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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—even the bonus chapters.
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 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 or Framework term is being used.
For you RoyalRoad/Scribblehub readers who've already read Book 4, the bonus chapters that were made specifically for this book are in several places, denoted by the word bonus. I hope you'll stick around and read the whole book however, as I made a lot of improvements and changes to many scenes.
For anyone wanting to contact me, for corrections or other purposes, my email is: JJBookerson@gmail.com
Thank you for reading, I hope you do enjoy the story.
JJ Bookerson




Our Story So Far


Our story began with an orphan named Jake, a little over 6 feet (1.83 m) tall with brown hair and brown eyes, and 23 years old. Fresh out of college, he was unwinding after an MMORPG raid when a god of war, among other things, Odin, barged into his apartment. 
Jake got drafted into a never-ending war against an otherworldly being called Tartarus. The war was fought in a way that vaguely resembled aspects of the very same MMORPG he had been playing, and he chose the Summoner class just like the game he had played.
Trapped in his apartment and forced to fight in dungeons and level up, he found he was given a ritual for summoning a familiar.
From the shadows came Fhesiah, the Dragon-touched Demoness. Unfortunately, she could not speak because their bond was not correctly established, the difference between their souls so immense. 
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 decided to become one, to finally matter in the world, and to protect families and prevent people from being orphaned like himself from the Great Enemy.
Shortly after, Jake became Ophelia’s Chosen, a bond similar to that of the Summoner’s bond but borne in love. The two’s relationship advanced before conflict struck.
Fhesiah refused to wear equipment that used mana, as it was against her belief system, against Heaven’s Path. Jake argued that doing so would make their party and family safer, but logic does not easily change one’s beliefs.
Ophelia challenged her to a duel to change her belief; this was much more compatible than an argument for a woman from a might makes right society. 
Ophelia lost but pushed Fhesiah to her limits. She now doubted her conviction in Heaven’s Path, the Framework, and Tartarus, showing differences from her culture as a cultivator.
They finished their preparations and entered the Trial, the final battle against the dungeon master– A Champion of Apophis. Fhesiah had bet herself that if she, a dragon cultivator, couldn’t defeat the boss alone, she would alter her beliefs and values for her budding family.
The enemy had crafted an encounter with advantages for them, complete with creatures that could consume fire and armor meant to absorb her dragon flames. But, at a significant disadvantage, Fhesiah couldn’t overcome the enemy’s preparations.
However, Jake and Ophelia had made more than enough preparations of their own and were strong enough to pull them through to victory. Using Jake’s Einherjar spell rod, he defeated the evil Champion. 
Due to the Trial, he received a Legendary class upgrade, an Advanced Summoning token, and the Champion’s Spear Staff of Hestia.
He formed a Hearth Bond with Ophelia as soon as their cores evolved into Hearth Cores, with Fhesiah unable to until she entered Foundation Establishment.
Odin handed over their freedom, the keys to allow his Refuge to go anywhere he wanted, and an award for Jake to become a Knight of the Alliance. Earth would now be integrated within a year; Jake and their family could visit once that happened.
They had some fun on their trip, soon to arrive at their chosen destination.
The story continued in Book 2, 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 to a new world, 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.
Moreover, Hestia had a perfect destination that desperately needed their help. However, they needed to complete the challenge first, or Ariminum might be lost, millions of uninitiated in the crossfire. They had to mix preparations and personal progression and–find a fifth party member.
Fhesiah finally obtained the materials to activate her bloodline and enter Foundation Establishment. She attempted the impossible through her vast knowledge and powerful soul–to activate both her draconic and Dark Kitsune bloodlines.
Through a bit of luck, help from the Framework, and Jake’s newly summoned familiar Ira–a void wyrm–she pushed herself to Foundation Establishment, creating her [Spiritual Temple] within her Dantian in one go. She succeeded in activating both bloodlines, receiving a [Bloodline Transformation] ability.
Meeting with Antonius, they learned everything was more dire than they had imagined. Not only was there the Fortress Assault, but Conquest Progress was declining. It seemed foul play was likely involved–with the primary culprit in that very room, their prospective party member! 
Despite having a foe in front of them, they found the Framework protected Alisara. They were forced to accept the interloper from a hint of the Goddess, so they took on this party member for the challenge.
Fighting through Rifts, Blood was finally revealed, the two girls eventually becoming one (kind of)–Bloodberri, the twin-minded, twin-souled Dark Lamia.
They fought through the Fortress Assault, and each of the Hart Family faced a Champion on their own. Ophelia learned her home world of Drengrbjord was overcome by betrayers, the Ormrfolk. 
Fhesiah defeated her drakan enemy fighting as a Dark Kitsune, learning powerful draconic abilities to absorb draconic flame attacks and empower herself with draconic flames. All while keeping her work in progress a secret, hoping to provide Jake with a fun, sexy surprise.
Bloodberri defeated an Arachne from her home world, learning she was the child of a Chosen Hero. They arrived through the twisting caverns just as Jake defeated his enemy, with her stealing the killing blow from him on arrival.
The volcano erupted, forcing them to escape the fortress's remains, followed by an attack of lava wyverns. Defending a keep, they took down the final enemies before returning to their Refuge.
They each received powerful rewards for defeating their Champions. Jake received special armor and learned his Aura of Heavenly Flames using the spark he won from the enemy Champion. Another went into their Refuge’s Hearth.
Bloodberri received a morphing armor, allowing her to peel it back and hug Jake anytime. Ophelia received a shield that could float and block attacks following her thoughts, or merge with the [Hearth of Hestia] ability and fly anywhere. 
Fhesiah received a magical torch that floated and could store an emergency heal.
Jake took Bloodberri on a date, where he gifted her a stuffed animal of himself with a white and black snake draped around him. He also included a life-saving necklace he could only craft for her, the Five Hearts as One necklace. 
They formed their Hearth Bond after the date, the snake girls joining Jake forever. The two’s magically attuned souls of light and dark were shown in Jake’s Hearth, providing each party member with access to this limited resource.
Their magical spaceship, which was their Refuge, traveled to their destination of Highlands as the family made their final preparations for the war and learned about their destination. They formed their guild of Hearthtribe and did their best to enjoy their time, knowing that a battle would be waiting for them on arrival.
The story continued in Book 3 - Rise of the Beastkin. The Hart family arrived in Cascadia, summoning Hestia and lighting the sky on fire. 
Destroying the evil Necromancer, they made their Oath that if Highlands accepted them into their community and joined the Framework in earnest to fight off Tartarus, Hearthtribe and the Hart Clan would protect Highlands for all time.
When they moved to recruit the beastkin, the Ravenwolf Chieftess, Tanda, had enough. The Framework denied the cycle of life and death, and so was shunned by herself and many of the beastkin.
But Fhesiah forced her into an Honor Duel if Tanda wanted to stop them. The bet, to become Jake’s subordinate within his Tribe, his Guild. Tanda opted to face Ophelia as Jake’s Honor Guard, which the battle angel was happy to accept. 
Tanda was defeated easily, the level difference so drastic. She joined Hearthtribe, along with much of her flock from Harmony Peaks. The recruiting effort went well, grabbing much of the Clanless youth from Cascadia.
Working on an action plan for the war against Tartarus, Tanda begrudgingly accepted organizing her avian scouts that joined the Framework, and helping Jake with his plan to recapture Life’s Haven. 
However, she took a wait-and-see approach on whether she could trust Jake and Clan Hart to have the beastkin’s interests at heart, or the Alliance Adventurer’s greedy CP or Credits profiteering mindset. 
They quickly closed several Rifts, demonstrating a high level of competence, before returning to see the play the Elders of Cascadia setup–The First Tyrants.
The Hero was played by Tanda, and Clan Hart witnessed where an evil dragon, called the Death God, gathered reptile beastkin worshipers, then used them to capture other beastkin slaves. 
However, he was defeated by the Hero, Tanda’s Ancestor. The Death God curses the beastkin and the world, but the Heroic Beasts help the beastkin change and transform, becoming more human like.  
They meet Rookard, and learn about the Tyrants that came as a result of the curse. He joins Hearthtribe in exchange for helping his people, ensuring they have food. Ophelia and Bloodberri heal his people of the blight, but a child died.
Berri in particular is moved, wanting desperately to save the child. She prays to Echidna, offering to become her Champion if she helps. Jake and Bloodberri get to visit with the Divine herself on a mental journey, bargaining with the Goddess.
Becoming her Champion, they secure Echidna to join Hestia’s Pantheon, in addition to the Resurrection spell. Combined with another ability, she could even resurrect those not initiated into the Framework. 
They resurrect the child, and time passes as they fight in the war until Tanda receives word from her Clan Mother Aisling of a vision. Finally resolved to help Hearthtribe in earnest, she returns to Harmony Peaks with her flock, while Clan Hart continues to push toward Life’s Haven–where they discover the hiding reptile beastkin.
The reptile beastkin had been hidden for a thousand years, waiting for their gods to return–the dragons. Fhesiah had the dragon credentials, convincing the Tribe of the Sleeping God to join the Framework, and help them reclaim Life’s Haven.
Tanda faces the werewolves up north near Harmony Peaks, and nearly dies facing the Dreadbeast Champion. Thanks to the Heart of the World, she calls out to the god Cernunnos and becomes his Champion. 
She turns the fight around with [Cyclic Resonance] and saved the Heroic Beasts and Heart of the World from falling into its evil clutches, while making up her mind–that she wanted to join Clan Hart.
Tanda goes slightly against tradition to meet Jake half way, singing her song first to hear Jake’s. He sings his and performs a magic dance with his Hearth, and she accepts Jake becoming his prospective mate. 
She learned her father may somehow still be alive, despite having died to the Dreadbeast Champion, and wanted to wait until her family could participate in their mating ritual.
Vesuvius’s Tribe headed to the tribe of Roxo, to recruit them to join in the assault of Life’s Haven. Only to learn a tainted Tribe of reptiles was running around recruiting more beastkin, having them betray their people to fight against the beastkin. 
Activating a wicked idol, the betrayer consumed all his brethren to become a massive evil dragon, and only a passing by Fhesiah saved them from horrible losses, even so far as death to all their new allies. 
Thus, Clan Hart made its final preparations, the forces of Rookard’s Wolves, Tanda’s Flock, and the reptile beastkin Tribes joining for their final assault on Life’s Haven.
This is where the story continues in Book 4 - War on Highlands. Thanks for reading!




Prologue


Jake’s family stepped through the portal, arriving in their Refuge. There were only a few hours before they had to leave for the Life’s Haven assault, and they needed to make sure they were well rested and prepared for battle. 
Several more Rifts had spawned after taking out the fire elementals, causing them to need to rush to squash them. Fighting against the Rifts was starting to feel like a very not-fun game of whack-a-mole.
Cleaning spell forms flew, the family undressing in their wet room. In a practiced manner, they quickly removed their equipment. Jake and the girls were definitely looking forward to a break, but they were a bit on edge due to the assault coming soon. They were conversing over his bond, he could tell.
Ophelia groaned as she removed her lamellar plate shirt. “I can’t wait to get that [Storage Ring]. That we could equip or unequip instantly on demand would be wonderful.”
Berri easily snaked out of her outfit with a smile of pride, having a simple bodysuit underneath. She and Blood joined in helping Ophelia out of her armor, Blood snapping open buckles with her telekinesis.
Fhesiah quickly removed her equipment using her Qi, joining Jake in removing his. “Here, let me help you, husband. I know we’re all hungry–I have a surprise for you.”
Jake looked at her doubtfully. He felt bone tired. There were few times in his life he had ever felt more exhausted–and each of those they were in the past week, and he hadn’t truly slept yet! Of course, he desired Fhesiah too, but–
She smiled. “Not that, though maybe if the mood strikes us? I mean something else. My surprise for you is ready, and I would hate to have it ruined by having to use it in combat in the next fight. It’ll be relaxing, you’ll take care of me, then I’ll take care of you?”
As she finished her words, she began giving Jake a shoulder massage, caressing him. 
“I don’t mind that, but what about–”
Ophelia interrupted, “Bloodberri and I were going to take a bath and use the hot tub, join us, Tanda? Unless you want to go with Fhesiah.”
Fhesiah’s smile grew wide. “Yes, you are welcome to come, Tanda. You might even say you’re quite compatible with my surprise.”
It seemed Tanda wasn’t quite aware of what was going on, but Fhesiah filled her in with a whisper. Tanda blushed as she conversed with Fhesiah and seemed to be equally worried and excited until she became relieved, her tail wagging.
Tanda looked at Ophelia worriedly, but Ophelia reassured her. “Don’t worry, sister. Go ahead, I don’t need grooming like you do–my wings are more magic than they are physical.”
Blood nodded. “And we just oiled our scales last week. We are good for some time yet.”
Jake now looked at Fhesiah with a raised brow. Grooming? Her bronze dragon scales on her wings and tail didn’t need anything like that. They were perfection beyond their Tier, maintained with heavenly energy flowing through them.
Sure, he could probably oil and scrub them like he did Bloodberri’s, and she might appreciate it. But knowing her, every minute spent doing that could be doing something else, in particular, she enjoyed a lot more.
Fhesiah just smiled enigmatically, the rest of the girls looking forward to their meal and unwinding a bit before they fought in what was likely to be an epic battle.
Jake quickly heated up their dinner, having various leftovers from the last time he cooked. His magical kitchen and snake girl helpers allowed him to cook several meals at once, storing much for times like this. 
Items that went into the [Storage Bracelets] were in a sort of stasis, allowing him to store cooked meats for much longer than he had to worry about them going bad. He equated them to putting them into a freezer, some kind of vacuum-like void.
Heating one of his pre-prepared meals, he only turned some Highlands fruits and berries into a smoothie before returning to the girls at the table–already set by Blood and Berri.
Enjoying the meal filled with vitality, their bodies were revitalized as they stayed inside the Refuge. Filling their bellies with meats and exotic fruits, and grilled veggies, Jake was already starting to feel a little better. Still, he felt like he could use some rest.
Tanda’s straw sucked in the air, the slurping sound of an empty beverage echoing in everyone’s ears. Continuing unabashed and her tail wagging, she slurped and moved her straw, trying to get every possible bit of smoothie left. 
She blushed as she finally noticed everyone looking at her with a smile. “W-What? It’s so good! I’ve never had anything like it!”
Jake pushed the remains of his smoothie her way, and she gave him a brilliant smile, her tail wagging as she went at it.
Ophelia nodded. “With the Highlands fruit they are even more amazing. The meat is even more special–just how did your people keep themselves from eating it?”
Tanda smiled with pride. “We truly value and respect Auril Beasts. Killing them is only done sparingly. They are delicious, but we know the importance they have in the world.”
Jake added, “Of course, your people love their children and wish for their safety and survival. Yet, you chose harmony with the world over them having an easier path, only taming the wilderness on smaller levels. Even if it meant being apart from their families.”
Fhesiah’s voice was teasing, “Yes, battle angel. The Auril Beasts being delicious is a small thing compared to that, no? Ah, but maybe not for you.”
Ophelia blushed. “Of course I’ll choose my kid’s safety and happiness over a steak! But, Valkyries are warriors. They do need to challenge themselves, and roughing it in the wilderness seems perfect for that. That doesn’t mean to challenge creatures an entire Tier above them, though!”
Fhesiah smirked. “Or does it? I bet it gets your blood pumping, just thinking of facing a Tier 2 Auril Beast. Why, I bet that battle would be positively epic and full of glory? Can you imagine just how large and powerful that creature would be, and how much people would talk about it for the years to come?”
Ophelia was breathing heavily, and Jake could tell she was imagining an epic battle as she got excited about the idea. But she blushed as she realized that Fhesiah was teasing her again. Of course, Fhesiah was enjoying the cute Valkyrie’s rapidly changing, conflicted expression.
Blood sighed. “C’mon, battle junkie. There is an epic battle waiting, but after some rest. Let us take a bath.”
Wrapped in Bloodberri’s tail, they hurriedly dragged the blushing Ophelia toward the large bathroom. Jake barely heard Berri’s voice as they went down the hall, “I want lots of bubbles!”
Jake looked over to Fhesiah and Tanda who remained, the two getting up from their seats.
Fhesiah smiled. “Why don’t you head to the room, and we’ll join you in just a minute, husband?”
Tanda was excited too; he could feel it over their bond and see from her ears and tail.
He was getting a little excited too. As always, he wasn’t sure what Fhesiah had cooked up, but he could feel her anticipation.
Entering their shared room, he knew the other girls were play-relaxing in the adjacent bath. He’d call it his, but he never spent a night alone in it. It was hard to imagine it as such. Jake quickly cleaned himself once more using his spell form and switched out his underclothes, wearing something more comfortable.
He knew a nap was in the cards eventually, so a simple tank top and shorts combination was what he put on. Putting it on, he frowned. Jake continued to grow, the shirt not fitting him quite right.
The door opened before he had much time to think on this further. Tanda walked in by herself, wearing only what Jake could call a sexy black kimono. 
It was cut off more like a skirt at the bottom, and her cleavage showed near the top. It had wolf and ravens patterned on it the color of gold, an interesting motif. Jake smiled at her as she blushed a bit. He felt a bit of fear over the bond.
He asked, “What is it?”
“I-It’s just, Fhesiah said she would take care of me…going into heat. Usually, we use a tea, but she just gave me a pill, and I’m not really feeling it. I’m worried.”
Jake knew it was important to her to complete her courtship before they properly became mates. Her father, potentially in limbo, put her in an awkward spot in many ways.
He did his best to send her reassurance, a confident feeling over his bond. “She likely talked to the herbalists here, such as your friend Avina, didn’t she? You don’t have to worry about that. I know how much it means to you that I meet your parents first, so since it’s important to you, it’s important to me.”
“T-Thanks, Jake. I… can’t wait until I can call you my mate. I’ve waited a long time…” She smiled. “For a beastkin girl, anyway.” She walked over to him and sat on the bed beside him. He thought her outfit was the perfect match of sexy and cute–just like her.
She had long legs for her height, and her digitigrade wolf legs below the knee almost made it appear like she was permanently wearing high heels–which did wonderful things with her behind. Her tail wagged through the garment, having a hole cut out for it. 
Tanda’s wings draped down her back like a parted cloak, resting alongside the paths of her shoulders and down her sides. It parted to where he would be able to see her lower back, above her tail. 
Her fluffy black hair had a mix of blackish-purple feathers inside, and her wings and fur had a purple sheen like a raven.
Golden eyes stared at him, their size and brightness slightly more than a human’s. Their talk about grooming led him to understand what she wanted, but he would need a brush–
Just as he thought that, a brush appeared in her hand, and she blushed. “Please take care of me, Jake? T-Then I’ll give you a massage.” 
“With pleasure.”
She leaned up against him as he took the brush. She had only slightly angled herself in front of him, looking away. Her tail was draped along his side. He began to brush her hair, making sure to really get between her ears.
Tanda sighed into his touch, him relaxing along with her. The only sound in the room was the brush running through her hair and their breathing. Jake did his best to enjoy her soft body leaning into him as he cared for his lover.
He pulled her onto his lap, giving him easier access to brush the fur on her arms past the elbow and hands. Brushing away from him and her, her tail took off beside them. The feathery fur on her arms and hands were soft, but he knew if she filled them with auril, they would become as tough as armor.
Jake did enjoy her soft, sexy body on his lap, but he was on a mission. He shifted her to face the side, her tail more accessible now. Brushing that, the smile with a blush present also brought a smile to him.
The happiness and contentment he could feel from her over their bond made him feel the same way. Her tail was properly brushed, and he looked at the wings. Jake was a little lost.
“How do I…preen you, is it?”
She showed him how she did some of it herself, and he found it mostly simple. He just had to work his fingers through each feather, helping both dislodge anything between and align them properly.
Thanks to running auril through her feathers, she had an easier time controlling the muscles and aligning them properly. It was more the act of running the feathers between his fingers and doing it that she enjoyed, instead of her actually needing it.
From his feeling over the bond, it was not all that different from a lover running their fingers and nails through one’s scalp or scratching their back. However, it had a special connotation to Tanda–only family members or mates would do this for each other.
Jake noticed her breathing start to pick up, but he didn’t feel worry coming from her. It seemed she was excited to return the favor.
“Thanks, Jake. I had longed for moments like this. N-Now, your turn.”
She got behind him, kneeling on the bed, and began working out Jake’s shoulders and back kinks. He thought about her fingers as she began working her fluffy paws into his shoulders. Most beastkin’s hands were certainly close to a human’s–having opposable thumbs.
However, their claws were not just as simple as extending a human’s nails. A beastkin’s fingers were altered depending on their parentage, often somewhere between the two. Many of the feline parentage beastkin could even retract their claws.
Jake was sure if he shaved Tanda’s hands, they would look quite weird compared to a human’s, just like her feet were different. However, her claws started higher, curved up and over where her fingers pressed and dug into him. 
She did not have to work too hard by changing her massage angle to not pierce him with her sharp claws; she could still use the tips of her fingers in addition to the pads of them.
He luxuriated in the feeling of her soft fingers and thumbs firmly pressing into him for a moment before his door opened.
A woman entered with a grace that flowed like a gentle breeze, exuding an aura of serene maturity. Fox’s ears stood on her head, along with three lustrous tails slowly waving behind her as she walked toward Jake, each shimmering with an enchanting shade of deep purple.
Her hair was now a velvety indigo cascade, further enhancing her allure. The silky strands danced around her like tendrils of magic, swaying in perfect harmony with her movements. 
Clad in an elegant kimono-inspired dress, its deep plum hue was adorned with subtle floral motifs with black and golden accents, and she exuded an air of timeless elegance. She carried a fan like usual–though this one appeared to be a mere accessory.
Framed by long, dark lashes, her golden eyes conveyed a sense of tranquility that instantly put Jake at ease, like the calm waters of a placid lake. The feeling of their bond was completely different from what he expected. 
There was still a sense of the usual playfulness and sensuality, but it was tempered by patience and maturity. It was like an entirely different woman now standing in front of Jake. She spun in place like she reached the end of a catwalk, shifting the hand on her hip, showing Jake her three fox tails and the back of her sexy kimono-style dress. 
Turning around once more, she gave Jake a flirty yet loving smile. “How do I look?”
Jake couldn’t help but smile at her flirty line, but he had many questions. “You look amazing. And, so different, and I don’t just mean the color and having fur. It’s like…” He was at a loss for words. “You became a mother.”
Fhesiah nodded with a pleasant smile. “Now there's a fun thought, I wonder how I'll change when that happens in truth? I’ll explain a little while you brush me. We’re here to relax, aren’t we?”
Jake had somehow forgotten that Tanda was still digging her fingers into his shoulders and back, though she had moved to press more into his lower back. His body felt more relaxed than it had been in a while, and he thought she did too.
Fhesiah sat in front of him, her three tails trailing behind her. She caressed Jake’s face with one, the soft fur pleasant on his skin. Another was placed on his lap, making it easy for him to brush it.
He began to brush the tail, holding the luxurious fur with one hand and brushing it with the other. Fhesiah seemed to enjoy this much more than he’d imagined she would, just as Tanda had. 
“After I reached Foundation Establishment activating both bloodlines, I obtained another skill: [Bloodline Transformation]. When activated, it was like a snapshot was taken of my body’s form as I shifted into the other. The other being a kitsune.”
She continued, “When I first used it, I became a kitsune of my bloodline–a beast. Perhaps, I could have waited until I raised in Tier, and my body would have become as you see now, but I decided to work on a surprise for you instead.”         
Converting her bone structure must have taken forever. Her entire face had to be redone from scratch, but then removing the fur and replacing it with human-like skin must have taken meticulous work. She could do amazing things, but bones took many hours, even for a single digit.
Jake thought this was sort of like a girl working hard at the gym to look good for her lover, but he nearly rolled his eyes as he brushed her tails. He was following along and enjoying the relaxation, but he knew this surprise was as much for his fun as it was for hers. 
Still, he was impressed by the effort. 
She smiled, looking over her shoulder back at him. “That’s right. As a dragon demoness, I have a…one track mind, you might say. In the end, I am glad I worked hard on this, as it had me spending much more time in this form. I was unbalanced. Too much of my bloodline had ruled my personality.”
Tanda now leaned up against Jake, her body tired. She seemed to be drifting to sleep, and Jake just let this happen as she needed it. He just continued to brush Fhesiah’s tail, and she closed her eyes in enjoyment.
Fhesiah continued, “It started as a frivolous sex thing, but now I see it was likely a goddess that was helping me. I didn’t want to fight as a beast, true. But with how long transformation takes even now, I really only needed to shift to expend my bloodline flames. Shifting to a humanoid form isn’t really necessary to do that.”
She took the brush from him with her tail, then sat in his lap, molding into him with a hug. Fhesiah used her Qi to lift and set Tanda down gently; the girl had fallen asleep.
Jake noted, “I do love your personality as it is, though. You keep everything interesting and fun. This is a big change.”
“Yang energy is active, assertive, and energetic. Yin is passive, receptive, and nurturing. These merely affect my mood as I shift. The balance of energies change, this does not change who I am.”
Of course, Jake could feel the truth in his Hearth. It was just such a stark contrast that she felt almost like another person, but she was the same at heart. 
Thinking back, the change was more gradual, he realized. Fhesiah shifting into this form more frequently in the past few weeks had her achieve some level of harmony or balance within herself.
She had worked tremendously hard for the beastkin the past few weeks in her own way, and he had definitely felt her maturity during this time. Jake had a profound respect and love for his demoness, whichever form she took.
Fhesiah smiled demurely as Jake’s lips met hers in a kiss, her body molding around his further. Her soft flesh met his as her tails danced behind her, the girl enjoying Jake’s hands as they roamed her changed body. 
Overall, her body had not changed much. She was still the voluptuous knockout she was originally, but something about her body had become more mature. Actually, now that Jake had her chest in his hand…
She smiled playfully. “I did make them bigger! Variety is the spice of life and all that. I was thinking of making my other form a little more streamlined, what do you think? You do seem to like Ophelia’s muscles? Then, did you know this form is still a virgin? Why, can you imagine that? 104 years old and still never been touched by a man. When we have a little more energy, you will just have to show this inexperienced one what heaven is like. Or will it be the other way around?”
She batted her eyelashes and gave him a pout as Jake groaned. She was different but, in many ways, the same. Fhesiah floated off his lap using Qi and lay on the bed next to Tanda.
“Now, let us rest, husband. I will help you as I had before.”
Jake lay between Fhesiah and Tanda, the two girls putting their arms around him–the latter doing it unconsciously. Kissing Fhesiah one more time before he closed his eyes, he felt more relaxed than he had all week, despite the big battle on its way.
“Thank you, Fhesiah. This was nice.”
“Anytime, husband. I may play and desire pleasure and enjoyment, but I understand times like these are valuable too. Rest well.”
Jake was only dimly aware of Ophelia and Bloodberri arriving and joining them on the bed after he fell asleep in the warm, loving embrace of his wife and future mate.            




Chapter 1 - Life’s Haven Assault Begins


Jake and Bloodberri observed the large city they would be assaulting in just a few hours. While Cascadia was currently surrounded by palisades and fences with a stone wall underway, Life’s Haven one was already made of stone.  
Similar to how the orcs changed the map when they assaulted different areas in their conquest, it appeared Tartarus could transform even the city when they took it.
There was a large portcullis for a gate with a gatehouse, and the walls were tall enough for ranged attackers to stand and attack from up top. Residing in the city: skeletons. 
It appeared a massive undead army was inside, and the walls were filled with archers. Jake liked his party’s odds but wondered how the beastkin people would fare against them.
Dave was somewhere with them, having tagged along through their portal. He had been helping Fhesiah in Cascadia, bringing the various reptile beastkin traditions and the shamanic profession’s knowledge with him. 
Fhesiah had told Jake that the Awakening serum was effective thanks to Dave, and he had taken to being an alchemist under the Framework quite rapidly.
He had come along for the assault despite himself not being very effective in combat, wanting to serve his goddess in any way he could. For a beastkin, his body was somewhat slow, and his manifestation was not great during combat, for the most part. 
Jake had enchanted a decent short bone spear for him, and his odd slumped forward posture used this to a proper effect with over-the-shoulder thrusts. When Dave filled it with his auril, it would become completely invisible, along with him. 
Jake had a hard time sensing the guy. Usually, he was behind Fhesiah, looking at the ground or elsewhere, unwilling to gaze on her divine visage, he said.
Tanda had gone to meet up with her flock for its final flight to this location, but she was now at Jake’s party in truth.
Jake had been surprised to learn that the bone javelins and arrows could store auril just long enough to often harm auril beasts. 
Why it was different from the trees the beastkin carved their weapons out of, he didn’t know, but perhaps something about it made it hold the energy a bit longer, like the dew the healers used. 
If Jake had to guess, something in the bone marrow held the charge longer.
Thanks to this, Jake had many bones made into arrows and javelins, spending significant time enchanting them to improve their efficacy for low effort.
Several [Auril Manifestations] of the reptile beastkin aided their ranged attacks. Many snake beastkin could add a venomous auril to their attacks even from range, which they used to take down their prey. 
Ultimately, this was not actual venom; it did not ruin the food, as the auril would eventually disperse. 
Since it wasn’t actually venom but much closer to some form of magic made of their life force and will, Jake had some expectation of it potentially working even against the undead.
Ophelia sounded in his mind, [It looks like the enemy even controls catapults. I think these should be mine and Fhesiah’s targets for when the siege starts, as I don’t like the looks of what they would fire. There are some green, sludge-like rocks stored near them.]
Jake agreed. Overall, this looked like it would be quite the challenge. The sheer number of skeletons in this city was daunting, filled with more than the skeletons of the Necromancer they had faced. 
They were not only on the ground but also on top of various buildings.
But this army was fortified and defended on battlements instead of in the open field. Jake saw magic shimmering around the city when viewing it through his [Arcane Eye] and thought there were magical defenses that would help protect their enemies. 
He wasn’t sure what he was looking at, but he didn’t think it was actually a magical barrier, but something else. There was a dome around the city, and Jake didn’t dare to try to trigger or test it before their assault. 
It almost looked like the dome that was what triggered the [Challenge] around Rifts or what he saw at the [Fortress Assault], but he knew it was different.
Fhesiah landed next to him. “I agree, husband. It feels a bit like some sort of dampening field, but it’s peculiar. I think it will let their attacks out unimpeded, but our attacks will be reduced or diverted in some way. Still, I think Ophelia and I can probably pass through it, unless something changes when the fight starts.”
Jake had found that the sort of lift or elevator that went up and down a cliff face leading up to the plateau. It was meant to be powered by animals or perhaps stronger Awakened, but it was destroyed, presumably by the outsiders. 
He was able to work with Ophelia, where he conjured the stone, and she used a spell rod of her own to merge and smoothen the materials to the cliff-face itself as they went to create ramps up the cliff-face.
Fhesiah had more or less made it so that Awakening was a near-sure thing now. The beastkin could eat Auril Beast meat and take Auril supplements made by her for a few days. 
Then, finally, take what she considered an awakening serum once the density within their bodies was close to the major threshold where they would Awaken if they hadn’t already. 
It was thanks to this that over the last week or so, Tanda’s flock and Rookard’s wolves had hit close to an average level of 4 or 5 among those that were coming for the assault. 
They participated in a few Rift closures and even some Incursions while consuming pills.
Continuing to follow this pattern of fighting and consuming the auril beast meat and supplements, the beastkin leveled up rapidly. Jake thought that they were leveling even faster than his first time around, which was both a bad and good thing. 
Leveling too fast can make one complacent and not allow you to adapt to your newfound strength. 
Fighting in the dungeon in Incursions helped to humble the warriors, but when they were noticeably getting stronger each day, it was easy to get overconfident.
At the same time, these people had excellent foundations, fighting for most of their lives. The problem was mostly from learning to appropriately use ranged attacks and tactics and using their, for most, newfound auril.
The reptile beastkin were of a higher average level than those that arrived to retake Life’s Haven. Fhesiah scanned them and thought that it wouldn’t be too long before some became Auril Heroes now that they were taking her supplements.
The reptile beastkin and Rookard’s pack started to arrive, meeting with Jake and Bloodberri at the top of a small hill overlooking the keep. It seemed Vesuvius and Rookard were bringing up the rear to keep people safe in the valley as they began their climb. 
Many auril beasts were like the raptors they fought: opportunists that would have no issue snatching some of their people from behind if they perceived weakness.
Jake had wanted Hearthtribe to come along, but the fact of the matter was, there were few Awakened among them. Brock may have been able to come, but even Serena and Bria had only Awakened in the last few days. 
Those that joined Hearthtribe within Cascadia at first were the younger generation, many further away from Awakening than people like Rookard’s wolves or Tanda’s flock. 
Several days had passed by the time the older generation of people started joining Jake’s guild in Cascadia, however many of the more warrior focused ones had already died at either Wildheart City, Nature’s Crossroads, or Life’s Haven’s defense. 
Hearthtribe now had thousands of level one and two beastkin, but that was it: level 1 and 2 only. 
Brock himself would have been fine, but his mates wouldn’t have been able to come. It was similar for most Hearthtribe, such as Oman and a few council members, so they would have to push themselves forward and become stronger.
It wasn’t as simple as just the level or a few handfuls of attributes. Each of Tanda’s flock or Rookard’s wolves were older, and much more experienced than those in Hearthtribe. The difference between a skilled thirty or forty-year-old hardened warrior and a young beastkin was like night and day. 
Especially among Clan heads, each of these beastkin men were like the top of a pyramid. These seasoned veterans were skilled and strong, the Framework rapidly improving their skill advantage even further to stand at the peak.
A week with the Framework’s aid was simply not enough to catch up to a seasoned veteran, and even at level 1, Jake would put his money on one of Rookard’s wolves or Tanda’s flock over a level five teenager.   
Fhesiah was standing next to Jake, and he just wryly smiled at how all the reptile beastkin looked at her with veneration. Many bowed or kneeled in her presence, and she just preened at their praise. Jake heard several of them whispering, and Fhesiah’s head snapped to them.
“Let me stop you right there. I am not looking for consorts, and only Champion Jake will be selecting any prospective mates. He or I will be the one to approach if we are interested, not you. Make sure the rest of your people do not make this mistake.”
The people looked cowed, but Jake could tell the news spread quickly. He saw both the men and women were disappointed, but they were quick to move on. 
He just shook his head at how hedonistic the previous dragons must have been. That at least half of the present reptile beastkin were descendants of those that probably mated with them said a lot to him.
Fhesiah looked at them with a quirked brow. “I think this tribe worshiped some smaller land dragon; those don’t have much in the way of standards. They’d probably mate with a hole on a hill if it was the right size.”
Jake was reminded of all the random species of creatures, which were merely some race that had mated and descended from dragons in some way. Even the land dragon was a second or third-generation type of dragon; its bloodline was quite impure to no longer have wings.
He looked over and saw that Tanda’s flock was on the horizon. It was not the massive flock that arrived to defend Cascadia. Jake knew it was primarily the Awakened warriors coming, as it was several hundred strong instead of several thousand.
Vesuvius and Rookard arrived, but Vesuvius looked at the flock in worry. Ophelia also rejoined Jake’s party on the hill, their group now complete except for Tanda.
Vesuvius said, “The ravenwolf… They will really fight with us by their side?”
Jake clasped the man’s shoulder, having to reach up to the taller lizard man. “They are not here to punish your people. You are not responsible for your ancestor’s crimes against them. That you will spill your blood to help protect them means they will accept you with open arms. This is what I was told by the elders of Cascadia, and you met Rookard here.”
Rookard chuckled. “When there must be blood, we will fight on the side of those that join the Framework, as they’ve joined the side of life. I was worried about that daughter of yours, but I can see the taint in her decreasing.”
Vesuvius smiled and looked over to Fhesiah, his eyes starting to tear up. 
“I…am so glad that we have such a benevolent goddess, this time. That we can have our desires to serve the exalted ones, and not be enemies with our brethren. It means a lot to us.”
Dave looked at Fhesiah with fervor. “I was so surprised that our Goddess has such a brilliant mind, to match her beauty and power! The gods in the texts only gave us small nuggets of wisdom, but I have already learned so much.”
Jake said, “There are other benevolent goddesses out there. I represent the goddess Hestia. Her virtues are the home and the family. Bloodberri here, her goddess is Echidna. She represents motherhood and the struggle of beasts.”
Dave gasped. “You… don’t worship the goddess that’s with you?!”
Fhesiah said, “He’s my mate, he does not serve me; we serve each other. I am not a jealous Goddess, I do not mind if you worship others. But you should choose among those that are on the side of good. I may be strong, and I may control the power to change reality, as my kind is wont to do. But Hestia and Echidna have the power to erase this tiny world with but a mere thought. How could I compare to them? Still. My family and I shall lead your people to success and prosperity, as promised.”
Vesuvius looked thoughtful and conflicted. He sighed. “We had seen Bloodberri resurrecting people, a feat not even our gods could accomplish. We had really been narrow-minded. We thought our gods unassailable, them so far above us. But there was a bigger mountain. A taller peak. They said they were the strongest, that across worlds they reigned supreme. That the death god was killed should have been proof, but my people clung to our days of happiness, of serving under them.”
Fhesiah chuckled. “Well, my race is not known for its humility. Still, there is a kernel of truth in what they said, as there are in fact dragons that can match Hestia and Echidna. But the ones that ever lived on this world were at the foot of the mountain, so to speak.”
Ophelia added, “I think it’s meant to be, Vesuvius. It was because your people clung to your days of happiness that you are here now to aid your brethren. I think you shouldn’t wallow in the failures of the past, that those alive didn’t cause. Now, you and your people can make things right.”
Tanda’s flock arrived, landing at the top of the hill, with hundreds of her warriors behind her. Vesuvius stood tall, but Jake could almost feel his anxiety, his auril erratic. 
He realized that Tanda represented the ancestor that slayed the god above theirs, even holding the same weapon. Tanda was now stronger than Vesuvius, but looking at them, you certainly wouldn’t think it. Vesuvius was nearly three meters tall, and that was before he used his auril.
Tanda said, “My heart beats in anticipation of our meeting. I am honored to be in your presence. May we find harmony in our dealings.”
Vesuvius looked moved at hearing the beastkin greeting. “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.”
Tanda said, “I am Tanda, Chieftess of the Ravenwolf Tribe.”
Vesuvius responded in greeting, “Well met, Tanda. I am Vesuvius, and I was the Chieftain of The Tribe of the Sleeping God. Now, my Tribe serves the goddess of the golden flame, Fhesiah, instead.”
Tanda gave Vesuvius a long look, but she smiled. “I am thankful that your people remain, and are here to help in our time of need. That you would join us in our crusade to free our land from the invaders is no small thing.”
Vesuvius looked moved once again. “Yes. My people have hidden, and they have slept long enough. We have sharpened our claws and are ready to fight, to find absolution for our ancestor’s crimes against our brethren. To restore the balance we damaged. To clear the curse of the death god!”
The surrounding reptile beastkin cheered, and while some of Tanda’s flock looked skeptical, Jake thought that, overall, they looked on with excited anticipation. 
He could tell they desired reconnection to their brethren and that it was reassuring that such strong warriors would join their cause. Their songs, their voice, would ring true in their own hearts.
Tanda said, “Your people are strong, and your hearts are pure. May our hearts find harmony and restore the balance.”
Jake nodded. “I am happy your people are now reunited. Let’s talk about our strategy for capturing this keep.” 
Vesuvius and Tanda nodded. They devised a plan for the assault, but a lot was contingent upon how effective the barrier or dome surrounding the city was. Jake and his party would probe the border and move to one of two plans depending on the results.
He also learned what to expect of the Auril Heroes and the flock to better direct and lead situations that they ran into.
Their meeting was over, and Jake and his family took Tanda aside for their short reunion, her only having been gone for a couple of hours to pick up her flock.
Jake’s party got ready at the bottom of the hill. To achieve that, he would summon creatures before they fought, allowing him to regenerate most of his mana for the cost of his summons before they began.
He summoned the stegosaurus, the giant creature appearing in motes of light. He found it almost the same size as the original, despite the reduced parameters from his specialization. Jake guessed that since he was at a higher level than the creature, it was scaled up to his own. 
The mana cost was enormous, nearly half of his unreserved mana. Without having time to regenerate some of his mana before an encounter, he doubted he would find a use in summoning this large creature. He was happy to see that light pulses of auril beat out from the creature’s heart, increasing its defenses.
Jake smiled at the creature. He had the Heroic beasts to summon but thought that this larger, lumbering dinosaur would be better for setting the pace of their assault. 
That he could always have this Summon available to him felt special, and that a creature died to allow him to do this made the creature’s weight stronger in his mind. 
“I think I will call you… Bill. Bill the stegosaurus.”
Ophelia laughed. “Why does that seem like a joke for some reason? Still, Bill does look trustworthy.”
Tanda patted the mana construct. “This auril beast is very strange. His song doesn’t appear to be attached to the world. Still, it definitely sounds like the calm beast from our forests, his song content but muted somehow.”
Jake drank mana water along with the girls, their energy siphons quickly refilling him, and he cast a humanoid summon, a Kobold Acolyte. Jake didn’t think the acolyte was nearly special enough to be worthy of giving a name.
From what Jake could tell, this was the same type of creature that participated in the Fortress Assault, included as one of his so-called starters. 
This creature did not cost him nearly as much mana, but it was still dubious for him to cast this unless it somehow gave him an advantage, or he could replenish that mana before a battle. 
It could cast a barrier and provide some minor healing, which was mainly what he had in mind for the creature to accomplish. 
He had it climb up onto the stegosaurus, and Jake added [Divine Reinforcement] to the two. With that, the stegosaurus grew even further, surprising Jake.
The two creatures should be quite respectable in what they can accomplish with Jake’s buff.
Jake climbed up next to the kobold acolyte, and the larger creature began lumbering forward. 
Berri slithered next to the large stegosaurus, looking up at Jake. “Jake, Bill’s kind of slow. You sure you don’t want to ride on a much faster mount? One much better, more beautiful, cuter? … Please?” She looked at him with upturned eyes and filled with worry.
Jake laughed. “You need to be able to move much quicker without being worried about me, it’s better for me to be here for now. I might need you to be more mobile, while I stay in the center of the formation to supply my [Aura of Heavenly Flames]. This way, it covers and protects the most people, as well as enhances their attacks. I’m not replacing you, this is just for this assault for now. Keep your basket on, if I need to retreat I will call you, okay?”
He shook his head. Jake knew that the only reason she was insistent was because he was riding on something else. She was long since used to the idea that he often didn’t ride on her back during combat, but here he was, riding on the lumbering creature instead.
Berri still looked a little hurt but said cheerfully, “Okay! I’ll just follow for now.”
Ophelia and Fhesiah floated slowly behind the lumbering creature, and Jake looked on at the keep as they slowly moved closer and closer. There were hundreds of skeletal archers on the wall and many on the ground that could shoot over the wall, from what Ophelia and Fhesiah learned from scouting.
Based on what was going to happen when they started their assault in earnest, they would decide whether they were going for the door or not. 
If the barrier kept flyers out, it would also keep the beastkin from being able to climb over the walls. Really, if it didn’t keep people out, then Jake saw no reason to destroy the gate door at all. 
The beastkin would have no trouble climbing the keep wall at all, even if it was about the same height as the [Fortress Assault], at about five stories high. In addition, the avian beastkin would have no problem merely flying over it.
This was a city wall instead of a keep wall, though. Once inside, they would have to fight through the city and reach what appeared to be a massive tower in the center. It had an ominous red gem that seemed to be floating in the air above the tower. 
The goal was for them to reclaim the giant tower, taking back the Primary Alliance HQ. This would, in fact, earn them a large amount of Conquest Progress all at once and is one of the main reasons Tartarus was so far ahead at the moment. 
On such a small world with only three of them, this HQ had been worth at least ten percent of the conquest bar for the war effort on its own. Though this included slaughtering the many beastkin people that defended it, perhaps hundreds of thousands.
Jake wasn’t sure if they would earn all of that back or not, but it was clear that this would be a major win once they took it. He had the creature approaching the gate at an angle, allowing the diamond-shaped bone slabs to protect Jake from where he sat atop the large dinosaur. 
His Aura easily protected him against the odd attack that made it around the protection; it was like Jake had his own crenelations riding on the creature.
Arrows started to rain down on the lumbering creature, Jake’s [Aura of Heavenly Flames] blocking most of the attacks, with small ejections of flame hitting the veil. The attacks that made it through mostly bounced off the beast, or some stuck in only a centimeter or two deep. 
As auril pulsed through the creature, many of them were pushed out, the cuts starting to heal on their own. He was happy that the dinosaur was so resilient to these types of attacks. 
Berri scoffed. “Hmph. These weak attacks cannot find purchase on my armor, or my skin. Why are you so proud of this ugly, stupid, slow lizard? Bill, you’re lame!”
Jake could feel Blood admonishing her for her outburst, and he laughed and shook his head. Still, it was about time for them to start their first tests on this barrier, so he would have to ignore it for now.
Ophelia wore a quiver filled with javelins of the reptile beastkin, borrowing them for this test, and she blurred through the air, her shield floating in front of her. 
Jake readied his barrier, but she was also prepared for an unexpected onslaught of her own. She threw a javelin at one of the archers and missed entirely.
Jake had been watching with his arcane eye, and he thought he had an idea of what was happening, but he prompted her to continue. She launched three more, and only one landed, killing her proposed target.
The barrier appeared to shift the trajectory of incoming projectiles, often causing them to go higher than originally intended, but it varied. This made it quite difficult to hit the archers, hidden behind their crenelations of the wall as they were.
Ophelia sent, [I tried to compensate for the second and third, but only one landed square on. I suppose it’s time for the next test.]
She then cast a smaller runic spear of fire and a spear of Hestia and sent them to two different places on the battlements. As far as he could tell, both landed square on.
[I think the runic spear was diverted somewhat but it wasn’t significant. Maybe the auril-infused throws of the javelins and arrows will be fine?] 
Tanda took to the air with her bow and shot a few attacks. The auril-infused arrows shifted slightly, but Jake thought they were more than effective enough to ignore the strange barrier.
Ophelia added, [Now for the last test.]
Jake did his best to prepare for whatever happened next, his Arcane Eye trained on both the barrier and the ominous red orb at the top of the tower. She rammed her shield into the barrier first, pushing and flying through. As far as Jake could tell, she only slowed down slightly. 
But as soon as she crossed the threshold, the massive orb atop the tower charged, then fired what appeared to be a laser. She infused her shield with her Hearth of Hestia, and it added a barrier in front of it. 
The beam struck nearly instantly after charging, and her barrier held. But another beam came shortly after the first, and then another. She tried to dodge with her superior speed, but it was futile to evade as attacks came at nearly the speed of light a few seconds after the initial charging to fire after detection, Jake guessed. 
Eventually, he just used [Call Summon] on Ophelia, bringing both her and her shield back to his side. 
Ophelia said, “Based on how much it ate into my Sacrificial Barrier, it would probably cut down the avian beastkin left and right. We will really have to go through the door.”          
Jake pondered on this new information, looking at everything he could see in his Arcane Eye. He didn’t feel like this was a balanced mechanism at all, the beam perhaps firing an unlimited amount and a high-power output. 
Could they try a massive spell to take it out? This barrier encompassed the entire city, and as he was looking, he thought he realized something about how the city was shaped and the path his army would take through it once they went through the gate.
There were armies to fight through, and there was a path spiraling through the city. Towers with catapults were aimed at the course, along with skeletal archers and mages.
Fhesiah snorted. “Really? You think it’s like a tower defense game, husband? This is just ridiculous, fighting the enemy as if playing a game.”
Ophelia added, “I think I can see it now, Jake. Using this information, I can kind of see what you mean. After entering this gate, a larger building kind of blocks off the direction the beam tower can hit us from, or we won’t be within what might be a detection shield? If we destroy that or some mechanism inside, then an overlapping barrier might be removed to provide us some level of freedom inside the city, without being targeted by the death beam. It looks like there are four special buildings, with the last adjacent to the tower, one for each quadrant?”
Fhesiah sighed. “Still, how tedious. That path is more or less a spiral heading through the city, making us fight for miles.”
Blood tsked. “I hate playing to the enemy’s plans. That they created a challenge where we have to play to their tune makes me a little angry.”
Jake nodded in affirmation; this was the only way he felt the challenge could be balanced. He thought he saw energies heading from the special buildings to the tower, likely powering a barrier or otherwise for the beam tower as well. 
So it would likely be futile if they tried to form up some massive attack to take the beam tower out earlier.
Still, Jake looked over the city with a critical eye. He knew that Tartarus liked to make things even worse by cheating where it could. He would have to have his party on the lookout for how it could possibly make this challenge nearly unbeatable and make preparations.
Still, they were getting close to the gate. It was time to bust it down and start this assault on the enemy HQ in earnest. As always, he brought siege equipment in unique shapes.




