and Bria have their mated necklaces on the first day?”
Mindy blushed again. “Um, well… The first mate is a little different, and Brock awakened in Serena’s protection on top of that, so they kinda skipped steps? Bria and him just…clicked I guess? I’m a little jealous, but as the clan gets bigger, it becomes harder for all the hearts to truly beat as one and sing the same song, unless you’re truly compatible. So I have to sync with three people, where Bria just had to sync with two.”
“Well, thank you for sharing that with me, I appreciate it.”
“Anytime, Chief! Um, who’s the lucky girl?”
Jake chuckled. “No one yet, but we’ll see. We’ve still got a war to fight, I find it hard to focus on romance when people are dying in droves.”
Mindy looked thoughtful. “But you already work so hard, Chief! Nobody will blame you for taking a tiny break. Hm, since you’re a Chieftain, the girls have to be quite special too! Why, only the Ravenwolf Chieftess comes to mind, or maybe Enora? Or there’s that big bull parentage, or tiger-”
Jake chuckled. The goat girl was quite excitable. “Well, you said it yourself, right? It can be hard for our hearts to truly beat as one. Potential and strength are certainly important, but my family is still finding its own song, too. Good luck with your courtship.”
“You’re right! T-Thanks, Chief!”
Jake headed outside the Alliance HQ to a field within the wall that was being constructed. Ophelia was there helping build the wall, using the stone gathered from Wildheart City. The stone men filled their storage bracelets with usable stone, and Bloodberri was like a wrecking ball that broke down parts of the wall. They then filled in the gaps and merged the stone together with his spell rods. 
There was also enough surplus of it that the refugees and stone workers of Cascadia pitched in, and they were adding onto it at a decent pace. The front of the wall was already finished, and they were working towards surrounding the city before they would work on increasing the height. 
Ophelia had been the one driving and coordinating this, building up the stone workers, as well as all crafters in Cascadia.
She identified that the few stone workers weren’t enough, so put together a plan to rally together as many people as possible to get the wall built. She identified a few tools that Jake could help make, or they could purchase directly from the Nodes to aid the workers. Hundreds now worked on this task, and they did it effectively under her leadership. 
They now had several magically or mechanically powered devices, including cranes, pulleys, carts, jackhammers, cement mixers, and many more. Jake’s motor that went into making gondolas now went into many devices that could be mechanically powered similarly. 
Of course, she didn’t do it all on her own. The tribal council was quick to rally support; then Blood helped with purchase orders to source materials from Highlands. Ophelia had managed to delegate a lot of the work to various new administrators she had managed to obtain and begin training, but they were still stretched quite thin. Still, Jake was impressed with all that Ophelia had accomplished in just a few short days.
They were still saving up their CP from their Rifts, but the plan was that once they had enough–they would use CP and Credits to finish and upgrade the wall. Getting the wall a majority of the way and then finishing it was cost-effective, even if it was labor-intensive. 
Berri was with the kids near the wall, playing baseball. She had started a little league team, and it was starting to take off. She was both coaching and cooking soup for the kids. Blood was really practicing her telekinesis, too, floating a glove around to catch or stirring the soup for Berri as she helped the kids with the game.
She was wearing a baseball cap but wearing her morphing armor to be ready to head out at any time. There were also several parents present helping with cooking and enjoying watching their kids play the game. There were dozens of kids doing various baseball-related drills in other areas of the field, but only one game was going on. 
A lot of kids were actually practicing what looked like martial arts to Jake. Many were doing agility training and balance-related drills, meditation, shadowboxing, and sparring, and some were, in fact, practicing punches and kicks.
The kids were wearing real generic-looking baseball outfits, him guessing, picked up on the market.
Berri was currently coaching the batter. They had swung at a pitch and missed, the kid looking quite discouraged.
“Take a deep breath and relax. Focus on one pitch at a time, do not worry about the past or future pitches, as they do not matter. Only this pitch does. Trust in your training, your practice, and keep your eyes on the ball. You’re here to have fun, so just focus on the ball and your swing. I believe you can hit the ball, so believe in yourself!”   
The boy hit the ball, and Berri cheered and laughed so loud you’d have thought he hit it out of the park as they ran to first base. But it just bounded down the field, where a girl picked it up easily, nearly getting the boy out. 
“Good effort, defense! Stay focused! No matter where the ball goes, you should be moving to your place the moment the ball is struck. Pay attention to your footwork, it’ll help you be where you need to be!”
Jake arrived near the field, and Berri noticed him right away.
She smiled. “Time to go already?”
Jake responded affirmatively in his mind, and she went to prompt some parents and guild members to take over her tasks. He just shook his head in amazement. She only had two hours for today, but she still managed to get a lot going on in such a short period. She came back, and he tried to have addressed what he noticed. 
“It looks like they’re doing martial arts training?”
Blood responded, “The beastkin people value fighting, so we’ve decided to combine them. There are many aspects of martial arts training that will carry over towards them becoming more effective at playing baseball. We’re planning on alternating between sparring and other training, and playing other types of games, too. They are also spending time in the new school.”
“The kids are having lots of fun! The adults also like the training, and even learning. The kids don’t get any guidance from the Framework, but it should set a great foundation for them when they come of age!”
Jake and Bloodberri headed through their portal, arriving at the furthest village they had cleared to. They had won back a lot of territory and constructed many gondolas around the area. 
They were finally getting near the lost Alliance HQ, with just a few more Rifts remaining. Jake even had Rookard move the strongest of his guild across the geography to participate. Now that they had the gondolas, it would only take a couple of days to cross almost a hundred miles, the warriors able to run for miles.
In fact, Jake saw in his last message that Rookard was only a village or two away from where Jake’s previous progress was.
Ophelia was still aiding in the construction of the wall as they moved toward the next Rift. Jake had watched the progress of Tanda, and he was impressed. Tens of thousands of beastkin had initiated as she flew north, and hundreds of beastkin joined his guild. 
Some would head towards Cascadia, but those furthest away he told to wait, with some joining Tanda’s flock. Jake would be building various gondolas in their direction over time. For them to waste their time traveling when it was more challenging and they could spend their time training and doing incursions instead made little sense.
Jake was more than a little worried, however. Harmony Peaks appeared like it was potentially going to be under assault. It was strange, though. A Rift had appeared near it, but there were no others. From what Jake understood, Tartarus could nearly spawn a Rift anywhere people were present, and it could be spotted. 
However, the closer it was to the conquest territory that it owned, the cheaper it would be. So for efficiency’s sake, it would normally chain them across great distances, taking over the conquest map.
After he saw that the Rift had spawned, He did notice that there was a small amount of territory that seemed like it hadn’t been reclaimed when the previous assault was completed. This didn’t seem out of the ordinary, as there was no beastkin in this area to push the conquest map back in their favor. 
Perhaps, this area was why they could spawn a Rift nearby? Jake was assured their people were scouting; if there was a Rift there, surely it would have been spotted.
Jake called Ophelia using [Call Summon] after he arrived at the next Rift. He had found several Auril Beasts in the last few runs but hadn’t found anything overly powerful or more useful than the stegosaurus and the raptor. Apparently, the most ferocious and powerful creatures were at the center of the largest and deepest of valleys near the equator, and they hadn’t gone out of their way to go there just yet.
They cleared the Rift with ease and headed over to the next mountain. Jake now had tens of thousands of Contribution Points and had earned many T1 Credits. He was close to having enough saved that he was going to purchase an [Epic Servant - Head Administrator Token] soon, likely after he reclaimed the Alliance HQ. 
He wanted to make sure there weren’t any more important things to obtain, as he should get special options when he reclaimed such an important structure.
Among the worlds that were lost, there were many non-combatants that could be effective at aiding the Alliance outside of fighting. These people that were not great at fighting were not a priority for the Framework to resurrect. Usually, it would wait until the world was reclaimed, leaving those people’s souls to drift into the void of the Framework itself. This was the most efficient usage of its energy.
However, if a combatant like Jake could use a non-combatant, he could sort of ‘pay the cost’ of having the soul retrieved and placed under his service. Like the summoning tokens, it would evaluate each of their souls and only summon someone that is willing to serve under a person like Jake. 
If Jake was some kind of tyrant, it wouldn’t summon anyone that wasn’t willing to serve under such a person, but perhaps someone a little more desperate. To some extent, the longer they drifted into the void, the more willing they might be to accept such an arrangement.
Jake would have some level of control over the person in terms of being able to decide where or how they lived and order them around to accomplish tasks fitting their job as a servant. Like how the Framework protected against attacks on one another, it would also protect against abuse of the servant tokens to some extent. 
That person would be on the hook to do as ordered until their contract expired, sort of like an indentured servant as repayment for paying the cost to resurrect them sooner.
Of course, for Jake, the details of how a servant contract worked mattered little. There was absolutely no way that a Champion of Hestia would abuse some sort of servant or otherwise take advantage of them.
Jake was in need of an efficient Administrator or seneschal type person. Blood and Ophelia were doing an amazing job, all things considered, but really, someone dedicated to managing and appointing people was needed. 
The person having knowledge of the Alliance was paramount, and Jake’s Guild and the number of initiated requiring some form of direction was growing at an alarming rate. 
“Jake, there’s a Rift over there. It wasn’t on the [Conquest Map] before.”
Jake looked over to where Ophelia was pointing and found that she was right. There was a Rift there. Jake looked at the map within his Menu and thought it to be quite strange. They were high on the mountain now, so their visibility was quite far. This Rift was located in a spot that it shouldn’t be. 
There was no village in that direction, and it would not be on the path where beastkin traveled. There was only mountainous terrain near there, even if the Rift resided in the valley.
“Well, I guess we should go check it out and clear it? It’s out of our way, but we should make it there within thirty minutes or so? I really wanted to clear to that last village today. But what would come out of that Rift, actually attack?”
[Hey, that sounds interesting. Call me once you get there.]
“Call you? I thought you were busy working on your experiments.”
[I’m just making some pills right now; it’s no big deal. Just call me. I can do both.]
Jake sighed. He should have known her attention span–
[Don’t you think that’s a little rude, husband? I’ll have you know that I dutifully absorbed heavenly energy in a cave for months, even years at a time, without stopping for fun. Clearly, it’s just that I am the one best suited for investigation. It has nothing to do with me wanting to have fun, what with you always finding dinosaurs and getting giddy like a child and all. Not at all.]
Jake just wryly smiled at that. Of course not. “Alright, I’ll call you when we get there.”
They went into the valley, heading through the forest toward the Rift they saw. About halfway to their destination, they noticed that the forest was blighted, the trees only barely being able to fight back against it, but much of the greenery fell victim to it. They even cleared a contingent of skeletons before eventually arriving at the Rift. 
Jake said aloud, “This is really odd. They are definitely behaving like there are people somewhere. Well, let’s destroy it for now, and we can look for people afterward?”
Ophelia replied, “I think that’s for the best, too. If there are no people here, that’s worrisome.”
[Go ahead and call me. I’m ready.]
Jake called her, and immediately after, her Pill furnace and Cauldron popped into existence. She was floating in the air, like she was lying down sideways with her head resting in her hand, lounging as she monitored her concoctions. She even pretended to be sleeping with her eyes closed.
Fhesiah said, “Alright, go ahead, I’m having a look around. I’ll let you know if I find anything.”
Jake just narrowed his eyes at her. Just how was she having a look around like that? She looked like she was on vacation, not a care in the world.
“Don’t you remember, Jake? Lighthouse! Sheesh.”
Jake shook his head. He supposed it didn’t matter if she made it look like she was expending effort or not if she was really having a look around with her [Divine Sense], even underground. At least she was fully equipped.
They would just wait for Ira and Fhesiah to check the area to see if it was safe, and they would begin.




Chapter 20 - Davonius - A Thousand Years of Hiding


Davonius slowly crept through the blighted underbrush with his body covered, working his way to the portal in the distance. He breathed into his Auril dew-filled cloth, knowing that this would keep him protected from the strange unliving creature’s taint.  
This was the third strange portal to appear here to attack their people, and each time they came, they covered more of the forest with their blight. 
Davonius would do his best to talk his Chief into attacking it as early as possible, as while they still had resources underground, they still relied on hunting Auril Beasts to supplement their food stores. With the blight in the area, the Auril Beasts moved away quickly, making hunting difficult. 
As their shaman, it was his job to advise the Chief to take the best actions for their people, even if his bitch of a daughter did the best she could to get in the way of their people. 
She showed some taint of their ancestors and appeared to want them to foolishly kill themselves in a blaze of conquest and glory. Vexana claimed that the beastkin of the plateaus would be weak and struggling against these creatures, and now was the time to rise and take over.
But Davonius knew that this was foolish. They were so close to their god’s return as it was foretold to leave their haven now could risk everything. When they were so close to their return, failure could result in everything they had hoped for and suffering injustice for coming crashing down.
They had served their gods and been forced to turn on their brethren, the mammalian and avian beastkin. While many carried the resentment and the deaths of them in their hearts, it was not always by choice; their gods threatened to eat them if they did not carry out their will. However, the foretelling appeared to show something similar but very different from what happened in their history. 
In one image painted by their foreseers, their gods blanketed the sky and rained death down on the other beastkin, and the reptile beastkin cheered and waged war alongside them. In another, they stood side by side and fought alongside the beastkin while a gold and red dragon led them to victory over an unseen enemy. Davonius knew there were many possible futures when their foreseers looked at it, but he knew one thing for certain: their gods would return.
He hoped that the second future was what happened because while the other beastkin fought and killed many of his people, he felt they had every right to. The taint brought on by their gods and their greed made their people commit the most heinous acts, destroying families and ending tribes: sometimes even their own. 
But not all reptile beastkin were tainted. No, some of them served more benevolent gods, or, well…one might just say that their greed was exceeded by their laziness or desire for pleasure. Many of his tribe in particular, and many of the other reptile beastkin tribes remaining underground on Highlands, were the resulting brood of such ancestry. Many had stronger god blood in them than others, like their Chief or himself.
Davonius put his musing on hold as he was now nearing the portal. He activated his Auril Manifestation, and his gray Auril covered his body and his auril-dew-infused clothing, making him blend in with the bushes and trees as he passed them. 
His scent was removed, and he was now functionally invisible. While he would normally make for a powerful assassin, he used it primarily to collect auril plants to supplement his shamanic profession. Or, like in this case, to scout out the portal. 
He finally came to the clearing with the portal moving slowly, ever so slowly. What he saw made him so surprised he nearly dropped his cloth. It was a man, a flying armored woman, that looked somewhat like a bird beastkin but lacked their tail feathers. 
And a giant monstrosity of an armored warrior that was shaped like a…well, he wasn’t sure what he was looking at. But then, he saw, in the clearing to the side, lazing in the air, without a care in the world despite being in their dangerous jungle: a woman with clear signs of god blood.
Davonius’s heart began thundering in his chest, his Auril going haywire. No! That wasn’t right. She didn’t merely have the blood of gods in her; she was a goddess herself! Even the man had something familiar within him, from what Davonius could tell. Perhaps he had some god blood in him, too? 
The man looked directly at Davonius, causing him to stop breathing, freezing in place. Could the man see him? Impossible! His chameleon Auril Manifestation allowed him to dance in front of an Auril Beast’s face or sneak into the woman’s baths without them noticing!
The man looked away and gave some orders aloud, preparing to assault the portal. The goddess took out a fan and covered her face with it. Davonius nearly sighed in relief, but he wouldn’t dare. 
The goddess appeared to be managing some sort of cooking stove that floated in the air, and Davonius could feel the god’s flames burning within without even being close. He could just feel the flames of his ancestor’s deity burning inside, his heart trying to beat in harmony with it. 
Davonius was surprised that the four of them would take on the portal themselves. While their Chief Vesuvius was able to take on the portal with support, he still needed the help of many warriors to keep himself from succumbing to the blight. 
The goddess just lazed in the back, while characteristic of the gods his people specifically worshiped, he felt strange that such a small group would take on the portal without her aid.
Undead spilled from the red lightning from the portal, and Davonius saw firsthand how vicious that strange giant warrior was. Now that they were in motion, they weaved through the enemies like a giant snake, which reminded him of the Naga that would come ashore on the coasts. 
The giant maul they wielded smashed skeletons like a giant Auril Beast waving its massive tail infused with Auril, and the other warriors used various flames as they burned the undead filth.
A random skeleton ambled towards the goddess, but she didn’t even look at it before it combusted into flames and crumbled into dust before it got near. 
Davonius knew their gods were powerful, but that was all history. Their gods had not been seen for a thousand years; tales of their strength and power only passed on from shaman to shaman and father to son, mother to daughter. Seeing was believing.
He was sure of it now: the gods had returned! His Auril Heart beat a new song heralding their glory, just from witnessing the power of her flames! He must tell his people, his Chief! He slowly backed away and ran off toward their cavern as fast as his Auril Manifestation would allow. 
Davonius was so excited that he missed that the goddess in question turned and watched him with a knowing smile. She then hid the smile behind her fan once again and monitored her alchemy concoctions and the fighting of her allies.
After a few minutes, he made it to their cave, easily wheeling the rock that covered it away and replacing it. They kept their cave hidden to keep their people hidden for a thousand years. They would only exit to hunt under cover of night, Davonius staying out to gather his herbs to return during the day. He had to trek out much further now, the nearby plants blighted.
This was not a problem for his people, though. There were plenty of resources for them underground. The underground caverns spanned the continent, with underground rivers and lakes connecting, their people tunneled through the mountains. While beastkin survived above, his reptile beastkin people make due below, waiting for their inevitable god’s return.
He moved through the compound, eventually arriving at the far end of it, where his Chief’s home resided. He entered the Chief’s chamber after knocking as it was proper, the Chief lazily grunting acceptance to his entry. “Who is that, Davonius? Isn’t it still daytime?”
Their people often reversed their sleeping schedule, becoming nocturnal. It made it easier to achieve more above ground if they were awake during the night.
“Chief! The most amazingly, remarkable thing has happened! You must come right away!”
After his exclamation, Davonius finished entering the chambers and saw his chief lying on his large bed. For once, it was empty, except for himself. Davonius realized that his many mates must already be up. 
His Chief, Vesuvius, was a monster of a reptile beastkin, a lava monitor due to his ancestors intermingling with the gods. While most beastkin only showed a few traits of the creature or animal of their parentage, those with ancestors intermingled with the gods many years ago would show much more of those traits.
Vesuvius’s face was more of a muzzle shape like a lizard’s, with no hair on his head. He had red and orange scales covering his entire body.
“Didn’t I say it’s still daytime? I still haven't had my first cup of grokk…”
Davonius grimaced. Vesuvius was never in a good mood before that, his hangover still not purged by his auril. Still, the news was just too important. “Chieftain, but they’re here! The gods have returned! I’ve seen it with my own eyes!”
“Wha? Hang on. This better be good, or we might just need a new shaman.” The chief growled.
Vesuvius’s red Auril flared, and the heat in the room began to rise. An Auri Hero, his chief’s Auril dwarfed his own. But similar to some dinosaurs, the Chief’s auril took much longer to stir and build up. It was what allowed him to fight at incredible strength for his people, though after seeing the goddess and her party, he wasn’t sure if his Chief could match any of them. They were just too different.
The room was now balmy, and Davonius began to sweat. His own heart stirred, and it was as though he could feel the song of awakening from Vesuvius–a music of angry awakening.
His Chieftain’s eyes narrowed, “Now, what was it, Davonius?”
“This morning, a new portal appeared–”
Vesuvius’ fist slammed into the wall. “Just a portal! Those take time to have anything that matters happen. You could have woken me later!”
“Chief! Please, let me continue. I was trying to gauge the threat level of the portal, when a small group of non-beastkin got ready to clear the threat. But among them: one of our gods! Our gods have returned!”
His Chief looked at him in disbelief, then appeared to be trying to gauge something that Davonius didn’t know. Davonius met his gaze, his beady chameleon eyes meeting Vesuvius for an awkward moment.
“You sure you weren’t smoking that pipe of yours again?”
Davonius blushed, his green skin becoming pink, ashamed that this just one event ruined his credibility. It was just one time that he knew about! “No, Chief! They are really there! If you hurry, you might be able to see them!”
“But it’s during the day, we could be spotted! You said it was just one? That’s nothing like our murals. What did they look like?”
Davonius needed no effort to remember the features of the Goddess he saw. “Her beauty transcended imagination, her visage burned into my very soul. She had golden wings and a tail, with magnificent horns atop her head, with hair the color of night. When she used her flames, it was like the greatest Auril Hero had descended, only even greater. She floated with no effort, not even flapping her wings! She lazed in the air, doing some odd cooking in some contraption while her allies fought the undead.”
His Chief’s look of doubt increased, “Hair? You mean this goddess looked like a reptile beastkin, but with the features of our gods?”
“I know it sounds strange, but my Auril Heart stirred! When she used her flames, my heart sang. There’s no doubt about it. It was a god in the flesh. Come, quickly! We must meet with them. Their party appeared to be strong, but they were facing the spawned creatures. We should still gather the warriors, to be safe. If we hurry, we might arrive before they finish the portal.”
“Alright. You said small group? How small?”
“There were only three of them fighting, the fourth being the lazing goddess.”
“What did they–”
They were interrupted by a yell, “Chief! Come quick! There are invaders!”
Davonius was aghast. “What!? Impossible! I was using my Auril Manifestation, and I even rolled back the rock!”
The Chief merely growled as he grabbed his glaive from the wall mount. The two head out the door, the Chief only wearing his loincloth. His scaled body would become as tough as armor and gradually become larger and hotter, especially as his auril built up. 
Davonius felt that this was already happening, the song of Vesuvius’ heart singing the song of battle.
When they reached the main cavern where their people congregated that had a path that led to the outside, they saw many gathered, a few kneeling, many preparing to fight. Others hid or otherwise just talked about what they were seeing. 
Davonius would not blame some of their people for being unable to recognize the goddess. She had the features, but their murals had their gods looking more like reptile creatures rather than having the features of a beastkin. 
The goddess, the white-winged woman, and the man were just floating, almost as if they were standing in the air, with the giant snake warrior standing tall next to them at the same height.
The man spoke, “Greetings, I am Champion Jake of the Goddess, Hestia. We mean you no harm, and would like to meet with your leaders.”
Hestia? Is that the Goddess next to him? What a glorious name!
Vesuvius spoke, his voice rumbling in challenge, “I am the Chief of the Tribe of the Sleeping God. For what purpose have you come here?”
Davonius was a little bothered by his tone. He was almost antagonistic, but he was talking to a goddess and her entourage!
The man was about to speak, but he was interrupted by the snake warrior moving forward to begin speaking.
“Your gods have returned, just in time to help you face a massive threat! The portals threaten your world, so you must unite and face them. Behold, the Goddess Fhesiah!” She gestured to the goddess.
The goddess herself looked surprised for just a mere instant, but then she looked quite pleased with herself. She raised herself higher into the air and, with a flourish, brought out a large fan from somewhere and took on an air of nobility.
She waved a small flame into existence with her fan, and the flame stood in the middle of the cavern. It was just a tiny thing, but Davonius felt like this flame held the power of a hundred bonfires, that if it touched anything, even their Chief, he would be incinerated in but an instant. 
Davonius's heartbeat changed to a different tune, and he could tell that all the beastkin people were moved. The man, too, did something, releasing an aura of flames that matched the woman, a fiery veil floating over his people. 
When this aura reached Davonius, his gray Auril immediately changed to have flecks of red in it. Just what was this? The powers of the Goddess and her entourage? Vesuvius himself was bewildered.   
The goddess' song reached Davonius' ears. “I have returned, and I desire your help. A vast evil, a taint, has entered this world and is attacking all beastkin. I have brought you a new power called the Framework. All those that join will become immortal, able to fight and die for me but rise from the grave to continue the great fight. It will grant you power beyond your imagination while protecting your families from this great evil.
It comes with an opportunity. Should you fight together against this evil, the world above will once again be yours. You can continue to live here or come to the surface and live among the beastkin once again.”
The Chief’s foolish daughter, Vexana, spoke in response, making her presence known by standing on top of a large table.
“There’s no way that they will welcome us once again! What do you take us for, fools? We have hidden for a thousand years because the beastkin won’t allow us ‘betrayers’ to rejoin them, and you are no goddess! I don’t know what that tiny flame is, but you are just an oversized reptile beastkin with the blood of gods!”
A large lizard beastkin man, Jarrix, stood, strode forward, and flared his Auril, showing it to be at the Auril Hero level. It was green with flecks of red in it, as this man also had the blood of the gods in him, like the Chief. 
The man was like Vexana, with a slight amount of black taking over his auril; the man was slightly tainted. The stupid girl must have been whispering stories of greatness for him to eventually overthrow Vesuvius; how laughable. He flared his auril as if to challenge the flickering flame of the goddess.
The goddess spoke again, “I am a direct descendant of a Dragon, and my flame is my proof. I thought this small flame might be enough to prove it to you, but it was not meant to be a threat.“ 
She gestured at the flame, and the tiny flickering light that Davonius knew in his thundering heart was a flame of their gods grew into a giant orb of flame. It was like the glimmering sun in the sky in the world above, brightening their large cavern as if it were, and the power and heat it was giving off made him want to kneel in obeisance. 
The goddess wielded the power to change reality, just like the breath of their gods in the ancient texts. Davonius’ heart sang a song of glory and righteousness as his body was overwhelmed with happiness. She was really here!
How could that girl still doubt it? The man of hers seemed to realize this, and he kneeled to their Goddess’ power, much to the stupid girl’s dismay. 
His taint was still very little, likely to disappear given enough time. It was only when their auril was completely tainted that there was no going back, according to their records. Once Vexana gave up her illusions of grandeur, her taint would disappear in time as well. The orb of flame then went back to the small flickering flame.       
“But your words are incorrect; your knowledge flawed. There are already reptile beastkin living in the towns and villages of the beastkin already; there is even a turtle beastkin as an elder in Cascadia. In addition, you know of the beastkin custom: Right of Conquest? If you aid in this war against the evil taint from the portals, you must be granted land or compensated fairly, or there will be a reckoning. You know this, yes? Right now, there is a city taken by the evil taint within less than a day’s travel from here. Help me take it back from them, and: you can live there among the beastkin.”    
If this was true, their people could finally live among their beastkin brethren, just like in the old days, before their gods ripped their tribes apart with their greed. Their tribe’s god was more of the lazy type, sleeping through most of the conflict. 
However, their god eventually got up and left without but a word to them. They disappeared, and there were no longer any gods to be found. Their people went into hiding, their foreseers looking into the future for when their gods would return.
Davonius looked over to his Chief, Vesuvius. He, too, could feel the goddess’s flame and had tears in his eyes. His Auril was flaring, and Davonius could tell he was both excited and afraid for his people. They had lost much worshiping and following their gods, but their people found great happiness and pleasure in their servitude. 
While many in their tribe came from the sleeping god’s tribe, they had also met up with many others over the years through the underground caverns. Their faith had been tested and stretched to their utter limits. Their numbers swelled over the years, but Vesuvius was now responsible for several tribes. It was a lot of weight on his shoulders.
The goddess spoke once again, “We will fight alongside your people, but only those that join the Framework, being immortalized, can join us in the fight. How about it? Will you serve me, as you fight and take back your rightful spot alongside your beastkin brethren? Or will you continue to hide?”
The armored man took out a large prism or obelisk, then walked down an invisible staircase to reach Vesuvius, where he held it out to him. Davonius looked at the man and found him lacking any beastkin features. The man had a look of concern, and Davonius could truly feel that this man cared deeply for his people. 
Davonius’ auril stirred as his heart beat with zeal, and he felt like he was looking at a reliable brother that would always come to his aid when called. 
He radiated power and vitality, and Davonius could feel in his very soul that he was special, that he had something in him that made him more, much closer to the feeling he got from the Goddess herself. Looking at the snake warrior, he got a similar feeling, but not quite there.
He spoke to him, “I’m currently an elder of Cascadia. Whether you fight against the evil outside or not, you and your people are welcome to visit. It’s a ways away, though. I’ll make sure you’re welcome, one way or another. Still, the beastkin can use all the help they can get. I don’t know all of what your people have gone through, but I’m sure we can find a path forward.”        
Vesuvius looked a little moved at the gesture. He asked, “They truly need our help?”
Jake sighed, and Davonius could tell he was filled with regret. “Nearly one in every five beastkin on Highlands is already dead. This evil is great, and they are disrupting the world’s balance. Your people are strong. Things are not looking good for all the people of Highlands. It’s time to unite and take back your world and restore the balance, for everyone.”
His Chief stood there in thought, staring at the strange stone, and he looked over at their mural. But the crowd started to chant.
“The Gods have returned!”
“Fight! Fight! Fight!”
“Take back our lands!”
“I want my child to see the sun!”
“The rest of the beastkin need our help!”
Vesuvius looked at all his people and saw that there was consensus that his people wanted to fight for the Goddess. He said, “We’ll fight! We’ll take back our lands from this evil, and we will rejoin our brethren fighting alongside our gods! We waited for our gods to return, and now they are here!”
The man then put the prism back on the ground, and a light emanated from it. For the first time in centuries, their people would fight alongside their brethren and have a benevolent, beautiful goddess to serve!




Chapter 21 - Reptilian Recruitment    


Jake looked on in surprise as most of the reptile beastkin lined up to initiate into the Framework. He had decided against muddying the waters by bringing up his Guild for the time being. Apparently, their so-called Goddess and their Chief made it so that they were ready and willing to join the Framework and fight. Jake was extremely surprised by the mastermind of the presentation: Blood. 
She had heard the people talking about their gods and saw dragons on the mural, pointing them out to Fhesiah. Not only that, but she seemed to believe that their new goddess nudged her forward to go down this path. 
Of course, they remembered the play that they had just seen about the first tyrant, but it was unclear how these people would react. It had been a thousand years since then, and Jake was a little confused at how they could live here secretly for so long.
From there, the dragon-touched demoness was more than willing to put on a show where everyone would end up worshiping her. Her plan was simply to move the object of their worship over to the real goddesses, but Jake doubted she would put much effort if they persisted.
Both Ira and Fhesiah had spotted the chameleon beastkin on his approach to the Rift, and Jake was surprised that his [Arcane Eye] could not spot him easily enough until he knew he was already there. 
Much like the murky void of a soul, he could only see Davonius at all because it created a similar gap of where something should be. With him not moving, this was a challenge for Jake to spot. Fhesiah and Ira both knew he posed no challenge, the man not possessing any weapons other than a small bone knife for harvesting plants, simply wanting to see what he did.
Jake was surprised at his obvious heavy beast blood, him looking like an anthropomorphic chameleon man, with monocular large eyes at each side of his head and a lizard-like snout. He even had the same odd hands chameleons had, and his body was hunched over a little, with a longer tail than most reptile beastkin had. 
From there, Fhesiah watched where he went, and they closed the Rift before heading over. Jake was quite surprised that there were so many and that they were, on average, much stronger than the beastkin. 
There were even three Auril Heroes in the large underground tribe. Jake realized this might be a bit more than he could afford to sponsor. He hoped that a large portion of the cost of initiating Rookard was due to his old age despite Jake purchasing the fixtures in the guild, and not just because he was level 11: because this Chief Vesuvius was much stronger than Rookard. 
Not only that, but their awakened ratio appeared to be quite high. Jake wondered the reasons for this, and Fhesiah was already ‘on it’ looking for reasons. This felt like something significant for several reasons. 
Jake’s party appeared to be uniquely suited to meet with these reptile beastkin and put them on a path for joining their beastkin brethren in the fight. The one woman appeared to be almost antagonistic of beastkin, assured that there was only one result: that they would be enemies with beastkin and might even join Tartarus. 
The Chief tried to integrate himself, and he saw the look of confusion on his face. Jake said, “It has a cost due to your strength. Let me see.”
[Integration cost: 15,000 T1 Credits]

Jake sighed in relief and paid the price. He still had some funds thanks to the previous Rifts and hoped he had enough for the others, but it was clear the high cost for Rookard was, in fact, due to his age and needing his Auril Heart restored. 
Vesuvius was level 15, and Jake thought he was within his prime, though he couldn’t really be sure due to his lizard features. Jake had learned that each stage of Awakening would increase their lifespan, which was one of the several reasons Awakened females would almost never partner with an Unawakened male. 
Jake did his best to give the people a rundown of how the Framework worked while Fhesiah chased down the chameleon beastkin and grilled him on what their people ate and did. He appeared to almost fall over himself to do so, believing her to be a goddess. 
There were various reptile species here, from snakes to lizards, and turtles, and he even saw some frogs and some that he thought might be based on dinosaurs. Many even had the less human-like features of those with high beast blood in them, and Jake wondered about the reason.
Jake intercepted the other two Auril Heroes and helped them integrate, the three eating heavily into his funds. They had a major fight coming up, and they were happy that they could source many warriors nearby. 
Jake almost felt bad for the deception, but at the same time, Fhesiah had the draconic credentials. Wasn't it fine if they could direct the people’s zeal to accomplish something good? Jake did worry about the other mural, which showed them killing beastkin instead, and the sky blanketed in dragons. 
Did this mean Tartarus would send them, and eventually, these reptile beastkin would turn on them? Jake didn’t know, but he did know that such was impossible for those who had already joined the Framework, so Jake should at least eliminate part of that foretelling, as they called it.
Jake knew that he would want to place Hestia and Echidna shrines soon. He was mostly waiting on taking over this Alliance HQ, and things stabilized a bit. He wondered how they could move the object of their worship over to Hestia or Echidna. 
Perhaps, Echidna had some draconic features, and that would be enough?
Jake walked over to where many armaments were gathered and was surprised to find that many were made of bone. On the topside, many of the armaments were made of wood from trees that stored a lot of Auril, but here, it looked like they used large bones from the dinosaurs, or Auril Beasts, as they called them.
There were even javelins, which Jake was surprised to find. Jake had heard that before a month ago, they almost didn’t exist, the beastkin people not even making them. There were also bows and arrows here, made of bones and animal sinews. He realized they would not have much access to wood while staying as hidden as they were. 
Jake watched Ophelia approach the man who appeared to have challenged Fhesiah’s flame, only to kneel during her speech. It turned out that his name was Jarrix. 
She talked to him for a moment and then cast what Jake realized was [Renewal], and the man covered himself with Auril once more. Jake had seen that there were some blackish taint before, but it looked like their [Advanced Purifying Flame] was able to remove some or all of it, in his case.
Ophelia then approached the woman, who was closer to an anthropomorphic cobra, with her face like that of a snake and a hood to match, on the back of her head. She struck out with a knife filled with a blackish-green auril, which Ophelia easily blocked with her armored fist filled with holy mana. Then, the Chief leaped into action, getting between the two.
“Vexana! Don’t you see, things have changed? Our people have a clear path to rejoin the beastkin up above, why do you still want more? You did your best to convince me that our place was up above, and I did what my ancestors required of me in order to keep our people safe. But now is our time! It is just as it was foretold, the golden dragon is before us.”
“No! The beastkin killed all our people, we must have our revenge! For too long, we’ve suffered below, only for us to help them? They killed our gods and forced us into hiding, now is the time for us to reclaim what should have been ours in the first place!”
Vesuvius shook his head. “It was never to be ours alone, nor should it have been. You are showing the hatred and greed of our ancestors. We shouldn’t see ourselves as other people from the beastkin in the first place. It was only due to the love of our gods that caused us to hide and separate ourselves. In the end, we are beastkin too. Please, continue, young miss. My daughter is tainted, can you help her? I’m afraid if she continues feeding her negative emotions, there won’t be any going back.”
Ophelia nodded, and just as she was about to cast her spell, the woman filled herself with her auril and tried to flee. Vesuvius roared and filled himself with his, and Jake felt that the auril in the entire room stirred as if coming to his aid. He leaped after her, succeeding in grabbing her. She screamed but held as she was; Ophelia cast [Renewal] on her.
The taint was partially swept away, bringing her to much closer levels to what the man had previously started with. Ophelia continued, but no more would be removed. Their purifying flame could remove certain taint, perhaps those that seeped in from others, gathered over time, or from this supposed curse. But there was a fundamental link to their mind and soul, and to purify that would erase part of their being, Jake guessed. She would have to fix herself.
Vexana shuddered, then frowned. “I…what happened? Why…why was I so angry?”
“Daughter, you… You wanted our people to be happy, to not have to hide. You saw our people’s struggle when you were younger and wanted better for them. Over time, that twisted into something terrible. The beastkin didn’t do this to us: we did it to ourselves. 
We deserved what happened to us. We were the aggressors, after all. Our people will make amends, finding absolution through retribution and vengeance against the invaders. These outsiders have killed many beastkin, perhaps more than our gods’ greed. We will help take back that city, and we won’t just do it for ourselves: but all beastkin.”
Vexana looked thoughtful but confused. Vesuvius spoke once more, “I know it will take some time, but just come with me, daughter. We will fight, and you can take out your anger and pain against those that deserve it. Let us go.”
She took his hand, and they went over to the prism. 
“Well, would you look at that. Looks like we will have a lot of warriors.”
Jake looked over to Fhesiah, who was now floating with a chameleon beastkin absolutely strapped down with goods following her as she floated lazily through the air. Pots and pans were dangling from ropes with bags and boxes as he furiously tried to carry far too much. 
Jake looked over curiously, “What’s all this?”
“Well, I learned some interesting stuff and realized it would take some time to get all the information from the source. So I took on a worshi–apprentice. This is all his stuff. We’ll take him to the Cascadia HQ with us through our Refuge. Right Dave?”
Jake saw Dave’s monocular eyes looking at the ground as if he couldn’t even gaze upon Fhesiah.
“Yes, Goddess. It’s–It’s Davonius… I’m the shaman for the people of–”
“Right, Dave the shaman. Anyway, don’t you think we should get moving, husband? While I would like to stick around and learn more, more Rifts could spawn, and don’t you think the implications of this warrants letting Tanda know?”
Ophelia nodded. “I think this must be how they spawned the many Rifts up north by Tanda, and this is the revelation her clan-mother talked about. There might have been a Rift underground! There must be betrayers near Harmony Peaks.”
Jake was shocked. The implications of this were massive. He tried to formulate a plan in his mind, but he knew that Tanda was likely in great danger. An enemy as powerful or more than the Necromancer and Bone Dragon was likely on their way if that underground Rift had been building up for weeks.  
He decided that he would head there sooner rather than later. Much of the territory was Alliance owned, especially with Tanda having cleared a majority of it on their way up. That meant…  
Ophelia chimed in, “Prince carry! But what should we have them do in the meantime?”
Jake wasn’t sure, but he would try to figure it out by talking to Vesuvius. “Alright, I’ll talk with the Chief. And Bloodberri is… Of course.”
Jake spotted Bloodberri once again attempting to play with the children. Even they were getting integrated, and she had morphed her armor to have the blades hidden and the armor becoming soft. Jake realized they were playing a strange version of cops and robbers, but more than a dozen children were the robbers, and Bloodberri was the only cop. 
The kids tried to sneak around and grab the ‘loot,’ which appeared to be some kind of mushrooms. Jake saw when Bloodberri was focused on others, the kids would sneak out of their safe areas, trying to grab them. But her snake tail would grab one of them without her even looking, surprising them. 
The kids laughed as they played against the impossible foe, her wrapping them up in her tail and taking them to ‘prison.’
Jake just smiled at her antics. She really loved playing with kids, making friends in just a few minutes. She was all smiles, and some kids merely hung off of her as she moved around, in lieu of even playing the game.
Jake spoke with the Chief and learned that the cavern system underground was quite extensive, and they knew of other tribes in the distance. When looking at the menu, he saw that, to some extent, heading toward some of them might be in the right direction towards Life’s Haven.
“You don’t need the goddess to be present to recruit the other villages?”
Vesuvius shook his head. “We have all witnessed the goddess. We know it in our hearts, and I should have good luck in convincing them. If they’re not convinced…” Vesuvius smiled viciously. Jake sort of understood where he was going with that and did his best to convince him to do his best to wait before doing anything permanent. 
They could just have a visit from the goddess herself if they waited, he supposed. The man nodded at that; it seemed Jake didn’t have to worry about him slaying any opposition, just dueling them. Jake gave Vesuvius a Node in case they did find another location people wanted to stay at.
Jake also saw that Rookard was getting close; perhaps, he’d have the two groups meet up. Overall, Jake was quite happy with how he had turned things around in this region. On the conquest map, there were, in fact, other places where Rifts had been opened, other than the main landfall in the area. 
Some areas were doing poorly, while others appeared to be hanging on. Jake was one of the most populous; the region was temperate and had the largest congregations of plateaus where large numbers could gather. 
The beastkin, in their wide variety of beast parentage, seemed to enjoy the weather in what would be similar to the southern Midwest of North America. Harmony Peaks was located more towards the North Midwest, where the life force was high, but the seasons varied. 
The beastkin often avoided the ocean's shores, as that was usually where the Naga and other species of creatures might live. The oceans were a difficult challenge, and beastkin had little desire to enter them.
Because of that, it was like Jake was winning the war in a single state or province, the most populous one. But the war was happening everywhere, and beastkin were dying in droves. Thanks to Tanda’s efforts, what was the entire Midwest was now covered in Nodes, and people were getting the message to rally and protect themselves to defeat this common foe.
But the east and west coast, and far south and far north, were still not covered, giving Tartarus places to invade nearly unchallenged. Some Auril Heroes might still be about, but it wouldn’t be long until they, too, died, getting taken out by Tartarus’ machinations. Because of that, Tanda’s people remained important for the war.     
Tartarus had clearly gambled that it could cut off Jake from being able to arrive at the [Alliance HQ]. From Jake’s understanding, his Refuge could travel to a world without one, but it would have taken much longer. 
The HQs were like a beacon for a teleporter, and his ‘ship’ would have had to travel at much lower speeds to reach it, perhaps taking weeks more. By the time he arrived, the enemy’s conquest would have been complete.
Now that Jake had arrived, it was only a matter of time before it changed the game, and Jake felt that Tanda’s defense was only just the beginning of that. He quickly sent Tanda, various guild members that should be in that region, and even those outside the guild, letting them know of this hidden threat. 
That reptile beastkin is still alive and only hiding. They may have betrayers in their midsts, and they should try to discover their long-lost brethren in hopes of turning them to Team Alliance or discovering if they are on Tartarus’ side.
Jake sent Bloodberri, Fhesiah, and Dave, the shaman, home through their Refuge, temporarily adding Dave to his list of those that could enter. The reptile beastkin’s home was North of Cascadia, closer to Harmony Peaks, where he was after he left the cave.
It would be a long flight resembling that of flying a helicopter across North America. Jake just hoped that he made it in time if he was needed.




Chapter 22 - Tanda - Defense of Harmony Peaks Pt. 1


Tanda pierced the werewolf through the heart from behind, her diving attack successful. She retrieved her spear from its dying corpse and returned to the trees, seeking more enemies. Her brethren followed, positioning themselves with great care.  
Killing that high-level werewolf had granted her a fair amount of experience, or what she learned was latent will. Because of that, along with all the pills Fhesiah had given her and consuming Auril Beast meat every day, she finally reached level 8.

[Tanda Status Level 8]
[Strength: 35]
[Dexterity: 32]
[Constitution: 34]
[Intelligence: 33]
[Wisdom: 39]
[Charisma: 31]

[Tanda's Level 8 Combat Skill-sheet]
[Melee Specialization: 4]
[Melee Specialization Subskills: Spear, Flight, Mortal Strike]
[Ranged Specialization: 4]
[Ranged Specialization Subskills: Bow, Javelin, Rapid Shot]
[Auril Enhancement: 4]
[Auril Healing: 3]
[Auril Manifestation: 4]

[Tanda’s Non-Combat Skillsheet]
[Dismantling: 4]

Her Skills were now nearing the peak of her Tier but weren’t quite there yet. A single week of deathly combat with higher-level foes had done wonders for Tanda. She had excellent foundations with years of fighting duels with various beastkin and against strong Auril Beasts, but whatever the Framework was granting her had measurable results. 
She still felt some leftover vitality in her body, her heart continuously creating more auril out of her spirit and her life force.
Tanda had convinced the clan heads to join the Framework, but it was not completely successful. Avina’s horned owl parentage father, Davron, was the toughest proponent of tradition and their history. He refused to become an abomination he called it and was furious that Avina herself had joined. 
It was only through an Honor Duel that Tanda could make him back off. While he was strong, he was not strong enough to defeat her. She had improved significantly with Fhesiah’s supplements and guidance of the Framework. However, what aided her the most in the end was emulating Ophelia and her short tutelage.  
Tanda had learned and started implementing minimizing her movements, dodging, and parrying skills by the slightest of margins. Twisting her body and attacking using the momentum gained where possible. Reducing the tells on her attacks, allowing her to get even the slightest edge.
Davron was able to make minor illusions, creating feints with manifestations of his spirit. It was only through minimizing her own tells and movements that she could get ahead, scoring a few glancing blows, and she began pushing Davron back. 
What finished the fight was copying the trick from one of Ophelia’s stories: where Fhesiah tripped her using her tail. Her wolf tail wasn’t overly pliable or strong, being mostly useless other than… telling people her mood or if she was…trying to avoid a subject, apparently. By infusing it with auril, she was able to grab Davron and trip him up.
Tanda learned that Aisling had tried taking on the undead Rift but was rebuffed by the werewolves and their flyers. They couldn’t call for reinforcements or get a message out; the enemies were watching the peak from all sides. Aisling knew throwing away their lives without the Node Tanda would be a waste. So they waited for Tanda to arrive with her flock and Alliance Node to turn the tide– knowing that she would, in time. 
After integrating her people involved in the fight, Tanda then rallied their warriors. They had come up with what she considered a decent plan, but it ended up not mattering. They had planned to produce smoke to cover their entrances enough that they could burst through in one direction, but a cold front came in with cloud cover, darkening the sky and producing a fog in the valley instead. 
It was like the world itself was helping them, giving them cover to leave the peak unseen. 
It covered their exit from their home in a ring amount the mountain, allowing them to exit and approach the trees mostly secretly. She was now fighting through the forest with a small group of her more powerful warriors. The werewolves had their mountain encircled by enemies but could not protect from every direction. 
She knew these werewolves had signaled their brethren, but she had the smaller group here, several other groups matching hers, the plan to safely reduce their numbers as much as possible. The enemy was strong in the jungle, but their connection to the Heart of the World aided their actions.
She had gotten Jake’s message and knew they had to protect the Heart of the World and close any nearby Rifts. Tanda wasn’t sure what they could accomplish without Jake’s help, but their best bet was to try to kill as many enemies as they could, for starters. 
Aisling had foreseen on her way to Harmony Peaks that they were in great danger, as the enemy that her father defeated would return. Her father and mother had given their lives to force the enemy back, but it wasn’t enough to finish the job.
It had been nearly two weeks since that time, so the enemy had likely eventually healed. Such a thing was common for Adventurers, so the idea that a creature could heal was not all that surprising. However, her father… He specialized in killing targets that could heal. 
All creatures of auril healed at a rapid pace. Part of her had wanted to choose the same as him, but her and her mother’s manifestation was similar to that of the burst specialization instead. 
She venerated her father, but ultimately, she realized she was more like her mother. Dahlia devoted herself to him and her children, becoming his spear in battle and the flame of his passion at home. She would sing songs and dance and even join him when he acted out the play of their ancestors.
Tanda almost didn’t have time to react to the idea that there were reptile beastkin hiding underground for a thousand years. She was filled with frustration at the idea that the same people that ruined the balance before were now at least part of the cause for her difficulty now. 
The tribe Jake found appeared to be good news, but she would reserve judgment until she met them and could hear their heart’s songs.
Her war party took down several more werewolves and returned to their peak under cover of the mist as part of their plan. Other teams returned successfully, she saw as well. She wasn’t sure what purpose their encirclement served, but she knew it wasn’t anything good. At the same time, they couldn’t do overly much about it. 
They couldn’t leave the Heart of the World, and she was certain that assaulting the werewolves directly was death. She knew they were all well into Tier 1, with how easily they slayed her people. 
Her people would have to face them with whatever advantage possible, and their mountain was the most defensible. She had learned that Timone, her father, and his flock had confronted the wicked enemy near their inner sanctum of the peak itself. It appeared the enemy’s goal was to face them directly, as he and his forces had climbed up the mountain and assaulted it.
Their people were mostly unprepared. Few ranged weapons to speak of and a complete lack of understanding of what the enemy might be capable of. Equipment that could not compare to the enemy’s, she imagined.
Now, they were not much better. They started embracing range weapons and–
“Look, Clan-daughter! These items appeared on the local market!”
Tanda looked over at Aisling, looking excited. She was holding a javelin, and it looked quite familiar.
Tanda said, “Is that… This looks like what Jake was working on!”
Aisling’s smile grew infuriatingly wide once again, “Oh? Jake, is it? How could this interesting piece of weaponry have something to do with a, ‘Jake,’ I wonder? This was sold by some Guild called ‘Hearthtribe,’ I guess? It’s very peculiar. Even though I fill this with auril, I can set it down for a moment and it still keeps its energy. Meaning, I should have some expectation of hitting an enemy with it being sharper thanks to my will. Is that right?”
Tanda frowned. “That’s right. How could you afford that, anyway? Didn’t you just join the Framework a few hours ago?”
Aisling giggled. “A few hours ago? Please, clan-daughter. Anyway, there were arrows too, and it looks like your flock is decently outfitted now. It’s not like we have all that we’d like, but we should be able to make a decent showing in a fight, at least half a quiver to a full quiver each, to the Awakened warriors. There were even some spears and shields with some of these interesting carvings. I have to say, if this ‘Jake’ is half as strong as he is smart to come up with this kind of thing, he should be a real winner! Say, how old is this Jake fellow?”
She gave Aisling another look. She did actually look visibly younger than Tanda had last seen her, just a little over a week or so ago. Her message was sent via a proxy, but could she have sent it on her own through the Menu if she had wanted? 
Tanda scoffed at her. “Shouldn’t you know? You’re the one who’s seen everything, apparently!”
“Don’t be like that, clan-daughter. You know how my power works, in truth. I see things, but they don’t often make a lot of sense, until we’re at the moment. Why, my foretelling that lead to the message I sent you was a cryptic mess filled with all sorts of strange symbolism! The red armor guy was just a lucky guess, a flash in the images, to be honest. I didn’t see you with him or anything like that. I just saw him and the mere stable image him important alone, and I could tell that he was going to help us. So? How old is he?”
Tanda sighed. “I’m not sure, but I get the feeling he is not much older than me. One of his mates is actually younger than me, but vastly stronger. I do truly think he would fare well against father if he was still here.”
Aisling smiled, looking a bit excited. “Really? He sounds amazing, then! One of them, though? Aw, don’t tell me he’s got a dozen mates already?”
Tanda blushed. “N-No, just three, or four, kinda? I guess.”
Aisling frowned, looking a little angry. “What do you mean kinda? He’s not after an already mated woman or something, is he? Those Adventurers–”
“The enemy approaches!” Tanda and Aisling heard a warrior shout, interrupting their conversation.
Aisling handed her a bow and arrows. “Here, take these. You’ll need them a lot more than me.”
Tanda looked at them with a frown. While she had always trained using the bow, she much preferred her father’s spear.
Aisling looked significantly at her. “Every tool a purpose, and every weapon a tool. Use the tool that grants power over your enemies, their deadly purpose fulfilled.”
Tanda nodded at her late birth mother, Dahlia’s song, and strapped the quiver and bow on her side. It would be awkward to carry and fly with her halberd, but she was used to being strapped down with extra items.  
Their topic of discussion came to an end as they moved to see what was going on. Tanda’s heart beat strangely in her chest, and so she stopped to try to listen to its song. It was as if the world itself was telling her something. She stopped and slowed her breathing, feeling the heartbeat, her spirit connected to the world.
After a minute, she thought she understood; the world wanted them to delay and retreat! It gave her a feeling of needing just a little more time. Time for what? She knew that it hardly mattered. The will of the world was a strange thing, but her ancestors had always answered its call. 
She called her warriors, and she made her plans. In total, she had over five thousand integrated warriors. Her people had been much more than that, but many would not integrate well past their prime or were simply traditional and unwilling, like Davron. 
A few thousand of those older joined in battle, knowing their death would be permanent; the rest left defending the young ones. Combined, she had nearly ten thousand warriors ready to blot out the sky with arrows and javelins of their own.
The enemy werewolves approached along the bank of the river, and she was surprised to see that the undead did not follow. She supposed that the undead would not be very good at climbing. Or perhaps their number wasn’t overly significant yet? Around two hundred werewolves were approaching, with more exiting the trees.
They were nearly in range for her people to start raining attacks down on them when she saw a prompt, and the enemy stopped their approach.

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

A Champion? Her ears went flat on her head, and her heart shuddered in fear. Now, it all made sense. This was how her father was defeated. She believed her father and mother could defeat any creature, even at the peak of their Tier. They would use superior tactics and his afflictions to whittle away at any target, no matter how strong they were. But if the enemy could call a god, like Jake called Hestia…
She thought she saw the one that must be Champion, a three-meter tall werewolf, even as he was slouched forward. He stood a whole meter taller than any other and was nearly as wide as an elephant. 
His fur was white as bone, and he had vicious-looking black claw marks all over his body. His arms had bone spikes at their ends, along with large, vicious-looking claws on his wolf-like hands. The werewolves’ armor was made of bones and animal hides, the Champion’s matching.
But looking at him, she noticed black energies that looked like scars that wouldn’t heal. The damage was caused by her mother and father. Weeks later, he still had not recovered fully! Though, it looked like the damage was almost completely gone. 
Perhaps, this creature was waiting for that to begin his assault. Tanda thought she could feel the wrongness of the beast even from here, a thousand meters away, but it was instead her sensing it with her heart through the world itself. She doubted that her allies could feel it as she did.
The man shouted, his voice loud and echoing through the valley. 
“I have returned! This time, I will eradicate your people. Thanks to your warriors, I will make sure to slaughter every child, every elder. I gave you an ultimatum, that your people could merely just leave, and we would take this place as our own. Instead, you fought and lost! Your leaders are dead, you don’t even have anyone left at the first Tier. You are nothing! You should have run when you had the chance. Now, you will feel true terror. You have nowhere to flee now.”
Tanda saw that dozens of pterodactyls had werewolf riders on them, circling in the air above her people. While she thought many of the adults could probably escape such enemies into the sky, their children certainly could not. For now, the children and elders were deep in the caves of the opposite peak from where the Heart of the World was located.
Her heart was thumping in its chest, singing the song of battle. She knew many of her people would die, but that if they won, or if Champion Jake won when he arrived, they would eventually be revived. This calmed her mind, even though the enemy had hundreds of werewolves, which she knew were of a higher Tier.
Her heart beat with righteous vindication, knowing she would fight to defend her home, just like her father. That his efforts were not for nothing, buying her people time to adapt. She was sure that if they lost, this Dreadbeast Champion would taint the Heart of the World even further. After a thousand years, all of her people’s hard work would be ruined. She could not allow that to happen.
She screeched her rallying cry, her voice producing a call like a hawk's. Her people blotted out the sky, circling towards the enemy, releasing attacks at the stationary werewolves. The enemy champion slashed his arm forward, releasing sickly red energy in a wave. 
Many of her people’s plain arrows were wiped out, her wanting them to save their auril-infused attacks for the right moment. 
The enemy champion growled and roared, his people covered in red energy, as they began to charge down the riverbank toward their peak. Her people were too high for their bows to be overly effective, but her people could continue to rain down attacks on them. 
First, however, she wanted to eliminate the approaching pterodactyl riders.
She screeched again, signaling her intentions. Her people then charged their attacks with auril and began firing at the enemy. Streaks of all different colors flew at the enemy, targeting the mounts the werewolves flew on. 
Their arrows struck true, dozens of them falling out of the sky in mere moments as hundreds of her people released their empowered ranged attacks. 
Some of her people used their javelins to rain attacks down on the werewolves on the ground, the attacks also striking true. The werewolves were armored, but they didn’t have shields. She guessed many of them were hunters or archer classes, spotting very few that she would consider warriors or mages.
Their red energy protected them, but with two or three javelins striking the same target, eventually, one would pierce their protection.
The werewolves leaped to the mountain and began their rapid ascent. Her people retreated higher into the sky, but ranged attacks were returned. They used some sickly red energy to enhance their shots, and her people did their best to interpose javelin and shield users in the front to absorb the assault.
The enemy champion shouted in a rage. “What is this weaponry? How could a Fringe World become so skilled, in such a short time? But no matter. Your people are not the only ones with special weaponry.”
The large werewolf pulled out a massive bow and drew back an arrow that looked special to her. There were no others in his quiver that she could see. It was a sickly black, and her whole body screamed alarm as he drew it back. She screeched to retreat towards where she knew the heart wanted them to go as he fired it.
“Hey clan-daughter, you– Whoops!” Aisling bumped into Tanda in the air as a spear filled with Aisling's white auril flew right at the incoming arrow.
The two exploded into each other, and black beams of light were released, piercing through dozens of her people and dozens more behind them. A beam missed Tanda entirely by mere inches. Most of those struck fell out of the sky immediately as if they were struck at a vital point. 
In the rest, sickly energy was invading them, and they began losing their height, and Tanda knew that those struck too would die, either from the affliction or falling prey to the werewolves below. 
The attack was completely devastating, but she could tell it could have been much worse. Aisling’s ‘slip,’ had caused the attack’s cone to be diverted significantly, half the beams ineffectually heading to the outside of her flock. 
If Tanda was no longer there to lead, they might not have been able to head for their goal– while she felt the Heart's calling in that direction, it appeared most of her brethren could not.
The werewolves all started firing their own bows, and while Tanda thought they wouldn’t be able to reach her people, they filled themselves with sickly-looking energies and fired their weapons. Her people were already firing in retreat, some attacks hitting the werewolves and taking them out. 
Her people were still falling from the sky much more rapidly. The Champion drew his bow back once more, and Aisling arrived to guard Tanda with a shield. “I don’t have my spear anymore, so I’ll just have to use this!”
She guarded the Champion’s arrow with auril infused in the amberwood shield, but the arrow pierced through the shield and into her arm. She pulled the arrow through, wincing, as her auril worked to heal it.
Aisling said, “Damn, didn’t see that coming. I can tell it was poisoned, too, but I should manage.” 
Tanda and Aisling fled, increasing their speed towards the forest she was drawn to. Tanda felt like they were finally out of the range of the werewolves, them dropping off the cliff face and following her flock down the bank of the river. 
She was happy that they didn’t instead go for the Heart of the World beneath the caves, but she had a plan in place in case they did. It appeared this Champion was confident in his victory.
The Champion laughed. “There is no place for you to flee! No place to hide! I enjoy the thrill of the hunt, and I will enjoy your terror as your life leaves your useless hearts! You have kept yourselves too weak!”
Tanda knew the forest was likely filled with werewolves, as well. However, there had to be a reason the world drew her in this direction. Her war party had cleared several in most directions, but she knew that encirclement likely closed back around where they did. 
Her people were traveling through the air and moving faster than most creatures could possibly run, but the werewolves were filled with red fervor and moving fast on the ground. They had smelled blood, and they were on the hunt. They moved rapidly, almost keeping pace with her people that were flying. 
Occasionally, they fired their bows and managed to strike one of her people. Her people returned fire, but their normal arrows without auril were mostly ineffective. She could tell her unawakened flock did little, though rarely an arrow would pierce an eye or some other vital point. Her people were definitely whittling them down.
Her tribe was in the thousands, but they were up against several hundred enemies that were worth more than ten of hers. Only her Awakened could land solid blows, but despite it taking several to kill these hunters, the hunters only needed one blow to kill the beastkin. The hunters would howl and growl as they killed her people, charging themselves with vicious red energy as they did.
Her people arrived at the treeline, and Tanda was surprised there were no arrows waiting for her flock. There was some confusion on the Champion’s face as well, from what she could see, as he looked around the tree line with a frown on his wolf-like face. She realized that even the wind was blowing towards the forest, keeping him from detecting the scents inside.
Her people continued through the forest, and the werewolves started to catch up. They leaped through the trees with zeal, clearly in their favored terrain. Her people started catching them with shots of their auril-filled arrows and javelins, but many of her people were being knocked out of the sky. The Unawakened could not continue fleeing as they were being overtaken and made their last stand.
Her Unawakened people were easily cut down, some werewolves even leaping through the air to cut them down rather than shooting their bows. Tanda fired her arrows filled with auril, aiming for killing blows. When hunters went for the kill, they would often experience slight tunnel vision. She aimed for this moment, her arrow’s sharpness deadly.
Her auril manifestation was somewhat like the bite of a wolf. Where the sharp blades of auril slashed or pierced into a target, her will would tear chunks out of it by releasing deathly energies and killing the creature from the inside. 
Jake’s comparison to going for the throat was very apt. Where she made even a small slash on a weak point, a large chunk would be torn out, causing death. Going for the heart, throat, head, or spine was best for her. 
Unlike many of her people, though, she could not use her ability over and over. In order to manifest her will, she had to allow the energy to build and be concentrated before she could create a powerful attack. She wasn’t sure how the Framework would have guided her to change her manifestation, but she knew it would have had to change a lot to become more like her father’s.
She signaled to continue the retreat, but hundreds of her unawakened people remained to slow down the enemy as others retreated. They screeched their battle cries, singing the songs of battle. 
A few even awakened in this process, only to be cut down in mere moments. Tanda made a fighting retreat, the Dreadbeast Champion barreling down on her people. He cut them down left and right, awakened or not. Tanda was near the middle of the flock, and he was gaining on her. 
Her people fired bows and threw javelins at him to slow him down, but it was futile. It was like he had eyes on the back of his head, performing both acrobatic maneuvers and slashing his sickly red energy to intercept large swathes of projectiles and cut her people down alike. Some arrows even struck his armor or bone spikes ineffectually, despite being covered in auril. 
She did her best to aim for opportune moments, but everything that appeared to be an opening was instead evaded easily, the man outperforming his previous limits. He viciously laughed as he cut her people down and even took bites out of them. 
He was now covered in her people’s blood and a malevolent aura, and it seemed, if anything, he was getting stronger and faster. His body and armor had been white, but now he was red, almost completely covered in the blood of his enemies.
She ran out of arrows, and she knew a majority of her people were low or had run out already. They could have been much better armed if they had just had more time and funds. Looking at the enemy, she thought they might have cut down nearly half of them, though there were supposed to be many scattered around the jungle surrounding Harmony Peaks. 
Considering that her people were now out of auril arrows or javelins, she felt they would be lucky to take out another half of those before her thousands of warriors died. 
When her people got into melee range with these enemies, they were easily carved up. Like a swarm of bees facing wasps, the creatures much larger and stronger than beastkin tore them to shreds. 
She began to feel that her people’s loss was inevitable when the ground started to shake. The werewolves froze in their tracks, stopping their pursuit. Her own people rose higher into the air, trying to see over the ridge they were heading towards.
A stampede of Auril Beasts crested over the ridge, dozens of them side by side, perhaps hundreds total, based on how the very earth shook as they approached. 
Triceratops, stegosaurus, ankylosaurs, and even the great brachiosaurus were all charging through the forest at their enemy, various Auril Beasts. The enemy champion howled, and his people took it as some sort of order, taking to the trees and retreating slightly.
The Auril Beasts were all herbivores at first, and after many of them crested the ridge, her breath caught in her throat as she spotted them. The great stag, boar, hound, and lion all stood. She could tell they were near the peak of Tier 1 and exuded the power of life and vitality beyond any beast she had ever seen.
All four creatures were covered in vines and flowers, beasts forming a symbiotic relationship with plants. Behind the Auril Beasts came a stampede of smaller, younger versions of the four leaders. There were so many other creatures from all over their world of Highlands, as well. They were here if they could climb cliffs or fly or live in this valley.
The will of the world had driven allies to come to their aid. Together, her people would defend the balance against a great enemy.