Chapter 2 - Flying Chameleons


Berri’s massive maul slammed into the portcullis, arrows from skeletal archers bouncing off her ineffectually. She had been hammering blows at it for minutes now, and it was just now beginning to cave in on itself; some magical barrier finally diminished.  
The stegosaurus’s tail had also been slamming against it, appearing to be quite effective. Jake, Ophelia, and Fhesiah also tried their best to add some damage to the door, but it was clear the two larger beings were doing the lion’s share of the damage. 
Fhesiah occasionally used her [Draconic Empowerment] ability to land a few powerful blows, but there didn’t appear to be a need to rush things.
Tanda was taking out skeletal mages on the walls with her bow, mainly just taking shots with auril occasionally. Jake didn’t want to waste ammunition on fruitless attacks and had his elite party mainly here to bust down the gate.
Between Jake’s aura, his armor of faith from Berri, and the stegosaurus soaking up damage, he had nothing to fear from the skeletal archers on the wall.
Jake was surprised to find that mysterious glyphs appeared next to the portcullis on the wall that anyone could read– once his people had already arrived there. They weren’t visible until his people neared, which he found frustrating.
They contained the rules for the encounter, the things they had already mostly figured out. The beam tower would not target them as long as they followed the path ahead and stayed out of the [Detection Barrier].  
Bloodberri now switched to the spiked side of the maul, pierced through a portion of the metal, and wrenched a small gap open in the lower corner. She pried it open further, and Ophelia and Fhesiah flew through. Inside the gate was a long tunnel, but the front had a gatehouse structure. 
They went through one side, Bloodberri and Tanda the other, each going through a different side of the inner gatehouse. 
They went up some stairs, used the mechanism to raise the portcullis to a middle point, and locked it into place. The girls then began fighting through the skeletons on the crenelations, the enemies trivial to them. The death beam would not attack them now that they entered this way.
While he could have had the beastkin fight against the archers up on the battlements, he felt his elite party was better suited for softening up the entrance to save on their stamina and even conserve their ammunition. 
Jake had grabbed many barrels of javelins and arrows from the tribe’s cave to have enchanted, and now stored the results in bracelets. He still thought it was best to play the slow game, as their ammunition was limited.
The keep walls clear and portcullis open, the beastkin now approached. The avian beastkin flew low, and the reptile people ran in loping strides toward the front of the keep. Rookard’s wolf beastkin people charged with their various armaments, many holding shields or bows.
Jake could tell that Rookard’s people had focused on changing their traditions to resemble those at the Hunter’s Terrace. They formed ranks, with shield users protecting the archers and having javelins. 
They were like a strange tribal version of a Roman legion, the cavalry closer to the faster wolf beastkin people running on all fours by themselves. 
Jake was impressed with the speed of all the beastkin; for being a lower Tier than his previous Battlegroup, he had more confidence in several of their abilities. 
There were around a thousand of them in total, a significant difference between this assault and the last. 
The girls returned to Jake’s side and finished lifting the gate open, and he urged Bill through the tunnel slowly as the beastkin started arriving. 
He noticed there was more of a keep door at the other end of this gate tunnel. He looked around, seeing that there were hopefully no traps inside. 
Fhesiah said in his mind, [I’ve scanned the inside the walls with my divine sense, there does not appear to be any traps above or below the tunnel, but I’ll keep an eye on below. I notice some underground waterways or rivers flowing beneath the city.]
This was just a time-consuming portion of their assault, traveling over a hundred meters through a stone tunnel on Jake’s ponderous creature. The rest of the wall was only half a dozen meters thick, so this entrance was designed as a strange entryway that sloped downwards before sloping back up. 
Tanda arrived beside Bill and told Jake, “This enemy is really vicious. To think they can counter our people so easily, and fight us in a way we are not well-suited to face. Some tyrants had tried building cities of stone in the distant past, and it was a completely futile effort.”
He nodded at her from atop Bill and said, “I can see that stone walls would likely only be effective against protecting against some of these auril beasts, rather than your people. Still, I didn’t see any of that on the conquest map.”
“Our land changes significantly over longer periods, those cities have long-since crumbled. They would be replaced by a new mountain or plateau, growing where what was once a valley. There was even a tyrant destroyed by this activity, perhaps it was Cernunnos’ daughter taking his castle out. It’s yet another reason why we choose to live on plateaus, they are much less likely to have that sort of activity.”
Once again, Jake found himself surprised at this. He looked over to Vesuvius, who had now joined.
He said, “What does that kind of activity look like underground? How do your people avoid being crushed?”
“My people are sensitive to the vibrations, using clicking sounds and thumps of our tails to communicate over large distances. We Auril Heroes can also feel the surging of auril in the area and know to avoid it. There is a fair amount of warning before it comes. What is most surprising is that often while a new mountain may rise up, new caverns appear, providing alternate paths. Sometimes our section of the underground will be completely closed off from the rest, but it’s rare. For those situations, we often have no problem tunneling through.”
Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise. This had strange implications; surely, a completely random occurrence such as seismic activity would not result in a pattern like that. He supposed the heart was Cernunnos’ daughter and even chose how to grow her world.
Tanda beamed with pride. “My people had many reasons for believing this world is alive, even before we learned this detail. We’ve long since believed the will of the world was very real, and it was maintaining the balance in all things, working together with us.”
They arrived at the end of the tunnel, and Jake started drinking some mana water to recover as he tried to recharge the duration on Bill and his kobold acolyte. He found that his old [Mana Transfer] ability could accomplish this. 
So now, he just needed to capture a proper flying creature suited for being a mount of some kind, and he could fly permanently. Berri wrung her hands in worry at this thought.
Jake smiled at Tanda. “I have no problem believing that, I was still surprised that such activity was done as if planned, is all. It sounds a lot like some books I read, though the idea that it’s an entire world instead of a dungeon core is surprising. It’d be nice if we could talk to her.”
Tanda was surprised, “I think we can, but why would you want to do that?”
Jake shrugged. “Well, I would want to try to help her. Maybe we can help her grow, or maybe we could find out if she wants something. I think it would be cool to be friends with a whole world, wouldn’t you?”
Berri exclaimed, “Oh! That would be pretty neat! Maybe she could build us a cool house?”
Ophelia laughed, and Tanda frowned at Berri. 
Tanda asked, “You would have the world do a weird chore like building something?”
Blood shrugged. “Why not? We can do something for her, and she could do something for us. I thought friends don’t keep score, and if they are truly friends, they would not see it as stooping low to do something beneath them.”
Jake laughed. “By the way, has anyone seen Dave?”
Jake heard a voice come from right next to him. “It’s Davonius to you! And I’ve been here the whole time!”
Jake nearly fell off the stegosaurus, surprised. Dave was not far behind Fhesiah, who was next to Jake, and he hadn’t noticed Dave’s presence over what he was calling his ‘Battlegroup sense.’ Jake tried to feel him with his mana, and Dave shivered. 
“What was that? Something passed over me.”
Fhesiah chuckled. “How interesting, Dave. You have some strong senses to be able to feel that without mana control of your own. Still, husband: you should be a little more vigilant. You can trust Ira and me to watch over you to some extent, but it would be a failure of yours to not try to improve your senses. There is a lot to be learned from attempting to sense Dave here.”
“T-Thank you, your eminence. I live to serve.”
Vesuvius snorted. “You better watch out for him, Goddess Fhesiah. This one told me he snuck into the woman’s bath–”
Dave interrupted in a rage, “That was just once! I was just a youngling then, not yet an adult. And I told you that in confidence!” 
He appeared and looked at Fhesiah pleadingly. “Your eminence, I would never!”  
Fhesiah narrowed her eyes at Dave. “Never better be right. The Framework might protect your life, but I will make sure to find a way that you beg me for death.”
Dave shivered, and then Fhesiah smiled with pride. “Still, your eminence, huh? A little formal, but I can’t say I don’t like it.”
Jake just shook his head at the exchange, and Fhesiah continued, “Oh, come on, husband. I know your people like your women to be seen so highly in public. How did that one song go? A lady in the street, and a freak in the sheets, or something? Why, I’m like the personification of that.”
Berri giggled. “No way. You’re more like the dirty old man in the streets. I’m much more like the girl in the song, right, Jake?”  
Jake wanted no part in this conversation, as there was no winning for him. Fhesiah snorted and was about to make a biting remark about her being childlike instead, he guessed, but Blood narrowed her eyes at Fhesiah, which the demoness noticed. 
She laughed nervously. “Ah, you’re right, sister. You truly have a ladylike demeanor.”
Berri smiled in victory and Ophelia laughed, enjoying the exchange where Fhesiah took a loss, and Tanda looked on in question. 
Tanda asked Ophelia, “Is being a freak somehow good?” Ophelia then whispered to her, and Jake saw Tanda blushed in response.  
Now that Jake was rested, they started beating the secondary gate in earnest. The beastkin had gathered in ranks behind them, following Vesuvius and Tanda.
Fhesiah provided some information to Jake about what was through the gate, and so Jake enhanced his voice using runic magic for his army of beastkin to hear.
“When the gate opens, it appears attacks will rain down upon us. There are enemies up on some buildings to our right and left, filled with archers, like they were on the city walls. Then, catapults beyond a building ahead, trained on our location. It will not be easy to get across to our target. It should be safe to fly, but do not fly above the height of the buildings. We can sense the barrier begins there.”
Ophelia’s and Jake’s minds worked furiously, trying to devise a potential solution to all the catapults now that they had all the details. Most likely, they would even be protected by the beam tower. 
Even if Jake could sort of fire a flaming ball matching the trajectory of the catapults, the odd field they were in might change it. That was on top of the beam itself if it didn’t somehow stop the partially physical attack.
Some behind the buildings would launch those rocks over them, and it was difficult, if not impossible, to be targeted in different city sections. Then, additional ones were mounted on the top of larger buildings like towers that Fhesiah or Bloodberri could take out.
Ophelia looked over at Dave. “Maybe we can have Dave sneak through? Fhesiah can give him some alchemical fire to destroy them?”
“M-me? What if that… thing can somehow see me?” Dave asked worriedly.
Ophelia smiled at the strange chameleon man. “Only one way to find out! I will protect you. Hop on the shield.”
Dave looked at Fhesiah for help, but she only gave him a proud smile. 
“Look at you, Dave, so quickly, performing meritorious service for your goddess. I am a benevolent goddess, know that your service will be rewarded handsomely. Here are some alchemical fire potions. Merely throw these at the catapults, and fire should spread and melt even metal once it’s fueled by the wood without a problem. Just call for help on the headset if you run into trouble, and the battle angel will come flying to your rescue, we promise.”
Jake chuckled. One of his many preparation ideas he had Fhesiah make, this one made even before the Fortress Assault, was finally going to see usage. The alchemical fire wasn’t overly strong against living targets but would work excellently against something like the wood of the catapults.
Ophelia’s plan appeared to be to fly Dave near enough to where he could sneak past the buildings before bringing the shield back to herself. She would then fly around, staying nearby, avoiding the enemy army that would no doubt target her. 
Dave looked both fearful and proud as he climbed into the inside of the shield, forcing himself to move. Jake saw his oddly split hands finding purchase on the rim and the arm brace. 
Once again, he became invisible, the several handfuls of potions in his pouches on his tribal hide armor. Jake hoped this worked. Otherwise, they would have to constantly shield themselves against the odd sludge catapults, potentially for a long time. 
Either that or Ophelia would have to expend a ton of mana to protect Fhesiah or herself while they took them out. 
The gates burst open, and Jake willed the stegosaurus forward, shielding the Battlegroup as various projectiles began raining down on them once again. 
“Wait. Chameleons are not meant to fly! They don’t even jump, really!” Dave screamed in fear, his voice fading away near the end as he sailed past Jake, as Ophelia’s shield flew forward like a rocket, the Hearth of Hestia causing it to grow magical wings. Ophelia was flying behind it.
The Battlegroup proceeded through the killing field, much of the focus on the ranged attacks and skeletons charging at Jake’s summon. But Bloodberri blitzed forward, her armor and tail zigzagging through the crowd of undead. She caused a symphony of chaos, scattering bones everywhere.  
Fire and ice started raining down on them, and the kobold acolyte shielded the reptile beastkin. The avian beastkin took to the sky, throwing javelins and firing their bows at their attackers. 
Fhesiah targeted the building full of mages and began dancing, charging up a massive attack. She fanned flames into the air, them swirling around her and merging into a sphere with each wave of her fan. Her torch supplied increasingly more until she eventually had a massive orb of flames.
Some sludge-like rocks sailed toward the Battlegroup, and Jake blocked them with a large runic barrier. The barrier held, but sludge remained, dripping down. It released a noxious-looking gas, melting through the ground. 
Jake thought it looked quite acidic, besides. He cast a quick runic spell to blow away the gas and release a wave of water to cover and dilute it. As far as he could tell, this worked. He found himself repeating this several times over a short period from several directions, the catapults launching every few moments.
Dave’s voice whispered into his headset, “It looks like… I’m fine? I’m approaching the catapults now. There sure are a lot of them.”
Jake knew that Ophelia had dropped him off near the edge of one of the buildings, where the barrier began, preventing them from entering without being attacked by the tower. She protected herself from the various skeletal archers and mages, her being the only target in the area. Her rapid movement made her difficult to hit, as her ability to dodge was extreme.
Fhesiah raised herself and her orb of fire and sent it to a building that Jake thought had maybe thirty or forty mages on it. They formed a barrier in response, but her flames carried the might of dragons, her attack having been charged for nearly thirty seconds. 
It shattered the barrier and exploded just above all the mages in the center. A wave of flames spread out for dozens of meters, destroying all the skeletal mages as they were engulfed by her mixture of Qi and mana flames. 
The attack took much longer than the spell Jake, Ophelia, and Fhesiah released combined, but the power nearly matched. Once again, Jake was impressed by her capability. How she charged the ability allowed her to expend little of her resources. 
Her flames were fueled by the small amounts of auril in the air and gathering mana and other energies drawn in by her Hearth over time, mixing only small amounts of her Qi. 
If she wanted, she could make that attack in a mere moment. But it was not one she could use many times in a row without recharging her resources. There were nearly a dozen buildings filled with mages ahead, and if she didn’t charge up her attack each time, she’d be dead on her feet by they reached the first challenge.
Bloodberri floated her now cannonball-sized balls and smacked them with her maul at the catapults within range of the Battlegroup. Two were within her view, and she powerfully swung and hit two balls in a row. 
Each sailed at a catapult, smashing into them like they were shot out of a cannon. The catapults shattered into pieces, being destroyed with ease.
She repeated this for some archers along the walls. The avian beastkin began flying through the air, throwing javelins and shooting arrows back at the various enemy archers and mages across the battlefield. The reptile beastkin, too, threw javelins on the move, keeping pace with Bill.
Rookard’s wolves formed around Bill, fighting through the skeleton warriors on the ground. They met the skeletons with their shields, the back lines having longer polearms to reach over or between the shields and attack their enemies.
Jake said, “Try to pace yourself, Berri. I know you enjoy hitting them, but we really only have a couple of storage bracelets full.”
Hundreds of skeletons were up on the buildings in range at nearly all times, and they rained down attacks. Jake’s [Aura of Heavenly Flames] protected many, and the Awakened warriors protected themselves with their auril for any attacks that made it through. 
The reptile people were hearty, despite being much lower level than their attackers. The avian beastkin were fast, avoiding many of the attacks. With his aura, little harm came to them. For those struck, their auril helped heal them, allowing Jake to expend little effort aiding them. 
Tanda’s flock and some reptile beastkin had healers and were put in charge of triaging most minor damage. This allowed Jake to focus on shielding and protecting against the catapults with his [Aegis] state. 
Another wave of sludge rocks filled the sky, and Jake once again blocked them with a runic barrier and cleaned up the mess when they were done. 
He drank more mana-infused water while maintaining his mana on top of Bill. He watched over the battlefield with his [Arcane Eye], watching the progress of the Battlegroup. Many of the javelins missed their original targets, but with so many enemies, they usually hit something.
Jake heard Dave’s voice on the headset. “I… I did it! The catapults are now aflame! Ah, crud!”
He heard and saw several blasts of the death beam strike down from the tower, and Jake was starting to get a little worried about the strange guy.
“I got ‘em, Jake. They had some casters protecting the catapults, but I was able to get him out on my shield before they could effectively retaliate; shooting flames and ice shards in a wide area. The beam only managed to shoot a few times as I got him out.”
“Great work, you two. Now, this should be mostly manageable.”
The Battlegroup slowly worked through the path, killing the skeletal warriors on the ground. The archers and mages were on the top of buildings. Jake saw that there were even spawning points for the undead that looked like portals, which replaced those killed.
The Battlegroup attacked the portals and closed them, but Jake saw that on further buildings, more would respawn to replace those lost. Skeletons would cross over walkways between the buildings and even re-open lost portals. If the Battlegroup didn’t progress forward, they would eventually lose the ground they conquered. 
Fhesiah went over to Tanda, “This is the first time I’ve been around beastkin actively fighting and gaining experience, well, when I wasn’t overly busy, I suppose. Do you mind if I scan you as you kill some of these creatures?”
Tanda smiled, her tail wagging at being able to help her learn more about her people. “Sure!”
They continued to kill the skeletons, and Fhesiah watched Tanda with rapt attention as she shot her bow and killed the skeletons. Tanda returned after some time of this.
Tanda asked, “So, did you learn anything? Um, doing whatever it was you were doing?”
Fhesiah smiled. “I think I understand, mostly confirming my theories. Your Auril is a combination of both life force, but also your will, your spirit. The Framework is granting your heart a portion of the latent will of the creatures you kill, after filtering it into you, but none or very little of the life force. Your heart then takes that and combines it with any abundance of life force or vitality in your body, adding to the auril in your heart and soul, thus increasing your level. Those that leveled directly from combat have had an abundance of life force from consuming auril beast meat, but not the will portion of your energy; the meat being full of life energy.”
Tanda nodded with a smile. “It’s good that you confirmed it.”
Fhesiah smiled at Tanda. “And I think for you, even your little seed is getting some of that will and vitality, how interesting. Perhaps it will be alive in some way?”
Tanda looked down at her chest with wonder. “Brigid must have given me something exceptional! It’s a little weird to have something else living next to my heart, but I’m sure we’ll find harmony together!” 
They finally arrived at the destination building, the path continuing to their right, curving around other structures. The door of the building had a red portal instead of a door, but the building was massive, like the size of a large Coliseum or Arena. Jake guessed this would allow them to enter a challenge. When the army got near, they received a notification.

[Challenge Balanced on a party of 10. Defeat the Challenge to raise the height of the projectile and detection barrier on all quadrants.]

Ophelia noted, “The buildings seem to get a little higher as we get closer to the center. While this might provide some advantage in defeating, it’s almost as if this is required to maintain the current difficulty. It would only get harder to land our attacks on the skeletons on the buildings if we did not defeat the challenge, I’d imagine.”
So, the challenge wasn’t required to be completed to successfully capture the city. If the uninitiated were assaulting, they would still have to fight through all the skeletons, dealing with all the defenses as the city became even more difficult to fight through.
In a way, this was a deadly trap. While the first quadrant wasn’t overly difficult, they would find the next quadrant even harder if they did not defeat this first challenge. They would suffer heavy losses and be forced to retreat: only for the city to be refilled with undead over time. 
Jake looked over the Battlegroup. Jake’s party was five. The reptile beastkin had 4 Auril Heroes, and Rookard, making 10. Rookard nodded when asked to come along.
Jake asked Vesuvius and Tanda, “I’m assuming you’d want to bring your 3 Auril Heroes with you? Either of you have anyone else in mind?”
Vesuvius and Tanda looked over their subordinates. 
Vesuvius spoke first. “No. I think we should leave Darris and Roxo to protect the Battlegroup while we’re gone– He’s the only one more sturdy than I, and Roxo has excellent widespread attacks. We should certainly bring Vexana and her… mate, Jarrix, with us.”
Jake looked at Darris, realizing that the man almost resembled a smaller version of his Asmodeon Wartortle. He was wearing armor made of bone and a shield and axe made of the same.
Looking at him with his Arcane Eye, Jake was impressed. Jake looked at the turtle man with a bit of longing. If there was one beastkin he wanted to capture their template, it was him. Just one would be fine, right?
Jake lamented that his [Capture Template] required the target to die, or he would have the perfect summon for many fights lined up.
Roxo was some kind of sleeker lizard man, reminding Jake a little of the raptors who carried bone swords. From their initial planning meeting, he was told Roxo had some almost area-of-effect blade attacks, a ferocious red auril. 
Tanda added, “I’ll leave Avina with him, she’s one of the few avian beastkin that are healers. She should be able to keep him fighting long enough for us to finish our challenge should something happen while we’re in it.”
Jake nodded, thinking the woman looked like her parentage was a snow owl. Jake looked over at Dave. “How about you, Dave?”
Dave’s eyes were moving all over the place, almost as if he were looking for a good excuse not to go. 
“I think it’s best I remain on the lookout here, you know. I have some more of that alchemical fire, I can put it to good use if it comes down to it. I’m not much able to help in fighting.”
Tanda offered, “This is one of my strongest, Rikka. She is fast, and her spear and talons are fierce. We only have one spot, or I’d say to take her husband, Lamone, as well.”
If Jake had to guess, the two were both falcon beastkin. The woman, Rikka, appeared to be a bit bigger than Lamone. They almost looked like brother and sister, but judging by her necklace and an adornment Lamone wore on his bracer being quite similar, he guessed they were mates.
Jake said, “Sounds like we have our party of 10. Let’s rest another few minutes and head in.”
Fhesiah needed to recover the most, having taken out several buildings full of mages. Jake and Ophelia had taken out two others, and Bloodberri was sad, as she had already spent many ‘baseballs’. 
Jake admonished her, “Berri, I told you to pace yourself.”
She laughed awkwardly. “I’m sorry, Jake. It’s just, I was having so much fun…”
Ophelia chuckled. “She didn’t even have to aim at the skeletons, her hits just smashed through the building crenelations, sending stone shrapnel everywhere, destroying them instead. It was like she had fired a cannon.”
Berri said, “Maybe I can throw those little toothpicks now? We have plenty of those, right?”
Jake sighed. “Yes, we have plenty of those ‘toothpicks’ for now.”
Blood had also cast some runic balls of her dark flames, but their effectiveness was not overly helpful. Jake felt it was better to save her mana in case a difficult enemy appeared or for heals. The two girls almost shared their overall mana capacity to an extent. 
“I’m sorry, Milord, I’m still not quite good enough at runic magic, let alone the Nordic runes to help yet. The elvish runes just aren’t that effective.”
“It’s okay, Blood. Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. Really, my best area of effect attacks just take too much mana against these types of creatures, only truly being worth it if they are densely packed. You are catching up to us. That you are eliminating or working on minimizing your weakness is wonderful. You have progressed quickly in such a short time, and you should be proud.”
She seemed to enjoy his praise, but he wondered where this lack of confidence came from. 
Blood laughed a little awkwardly. “I don’t know. Berri is all doom and gloom over here, maybe it’s rubbing off?”
Jake scoffed at Berri. “Berri, could you cut it out? I am not replacing you as my mount, alright? We’ve talked about this. I don’t know how I can be more clear here, I’m mostly just riding Bill to stay in the center of the army, allowing you to have more freedom to do what you like. It would have been harder for you to hit your baseballs with me on your back too, don’t you think?”
“It’s just…you’ve never ridden me during serious combat, and then Bill shows up, and it’s like all you want to do!” She huffed, puffed her cheeks out cutely, folded her arms, and looked away.
Jake was stricken; he couldn’t believe it. His girls had shown almost zero jealousy up to this point, but this one was seriously jealous of him using another mount? 
Their conversation was slightly away from everyone else, but her motions certainly could let someone from far away know that there was trouble in paradise. Tanda and Ophelia were conversing with Rookard and talking about Rookard’s incursion experiences, as Fhesiah spoke with Dave and Vesuvius about their people.
He sighed. “Alright, Berri. We’ll fight together this time, okay? But then after that, I don’t want to hear about it. I need to fight in whatever way is most advantageous, and me fighting from your back is not always the smartest, okay?  You know it, and I know you know that.”
“Hmph, I’ll show you. Fighting while riding Berri will always be the best! We’ll become one, just like our date!”
Jake stared at her as if she had not agreed to what he had said, avoiding talking about it.
“Oh, alright. Fine, I agree! Just… you’ll see that I’m right!”
Jake sighed. He had never thought this would happen when he first got into her basket back on Ariminum. He would need to behave like a mounted caster for at least one boss fight while his mount murdered everything.
Jake added [Bolster], along with his [Advanced Stamina Regeneration], to the additional members of the Battlegroup that were entering alongside them, and even Darris and Roxo who would remain outside the encounter. 
He felt like this was the most he could spare without being severely limited within the encounter.
The beastkin were perplexed at how much stronger Jake’s buff made them. Upon receiving it, Vesuvius, Darris, and Jarrix even grew slightly. Jake decided to replace Bill with Brigid’s guardian of the forest, the boar.
Jake was surprised that he couldn’t even summon the boar with his regular mana. He had to push the divine flames of his Hearth into the spell, spending as much as he needed for Bill, but with that type of mana.
A large red boar covered in vines and flowers appeared in motes of light, and she was a bit smaller than Bill. Their auril and spirit felt like a warm spring, and Jake thought the growing flowers were similar to their Hearthtree back home. Realizing a strange detail, Jake frowned.
Tanda realized it too. “Wasn’t the guardian a boy? Why’s this one a girl?”
Jake had the Kobold priest try to climb the creature, but she shook it off. The priest almost tried again, and the boar looked at it in hatred, so Jake stopped it.
Jake looked the boar in the eye, and she snubbed him by looking away, a look of disdain on her face.
Ophelia said, “Did you think something rude about a god again or something, Jake?”
“I… I don’t think so?” 
Jake thought for a moment about a name. He thought it was weird, as a male guardian had sacrificed himself to become his summon, but the creature was reborn as a girl and didn’t want his priest to ride her.
“I’ll name her Bree.”
Tanda said, “Oh, I like that!”
Ophelia added, “It means noble, or power, right? Her attitude seems to match that!”
The boar made no shift in her expression, but the flowers turned a little brighter red, almost like the creature was blushing. Jake added [Divine Reinforcement] to Bree, which brightened the flowers even further and enlarged her, and Jake thought he saw that her overall heat increased.
Berri removed her backpack and took on the profound look of concentration once more. She groaned as her face scrunched up cutely. Her armor began to morph again, specifically around her upper body. 
Some spikes shrunk a little on her tail, but otherwise, the upper body’s fins grew out, and a platform came out around her lower back for Jake to stand on. 
Some handles appeared on her back, the blades usually covered by her backpack. Two fins grew out on both sides where Jake would stand, and he realized these were minor crenelations, or like shields.
Blood said, “During this fight, you can stow away your shield and use our armor. We shall protect you, so you can focus on offense.”
Jake nodded in understanding. He could use [Wrath] to good effect from her platform. He could lean forward on her back while holding on to a handle with one hand, with his spear in the other, like a mounted combatant on a horse. 
She was often upright ahead of her snake body, though, which would be odd. Jake stowed his shield and leaped up, grabbing hold. He had just enough room to move one or two paces in each direction, adding his lower body strength to his attacks. 
Then, he could attack alongside Bloodberri’s shielding. Jake would only have to cover the rear, but with how fast Bloodberri moved and swayed, this felt unlikely to him.  
They would have to face at least two more challenges similar to this one, the final potentially different next to the tower. They finished their preparations and entered. The moment they entered, they were blanketed with several ferocious roars.




Chapter 3 - First Challenge


The portal had just carried them inside and into the large arena, much larger than a football or baseball stadium, the area they could fight in shaped closer to a diamond shape. The ground was covered with dirt and gravel, and no obstacles were within the coliseum.  
The roars were from numerous auril beasts, a large pack of allosauruses. In addition, there was a pair of Tyrannosaurus Rex and a few dozen raptors. They were all arrayed in front of them, nearest them. 
The rexes were not the largest or most powerful creatures, however. At the middle rear was a massive, undead land dragon, its forearm larger than Jake’s entire body. There was also an undead necromancer, many skeletal mages, and two bone golems the size of a two-story house off to the right and away from it further back.
Ira stirred and tried to warn him about the necromancer. There were some piles of bones nearby and some mounds of dirt, including the one it was standing on, that held some danger. Jake shared this with the girls rapidly in his thoughts.
Jake immediately sent Bree toward the allosaurus pack with a mental command and, as quick as a thought, sent his desires to his girls. 
He shouted to the remaining group his commands, “Vesuvius and Jarrix take on the largest of the auril beasts, Tanda and Rikka work on the smaller raptors from above. Vexana and Rookard follow Bree with the kobold and work on the medium-sized beasts.” 
Jake sighed in relief when Bree followed his command to send her to the allosaurus pack, the creature moving much faster than he thought she could. Her hooves thundered down the large arena, her leaves, and flowers brightening into open flames as her auril built. 
Vexana, Rookard, and the kobold chased after Bree. Vexana immediately began throwing some sickly blackish-purple-looking javelins at the incoming dinosaurs as she did forward vaulting leaps and somersaults like gymnasts. Rookard’s pack of wolves was created with a pillar of purple light, and they moved with fervor toward the allosaurus pack.  
Vesuvius and Jarrix roared as they grew in size to meet their proposed enemies, their heat increasing. Jake was surprised to see that their polearms grew along with them.
Jake shifted his [Runebound] technique to [Wrath] now that he was confident in the situation somewhat. Ophelia would be the defender of the Battlegroup, along with Berri and her [Divine Intervention]. 
Ophelia and Fhesiah immediately worked on creating a massive fire lance, merging their runes, with Jake adding divine hearth Wrath-empowered runes as well. Fhesiah’s torch added more flames once it solidified, and the massive lance began to echo the truths of Fhesiah’s Dao. 
Waves of heat came off it like a fiery star of creation. Then, together, they launched their lance of fiery death, targeting the necromancer. 
A large bone construct leaped in front of the lance of fire, but the lance blasted straight through it. The golem exploded in a shower of bone, much of it melting and evaporating in flames as they spread. 
The necromancer conjured a black barrier, along with the many skeletal mages enhancing it. The diminished lance crashed into the barrier, a fiery explosion nearly shattering it. The shield was significantly weakened, and a backlash destroyed several skeletal mages.  
Jake had leaped inside Berri’s platform as she blurred toward the other end of the large building they were in, toward the necromancer. Fhesiah flew at the bone dragon near the necromancer, confident in taking this enemy on or keeping it busy.     
Ophelia filled herself with holy light, using her [Ride of the Valkyries] Technique. Blitzing through the battlefield rapidly, she supported Bree, Rookard, and Vexana as the large packs of auril beasts went straight for them. Next, she cast her Hearth of Hestia, placed it into her shield, and then sent it to support Vesuvius and Jarrix against the T. rexes. 
Jake sent his Chosen Hearth to harass the necromancer. Unfortunately, the bone construct’s bones were merging with the remains of the fallen one and becoming even more significant. It moved to intercept Jake’s hearth copy. 
Jake pushed his [Aura of Heavenly Flames], trying his best to cover the Battlegroup. Despite being a defensive spell, its functionality was supported by [Wrath], as the fire could be used for both offense and defense. 
Even the way it defensively acted was with explosions, thus was enhanced by Jake’s technique. Once again, Jake realized how thoughtful Hestia was in formulating a spell to make it perfect for him.
He then cast a nova of frost spell, a powerful wave of frost slamming into nearly half of the pack of raptors, damaging and slowing them down. Next, Bloodberri cast her own [Weakness] spell on the larger group as she headed toward the other side of the arena towards the necromancer. 
Tanda did quick work over the slowed and damaged raptors, aiming for their vitals with her bow and rapidly transforming it back into her crescent moon spear for swooping attacks on those that drew near. Thanks to her higher level and Jake’s [Divine Reinforcement], her attacks cut through their defenses.
While Tanda finished hers in one swing, decapitating or stabbing them in their vitals with auril-infused blows, Rikka landed cuts on the throat, sometimes requiring more than one pass to defeat one.
Bree spiked her tusk right into the skull of one of the oncoming allosaurus as it charged her. The creature had blazed ahead, covered in a ferocious red auril. 
Another leaped at Bree, but they were met with a shield from an acolyte and a sickly javelin from Vexana as she rolled and jumped under Bree’s giant body. The shield shattered, but all momentum from the creature was gone, allowing Bree to grow and wrap fiery vines around it, tugging it toward the ground. 
Bree then stomped around the corpse of the first creature, using it to limit her attackers as they approached her from most directions.
Rookard fired arrows as his pack of auril wolves deterred the allosaurus by nipping at its extremities and working in sync, going for the creature’s vitals. They weaved around the countering beasts as they tried to slash and bite back at them, but the non-corporeal wolves were challenging to deal with. 
The wolves were faster than the allosauruses, lacking mass beyond the weight of Rookard’s spirit. The wolves worked in tandem to bite their heels to knock them off balance, and when an opening was presented, they would go for the throat with powerful bites enhanced by Rookard himself.
Ophelia flew around, lancing the dinosaurs. She dodged their futile bites in her direction, drawing some of them away from Bree. Ophelia had gathered a few as they chased her through the air, and she tried to drag them toward the incoming raptors. With each pass she flew around, she would lance one in a vital area, killing them with ease.
Jake was nearly within range of the land dragon now, and it prepared a massive breath attack. He was about to counter with a blast of frost magic when Fhesiah assured him to ignore it and continue towards the necromancer and its bone construct. 
Jake and Bloodberri blazed toward the necromancer, protected by what remained of the bone construct. 
The hearth he had sent at it had shot several spears of Hestia at it, but they only weakened the massive creature. Jake urged Berri to use her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] on it as he charged up an empowered fireball attack using the flames of his hearth to send at the enemy. 
He had shifted the runes on his Champion’s staff to match, to form his half-step empowered fireball, using nearly forty runes and his divine flames. It was then enhanced by [Wrath].
Berri’s maul exploded against the construct, sending a wave of holy light and dark out, empowered by Jake’s heavenly aura. The necromancer was just out of range of the explosion, but the bone construct had been nearly fully engulfed, losing whatever held the creature’s body together.
As Jake was about to release his empowered fireball attack, the bone dragon released its breath attack, a sort of ghastly green flames released. Fhesiah sucked in the green flames with her [Draconic Fire Plunder]. She sucked in much of the dreadful green flames before the creature stopped.
The creature was quick to cancel its attack, and she raised her torch and spun with her fan, bathing it in a wave of flames as she began her dance. The creature roared in pain as the fire crawled up and around its body, swiping a massive claw of bone at her, which she dodged easily.
Jake released his empowered fireball at the necromancer, and Blood used her [Weakness] spell against it and the surrounding mages. It blocked with its barrier once more, the black shield empowered by the creature’s massive stores of deathly energies. Jake was glad these energies were not used on resurrecting or raising any dead dinosaurs. 
The fireball exploded powerfully against the magic shield and shattered it. The necromancer and all the mages were engulfed with golden flames, but it once again raised its staff, the creature not quite dead. Bones rose from what was left of the bone construct and built a bone prison around it. 
At the same time, five large sarcophagi rose vertically from the ground around the bone prison, opening and letting out five zombie beastkin.
The waves of death coming off these creatures were palpable, like their great vitality in life was reflected in their undeath. 
Berri had moved toward the bone prison when a wave of [Consecration] echoed out of Jake, covering the ground in a large ring of holy fire. He knew that Ophelia must have activated it on her side, catching many raptors and allosaurus but not harming the Battlegroup members. 
This blanketed the undead beastkin, and they wailed in terrifying agony, the flames winking out after a moment as they were consumed by part of their deathly energies. The undead charged at Berri.
Among the five, there was one that clearly looked like a lion with heavy beast blood holding a massive axe, and Jake could tell he was the strongest. A lioness, a bear, a raven, and an otter parentage woman were also wielding spears. 
Thankfully, the mages were all destroyed by the wave of flames. Berri weaved left and right in her dance, releasing waves of darkness. Jake used the spell form of [Mana Blade] but formed out of the divine flames of his hearth, forming [Hearth Blade] at the end of his spear. 
The long blade of flames gave Jake a long reach with his spear, so when Bloodberri blurred towards the lion to meet his axe, Jake leaned forward to deliver a powerful stab at an angle into the zombie otter beastkin.
Bloodberri’s maul knocked the large lion man back, and Jake’s spear went right into the otter beastkin’s chest, bathing them in divine flames. The lioness and bear beastkin leaped at Bloodberri, but they were met with a dizzying dance of her tail and her body shifting out of the way.
Blood cast [Absorb Strength] and [Weakness], in addition to the darkness released by her [Holy Dark Paampu Attam] dance. The creatures wailed in hatred to remove these effects, a tainted perversion of the auril that they had in life. 
The otter’s chest burned, Jake’s divine hearth flames purifying the creature. Finally, the body lost cohesion, melting away from Jake’s hearth fire.
Bloodberri advanced on the lion beastkin, the powerful creature meeting her mighty assault. Each swing of her maul had nearly the weight of a small car behind it. Despite that, the zombified man met her swings with powerful attacks. 
Jake knew the lion man was an Auril Hero before, and a powerful one at that. Deathly energies were drawn to him, enhancing his attacks.
The lioness leaped at Jake now but found herself bound by Blood, who wrapped the edge of her tail around her. Spikes tore and slashed into the undead, small explosions from Jake’s heavenly aura blasting into her. 
The bear beastkin leaped at Jake, but a subtle shift from Berri’s body caused its spear to be deflected by the armor of Jake’s platform.
The creature began tumbling away, but Jake countered with his [Hearth Blade], skewering the undead’s chest again as she fell towards the ground. The undead was again bathed in Jake’s divine flames, eliminating the beastkin.
Just as he thought they were about to wrap things up, the raven woman dove rapidly to stab Jake with her spear. Berri met the spear with the shield on her back with a twist, allowing Jake to attempt a counter, but the raven woman quickly dodged out of the way. Jake and Bloodberri’s fight continued, as others had fought all over the battlefield.
Vesuvius and Jarrix were aided by Ophelia’s shield, and had been fighting the two Tyrannosaurus Rex. Ophelia’s shield helped protect them against the ferocious creatures’ bites and swipes of their claws. 
The two beastkin more easily countered with their large glaives thanks to the shield’s protection, slashing at the dinosaur’s legs in an attempt to slow them. The beastkin were around four meters tall now, facing off against the seven-meter tall creatures.
The two landed blows with Jake’s Aura adding flames to their attacks, burning and preventing the creature’s auril healing. Then, Tanda and Rikka came to join them, going for swift, powerful blows to the creature’s vitals with their dive attacks.
Vesuvius was filled with a red glow as he landed attacks and deflected the giant dinosaur. Then, while it tried to leap at him, he quickly sidestepped the creature, bringing himself low to the ground and dodging its bite. Despite being large himself, Vesuvius was still quite agile, making the more enormous dinosaur look ponderous.
Tanda dove rapidly with her spear from the side and landed a fierce death auril-infused blow to the throat of the other Tyrannosaurus Rex. The deathly powers caused a giant chunk to be ripped out and an explosion of fire as she blazed past it, releasing a shower of blood and viscera. 
Jarrix then spun and smacked the dying lizard away with his tail, joining Vesuvius on his creature.
Bree had charged into another allosaurus, knocking it away with her tusk, and she breathed fire at another. While Ophelia had drawn out much of the group of dinosaurs, many persisted after Bree, the kobold priest, and Vexana. 
Rookard protected the three of them with powerful purple shots of his bow, each attack blasting the dinosaurs back with explosions, and cutting into them deeply. 
Almost all dinosaurs were struck several times by Vexana’s venomous javelins, and they were now weak and in pain, slowly dying. Many were already dead on the ground due to her poisons.
Some allosaurus and raptors leaped after her, but she rolled and leaped around Bree, allowing the creature to easily cover her with her tusks and flaming vines. 
Bree was more massive than the more giant raptor-like creatures, and they could not easily find purchase on her with their bites as she pushed her weight around, knocking them away with her larger body. 
One managed to bite deeply into her, filled with its own ferocious red auril. But then spears of aural-filled vines pierced its skull. The creature fell over, dead, and Bree’s wounds closed rapidly.
Some tried to use their talons or claws but were often met with vines tying their legs together. The creatures would fall to the ground and be lit aflame, get trampled under Bree’s hooves, and get struck with several javelins by Vexana and arrows from Rookard.
Ophelia blazed around the raptor creatures and allosaurus alike, being more agile than them. The consecration spell had set dozens of them aflame, and they frequently got in each other’s way trying to go after her. 
But she sliced and stabbed, dove and lanced creatures in their vitals as she went past them. She was a whirlwind of death, flying through a sea of divine flames. The corpses piled up, dozens dead in mere moments, as she monitored the three battles, looking for if anyone needed aid and driving her shield against the T. Rexes.
Vexana was in trouble as a few allosauruses worked against her simultaneously from three sides of Bree. Ophelia fired a powerful [Spear of Hestia] across the battlefield, knocking one of the creatures over and bathing it in flames. 
She moved her shield to block an attack on Vesuvius, allowing him to land a wicked counter against the creature’s chest, releasing his built-up auril flames inside of him through his glaive itself. Combined with Jake’s aura, this attack was destructive, blowing away much of the creature’s chest and knocking it back through the air. 
Tanda then dove in with a powerful stab to its undefended chest, her deathly auril reaching deep into its chest and heart, killing it. The four of them moved to aid in cleaning up the remaining allosaurus and raptors, which were now down to a few.  
Fhesiah danced around the bone dragon, its bones burning with the heavenly flames of her path. The magic holding the construct together and powering the bones deteriorated with every wave of fire released from her fan and torch as the creature screamed in agony. 
She could now nearly dance forever, thanks to her large stores of heavenly energy and the torch. The undead dragon was seemingly too slow and too predictable for Fhesiah to ever be in a bad predicament, her dancing out of the creature’s way before it even leaped. 
As Fhesiah thought that this was going a little too easy, the creature activated a skill. The unholy dragon was filled with unholy might, so Fhesiah filled herself with [Draconic Empowerment]. She pushed her bloodline, and scales grew even further up her arm. 
Her body was filled with Draconic fire, drawing mana from her hearth to complete the ability earned from the enemy Champion, and improved by herself.
The massive claw sped towards her at supernatural speed, the weight of the enormous creature behind it. But Fhesiah’s body grew slightly, and her claw began echoing the heavenly truths of dragon’s claws. She met the giant claw with her own, the strength and pride of dragons added to her attack.
Fhesiah was knocked back, and the bones in her arm fractured. But a significant slash cut into the creature’s claw, her Dao energy slicing into the undead dragon’s claw. 
Thanks to her flames previously burning into the claw, much of it fell apart, the creature barely able to stand on it. She then used the healing charge in her torch to heal her bones and returned to doing her dance once more, bathing the creature in flames.
At Fhesiah feeling pain and coming to harm, Jake felt a flicker of anger, along with his runes brightening on his body. This caused Jake to frown, as typically, he would only feel slightly worried about his girls coming to harm, focused on defeating their enemies. 
Often, he could feel their emotions and would only become worried if they were. But, in this case, Fhesiah was far from it.
Instead, he had to stop himself from casting a lance of flame at the undead dragon from where he was.
Bloodberri had eliminated the lioness beastkin with her tail and now focused on the zombie lion beastkin. He roared as an unholy aura formed around him. She was about to surge for him when Ira prompted her to back off and instead go for the bone prison. 
Something within would be more challenging to deal with if they let it sit, so she blurred for it, activating [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] again. As she did this, Jake saw bones floating toward the prison.
The Lion beastkin leaped after her, but Jake empowered the runes on his armor, pushing the Einherjar effect on it to its maximum. He countered with his [Hearth Blade], blocking the empowered axe with a powerful attack. Then, an explosion of flames from [Wrath], enhanced by Jake’s Aura, blasted into the lion man, sending him tumbling toward the ground.
He then spun his [Hearth Blade] and met the raven woman’s spear. She had swooped in another dive as Berri surged toward the bone prison, his explosion also blasting her away.
Bloodberri smashed her maul into the bone prison, the holy light and dark coalescing into a powerful explosion once more. Bones were purified into dust, and whatever was left of the necromancer was heavily damaged. 
Berri moved to counter the lion man who once again had chased after them, but she positioned Jake so that he could stab into the necromancer. 
It appeared to be in the process of turning itself into some kind of bone knight, but now Jake’s spear filled with the flames of his hearth stabbed into the creature, finishing it.
Blood and Berri continued their dance, weaving left and right and moving to surround the lion beastkin with her tail. He tried to knock it away, but Blood caught an opening and hammered him in the shoulder with her maul. The bones on the zombie beastkin shattered, and now the lion man could only hold the axe with one hand. 
With only one hand, his defense was ineffectual against Bloodberri’s tail and maul. Eventually, her tail wrapped around part of its body, and it was all over. Bones were crushed, and the maul met the creature’s skull, as he could not fight back.
Just as she did, the raven dove in again. Jake extended his [Hearth Blade] from his spear, striking her before her spear could reach him. She was already wounded and nearly evaporated under his purifying flames.
Jake let the flames wink out on his [Hearth Blade], forming a runic lance of divine flames. He then launched it at the undead land dragon as Bloodberri set out to join Fhesiah.
It slammed into the creature, and Fhesiah spread his flames even further with her control, fire being her sovereignty. The fire built up on the creature’s body was reaching a critical mass. The dragon could not fight back against them due to its breath attack and magic being blocked.
Ophelia, the beastkin, and Bree wrapped up the remaining dinosaurs, their pack tactics no match for the concerted effort of trained opponents. 
They each had gotten a few cuts and bruises from being knocked around, but Ophelia quickly healed them with her [Hearth of Hestia]. All that was now left was Fhesiah’s fight with the dragon.
“C’mon, little dragon. Don’t have more flames to give me? You don’t really have the soul of a dragon, it appears, but your body still qualifies as one somehow. They taste awful, but you could still give me some more. They help speed things up for me.”
The other claw crumbled, its bones falling apart, causing the creature to fall flat on its chest. The head turned towards Fhesiah and blew out another breath of flames of the unliving in a last-ditch effort to take her down with it. 
Fhesiah sucked them in with a smile, then coalesced her flames into an orb of fire and sent it at the creature. The sphere exploded against the creature’s neck, separating the skull from its body. The light went out in its eyes, and the battle was won.

[Challenge Defeated. Reward to be tallied at successful conquest completion. Detection Barrier raised in height.]

Thanks to their headsets, the party set out to loot, knowing nothing was amiss outside anymore. A small army of skeletal mages had shown up to attack the Battlegroup, the scouts spotting them approaching from where the catapults were destroyed. 
They were taken down with relative ease, the beastkin having many viable ranged attacks to counter them, while Darris and Roxo defended them. 
Jake could feel Tanda’s conflicting feelings over her bond as she looked over where Jake and Bloodberri fought the lion man and what appeared to be his mates.
Jake asked, “What is it, Tanda?”
There was little leftover of the corpses they slayed, little more than bones. When they looted them, something strange happened: their corpses became motes of light, and even their equipment disappeared.
Tanda replied with a bit of concern and confusion, “As you fought them, I thought he resembled my Uncle Seamus and his mates. He was mated to one of my clan sisters. Seeing his corpse twisted into that poor perversion made me a bit upset. But that he disappeared into motes of light when you looted him, doesn’t that mean he joined the Framework?”
Jake nodded. “I think so. That should be good news, then? Once we retake Life’s Haven, he should be able to respawn once his respawn timer has finished. Looting him should have sped this up somewhat.”
Tanda nodded with a smile. “That would be wonderful, I thought he would be lost forever! I hope to see my uncle and my clan sister again.”
Ophelia frowned, “Sounds more like he’s your brother-in-law, based on what Jake’s people would be familiar with since he was mated with your clan sister. But you call him uncle?”
Tanda frowned. “I guess? Our ages, even among sisters and brothers, we span generations, so even my clan brothers, I might call clan uncles. If they’re twice my age, they’re my aunt or uncle instead!”
Jake thought this was odd, but it made sense. They would have many offspring, and keeping track of who was a second cousin or aunt or similar was probably a waste of effort.
They had completed one challenge. But, while difficult, it was only the first. Jake’s party would have to fight through likely two more similar challenges, followed by the final challenge at the tower in the city’s center.




Chapter 4 - The Assault Continues


The group went outside, and they found that the barrier had, in fact, raised nearly 5 meters higher, making the buildings nearby accessible. This would make it much easier for the avian beastkin to fly above the buildings and attack back, and for all their projectiles to land much more reliably.  
Jake had some avian beastkin retrieve the easy-to-collect ammunition while they could, being on the lookout for enemies. This would help maintain their ammunition stores, as this city had thousands upon thousands of enemies to defeat. 
Jake observed the tower in his Arcane Eye and found that the power to the beam weapon did, in fact, seem lower, as if this was some kind of power station supplying it with energy. Based on the energy in the floating gem or orb above the tower now, he guessed they did decrease its output by almost a fifth or so. 
Once they defeated the first three challenges, it would be around 40% of its output for their final fight against it. 
The party rested up, and Jake looked over to Bree. The creature looked smug, and Jake did think she did an outstanding job of protecting Vexana and defeating many enemies, performing much better than he imagined Bill might have. 
The guardian beast was quite effective, him satisfied with her performance, but he would still prefer to use Bill, the stegosaurus, for following the Battlegroup around.
Jake thought about the flicker of anger he felt, trying to find a reason for this. He looked over his skills and realized that perhaps, it was because of [Wrath]. He had named his abilities after what he thought the Technique was supposed to accomplish, and Jake had thought it was an apt name for what he wanted. 
His plan was to use [Wrath] to increase his spell power and destroy his enemies. But he had no idea that just the name alone could influence it. Normally, the runes would spell out a simple word rather than a runic phrase having no impact on a spell. 
Perhaps, he would need to better plan what he wanted each Technique to be called. He’d also make it follow a certain theme of what he wanted to accomplish with all of them. 
Overall, he was happy with how they enhanced what he wanted to accomplish, but with what he learned, they could be empowered by emotions or other actions or intentions. Soon, he should reach level 3 in the skill, and he believed he could have at least one or two more [States] for [Runebound] eventually. 
He needed to plan out the cohesive whole, as while he could change them now, he didn’t think it would stay that way forever. Probably when the skill evolved or upgraded, he would be quite stuck with what he made.
Jake looked over at Bree and smiled at her. “Good job, Bree. You were amazing. Thank you for your help.”
He thought the flowers grew a deeper red once again before she disappeared into motes of light. He then worked on summoning Bill.
They discussed the battle, finding that the strategy mostly worked. Really, they had lucked out that the bone dragon was so easily countered by Fhesiah and that they could mostly destroy the necromancer before it could raise any of the killed dinosaurs as undead. 
That his party could put the caster on the defensive from the beginning was a big reason the plan went well without anyone being harmed significantly. Jake thought things would have gone a little smoother if he was with Bree using the Aegis state, but it was hard to tell.  
They were resting up near Bill, Jake, and his girls when Dave approached Fhesiah with a steaming cup of a dark liquid, what Jake thought was a type of thermos dangling from his backpack. 
“Would you like some grokk, your eminence?”
Jake could smell it from a few paces away. Was that…? Oh, no…
“Thank you, Dave. What is this, it smells bitter?” She looked at Jake, “Why are you distressed over this?”
Jake laughed a little awkwardly as he tried to lock up his thoughts. It clearly smelled like coffee. In the past, he had done his best to downplay it in any movie or show that it appeared in. After seeing them unhinged on Ariminum, he would rather not see what happened if they had any.
“Uh, no reason, babe.” Jake did his best to will her into somehow not liking it and making sure Berri did not try some, at least.
Fhesiah’s eyes narrowed on Jake, her smile becoming wide. “Babe, really? You never use those terms for me. Now I really have to try it.”
She took a sip of it. “Bleh, it is really bitter!” 
Her face scrunched up cutely, but then she brightened, “Oh, but it really picks you up! Wow, I could get used to this! Why didn’t you tell me about this, Jake, as you seem to know about it?”
Jake’s eyes shifted around, looking for a good excuse. “Uhh, well, you girls don’t usually like bitter things?”
Berri was interested, moving quickly to peer over Fhesiah’s drinking. “What’s this grokk, is it good?”
Ophelia said, “It does smell weird, let me try?”
Jake’s world was crumbling around him. The thought of having to herd these cats while they were hopped up on caffeine in a fantasy world distressed him significantly. He needed a distraction.
Jake held out a storage bracelet to Berri. “Berri, I got a surprise for you.”
Her face brightened, and she ignored Ophelia, trying out the rock for now. “Oh, what is it, Jake?” 
She probed the storage bracelet with her mana. “Oh! You brought more of my baseballs! Thank you so much, Jake!” Jake’s head was surrounded by a hug of hers. 
“Now I won’t have to throw the lame toothpicks! You thought of me…” Jake received a kiss and a beaming smile. 
He replied, “Of course, you girls are all always on my mind. Now, this time–”
Berri nodded. “Yes, Jake! I’ll pace myself this time.”
“More than that, I want you to only use less than one quarter of the ammunition for this next objective, leaving a majority for what’s coming up after that. I’m willing to wager the final building is going to be even more difficult, and we would really need your high-powered cannon shots for that.” 
Berri smiled, before she looked disappointed. “Got it! Aww, the grokk is gone now?”
Ophelia said, “It was really bitter, but different? I think I like it.”
Dave looked like he was about to say that there was more, and Jake surrounded him with his mana with a glare. The man shivered and seemed to be able to tell that Jake was the cause somehow, looking at him, where Jake made a throat-cutting motion.
Dave laughed, hiding the thermos behind his back. “N-No, sorry! There was just enough for her eminence to give it a try, I hope you enjoyed it, Goddess Fhesiah.” 
He laughed a little more awkwardly as he bowed and backed away.
Berri was downhearted. “Awww.”
Fhesiah noticed the exchange. She said to Dave, “Oh, you have no idea. I have quite a bit to enjoy here. Thank you, Dave.”
He gave her a smile, his eyes squinting in happiness. “You’re very welcome! I will, um, just go over here now.”
[Now, what was with that, ‘babe’?]
With that, Jake had to spill the beans. Even if he didn’t, she would figure it out anyway. He had already mostly come to terms with the fact that he would be with these girls forever. But the idea that forever would include a hyper-energized Berri scared him for various reasons.
[I guess I get it. Still, to think you can mix bitter and sweet like that. I look forward to what you will make for me, husband. That frappuccino seems like it will be delicious. For what it’s worth, I think the girl will mellow out a bit once you make her a mother. You shouldn’t be so concerned, it’ll only be for a short time. Personally, I want to see it; it should be a lot of fun!]
Fun for whom? Jake was the one who would have to pick up all the pieces!
They continued their march, and found that this quadrant was not any different from the first. Their force fought through another quadrant, slowly but surely. 
Jake’s girls focused on taking out catapults and skeletal mages from their superior range, and Rookard’s wolves along with Vesuvius’s reptile beastkin fought alongside Bill against the skeletal warriors on the ground. 
The avian beastkin and those with bows and javelins took on the archers, Jake’s Heavenly Aura protecting and enhancing them all. 
Eventually, more catapults got in range of their assaulting Battlegroup, and Dave and Ophelia worked to take them out. 
They spiraled towards the city’s center, the buildings’ height now overcome by the shield. It was slow-going, but they eventually arrived at another arena with a red portal at the doorway.

[Challenge Balanced for party of 10. Defeat the challenge to raise the height of the projectile and detection shield on all quadrants.]

Jake summoned Bree, and they went in with the same party, but it was all undead this time. Instead of many dinosaurs in the front, it was a skeletal army. 
There was a massive bone and undead flesh monstrosity in the rear, nearly the size of a three-story building, and two necromancers to go along with a large force of skeletal mages. Jake’s party went for the bone monstrosity and the casters in the back, while the rest of the group went after the army of skeletons, including archers and shield users. 
Once again, they led their attack with a large lance of flame attack, and Ophelia used her Hearth of Hestia with Jake’s. The skeletal mages and necromancers sent balls of flames, shards of ice, and beams of necrotic energy at them, but they easily avoided the brunt of the attacks. 
The fiery lance struck the bone monstrosity, again hitting a black barrier. However, Ophelia and Jake’s hearths ravaged the necromancers and mages with the flames of Hestia, the creature unable to block both powerful attacks at once. 
The four made quick work of the bone monstrosity that was now alone, and Bree stormed through the bone army like they weren’t even there. 
Rookard’s wolves kept Vexana safe as they both rained ranged attacks against the army. Tanda released some seeds with her rampant growth, covering many of the skeletons in vines as she shot her bow against the archers.
She covered Rikka as she worked on the archers, swooping in. Vesuvius and Jarrix were plenty strong with Jake’s buffs to fight through the undead in sweeping swings of their glaives.  
Vexana continued to pick off enemies with her javelins, and the acolyte kept the party healthy and safe with shields and heals. 
Vesuvius’s glaive had an extra flaming effect from his lava monitor auril manifestation, sending large waves of heat out as he dispersed some of it every few swings. Jake’s Aura would enhance this effect, and the wave would instead release flames in a large cone, wiping out numerous skeleton warriors.
Jake and his girls helped the beastkin wrap up the remaining skeletons easily, and the challenge was completed.
“That was easy!” Berri said, from atop the small hill of bones, the remains of the bone monstrosity.
Fhesiah added, “They didn’t even have a land dragon for me to eat this time.”
Ophelia said, “The dinosaurs were a bit more challenging, our powers granted by the goddesses are much better suited for defeating the undead. It’s odd how that first encounter was so stacked, even with the undead beastkin.”
Jake was surprised that the encounter was so simple, with the previous one being so difficult. Perhaps, Tartarus had somehow front-loaded the encounter with pillaged resources from the nearby area.
Tanda said, “I think at that first arena, they had those dinosaurs as part of their arena challenges. That might be why Tartarus was able to eventually take control over them.”
Ophelia added, “Maybe that was also where Seamus had fallen in battle? It makes sense to try to make use of the dinosaurs for his defense.” 
Jake thought the uninitiated or a weaker Battlegroup would easily get defeated by the challenge and either choose to push on despite being unable to beat it or retreat and take the loss. Still, it made the most sense to put the most difficult challenge near the end, to sort of bait the Battlegroup into a trap.
Jake reminded, “Don’t get complacent, girls. We all know that Tartarus is going to try to flip the script on us, potentially luring us into a false sense of security. Let’s remain vigilant, being ready to go all out for a rush to the finish line.”
Ophelia said, “The second time I covered for Dave, the damage to my Sacrificial Barrier was much more manageable. Now, I could probably rush the tower in a pinch.”
Jake said, “We may need to, but there may be an encounter just like this associated with it. If we can get one more challenge completed, then I’d feel a lot better about the need to rush forward.”
Only one more special building was left, which might be a final challenge at the ominous tower in the center. While Jake was confident in his family’s ability to fight, he would have to be able to win while keeping the loss of life minimal to really consider it a win.
They continued down the path, fighting through the various undead on the course and the buildings above. Things were going normally when the orb on the tower shifted.
Like the angry eye of god, it turned toward the people on the ground. It created a fireball and arced rapidly toward where it was looking. 
Jake pushed his Hearthfire through his staff, adding his runes to the ones contained in it, his function. These, in turn, were empowered by the covenant of his Technique, the Aegis state. The runic barrier coalesced above the Battlegroup, intercepting the large magical mortar launched by the tower.
From the stress it put on his barrier, he could feel that it was a powerful attack.
After some time, it attacked again, and Jake was forced to block it, or several beastkin would have been injured in its blast radius.
After numerous more attacks, it appeared to target wherever there was the largest congregation of targets, as far as Jake could tell. 
An attack came around every twenty seconds, and if it landed a direct hit unimpeded, he bet that only some of the most powerful Awakened warriors could even survive by flaring their auril defensively or using a shield.
Spreading out to dodge the large attacks, which came a little too fast, didn’t seem to help and made it more of a challenge to make forward progress against the archers and mages on the rooftops. 
Because of that, Jake had the non-flyers congregate around Bill even more tightly than before.
Luckily, the tower’s mortars did not target those in the air, but they still needed to look out for them. Jake absorbed the mortar’s attacks with his efficient barriers while Ophelia, Tanda, and Fhesiah went ahead and took out the rooftops filled with mages and destroyed catapults. 
Jake had even tried having the reptile beastkin climb up the buildings and march across, but it appeared that didn’t cause them to be unable to be targeted by the magical mortars.
Still, they were making mostly safe progress on the last long leg of the trip. When they completed the third arena, they would have gone through the third quadrant and most of the city. 
The fourth quadrant had them cutting much more inward in their spiral around the city, the distance they must travel nearly half the amount, with fewer buildings. They would even begin heading downhill.
When they neared the final challenge, it was mostly a straight shot to the tower in the center, with a huge circular plaza surrounding it.
Jake could only barely keep his mana at decent levels throughout the trip. He was resting riding Berri, her being incessant upon him riding on her backpack instead of Bill for a while. 
She accepted that he wouldn’t always ride on her in combat, but while they were just riding through the city, her odd carriage on her back did have more protection and was safer. 
He could drink his mana water and keep himself mostly topped off. They continued working through the city until the last building was finally near.
They finally arrived at the second-to-last boss challenge. Jake sighed in relief when he saw the prompt.

[Challenge Balanced on a party of 10. Defeat the challenge to raise the height of the projectile and detection shield on all quadrants. Periodic tower attacks stopped during the Challenge.]

Jake wasn’t sure what they would do if this wasn’t the case, as he would debate staying outside while his girls and the rest of the group faced the challenge, or Ophelia would. They rested and finished their preparations, Jake recasting Bree and again using [Wrath]. He had decided to experiment with his anger to see what might happen. 