Chapter 23 - Tanda - Defense of Harmony Peaks Pt. 2


Despite the hundreds and thousands of enemies arrayed against him, the Dreadbeast Champion laughed.  
“Finally, you show your face! That stupid failure of a dragon couldn’t even get you to emerge until the end, and failed his grand task. Even slaying the treants wasn’t enough! We will consume you this time, and you will be dead for good. It’s inevitable!”
Tanda was shocked. The task of the death god was to kill this heroic stag or the other Heroic Beasts? Why? They had killed so many of her own people, eliminated all treants, burned their idols and altars, and tainted the world's heart. That wasn’t the dragon’s goal?
Tanda screeched her battle cry, telling her people to join the battle with their new allies. 
The Auril Beasts and many creatures came at the werewolves like the tide, but the werewolves jumped into the massive trees. Several triceratops filled themselves in their powerful orange auril and slammed into the base of these trees. The trunks shattered, and several of the gigantic trees started to fall. 
Werewolves leaped out, but a larger brachiosaurus reached out with its mouth and snatched one out of the air. 
With its massive neck, it then whipped the werewolf to the ground. The werewolf slammed into it, its bones shattering. Similar scenes played out over the battlefield, the dozens of Auril Beasts chasing down the werewolves and the many forest and plains creatures joining in the fight.
Arrows rained down from the trees, but the auril defenses of the large creatures prevented the arrows from reaching too deep into their skin, vines blocking some of them. 
Auril pushed arrows out of their skin, their wounds healing rapidly. Tanda’s people swarmed the werewolves, using their new Auril Beast brethren as shields to soak up damage for them to advance and score blows against their enemies.
Things were looking much better than before, but then the Champion howled, and his people blew hunting horns. From a distance, Tanda could see that dozens of tamed raptors and other predators came to their aid. 
The red auril of the creatures was tainted with black. They rushed with auril enhanced speed, rapidly joining the battlefield. The beasts were armored, and she saw that some of them had werewolf riders eas well. She was happy that the largest predator Auril Beasts were not here.
The enemy champion rushed for the four Heroic Beast leaders, leaping from tree to tree. No beast could get in his way, and he even slashed a large stegosaurus with his bone spike, drawing a vicious shower of blood as he flew by one.
As the enemy champion drew near, the large stag released an aura filled with an abundance of life and vitality, covering an area of nearly a hundred meters. Vines grew from itself and the three other leaders, the excess of life forming a sanctuary. 
Large plants and greenery grew from them, and even nearby tree branches grew towards them. Tanda could even feel this up in the tree she was in. 
The other Heroic Beasts each released their own auril. As each of the creature’s auril flared, it filled their bodies and vines alike. 
The red boar released a fiery auril, the creature filled with strength and fertility as it grew to be the size of an elephant. The vines living on it whipped around like living fire, and it exhaled a gout of flame. 
The dark hound released a blue auril of nobility and righteousness, creating an aura of frost. Its vines were coated in ice, its breaths coming out in a frosty fog.
The lion was coated in a yellow auril of courage and skill. Its vines were coated in blades of light, and it breathed a brilliant yellow light like that of the sun, blasting a beam of powerful energy at the enemy champion.
The beam was blocked by the sickly red energy the Champion produced. Tanda thought this energy was driven by blood, the thrill of the hunt, and the terror they instilled into his enemies, based on what she had seen. 
She had been moving towards a proper spot to aid in the battle, Aisling and several of her best warriors following her, hidden in the boughs of the trees.   
The Champion laughed. “You four are too weak. There is no escape for you now that I have your scent! I will chase you to the end of the world!”
Tanda and her flock landed in the trees above the heroic stag, and Tanda could feel their vitality pouring off into the area. Plants were growing and heading towards the stag as if the world itself was coming to the creature’s defense.
The battle raged on behind the Champion, the many creatures, werewolves, and her flock fighting. She thought there was a good chance that her people would win, but the heroic stag’s presence emboldened the creatures somehow. She thought their chances of winning weren’t good if the stag fell.
The Champion slashed at the vines in his approach, cutting them, but the four Heroic Beasts’ special vines rebuffed him as they grew back. He kept on the attack with numerous cuts and slashes, but the vines quickly regrew, and the auril-infused vines of the four creatures went on the attack instead. 
The boar shot a ball of flames, and the hound fired an icicle. The Champion dodged, but he roared in rage as he was pushed back by the four.
Another beam of light was fired from the lion, searing the chest of the Dreadbeast champion. He scoffed.
“So be it. I had saved my Divine Energy for that other Champion, but if I can finish this Task, that’s a win of its own. I call upon the god, Dreadbeast. Join me for the hunt, and bring terror as we feast upon their flesh!”
The Champion released a black energy full of malevolence and terror as he bulked up. Tanda’s stomach roiled at the wrongness as his bone spikes grew out and along his arms, becoming serrated bone blades and filled with viciousness. 
His face morphed and grew into that of a crocodile, and his tail extended to match. He was now a werewolf mixed with a crocodile, and despite starting at three meters tall, he was now even larger than that. He roared, and Tanda became quite worried.
This fight was not at the level her people could aid the Heroic Beasts. Likely, only the spear from her ancestor could even wound such a creature. She addressed her elite warriors in a whisper. 
“Go. Aid our people in their fights. The creatures of the forest could use your help.”
Avina entreated, “But what about you, Chieftess?”
“I will do my best to make a meaningful contribution. For that, I need stealth and surprise. Go, my friend.”    
Her warriors left, leaving just Aisling behind. Aisling smiled enigmatically at her. “Don’t worry about me, clan-daughter. I will be sure to make a meaningful contribution, as well.” 
The Dreadbeast champion leaped at the Heroic Beasts and slashed straight through the vines. He was met with the boar’s charge, the creature ready for the Champion’s assault. The lion and hound also charged, vines attempting to wrap around the Champion, a large quantity controlled by the stag.
Tanda watched from a branch above the fighting, waiting for her moment. She knew hunters were at their weakest when they went for the kill. She looked for an opening in her allies so that she could attack her opponent’s.
Building up her auril, she prepared her [Mortal Strike]. The Champion danced around the four creatures.
He slashed and spun, the thrill of the hunt filling him. He landed a cut against the hound but was then rebuffed by the lion. The were croc bounced from tree to tree, spinning and cutting through vines and attacks from the Heroic Beasts as they countered his assault.
Eventually, he scored a vicious wound against the large boar, causing the creature to rear back, the blood spraying into the Champion’s crocodile mouth. This emboldened him as his red energy pulsed dangerously, and Tanda saw it. 
She jumped down from the tree, pushing down from the trunk, her muscles filled to the brim with auril. Tanda gave a powerful flap of her wings, diving rapidly, her approach silent.
The enemy champion leaped for his opening, having a straight line on the stag after causing the boar to be knocked back and being empowered by the blood. 
Tanda came out of the line of sight of the Champion from above and behind; her spear turned into that of a scythe. She swung it going for the back of the creature’s neck, powered by her sinking her very life force into her muscles using [Mortal Strike] and her auril. 
But the Champion looked up with a vicious smile, having expected Tanda to strike at this exact moment. He gave an almost lazy, vertical slash at her, filled with evil energy. Her scythe was blasted away from the attack, exposing her body, and the red slice continued. 
She defended herself with her auril as the slash went into her body, leg to shoulder vertically, even cutting into her face. The cut was deep and filled with wickedness as she was repelled up and into the air. 
“You think a Champion of a god of the hunt, doesn’t know when he’s being hunted? You fool!”
The Dreadbeast Champion continued towards the stag nearly unhindered, an even larger, more powerful attack prepared as he pulled his other arm back, filled with the terrible energy. He began his swing at the stag, only for Aisling to slam into it with an auril-infused shield.
The shield shattered, and Aisling was cut nearly in half at the waist, but this slowed the Champion down. Her contribution allowed vines filled with vitality to pierce a few places on the enemy’s body, the remainder of the vicious energy blocked by other vines.
Tanda’s dying body hit the ground, some of her bones fracturing in the process. She felt weak and utterly defeated, the evil energies invading her body. She fought this with her auril, her heart pumping and sending her life force into her wounds.
“You again?! How is it you always manage to get in my way? This time, you die!”
Aisling laughed as she shook her head with a smile, her torso nearly separated from her legs, her body bleeding out even more rapidly than Tanda's. 
“Yeah. But I’ll be back. You won’t be.”
The lion arrived, its claw filled to bursting with fiery light, and the hound attacked from the other side as vines tried to wrap around the Champion. Tanda didn’t see what happened after that, as her vision in that eye was now covered in blood, her body lying sideways on the ground.
Tanda furiously tried to move her auril to heal herself, but the cut was simply too deep; she had lost too much blood. Her body started to become cold and weak, but she continued to fight. 
She was filled with anger, of righteous fury. Her people had worked for a thousand years to try to restore the world's heart, and he was going to undo all of it in one fell swoop.
How many sons and daughters were sent to face their deathly jungles, all in the name of preserving the balance? Their world was filled with danger, and they loved their children as much as any parent could. 
Yet still, they had to send them off with a high probability of death to live in small groups when they came of age. They were separated from the children they loved, all to maintain the balance of the world and nature.
Their people had been nature’s stewards for so long, sacrificing so much. For this evil, wicked person to come trampling all over it without a care. Tanda had never hated anything so much in her life. Adventurers had been the thing she hated the most, but this exceeded even that. As her anger increased, she thought she heard a voice, a whisper. 
“Cern…”
The voice trailed off, and she did her best to understand what was happening. Her heart still beat, but it was already slowing, but her spirit reached out, trying to grasp onto anything. 
The Dreadbeast champion would taint the Heart of the World, and even if the war were ultimately won, the balance of her world would be forever ruined. Tears filled her eyes as she thought of what would be lost.
Her body had landed next to one of her brethren, and she thought that she would die. The Heroic Beasts did not seem like they could win, and she thought there was quite a bit of time before Jake could possibly arrive. She would live again, but would it matter? The world she loved so much would be lost forever.
She wiped the blood from her eyes, looking at the dead comrade she landed next to. On their body was an adornment. Of a stag, boar, lion, and hound. She remembered the story of her ancestor and how their idols and altars were burned. 
Could it be that her people, too, had gods? That her people had mostly forgotten them, but not entirely. She heard the voice again, louder, more desperate this time.
“Nunnos…”
Cern…Nunnos? Tanda was out of options. Because of that, she prayed. She prayed for the power to defeat this evil foe that would destroy the world as she knew it, that she loved so much. 
That her people fought for, for a thousand years. That her mother and father died for. She decreed that if she was granted this power, she would give her everything to maintain the balance forever. She prayed to Cernunnos.
A presence descended, and time almost stopped on the battlefield. 
She heard a man’s voice. “Hmm?” Tanda heard a yawn. “It’s been so long, I must have fallen asleep. I was fading away, and… Oh? Who are you, young one?”
Tanda found herself standing in a clearing within a great forest similar to that of Highlands. 
While she was still wounded, she appeared to have her faculties. Tanda was standing before an old man, filled with abundant life. He looked like a goat beastkin, but he was quite different. His upper body was covered in plant-like green fur, and even his beard looked to be made of plants. 
He had a thicker fur for his lower goatlike body, and he had much more human-like hands than her people and horns on his head like that of the great stag. The man held a horseshoe in one hand and a snake wrapped around his other arm. 
“I’m Tanda, daughter of Dahlia and Timone. You are Cernunnos?”
“Tim– Ah! I remember now!” The man laughed and shook his head. He looked off into the distance, peering off at something that Tanda couldn’t see. He stared and even began looking around.
“Oh boy, we’re in some deep trouble.” He turned to Tanda, inspecting her, and he smiled. 
“Say. What would you say your purpose, your desire, your dreams, are?” 
Tanda frowned at the question. That was quite personal, but something compelled her to want to answer. 
“My heart beats for maintaining the balance of nature, my purpose. I love the world, and I love my people. Finding harmony in our song together with the world and my peoplel, as I grow strong with my family and tribe, is my greatest desire. Accomplishing that goal with my mate and my many children, our strong Clan, is my dream.”
The strange man frowned. “I feel like your image of maintaining the balance of nature is wrong. Why must one grow strong for that, when it’s easy?”
Tanda started. “I don’t think so. To maintain the balance of nature requires great strength. That’s what my father always taught me.”
He chuckled and shook his head. “But nature finds balance on its own. Where a fire burns the forest down, given enough time, a verdant forest will eventually emerge, as it will have cleared out all dead and overgrown vegetation, the balance of life coming back stronger than ever. Where a large predator runs amok and overeats, they will leave and seek new prey. Greenery will quickly regrow from all the herbivores being gone, attracting them once again, restoring the balance once more.”
He continued, “Stewardship is easy, it requires little strength, as intelligent beings such as yourself can speed up this process. Even if beasts in this world are strong, you can maintain the balance with cunning, instead. That’s not to say Highlands isn’t dangerous, but I think the level of strength you need for safety is not that high, all things considered.”
Tanda frowned in confusion. Her father had always taught her that she needed to be strong to maintain the balance and drilled into her that she always needed to train to be strong. This strange man was right. She could hardly see how much strength was truly needed, even in their world. 
She could use traps and bait, or she could always flee to the trees. She could often maintain the balance with little risk after reaching a certain level of strength. Tanda thought about why her people trained and remembered. Part of the reason her people trained was in case a Tyrant appeared, to combat the taint in their hearts. 
“Ah. Now, that’s why I was confused. It appears your father sheltered you a little too much, you’d probably never even seen a tainted yourself.” 
Tanda realized that in addition to reading her thoughts, the man was right. Their people had long since found the balance, to where tainted almost never appeared among her people.
He continued, “Think about this conflict you’re in. Your people have had a mostly peaceful several hundred years, after you found harmony, or balance, in eliminating the curse of the…” He spat, “damned dragon.”
“Sure, your people struggled against the environment, but that made your people better, in the end. What is the biggest threat, what is always the biggest threat to the balance?”
Tanda frowned in thought again. “Tyrants?”
The man looked her dead in the eye and gave her a vicious smile full of large teeth, and the greenery in the clearing shifted to a dreadful swamp, a mire of death. 
“An apt name, but I have another. To prevent tyrants, to maintain the balance, you need insurmountable strength: to punish the wicked.”
Tanda’s breathing stilled as her heart’s song changed its cadence, and her mind took in the new possibilities. She thought she wanted to be the steward, the sentinel of nature. But the reality was that this method was flawed; her heart was singing the wrong song. 
She could protect the balance by defeating evil such as Tartarus or eliminating the curse on her people. Stewardship and guardians had a purpose, but it was all meaningless in the face of the wicked, their hatred, and greed.
“That’s right. That’s why, you should be my Champion. These bastard evil gods, along with Tartarus, are getting quite cheeky. They think that just because they beat me down and nearly killed me a millennium before, that they can just stroll in here like they own the place for an easy win. That they can finish me off before the child of the void could do anything. But you and I can turn that around on them, and turn this into a triumphant return instead. What do you say, child?”
Tanda started. “Champion? Me?” She looked at him skeptically. Who was the child of the void? She realized something. “You aren’t enemies with Hestia, are you?”
The man laughed. “Why do you think the child of the void is even here, of all places, in the first place? My mate really pulled through, managing to send in capable allies for my rescue. I can’t tell you more until you accept, but I promise you, Hestia and I get along well enough. It’d have been better if you picked that Affliction Specialization like your father, but otherwise, I think you and I are quite compatible.”
Tanda frowned. The void child appeared to be Jake, and how could her father pick Affliction Specialization? She knew he had refused the Framework altogether. 
“Why would that make me more compatible?”
He gave another wicked smile. “The wicked are hardly punished when they die abruptly, child. You’ll have to work double time to give me and Arawn more to punish on our side. So, what’ll it be? Becoming my Champion, it’ll bring you the power to punish the wicked, and maintain the balance, the cycle of life and death.” 
It’ll even help you catch up to that child and his mates a bit, our friends working together to beat Tartarus once and for all. Defeating Tartarus on this world, it’s just the beginning. The war and the wicked will return if your people don’t continue fighting. Either way, you’ll never be weak again the way you were today. That I promise you.”
Tanda desperately wanted to save the Heart of the World, and she finally understood. To maintain the balance, she must continue to fight against the wicked–Tartarus. She knew her mother and father would have fought as Adventurers if it meant that their home was protected– if they joined the Framework. 
Tanda would have to become an Adventurer in order to protect her world today and forever. She had thought that her flock’s duty was ending, but it was only just beginning. Her people’s great mobility can be useful all over the multiverse, and their diverse abilities would work excellently in any adventuring party.
Tanda looked down at her body, seeing the vicious vertical slash covering almost from her shoulder to her toe. Her heart just barely missed. Looking at it, she realized the metallic plate Bloodberri had placed underneath the beast leather had kept her from being bisected entirely, the dent in it deep.
“Uh, but aren’t I dying right now?”
Cernunnos chuckled. “I suppose you kind of are, but you’d resurrect, wouldn’t you? Still, I wouldn’t make you my Champion, only for you to just die with no chance a moment later. I suppose there is still a chance for that, given that you’re near an enemy champion, nearly an entire Tier above you.”
Cernunnos flashed another vicious smile full of teeth. “But I believe in your cunning, and your luck. We’ll either win you and I another spark, or we’ll die together permanently, child. This is truly my last chance, and I’m willing to gamble on you. Only my daughter remembers my name, the other gods unable to speak it, me unable to gain followers without you. What do you say?”
Tanda frowned. Couldn’t she just fight another day? But she knew this god would be gone forever if the Heroic Beasts died. The Heart of the World would likely be further contaminated before Jake and Ophelia arrived. 
This was beyond her, but she had been ready to die for the world before Jake had arrived. Her people had fought in various ways for over a thousand years against this evil. She would not back down now.
“I accept.”
The man laughed with great joy as he pointed his finger at her. The abundance of life in the clearing returned and rose, then shifted into a palatable feeling of death, as her heart even stopped beating for a moment before returning to the abundance of life. She realized it was just from the drop of dew on his finger, just as it shot at her and entered her heart. 
Her heart thundered in her chest, singing the song of joy and triumph. Vitality entered her body, as her heart and spirit forever changed. 
Her heart grew and changed, becoming stronger. Her spirit’s connection to the world improved, and she thought she heard a laugh of great joy from the spirit of the world, a girl’s voice.
He was still laughing as all this happened, but he stopped to speak. 
“I can’t believe Brigid really pulled it off. The bastards almost got me, killing all my champions, my paladins, and priestesses, destroying all my idols. Kicked me off to this world, stranded with my daughter. All I had left was a beast avatar, and I’d have been toast, unable to connect to new worshipers, unable to create new divine servants. While my people forgot me, my daughter, the world, never did. I am Cernunnos!”
“Your daughter is the Heart of the World?”
Cernunnos smiled. “That’s right. That stupid dragon they sent after me nearly got her and me, but your ancestor really outperformed, defeating an enemy above his Tier, saving us both. I owe your people a great deal, though, you’re ours in the first place. I’m sure Brigid wanted to help more directly, but there was simply too much at stake. Her moving a piece means that they’d have moved a piece. She must not have had anyone good enough to spare to ensure victory, so they sent Hestia’s new Champion.”
Tanda frowned as she took on this obscure information, but she thought she sort of understood. 
“But they sent the Dreadbeast champion before Jake?”
He smiled. “Every action causes ripples, and even the little things he’s done have had a profound impact, a butterfly effect. I guess I’m getting a little ahead of myself, we haven’t won just yet. They were able to send that Champion because a small spark of my divinity was in that beast– more than what a paladin or priestess might receive, but less than what a Champion does. It was also because a nascent one exists in the heart of the world, despite being weakened, or cursed, reduced in Tier. There is plenty of wicked to be punished, gathering on this world. You’re level 8 now, and you don’t really have time for the usual Trial, so we’ll have to use a Trial Task instead.”
Tanda received a notification within her [Menu].

[Trial Task Received: Defeat the Dreadbeast Champion. Land the killing blow, or fail your Trial. Rewards for Trial based on contribution.]

“In order for there to be a great reward, there must be great risk. If you lose against the Champion, you will die permanently, him harvesting our spark. This is my last spark, descendant of my friend. If you win without landing the killing blow, you’ll fail your Trial, keeping you from being a true Champion until you take a Trial of the first Tier. In that case, your potential would be forever harmed. I think this is a sufficiently difficult Task, given that you are facing an enemy almost an entire Tier above you, despite having allies. That bastard out there is a Tier 3 brought down and limited to Tier 1. If we harvest his spark, it’ll be a major victory.”
Tanda nodded as she reviewed her notifications, feeling the change brought about by her Champion Skill.

[New Champion Ability: Cyclic Resonance]
[In battle, your Ravenwolf heart sings the song of death, joining the songs of your brethren. By harmonizing with your allies and creating a song that encompasses the cycle of life and death, your attributes and the weight of your spirit increase. With each cycle, resonance increases. As it reaches its peak, it empowers you significantly, drawing auril from the area and transforming it to be released into a powerful attack.]

Tanda was filled with joy, knowing she had the power of her heroic ancestor. Her wounded tail was wagging, and it didn’t bother her one bit.
Cernunnos smiled at her. “It’s an old one, but it’s a good one, isn’t it? Getting it in Tier 0 is really something, but it does rely on you being able to find resonance with your allies, rather than them finding resonance with you– only an Auril Hero can manage that. The power of death of the Ravenwolf, allows you to more easily complete the cycle of life and death in your song, creating a more perfect resonance. You would need a hyena, vulture, or snake parentage beastkin’s song with you in order to be successful otherwise– or perhaps, a hound of the underworld, or a heroic stag.” He winked at her.
She reviewed another important change, feeling it in her heart, besides.

[Enhanced Auril Heart]
[Your heart and spirit have been enhanced by becoming a champion, and your race being compatible, containing a spark of your patron deity. The weight of your spirit’s connection to the world is increased, allowing you to perform a half-tier higher in this respect than you would otherwise, and improving your stats further, your auril capacity higher.]

Tanda saw that nearly all her attributes were boosted by five, some, almost ten. She looked at him in question. “What’s this all mean?”
“You can think of it like you are now almost an Auril Hero. It’s not quite the same thing, but an Auril Hero’s spirit is strong enough, that it can draw the extra life force and spirit of the surrounding environment to aid them. You should be able to accomplish this too, but in a much smaller area– very small, in fact, without your resonance. When you do become an Auril Hero, it’ll allow you to do significantly more than before, as your attributes increase.”
Tanda thought she now understood. Her heart now beat stronger and more in tune with the world.  
“Now, we are out of time. Become Brigid’s Druid after this, and she just might have a gift for you, for saving her dear mate. Those bastards really won’t see this one coming, thanks to that void child. Our counter-attack begins now. Go and defeat that Champion, descendant of my dear friend. Luck is on your side.”
Tanda disappeared from the clearing, and Cernunnos smiled. Shadows appeared in the clearing, silhouettes, and figures of eternal beings, gods, and goddesses, and even some demigods. Three appeared near Cernunnos, the rest scattered in the clearing, the numbers in the dozens.
Cernunnos said to his mate Brigid next to him, “Thank you, my love. You really came for me, and gave me such a grand gift, at the same time.”
Brigid currently took the form of an owl beastkin woman. She smiled. “Of course, my dear. How could I leave my mate and daughter? Still, I know you’d have rather died alone, than let the wicked take me. The fight must continue. The wicked must be punished, and the balance protected, until the war is won.”
Cernunnos nodded and looked at Hestia across from him. “With this, the pact formed. We four will fight along your side, share, and work with you, whatever challenges may come.”
Hestia nodded with a smile. “We have many challenges ahead of us, but you were right in that our counter-attack begins now.”
A Nordic warrior looked up to the sky, the man dressed in Nordic armor standing next to Odin. Heimdall was the watcher of the gods. “The stars have aligned, and fate has connected. We will raise our banner behind the rising void, and strike a fierce blow against our enemy. Even if the child of the void alone is not enough, we shall win a victory worth remembering, and change the tide of war.”
A god next to Cernunnos stood, a lion man wielding a spear. Lugh was a Celtic god of warriors, holding the domains of summer and skill, among others. 
Lugh shook his head and asked, “Is the child of the void strong enough? He is talented, driven, and he has skill. But he’s no Cu Chulainn, no Hercules, and he’s certainly not him over there.” He nodded his head towards a man in front of a go board with three other figures. “He has a giving spirit, but I wouldn’t really call it a heroic one. He lacks desire for strength and glory.”
Odin chuckled. “I suppose those two were heroes even as children, how could the child of the void compare? Still, I think you’ll find the heroic qualities, his wives will more than make up for his lack of it. But the void has something that other heroes do not. Few gods have noticed him, on both sides. It won’t stay that way, but the Alliance and even Tartarus have mostly ignored him up to now, their vision, and foresight obscured. By the time they discover him and realize he’s a threat to their status quo, he’ll have already staked his claim, before they could ruin his chances. If he was one of our descendants, you know that he would have been hampered from the beginning, with enemies from both sides arriving even on his first world he set foot on.”
Tyr, the older Nordic Warrior of war and justice, scoffed. “I still say he’d have been better off with my daughter! She’s positively wonderful, and would have made an amazing wife for Jake! She’d make sure they seek justice, and bring fiery retribution down on all their enemies. Then, why, she’s so beautiful–”
Bastet, the lioness Egyptian goddess of the sun, the moon, and the sky, looked disgusted with Tyr. Looking similar to a lioness beastkin, her body was as seductive as her voice was sensuous. “He’s made his choice, Tyr–he passed on your daughter.” She looked at Hestia, “Why is it, that when he talks about his daughter... it feels creepy?” Tyr seemed to stammer a response, but she chuckled. 
“Don’t you think you like your daughter a little too much? There needs to be balance, or the void will no longer be an advantage. This stage and the next are the most important. If there’s a spot for your daughter after that, it’ll be the child of the void’s choice.”   
Athena, the Greek goddess of war and wisdom, nodded. While she was somewhat similar to his people’s owl beastkin, the wings on her ankles were an odd difference. She lacked feathers on her hands or bird-like legs like his people, looking like an Amazon woman with owl-like wings placed on her back. 
She responded to Bastet, “Maintaining the balance of the child of the void’s body and soul is a complicated endeavor, so we must be careful now if they choose the Ravenwolf. Still, I’m having trouble understanding, Hestia. Didn’t Jake already directly defeat two Champions? How is it that nobody has taken notice? I’d expect Ares, Loki, and others already mucking things up, making things much more difficult for him.”
Hestia chuckled and shook her head. “Did he kill two Champions already? I seem to recall something else happening.”
Athena’s eyes blazed with golden sight. She scoffed. “Luck, really? I have too much to lose if this doesn’t go well, you know this. To think that calamity may have arrived if the wrong twin swung the club, or if your Champion was just a little more aggressive, is more than a little concerning. I’m not so sure if I want to be involved in this plan any longer–the young Nordic angel resonates well with me, but I have many choices.”
A man chuckled in amusement from the go table, and Athena’s eyes blazed at the man as he stood. He was dressed as a scholar wearing white Chinese robes with vitals covered in armor and holding a feathered fan.
The man exuded confidence as he shared his wisdom with a smile, fanning himself as he strode toward them. “Fortune and fate are like the wind and the waves. They cannot be controlled, but they can be harnessed. A wise general understands that luck is a powerful weapon or tool, but it is not a strategy. I’m positive Hestia and Odin were aware of this.”
A powerful man in green Chinese battle armor and robes now stood from the go board. A Qilin–a chimerical horse–next to the board joined him, walking alongside him as he arrived next to the scholar. 
“Yes, don’t you have any trust in your allies? Any loyalty? For me, your doubt is far more concerning. I thought this Pantheon was to put aside our egos and agendas, to serve and protect the people. Our power is nothing without them, it is our duty and honor to defend them to our last.”
Athena’s eyes blazed in anger, but Hestia wrapped an arm around her with a motherly smile. “You’ll have to forgive Athena, she became a little emotional, as among us, she has the most to lose if this plan went poorly. If this Sector is lost, she will be particularly vulnerable–and you know just how badly Tartarus wants her.”
Odin added, looking at Athena, “Brother Zhuge is right. Hestia and I were aware that things could have gone very differently, and we had planned accordingly. You’ll find that Ares and Loki, among others, are quite distracted, but not too distracted to think that something might be wrong.” 
He winked at Athena, and she exhaled in relief that her concern was addressed. 
Hestia turned to the man in green, “And Brother Guan, her loyalty is to her people first, and this Pantheon second. Each of us have our own Oaths and commitments, but you can rest assured that all those here fight for what’s right, pushing for the end of the war while upholding our duty. There is no place more righteous, no cause more noble to serve, and no better place to test your mettle.”
Echidna laughed, her voice shaking the clearing, her silhouette towering over the rest. “I cannot wait to test our mettle. All enemies will be crushed under my wayward child’s might, just wait and see. The void will make sure that all enemies are nails and her a hammer powerful enough to shake the cosmos. All plots and strategy will be shattered under unstoppable might.”
Echidna’s outburst amused Cernunnos. The goddess was practically shaking with excitement, unable to wait to talk about her new Champion.
The third man dressed in red Chinese robes and covered with thick armor at the go table boisterously laughed as he stood. “That’s right, Echidna–I’m glad you could join our side! All plots are useless in the face of power. We do love our fight, the more enemies the better! Let Tartarus or the Alliance challenge us, we’ll take all comers!” 
Zhuge chuckled. “Brother Zhang, your courage is commendable, but a friend made is a road paved; an enemy made is a wall built. Do not be so hasty to look for a fight. I would much rather we convince who we can to join our cause, or encourage them to weaken our enemies.”
He focused on Athena. “If you’re unwilling to take the Nordic Angel, Brother Guan may be willing to take her as his first Champion–this may be best for the balance, and she resonates quite well with him. We three had already offered our tutelage, but we have the courage to put our lives on the line. It is our responsibility. The ones most able, the ones least limited.”
Athena thought, and Hestia watched with interest, still hugging the woman from the side. Athena sighed. “Perhaps that would be for the best, Brother Zhuge. You’re right in that it will even balance out the void better than my meddling if they choose the Ravenwolf, and allow me to better focus on our interests elsewhere. You don’t mind, do you, Hestia?”
Hestia smiled. “The choice is yours, dear friend. I know your heart is in the right place. We will face these challenges together, each contributing where we’re able. The battle for Highlands is not yet won, but I have confidence my Champion and his wives will pull us all through. The people will find resonance and faith in each of us, and Highlands will be our blueprint and pillar for success, having learned from the failed experiments of Earth. We must keep our cards close to our chests, and not overplay our hands.”
Odin nodded. “This stage is important, but we’ve done most of what we can do–for now. We must all prepare for the next one, as that can all but decide the war in this Sector.”
Heimdall still gazed at the stars in worry. “Too many paths. Tartarus and the Framework both stir. I cannot tell what the next stage will look like, but we all must prepare.”
The discussion continued until all gods and goddesses disappeared from the clearing, leaving Arawn, Lugh, Cernunnos, and Brigid. 
Arawn stood next to Cernunnos, wearing his smoldering cloak of death and frost. He appeared to be a man, wearing the skull of a stag covering his face as a mask, the antlers replaced with twisted branches of a tree. The king of Annwyn, he was the Lord of the Underworld. He flourished his hand, and four souls appeared.
Arawn spoke to the four souls, his voice exuding wisdom and righteousness. “It is just as I promised, your daughter and your people given a chance at salvation. They have joined the Framework, to protect the balance of your world forevermore against the wicked. Will you four give your Oaths?”
The four souls flickered in affirmative, and Cernunnos laughed with joy. “Luck is truly on our side, what abundance. You have truly given me a great gift, wife of mine.”
Brigid smiled. “Now watch, friends, as your daughter shows us all a new version of the same play, of harmony and nature triumphing against the wicked.” 
A mirror appeared, showing Tanda’s battle, the souls flickering with interest as the Celtic gods and goddess all watched.




Chapter 24 - Tanda - Defense of Harmony Peaks Pt. 3


Tanda’s mind returned to her body and found she was wrapped in vines. Only a few moments had passed since her mind entered the clearing, yet she already felt her body filled with vigor. The Heroic Stag’s auril was healing her, and her spirit connected with the world as her newly enhanced heart beat heavily.  
She could hear the songs of her new allies even more sure than before as they courageously fought against the powerful foe. She took deep breaths, trying to find her rhythm as she moved auril around her body, aiding herself in healing. 
Tanda found her energy moved even better than before, her spirit’s new weight on the world having an impact.
She could hear the hymn of the boar’s strength and ferocity. The lion’s bravery and skill. The hound’s nobility and righteousness. The stag’s heart sang a joyful song of life and abundance. 
Willing her heart to beat the song of the funeral dirge, she began matching the play of her ancestors. Her heart slowly took on the right cadence, and bright energy was borne in her body, filling it with even more power than ever before. 
She had activated [Cyclic Resonance], and for now, that golden energy was just a spark.
The vines released her, having brought her away from death’s door. She leaped and flew for her spear and grabbed it. Then she moved to rejoin the fray, empowered by her resonance and her improved power from her new heart. 
Only a few moments had passed since her godly visit, yet the battle had changed significantly. Nearly all the animals had wounds on them except the stag, and the evil champion was emboldened even further.
Moving even faster than before, he blurred around the battlefield, attempting to score more vicious blows. From what Tanda could tell, if the enemy Champion could keep wounding the Heroic Beasts, he would never be stopped.
Still, the vines had a mind of their own, and even where cut, they regrew and rejoined themselves to rise and form a shield. The lion and hound used the vines to obscure themselves, and where the enemy champion thought there’d be flesh waiting for his bone blade, a powerful claw or maw was instead.
The vines twisted into spears and burrowed into his flesh, but the sickly red energy of his own healed his wounds as he cut them away as well. Tanda charged, and she created her scythe out of her deathly auril, aiming for the moment the champion attacked again.
The champion was ready for her attack and aimed to meet her blade, only for it to be a feint. She twisted her halberd closer to her as it was swung down in an arc as she stepped forward, the enemy’s blade missing her face by mere inches. She then extended her spearhead with her black auril instead of the scythe and stabbed forward at the champion’s abdomen.
The champion twisted his large body, but she scored a slash across it. Her manifestation of a wolf’s bite then tore a chunk out of his stomach, nearly exposing his guts. But his body was more durable and thicker than she had thought, the blow not reaching deep enough.
He attempted to counter her attack but was met with vines as she retreated with a leap and a flash of her wings, positioning herself away for her comrades to have areas to strike blows from behind. He chased, and she countered his furious return assault, her movements minimal, just like Ophelia taught her, and she practiced. 
Where she wasn’t fast or strong enough to counter in time, the enemy’s blades were met with balls of flame or shards of ice, or beams of light. 
The champion roared in frustration as this rapid assault was met with both skill and technique, and her allies joined her in her song and dance. But the champion was still stronger, and eventually, her spear was blasted away from her body, nearly out of her hands. 
He gave a vicious smile as he was about to go for the kill with his large maw, but he was rammed into the side by a giant, angry red boar. The hymn of spring filled her heart, her heart joining it in its rhythm for a moment as her spark of resonance grew, both being enhanced by the cycle. The boar’s fertility and abundance of life filled the area, healing and empowering their brethren.
Spring was a time of rebirth and renewal, the struggle of winter over. All creatures sang the song of abundance, happiness, and survival.
Even outside the battle with the champion, the Heroic Beast’s efforts and resonance affected her brethren in the area. The boar’s auril emboldened her flock, and the dinosaurs and Heroic Beasts on their side raised from the ground, their wounds being healed, allowing them to fight again.
The tusk was filled with the abundance of life and flames as it entered the Dreadbeast Champion’s shoulder, burning the wounds shut as the tusk entered and exited, and Tanda went for another powerful thrust of her spear. The vines moved to build a shield around the stag, and the hound went to attack the champion.
A malevolent energy exploded away from the champion, rebuffing the hound, boar, and Tanda, for the Champion to once again leap towards the stag. But the skillful lion was waiting, the hymn of summer entering her heart, growing the spark once more, the resonance in the area increasing. 
Summer was a time of abundance, the peak of life. Plants and trees flower and bore fruit, and animals bred and fed. 
A larger beam of light from the lion blasted him in the chest, burning him much more significantly than before, and he was met with a whirlwind of deadly lit-bladed vines, having expected his arrival. The champion slashed and cut toward the lion with his claws and blades, but the lion matched him with its own deadly claws, filled with ferocity and skill.
Plants grew even further around the battlefield, vines and saplings aiding her flock. Her people were now pushing the enemy further back, the werewolves in retreat.
Tanda continued to feel the passionate songs of her brethren as she charged at the enemy once more, harrying him with her spear and scythe. She added wounds to the enemy as the Stag sang the song of fall. 
All life must slow and prepare for winter’s embrace, the stag adding its vines as they darkened and hardened and were filled with thorns. Where they didn’t pierce the enemy, they built a deadly shield that could not be traversed.
These thorns grew across the battlefield, aiding her people further. Her people were now protected, able to attack the werewolves with nearly no fear of reprisal. The enemy Champion was almost trapped now; he could not mount a powerful assault. The entire forest had become a weapon used against him, a deadly fortress that bled him.
The hound sang the song of winter, where much life comes to an end. Tanda’s funeral dirge beat in cadence with this, as a giant icicle was created by it and fired at the enemy champion. The spark grew once more, and the cycle was completed. 
All hearts grew in resonance and harmony as their rhythm and songs synced. The light in Tanda's chest grew as she continued the attack, the Heroic Beast’s energies rising as well. 
Her spear and blade harried the enemy as she and her heroic brethren moved for the kill. The cycle began once more, the stag and the boar beginning the cycle of life and death with rebirth and renewal, spring coming once more.
Her power soared as her heart sang in cadence with her allies. She scored another piercing stab into the champion’s back as the hound managed to bite the champion’s hand, holding onto it.
But sickly red energy met her stab, her attack being mostly ineffectual. He slashed at the incoming lion, meeting its claw. The boar charged from the front, but the champion kicked its face and leaped back, wrenching his hand from the hound.
His wounds healed, and Tanda gave chase. 
The champion realized something needed to change and withdrew two ring blades. He filled them with sickly red energy and threw them in a wide arc. These two weapons had a mind of their own and arced and bounced off trees and cut through the thorny vines as they came at the beast leaders from odd angles.
The two blades disturbed her brethren’s rhythm, but they were quick to adapt. Their vines blocked the blows as they returned to their attack. The blades did not lose their momentum, and they would return to hunt her allies as they each blocked and attacked the champion. 
As one of her brethren blocked the blow, he leaped to meet an opening presented, slashing the lion across the chest.
A pulse of red energy was released as this emboldened him further, as he leaped towards the hound, where two blades arrived simultaneously. But Tanda was where he aimed, meeting both a blade and his claw in a powerful arc. He growled in frustration as she continued her assault with powerful thrusts, her heart thundering in her chest. 
Her heart continued to grow in tune with her brethren as they surrounded the enemy champion, dealing with his ring blades. Her auril built, and her spear and blade sharpened and lengthened. She drew in the life force and will from her allies, her enhanced heart beating in cadence with them.
The stag and the boar represented the creation and protection of life, and the hound and lion took it with predation. Tanda sang the song of the funeral dirge, her fallen brethren’s spirits joining her in the never-ending battle against evil. 
Her spear and her scythe became the inevitable end to the wicked’s life, the cycle of life and death building her resonance.            
Her resonance increased to the point where the gold light in her chest was visible. Tanda’s body was filled with power as the energy grew and built. The coordination of her allies reached its peak, and wounds were scored against the champion instead. 
Her blade deflected his spike, and she pierced the right side of his chest, exploding a larger hole in it with her bite of the wolf. He howled with rage, but his attacks were met with her spear, and he was forced to withdraw again by her allies’ attacks.
Death drew near for the champion, but he scored a vicious attack against one wing of hers as she blocked, followed by the other, as she took the wounds on in trade for going for his heart. They both hung limply as she countered and landed a blow on his shoulder, his body twisting out of the way of the attack at the last moment.
Vines grabbed him, and the four Heroic Beast’s auril built into pillars of light, their resonance with her finally reaching their peak. They pulled auril from the surrounding area, the abundance of the energy in the jungle abundant. 
Their colored energy converged onto Tanda, her heart building a bright golden light by fusing them into a great power. The wicked must be punished, her allies singing the song of retribution and vengeance.
She prepared her powerful blow a distance from the champion, crouching down with her body filled with power. The final cycle was nearly complete, and the energy needed to be released precisely when it peaked. 
The evil Champion smiled viciously, his grin on his crocodile face terrifying. His sickly red energy left his body and went off into the distance.
“From the beginning, you thought you were hunting me. But I am not the hunted, I am the one who hunts!”
The two ring blades came from her left and right, rapidly and full of vicious power, and she was in a bad predicament. Both her wings were wounded, and her body was stuck performing the powerful blow; she could not cancel what she was doing now. 
The four Heroic Beasts were busy holding the enemy back and sending their energy to her. Her body and armor were now covered in golden light, and she noticed something strange as she looked down at it.
The blades drew near, the evil champion laughing, his crocodile mouth reaching closer to Tanda as he pulled against his bindings, his red energy surrounding him, cutting and shredding through them as he inched forward. 
But Tanda smiled as she willed her strength and manifestation into her two flaps– her heroic cape. The symbol of the wolves lit up, and the two formed into golden creatures of the same. They bit into the ring blades, stopping them a moment before the cycle was complete. 
She thrust her everything towards the champion’s chest, and a beam of piercing golden light blasted through the air and the champion's chest, his expression changing to disbelief as it easily penetrated his defenses.
His entire chest evaporated as the beam expanded, erased his torso, and continued through trees and into the sky. The clouds parted where the beam of light entered, and Tanda knew that her powerful blow could be seen for many miles. 
The Dreadbeast Champion’s neck and head hit the ground, his crocodile face shifting to that of a werewolf. The face would forever have an expression of disbelief and terror. A spark of evil light left it and entered the Heroic Stag.
Tanda received a notification that her Trial was completed, and her crescent moon spear was filled with light and began transforming. Before, it was merely a dark metal for the spear tip and the crescent, along with dark wood for the shaft. 
It grew a vine snaking up the shaft, and the metal became more lustrous. It had been dark, but the light and life inside it had become dull. Now, she could feel the deathly energies coming from it and even life from the vines that grew on it.

[Mythic Champion’s Transformative Crescent Moon Halberd of Cernunnos]
[Cernunnos represents transformation and rebirth, the cycle of life and death. This weapon has the form of a Crescent Moon Halberd and a powerful Recurve Bow. Punish the wicked and protect the cycle of life and death in nature. Represents Cernunnos’ authority.]