Chapter 5 - Surge


Jake’s party of 10 entered the challenge, and the only thing different from the previous challenge was that several heavily armored undead knights were in front of the force of skeletons. These were clearly superior to the rest and had vicious-looking polearms or two-handed swords.  
Jake, Fhesiah, and Ophelia once again worked together to cast their large lance of fiery creation. I rocketed off at the large bone monstrosity in the rear, as Jake tried to channel some rage into the attack. He found himself to be somewhat successful, but the impact minimal. 
Perhaps, he couldn’t force it without something to ignite his anger. After this, Ophelia went to join the beastkin in fighting off the new threats.
This fight went similarly, but Ophelia found that the larger skeletal knights were death knights. The undead knights cast spells which attempted to reduce their Battlegroup’s strength, and were similar to what Blood had access to, having an aura that weakened and even drained life into them. 
The effect weakened everyone, but Jake’s [Aura of Heavenly Flames] protected against this somewhat. Ophelia was nearly completely unaffected between that and [Divine Reinforcement], along with her purifying flames. 
Bree bulldozed one of the death knights after stomping through numerous skeletal warriors, breathing flame left and right all the while. 
Tanda and Rikka aided Bree against the large death knights, while Vesuvius and Jarrix took on another. 
Ophelia used her superior speed and skill to defeat a death knight quickly, using a powerful [Spear of Hestia] infused into her spear, followed by [Consecration] to wipe out many skeletons.
They managed to clear the challenge without any major injuries, though Vesuvius and Jarrix had taken some blows to their bodies protected by their auril, the death knights being too strong and skilled for them to come out unscathed. 
Ophelia healed them with her Hearth of Hestia, focusing on taking the death knights out with her flanking maneuvers. Like a knight on a horse, she blazed around the battlefield with her Technique, lancing creatures with incredible momentum.
Jake, Bloodberri, and Fhesiah easily took down the two Necromancers with no traps waiting for them. Bloodberri made quick work of their deathly shield, and Jake and Fhesiah lit the two casters aflame with empowered flames.
They rushed near the end, as the Battlegroup was under attack outside by a swarm of pterodactyls.
Jake’s party arrived outside, and it was pandemonium. There were hundreds of pterodactyls swarming around, swooping in with a scything green auril. The Battlegroup had gathered around Darris, him creating a large barrier of water that rebuffed the creatures.
Like a snake made from a river, it weaved and waved around, knocking into the flying beasts. The beastkin sent waves of colored projectiles into them, eventually piercing through their protections or stunning them with the raw impact of force. 
They threw javelins, fired their bows, and speared the angry creatures, but he couldn’t defend the Battlegroup for much longer. Roxo sent red blades in waves out from his two swords, cutting down many of the flying beasts.     
Many flying dinosaurs already lay dead on the ground, and Jake thought there might have been over a thousand in total. With them easily over Level 10, and the rest of the Battlegroup under it, this large number of them posed a difficult challenge. As Jake’s Aura covered the Battlegroup, the creatures started falling rapidly. 
Their auril had been protecting them before, but now the explosions added to the ranged attacks helped knock them out of the sky.
Jake did his best to channel his [Wrath] at seeing some beastkin wounded and Tartarus cheating or skirting the rules once again, and was surprised to see his anger increase. His runes lit even more red than usual, and his spells were more empowered.
He actually found himself having a hard time calming down, his breaths heavy as he sent flaming spear after flaming spear after the creatures.
Ophelia and Tanda both sent calming reassurance to him, doing their best to calm him down. He eventually took a deep breath, releasing a sigh. 
“Thanks, girls.”
Ophelia frowned. “I really don’t like the feel of that, it’s not right.”
Tanda nodded. “Yeah, it doesn’t really feel like you at all. Even your heartbeat changed. It felt like you were somebody else.”
Jake looked over the battle, finding that the fight was nearly won. Berri once again felt worried when she heard Jake’s thoughts, his desire to capture a template from one of these creatures. 
Jake began canceling the covenant for Wrath, Ophelia casting a barrier and absorbing the next round of mortar fire, the tower continuing its assault. Tanda, Ophelia, and Fhesiah took to the air and started clearing out the creatures.
Once the covenant wore off, Jake started capturing the largest one that was wounded but alive. The creature deconstructed into motes of light, as Jake earned the ability to use this creature as one of his temporary summons.
“Berri, we talked about this. You know that I would rather have it but not need it, than to need it and not have it. We will still travel together and fight together, I promise.”
Berri looked as conflicted as she felt over their bond, but eventually, he felt calm acceptance. “I… Okay, Jake. I’m sorry… I really loved our time together, and I was scared to lose it.”
“And I love and enjoy it too, believe me when I say that. We’ll have so many opportunities to be together in the future, there is no way I would ever replace you in my life. We can always go for a trip as a date too, you know. Just me and you, and Blood, of course.”
Berri showed a beaming smile. “Oh! I’d love that!”
Jake reactivated his Aegis state, and they wrapped up killing the creatures. They began looting the creatures as a Battlegroup, and Jake said goodbye to Bree again. 
There were many to clean up, and the beastkin were satisfied with helping dismantle the auril beasts. They would rather not leave the corpses to rot atop the unliving stone, wanting none of the creature’s life energy to be wasted.
The party was resting after completing the cleanup of the dead beasts when Jake got a prompt, along with Ophelia. The two had both finally reached Level 20. Jake received his specialization choice, and his feelings were mixed.

[Choose Legendary Class Specialization - Option will grant skill now, to be advanced when class advances.]

[Avatar Armament - Battlemaster will create Epic to Divine-grade equipment linked and aspected to Bonded, limited to 1 active before Tier Up for personal or Bonded’s usage. Does not consume party member slot, and equipment will be linked to Bonded. Bonded can aid Battlemaster in various ways from anywhere through Avatar Armament. Upgrade at Tier Up leads to more armaments, empowered by powerful Bonds.]

The first option sounded interesting. With his girls, he could create Armaments linked to themselves, allowing them to aid him, regardless of where they were. 
The grade of the equipment likely had to do with the power of his Hearth Bonded, Jake guessed. The idea that his girls could produce Mythic or higher equipment for his usage sounded powerful and versatile. 
It appeared they would be able to cast spells through the equipment, or activate special abilities.

[Fusion Ascension - Summon. Battlemaster and Hearth Bonded will fuse their spirits together to create a powerful spell matching the combined’s classes or aspects. Because User’s Base Class is Summoner, spell will be of the Summon variety. Requires a high level of synchronization and Bond, along with Spirit Resonance. Evolves at Tier Up towards temporary Fusion of Body and Spirit with Hearth Bonded, Ascension into a powerful being.]

Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise. The second ability’s evolution appeared to be compelling to Jake. It sounded as if it had the most requirements, being the most challenging to use. It was also the only one specifically mentioning the Hearth Bond.
Fhesiah said, “I like the first one, husband. That way, you can get more wives, being able to help your cause from anywhere in the multiverse. We can’t always be with you now already, but with that, we always will, even if we are off fighting another battle.”
Ophelia frowned. “I like that I could be your shield permanently in yet another way, but the idea that it leads to more wives, I’m not so sure is for the best. Jake’s time with us is already pulled thin with us all wanting more, do you really want to compete with more girls?”
Fhesiah shrugged. “I think that’s a shortsighted way to look at things. We will be together for hundreds, even thousands of years. What is a few nights here and there, when it means we could accomplish so much more? Besides, you just have to double-up, and you’ll double your time, when are you going to give it a try? I’m willing to share my nights with you any time, you know.”
Ophelia blushed, but then she frowned. “That’s neither here nor there. Still, the second option sounds like it might lead to more power overall within our party, once the skill evolves. It may not be all that powerful now, as you already have summons. This doesn’t appear to bypass your other limitations.”
Jake shook his head. “You could say that about the Avatar Armament, too. I already have goddess-given equipment, it’s not like I could use two spears at once? It’s not linked to any of you, but if we are comparing effectiveness gained, the two ideas should be close.”
Tanda joined in, “I do like the idea of the Armament because then I could continue to maintain the balance here, spending more time with my brethren. I’m a bit mixed, I think I will need more time to think on this.”
Jake said, “You’ve been awfully quiet, Blood and Berri. What do you two think?”
Berri frowned, her emotions turbulent. “I like the idea I can stay at home with our babies and still help, but I like the idea of becoming one with Jake! I still want to go on many adventures, so I’m more wanting Fusion!”
Blood sighed. “I’m mixed on the idea as well. The Armament would give me yet another means for me to interact with the world, but not a body of my own once more. But once the skill evolved at Tier 3, perhaps such a thing might be possible? That makes me desire it somewhat, but I think this selfish. I thought I was good with sharing my body forever with Berri, but you don’t know how much you want something until it is right in front of you. I also wonder about how either option would work for us, as we’re two beings. Do we get two armaments, two fusions?”
Jake sighed. “It’s hard to know, I think the latter would be just speculation on how it could work. Both say Bonded, and so my money would be on it being just one for the both of you, as I only have one Bond with the two of you. It seems we will need to spend some time discussing this as a family as this choice has potential repercussions, so we will have to wait on mine. I doubt either option would really pull out the win for the upcoming fight if things were close, as each are marginal in their impact until class evolution, it looks like?”
Jake received agreement from all his girls, including Tanda. 
Ophelia laughed. “At least, I think mine is a bit easier.”

[Choose Specialization for Epic Class Alignment]
[Flames of Hestia, Runic Empowerment, Chosen Technique]

Looking over the choices, each would grant her a spell or ability now. The flames of Hestia would push her more towards being like a mage or healer valkyrie, as her [Hearth of Hestia] would be empowered, able to accomplish more things. 
Jake mostly liked the choice, but he wondered if she had already managed to become a Champion of Athena if she would have a different option.
The runic empowerment would place tattoos on her body, empowering it. Jake’s eyes lit up at this option, as he thought it should be possible for him to accomplish this without using the Framework granting an ability or passive skill.
He already had her hearth to enchant later once he felt he was truly ready and good enough to accomplish this. 
Jake wanted to be at Runic Enchanting and Runic Magic Level 4 at a minimum, ideally level 5 in both, before he attempted what he thought would be irrevocable changes on their hearths, which were deeply connected to their souls. 
He had only done this to Fhesiah because it felt like he didn’t have a choice, setting a baseline for her Hearth during formation. Perhaps, enchanting their bodies was a possibility using some method as well.
That left the final option, Chosen Technique.

[Chosen Technique]
[Empowers Valkyrie’s Technique with properties of Chosen’s. Ride of the Valkyries will be enhanced, then Enhanced by Chosen’s [Runebound States]. Because covenant will or can also provide drawbacks to Valkyrie, strengths on both sides will be enhanced.]

Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise as he read the prompt. In some ways, this was remarkable. He felt his Runebound technique already increased his output in powerful ways. 
Now, this would increase the number of drawbacks he could take on to receive even larger advantages. The changes could be even larger, influencing two beings. In theory, he could even make a State where the drawback was Ophelia’s power was sacrificed to himself, or vice versa.
At the same time, it required Jake to be much more tactical in using his [Runebound States]. When he first came up with them, he relied on the idea that if Jake used Wrath or Juggernaut, Ophelia could take over shielding or healing others in his stead or take on offense while he handed defense. 
With this change, that would no longer be possible. This required Jake to be a lot more strategic about their usage, but it also meant that should he use Juggernaut, not only would he be strengthened further, but Ophelia would be, too. 
The idea that his powerful winged knight could have Juggernaut was outstanding, as Jake could fight toe to toe with the godly summon using it. What if Ophelia was boosted the same?
Ophelia looked at Jake, and their eyes met. She smiled at him brightly, Jake feeling her love for him over their bond. 
“You devote yourself and your powers to us girls so much, at least one of us has to devote our powers to you. With this, there are more ways that I can become your shield, limited only by our imagination. I just know we’ll come up with something amazing, to make us empower each other even more.”
Jake nodded, and she made her selection. Because Jake already had Aegis State activated, it carried over to her. His blue runes lit up even further, and she was also covered in them. 
Her spear’s runes dimmed, but her shield brightened even further. She tried floating it, and she smiled as it moved a lot further.
“It looks like I can almost use it as though it has the Hearth in it at all times. I bet if I drop the Hearth into it, it will work even faster.”
Jake frowned. “Can you even cast the hearth now?”
She summoned it, and Jake sighed in relief. He could summon creatures in Aegis state, so he had some expectations of that working for her. She activated her [Ride of the Valkyries], swayed side to side, and moved around. 
Jake thought her movements were more fluid and less jerky, her having even more control over her momentum. 
“It’s even better now! Even reduced by Aegis, I feel more powerful, and faster!”            
When she added the Hearth to the shield, it became even more powerful and faster. Jake was a big fan of this formation, as now their defense was significant. Bloodberri, Tanda, and Fhesiah could handle the offense. 
Once rested, they continued their assault. The path sloped downwards, the army heading down the hill as they circled inward toward their final destination.
They fought through skeletons on both the ground and the buildings, their flyers able to fly as high as they wanted. They could easily assault the ballistas and catapults that stood on top of buildings and take out the mages.
The same death knights from the earlier challenge were now lining the paths periodically, making it slower to move forward. Fighting downhill was a large advantage, but these creatures were more dangerous. 
Some of them would pull beastkin toward them, causing Ophelia to use [Intervene] and rescue them. 
After a few times of this occurring, Tanda and Rookard began sniping the more-elite monsters and taking them down before they could get into range.
They moved forward at the lumbering pace of Bill, moving toward the final building. The mortar tower had its cooldown lowered, firing nearly every ten seconds now. 
Jake’s mana was now decreasing faster than he could regenerate, so he had Ophelia take shielding every few mortars instead. With their [Aegis] state, her sacrificial barriers were empowered and quite impressive. 
Ophelia and Jake were the protectors of the Battlegroup, making sure nobody fell. 
They neared the fourth challenge, and Ira sent feelings of alarm just before the mountain began to rumble. A powerful earthquake shook their surroundings, the ground and buildings somewhat cracking around them. 
Jake looked to Fhesiah, hoping she had an answer. 
“It’s… It’s water? Water is surging up through the mountain!”
Jake frowned, looking up the hill and down the path they were in. Buildings lined the sides of the course they were on, but there were, in fact, spaces between the buildings. 
It appeared they could leave the path now that they had been heading down the hill with the detection shield raised.
But the water would flow down the hill beyond the buildings, and moving to the other side of them, away from the tower, would not help this.
Jake had so many concerns. He thought he understood the best action for them to take and deactivated his covenant for Aegis to have more options. 
Jake shouted with runes enhancing his voice, “Everybody, up onto the buildings. We’ll stay on the outer ring, and move toward the final challenge.”
Bloodberri quickly brought Jake on top of the building nearby, the rest of the reptile and wolf beastkin climbing rapidly. The avian beastkin arrived just as Jake did. 
Jake was satisfied that the beastkin were such quick climbers, the buildings posing no challenge for them to climb up. 
He remembered the old Battlegroup at the Fortress Assault, where he had to build the ramp. They would not have been able to achieve any of this on their own.
Tanda was not yet linked to Jake’s thoughts or the other girls, and asked, “Just what is going on?”
“There’s water about to flood down on us. This is Tartarus changing the game once again, taking advantage somehow. We’ll have to adapt. I think we can use Darris here!”
A massive water geyser erupted at the top of the road they were on, and the water started surging toward them within just a few moments. 
The reptile, wolf, and avian beastkin quickly arrived atop the buildings. Ophelia and Fhesiah rapidly sent a large wave of divine flames to clear the next buildings, allowing them to retreat safely toward their goal. 
Jake wasn’t sure if more water would come or shift further and wanted them to be ahead of it. 
The water flowed down the slope of the city rapidly, and it was like a several-story tall tidal wave was coming down the hill at them. Darris had climbed next to Jake, having arrived at his call. 
Rookard, Jarrix, Vesuvius, and Roxo aided the Battlegroup moving forward, protecting them from magical mortars with their powerful more widespread auril attacks. 
Jake knew they couldn’t hold on for long, but it should be enough time to deal with the river.
Just as Jake thought they would be ahead of it and be fine, it was like the river had a mind of its own, moving straight toward them. It flowed over the height of the two to three-story-tall buildings. 
Jake decided to use a little help, and cast another guardian summon. The guardian beast of Arawn, the hound. When he summoned it, he brought the kobold acolyte to the top of their building using [Call Summon].
The hound was larger than a horse and gave off waves of deathly ice. The plants growing on it were crystallized lilies, and it had a proud demeanor. 
Once again, it was a female, but Jake had no time to think about the implications of this. 
She seemed to understand why she was called and began building up a powerful frost attack, drawing the auril in the area from the many beastkin. Darris looked on at the creature in surprise, as he joined her in his own song.
Fhesiah sent in his mind, [There are…creatures inside. They look like… even more monstrous versions of Bloodberri!]
Jake quickly switched to [Wrath] and immediately began queuing up his spells in his runic bubble and working with Ophelia now that she had returned with Fhesiah. She was also enhanced by Wrath, her armor covered in blazing red runes, along with Jake. 
They created the largest nova of frost they could possibly make between the two, aiming for the front of the oncoming river. Jake aimed for the side to their right, hoping to divert the river to their left. 
As soon as they cast the spell together, the hound launched her spear of deathly frost to the same location. 
He released his lance of thunder he had prepared in his Hearth bubble, enhanced by his covenant, even though he didn’t think it would much damage the creatures inside overly much. 
The magical lightning struck the water from Jake’s staff, and he saw the creatures inside were shocked, losing control over the river’s direction. Darris roared as he took control of as much water as he could with his auril. 
The river was diverted slightly as a wall of ice formed that merged with the top of the buildings, continuing to spread. The river splashed against one of the buildings, collapsing it and causing much of the river to spread around and underneath the structures.
The building next to them was overcome by the river, with more than a dozen of the large creatures leaping out onto the building near Jake’s team. 
Jake urged the hound with the acolyte and Bloodberri forward to meet them, but she paused as the hound continued on. Darris grabbed water from the river with his auril, forming a shield around himself.
“They… seem to be fighting against their will. Their will is tainted,” Blood said.
Jake frowned as he took in the creatures. Most of them had four arms, and most of them were male. Their faces looked reptilian complete with a muzzled face, and their humanoid upper body and snake-like tails had fins on them as if they were a part snake, a part human, and part fish. 
They were various shades of blue and green and held tridents. They wore armor that appeared to be made of coral, and it stuck to them, almost as if the armor was grown on them. 
Jake guessed they were Naga, and they appeared to be furious as they held tridents made from some kind of blueish stone. A massive one in front had six powerful arms, all grasping a single massive battleaxe that competed in size with Bloodberri’s maul. 
The creature was much bulkier than her and was larger despite having a much shorter tail. 
The river continued flowing down the hill behind them, and before Jake could think about it further, they began to rush to Jake’s party. 
Several leaped at the hound, the creature dodging and countering with vines covered in ice powered by her auril. The beast fought defensively, keeping the opponents busy for Jake. The Naga slowed as they neared her, the monsters weakened by her cold presence.
Their Battlegroup continued to work towards the building with the challenge, and Jake sent Ophelia to guard them against the tower. She sped off in a blaze of light with her enhanced technique. 
She couldn’t use barriers while under the effect of Wrath, but she should be able to counter the mortar shots with her Hearth and shield.
Jake, Bloodberri, Tanda, Darris, and Fhesiah attacked the Naga with his summoned creatures.
Jake was surprised at the Naga’s strength when viewing them with his [Arcane Eye], guessing they were well above level twenty based on what he could observe.
While Fhesiah swept flames at them, water from the river surrounded them in a bubble, protecting them. Jake was still in his Wrath state, so he began casting a large cone of lightning as Bloodberri started bobbing and weaving around the approaching Naga, which was filled with an angry blackish-purple auril.
She rebuffed several with her tail, but the largest Naga used an odd auril manifestation that looked like a shark’s bite, landed a biting slash against her tail, releasing a shower of blood. 
This cut went right through Jake’s Divine Reinforcement, her [Armor of Faith], and her powerful armor. She hissed in pain in response. 
Blood then landed [Absorb Strength] on the creatures, increasing Bloodberri’s own power and reducing theirs. She began casting [Weakness] as Jake’s anger surged with his runes and released his powerful cone of lightning.
With a loud clap of thunder, Jake’s lightning blazed through the dozen creatures. Many convulsed inside their watery defenses, while a handful of others lost focus on their protection, causing the orbs of water to fall uselessly to the ground. 
Darris kept several of them busy with his axe and shield, more than a match for one on his own, two being enough where he could not land a significant blow as he defended himself. 
The hound had removed one Naga with lances of ice into its vitals while her vines kept them busy, but the acolyte got taken out in motes of light. Its shield was simply not good enough against the powerful creatures with weapons. 
This showed Jake that their tridents were quite powerful, as the creature had no problems holding off various dinosaurs for much longer.
Fhesiah fanned a powerful wave of flames from her torch, her attack echoing the truths of her path; the fire of a dragon. She continued to fan the flames as they were engulfed in them, their damp bodies drying and quickly igniting. 
They wailed in agony, and even those with protections had difficulty as their watery protections started to boil.
Tanda fired arrows with seeds empowered with her rampant growth ability, and icy vines grew out of the target she struck with her arrows. She fired several of these, and even when the enemy blocked with their shield, the vines spread their frost, growing rapidly and piercing into them.
Jake watched as she fired an empowered arrow with her deathly auril, the arrow piercing the enemy’s throat. Her will manifested as a wolf bite and took out a large chunk of their neck despite their auril protections, slaying it immediately.
The powerful six-armed Naga had only barely slowed down from Jake’s thunder, and Bloodberri charged her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna]. 
Holy light and dark flared, her body filled with bright and dark runes. The large Naga swung to meet her maul, and light and dark converged and exploded, completely demolishing the Naga’s axe. 
The axe head separated from the pole, and Blood released weakness against all the remaining Naga, reducing their strength further.
Bloodberri pushed her advantage, and Jake sent another lightning spell through his staff at the larger Naga. It shocked him, the creature’s movement stuttering as it moved to block. 
She swung downwards as the Naga slowly moved to block, thanks to Jake’s shock, with what remained of his polearm and his auril. 
But it was a feint, and she pulled back, causing the Naga to swing at the air ineffectually. She blurred forward with a swing to the side, slamming the spiked end of her maul into the creature’s skull. The beast fell to the ground, dead. 
Between the [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] and her [Dark Siphon], the wound on her tail was healed, and Blood wore a vicious smile.
She surged towards the remaining Naga, only a few not completely roasted by Fhesiah, pierced by Tanda’s arrows, or the guardian hound’s icy vines. Jake opted for her to keep one alive, wrapped in her tail, to capture their template.
Jake had wanted to capture the larger Naga, but Blood clearly wanted revenge on that creature for harming her tail. He had witnessed hundreds of fights with Bloodberri, and this one was one of the first to actually pierce her armor and wound her somewhat significantly, even if just on her armored tail.
Many other large creatures attacked her with a large amount of force to cause fractured bones, bruises and more, but piercing through her armor was not something that happened often.
As Jake captured the Naga’s template, his Presence overwhelming the nearly dead creature, he wasn’t sure if he could have successfully captured the larger Naga. The creature was beyond his strength in several ways. 
Jake felt he was only barely able to capture one of the remaining males, but he was now able to summon the creature. It was considered a humanoid, so he had some expectations for its effectiveness with his specialization. 
He now had a viable replacement for the sharkgoblin, this creature superior in every way he could identify, thanks to its auril. They quickly looted the remaining monsters and moved to catch up with the Battlegroup that was nearing the next objective. 
The water flowing through the city like a river was reduced to a small stream, and whatever caused the eruption appeared to have subsided. He could see how much of his Battlegroup would have gotten mostly wiped out if he hadn’t managed to get the people away from the attack. 
Many would have gotten carried away by the current, taking them out of the city entirely if not crushed into the buildings. 
In their natural environment of fighting underwater, the Naga would have easily dominated many of the beastkin. Only Bloodberri could stand up to them. 
Of course, Jake’s party and the avian beastkin could have just flown above, but if he had been stuck with a Battlegroup full of humans that couldn’t ascend onto the buildings, this would have looked completely different. 
Jake switched over to Aegis and took over for Ophelia, shielding the Battlegroup. They both had to spend some time recovering, with Jake even consuming a mana potion, and Fhesiah started absorbing some heavenly energy crystals as they neared the last building objective. 
Jake had made the Battlegroup go back down to the ground when they were sure the water was no longer coming, and summoned the acolyte again.
Tanda said, “Those Naga were tainted, like the tamed raptors and others we saw up North by Harmony Peaks. This isn’t good.”
“You’d never seen them having this taint?”
She shook her head. “Their minds are much more simple, even more like beasts than us. A normal beast doesn’t have something like greed, or hatred. They had been largely unaffected by the curse, until now.”
Blood added, “I could feel it. Something was forcing them to do this attack, controlling them.”
Jake responded, “I mean, that sounds like Tartarus and how it controls beasts when it owns the area, you hadn’t felt anything like that up to now?”
Blood shook her head, “No, I think it is different. I could feel it in their essence.”
Fhesiah said, “They certainly did seem different to my divine sense compared to the auril beasts. A clouding of their hearts, their spirit. Still, is there anything we can do about it for now?”
Jake nodded; they were about to capture this Alliance HQ. The Naga did seem powerful on average, and he wondered if there were many more creatures, much like the massive one they faced. 
They had lucked out that the creature only had a crude weapon, shattering under the might of the blow created by the two goddesses. Then, that Bloodberri had superior skill with her weapon thanks to her Technique.
Jake asked Tanda, “Are there some known locations where Naga gather or roam? We may be able to check them out, especially if Rifts have spawned near. We would want to take them out anyway.”
“I’ll mark a few locations where we know them to have been spotted, and add them to my list of areas to have my flock scout them.”
“Thanks, Tanda.”
They reached the final challenge, and Jake was surprised by the notification he received. The glyphs outside the building matched and provided additional details.

[Raid Conquest Battle]
[Battlegroup Leader Jake - Decide how the final Conquest Battle will occur for ownership of Life’s Haven.]
[1. No entry limit. Encounter is not balanced on any number, destroy the Tower and Bosses for victory.]
[2. Raid Boss Entry Limitations. A maximum of 100 Combatants may enter simultaneously. When combatants die, they may be replaced by new entrants. Defeat balanced Challenge for Victory.]

Blood hummed. “Ophelia and I have read about this. Nothing provides specifics on the encounters themselves, but typically speaking, the first option could be viable when you have overwhelming force. Unfortunately, I don’t think this is the case with our low-level army. If we had a thousand level 25 Adventurers with us instead, it might be viable.”
Ophelia added, “And the Alliance detailed that the first option is one where Tartarus can stack the deck in its favor. With option 2, there should be a Framework barrier that covers the encounter. With option 1 there isn’t, and a second surge of the Naga, or pterodactyls could show up. I think the second option is best.”
Jake nodded. “I agree, letting that tower fire unimpeded the entire battle would probably result in hundreds of beastkin deaths, and allow for unknown elements in the battle. Our best chance is with the limited numbers, it allows us to take advantage of our elite’s strengths. It says here that Tier 1 Champions and prospective champions count as five each. I guess Tanda’s discounted for now, since she has not reached the first Tier.”
Looking over the glyphs, it did give some expectation of what the fights would be like. It appeared that it would be a staged encounter, where each side must be successful. 
Through the archway, which included a counter for those entering, was a massive plaza that surrounded the tower. It was somewhat on an incline, but mostly flat. 
Jake, Tanda and Ophelia rallied and planned out the numbers that would enter. Of course, all the Auril Heroes and the handful of healers would enter. Then, the Clan Heads and other highly-trained veterans of various clans joined. 
He did notice a large assortment would be men. There were exceptions, many avian beastkin women stood out to Jake.  The reptile beastkin were close to the highest levels, so these took up a fair portion of the entries.

[Boss Challenge Balanced on party of 5. While the party engages Challenge, Battlegroup must engage the tower. Both groups must be successful to achieve victory.]

They would have to split their party to ensure they had no weaknesses to exploit.

[Boss Challenge - Ophelia, Fhesiah, Vesuvius, Rookard, Darris]




Chapter 6 - Ophelia and Tanda - Boss Battles


Ophelia and Fhesiah, Vesuvius, Rookard, and Darris entered the challenge.  
After considering the many possibilities of what they might face, this was the party they came up with, keeping both parties as powerful as they could. 
Thanks to Jake’s [Aura of Heavenly Flames], his going with the Battlegroup simply made the most sense. From there, separating him and Ophelia felt superior, as she could influence both battles thanks to her Chosen Specialization that way.
That left the most contention between whether Bloodberri or Fhesiah should enter this challenge. With Darris the turtle beastkin on either side, they had confidence in him to be able to, with support, take the brunt of the damage put out by whatever target. 
He was not a viable replacement for the damage that Bloodberri would be able to put out, but that was something Fhesiah had in spades. She just accomplished it differently.
When it came to Tanda, the small group wasn’t enough for her to complete her [Cyclic Resonance]. Otherwise, she would have gone in Rookard’s stead.
Thanks to Aegis, Ophelia was more than sufficient as the group’s healer. 
Renewal empowered by Aegis would be nearly as powerful as Bloodberri’s [Divine Intervention], and she would have no problems casting it several times. 
She had also recently gained [Intervene]. Her speed was already outstanding, so her ability to protect others in the Battlegroup, or Jake, had just skyrocketed. The ability wasn’t overly powerful, but it was a big deal for her to be able to protect her friends.
It also increased her offensive ability, as her lance became much more deadly, able to flank enemies attacking her allies as she blitzed to their aid with insane speeds.
After being transported through the portal, they took in the room. The ceiling was only just high enough for Ophelia to fly well, with torches along the walls. 
It was stone all around them, like they were within a sort of dungeon or sewer.
The room was large, spanning hundreds of feet in every direction, and it appeared to be round. Against the wall, a much larger boss-sized Death Knight and Bone Dragon. The Death Knight was nearly five meters tall, a little larger than Vesuvius would become during the fight. 
The bone dragon was a little taller when crawling on all fours, as it was. It had wings, but this room would not enable it to fly at all, the ceiling simply being too low for it to do so.
Fhesiah said, “I would say that we are lucky there is a dragon, but…”
Ophelia noticed what she was getting at. The death knight and dragon appeared to be protected by a barrier of sorts, as she could feel with her magical senses. 
Jake’s voice sounded in their minds, [It looks like this is how the two encounters are linked. There are three smaller towers in the plaza with the tower in it. The large one is protected by them, and there appears to be an order for which they must be taken out, as two of them look to be protected in some way as well. Creatures are about to spawn, too. The encounter is beginning.]
The Death Knight and the Bone Dragon both stood, and they charged their small party.
Ophelia said, “For now, I want you to defend against the knight, Darris. Fhesiah and I will do our best to contain the bone dragon. Rookard and Vesuvius, attack the Death Knight for now.”
Darris said, “Our hearts beat in harmony, the life of the world in our chests. We will prevail.”
Rookard laughed. “Very true, my new friend. This perversion of life must be destroyed.”
The bone dragon crawled towards their party. The death knight used some sort of grasping motion, pulling Rookard toward it and causing him to roar in defiance, dropping his bow and trying to meet the knight’s fist with one of his axes. 
Ophelia activated [Ride of the Valkyries] and [Intervene], blurring toward the knight. It was near-teleportation level speeds, with a magical shield popping up around Rookard instantly, but it quickly shattered around the knight’s fist before Rookard’s counter met with it.
Ophelia lanced and slammed into the death knight, her spear entering the armored creature, then her shield slammed into it, knocking it back several paces. 
This ripped out her lance, but she saw the hole in the armor was quickly healed by a nearby fixture. It almost looked like one of the torches on the wall, and it fired a beam of red light. 
Rookard retreated, having been knocked away from the knight’s grasp. He retrieved his bow to continue his attack. Auril wolves bit and nipped at the death knight, but their attacks seemed largely ineffectual. 
Ophelia shouted, “It seems these creatures might have unlimited health, for now. Do your best to slow it down or knock it off balance, rather than taking blows to give them.”
Darris was filled with his auril as he slammed his shield into the death knight now, and Vesuvius was growing as he took loping strides toward the enemy. 
Ophelia then blurred towards the bone dragon, ready to knock it out of position. Fhesiah had been building up her flames in her dance but was holding on to them for now.
This bone dragon appeared to have wings and a whitish flame inside its chest and head that appeared to be powering it, instead of the green color of the previous. 
The dragon started what appeared to be a breath attack, releasing a breath of frost. Fhesiah started to suck in the whitish flames.
Ophelia was ready for a barrier, but it appeared that once again, this battle would be made easier by–
“Ah!” Fhesiah shouted in pain, and Ophelia quickly cast a [Sacrificial Barrier] on her and got behind it with her to weather out the remaining icy breath. The flaming shield began to freeze over, but otherwise held up against the powerful attack. 
The bone dragon then tried to pound on it with its claws, but it was stopped for the moment.
“What is it? You can’t consume this flame?”
Ophelia could see that Fhesiah’s throat and face were now covered in frost, but it was being removed rapidly. 
“No, I can. It’s just that since the element is so opposed to mine and so strong, that I’m harmed while I consume it. I just need to be more careful; it will not be free, exactly. I’ll be more prepared for it, next time.”
“You’re certain?”
She nodded. “Yes, I just have to consume some of my flames along with it. It should be fine.”
The barrier was removed, and they both charged the creature. Dodging the dragon’s claw swipe with her superior speed, Ophelia lanced the monster in the chest. 
Fhesiah had gone to the other side of the dragon, sending small waves of fire over the cold creature’s body as she danced around it, continuing to build her orb of flame. 
Ophelia’s lance entered the creature again as she stabbed it, and it roared in anger from their attacks. But once again, a fixture healed the creature, restoring any and all damage done to it.
They continued their fight for some time, Fhesiah and Ophelia keeping the boss monster busy. Ophelia monitored the Auril Heroes as they faced off against the Death Knight.
Rookard’s wolves bit and dragged down the undead knight while Rookard filled it with auril-infused arrows, aiming for its legs. Darris and Vesuvius took turns knocking the creature off balance or blocking its blows.
Darris had an additional barrier of water formed around his shield, which appeared to cushion the impact of the death knight’s great sword. Because of this, the turtle man had an easy time controlling the knight. 
She then heard Berri’s voice over their bond, [Home Run! Woohoo!]
Something shifted, and now Ophelia noticed that when she looked at the bosses, she could see a red bar labeled health. It was a lot like several of the games they played, like the fighting ones.
“Jake, what’s going on over there?”
[We had to clear a wave of enemies and destroy a tower. There are two more to take out, but an enemy was just released that appears to be invulnerable for now, along with what seems to be some miniature versions of it released periodically: an earth golem thing. It seems this is where you must win over there for us to continue. The other two towers, besides the main one, are also invulnerable for now.]
She sent her thoughts about how the encounter had gone thus far, and that perhaps they had to eliminate these health bars of one or both creatures before Jake’s Battlegroup could continue. They were in an alternating battle, where both teams must succeed for a path to victory.
Fhesiah released the large fireball attack she had been saving up for and flung it at the undead frost dragon. The creature was engulfed with flames as it wailed in agony, and Ophelia saw the health bar had decreased by almost half. 
She thought the flaming orb was similar to what destroyed the necromancer when they first arrived on Highlands. However, rather than the flames picking up and spreading, the red beam seemed to put it out. It persisted somewhat as Fhesiah increased them, but they didn’t build the same way. 
Ophelia charged in and stabbed the undead dragon with her spear, her powerful speed and momentum reaching near the creature’s frozen core. She stabbed it repeatedly as it wailed in agony, and blocked a return blow with her [Aegis]-empowered shield. 
Fhesiah said, “I’ll take care of this one here. I think the beastkin require some help with that guy.”
Ophelia nodded and used [Intervene] once more as she blazed toward Darris. 
Vesuvius was now at full height, but the death knight had used some sort of weakness ability that was sapping much of the beastkin’s strength. 
Ophelia lanced the death knight on entry, and knocked it off balance with her shield slamming into it shortly after. It had stumbled down to its knees as a result.
Vesuvius then landed a powerful swing of his glaive to the creature’s shoulder, his auril sending a burst of flames into the undead knight, his heat finally building up to where he could accomplish this.  
Rookard fired his auril enhanced arrows from afar, and the auril wolves bit into the legs trying to pull and keep the creature down. Their powerful jaws pierced the armor and reduced the health bar for the armor to be restored.
Darris slashed one of the death knight’s legs with his axe as it was kneeling, stumbling to get up, when it roared, and life energy was drained from the nearby party members, even striking Rookard. Rookard roared and covered himself in blue auril, but Ophelia healed him using empowered runic healing.
The drain move raised the creature’s health as it stood. Ophelia and Vesuvius landed more blows on it with their polearm weapons, slashing and stabbing into the boss. They had decreased its health by almost half now, the efforts of the four of them working its health down.
Darris defended the creature’s two-handed sword with his steady blue auril and water added to his shield, making the monster almost look weak. But Ophelia could tell even she would have difficulty blocking the large creature’s blows without diverting some of the creature’s mass or momentum; she couldn’t stop the impacts dead on without being sent flying.
The death knight got beneath half its health, and Ophelia saw Fhesiah absorbing more frost flames from the undead ice dragon, also sucking in flames from her orb of flame to counteract the effect. 
Ophelia summoned her Hearth of Hestia again just in case, sending several fiery spears firing and gouging into the death knight. She continued thrusting and slashing with her wing lance, cutting into the creature and piercing between the joints of the boss’s armor.
Her lance’s runes were weakened somewhat by Aegis, but her Technique still enhanced her attacks with holy energy and speed, and Jake’s buffs on her were enhanced. 
With Darris and her floating shield redirecting the creature’s blows, she could go all out and attack with her spear with full power. Each attack required significant healing from the fixture, reducing its health rapidly.  
It made a grasping motion for Rookard again, and Ophelia used [Intervene] to shield him before it could get its hand around him. 
Ophelia jabbed her lance into its hand and then into its chest with her lance’s spikes, and Vesuvius landed a powerful blow onto its back, blasting his fiery auril into it once again. It went down onto its knee and became invulnerable with a shield covering it, its health bar reaching zero.
Nothing had changed on Jake’s side yet, so she placed the Hearth in her shield and flew over to Fhesiah, where she was sending a large gout of fire into the creature. Ophelia lanced it right into the skull moving at full speed, and the undead dragon collapsed. 
They had finished on their side for now, and now it was time for the Battlegroup to move forward on theirs. Ophelia and Fhesiah would do their best to recover for as long as the encounter would allow.
[image: image-placeholder]Tanda dove from the sky as she slashed with her polearm, slicing the small creature of stone in half. Her heart soared, beating the song of the successful hunt. She watched as her warriors did similarly, aiding her potential mate with his strategy.
A massive rock creature, Jake called a golem, appeared when Bloodberri destroyed the tower using their absurd weapon. When people hit the monster, the stone would be dislodged and slow down, but it would heal rapidly. The stone removed rose to merge once again with the creature. 
The center, the creature’s core, was protected by the towers that they could not currently attack.
Attacking the creature would slow it down as it chased people across the battlefield, and Tanda was surprised at how easily it was dealt with. 
Jake’s Heavenly Aura made their javelins and arrows easily knock off the rock as the stone creature healed, slowing it as the reptile and wolf beastkin people made sure to stay out of its way. 
He called this behavior ‘kiting,’ and she was dying to see what this ‘kite’ thing actually was. Berri had said she was better, which Tanda didn’t really get.
She slashed through another golem spawned by one of the invulnerable towers. Several of the same creatures were created with a flash of light every few seconds. 
In the first wave, it was instead various insect creatures being spawned periodically, with a massive beetle that had to be killed before the barrier was removed. This allowed Bloodberri and the hundreds of ranged beastkin to aim for the raised tower and destroy it.
Because the enemy liked their towers so much, perhaps she could make her own? She had a seed for that. She retrieved her thornlash seed and infused it with [Rampant Growth], a portion of her auril energy. 
A large plant grew, barely being able to anchor itself into the stone ground. A carnivorous plant, it grew large vines full of thorns. It would now attack enemies that came near. An interesting plant, but she supposed a little weak to accomplish much. 
She was still considered Tier 0, and thus her creations were mostly around her strength but much lower in actuality. She created several of them, hoping that she could use them to help protect her allies. Having invested her auril into the plants, she had a small amount of control to guide them.
Tanda put her musings on hold as Jake shouted over the Battlegroup, “The barrier has been removed by the other party. Aim for the golem’s core!” 
His song as he spoke was now much more harmonious to her wolf ears. In the last week, he had really come far with his speech. He was still learning his song, but it no longer graded and instead warmed her heart.
Tanda heard a loud crack, and a sphere was once again launched by Bloodberri, her new clan mate. The ball slammed into the golem’s chest with such force the enormous creature was nearly knocked off its lumbering feet. 
Berri had wanted Tanda to play this game she called baseball, and Tanda thought it looked like it would be a lot of fun. She couldn’t wait to play it with her new clan mate, as soon as they had time for rest and relaxation. 
Her people were still dying all over Highlands, so finding time for enjoyment alone felt indulgent and somewhat selfish.
At the same time, they were already working around the clock. Some rest was required, or they would eventually break. This war could be going on for months, so finding time periodically was important for their mental and physical health. 
Tanda always sought to make sure her Clan was happy where she could, ensuring that they got their proper breaks and enjoyment.
Rock was being shed from the creature at a shocking pace now, and she could see the core had cracks in it. She filled her bow and arrow with the finality of death and launched it along with her new reptile beastkin brethren, adding to the creature's wounds. 
Once again, she was surprised at the efficacy of the spinal bones of the auril beasts. Their tradition was to bury the remaining bones after all meat, hide, and trophies were collected. 
This contributed to missing out on making use of this viable weapon, which frustrated her. Perhaps, this was yet another tradition formed to curtail certain behaviors of her people. She wanted to hear the full accounting of all the traditions meant to limit her people, once her father revived.
A massive lance of flames then slammed into the core from Jake, along with a spear of divine flames powered by the Goddess from Ophelia’s Chosen Hearth. The core shattered, lowering the defenses of the next tower. 
Jake shouted, “Now, those with ranged attacks destroy the tower, the rest, clean up the enemy spawns!” 
Many miniature golems spawned at once, causing her people to rush around the battlefield to clean them up. 
Their elite forces had formed orderly formations of shield users to protect the ranged attackers, then the many flyers and wolf people with fast movement charged around spearing enemies with flanking attacks. 
Her new plants attacked various golems, wrapping them up in their tendrils and allowing allies both reprieve and easy targets to finish off. She fired her bow at the tower, focusing on it like Jake requested.
One cracking sound after another from Berri sent spheres slamming into the raised tower, some sort of obelisk.
Jake sent more flames, and the larger reptile beastkin, including Jarrix, wailed at the tower's base with their polearms. The structure eventually crumbled, and the power of the encounter stirred.
They now had a minor reprieve, as the fight likely continued on the other side. Tanda helped clean up one of the last golems, and she looked over at her potential mate once again. 
He now drank from a canteen of mana water and smiled as Berri smiled and cheered, raising her massive maul in the air in victory.
Tanda flew near as Jake spoke to the Battlegroup. 
“Great work, everyone. It appears we have a small break, the other side facing a similar encounter. A large knight is invulnerable and chases Ophelia’s party while the dragon sleeps, and skeletal warriors spawn around the room. An obelisk floats around, requiring them to chase it and deal damage to it at the same time. They fight through the horde of enemies and flee from the knight.”
Tanda could almost picture Ophelia fighting through the enemies along with Fhesiah and the beastkin and thought that she might be excellent for chasing after the tower as fast as she was. 
“I’m going to swap out the Kobold Acolyte for my new summon,” Jake said.
Jake summoned the large Naga, the creature appearing in motes of light. It had four arms with a blue-green body, the wide snake-like tail much shorter than Bloodberri’s slimmer design. It had coral all over its body, matching its skin color.
“I think I’ll name you…Kevin.”
Kevin was the same size and strength as the creature when Jake originally faced the Naga, at almost the same height and mass as Berri. Jake then handed the large beast a shield, which it accepted in two of its arms on one side. It also had a trident in the other pair of hands. 
He added his [Divine Reinforcement] to the creature, which enlarged it even further. Now, it really felt like a formidable warrior.      
Berri clapped. “Yay, Kevin! I like him, he feels strong.”
Tanda inspected him with her auril. Listening to its song, she thought she had a decent understanding of him. “His auril isn’t tainted, so it is good to know that it doesn’t follow your summons.”
Jake smiled at her, and Tanda knew it set her tail wagging. “Like Bill, huh? Your [Rampant Growth] ability seems useful. Can you use any plant?”
Tanda nodded. “As far as I know, I should be able to use any plants that will thrive from life energy.”
Jake chuckled. “That should be most, but the multiverse is vast, after all. How does [Cyclic Resonance] work? It seemed we didn’t have any enemies it was worth using it against yet.”
Tanda smiled. “That’s right, I get pretty weak after I use it, and should only use it on the final encounter. Remember the play, and how all the songs lined up? My heart beats with my brethren, forming our song. As I find resonance with them, we form a song that encompasses the cycle of life and death, of transformation and rebirth.”
Jake quirked his brow. “That… sounds complicated? Do you have all the songs you need here, to form this cycle?” He gestured at the army.
Tanda was surprised at the question and looked over the rest of the beastkin. Many of her brethren were here, but most of the Auril Heroes besides Roxo and Jarrix were on the other side of the battle. 
She knew her recently awakened brethren didn’t amount to much, but their songs should be enough with many of them combined. She looked over at the boar, Bree. The boar filled with vitality and warmth represented spring, fertility, and the abundance of life, making her song the same as Brigid’s. 
Vesuvius was strong and filled with power and skill. His song was filled with warmth like summer, making him similar to Lugh. 
Rookard represented the great hunt, bringing death to his enemies and protecting the balance. His song was closest to Arawn’s. 
Many other Auril Heroes could add different elements to enhance these songs, and Tanda thought that the turtle and the Naga could fall between Arawn and Brigid. That left Tanda to sing the song of rebirth.
“It might be better if you can replace Bree with the stag, but I should be able to make it work. We have many of my brethren here.”
Jake nodded. “I wanted to see the stag or the lion, as I haven’t had a chance yet.” He thanked Bree once more, and then he unsummoned her, her disappearing into motes of light.
He then summoned the stag. The large creature appeared before her, and its powerful auril heart began to beat. Tanda smiled at the beast, and many of her brethren noticed their guardian. 
“Wow, this summon took a little more than the others. And it’s a male, like you would expect. I name you Oran.”
Tanda smiled. “I like that. He’ll help my people with our song.”
Jake smiled at her, then turned to Berri, “Great work, Berri. It’s a good thing you saved enough ammunition.”
She blushed, “I wanted to make sure we had enough! I didn’t want to mess it up and make you disappointed again…” 
Once again, Tanda was amazed at her voice. From the very first sentence she heard from her, Tanda felt that Berri’s voice sounded like a calming melody. 
That the word’s meaning instead was often about excitement and anticipation was an odd duality. 
The other woman’s voice, Blood, was more confident, and her tones precise. Her voice was almost mechanically correct, producing the right notes on the beat. 
Jake said, “Still, I can’t help but feel the beastkin are so well coordinated. I have seen many of the melee reptile beastkin ignore a golem approaching their back, for it to be cut down by an avian one. It’s like they have fought together for months, working well in tandem and as if they knew their back was covered. Yet, I know these people have been apart for hundreds of years, until today. Perhaps even unusual to me, is that the beastkin move before I can direct them sometimes.”
Tanda was stricken. He didn’t know what he was doing? Jake’s Aura was more like auril than he knew. When an Auril Hero was present on the battlefield, their powerful heartbeat drove the song, their desires being present on the battlefield. 
Like an orchestra conductor, their will changed the music and guided their brethren’s songs. They commanded the battle with their heart’s song, and no words were necessary. Jake’s Aura was doing the same thing, changing their song–even more than the few Auril Heroes currently on the battlefield! 
Tanda decided to illuminate Jake, “It’s because our hearts beat in harmony. Every beat a note, every heart with its own song. As our desires and struggles align, as we work to fight and protect our choir, they begin to sing the same song. When our hearts beat in cadence with the world, our song becomes a powerful weapon to protect the balance.”
Jake looked over at her brethren and looked thoughtful. He smiled, and she could feel his awe over their new bond. “Wow, you’re right. I hadn’t even noticed. That’s really cool.”
Tanda looked at him with surprise. “You can hear our song now?”
Jake chuckled. “No, unfortunately. But I can see it if I look hard enough. I just needed to know where to look.”
Tanda looked over at his eyes curiously. Could he really somehow see their hearts beating?
Berri said, “And I can feel it! The little lizards are like, du-gun, du-gun, du-gun! And then the tiny birdies are like, do do, du-gun, do do!”
Tanda looked over to the large lizard man, Jarrix. He was nearly three meters tall. Little? Despite her ridiculous words, Tanda couldn’t help but feel that somehow Bloodberri could, in fact, feel her people’s melodies, her remarks following a proper cadence. 
Even before her people Awakened, they could somewhat feel the beat of their brethren. Once their heart Awakened and connected to their will, their soul, they could hear the song of their people from nearly a hundred paces away, in addition to being able to feel the music of the world itself.
Still, Jake was clearly unaware he was driving the song with his Aura. 
“As to the reason us beastkin react to your orders before you give them, you’re already giving them in another way.”
Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise, and his expression even showed doubt.
“Your Aura. You don’t know what you’re doing? It merges with our own auril, and changes the beat of our songs. I can feel what you want, particularly in battle. But it’s not an order, thankfully. It feels more like a desire, or suggestion.”
“Really? Huh. I guess I was thinking like that? When I direct Bill, I do mostly impose my will, or order the creature. But with Berri here, I kind of think more along the lines of, It sure would be nice if Berri smashed that. I was kind of doing the same thing in my thoughts with the beastkin, especially with when I wanted one to protect another. It was more a wish or a hope, but then my words were definitely an order.”
Jake looked over at Tanda with a smile. “I’ll try to use that, thanks for letting me now. So, how is it? The Framework’s guidance. You took the burst damage specialization, how has that shifted things for you?”
“Before, my manifestation just made my crescent moon halberd a little sharper. It shifted it to create the wolf that you see, biting into the target with sharp teeth when I strike them–arrow, blade, or spear. As for the guidance…”
Tanda pondered for a moment, thinking about the last week since she had gained the Framework’s guidance, to think about how to answer the rest of his question. Not including the assault to recapture the Alliance HQ today, she had already been in over a dozen fights or skirmishes, including facing the Champion.
Overall, she was overjoyed at how quickly it helped her elevate her skill at using auril. When her father was alive, she had excellent guidance from him. Just by being around him, she could feel the right way to move or manifest her will, which was why she was so great at it; he had even called her a prodigy. 
And yet, according to the Framework, she had only been at level two of [Auril Manifestation]. She could tell that within this week and these many fights, she had already made exceptional strides in using it, reaching level four. 
She realized that she also had her newly enhanced heart to thank for this. 
Tanda couldn’t help but imagine that within a week or two, she should achieve level five in all the auril skills and be exceptional in using her people’s auril energy, making her a much more powerful predator and protector.
She continued, “As for the general guidance, it has helped a lot. Overall, it does feel that it helps me find harmony all that much easier, and to manifest my will. My claws have become sharper in such a short time. I… really feel that following on this path, I might be even better at finding and protecting the balance.”
Jake said, “I can understand it might help you with protecting the balance, but finding it? What do you mean by that?” 
“When my people Awaken, our hearts can better hear the song of the world. When we go to an area, we can feel the balance of the land. We tune the song with our hunts, to improve the balance. Through balance, life strives and grows. By the Framework improving my ability to use and sense auril, it makes me better at finding the right balance; finding the correct plants to collect or plant, the proper beast to hunt in the area.”
Jake replied, “I see, thank you for sharing that with me. That was sort of in the play, but I didn’t have the context to understand what was being said. You mentioned plants or beasts, but your Ravenwolf tribe, seems to do its best to keep the balance within the beastkin themselves too, huh?” 
He smiled at her, and Tanda couldn’t help but smile back as she nodded. 
He continued, “I can see that the balance is certainly significant for you and your people, so that means it’s important to me. I’ll do my best to make sure Hearthtribe doesn’t disrupt this balance any more than it has to, and still kick Tartarus off this world.”
Tanda could tell it was Berri who spoke, “Yeah! The beastkin love nature, so we’ll protect it. Jake even made that super smoke thingy! It feels good, to wash away that icky blight.”
Blood cleared her throat. “The censer, sister. It may prove useful in combat, if we face enough undead.” 
Tanda smiled and did her best to will her damned tail to not wag behind her, but she knew she was only partially successful because it had a mind of its own. Her new Clan was a strange one, but Tanda both respected and enjoyed her prospective mate’s wives.
They were all so strong, and they were all so much fun. She had only spent a few days with them, and during that time Tanda had the time of her life.
The girls worked so hard, and they excelled at everything they did. It was the strongest clan, but also a harmonious one. Each of the girls was considerate of one another, sharing the many burdens heaped onto them. Tanda was a helper herself, but she knew if she needed aid, they would come rushing.
Then, Jake was surprisingly insightful and considerate, truly interested in learning everything he could about her people. The cadence of his song kept improving, and she could feel his desire to become a part of her people’s community.
The man and his family had turned what was clearly a losing war into one in which she had some confidence that they would win. He had already saved thousands of her brethren, rallying many warriors to fight. 
Jake even discovered her people’s long-lost brethren, their songs rejoining her people after a thousand years. It had only been a little over one week–just what would things be like in a month? 
He might have been protecting the balance in ways different than she originally imagined her mate doing, but she never imagined such an evil enemy would arrive.
She was proud he was now her courting mate and couldn’t wait to enjoy their courtship fully, and become mates in truth. 
Tanda now had a number of the thornlash plants built up, building them near Oran’s own plants and vines near the center of the plaza.




Chapter 7 - Final Battle for Life's Haven, Pt. 1


Jake guided the beastkin around the battlefield, using both his words and his mental guidance to position the eighty beastkin to face this new enemy. 
When Ophelia eventually defeated her side of the encounter, a massive scorpion creature appeared from a flash of light within the tower plaza. 
Some smaller beetles spawned, and the beastkin already knew the drill. They should stay out of the way of the big invulnerable creature and fight off the smaller ones.
Tanda’s thornlash plants swiped and attacked the beetles, providing a sanctuary for many beastkin to flee to, as well as aid for taking them out.
Jake requested Oran toward the giant scorpion to be a general nuisance and test out the creature’s defenses with vines, and Kevin the Naga joined with his shield.
Berri smashed a beetle that spawned nearby Jake with her maul, its bug guts splattering onto her armor. 
“Yuck, why’s it gotta be bugs again? The worst is when you can’t even squish it!” She pointed at the massive scorpion with an annoyed look. “That medium-sized one shouldn’t exist! That’s an abomination.”
Jake cast a small barrier to protect a nearby beastkin from the scorpion’s stinger, and he chuckled at her once again, calling a massive creature something much smaller than it was to everyone else. 
“You’ll crush it eventually, Berri. I’ll make sure you have a good shot at it.”
Blood gave a vicious smile of her own. “It reminds me of our time in the Underworld. Many Scorpion Riders fell to our mace.”
Jake did what he could to understand what was happening on the other side of the battle and found that Ophelia’s party was dealing with a bone dragon, as the knight was inactive this time. Fhesiah dragged the dragon around the room as Ophelia and the rest worked on an odd obelisk structure that floated away from them. 
There was an army of skeletons getting in their way. Overall, not that different from the knight encounter, only that the dragon was faster and could use a breath or claw attack that could harm the party before Fhesiah could suck all the frost flames in.
Thus, she was the one kiting the invulnerable creature around the room, periodically absorbing the icy breath. She danced around the dragon with ease, the lumbering creature too slow compared to her to land a successful blow. 
Rookard, his wolves, and Ophelia led the charge, chasing after the floating obelisk as it fled around the room, and they destroyed the skeletons.
Back in the plaza, the scorpion’s stinger was harder to dodge or keep out of range than Jake had anticipated, reaching much further than most would imagine. It stretched over a dozen meters. Randomly, it would attack beastkin in almost half the plaza. 
Thankfully, with Jake watching out for them and his Aura shielding them, none got hurt in the first few attacks. But the creature appeared to be improving with its aim on nearby targets, giving him much less leeway to block. 
Jake had Kevin and Oran distracting it, but it periodically went after random beastkin. They were busy knocking it off balance and deflecting its pincers.
Berri asked, “That thing is really gross, Jake. Can’t you do something about it?”
Jake had tried making the previous encounters easier with control spells but found that his efforts were mostly wasted. Not only was his capability lower with Aegis, but the odd barrier the creature had appeared to prevent most crowd control spells from sticking.
For the golem creature, earth knocked away from it would just float right through ice or any impairment to rejoin it, such as beastkin trying to grab chunks of rock. Jake had thought it was still worth a shot when they tried it.
He thought he saw a way to keep the creature busy briefly. He sent Ophelia and Bloodberri his intentions, as he sent Oran and Kevin after it and started disabling Aegis. She would take advantage of being less limited for the time as well.
As Oran got close, the scorpion’s stinger attacks began to focus on it. It was only sending them about every 5 seconds or so, and many of the beastkin could move out of the way without getting hit. Each time the stinger attacked, Oran would now block by moving its auril-infused antlers or vines to meet it. 
It certainly looked deadly if it landed its attack, as it was causing his enhanced runic barriers to crumble each time he used them to protect the beastkin. 
Aegis finished disabling, allowing Jake to switch to his [Unbound State] to empower his control spells. Oran was now close enough for the creature to try lashing out with its claws now, which were met with a hard slap of Oran’s sharp antlers. 
Jake prepared his runes, and Bloodberri surged forward with all her strength and momentum, and struck the creature from behind. 
Rather than striking downward, her attack was more similar to an uppercut. She hit the carapace from underneath, and the force was transferred despite the barrier seemingly blocking any of the direct damage from the blow. 
The scorpion lifted into the air in an arc, the butt of the arachnid rolling forward as the creature was flipped upside-down.
As the creature’s tail pushed against the ground and the creature twisted, trying to find purchase to right itself, Jake’s spell was released. 
He released an empowered runic ring of frost, aiming heavily at the creature’s back, trying to merge it with the ground. Its feet and claws reached out ineffectually, the latter too far off the ground to reach anything. 
The tail was nearly flattened, but it looked like it was going to wriggle through some ice eventually with its odd barrier covering itself. The barrier seemed to shear through the ice better than the mere movement ought to. 
Jake then had Oran capture the stinger with his mouth, Kevin grabbing onto it as well with two of his arms, locking it in place. Oran grew plants around the body of the creature, and Tanda used [Rampant Growth] on them, infusing them with Auril. 
The creature wriggled in anger, but it appeared their effort was worthwhile for now unless he lost Oran. 
“Stupid bug! That’s what you get! Just you wait, this maul will eventually squish you. Nasty thing.”
Jake did his best to recover, monitoring the other side of the encounter for a minute. Fhesiah had mastered consuming the icy breath of the bone dragon, now restoring a large portion of her energy reserves. 
Ophelia destroyed the last tower on their side, which allowed the building on this side to be targeted. The knight and dragon returned to hibernation at this point, allowing their smaller party to recuperate. 
Bloodberri started sending her solid spheres with her maul at the top of another obelisk-like tower in the plaza, which appeared to be its weak point. 
While it took on damage even at the base, the ranged attackers hitting the top area caused it to crumble much more for the power they had put out. Thus, Bloodberri’s baseballs did massive amounts of work with each blow. 
The tower eventually crumbled, and she blurred towards the locked-down scorpion from the side. Her body and maul were lit with light and dark runes, and she charged up her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] attack. 
The vines were being worn away with Oran having backed off, and the ice was really starting to crumble.
Blood approached with a vicious smile, wanting to destroy the disgusting creature just as much, if not more, than Berri. After all, she hated the arachnids too.
Jake empowered her further with Einherjar just as she landed her powerful blow on the creature’s underside, near where the head was. Beastkin started landing their ranged attacks on it, explosions of flame all over it. Jarrix and other large reptile beastkin wailed on it with their large glaives. 
While there was a large crunch and explosion of energies when Bloodberri landed her powerful blow, caving in the creature’s hard chitin, it was not dead.
Most of the Battlegroup worked to defeat spawns all over the plaza, but many added their auril-infused attacks to the scorpion. 
Roxo’s blades dug into the scorpion repeatedly, and Tanda’s crescent moon spear formed a powerful blade as she manifested her will into it. She sliced into it deeply, cutting off large swathes of the creature’s health with each bite of the deadly wolf. 
Kevin was piercing the creature repeatedly with his trident, and Bloodberri continued hammering on it with her maul as bug ichor flew and chitin was crushed. Oran formed massive spikes out of rope-like vines and pierced it until, eventually, the creature stopped moving and dissipated into motes of light. 
The power of the encounter stirred, and Ophelia’s party, along with the death knight and dragon, appeared, the two enemies in a resting position. 

[2 Alliance Champions and 1 Potential Champion Detected, with 0 Tartarus Champions Present on World. Final Encounter difficulty increased. +5 Levels added to the final boss, the Death Knight and Bone Dragon. Difficulty Rating for Alliance Present: S]
The difficulty level rating being at its highest he was aware of was more than a little ominous. They had nearly 1,000 beastkin waiting to enter the large plaza in front of the tower, but almost 99% of them were under level 5. 
The encounter was geared towards those above level 20, and many of them wouldn’t even be able to harm the enemies at all if not for Jake’s Aura. The eighty within the plaza’s average level was approaching seven or so, thanks to the Auril Heroes and reptile beastkin.
It was good news that no Tartarus Champions were in the world currently for an ambush attack, but the difficulty of the Challenge was still increased to compensate. Of course, Ira and Fhesiah had searched within the area with their superior senses, and hadn’t found anything.
The tower’s massive red gem gleamed and rose again, and a beam shot from it into the two creatures. 
It empowered them, increasing their size by almost fifty percent, making the death knight absolutely massive. While the death knight was only two or three meters taller than Vesuvius now, it was broad and thick with its armor.
The frost dragon was enormous now as well. The dragon took to the air while the knight remained kneeling, but both had a barrier around them for the moment.
Jake drank a mana potion and switched to his Aegis state as he infused mana to renew Oran and Kevin. He knew that Ophelia would be the best to tank and damage the boss using her [Valkyrie Champion] ability later, but he should have time to deactivate Aegis if the encounter changed. 
Aegis both improved [Aura of Heavenly Flames] and the girl’s [Divine Reinforcement], making them all just a little more powerful. Jake had also given his [Bolster] and [Stamina Regen] to the beastkin elites, enhancing their blows well beyond where they would be normally. 
The two boss creatures were still invulnerable from the power of the encounter, and they still had a moment to catch their breath. 
Ophelia looked at Kevin. “I like that Kevin is much more martial than your other beasts. That he can use a weapon and shield is very helpful. If we have to face creatures in the water, we will be especially happy to have him with us.”
With Ophelia being limited by the same covenant, it was questionable that it would be worth the time it took to deactivate it. But he had some confidence with Aegis, as it wasn’t as restrictive. His and her offensive spells were merely reduced, not eliminated as possibilities. 
He was still able to boost the eighty beastkin as they attacked their targets with his Aura and protected them. The efficiency was stellar, and he once again thanked Hestia for her foresight. 
The idea that it helped him guide the beastkin in battle was another surprising thing.  
They felt the encounter start to change, and Jake positioned Kevin in front of the Death Knight boss with its shield. Ophelia stayed back with Jake’s party at what he considered a safe distance, prepared to go where she was most needed nearly instantly, using [Intervene].
Darris and Vesuvius got on other sides of the undead knight, spacing themselves out to allow a few allies with polearms next to them. While the enemy was big, it would be a challenge to allow that many people to attack the enemy at once.
Jake really couldn’t help but feel this was a massive raid battle, just like the ones he played in the game, [The Labyrinth]. The dragon was above, circling the plaza higher up in the air, while the knight kneeled in the center. He wondered if this was what the [Raid] was going to be like.
The knight stood, and a health bar appeared as its barrier was removed. There was still one on the dragon, keeping it protected. It continued to circle slowly and lazily around the plaza, high in the air.
With his Arcane Eye, Jake saw that a beam was shooting from the large tower’s orb to the Death Knight. 
Just like Ophelia’s battles, the damage to the creature or its armor would be healed or restored immediately, reducing its health bar. Weapons that pushed into the creature’s flesh or armor would automatically be pushed out by the beam as it restored the creature’s structure.
This would also limit the effect of control spells. They were not ineffective entirely, but the beam would still reduce their capabilities. 
Only once they caused enough damage to deplete the health bar would they be able to finish off the boss or move on to the next stage in the encounter.
The death knight reached its arm toward Jake, and he felt a pulling on his chest. His body began to fly toward the death knight, but Jake released a runic wave of force as he got close, knocking its hand away. 
The knight moved to swing its blade at Jake, but Ophelia arrived an instant after, shielding him in the process with [Intervene]. 
The knight’s blade skidded off the barrier, and she lanced the large knight’s body with her momentum, finding a gap in the large creature’s armor. She continued to circle it as her lance was pushed out.
Only a small sliver of the health bar was removed from that blitz, and Bloodberri and Fhesiah now charged near as Jake retreated. Vesuvius and Darris both cut into the creature with their weapons.
Bloodberri smashed into the creature’s side, knocking it off balance with a powerful blow of her maul, and Fhesiah hit it with a lick of flame with a wave of her fan. 
The flame started to cover the creature, but the beam began putting out the fire, limiting her ability to spread it and engulf the knight to be damaged continuously. She began building up a large ball of flame near herself, since she couldn’t take advantage of this.
It seemed that some damage over time abilities would function, but they were somewhat limited. The auril-infused attacks of the beastkin, such as the cobra’s venom, were treated similarly. 
Black and purple auril corroded the death knight’s body, but the beam removed the effects unless additional investment from the beastkin happened; they couldn’t just poison the boss once, and have it wear away at it forever.
Kevin the Naga with a pulsing blue auril placed himself between Jake and the knight, and Oran began growing vines in what looked like a protective barrier on the ground. 
Jake knew it was forming a defensive structure that would allow people sanctuary if they fled to it near the center of the plaza. The death knight was being engaged a ways away, and Jake thought it was a good placement away from where if the boss used an ability, it shouldn’t cover those in the protection. 
Oran also grew plant tendrils out from itself, and Jake could tell that the tendrils could heal. 
Jake was happy that Oran would reduce some burden of healing from Jake, as many of the other healers in the Battlegroup were the out-of-combat sorts until they reached the Auril Hero level. Oran would draw in auril from the area and use that to heal the beastkin.
Ghouls and other undead began crawling out of the ground all over the battlefield, and Jake used his Aura to signal his intent. The beastkin should form up battle ranks, protecting ranged attackers with shield users.
He did his best to send his desire that the larger reptile beastkin and the avian beastkin should roam the battlefield, aiding the battle lines with cleaning up the many enemies. 
Ranged attackers should focus on the various undead, and take shots at the boss when able, or be ready to focus on targets Jake would call out.
Two dozen avian beastkin flew around the battlefield in small teams, throwing javelins or firing bows. Some would land and surround enemies with spears and shields, taking out newly spawned enemies. The battlefield was chaos with so many allies and enemies, but Jake had started to form order from it.
Tanda laughed. “You’re really getting the hang of it! Our hearts sing the song of battle, and your Aura is directing our music like a conductor. Thanks to you, our claws are sharp!”  
The death knight roared, and Jake saw a wave of weakness erupt, which washed over nearly the entire Battlegroup.
Many threw javelins or shot arrows at the openings in the armor of the death knight, and Jake could see the snake beastkin’s venomous auril entering into it. 
The health was dropping rapidly now, as Ophelia had found a rhythm of causing a lot of damage with her two-handed lance, keeping her momentum and focusing on her holy might.
Tanda fired her bow, targeting unarmored points on the knight’s body with her auril-infused arrows. They did not do significant damage individually, but her attacks were consistent and added up, taking chunks of the undead knight’s bone with the will manifested wolf bites. 
She spread some seeds around Oran, and they increased the vitality of life in the area, the auril increasing. She sang a wordless song, and Jake thought he saw the beastkin shifting and changing their attacks across the battlefield to match her. 
A golden light formed inside Tanda, as she activated her [Cyclic Resonance].
Kevin stayed in the death knight’s face, stabbing with his trident and blocking with his shield. The death knight was powerful, but Kevin, too, was sturdy. It swung its massive great sword with deadly swings and steady feet, except when Bloodberri smashed her powerful maul into it. 
Darris positioned himself close to the front of the massive boss and did his best to position himself to aid in blocking the creature if necessary. He was now covered in a layer of water, his shield having a denser layer over it.
Bloodberri continued slamming her massive maul into the creature’s side, nearly knocking it off its feet with every swing. She danced and swayed her body, releasing a weakness spell of her own onto the death knight in addition to taking advantage of her Technique, adding significant momentum to her blows.
The death knight roared once more and used its area of effect life drain ability against the beastkin and melee nearby. The beastkin shouted with pain as they were covered in magical darkness, and many of the lower-leveled awakened warriors were now on their last legs. 
Their auril hearts beat fervently, releasing life energy and keeping them from succumbing to the loss of life force and restoring their bodies.
But Bloodberri charged up her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] attack and slammed into the creature. Light and dark exploded, healing the nearby beastkin of their wounds and bringing the death knight down nearly five percent in one attack. 
The Battlegroup had been wailing on the creature for nearly thirty seconds in total now, and it was now at eighty percent.
Then, the dragon roared and spit a ball of icy flames at a group of beastkin on the outskirts of the Battlegroup. Fhesiah had been charging up an attack of her own, and she immediately sucked the flames toward her instead. 
Jake watched as some flames from her own orb that she had been gathering entered into her mouth along with the frost flames, he guessed to offset their coldness.
[This one is even stronger than before. It will take much of my resources to absorb the attack rather than me gaining much. Still, it appears to be worth it compared to you using a barrier to protect everyone. This will be a marathon of a fight.]
The Battlegroup continued attacking the death knight as it turned and tried to land attacks on other members in the nearby melee. Darris interposed himself in front of his brethren, shielding the attacks when Kevin couldn’t make it. 
As long as he had auril, Jake thought he was able to handle the bosses blows, at least for now. 
Aside from Jake’s party, most attacks just skidded off the monster’s armor. It was only the auril-infused attacks empowered by Jake’s Aura that would pierce its defenses, the many venomous auril or manifestations that would harm the boss.
Jake could hardly identify all the manifestations striking the boss. He saw lizard tails, hawk talons, blasts of water, wolf and crocodile bites, and more being manifested as additional attacks on it. Each one would have an explosive effect thanks to his Aura, but these were just those that he could easily see with his eyes.
With his Arcane Eye, he saw that various beastkin’s manifestations sometimes empowered themselves instead of their attacks. A wolf beastkin in particular would empower themselves before powerful leaps, his spear extended with auril and cutting deep. 
A snake beastkin did similar, the muscles in his arms whipping out with significant speed, stabbing his auril infused spear into the boss.  
Ophelia and Bloodberri were on opposite sides, attacking with their weapons, slamming into the large knight.
Jake monitored the health in the Battlegroup Menu and made sure people remained healthy. Still, he realized that Aegis was likely not required. 
He would like to be able to switch as the fight dictated for Ophelia to capitalize, so he deactivated his covenant.
The dragon continued spewing its flames every few seconds, and Fhesiah had risen to absorb them earlier.
[What do you think, husband? Save the flames I’ve built up, or dump it on this knight? I believe my fire may be better against the dragon. It might become vulnerable at some point?]
Jake was thinking the same thing, that she should save it. Currently, there was no rush as this was not a damage race. This appeared to be more like a first phase, as he doubted this was as difficult as things would get. 
At this rate, they would defeat the boss with only a few people having died.
With each death, new warriors would enter the plaza to replace them. Tanda’s subordinate was instructed to replace fallen warriors within their parentage and equipment loadout, so that the makeup of the fighting force would remain consistent if possible.
Each time the death knight used its area of effect drain attack, Bloodberri would counter it both with her [Dark Siphon] and her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna], leaving few nearby injured. Either Jake would top them off, or Oran would with his vines.
The death knight continued to try to weaken the beastkin by sending out waves of darkness periodically. Their auril eventually overcame it, along with Ophelia and Bloodberri being able to remove the effect on themselves with purifying flames. 
The Death Knight appeared to target the flyers with his grip attack. Ophelia was ready with [Intervene] for any avian beastkin that was grabbed, cutting through the boss and punishing it for its attacks. 
This happened twice more as they continued their assault, and the creature was eventually reached 50% health.
The dragon roared, and a health bar also appeared on it. It landed on the ground, and Jake had Ophelia head over to meet it. She immediately used her Hearth of Hestia, putting it into her shield, and Fhesiah raised her golden sun over her head, the draconic flames echoing the truth of her path. 
The reptile beastkin gasped in awe, their hearts thundering a song of glory in their chests. If there was any doubt in their minds that she was a goddess up to this point, their hearts erased them. Her majestic yang flames of the dragon raised the temperature of the entire plaza, and the power of it was shocking.
Even Tanda’s golden light increased at this occurrence, her song reaching the next stage. Her bow was empowered, her auril-infused attacks began hitting more powerfully with the power of death. Her body became stronger, making her hit well above her level with each blow.
Fhesiah released her flames at the dragon, and it almost felt like it was floating lazily toward it. She continued her dance, building up another. The dragon had tried to get closer to the Battlegroup, but Ophelia, with her shield and lance, shoved and stabbed the creature, keeping it from bypassing her. 
It was presumably trying to get into position to breathe its frost breath or use its massive claws on the larger part of the Battlegroup.
Ophelia backed off the moment the golden sun arrived, engulfing the larger creature with a focused explosion. Ophelia added her own spears of Hestia into the attack from the hearth stored in her shield, each one stabbing and exploding into the boss dragon as the flames spread, despite the red beam’s efforts to eliminate it.
It roared in anger as the frost flames built in its chest. But Fhesiah’s flames were alive, concentrating on that same area, increasing the temperature instead and stopping its attack. 
The creature’s health bar rapidly decreased, and she had managed to eliminate over thirty percent of its health in one go. The fact that the monster was weak against its polar opposite made Fhesiah’s accumulated attack devastating. 
Jake had been focused on primarily being a guardian for the Battlegroup, few being able to heal at all besides Oran, himself, and Bloodberri. As Aegis finished deactivating, he switched to his [Unbound State]. 
This lit up the runes on his and Ophelia’s armor, enhancing their bodies. Her blows and movement became even more powerful as her runes powered up, shaving large chunks of health off the large dragon. 
Avina and other healing beastkin had helped a few of the wounded along. The weaker Awakened had moved towards the outskirts of the battle to avoid being consumed by the knight’s life drain attack, thanks to Jake’s guidance. 
The beastkin fought ghouls all over the plaza, Jake’s Heavenly Aura aiding in destroying them as they followed his guidance. New spawns quickly found themselves surrounded by shields and polearms, or punctured by javelins and arrows. 
With nearly eighty beastkin in the plaza, most ghouls only lived a short period before being skewered and burned with heavenly flames. Rookard and his wolves hunted ghouls all over the plaza. His mobility and ability to aid in killing several at once was significant. 
With each nip or bite of his auril wolves, explosions would rip into the ghouls. Adding his auril infused attacks with his bow, he hunted the ghouls with high proficiency. 
The stag’s tendrils also saved many on the edge of death, its song of life echoing within their soul, enhancing their own auril. 
Each time Jake looked over at Oran, his construction had evolved or changed further. Just what was it making with all those vines? They weaved and intertwined, even with what Tanda added with her [Rampant Growth].
Jake guessed without his Aura protecting the beastkin, the weakest would have died in just a single usage of the life drain ability. He felt that this still wouldn't have been enough if it weren’t for the beastkin having such a high vitality or constitution.
As the knight reached 0% it kneeled on the ground, and became invulnerable once more. But Jake could tell the encounter was shifting, and a beam was shot at the death knight, causing it to become red. He then received a prompt.

[Death Knight empowered and invulnerable. Kill dragon to remove invulnerability.]
The encounter just kept getting more challenging.




Chapter 8 - Final Battle for Life's Haven, Pt. 2


It appeared that it would still be some time before the creature would start its fight, so Jake urged Ophelia and Fhesiah to speed up their attacks on the dragon and shifted the ranged beastkin to the dragon. 
This now became a damage race, and Jake was glad that Fhesiah had lowered its health significantly already.
Ophelia activated her Valkyrie Champion ability, and she grew to four meters tall as she was filled with the flames of Hestia. Jake grew wings, and he also flew toward the dragon. 
Jake added Einherjar to Ophelia, engulfing her in runic light, but decided to stay in his [Unbound State] for now. He did his best to stab at the creature’s ribs on its side, while still holding his shield. Adding mana blade to his spear and his runes blazing, his attacks were now in a class of their own.
Now that he’d leveled up, increased his bonds and Hearth Core and various skill levels, he felt that he had improved significantly. Even without Juggernaut, he’d be able to handle that giant snake summoned by the Apophis Champion, or deal significant damage against the Alpha Wyvern.
Each stab of his spear reached deep into the boss’s body, removing visible portions of the boss’s health. Arrows and javelins fell onto the boss like rain, the explosions of flames from his Aura bathing the boss in fire.   
Ophelia gave powerful thrusts with her now-large winged lance, stabbing the frost bone dragon and removing large swaths of the creature’s health with each stab, and even rocked it back thanks to her speed and momentum. 
The dragon tried to swipe at her with its claw, but Ophelia easily interposed her floating shield. 
This stopped the attack completely and allowed her to continue with her assault with her two-handed spear attacks. The dragon’s health was getting low now, but something in the encounter stirred.
Jake had Kevin waiting in front of the Death Knight, waiting to tank the enraged boss along with Darris like before. 
The knight stood immediately, drained life from many beastkin, and began its assault with unholy might. The knight swung its sword, and Jake’s old shield held by Kevin completely shattered. 
The knight then glowed green and followed it up with a supernaturally fast second blow, cleaving Kevin in half. It was as if it activated a skill or ability, and Jake knew they would now have to watch out for this. 
Kevin disappeared in motes of light, and Darris the turtle beastkin increased his water shield of auril and now got in the way of the large creature. Bloodberri surged forward and smashed her maul into the creature’s knee with all the force she could bring to bear, causing the knight to stumble.
The Death Knight quickly recovered and nearly cleaved right through Darris’ water shield in one blow. It was because of this that Jake called on Ophelia to tank the boss, her likely being the only one able to handle its blows with her shield safely. 
Ophelia rocketed back to it using [Intervene] on Darris and got her shield pushed into its body, making it hard for it to swing its blade effectively despite its empowerment. She cut into the creature, the death knight pushing against the shield with its might.    
The bone dragon started its breath attack again as its health got low, and Fhesiah sucked in the flames once more. She continued drawing in the frost flames, her orb being diminished more and more as she went. 
The breath attack continued, and Jake cast his [Sacrificial Barrier] near her to allow her to repurpose his flames. She drew it in along with the dragon's frost breath in as the creature’s health bar finally reached zero. 
Fhesiah continued drawing on something until Jake thought he saw something different fly out of the bone dragon, the light leaving its eyes.    
Most of her saved orb of flame and torch flames entered her mouth with the dragon's soul, and she smiled. Once again, she had found profit from the outsiders.
[I was little upset when I didn’t get one from the other encounters, but those were just reanimated corpses of dragon descendants. This really had the soul of one in it, some kind of evil undead frost dragon. It will take some time for me to purify, but I’m really low on energy now, husband. I will use my Bloodline Transformation, and I’m unsure how the reptile beastkin will respond.]
Jake wasn’t sure how they would react to her becoming a dark kitsune. But he could feel how fervent their attacks had become once they saw her golden sun attack, and figured if they had some kind of faith in her, they would have little doubt at this point. 
Fhesiah willed her sun to set and her moon to rise within her spiritual temple. It now took under ten seconds to change, and she had merely lowered herself to the ground and covered herself with her large fan as she did.
The invulnerability was removed from the Death Knight, and a new health bar appeared. The creature’s movement slowed, its empowerment somewhat removed from the dragon being defeated.
Despite being close to the death knight, Ophelia used [Intervene] on Darris, blitzing her large body into the knight from behind. Her spear entered deep, and she pushed the flames of Hestia through her spear and into the creature’s body.
It roared and used the area to drain life again, and a malevolent aura was released, weakening and slowing the entire Battlegroup. At the same time, several of the creatures from earlier in the encounter spawned as twisted, becoming undead versions of them.
The giant scorpion, beetle, and golem appeared, and everyone received a prompt. 

[All additional Bosses and Tower must be defeated before Death Knight can die.]
Jake took note of the prompt before lightning struck, and hundreds of ghouls spawned as well. He quickly willed the beastkin’s ranks to address these new threats, the battle ranks forming once again. 
Like a checkerboard throughout the plaza, parties of beastkin huddled together in squares to handle the higher number of higher level threats.  
For now, it appeared the tower was unable to be damaged. Many ghouls immediately leaped and attacked beastkin nearby, but they were easily met with shields and polearms. 
The rest of the ghouls started releasing blighted smoke onto the ground from their mouths. Even the three undead versions of the scorpion, beetle, and golem had a blighted aura.  
Jake sent Bloodberri after the scorpion and Fhesiah to handle kiting around the golem, and he sent Darris, Jarrix, Vesuvius, and Roxo after the giant beetle and additional enemies.
The weakness spell cast by the Death Knight made Jake’s movement sluggish, and the effects of his magic were all reduced. Ophelia even shrunk slightly as she removed her spear from her target's body and continued her assault, a near one-on-one against the boss as she kept it busy. 
Jake and Tanda were both aiding people around the battlefield. Jake was piercing through ghouls with his spear, casting barriers, and healing throughout the Battlegroup. He did his best to stabilize the battlefield, as some areas were swarmed by a few too many enemies for them to reasonably handle. 
Before the elites could get into position, the boss monsters had lashed out at the battle lines as well, breaking them up and leaving them vulnerable to the swarming enemies. Jake cut through the ghouls easily with his spear, and Tanda sent explosive arrows to struggling areas with her bow.
When Jake looked over to Oran, he was shocked. Oran’s construct now looked like a massive wreath. The vines were now tightly braided in intricate patterns, and they almost made Jake dizzy as he looked at them. Celtic knots and triskeles covered the entire wreath, the amount of auril filling it extremely dense.  
Blight was being pulled into the wreath, and it appeared to be purifying it. It was now a sanctuary where beastkin could escape for shelter from the creatures, vines whipping and lashing into any enemies that came near. 
Ghouls and skeletons attempted to attack it, along with Oran himself, but were easily rebuffed by the strong feeling of life and Tanda’s vinelasher plants.
Jake realized that the blight was doing more than just weakening the beastkin. Whenever they died while covered in blight, they quickly transformed into ghouls. While beastkin deaths were replaced by warriors entering the plaza, the ghouls were not that easy for beastkin to defeat. 
He thought eliminating the blight took priority and had Bloodberri pull out the epic censer he had crafted.
She infused it with holy energy, the holy smoke, and the wave of energy spreading out in a nova of heavenly light. This struck all ghouls, removed the blight near her, and even restored the beastkin that had been harmed by the blight. 
The various beastkin fought together in teams, killing the creatures and protecting one another, either with melee or ranged attacks. The avian beastkin roamed the battlefield, rebalancing the various areas of the battlefield with their excellent mobility. 
Despite their low level, the proficient hunters with shields with formed battle lines safely took on the ghouls and skeletons. Jake’s Aura caused explosions all over the battlefield, the eighty beastkin attacking or defending each second. 
Despite all efforts, periodically, beastkin would still die. The enemy density in the encounter was high; even a casual swipe from one of the four bosses would kill one of them. The death knight would move around, and its life drain occasionally hit a target unprepared.
Bloodberri was smashing her maul into the scorpion with fervor one-handed, her expression filled with anger at fighting the arachnid once more. The censer pulsed, pushing holy energy and smoke out in waves, protecting the beastkin by cleansing away the blight and harming the ghouls slightly.
She had already smashed a pincer open, and it limply hung off the creature’s body. Unlike other damage, these elements appeared to be destructible components, the beam not healing it immediately. 
Blood and Berri had danced out of the way of pincer attacks and blocked the stinger with her maul, but eventually, the stinger struck her in the tail. Another nova echoed out from the censer, the holy domain spreading and counteracting the three sub-bosses' blight.
She hissed as she was injected with harmful venom, but she used her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] to smash into the creature. This purged the wound and venom and debuffed the monster further than her dance accomplished.
Fhesiah faced off against the giant golem, having switched to being a Dark Kitsune to use her bloodline energy. 
She now burned away at the creature with ruinous flames, the golem chasing after her fruitlessly as its bone body broke down, covered in the dark purple flames. Spinning and summoning fox fires with waves of her fan and torch, she created minor illusions to protect the beastkin against the other roaming creatures or burned them away.
Jake continued to rush around with enhanced strength, piercing through enemies and casting barriers and heals to protect and guard the beastkin as they worked down the various ghouls and skeletons spawning. 
The death knight swung its two-handed sword with increased speed and precision, but it was matched with Ophelia’s superior skill. She was smaller and not as strong as the knight after being weakened by its deathly aura, but she deflected the blows and countered with better technique.
The Battlegroup switched to the various opponents, spreading their attacks to creatures nearby, doing their best to work together and stay safe. 
Taking damage with only Jake healing in combat was quite difficult for him to keep up with. Jake wanted them to finish their nearby targets and join against the nearest boss creature.
He would want them to all focus on one, but the reality was that this was not like an MMORPG, where characters phased through one another. Dozens of people could not stand on top of each other and attack the same target as in a game. 
People could get in each other’s way in melee, and projectiles could potentially hit your allies. 
Viable attack angles were needed, and there was a limit to the number of people that could attack even a large creature in melee effectively at once. 
The plaza was large, and even moving between targets took time. Many simply attacked the enemy nearest them, their battle formations moving across the plaza.  
The four reptile Auril Heroes and Rookard were taking on the large beetle, the other nearby melee beastkin aiding them. They cut and slashed into it as Darris interposed what was now boiling water from Jake’s Aura to push into the creature and keep in its way and keep it focused on him. 
Vesuvius and Jarrix rocked the creature back with their auril-enhanced attacks, Vesuvius occasionally blasting the beast with his flames in addition to Jake’s Aura.
Rookard’s wolves rushed around, helping to kill the additional creatures that spawned and protect fellow beastkin. His auril-infused arrows pierced into the monster, the beetle taking significant damage from the five Auril Heroes combined.
After finishing off the additional creatures, many wailed on and attacked the knight, the venomous auril adding up to rapidly reduce the health. Blows struck the knight from various reptiles, including many with their large glaives, spears, javelins, and arrows from all types of beastkin. 
Other beastkin targeted weak points with ferocious auril and miniature explosions of holy flame erupting all over their respective creatures thanks to their attacks combined with Jake’s Heavenly Aura.
Tanda’s golden light was near a fever pitch now, and she now switched from her bow to the crescent moon spear. Jake had her blaze after the beetle as it looked to be going down first, and he was more than impressed with her capability as he joined her. 
Her attacks didn’t yet have the power of his own, but they were quite close, with each piercing thrust taking out large chunks of the massive beetle’s flesh. The cyclic resonance had drastically increased her strength, well beyond what a level ten should be capable of. 
Strengthened as she was, if the Level 10 Apophis Champion they faced in their first Trial showed up in front of her, Jake thought he would be crushed in but a moment. The effect of the resonance was now above what Jake could give her with Einherjar.
Jake was doing his best to stab into the creature with all his enhanced strength. His Champion’s spear dug deep into the creature’s carapace repeatedly, along with the large reptile beastkin wailing on it, and the angry insect was eventually the first to die.
Just as it did, a powerful wave of blight erupted from the death knight. It quickly washed over the Battlegroup and started killing them rapidly like a terrible gas, requiring Jake and Berri to focus on utilizing purifying flames. 
Berri also used the censer to purge the blight from many at once, and weaken all the undead on the battlefield. 
Ophelia was focused on defending against the knight, using most of her mana and focus to prolong her [Valkyrie Champion] ability as she kept the deadly enemy’s sword busy. 
If it broke free from her, it would slay beastkin with every swing of its sword, or every usage of its drain life attack. She controlled it where it was best to tank it, to prevent too many beastkin from dying.
The beastkin involved with killing the beetle once again split up among the different boss monsters, many ranged attackers joining Fhesiah as she kited the giant undead golem, while many melee attackers joining against the scorpion. 
The Auril Heroes joined Ophelia against the knight so that she could have some respite. She had mostly maintained herself against the main boss, which was capable of cleaving most level twenties in a single attack. 
When the death knight glowed green, its additional attack was difficult to counter, but not for her. She would interpose the shield and counter with her winged lance, continuing to tank the creature effectively.
Jake and Tanda both joined Fhesiah as the golem was near death at this point. Fhesiah was in her Dark Kitsune form, sending blackish-purple flames into the creature. Her foxtails danced behind her, periodically creating ruinous, curse-filled flames and sending them at the target.
While the red beam pushed to remove her cursed flames, she continuously added more bloodline flames and magical fire from her torch. She attacked its joints, causing it to fall apart, making its chase even more ponderous and unable to lash out and kill nearby beastkin.
Bloodberri had trouble finishing the scorpion, as she had been maintaining the lives of those in the Battlegroup and only fighting one-handed with her maul, the censer in the other. 
Berri focused on healing, while Blood used her dance to land powerful blows to crush the scorpion. The other pincer was mostly destroyed, but the stinger was more than a mere annoyance to her. 
The golem eventually died, leaving the scorpion and the death knight. The encounter then shifted once more, causing Jake to groan.
The tower lit up at this point, aiming and firing its mortars periodically. Beastkin could move out of the way, but only if they were paying attention to all the other dangers in the plaza. 
Many were busy cleaning up the additional monsters that periodically spawned and sometimes could not get out of the way before being struck and killed. Jake did his best to will people out of the radius or block the spells with his runic shields.
The tower was now targetable, having a health bar of its own. Many ranged beastkin switched to it, their colored javelins and arrows striking the orb of the tower.
Jake’s mana had been heavily strained keeping up this fight. He had mostly been in melee because he couldn’t afford to sit still, adding either damage, healing, or clearing blight from those exposed to it too heavily. 
He drank mana potions when he could, but his massive mana regeneration as a summoner and the bonds were the only reason he hadn’t run out yet. Jake still had the orb in his champion’s armor, saving it for an emergency.
Tanda then landed where she could have a good shot at the death knight as her resonance was approaching its peak. Oran sang a loud bleating roar, the song of rebirth echoing amongst the beastkin. 
Its melody was meant to punish the wicked for what the creature had done to their people and for them to be reborn and fight again. 
Many had died, and the beastkin and Tanda were filled with righteous fury as more replaced those fallen in the plaza. Jake’s runes flickered red once more, his hearth taking on the song of vengeance before he pushed it down. What was happening?
The death knight then glowed green after blocking a blow from Ophelia, and it turned around and slashed out at Darris. It cleaved his auril shield, shoved the physical one away, and cut deep into him as he grunted in pain. 
Ophelia’s shield was there to stop it before he could be cut fully through, pushing up against him, and she punished the back, being exposed with some powerful stabs of her large spear.
Bloodberri used [Divine Intervention] on Darris before the death knight could finish him, and he was restored to fighting condition as he roared and pushed back the blade. 
Blood moved to finish off the scorpion when a beastkin was blasted by a mortar from the tower and slammed into her back, disrupting her movement.
The scorpion activated an ability, and its stinger blurred toward her chest with a black energy. Just as it pierced through her chest piece and at her core, her necklace released its barrier. The necklace crumbled, but it deflected the stinger away. 
Blood and Berri were filled with rage as they dropped their censer and activated a final [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] two-handed. They surged toward the creature and slammed their maul into its head with immense force. The explosion of light and dark echoed out, and the arachnid finally died. 
At Jake feeling this rage from Blood and Berri, he felt it mirrored within himself. He felt angry that the scorpion had nearly killed his wives, that it ruined his gift for them and made them upset. His runes lit up slightly in red once more, despite him not even being in Wrath state.  
The knight’s health was getting lower as the remaining melee Battlegroup formed around it and attacked. Ophelia’s holy aura from her technique blazed, her body shimmering with even more sacred light. Her blows came faster and faster, and she started deconstructing the Knight’s stance. 
It was like she knew where the attacks would come from, and the knight’s superior strength or speed no longer mattered as she pushed [Unbound] to its limits. Her shield deflected at ideal angles, and her spear targeted weak points in the larger knight’s armor. 
The tower’s ominous red gem lifted further into the air, firing its deadly laser beam at random targets. It attacked once every five seconds, and each time it struck a weaker beastkin, they were killed, their body to rise up and attack their allies if they’d been covered in blight. 
Bloodberri targeted the tower with her cannonball attack, the tower’s health bar not having moved enough to kill it before the death knight would otherwise fall. Each of her balls she struck at the floating gem took off chunks of health, but it looked like the damage wouldn’t be enough to make the death knight vulnerable in time.
Jake nudged Tanda over their bond to change her target to the tower instead for her empowered attack if she could. It became an important priority to defeat, as the knight couldn’t die until it did. Jake noticed she did, her golden power nearly rising out of her like a pillar of light. 
Auril surged from the various beastkin, a multicolored haze shifting to gold as it arrived at her.
Various ghouls were spawning from killed beastkin from the tower’s kills with the mortars and beams. They immediately rushed at their weaker brethren, forcing them to defend themselves. 
The undead were without auril, but they moved with undead haste and unnatural power. The beastkin rushed to replace their allies lost in the plaza, but it seemed, if anything, the ghoul’s numbers were growing. 
Ophelia signaled what she wanted from Jake, and he flew into the center of the creatures with his wings from the Valkyrie Champion ability.
She released her [Consecration] ability, a mirror of the spell echoing out of Jake. The reanimated beastkin burned and was purified as a large portion of the battlefield was covered in her divine flames, and whatever blight was left on the battlefield was finally removed.
The knight burned and could no longer release its life drain ability, her purifying the weakening aura with her flames. Bloodberri cast her [Between Heaven and Hell], blanketing the ground with her holy light and debuffing the death knight as it was covered in a pillar of holy dark.
Fhesiah added her torch with a large portion of her flames to Ophelia’s shield, her ability to release more consecration to keep the force as well covered with consecration as possible. Fhesiah was back to her dance of the moon, building up fox fires and waving her fan. 
The tower targeted Fhesiah with its beam, but she interposed a foxfire as she created an illusion and stepped out of the way. Another beam followed, striking nothing but the ground. But then the gem formed an eye, turned toward her, and released a mortar despite her illusion. 
She blocked the mortar in time with her flames, but then the beam struck out at her– only for it to hit something else and explode. A mangled chameleon body landed beside her, the invisible shaman taking the blow. 
She scoffed, then used her healing torch on Davonius as she gathered more of her fox flames in the way of the beam tower. She crushed many mana crystals in her hand, pushing mana into the torch to refill the healing charge.
Fhesiah told Davonius, “I appreciate what you did, but I do not wish to use my followers as living shields.” 
Standing, he looked up at her with pain-filled, chameleon eyes. “I am sorry. Thank you for healing me, goddess. I… didn’t know how to help. I am not good at fighting.”
“That should change. While you have lived a peaceful life, conflict is the truth of our reality. One must be prepared for when war comes, and it has. Sharpen your claws, both for your goddess and for yourself.”
Davonius looked at her fervently, then to the spear Jake gave him. “Thank you, goddess Fhesiah! I will do it! For the goddess!” 
He immediately lashed out at a nearby ghoul with his spear, and Fhesiah returned to building up her flame, the tower having finally moved on to other targets. It was both a good and bad thing, as many beastkin would get harmed or killed with each moment that passed.
Ophelia continued to fight the towering death knight, her massive spear continuing to rock back the enemy. She was able to overwhelm the knight with her superior talent and holy might, her training and skill pushing her to the limit of what one should be able to accomplish. 
When the knight hit 15%, it grew even further. Jake was running low on mana, and so was Ophelia.  
Jake decided to activate [Juggernaut], as he realized this now became a damage race, with little more he could squeeze out with large individual spells. The state was highly mana efficient, gaining much from the heavily restrictive covenant. 
Ophelia’s runes shined with blinding white light. Her spear moved faster than thought, piercing the knight's body several times every second. The knight swung its blade, but she deflected it in the same movement her counter swung and stabbed it with powerful momentum. 
Jake charged and joined in, the strength of his attacks filled with power that belied his size. His attacks reached deep into the knight’s armor and knocked the massive creature’s leg back, nearly knocking it off balance despite its mass. 
The red beam still restored the holes and reduced the boss’s health bar with each pierce.
Jake could hardly reach the undead’s knee with his spear, as the creature was now nearly 7 meters tall. The knight glowed green after a slash Ophelia easily parried, and his unnatural speed follow-up was countered by her as well. 
Her spear seemed to buckle under the immense strength, but the powerful magic from all their enhancements held.
Pillars rose out of all the Auril Heroes present, and Oran, the stag. Throughout the entire battle, the stag had been building what looked like a large wreath, and it now stood upright. It was an odd construction, and Jake questioned its viability. 
He saw how it protected the beastkin by providing a safe haven for them to be restored. He had felt confidence from the creature that what it was doing would be of some help even now.  
Tanda’s cycle was completed, the power of resonance reaching the maximum. Her heart beat powerfully, sending an echo out into the world. 
The world itself appeared to respond, the haze from the auril approaching her surging even faster. This energy merged with her very being, her heart and soul becoming stronger with every beat. 
The tower’s orb became black, the beam charging something malevolent as its health got below 25%. Like an eye of calamity, it turned toward Tanda with its gaze. Jake felt this energy was similar, yet different from the Champions calling their god. 
Energy surged through the death knight, becoming black and filled with similar malevolent power. It turned toward Jake, its blade rising upward like a guillotine of death in its two-handed grip above its head. 
Ophelia did not hesitate. She could feel something special was happening to Tanda and knew she had to protect her from the malevolent attack of the tower if she was going to make it. Jake was also a target, and there was no way she would allow her chosen to fall before her. 
She quickly floated her shield with what remained of the Hearth, creating a barrier in front of Tanda. She moved her larger body in front of Jake, her [Ride of the Valkyries] enhanced by [Juggernaut], allowing her to move nearly instantly. 
Jake noticed that Berri’s [Armor of Faith] even switched to Ophelia, the two girls working in tandem. 
Tanda shouted a wordless scream as her spirit increased its link to the world. Strengthening and empowering both her and the world itself. 
The orb released a massive black beam, darkening the entire plaza with its malevolence. Ophelia’s shield intercepted the blow and began pushing it back. 
But the shield was eventually pushed and knocked back toward her, absorbing the blow with Hestia’s flames as a barrier. The fire sputtered as they decreased.
Just as the shield’s flames winked out and the shield was about to get blasted away, Oran stomped the ground with his auril infusing himself powerfully. The ground shattered, and the large wreath filled with auril raised and wrapped around the shield, reinforcing it for just another moment. 
The powerful beam from the tower continued to burn the wreath and shove into the shield, until the wreath was destroyed. The shield was sent careening away, but Tanda was given the extra moment she needed. 
Tanda’s body was covered in a pillar of golden light. As she thrust her spear at the tower, that energy condensed and released a powerful golden beam of light at it. It pierced what remained of the malevolent beam of energy, then the gem, shattering the large eye into thousands of pieces as it continued into the sky.
A massive amount of purplish black flames blasted into the knight, Fhesiah’s moon full. Dozens of foxfires continued to slam into the creature, her releasing a large portion of her Kitsune flames all at once. 
The armor crumbled and was rapidly repaired, reducing the knight’s health. Jake continued to stab into the Knight rapidly with his enhanced strength, but switched to hurdling under his shield.  
Bloodberri blurred toward the knight using [Maul of Hestia-Echidna], landing it on the creature’s back, the explosions of energies hitting it powerfully. Combined with all other attacks landed on the knight, the health was finally near zero, but it wasn’t enough to take it down and finish it. 
The guillotine, shaped like a sword, came down at Jake like a wave of death. Ophelia blocked it with a powerful upward swing of her spear, filled with the bright white runic light. 
Ophelia and Jake’s technique enhanced her and her spear as she slammed it into the oncoming attack. Darkness was released in a wave crashing into her, but she had matched the blow with all her might. The blinding white runes on her body rejected the wave of darkness, but the blade was still seeping in it.
So much magical energy was infused into the spear and blade from her, and Jake’s technique, far exceeding the energy meant to be used within the materials. Her spearhead then cracked and shattered, and the great sword filled with malevolence continued toward her. 
She interposed her Juggernaut-hardened wing, which was also cut through. White feathers scattered as the blade cleaved off her right shoulder and arm, releasing malevolent energy inside her. She shouted in pain, but still held what remained of her spear with her offhand. 
The blade continued down to slam into Jake’s shield, which he had empowered with Juggernaut to nullify the large amount of weight the creature had. 
The malevolence from the blade had been removed from her efforts, so his body was only pushed down, the ground cracking under the sheer force and weight. Jake’s bones creaked, but he was otherwise unharmed as it lifted its blade to attack again.
The knight then glowed green with a mixture of the powerful dark energy, activating an even more powerful version of its deadly skill. Despite Ophelia’s body nearly sheared in half, she raised her other wing and forced her body in the way of Jake once more with what was left of her spear and arm. 
Jake’s void familiar Ira also tried to do what it could to help redirect the blow, and Darris’ water shield was moved in front of her, and the sword cleaved through again. Unfortunately, their efforts meant nothing to the power of the Death Knight’s blade as it swung it downward powerfully.
More feathers scattered in front of Jake, the sword being stopped inside the middle of her body. Her body exploded into a shower of motes of light, sucked into Jake’s Hearth as she died.
Ira's blood boiled with anger at being unable to do a single thing to protect their family and serve its purpose, which was passed along to Jake.
Jake’s family and himself were shocked by the loss of their loved one, but then rapidly filled with anger. A powerful rage built for their lover and sister wife being killed, and Jake’s armor was covered in red light. 
His eyes went red, and his mind went blank as the flames of his hearth burned brightly through the gem in his armor. A single demonic rune blazed on his chest–the rune for [Wrath]. 
His body dropped its shield, and the Champion’s spear staff lit up powerfully. The flame at its tip, which used to feel like a warm home, instead began to lash out toward the death knight if wanting to consume it. 
Energy was drawn from Oran, him disappearing in motes of light as the flame in Jake’s staff grew.
Energy was pulled over their bond, and a small amount of divine energy stored from the last week was inserted into the same staff, condensing it down and empowering it. On some level, the unconscious Jake was reproducing the attack of a fire elemental he had seen.
The girls were shocked at what they were feeling over their bond. Jake’s body drew mana and Qi from each of the girls. 
Bloodberri and Tanda, too, were filled with anger. Even the beastkin’s songs changed as Jake’s fiery Aura shifted it, causing their hearts to sing a song of vengeance. 
Their attacks became vicious, their manifestations crashing into the Death Knight’s armor. They lacked the power to cut through, but they now let go of defense, seeking only to destroy the Death Knight despite ghouls surrounding them.
Only Fhesiah and Rookard could feel something was wrong and were able to have the presence of mind to fight against the effect, and not be drawn into Jake’s rage. Rookard did his best to protect the beastkin abandoning their positions in hopes of attacking the Death Knight, but there were many charging now. 
Fhesiah gathered her fox fires, preparing a final attack. Even though what was happening to Jake was a problem, they still had to defeat the enemy first.
Tanda was too weak to aid in the fight, but she stumbled over to the plants she and Oran had created, which still gave off a light healing effect despite him being gone.
Bloodberri’s monster instincts took over, and she leaped and coiled her tail around the large knight’s legs and slammed her maul strongly into its back. The knight stumbled as her armored body pierced several spots in her attempt to shred the creature’s armor, as she also tightened around the knight and limited it.
The knight twisted itself and raised its weapon to slash into her when Jake’s staff released a condensed version of his Hearth flames like a beam of light, all the energies from his Hearth contained within. 
A scorching ray of powerful energy blazed through the edge of Bloodberri’s tail and through the knight, taking no heed to her snake body being in the way. She hissed in pain, but the flame burst through her armor and entered the knight, bringing its health down to zero.
The flame engulfed the creature as it roared, the divine flames of Jake’s hearth burning it. Even the fire on Bloodberri’s tail burned and scorched her, beginning to spread somewhat. The wrathful flames were different from his Hearth, somehow powered by the desire for vengeance. 
Jake wasn’t awake to realize it, but he had completed a true Tier 2 spell for the first time.
Fhesiah’s dark kitsune flames added onto the knight, and she wrestled control of all the fire to further harm the knight. She did the best she could to wrench control over and dispel Jake’s flames on Bloodberri. 
The beastkin army rained anger-filled attacks onto the creature, the armor no longer being repaired and the creature’s body no longer being healed.
The death knight fell to the ground before it could get off another attack, and Bloodberri’s lit up bright with light and dark as she used one last [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] to hit the skull of it. 
The explosion of holy light and dark caused the creature to finally die. Its skeletal structure shattered, and the large armor fell with a thud on the ground as the bones scattered into dust.  
The tower released a wave of blue light in a sphere, expanding rapidly for miles as the conquest was completed. The gates and barrier blocking entry to the plaza lowered, the remaining beastkin waiting to enter the encounter now able to enter.
But the flames in Jake’s body only built further as it sought a way to release its wrath. It turned to the giant monster in front of him– Vesuvius. Even Blood and Berri looked at him and started to prepare their maul, but then they snapped out of it.
Vesuvius could feel the desire coming from Jake’s body. The desire to release his wrath on him. Even some beastkin turned their weapons toward him. 
“W-What’s wrong, Chief Jake?”
Fhesiah then created an illusion of Ophelia over herself and hugged Jake from the side. She did her best impression of Ophelia, which was quite good.
“I’m fine, Jake! Everything will be okay. I’m not gone. I’m right here.” She touched his chest and pushed feelings of confidence and reassurance over their bond, along with the love she had for him. 
This snapped Jake out of it, his body slumping, the mana and various energies gathering for his powerful spell dissipating.
Fhesiah caught him as he fell, his body passing out. She sighed. “That was very close.” She then activated her Torch of Hestia, the single charge healing Bloodberri’s heavily burnt tail.
Vesuvius looked over at Fhesiah and Jake in question, though it was mostly worry. “Goddess… What happened? Are you two alright?”
Fhesiah smiled as she picked up Jake to rest his head on her lap. “Rest assured, your goddess is fine and will be back to her visage shortly.”
Dave appeared from hiding, “We have seen you change, and your heart beats differently. It is amazing, that you can change yourself just like your breath can change reality!”
Fhesiah chuckled. “Regarding Jake, we have a lot to learn about what happened, but I have a guess. Even he had suspicions earlier.”
Vesuvius said, “It was a challenging battle. Many died, but Chief Jake protected everyone with his Aura. To turn on me… From the moment I met him and heard his song, I didn’t think it was possible.”
She nodded. “It wasn’t him, in a way.” She looked over to Bloodberri. “Can you resurrect Ophelia before he wakes up?”
Berri closed her eyes to feel over their bond. She gave a weak but tired smile. “I think so. I just need…more mana. That fight really pushed us to our limits. To think we,” she looked down at the remnants of her shattered necklace and even her scorched tail, “almost died.”
Tanda’s ears were flat, and her body was weak from releasing her attack. She looked over at the dead and was sad at all those killed. 
She ordered the beastkin, “Everyone, gather the dead. We need to… loot the creatures, and see how many Berri can resurrect.”
The Auril Heroes, including Vesuvius, began directing the beastkin around and aiding their people in organizing the dead and the dismantling and looting operation. 
While Jake and Ophelia could loot many creatures rapidly, it still cost mana.
Mana that they required for resurrections. It appeared that many who became ghouls didn’t have a body left to be resurrected. Not all were, depending on if they had blight covering them when they died.
The beastkin were exhausted from all the fighting through the city, but they pushed through to gather the bodies of the dead. Berri rested while drinking mana water, and even Fhesiah did as well. 
That energy was still pulled into Jake’s Hearth with him unconscious through his [Energy Vortex], and Berri could draw from it.
After several minutes of recovery, she was ready. Through their bond, she latched onto Ophelia’s soul in Jake’s hearth and cast [Resurrection]. 
Her spell worked with the Framework to reconstitute her body. This process took many minutes, and ended up taking a lot more mana than the initial cost. 
Her heavily damaged equipment was drawn through Jake’s storage bracelet and placed on her, as she appeared covered in white light.
Ophelia sucked in a breath and looked around in confusion. “Everything okay?” She spotted Jake lying on Fhesiah’s lap. “What happened to Jake!?”
Fhesiah said, “We’ll talk about it later, but he’s fine now, for the most part. Don’t worry, sister, he shall recover. We won.”
Fhesiah’s body began shifting, covering her body with her fan once more, providing some level of privacy as she used her [Bloodline Transformation].
Berri’s expression was filled with regret. “Oh, sister. I’m so sorry… I wasn’t in position to block or take the blow.”
Ophelia was exhausted, but had a proud but weak smile. She was sick from being resurrected. Since her body was recreated and attached to her spirit, it would suffer severely reduced parameters called resurrection sickness. 
She would be at nearly 10% of her normal attributes for several minutes, rising to under 50% for the next day within the hour. It would take an entire day for her to be near 100% again, with some time spent in their Refuge aiding recovery even more rapidly.
She said, “I’m just glad that Jake’s okay, and that we won.” She looked at her broken spear on the ground and at the two large rents in her armor. Half of her body was now unarmored, being cut in half as it was. 
Ophelia added, “I was more than strong enough to beat that knight, but my weapon gave out. Even after all my hard work, my weapon wasn’t enough…”
Fhesiah smiled as she finished shifting; her dragon wings, horns, and tail returned. 
“Don’t feel down. We all know that Jake can always count on you, as you’ve proven. If your weapon wasn’t enough, then his shield wouldn’t have been, either. You were really Clan Hart’s shield, protecting both Jake and Tanda at the same time.”  
Tanda was beyond weak, but she stumbled over to Ophelia and hugged her. “Ophelia, oh, I’m so glad you’re okay… You only… died because of me, being too weak still. Thanks to you, I was able to finish becoming an Auril Hero…”
Ophelia hugged her weakly. “I’m just glad you’re okay, new sister. That malevolent energy… I felt like if it killed you or Jake, it would take your spark. I had to protect you both. Besides, you took out that tower.” 
Jake groaned as he awakened. He received a prompt that the conquest was complete among a flurry of others, but Jake’s worry about Ophelia caused him to hardly process this. He woke to see Fhesiah’s face, realizing his head was on her lap.
“Thanks, Fhesiah.”
Fhesiah helped him up, and Ophelia hugged him. 
“I… You’re okay? But I remember… and I got so mad…”
“Berri resurrected me already. I’m fine, just weak for the next day. But my spear…”
Jake chuckled. “It’s just like you to worry about that. I’m so glad you’re okay. I suppose I should have thought of that, but the anger overwhelmed all thought.” Jake grimaced as he looked over all the dead. 
“It looks like we have a lot of work to do, but we did it, girls. We won.”
Rookard came over, looking worriedly at Jake. “You okay there, Chief Jake? I was worried when I felt…”
Jake nodded. “I am fine now, Rookard. I doubt that’ll happen again, so don’t worry.”
Rookard’s face changed from worry to a tired smile just at hearing Jake’s voice and song. 
“I’m happy to hear it. While it’s true we’re somber from losing so many of our brethren, you should still call the victory. We won, and our spirits should be emboldened by this. Some of us will be resurrected today, but the rest of us will be alive within the week. It is cause for celebration.”  
Jake nodded and recovered for a few more minutes. His entire body ached, and his hearth core felt hurt and strained.
When he was ready, he leaped up on a runic platform, and his girls arranged themselves near him. 
“Hearthtribe and people of Highlands, we faced Tartarus to reclaim our home. We took back Life’s Haven, and we won the first major victory of this war!” 
The many beastkin cheered and roared, their people landing an immense victory against the invaders. Their counter-attack had been successful.   