Tanda found that she still couldn’t call on Cernunnos until she reached Tier 1 and was completely exhausted. It appeared the Heroic Beasts were, too. She took one of the lower-level pills that Fhesiah had supplied her, feeling only slightly better as the life energy entered her body. 
Despite the massive amount of latent will that entered her as a reward for defeating the extremely difficult enemy, she did not yet level. Her body likely needed revitalization and her heart to grow using the life energy before she did.
She spent a few minutes recovering; the Heroic Beasts joined her in this. She looked over at the fight with her people, and they appeared to be doing well. Her resonance and the leader’s death changed the tide of battle significantly.
Avina and Rikka arrived at her side after a few minutes. 
Avina said, “We managed to rout the enemy, but there’s a problem. The undead have spawned, and they are heading for the heart!”
Tanda tried to stand up but found she could hardly move. The stag walked over, and the creature looked at her with a lot more intelligence in its eyes than she would expect. 
It smiled at her with a mouth full of teeth that looked eerily similar to Cernunnos’, and then a wave of auril filled with the abundance of life washed over her. It filled her with a little more strength and healed the wounds on her wings.
The stag spoke. “Go, child. Buy some more time. Luck is still with you. We will watch over the wounded, along with the corpses of your brethren. No undead or beasts shall sully them.”
The three of them bowed at the Beast Avatar as the three of them took flight. As she flew over towards Harmony Peaks, she saw all the death. Countless corpses of her brethren and beasts alike littered the battlefield. She wanted to bury their bodies, but the war still continued.
Thousands of her people died to eventually win against the werewolves, and their battle was still not yet won. Still, if she had not succeeded against the enemy Champion, he could have been at the heart’s cave entry within minutes from then. 
The three of them gave their calls, rallying any warriors that could still stand and fight. She saw that most of the animals that could still move gathered towards the stag, leaving the corpses of her brethren alone. Some were even helping those that were alive: dragging corpses off those still moving, and she even witnessed a younger stag and boar healing her people.
They flew to their peak, returning to the Alliance Node. Tanda was able to replenish her arrows and even add many more. Despite it only having been another hour or two, there was plenty more equipment available. 
Her allies stocked up on more, able to get some more quivers of bows and javelins. It appeared her new tribe…she froze.
Tanda was surprised, as she had never aligned it in her mind that she was truly a part of Hearthtribe until now. It was always Jake’s tribe or just a temporary thing in her mind. That she would win the war, and she would be dismissed from her duty, her duty. Cernunnos’ words carried a lot of weight in her mind. 
Perhaps, his words alone were enough for her song to change.
She had also heard Rookard witnessing the good the changes had on her people. Hearthtribe was transforming the area around Cascadia for the better with inventions like the gondolas, and then there was even the healing they did to save Rookard’s many people from the brink of death. 
Countless songs were appearing about the saviors that were not only about them closing Rifts but going out of their way to save and enrich her people’s lives.
She was starting to see Hearthtribe and the Framework as good for her people and the balance itself. Tanda had seen how the equipment they were producing was already changing the tide of battle and that their actions had a profound impact on her people overall. 
Her people were even building with stone and special equipment. She knew that new clans or specializations would soon appear, and her people were becoming united in previously impossible ways.
While her flock did a good job keeping her people connected, the Nodes accomplished this more directly. Her people would no longer need to be apart, not just because of distance, but because families could now grow within the cities they established. 
Their plateaus would be able to support many more people, and thus the need or desire to break away and enter the wilderness to maintain the balance would be less. They could choose to leave not by necessity but by passion alone.
Rikka interrupted her thoughts. “Tanda, what happened to your communicator? It appears Chief Jake is looking for you.”
Tanda started. She checked her ear, and sure enough, it appeared the communicator had gotten knocked out of it at some point. She motioned for Rikka to hand hers over and placed it in her ear.
“Can you hear me, Jake?”
[I can hear you, Tanda. I’m getting near, but I was worried when you didn’t answer. Someone did, but they weren’t sure where you were. What’s the situation?]
Tanda smiled tiredly as she replied, “We’re mostly holding in here, but we could use some help. The undead are coming for the Heart of the World, and we are on our last legs. We’ll do our best to slow them down.”
[Is it just undead? Nothing else?]
Tanda frowned as Jake said those words in a hurry. 
“That’s all we’re aware of, for now. All other enemies have been defeated…”
[Alright. Do your best to hold out as long as you can; we will be there as fast as possible, we are nearly there.]
Tanda received a tone that indicated the communication was over. She was almost mad at the sudden end of the conversation, but from the tone of his voice, he definitely sounded like he was in a hurry. He sounded relieved as well, for some reason. 
She didn’t even get to tell him that there was already a champion, and he was defeated! She realized it hardly mattered, he was rushing here and would find out soon enough.
Tanda rallied her warriors, who were equipped with as many Hearthtribe arrows and javelins as they could obtain. Tanda looked over her people sadly. There were so many before, but now they were down to just a few hundred. 
Most were Awakened, but the idea that thousands of her flock had died today weighed down on her. That some would be coming back warmed her heart, but that they experienced the werewolf hunters rending their flesh worried her. Many of her people felt true terror; would they genuinely be the same again? 
Her people gathered at the cave exits and took to the air. To the south, she saw the enemy: a giant…slime? It was moving at a near-jogging pace toward their caves.
It was black, and she could see bones inside of it, as far away as she was. Still, the creature would arrive at the heart in just a few minutes if they didn’t slow it down. Following the slime was another Necromancer and many skeletal mages.
She gave her screeching cry that signaled the attack and another for the more elite members of those remaining to join her in her own assault. 
As her people neared to rain attacks down on the slime, the Necromancer surrounded the monster in a black barrier. Her people began to rain auril-filled attacks down on it, but they appeared ineffectual.
Tanda triggered the transformation of her spear with a thought, switching it to the bow. Vines grew up and down it from the center as it curved and bowed. The vines hardened until they were more like tree branches, the top and bottom of the bow looking like the antlers of a stag. The string was made out of a powerful, taut vine, and Tanda was happy with the weight and balance of the bow. 
She drew the vine back, targeting one of the skeletal mages with her auril arrow. The resistance was high, but she had filled her muscles with her strength. The bow itself was empowered by her auril, feeling like it was an extension of her own body. She added it to the arrow as well, just a tiny amount of it, an amount that she could maintain firing rapidly and releasing. 
As densely packed as the skeletal mages were, she knew that she would hit something even if she missed the one she was targeting. Her shot was slightly off target but hit the same mage she aimed for. The arrow shattered it and pierced the one behind it, and she was more than satisfied with the bow's power.
Her allies’ attacks landed on other skeletal mages, but many surrounded themselves with personal shields or countered by sending back balls of fire or shards of ice at her people. Her brethren took evasive action as they weaved through the air and returned fire.
Thankfully, the Necromancer was busy shielding the slime monster and couldn’t counter. Hundreds of her allies rained attacks onto it as it continued moving towards the heart. 
The slime periodically created spikes of bone or slime, attempting to pierce her people in the air. But her people were fast to move, dodging its attacks.
Tanda began aiming at the Necromancer, finding her shots blocked with the same black shield protecting the slime. She tried to find resonance with her brethren as her heart sang the song of battle. But she could feel that it was simply too soon, her body too exhausted. 
She also felt that her brethren near her might be too weak. Perhaps, it would take a much larger number of her flock to cause even a small resonance compared to those four Heroic Beasts.
Tanda continued to fire as powerful shots as she could at the Necromancer until the shield on it shattered, the rest of the Necromancer’s allies defeated by her brethren. The protection on the slime rescinded, her flock finally landing attacks on the monster as it continued to move towards their caves.
Their attacks appeared to be mostly ineffectual other than slowing it, but the eagle’s and hawk’s attacks seemed particularly effective. There was an eagle whose manifestation resulted in a golden javelin filled with the power of life that truly cut into the creature. Many others were being blocked as they struck skeletons being moved around inside the creature’s body.
When the shield dropped, the Necromancer was covered in a large green hazy skull that rebuffed their next attacks before it flew at her and her people. They scattered along with her, continuing to fire at the Necromancer, but the skull chased at her. She shot at it several times as it flew at her, to some effect, but the skull continued in its pursuit. 
She willed her bow to transform back into her crescent moon spear as she fled and built up her auril into as fierce of an attack as she could accomplish. Her muscles were filled with weakness, but she still used her [Mortal Strike] once more, along with her auril, as she sliced through the skull vertically. 
She grimaced as her body was wounded or weakened even further, the remains of the hazy skull washing over her aural-clad body. She felt the remains of the sickly energy enter her, but her auril rebuffed it as she dove towards the Necromancer.
Several javelins and arrows had struck it, but the creature still stood. It was now casting beams of necrotic energy at Tanda's allies, numerous having been struck and starting to fall out of the sky, their auril doing its best to restore their body from the damage.     
She swooped in and slashed the Necromancer in half from the side, finishing it off. She crushed the skull, knowing that this was sometimes necessary to keep others from being able to raise them once more. Tanda weakly took to the sky again, trying to move toward the slime. 
It was getting relatively close to the target of their defense now, and Tanda felt like they had barely slowed it down. Some chunks of it had been blown off, but pieces of it crawled toward its main body. What alarmed Tanda, however, was that it rolled over some corpses of her brethren and the fallen werewolves and added them to its bulk. 
Tanda was worried, but her people were not without means. She was glad that the enemy champion followed her into the forest, as it was the will of the world that drew her there. But her people had a plan from the beginning, to at least slow down the enemy champion if he went toward the heart.
She screeched her signal cry, and many from the flock assailing the creature departed. She switched back to the bow to land a few more blows onto the monster, her manifestations of wolves taking chunks out of it, but the creature was not slowing down. 
The extra mass added from the additional corpses of those that were killed appeared to heal any damage done to it, the bodies dissolving inside of it. 
Her people kept doing their best, and she called her warriors to drag bodies out of its path; many of them were out of effective ammo already. Some of her people even grabbed some dead werewolf hunter’s arrows, their arrowheads being powerful despite not accepting their auril.
This had a minimal effect, with how much it had already consumed. They trailed it for several more minutes as it got near until it began to happen: an avalanche. 
Rocks tumbled down the mountain, dislodging other rocks and gravel, moving stones. It built up as the ground shook until the entrance to the heart was completely covered. A small mountain of dirt, rock, and gravel now covered the cave, dozens of feet deep.
The slime warbled in anger as some of its body was crushed and began trying to dislodge rocks. There was plenty of gravel and dirt to fill in the gaps, and even though it was funneling rocks through its body and spitting them out at her people, it wasn’t moving through very fast. 
Tanda switched to her crescent moon spear and attempted to land blows on the monster.
Her people joined her, and she ordered people to remove the corpses and bones where possible. The creature was close to entering the cave when she heard one of her warriors shout alarmingly.
“What is that? It’s like a shooting star?”
Tanda turned to look and found that there was a beam of light streaking across the sky with a tail of flames. 
The slime seemed to sense trouble was near and hurried its actions, but it was too late. The shooting star was now close, and Tanda saw…it was Ophelia, with Jake…strapped to her? His staff was facing the other direction, spewing flames out. 
Tanda called her warriors to retreat, and the shooting star arrived just a moment later. The speed of it was shocking, likely faster than any of her warriors could dive. 
Ophelia and Jake landed next to Tanda, flat on their bellies, with Ophelia’s wings aside. Now that they were close, she could see they both looked quite sick. 
Tanda began to worry that perhaps they were not really saved from their dilemma when Bloodberri appeared in motes of light, armored and with weapon ready. The only thing Tanda could see of her face was the area around her eyes.
Her eyes held a look of utter hatred as she shifted her view towards the undead slime.  
“You!”
The snake woman’s body was lit with runes from head to tail, along with her giant maul. She sprung forward in a surge of speed as her maul lit up even further, both white and black colored light near blinding. She smashed into the creature, releasing a blast of both lights cascading over the slime. 
A large chunk of it was blown away, and Tanda thought the creature was quite afraid. It formed spears out of its body and bones alike and tried to attack her. But those spears of bones just washed over her, her defenses impenetrable.
“Made!”
Her maul filled with flames from Jake’s Heavenly Aura as it smashed into the creature once more, and her body snaked and wrapped around a portion of the giant bone slime, shredding it with her blades and spikes.
“Jake!”
The maul smashed into the creature repeatedly as she reached near the center of the monster. Her tail spiraled and danced as it cut through all the slime’s attempts to attack her with the bones. She filled with holy might once more, smashing into what Tanda thought was the creature's center.
“Sick!”
A wave of white light went over the creature, and Tanda could tell it was in its death throes. It warbled as it lost whatever was holding the strange creature together, and the black seeped into the ground, releasing all the corpses and bones onto the ground.
On some level, Tanda was amazed. The creature was defeated so easily by her. On another, it depressed her. She had met Auril Heroes before, and she knew that only her father would have any sort of chance at standing against this woman. 
She had doubts that even he could defeat her. The champion Tanda just faced, he wasn’t sure who would win there, but she wouldn’t bet against Bloodberri.
Tanda looked over to Jake and Ophelia, and he was now no longer strapped to her. He looked like he was about to throw up, and Ophelia wasn’t much better. 
Tanda was speechless. She was happy to see them, but what happened?
Ophelia gave a tired smile to Tanda. “It was a rough flight? We drank too many mana potions and drank too much mana water, to increase our speed. Your body is not meant to consume too much of that per day, but we really had to rush it.”
Berri interjected before Tanda could even think of how to respond to that, “Are there any other bad guys, or should I start healing?” 
Tanda replied, “That should be the last, though I will have my people scout the area and make sure.”
She had Avina and Rikka direct some scouts into the sky, forming several parties. 
Bloodberri immediately went to find some wounded, leaving Tanda, Jake, and Ophelia.
Jake gave Tanda a tired smile. “Well, I’m glad we made it in time to help.” 
He looked around at the corpses, of which they were many, and he grimaced. “I’m sorry we couldn’t get here sooner. We left as soon as we realized the implications of the reptile beastkin underground. As soon as we’ve rested enough, we’ll need to go check out the Rifts.”
Tanda nodded. “It should be closed now, though, you just defeated the challenge. It would be good to check for the reptile beastkin though, as they never showed…”
Jake sighed. “It’s a good thing they didn’t. They are stronger, or at least, the Tribe of the Sleeping God are. They had 3 Auril Heroes underground. Still, the implications of them not showing is concerning. The Heart of the World seems like a major target, so just what could have been more important? We’ll need to learn more.”
That worried Tanda, but she still hadn’t had time to really think about the reptile beastkin. They had been a part of what caused the world to be wounded and cursed and killed and enslaved the beastkin. At the same time, that was over a thousand years ago. Those alive could not be responsible for that. 
Ophelia asked, “What’s with your spear, Tanda? It looks totally different now?” 
Jake added, “Hmm, yeah. And your…presence feels different?”
Tanda was more than a little proud. She was sure her tail was betraying her emotions right now. She smiled. 
“Well, it was a reward for completing my Trial Task. I fought like my ancestor with the four great Heroic Beasts, and became Champion of Cernunnos, by killing the Dreadbeast Champion!”
Ophelia and Jake were shocked, and they perked up despite clearly being sick and tired a moment before. 
Ophelia spoke first, “Wow! A Champion? That’s a huge deal!”
Jake asked, “That’s odd, there wasn’t any details about him. How did you meet Cernunnos?” Tanda could tell that he was interested.
Tanda then described the series of events leading up to her arrival here at Harmony Peaks. She then discussed how she won over the elders to allow others to join the Framework. Then their retreat and meeting of the Heroic Beasts.
Jake was awed. “Some kind of Heroic Beasts like the play?” He looked towards the forest. “Do you think they’re still there?”
Tanda thought it was a little weird that he was so excited. “Um, maybe? Why are you so excited?”
Jake laughed a little awkwardly. “I… Just really find beasts interesting, is all. Their diversity and strengths, their weaknesses and everything, I guess? Even on Earth, I liked reading about special animals. From spiders that dance, to fish that spit water to catch bugs, nature always had a way to surprise me.” 
He looked far away, perhaps conversing over this bond she heard about. His look was filled with indignation.
Ophelia laughed. “We’re just messing with Jake, don’t worry about it, Tanda. Keep telling your story.”
Tanda continued, telling them about how the will of the world brought them to the fight in the forest, where the Heroic Beasts like the play showed up. 
How she got defeated by an almost casual attack by the Champion and prayed to the idol on her dead ally’s adornment, where Cernunnos appeared. She did her best to paraphrase the discussion she had with him.
“So he was really almost dead, there were no details on him. Ophelia was pretty close to choosing Brigid for her Oath, too. We just didn’t feel like she truly resonated with her on an individual level, at least not as much as Hestia and how she purported herself across the multiverse, anyway.”
Tanda responded, “Well, Cernunnos said that he was at least part of the reason that Hestia might have sent you here. To save her friend. After I accepted being his Champion, he gave me a Trial Task, to land the killing blow on the enemy champion. If I didn’t, I’d fail the Trial, and if I died against him, I’d die forever. My song built up resonance with the beasts, until I released a large blast of golden auril right through him.”
She grabbed her flaps. “But what really saved me was these, I’ll have to thank Berri for them.”
Berri arrived, having healed a good number of people already. 
“I told you! Heroes really should wear capes! They look so cool. I like them because Jake put the little doggies and birdies I wanted on there.”
Jake chuckled. “Well, it sounds like we were lucky that they meant something, huh? Well, I made sure using the dictionary first, anyway. Well, we’re glad you won and you’re okay, Tanda. That was an amazing accomplishment.” 
Tanda looked at Jake significantly. Before, she felt like she was the most eligible bachelorette. That men from all over Highlands would clamor to sing their song and challenge her in the hopes of dominance. 
She thought that Jake should be no different. But now, she felt nothing but silly. He had fought day and night for her people and even flew a thousand miles to protect them. He was changing her entire world.
Having faced the enemy Champion and only won with the help of the Heroic Beasts when one of his mates could have probably defeated him with ease, she understood they were on another level.
Could she be good enough? Would he even want her? Suddenly, she was afraid to ask. Still, she was determined. She’d wanted nothing more in her life. Thinking of her desires and dreams after they shifted from Cernunnos' speech, she knew that Clan Hart was most able to achieve them in her entire world. With Jake and his mates, she would sing the song of harmony and prosperity.
She would do as Ophelia said and try to meet him halfway.   
“During my talk with Cernunnos, I realized something. That I had misunderstood what I’ve always wanted. Because of that, I now know that I want to know for sure, if you and I can find harmony. That I can join a strong clan with goals I resonate with. I want to hear your song, Jake, so when we have time, I want to let you hear mine first. If… If you won’t sing a song, just telling me about your goals and dreams in our language is enough for me… Would you do that for me?”
Her heart was filled with fear until Jake smiled at her. Ophelia beamed, and Berri smiled as well. 
“I’m glad you decided you wanted to see if we could find harmony, Tanda. I’ll see if I can make you satisfied, as I don’t mind taking part in your customs. Still, we should get moving, shouldn’t we? You have wounded in the forest as well, don’t you? Bloodberri can resurrect people. She might be limited in how many she can handle in a few hours time, but any of those that are clan heads and otherwise would be a good idea, right?”
Tanda nodded. She looked at Ophelia and Bloodberri, who were smiling, though the former looked tired.
Jake hopped into a basket that Bloodberri produced out of nowhere, and she began to head in the direction Tanda had previously indicated. Tanda felt strange about their relationship being in an odd place. This was a peculiar Clan for her, but she was already starting to feel quite welcome.




Chapter 25 - Sacrifice


As they went through the forest, Jake saw that there were hundreds of corpses on the ground, of many beasts and avian beastkin. He could see how sorrowful Tanda was seeing them all, and Bloodberri looked downhearted.  
There was simply no way she could resurrect all of these people, and Jake was overwhelmed at how many had died.
The party eventually arrived near a clearing at the top of a hill, and Jake could tell that an epic battle had occurred. Shreds of wood from shattered trees were everywhere; blood was all over the grass. Corpses lined the ground, and Jake saw the head of a massive werewolf and a set of legs not far from it. 
A massive plant-filled stag emerged from behind a tree as they entered the clearing. Jake could feel the enormous amount of vigor and life coming from it and a calming effect. He felt something special coming from the creature, reminding him of divinity. It was the force of nature and abundance, the power of life.
The creature gave a small bow to Jake’s party, and his party returned it. It smiled, surprising Jake. 
Tanda patted the creature. “I don’t think he’s there right now, but Cernunnos used this creature, almost like a Champion, but different. He called this his Beast Avatar.”
Jake nodded. From what he understood, gods and goddesses had all sorts of ways to use their divinity. Small amounts of themselves could be used to make paladins and priestesses or their many equivalents. 
They could also break off fundamental aspects of their being and a little more energy and create beings like the one in front of Jake. 
A Champion was a little more than a being with much more energy. They had a much larger piece, or spark, than most of the others. As far as Jake understood it, as each of these pieces was raised in Tier or made efforts to grow, the entity would become closer to the god, carrying more and more Divine Energy. 
A higher Tier priestess, through growing the small spark given to them, could, in fact, channel calling their god like Jake does now, but likely at Tier 3 or so, depending. Perhaps an exceptionally talented one may be able to do it sooner than that, but he wasn't sure.        
The god or goddesses’ divinity could also be used to create and seed a world with a race– often, many gods or goddesses within the same pantheon would mix them to have a more varied one. Hestia, by herself, could create a race of fire people that matched her nature. 
They would be predisposed to worshiping her, resonating better with her than standard humans ever could. The cost was significant for a single god or goddess, however. Most likely, the beastkin were originally created using this method: by several members of the Celtic pantheon.
But losses on other worlds led to the Celtic pantheon being targeted, and Cernunnos significantly weakened. There was even betrayal by some members, and he had nearly been killed for good, them sending the black dragon to finish the job before this world could join the Framework, it appeared. 
Jake knew that likely many of their gods or goddesses were killed.
This world was likely to be their bastion of safety, of the most devout beings, but they ended up being changed and cursed. The beastkin no longer precisely resonated with them, but of course, they were still close.
The stag made a strange bleating sound, and many beasts appeared, coming out of hiding. There were the Heroic Beasts that aided Tanda in her victory and what Jake thought was younger or not as strong versions of them. The mood was somber, however, and he wondered what was going on.
There were other creatures as well, but they did not approach, just watching from their near-hiding positions as if to witness what was about to happen.
Tanda was perplexed as well, but Bloodberri looked sad. He listened to their thoughts and learned that she had an idea of what was going on–perhaps, her new connection to beasts and monsters even greater thanks to becoming the Champion of Echidna. Jake wasn’t sure he liked it.
The four younger beasts walked in front of Jake and then kneeled down in front of him. All four of them were covered in plants and vines like they were one with nature. They all had auril running through them, matching their Heroic Beasts. A stag, boar, hound, and lion, all of which were male.
The heroic stag had a flash of intelligence run through its eyes, and Cernunnos smiled with his too-big flat teeth. “This was the best reward we could give you, my friend. That you rightfully deserve, for saving me, for saving us. Balance must be restored between us–These children might die, but they die to go on protecting this world and many others, for all time. This is a sacrifice they are willing to make, to protect this world. To protect the balance, forever.”
Jake frowned. He was about to argue that he didn’t save them, that Tanda did. But he could feel what Cernunnos meant. He was thankful for everything Jake had done for the beastkin, and even Tanda herself was saved by him calling the goddess originally. 
Without every single effort Jake and his wives had made on Highlands, they would have already lost a fundamental aspect of themselves. If Jake had arrived, fought, and killed the Dreadbeast Champion, then Tanda may have never connected with Cernunnos, and he’d have faded away instead. 
Jake wasn’t sure how all this was conveyed, but he knew in his mind and in his heart that this was the truth. The girls all joined him in their understanding.
He also didn’t like the implications of what Cernunnos said. That Jake was taking their place as the eternal protector of the world. However, he realized that with the conquest progress and ownership combined with his Oath, this was more or less already the case. 
Jake reached out with his staff towards the hound, and the creature did not so much as move in response, kneeling with its face down on the ground as it was.
Jake willed himself to cast the spell [Capture Template], but his hands filled with sweat, his hands shaking. He found that he couldn’t do it. That he was killing something that was sacrificing itself to him, so full of life and intelligence… It felt like slaying a family’s dog for a meal if you were starving.
Jake wasn’t so sure he needed these creatures, beasts as they were; he wasn’t yet starving.
Not only that but the other creatures, relatives, or descendants in the distance were staring at him.
Cernunnos laughed. “You truly are a gentle soul. These creatures are not just dying today: They are also being reborn! This is not some platitude that I am feeding you, this is the truth. How could it be a reward or gift, unless it was somehow different? You could just capture any of these creatures anytime if that were the case. Many of them exist across Highlands. No, you will find that these creatures are not the same as your usual ones, despite using [Capture Template] to obtain them. You could think of them like beast paladins or druids. Or, if you’re talking about Tartarus, a Boss-level monster.”
Jake sighed. He willed himself to capture the hound once more and managed to cast the spell. There was no resistance from the creature at all, and the light quickly formed them into cubic lights. 
When the spell was completed, Jake did feel that it was somehow different, that more was captured than usual. Ira perked up, and he thought that it could somehow sense where it was within him that their souls were going.
Cernunnos the stag smiled once more. “You can feel it, can’t you? These are not sacrificial lambs, these are warriors and protectors! They will continue to protect, forevermore! Just which protector of the land, wouldn’t choose to be able to protect it forever? To protect their children, their children’s children, and so on, helping them thrive for all time.”   
Jake continued, capturing the remaining three. Jake’s girls were sad, as even though it appeared these creatures would live on in some way, he was still taking them away from their homes for his purposes.
“It is done! We four do thank you, Jake. We look forward to your story as it unfolds. I can’t say much, but you know the heart is important. If you lose it, even if you win the conquest, the world will be as good as destroyed. Take care of her, will you?”
Jake frowned. “Her?”
Tanda laughed. “The Heart of the World is Cernunnos and Brigid’s daughter! We’ll do our best to protect her.”
Jake asked, “She got a name?”
Cernunnos shook his head. “A nascent divinity, she is to decide on her own name. She is young yet, all considered, and hasn’t. She can watch out for herself somewhat with us to protect her, but do take care to look out for her. You also can’t keep that cave blocked forever. She needs to breathe into the nearby lands eventually! Take care, Clan Hart.”
Cernunnos left the stag, and it, along with the remaining Heroic Beasts, went back into hiding. 
Tanda looked down at the corpses sadly. “Berri, could you resurrect my clan mother? Aisling really changed the tide of the battle.”
“Sure! I’ll get started. Let me know who else to resurrect.”   
She cast the spell on a crow woman, who, in spite of being dead, had an expression of laughter on her face even though she was nearly carved in half. Just what kind of person…?
She raised up as she was bathed in Berri’s holy light, her body being healed and restored in the process.
She stood, and her eyes started looking around, them still open when she died. Aisling saw Tanda and Bloodberri right away.
“Clan-daughter! I knew you’d make it. Oh! Aren’t you a large one? I’m Aisling! Thank you for your help, miss?”
Berri beamed. “You’re welcome! I’m Berri Hart, Champion of Echidna!”
Aisling frowned. “Champion? But I thought?”
Aisling looked at Jake, then smiled before she took on a face of anger. “That’s right! You!”
Jake was confused. “What?”
Aisling fluttered through the air towards him, with her eyes narrowed, a finger in his face. “Don’t you dare go after my clan-daughter, mister. A man that goes after a bird in another nest is not good enough for our Tanda, Champion or not! There are plenty of birds in the sky, why would you go after one that’s mated?”
Jake was now extra confused, and he looked at Tanda. “I… don’t think I did?”
Tanda got in the way of Aisling in Jake’s defense. “It’s not like that, Clan-mother! When I said 3, 4 mates kinda, I was talking about her! There are two girls in there.” Tanda pointed at Bloodberri.
Aisling looked skeptical but shrugged. “Uh huh. Anyway, sorry about that, Champion Jake! You know, I hadn’t realized you’d be even more handsome in person.” 
She stepped closer to Jake and sort of hung off his armored arm, pulling it into her chest, which Jake resisted. “Oh, so strong and sturdy, too.”
Tanda looked exasperated. “Why are you flirting now? You’re the very same mated woman you just complained about!”
Aisling inspected her taloned hands with a smile. “What happens during your mated husband's afterlife, stays in his afterlife.”
Tanda growled at her, and Aisling detached herself from Jake. 
“I was just joking, clan-daughter! I just wanted to see how this guy that had you so interested would react.”
Tanda growled and swiped at her, but she fluttered away.
She looked between Tanda and Jake, and her smile grew wide. “Oh! Don’t tell me he already sang to you? Oh, that’s just wonderful!” She frowned in thought as she looked at the many dead nearby. “Uh, when’d you have time for that?”
Jake coughed. “We didn’t do that yet. We’re doing that tonight.”
“Oh, I do hope that works out!” Aisling looked over to Ophelia. “Wow, you’re such a pretty one too! Why, you’re almost like one of us.”
Ophelia smiled. “Thanks, Aisling. We still have some work to do, but I’d love to talk more later. We have more to resurrect and to gather the dead, it appears.”
“You're right! I'll help organize bringing the bodies here. I'll find the few healers we have, too.”
When Jake and Ophelia activated the looting ability on the deceased, it would return them to the void of the Framework. Supposedly, this reduced the resurrection timer from the default. 
Even with their conquest progress much lower, it should be under a week before these people would be alive again, spawned at the nearest Node or Alliance HQ. 
There simply wasn’t enough time for Bloodberri to resurrect everyone. Even with Jake feeding her mana, she could only resurrect people once every five minutes or so. 
It had been a couple of hours since some of these people died already, so the amount of people she could resurrect was quite limited–she could only resurrect someone up to twelve hours after they died.
They conversed a bit while they worked, returning the corpses. They looted the auril creatures and beasts, filling up many storage bracelets to the point where Jake ran out, but Tanda was able to send a scout to purchase more from the Node.
No enemies were found nearby, and they spent hours working through resurrecting beastkin and retrieving their bodies. Some people hadn’t initiated Jake learned, but Tanda requested they stay dead. 
They had rallied in defense of the Heart of the World and wanted to return to the world when they died, not becoming a part of the Framework.
After Jake and Ophelia felt recovered, the two of them headed toward where there was likely a Rift underground. Jake sent Ira in, and he learned that the underground caves had been blocked and collapsed off, likely as soon as or even before the Rift was closed.
Ira felt various evil energies, and after probing back and forth with questions, Jake realized that there were likely sacrifices made in order to open the Rift. Both to maybe to open it and potentially summon or somehow empower or heal the enemy Champion.
Jake even learned that much of the underground caverns had been filled with water and branching off in numerous directions. It was nearly impossible for Jake to follow them, and his time was limited here. He needed to take back the Alliance HQ as soon as possible.
He was worried about what is potentially evil reptile beastkin converting others, but it could take him and Ira days to potentially find their trail. They could split up with Fhesiah searching, but Ira warned him off on this. 
The initial large cave that held the Rift wasn’t the only one that was closed off to hide their trails or filled with water. They could even create an ambush or have traps where any cavern they followed through might collapse on them. 
They were very close to being ready for their assault after returning via a portal. Jake would have to leave Tartarus to its machinations in this area for now. 
He was sure they would have used them here if they had enough resources to make a significant difference for the time being. After all, they only needed a slightly stronger push, and they would have won.
Jake would have to rely on the warriors of Harmony Peaks to defend the area. Many of them were planning on joining Hearthtribe now that Tanda convinced them to join the Framework in truth.
Jake and Ophelia returned to the battlefield as Bloodberri finished resurrecting the clan heads pointed out and a few of their other better warriors. Jake let Tanda know his concerns about the underground caverns, with Aisling standing nearby.
Aisling interrupted his concerns, “Don’t worry about a thing, Chief Jake! I’ll make sure to send warning if anything bad is going to happen. We’ll also pull more of the flock from nearby towns and villages. With your weaponry and the flock becoming stronger thanks to your mate’s pills, it’ll only be a few weeks before we wouldn’t even need your help against a champion to send him packing!”
Tanda asked, “Can you tell me what happened with the reptile beastkin that you met, Jake?”
“A Rift spawned where one shouldn’t, over to the southwest of the target Alliance HQ. So we went to investigate and clear it while we were near, and we ran into them. It could be that there are many more underground tribes out there. Apparently, there are underground caverns running throughout the continent, as they claimed to be able to travel that way. Their tribe had actually combined several others over the years.”
“That… I see. Now Jake, and this is important…were any of them tainted? Their auril blackened by their hatred and greed?”
“There were two. But Ophelia was able to purge the taint entirely from one, with the flames of the goddess. The other, their taint was reduced. If I had to guess, she purged the portion of the curse, but some hatred and greed, resentment, stayed on their heart and soul. The tribe seemed to think that a small amount of taint could disappear in time, thanks to the rest being cleansed. In addition, she joined the Framework, so I don’t believe she can betray her people any longer. Still, this is a concern. That there might be a tainted tribe out there, that might side with Tartarus. And that these nearby were some of them, and they’ll be looking for more.”
Tanda sighed, but then she sounded a little excited, “She was able to purge the taint? That…is very special. I wonder if she could work against the curse on the world's heart? Well, we blocked it off for now, and while we were worried about that blob getting inside or the enemy champion, it would have actually taken them hours to get to the bottom. Now might just not be the best time. Purging the taint from one person is probably very different from the entire world.”
Ophelia nodded. “I did have to push a large portion of my mana just for one person, so affecting an entire world is probably quite challenging. We can head down there any time later. Perhaps after we take the Alliance HQ, we can explore that.”
Tanda continued the previous topic. “The potential for enemy tribes is one thing to worry about, but I am glad we have some additional allies for now. They will really fight alongside us?”
“That’s their dearest wish, other than serving their Goddess that has returned as foretold. We sort of tricked them into treating Fhesiah as one, kinda? They worship dragons, and she’s a dragon.”
Tanda looked worried. “I… Really don’t like that, Jake. They did some heinous acts under the name of their gods the last time.”
Ophelia replied, “That was their ancestors, though, Tanda. These people are different, they understand what they did was wrong. It appears that they still believe in their gods and would strive to serve them should they appear, however, so we had to try to take advantage of that.”
Tanda looked sad. “I know that, but…”
Jake continued, “They have a much more benevolent goddess to serve this time, and the Framework is going to prevent there from being real trouble. I think if we didn’t introduce ourselves this way, they’d have stayed in their cave, waiting for the dragons to return, or even attacked us. On their wall were two murals, or foretelling, they called it. One where they fight alongside dragons to kill the other beastkin, and one where they fight alongside the above ground beastkin and 2 dragons against an unseen threat.”
“I suppose if I had to pick one…” 
Jake smiled. “At least this way, they can be pointed towards doing some good, and rejoining their brethren. I think we may have luck converting any of the other underground tribes, too. While I don’t think this tribe here was very large, the one near Cascadia, was. They will be recruiting at a much more rapid pace.”
Tanda looked hopeful. “I suppose that is good news. It makes some sense that the underground tribe near my flock here were quite small. We would have long since noticed if the balance was being disturbed to feed many underground here. These people were likely strategically placed just for this purpose, and suffered or struggled because of it.”
Jake grinned. “Besides, I get the feeling that if it isn’t in serving their gods, these people are kind of lazy. That place reminded me of a college dorm after a party, I could smell all the alcohol and sex there.”
“A college is… a place of learning? Why would that be one where people commit acts of hedonism?”
“I’ll explain later sometime. So, the plan is for us to gather our forces within the next three days for our assault on the Alliance HQ. We’ll have Rookard’s wolf pack, your flock, and the reptile beastkin. You’ll be the first Ravenwolf to meet chieftain to chieftain among the beastkin and theirs in a thousand years.”
Tanda looked a little excited, her tail wagging. “I will gather the elite among my flock. I’m really looking forward to taking back the HQ. The conquest progress has been on an upward trend these past few days already.”
They finished the resurrections and sent people back into the void of the Framework late into the night, and Bloodberri looked tired as Jake landed in her backpack. Despite being tired, she was finally happy to have him back in his place. 
They began to head towards Harmony Peaks, where they would either stay for the night or portal back to their Refuge. Aisling had already headed home a while back, and it was just Jake’s party.
Tanda said to her, “Thank you so much, Bloodberri. My people really appreciate your effort.”
Berri said, “Oh, no problem, Tanda! I really like that moment where they wake up. They are always so confused, it’s cute!”
Blood said, “I have to stop her from scaring them sometimes. Though, I wonder if I could say they are in the afterlife, and I am their new goddess? Or maybe that I will grant them 3 wishes, just to see what they would say?”
Jake frowned. “Since when are you wanting to play pranks on others, Blood?”
Blood smiled. “I’ve warmed up to it. But it was just a funny thought I had. I don’t think I’ll ever be acting on it, like a certain someone might. Why, that behavior is not very fitting of a Champion, or someone who’s old enough to be a great-grandmother.”
Fhesiah couldn’t help but respond over their bond, [Hey now, that’s not fair! I’ve been working my tail off over here, too, you know!] 
Tanda laughed as she flew through the air, following along with Ophelia. “I take it that great-grandmother is the dragon woman, somehow? Clan Hart is an interesting clan! You all seem to have quite a bit of fun together.”
Ophelia nodded. “We really do. When we’re not fighting or training, we often play a lot together back at the Refuge.”
Tanda frowned. “Refuge? What’s that?”
Ophelia laughed. “It’s our home. We can reach it from anywhere, with the portal. It’s kind of like our own magic castle, that we can get to from anywhere? We have training rooms, a shrine to Hestia, a large lake, our crafting rooms, everything we need. We should show it to you!” 
Tanda perked up. “Oh, a shrine! That all sounds amazing. I require visiting a shrine before I become an Auril Hero.”
Ophelia asked, “What did you require that for? We have one to Hestia… I suppose we could make another, cheaply enough? What do you think, Jake?”
“I think it’d be fine, right? For Cernunnos?”
“For Brigid. I need to become her Druid.” 
Blood added, “It looks like that requires a ritual. It seems similar to what Berri went through to become a priestess of Hestia. Paladins give their Oath, and Priestesses take vows to worship. For Druids, it looks like they do vows, but they sing and dance, as well. I would much like to see this.”
Berri added, “Me too! Oh, Tanda has such a good singing voice, and I did enjoy your dance!” 
[I will definitely have to see this. I’m in the lab now, but I will want to join!]
Tanda smiled, her tail wagging. “I think Ophelia and you have excellent singing voices too, Berri.”
Jake said, “You can visit our Refuge, Tanda. It’s pretty late, though, are you going to stay the night? We can do our songs, and you can do your ritual to Brigid.” 
“I… Will think about staying overnight. I can always go back through the portal? I have to start flying back to Cascadia with my flock, or heading towards the HQ to meet for the assault on Life’s Haven as soon as possible, no?”
Jake nodded. “This is true, but a few hours later wouldn’t hurt. The energy density in our Refuge should be quite high. It should help you recuperate quite a bit for your flight.”
Ophelia added. “Oh, it should be a lot of fun! I’m glad that you might be joining us! What movie should we watch, Jake?”
Jake chuckled. “It’d be her first, so we have to start her off slow. Maybe we should start her off with one we’ve already seen?”
“Balloon movie!”
Ophelia said, “That might be a little too confusing for her. The one where the young man retrieves the star for his beloved is a much better one to start!”
Blood added, “I’m not a big fan of it, but there is supposed to be a lot of song and dance in that one with the talking snowman and the ice princess. It might be a good start for her to get used to humans and movies.”
Jake knew she was right but was a little concerned about a new movie being watched repeatedly in his house. 