Chapter 9 - Aftermath and Meetings


The beastkin were somber, arranging their dead. Some avian and wolf beastkin conversed with the reptile beastkin, and some news was spreading about possible resurrections. Many had already witnessed this, but many were filled with doubt, looking on with interest. 
Fhesiah asked, “What do you think happened, husband?”
Jake looked over at Fhesiah, and he sighed. “All the anger and rage in our bonds really added up. Bloodberri’s anger at the loss of her necklace, wanting vengeance. Tanda’s desire for vengeance for her allies being killed and being twisted into terrible undead. Ira’s frustration at being unable to make a difference. When Ophelia died, I… lost myself to all our emotions, I guess? There definitely seemed to be something more with that demonic rune of Wrath.”
Ophelia hugged him harder, once again reminding him she was there. He smiled at her. 
He continued, “I’m guessing, there was some level of compatibility with Wrath and my emotions, but the covenant was still broken on some level. My body and core are suffering from a backlash now, as a result of forcing the shift to a new covenant. It’s too early to say, but when I redesign this… I may be able to use this, to shift between covenants more rapidly and safely. Even my skill went up as a result.”
Fhesiah’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but she smiled. “Well, at least some good came of it, then? Clan Hart came out on top once again. We have much of this mana water to drink ahead of us, unfortunately.”  
They worked on recovering, and Bloodberri started resurrecting. 
When Bloodberri resurrected the first beastkin, the surroundings went completely still. They were raised with holy light and stood on their feet as the light dissipated. It was an avian beastkin woman that she raised first.
“I… I’m alive? I had felt a pain in my chest, and then…” Jake saw that she stirred her auril with his [Arcane Eye], her heart beating powerfully in her chest. 
The beastkin surrounding her gasped, and a woman exclaimed, “Lina! Your song… it’s really you!”
“Y-Yeah. Why’s everyone looking at me?”
The reptile beastkin looked over fervently to Bloodberri once more as she continued to resurrect each of them. Between the three of them consuming mana water, they could revive one every five minutes, but over a hundred had died. Each time beastkin had died, new would replace them through the gate.  
Many didn’t have bodies to be resurrected due to becoming ghouls and evaporated by holy flames and similar spells, and would just have to wait to be restored in around a week.
Tanda looked at Jake and her new Clan mates with pride. She had tears of joy in her eyes. “I’m so glad… We really did it! I’m an Auril Hero now, just like my father and mother before me. I can truly feel the connection to the world better now.” 
Berri said, “We all did a good job, Tanda! Even you, you destroyed the tower. It would have taken me a little too long, that knight might have carved through half the Battlegroup by then.”
Jake nodded and smiled at Tanda. “That health drain was going to become harder and harder to counter as more died. We all did it together.”
Vesuvius walked over from his people. “The Goddesses powers are truly amazing. That they can revive our fallen brethren is proof that they are above our old gods.”
He turned to Fhesiah, “We didn’t talk about this the last time, but there has been some talk that many will want to worship Hestia or Echidna instead. Your fire makes our hearts beat with fervor, but our minds are at odds with our hearts. We followed that feeling blindly before, and we have suffered for it.”
Fhesiah smiled at Vesuvius. “That’s no problem for me at all, Vesuvius. I told you I wasn’t a jealous goddess. The gods of Lugh, Cernunnos, Brigid, and Arawn appear to be related to this world’s founding–you might say they are a part of your Divine Ancestry.” 
Dave harrumphed. “There will be those that see it this way, but there are dozens of us that still see you as the one true goddess, dozens! It was thanks to you that we saw the error in our ways, and it is because of you that we joined the Framework, instead of following a false, evil god. Those other Divine are not to thank!”
Fhesiah chuckled. “I won’t deny your people’s reverence, but the Framework will not provide you power for it, for now. There is also Bastet and Athena, that are likely to join our family. They, too, should be considered, and I may ultimately become Bastet’s Champion. We’ll be adding their Shrines to our new Alliance HQ shortly, along with anything else that becomes available.”
She turned to Jake, “Speaking of, Husband, don’t you think that you should claim that building? It feels like it is currently dormant, despite releasing that wave of light.”
Jake nodded, but he realized he had many notifications to review first.

[Conquest Complete! Primary Alliance HQ recaptured. Contribution Points gained, split among all involved: 350,000 Party Share: 225,000]

Jake viewed the conquest progress and found that it did move nearly ten percent in the Alliance’s favor. They were now at 41%. 
This one action earned Jake’s party the same amount of contribution points and progress as closing around 150 Rifts all at once by themselves. Jake’s party had closed over fifty throughout the week and a few days.
Still, this was an absolutely absurd amount of conquest points. They had only earned 25,000 from the level 15 [Fortress Assault]. This was over ten times the amount.
Ophelia said, “If I had to guess, it looks like we earned a lot of conquest progress because Tartarus invested heavily in the defense–enhancing Life’s Haven with that tower. There wasn’t a limit to how many people could assault and would really be required for victory. The final battle required ten elite combatants instead of our five with the Fortress Assault, and then hundreds of people outside to beat those towers. Since we could regenerate so much mana over the course of the conquest, this challenge was manageable for us. But for a party unable to defeat the catapults, or unable to regenerate mana, it’s hard to imagine it being possible to win for others without thousands of people.”

[Additional Party reward: Access to Epic+ Temporary Conquest Store for 24 hours.]
Jake then realized why there was such a massive disparity in the contribution point earnings. The four of them had each earned Mythic Items as a portion of the reward; previously, the 25,000 likely just being what remained.
There was a sort of different points being tracked called Conquest Points. On the back end, these determined things like the planetary ownership, and were even tracked on a Sector-wide basis. Most likely, the Fortress Assault, equated to a much closer portion to the amount achieved here at Life’s Haven; at least for his party alone. 
Within the special Contribution Store, many Mythic items were available to choose from, each in the ballpark of nearly 50,000 CP. This time, they got to decide on their reward.
The girls immediately began browsing the temporary store, and Jake’s brief looking at it found that many of the items were so rare they wouldn’t even appear on auction. Many were capability improving items, such as those that cultivators sought, and rare equipment. 
After feeling some flashes of desire from each of his girls, he was glad he had saved his Contribution Points as much as possible. 
He let them peruse the store and began to head over to the door at the base of the tower. Jake looted the death knight and the dragon, needing several storage bracelets to contain it all. The skill split everything into pieces that could be used for different purposes. 
From what Jake understood, while some young titan or some sort of giant out there might be able to wear the large death knight’s armor, typically, the high-end materials were often used for crafting. 
They would learn what they could from the magical nature of the materials, then melt down or carve out and make armor and weapons for many Adventurers instead.
The many beastkin were jovial as Jake walked by, their brethren rejoining them one at a time. They were proud of what they accomplished, taking back the territory they thought was lost forever. 
Vesuvius was speaking to Rookard, the two getting along well. Jake had promised Vesuvius his people would have a place to live should they take back this city. They had won, so there was a happy mood among them as they looked around at what would be their new home.
Jake lamented that he could not bring Hearthtribe from Cascadia to participate in this conquest, but many were just not strong enough. Rookard’s hunters, Vesuvius’ tribe, and Tanda’s flock were just a cut above his guild at the moment. 
If Brock and the rest of Jake’s guild were here, they would have died and become undead in that final battle, becoming nothing more than a burden. Jake hoped they could advance rapidly so that the next Alliance HQ they attempt to retake, they could all do it together.
Jake attempted to activate and enter the building beneath the tower and was once again presented with a prompt.

[Conquest Options]
[1. Revert City, Lose Alliance Buildings, Gain HQ Node. Cost: Gain 50,000 CP for Replacement HQ]
[2. Keep Current City including the defensive tower, repair damages, keep HQ only. Cost: 25,000]
[3. Upgrade City, Merging Styles: Keep defensive walls and tower, change to Tribal style city, Restoring previous Alliance Buildings and fixtures. Cost: 100,000]
Jake groaned. Already, he could see that if they picked the third option, there was no way they could afford everything that they wanted. However, he knew it was important to choose it because it had a teleportation portal.
Then, he realized something. Most of the people who participated in this recapture were within his guild, and the guild received fifteen percent by default, earning around 20,000 of the earned points just from this. 
Not only that, but his guild had stored thousands more in taxes. The Incursions that his hundreds of guild members were doing daily added up, even if they were low-level. Each solo Incursion only earned his guild a handful of CP at Tier 0, but with nearly a thousand members having completed some, this added up. 
Many of them were even accomplishing them as groups, and this earned even more–the party size being a multiplicative or even exponential factor for each party member.
While Jake had been slow to finish his first Incursions, he was a beginner when it came to being a warrior. These people had been stuck at level zero for years but fought nearly daily or survived in harsh conditions. 
Many of the beastkin were like how Ophelia started, their stats and skills similar for melee combat. He still remembered how, at level one, she stomped level 5 gnolls with ease. The natives completing Incursions because it was a contested world split the rewards between CP and Credits.
His guild could pay more than half the amount, and Jake knew this was a worthwhile expenditure. He chose to upgrade the city and merge the styles.
A wave of golden light went out, and like the lights in his refuge, the city began to change. The tower plaza was high in elevation at the top of the hill or mountain, so they could observe the changes as the light cascaded over the city.
Most of what changed was the stone-paved streets and buildings, though Jake found that the main boulevards stayed paved. 
Plants grew on much of the stone buildings, and the style of the buildings certainly resembled more closely to the tribal huts and other structures he had seen in Cascadia. However, they were made of a mixture of plants, hides, bones, and stones. 
The detection shield was back in place, but Jake could sense that it was theirs now. The tower’s orb was restored and changed to blue, now owned by the Alliance. The idea that this tower would allow them to have an effective defense against a massive army was reassuring.
The four large buildings they fought challenges inside stayed as arenas or coliseums. He wondered why Cascadia didn’t have such buildings.
Fhesiah floated over. “I think that we still need to reclaim that Node over there, too. It looks inactive.”
Jake saw another plaza near where they fought in view of this one. He was reminded of where he arrived in [Ariminum], the HQ right across from where they came from the portal. The plaza could hold thousands of people, and Jake guessed there would normally be hundreds of merchant stands here. 
Jake and his girls, except Bloodberri, also walked over and activated this. She was still busy with resurrections, and likely would be for the next few hours. 
When he activated the Node, there was another flash of light. Hundreds, then thousands of figures appeared in motes of light. In front of Jake was a massive beast of a man, and he thought he recognized him. 
He was a lion beastkin man of heavy beast blood, with a face exactly like a lion's. He was even wearing the equipment and holding the large axe when Jake killed the zombie version of him. 
The man was brimming with vitality, and he radiated warmth. He also felt a bit like the paladins they met on Ariminum.
As other beastkin stirred and began to talk, Jake looked around and saw plenty of interesting figures nearby. Many races were present, the usual humans, dwarves, gnomes, orcs, elves, non-Highlands beastkin, and–Jake was sure he saw undead.
But just as surprising as those were some humans in what looked like Chinese or Asian-style armor and robes. Were those cultivators? Jake looked at them with his [Arcane Eye] and thought not.
Fhesiah’s voice sounded in his mind, [They’re not. The many men have a different energy in them, along with mana. It’s interesting, as the energy is even closer to a cultivator’s Inner Force than Auril is.]
When the lion man had his full faculties, he took a deep breath. 
“I live again!” He let out a booming laugh after his shout, his voice deep. He looked around, and the lion man’s eyes found Jake’s, and he laughed once more. “What, don’t tell me you four reclaimed this city by yourselves? Ah!”
His eyes met with Tanda’s. She said, “Uncle Seamus!” She leaped into the air, wrapping her arms around his shoulders in a hug. He returned it with one arm, and Jake could see the man's mates behind him looked on fondly. One in particular, a raven woman, came over and hugged Tanda from the side.
Tanda said, “Clan-sister! It’s so good to see you.”
The lion man said, “Niece, it’s the will of the world to see you.” He pulled her back so that he could look at her, and Jake thought he was using his auril heart. “My, you’ve grown! An Auril Hero!”  He frowned. “How long was I out?”
“Only a few weeks, Uncle!” She dropped and returned to Jake’s side. “This is my prospective mate! Jake Hart, Champion of Hestia. These are his current mates, Fhesiah and Ophelia. There is also Bloodberri, and she is off resurrecting others!” She nodded to each in turn.
He laughed once more. “Amazing! A Champion, is it? He is not beastkin, but I can feel his power. I can tell you just fought, but even now, weakened as you are, I can see the vitality in you. We must fight!” 
The man began pulling back his sleeves of torn hide armor and getting into a fighting stance. Jake could just feel his excitement.
He was taken aback at the enthusiasm for the fight. Tanda laughed with her tail wagging, pointing at Seamus. 
“He fights everyone who’s strong! He’s the Chief of Life’s Haven. Those four arenas were because of how much him and his people loved to fight! But Uncle Seamus, I think you’ll need to wait to fight Jake.”
The lion man looked a little let down as he went back to a normal standing posture for him. He just gave out a barking laugh with what Jake thought was a smile, his lion face harder for Jake to read than his eyes and ears.
Ophelia said, “Jake will fight you, but I’m a lot more interested than him! I’m ready to fight any time! Well, preferably not right now, I kind of just died?”
That both shocked and appeared to remind the man of something, and his eyes became stormy. He said, “Excuse me.”
He approached the party of undead, who were not far away from where Jake was standing.
There was what he thought was a man that he thought looked like a dullahan, having a cold flaming skull inside an open-faced plate helmet. He was covered in plate armor from head to toe and riding on a sort of spectral horse with a large war scythe. 
This weapon was not all that dissimilar from a glaive, aside from the curvature of the inner and outer blade matching that of a scythe.
Really, the being looked a lot like a miniature version of the death knight they just killed, but riding on a spectral horse, his skull covered in blue flames. 
There were three zombified humanoids near him, and Jake realized each looked like a specific class. There was an archer, a warrior, and a mage. 
Then, there was a woman with a veil over her face, wearing robes and holding a powerful staff of bone, who appeared to be their leader. Instead of having the cold flame in her skull, it appeared to be emanating from within her chest instead.
Her veil made it difficult to see her face, but Jake thought he saw a pale white skin there. It was an odd flesh that matched the fingers on her hands. He couldn’t tell whether the dullahan-like man had similar flesh anywhere or not, but his skull and the flame could be seen through his helmet.
From the dullahan and the woman, he felt something similar to what he sensed from paladins and priests, and it was a particularly powerful feeling for them.
The woman appeared to meet the lion man’s gaze from underneath her veil. The undead paladin seemed interested in the exchange, but Jake could tell it wasn’t worried.
The lion man stared intensely, and the woman raised her chin. Jake thought there was going to be a fight. 
The lion man then laughed. “I thank you! We were so rude to you before, but you fought with us until the very end. Your strength has earned my respect, even if you are so different. You stayed true to your word, and I apologize for my doubt, and what my people said to you.”
The woman’s voice sounded elegant and firm as she raised her chin. “Apology accepted. We understand your people hold significance to your corpses and this life of the world. For that, we will respect your desire to not raise your corpses unless given permission. My only request is that you do not afford that right to any betrayers.”
He nodded. “You may have the corpses of any betrayers, or tainted, that you find. That you would use them to protect life, or defeat evil, upholds the balance.”
The woman nodded, then turned to Jake. “Greetings, Champion Jake. I am Morwen, Priestess of Arawn. This is my husband, Bedwyr, Paladin of Arawn. The zombies you see here are our raised servants of Arawn, and we are the Emberborn.”
Jake was truly interested in these people. A sort of undead necromancer priestess and an undead paladin? He could tell that they were guildless as he focused on them. 
Watching them with his [Arcane Eye], he could see their undead energies were somewhat struggling against this environment with high vitality in it. 
They were all wearing a sort of necklace that Jake thought was protecting them from it somewhat. In addition to Morwen’s group, there were a few dozen Emberborn of various classes, but mostly priests and priestesses, judging from their equipment. 
They each had raised servants of various classes, but the Emberborn usually had a flame in their chests or skulls. It almost appeared to be the difference between males and females, but they each had a different amount of flesh versus bone being shown.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Morwen, Bedwyr. I am new to the multiverse, and I have never met those of your kind. Would you mind telling us more about you, and your…raised servants?”
Bedwyr nodded from atop his spectral horse, his voice scratchy through his metallic helmet. “We are the Emberborn. Born with a cold spark of the unliving, our souls and bodies are powered by deathly energies and mana itself.”
Morwen continued, “And our raised servants are the souls and bodies of betrayers. They serve, seeking penance for their wrongdoings. Once they find absolution, their spirits move on. We came at the behest of Arawn, in hopes that we could buy the people and world of Highlands more time.”
Seamus laughed. “And you did! Without you countering their undead with your own or helping against their terrible blight, we’d have been finished all the sooner. I also appreciate these warriors very much.”
Seamus nodded to a handful of Asian-attired warriors, who appeared to be their leaders. Their party was two men and three women, two of the women being some sort of mage or priestess and one archer that appeared to have talismans tied to her person and arrows. 
The men were definitely powerful melee combatants that Jake bet could hold their own against someone like Roxo or Rookard just by looking at them with his [Arcane Eye]. 
The two men and many of the other men had special energy inside them, but most of the women did not, only having mana. They all appeared to be human to Jake. 
Jake could tell they were members of a guild, [Warrior’s Brotherhood]. 
The smaller man in green spoke up. “Our Lord sent us here to aid your people. He knew this fight would require much bravery and courage to have a chance at victory. We knew there was a chance we’d be waiting in the void for a while before our souls could be retrieved. We never could have guessed it’d only be a week or two and still be on this world.” 
He turned to Jake. “Champion Jake, we thank you. Your strength and courage is unsurpassed at your age and Tier, even our Lord did not become a Champion until the second. May you live on to fight a million battles. I am Yiming, and my cohort here is Longwei. The three behind us are our wives, and we lead the [Warrior Brotherhood].” 
All five bowed to Jake, and he gave a slight bow of his head in return at Fhesiah’s guidance. His wives did the same, as Jake introduced them.      
Two of the Asian attired women had Longwei’s color scheme matching his red robes, the other matching Yiming’s green. Jake wasn’t sure what to say to this praise. 
“Thank you for your kind words. We’re all glad we were able to free Life’s Haven so quickly. We opted for rushing here before Tartarus could move their own pieces, and it looks like it paid off. Who is your Lord?”
Yiming smiled. “It is best to move with expedience and bravery, but to temper your haste with caution. Our Lord is the great Guan Yu, from Earth. He has recently started his approach toward godhood, one of the few from Earth to ever reach as far.” 
Jake was shocked. He had played a game in which many warriors fought from a certain dynasty. The man in question was a playable character, Guan Yu, who appeared during the Three Kingdoms era of ancient China. 
While it was a game, certain elements were meant to be loosely based on factual historical events in its history.
Jake also knew that he was somewhat worshiped or at least respected across Earth by the Chinese people, revered as a symbol of loyalty, righteousness, courage, and strength. 
Yiming’s smile grew wider. “You seem to recognize our Lord’s name? He had sent us here to help, but also to meet you. He said you were the one to thank for him to soon be able to walk the Earth once more, and he does want to meet you himself.”
Jake nodded. He wasn’t sure what that would be like, but Odin had said something about this in their last meeting. “I look forward to it, should time allow. We have a war to fight, for the time being.”
Longwei laughed, his voice booming. “We’ll be busy for a while. Fighting evil is grim business, but business is good! There will be no shortage of enemies to raise our [Valor] with.”     
Jake had read about [Valor] in his research about alternate energy types. After it was activated in a person’s spirit, one would grow it by showing courage and bravery, fighting battles, and gaining victories to expand it and make it more powerful. 
It could be used for offense and defense, as they could manifest their spirit into their attacks. From the descriptions, it sounded like how the beastkin could extend or enhance their weapons or armor with auril to aid in their attacks or defense, just without the unique flavorings that the beastkin could awaken–their manifestations. 
It could even work together somewhat with mana, but if there was a problem with it, it was that it was a double-edged sword. Any trace of fear, doubt, or lack of heroism, and their spirit would become weakened. 
When [Valor] users died, often, they were sometimes set back significantly, a shadow of what they once were. Jake guessed that at least dying heroically may aid in reducing this to an extent, but it would still require some recovery.
In addition, awakening the battle spirit itself required a near-death experience. As far as Jake understood, most attempted activation of [Valor] in their Tier 0 Trial, typically taking a concoction to ignite their spirit. 
If they failed, it would always result in reduced potential, and their soul would be harmed significantly.
By the time Jake learned of the energy’s existence, he was already somewhat too late to activate it. It may be possible for him to do it, but it would be a real challenge thanks to his hearth core interfering. 
He also thought it was not something that matched him well. While Valor users could also use mana, most of it was used internally within their bodies. Cladding their muscles and skin with Valor or using it would cause the mana to be unable to leave them. 
It was similar to how Tanda’s heartbeats would disrupt mana usage, yet different. It was more like they would form a barrier outside their body to use the energy, and mana would simply be trapped inside. 
Popping the cladding was a major detriment once they clad themselves, and so Jake as a caster would be severely limited if he used it.
Jake said, “I’m glad you are on our side, we can use all the help we can get. We have made progress with weaponry and equipment for the beastkin which helps a lot, but they are still low leveled. Their impact on the war has only begun to be a positive one.”
He looked over the large crowd and saw plenty of other people in Asian-style attire, but hundreds of level ten to twenty Adventurers as well. Most were guildless, though some were in random guilds. 
Jake equated many of them to be about what he saw of the adventurers of Ariminum. Establishing Battlegroups, they should be able to complete some Rifts of their own. 
It would be slow-going because they would lack the mobility of Jake’s party, but they should reduce the burden on his family. 
From what Jake understood, many of these people could and should be from Fringe worlds like Jake, having arrived early in the defense. 
Assigned to Highlands by the Framework to aid in the war. In a way, it didn’t give them much of a choice; these people could not leave until they had paid their dues from the Framework’s perspective.
The Adventurers that stayed in defense of Life’s Haven were only around a thousand. Nearly half or more of those were either undead or those wearing Asian-style clothing.
The separate crowd of beastkin was in the thousands, perhaps over ten thousand, and Jake was somewhat happy about this. Jake had thought almost nobody had integrated, but this was not the case. 
However, this city was even larger than Cascadia. Hundreds of thousands of souls had likely been lost to the enemy forever. While ten thousand was better than nothing, it was still a sparse amount compared to the original.
Tanda picked up on this, too, perhaps gathering Jake’s emotions as he looked over the crowd of beastkin with dismay. Seamus was still the only Auril Hero, despite originally likely having several tribes as part of the city. 
Many of his people were lion or lioness parentage, though their people were overall just as diverse as Cascadia. 
Tanda’s ears were flat on her head as she asked Seamus, “What happened to those from that guild, [War, Glory, Profit]?”
He scoffed. “They left! And good riddance! Those people indirectly killed thousands of our people. One of those assholes even activated a [Challenge] of a Rift near a town and ran when we wouldn’t give him what he wanted!”
Jake was shocked. Activating a Challenge and not facing it in earnest was a major detriment. It was almost like giving the enemy a week's worth of progress at that Rift all at once, the Challenge’s spawn significant.
Ophelia couldn’t believe it, and she was furious despite how tired she was. “How can they even do that? How dare they! There has to be some way that we can punish them!”
Tanda joined Ophelia in her outrage. Apparently, whatever it was this guild was doing before she left was bad, but not quite this terrible.
Yiming nodded. “The Framework works off intentions, and so if entering the Challenge to harm the Alliance by fleeing was your intention, the Framework wouldn’t allow you to do it. But if you order a subordinate to enter the challenge or perhaps by forcing a non-integrated native to activate it, then someone else order them to flee in the case of a subordinate…” 
Yiming paused, letting people take that in. The subordinate's intentions would simply be to follow orders, thus allowing them to do something they shouldn’t. 
Yiming continued, “Regarding anything we can do, there is. Since Lord Jake claimed the HQ here and was made aware of the crime, he can report this activity, as it indirectly harmed the war. They assumed this world was as good as lost, so their actions would go unpunished.”
Ophelia saw some hope at justice. She asked, “How does that work? Are there any witnesses, or what do we need?”
Morwen, the veiled undead priestess, interjected, “I witnessed their threat, and I am willing to provide my testimony. That will then be brought in front of the Sector Council, where they can review information from the Framework to see if there was foul play. There are all sorts of ways in which punishment can be meted, from reparations to hard labor, to even termination. The Framework is not the sole decider on these matters. It prevents most foul play, but you can see its rules like a lock on a door. It keeps honest people honest, but does little to those with a lock pick but slow them down on its own.”  
Yiming nodded. “With this, that should be enough to find justice. However, it’s important to keep in mind the danger.”
Jake was perplexed. “Danger? For reporting a crime?”
Longwei laughed boisterously. “You’re new to the Alliance, huh? Their Guild can try to defend their Adventurer’s actions, trying to get you to back off your claim. They can make your Guild’s life a living hell, challenging your guild to [War Games].”
The Dullahan man, Bedwyr, chuckled, his scratchy voice within his helmet resounding in the plaza. “Let them come. Morwen and I, along with all the other Emberborn and servants you see here: would like to join your guild, Champion Jake.”




Chapter 10 - Administrative Clan


Jake was surprised that the undead would be interested in joining his guild, their race called the Emberborn. 
He said, “Those willing to stand in defense of families are more than welcome to join, Bedwyr. I guess now’s as good a time as any. I’ll let all those in the plaza hear about my guild first, to make sure there’s nothing to change your mind.”
Jake ensured all beastkin could hear, even those in the other plaza working on cleaning up and resurrecting allies. He gave his speech about his guild, and clearly, all those involved in the recapture and respawned from the Node were already initiated into the Framework. 
The Emberborn joined, but the Asian-style dressed people were already a part of a guild called [Warrior’s Brotherhood]. 
Jake learned more about the Emberborn using the wiki. They appeared powered by deathly energies, their bodies and souls attuned to death. Jake just stared almost impassively as he read that the almost-human-looking women would procreate with the more skeletal men, just like humans did. 
Not all the women wore veils, and he thought their skin was closer to the ghouls they fought than humans. It was pale and pulled tightly, their bones showing slightly through their flesh, like a malnourished person. The dullahan man apparently had similar skin on his body; Jake just couldn’t see it under his armor.      
Some beastkin joined Hearthtribe, too, even Seamus. Most intended to fight in the war effort, their goal to simply win back Highlands and come to the aid of their brethren.
Seamus said, “I was skeptical of joining the Framework before, but I was visited by Lugh when I visited his Shrine here. He had some compelling arguments, allowing me to continue to fight and protect life forever. That I can see my niece once more makes me happy that I did. I even became a paladin of Lugh. What of Timone and Dahlia?”
Tanda’s ears were flat atop her head. “I think they died after this HQ was captured, so perhaps it might be a little longer before they show up, or they might show up at the other Node at Harmony Peaks. I had hoped to see them here.”
“Do not fret, Tanda. I’m sure they are fine, or if they didn’t make it, it was the will of the world.”
Rookard and Vesuvius arrived in the plaza, causing Seamus to shout again. “Rookard! So glad to see you, my friend! Why, you look better than ever!”
Rookard laughed. “I’m getting used to it. I am so grateful I can see you too, Seamus. I was worried we’d lost one of the best of us when I heard the news. My heart sings with joy, knowing that your song remains among us.”
Seamus looked meaningfully at Vesuvius and worried once more at meeting a tribal elder who fought against his people. He still gave the beastkin’s greeting to Seamus. 
Seamus stared into him, a pregnant pause, once more. He laughed and returned the greeting, causing Vesuvius to sigh with relief. Vesuvius filled Seamus in on where his people had been all this time.
“To think your people had been hiding! That was for the best. If you came out before a few hundred years, you’d have been slain unquestionably, at the tiniest bit of taint! I’m so glad your songs can rejoin our choir once more, my friend. I welcome you to Life’s Haven. There is much space for your people to live here, if you choose to do so.”
Jake was happy that things worked out without him having to force things. To place the reptile beastkin somewhere in Cascadia, where things were already crowded, was less than ideal. It came with its challenges as well, the beastkin not forgetting the reptiles from their past.
Some still existed like Grayson, but seeing so many reptile beastkin at once would likely remind them of their past. Furthermore, Grayson did not have heavy beast-blood, like many of the reptile beastkin did.
Morwen told Jake, “Why don’t we meet in the HQ? That way, we can discuss plans, and your [Head Administrator] can help set priorities after they arrive through the portal. We have much to discuss, now that Life’s Haven is owned by those willing to work together with the Framework.”
Seamus looked abashed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m sorry about that, Morwen. Our elders and I really let our people down. I tried to change and improve things, but it was too little too late.”
Bedwyr said, “Your people’s conviction and beliefs were taken advantage of. Greater men have fallen to the machinations of Tartarus. Once one knows their flaws, they can improve.”
Yiming added, “Bedwyr is right. While the beastkin were weak to Tartarus’ exploitation, I have not seen such unshakable will in my travels. Let your unyielding faith and steadfast conviction for the balance of life be the shield that protects you, and the sword that vanquishes your foes.”
Jake said, “I’d like to do the meeting, but we don’t currently have a [Head Administrator].”
Yiming frowned and seemed to be checking something in his [Menu] by how his eyes glazed over, and Morwen made a surprised hum. 
She said, “How can your guild function at all? I see our guild has nearly three thousand members? Along with over ten thousand dependents!”       
Fhesiah decided to chime in because Blood was currently busy in the other plaza. “We have been doing our best to delegate, but the fact of the matter is, most of our guild members beside those present are simply not capable of contributing much to the war just yet. Our guild has only been formed for around one week and most initiated for the same, after all. Most of those willing to leave their villages to contribute to our Guild’s goals are the youngest among the beastkin, not even level 1, as you might be aware. We are still gathering.” 
Morwen said, “I see. The Guild Summary is quite impressive. Aside from the Champion’s party, how many dismantled or looted goods sold, the contribution points gained, and how progress in calculated battle strength has been increasing on a per-member basis is astonishing.”
Yiming frowned. “Still, the idea you don’t have a [Head Administrator] is more than a little strange. I take it Champion Jake and your elite party are the one closing all these Rifts then, right? How do you have enough time in a day? And why don’t you have one already?”
Jake laughed a little nervously. “I guess we don’t really sleep? But as Fhesiah said, not only is our Guild a week old, we’ve only been earning contribution points for a month and some change; we’re fresh to this Tier. We saved them to make sure we had enough for the special fixtures in this city when we retook it. We knew it would be costly.”
Longwei laughed uproariously. “I can feel your strength. Over level 20 in a month? Fighting day and night? I love it! I want to fight you in the Arena even more now!”
Morwen scoffed, ignoring Longwei’s outburst. “I can understand that, but this must end now, even if I must purchase the [Head Administrator] myself. With two cities and dozens of villages, you are doing yourselves a disservice.”      
The spectral horse half trotted and floated over to Jake, and Bedwyr motioned him over from where he sat. Jake frowned but complied. 
Bedwyr leaned over, his flaming helmet oddly feeling cold like ice as Jake got close. Bedwyr cupped his hand to Jake’s ear to whisper. Instead of a whisper, his scratchy voice still came out at a normal volume, Jake having absolutely no doubt everyone around could hear him. 
“You should listen to my wife. Whether her point is right or not, you will wish you did what she recommended. Trust me: I know.”
Morwen sighed, likely at her husband’s efforts. “Please let me know what you shall do. For now, I will head to the [Temple]. Because you chose the upgrade and merge option, it remains. It currently has shrines to Lugh and Arawn. You will need to add one for Hestia, and any others that you shall allow, if you would like to see more paladins and priestesses. We should plan our meeting for tomorrow morning, after you’ve been able to bring your Head Administrator up to speed. Unless there are any objections?”
The surrounding people gave an affirming response. 
Jake said, “Thank you, Morwen. It was a pleasure meeting you, and I am happy to have you in our guild, along with Bedwyr and your people. We will see you then.” 
He realized that this expense was somewhat saved for him. He checked the Epic+ Store, finding that there was, in fact, the token they desired, and it was heavily discounted. 
There was one even better than that, an entire clan of administrators, with the head administrator themselves being epic or greater in their rarity. It was the [Epic Servants - Administrative Clan Token].
It was more than he could purchase the single servant for, at nearly double the discounted rate. But that felt very worth it, as he wouldn’t just receive a single person, but an entire clan to administer his guild and his interests. 
At 40,000 CP, this was a massive expense. He debated allowing Morwen simply purchase a simple token, but realized this was something important for his guild. Going cheap on something so important was not a great idea. Blood was accomplishing much, but relieving some of the burden would help a lot.
He conversed with his girls, who thought this was a suitable option. They had already been planning out possible purchases, which were within the budget, thanks to the major cost of the Temple being included in the hundred thousand they spent. 
The non-discounted single servant would be around 30,000, so this step-up felt quite worthwhile.
Fhesiah said in his mind, [Well, that was a little embarrassing and a point of pride, huh? That we’ve kept everything together is thanks to Blood and Ophelia’s efforts. Jake has done well to remain in contact with village elders and clan heads, and we’ve all managed crafters, of course. I’m excited about some burden being lifted from our shoulders.]
Blood added, [Hmph, I have no problems managing my lord’s business, but this allows me to focus more on my magical progression. Still, I suppose as the Guild grows to span many worlds, it will certainly be too much for me to manage on my own. This is an inevitable expenditure, and I’d rather do it right the first time.]
Jake sent a mental nod. “You’ve come a long way in your magic anyhow, I’m proud of how far you’ve all come, despite all the work around the clock. I am excited about a little reprieve. So, what’s first for purchases, Blood?”
Jake could feel the pride Blood had over their bond for him asking her advice. [I think we should purchase the Shrines for Hestia, Echidna, Cernunnos, and Brigid, with Athena and Bastet coming later. It is only 5,000 Each when the Temple already exists, but the purchases we’ve discussed among us girls will push things pretty close. Those can come in the following days as we earn them from Rifts. If you give permission, Warrior Brotherhood will simply pay to add their Shrine independently.]
Lugh and Arawn were already covered because Morwen had purchased them during the defense of Life’s Haven, so Jake understood with those they should have everything handled for now. The way Jake saw it was that, in a way, this world was the four’s and perhaps more of their Celtic gods before Jake got here. 
They participated in the defense, and they should have first access. Of course, Hestia’s and Echidna’s contributions were Jake’s party themselves, so they were first on the list. Jake wondered what to do about Cascadia.
Blood replied, [That was going to be the next topic. Because you paid to have the place restored and upgraded, a portal is already going to Cascadia. Those that need to go to the Temple can simply go for a reasonable fee. There are different grades of portals, and this one requires payment. The higher the Tier of being, the more expensive transporting is, but it is nominal. We can upgrade it later to reduce the cost for those using it until it becomes zero, like the Ariminum portals, but that is beyond a priority for now. It is certainly better to let the users absorb the cost for now.]     
Jake had to agree. Soon, he would have a blimp that could reach from Cascadia to Life’s Haven in just a few hours. He would likely have blimps traveling around to pick up refugees and more.
Blood continued, [I have already started getting our new Headquarters operational. Just the bare minimum, the barracks, living areas, and training grounds for those staying there. We will think about if we will have schools and more present here, as no doubt the city itself has unused structures that can be used for such a ghost city that the place currently is.]
Jake and his girls rejoined Bloodberri, helping her wrap up her resurrections for hours and then finishing off looting the large number of ghoul corpses.
The reptile beastkin looked at Bloodberri fervently, and Berri just returned their gazes with a smile.
“My Goddess is Echidna! She’s the mother of monsters, and, she embodies the struggle of beasts. But I’m also a Priestess of Hestia. Both will have shrines in the temple, where you can certainly learn more about them!”
Tanda added, “Our people have lost our history, thanks to the black dragon’s evil. We beastkin are from Cernunnos, Lugh, Brigid, and Arawn’s divine heritage, and they have done their best to protect us. We have more than earned our freedom of choice, but they did not forsake us. They need our help, too.”
She continued, “I’m the Champion of Cernunnos, and a druid of Brigid. Choose the god or goddess, the Divine, that you may find harmony with, that resonates with you the most. All of these Divine are worthy of your faith, and will protect your conviction. Taking on an Oath from any of the Divine will grant power, but it requires following your Divine’s tenets. Breaking them could cause you to lose that power.” 
Many wolf and avian beastkin were still in the plaza, all hearing Berri and Tanda’s speeches. Many looked interested, but not nearly as much as the reptile beastkin, who looked ready to pledge themselves into service. Jake knew they would soon have many reptile beastkin paladins, druids, clerics, and more.
The reality was not everyone could become a paladin, priestess, druid, or even champion. It required people to find resonance with their spirit. On some fundamental level, the person needed to match the god's or goddess's, the Divine’s, core aspects, something called their Eternal Essence. 
This resonance could change throughout a person’s life to a certain extent. But since it went all the way down to the core of someone’s spirit, not everything could be shaped by their life or upbringing. 
Jake believed that even if his memories were erased, he would still find resonance with Hestia. No matter what, he would value family above all else and do what he could to protect it.
Then, there was a question of their potential or affinity within their spirit for holding or using divine energy. For humans, it was something less than one in ten would be compatible with any Divine to become a clergy member. 
Jake guessed the beastkin could be better, but thanks to their manifestations being flavored, their choices would be much more limited in whom they could select. 
Blood said, “I’m excited about the things we can purchase, but let’s go inside and summon the Administrator. We should do this just in case they have anything critical that was missed. I don’t think I have, but it’s only been a week or so since I took on the job. I’m assuming some Epic administrator will have had years upon years of experience.”
They went inside their new Alliance HQ, finding it to be much closer to the one they had seen on Ariminum. The pathways were just larger than Cascadia’s, and the reception had much more room. 
Bloodberri led them to their new Guild area within the HQ, where Blood had purchased the add-ons necessary. 
They were in a large area for meetings of guild members or people to congregate, a sort of lobby. The room changed slightly as lights shimmered, Blood making a few minor changes, like adding chairs and tables. 
There was now a raised platform and podium for Jake or others to give speeches to guild members.
Blood said, “Go ahead and use the token, Milord.”
Jake took the token out and used it. From motes of light dozens of figures of various sizes appeared, both on and beneath the platform. Looking at them…
“Mwahahaha! I unlive again! I will feast again on the living, and…” The large male figure, judging by its voice, froze. “I don’t need to?”
A large full-body medieval armor complete with helmet, gloves, and greaves was floating in the air. Jake thought he was quite similar to Bedwyr, except he had scholarly robes over his massive armor, opened to where the armored body could be seen. 
He had a flame in what Jake would consider his core floating within as seen from his [Arcane Eye], which was some form of undead, not all that dissimilar from the Emberborn outside. 
The deathly turquoise flame appeared to be able to move, and was currently in the head. It lit up the gaps in his horned helmet, looking like eyes somewhat. From what Jake could see, the flames consumed and fed on the auril in the air, but the amount was minuscule. 
This differed from the Emberborn, who mentioned they fed on deathly energies and were somewhat uncomfortable in this high-vitality world. Instead of weakening, Jake could see these creatures becoming stronger as they stood or floated in the HQ with each passing moment.
Many inanimate objects were in front of Jake, but they were alive through this strange spark or fire of the unliving. Most small animated objects were covered entirely in turquoise-colored flames. 
Many of the larger ones had designs where the fire inside would allow light to escape what appeared to be eyes to show some sort of expression through the holes where the flame was stored.
Many of them were armors, but there were a wide variety of other odd items. There were a few weapons, shields, magical tomes, and staves, among even some household items such as a witch’s broom.
Berri giggled. “It’s like that movie! The beast and the beauty! There’s even a candle guy…or girl!”
A woman’s motherly voice came out of what looked like a magical spell tome nearby. “They’re here. You have to say the rest, dear!”
The large book floated closer to the armor.
The armor coughed, covering its nonexistent mouth with its hand. 
“I…yes! The contract says you are in control, but use my people as shields, or lock them away without food, and you will regret it! I will consume your flesh.”
A ringing of a bell came from a strange floating construct. Then a woman’s voice came from it. “That is a lie!”
The floating construct had a strange baseboard with fiery eyes showing, which had mystical designs on it. It looked like a bird cage suspended over the board, and there was a string inside, with a wind chime or bell attached. Jake had no clue what it was supposed to be.
The armor complained at the bird cage, “Damn it, Zorina, not now!” He focused on Jake, “Do as we say, and you shall have victory against Tartarus. Perhaps, if you are good, we will let you have scraps… I… daughter, what are you doing?”
A smaller armor had approached Bloodberri, its posture in interest, a finger to what would be her chin. The armor was pink with silver designs, with a sort of black visor covering the eye area and turquoise eyes shining through it. 
Jake thought she looked like a certain pink ranger he was familiar with as a kid. 
Berri smiled at the child-like armor in interest. “Aren’t you a cute one? I’m Berri, what’s your name?”
“I’m Rhiannia, but you can call me Rhia! You’re strange! There’s two of you in there, the other one is more like us, but you are too!”
“Oh! What a pretty name. Yes, Blood’s magic is more like yours. Do you want to play?”
“Oh!” She looked over at the large armor. “Daddy, can I? I can already tell these people are better. You already lost your flow anyway. Even the air is yummy here!” 
The father, floating armor, stammered, “W-What are you talking about! I will tear apart those that–”
The book interrupted, sounding relieved. “You can play, Rhia. It’s fine, dear, Rhia’s right. Just introduce yourself normally. It was a silly idea anyway. If these people were like the last ones, they probably would have just shouted orders over you instead of being afraid, and you know it.”
“I-I had to do something different! The last five times… We’ve even lost grandfather!”
The magical tome’s flaming eyes stared at the father armor meaningfully, and Berri began trying to find out what the small armor wanted to play.
The father armor’s posture deflated as he sighed. “Alright.” 
The armor faced Jake. “I am Valtor! We are the Eternum. The spark of unlife resides in our chest. Created by a Lich’s experiments, my people consume life force, to power our superior, immortal bodies! Though, everyone under the Framework is somewhat immortal. We are perfect administrators, not requiring sleep. We have much knowledge and experience! Don’t ignore my–”
Jake felt like Valtor was more or less rambling, so he interjected to direct the conversation, even if it was a little rude, “We’re happy to hear you have a lot of experience. I’m Champion Jake, of the Goddess Hestia. We’re a new Guild, and we’ve had a large influx of people. We have two HQ’s now, and manning all stations within, coordinating with all villages, and staffing all positions within the guild has been a real challenge. Can you help us?”   
“C-Can we? A Champion?” Valtor’s expression in his eyes showed confusion and surprise, becoming narrow points.
He straightened, and his fist smacked his armored chest, making a loud thud. “Y-Yes, we can! I am the [Head Administrator], and I can interact with many people at once through the [Menu]. I have centuries of knowledge, of working with some higher clans and guilds! My wife, Amara, is specialized in [Developmental Research]. The multiverse is vast, and people of the Alliance can have countless skills and power-sets, and knowledge has a cost. She can, and has, compiled large amounts of knowledge on means for advancement, and can help create personalized training plans even for those whose skills are not available! She has even created several skills on her own!”
Valtor was gushing about the skills of his wife, and her pages turned in the book erratically, along with mysterious scripts lighting up on the outside of the book, as if she was blushing and fidgeting. 
Amara, the magic book, stammered, “T-That’s enough about me, dear. Tell them about the rest of our clan.”
“S-Sorry, I got sidetracked. Our people can help with those learning to cast spells, as well as fight!” 
He motioned over to a sword, shield, and armor next to each other. The armor started punching at the sword and shield, and the sword talked to the armor as if giving them pointers as they fought. 
The staff and a book did something similar, the staff practicing against a shield, shooting tiny magic bolts.
“My people are nothing like the training golems, who just fight as instructed! We can give instructions day or night! Then, these two.” 
He motioned to the strange floating construct with several pieces that had made the bell sounds before, along with another resembling a magical abacus.
“These two can help perform divination and mystical calculations to help predict the future! Zorina can even detect lies! These two are excellent to have within the War Room, as together, they can improve the effectiveness of scouts. Working with Zorina, Mysticus can sometimes determine what kind of enemies will appear at a Rift, and where some might spawn next!” 
Jake guessed Zorina was the diviner and Mysticus was the abacus that performed mystical calculations.
“We also have those skilled as generals, directing the war. Last, but not least, are our crafters. We can give our spark of unlife to just about any inanimate object, but we prefer our clan make our own children’s bodies.”
Jake saw a handful of odd living tools. There was a blacksmith’s hammer, a loom, a strange swiss-army knife-like tool, and an awl, and he thought he saw a scribe like what he used for enchanting and numerous other trade-related items.
“All we require is… Well, normally, we would require a few living, unintelligent creatures or plants to consume per week, but here, it feels like we won’t need anything! This place is great!”
Jake frowned as he remembered a small detail during their odd introductions. “That doesn’t sound very different from eating. People would really withhold food from you?”
Valtor sighed. “Perhaps, I should demonstrate. Do you have any plants? Keep in mind, they will not survive the demonstration.”
Fhesiah produced some auril herbs from her bracelet. “These should suffice? They are still alive.” She floated them over to him. 
Valtor grabbed the herb and brought it to his chest, where this spark of unlife burned. The herb withered away as it was drained, becoming dust in his hand, the flame growing larger and his eyes brightening briefly.
“That… Was full of energy! Well, most don’t see it as eating, and see it as some sort of evil deed– Just imagine a young mammal or something like this, the same thing happens. They would have to feed us to operate as per the servant contract, but they would not allow our growth, and some would force many of us to enter hibernation, instead.” 
Amara added, “We can only have children or grow our bodies, if we are given an abundance of life force. This place is truly a blessing. Our daughter there is over a hundred years old, but she has not yet grown, often being ordered to sleep instead. Both her body and mind have developed in odd ways. We only barely managed to create her, getting lucky once with an abundance. She’s our little miracle, even if we had to use a smaller, stranger armor than we had hoped. With enough life force, she should finally grow up!”
Ophelia frowned in thought. “It feels strange that you are administrators. Can’t you get life force or become stronger from fighting enemies, too?”
The creatures all turned and focused on Ophelia, and Jake thought they might be both scared and angry–some eyes narrowing, and others almost bulging in size. Without an actual face, it was hard to tell. 
Valtor responded, “It was what we were created for. We absorb life force and grow, and we can even make more of us if we fight. However, when we kill enemies, as we consume intelligent life form’s vitality, we get pieces of their more complex souls. This happens, no matter how we kill them. Eventually, we become twisted.”
Valtor paused, and Amara, the magic spell tome, bobbed sadly. He continued, “For a crazy undead lich trying to create an undead army to fight alongside skeletons and zombies, this is a positive thing. But for us, we lose our intelligence, becoming unthinking monsters. Only to be ordered around by something like a lich or necromancer. We refuse to become this way!”
Jake thought he understood. Necromancers could, in fact, create undead armors and similar, but it was by trapping the souls of the dead and forcing them into servitude, along with tons of magic, besides. 
The Eternum were a people who were different from this, having a spark of unlife instead. That they could propagate themselves rather than trapping souls and forcing them into servitude did sound highly desirable to a lich or necromancer. This likely made them easier to control. 
Valtor continued, “We refused to fight, and the lich that created us joined Tartarus. My ancestors escaped instead, managing to join the Framework, but the world was still lost. It hasn’t been the best for us since then, as we have been unable to pay back the debt for the Framework immortalizing and reviving us.” 
Amara added, “But at least we still have our minds. The Framework cannot protect us from corruption, so we choose to progress differently than fighting. It can’t guarantee that we only fight simple creatures. Our souls can grow in strength in various other ways. From increasing our knowledge, to progressing in magic. Our bodies grow and strengthen by absorbing the life force, even allowing us to procreate. Because of our pacifistic nature and the difficulty with working with some species in the Alliance, we have struggled to make an impact and earn our freedom.”
There was a solemness in Valtor and Amara’s words, and it appeared that the memory of their hardships brought the various unliving implements into a foul mood.
Berri was playing off to the side with Rhia, exclaiming loudly, “Ah, you beat me!”
Rhia scoffed. “You let me win! There’s no way to win, there’s only a few hundred possible games, fewer after you understand the win conditions properly. You didn’t even start in the middle when you went first!”
Jake looked over to find Berri playing tic-tac-toe with Rhia. 
“Did not! I just… Wasn’t paying attention!”
There was a chime from Zorina, the pendulum with a chime over the board. “Partially true!”
“Blood distracted me, so I just played wherever. She wonders what it’d be like to live in an armor. Is it fun?”
“It’s kinda fun! I’m a lot sturdier than human children.” She tapped her metallic breastplate. “And I can fly!”
Berri said, “Cool! I can fly too!” 
Another chime came from Zorina. “Partially true!”
“Er, I guess it’s more like gliding. I can glide really far!”
“W-Wow! I wanna see it! You’re even bigger than Daddy! Your armor’s really amazing.”
Berri smiled and told her about it as they continued their conversation, and Jake turned to Valtor. 
Jake did his best to convey that he was happy to have them. “Well, Hearthtribe is excited to have the Eternum on our side–We welcome you. Why don’t you come with me to the War Room, and we’ll get you filled in on the current status, and we’ll figure out what it takes to get your people situated? Since you interact with your Menu, Blood can fill you in from there, as well.”
Valtor looked a little shocked as he looked at Zorina for confirmation. “I… Yes. Let’s discuss there. Rhia, let’s go.”
“Aww, but I wanna play more with Berri! It’s fine now, you don’t have to watch over me. Hearthtribe is full of good people. Right, Berri?”
“That’s right! All Hearthtribe help out where they can, I think we’re all going to be good friends!”
Valtor once again looked over to Zorina for confirmation, but no chime sounded.
Amara said, “Have fun, daughter. Let’s go!”
The Eternum were a strange people, but Jake was excited about how things were about to change for the better.




Chapter 11 - Mass Migration


After the meeting with the Eternum was completed, Jake and his girls returned to their Refuge. They did not spend a lot of time at the meeting. Only a little over an hour, thanks to Blood and Ophelia providing many details over their Menu.  
They would continue doing this, as Valtor had plenty of questions. He also contacted the few people Ophelia and Blood had delegated to over the last week. As their conversation went on, Valtor’s rambling was already starting to decrease. Being forced to starve had made it hard for him to think straight.
Valtor would need to research using the Guild Summary and work with Mysticus and one of their strategists to develop an overall action plan, something Jake was happy they had. They needed a good idea of where he felt Highlands stood in the war for their meeting in the morning.
For his people, Valtor only requested a small area for his people to call home, separate from where the living were. 
His people never slept and could continue their jobs at all times, but a place where his people could congregate was desired. The reason for setting it aside was their unliving status.
While the Framework protected intentions against others that were part of it, it did not protect against accidents. This was part of Valtor’s plan, to hopefully turn things around on the contract owner for his people’s servitude contract. 
From what Jake understood, he had wanted to Rube-Goldberg that person into tripping and being drained if they seemed like they wouldn’t work together with them, and instead were going to torture them with their treatment. 
The previous times they were summoned, they were alone in the room with some lordly type as he gave them all numerous orders.
At some point during his theatrics, he would have aggressively moved toward the person. That person would then trip on the witch’s broom, scared by him, and they would stumble or fall onto a waiting Eternum.
There, their spark of unliving would be so hungry it would consume the lordly type through no action of their own. As part of how they consumed things, their flame would nearly merge with the victim’s soul as their flame was corrupted, and they could actually be dead permanently even through the Framework’s protections.
Then, they would flee before they could be ordered to do anything else, the contract of the non-Head Administrators being much looser, with the contract owner dead for a time, perhaps forever. 
Valtor would still suffer stuck to the Guild despite the one summoning him dying, but it was a price he had been willing to pay. 
Now, the entire clan was more than happy and took their duties Jake handed out with happiness and pride.
Most of Valtor’s people were, in fact, barely Tier 1. Jake guessed they were born that way, as even Rhia appeared to be. The loss of their grandfather was due to some end-of-the-world fighting that resulted in him dying and choosing not to be resurrected by the Framework. 
Jake wondered if he could do some form of enchantment to protect them from consuming these souls and going crazy, but that was certainly a problem for future Jake.
The CP expenditure Valtor requested was a [Node Advisement Array], which allowed monitoring of the area around Alliance nodes. Through this monitoring, data could be gathered and reviewed. 
This would allow Valtor and his staff to micromanage advancements at the village level, even for those not in the guild or even not initiated into the Framework. 
For those not in the guild, it operated as a suggestion that village leaders would see and could act on if they so desired. Valtor could create incentives for people seeking Credit currency. 
People selected to be full-time crafters could earn a small amount of CP for creating items directly used in the war. There were limits to this, both in how much an individual could achieve and how many bounties for goods could be created. 
They would have an entirely different selection of what they could purchase from the CP store, but often were given better opportunities than merely earning Credits. 
This was important because Valtor could effectively help with the economy and development of Highlands, not only for the current war but for future ones. 
While individuals could use and browse the market on their own and find demand, having someone further up the chain, such as a Chieftain or Tribal Council, to direct their people helped significantly. 
Merchants of the world had value in accomplishing aspects of this, but this allowed Hearthtribe to capture part of the market transactions or fuel the war effort on their own. 
Valtor could even incentivize completing tasks such as constructing walls using Credits–something he set out to do immediately, in an attempt to accelerate improving defenses in all villages.
Overall, this was not all that different from what Jake, Blood, and Ophelia were doing by working with the village elders through the Nodes. They had already coordinated most villages to begin building watchtowers and walls. 
This array merely allowed for a much higher level of micromanagement, and was something they simply hadn’t time for.
That was only 10,000 CP with their current number of Nodes and HQs, leaving them with only one concern before they made their purchases. 
It was one topic that one person, in particular, had what Jake considered was an unhealthy level of interest in for the [Mass Migration]. Clan Hart was now sitting around the couch in the living room, leftovers on the table in front of them. 
They had waited until now to make this decision for various reasons. The lack of CP was one of them, but another was that the war was doing so poorly that the Framework would not allow them to bring people here with this method to what was clearly a lost war. 
There was a finite number of Adventurers allowed to be on a Contested World, and whether they were inhabitants initiated into the Framework, or someone entering from another world, this limit remained true. 
If this limit was reached, it was like entrants would have to wait in a queue to join.
Various factors determined the number allowed to enter the world, but it was certainly based on the number of inhabitants and the size of the world, usually decided when the world became contested. Nearly a hundred percent were allowed to join the Framework, but this was uncommon.
Now that they were over 40% on the conquest progress, it became a possibility if the representative of the other party accepted.
Clan Hart and Hearthtribe were interested in this for numerous reasons. The first was that it would give them more integrated people with a clear stake in the defense's success. While Adventurers could effectively fight off the enemy, they would leave if the going got tough. 
They didn’t live there and wouldn’t care overly much about the outcome, apart from receiving more rewards for winning. They were mercenary in their behaviors, often valuing the natives a lot less. Even with them not being a negative factor like [War, Glory, Profit], they still wouldn’t fight as fiercely as a native whose world was crumbling.
The second was that, most likely, the skills or classes of the [Mass Migration] would be quite varied. The beastkin’s auril capabilities were diverse and amazing but still had limitations. They were certainly more skewed to melee or physical-ranged combatants. 
Their manifestations were not the same as what a general caster could do, and it would be rare that someone was good at area-of-effect attacks or crowd control, for example. Their potentials on an individual’s level were much less varied than humans or those with mana. 
As such, Jake desired more varied skill sets to supplement their forces and round out their capabilities.
Furthermore, the population joining would be very diverse and more permanent. It was not just combatants coming but also crafters, administrators, children, and more. It would go along well with the beastkin natives, as opposed to Adventurers, who would only be combatants, and leave after the current war.
That was on top of the fact that those seeking [Mass Migration] usually needed help, in need of a home. Something likely happened to theirs, and they worked together to seek a sort of bulk discount to move many people at once, the cost subsidized by the Framework to aid in the war effort. 
Highlands required all the help they could get, so adding thousands of initiated people was a far larger force multiplier than waiting for Adventurers to come to the world and aid them. These people would have a direct stake in protecting the world, outside just personal gain.
The Hart family were all wearing their tribal wear, which was now the standard for their at-home attire these days, with Fhesiah’s cultivator robes sometimes being the difference. 
Berri knew this topic would be completely boring for her, so she wore one earbud as she bobbed her head to some music, rather than listen to Fhesiah’s weird hobby.
Jake gave Fhesiah a questioning look. “Why is this so important to you, Fhesiah?”
“Because it is important! Look, it’s not just about surrounding you with women, husband. Sure, it may have drawn my interest because it was fun, but I’ve done the research on this, and the information was shocking. I learned that eventually, a higher female to male ratio would lead to more power within our Guild! I want Hearthtribe, our kingdom, to be the respected and feared in the multiverse by Tartarus, and this is the path!”
Jake was doubtful, but as usual, he had done some thinking about this since his wife discussed this previously. 
“I mean, I can see how in the long-term something like that should result in more children, and thus Adventurers, this harem guild idea. To me, it’s just basic math. You have a hundred men and women, let’s say each of those women has five kids in twenty years. You would end up with a population of seven hundred in the end. But take the same number of people, 200 with the beastkin’s ratio of 150 women and 50 men, and each woman has five kids, you end up with a population of 950 instead. This doesn’t seem that large, even with them having way more kids than I feel adventurers would likely have, and that’s with a pretty big extreme. Not everyone has that many.”
Tanda was confused. “Just five? Most beastkin women have more than that in their lives. Now that we stay in our prime for longer, I wouldn’t doubt that we’d have a lot more than that. Perhaps, we’d never stop.”
Jake was a little worried at this thought, already having a single baby-crazy lover. “Why’s that?”
Tanda laughed at Jake’s expression. “Most of us beastkin women go into heat twice a year, and unless we’re already pregnant, well, you can bet we will be after that if we have a mate. We do take a break for a few cycles after having a child to recuperate, but after that, we go right back at it. Though, depending on their beast parentage, some are different from that, most have that in common.”
Jake asked, “What do beastkin women do when they’re not mated?”
Tanda blushed. “We often take a milkthistle tea, which kind of prevents us from going into heat when we start to feel it. Some of the more submissive types or those seeking to get overpowered by a stronger mate may not, and just go to the dueling sands and find one.” 
Fhesiah looked excited about this fun little detail, but Jake felt like she already knew it. “See, husband? You can go to the dueling sands just about any night and get yourself a nice little housewife or warrior woman! How fun.” 
Fhesiah continued, “We’re getting off-topic. Jake, while 700 to 950 doesn’t look like a significant difference, you’re assuming those two populations are the same. Let’s just keep saying that the women will only have five children in their lifetime, to get a good comparison. The regular ratio population will only have: 1250 additional children, but the other population would have almost three thousand in the next twenty years or so. So at the end of forty years, population 1 only have about 2000 people, but population two will have nearly 4000. Without going too deep into the math, it’s way beyond triple the population by the end of a hundred years, and the difference only gets larger and larger.”
She let that sink in with a smile. “That’s without considering that the higher female ratios will typically have more children per woman than adventuring couples. I’m sure you could say a party of men with women back at home wouldn’t have this problem, but then you’re losing half of your population as combatants. Really, the beastkin people are a near-perfect template for how to have a warrior race of people. They can propagate throughout the multiverse at the fastest possible rate, while having the most combatants, thus making the largest impact in the war.”
Tanda was a little proud, her tail wagging with a smile on her face. 
Fhesiah added, “And let’s not forget that it will draw in some powerful warriors interested in this…benefit, to join our Guild. In the future, we can always require them to prove themselves.”
Jake looked over at Ophelia and Bloodberri. Of course, those two had no issues believing that a Guild or population full of women warriors would not be weaker than one with a higher male ratio. 
Still, it felt weird coming from Earth, where most women warriors were…not very successful in history beyond a handful of outliers, to put it lightly. 
Jake frowned. “Surely, there are people more fertile, even without this ratio difference?”
Blood replied, “There are. But what you’ll find is that something cannot come from nothing. The more fertile races that can give birth more rapidly are usually weaker, smaller, or not well suited for combat, or more monstrous and less intelligent. The Gods and Goddesses of Chaos knew this, and circumvented a lot of that by changing the Dark Lamia and Arachne, infusing the Dark Elves and making them monstrous. They mixed a potent blend of chaos where things should have resulted in an amorphous blob, but instead came out a near perfection, through luck and genius both.” 
Jake knew there were rumors or myths that Echidna was some sort of template or involved in these races' creation. Echidna did hint that this was what happened when Jake met with her, showing them the blob Blood just mentioned for a brief moment. 
Blood continued, “While a Dark Elf would only give birth once every several decades or more, a Dark Lamia would achieve it in a fraction of a time, and while capable of breeding with most humanoid races. Some of the more fertile races also cannot mate with most human and human-adjacent races. While that might not seem like a negative tradeoff to achieve it, also keep in mind how much a Dark Lamia must consume. It becomes much more when we become pregnant, so there are other costs.”
Ophelia chuckled. “Well, I guess that’s not something we’ll have to worry about given that we can just obtain more food from the enemy. But if that’s all it takes, don’t we have to worry about Tartarus doing the same thing?”
Fhesiah said, “We might, but I think how it tries to achieve its goals is a little different. Nevertheless, if we must do this to even the playing field, we should do it. That is, unless it goes against our morals or harms anyone? In this case, everyone wins!”
Ophelia scoffed. “Your argument would be a lot more believable if you weren’t so excited. You know that Jake isn’t interested in lining up countless extra wives just to have them, and I’m not either. I value my time alone with him, and the idea you want numerous extra women around for your fun worries me. Can you explain this to me, so I can better understand?”
Fhesiah looked a little hurt, then a little remorseful. “I’m sorry, sister. Part of me wants my husband to have all the status and pleasure he deserves, and part of that would be having more wives–more women. Of course, I want to experience all the pleasure and enjoyment that comes along with it, along with him. I thought Tanda and Blood would be on board with this, too.”
Tanda frowned. “For beastkin it’s not really about status, or enjoyment, though? Sure, a chieftain would have many mates, more than the average male. But that is because his potential to protect is higher. It is the women who go into heat, not the men. The men need the strength and vitality to satisfy their mate’s need, as well as protect and provide for them–their duty. As long as we can all find harmony with any additional women who join our family, I’m fine with it and welcome them to join our choir. I know Jake is strong enough.”
Fhesiah couldn’t be more interested, but Blood added, “I certainly understand what you mean, as the Dark Elf, Arachne, and Dark Lamia societies would have more mates as a point of status. Milord having more wives fits with this and is something I desire, but I think you are a little too hasty. We have only been together for a few months, there is no reason to rush this. We are nearly immortal now, and I would much prefer quality to quantity. Our bond is power, and spreading things thin across more women means our bond will be weaker, and us too. It has been a while since our bond has improved aside from Ophelia, and I think it would only become slower if we added more women. I’m with Ophelia on this, and I believe pushing to have numerous women around milord is a little strange.”
Fhesiah sighed. “I guess, I let my desires cloud my judgement. Still, I stand behind my findings for the Mass Migration!”
She plopped down an easel in the middle of the room in front of them, next to the table filled with snacks. She then took out a stack of boards with all sorts of figures and graphs and took out a pointing stick.
Fhesiah went over various figures, showing how, statistically, this harem guild idea had a lot of merit in it. From population growth over time to party cohesion, effectiveness, total time effectively adventuring, and number of adventuring populations per person. Just where did she find all this information?
She even countered questions on how women adventuring in these parties could still have kids, comparing downtime. The data showed that even if they were human women, they’d still have more children, especially from their enhanced advancement, allowing them to live longer. 
Yet, there’d be more combatants as a percentage even with the downtime of having children, so long as the family unit took turns raising the children rather than the whole party taking off for decades to raise them.
Jake now knew more about the topic than he had ever really wanted to know. For the most part, he was willing to try his crazy wife’s idea. The beastkin already followed this pattern, so continuing it wasn’t a huge deal to him. 
This was only encouraging this to continue with a light touch, only supporting these harem parties slightly. The Clans within Hearthtribe and matchmaking and all these little things were, in the end, just small things. 
People could choose to participate in this odd family construct or not if they wanted. 
He could agree to this odd ratio for Mass Migration as long as the people joining were effective combatants. It was pointless to get an odd male to female ratio race of people if the women were only good for breeding rather than fighting. 
In addition, they would need to be compatible with the beastkin and the usual human as well, or there was less to be gained.   
“Alright, well, I suppose you’ve convinced me. Your numbers did include about how magic mostly equalizes things. A human woman is about as strong as a man for everything that matters at Tier 1 or level 10 on average, but that doesn’t mean it’s the same for all races. Lastly, there’s the compatibility of the culture or their faith. If these people worship some god or goddess that isn’t part of Hestia’s forming pantheon, then that’s yet another reason to choose another.”
Fhesiah looked a little proud. “Well, if I don’t get to play wing-woman for my husband, I suppose I can play it for our guild. Dave thankfully won’t so much as look at me beyond my feet, but I see him scoping out girls with his weird chameleon eyes when he thinks I won’t notice. His dedication and devotion deserves a reward, and I already helped set up Brock. I can live vicariously by playing cupid for Hearthtribe, I guess. At least until I have a son of my own, I suppose.”
Jake froze at this, imagining just how many wives his wife would be setting his son up with. He decided to change the topic. “So, how much does this [Mass Migration] cost? Part of what we saved up was for this purpose, and we now have a city with plenty of room. We even have refugees in Cascadia that we can ferry over to here.”
Blood said, “It varies, on numbers of factors. The number of people, the compatibility and thus the incentive, even the distance is considered. There’s also how much their people have paid for the opportunity. I think we should shoot for a 50,000-100,000 CP cost at most, and with that, we have many options.” She frowned as she looked over the Menu. “Even considering our new… criterion.”
Blood shared the screen of her filtered races, and Jake was surprised at the number. 
Fhesiah said, “Monkey girls, Harpies? A little vanilla for the first, and we kinda have that flavor already covered with the second. The banshees and more undead sounds like they wouldn’t live here well. Sirens… I dunno, their numbers are kind of poor. It’s too bad there aren’t valkyries, huh? The selkies look interesting, but–Oh, what’s this?”
Jake could feel her interest, and seeing the option she was looking at, Jake was interested too. There was even a discount for these people, as it appeared they were a little desperate. 
Blood noted, “It appears they desire this world greatly, because of its high vitality. The mana levels here are a little below average for a Tier 1 world, so many races with viable combatants are not that interested. Even if we didn’t initiate the [Mass Migration], many of these races and populations could eventually show up, just not together.”
Fhesiah was a little excited, “They’re perfect! Don’t you remember the play? The treants were killed. They were a part of this world, so this would bring them back in a way.”
Tanda was beaming, her tail nearly buzzing. “You can bring the treants back? That’s wonderful!”
Jake said, “It’s also dryads, treants, hamadryads, fauns, satyrs, spriggons, and naiads, it looks like– the naiads being quite rare. The treants wouldn’t be the same most likely, just like if we grabbed other beastkin on this list, they wouldn’t have an auril heart. They’re all called Elysians, from the Elysian Glade.” 
He frowned as he looked at the details, but the average male-to-female ratio, aside from the spriggons, which were like plant creatures with no gender, was around 1:3, the same as Highland’s beastkin.
Jake asked, “How sure are we that humans, beastkin, and otherwise, can even have offspring with these races? What about the beastkin?”
Tanda blushed. “Um, there are already a few with child from the Adventurers. Some of them did succeed with finding a mate, even in the short time. They didn’t give birth yet, but so far, there were no problems?”
Blood nodded. “The Framework already provided this information, it looks like it already determined them compatible with most that are with humans.”
Jake was once again reminded that beastkin did move fast in their relationship. Tanda was the outlier because she was a chief’s daughter and her high talent for using auril, her family focused on certain traditions.
Fhesiah said, “It must be whatever Cernunnos and the other guardians did when he made them more human-like. Maybe when they were beast blooded, they couldn’t mate with others. After their transformation, they are compatible with those that are compatible with humans, which many are. This says the treants, dryads, fauns, satyrs, and naiads all are, but the spriggons are not. The dryads and fauns are numerous, and are what help the Elysians fit the…criterion.”
Blood said, “Maybe their offspring could have this auril heart? So, that’s another 50,000 CP and 100,000 T1 Credits. This will bring thousands of Tier 1 treants, dryads, and naiads over time. Then, tens of thousands of Tier 0 beings such as spriggons, and some of the younger fauns and satyrs. It helps pay for some of their teleportation charges, and some lower-level people will be the first to arrive. Some Tier 0 people will arrive within a week, and within a month, we should see the Tier 1 combatants that helped them pay for their side of the [Mass Migration] in the first place. This is just the first payment of many, the cost usually being absorbed by the arrivals.”
Ophelia asked, “Are we sure about their ability to fight, and the culture and everything?”
Blood nodded. “It appears part of the reason for their mass migration is a failure on the part of the goddess, Gaia. I would be worried about taking her people, but Gaia had rescinded her ownership of their world. She likely sees these people as failures instead, that their faith was simply not enough and thus why they failed.” 
Jake thought there were still possibilities of worrying about there, but he was definitely in favor of offering refuge to these people and hoping for the best. Gaia was not a part of the original Greek Pantheon like the Myths from Earth and was instead an embodiment of life and nature, a lone figure. 
Blood continued, “Regarding their ability to fight, the dryads and fauns make excellent casters of all kinds, from offensive mages or elemental druids, to healing priestesses or druids. It appears their physicality is weak and so none will make exceptional fighters, but that is easily made up for by their high magical potential.”
This was good news for Jake. A wide assortment of casters was something that the beastkin were lacking. 
While he knew the beastkin would eventually have healer types, and some of their auril-infused arrows and javelins could compete with spells on some level, an individual manifestation was usually limited to one kind of attack.
She continued, “The treants are a more physical race, mixing high resilience with their massive size but have nature magic as well. They are a little slow, but it seems they can grow vines and the like to both defend and attack. The naiads are like the dryads, just with a larger focus on magical water to go with nature magic. They can fight out of the water, but are certainly more effective near it. The satyrs are a little more physical than the fauns, making decent archers or melee combatants, but again, still have a small focus or aptitude for nature magic.”
Jake asked, “What about their non-combatants? Are there other races that are included with this, just those that don’t fight?”
Blood said, “There are many uninitiated and non-combatants, but that’s part of the reason for them desiring this mass migration. Many of the other races, such as hamadryads, satyrs, spriggons, and fauns have been reduced to low levels and numbers. Their world was covered in blight, and while the Alliance might have ultimately won the war, the Elysian Glade is dying. Most of those left are ones that fought till the end and won, but it wasn’t enough.”
Tanda’s ears went flat. “It’s like what would have happened if the Heart of the World was corrupted.” She stood up, and entreated, “Jake, we should help these people! Plus, we can really use their help.”
Berri was startled by Tanda’s sudden action, taking the earbud out of her ear. “Yeah! Wait, what are we talking about? Did we get to the topic of Jake’s spell, or spend the point thingies? I want to make a baby and be one with Jake! And I want that snowmaker made by the crazy little people!”
Blood sighed. “I told you six times, it’s a [Gnomish Weather Discombobulator]. It’s a complete waste for us. We can’t even use it on the world until the war ends, as it has possibilities for use in warfare, even as an explosive device! It would have to stay inside our Refuge, and I’d prefer to not have something capable of exploding here! There are other options.”
Berri said, “I know what it’s called, it’s just too hard to say! Those gnomes are crazy for naming it that!”
Ophelia frowned. “Make a baby? Are you talking about the [Avatar Armament]?”
Berri tsked. “As much as you like them, a weapon or armor is not a baby! I’m talking about fusion spell, that will probably be a summon! Then later, we can become one with Jake! It’s clearly better.”
Jake shook his head. “It’s not really like a baby, the summons would bring something else here.”
“Whatever! It’s still kind of like that, and I still want to become one later!”
Ophelia said, “I suppose we’re talking about this now. This is a choice that is going to influence us all the way into Tier 2 and perhaps beyond, so it does require us to think about this. I figured Berri was the one who would most want [Avatar Armament] because that would allow you to stay at home with all the kids and still adventure with Jake. I was interested because I thought that the number of situations where we get split up will increase, and this will allow us to accomplish our efforts better. Fights like the Alliance HQ, along with needing to travel around the continent and be in more places at once, are only going to increase. It has strategic merit.”
Fhesiah added, “I had thought selfishly about being able to include more women thanks to the armament, but I realize now this was a little foolish. We can get people devoted and loyal to Hearthtribe and Jake’s cause without him sleeping with them, even if it would be a lot more fun. Still, it has merit– more women means more places that Clan Hart can be at once, no? If Jake gets [Reverse Summon], this becomes even more viable or valid as a tool. Bound women across the continent would allow Jake to traverse the world, or perhaps even the multiverse later, with ease.”
Tanda added, “And this would allow us freedom to accomplish our personal goals, too. I like that Jake could use my armament instead, bringing me along while I do things like aid the Tribe, or protect Highlands.”
Ophelia said, “But Jake will be protecting Highlands, you don’t have to worry about this. This will be our home base within the Sector. While we won’t always be here, our efforts within the multiverse will start from here, and our actions alone would protect it. Our Hearthtribe will always keep Highlands safe. For me, I’m still against Fhesiah’s point for adding women for utility.”
Jake said, “I can see using the [Monster Menagerie] for this purpose too though, a normal [Summoner’s Bond] for bonded humanoid monsters instead. It would be limited at level 5 and not become [Summoner’s Bond - Love], nor become a [Hearth Bond]. For me, I feel like some day we’ll be able to make these types of armaments eventually on our own. My gut is telling me the Fusion is a better choice, the idea that it requires us to synchronize or harmonize means it might help us advance the bond itself.”
Blood sighed. “Part of me thought that by being connected to an armor or armament, I might be able to control it and interact with the world more. Seeing these Eternum makes me believe it’s possible without this, though. Not only that, but my telekinesis has come far already. It won’t be long before I can use a puppet or similar. I believe I will join my sister in wanting the Fusion option.”
Fhesiah smiled at Blood. “Someday I may be able to make you something, but it’s a long way away. There are cultivator arts that allow for control of things like this, so it might be possible in the near future. At least for the armor, if Ophelia helps make something. Still, I guess that would sort of put us at three for the armament, and three for the fusion. Well, I am eager to change my vote, if we, or rather, Jake, makes a certain purchase!”
Ophelia frowned. “Why Jake? Don’t tell me because you want to make another purchase for yourself? Furthermore, were we really voting? I thought we were just airing out our thoughts, so Jake can come to a decision. It’s his choice, he just cares what we think.”
Fhesiah shrugged, ignoring the remark about voting, “Not because of that, but there’s that too! No, it’s because Jake needs to be the one to use it, but it’s for everyone. I think it will even help move forward this synchronicity or harmony, and, it should aid in all our advancement. Truthfully, it should help me the most, but perhaps not! It’s hard to know how everything will work out in the end. It will be in the hands of the Framework, what I like to call the [New Heavens].”
Jake could almost tell what was coming, Fhesiah’s lust increasing. He shook his head. This girl had a one-track mind sometimes. He did usually enjoy the result, though. “Alright? I guess, let’s hear it?”
“I’ll discuss the purchase that makes this all possible first. It’s the [Skill Personalization - Evolution Array]. What this does is, it will take a technique, spell, or ability that might not be fitting for you, and make a version that is tailored, or personalized, for your usage. It would then likely be chosen for skill evolution when you increase in Tier. A powerful item.”
Ophelia said, “It sounds amazing, but also, expensive.”
“It is. It is 50,000 CP. When you consider that we purchased our Techniques for the thousand or two thousand range, this is a massive expense. Though, a big portion of why the cost for those Techniques was low, was because the requirements were so high. Still, that’s not all. The skill or manual to complete the set is also 50,000.”
Ophelia was shocked. “That’s most of what remains! There are mythic weapons and armor in the store!” She folded her arms. “This better be good.”
Fhesiah chuckled and shook her head with a smile. “Oh, you have no idea. The skill is a body cultivation or tempering technique, and I hope to make it for Jake. It’s called [Yin-Yang Body Tempering]. The problem is, it requires a [Foundation Establishment] cultivator, expecting a [Dantian], and the usage of Qi to build and refine the body.” 
She continued, “It requires Yin and Yang Qi energies to clash within, to temper both the body and to a lesser extent the spirit; the soul. This empowers it and strengthens it, making it more resilient. While I might be able to share Qi with Jake and do this, too much Qi in the body of a non-cultivator could end up being a detriment. To someone who’s not a cultivator, Qi will break the body down, unable to grasp or hold on to the heavens themselves. I do have some hope for his core itself, but we need more than that to refine the entire body.”
Jake and everyone else reviewed this information, being linked within their [Menu].
Ophelia read some of it aloud, “To practice the technique, Yin and Yang must meet. A partner is required. To begin, the man must dip his stamen in her velvet flower.” She stood up, blushing. “This… Why is it talking about sex?”    




Chapter 12 - Yin Yang Body Tempering


Fhesiah asked Ophelia, “Why are you so shy, sister? You’re among your sisters and husband here. We’re all sleeping with Jake bar one of us so far, though not often together. You’re always reading those novels, besides. That line probably already appeared word for word in one of your books.” 
Ophelia was still blushing. “It’s just, I like that to be private! A-And, when I’m ready for it, is all! I wasn’t ready, I thought I was reading about some mysterious technique.”
Fhesiah smirked at Ophelia’s plight. “It is a mysterious technique! Needed a bath and some chocolates, maybe a margarita or some wine first, is it?”
Ophelia was horrified. “You promised you don’t watch!”
Fhesiah rolled her eyes. “I don’t. Why are you embarrassed when you all but put a neon flashing sign on your door when you start your ritual? You have nothing to be ashamed of. Anyway, yes, it is called a Dual Cultivation technique. This would serve a dual purpose, as I would read and memorize the Yin-Yang body refinement technique before Jake uses the item on it, allowing me to understand and use it for myself. At a minimum, I know that this should be possible to practice with him as-is for me, thanks to his Hearth Core. The only thing dubious might be him benefiting from it, before personalization.”
Jake looked over it. “This Yin-Yang technique isn’t a Framework technique but a cultivator one, we’re sure the evolution array can personalize it for me?”
Fhesiah looked a little doubtful. “The array says it can work on nearly anything, even a blacksmithing manual. I know it’s a risk, but it should be worth it. I already have proof that the Framework can aid and create techniques that work for cultivators, so I think there’s a good chance. If it doesn’t work, the array will refuse it, allowing it to be used on something else. Either way, we should get valuable utility from this purchase. This Epic+ store is a temporary opportunity. We can’t be certain it will be available when we retake the other HQ.”
Ophelia looked at the information again. She looked at Fhesiah with a little doubt, “This doesn’t make much sense, though. How could this dual cultivation create energy? We know that something can’t really come from nothing, this sounds like some kind of infinite energy machine powered by sex, and that is a little too convenient.”
Fhesiah smiled. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it? To understand it, we need to take a step back. Cultivation is not just shoving all the Qi or energy you can get into the body; it is not merely finding the densest area with Qi and sitting in it. It is grasping the heavens and taking it for yourself, merging your body with the heavens. Using cultivation techniques, the energy is pulled in from the surrounding area, and slowly adding it to your body and dantian safely. Taking it for yourself and moving it through your meridians–your mystic organs, changes the energy slightly as it is absorbed.” 
She continued, “There is a limit to how much one can grasp in a short time, and those most talented or having the best affinity can capture more for themselves more rapidly. Too much Qi in your body that you haven’t grasped can tear your body and dantian apart. There is a limit to how much you can push energy inside, your body and dantian eventually becoming full and unable to take more on.”
Jake thought he was following along. He understood some of this from what Fhesiah had taught him or read and learned about cultivation in general. Of course, he had researched what one of his wives did to better be able to understand or aid her where she needed.
Fhesiah smiled at Jake before she continued, “Understanding all that, in too long, didn’t read terms: dual cultivation aids in grasping more Qi in a shorter period. It does that in various ways, depending on the technique. The primary driver of most techniques is that, in general, men have more yang energy, and women have more yin energy. By men and women meeting, yang and yin meet and combine, and the result of that the two energies clash and create something new. This is simply easier for one to grasp, and merge with themselves. You can say that in some way, it filters large amounts of Qi, enough to be dangerous. But by two working together, it relieves the burden on one. The result allows both to grasp more of the heavens.”
Ophelia looked dubious. “But you already have both yin and yang energy. Your dragon form is yang, isn’t it?”
Tanda looked like she finally understood something. “Ohhhh! Is that why you feel like one of my clan uncles?”
Blood chuckled. “No, I’d wager that’s just because she wants you to join her and Jake in bed.”
Tanda’s eyes grew big, as she looked at both Fhesiah and Jake. “O-Oh…Oh!” Jake could tell Tanda was still a bit confused, but mostly just shocked from her feelings over their bond. 
Fhesiah smirked at Tanda. “In the end, I have yang dragon flames, the power of creation. But I am still a woman, my bloodline energies only being a part of my whole. Most intelligent beings have both energies, but I simply have a different balance than most women. Men can still cultivate yin energy as well, it is just less common. They usually have better affinities for yang than yin, but there are always exceptions.”   
Jake looked further over the details of the technique as it was. “So then, the hope would be that at a minimum, you and I can practice this to strengthen your body, making it more resilient? Then, if this item personalizes it better for me, it might have similar results for me, or we can combine them? But aren’t you already… sturdy?”
The truth was, as Fhesiah had progressed through the [Foundation Establishment] realm, her body had become increasingly more resilient. As she refined her body, it was slowly becoming just as strong as armor.
Aside from the Mythic armor rewards from the Goddess, Jake would put his money on Fhesiah’s body being sturdier–and this is without her infusing Qi into it now. Thankfully, her skin kept its same soft, pliable nature.
She gave a proud smile. “I am. But this would be even more so, and it provides the benefit of improving my control of the two energies in question: my Yang Dragon flames, and my Yin Kitsune flames. Once again: it’s a dual benefit. It might even aid in growing your core while you temper my body, but it’s hard to say until we practice it. There’s also that it would normally be time-consuming, even if it is enjoyable. That’s why I’m not overly interested in it on its own. Not only is it too expensive for only myself, but there are other options for me.”
She showed a few items on the Menu from the temporary store, Jake looking on with interest. 
She continued, “I need a large assortment of pills and treasures to refine either of my bloodlines further, then, treasures to form my core. The truth is, while this Epic+ Store is a major windfall, I am a bit worried. I require so much to excel or strive for near-perfection this time around, that without some help, it could be years before I am ready for [Core Formation]. I know that even with the [Raid] giving massive rewards, it’s entirely likely I may need to enter a [Battleground], to get everything I need.”
Jake looked over the items, which were odd yin or yang treasures for merely advancing her bloodline. He said, “But the body tempering technique doesn’t help with all of that, does it?”
She smiled. “It does. Even if the created technique doesn’t help me as much as I hope, this one should move me forward, leaving me to just need to focus on treasures for [Core Formation], which the [Raid] should handle quite well. Because it’s compatible with my bloodlines, it should be able to aid in refining them. Combined with personal efforts, it’ll be enough.” 
She smiled even wider as she looked at Bloodberri. “I can also look forward to Blood and Berri to help with this.”
Jake rolled his eyes, nearly laughing at her shamelessness. “Oh really. Just how can they help?”
She snorted. “They have Yin and Yang energies too. They are the embodiment of chaos! Looking at it like that, Ophelia and Tanda could also be compatible: together. This is why I have hope for the technique when you use it. The goddesses might influence it, making it even more special. I can’t wait to see what happens!”
Ophelia and Tanda looked at each other and blushed at the implications. From what Jake understood, most beastkin didn’t mind mating in the same room with their mates. However, it was certainly an activity that was heavily focused on the male. Tanda could scarcely understand why Fhesiah would be interested in her.
Tanda was more blushing because it was not something she had done yet, while Ophelia was because she mostly wanted those activities with Jake to be private. 
Berri was more than on board, and she hugged Jake and Fhesiah at the same time. “You mean I might be able to make Jake stronger by breeding? Wow, it gives us even more reasons to do it now! Let’s do it! Buy it now! Let’s try it now!”
Fhesiah hugged her back. “Yes! We should level up all the time!”
Ophelia groaned. “This again? I can see there’s a lot of merit in this, as of course, Jake becoming stronger is something we all desire. But it feels like a bit of a gamble. That only leaves us with only 60,000 CP. We can only afford one top-tier piece of equipment, similar to what we have. Can we at least look at any other options, that could increase our overall strength?”
Everyone looked thoughtful, looking over the potential purchases for skills or abilities that would work well to improve their overall power as a team, besides a singular mythic-level equipment item. 
Of course, this appeared valuable for Ophelia, but while her equipment failed, it was only middle-Tier materials. They should now have the skills and funds for her to make something closer to the peak of their Tier on their own.
Ophelia sighed. “I guess I don’t really see any other way to spend 100,000 and get a larger improvement to the overall team. Jake already has Champion’s armor and weapon, so that just leaves a shield for him. Of course, I desire a better weapon and armor too. There’s a lot more trade skill books that are rare, and I see one that might help us with energy control, but I think we can learn that on our own.”
Blood nodded. “It is true. We can buy or eventually craft milord a shield, if we have better materials and skills. We can do the same for you, an upgraded armor or weapon, but that won’t make his body sturdy, or improve Fhesiah’s effectiveness. I believe this is a stronger path. So, what shall we do with the remainder?” 
Tanda said, “I don’t see anything that would make a significant difference. Ophelia got hurt as her armor and weapon were lacking, maybe that’s what we can get for the main item? But what else?”
Ophelia smiled at Tanda. “Thanks for thinking of me, but I think that’s a bit of a waste if we’re not all covered. Did you forget that your equipment is still Tier zero? I think that we should see this as part of the main preparations for the Raid, even if it’s not any time soon. It might be the last chance we have to purchase anything that might help progress ourselves.” 
She continued, “We should buy rare crafting materials such as monster corpses, as I think they are quite cost-effective. Then, books that help us move forward in our respective crafts. No spell or skill books, unless there is something truly missing. Or, something that can be shared, as we can learn the skills we want on our own with time. Something that would earn us all [Energy Control] like Fhesiah could pay dividends, as now thanks to our Hearths, we all have different energies to deal with.”
Jake said, “We got a bit sidetracked. So, I’m choosing the Fusion Ascension choice?”
Berri nodded and clasped her hands together over her chest with a hopeful smile. “Yes! The baby move and the breeding move, let’s do it!”
Ophelia sighed. “When you put it like that, I really feel like I’ve lost something? Still, the body tempering technique, if it comes through, will make your body as strong as armor by itself, and it’d be the same for Fhesiah. It may even improve the rest of us girls if we’re lucky. Then, I suppose… I was mostly on the side of the armaments, but it was close, anyway. They both appear to be good choices.”
Tanda nodded. “I was interested in the freedom of the armaments, but I’ll have to trust my new family and Tribe to handle it.”
Jake selected [Fusion Ascension] from his menu, selecting the specialization. For now, he gained the [Fusion Spell] skill. Jake frowned at the requirements for the ability, as it looked like it would be a challenge to activate successfully. 
He probed the skill, trying to make the spell function by pushing it to each of his girls.
Feeling out each of them, he thought the spell reacted more with Ophelia than anyone else, and Tanda was clearly the least, not yet having a hearth bond. Looking closer, he saw that Ophelia reached level 3 in her bond. 
Perhaps, it would require an even higher level than that to be successful, or they just needed to be in the right mental state. They would try it further over the coming weeks.
Tanda interrupted Jake’s thoughts. “Ophelia was talking about us grabbing trade skill books, but I don’t know what I want to do for my craft.”
Berri said, “Oh! We should ask the book lady for help! She probably knows many options. Plus, it would be a waste to buy anything, if she already knows about it!”
Jake nodded, remembering he would have to make her a new necklace, besides. “Her name is Amara, Berri. Their crafters may know about things that are rare, or might interest them. They likely can tutor us on a few things.”
Blood sighed. “She knew her name, she just gets too excited. We can speak with them now? They don’t sleep, after all.”
Jake gave a tired sigh. They would meet with Morwen and Yiming in the morning, and he was exhausted. His body had energy, but he could use a break. 
He had been running on no sleep for most of the last week. All his girls worked really hard this past week, and they could all use some rest. Jake didn’t even feel like cooking, and that said a lot. 
Jake sent a message to Valtor, letting him know he wanted his advice tomorrow. He sent as much information about themselves as he could in a short memo. Jake hoped linking the store and skill sheets was enough for him to peruse it. 
Otherwise, Valtor should have enough information to understand what Jake and his party wanted to meet after the meeting with Alliance members.
Jake said, “There’s only one item I think I want aside from all that.” He shared the item, [Fragment of Ancient Stellar Void], over their Menus.
Ophelia smiled. “For Ira? It’s true, it looks like Ira could use that. For 5,000 CP, it seems a bargain. Hopefully, this will help them advance?”
Fhesiah nodded with a smile. “I think that is a perfect purchase, for our little guardian. Well deserved.”
Jake went ahead and purchased the item and took it out from his storage bracelet. It was in a strange box similar to jewelry but with magical properties, likely to contain the special thing. 
When Jake opened the box, Ira stirred, and Jake could feel the longing.
“This is for you, Ira. I could feel how down and angry you were about being unable to influence our fight in a meaningful way. Hopefully, this will help you grow, and change that.”
Jake could feel Ira was thankful, and they seemed to stare at Jake in question, sending a flurry of emotions. Jake could hardly understand, so he asked for clarification. 
“You need some time to… eat this? You can take some time off being a guardian if that’s what it takes. We’ll miss you, but we’ll work around it.”
He received a mental nod from the creature, and Ira immediately wrapped themselves around it. Jake felt an odd energy build-up, and then a black crystal formed in front of the Hearth.
Fhesiah scanned it with her divine sense. “How curious. Despite the crystal being so small, I have a hard time seeing all the way through it. Space is warped, inside.” 
Jake was excited about Ira and its potential changes. The creature had been in a torpor lately, perhaps due to needing to grow. But with how much Jake had been working around the clock, the voidwrym had no chance to take a break. 
Having the right material and having some downtime must have been all the familiar needed to reach Tier 1 now. 
Jake said, “I think I’ll want to turn in early tonight, but maybe we can relax and play a game? We can play card games, so Tanda won’t have to spend a lot of time learning it.”
Tanda smiled. “Oh! I did like that checkers game. This one we would all play?”
Ophelia nodded. “There are card games for any number of players, depending.”
Jake was about to get up and prepare some food, but Fhesiah held his shoulder down and began massaging them. She had used her Bloodline Transformation and was shifted into her Dark Kitsune form.
Her voice was soothing. “Why don’t you let me and Bloodberri serve you instead, husband? We’ll take care of everything, while you relax for a bit. We all know how hard you worked for us, and everyone. Let’s have some fun and unwind a little bit.”
While Blood was learning telekinesis, cultivators like Fhesiah could almost always accomplish the same with heavenly energy within their [Divine Sense] range. With Fhesiah at [Foundation Establishment], she could slowly lift a car, even without a special ability. 
Fhesiah had even used a flying sword she stood on to fly at respectable speeds. Jake froze at the thought. Shouldn’t they be able to use something like that for travel?
[We’ve long since been able to replace Berri as a mount, using a flying boat powered by Qi or some other cultivator flying tool if one was available. But using it would have required a fair amount of my attention and effort. If I was doing that, I wouldn’t be nearly as far along with improving the beastkin’s awakening chances or progression. There is one in the Epic+ store for 20,000, but I think it’s not worth it. I don’t think I could beat Ophelia in a race with the flying sword or the larger tool, with you two becoming a rocket like you did.]
Food began flying out toward their gaming table, with Berri reheating some of their raptor meats. The small snacks on the table in front of them also moved, allowing them to move over to the gaming table.
Fhesiah’s hands dug into Jake’s shoulders, him just enjoying the massage as Ophelia showed Tanda the cards. 
Ophelia said, “What game should we play? There’s five of us, so some games we played with four are out.”
Berri called out from the kitchen, “Oh! How about old maid? That one’s easy!”
Fhesiah added, “We can have the loser play a penalty game too. Maybe, the loser has to do something the winner wants?”
Ophelia said, “That works. So, Tanda…”
Fhesiah kept working out the kinks in Jake’s back and shoulders until they were finally ready to play. They sat around their gaming table and put a movie on in the background. An animated film where various anthropomorphic animals sing songs trying to save a theater.
Tanda said, “Oh! But this looks good. I want to watch it.”
Jake said, “You’ll have plenty of opportunities to watch it. We’ll play, and you can just watch between turns. There’s a second film, too.”
They took to playing and snacking, more like a dinner for them. During the assault, they only had small breaks and snacks between the conquest buildings.
Fhesiah was the first out of the cards in the first game, and Tanda was the second. Blood was third, leaving Jake and Ophelia. Ophelia had two cards left, and Jake reached for one. 
Of course, her bond was shut down, and her face was locked up tight to not betray which card was the winner. Tanda looked on in interest, unable to see Ophelia’s card.
Tanda said, “Oh! Now I get it. So, you can trick your opponent.”
Blood asked, “Do your people have games like these?”
Tanda nodded. “Yeah. We play with dice and bones, mostly. We have a game where the goal is to get the most points, and you try to bluff the opponent on your scores.”
Jake grabbed a card and found a match, causing Ophelia to lose. 
Fhesiah said, “So close. Now, what should I choose that you do, I wonder? Hmm… How about a recap of our first challenge? Only this time, you were the loser. Since you’re so shy, you’ll have to kiss Jake for a minute in front of the rest of us, really get in there. It’s time to get over your shyness.”
Tanda asked, “Why are you so shy, Ophelia? But you’re so strong, and amazing! You should be confident, instead.”
Fhesiah added, “If that’s too much for you, you can squat lift Bloodberri, maybe? That would be fun to watch, too.”
Jake smiled at Ophelia. He was more than willing for each possible event.
She was blushing at everyone watching her, but she got up and confidently walked over to Jake. She encased her wings around him, forming a curtain, and kissed Jake hard on the lips, wrapping her entire body around him as she got on his lap. 
Jake couldn’t help but chuckle despite his lips being busy, as Fhesiah said, “Hey, that’s cheating!”
Tanda laughed, and Berri giggled. Berri said, “You didn’t say she couldn’t! She’s in front of us, kissing Jake!”
Ophelia felt some victory at her small win and enjoyed making out with Jake for a time. Their hands roamed over each other, and it was like the two of them were alone for a minute.
Fhesiah said, “Hmph, as if there’s anything my eyes can’t see. Whatever makes you more confident, sister. Either way, that was fun. Next game!”  
Jake was the first one out, followed by Fhesiah and Ophelia. That just left Tanda and Berri. She had 1 card, with Tanda two, her reaching for the last one. Berri had a look of concentration on her face, while Tanda’s was a stone wall. 
Berri reached for one card, and Tanda didn’t react. She went for the second card, and Tanda’s face didn’t change. However, a tail began to wag. Berri reached back for the other one, and it stopped. Berri reached for the other, and the tail started to wag again.
She giggled, as her expression took on a knowing look. “I got it!” She grabbed the one where the tail stopped wagging, and Tanda’s face was filled with despair. “Aww, how did you know?”
“Secret! It’s more fun this way. You’re such a good girl, Tanda!”
Tanda brightened, her tail beginning to wag, but she frowned, confused about why.
Fhesiah said, “What will you have Tanda do, husband? I know you’ve been itching to touch those ears and her fur some more.”
Jake chuckled and shrugged. He was interested, but it was a little weird.
Tanda was a little confused. “Huh? Why didn’t you just ask? Didn’t you brush me before?”
Fhesiah chuckled. “I’m sure it’s for the same reason I like to touch his abs, or his other fun parts. He doesn’t have fur, so it’s different for him to touch it–the grooming was a little different. He doesn’t ask because it’s awkward, since it’s like asking to pet you like an animal. Even though it’s not really different from putting his hands on our thighs, or groping our more womanly parts. Still, that’s a stage ahead of where he feels you are currently.”
Tanda blushed. “I can kind of see that. S-Still, I don’t mind. I liked when you put your arm around me, or when you took care of me, Jake. You can… pet me?”
She leaned forward, presenting her head to Jake, as she was close to his seat. Jake brushed his hand through her hair, feeling the silky soft hair and fur on her ears. He did scratch the base of her ears too, and Jake could tell she liked it because her tail wouldn’t stop moving. 
They spent about a minute luxuriating in him petting her as the girls dealt the next hand and chatted about things they would make the others do.
Jake pulled back his hand, and Tanda smiled at him. “That was nice. You don’t need a game to do that…”    
He chuckled. “I’m glad. Maybe next time we watch a movie, we can enjoy each other some more.”
Tanda was enjoying the movie, and being reminded made her exclaim, “Oh! I like the songs in this one too, do all movies have music like this?”
Ophelia laughed. “Not really, we are just choosing them because they do, mostly for you. These are actually movies more targeted for children, though many adults enjoy them with their family, too.”
Berri smiled. “I love the piggy! She has the correct number of children.”
Jake groaned. The piggy had roughly twenty children in the movie. They continued playing, Ophelia ordering Berri to tie herself into a pretzel using her tail in the next game, Tanda managing to get out second.
Berri got out first in the next game, which continued until Tanda held her last two cards out to Ophelia for her to pick. Ophelia reached out her hand, and Tanda’s expression was once again a steel trap. Ophelia reached out for the other, and a tail began to wag. She smiled.
Ophelia grabbed the other, winning the game. 
Tanda was confused. “How? It’s like you knew!”
Ophelia chuckled. “Your friend gave it away.”
Berri said, “No, don’t tell her!”
Tanda looked at Berri, then back at Ophelia with a frown. “My friend?”
“Your tail. It wags when you’re going to win.”
Tanda looked at her tail as if it betrayed her. She growled. “This again! I will get you under control, if it’s the last thing I do!”
Ophelia shrugged. “You could just not look at your cards, you know.”
Berri said, “Ophelia, you ruined it! Well, at least I get my game of baseball. That’s what I want, you’ll play with me later when we have time!”
Tanda asked, “Why baseball? And no! I refuse not to look at my cards and to not get this tail under control!”
“It’s the best sport ever! I’ll teach you. But that’s my order as queen maid, or whatever. Let’s play again, Blood needs to get Jake to play snowball fighting again with us!”
Jake shook his head. He was sure they would do that soon enough, even without the game.
They continued playing and snacking, and eventually, Tanda was holding two cards once more, this time with Jake trying to grab one. She filled her tail with auril, her face betraying nothing. Jake reached for each card, and the tail didn’t move, her just staring at Jake. Jake shrugged and grabbed one.
He completed his pair, Tanda once again losing. “Nooo! Well, at least I did it. Right?”
Jake chuckled. “You did, you kept your tail under control and betrayed nothing. But it was still just 50-50.”
Fhesiah said, “It looks like I get to order Tanda this time around. Hmm… How about you sleep with the rest of us tonight? You might have anyway, but if you’re willing, you can share sleeping in the same bed with us. We camped out a few times together, and I’m sure with us all surviving that deathly combat, that’s what Jake will want to do. Us girls are of the same mind. If you’re not comfortable with that, then you can eat one of Jake’s spicy wings.”
“Oh, I like that anyway! My dad always slept with all his mates. What’s a spicy wing?”
Fhesiah retrieved one from her storage bracelet, her always having some available, apparently. It was heated up with her flame to become steaming in but a moment. 
“Now, this one for me is a medium, but–”
Tanda snatched it and sniffed it. “This smells really good! I’ll eat this! Why’s this your order, or penalty game?”
Ophelia said, “It’s spicy. You should take care–”
Tanda took a bite, chewing on it. “Mmm, this is good!”
Fhesiah smiled. “It takes a moment.”
Tanda’s face heated up, sweat coming from her pores as her eyes widened. “Wha-What’s going on? It burns! Why is the food hurting me?”
She began clawing at her tongue as she stuck it out, but then she filled herself with auril, and her fighting instincts kicked in. The energy covered and protected her pain receptors, pushing away the particles of spiciness.
Tanda relaxed and looked at the remains of the wing with a hurt look. “It was so good, but then it hurt me. How can it do that?”
Blood said, “Most mammals are not good with spicy food. I wonder if it’s like that for you? Still, you get used to it over time. Perhaps not as much as her, though. Fhesiah’s medium is more a death to humans level.”
Fhesiah frowned as she also enjoyed one. “These are already getting closer to a mild level for me. I have to remove heavenly energy from my tongue now to even feel the burn, and that is becoming less and less possible, my body merging with the heavens. I don’t think I’ll be able to enjoy it at the same levels once I create my [Cultivator’s Core].“
She smiled at Tanda. “But that was fun for all sorts of reasons, you’re such a good sport, Tanda.”
Tanda looked at the wing sadly. “Maybe, I can try one less spicy?”
Jake nodded. “I’ll be happy to make you some another time.”
Tanda brightened, looking over at the gaming table and all the cards. “This was a lot of fun! You really play like this all the time?”
Ophelia said, “We do. What do your people do? You have such big families!”
Tanda smiled. “That depends. Most avian beastkin like to sing and dance, but taking care of the many little ones takes a lot of effort to keep them entertained. Others rough-house, some do clan-related tasks and training, but we definitely like to play games!” 
Berri said, “I want to see the kids dance and sing! The ones in Cascadia mostly play or play fight.”
Tanda nodded. “A lot of us like to do different things! That’s part of what goes into forming Clans. Some beast parentage favor certain things, but we are quite diverse. I’m glad I can have fun together like this.” 
Tanda smiled. “Because none could beat me in a courtship duel, I was afraid that I would have to compromise and accept the first male that could. Instead, my heart sings with joy at the fun we have together. Not only is my mate strong, but his mates are strong too, working as one to protect the balance. How we will do that might be a little different than I had pictured, but I know in my heart this is what was needed.”
Jake smiled at her. “We’re happy to have you with us too, Tanda. I know we’re going to save Highlands, and keep it safe. We’ll fight hard to make it so.”
Tanda looked over to Ophelia, then back to Jake. “Yeah. Our family is strong, and we will defeat this evil. I’m overjoyed that we can have so much fun, too.” 
The family cleaned up and got ready for bed, and the girls wore comfortable sleepwear. Fhesiah wore a red silk nightgown that was purposefully not too tantalizing, while Ophelia wore some cute blue polka-dotted pajamas that buttoned up. 
They covered her from neck to foot, as she often did, as she liked to be warmer than Jake. He always just wore a tank top and his boxers to bed.
Bloodberri loved to wear a cute giant onesie that was like a big sock for her snake body when it was time for sleep. Today, the top was definitely a dog with floppy ears on top of her head, and Jake wondered how a beastkin might feel about her dressing up as an anthropomorphic dog. 
Underneath was always some sexy lingerie, making her have the odd combination of children's pajamas and adult playtime, though Jake wouldn’t be seeing that tonight. The end of her snake body actually had little dog feet and a tail, like she was some kind of snake dachshund.
Tanda arrived, and it appeared Ophelia loaned her one of her pajamas, as she usually slept in the nude. She looked at Bloodberri in interest.
“It looks like you’re wearing… Some kind of dog beastkin with heavy beast blood clothing? That’s cute!”
Berri smiled. “Yes, I’m a big fan of doggies! I’m like a snake dog tonight. Arf Arf!” Her body came closer to Tanda and rose up into the air, towering over Tanda with her massive body.
Tanda stumbled back a little and laughed awkwardly. Her eyes grew big. “Y-Yeah, like a giant…snake…dog…”
Jake chuckled. “Sometimes her size really throws you off. She does her best to maintain distance to keep herself from feeling menacing, but every so often it hits you.”
Tanda looked at Bloodberri with wonder. “Some of my uncles can be pretty big, like you met Seamus. But she’s…even bigger…”
“Aww, Tanda! I’d never let my body hurt you. C’mere!”
Berri lowered herself and motioned for Tanda to give her a hug. She did, and Berri wrapped her arms around Tanda. Her face was covered in her clothed chest, and Jake could see a smile on both girls. 
Ophelia was fluffing a few extra pillows on Jake’s bed, and Fhesiah was floating in the air, lying down, waiting for everyone to get situated.
Jake lay down in the middle, Ophelia lying down to his right. Jake was surprised when Tanda flew into his other side with a wide smile. Fhesiah laid down behind Ophelia, giving her a hug at the same time.
Berri wrapped her tail around the bed more than once but lay her upper body next to Tanda on the other side.
“You don’t mind, do you, sister?”
Tanda smiled. “No! This is fun. It’s really like when I was growing up! Me and my brothers and sisters would often sleep in a large bed, or more like a large bedding. We kept each other warm!”
Her tail was wagging, which brushed against Berri’s chest.
Berri giggled. “Your tail tickles! It’s like a feather duster.”
Jake smiled and let his left arm wrap around Tanda. She hugged him and said, “Your body’s so warm. I like it.”
The five of them enjoyed being close to one another and eventually drifted off to sleep.            