Chapter 26 - Tanda - Hart Refuge Tour


Tanda finished a few tasks for her preparations, sending messages and calling clan heads. Tomorrow she would return to Cascadia, a long flight with her flock. She anticipated some danger on the way back but thought that the large number of them would keep each other safe.  
Now that she was a Champion in truth, she had to be worried that an enemy Champion could come after her. She was still weak; thus, this should be her last trip alone. Luckily, most of the territory between here and Cascadia was the Alliance’s.
She sent Ophelia a message, supposedly waiting to pick her up. She was holding her Champion’s Crescent Moon Halberd, expecting to use it in her song and dance. Tanda was wearing her black tribal clothes, a short top that showed her midriff, and a skirt. It had beads and feathers throughout and was made with wolf hides.
Ophelia exited a portal that appeared near the Node, wearing some cute tribal wear. Ophelia had a red skirt with feathers and beads and a cute sleeveless top that fit her well. Her platinum hair and blue eyes shone, and her smile was beaming. 
Tanda couldn’t help but smile back, and she was sure her tail was wagging behind her.
“Hey Tanda! You ready to see our place? I can’t wait to hear your song!”
“Yeah! I can’t wait, too! Um…” Tanda pointed at the portal. “That’s not dangerous, is it?”
“Nope! Let’s go.” Ophelia sidled up to her and put an arm around her hip on the opposite side, tugging her forward.
She went through the portal, experiencing an odd shifting feeling, her stomach feeling like it had dropped. She hadn’t done any incursions yet, but her Ravenwolf tribe mates had told her about it. 
Tanda arrived in what appeared to be some sort of receiving area. There were armor racks and various racks for jewelry and other things. She saw numerous of the same bracelets that the Hart Clan wore, and some tables looked like there were for disassembling creatures.  
Ophelia looked thoughtful. “Now that I think of it, we probably should redesign this, huh? This is where we come out of the dungeon, out of that portal there.” 
There was another archway with no portal there currently that she pointed at.
“So we’d come out all covered with monster guts, and sometimes with monster carcasses, though that part isn’t really required any more thanks to the bracelets and the [Looting] skill. I guess we should have one room for the incursion portal, keeping it separate.”
Tanda thought she understood. “I don’t smell anything in here, though?”
Ophelia smiled. “We use a sort of cleaning magic that really removes most of the particles, and the ventilation in here is separate. Just watch.”
She opened the door, and Tanda saw a large living area. A fireplace burned in the back and the air was filled with life and vitality. She felt welcomed, like she was stepping back into the cave she grew up in with her loving family and many smells. She loved the feeling.
“C’mon in! Welcome to our Refuge!” Ophelia tugged on Tanda’s hand. Tanda walked in and took a breath and a sniff, and was amazed. 
“Jake’s a little busy, but he’ll come out and greet you in a bit. Let me give you a tour!”
While it wasn’t the forest or jungle, it had a similar feeling to her. Some houseplants were in vases along the walls, and the ceiling was high, probably for Bloodberri’s sake. The room was bright, filled with an odd light solution she had never seen before. 
Her people often used fireflies, which worked well, as most of her brethren could see with little light. A couch was facing a strange slate that was against the wall, the fireplace near.
Tanda smelled the cooking of meat, and her mouth nearly watered. The kitchen was in view, and Jake and Bloodberri were clearly working hard together there. There were…knives floating around, too?
Over a dozen spits filled with Auril Beast meat over a massive flame rotating like a wheel on the back wall, next to some advanced ovens, sinks, and other food preparation areas. She saw enough food being prepared to feed an army!   
Paintings were on the walls that Tanda hardly understood. She saw one where Ophelia had…a mustache? And Jake too. Were they competing in some sort of challenge? It was so lifelike!
Ophelia noticed what Tanda was looking at and laughed. “That was our first date. We couldn’t really leave here except for the dungeon, so Jake did his best to give me a special day. We like to play a lot of games, that one was tennis! He beat me in the smaller version on the table.”
Tanda’s tail started to wag as she imagined such a challenge for a date. That was one type of date her people really enjoyed!
Ophelia grinned. “We’ll have to play together sometime. Think you can keep up with us?”
Tanda was excited. “I’d like to try it!” Tanda looked over the other paintings. One had people in a strange vehicle, but they were all screaming, including Jake, Fhesiah, and Ophelia. 
“These are so lifelike. What is this, it looks like the people are having fun?”
“These are pictures, taken with a device called a camera. It’s mostly true to life, capturing a moment in time. That’s us riding a rollercoaster. It moves really fast, and even though you can dive through the air faster, it’s still exciting. Oh, I hope you can try it sometime! We’ll have to travel far, though, unless we can have one built.”
Tanda had never seen a contraption like that before, but she had never seen Jake’s gondola before, either. In some ways, it looked somewhat similar to another image there. “What’s that? It looks a little like the gondola?”
“That’s a Ferris Wheel, and it kind of is. Just you don’t go anywhere, going in a circle. It’s just for sightseeing. For a flyer like us, it’s not too big a deal. Still, it was kinda fun.”
Tanda saw all sorts of interesting pictures, but she heard Jake’s voice. 
“Tanda! Welcome to our home.” 
Jake was wiping his hands with a cloth while Bloodberri appeared to be monitoring some meats on a spit over a flame and several other pots and pans over an oven. He stood near the edge of the kitchen, not far away from the entrance. It was a large open room where everyone was in the same room, even if they were doing other things.
“Thanks, Jake! Are more people coming? That’s an awful lot of food!”
Jake chuckled. “We like to cook extra, as they can go in our bracelets for meals on the go. But I have a few extra spits going for the tribe, and Bloodberri wants to make something for the kids at Rookard’s village. She plans on making a quick visit tomorrow.”
“Welcome, Tanda! Oh, I do hope you enjoy the movie later, too! It’ll be a while yet, before we’re done cooking.” Tanda could tell it was Berri speaking due to the song of her voice.
“That sounds like fun! The food smells amazing.”
A flash went through Bloodberri’s eyes, and Tanda could tell it was now Blood speaking, “Welcome, Tanda. I’m so glad you might be joining us. We do a lot of activities together, with a wide variety of things to choose from. I’m a big fan of Chess, Go, Catan, and Risk. I’m ready to crush you anytime, even when Berri is busy.” 
Her words had a challenging edge to them, but Tanda felt like they were welcoming her to play based on the tone and the notes of her voice.
“Thanks, Blood!”
Ophelia said, “C’mon, Tanda. I’ll show you my room.” Jake and Berri went back to cooking as Ophelia and Tanda passed a large table with strange contraptions. 
“That’s our gaming table. A lot of the games we play have lots of little pieces, and it’s just easier to keep track of them all and clean up.” 
Ophelia led her through an adjacent hallway. 
“We had to expand this and moved all but Jake’s room into an adjacent hallway instead of heading off to the living room. Well, we’ll have to play with it a bit, moving rooms is easy with the Refuge! But there’s just too many doors and areas now.”
She opened one of the first doors in the hallway, and Tanda saw Ophelia’s room. She was sure it was hers, as she saw some of her feathers on the bed, and the room's color scheme matched her blue eyes and white wings. 
There was a vase filled with white and blue roses, and Tanda thought they looked quite nice. 
Ophelia blushed. “Jake got those for me recently, to make something up to me. That vase was from our first date, too! He often gets me flowers, making sure I usually have something.”
Tanda saw some other plants growing in the room, mostly flowers. There was a bookshelf next to the bed, and despite not having any windows, it was like the paintings were letting sunlight into the room. The images changed periodically. 
“Outside our Refuge is the void, and it’s kind of creepy, to be honest. But there are tools that make it almost feel like a window is open, I kinda like it. We might rearrange things so that we have a wildlife area with sunlight outside our windows, but we just haven’t gotten around to it. If– when you live here, maybe you can help us?”
Ophelia smiled at her, and Tanda smiled back. She had come into this home sort of thinking that it could eventually be her home, but she very much liked the idea that she would at least partially influence it as a whole. 
This was in spite of the other girls already making their nest, often, the first mate would have her nest, her home, the way she liked it, and those joining would have little influence other than their own room.  
Tanda looked at some books on the bookshelf. She found that she could read the spines, despite never having seen the language before, more of the Framework’s influence. 
Tanda frowned as she looked at the titles. “The Forbidden Garden? The Tempestuous Knight? The Shield Maiden’s Triumph?”  
Ophelia laughed nervously. “Ahaha, uh, I like romance stories, and, sometimes–well… Let’s go check out Bloodberri’s room!”
Tanda chuckled at her, clearly wanting to change the topic. She was dragged to the next room, which was larger but simpler. It had a pile of odd pillows and blankets in the center of the room, and Tanda felt like this one more resembled a nest to her. 
There was a large mirror and dresser, along with a divan. She saw some strange dolls that she thought looked a bit like Jake in some short pants, with a black and white snake wrapped around him. 
Ophelia smiled. “That was from their first date together, like my vase with flowers. Bloodberri kinda sleeps on herself really, but the pillows and blankets keep her warm, I guess? She’s not really cold-blooded like a snake, as she’s a monstrous combination of a Dark Elf and some kind of monster, birthed by the gods and goddesses of chaos.”
“Um, okay? Then there are two girls in there, besides.” Tanda laughed. “Aisling didn’t really believe it when I told her, but she kind of just does her own thing.”
Ophelia laughed. “Yeah, you know, I got the feeling we don’t want Aisling and Fhesiah to meet for some reason. Those two might get along a little too well, I think. I really don’t like the idea that Fhesiah might have the aid of someone that could see the future. Why, one time, she replaced my mirror with some kind of screen, so when I was looking at myself in it, the reflection suddenly changed into a monster! I destroyed it, and she did apologize to me and promise not to do that again, but now I check everything with my magic senses first!”
Tanda didn’t know what to say to that. She would have to be on her guard in her own home, in her own nest. Somehow, it sounded exciting!
“Let’s check out Jake’s room, which is kind of all of our room!”
They left the room, and Tanda looked down the hallway as they headed back. “What about that other door?”
Ophelia laughed nervously. “Um, that’s Fhesiah’s room. It’s…a little advanced? Maybe after you’ve joined us as Jake’s mate!”
Tanda was now very curious about what was inside that room but followed Ophelia back to the main room. It appeared Jake’s room was off the main living area. They entered the room, and it wasn’t much different than the other rooms. There was a larger bed, some paintings on the wall and on dressers, and a door in the back. 
“We kind of take turns, spending the night with Jake. Sometimes we spend it in his room, and sometimes in our own.”
Tanda frowned. “Why do you do it like that? Do your people have something against mating in front of each other?”
Ophelia blushed. “Um, some of us do? Well, I guess it’s just me? Um, I like my time to be…private. It’s more romantic that way, to me?”
Tanda shrugged. “I suppose it might be easier to sleep if it’s not your night? I think my dad would usually sleep with all his mates together in one room. Well, I guess it’ll be fine. Your family has found harmony with this schedule, so I think I can probably live with that. I can see some positives with this, as now your mate is focused on you and only you, making the nights more special, even if less numerous.”
Ophelia smiled. “Yeah! Here, let me show you our bathroom.”
They walked through the door of the room, and Tanda saw a very large bath. “We don’t much have baths like this. Many of us like using the river, but we usually just use well water and a tub.”
Ophelia grinned. “You’ll love this! These are showers. We each have one with a bath, but this one is family sized. We girls sometimes all come here together. The hot water feels great! We all just use cleaning magic when we’re in a hurry sometimes, too.”
That sounded convenient to Tanda; she could tell that whatever the Hart Clan did worked. Despite always fighting, she had not met them smelling of odd things other than directly after combat, and her sense of smell was quite strong.
“Let’s go check out the crafting rooms!”
They went down another hall, and Ophelia opened the first door. “Here’s our forge!” 
Tanda looked in and saw a large room filled with cabinets, tables, an anvil, and a furnace.
“It’s not that much to look at when it’s not in use, but Bloodberri and I do a lot of work in here! Most of your armor was made in here, even.”
Tanda looked on in interest.
Ophelia went inside, and she took out some jars filled with an odd fluid. She got a weird feeling when she opened it like a dangerous beast or creature was present in the room. 
“Berri works with a lot of the monster materials, extracting their essences. It’s weird, but she can kind of shove this into what we’re making with a combination of her magic and her feelings?” She closed the lid, the feeling disappearing.
She took out some Auril Beast claws. “I’ve been trying to forge these into the metal using a similar technique, but so far, not that much luck. It’s just, I’m not getting better results than just other monster materials, and I know these materials should be superior in some ways. I think I’m getting close, but it’s like I need Fhesiah’s help to add some auril to these claws. Too much was lost when the creature died, I think.”
Tanda nodded. “When we tan the hides for our usage, we do use some auril plant extracts in the mixture.”
“I’ll see what I can learn about that! Let’s go take a look at Fhesiah’s alchemy room. I feel like it’s best to leave Jake’s enchanting room to him to give you a tour. She’s still in there, and she should come out for dinner and the movie.”
They exited the room, and they skipped the next room, entering the last. They started down some stairs, and Ophelia asked, “What kind of trade skill do you think you’ll take on?” 
Tanda frowned. “Um, I’ve mostly been into the arts, but I don’t know? If I’m staying here, I’m going to miss the jungle and the outdoors?”
“Oh! Why not take up growing plants and herbalism, then? I bet you and Fhesiah could work together!”
Tanda frowned. She was more than a little worried about the dragon woman. She got strange vibes from her, like she was going to be eaten if she let her guard down in another way. Tanda hadn’t really felt that before from a woman; her people were mostly only attracted to a male that could birth them children and grow their clan–it was ingrained into their very beings.
“I… I’ll think about it?”
They opened a door at the bottom of the stairs, and many powerful aromas hit Tanda’s nose at once. The smell of smoke, fire, herbs, flowers, and odd chemicals caused her to immediately plug her nose.
Ophelia chuckled. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the smells, but she practically lives in here now.”
Tanda looked around, seeing lots of supplies scattered everywhere. They were in a large chamber, and there were many cauldrons boiling and odd machines nearly everywhere. Fluids flowed through strange clear constructions of various colors, dripping and pooling into various areas and being combined. 
From what Tanda could tell, a machine was both monitoring and stirring each cauldron and various tubes and pipes were extracting something from plants.
“Ah, there you are, Tanda!” Fhesiah laughed almost evilly. “Welcome to my lair. There are rules in my chambers, the first being that no panties are allowed, why, they just cause all sorts of fluctuations with my equipment–”
Ophelia interrupted, “I didn’t know you had so many machines now, you really expanded this room!”
Tanda was a little confused as Ophelia changed the topic right away. The Framework had supplied her with a definition of panties, and her people did not wear such garments, often wearing loincloths and skirts or similar. 
Tanda desperately wanted to know why, if she had any, they would cause fluctuations in Fhesiah’s equipment. That piece of knowledge was now lost thanks to Ophelia– possibly forever.
“Yes. I’m making thousands of pills per day now, the only way I could possibly keep up with that is by having more hands, as it were. Dave is working hard in Cascadia, managing another third of the operation or so. More Hearthtribe are added every day, and they are both helping me prepare cultivator materials and making my time more effective, but also working on their methods. My goal is to have all current combatants of Hearthtribe awakened within a week.”
Tanda was shocked. “But you have thousands of members now?”
Fhesiah smiled. “Yes, well, when you beastkin eat Auril Beast meat exclusively and have my supplements, you move rapidly toward awakening. It really doesn’t take too long to have the latent will and life force density in your body to be high enough to awaken, when you’re of age. I have made some awakening serums, but when your people fight in some beginner incursions even after this stage has been met, many do just from their spirit. The few who don’t, they can use the serum.”
Tanda frowned. This all sounded a little too easy, but perhaps the Framework’s reward for kills against Tartarus was helping in ways it was complicated to understand. “What does the serum do?”
“It puts them in a dream-like state. It makes them face their greatest fear, in defense of their dreams. I’d imagine most males would experience protecting a mate in many cases, but it can be almost anything. It could be arguing with a parent over becoming a nomad, or perhaps a woman choosing a mate that isn’t particularly strong. Whatever ignites their spirit to connect them to the world, isn’t it?”
Tanda thought she understood. Many of her people awakened during these times of high trauma or strife, so forcing them to experience it in a near-magical way appeared to be smart.
Ophelia asked, “Did you find a way for the beastkin to make their own of that?”
Fhesiah smiled. “Yeah, it looks like those little horn dogs underground had some means. Dave showed me this pipe he used to get high, and well, it appears the shrooms turned into a powder combined with some things up above helped formulate something close enough to usually produce the desired result. Mine is still better, but I think the remote villages should have some luck reproducing some of this.”
Tanda was intrigued. “You’ve accomplished so much, in such a short time.”
Fhesiah snorted. “Short? I’ve nearly spent two hundred hours on this, expanding trials into dozens at once. Combined with the dozens of herbalists and prospective alchemists Blood and Enora have been delegating some work to, this is months and months of labor! I’m practically wasting away here. Why, if Jake doesn’t feed me some of his serum for a few days after we take the Alliance HQ back, I just might refuse to make more of mine!”
Tanda asked, “Jake’s working on a serum too?”
Ophelia interrupted, “Let’s see your pill furnaces!”
Fhesiah smiled. “Sure, but you must first fit the req–,” Tanda felt something odd pass over her, her heart shuddering. “Oh, Tanda already does! Wow, you tribal types sure are free spirits, aren’t you?”
She licked her lips, and Tanda suddenly felt like she was going to be eaten again. How did Fhesiah know she fits the requirements?
Ophelia blushed for some reason. “A-Anyway, let’s go!”
Ophelia pushed past Fhesiah, opening the door, and the herbal aromas increased. 
Tanda walked in, and she was in awe. There were many odd gadgets, all sorts of almost pot-looking things made of various materials. There were ceramic-looking pots over a flame, as well as metal or even stranger-looking urns that had styling similar to Fhesiah’s robes she was wearing.
“On the left here, we have the earthenware pill furnaces I had made. These are what the beastkin would use, and I have a few trials going on to see what works best here. You can think of them like magical pressure cookers, the end result being a pill. It cooks them to both combine the many substances, and compress the energies into a condensed pill. On the right are some of my magical metal trials, but I’m finding they don’t work so well.”
“How about this one?” Tanda pointed to the large, almost vase-like furnace with many intricate designs in the center. Underneath it was a flame that reminded her of the Goddess, Hestia. There was also a sort of carpet or prayer mat in front of it.
Fhesiah smiled at it fondly. “I really have to thank Zeke. I feel like this pill furnace was a bigger treasure than it was made out to be. Combined with Hestia’s wonderful, thoughtful reward, I can truly move forward in my cultivation, despite missing out on all the fighting. This is my furnace, and this is used for making my own pills, for my personal progression.”
She turned to Tanda and smiled at her. “It’s also where I made your pills, as well.”
There were some more on the back wall that Fhesiah turned to. 
“These are where I sort of mass-produced the remaining pills, using some really crummy Qi furnaces from the market. Using the results of the cauldrons in the other room, I can make really poor pills here. There isn’t much fundamentally different from your pills and the ones I’m feeding those in the guild, it’s just that there are more impurities and efficacy is lost when I use these. You are getting nearly ten times the amount of life force in yours, but the input is actually quite similar.”
Fhesiah sighed. “So much is wasted with these things, but there’s simply only so many hours in the day. Materials are not a problem, as everywhere you took Nodes to, Tanda, people are putting up herbs for sale to buy food or equipment, no doubt. Hearthtribe just buys all of them up.”
Tanda was amazed by this revelation. That everything in these two rooms represented her people having meals or other equipment across the world of Highlands, which she loved so much, moved her. While there were some smells of burning in the room and many other strange smells, she did enjoy the medicinal, herbal aroma within.  
Ophelia asked, “You had said something about helping the herbalists with growing before?”
“Yes, for now, I have provided them with a few of the small details I knew about increasing the efficacy of the plants themselves. Your people enjoy returning the energy to the world, burying various components of the creature carcasses and more. What I prescribed they do, is to use the carcasses as fertilizer instead. The Framework has a sort of composter that they can use, but I think Jake would consider it more of a wood chipper than what he might be familiar with, allowing it to take in bones of creatures.” 
Tanda found this fascinating. Perhaps, this is something that she could work on for her people to better their own herbal gardens and more. She wasn’t sure exactly why her people didn’t already do this, but it appeared their traditions of burying their own dead, and the creature’s carcasses deep into the earth caused them to miss out on this potential resource. 
All of her people were excellent diggers, after all.
Ophelia said, “Well, that’s everything for the crafter rooms until Jake gives you a tour of his enchanting room, it looks like. We still have the training rooms to show you, but I think Jake is ready to hear your song now.”
Tanda’s heart hammered in her chest. Finally, she was either going to have a prospective mate or be able to move on with both her heart and mind.




Chapter 27 - Tanda - Heart Song


Tanda was escorted by Fhesiah and Ophelia back to the living room, the fireplace burning brightly. In truth, Tanda already felt like she was home. She was already imagining designing her room in her mind, and she thought her heart was beating with her new clan mates. 
Jake was standing near the fireplace, and there was a large space between the couch and the gaming table– enough to sing and dance to her heart’s desire.
Ophelia said, “Oh, I’ve been looking forward to this! You can do it, Tanda! Well, no matter what happens, I still want to be your friend, okay?”
Tanda turned, smiled, and nodded at Ophelia, noticing her genuine smile. Looking at Bloodberri and Fhesiah, she saw they looked on encouragingly. They all wanted to see this, and Tanda already felt welcome.
Jake’s three mates were behind her, in front of the kitchen, all looking at Tanda with excited smiles. For once, Tanda could tell Jake looked on with interest and could feel a spark of desire in his eyes. She had only told him she was interested in him, and she could already see that Ophelia was right in that he would desire her soon after. 
Tanda took a deep breath, ordering her thoughts. Her heart’s beat and song slowly took on the cadence of her desires. Her desires for a clan, a family that would find harmony with one another and accomplish great things. She began a dance with her polearm, a mixture of both sensuality and combat.
She began by swinging her weapon with skill and power, dancing around as she spun and stabbed. Tanda sang of what she desired, a partner that would help her reach her goal. Of fighting against evil, protecting and preserving the world’s delicate balance. Of raising and growing a clan to give her world a chance to heal.
She leaned the polearm against the fireplace, holding her polearm upright next to him. She caressed his face and danced around his body, all but rubbing against him as she shook her hips and spun around, her tail and wings caressing him as well. Tanda then used her polearm as a fulcrum to swing her body around. 
Tanda then sang a request to hear Jake’s own heart song of his dreams and the things that make him strong. She finished her song with a desire for a beautiful future. 
Her family fought together with courage and wisdom, punishing the wicked and protecting the balance. Tanda would be his spear, their days filled with laughter and joy. Their children and other clan members work harmoniously to create a bright future for themselves and all. 
Tanda stood a ways away from him as she finished her song and dance, and her heart was already thundering in her chest. While Jake had no Auril Heart, she could feel something from him.
That, in some way, his heart was starting to beat in the cadence of her song. Jake was already beginning to find harmony with her.
He smiled at Tanda, and Ophelia’s eyes were sparkling. She gave Tanda a thumbs up while Bloodberri looked on in interest, and Fhesiah covered her face in her fan. 
He retrieved his staff from his bracelet, and she saw the flame matched the feeling of the hearth quite well. But it lit ablaze even further, Jake casting a spell of his own. 
The impression that she got was originally, the flame had made her feel like she was safe at home, sitting around a fire in the winter. It was somewhat how the goddess Hestia had made her feel when she arrived and saved her people and herself. 
But now, the flame was Jake’s. His aura expanded out, washing over her body and soul. She felt the warmth, the love of a mate who would do everything in his power to help her succeed at her goals. 
No matter which obstacle or enemy stood in her way, he would sing the song of glory and battle, being what she needed to turn the tide.
He began to sing his song, which was much improved from just a week ago. He sang of his clan and what they desired to accomplish. To protect families and worlds alike while enjoying their own. Raising their own children and bettering the people of the multiverse. They would craft, enjoy, fight, protect, and rebuild, always challenging themselves and empowering one another.  
Her heart stirred, beating in cadence with his song. Her heart leaped with joy, joining his chorus. His flame leaped out of his staff, took the shape of a heart, and split and shifted into rough, small characters of him and his family. 
She could see Jake, a dragon woman, a Valkyrie, and a giant Lamia. Another character formed, and she knew it was her, a Ravenwolf. His mates, as well as her, began to spin around the flame of his.
He continued his song, now singing about why he wanted her to join his clan. His vision he had for her was of her helping defeat their enemies. She could push him and Ophelia forward with her competitiveness and enjoy the large family they would make together. 
How she could join her song to their family and bring the joy of the arts. That he desired her for her beauty, her lifting presence.
The flame shifted once more, combining and condensing into a tiny flame. Jake crushed it in his hand, and she watched and felt even more powerful flames entering inside as he molded it into something else. She felt something coming from each of his mates and himself. When he opened his hand, a beautiful flame shaped like their word for auril; the triskele, the heart was there. 
The power inside the heart warmed the area, and she could feel the strength of his family’s vitality and love, and it had black and white flecks in it, in addition to the red and orange flames. That this was the flame of his family, and it would burn brightly forever. 
No enemy would ever be too strong or too difficult for them to challenge together. Her own heart beat fervently, feeling his power and strength, his potential. It started to find resonance, taking on his song and his desires for the future.
He continued his song of his desires. Their hearts would beat as one with their Bond, and no enemy could stand in their way. That they would sing the song of prosperity and build a powerful clan and tribe that would span the multiverse, defeating any evil. 
They would protect the cycle of life and death for all time and have fun while doing it. Jake wanted her as part of his family, willing to see if her heart could beat as one with them.
Tanda could feel it in her heart as it strongly beat to the rhythm of his song. She had heard many male’s songs, and her heart had never beat so strongly. She was filled with joy, at finding a mate that could fill her with such harmony and anticipation. Tanda knew, just from looking at his flame, that his potential was exceptional. 
It wasn’t as powerful as the goddess’ flame, but it held a potential in it greater than what she felt when his party destroyed the Necromancer in one blast. She knew if the Dreadbeast Champion was still present, this small flame would still deal a significant blow. This was the flame holding the potential of both himself and his clan, one of extraordinary strength and power.
She wanted to be a part of it. She wanted her heart to beat as one with them. In many ways, it already was. From the first time she met him, her heart desired it. 
But due to her distaste for Adventurers and him not being a beastkin, she let her mind disconnect from her heart. Now, her heart and mind were in harmony. 
“I accept, Jake Hart, Chieftain of Hearthtribe, Champion of Hestia. I will be your prospective mate, hoping to join your Clan in truth once all our hearts find true harmony and beat as one.”
Jake smiled, and Tanda could both truly feel and see his desire in his eyes as he stepped towards her, the flame rejoining him. His hands wrapped around her waist, pulling her close to him with a strong, warm grip. Tanda had to look up slightly to meet his eyes, Jake being taller than she.
His aura washed over her once more, and finally, she accepted it. Her black auril transformed, filled with the flames of the heavens. What was once black and filled with death became the color of maroon, closer to that of the color of blood. 
Her own auril now felt like righteous retribution, a fiery death that she brought to the wicked, punishing them for all their wrongdoings. She felt both protected and empowered. That with his help, she could accomplish anything. 
Her heart hammered in her chest, singing a song of joy as his lips met hers. She could feel the desire and care of a protective mate as their spirits connected, their hearts beating as one in harmony. 
For a moment, she thought she could feel his other mates and their feelings of pride, joy, excitement, and more than a bit of lust from one. But the feeling from all of them was quickly gone.
She luxuriated in the feelings on her lips and listened to the song of her heart and his warmth until he pulled away. She knew her tail was about to take off with how fast it moved, but she didn’t care. He smiled at her, and her heart felt like it would melt.
Ophelia said, “Wow! That was really great! I felt like you were with us, for a moment.”
Fhesiah added, “Don’t you think it would be best if we did the binding ritual for the Summoner’s Bond, now? It is possible to remove it, though I think with how she resonates with us already, it would be like putting her on train tracks towards the destination of her being your mate. It would help protect her on the way to Cascadia, and allow you to use Divine Reinforcement on her.“
Ophelia had already explained some of the Bond previously, during their sparring and messages over their [Menu]. She had understood she would need the Bond to be Jake’s mate, as their family would need it to bring out everything in each other.
Jake was about to speak, but Ophelia took her aside, Jake and Bloodberri heading away. “Jake and Bloodberri still need to finish up, so I’ll tell you a little more about my experience.”
Ophelia explained a little more about the intimate connection, where Jake could sense her emotions, and she could sense Jake’s. It would work up to where she could even hear his thoughts, and he would hear hers. 
It sounded a lot like how her people could hear each other’s hearts through their voices and songs, and she was excited about this level of understanding with both Jake and his mates. 
Tanda asked, “So, how do we do this Bond?”
Fhesiah gave a wide smile. “Well, first, you take off your clothes.”
Tanda shrugged. She grabbed the underside of her tribal top to take it off–
Ophelia said, “Tanda, stop. Fhesiah! You’re too much.” Tanda froze, stopping as she looked at her clan-mate in question.
Fhesiah laughed. “It seemed she didn’t mind? I am just playing with my new sister. Oh, this is going to be a lot of fun!”
Tanda felt like she was missing something. Was it a big deal to take off your clothes?
Ophelia looked over to the kitchen. “We’ll do the Bond just before we eat and the movie. Let’s do some karaoke while we wait? We can do a duet!”
Tanda understood what this karaoke was from the Framework’s definition, though it didn’t tell her how they would achieve singing along to known songs together. Tanda was intrigued, as she loved to sing. “Let’s do it!”
The odd slate on the wall turned on, and she took out some small batons. Tanda was amazed at the device, learning that this was where they would watch the movie. They both sang songs, and Fhesiah joined by singing her own song. 
Tanda thought Fhesiah had a beautiful voice, but it was strange. Why did she feel like one of her clan's uncles was singing?
Ophelia had both a beautiful voice and an excellent cadence. When Tanda and she sang together, they complemented each other well and achieved harmony. They finished, and everyone else clapped, Jake and Bloodberri rejoining them.
“Alright! Dinner is ready. It really just took some extra time to finish the extras for later. So, Tanda, you wanted to do the Bond now, right?”
Tanda nodded. “I feel like I understand, and I trust you and your mates.”
Jake smiled at her, and she couldn’t help but smile back. She knew her damn tail was taking off again.
Ophelia asked, “You need me to help set up the circle? Or–”
Jake shook his head. “No, I think I can do it now. Let’s go over by the Hearth.”
Tanda stood in front of the Hearth, where Jake had stood when they did their song of courtship. He smiled at her once more and took out his staff.
“Here goes. All you should have to do is be willing to bind yourself to me.”
The staff’s flame lit ablaze, and it separated from the staff. It landed on the ground, then spread out in a circle around her. It then drew all sorts of other lines of fire itself, of symbols Tanda didn’t know but found she could get the gist of them thanks to the Framework– some sort of contract.
The lines finished drawing, and the heat from the fire increased, the light filling up the room. Jake continued smiling at her, and she felt a connection. It almost felt like when she was initiated into the Framework, but different. She willed acceptance of the contract, of binding herself to Jake Hart.
The flames lit up even further, her feeling his Bond lay over her heart and soul. The Bond lay on top of it, and instead of the strange, overwhelming feeling of the Framework, she felt a connection to him. 
It was more like what she felt when their hearts beat in harmony, and she smiled as her heart began beating closer to that rhythm. She could feel his empowerment, that on some level, Jake was making her more than she was a moment ago.
The flames returned to Jake, a little diminished. She could feel his excitement and happiness, along with a bit of pride for how he accomplished the ritual. 
Tanda could see most of those things on his face, but this connected them on another level. Tanda had been worried about him not having an Auril Heart, but this connection was perhaps even stronger than that.
She was excited as she reviewed the summoner’s Bond in her Menu, but she started to get a little restless. Her feathers ruffled, and she looked over at the food with some desire. The food just smelled too good!
Ophelia laughed. “I know, right!”
Tanda frowned. Did she say that out loud?
Fhesiah shook her head. “You didn’t say anything, but we all could hear it. We’re all thinking the same thing, anyway.”
Berri said, “Let’s eat!”
Plates and drinks floated towards the dining table, and Jake and Berri carried some out. They all sat down, and Tanda’s mouth watered, just looking at all the food. 
Tanda wasn’t sure what everything was, but she could tell more than half of it was meat.
“All right, let’s dig in! I hope you enjoy it, Tanda. This was my first major attempt at cooking Auril Beast meat. That there is raptor, and I did manage to cook up one of those dead heroic boars. I just haven’t had time to cook, we’ve mostly had leftovers since we arrived at Highlands.”
Tanda immediately reached for the raptor meat, having had more than her fair share of it during her lifetime. She smelled it and found that it had a herbal smell mixed in with the meat. Biting into it, the flavors almost overwhelmed her. 
The skin was crispy and had a tangy, sweet flavor on it. The meat was succulent and melted in her mouth, the life and vitality filling her body as it entered her stomach. 
Tanda’s heart beat strongly, almost in anticipation of absorbing this meal. She kept eating, but she noticed a strange tapping sound as she took more and more bites. She frowned. What was that?
She continued to eat it and even tried the boar. Before she knew it, she had tried half the dishes on the table. They were so delicious that she couldn’t help but look forward to eating the food all the time. 
Tanda noticed everyone else was enjoying their meals as well, but she was so focused on her own food he hardly paid attention. Jake said something about the herbs, spices, and barbecue glaze he created from some of their auril herbs. 
Then some other things to trap in the vitality of the meat, but she just continued to eat it. Her stomach and heart wanted more of it; that was all she knew.
Berri giggled. “I think she likes it! Tanda, you’re such a good girl!”
Tanda perked up, smiling at Berri. The tapping increased. “Thanks, Berri! Um, why?”
“You just are! I’m so glad you joined us!”
Tanda smiled even more at her welcoming, and the tapping increased, but it started to hurt. Wait, hurt?
Tanda looked behind her and realized that her tail was going ballistic, slapping against the inside rungs of her chair. 
Once again, her tail embarrassed her.
She felt some mirth over her new Bond with Jake, but mostly, pride that his food was being enjoyed. Fhesiah had a smile as she ate her own red-colored meat.
Ophelia chuckled. “We may need to get you a different chair, Tanda.”
Ophelia drank some red drink, and Tanda realized she had some in front of her. It looked like it might have chunks of fruit inside. She tried some, and it was sweet and cold.
“This is delicious! What is it?”
Jake said, “It’s a smoothie. I used some of the fruits we found in your jungles, and blended it with ice.”
Tanda was amazed. “Just ice? That makes this taste so good?”
Jake chuckled. “There’s a lot of fruit in there, but there’s a dash of sweetened condensed milk in there too.”
Tanda kept drinking the smoothie, and Ophelia looked a little worried. “You might want to slow down there, Tanda. If you have too much of something cold, you’ll get brain freeze.”
Tanda looked at the drink with a little doubt but decided to heed Ophelia’s warning. She looked at the rest of the food and realized she hadn’t even tried half of it, but her stomach was nearly full. Her heart beat in happiness, and she was filled with energy, but she looked at it all in longing.
Ophelia smiled at her. “It’s a lot, right? We always have lots of leftovers, and I bring some in my storage bracelet.” She frowned. “I wonder if Auril Enhancement 5 will even be able to use one? Are you almost at level 5?”
Tanda reviewed her skills and found she was still at level 4. She felt like, with her enhanced heart, it wouldn’t be long. She told Ophelia this.
Ophelia nodded. “Well, we can always give you one, and once you have the skill, you’ll be able to use it.”
They finished their meal, and Tanda watched as Jake set aside a storage bracelet, filling it with various foods they had that night. She looked at it in longing.
Jake laughed. “That will motivate you, huh? Work hard on your auril skills as much as you can. I found that the skill books, even those tangentially related, help me a lot in improving any skill, finding where I can go with it. That’s how I have the best results anyway, though I guess I’m a bookish person. Berri just feels her way through everything, and that works amazingly for her.”
Tanda immediately checked the market for her skill books, finding she could purchase them from anywhere in the Refuge. How convenient!
“Um, where’d they go?”
Ophelia said, “They go straight to our storage bracelets when we buy, but since you don’t use them yet, they popped out at the entryway. I hope the skill works for you, but if it doesn’t, you may just have to wait until you are hearth bonded.”
Fhesiah said, “Hmm, but does she have a Hearth to Bond? Remember, I had this problem too, I was lucky that we received special guidance on this.”
“Cernunnos said Brigid would help! I need to become her druid!”
Jake rubbed his chin. “Let’s get that taken care of, then. How should we make the shrine to Brigid and Cernunnos?”    
Ophelia took her by the hand. “C’mere Tanda, let’s design the nature area behind our bedrooms! We’ll make your room while we’re at it.”
Tanda was ecstatic. She could design her nest! The tapping returned before she stood up to join her new clan mate.   