Chapter 13 - The War Continues


Jake awoke to a very feathery, soft embrace. Both of his feathered women surrounded him, their bodies and wings clinging onto him. He enjoyed it for a moment as the girls all began to stir, each giving him a hug and a kiss as they awoke.  
Fhesiah was already awake, reading through the Yin-Yang technique and committing it to memory. 
She held some kind of crystal that somehow had information she was transcribing the details to as she floated in the air above their bed.
Jake made all the girls breakfast, including some auril boar bacon and an omelet with sliced ham over toast. The girls enjoyed it before doing some magic practice before the meeting.
He had numerous things to work on for improvement. He learned from the big battle and the choice of Ophelia that he needed to rethink his [Runebound] technique. Then, Jake still had to enchant his and the girl’s hearths. 
Soon, he would have to practice…whatever it was that would result from using the array on the Yin Yang technique and practice Fhesiah’s version with her. 
He couldn’t help but be excited about this, sure that it would be a magical experience in more ways than one.
Then, he would also need to practice the [Fusion Ascension] technique. He would have to practice with each of his girls to summon the special creatures. 
Before the battle at the HQ, it was starting to feel like he was stuck or unable to progress. These new things had added a path for him to push his other skills toward the peak of the Tier. Runebound had advanced as a result of understanding it better after the Wrath issue. 
Hopefully, after meeting with the Eternum later, they could also provide a means for them to advance their crafts. 
Gaining access to true Tier 1 materials had rapidly moved them through the early ranks of Tier 1, but as they neared the peak, things got slower for them once again. Earning [Sub-skills] or more about how to advance themselves would allow them to move forward.
The Hart family arrived a little early for the meeting, but many of the Eternum were already waiting. Valtor and Amara were there, along with Zorina and Mysticus, the divination tool and mystical abacus, respectively. 
Morwen and Bedwyr were early as well. Bloodberri went immediately to speak to Rhia, and Fhesiah went to chat with the witch broom. Ophelia and Tanda went to go view the conquest table together. 
Valtor and Morwen were talking, and Jake thought Valtor appeared slightly nervous. His posture was slunk down instead of the confident, almost flamboyant one he saw yesterday, and Amara’s book body was even closed.
Jake greeted them, “Good morning, Morwen, Bedwyr. Hello Valtor and Amara, is something the matter?”
Morwen appeared to smile underneath her veil. “Greetings, Chief Jake. I’ve reassured Valtor there shall be no problems, but he’s a little afraid of my kind, my class. I do feel like if not for the Framework, I would have a fair amount of control over some weaker Eternum. This is a worrisome, as the enemy undead such as necromancers could take control of them if they are strong enough. We certainly don’t want any Eternum present when an HQ is attacked.”
Jake frowned. “We’ll need to take some precautions for that, then. Did the preparations go well, Valtor?”
Valtor nodded his armored head. “We were able to gather enough information that I feel we’ve got what should be an accurate picture. I wish we could have been here sooner, for we could have prioritized different things. I’ll talk about this during the briefing, but you and the beastkin have done an excellent job: with the resources and information available to you.”
Jake nodded. He knew, on some levels, they were beginners at fighting this war. His party was an elite one, but there might have been more they could have accomplished if other Battlegroups were roaming around. 
That, or they could more intelligently direct the avian beastkin to achieve more than just recruitment and consolidation of the clans. 
His party had needed to build up the beastkin from scratch to get them to the point that they would matter at all in the war. Jake did not want to rely on the Adventurers arriving and making progress when they returned. 
He wanted the Adventurers to reduce his party’s workload, but didn’t want to rely on them.
Yiming and Longwei were next to arrive. Yiming was startled when he saw the floating armor and other implements, but otherwise resumed his stride. Longwei just laughed, and their wives took in the room with interest.
Yiming strode up to Jake. “Greetings, Lord Jake. I take it this is the new [Head Administrator]? I haven’t seen this manner of people, they are like the undead such as Bedwyr, but also not.”
Jake nodded and provided them some information on their origins.
“Very interesting. They should be valuable allies, indeed. The frontier is yet young, and those with experience at our Tier are uncommon.”
Longwei looked at Valtor with excitement, commenting to himself and his sworn brother, “I wonder how sturdy their armor really is. When your body is armor, you have to be pretty strong?”
Yiming chuckled. “I get the feeling our ally there is more of a scholar than a fighter, my friend. Still, I can tell he is quite sturdy.”
Rookard, Seamus, and Vesuvius were the last to arrive together.
Seamus said, “Little Tanda! I see you are well rested. And you, Ophelia, isn’t it? I definitely know I want to fight you. I must learn your secret. You were on death’s door yesterday, but now so full of life! Rookard here told me how powerful you were, standing up to the Death Knight. Amazing!”
Ophelia gave a proud smile, but it was Tanda that responded, her tail wagging in pride. “She really was outstanding! The healing is thanks to their Refuge. They have a magic hearth from the goddess, that restores them. That, and Jake’s delicious food!”
Seamus stared at Jake, his large lion face impassive. “I have to try it! Clan Hart, you are quite strong, I can feel it in my heart. It sings a song of glory and righteousness, I look forward to joining you on the field of battle!”
Rookard nodded. “Clan Hart is strong, and Hearthtribe is growing, my friend. A tribe that will span all of Highlands, we’ll band together and push the enemy back. You should think of joining.”   
Valtor said, “It looks like everyone is here. Let us begin shortly, please gather around the Conquest Table.”
The group gathered around, everyone looking at the conquest table in interest. It was currently quite zoomed out, seeing Highlands as a whole. 
As Jake compared Highlands to North America in his mind, he decided Cascadia and Life’s Haven were located somewhere around Colorado and Utah, but Harmony Peaks was situated in the North, around where the border to Canada would be. 
There were even more frozen tundra areas located in the deep north, where very few if any beastkin congregated.
There was a wide path of Alliance Nodes now east and west going North, but the east and west coasts were mostly empty of Nodes, only currently having a narrow path of them originating from Cascadia. It did appear that a Node did already arrive at both coasts.
For now, the map was blanketed in many dots of red, the enemy's conquest. Blue was concentrated heavily near where Rifts had been cleared in what would be the Midwest, and then where population centers were on the coasts. 
Near the coasts was much red, and dots all over the continent. Even the far south and north had quite a few Rifts growing.
Valtor said, “Let’s rewind this, so we can understand the full picture–where we’re at here. Let’s talk about the landing.”
The conquest started near Harmony Peaks, where the betrayers were located, along with positioning itself against Life’s Haven, the primary HQ, and the two coasts. There were other landing spots, but these immediately stood out as high-effort locations in Jake’s mind, with the number of Rifts and size of them.
“I have worked with Zorina and Mysticus to determine some of these Rift’s placements, based on conquest progress loss in those areas. It’d be impossible to tell right away without scouting, as some of these areas haven’t had initiated to scout them. However, conquest progress does occur or show on the conquest table over time, even without initiated scouting. It’s clear that these four areas are what Tartarus considered the highest priority targets.”
The four areas were the areas near Life’s Haven, Harmony Peaks, and the two coasts. The enemy’s conquest then continued on the coasts and in many areas across all what would-be states. 
Dots, where Rifts of various sizes appeared, had slowly become large swathes of color over time. The time moved forward by almost a week by this time.
Valtor continued, “I can tell, by the speed of conquest growth, that the enemy is using a conquest multiplier, such as the undead using blight. There are other methods that cause terrain to be transformed and thus conquest to be enhanced, such as fire or ice creatures spreading their domain, but based on reports it appears this is the most likely. This way, the enemy doesn’t even need to fight the independent inhabitants, as their land is slowly transformed.”
Amara added, “This is significant because it sort of locked Tartarus into using them. It can take on a strategy like using a certain type of creature more than others, and that reduces the cost of their usage. If they want a Rift of different creatures, they would need to pay more to deviate from this.”  
Yiming nodded. “This way, the inhabitants will die even if they are in hiding, eventually. Insidious.”
Most of the rifts were appearing more near Life’s Haven and Cascadia. The Adventurer’s progress in defeating various Rifts was shown. But for each one they conquered, nearly two were spawning.
“You can see that while there are Rifts all over Highlands, most of those in these other areas are smaller. The cost to start conquest in these more remote locations has a larger investment, unless they use much smaller Rifts, such as those that just spawn weaker creatures over time. While the larger Rifts only take a week to pop out something like a Boss Monster, it takes time for these smaller ones to grow to that level, and instead release small squads of enemies. Mobility is a factor in the war, but Tartarus still decided to pay the price to start its attack in these many areas early. It did this because it knew it could play both the short and the long game at the same time, not losing many, if any, of these Rifts at all.”
Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise. It had felt like it had rushed to try to end the game quickly, but it was certainly hedging its bets. 
The table progressed forward, reaching the two-week mark. At this point, the underground Rift had become massive, along with several near Life’s Haven and Cascadia becoming significant. Rookard looked on at the one near his tribe with anger.
“It appears this was the major turning point. It invested extremely heavily near this Harmony Peaks. Just from our calculations, an enemy Champion arrived. The cost must have been absolutely massive, likely requiring heavy amounts of sacrifice; an empowered ritual. That’s the only way Mysticus could determine it possible. Even knowing that there are Beast Avatars here and the world being alive, it’s hard to picture that the south invasion and north attack combined would be feasible otherwise.”
A few days progressed, and a large army gathered near Life’s Haven. “Mysticus found some additional investment here. A little over 2 weeks into the assault, Tartarus changed its motive. It stopped spawning additional Rifts on the coasts and across the continent, and focused here. It wanted to score major blows, and it wanted to do it immediately.”
Jake reasoned that this was when they won the [Fortress Assault]. Life’s Haven and Nature’s Crossroad were assaulted nearly simultaneously a few days later, Life’s Haven repelling the attack. Nature’s Crossroads was lost, and a week later, the assault continued against Life’s Haven, being lost about a week before Jake’s arrival.
The Northern Rift shrunk as time passed further. Valtor added, “It appears the defeat of the Champion had reduced the Rift. His need to withdraw from the field of battle, along with him drawing upon more sacrifice, lead to the Rift to require time to begin spawning more enemies once again.”
Wildheart City was attacked and was lost to Tartarus, the Rifts building to continue the assault against Cascadia.
The Necromancer was defeated at Cascadia by Jake, and then there was another shift.
“Here, you can see Tartarus somewhat shift to the long game once more. It spawned several larger Rifts on the coasts near its own territory, rather than trying to extend or gain much new area. It is focused on these coasts, along with the rivers and lakes. Tartarus put up a defense against Jake’s party, but we can see that you stomped them out with ease. Really, your mobility is extremely impressive. There were even some powerful Rifts here, but they were rolled through like everything else. I would expect an experienced Battlegroup looking at the results, the idea that at most three combatants accomplished most of this is very curious.”
Jake and his girls looked on with pride as they saw their work reflected on the table. Fifty Rifts were taken out as quickly as they could be spawned in the area around and between Cascadia and Life’s Haven, and even Tanda’s flock won back various territories, adding Alliance Nodes across a large portion of the continent.
The attack was defeated up north, then Life’s Haven was taken back.
Amara’s voice was filled with awe. “This is an amazing accomplishment. The distance between these two points mark major investment from Tartarus’ part. Unfortunately, while these were major victories, it appeared Tartarus invested heavily elsewhere. It knew it had a large chance to lose, so it had paid to advance the coasts.”
Valtor nodded. “By Mysticus’ calculations, and some additional divinations from Zorina, we believe that there is a near certainty that Tartarus is planning on using an Advanced Challenge. A [Greater Rift] should spawn in the next month or two.”
Jake groaned. Jake and his party were somewhat familiar, having read about the more advanced challenges, such as the [Fortress Assault]. Yiming and Morwen both gasped as the beastkin Chieftains just looked on in confusion. 
It was Yiming who responded, “I see some of our allies are not familiar with this. [Greater Rift]’s are like dungeon entrances, though not exactly the same. Inside lies a special challenge, that must be completed in order to close it. But the problem with a [Greater Rift] is that if left unchecked, it will often spawn something much stronger than a simple boss monster. It could spawn something above our Tier. Even if that monster is defeated, the [Greater Rift] will not be closed, unlike a regular Rift.”
Ophelia frowned. “How can it progress the war so rapidly here like this? Ariminum has been at war for years, never once spawning a challenge such as this.”
Valtor sighed. “The reason is two-fold. One, the people in this room. That we have this many Champions and potential Champions, allows Tartarus much more leeway to crank up the difficulty. The second, is how successful it has been at killing the uninitiated. A world like Ariminum has few if any ever being killed, the cities built and organized for defense, requiring significant investment on Tartarus’ part. The conquest is almost entirely decided by a slow tug of war game, of it killing Adventurers that respawn only.” 
Valtor waved his hand across the map, showing dozens upon dozens of rifts, large and small, across the continent. “Each Rift here likely represents dozens dying. It accelerates the progress significantly. One uninitiated killed of equal level is worth nearly ten times the amount because they are not protected by the Framework.”
Tanda’s breath caught in her throat, and the three Chieftains gripped the table angrily. Jake and his girls were also filled with emotion, thinking about all the beastkin people that had died. They had done everything they could, and yet still many died. 
Valtor continued, “I’m sorry to be the bringer of such sorrowful news. That most are level zero helps, but each life or soul it claims counts. This is why you can see that all people must consider joining the Framework, to protect their people and lands. Moving on, it is clear that the moment Jake’s party arrived, it began building up for the larger challenge. Still, I think it could not account for how rapidly you were able to take Life’s Haven, Jake. This was a big win, and you all should be proud. I think I have an explanation for even that, however.”
The table zoomed out and now showed a larger hologram above the table. Jake was familiar with what they were now looking at – it was the multiverse. They were now looking at the Yggdrasil.
They were zoomed in on just one small branch; the little leaves or worlds looked like bubbles. To be honest, Jake thought it looked a lot like a broccoli flower, the smaller stems joining larger ones down the stalk toward the larger tree. 
Jake saw Earth, where he took the path to their leisure world, headed towards Ariminum and eventually to Highlands. Several planets were highlighted in red, showing contested, for the most part, those on the flower's edges. 
Fringe worlds were purple and on the complete outer edges, while there were many blue worlds not currently in conflict. He also saw the Bastions, white worlds where they were completely protected.
“This is our Sector. Here, you’ll see Highlands.” The camera zoomed in some more, focusing on it. There was just one pathway heading to it, but the branch or stem became thick from there, with many paths heading off. It zoomed out a bit, and many trails were highlighted toward other red worlds, some of which had become black. They were much larger worlds than Highlands.
“Now, we have had some enemy champions in the Sector show up, on the few Tier 2 worlds, and few Tier 3 worlds in the Sector. If we look at how long it would take for a Champion to arrive from these points…”
Timed counters appeared on many worlds, showing the time. One was at very close to three weeks, but the others were after.
“I think it possible that a Champion just barely could not arrive in time to stop your party, or, they chose not to, knowing one Champion alone might not be enough. Then, we have two more that could arrive at any time, potentially. This is not even including Champions that might be coming from outside the Sector, as it could take a lot longer, but could have taken some foresight.”
Ophelia was a little alarmed, “You mean they’d have had to use predictions to send them early? Why not a Chosen, too?”
Valtor nodded. “That’s right, they’d have needed to use divinations or more to understand they needed to bring more resources from another Sector. Regarding Chosen, Frontier sectors do not have Chosen Heroes appear in them for regular war, other than the lower Tier gods. They are chess pieces at the level where their movement causes all gods on both sides to react, as their defeat makes significant changes to the landscape at higher levels.” 
He continued, “A god becomes vulnerable with their Chosen dead, their own Sector at risk. Usually, Chosen Heroes only appear on Tier 4 or higher worlds, often on the God’s Sanctums themselves. The idea that a Chosen would risk themselves for a mere Tier 1 world is quite unlikely. Even a Tier 2 world has only happened a handful of times in all history, and for worlds that Tartarus or the Alliance considered a lynch pin for the Sector.”
Ophelia asked, “So, they can only send Champions at us? That’s good news, for us. We can deal with Champions. Also, the number of Champions sighted seems slight, the fact that we’ve already defeated six in total seems significant.”
Yiming chuckled. “That’s an understatement, Valkyrie Ophelia. Less than a hundred Tartarus Champions in total have died in this Sector at all Tiers. This is a major accomplishment!”
Longwei gave a proud smile. “Of course, Lord Guan Yu and his brothers account for nearly half of those that fell on the enemy’s side. Clan Hart is strong, but they’ll need to work hard to catch up to our Lord!”
Amara’s pages ruffled and opened to a diagram after taking attention back to her. On it were several details. Jake saw a picture of Rifts, a fortress, siege weapons, swarms of giant beasts, glimmering monsters, Champions, and more. 
He saw something that looked a little alarming. Amara was about to say something, but Jake decided he wanted to know.
Jake asked, “What are those odd ships, that look like squids?”
Amara said, “Those are what show up if you bypass the Framework’s protections and use disallowed technology. It requires conscious effort to accomplish this, as the compulsions would normally prevent you from doing it. Let’s just say that as much as the dwarves and gnomes are confident in their technology, we’ve lost all the worlds where they tried their theories. It wasn’t even close.”
Jake was alarmed, but reassured that he would have to intentionally try to break the rules for that to happen.
She said, “Back to the Champions. It’s a major success to defeat one, let alone four, and I’m proud to serve those that have. However, there are a few things to keep in mind. First, not all Champions are equal. There are some paladins or priestesses that have progressed themselves so far that they too can defeat one, at these higher Tiers. The earlier they became a Champion and the more sparks they have obtained, the more powerful they can be when they show up, even when brought down to lower Tiers here. Then, some Divine are more powerful than others, and their investment in their Champions are higher. They can even empower them with ritual sacrifice.”
Jake and his girls sort of knew this. In a way, Jake had the potential to match any of these top Champions, having started as early as possible, but the problem is that it is just that–potential. 
A Champion of a higher Tier being brought down would be limited to what a soul could withstand regarding capability, and Jake wasn’t there yet. 
Most likely, Jake had only taken on Champions that were of Tier 2 and brought down to Tier 0 or 1, Champions that could have eventually been powerful as they rose in Tier, but they weren’t just yet. 
Bedwyr interjected, “[Greed] and [Eternal Night] are known to be powerful, but [Loviatar] and [Apophis] are waning in their power. [Dreadbeast] was a surprise, as all others have heavy investments in this Sector, except for him.”
It surprised Jake to hear that Apophis was somewhat weak. In Egyptian myth, he was the ultimate foe, requiring much sacrifice for Ra and his allies to keep in check. A lot of things changed with the war on Tartarus, both from aspects of the game and the enemy’s arrival. 
At one point, Apophis himself might have fought Tartarus, before switching sides.   
Amara continued, “While Champions are one thing to worry about, there are many more tools Tartarus has at its disposal. Blood detailed how the encounter powered up while you were present, that is another example. It can also invest heavily into a single creature, and if it owns enough territory, it can even invest in its own type of [Mass Migration]: an enemy intelligent race or species showing up with their own autonomy.”
She added, “Then, it can bring advanced weaponry, items, and equipment empowered by the evil gods. They can even invest in the defenses of their holdings, such as this city you retook. I wager the next one will be much more difficult in different ways! From siege equipment to special weaponry–”  
Tanda started. “Oh! Yeah, the enemy Champion had something like that, a black arrow that shot through dozens of my people. Can we get something like that?”
Amara said, “Maybe! The reality is that it requires a lot of effort and knowledge. We do not have all that is necessary, and we’ll need your help. Looking at what you have accomplished already, I think it’s possible! Let’s work together and make special items!”
Valtor continued, “That brings us up to speed on where the war is, and what can potential challenges exist.”
Jake said, “Well, there’s one more thing worth mentioning. The Naga.”
Blood nodded from where Berri was playing over with Rhia again, playing a four-in-a-row game this time. “There was something going on with them. Like they were being controlled.”
Valtor appeared troubled. “Where do the Naga congregate?”
Tanda said, “The largest tribes of them are at the coasts. They definitely like it where it is warmer, but they can be found just about anywhere there.” She pointed at a few locations. “These locations are well known to have the largest of them. They are somewhat a communal species, and we know they have a sort of hierarchy. But they are monstrous, and they do mostly keep to themselves unless you enter their territory. Normally.”
Valtor asked, “And some showed up here, this far inland? I do see there are rivers both above and underground. Mysticus! Use this information with the data we’ve collected. Work with Zorina to try to determine where the [Greater Rift] might spawn.”
The odd cage with mystical patterns in its base with a bell, hovered over the conquest map. The abacus floated next to it, and they both shimmered. Lights of every color lit up on the abacus as the beads went back and forth. 
The pendulum swung within the cage, and the bell dinged as Zorina moved around the map, causing the abacus to make more calculations. Eventually, the two arrived at an area on the northeast coast. Overall, not too far from where the Naga would congregate.
Mysticus said, “It is here! Within a hundred miles of this location!”
Valtor was about to say something else when Zorina chimed again. The pendulum swung all the way to the other side, heading towards the West Coast. The two floated over and began once more. The bell chimed as it circled around the other coast, eventually heading south.
Mysticus said once again. “Here! Within a hundred miles!”
Valtor gestured, and both locations were circled around the map. Then, the other Alliance HQ, Nature’s Crossroads was shown.
He sighed. “That certainly complicates things. They are not yet spawned, as a challenge such as this will show on the map even without being scouted. This is a difficult challenge! Most worlds would at most have one of these challenges to worry about. That we have two, then enemy Champions, and to already be fighting from behind! This is scary indeed.”
Ophelia said, “But these challenges haven’t spawned yet, and we’re arming the beastkin. They are getting good at defending themselves. We just need to retake this other HQ, and work towards clearing out these locations?”
Valtor nodded, but his voice was solemn. “I don’t see it as everything is lost, make no mistake. But this will be a hard won battle. We can already see since yesterday many large Rifts have opened near Nature’s Crossroads. Because of that, Tartarus is going to delay us as much as possible from working to the other side of the continent. This location might even have the enemy Champions, or, they could be located near either [Greater Rift]. It’s impossible for us to track the overall power of the Rifts in this area, until we have some eyes on them. We must get scouts in the area immediately.”
Jake groaned. “Winning this HQ felt like a major victory, but two [Greater Rifts], the other HQ, and enemy Champions sounds like the battle has just begun. Tanda’s flock will get the [Alliance Nodes] out, Vesuvius and his people will need to cross the continent underground to find other reptile beastkin.”
Morwen said, “We should be able to aid you, Lord Jake. Each of us bring our own people to make progress against the enemy: Yiming, Seamus, Rookard, Tanda’s people, and Hearthtribe, you shall not be the only ones making progress any longer. The problem is mobility.”
Valtor pointed at the map. “These are both nearly two thousand miles from here, and over three thousand miles apart from each other. Not only that, but we have to safeguard the Heart of the World at Harmony Peaks, besides.”
Jake and Ophelia got queasy as they looked at the map. They could arrive at either coast in a day if they became a rocket once again. Maybe, they could even become a more improved rocket now that she had her chosen technique. But now, with enemy Champions about, was it safe for them to travel this way? 
Ophelia said, “Is there any way your people can help, Valtor? It sounds like we need to improve the mobility of many of the beastkin, to get our armies to the coasts, while also attacking this city.”
Valtor laughed uproariously. “I thought you’d never ask. Why don’t we just build an airship? My people can build a–”
A chime alarmed from Zorina. “Partially true!”
“Damn it, Zorina! With the Champion’s help, my people…probably can make it happen! Jake already made some blimps, we just need to take them a step further! With that, we will build a superior means of conveyance, even if not exactly an airship, that will move our forces across the continent in a respectable amount of time, to assault the enemy!” 
He looked over at Zorina with his flaming ghostly eyes narrowed.
Valtor and Amara then reviewed their plan, including Jake’s purchases with the Epic+ store. It turned out that even Rookard and Vesuvius had received access as part of their contribution, and they had been allotted enough to grab a few of the necessary books and components that Jake’s party could not cover. 
Thankfully, many of the books were dual-purposed, aiding Jake and his party in advancing their respective professions. Then, they would be able to aid those in Hearthtribe, and make various high-end equipment.
Jake said, “Thanks, Valtor, Amara. We really appreciate the effort, it’s clear your expertise is shining through here.”
Amara’s pages turned, and scripts lit up. “You’re welcome, Lord Jake. It’s an honor to serve someone who finally appreciates us! Then, we can advance ourselves after all these years. We are happy to fight alongside you, in our own way.”
From where she was playing with Rhia, Berri said, “And you can make babies soon, right? Rhia, maybe they’ll make you a brother!”
“I like that! And I’m growing bigger! I want to be as big as Bloodberri.”
Fhesiah added, “Soon, we’ll see new allies, including dryads and treants! It’s going to get quite busy.”
Jake had several paths before him; the war had only just begun. But Jake now had many new allies, working together to achieve the goal of winning back Highlands. The mysterious Naga was a problem, along with the potential betraying reptile beastkin. 
Jake and his girls were up to the task, but would they be enough? Once again, he would have to work hard and rise to the challenge.




Chapter 14 - Hearth Enchantment


Jake was now in the magical workshop of Life’s Haven, a facility created for magical research. It had been a few days since meeting the Head Administrator.  
They had continued their schedule of training, building the wall, helping refugees, and closing Rifts. 
Only now, Jake had added some time with Amara and her magical researchers. He was already learning a lot about magic, the unique perspectives of the Eternum and Emberborn giving him a lot to think about.
He poured over the books obtained from both the [Multiverse Market] and [Epic+ Contribution Store] in front of him, cross-referencing details to understand the many complicated magical topics contained within. 
When a paragraph included complex, interlinked processes, understanding the presented information was a real struggle.
Then, the information was often incomplete or misunderstood by the author, leading Jake to have to come up with experiments. 
Skill books were perfected knowledge within the Framework, or at least what it considered to be, but these were authored by those living within it, instead. 
Most of what they purchased was knowledge gathered by magical researchers; their information was not always perfect.
Thankfully, he had other seekers of the truth to help.
Amara, the magical tome, was floating near Jake.
Jake said, “These magic circles are interesting. I had seen the runes on Odin’s armor, and noticed he arranged runes in a hexagonal shape or design, so I began using them. This says the circle balances the mana flow, the scripts manifesting the intent of the casters. One only has to meet the mana requirements of the spell by channeling mana into it. Should I be using this?”
Amara shook herself back and forth. “I think not. While Magic Circles are much easier to use, there is loss. The circle balances the mana flow well, but there is still loss as mana is channeled. Usually, this is counteracted by numbers, to supply massive amounts of mana. Your elite party is different.”
She continued, “Then, the rules and complexity of Runic Magic is empowered by the Nordic faith and contributions to the Framework itself, enhancing the outcome. I’d estimate your flaming spears and similar spells are enhanced by nearly thirty to fifty percent, when considering mana cost, power, speed of casting, and more.”
Jake sighed. He had hoped to be able to make a Tier 2 spell using magic circles when he learned Morwen and her priestesses were capable of using many Tier 2 spells as a team. But losing that kind of effectiveness would mean spending so much of his mana it’d hardly be worth it. 
He could use runes instead of scripts within the circles, but the runes would lose their advantages by bypassing the rules. Thankfully, the scripts and circles did have certain benefits when he began using them for his enchanting.
His spell rods could be enhanced by the scripts, allowing him to produce more specific outcomes. 
This would help him with his stone conjuration spell rods when he completed them. He was sure that using the scripts and tying them in, they could make specific sized blocks of stone.
“Maybe you can help me here. I know with group circle casting, Morwen can achieve several Tier 2 spells with her priestesses. I’ve been struggling to create any with runes, even though I’m pretty sure I’ve met the quantity, quality, and complexity requirements. My divine hearth flames and core solve the quality and quantity issue, while the magic circle usually accomplishes this. As for complexity…”
Amara’s book bobbed up and down before opening to a page in her book, mana drawing lines within. Jake saw numerous diagrams being drawn out about magical formations to manage mana flow and balance, and his eyebrows rose in surprise. They were quite detailed, which meant Amara had researched this knowledge deeply.
Her borders lit up, and Jake guessed pride was radiating from her. “I’ve done much research on this topic, as formations and Runic Magic are commonly used within the Framework. I prefer scripts and spell forms, but I can see the power in runes. Maybe, if we take a step back first, we’ll be able to find a path forward. Crossing the Tier on your own would be a near impossible challenge, normally. Let’s start here, you said Odin used hexagons?”
Jake nodded, and a magical pointing stick appeared, looking like a hologram. Jake did his best to feel it with his mana and reviewed it with his [Arcane Eye], trying to see if he could replicate it. His musing was interrupted by it pointing to the runes, the uruz rune.
“Many of these runes can be used as a sort of cantrip. I’m sure you’ve used the uruz rune to make a spark of flame. A few require at least one, but sometimes two more, making a runic phrase.”
She then began casting a few runic cantrips, combining different runes. But Jake noticed that she floated them all into the same hexagon shape. Usually, the runes either drifted into the center or into several corners. 
She continued, “Still, there appears to be a clear cutoff of when cantrips end and true spells begin. Do you know what that is?”
Jake frowned, thinking back to his original spells. He had not floated the runes into a hexagon, and even his functions put the runes in a simple line.
“I don’t think I could make any true spells without three runes, or three runic phrases.”
“That’s right. Spells don’t need to be arranged like this to manifest, but it’s easier to understand the limitations or restrictions for why a spell might not work, or why it might not be balanced by arranging them this way. Now, at what point did the runes become a Tier 1 spell?”
Jake thought back to his first exploding ball of flame spell. A total of twenty-four runes were meticulously crafted and balanced around what was essentially four spells strung together. 
Jake did his best to reproduce her hologram, using what appeared to be a light spell form that allowed him to push his intent and create the shapes he chose, needing to make a grid of them every few inches. 
He floated the light constructs representing the Nordic runes into the four hexagons. The runes rested on each side of the shape, the hexagon's six sides. Arranged like a diamond, the four hexagons each connected to two others.
Amara chuckled. “Not bad, that was your first time to make a managram, wasn’t it? Your skill with mana is impressive. Now, I think what you’ll find is that your first spell was actually a little overkill. I believe you can make a Tier 1 spell with only 21 runes.”
Jake thought over the many spells he had crafted and remembered one he had made. She was right. He floated the runes over and realized that three portions of the spell were, in fact, seven runes. 
One would sit in the center of each hexagon, and he realized that most of these types of spells were not ones that worked well when used as functions, typically.
Almost all the functions he used were only six runes or runic phrases, spells that usually did little or almost nothing on their own, enhancing or modifying others. The 21 rune spell was [Runic Magic: Nova of Frost], which was a combination of a powerful frost and explosive ice spells.
Not many of those could easily be combined with a function to enhance or supplement other spells, especially when he included any of his working spells that used or mixed Demonic Runes. They required a complex balance to manifest, and Jake was starting to formulate a theory.
“Do you think that helped? Of course, I don’t know how to cast a Tier 2 runic spell, but sometimes breaking down what changed across Tiers and why, might allow you to understand what the next level could be. Perhaps forming a hexagon with the hexagons is what is needed, and that would take seven spells strung together.” 
She continued, “Six runes times seven would be 42 runes, something not normally possible within this Tier. Advanced Runic Magic 1 was 15 though, only enough to make empowered Tier 0 spells. Only at level 3 could you make a true Tier 1 spell.”
Jake nodded, thinking over it. Since he couldn’t yet accomplish any, the earliest it could be completed was with 7 perfect 7-rune hexagons for 49. 
With Hearth Runic Magic level 3, his limit was actually 24 as his limit jumped by six, which could be doubled with his staff to 48. Still, in all his testing, this wasn’t enough.
Most likely, level 4 would grant 6 more again, and level 5 would grant 6 more in his limits, making his limit 36. Perhaps, Tier 2 Level 1 would jump him all the way up to 49 or 50. He really needed to reach Hearth Runic Magic Level 4 to accomplish one, even after much experimentation.
Or: Use Group Runic Magic. He would use [Group Runic Magic] to develop and test the spells with his girls. Then, when he had the capability, he could accomplish them independently.
“Thanks for your help, Amara. I think with this I should be able to make some group runic magic spells. How about I add the runic spells I’ve learned to your compendium here?”
“Oh! I’m so happy to be of service, and thank you so much for sharing your knowledge!”
Jake smiled at her as he flipped through her pages of runic spells. He saw many he hadn’t recorded for himself, and some even gave him ideas on what additional spells he could make too. 
“Looks like you got some that help me out, too. It’s only fair I share in kind, don’t you think?”
Jake used the managrams to show Amara the runic spells he’d devised, and she glowed with happiness as she inserted the information into herself for storage. He even added most of the enchanting recipes he used.
“That’s wonderful, Lord Jake. While runes were not the focus of my people’s research, we had still gathered knowledge from several Guilds. How many spells you’d managed to create on your own is a major accomplishment.”
Jake chuckled. “I can’t say I did it all alone, but I’ll accept the praise for the girls as well. I do hope we get some more magic casters soon, to benefit from our research and your own.”
Amara bobbed up and down. “It would be nice, wouldn’t it? There are some Adventurers that have joined, but they are very few and busy earning CP, aren’t they? I do believe the dryads and fauns may have magical aptitudes beyond being nature focused casters, any that show interest will definitely receive the best magical training we can provide. But who knows, we may be able to learn a lot from them as well, like with Morwen.”
Jake was glad for Morwen and her people; they all had various talents that significantly added to the knowledge of Hearthtribe. He knew that thanks to the Eternum and Emberborn, his people wouldn’t be lacking in the upcoming years. 
He certainly hoped to add the people from the mass migration as potential magical casters to supplement their forces.
“I got one more thing that maybe you can help me with. I have a skill, [Hearth Enchantment]. My wives and I all have hearths either through a core or some other means, but the core connects to the soul, and the soul is a scary thing to test on. Even your people have flames that resemble hearths. You got any ideas on how I can practice this?”
Amara just floated for a while, her flaming eyes within the book cover staring at him before she exclaimed, “Are you crazy?! You can’t enchant a soul! You’ll kill whomever you try to enchant!”
Jake chuckled. “Technically, I already enchanted Fhesiah’s hearth…somewhat. I guess it’s more like I inscribed demonic runes that reflected her path on it? I think it helped quite a bit, made her resonate better with her path.”
“T-This is astonishing. Come to think of it, the Framework skill must help it be possible, as you have the skill? It should provide some level of guidance and safety. Perhaps you could practice enchanting some magical hearths first?”
Jake did have the hearth of the Refuge to enchant, but he felt like it would be a real waste to screw that one up. He realized that the Tier 0 ones for the Refuge were cheap enough, but they still weren’t a soul or connected to it like the hearth core or the one in Fhesiah’s spiritual palace. Was Jake truly going to have to rely on the skill alone?
“I’m up to Hearth Enchantment 3, as it seems to be an evolved skill of Runic Enchantment. Just like my Mana Control was replaced with Hearth Control. I’m worried as getting to 4 and 5 will be quite a challenge, not doing what the skill is supposed to do to advance it.”
Amara bobbed. “That’s right. I don’t have many records of these types of evolved or merged skills, as they are extremely rare at Tier 1. Typically, it requires a special race or a class at the Epic level or above, or to simply be above our Tier. Skills certainly improve more when advancing the main aspect of the skill, rather than individual subskills or adjacent ones. You can buy skill books for a path forward, but I’d wager an evolved skill such as that might be far too expensive due to its rarity.”
Jake sighed. He had already checked, and both skills didn’t have skill books available to him, even for Tier 2 Credits. Even the special contribution store they earned access to did not have them, so just where could he get them?
“Thanks for your help, Amara. I’ll give the magical hearths for Refuges and other locations a shot and see how it goes. Still, I did wonder if maybe I could enchant your people.”
“Enchant us? Whatever for?”
“Aside from the obvious, you mean? Enchanting things adds mana and empowers them, and that usually makes things stronger or more powerful. Well, I hoped to stop the corruption for the Eternum to fight. While a peaceful path is great, your people should have the choice. At least allowing for self-defense, or something along these lines.”
Amara’s flaming eyes appeared to just stare at Jake for a moment. “I do know of some Eternum that would be truly interested in this–being able to fight. Still, it’s a scary thing to experiment. I may have a willing volunteer for even that, however.”
Jake frowned. “They’d be willing to take such a large risk?”
“We have a few members who have had to fight, and as a result, they have gone…a little crazy. You might see them as a little senile, or…like they have Tourette’s or dementia? They are unstable. I think at least one of them would rather take the chance that you might be able to help them and the rest of us, than to continue to live this way. The others…can hardly tell they have a problem. But their loved ones could be willing.”
The door to the larger research room burst open, and the pink armor, Rhia, flew in. Followed by Berri, with a beaming smile.
“I’ll get you! Light bolt!” She pointed her finger, forming the runes for [Runic Magic: Light Bolt]. They coalesced and shot at Rhia, who flew around the room, dodging left and right.
Berri shot several more with a feigned malicious smile, managing to nick Rhia on the fourth shot. 
“Yow! T-The light mana kinda hurts. Can you switch to just a mana bolt?”
Berri frowned. “Sorry, Rhia. Let me try.” She scrunched her face up cutely like she did when changing her armor, pointed, and said, “Mana bolt!” Jake saw her using some regular mana, using very similar runes to manage the light bolt. It shot and struck Rhia, but mostly just bounced off her armored body like a small tap.
Berri said, “Tag, you’re it!” and snaked around the room, dodging over and under or around tables and other implements as Rhia gave chase, hovering over the ground, shooting back at her humanoid body with mana bolts of her own. 
The two giggled and laughed as the two played.
“It’s so wonderful to see her having fun. She never got a real childhood, always lacking energy. This place is truly special. Our people are so glad you called us, Lord Jake.”
“And I’m happy your clan is the one that came when I used that token. I appreciate all your hard work, and your experience. Well, I need to get back to the Refuge. I’ll do some experiments with the hearths, and when I’m comfortable, we’ll talk about that volunteer. It could be a while yet.”
“Of course. I’m excited about the possibilities. If you are successful, there is much to learn about the soul and enchantment here. I will do as much as I can to gather some more information on adjacent topics.”
Jake bid her farewell and headed back to the Refuge. He would have to work hard on Tier 2 spells with Ophelia and Fhesiah and think about his path.          




Chapter 15 - New Arrivals


Jake woke up on his workbench with a start. He had been working on– 
“What did I say about working too hard, husband? You’d fallen asleep once more, so I came to remove the sleep from you.”
He gave a yawn and stretched his body, Fhesiah beginning to knead his shoulders and back a little for him. “How long was I out?”
“I gave you an hour and a half before I came in, but it’s now been two hours. A power nap, I guess? There is still plenty of time before our training, and we head out for the day. What is this that you were working on, anyway?”
Jake looked down at his desk, finding the gold-like chain he had been working on. He smiled with pride, as he remembered his success.
Ophelia had succeeded in her forging enhancements, which, he felt, were a lot like he read about what made certain metals more conductive. 
Except, instead of atoms with valence electrons being evenly spaced allowing them to move more freely across the material, it was filling the spaces between them with pockets of mana. 
This cushion between the atoms made the metal more magical, and able to hold a stronger magical charge at the same time without breaking down.
Jake would then latch onto these many free pockets of mana inside the object, and enhance the connections even further with his new enchanting [Sub-skill], [Manaweave Reinforcement]. 
With this, even lower-tier materials could be enhanced further, allowing them to accept more foreign mana to cause an effect.
With this, he could update all the girl’s necklaces, and even craft things like rings. Though, the real reason he had learned the sub-skill, was to improve the magic motors for potential blimps or an airship even further. 
It had been one week since they took back Life’s Haven, the family continuing their mostly crazy schedule. They fought towards Nature’s Crossroads, and were probably only a few days away from their next assault.
The number of Rifts spawning was out of hand, and the Hart Clan had found themselves running around as if putting out fires, despite having additional help. Tartarus still used the undead, the blight being its favorite weapon. 
Even if Jake’s party put them down easily, they would need to spend some time clearing out the blight and helping refugees, besides. 
Every day, beastkin were dying across the world of Highlands. Jake was working around the clock to reduce their deaths, doing his best to play both the long and short games at the same time. 
It was because of this, that he hadn’t gotten much time to spend with Tanda, at least not alone.
They still trained, fought, played and ate together, and for now, they treated Tanda’s night as a group sleepover night. Jake just hadn’t had time for a date. 
Part of courtship would include a few common beastkin dates that were borderline ritual in nature. Of course, not all beastkin required this, and would go by their whims. 
But Tanda’s heart was in tune with the world and with her people, and treasured their values as a Chieftain’s daughter. It was why she followed the tradition of the courtship duel, rather than just picking the most powerful male around her age. 
Jake wanted to give her a memorable courtship experience, as, to her, it was not dissimilar to an Earth woman’s wedding.
Fhesiah snorted. “That girl is having enough fun as it is, Jake. She and Ophelia are getting along as thick as thieves. A big part of the courtship was to make sure she could find harmony with your current mates, and so far, things couldn’t be better. She’s even joining all of us in our crafting, except for you.”
Jake nodded. Tanda had, in fact, helped Ophelia with her new [Hearthtree Forge], adding auril into metals. She would use her ability as an Auril Hero to latch onto the auril in the area, and help focus it into the forge itself. 
This added tons of the life force and latent will to congregate into the metal as it was forged, locking it in. This allowed Ophelia to be successful with her first auril metals.
Then, Tanda started a herb garden in their refuge, using her druidic powers combined with the energies from their hearth fixture to rapidly grow magical and auril herbs, for Fhesiah. 
Tanda then used her powers as an Auril Hero to help enhance Fhesiah’s alchemical concoctions. Though, Fhesiah’s [Advanced Energy Control] made it so that she hardly needed the help.
“That’s not entirely true, husband. You can think of [Advanced Energy Control] to be up to one Tier beneath the effectiveness of the more specific skill, depending. Because she’s already at the first Tier with auril energy control, she’s already a bit better than I at moving around auril on its own. Not only that, but auril is a little different. It has a heavier weight than mana, and my powerful soul makes up for that. But because of her world’s connection, auril moves at her whim, while I must fight it to make it follow mine. Very peculiar.”
Finally, Tanda was working with Bloodberri on auril leathers and armor components. Now with what they knew about the bones, they were working on a powerful combination of the auril beast leathers and bones to make equipment. 
Tanda would help add and trap more auril into the leather or bones, as well as manipulate the bones to change their shape. 
She had special capability to morph their shape, and thus for the reptile beastkin, she was instrumental in making the auril beast hide armor for them, which included plates of bone embedded in them. 
She did this as Blood and Berri both infused monster essences. The effects were substantial. 
The reptile beastkin almost required this type of equipment, as many of them would grow when they built up their auril. Auril metals were hard to come by at this point, so metal plates underneath would not work well for them. 
For now, Ophelia’s efforts were primarily on blades and spearheads, as they required the least quantity of metals.
The beastkin favored the polearm, though many were starting to consider shields. For now, their auril woods were the favored material, but many auril beast bones were being used as shafts and cores of weapons now. 
Jake was about to take out some more materials to work further on their future necklaces, when Fhesiah wrapped her body around Jake’s from behind, her softness enveloping him, her warm breath on his neck. 
“You know, Jake. I think I’m just about ready to try out a reduced version of my Yin Yang Body Tempering. You know what they say about all work and no play–”
She was interrupted by a message from Valtor.
[Mass Migration first arrivals are here, but we can meet with a representative before we choose where they arrive – Cascadia or Life’s Haven. It would be best if you came.]
Fhesiah groaned as Jake worked on a response, requesting if he could add Seamus and any of the Cascadia Elder Council to the meeting if they can make it. That would better allow them to decide where the people would go.
Fhesiah scoffed. “That’s the third time I’ve been box blocked by that hollow armor, and it’s only been a week. There must be some way I can get back at him. Can unliving armors get incontinence, I wonder?”
Jake chuckled as he cleaned up his workbench. He knew she was mostly joking–
“Ah, I know. Some of them must be at least a little magnetic? Maybe he can reconsider his timing as he’s stuck to the ceiling, or better yet, inside some closet or bathroom? Ah, but that won’t work either. He can probably still use the [Menu] within the HQ, then, the workaholic. I’ll think on it.”
Thankfully, Jake hadn’t done anything to earn her ire. Ophelia and Tanda had been working together in the Hearthforge, but they too had taken a nap. 
He prodded the two girls over their bond, getting them to stir and wake up. Jake headed towards the living room, and Bloodberri was already there. 
Berri said, “I wonder what kind of people we’re going to be meeting! I can’t wait!”
Jake smiled at Bloodberri. He was sure in this first round of migrations, a majority of the arrivals would be the lower level people, the citizen types at barely level 1 or slightly above. That meant, there should be some children for her to play with. 
There were definitely enough beastkin for her to play with, her baseball and martial arts mixture of play and training taking off.
Jake said, “One way or another, things should be exciting.”
Jake could feel Fhesiah’s excitement, but it was tempered somewhat. Their previous conversation on the matter was mostly the end of her odd desire to add more women to his bed. He knew she hadn’t exactly given up, but she was content to play cupid for Hearthtribe, instead.
“Hmph. Once we start having children, and we have a lot more leisure time, I’m sure you won’t fight me on finding a wet nurse, a nanny, a maid, why, I’m sure Tanda would like a bard or musician–”
Tanda and Ophelia came from the hallway, and Tanda said, “We’re going to meet the new arrivals? Oh, I wonder if there’ll be any treants?”
Blood shook her head. “My understanding is that all treants able to move and leave the world are aged, and should be near the peak of Tier 1. They should be the last to arrive. We may not even see any dryads today, unless they are particularly young. The representative is likely the only exclusion, not allowed to partake in combat until future arrivals.”
Jake knew that travel was one of those things that the Framework set the pace for, to an extent. If it wanted someone to instantly teleport across the multiverse, it could totally do it. 
But travel speeds influenced the war too, so people of different Tiers were supposed to move at different speeds. The representative was arriving rapidly because she was not allowed to participate in battle for a time. 
The family made their way to Life’s Haven HQ, then to the Hearthtribe guild lobby, where Valtor did a lot of their meetings. Valtor and Amara were waiting for him. 
Valtor spoke when his family got near, “It should be just a few minutes more before Seamus and Grayson should arrive. The others require sleep themselves, but respected you and Grayson to make the right decisions on this matter.”
Jake nodded. Grayson was the turtle beastkin elder that he first met when arriving at Cascadia, and had been an excellent representative of Jake’s interests. 
Having witnessed the goddess’ arrival, the turtle man made sure that everything Jake required to be accomplished, was done without much pushback from the people. 
Where some things he desired were against the beastkin’s aesthetics or disrupted the balance of the area slightly, he was the defender of these actions and the keeper of the peace.
He was thankful for the man, as he had also fought to make things seamless for the reptile beastkin to join. Many visited Cascadia, and while there were some that still had resentment for the reptiles, Grayson quickly silenced them. 
Just as Grayson couldn’t be blamed for what happened a thousand years ago, the new reptile beastkin couldn’t, either. It helped that those that joined the Framework were simply stronger than those who didn’t.
Seamus was the Lion beastkin man that was the previous Chieftain of Life’s Haven. For now, he still acted in a similar capacity. But according to the Framework, Jake was the owner and ruler of Life’s Haven, having been the one that conquered it back from Tartarus. 
Seamus helped manage the beastkin that joined the Framework but did not join Jake’s guild, but was a member himself. Currently, he was getting the coliseums ready again, and using them for training warriors. 
There were fixtures provided by the Framework that made special events possible, and Jake saw a lot of value in this. Seamus loved to fight, and couldn’t wait to duel each member of Clan Hart, and duel the many people within the coliseum.
Berri asked, “Where’s Rhia? Is she sleeping again?”
Amara beamed, judging by her pages lighting up and flipping through the book. “That’s right! This world is already helping her grow so fast! Oh, Valtor and I couldn’t be happier!”
Berri smiled, happy that her friend was doing well. When Jake last saw Rhia, he couldn’t really see the difference. But she was adamant she had grown an inch. 
Of course, Berri claimed she could tell, and praised the girl for her growth repeatedly.
Seamus was next to arrive, his place near the center of the new city, next to one of the arenas. 
“Tanda, my Niece! Good to see you again. Your heart grows stronger by the day! It feels like it won’t be long before you could give me a hard time in the arena.”
Tanda flew over and gave her uncle a hug. “Thanks, Uncle! I am already level 14 now. The Hearth in our Refuge, Fhesiah’s supplements, and the closing of many Rifts, have really moved me forward rapidly.”
Jake would almost be jealous at how fast she leveled if it wasn’t so convenient. He and his other wives were already over level twenty, and if she didn’t level quickly, they’d have to wait quite some time for her to catch up when they reached the peak of their Tier. 
Thanks to her essentially needing half the experience to level, the rest being life force and growing her body’s strength, she was able to catch up rapidly. At the way things had slowed for them after level twenty, he wasn’t sure who would hit level twenty-five first.
Jake greeted Grayson as he entered, Jake noticing that he was already a great deal younger looking than when they first met. It wouldn’t be too long before he was at his prime.
Grayson replied, “Good to see you too, Jake. I understand we may have some new brethren joining us? The Eternum were quite the surprise, but people are getting used to seeing them along with the necromancers around. We now look forward to those that will help us face this great evil. The original Adventurers certainly didn’t give us this feeling.”
Jake nodded. “These new people should be quite thankful, as they are now getting a new place to live. They already fought the good fight, winning a pyrrhic victory where their world was dying.”
“We’ll do our best to make them feel welcome. The idea that treants may return makes our hearts beat with anticipation.”
Everyone moved to take their seats. The Emberborn and [Warrior Brotherhood] were not around, this time. They were adventuring, helping Jake push the Rifts back toward the HQ for recapture. 
Vesuvius and Roxo were gone as well, and had already taken to using the blimps. They had scouts moving above and beneath the ground to try to find more of their people, and close Rifts. 
Thanks to all of them each closing many Rifts per day, they could tell Tartarus was losing ground in other areas to slow them down.
Nodes had reached the coasts, and on some level, many were joining the Framework. It was nowhere near the numbers near Cascadia when recruited by Tanda or Rookard directly, but it was still much better than nothing. 
Already, enchanting supplies and Fhesiah’s pills were in strong demand, and everyone was struggling to keep up. However, people were starting to approach the Auril Hero level through these efforts. 
Jake wouldn’t be too surprised if they had some extra Auril Heroes after the Nature’s Crossroads assault.
Valtor said, “Now that everyone is here, we should be ready to meet the representative.”
They were all sitting around a large conference table, with Valtor and Amara floating on a raised platform off to the side, usually used for speaking. Valtor triggered something, allowing the representative in. They appeared in motes of light, a short figure in the center.
She was a small woman at about four and a half feet tall, with green skin. Brown bark and vines appeared to be growing on her, a part of her clothes. She had long, darker green hair mixed with leaves, tied in a braided ponytail that went beyond the small of her back. 
Jake thought she looked like she was maybe at most ten or eleven years old if she were a human. 
She looked mostly elven, aside from the vines and bark on some of her skin, and it being green. Her dress was teal, and she held a powerful druidic staff made of some interesting wood that gave off a strong feeling of vitality and life as well.
Berri became excited, and Fhesiah became depressed, as the implication sunk in. She knew that Jake was absolutely not and would never be attracted to this dryad. 
While she looked young to Jake, Fhesiah already knew this creature in front of them was old, thanks to her [Divine Sense]. Very old, at least hundreds of years. She could already tell that this person was not an exception to the rule, either.  
The small woman took a breath, and she smiled as she took in the room. Jake could feel the life and vitality both wafting off and pouring into her as the auril in the room stirred, and could tell that she was decently powerful. 
Not in comparison to Jake’s party, but he wasn’t sure who would win between Morwen and her in magical capability.
“Greetings. I am High-Druid Nadessa of the Elysian Glade. Thank you so much for considering our people for the mass migration. We hadn’t had much time left, and soon we’d have been forced to accept…less desirable options.”
Despite looking like a child, Nadessa carried herself and spoke like a seasoned adult.   
Jake stood and replied, “Good to meet you, Nadessa. I’m Jake Hart, Champion of Hestia. I’m the Guild leader of Hearthtribe, and the one who accepted your [Mass Migration].”
He then went on to introduce his wives and Seamus and Grayson, and Valtor and Amara as he included their titles.
Nadessa looked troubled, her eyebrows moving from a frown to rising in surprise as each person was introduced.
She said, “It’s good to meet you all. I’m…shocked. That we have three Champions, and that they are also priestesses or druids of other Divine… I’ve never heard of this. Gaia was not very…welcoming of other Divine, and she certainly didn’t send her Champion to defend us. I introduced myself as a high-druid, but well, she has already rescinded my powers, my people failing her, as it were. My title is more my position on our world, rather than my class or my power within the Framework, now.”
Ophelia frowned. “It feels like it would be easy for her to provide a place for you people to go, her other worlds matching your needs and desires. With how little we paid to bring you here, they should have been able to afford to retrieve your people.”
Nadessa was nearly brought to tears. “It is true. The Framework certainly subsidizes moves to or within the Frontier Sector to some extent, so your cost was much lower than hers, but for a Tier 2 or above to fund us would have been trivial. However, our failure was not the only one in this Sector, and she is being forced to focus her efforts elsewhere, gaining nearly nothing here. She is…not happy, with us, or the situation. She is…quite spiteful.”
Blood asked, “Should we be concerned that Gaia will be upset, with us taking in your people?”
Nadessa shook her head. “It’s not impossible, but her not taking us in is rescinding her rights to us. The Framework won’t allow her to go out of her way to make our lives here harder after that, so we should be safe. It’s just, if this world gets into a bigger conflict in the future, and she’s involved, she certainly could… make things more challenging for us, knowing we let her down.”
Jake sighed internally. This was one of the reasons they had chosen Hestia, in the beginning. Many of the other gods were known for similar behavior: sore losers, sandbagging, as in losing deliberately, and even leaving worlds they were winning if world ownership wasn’t going to be achieved by them. 
Hestia and her entire pantheon were the opposites of this. 
He would definitely have to keep in mind these types of behaviors if he ever relied on someone outside of Hestia’s pantheon.
Grayson said, “It’s a real shame that a powerful leader did not live up to their responsibilities to protect, you have my condolences. What can you tell us about the people showing up today, and the next week? My people are excited to meet the treants, but we hope to find harmony with all the Elysians.”
Nadessa smiled. “It’s going to be mostly the spriggons, but there should be some satyrs and fauns that are non-combatants; low levels as seen by the Framework. Next week should be the bulk of our people, but the major arrivals should be in two weeks more. The strongest and most of the treants, near the end of a month.”
She continued, “Spriggons are… a sort of wild child of the forest. They do not do well in a city environment, preferring to live in nature. The air here feels different, however. It’s hard to say how they would react, but in general, they prefer to live in the forest.”
Jake said, “That’s a concern, since we’re trying to build the defenses of the cities against Tartarus. We’ve been gathering everyone, so they cannot be slain unprotected. Then, their jungle is full of dangerous predators, called auril beasts.”
Nadessa smiled. “Beasts are not much problem at all for spriggons, their magical nature allows them to entrance most beasts, or hide from their senses. Of course, enemies from Tartarus are a real concern, but I think you’ll find their self-preservation instincts are quite effective against most enemies it spawns. They will flee toward the city if they cannot deal with a threat themselves. When combined with dryads, satyrs, treants and hamadryads, Tartarus has to fight for every inch of the forest. The real reason we lost…”
Nadessa looked pained. “They poisoned the World Tree. We had fought well, the Adventurers proving to be excellent at offense, and my people a near impenetrable defense. But they poisoned all the rivers and lakes, and eventually, those all flowed into the world tree. With it weakened, they snuck under the earth, and were able to corrupt the roots further. The naiads were simply not numerous enough to stop its efforts. Even though we won the Raid… I’m sure you understand the rest.”
Seamus said, “So these spriggons, it sounds like they won’t want to live in either of our cities, but instead want to live in the wilderness?” He smiled. “Our people are similar, and like to live in nature. We’ll have to help them down into the valleys for now, but once the war is won, our people may join them.”
Nadessa nodded. “Some may live in the city, but typically, they are more at home in the forests. Even the higher leveled ones are really like permanent children, their intelligence never surpassing that of a three or four-year-old human, and doesn’t speak a translatable language. Most are much closer to a two-year-old. For today, we have nearly ten thousand arriving. But next week, we should have at least twenty-five thousand, along with hundreds, or thousands of the other races, besides. The satyrs and fauns are fine in either location, but also prefer the forest instead.”
Jake realized that this put the spriggons around an ape or chimpanzee in their level of intelligence, but perhaps the most intelligent ones a bit above that.
Seamus said, “Perhaps, it’d be best if we split them between Cascadia and Life’s Haven, then. That way they can stay nearby, with more eyes on them? Do they produce anything that aids the war effort?”
Nadessa chuckled. “Sort of? They help the growth of trees and plants, and many do gather herbs and berries for the satyrs and fauns. We did have them making simple bows, arrows, and staves. Fauns and dryads do have decent means of guiding them and their efforts, though, I’d think humans would compare it to herding cats?”
Grayson nodded. “If they can aid in food collection, that is something. I’m interested to see what else they’ll be able to do here.”
Nadessa replied. “You certainly won’t have to worry about them being able to find food for themselves, either! Just breathing the air here, I can feel it. It’s not at the level of the World Tree, but if your world is like this, they should be happy here!”
Berri said, “I can’t wait to meet them. They sound like a lot of fun!”
Jake added, “Let’s let some of them out here, and then see how it goes? Can we do that?”
Nadessa nodded. “We can let out some, but perhaps outside might be best? Do you have an area near a Node?”
Seamus answered, “We do. We have a large square across from the Headquarters, that would be perfect.”
They all headed over to the node, outside the Alliance HQ. There were a lot of beastkin bustling about, their days well underway. Various beastkin were accessing the node, selling their wares, and some even entering or exiting incursion portals. 
It had only been a week, but the number of awakened had increased significantly. In Life’s Haven, well over fifteen to twenty percent had already awakened now, outside of Jake’s guild.
This was in part due to the large feasts of auril beast meat Jake had set up to work through his stores. Many people in Life’s Haven were combat focused and earned plenty of latent will in their final battles. 
Fhesiah had accomplished her goal of awakening nearly a hundred percent of the Guild that was present at her proclamation, using her Awakening serum and pills. 
Of course, since then, many others had joined the Guild from all over Highlands, so the total Awakened percentage within the Guild was still around sixty percent or so.
Serena, Brock’s panther beastkin mate, had been late to awaken, but eventually was one of the first to use the method. A handful of beastkin just needed that extra push, and there didn’t seem to be a rhyme or reason behind those connecting with the world, based on the user’s personalities.
After hearing Tanda’s story more in depth along with many of those that used the Awakening Serum, Jake and Fhesiah thought it had to do with resonance. 
Their spirit would connect to the world when their spirit was strong enough, but also when their emotions and heart matched the world or other beastkin on some level. 
This matched how many would Awaken when fighting alongside their brethren.
The strange entourage of undead armors and book along with the druid child, beastkin, and Jake’s family arrived at the Node, and Jake nodded for Nadessa to trigger the arrival.
A hundred figures appeared in motes of light, the size of them about two to three feet tall. Looking at them, Jake thought they looked like goblins covered in bark and vines. 
Their hair had leaves and twigs in them, as a part of their body. Their eyes were a solid yellow to amber color, with no pupils inside.
Jake thought they looked androgynous. As far as he understood, they were close to trees themselves, and might not really have a gender.
Nadessa spoke to them, and they mostly milled about, only a few paying much attention. “Welcome, children of the wilds, to your new home of Highlands! The beastkin welcome you, and you can either live with them here in Life’s Haven, Cascadia, or–”
As Nadessa spoke, nearly all 100 faces eventually shifted over to another figure, off to the side. Bloodberri smiled and waved at them all, and strangely, they all smiled and waved back.