Chapter 28 - Druid of Brigid


Jake and Fhesiah cleaned up the table, listening to Ophelia gab with Tanda over at the computer, with Bloodberri watching in interest and giving their input.  
Ophelia enjoyed the ritual, not only Tanda’s meeting him halfway but also Jake’s modification. Rather than dancing, he used his Hearthfire and magic to make a unique presentation of his capability. 
He had practiced both the ‘song’ and his magic dance prior and had actually moved forward in his understanding of the Hearthfire as a result. It wasn’t enough to bring the skill to level four, but he was excited about what he could eventually do. 
While Ophelia had the Hearth of Hestia ability, she was converting her health, mana, and stamina and being assisted by the Framework in order to create the effect. Jake’s hearth flames from his divine hearth were essentially the same thing, but the Framework or the goddess was not assisting him. 
One could see hearth control as a sort of energy manipulation but for his divine hearth and mana only. For that reason, using the flames was like spell-forms for him.
By shaping the hearth flames a certain way, he could recreate the spear of Hestia's ability, except it was like the spear of Jake’s hearth ability.  
With only level 3 in Hearth Control, he really could not produce a spear nearly as rapidly or with as much effectiveness as the spear of Hestia's ability, but with enough practice, he knew that he could. 
Then, he could even improve upon it, and he could be even more efficient. This was a little doubtful, as Ophelia’s skill in Valkyrie Magic would also continue to improve her own ability.
For now, he was working on recreating his [Sacrificial Barrier] ability since he could easily cast it and observe it with his [Arcane Eye] as he tried to recreate it. He already learned that as he got his hearth control skill up, he could substitute the health cost of the spell with his hearth flames, and the ability could be even stronger. 
Converting the mana to different types had a cost, even if someone like Ophelia had an amazing affinity with it. His hearth flames were already divine and thus had little to no conversion, Hestia’s fire having slightly different properties. 
Not all of his mana was the divine flames of his hearth, especially in combat. When his mana regenerated, it took time for his core to form more divine flames out of what he recovered.
He finished his kitchen cleanup and found the two girls had already created the room and the clearing. They had attached it to their side of the hallway, wrapping it around their rooms. They spent some money on saplings and many plants, but it was nothing substantial compared to the shrine-related fixtures. 
He was lucky that the latter were affordable, likely subsidized in some way for the Refuge in general, as only his family and rare guests could access it. 
The ones in the city cost large amounts of CP and Credits, as they provided many services and aided in empowering a god with their faith. They were a war resource capable of producing paladins, clerics, and other clergy-based classes, and as such, had a much higher cost. 
The five of them went to their new nature sanctuary, and Jake felt that the place seemed similar to the Highlands jungle. The energy density in the Refuge from their hearth filled the room with the vitality energy it absorbed from the void, Ophelia having paid a bit more for this option for the large room.
There was a sun in the sky that wasn’t too bright, and it truly felt like they were outside in the jungle. 
Tanda had tears of joy in her eyes. “I…never imagined I could feel so at home here. This Refuge of yours is a wonder. Maybe…can my room can just be in here?”
Ophelia nodded. “We could just do like a hammock in here, if you like? That extra room can just be for your wardrobe and other things, for the stuff you don’t need to fit in a storage bracelet. The reality is, once we reach Tier 2 things like that will hardly matter, as a single storage ring will be able to fit half a warehouse full of items.”
Tanda nodded, and they all walked towards the center, where the altar or shrine was created. When they arrived, Jake was quite surprised.
“Uh, what’s all this stuff?”
Ophelia laughed. “Brigid and Cernunnos have a lot of symbolism associated with them, so we kind of went a little crazy. I figured I could use even a portion of this, so I spent some of the funds I had earned from practicing my smithing lately.”
At first, smithing was nothing more than a money sink. However, after she progressed significantly in her advanced skills, she started making significant profits. There was high demand for someone able to produce near-epic quality items and put them for sale.
There was a strange tree with branches and leaves that almost looked like it was on fire, along with an anvil in front of it. The leaves were filled with red and orange lights, and an alcove inside the base of the trunk was lit aflame, not much more than a candle. 
Jake could tell that it was connected to their divine hearth of the Refuge, a Hearthtree. From what he could tell, the life and warmth emanating from the tree was slight, as the tree was quite young.
There was also a well, and two statues, much like Hestia’s. Behind Cernunnos’ statue were two large trees, one that looked like it was more from a swamp that reeked of death, and another, the largest tree, filled with life in their sanctuary. The tree did look young, and it was only large in comparison to the other saplings.
Cernunnos was more or less like he expected, looking like a satyr man with stag horns on his head and a plant-like beard. But Brigid looked like three women, each a different race of beastkin or demi-human. Looking at her, he almost thought that Brigid herself might have been used as a template for the beastkin on Highlands in some way.
One was a minotress, or cow parentage beastkin. The second is some sort of avian beastkin, perhaps an owl. The final one appeared to be some sort of reptile parentage beastkin, Jake guessing that of a snake.
Tanda’s tail was wagging. “This is amazing!” She looked at Ophelia. “Thank you so much for helping me with this…”
Ophelia hugged her from the side. “Of course, sister! We all want you to feel welcome, to feel at home. We know how important that is.”
Jake laughed. “That’s right. Ophelia wouldn’t have given her Oath, or I wouldn’t have become a champion to a goddess of hearth and home, if we didn’t. The beastkin see the world as their home, unwilling to harm it, even for their children to not have to brave dangers. I don’t know how much time we’ll truly spend here, but we do want you to feel at home with us.”
Tanda nodded with a beaming smile and her tail wagging, and they started to set up her ritual. Jake provided a dead raptor he had personally killed but also a heroic boar from the battlefield to be placed on the altar.
Tanda began to pray, and then she stood, singing a song of no words, as she danced around the trees. She swung her polearm around, and the gist Jake got was it was a song praising life and nature and about protecting it. 
A few minutes into it, the sacrifices lit ablaze, disappearing in a puff of smoke, and both Cernunnos and Brigid’s statues lit up.
“I accept your Oath, Daughter of Timone and Dahlia. May you protect nature and life, forevermore. My husband is here, but only in spirit, so to speak. Greetings, Hart family. Thank you so much for protecting my wayward daughter, the Heart of the World, both indirectly and directly! And you, Tanda. You truly saved my husband, just like your ancestor those generations before you. For that, I have a gift.”
The Hearthtree glimmered and began to grow, its trunk growing wider and the tree becoming taller. Jake bet that it had aged and grown dozens of years at once. 
What was only six or seven meters tall before was now ten or eleven meters high now. The base of the trunk had tripled in size or more, and now the hearth inside the tree could almost compare to their hearth in other rooms.
A single seed formed on one of the branches, and it shot toward Tanda’s heart. It entered through her chest as if it wasn’t there, and Jake could see it attached itself to her heart with his [Arcane Eye]. 
“There. Now, you shall have a hearth of your own– should you feed that seed and allow it to grow. I bet your new mate will be able to help with that, along with his others? Until it grows, your druidic powers will be quite limited in that you will require seeds in order to use them.”
Jake reviewed the notification she received over their Bond.

[Druidic Magic: Rampant Growth]
[Powered By Auril or Mana, infuse seeds and plants with rampant growth. Different seeds produce different results.]

He saw that she had a new skill for [Druidic Magic], just like Ophelia and Bloodberri’s Valkyrie and Priestess Magic, respectively, though with only one spell, it felt like a challenge for her to improve it. Perhaps, she’ll get better at using the life force. He wondered how she could use mana; maybe once she had her hearth tree, she could. 
Brigid continued, “The beastkin will be able to become paladins, druids, clerics, priestesses and more, so the sooner you can get the temple with the many shrines created, the better. It won’t be the same as the classers get, but they will usually receive an iconic ability like Tanda did, depending on the god or goddess they choose to give their Oath to.”
Jake nodded. He planned to construct them as soon as he recaptured the Alliance HQ, which was only days away. He wondered when there could be actual class templates instead of specializations and thought it had to do with the race not having completed their Trial yet, but he wasn’t sure. 
That information was out of their reach for now. Humans were ubiquitous across the multiverse, among many other races like the Valkyrie. They did not have the problem of being unable to select a class, even on a Fringe World.
This beastkin with their Auril Heart were unique as a creation of their gods. For them to receive all the benefits of the Framework, it made some sense to Jake that there would be some sort of mechanism keeping them from doing so. 
It didn’t seem the Framework couldn’t make something for them yet, but there was some other limitation. After all, it was already guiding them on their skills and allowing them to advance them. Comparing them to cultivators, this was yet another difference. 
Tanda was saddened as she realized something. “I… I’m sorry my people lost your shrines and idols to history, and the enemy. It really feels like a failure on our part.”
“Do not be sorry, child. My husband was on the decline for a long time, your people were not to blame. He had long since been unable to answer your people’s prayers with reliability, his spark weakened. Instead, your people should be proud. Our enemy kicked him while he was down, targeting your people in ways that were beyond your ken. They also made it nearly impossible for me to interfere, their resources overwhelming us on other worlds. Your people defended him in ways not even the enemy could predict, and now, it shall be a triumphant return, thanks to you. I am ashamed that I had to wait for help, but there was too much at stake.”
Jake wondered how Cernunnos could have a triumphant return. In the end, didn’t Tanda just gain one divine spark, the same that was used to make her a Champion in the first place? Perhaps, not all divine sparks were equal. He would have to learn more on his own.
“My time here is at an end. I shall be at the banquet in a few weeks when you meet the other gods and goddesses of Hestia and Odin’s new Pantheon, where we shall have more time. I wish love and happiness among you all, Clan Hart. May you have many blessings among you.”
The light left Brigid’s statue, and somehow, he felt like he received a smile from Cernunnos, despite the statue not moving outwardly before the light left it too.
Berri asked, “Are we finally going to watch the movie now? I want to see the talking snowman!”
Fhesiah said, “I’m not so sure if I’m interested in this story.”
Jake shrugged. “We can have a game going for those not overly interested in the movie.”
Blood said to Fhesiah, “We can play another game of go, sister. I challenge you.” 
Tanda said, “A game? Oh! That sounds like fun! I wanna play too. But, the movie sounds interesting.”
Ophelia chuckled. “We play games all the time, you can just play next time we have downtime. Go is a bit advanced, we can play a game of checkers and still pay attention to the movie, if you like. It’s much easier to play.”
They sat down and watched the movie, each playing their respective games. Jake sat next to Tanda, Ophelia across from her, the checkers game on a raised platform on the couch. 
Blood and Fhesiah did similarly, Fhesiah next to Jake, and Bloodberri on the outside of the couch, the go game on the arm of the couch almost floating.
Tanda had initially focused on the checkers game, but when the singing started, she really got engrossed in it. 
“This slate thing, you called it a television? It’s neat! The colors are so vivid, but why do the people look weird?”
Ophelia explained, “That’s just animation, this type made with computers, like what we made changes to the Refuge with? It’s a form of storytelling, where an artist creates a series of images that are animated, and the characters voiced by people.”
Tanda’s tail was wagging, and it even started slapping Jake’s side. “Wow! So this is another form of art. We always just act out the plays, but this is a lot more complicated. Can we make a movie?”
Fhesiah smiled at Tanda. “Jake and I make a movie just the two of us occasionally. I’m sure you can make a movie if you wanted.”
Tanda said, “You two made movies already? I’d love to see them!” She frowned at Jake. “What don’t you do? You’re even a play actor!”
Ophelia laughed. “I wouldn’t put much praise in acting in that type of movie. Still, that’ll have to be another time, won’t it? It’s getting pretty late.”
Tanda appeared to be checking the time on her Menu. Her ears went flat on her head, and her expression darkened. 
“Oh yeah. Wow, time really flies…” Jake guessed she was thinking about her long flight, him feeling a flicker of longing.
Jake said, “I know you have a long flight, but once it’s done, we should be together often, right?”
Tanda brightened, her tail slapping Jake again. “That’s right! Oh, sorry, Jake. My tail has a mind of its own…”
He chuckled. “It’s no problem, I think it’s cute. It doesn’t hurt, in fact, it’s soft. I didn’t notice that it’s kind of like fur and feathers, until now.”
Tanda blushed. “Y-Yeah. My hair is a little feathery, too.”
Jake peered closely at her hair, his face inches from hers. “And there’s a purplish hue. I thought it was just black, but it’s a little reflective, like a raven’s feathers. It’s a pretty color.”
Tanda blushed again, her tail slapping him even harder. “T-Thanks. I’m glad… You like it?”
He chuckled. “Yeah, you truly are beautiful. We only have a bit of the movie left, let’s enjoy it?” 
He wrapped his arm around her hip, pulling her lithe body tightly against his side. He could feel that she enjoyed his warmth and him leading the way on this. Jake put his hand on top of hers, and they just luxuriated in the feeling of each other for a time.
Ophelia watched the two of them with a smile before turning and watching the movie toward its conclusion.
Tanda enjoyed Jake’s embrace for a while, but eventually, the movie neared its climax. She all but stood up, her butt at the edge of her seat. 
As the people fought in the final scenes, it was almost like she was picturing being there, fighting them too. If she had a sword in her hand, she might be swinging it. 
Ophelia got into it quite a bit too and was pretty upset with the girl foolishly ‘falling in love’ and getting engaged with a sleazeball after one visit and singing a song about love being an open door together. 
“The girl was so naive, getting engaged with that prince after that song.”
Tanda frowned at that. “But they sang their song together? I don’t see anything wrong with that, it’s believable.”
Ophelia laughed. “For you, I guess it would, huh? Well, most people don’t have a magic heart that sings too, like your people. If they did, I bet she’d have been able to feel his ill intentions?”
Tanda nodded. “I’ve definitely had some men sing their song, and feel the wrongness of it. Like they were just trying to sing what they thought they wanted me to hear.” 
She grinned viciously. “I hit them extra hard during our duel, or made sure my dad did instead.”
Tanda’s ears went flat on her head, and Jake realized she was probably remembering her father. But she perked up. 
“I thought my dad was dead, but Cernunnos said a strange thing. That he picked the Affliction Specialization. But how could that be possible? There’s no way he initiated into the Framework, or he’d have told me.”
Fhesiah said, “Aren’t you proof there are other ways to reach out to the god? Perhaps, they can pay a Price to reach out to you, instead. Bloodberri wasn’t initiated into the Framework at a Node, but she prayed at a shrine to Hestia, and was initiated in the process.”
Ophelia nodded. “When I was younger, I had read about cases where gods and goddesses did approach those on the verge of death. You’ll find that the gods related to death can make a connection in that way, too. Maybe he did die, but his soul was collected before Tartarus could get to it? It’s hard to know, but all that can be possible, if that god or goddess has a special connection to the world. Among the Celtic gods, there’s Arawn and Cernunnos himself, isn’t there?”
Tanda scratched her head in frustration. “There’s also Aisling, who infuriatingly is acting like his death isn’t a big deal! Even from the beginning! She probably knew something…”
Blood said, “Prophecies are like that, aren’t they? By saying too much, sometimes you can harm or change the path away from the best one. Perhaps she had a reason?”
Tanda sighed. “I know. My clan-mother does often know best. Perhaps, that’s why she survived, letting my dad wound the enemy so, but it’s just frustrating.”
Jake did his best to send comforting reassurance over their new Bond, and he could tell Tanda was thankful for it. “Well, I hope in the end he’s okay, and you weren’t given false hope. That’s one fight I look forward to, even if I know it will be difficult, from what I’ve heard.”
Tanda and Ophelia grinned in excitement. Both were looking forward to seeing Jake fight with who was known as the strongest in the world.
Tanda laughed a little awkwardly, “I would say you don’t need to fight, your potential was shown differently, but I’m not so sure if he’ll see it that way… He might just fight you because he wants?”
Ophelia looked excited, “Oh, I can’t wait to meet him! Think he’d fight me?”
Tanda beamed. “My dad, my mom, and my other clan-mothers love to fight! They’ll be more than ready to brawl! Aisling is just a little different, since her manifestation is as it is.”
Berri grabbed onto Jake, “Who cares about fighting, I want to build a snowman! Jake, tell me there’s a way to get snow in here!”
Ophelia cheered, “Snowball fight!”
Tanda beamed. “We always do that on Harmony Peaks! There’s plenty of snow in the winter.”
Jake laughed. “Maybe next time, we’ll set up some snow to play with.”
Berri was sad. “Oh c’mon, I don’t need to sleep, Blood can do it for me. Let’s play!”
Tanda frowned at Berri. “What?”
Ophelia shook her head, clasping Tanda’s shoulder. 
“Don’t mind it, or you’ll lose. Just accept she’s different.” 
Tanda sighed. “It’s so much fun here, thank you so much… I’m so glad my heart and mind finally matched, I’m so relieved. I kind of want to stay the night, but I realize I should talk to Aisling, even if I have to wake her up.”
Everyone stood up, escorting her to the door. 
“Before you go, one more thing. Now that you’re my Bonded, it means you can receive my buff, even if you’re a great distance away.”
Jake cast his [Divine Reinforcement] on her, improving everything she was by 75%. She was filled with golden light, but it faded into her, her body, mind, and soul being covered by divine empowerment.
She shivered and seemed to momentarily bask in the feeling with her eyes closed. Tanda fluttered her wings for a moment, and seemed to look at herself with wonder, then all the girls and Jake.
“Wow! That’s really amazing. I can feel your heart’s songs even better. I feel so great, it feels a little like Jake’s Aura.”
“This way, I can protect you a bit while you’re not with us. You’ll feel some flashes of my emotions while you’re gone too, no doubt. I can call you at a moment’s notice if you’re in danger, using my [Call Summon] spell.”
Tanda perked up a bit. “That’s so reassuring. Your power is really special!”
Jake sang, “Soar high and free, dear mate. With your winds at your back and the sky as your home. Our hearts will miss your presence among us.”
Tanda grinned and leaped at Jake, him catching her in his arms. She planted a quick kiss on his lips and sang, “Farewell, I am grateful for your songs, my heart will remember and be filled with joy and peace. My heart yearns to be in your presence once more.”
The girls all waved at Tanda, and she left through the portal. Jake realized that the Bond had already increased to level two, surprising him.
Fhesiah shrugged. “Those beastkin move fast, in tune with their hearts. Someone like Tanda only joining a mate when she believed they more or less found her soulmate. Brock sealed the deal with Serena and Bria on the first night. If you just gave her a necklace, you could’ve been in the bedroom by now.”
Ophelia rolled her eyes, knowing that Fhesiah was just exaggerating. “I think Tanda already knows in her heart that she will be your mate in truth, but this courtship is like an Earth woman’s wedding, to a beastkin woman. While if the mood matched well enough for her to go forward she would have, I think she wants to cherish this time similarly. Besides, we all know Jake would rather woo her and build up to it.”
Jake chuckled. “I do, I think. It’s kind of hard to know until you’re at the moment, but when I read the first, mostly inaccurate, information about their customs, I was a bit worried. It was almost made to sound like I’d beat the girl up and take her to the bedroom. I’m sure some men might enjoy the idea, but it feels wrong to me. That it has a component of listening to their song and making sure their hearts can beat as one, like finding their soul mate, helps.”
Blood looked thoughtful. “I heard the more warrior or domestic type beastkin women do almost just get beaten up and taken home. They desire to have children with a strong, dominant mate. I see the appeal. Before we met Jake, I had hoped to be the one doing the beating up and taking home.”
Berri laughed nervously. “I’m really glad Jake is so sturdy! I think we would have been through a few potential husbands before we didn’t break them.”
Ophelia wrapped herself around Jake’s arm. “Well, I think that went really well! Tanda feels like one of us already. So she’ll be flying south to near Cascadia or Life’s Haven with her flock, those that are ready and able to fly along. Some will stay protecting Harmony Peaks, like Aisling. They will split up some, to deliver more Nodes to different areas, trying to delegate some Nodes being carried out across the continent. They’ll be targeting the largest villages and cities.”
Jake enjoyed Ophelia’s feathered embrace, pulling her closer to his body. “And we will finish the path to reclaim the primary Alliance HQ, Life’s Haven. We’ll be cutting off as many Rifts surrounding it as we can, and rally all the warriors on foot. When Tanda’s flock arrives, we’ll assault it not long after. We should have some extra time to craft, getting all beastkin armed. Between Rookard’s pack, Vesuvius’ tribe, and Tanda’s flock, we’ll have quite the varied force.”
Ophelia was excited, but her excitement was tempered by concern. “I’m a little worried that Tartarus will have enough time to move pieces such as another Champion, but it hasn’t been overly long. They had hoped to cut us off on Ariminum from making it here on time, but they failed. My understanding is it takes time for them to move their resources, just like us, so I do think our best shot at getting this HQ back is now. Going for this one instead of the smaller one is probably for the better, that’s my gut feeling.”
“I think you’re right, sister. Now come, husband. Let me remove the sleep from you, just a few more nights of this to go. The rest from having a good time as a family has come to an end for now, unfortunately.”




Interlude 4 - ♥♥♥ - Naughty Nuns and Mistresses 


Jake entered Fhesiah’s fun room, feeling her excitement over their Bond. Having worked hard for the day helping the beastkin with crafting and fighting after Tanda left, it was time to play hard. 
He walked down the stairs into her created sex dungeon, the Refuge, easily allowing her to design it how she liked, including this dramatic entryway. He was only wearing some silk robes, which could be removed with a pull on the belt. 
Bloodberri and Fhesiah had prepared for this moment, the latter anticipating this for weeks or even months. Fhesiah was always up for fun in the bedroom and did what she could to keep things interesting. 
However, to Jake, this was to be a partial reward for all the hard work she’d done this past week. Blood and Berri would be doing their best to reward both of them, to show their devotion to their lord, and to aid Jake in his desire to reward Fhesiah.
Jake and Bloodberri would go along with whatever nonsense Fhesiah cooked up, and he was sure they would all enjoy it, one way or another.
That another one of Jake’s wives was joining her in her fun would already excite her tremendously. But one that would go along with her own fantasies had her lust through the roof. Jake reached the bottom of the stairs, once again opening a thick metal door.
He entered the room, finding the two girls in the center. Various toys were throughout the room, from racks filled with bindings to sexual aids to furniture and rack-like restraints.
Fhesiah was kneeling on the floor, her arms and wings bound behind her. She had a blindfold, and Jake saw special bindings placed on her that could potentially restrict her Divine Sense.
But she was wearing what can only be described as a ‘sexy nun habit.’ Her horns poked through a band at the top of her head, with the hat partially covering her black hair. Her shoulders were bare, with some kind of sleeves that began close to her wrists. 
Fhesiah’s nun dress was more of a bodice, exposing her large breasts and pushing them together.
Her legs were mostly bare, the dress short. She wore some stockings and had a cross necklace in between her breasts.
Blood, on the other hand, was dressed like a sexy dominatrix. Her outfit was just black leather straps, three bands that wrapped around her torso and shoulders at angles, meeting in a ring at the center. They did little but lift the breasts, but none covered them.
She wore her new necklace prominently on her exposed breasts, the straps pushing them up more than covering them. She held a riding crop, though it was sized for someone of Jake or Fhesiah’s size. In her hand, it looked like a wand.
There was a small leather strap that wrapped around her waist and covered her pussy, a thong panty. Blood had a sultry smile as she greeted Jake, though he thought she was blushing.
“Welcome, Master. I have trained this unruly slave for your play–”
Fhesiah moaned and shuffled against her bindings, interrupting her. Blood’s eyes narrowed at her, and she smacked her ass with the riding crop, causing her to moan even louder. Jake guessed very little training had actually happened. He could see Fhesiah’s stockings were already wet.
“Shut up already! I’m still doing the introduction.” She looked over to Jake. “Sorry, she nearly jumped me while waiting for you. You can use this one’s or my holes however you like, we’re both here for your pleasure. We are ready to serve you.”
Jake strode forward, standing in front of Fhesiah. She was already panting, not used to true sensory deprivation. He took a moment to inspect her, grabbing her horn to twist her face side to side. Her mouth had already opened, with her tongue dropping out.
“Please, fuck my face already! I–”
The riding crop smacked her across the face, her moaning as she was struck. “Such a naughty nun, you’re not supposed to talk! Wait for your master to inspect you. You’re here for his pleasure, remember? He will use you how he sees fit.”
Jake looked over to Blood, and she smiled as she moved herself in response to his desires. They kissed, and she moaned as he tweaked her large nipples near his waist, and his tongue entered her mouth. Denying Fhesiah left her panting, her shuffling in place as she rubbed her legs together for any kind of sensation.
Once again sensing Jake’s desires, Blood released the cinch on Jake’s robes. They fell to the ground, his body naked. His cock was already more than hard, ready to use these girls for his pleasure.
Jake thought he would tease Fhesiah some more, but she was already practically vibrating in place. Her mouth was still open; her tongue lolled out and ready for him to insert his cock.
He grabbed her horns to hold her in place and stuck his cock inside her mouth. She groaned as he did, her hot mouth ready for him. Her whole body shook as his cock went straight down her throat. Jake enjoyed the swallowing sensation as she even moved her tongue to lick his balls, and she whimpered as he withdrew.
Despite Jake holding onto her horns, she surprised him by pushing hard and taking him down her throat, her speed already at full tilt as she bobbed her head, repeatedly taking his length down into her throat. 
Distracted by the pleasure she gave him, it didn’t take long before her body shook in orgasm, and Blood smacked her ass with the riding crop again.
“You’re supposed to be giving Jake pleasure, not pleasuring yourself! You really are a slut for Jake, aren’t you? Slow down and give the master the service he deserves.”
But that just caused Fhesiah to moan louder as she continued to fuck her own face on Jake’s cock. Her moaning became even more, wanton as Jake groaned at the pleasure.
Blood frowned and smacked her ass with the riding crop several times more, again making her moan louder and even increasing her speed. Berri looked at the riding crop with some doubt.
“Is there really a point to this thing, if it just feels good for her? How is this supposed to train her?”
Blood tossed it away, then pulled Fhesiah’s hair until she dislodged from Jake’s cock, panting. She pulled to try to reach Jake but couldn’t budge against Blood’s strength. 
“Since you won’t listen, and smacking you just makes you hornier, we’ll have to go with denial.”
“W-Wait. Jake was so close though!”
Blood switched to holding Fhesiah by the horns to her side. Coiling her tail, Blood leveled her pussy directly in front of him. She removed the small strap that was covering her pussy, Jake seeing her clitoris was already engorged and ready.
“Please, use my pussy, master. It will make this unruly slave listen a little better. Unless you want to give her what she wants?”
Blood groaned in satisfaction, Fhesiah groaned in dissatisfaction, and Jake groaned in pleasure as his cock entered Bloodberri’s pussy. Instead of her pussy going haywire like it often did, she smiled at Jake as she worked the muscles back and forth in a controlled manner. 
It pulsed and tightened all along his length, her pussy performing a jacking-off motion. Blood shivered, the action still providing her with immense pleasure. Fhesiah fought against Blood’s hold, trying to use the distraction, but she still held tight. Fhesiah whined, unable to join the fun.
Jake didn’t have to move to enjoy what Blood was doing to his cock, but he began thrusting his hips, causing Blood to moan. His lover’s pussy convulsed on his cock, but he could tell she was holding back for his enjoyment. 
She began moving her own body to meet his thrusts, and Jake groaned as it was too much sensation for him. 
His balls tightened, and he unleashed a torrent of cum deep inside her pussy. She moaned and shook in her own orgasm, her body triggering a reaction from receiving what it desired. Fhesiah whined further and actually made use of the distraction to dart near Jake’s cock, but he grabbed her other horn.
Berri gave an evil, yet cute, smirk. “You clean your mistress now, and make her feel good.”  
He pulled out of Bloodberri’s pussy, and dragged Fhesiah’s face in front of it. She immediately began licking, slurping the cum out of Bloodberri. Blood moaned at the sensation, Fhesiah’s tongue darting in and out as she sucked on the entrance.
Berri frowned. “D-Don’t take it all. I want to keep some! W-Wow, that does feel pretty good.” She then pulled on Fhesiah’s body somewhat, holding onto some of her weight.
Once again sensing what Jake wanted, Blood removed some of Fhesiah’s shackles and wrapped her tail around her body instead. While keeping Fhesiah’s mouth on her pussy, she lifted Fhesiah’s body to have her ass raised above her head. 
Blood lowered herself to the floor, making Fhesiah’s pussy right at the right level.
Jake was already ready to go again, grabbing onto Fhesiah’s heart-shaped ass. He shoved into her sopping wet pussy, causing her to moan as she licked Bloodberri with even greater enthusiasm. Both girls moaned as Jake moved his hips back and forth, her pussy tightening and gripping his length as he thrust. 
It went haywire, pulsing and constricting all over his cock as he thrust in and out. He saw that Fhesiah’s hands were now free and playing with Blood’s clit as she tongued inside her pussy, the two moaning as Jake fucked Fhesiah.
Fhesiah eventually began backing her heart-shaped ass into his cock, meeting his thrusts as she somehow managed to keep licking and pleasuring Bloodberri. Jake pulled on Fhesiah’s tail, causing her to squeal and stop licking as he fucked her harder and faster.
Blood said, “Don’t stop, slave!” As she tweaked Fhesiah’s nipples harshly. Fhesiah’s eyes nearly went crosseyed as her entire body shook, and Jake felt her pussy convulse on his cock rapidly. Her pussy started rippling all over his length, causing him to cum again.
Both girls continued to moan as Fhesiah continued licking, and Jake did think that Bloodberri managed to have an orgasm at some point.
Blood blushed. “Y-Yes, Milord. We were able to enjoy since you were near. Your scent is so strong for us. It makes us ready to mate at any moment.”
Jake once again willed his girls into position, him wanting Bloodberri to return the favor for Fhesiah. Unshackled and unfettered, she floated to present her pussy to Bloodberri. 
Her mouth was no longer in reach of Bloodberri’s opening, as Blood’s body was just too big. But as Blood’s tongue snaked out, it began to bridge the gap, allowing Fhesiah to float closer to where Jake’s cock was about to enter. 
Her tongue snaked inside Fhesiah’s pussy, sucking and slurping Jake’s cum out of her. They both moaned as Fhesiah’s hand reached to play with Blood’s clit. Once again, Jake’s cock entered Bloodberri’s pussy, the insides pulsing for his pleasure.
“Mmmm…Oh Jake, that feels so good…”
Jake felt the smell of cookies enter the room, her finally turning up her pheromones. The three moaned in pleasure as they formed a triangle of sex. Bloodberri’s eyes rolled up into her head as Jake pounded into her pussy, and it was pulsing rapidly on his cock as he continued to fuck her, with Fhesiah playing with her clit.
Jake then willed them to shift a little more, to level out Fhesiah’s mouth in front of him for his usage, and keep allowing Bloodberri to tongue her pussy. He figured this was what the girl had wanted from the beginning, her waiting a long time for this particular day. 
He stuck his cock into Fhesiah’s mouth as Blood licked her pussy and played with her clit from behind, the girl enjoying being stimulated from both ends. She moaned as Jake grabbed onto her horns and really began pumping her face on his cock. 
He continued to use her mouth, pulling on her horns and thrusting his hips. His cock reached deep into her throat as it convulsed, and her tongue licked everything it could reach. Her body shook, and she wailed out in pleasure as the two pleasured the wanton demoness.
One orgasm chained into the next as the two continued to fuck the naughty nun, her necklace bouncing against her large breasts. She sucked and slobbered on Jake’s cock, as her body shook and she moaned. 
Jake’s balls began to boil, the pleasure mounting high. This time, he came down her throat as her eyes rolled back into her head in another orgasm. Blood pulled her off from Jake’s cock, and licked and kissed it as she did. 
Her eyes met Jake’s, and he could feel she enjoyed this almost as much as Fhesiah and Jake did. 
Berri giggled. “The role playing thing was a bust, was there any point in it from the beginning? Still, it was pretty fun.”
Fhesiah then kissed Bloodberri, and her eyes widened as she realized she was sharing the cum that Jake just gave her, Jake guessing she had some means of bringing it back out despite going straight down into her stomach. 
He knew Bloodberri loved the taste of it, but he knew they enjoyed it going down into her other hole a lot more. He chuckled.
“It’s usually like that. The role playing often goes out the window in the first five minutes. It’s usually just a fun costume.”
Fhesiah pulled away from her kiss with the snake girl. “This was fun so far. There’s a lot more we need to try! I was right, that tongue of yours is amazing, Bloodberri. Let’s–”
Blood quickly wrapped her tail around Fhesiah, stringing her up and spreading her legs. She provided a “bed” for Jake to lay on and still allowed her humanoid body plenty of movement.
“You may be done role playing, but I am still here for the master’s pleasure. Our lord will use you how he sees fit.”
She dropped Fhesiah pussy-first on Jake’s cock, the two groaning at his entry. Blood smirked as she used Fhesiah’s entire body as a means to pleasure her lord. She lifted the smaller woman up and down, her legs spread wide by her tail.
Blood controlled Fhesiah as if she was as light as a feather, and the demoness pulled at her bindings in a token effort. Finding that she couldn’t move at all unless she went all out filled her with lust as her body was used to pleasure Jake. 
Berri smiled as she moved her body to Jake’s side and kissed him on the lips. Fhesiah’s hot, tight cunt rippled as Blood pumped Fhesiah up and down on his cock, the girl moaning all the while.
Jake and Berri’s tongues met as he played with her large nipples, the girl in question adding her own moans of pleasure. Blood and Berri both enjoyed the affection of their lord, as Fhesiah enjoyed being used and filled.
Blood began playing with Fhesiah’s clit, the girl’s eyes rolling into her head. “Y-Yes! Ah, fuck, it’s so good. Ah!” 
She came again, her pussy rippling and convulsing on Jake’s cock. Sensing Jake was near, and Blood began moving Fhesiah’s body even faster, Jake moving his own hips as he pounded into her pussy.
Bloodberri then moved to lick Fhesiah’s opening and clit at the same time, her tongue snaking around her entrance. One orgasm chained into the next for Fhesiah, her pussy pulsing and rippling on Jake’s cock. He came down her tight tunnel, pulses of cum being drained from him.
With a smile, Blood and Berri snaked their tongue inside Fhesiah’s pussy, slurping and sucking all the cum as Jake withdrew. Fhesiah had a glassy-eyed look as she watched and felt the girl enjoying the treat Jake left inside her.
She asked tiredly, “W-Wow. We really need to do that again sometime. Tell me you’re going to join me again?”
Blood tapped her lip and gave a devilish smirk. “I don’t know, you didn’t exactly listen well. Maybe I’d rather just stay with having nights to myself?”
Fhesiah pleaded. “I-I’ll be good next time, I promise! I just got a little too excited, since it was the first time. Please?”
“Hmm…pleasure your mistress, and show your sincerity. Then I might just change my mind.”
Jake could tell Fhesiah was a little out of it, but she scrambled to obey. He was a little tired, but the night was only beginning. They had earned a little rest and enjoyment and would enjoy it for a little while longer.
He could tell Blood was playing hard to get, but she had enjoyed the night just as much as Fhesiah. Having the extra girl fit into the dynamic made things exciting even for her. Of course, for Jake, he found plenty to enjoy between the two girls.
It was a couple of hours more before the two or three girls were sated. Fhesiah removed the need for sleep from Jake, and it was back to actual work for him once again. Jake and his girls had gotten to play hard, and now it was time for them to work hard once more.    




Interlude 5 - Vesuvius - The Tribe of Roxo


Vesuvius and his people marched through the winding caverns under the mountains. His scouts blazed the trail ahead, making sure the path remained safe. They had already cleared two smaller Rifts on the way, ones spilling out monsters at set intervals.  
One of them he wished he could keep around, as it had a sort of giant beetles that dug and burrowed into the ground, spawning out of it. Delicious.
The world itself was connected to his heart, allowing him to feel the pulse of the world. He felt urgency. That it was important for his people to meet up with another underground tribe. His people’s hearts matched his: their songs expectant but wary.
They had already met up with a few smaller clans, adding to his people. The underground did not have excessive resources to sustain people, but there were some pockets of areas where creatures lived and plants grew. 
The life energy of their world was abundant, allowing for things to live well without sunlight, and many of the caverns they traveled through were teeming with plants, even fruits, and vegetables. 
There were plenty of insects to consume, underground rivers for fish, and more. His people spread across the underground from generation to generation, continuing the tradition of hiding themselves from those above. 
Only the larger tribes would go above ground, choosing their locations far enough away from where the above-ground beastkin dwelled. 
They had been traveling toward a known tribe filled with lizard-parentage beastkin. Vesuvius knew their Chief, Roxo. It had been nearly a decade since they last met in person, but they often sent scouts with messages and requests for aid.  
They had been traveling for a few days and were nearly there. This place was not overly far from Life’s Haven, all things considered. Chief Jake had already laid out a path or course for them once they met with Roxo’s tribe. 
A man named Rookard was scheduled to meet him soon to aid his people in marching to the assault, adding the villages above to the Alliance’s protection.
A few of his people had already gone to Cascadia to rejoin their beastkin brethren, a small percentage, including Davonius. He was always inquisitive, wanting to learn more about the world. Vesuvius was happy for him, able to serve his goddess more directly. He was experimenting with auril supplements and serums and doing her busy work.
Vesuvius knew that Davonius had little time for anything else. He was working day and night, creating pills and other concoctions. He earned some credits on the side as he improved his skills, the Framework providing him with the skills to excel at his craft.
Vesuvius was envious because he couldn’t think of what he would do for his trade, Hearthtribe requiring it. He could become large using Auril, so perhaps he’d be good at building? He always had to breathe out excess heat as flames, so maybe he could become a blacksmith? Thoughts for later.
He heard the telltale clicking sounds and thumping of tails, and he froze in step, listening. It appeared that the scouts had reached the other tribes’ own.
Some were clicking and thumping back and forth, and Vesuvius could feel in his heart that they needed to hurry. It appeared there was trouble.
His voice rumbled out in a shout, “Let us hurry. Awakened warriors, let’s rush ahead.”
He turned to his daughter. “Vexana, you and your mate Jarrix come with me. Bring the Node.”
He nodded at Darris, his turtle parentage Auril Hero. A good friend, he could expect him to bring up the rear and keep his weaker people safe if necessary.
His people filled themselves with auril and rushed ahead. A good percentage of his people were Awakened, but many warriors were still working on it. These people were taking their goddess’ supplements, but they really needed to close Rifts to gain what the Framework granted.
Vesuvius was taking the supplements but wasn’t sure about their efficacy. It definitely felt close to a meal of Auril Beast meat, but it was not enough to push him forward overly much. 
The goddess assured him that she would make something eventually, but for now, everything was geared toward Awakening his brethren and bringing them to the Auril Hero level. Once enough had reached this stage, they could then focus on the next step. 
They would need materials from their deepest, oldest jungles to achieve this.
When Vesuvius arrived at the tribe’s main cavern, he was surprised. Roxo’s people were mostly waiting, ready for battle. He could feel their songs, and it appeared there was a threat.
He walked past his scouts, finding Roxo near the front of a crowd. Roxo was of raptor parentage, holding two bone swords. His scales were red, and he had the muzzle of a raptor or lizard like himself. Vesuvius could see he had a smile on his reptilian face, filled with relief that the Tribe of the Sleeping God was here.
“Roxo! Greetings. I have come with important news.”
Roxo’s red eyes met his. “I am so glad to see you and your tribe, Vesuvius! We’ve been having trouble, dealing with a small Rift had opened underground. Then, another Rift had opened above ground a few days ago, and our people have been having trouble dealing with the spawns of both.” 
His song was somewhat upbeat but still worried; Vesuvius could tell.
“What is it? What emerged from the portal?”
“Lava Ants are giving us trouble underground, the creatures making it a challenge to even assault them. Above, some creatures of the unliving.”
Vesuvius was surprised. His people had witnessed a Rift spawn below but had dealt with it easily. They noticed that the ones that spawned above were much larger and more challenging.
“What makes the ants a challenge?”
Roxo sighed. “They are using the lava nearby to flood caverns when we try to assault them. There are not many, so they are hardly much of a problem on their own to keep at bay. We have backed off and are working on digging alternate routes to ensure our assault goes favorably without deaths. But we appear to be running out of time. It seems they are digging up, to meet with the undead above ground.”
Vesuvius smiled. “Well, fear no more, my friend. For we have met with a goddess! That is why we are here.”
Roxo narrowed his eyes in suspicion, but Vesuvius could see it was but a mere shadow of a doubt. Auril Heroes were more connected to the world and to their speech and songs than their younger, newly-Awakened brethren. 
Roxo could hear from Vesuvius’ song how sure and confident he was and that there was no deception. Roxo’s heart already knew what Vesuvius said was true; he only needed a moment for his mind to catch up to this.
Vesuvius continued, “I have brought the power of the goddess! She met our people, and showed the dragon’s flame as her proof. Another of her cadre, even removed the taint from Jarrix here, and reduced that within my own daughter. Our gods have returned, as foretold!”
Shouts of exclamation echoed out, and the many people of Roxo’s Tribe filled with glee. Vesuvius’ people also chanted and shouted, proclaiming that what he said was true, that they witnessed the goddess themselves.
Vesuvius could tell. As Roxo heard his people’s songs, he started to believe. 
Roxo asked, “What power of the goddess did you bring?”
Vesuvius motioned Jarrix ahead, him placing the Alliance Node down. Vesuvius activated it, the mysterious symbols lighting up and forming strange lines on the ground where people could access their [Menu].
He was surprised when he saw he had a few messages, one from the goddess herself! Davonius too.
Roxo asked, “What is this? What does it do?”
Vesuvius smiled. “It makes us immortal. It allows us to serve the goddess, forevermore.”
“Immortal? Impossible! You’re telling me your people never die?”
“They can die, but they will be reborn! We cannot live forever exactly, not without a price. One must always advance themselves to truly be immortal, but it’s possible.”
He went into more detail with Roxo, and it wasn’t long before he convinced him to allow his people to join if they so chose. Only those that initiate may join the assault against the Rifts and later reclaim a city for themselves in the world above.
Roxo became further excited about the idea of fighting alongside the other reptile beastkin. Living up above once more where he could hunt and fight against Auril Beasts once more had been something he dreamed about. 
His mates had dreams where they fought above, though against the beastkin. It had kept him up at night, thinking he would repeat the sins of his ancestors. This was cause for pause, as it matched the foreseer's premonitions. It was clear Roxo’s mates had seer-like powers by way of dreams. 
Roxo’s people lined up, excited to join and once again serve a goddess. Vesuvius took the time to read the message in his Menu from Fhesiah and Davonius.
It appeared Jake had allocated some Credits within the Guild to sponsor people like Roxo. Vesuvius certainly hadn’t earned tens of thousands of T1 credits over the past few days. After all, they ate half of the ‘loot’ at the last one. He returned the messages with ones of his own, providing an update on the situation.
Davonius had a message about the blight and indicated he should purchase some censors. It also appeared that there were many resources available for purchase that his people should consider. 
Having bone javelins to carry auril worked, but they were not the best implements. Auril woods, when ‘enchanted,’ were slightly more effective, though their bone javelins could potentially be even better with the same treatment. Vesuvius could tell Jake was interested in this, but he had little time to accomplish anything for the moment.
He now knew what many of his people would save up for. Vesuvius made sure his people bought some of these censors, to ensure they had a way to combat the blight for the undead above. This evil was destroying their lands, and the goddess herself had requested they protect the lands where possible.
Roxo was still weaker than himself, but the cost was still nearly 10,000 T1 Credits. With the people integrated, they now joined with the plan to dig. Roxo’s people were definitely more lizard parentage than other reptiles, unlike his people, which were more snake parentage. Both had a wide variety of parentage, but those two were the most numerous.
Darris and his people eventually arrived, and Vesuvius thought he would add an excellent deterrent or aspect to the plan. They would dig another hole into an underground stream, which he should be able to aid in its control.
His people worked together with Roxo’s and defeated the lava ants without any deaths. The Rift was just small, but it gave his people a hard time because the creature could take advantage of its home turf, there being lava flows deep in the mountain.
Darris could aid by flooding the lava cavern with water, which countered the creature’s ability to control the lava. 
The tribes rained down auril-filled javelins onto the enemy, taking them out mostly easily. Being a turtle Auril Hero, Darris had exceptional control of the water near him. His auril manifestation was armor made of water filled with vitality in addition to his sturdy body, making him prodigious at taking the blows of larger enemies safely.
The Rift’s challenge was only a few dozen large ants at once, a simple contest that was no problem for Vesuvius and his allies. Now that they had stopped the ants from meeting up with the undead, the real concern was defeating them. Still, he was confident.
Their people moved topside, finding a group of skeletal creatures spreading the blight not far from the entrance. 
A dozen strange creatures made of bone and crawling on all fours, spewing green smoke out of their mouths. His heart sang the song of battle, and Vesuvius started to grow. He drew the auril from the area; the life energy of the jungle beneath the mountain was abundant.
His heat increased as he charged a dozen creatures. His people gathered behind him, launching their bone weapons at them. The creatures howled and charged back at him, and he easily cleaved one in two. Others leaped toward his people, but Roxo, filled with his red auril, swung one of his bone blades.
A red crescent wave was released from his blade like a massive red talon and cut into the bone creatures. It arrested their momentum and knocked them to the ground. They were then easy pickings for his snake parentage people’s javelins, Roxo and Darris defending them.
Vesuvius and his people made quick work of the rest and climbed the mountain easily. Arriving at the Rift on a small plateau an hour later, Roxo was excited. 
“It feels amazing to be above ground, during the day, my friend. This blight the portal is spewing is not enough to get me down. I can’t wait to meet this goddess, and sink my teeth into our enemies.”
Vesuvius laughed. “You may not want to sink your teeth into these, my friend. But that your bone swords will sever theirs, is justice. Let us fight together against the unliving.”
He gave his orders, his hundreds of awakened warriors ready for battle. He focused on the Rift ahead of him.

[Ghoul’s Rift - Goal: Defeat all enemies that spawn]

So, it looked like the enemies they were facing were called ghouls. They were nasty creatures capable of easily climbing their mountains and spreading their blight.
He further stoked the flames in his chest, drawing auril in from the area. His heart sang the song of battle as he grew to his full size, along with his ancestor’s glaive. Now over four meters tall, he was a force to be reckoned with. 
Darris and Jarrix stood beside him, the turtle and lizard parentage Auril Heroes. Their hearts joined him in his song, their auril building as well. Darris would not grow much, but Jarrix was not dissimilar from himself and was now over three meters tall as well. 
Roxo’s heart built with zeal as his heart joined their song. Now that all his allies had grown, he looked like a waif in comparison. But his streamlined body was built for agility and power, his talons the sharpest and fastest among them.
His hundreds of warriors joined the chorus as four Auril Hero’s songs built.
Vesuvius shouted as he raised his glaive, “For the goddess! For taking back our home!”
His people roared fervently as they all charged into the dome for the Rift. Hundreds of the ghouls spawned to match his large number of allies. Many of them were the size of the average beastkin or perhaps Jake, the human. Some were larger, about the size of a horse. Still, much smaller than him.
Bone javelins rained down on the enemy, his hundreds of snake and lizard beastkin people favoring the weapons. Where the creatures were struck, an auril-powered poison was transferred, breaking the monster down with a manifestation of his people’s will. Vesuvius doubted poison would normally work on such creatures, but his people’s attacks differed.
He swiped left and right with his glaive cleaving the creatures nearly the size of a deer, and a particularly large ghoul almost crashed into him, but Darris blasted it with a ball of water, knocking it away. 
Jarrix was on the other side of him, also taking wide swings with his polearm, cleaving ghouls left and right. Many of the creatures struck with javelins were not being taken down, but they were moving slower as a result of the poisons of the snake beastkin.
Roxo swung and spun enthusiastically with his blades, sending red waves of auril out. The spiritual edges cut into the creatures, detaching limbs and cutting them down, several with every swing and every spin. He dashed around the battlefield, cutting undead down and protecting Jarrix and Vesuvius’ flanks.
His people fought with their glaives and spears, working together to cut down the strange creatures. Their hearts beat the song of the Auril Heroes, their cooperation exceptional as they worked alongside their brethren. Where a ghoul thought an unprotected back was available, they were met with a spear from a nearby ally.
The four Auril Heroes drew auril in from the area, empowering the awakened warriors and strengthening them. Their hearts called out to the world, and the world answered. Finding harmony with their cadence, their battle songs drew in the world's energy, empowering them. The effect was small, but it made his people powerful across hundreds of allies.
Darris cut through enemies with his axe and blocked the creatures with both his shield and his spiritual shield made of water. No matter where enemies attacked him, Darris was a fortress unto himself. The shell on his back was nigh impervious, and his axe blurred as it was propelled by water jets. His body was ponderous, but he could attack unexpectedly fast.
Vesuvius breathed a large gout of flame covering five meters in a cone before him, burning a dozen ghouls as they screamed in agony. His allies worked to clear through them, his warriors pushing forward as they hacked through the enemy.
Before he knew it, their enemies were all slain, and the Rift closed.

[Rift Closed. Individual CP earned reduced due to large numbers of Alliance Presence. Solo Contributor - 125 CP Earned]

That Rift earned him over double what he had earned previously, the other Rifts smaller, the enemies weaker. His people cheered, excited for what the future might bring. They were excited, as only a few people had died, only the weakest among them. 
Knowing that their brethren would be raised to live and fight once more in the name of their goddess and for a new home filled them with righteous vindication.
Vesuvius knew he should be sharing in their glory, but he was not happy. The feeling of urgency only increased once the Rift had closed. What was happening? Roxo, Jarrix, and Darris could all feel this, and his people stopped cheering, also feeling in their hearts that their Auril Heroes were not celebrating and taking on their mood.
It was because of this they heard a rumbling, like that of a stampede. Dozens of Auril Beasts moved through the valley, with reptile beastkin riding them. That in itself was a cause for concern, but the real problem…
Roxo frowned. “They’re tainted.”
Vesuvius frowned as he looked over to his daughter, Vexana. As her anger, the curse, was removed, her taint decreased over time. She was now seeing how happy the tribe was, and her happiness was starting to match, becoming content with what she had. 
There was still some taint left, but even that small amount felt different, somehow.
These beastkin riding their Auril Beasts felt more than just tainted. The world was recoiling at their very presence, and Vesuvius knew in his heart that this was why the world felt urgency. That the world needed his people’s help.
His people had previously ignored the call of the world in favor of their gods, before. 
This time, the world was in tune with their new goddess. They would face this challenge.




Interlude 6 - Vesuvius - Cronus


His people were spotted over the ridge, and the dinosaurs and their riders turned toward him. The creatures were mostly raptors being ridden, but there were dimetrodons and more lizard-like giant Auril Beasts capable of climbing. 
The dozens of creatures stopped a distance away from where Vesuvius, Roxo, Darris, and Jarrix were standing in front of their army on the ridge. In the center was a larger dimetrodon, with two fins at angles on top instead of one, allowing the large man to sit in the middle.
The man was a large lizard beastkin, his scales the color of red. His amount of god’s blood must have been high because he was very much like Vesuvius, with the face of a lizard. He held a large bone glaive much like Vesuvius’s, one likely handed down from his ancestors.
Vesuvius could feel the man’s taint, but he was certainly at the Auril Hero level. He wasn’t sure who was stronger between the two of them, but he knew it would be close.
The man didn’t start with the beastkin greeting. “Greetings! I am Cronus. What are you doing in the world above, brother? Don’t tell me you were clearing a Rift?”
The man’s words felt like knives in his own heart. He could tell his brethren felt the same thing, their songs wary. He hadn't even given the beastkin greeting.
Vesuvius said, “I am Vesuvius, Chief of the Tribe of the Sleeping God, and we were. The unliving were spilling from it, destroying our land, our world.”
“The Tribe of the Sleeping God? We were just headed for the Tribe of Roxo, what are you doing so far north? Well, I come bearing good news. You mustn’t worry about that any longer. Our gods have returned! I have received a divine message, and I am bringing it to all Tribes, our brethren in hiding. We must rally together and serve our gods once more!”
“You have seen our gods? On Highlands?”
The man smiled. “I’ve seen them. They require us to rally, and kill the beastkin living above ground once and for all! We will reclaim our homes, and the sky will be covered with our gods, just like the foretelling! They will rule, and we will serve them for all time. This is our chance! The world will be ours.”
It was just as seen on the murals created by their foreseers. But the man’s words' wrongness made Vesuvius know he was lying. Something was missing that the man was not telling him. 
Vesuvius could see that Roxo and his people showed doubt, but his own stood firm, denying the man’s lies.
They were already serving a goddess; what do they care about another?
Vesuvius slammed the butt of his glaive on the ground, his heart singing a hymn of righteous retribution. His people’s hearts began beating in the cadence of his song, and they prepared for battle. Roxo looked confused, but he drew his blades.
“We serve our goddess, Fhesiah. She showed her dragon’s flame, and our hearts know that it was the real thing. We will not fight against the other beastkin, but beside them. Our hearts remain pure, able to serve both the world itself protecting the balance, and our goddess. Your people are tainted, and you serve a false god. You should join us, instead. We have joined the Framework, and we cannot die. Join us, and you may be spared.”
“The Framework? You fool! Now, there is no saving you!” The man made some clicking sounds, the mounts forming up and preparing for battle, and an arrow blazed from the side of Vesuvius, the attacker unseen.
But his people had long since been prepared for battle. Darris manifested a shield of water, blocking the arrow, and Vesuvius roared as his auril stirred, and he grew back to his full height once more.
He took loping strides at his enemy, who leaped off the dimetrodon and began doing the same. Vesuvius was worried, as the many powerful Auril Beasts would be difficult to kill without significant losses. 
With few healers among his people and being only the out-of-combat sorts, many would die here. The enemy only had a single Auril Hero, but many of the Auril Beasts they had were of that level.
Vesuvius and Jarrix went out to meet the man and his large mount, while Darris and Roxo moved to aid and defend the weakest of the tribe from being overwhelmed with ease. 
Vesuvius met with the tainted man, meeting his bone glaive with his own. They swung and stabbed, parried, and countered. Vesuvius had dueled his brethren from his tribe and others for nearly a hundred years. He could tell Cronus was a touch above most when it came to skill.
Cronus’s auril was filled with black taint, his swings vicious. Vesuvius matched his swings, and while he was stronger and larger, he was slower than his enemy. He brought his glaive down with his superior weight and used his tail to spring forward unexpectedly to try to knock the man off balance.
Jarrix had cut into the dimetrodon, but it bowled into him, trying to bite him despite its wound. Jarrix was filled with green auril, his cuts vicious. But the creature healed its wounds quickly, its skin sturdy besides. The injuries were not very deep.
Darris and Roxo protected the weaker beastkin as they rained attacks on the creatures, but the tainted beastkin could also get ranged attacks through. They wielded wicked bows and arrows that, while they didn’t have auril, pierced through his people’s defenses just the same. The raptors wore armor and were a challenge to best with their tainted red auril.
Vesuvius was about to be quite worried about his people and himself being able to make it out of this alive when he heard a howl of wolves from the right side of the battlefield.
Many howls joined the first before Vesuvius was sure he heard hundreds. Before he could even see what caused the howl, dozens of arrows rained down on their enemies from the trees.
The arrows were filled with auril and cut deep into the Auril Beasts and tainted beastkin alike. Some Auril Beasts were brought down, and a few of their riders were killed.
The leader made a few clicks with his throat, and a tainted auril filled himself and the rest, the beasts becoming more fierce and filled with rage. 
They became stronger, and the taint pulled auril from the surrounding area and twisted it into their dark purpose. At the same time, their enemies became sickly looking, as if a price was paid to accomplish this.
The energies blocked the auril-filled arrows now, and the creatures moved with greater zeal. The man in front of Vesuvius became more bestial, going straight for his vitals with speed and power. Vesuvius could barely keep up with blocking and countering Cronus, stirring all his auril to match his attacks.
“This is the power of our god! You will regret not joining us!”
Vesuvius breathed a cone of flame at him, but the man’s auril slashed through it like a swipe of a dinosaur’s tail. 
Vesuvius tilted his head just in time, or he would have lost his snout. The dimetrodon swiped its tail at him from the side as well, only to be blocked by Jarrix’s glaive performing a wicked slice filled with green auril.
Vesuvius saw several of his daughter’s javelins had struck the creature, her vicious poison weakening and damaging it. He knew it would only be a matter of time before the beast fell.
The creatures swiped and leaped at his people, Darris barely being able to hold many of them back with a wall of water. Dozens of javelins pierced into the creatures, and rather than healing, their tainted auril merely kept the dinosaurs from succumbing to their wounds.
Roxo’s waves of blades sliced into the beasts and knocked them back, giving their ranged attackers more time to land more attacks on them. While the enemy had started with nearly a hundred beasts, close to two dozen were already defeated.
More howls came from the trees, and dozens of wolf beastkin warriors emerged, among others. They held a wide array of weapons, but one that stood out was a large warrior wielding two axes and a bow on his back, with four auril wolves running alongside him– an Auril Hero.
The man fit the description of Rookard, who was supposed to join them before their assault. Vesuvius had fears that the man would reject his people, even if he knew the Framework wouldn’t allow him to attack. He still worried about his people being accepted.
Rookard’s wolves now flanked the enemy, and the tide was turning. Rookard’s song was added to the four Auril Heroes, his wolves biting into reptile beastkin riders and his axes severing the legs of beasts.
Vesuvius roared as his auril built, swinging his ancestor’s glaive with greater enthusiasm. He used his superior size and strength to knock the enemy beastkin back. His heat grew, and when he was ready, he used his auril manifestation as he performed a piercing thrust at the enemy’s torso.
Instead of blowing the flames out his mouth, he channeled them through his bone glaive. His enemy blocked the thrust, but flames shot forth like from his breath, blasting the enemy. He screamed in pain as he was thrown back and engulfed in flames, his auril fighting to smother them.
Vesuvius charged to push the attack but was rebuffed by another raptor riding beastkin. He cut them down swiftly, the creatures unable to match his size. Still, Cronus had recovered and returned to the fray just as Rookard’s blue auril wolves arrived.
The wolves nipped and bit his legs and tail, one leaping for the throat. This disturbed his momentum, even though an auril tail swipe cut through the wolf after his throat. Vesuvius managed to stab him in the shoulder, and Cronus shouted in pain. 
Cronus cut through another wolf as he retreated, calling his ailing dimetrodon with several clicks as he surveyed the battlefield.
The creature was already on its last legs but leaped to Cronus’ call. Jarrix and Vesuvius chased, but he felt something deeply wrong. The man pulled out an idol of what looked to be one of their gods: a dragon. The taint in the area twisted as he withdrew it from his pouch, and he shattered it on the ground.
“You fools! You dare defy our gods? You will suffer!”
The tainted auril in the area was pulled into him, even from the dead Auril Beasts and reptile beastkin. The remaining living were drained of their life force, all appearing to age and become skeletons within seconds, what remained of them falling to the ground. Streams of dark energy entered Cronus.
Cronus began to grow and morph as his skin and visage shifted. He grew wings on his back like a pterodactyl– No, like their gods. His face grew wicked teeth, and the evil auril filled his body.
He was still growing when Cronus laughed. “Don’t you see? Your god was here, just as I promised. Bow to me, and you can still be spared torture and torment!” When he was done growing, he was nearly ten meters tall.
Vesuvius could feel the power wafting off of Cronus, and while evil and tainted, his heart nearly stirred. One of his people’s gods was in front of him, and if not for meeting his goddess, he knew his people might just bow down to this creature.
Rookard laughed. “You, a god? I have met stronger than you, and without the need to sacrifice his own people. I can feel the taint in you, the world itself wanting you gone. We will not bow. There must be blood!”
Rookard’s tribe all chanted for blood, their auril building, filling their weapons, preparing to fight. Vesuvius saw that the destroyed auril wolves were already back, Rookard somehow replenishing them. His people joined him in his chant for blood, and Vesuvius and his heart joined the song of righteousness and vengeance.
Roxo and his people looked distressed, witnessing the god before them. Their bodies wanted to kneel to their god, but they felt it was wrong. Instead, they all joined in the chanting, and the auril stirred in the valley, coming to the call of the Auril Heroes.
Dozens of his people had died already, and he nodded to Darris. He would rely on him to protect against the dragon's breath attack in front of them. Darris’ song called on the water below, the Auril Heroes channeling their auril over to him.
The dragon breathed out a black flame, barreling toward his people. Darris stomped the ground with a roar, the earth shattering and water being called from the world underneath. It manifested a large shield of water in front of his people.
Roxo added his red waves of talon blades, and Jarrix and Vesuvius expended a large amount of their auril and sent auril-enhanced attacks that sent a green and red wave against the flame as well.
They rebuffed the flame, but only barely. His people had spent much of their auril to accomplish this, but the dragon had much remaining.
Rookard and his people fired their bows, and his tribe rained javelins onto the dragon as he laughed and began to stomp toward them. The attacks appeared almost ineffectual, or the creature’s armored scales too strong, though Vesuvius could tell his tainted auril was reduced from the sheer number of attacks landing.
When the dragon was near and about to swipe its claws, a ball of flame slammed into Cronus and knocked him back slightly with an explosion.
Vesuvius heard a loud snap and a feminine sigh from the sky. Despite it feeling far away and the large number of attacks happening, it was heard clearly, and even the dragon stopped in confusion.
“You know, I was in such a good mood. I had a wonderful night, then I thought I was just going to enjoy a party with my people, meeting up together with their lost brethren. But then I find this disgusting lizard, attacking them.”
Vesuvius’ heart beat with fervor. He could feel it– their goddess had arrived! He saw her floating in the sky above the battlefield, holding a closed fan in her hand, a torch floating near, and…standing on a…large sword? Just why? The disappointment in her voice was palatable.
Cronus shouted in rage, “Lizard? I have taken on our god’s visage! You will pay for your insolence!”
Cronus began rearing back, preparing a breath attack once again. The tainted auril within the creature stirred, and Vesuvius was glad the creature’s rage was directed at the goddess– He knew that she was capable.
Fhesiah raised her hand above her head, mysterious scripts appearing. A flame was borne, the same that appeared in his cavern. It grew as she spoke, growing into a powerful sun, brightening the sky.
“You have taken on a dragon’s visage, true. But you are still nothing more than a disgusting lizard filled with taint.”
The sun above her head grew to be as large as an Auril Beast, the torch adding even more flames. The heat of the fire was now overwhelming, Vesuvius's heart beating with zeal, him shocked at the glorious flames she created.
The sun shot toward Cronus, and he reared back and released his tainted flames toward their goddess.
The giant sun collided with the black flames, and Vesuvius was surprised to see that, if anything, the sun grew in size as it consumed the black. He could feel the power of creation, of dragons changing reality to fit their desires. Fhesiah was a true dragon, and now no beastkin present would doubt.
The larger ball of flame from their goddess pushed through the black flames of Cronus and engulfed him as he screamed in pain and anguish. The evil dragon melted down, its visage shrinking until the creature was eventually dead.
Fhesiah sighed as she floated down in front of them. “I suppose none are left alive for questioning? It would have been wonderful to know where they came from or where they were going.”
Vesuvius said, “They did say they were hoping to meet Roxo’s tribe here, then perhaps ours. We only just arrived in time.”
Fhesiah smiled at Roxo. “I see you have joined the Framework. Welcome.”
Roxo bowed. “Our goddess! Our people have waited…so long.”
There were shouts and exclamations of happiness at finally meeting the goddess in the flesh. Vesuvius understood Roxo’s dilemma. It was hard to find words to express how happy they were to meet and serve their gods again.
Rookard walked over with some of his warriors, and Vesuvius was a little worried about this meeting. He feared his people wouldn't be accepted. However, part of that worry had been washed away by Rookard's timely aid.
Vesuvius greeted him. “A pleasure to meet you, Chief Rookard. I’m glad you arrived when you did. I had been worried that your people wouldn’t accept us. That you would defend us makes us thankful beyond measure.”
Rookard smiled at Vesuvius. “The will of the world guided you, just as it did us. How can we deny that? Then, we found harmony in our chorus, our weapons singing the song of righteous battle. Your claws are sharp and your spirits are pure. I am happy to call you brother, and fight by your side.”
Vesuvius was moved. “You’re right. Thank you, Rookard. That means a lot coming from you, after my people were hidden for so long.” He turned to Fhesiah. “Goddess, are any Clan Hart coming? Many people need healing.”
Rookard frowned at that, but Fhesiah nodded. “They are now, since I spotted the dragon and the fighting. It may be a bit, but I can help with the first aid efforts.”
She was brought to a wounded reptile beastkin that was swiped by a large set of claws. The auril healers were doing what they could, but the amount of blood loss was immense. For the reptile beastkin, those with healing manifestations were, oddly, the snake. The snake parentage often used deathly venom but would sometimes be able to inject auril healing into another’s body with a bite instead.
The torch flared, and a golden flame shot into the warrior. Vesuvius watched as the fire burned and knitted the flesh closed as the body was restored. His people were filled with excitement as they watched their goddess save her people.
“I can only do that once every few minutes, but I have some other measures. Let’s continue?”
Vesuvius then watched as she pulled out odd scrolls and crystals, adding some healing to those that needed it. His people all looked on fervently as she worked, their goddess restoring her people with a smile.
Eventually, Jake, Bloodberri, and Ophelia arrived. They finished up healing the remaining wounded, and to his and his people’s shock, they witnessed a miracle. The snake woman was able to resurrect those that were dead!
His people watched on with enthusiasm, feeling something similar from her that they felt from their gods. It was different, but maybe she, too, was a goddess. They learned that her powers were from a true goddess named Echidna and Hestia.
Vesuvius was sure. Some of his people would worship Echidna and Hestia in addition to the Goddess Fhesiah.




Chapter 29 - Final Progress


Jake groaned as they flew over the Rift, finding that they’d be facing the undead once again. 
[Undead Rift. Goal: Defeat Elite Bone Golem]

They were an easy battle for his party, but the cleanup always required drinking mana water and spending time removing the blight. 
Ophelia said, “We should just assault Life’s Haven soon, no matter how many Rifts spawn. It’s clear they are delaying us.”
Jake agreed. Thankfully, Vesuvius and Rookard’s people were nearing Life’s Haven and had closed a few Rifts of their own, reducing the burden on Jake and his party.
Vesuvius and Roxo had sent various clans underground to meet up with other reptile beastkin and rally them. Seeing the enemy reptile beastkin working to convert their people lit a fire under them to make sure the message reached as many of them as possible. 
That a true goddess was present in their world and one worthy of serving.
Fhesiah and the rest of Clan Hart enjoyed a short party with Vesuvius and Roxo’s Tribes. Due to them needing to travel and rest from their battle, it was a small affair, and Jake had supplied most of the food.
Jake was happy to see Rookard getting along well with the reptile beastkin. Between the five Auril Heroes, many of them were to try a sort of matchmaking ritual. Among chieftains and Auril Heroes, it was common for them to pair up their daughters with their sons or even among each other, depending.
Ophelia put Jake down near the Rift, and Jake summoned Bloodberri and Fhesiah. She was now mostly done with her research, for now, able to cut back on it some.
Fhesiah said, “I still have much work to do, but we need the higher quality resources from deep within their jungles for me to make anything to help out Vesuvius and the rest.”
“How far are you along on your… other things?”
Fhesiah smiled. “Why, whatever are you talking about, husband? The other night was amazing, but maybe just before we leave for the Life’s Haven assault I may just have another surprise for you.”
Jake smiled as he could feel her anticipation over it. She was excited to show him her surprise and knew that a lot of it was a hope for making him enjoy it as much as she did. He reviewed her status.

[Fhesiah Status Level 19]
[Strength: 104]
[Dexterity: 85]
[Constitution: 73]
[Intelligence: 92]
[Wisdom: 93]
[Charisma: 92]

[Fhesiah’s Level 19 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Draconic Empowerment: 2]
[Draconic Fire Plunder: 2]
[Dance of the Sun and Moon: 3]
[Advanced Energy Control: 5]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 2]
[Hearth Bond: 2]

[Fhesiah’s Level 19 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting: 2]
[Advanced Alchemy: 3]
[Alchemy Subskills: Analyze, Synthesis, Reproduction, Extraction, Infusion]
[Misc Skills: Draconic Flight, Energy Vacuum]
[**Surprises for Jake, Don’t Look Or You’ll spoil the surprise!**]
[Bloodline Transformation 3]
[Advanced Flesh Shaping 4]

Fhesiah had kept up with her level despite missing combat from all the Rifts. However, her new skills hadn’t had much practice time, only improving before she arrived at Highlands. She’d barely attacked anything in this week on Highlands other than Cronus.
“I had a lot of time to consume pills and spend time in our Refuge. That Hearth in our Refuge, along with our own within our bodies, is truly special. Taking in energy at this pace would normally harm the foundations of my [Spiritual Temple]. Still, something about my Hearth is strengthening it, able to withstand my constantly adding large amounts of energy and building them up, along with making my body stronger.”
Jake was glad that Fhesiah was able to keep pace with his group. Everything about cultivators was about slowly and steadily winning the race. Spending an entire decade to go from Foundation Establishment to forming her Cultivator Core would be a prodigious pace. To do it in less than a year would be considered absolutely crazy.
Part of it was that she had crafted her body with knowledge gained that only Nascent Soul cultivators could know or understand, and another was her powerful soul. Combining it with their Refuge and her own Hearth, and whatever the Framework provided from defeating enemies, she could level up much more rapidly than a normal cultivator ever could. 
Ophelia was watching the sky. Their potential clan mate was on the way and should be arriving shortly. They had decided to meet up here and clear the Rift together. Her flock was resting at a nearby village, having previously brought a Node to it.
Ophelia said, “I can’t wait to see Tanda again! I’ve missed her these last few days.”
Blood said, “You two get along well. She seems to look at you differently, wanting your opinion on everything.”
Jake chuckled. “Tanda seems like she’d get along with anyone except the adventurers. Still, it almost feels like she does treat Ophelia a bit differently.”
Ophelia said, “I can’t really put it into words, but… She’s like the friend I never had growing up.”
Berri looked a little hurt. “But I’m your friend, too!”
Ophelia shook her head. “I know you are, but it’s more like you’re more my sister than a friend. Of course, you’re family, and Tanda will be too. But friends are like the family you choose, and I would definitely choose Tanda, even if I never met Jake.”
Fhesiah said, “I’m a little jealous, but I get it. So, I’m like the cool big sister–”
“More like the leering uncle?” Ophelia noticed Fhesiah’s narrowed eyes and hurriedly added, “But also the cool, capable aunt at the same time, somehow? A-And a Dragon! Amazing!”
Fhesiah’s eyes got even narrower before she nodded. “Good enough, I suppose. I guess now you won’t wake up with something in your room changed. Or will you?”
Ophelia began to sweat at that. “Uh, I’m looking forward to trying my new ability in combat!”
Jake looked over Ophelia’s Status.

[Ophelia Status Level 19]
[Strength: 94]
[Dexterity: 63]
[Constitution: 89]
[Intelligence: 54]
[Wisdom: 82]
[Charisma 83]

[Ophelia’s Level 19 Skill Sheet]
[Advanced Mana Control:  3]
[Ride of the Valkyries: 3]
[Advanced Valkyrie Magic: 3]
[Advanced Purifying Flames: 3]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 2]
[Bonded Hearth Core: 3]
[Hearth Bond: 2]

[Ophelia's Level 19 Spell List]
[Valkyrie Spells Known: Renewal, Consecration, Spear of Hestia, Barrier, Hearth of Hestia, Valkyrie Champion, Intervene]

[Ophelia’s Level 19 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting: 2]
[Advanced Smithing: 3]
[Smithing Subskills: Essence Transfer, Magical Metallurgy, Mana Forging]
[Misc Skills: Energy Vacuum, Chosen Champion Fervor]

Ophelia had the lowest stats of the three girls before Tanda joined, but it was important to remember that her Valkyrie’s Chosen Champion ability would increase her attributes when fighting near Jake. Even more than that when he was in danger. 
Then, using her [Valkyrie Champion] ability which could only be used once per day, she could often beat the other girls in a fight or push things to be extremely close.
Jake nodded. “[Intervene] certainly will be useful during our assault on Life’s Haven, with the large Battlegroup. I’m mostly excited to see what we’ll get when we hit level 20.”
Bloodberri’s [Between Heaven and Hell] ability was not remarkable for combat in its current form, but it still did something. Blanketing holy light on the ground in a large radius did help heal allies and harm undead, while the holy dark could severely debuff a single large enemy. 
The idea that they would get something of similar quality was exciting. 
Jake looked over Bloodberri’s Status Sheet.

[Bloodberri Status Level 20]
[Strength: 125]
[Dexterity: 51]
[Constitution: 109]
[Intelligence: 76]
[Wisdom: 82]
[Charisma: 60]

[Bloodberri’s Level 20 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Advanced Mana Control: 3]
[Holy Dark Paampu Attam: 3]
[Advanced Monstrous Strength: 4]
[Advanced Purifying Flames: 2]
[Advanced Holy Dark Priestess Magic: 3]
[Advanced Dark Magic: 3]
[Bonded Hearth Core: 3]
[Hearth Bond: 2]
[Runic Magic: 4]
[Normal Spell-forms: 3]

[Bloodberri’s Level 20 Spell List]
[Dark Holy Priestess Spells: Advanced Dark Siphon, Advanced Armor of Faith, Divine Intervention, Resurrection]
[Dark Magic Spells: Weakness, Absorb Strength, Life Drain]
[Champion Spells: Maul of Hestia-Echidna, Between Heaven and Hell]
[Normal Spell-form: Telekinesis]

[Bloodberri’s Level 20 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting 2]
[Advanced Tailoring 1]
[Advanced Armor Crafting: 3]
[Armor Crafting Subskills: Essence Extraction, Essence Infusion]
[Misc Skills: Energy Vacuum, Twin-souled, Twin-minded]

The two of them were moving along in Runic Magic, and to some extent, the status sheet represented both girls’ efforts. It wouldn’t be much longer until she could do Runic Group Casting with the rest of them, but she would not be ready for the assault to retake Life’s Haven.
Blood had finally created her own spell form of Telekinesis. With all her practice, she could now, on an instinctual level, use mana to push and shove, grab and control things with her mind. At this point, it wasn’t that substantial in combat, but it was helpful. If she continued to improve with it, it should end up formidable on its own.
Jake looked over his own Status Sheet.

[Jake Status Level 19]
[Strength: 98]
[Dexterity: 90]
[Constitution: 93]
[Intelligence: 104]
[Wisdom: 100]
[Charisma: 101]

[Jake’s Level 19 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Hearth Control: 3]
[Lesser Spell-forms: 5]
[Runebound: 2]
[Advanced Purifying Flames: 2]
[Hearth Runic Magic: 3]
[Advanced Champion Magic: 3]
[Divine Hearth Core: 3]
[Spell-forms Known: Clean, Mana Bolt, Force Push, Mana Blade, Flame]
[Champion Spells: Barrier, Divine Reinforcement, Call Goddess, Aura of Heavenly Flames]
[Framework Spells Bolster, Reinforcement, Haste, Cure Wounds, Advanced Stamina Regen, Summon Arcane Eye, Call Summon, Advanced Summon Beast, Advanced Summon Humanoid]

[Jake’s Level 19 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting 2]
[Advanced Cooking 1]
[Advanced Enchanting 3]
[Subskills: Investment, Runic, Hearth]
[Hearth Bonds: Ophelia: 2, Fhesiah: 2, Bloodberri: 2]
[Summoner’s Bond: Tanda: 2]
[Misc Skills Valkyrie’s Chosen Champion, Energy Hunger, Energy Sharing]

Now that Bloodberri’s Hearth was bonded, Jake was getting 4% of her attributes added to his. With that, Jake was both strong, sturdy, and fast. If only he had some wings and was able to fly, or had his own substantial mass and size, he might actually be able to keep up with any of the girls. 
Then, his mental attributes and core gave him a significant amount of mana to play with, and a rapid rate of regeneration.
Despite all their hard work, their skills had yet to reach level 4 within Tier 1. Tier 1 could potentially take years for most. Divine Reinforcement certainly sped things up as far as improving their skills, along with magic-based skills improving quickly in their Refuge. 
However, they likely needed many months of practice and experimentation to be ready for the next tier, even if they hit the level sooner than that.  
While Tanda wanted to rush to Jake, she had visited a few villages and clans on the way back that she had missed. In addition, she helped coordinate bringing Nodes across the continent among her Clan heads and was now free of the burden of leading her Tribe.
Aisling would act as interim tribal elder, reporting to Tanda over the [Menu].
They waited a while, and Tanda appeared, landing near them. Jake could see she was happy, despite being a little weary from travel.
“Jake, I’m so glad to see you! My heart missed you a lot, but the Divine Reinforcement and bond felt like you were always near.”
Jake gave her an awkward armored hug and a kiss that sent her tail wagging and her smile beaming. Ophelia and Bloodberri hugged her, Fhesiah smiling and greeting her, before Tanda hugged her as well.
Ophelia said, “We all missed you, Tanda. How was your trip?”
“It went well, adding a few more to our flock and my people gaining in level. We cleared another couple of Rifts on the way down, and as you already know, I got access to my storage bracelet! After consuming the meat and the fights, I have finally reached level ten. I must go through the second awakening to enter the next tier in truth.”
Jake nodded. “How does that work?”
“It’s similar to the Awakening at level 0. When you first awaken, it’s like the world finds you and connects your heart and spirit to the world. Then, when you awaken again, it’s like you connect to the world instead, and that small connection is wrenched open, making the connection stronger.”
Jake wondered about this connection. Could it even work if she left Highlands? Just where would she get her auril replenished if not from the surrounding environment? Problems for later.
She continued, “My spirit has grown significantly in the last week. Killing the Champion was likely massive, even just as one contributor of many. It took a bit of time to absorb and for my body to improve. I’m amazed at how rapidly my body can grow, thanks to your meals and the fight rewards from the Framework.”
Jake looked over at Tanda, but she was covered head to ankle in her armor, him only seeing her furred feet and her smiling face through her helmet. He thought her hair looked extra lustrous, and her face filled out from finally having her meals. 
He was a little shocked that just a few days of eating well could have that level of impact.
Ophelia asked, “How about Brigid’s seed?”
Tanda smiled. “I’ve felt it stirring a few times, but it is being nurtured. I think it will take it some time, weeks, perhaps.”
Blood asked, “How about the Druidic Magic? Have you been able to try out some seeds? I am interested to see this.”
Tanda showed a beaming smile with her tail wagging, the attention all on her. “I have quite a few tricks now, just wait and see! Thanks to the storage bracelet, I can keep much ammo for my bow and plenty of seeds for my druidic spells.”
Jake said, “Well, welcome back. I hope that we don’t have to spend time without you again for a while. Once we retake Life’s Haven and the other HQ, our goal will be to set up a Branch HQ and a portal to the north, among many other things.”
Jake reviewed Tanda’s Status sheet, her tail wagging as she talked with Ophelia about her trip.
[Tanda Status Level 10]
[Strength: 46]
[Dexterity: 41]
[Constitution: 43]
[Intelligence: 36]
[Wisdom: 48]
[Charisma: 34]

[Tanda's Level 10 Combat Skill-sheet]
[Melee Specialization: 5]
[Melee Specialization Subskills: Spear, Flight, Mortal Strike, Charge]
[Ranged Specialization: 4]
[Ranged Specialization Subskills: Bow, Javelin, Rapid Shot]
[Auril Enhancement: 5]
[Auril Healing: 4]
[Auril Manifestation: 5]
[Druidic Magic: 2]
[Druidic Magic Spells: Rampant Growth]
[Champion Magic: 2]
[Champion Spells: Cyclic Resonance]

[Tanda’s Non-Combat Skillsheet]
[Dismantling: 4]
[Summoner's Bond: 2]
[Misc Skills: Enhanced Auril Heart]

Tanda said, “I did read that book on Auril. It seems it won’t be long until all the skills roll into a form of Auril Mastery. I just need to master my base skills first. After that, it shouldn’t be long after I become an Auril Hero, my connection to the world stronger.”
Jake realized that with her not having a class, this wasn’t a loss for her. When she increased her connection to the world and became an Auril Hero, she could level to 11. There were no benefits in maxing out her skills before that, unlike Jake's party wanting to have the best shot at a higher rarity class.
“Alright. Well, we do have some Rifts to clear before some rest and the main assault. So let’s get to it?”
Jake made sure the girls were fully buffed, and they approached the Rift. Tanda had switched her weapon to her bow form, and he was interested to see how she fought. 
Red lightning struck, and over a hundred enemies spawned. All sorts of enemies comprised the undead, from skeletal knights and warriors to skeletal mages, then ghoulish-looking creatures on all fours. Some bone golems were more prominent in the rear, but nothing that could be called elite. Finally, it seemed there would be another wave of just the boss. 
Ophelia, Bloodberri, and Fhesiah charged in, their respective techniques blazing through the enemies. Jake used his [Aegis State], adding [Runic Empowerment] buffs to each girl.
Tanda immediately started firing her bow, shooting arrows at the casters in the back. As she smiled at him, he realized his intent or desire must have carried over to her. 
Each arrow struck its target, causing a miniature explosion from Jake’s [Aura of Heavenly Flames]. She wasn’t using auril yet as it was not needed, but eventually, some mages put shields over themselves.
She charged her auril and fired at one with a shield. The explosion looked almost like a wolf bite, the shield shattered, and the skeletal mage was destroyed.  
Jake rushed in, knowing Ophelia’s intentions. She flew into the rear of the enemy formation while Jake leaped into the middle, flapping his odd wings awkwardly while holding his gear to arrive mostly safely. He blocked a ghoul’s claw on his shield and stabbed into a skeletal knight, causing an explosive shower of bone.   
Ophelia released her [Consecration] ability, releasing a wave of flames from Jake and herself. It engulfed the creatures, and many of the weaker ghouls were eliminated in seconds, along with many of the bone golems. Jake fought through the undead with his spear and shield, having little need to expend much of his mana.
Fhesiah and Bloodberri destroyed creatures on the outside of the flames. Then, Fhesiah spread her own while Bloodberri twirled her tail and swung her maul. Both were swaying and spinning in their dances, quickly taking out enemies.
The bone golems in the rear activated a spell, causing bones to begin flying toward them. Where the enemies’ bones were shattered, they joined with the creatures, making them gigantic. 
Fhesiah and Bloodberri were about to deal with the more giant creatures that had doubled their work when Tanda used her [Druidic Magic: Rampant Growth] ability. She filled a seed with her auril, attached it to an arrow, and shot it at the bone golem.
When the arrow struck, the seed latched onto the golem and proliferated. White flowers bloomed all over its body like the deathly energies were being sucked from it to power its growth. The flowers released gas, a corrosive that began breaking down the golem and covering others nearby.
The plant appeared to be digesting and consuming the golem, breaking it down by drinking the deathly energies and releasing a gas filled with life instead. This eroded the golem, and Jake doubted the life energies would significantly harm his party. 
Tanda arrived next to Jake, adding auril-enhanced bow attacks to help destroy other golems. 
Sensing Jake was interested in knowing more; Tanda explained, “It’s a plant from our swamps called deathbloom. In a few areas on our continent, massive deathly swamps are the opposite of our life-filled forests. They are filled with danger, but some plants from there have interesting effects.” 
Jake was excited by this. He hadn’t been aware that some regions of Highlands experienced negative or deathly energy instead. They had not yet run into these, though through his long flight, he saw a darkened area that might resemble a swamp in the distance.
Fhesiah and Bloodberri focused on those not covered by the gas with their attacks, and the plant's vines covered the one golem completely and bound it to the ground. 
Bloodberri smashed her large maul into the creatures, and Fhesiah danced and spun flames around her, engulfing the large monsters of bone. 
Ophelia blazed toward one of them, piercing it and filling it with the flames of Hestia. She blocked another with her floating shield and cut down another.
The bone golems were destroyed, and the power of the encounter stirred. Red lightning struck, and a much larger bone golem was formed. The creature was black and filled with deathly energies, looking like a giant humanoid made of dark bone. It was nearly ten meters tall and stood with its legs almost as wide. 
It immediately punched out for Bloodberri, who was standing near it. She swayed out of the way and slammed her maul into the arm.
Jake heard a loud crunch, but deathly energies restored some of her damage, the arm remaining sturdy. 
Fhesiah began her dance of the sun, sending waves of flame onto the bone golem, while Tanda shot several seeds of deathbloom, one after the other. The seeds began to grow into vines, but it was slower than with the weaker golems.
Ophelia blazed forward with [Ride of the Valkyries] and cut into its leg with her lance, the damage once again shallow. The golem swiped at her with a quick punch, and she moved out of the way rapidly. An echo of that fist came out of the arm like a deathly shadow and punched at Ophelia again.
This echoed attack moved much faster than the ponderous fist, and Ophelia just barely interposed her shield in front of it. It knocked her at an angle toward the ground, but she managed to arrest her momentum in time.
The golem then leaped at her, surprising Jake with its aggression against her. But she filled her shield with the Hearth of Hestia, forming a flaming barrier to meet its assault. Jake layered another Sacrificial Barrier on top of it, and the monstrous-sized golem crashed into it.
The creature was rebuffed by the massive barrier, crashing to the ground to the ground instead, landing on its feet. The remaining flames from the barrier were pulled back into Ophelia’s shield.
Blood landed an [Absorb Strength] debuff, the creature’s movements becoming more sluggish. The deathbloom’s flowers opened, releasing some life-filled corrosive gas and weakening the golem further.
Fhesiah had built up a powerful sphere of flame attack and now launched it at the giant creature. The golem met the globe with its fist filled with darkness, the explosion shattering its arm off.
Bloodberri surged forward, her armor covered in black and white light, slamming her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] into the creature’s chest. Light and dark exploded out, a decent chunk of bone exploding out. 
An explosion of darkness from the boss bone golem rocked Jake’s party back, and the bone remains from the rest of the encounter stirred and flew at the creature. Ophelia pushed her shield’s flames at the golem and erupted a large wall of flame to stop the bones, and Fhesiah forced more flames to engulf the creature.
Tanda’s vines were empowered, somehow surviving by pulling a large amount of dark energy from the creature, her pushing her auril, and focusing on her [Rampant Growth]. She launched arrows of death at the golem near the chest, her auril-filled bow attacks mostly ineffectual.
The bone golem suddenly stomped, and bones traveled through the ground at both Tanda and Jake, who stood away from one another. 
Tanda filled herself with auril and took to the air, and Jake prepared a fast runic barrier. But Ophelia used [Intervene], forming a shield around Tanda instantly, and Ophelia rocketed toward her with her shield. 
Jake’s barrier was pierced, and Ira roared as it slightly misdirected the spear of bone from Jake. He was mostly ready with his shield but thanked the creature for its assistance. Ira had gotten a little larger but was mostly in a torpor lately. He hoped it was growing to the next tier, but he wasn’t sure.
Jake was surprised at Ophelia’s speed as she moved in a streak of light. She arrived just in time to intercept the massive bone spike as it erupted from the ground. It slammed into Ophelia’s shield, and she could angle the attack away from striking anyone.
He created runes of flames to cast a massive spear of fire with his Hearth flames and sent it rocketing toward the golem. It was now falling apart as its chest was engulfed with Fhesiah’s flames of creation and the flames of Hestia from Ophelia, its deathly energies pulled away from it by Tanda’s deathbloom.
Bloodberri smashed her maul repeatedly into the creature as she was covered in light and dark runes. She shattered bone as she wrapped her tail around its legs and shredded it with her armor, the elite bone golem crumbling to the ground into a pile of bones. 
The creature was defeated, and Jake received his CP reward. The undead monster was destroyed, and the post-battle ritual quickly commenced. Bloodberri activated her epic censer, meant to clean the blight in the surrounding area. 
Jake, Ophelia, and Fhesiah all moved to loot the creatures. Every Credit counted, them having countless purchases they needed to make both for themselves and also their Guild.
Ira searched for nearby enemies to clean that they might have missed before assaulting the Rift.
Tanda worked on her dismantling skill, and Jake felt a little sadness seeping over their bond.
Jake said to her, “Don’t worry about it, Tanda. If you keep working hard, I know you’ll contribute the same as everyone else.”
She blushed. “H-How did you know what I was thinking? You can’t hear my thoughts yet, can you?”
Fhesiah chuckled. “Your ears flat on your head and that tail of yours hanging limply make us not need to.”
Berri tried to cheer Tanda up. “I was the same way when I joined! Now, I’m…well, a little better! Just keep trying, and you’ll catch up in no time at all!”
Ophelia wrapped her wing around Tanda, pulling her into a side hug. “Don’t worry, we’ll teach you. Watch.”
Jake watched the girls getting along with a smile. They had a lot of work to do and Rifts to close, but they had come a long way.     




Chapter 30 - Bonus - Epilogue


Jake once again enchanted javelins and spears while riding Bloodberri’s back as she crested the mountain, with Ophelia, Fhesiah, and Tanda all flying along keeping pace. A plateau could be seen in the distance, with a large Rift. The enemies nearby surprised Jake, and Berri gasped. 
“Oh! It’s fire dudes! That’s different.”
Ophelia chuckled. “Fire dudes? I think those are elementals.”
Berri cutely growled as she surged down the hill toward them. “Whatever. They are gonna get smashed. It’s thanks to them that we don’t have time for my snowball fight.”
Tanda laughed. “It’s okay, we’ll have a little time to play after, won’t we?”
Jake rubbed his chin in thought as he stowed away what he was working on, preparing for battle. As they neared the plateau, it appeared the elementals wandering near the Rift detected his party.
Fhesiah was surprised. "They're a lot faster than I'd imagined." 
The elementals surged toward them, almost as if they had fiery thrusters on their backs. The humanoid-shaped creatures were not overly large, just a bit larger than a human and covered in billowing flames.
Leaping off Bloodberri and landing on the ground, Jake prepared his group [Nova of Frost] spell, merging his runes together with Ophelia’s in the air. The wave of frost erupted after the runes coalesced between the speeding elementals, slamming into them.
Despite the spell mostly being meant for crowd control, the elemental’s heat dropped significantly as they nearly froze in place midair. Their odd thrusters stopped sputtering the flames propelling them, and Jake could tell they took significant damage from the powerful spell.
Bloodberri capitalized on this right away. Her maul smashed right into the leading elemental’s center, aiming for its flaming core. It lost whatever magics held the creature together, the flames flicking out and the monster crumbling to dust.
Tanda shot her bow at another, her black auril exploding with a ferocious bite of a wolf, destroying the core.
Jake and Ophelia each sent blasts of [Runic Magic: Cone of Cold] at the remaining pack of elementals, two falling to the ground and shattering in chunks of ice. 
The last was nearly frozen stiff, which Berri swiftly smashed into dozens of shards.
Berri sniffed as she shouldered her large maul. “That was easy.”
Jake chuckled. “Well, that wasn’t the Rift’s challenge, just a monster spawn.”
Looking at the landscape, the elemental’s presence slowly converted the location into a fiery hellscape. It appeared they were working towards the mountain, where perhaps they might have transformed it into a volcano, or something similar, with enough time.
Tanda hummed. “I don’t know which is worse, the fire burning everything away, or the blight killing everything. I guess, at least if we heal the blight quick enough, the plants are sort of still alive. This just burns it all away. Still, it regrows quickly from the ashes.”

[Elite Fire Elemental’s Rift. Goal: Defeat Boss]

Red lightning struck all around the Rift Portal, the Challenge spawning in front of them. There was a towering fire elemental in the back and dozens upon dozens of the smaller ones. Some of them also looked a bit bigger and stronger than the ones they faced near the back.
Prepared, Jake and Ophelia released another group cast [Nova of Frost] and continued preparing more. Even Blood began readying her own runic ice spear attack, sending it at a distant fire elemental.
Before most of the fire elementals could get moving, many were struck with ice and locked in place, and the others nearby chilled. The ones in the back began charging a spell of their own, and Jake thought they were working as a group.
Tanda once more targeted those enemies with her bow, interrupting more than one of the casters. Her attacks didn’t take these down in a single attack this time, but her rapid shots kept them busy and unable to release what could be a powerful spell.
Fhesiah ignored the smaller creature’s puny flames as she swiped at them with her dragon claws. She sent out a wave of her powerful slash infused with her dao of dragon claws, shredding several of the fire elementals.
The boss fire elemental conjured a massive flame, which raised the temperature of its allies enough that those on the outskirts shook off the ice entirely and shot powerful balls of fire out of them at Tanda. She was ready and quickly dodged. 
The other fire elementals began to melt away their icy prisons, but Jake just chuckled as the large ball of flame from the boss shot towards him.
Ophelia’s Hearth of Hestia merely floated between the oncoming attack, absorbing it easily. Jake and Ophelia kept up with their ice spells, mixing in ice spears at those preparing a group spell. 
Their runic spears of frost struck the elemental monsters, freezing them and interrupting them. The fire elementals released steam, and the magical frost attacks turned the vapors into both ice and snow.
“H-Hey! Jake, keep going! You’re making some snow now!”
Ophelia laughed. “If you just learned the runes, you could be making spears of ice and helping with Blood, you know.”
Blood could already cast runic spears of ice, even with Nordic Runes. She launched one, sending it at the boss elemental in the back. It was completely shrugged off, but Berri was still embarrassed by the outcome. Berri was the only one unable to cast runic spells, other than Tanda, who had a pretty good excuse–unable to use mana.
But Tanda also had a trick under her sleeve. Using [Rampant Growth], she fired an arrow, and what appeared to be a frost-filled plant grew from where the elemental was struck. It began to freeze as the vines wrapped around the fiery creature.  
Fhesiah smiled as she began her own spell. Intending to taunt Berri, she said, “Even I can cast runic spears of ice.” She then did just that, using what little she had of her mana. The spear of ice slammed into an ice elemental, knocking it out of the air and shattering on the ground.
Berri blushed. “I-I’ve improved a lot! I’m just not there yet.” She gave Jake a pleading look. “Isn’t there some way I can make ice and snow too? Please, Jake?”
Jake and Ophelia did have a sort of method worked out, but it was primarily with them pushing mana into the effect through their weapons. It was like using the [Mana Blade] spell form; he would have to feed mana into what would be an elemental spear type effect. Only his [Wrath] state allowed him to do it freely.
He didn’t have a reason to do it before, but he thought this was a good thing to try to practice. Through his Hearth Bond, he sent the runes for his [Runic Magic: Frost Weapon Enchantment] to Berri’s weapon.
Berri’s massive maul began billowing frost; the large block she smashed into enemies was then rapidly covered in ice. She gave Jake a happy smile.
“Thanks, Jake! You’re the best! I’ll beat the big dude.” She then blurred toward the boss elemental in the back of the enemy formation.
Jake had to dedicate a portion of his attention to holding the effect with his mana but found that he could still work with Ophelia to add more frost to the battlefield. The smaller elementals were already starting to crumble, the boss elemental’s fire unable to keep up with the pace that Jake and Ophelia were freezing them.
Tanda and Fhesiah both worked to shoot and cut through the various enemies, the many elementals not being overly challenging individually. Combined with Ophelia and Jake, the four rapidly cut through the dozens of enemies.
Blood launched a runic spear of ice at the large fire elemental once again, which the creature had no issue with melting it as quickly as it arrived with a gout of flame attack. 
Thanks to that, it wasn’t much prepared for Berri’s frost maul. It blocked her attack with a flaming arm, and frost began to spread from where it was struck. Her attack also pushed the large creature back, and Jake had to shove more mana into the enchantment to fuel it. 
She continued her swings with glee, the large creature able to do little to stop her. Steam and ice wafted off the monster while Jake, Fhesiah, Tanda, and Ophelia finished the remaining elementals. Each swing of Bloodberri caused ice to spread before being removed by the elemental’s powerful flame, but Jake could tell it was dimming with each attack.
The boss elemental charged up a powerful flame attack, and Ophelia again placed her shield with [Hearth of Hestia] between Bloodberri and the monster. Jake watched with his [Arcane Eye] as the powerful flames gathered in its center before it was focused into a blazing beam attack.
The beam or scorching ray slammed into Ophelia’s shield, but once again, this flame only empowered the Hearth of Hestia as the flames were absorbed. Runes on Bloodberri’s body lit white and black, the lights only barely shining through the ice covering her maul.
As soon as the beam of flame stopped, she surged forward with her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] and slammed into the creature's core. Light and dark were released in a wave, and the creature’s body was also covered in ice. It crumbled into icy dust, and if anything, the remains kind of looked like…
“More snow! Yay!”
The Rift closed, and Jake received a confirming notification. He smiled as Ophelia and then worked on a large group-cast [Ring of Frost] spell, covering the ground with a thin layer of ice. The fire elementals gone, combined with their icy efforts, the partial transformation of the landscape was starting to recede. 
Seeing an opportunity to speed things up and have a little bit of fun while they were at it, Jake wasn’t done yet. Jake and Ophelia cast the icy spell a few more times, covering the area and lowering the temperature of the air significantly. Eventually, Berri’s breaths were coming out in a fog. Then, he used his water conjuration spell rod that he had made for the purpose of filling a moat.
Adding a few more runes while using his spell rod, a portal to the void opened, and a stream of snow larger than a fire hose gushed out. Ophelia grabbed another rod and accomplished the same, quickly making a massive amount.
This created the desired effect. Water froze and was blown into the air, creating a localized blizzard. Berri giggled in the snow as she began experimenting with it. Blowing the snow left and right, Jake and Ophelia quickly created a few feet of snow over a wide radius, resting over the ice they had formed.
Tanda smiled. “This is really neat! Looks like Berri will get what she wanted. This should be fun!”
Berri remembered a certain someone had teased her, and her first snowball was thrown at Fhesiah as she went to loot one of the creatures.
Fhesiah just blocked the silly ‘attack’ with her wing. She smiled widely.  “I’ll make you pay for that, snake. Shouldn’t you hate the cold, anyway?”   
“H-Huh? No way. I’m only like a snake. I’m also like a dark elf! … And lots of other things. Who knows what, now?”
“Hm. That means I don’t have to feel bad about this.”
Fhesiah’s Qi raised up a giant snowball the size of a car before flinging it at Bloodberri. Berri seemed to welcome it with open arms, the snow slamming into her. Well, that was wrong, Jake thought. She caught it, Blood adding her telekinesis to grasp onto it.
With another giggle, she turned and launched it at Jake and Ophelia. Of course, Ophelia dodged, but Jake ate the car-sized snowball. He was covered head to toe in snow, but he leaped out and returned fire at Bloodberri with a spray of the spell rod straight at her.
She giggled with glee as she pushed against the cold snow shower.
After that, it was on–the first Clan Hart snow fight. 
Tanda laughed as she picked up some snow in her furry paws, packing them and whipping them at anyone who was near, with her tail wagging all the while. 
Ophelia blazed around with her overwhelming speed, dishing out her cold punishment in equal measure.
Fhesiah mimicked her dance of the sun, raising up a massive snowball instead of a large ball of flame before launching it at her victims.  
Jake conjured some ice blocks under the snow, quickly creating fortifications–a snow fort. Having conjured enough snow, he whipped snowballs at each of his girls. Then he did what he realized was a mistake: he used [Runic Magic: Wave of Force] to send snow at Bloodberri.
Berri’s smile as she was covered in the snow wave made him realize it was a mistake. Like splashing water in a pool, her tail spun and twirled, then started sending large waves of snow at each of her assailants. 
She used her massive body to send out absurd amounts of snow, deflecting it in every direction. Jake was surprised at how much snow she could send flying, like a killer whale splashing water with its tail.
Soon, Jake and Tanda were both covered in so much snow it was like they were covered in an avalanche. They had fun with the snow fight for a while but soon had to dig the two of them out. Ophelia and Fhesiah had easily dodged or blocked the waves of snow with Qi.
Berri laughed. “That was fun! Can we make snowmen now?”
They then switched to making their own snowmen, the snow fight ending.
Bloodberri had to spend a little time leveling out the snow mounds she created as Jake and Ophelia added more snow to the mix.
Jake and Ophelia quickly finished theirs, but Berri was adamant that she wanted a massive snowman. 
“There’s no point if it’s small! The first ball has to be at least bigger than me!”
Jake frowned. “The first ball is already ten meters tall. It’s way bigger than you already.”
Berri was filled with doubt. She raised herself up, her head just barely peeking over the massive ball of snow. A few meters of her tail needed to coil around in order to support her raising herself up that high, but she still managed it.
“See? I’m still bigger! We need more snow!”
Jake groaned as both Ophelia and Tanda laughed. Fhesiah just shook her head as she floated more snow to be packed onto the first snowball. Each of the girls continued to try to satisfy their snake sister, adding more snow to make it passable to her. 
Tanda had actually made a snow sculpture of the Heroic Beast–the stag. 
Ophelia smiled. “Wow, this looks really good! You’re talented, Tanda!”
Jake nodded. “This is really neat, I like it.”
Tanda’s tail was wagging in a blur, a wide smile on her face. “You think so? We make lots of sculptures on Harmony Peaks! My clan-mothers were all quite good at it.” 
Berri looked at it with envy. “Wait a minute, that’s even better! Let’s do that! Can you make me, Tanda?” She pointed at her snowball.
Tanda looked at the massive snowball with a bit of fear. “Uh, that much? That seems like a lot of work. I can make a small one of you?”
Berri pouted at Tanda, but Blood took over her features. “Berri, you’ll just have to live with the simple snowman if you want it that big. Don’t be unreasonable now.”
Properly chastised, Berri wrapped her tail around the large snowball, smoothing the edges and compacting it into the large sphere. Eventually doing the height check again, Berri nodded when it was finally ‘bigger than her.’ 
Ira helped Jake and Ophelia conjure even more snow. Otherwise, they’d never be able to finish the monstrosity of a snowman. He sent the snow tumbling down on top of the large snowball, all of them working together to create the snowman that was eventually over twenty meters tall.
Adding the final touches, they worked to complete the snowman. Buttons, a smile made of rocks, and an earthen spike nose and eyes. Jake was surprised that Bloodberri had a roll of linen-like material for a makeshift scarf.
Berri lamented, “We don’t have anything big enough for its arms, or a hat.” 
Tanda asked, “Why does it have a scarf, and why would it need a hat?”
Ophelia shrugged. “Just does. It’s how Jake’s people do snowmen. I do like yours too, Tanda.”
Jake chuckled. “Some people do make sculptures too, the simple balled snowmen are certainly a child’s activity. Some do snow castles and other things, too.” 
Fhesiah dusted her hands of snow. “Well, that was a fun break. We have to get back and rest up if we’re going to make it for the assault on Life’s Haven, no?”
Blood nodded. “Vesuvius and Rookard’s Clans should be in position first thing in the morning. Then, Tanda’s flock is a quick flight away.”  
Ophelia inspected her spear. “We just have a few preparations back at our Refuge, and we’ll be ready for the assault. We’ll take back Life’s Haven, and win the first major battle in the war.” 
Jake looked over at his girls, proud of how far they’d come and what they had accomplished in just a short time. Already, Fhesiah had achieved at least the first part of Hestia’s Task–to aid the beastkin with their Awakenings and smoothly improve their ability to level under the Framework’s guidance. 
Then, Blood and Ophelia had worked hard to organize and empower the beastkin clans and tribes to accomplish war preparations and personal progression. The beastkin weren’t just working on the wall in Cascadia; they were rallying and organizing all over Highlands to improve their defenses and gather to protect themselves better.
Of course, their efforts would have been for naught if not for Tanda. She coordinated bringing Alliance Nodes to as many villages and cities across Highlands as possible. She convinced the tribes and clans to gather and listen to Jake’s plea to initiate into the Framework and join the fight.  
Jake had already improved their ranged capabilities, empowering them significantly. He still had much to learn about enchanting auril weaponry and equipment, but his efforts gave beastkin powerful advantages to set them up for success. 
The Hart family had grown by one and were on a solid path for setting the beastkin people of Highlands up for success. They would soon assault the lost Alliance HQ at Life’s Haven and continue clawing back their new home from Tartarus.
There were many things to look forward to once they won their victory on the Alliance HQ, From the [Mass Migration] to calling upon an Administrator to aid them in running their Guild.
Fhesiah said, “That’s right, Jake. So just what kind of race will we get to move in here? Did you know some races are female only, just like Ophelia here? This should be a lot of fun!”
Berri nodded excitedly. “Like the Lamia! We could use more snake girls, for sure.”  
Fhesiah remembered a conversation very much like this one and chose to be excited this time instead. “Right! We’ll see what’s available when the time comes. Of course, we need allies that will help us fight in this war not only for Highlands, but the future as well.”
The beastkin were leveling up and becoming a viable force on their own. Jake was building an air force of blimps and other means of conveyance all over Highlands. Walls were being built, and the Highlands culture was changing to be more industrious, as now they didn’t have to worry about harming the balance of the world they loved so much.
Blood, Ophelia, and Tanda had all worked hard to ensure that beastkin all over Highlands were preparing for their defense, allowing Hearthtribe to go on the attack. Now, it was time for them to reclaim their lost cities.
The enemy was not going to go quietly. Jake’s party was being delayed every step of the way, and Tartarus had evil plots to convert traitors, use the wildlife of the world against them, taint the world with an undead blight, and more.
Gods of Evil and Good had designs on Highlands, and the Hart family was at the center of all plots. 
Jake’s family was now closer than ever, the seven of them working together for the same goal. He was sure they would face the difficult challenge of retaking the Alliance HQs together and coming out on top.
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Afterword


Hello, Readers! I wanted to thank you so much for reading Bonded Summoner. Book 3 was a long ride, but I hope that, overall, it was enjoyable.  
Bonded Summoner has drastically changed tone, as the Hart Family works hard to become the saviors of Highlands and save the world they hope to become their home. Because of this, this book was largely about the empowerment of the beastkin, the story having kingdom building elements suddenly. The cast has increased significantly, and it took a whole book to truly build it up. 
These characters will persist into the next several books, so I don’t believe they were truly a waste of time developing. Even if some might not be seen overly much in the future, I think they were important for building the lore and the world itself. 
Book 4 will have Hearthtribe fighting in what will be a reclamation of two large cities, including fun raid-like boss battles, and having this expanded cast will be a part of all of this. This will continue into Book 5, which might wrap up in an epic conclusion to the Highlands Arc–either that, or I may need to continue it all into another book!
Once again, thanks for reading, and I’ll see you in about 2 months!
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