Chapter 16 - Wild Children of the Forest


The spriggons appeared to be quite interested in Bloodberri. Berri took this interest as an invitation to greet them, and the creatures gathered around, jabbering in a strange language.  
It didn’t count as one to be translated by the Framework, but they repeated many syllables in their excitement, as if committing her speech to memory.
Berri welcomed them to their new home, and explained to them how things would be in Cascadia and Life’s Haven. The creatures nodded along at her speech, jabbering quietly to themselves.
Nadessa said, “I’ve never seen them like this. They are a mild and playful creature, but attention span is not one of their traits. My people can still mostly convey what we want them to know or do, but she’s on another level.”
Berri continued her instructions to the crowd of creatures, “They can use your help, finding food, herbs, and helping their trees grow strong! Then, it’d be nice if you could make friends with the dinosaurs and other beasts. Can you help us? I’d be really happy if you did.”
They all jabbered and nodded, jumping up and down in excitement. Jake was surprised they had all joined the Framework, but apparently the uninitiated ones would only be joining after the world was no longer Contested. The Framework would somehow hold on to them in the void, waiting to release them.
Jake asked Nadessa off to the side, “How quickly do they…reproduce, or increase their numbers, anyway? While ten thousand, or thirty-five thousand in total, is a lot, it will take quite a while for them to repopulate this world.”
Nadessa smiled. “They are similar to plants in that. They grow their magic and life energies as they live, and eventually a seed will be created. I feel like living here will allow that to happen quite rapidly. They should form one seed each in a year, and it doesn’t take more than a year or two for those seeds to grow into an adult spriggon.”
Jake was impressed. That meant there would be several generations worth of spriggons in just a handful of years. He thought it strange, though.
Jake asked, “You’re making it sound like they have no predators, and they will proliferate like crazy. What will…keep them from their numbers exploding and overwhelming the area instead?”
Nadessa chuckled. “Most of them will still only make a few seeds in a lifetime, no matter how full of life the area is. They are in tune with the forest or jungle, and would stop creating seeds if the forest was so populous.”   
Ophelia said to Nadessa, “It looks like Bloodberri can guide them quite well. Perhaps their nature is closer to that of a monster, than just a being of nature? She is a Champion of Echidna, so that would make some sense?”
Nadessa frowned. “I suppose? They are a little different from the rest of us. I can trigger about half of them to arrive, now that we understand how things will work?”
Jake nodded, and they got the migration underway. Berri helped bring hundreds of the little people down into the valley, and this went much quicker than Jake could have hoped. 
When the hundreds of them arrived at the gondola, there was a secondary means he had created for heading down into the valley: a zip line.
He had added these to most locations that included a gondola, allowing those wearing the appropriate harness to zip down to the valley rapidly. They would still need to climb to get up the mountain, but it was hard to beat the speed and how deep they could get into the valley quickly.
The strange creatures merely grew vines out of their hands, and slid down the zip line, jabbering and laughing at the same time. Jake was worried about auril beasts getting a snack, but Nadessa convinced him this wouldn’t be a problem at all. 
Their mild illusions and ability to control and grow plants were perfect deterrents, along with being able to meld with the trees. The carnivores would find little tasty about eating a bark-filled plant-person anyway, and the herbivores could be sated using their plant growth abilities, becoming instantly the best of friends.
Jake thought there sounded like a possibility of them aiding others in taming the beasts or taming them for themselves, as Tanda had told him that many herbivore auril beasts were.
The wild children were more than happy to show what they could do for Bloodberri, and Jake was impressed. For low-level creatures, they likely could not kill much, but they could keep themselves safe. 
Berri was now playing with them, as they were showing off their skills. A strange game of tag and hide and seek was now being played between her and the spriggons.
They had moved down to the valley, Nadessa having no difficulty floating down with her magic. Jake had been willing to aid her using runic magic, but she had no need, having some mastery over wind, water, and nature or plant magic. 
Tanda smiled at the little wild children. “They really seem happy here, like they belong.”
Nadessa smiled as she looked over the forest. “This forest is full of vitality. Other than near the World Tree on our home world, I don’t think there’s any place they could feel more at home. The noncombatant satyrs and fauns will be interested in living here as well, but the ones that fight are used to living in the city to progress themselves at the Nodes. The hamadryads will be happy to find trees to meld and become one with here.”
Ophelia asked, “How does that work, anyway? If they are already melded with a tree, how could they head here? They couldn’t uproot themselves to come here, right?”
Nadessa nodded, a little sadness coming to her eyes. “Unfortunately, it is the youngest, the seedlings that hadn’t melded, that were able to come. Then, the oldest and strongest that can survive uprooting. We have many seeds to arrive, for both the hamadryads and treants. They cannot survive without our aid for long, so that will be my people’s task over the coming weeks. While this area is quite good, we definitely want the place with the highest vitality when the seedlings arrive. Is there a better place?”
Tanda nodded. “Harmony Peaks will be the best location for those, then. The Heart of the World is located there, and that should be where the vitality is the highest. The four seasons are strong there, though, the winters cold and the summers mild.”
Nadessa was still watching the spriggons playing with Bloodberri in the forest. 
She said, “That should be perfect. Is there an Alliance HQ near there, for us to be able to get them there? You have only mentioned Cascadia and Life’s Haven, thus far.”
Jake shook his head. “There isn’t, but that was our planned location for another HQ. We were going to disassemble the next we recapture and use it up North, instead. We’d feel a lot better if we had more forces up there to defend, along with a teleporter to arrive up there when we head east and west. This works out well, assuming we take Nature’s Crossroads.”
Nadessa sighed. “I wish I could help, but I’m not allowed to leave Alliance Territory until all arrivals are here. Still, I’m quite limited, no longer being a druid of Gaia.”
Fhesiah said, “I noticed your control of the elements was impressive. Are you not similar to a wizard?”
Nadessa smirked, and for the first time, her expression was more like a child. “I was focused on controlling the elements as a druid. My power over nature presently is weak, but I can still manage wind and water quite well. Alliance wizards can’t compete with me!”
Ophelia laughed at her excitement. “Well, there is a possibility of you becoming a druid again here, I think. We have altars in the shrine to several Divine.”
She listed out all the gods and goddesses Nadessa had to choose from, and she was shocked. 
“T-There’s more? I’ll definitely take a look. If one resonates well with me, it’s no problem for me to give my Oath, living here on Highlands? Will…they accept me, my previous Oath cancelled?”
Jake shook his head. “We wouldn’t allow their Shrine in our Headquarters otherwise, I suppose. But Hestia is teaming up with a group of Divine from various pantheons, and they seem intent on sharing their conquest and worship. My wives and potential mate are certainly proof, each allowing their Oaths. What they will do about your previous Oath, I can’t say, but I believe they wouldn’t hold it against you.”
Nadessa nodded, and she gave a resolute look. Her Mana flared, and Jake heard a voice whispering in his ear. “When there’s time, I need a private discussion with you. Within the arrivals is something important, and it must be handled with utmost secrecy to ensure safety. We will work out a time and place within our [Menu].”
Jake nodded that he understood. He wondered what it was about, but he had a guess.
Fhesiah said in his mind, [I agree. Likely related to some of these seedlings coming, I wager.]
They worked to get all the spriggons settled in at Cascadia as well, the satyrs and fauns also joining in the forests. In addition to the zip lines and gondolas, elevators have been added at both Life’s Haven and Cascadia. This allowed for easy trips up and down to the valleys, and even for carrying large loads of things up and down. 
Life’s Haven was especially busy, the hunters from Hunter’s Terrace having moved there as a central location. The valleys they had access to with the gondolas made them able to easily rotate among them, to not over hunt any one area.
Back in Cascadia, the number of blimps in the air was starting to be significant. The Hearthtribe air force was practicing flights and off to a good start, though for now, their speed and size was not significant. 
Each could only hold about a dozen or two beastkin, and they only moved at a ponderous ten to fifteen miles an hour or so.
They were practicing their capabilities, getting ready to fly in formation both for travel and for offense. Jake didn’t think he would risk the blimps in a siege, but he could try creating some meant to be more durable for battle. 
He hoped to boost the speed up to thirty or more, and allow them to travel across the continent in less than a week’s time. The magical motors could not really compete with gas-powered motors of Earth, and were small.
As it was now, the blimps were half powered by the beastkin themselves. They were only allowed two small motors powered by magic per blimp, so they had two more that were powered by pedaling, like on a bike. 
The Framework would not allow larger or more magical motors per construction, and this was what prevented Jake from making a giant wing monstrosity with dozens of small motors.
All because if they cheated, some tentacled alien ships would show up and destroy everything. Jake was certainly disincentivized from even trying to cheat, and would have to stick to the rules. 
The motors allowed and available for purchase were around the size and output of a 100cc motor, and Jake hoped to upgrade that using his enhancements and enchantments.
For now, there would be no civilian blimps. The danger of Tartarus using some pterodactyls or some dungeon-spawned creatures was too significant, and so each blimp would not only have beastkin capable of ranged attacks, but armed with a powerful ballista. 
Such an armament was heavy and lowered the overall speed, but when blimps traveled in formation, this should allow the beastkin to mount a respectable defense to being attacked in the air.  
They repeated the process of moving the spriggons into Cascadia’s jungles, the many people looking on in interest as Berri marched her new little friends to the zip lines. 
Fhesiah was speaking with Nadessa, and Ophelia and Tanda were talking to various clan heads along with Grayson. 
Jake saw a familiar face as they did so. “Hey, Brock, and Mindy. How’s it going?”
Brock and Mindy were watching the many spriggons being marched over to the zip lines, their mouths agape at the little creatures. They had an unsure stride, like that of toddlers, when outside the forest.
Jake hadn’t seen Brock much this last week, busy with crafting and other preparations. He was aware that Brock’s party were focused on Incursions. Being a small party, his group was influencing things much more heavily than a single higher level. At the same time, they had to be doubly careful.
All it took was one major weakness, and the dungeon would capitalize heavily, and they would die inside the dungeon. This meant they would need to prepare heavily, like Jake’s party had, and make sure they were well rested before each encounter. 
Often, this meant heading back to the portal rather than pushing to attempt completing the dungeon, or backing off and making additional preparations at any sign of difficulty. It made things slower for them to complete. Jake noticed that Mindy did have her mated necklace now.    
Brock gave his salute. “Chief! What are…these creatures?”
Jake returned it. “They’re your new neighbors. These little guys will live in the jungles, and act as stewards or custodians of the forest. They needed a home as the blight overwhelmed their last one.”
Mindy gasped, “That’s terrible! The blight is really awful.”
A few peeled off from following Bloodberri, taking a look at Jake, Brock, and Mindy standing off to the side. 
One pointed at Mindy, and spoke in its gibberish language.
“Oh, uh, hi, little one.” She looked at Brock with a smile. “They’re cute, like little kids.”
Brock rubbed the back of his armadillo armored neck and head as he looked at them. “I guess?”    
The spriggon got a little closer, and pointed and jabbered more incessantly at Mindy.
“Um, you want something? Let me see.” She opened up her pack at her waist, where she had some kind of rosary or bracelet. Brock looked at it, and she blushed.
“Um, I was working on your adornment… By feeding it auril I have kept it alive, but… I’m not great at it yet.”
Jake could see it was made of some sort of braided vines. While they looked alive, they looked a little dull and falling apart.
The spriggon jabbered and pointed at it, looking excited.
Mindy looked conflicted. “Oh! You want this? I suppose… I can just make another?”
The spriggon shook its head, then pointed at Brock. Mindy seemed to understand somehow, and put it on Brock’s wrist next to his other adornments with a blush. 
It then waved its hand, and magic was sent into it. The vines then writhed and tightened to fit better, changed, and tiny flowers bloomed on it.
Mindy gasped. “That’s pretty! That’s just what I wanted. Thanks, little one.”
The creature nodded, more than pleased with itself, with a wide smile that Jake thought looked a little creepy with its strange bark-like lips and flat green teeth. It trotted to catch up with its brethren.
Brock looked at his new adornment curiously. “I wonder how it knew it was for me. Strange creatures.” He looked over at Mindy with a smile. “Thanks, Mindy.” 
He gave her a side hug and kissed her on the cheek, causing her to blush even more furiously than she already was.
Jake could tell Brock was much stronger than when he first met him. His armored scales or carapace that wrapped around his back and shoulders was thicker, and Jake thought he had gained a couple of inches in height. 
Looking at him in his [Guild Menu], he was now already level six, and Bria and Mindy weren’t that far behind at level five. Serena was actually behind the rest, having awakened last at level 4.
Jake said to Brock, “I see you’ve been working hard! It looks like Clan Brock will be ready for joining us for our assault on Nature’s Crossroads in the next couple of days.”
Brock grimaced. “Bria was really broken up about not being strong enough to come along for the first one, but she understood it. It lit a fire in her to improve, and naturally… That meant we did too.”
Mindy nodded with enthusiasm. “We’ve been working hard on all areas! Nearly all our equipment is enchanted, and Serena has made some healing droughts that aid me in healing. And Brock’s grilled steaks are making us all stronger! Plus, they taste fantastic.”
Brock chuckled. “Serena’s herbs helped, and Bria did go out in that hunting party to snag us some extra auril beast meat. Because of the war, they have removed most restrictions for now on hunting them. We do have a rotational board that marks areas hunted, so we don’t over hunt, but it’s a different time now.”
Jake said, “It’s good to see that there are many paths forward. You also have the branch HQ that is underpopulated, so hunting there could be perfect in a while. After we removed the blight, the creatures were quick to come back. Did you take a ride in one of the blimps?”
Brock nodded. “What’s left of our families are mostly here, but we can always visit with the portal, so we’ll think about moving there. We’ve all been up on the blimps at least once. It was really different being up in the air.”
Mindy looked a little distressed. “Uh, yeah! I… don’t think I like the blimps! I prefer to be on the ground with my own two hooves, thank you very much.”
Jake chuckled. “You just have to get used to it, but there are people who never do, whether it be boats on the ocean or flying. Keep at it, and I’m sure you’ll be fine. Well, I must be going. It was good to see you two, congratulations on your courtship Mindy, Brock.
Mindy and Brock gave him a smile and a wave, and Jake went to rejoin the others.
Jake was surprised to find Sway, the fox beastkin council member of Cascadia talking with Nadessa. Fhesiah had an amused smile, and Nadessa was blushing and looked troubled.
Sway said, “Are you sure you don’t have more time, beautiful? I’d love to show you around your new home, you will be staying in Cascadia from time to time, won’t you? Our people welcome your spirited song, joining our chorus. I would love to hear more of your song, telling me more about the High Druid Nadessa.”
“I… Maybe later? I have many important things I must handle, to prepare for my people’s arrival.”
“Of course, of course! Being on the council of Cascadia, my Clan–”
“Don’t you have something better to do, Sway? Can’t you see she looks troubled?”
Isadora, the lioness council member, approached and wrapped an arm around Nadessa protectively.
“Nadessa, isn’t it? Why don’t I show you around, and have you meet the important clan heads? They will aid you in accomplishing your goals of ensuring we are ready to welcome your people. How’s that sound?”
Nadessa nodded. “I’d like that! Thank you. It was a pleasure meeting you, Sway. I’ll think about your tour some other time.”
Sway said, “Yes, yes, of course. It was a pleasure, Nadessa.”          
After the two walked away, Sway looked pained. “Bad enough she had to turn me down, but to get in the way, too.”
Fhesiah chuckled. “What’s the matter, Sway? Nadessa is interesting, but there will be thousands of new prey coming soon. You shouldn’t be distracted by the first eligible one to appear. I’m sure there will be tons of cute fauns and dryads seeking a mate, just keep sharpening your claws and I’m sure they will be interested.”
Sway brightened. “You’re right! Sway’s almost back in the game!”
He went to go talk to some other clan heads, and Jake looked at Fhesiah in question.
“He might seem like a little sleaze, but I heard he’s having trouble finding a mate once more. He’s older, and he lost all of his mates to old age–he was Awakened, and they were not. Now he’s rusty from lack of fighting for all those years, and all the younger available girls are looking for younger males, their potentials to Awaken and surpass him much more desirable. That strong front of his is actually desperation.”
Jake asked, “What about the women that likely lost their mates? And where’d you learn that?”
She snorted. “The apothecary and our Guild have all sorts of juicy gossip, husband. Of course, a council member is a hot topic. It’s a little backward for him to go after them thanks to his age, given their culture somewhat–remember, the courtship duels are all about potential. He will have to set himself apart for those women to approach him instead. Anyway, Sway is getting back into fighting form, but it’s taking him time with what the Framework is doing to improve his body, like many of the other elderly. In time, we may see a lot of the not-so-elderly-anymore with their claws sharp and ready for battle. The council members of Cascadia and many of the villages are not far off from being Auril Heroes themselves.”
Jake had noticed that Grayson was looking better, and he was preparing for joining the great battle. They spent some time discussing and planning for the arrivals over the course of the next three weeks with the council members and clan heads, then somewhat stealthily brought Nadessa back to their Refuge. 
It was the safest place for them to hear her secretive request.




Chapter 17 - Sacrifice and Awakening


The Hart family had welcomed Nadessa into their home, her now sitting on their couch. She looked around in wonderment at the furnishings and even the plants. 
Nadessa smiled as she took in the feel of the room. “This place feels amazing! The mana is so thick, and the vitality… I feel like I’m back at home in the World Tree!”
Ophelia smiled at her. “Welcome to our home, Nadessa. Did you need something to eat?”
Nadessa shook her head. “Us dryads are much like plants. Sunlight, water, and plant nutrients through our feet is what we absorb. Just standing in your home, I feel more than full!”
Her smile was beaming and infectious, like that of a child. Berri looked on with an especially warm smile.
Nadessa’s expression then turned serious. “I guess I might as well be out with why I wanted to talk with you in secret. The truth is, we have a World Tree seed that is coming, and it requires the utmost protection and secrecy.”
It was Blood who asked, “How is that possible? I have read about your world, and the World Tree is meant to be only one per world, having a special connection to the Yggdrasil itself. Often, they don’t seed until their branches reach space, for that seed to be whipped through it and travel the multiverse, to find its new home. To have one…”
Nadessa’s face scrunched up in pain. “We… did something that shouldn’t be done. When we knew our World Tree and thus the world was dying, we had to do something. We had hundreds of hamadryads, dryads, and treants all working their magic on it. It took a sacrifice of the Treant King and many of his wives’ life force to create the seedling and control where it would go: into our possession.”
Jake thought he understood. This type of sacrifice was not something the Framework would protect them against. Some part of their mind and spirit was expended to accomplish this, rather than it being attacked by Tartarus. 
Being that their action was not allowed on some level unlike Fhesiah attempting ascension, they would not be restored. 
Nadessa continued, “We have a descendant of the Treant King to go along with it, a hamadryad to pair with the World Tree seed. It is a rare opportunity, to make a powerful pairing such as this. Normally, wherever the seed lands and plants, it is too late to pair a hamadryad with it.”
Jake had to agree that it sounded powerful to match up a creature with something such as that, but there was something not quite right in his mind about this, and using it here on Highlands.
Tanda asked, “But what about the balance? Our world is one in which the large amount of life force is at balance with that of death. While our jungles and oceans are teeming with life, there are deserts, swamps, tundras, and parts of the ocean filled with death. For such a massive addition of life force, there must be a counterbalance in death, to balance and continue the cycle of rebirth. To counter something at the level of the World Tree, we would need a similar entity to be its opposite.”
Jake did remember seeing a few swamps as they flew in the distance, but had a hard time imagining that the world was balanced. The life force was simply too much already, and those appeared to be a much smaller percentage of its area. 
Perhaps they were located on the other side of the world, as they had only seen a small percentage of it up to now.
Nadessa frowned in thought, looking a little worried. “Is it no good? We really are out of options here! We really need your help, and this world seemed like it would be perfect. Are you sure it can’t be done?”
Fhesiah said, “I think we have time, but it feels questionable to kick the can down the road. The World Tree won’t grow up in a day, throwing the entire world off balance, right? This could be a problem that we solve in the future. Our family progresses rapidly, we could be the peak of the next Tier in less than a hundred years easily.”
Nadessa nodded. “I doubt that it could be at the level of throwing the entire world off balance for many years. It can depend, though. Our original world’s levels of life and vitality were far lower than here, I’d wager this world is close to the peak of this Tier in that aspect. Then, we should have a hamadryad bonding with it from the beginning. If that’s the case, we could delay or accelerate things.”
Ophelia hummed. “Isn’t there one more problem too? Something like the World Tree must be somewhat similar to the Heart of the World, no? Can both of these things really exist on the same world?”
Jake nodded. “This world is tiny, too. Even if they can work together, can such a small one really have both?”
Tanda said, “The world wasn’t always small, though. It shrunk when it became cursed.”
Everyone looked at Tanda with a frown of disbelief.
Fhesiah voiced everyone’s thoughts. “What?”
Tanda blushed. “I-It’s true! Why don’t you believe me? The mountains growing to make the valleys deeper and the plateaus higher is a part of it growing and being restored, the curse being removed! If you guys remove the curse, then it should grow and become bigger once again.”
Nadessa was a bit distressed. “This is terrible. If we’re unable to find a place for the World Seed, I’m afraid we don’t have many options. I’d hate to have to do it, but we’d have to give it over to Gaia. Our sacrifice would have been for nothing.”
Jake asked, “Why Gaia? Can’t we talk to Brigid–”
Nadessa interrupted, “We cannot bring this to other Divine! This seed has a portion of Gaia’s divinity in it, and to claim ownership of it by another Divine would be seen as an attack on her. She would be allowed to challenge them with a [War Trial] at worst, or a [War Games] at the least.”
Jake understood that [War Games] were sort of like enabling PVP mode on non-contested worlds. A guild or guilds could engage in these games, making it a challenge for the other God or Goddess to accomplish anything, their people often being slaughtered or assassinated to spend time awaiting resurrection. 
It persisted on Contested Worlds in a limited fashion, and Jake thought it was absolutely crazy. Beating Tartarus was challenging enough without infighting.
A [War Trial] was even worse. Ownership of worlds could change hands, and to Jake, it was hard to imagine how the uninitiated wouldn’t end up in the crosshairs. It was seen as a sort of contest, where the loser would pay immensely in damages.
The reasons the Framework allowed such contests were twofold. One, was because the Divine had wanted this mechanism when they created the Framework, in order to give up portions of their authority and power to create it in the first place. 
The second was because of the loser’s payment and the empowerment from the act of the competition. Frequently, the result was more powerful warriors, having gained both experience and rewards from the Trial, allowing them to be more successful in facing Tartarus.
One could understand that anyone in Jake’s party was worth much more than several people individually. The idea that after the Trial, more people near Jake’s family’s level would be created was certainly worthwhile.
From what Jake understood, the [War Trial] was also an event that could be triggered by Tartarus. In a similar contest across many worlds and even Tiers, it could bet worlds and other treasures of value, that had to be matched by the Alliance to begin the Trial itself. 
They would then battle it out similar to the conquest progress of a single world, but the goals could be different, similar to how [Battlegrounds] varied each time.   
Blood asked, “But planting it here would be fine, why? We still serve as representatives of our Divine.”
Nadessa smirked. “But it’s not your world yet. You can’t be blamed for what’s there when you save it, can you? She gave up ownership of our world when she abandoned it, and that included everything on it. While one could say that this seed will include a small amount of her divinity in it, it’s just that: a small amount. It can be overridden over time, perhaps by this Heart of the World as you put it. The Heart may gain something from it as a result, in truth. It depends.”
Tanda looked over to Jake, and he could tell she had some thoughts or interest in this. He sent his sentiment that he would hear about it later.
Ophelia said, “But she could still be petty about it? Surely, she’ll know once the world changes hands, the jig’ll be up?”
Nadessa shrugged. “We have time. While the seed is growing, I doubt its divinity will be much above that of a paladin or priestess, do you really think they pay attention to every single one? It’s only once it becomes large enough to cradle an entire civilization that one might compare it to something like a Champion or more, and she might take notice. That could be more than a hundred years from now, and by then, she won’t be able to do anything about it. I already know her focus has moved to other Sectors, otherwise she might have sent some of us there to help. My people are not weak! We won the war and the Raid, it should have been a major accomplishment to be rewarded!”
Jake nodded as he understood. Winning the Raid should have meant hundreds of people had completed a Trial, enhancing their capability and potential forever. Of course, many of them wouldn’t get their full benefit until they Tiered up at an Alliance Node. 
They could postpone this for a time, maximizing all their skills, pooling up a portion of their experience as they prepared themselves. Within the Guild menu, Jake did see that Nadessa was level 24. 
Fhesiah said, “What’s in it for us now? You are putting us on the spot to accept this time bomb of a seed. It looks like a major problem that is only going to make our war harder, what with having to protect it.”
Tanda nodded. “This nascent divinity will surely make our battle more challenging, it was already mentioned by Cernunnos that this is the case.”
Jake could sense from the feelings Tanda was sending, that this was what she wanted to tell him about, but didn’t include all the details to Nadessa here.
Nadessa frowned, but looked at everyone pleadingly. “As to what’s in it for you, is the World Tree will protect and enhance the life of the world drastically! It pulls in life energy from the cosmos itself through its connection to the Yggdrasil, increasing the total energy of the world. This world is already nearing Tier 2, I can feel it! With the world tree, it should surpass that.” 
She got a little more excited. “Then, as to what it does for you now, my people will fight twice as more fervently knowing that they have a chance to have a World Tree once more. It’s like we have a second chance to save our world, this place becoming our home in truth! It may even attract more life-aspected Adventurers to join this world alone. Thanks to how high the density is already, we can bring them here under that guise alone. When the World Tree appears, they will be that much more likely to make it their home, just like us!”
Berri said, “That means the little wild children will be happier here? I like that!”
Jake somewhat understood what Nadessa was getting at. The World Tree itself was venerated on a certain level, similar to how auril was, or the Heart of the World was. Their people had faith and worshiped it, like that of a god or goddess. 
This faith and conviction provided a power of its own. He wasn’t sure how it worked, but that veneration could pass on to the God or Goddess connected to it in some way.
Jake and the girls mostly reached consensus on the matter in just a few moments over their bond. “How long do we have before the seed would arrive?”
Nadessa replied, “It should really be brought over next week, but we can postpone up to two.”
Jake said, “If that’s the case, we really need to get that other HQ setup in Harmony Peaks. Our plan was to assault Nature’s Crossroads soon. We were going to visit the Heart of the World soon too. This doesn’t really change our actions much, but now it makes it even more vital that we get this done and quickly. After we recapture this HQ, we’ll be on our fast flight to get there as rapidly as possible.”
Ophelia groaned. “At least we’ll be even faster this time. No doubt, just a little more preparation and we’d have been much faster. We were nearly a quarter of the way there when you realized to strap yourself to me like that anyway, to fly like a rocket.”
Nadessa looked over at them in confusion. “W-What?” She looked at Ophelia’s wings. “You flew strapped to one another, like a rocket?” 
Jake chuckled. “We had to travel like a thousand miles in as short a time as possible. Carrying me in her arms was slower. I don’t have reverse summon yet.”
Nadessa frowned. “You’re a summoner? I suppose I can feel your Presence is quite high. I have only met a small number in my lifetime, and I have never met a human one. My people often don’t have affinity with the void, having high affinity and even attunement with nature instead.”
She paused in thought for a moment, then continued, “I suppose our business for now is at a close. Will you help us with the World Tree seed?”
Jake nodded. “We’ll have to figure something out. Once we complete the HQ recapture, we’ll do our best to give you the tentative timeframe. We’ll need to get the new HQ ready, and there were already plans to visit the Heart of the World, where we might learn something. We may be able to do it next week, but things will be tight. The assault will need to be two days from now.”
Nadessa nodded. “Thank you so much, Clan Hart. Help my people, and you will have the most loyal of followers. I know we can already be happy here, but with a World Tree my people will truly feel at home and fight to their last, like we’ve already done.”
They walked her to the door and said their goodbyes as she left through their portal.
Jake asked, “What was that detail about the divinity in the World Tree seed, Tanda?”
Tanda replied, “Cernunnos had said that the nascent divinity in the Heart of the World, along with the beast avatars, was what allowed Tartarus to send the Dreadbeast Champion in the first place. If there is something in this seed, then it could have similar repercussions.”
Fhesiah shrugged, “Still, it’s hard to imagine it to be all that significant as it's growing. When comparing it to five champions as we will be, it’s probably small potatoes.”
Tanda perked up, as she looked over her new clan. “So what now? That arrival really screwed our schedule up.”
Fhesiah snorted. “Tell me about it. I had the most wonderful of plans–”
Jake sighed as he looked at the clock. “It’s time to clear Rifts again. I’ll let Valtor know we’ve decided on the day after tomorrow for the HQ assault.”
He started his messaging to Valtor in his menu, but Fhesiah said, “How about us girls give you a bit of a break, husband? We’ll fly you near our destination Rifts, and you can go on your hunting date with Tanda for a while. Then, we’ll meet up. We three should be able to handle most without your help.”
Jake frowned. Of course, with Fhesiah he had no fear of an ambush near enemy territory, but on his and Tanda’s side, they didn’t have that level of protection. Ira was still–
There was a cracking sound from their fireplace, causing everyone to look. Fhesiah smiled.
“Looks like your concern won’t be a problem, our little friend has returned.” 
The void crystal broke open, and a dark snout for a creature too large to fit in the tiny crystal appeared. Its nostrils flared, as the crack spread even further. 
The top of the crystal shattered, allowing a draconic face with horns to come out. It turned in on itself, and it bit into the crystal, shattering the rest of it.
As the crystal shattered, it was like the creature’s body just appeared or phased into existence. Ira roared in triumph, Jake feeling its excitement and pride. 
Jake saw that Ira was now a [Juvenile Voidwyrm] over the familiar information sheet. Its body was now extremely black, making it hard to tell if the creature was substantial. 
However, it was just a trick of the eye, as the creature’s body was so black it was hard to gauge the distance. Ira did not need to enter the material, or three-dimensional plane that Jake’s and everyone else’s bodies resided.
The creature was now about the size of a small boa with the head of a dragon, complete with horns. Small flames like smoke came off the creature’s body, like that of Jake’s hearth. 
Flecks of white, black, and red were wafting off the creature, likely as a result of the many energies from Jake’s hearth and the refuge’s hearth it consumed. Jake thought the creature almost looked like a Chinese dragon.
“Welcome back, Ira. Congratulations on your growth.”
Berri said, “Yay, Ira! A snake and a dragon, that’s a great combination! Gimme a hug!”
Ira and Berri wrapped themselves around each other in a hug, Ira wrapping around her chest and Berri hugging the creature with her arms.
Tanda’s tail was wagging, as she joined each of the girls, taking turns giving the creature a hug. 
Ophelia said, “We missed you, Ira. Glad to have you back.”  
Jake asked, “Feeling stronger now, Ira? Do you need some more rest, or?”
Ira smirked, sending Jake a feeling of confidence and pride. While the creature still couldn’t send words, Jake understood the creature’s desires much clearer now. He kept his magic calm, and didn’t resist the creature’s action against him.
Jake was swallowed with darkness, before being transitioned into the air right above Berri. He fell through the air, Ira, and the other girls moving out of the way. Berri caught him with her chest and arms like catching a stuffed animal, giggling.
“Yay! That was cool, Ira. You can deliver Jake to me anytime!”
Tanda was all smiles. “Yeah! That looks fun. Can you teleport me?”
Jake got Ira’s feelings, and shook his head. “It looks like no. It’s because of my affinity with the void, and our connection as my familiar. In a pinch, Ira may be able to shift you a little, but Berri is way too big. Ira is better off moving whatever might be attacking you instead, or, doing this.”
He took out one of Berri’s ammunition from his storage bracelet, and threw it at the wall. Ira surrounded it in darkness, and the momentum was removed, causing the object to fall from gravity straight to the ground instead.
Then, a thin tear in space cut through the bowling ball-sized object, slicing it in half.
Ira then shifted between physical reality and the void, becoming visible or invisible, ruffling each of the girl’s hair or feathers as it rapidly moved around the refuge, snaking around and nudging the girls. 
It moved rapidly, and if it wrapped its body around something, showed off a powerful constriction.
Ira teleported back in front of them. It raised its chin, proud and filled with triumph.
Tanda and Ophelia clapped. Tanda said, “Wow, Ira, you’re so cool! I could hardly follow how fast you moved, and I couldn’t even feel where you were!”
Blood nodded. “Even with my senses, I have a hard time following you, Ira. I guess only Fhesiah can follow it?”
Fhesiah was a little awed. “I can have some trouble with it, too. I had never encountered such a creature, so this was a good experience for me in detecting such a thing.”
Jake nodded. He had already learned from Davonius that he needed to improve his magical senses, and did get some time the other day with him. He had helped Dave by trying to improve the lab in Cascadia, enchanting various cauldrons and tools.   
Jake noted, “The tear in space and teleport moves, it cannot do those frequently in combat. This should be very useful. In that final battle in the HQ, Ira could have just got me out of there, rather than Ophelia having to block the knight with her body.”
Tanda was all smiles, her wings pulsing and her tail wagging as she looked at Jake. “That means we can do our hunting date then, right? Ira will watch over us?”
Ira grinned with a nod, and then entered Jake’s chest once more, wrapping itself around his hearth in a coil. He smiled at the creature’s presence, having missed it this past week.
“Welcome back, my friend. Thanks for always watching over us.”
Ira sent a contented smile, and Jake got the impression it was like a cat taking a nap in front of a fireplace. Despite resting, the creature’s mind simply worked differently. It would be resting and getting used to its new body, but it would be vigilant.
Jake looked over at Tanda with a smile. He was looking forward to their first date.




Chapter 18 - Date with a Ravenwolf Girl


Jake glided in his armored wing suit, trailing after Tanda. She danced through the air as her tail wagged, them crossing the jungle within the valley.  
The canopy of trees above limited the sunlight within, but various creatures and plant species survived off the bioluminescence the larger trees gave off instead.
Many colors of light were given off by the plants within, from violet to gold, and green again. He was excited to have some time to look at and better see the jungle when it wasn’t whipping by him like he was being driven in a car.
The jungle was full of colorful foliage, the many plants and creatures like a meadow full of flowers. Jake leaped over much of this, his feet only touching the ground once nearly every quarter-mile. 
While he was not at the speed of Bloodberri, he was not very far off with his wing suit once fully enchanted and enhanced by Runebound: Unbound.
Periodically, Tanda would stop, and show him various plants and fauna. Jake was noticing an interesting theme among the things she would show him.
She snatched a beetle out of the air, its body a swirling mixture of purples and greens. It was larger than the size of her paw, and she pointed over to the base of a tree. 
“This beetle collects the dung of larger animals and rolls it up, then–”
“We got those on Earth, too. It lays its eggs inside and lets its larva grow from there, right?”
She frowned in thought, but then smiled. “Not quite. The beetles almost work like ants as a hive, for one thing. They roll dung up to the base of that tree, and spread it out, laying their eggs there. Moles love to eat both the roots of the tree and the beetles, even if they are covered in dung. The tree uses the extra nutrients and produces vines that ensnare the moles and other creatures the beetles attract with their larvae, and they help break the corpses down with their larvae as well. The beetles will even dig down to a mole, exposing it to the vines.”
She pointed out the vines, and he could see that they swayed and moved, yet there was no wind at the moment. It was as if they were alive, and perhaps they were.
Jake had noticed that many of the creatures formed symbiotic relationships with others, in a much deeper or more significant way than most on Earth. 
While one would have to search far and wide on Earth to find cooperation like this, nearly every species on Highlands had some sort of mutualism to protect them against predators, or even become predators themselves.
Jake was filled with excitement, learning about various creatures and plants, and Tanda collected some seeds and planted them in other areas. He had even seen her grab some insect eggs, and bring them to another area.
“What are you doing with planting those seeds, or bringing the insect eggs over to somewhere else?”
Tanda smiled, looking a little proud with her chin up. “I’m improving the balance of the area! While those beetles and vines of that tree work together against moles, there are the true kings of the jungle: auril beasts. Most creatures, once they survive long enough, will become powerful enough to overcome even a relationship like that, and eat to their heart’s content. They will strip an area, and break up several of these relationships. Perhaps it would come and eat the beetles and leave the tree to weaken, only for the moles to come in and plunder the roots, as an example.”
Jake asked, “How’s that a problem? Isn’t that the law of the jungle at play?”
Tanda nodded. “It is. But the relationship goes even deeper than that. There are various species that live higher in the trees from birds to different insects, so when it dies and those creatures get displaced, the balance gets further off from the optimal levels. You can even have geography change as a result, rivers bending as a result of areas becoming overgrown or overeaten. My people seek the balance to maximize life, as over time this results in more auril beasts and more auril in the world, healing it. This is how we protect the cycle of nature.”
Jake’s eyebrows rose in surprise. Their stewardship of the jungle both required a lot of knowledge, and a lot of patience and effort. He had heard that various animals performed similar roles on Earth, such as wolves. 
They would hunt and change the behavior of herbivores, maintaining the balance of life in an area.
Tanda smile was beaming, as she enveloped Jake’s gauntleted hand with her fluffy ones. “I’m so glad you’re impressed! I can feel it, through our bond. You respect nature very much, and what we do. Here, let me show you how we, who are in tune with our hearts and the song of the world, do it.”
She gave Jake a saucy smile, as she pulled on his arm, causing him to stumble toward her. She kissed him on the lips, before wrapping her wings and arms around him for leverage, and bringing his face up to her chest.
Jake would enjoy this a lot more if he wasn’t covered in armor along with her, but he could still feel her chest through her tight beast leather on his face.
She giggled. “Take off your helmet, and listen to my heart.”
Jake stowed his helm and wrapped his arms around her waist, helping hold her up. She closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. She slowly exhaled, and he listened.
He could feel and hear her heart beat, as it was playing its song. Compared to a human’s, the beat was quite irregular. It had a beat as if playing two different drums, and if anything, it reminded him of her courtship dance.
“Your heartbeat…it reminds me of your dance.”
She smiled. “Noticed that? My dance was to the beat of my heart, and that was my usual song– That song and dance was me, in every sense. Now, I will try to find the song of the world.”
She took another deep breath, and he could feel her auril stir. Her soul connected to the world, reaching out to the surrounding area. Her beat took on a new song, changing its cadence.
Jake could only hear her heart thumping, and the sounds of the jungle. Leaves rustling in the breeze, birds singing, insects chirping, and far away he could even hear running water from a creek.
Tanda’s heartbeat began to accompany that of the surrounding area, a life of the jungle song. She became one with it, like she belonged. 
Auril rushed toward them from the world, and he could feel her emotions over their bond, the feeling of pride of being one with the world like she was at this moment.
“It’s so much faster to find the song now that I’m an Auril Hero. It would take me minutes before, but now I can do it with a single breath. Now listen some more.”
Jake took a deep breath and exhaled, doing his best to listen, and feel Tanda over their bond. He tried to match her rhythm with his breaths, and her state of mind. He followed his bond’s connection, and thought he could probe her connection to the world, through her.
His hearth flickered, and started to follow her heart’s beat. He just luxuriated in the feeling, and after a moment, he felt something change. Just as Tanda was connected to the world, his spirit was connected through her. 
The world’s spirit itself embraced him, welcoming him. Jake felt a special connection, like he was part of the world he was standing on, with Tanda next to him. He was now home, and the world was happy to have him there.
Of course, in Jake’s Refuge, he always felt home. His wives were there, and he was happy and at peace in his heart. But the Refuge was an extension of himself–a strange, magical spaceship that was also a home. 
This was an entire world, and it was opening its arms up wide and welcoming him.
He felt one with Highlands, like he was a part of the cycle of life and death. Like he truly belonged for once in his life, and he was home. He found he loved the feeling, that it was something he had been searching for most of his life. 
Jake could tell Tanda felt great joy over their bond, but she urged him to follow the feeling, rather than focus on her. To not lose this feeling, this moment. He did his best to just breathe, as his hearth flickered and beat in tune with her heart, to join the song of the world around him.
Eventually, the feeling of oneness or feeling at home was replaced with a feel for the surrounding area. The creatures of all shapes and sizes, plants and trees and their health, their balance of predation and prey, and mutual cooperation within the valley itself.
That feeling stretched for thousands of feet, until, like ripples on the lake, Jake knew Tanda was feeling nature’s songs from several miles away as their beats came in. 
Everything felt as if it was right or good, though some areas certainly felt weak; that they could be improved, perhaps by what Tanda was doing.
Then, he felt an area where there was something wrong. Jake couldn’t understand what he was feeling, but he could feel in that direction that the balance of the world had been sent off-kilter.
Like an ominous cancer or plague that needed to be cured. As a result, it would shift and reduce the balance in dozens, perhaps hundreds of other areas, if something wasn’t done.
Jake could feel Tanda opened her eyes, so he opened his, to see tears rolling down her cheeks.
He said, “What–”
She smiled and interrupted him, “I’m just so happy! I had worried about you being able to feel this with me, before you started courting me. It was one of my concerns that had my mind at odds with my heart.”
Jake wiped the tears off her cheeks, and they kissed, her all but molded to his body in his arms already. He could feel her happiness, and it was infectious. 
She continued, “A year or two ago, I had come to the realization that I may need to compromise on what I wanted for a mate. My dad had mercilessly defeated all the Chieftains and the older men that were close to being Auril Heroes, and none of my peers around my age could beat me.”
Jake just chuckled at this. Fhesiah would say she box-blocked herself.
“I always wanted a mate that was in tune with the world, just like my family. To protect the balance, I thought it was required. But eventually, I realized I would either be alone, or I would have to accept the strongest mate, even thought my heart felt that it was wrong. To think, when my heart felt it was right, I ignored it. I’m so glad that with you, I really don’t have to compromise. You’re everything I ever wanted, Jake.”
He could feel her happiness and pride, and her feelings were matched with his own.
Jake held her tightly, kissing her and enjoying the feelings they shared for one another. 
He pulled back and said. “I’m glad that we met you, Tanda. You’re truly finding harmony with our family, and enhancing what we already have, just like what you do with the world and your people. You’re already one of us. You bring me much joy.”
Tanda nuzzled her head up against Jake’s neck, and Jake scratched her ears that popped out of the top of her tribal helm for a minute. He felt contentment coming from both of them, the happiness of being together. 
He felt like such a moment could have been a perfect time to give her the mated necklace, but he knew this was not the right time.
She had held hope that her father would be respawning soon, and Jake could do the courtship duel and place the necklace on in front of her family. 
Jake’s age and hers were close enough that often it wouldn’t be required to face her father, but it was also close enough that her people would play it by ear.
Of course, they were sort of doing things out of order. Jake had already shown his potential in various ways, along with his magic dance with her. The duel was meant for that same purpose. 
This was an odd situation created by the fact that her parents were dead–hopefully temporarily. 
But normally, her family would be there to witness these happenings, almost as an Earth family may witness a wedding of their child. She’d prefer they be a part of it, one way or another.  
“Did Aisling say anything about your father?”
She smiled. “She finally relented, and said she may have seen a flash of him fighting a man in red and gold armor a time ago. But that I should focus on facing our enemy, for now. Let’s head to the disturbance in the balance, and finish our hunt.”
Jake put his helm back on, and followed Tanda toward the disturbance. It was several miles out, the jungle vast. Tanda was filled with happiness as he trailed after her, them joining together for to accomplish her purpose.
They eventually reached near the area, and she had him leaping higher onto the branches instead of near the jungle floor. She pointed out the raptors that were currently tearing up everything in sight.
There were some dead corpses, the raptors ignoring them in favor of destroying everything. Their claws shredded plants and trees, leaving their marks on everything.
“They are claiming this area. Something has pushed them out of their nest, so they are making a new one. This is a large clan of raptors, and they will hunt far and wide near here. In addition, they will slay much of their competition.”
Jake saw how this could severely impact the surrounding area. However, he wasn’t really sure what they could do about it, aside from culling their numbers. Perhaps, they could look into what displaced them, instead?
Tanda smiled, while she didn’t hear his thoughts, she felt his questioning emotions rather than an immediate rally to fight. 
“Right. Something displaced them, so we need to find out what. With Rifts in the area, it seems obvious to me what might have done it. Let’s go.”
They traveled further, until they found an area that was blighted. Ira helped guide them toward some ghouls spreading the blight. Jake looked, and found that there wasn’t even a Rift nearby. 
It was entirely possible they hadn’t caught all the enemies in their own Rift clears, or they had come from an area even further away from the areas they were clearing. 
They slayed several, and continued on the trail through the blighted jungle. Eventually, the blight became more pervasive, and the enemies more numerous. 
Now that he saw it, he realized that this activity likely started before Jake and his party even arrived, likely before the original Adventurers had even left.
In addition to Rifts spawning enemies and assaulting predefined locations, the smaller Rifts could eventually build into a [Monster Nest]. 
There was not much functionally different from the monster nest to the smaller rifts other than spawning enemies more rapidly. Only that once it was formed, Tartarus could then move that same small rift across the conquest map for a smaller cost. 
This increased its overall rate of capturing the terrain.
This was why it was important to have many scouts surveying the terrain. Tartarus’s conquest took many forms, and so it was essential to be forever vigilant. 
The Monster Nests were an excellent training mechanism for smaller parties and were a way for them to contribute.
They arrived at a massive cave, and Jake thought they were going to enter. Instead, Tanda shrieked like that of a hawk, and he thought it felt like a sort of challenge. Jake looked at her in question.
Just how did she make that sound? He knew she could howl like a wolf, in addition to chirping or singing like a bird, or shrieking like the hawk. Supposedly, she even had made a voice that sounded like her father, the hero in the play.
She blushed, seeming to understand what he was inquisitive about. 
Their musings were interrupted by a loud roar, along with the ground shaking. Tanda switched to her bow, and Jake readied his shield and spear. 
Out from the darkness of the cave came two blighted Tyrannosaurus Rexes. Jake sent Tanda his sentiments, that he would face one, and she could face the other. Despite not using words, she easily understood his intentions.
She immediately shot a few arrows at one of the Rexes, drawing its attention as she flew in the air at an angle. It followed her, allowing Jake to have his single target.
Jake had been trying to reproduce the spell that he had created while under the influence of the rage of his [Wrath]. Ophelia was just traveling at this moment, so he had no problems with activating his state. 
He was still working on his Runebound states, but so far, hadn’t finished his decisions. For now, he was using the same [Wrath] state.
Jake gathered the flames of his hearth, and compressed them in his champion staff, similar to how he had done during his magic dance for Tanda. The flames built inside, enhanced by his covenant. 
The T-Rex stomped toward him, moving with ferocious blighted green auril. Each step carried it a dozen meters, but Jake was prepared with a [Runic Magic: Cone of Cold] using his runic bubbles.
The powerful frost magic slammed into the creature’s legs, forming a large coat of ice on them. This caused the creature to stumble, but it was able to right itself easily with its auril-coated tail. It leaped at Jake a little unexpectedly, but his protector was more than ready.
Ira shifted Jake to the side a few meters, the large beast sailing past and missing him. He pushed more flames into his staff as he turned toward the creature, and released a blast of the divine flames from his hearth.
The creature roared as the scorching ray cut across its chest, the flames both combusting and purifying the creature’s flesh. The T-rex was knocked back by the explosive flames, but still stood. 
The beam of flames cut deep into the creature, but blighted auril replaced the creature’s lost tissue. While the attack was strong, Jake felt like he hadn’t gotten it quite right, the flames and energies not compressed enough. He would try again.
Tanda had her creature wrapped up in vines, as she shot it from every angle. Powerful auril arrows pierced its joints, the creature unable to mount a decent defense. The undead beast had leaped after her in the air, but she was able to move out of the way with ease.       
Jake thought her way of fighting was not all that dissimilar from his. She had many seeds, and they were powerful when used against the right targets. 
She would prepare seeds of various kinds, then use their special natures to create openings, or support her allies in unpredictable ways.
He pushed even more flames in this time, being much more aggressive with gathering and compressing them. He even pushed a tiny amount of his [Divine Energy] this time, less than 5% of his total; less than what he would regenerate in a single day. 
The creature roared, then did something unexpected: it leaped toward the downed T-rex. It cut through several vines holding down the other with its foot, and they roared as the downed one leaped toward Tanda. 
Jake’s enemy then charged auril of its own, and leaped toward him once more.
But Tanda was ready, her champion’s weapon forming back into a crescent moon spear. The creature sailed toward her in a straight line, but she was able to alter her angle and dive in with her spear, her auril charged, and Jake’s Aura pushed into her own attack. 
She dodged the creature’s bite and speared the creature where its auril heart was, and a manifestation of her spirit, a large wolf’s head, bit a large chunk out of the creature with an explosion of flames. 
The creature’s momentum was lost, and it tumbled toward the ground. She shifted back to her bow, and started adding more attacks to finish off the creature, its undead auril already trying to cover what should be a grievous wound, the heart having pieces of it left. 
Jake’s T-rex was still charging him, and he had compressed nearly twenty percent of his hearth flames into his Champion’s Staff. The special hearth spellform was starting to become unstable, so he pointed it at the creature and released his [Scorching Ray], a Tier 2 spell. 
The beam blasted into the creature, the force, and heat of it immense. It carved a deep hole into the creature’s chest and head, the creature’s body catching flame and combusting from the purifying flames. 
His flames were hungry, spreading and quickly consuming the undead creature.
The creature’s body lost cohesion other than the bones, the body melting away as it was engulfed in the powerful flames. All that remained of the creature was its bones. 
After Tanda’s had landed on the ground, the vines had bound the T-rex once more. Tanda dove with her crescent moon spear extended once she built up enough auril, and dug deep into the creature’s skull. The light of undeath left the creature’s eye, and it was defeated.
Jake received a prompt that the [Monster Den] was cleared, receiving a tiny amount of both credits and CP. It would no longer spawn ghouls, but the area was still blighted. It could still convert the creatures, like the raptors.
He realized that the beastkin will need to comb through the jungles to find all the Monster Dens and Rifts besides, if they were going to clear the world of them. 
While there weren’t many nearby Cascadia and Life’s Haven, most likely the dots that Valtor showed them in the distant areas were full of these types of smaller Rifts turning into them.
Jake knew that Tanda’s flock were reaching near the coasts, and Nodes had been delivered to a large percentage of the continent. Conquest progress was on the uptick, nearing 45%, a 4% increase for the Alliance in the last week alone. 
A significant improvement without them capturing a major point.
They would have Bloodberri clear the blight here when they get picked up. Jake looted the two sets of T-rex bones, after purifying Tanda’s with his flames. The larger spines were excellent for the largest of bone spears, and the rib cages good for the large reptile beastkin.
Jake asked, “Now what? It’s not like we can get the raptors to come back here once it’s cleansed, can we?”
Tanda sighed. “Normally, we could. But with the blight…even if cleansed, this area has been ruined. The tribe of raptors won’t be interested in living here anymore, at least not right away. Once the plant life regrows and attracts herbivores to return, that will change. Sometimes, it’s not about putting things back the way they once were, but finding a new balance.”
Tanda and Jake spent a couple of hours once again moving various eggs and planting various plants all over the area. She even used bait and destroyed dens of a few families of creatures, causing them to migrate toward the raptor’s new nest.
Each time she had to shift the balance of another area slightly, but the end result was both more prey and more danger for the raptors. Instead of them being the top of the food chain in the area, they had many challenges to both their territory and their prey.
They would keep each other’s numbers and aggression under control, the balance once again restored. When they were done, Tanda and Jake stood in the branches of a large tree, full of large leaves, for cover. 
The branches were so large and wide they could lay down and still have plenty of space.
Tanda’s chest was pressed up into Jake’s face once more, her more than happy to let him listen to her heart beat. Jake followed her connection again, finding the song of the world. 
He could feel the area that they just restored, and while it was muted, he could tell that it was no longer a problem area. It was healing again, and would be just as strong as it was before damaged, eventually.
Tanda smiled, her tail wagging in happiness. “We did it! I know it was a lot of work, but the area is now restored. It probably wasn’t worth a Champion or two’s time, but it meant a lot to me. I’m so happy you can take part in this, even if we won’t do it often. It’s what I dreamed of doing with my mate!”
Jake smiled at her. “I enjoyed it. I learned a lot about this world that makes me feel so welcome. Soon, those spriggons will make it out here, and probably improve things even further. They should help your people with maintaining the balance.”
“Oh yeah! Those little guys should be a lot of help. I’m excited to see what they do!”
They only had a few minutes before Bloodberri picked them up, her having already cleansed the monster den. 
Tanda lowered herself, and her face took on a more amorous look. She was looking at Jake in a way that made him feel truly special, her eyes lidded and her breaths deep. 
Jake grabbed her waist, pulling her into him more tightly, as she wrapped herself around him, and he kissed her on the lips.
Tanda’s lips were warm and her taste fresh and full of life, like the jungle she lived in and loved so much. Jake explored her wet mouth with his tongue, and hers met his as they gazed into each other’s eyes. 
Her golden eyes glimmered in their secluded spot, and they were both wishing they both had a lot less clothing.
But they luxuriated in each other’s armored embrace, focusing their senses on just enjoying each other’s kiss. Jake could feel all the affection she had for him, and how his actions on this world had won him a large amount of respect and devotion from her. 
She would fight just as hard for him as she had done for this world and her people, running herself ragged if that’s what she had to do. Tanda was ecstatic she had finally found her mate, and would do anything for Jake.
Jake too was happy Tanda had entered his life and joined his family. She always had her bright smile and was full of energy, joining them in everything they did. She spent time with all his wives, getting along with them well. 
Tanda was easy to get along with, seemingly happy with merely accompanying people with whatever it was they wanted to do. She asked for little, finding enjoyment in the little things. If you were happy, then she was, and if you were a little down, she sought to pick you up. 
She finally played baseball once with Berri until she was content she had enough. Jake didn’t think it was possible for Berri to get bored with that first.
He respected her values and her focus, her drive to save her people. He wanted to make her happy, even if it was seemingly easy.
They continued kissing, and their desires to make each other happy and content caused the bond to expand once more, reaching the fourth stage. 
They could now hear each other’s thoughts, and Jake was quite surprised at what he was hearing, the pace of her words much more rapid than her speech.
[I’m really going to need to drink some milkthistle tea if I’m ever going to make it till next week. I’m wetter than a dewlilly! I hope he can’t smell that. I wonder what we’re going to have for lunch? I hope Ophelia is having fun, she’s probably enjoying fighting and compensating for Jake not being there, a unique challenge. Fhesiah is probably complaining about doing work rather than being on her back as she always says, so maybe I should cheer her up later by helping her in her lab, as she seems to really enjoy that for some reason. Berri is probably a little envious of the time I’m getting alone with Jake, so I should play with her later if Jake is still too busy–]
She was really thinking of all of that while they made out?
Tanda frowned, probably starting to feel the difference in their bond, and that turned into a blush at hearing some of Jake’s thoughts, and noticing the notification. Jake knew the girls were getting near, almost about to show up.
“I–I didn’t say that out loud, did I?”
Fhesiah responded, [You might as well have, new sister. Congratulations on joining us! I couldn’t help but notice that you are quite considerate of us. I had almost thought your visits and considerations nearly random or due to lack of entertainment, but to think it was just you being thoughtful about us. We are all happy for it.]
Ophelia chuckled over their bond, before answering Tanda’s thoughts about her. [I did have fun, we cleared three Rifts, and one of them wasn’t even undead! The hill trolls were huge, and liked to throw large rocks at us! Welcome to our mental talks, Tanda.]
Berri added, [Yeah, Welcome to our talks! What do you want to play later, Tanda? You did like playing catch, I thought. Also, what is milkthistle tea, is it good? And what is a dewlilly? Just have Jake clean you off if you get wet, that’s what I always do!]
Jake just knew Berri was nodding at her own advice like she had delivered sagely knowledge. Bloodberri rose herself up the tree, as the girls had now arrived. Jake untangled himself from Tanda’s embrace with one more kiss on her still-blushing cheek. 
Fhesiah said, “I hope you had fun on your date, Tanda.” She sniffed, then smirked. “Oh! You really did,” she teased. “I can help you with that tea later.”
Tanda nodded, and took to the air with a flap of her wings. 
Jake hopped into Berri’s basket, and they headed for the next rift. Ophelia and Tanda chattered about her fights at each Rift as they flew, Jake’s mind becoming even noisier than ever. 
Just a few more to go for the day, and they would make some of their final preparations back in their Refuge.




Chapter 19 - Ophelia - Crafting [Retribution]


Ophelia parried Tanda’s thrust of her spear, as she kicked out with her leg. She expected to hit her leg unprotected to knock her off balance, but Tanda’s strange leather flap infused with auril blocked the blow.  
Ophelia flapped her wings to dodge Tanda’s followup attack, but she pressed with a flap of her own wings. The two’s spears met, each of them trying their hardest to best one another. Ophelia wasn’t using her technique, but Tanda was able to use her auril, making their match more even.
Ophelia knocked Tanda back, then asked. “Did you figure out which Technique you’ll be getting? You don’t want to hold off on buying it for too long, you know. It takes a lot of work to progress it.”
Tanda frowned. “I know, but I still don’t know what things will be like once my hearth wakes up. The one that can aid in turning my melee attacks into ranged ones was attractive, as it makes me able to keep up pressure at any distance easily. When I start cyclic resonance, this becomes quite attractive.”
Ophelia nodded. “I can see that you don’t have much choice until the seed blooms. Fhesiah’s Hearth lets her use small amounts of mana, and if you could do the same, that will help give you a number of options. It’s hard to imagine how that will work, though. I have a hard time using my mana and your auril over energy sharing at the same time. It’s like your heart beat disrupts my intent when forming my runes.”
Tanda smiled as she looked at Ophelia, her tail wagging. “I know you’ll figure it out, Ophelia! Or, Jake will. He has a few ideas, he said that runes filled with mana in his armor weren’t disrupted as much. If I can just enhance myself that way with mana, that should be enough to be valuable!”
Jake was practicing with Bloodberri, still working on his Runebound states, while she practiced with her runes. Blood and Berri were getting very close to the advanced stages, which would soon allow them to do group casts by themselves. 
The utility in combat was significant, allowing the two to accomplish area of effect spells much more easily. Some of the more powerful control spells used many runes, and being able to cast them together would be an excellent tool to have.
Fhesiah was in her cultivation chamber, pushing herself to finish her Dragonic Might ability. It would aid her to bring out more strength more easily, along with working hard on furthering her Alchemy. She needed to produce special materials for their Yin-Yang Body Tempering.
Ophelia just shook her head at the idea that having fun would lead to Fhesiah becoming even more powerful. A match made in heaven, that mystical technique and that girl. Still, Ophelia couldn’t help but become a little excited. Of course, she enjoyed those activities with Jake too! 
Tanda and Ophelia continued their practice for a while longer, her thinking about what they had to do next. In her last major battle, her weapon had failed her. Ophelia had everything she had needed to be successful, except an excellent weapon or armor.    
They finished their practice for the day and ate, and Ophelia immediately headed for her Hearthtree Forge, which was also sort of Tanda’s room and shrine to the Celtic Divine.
Tanda smiled as they walked into their refuge. “Are we finally going to make your spear? I can’t wait to help!”
Ophelia chuckled. Tanda seemed to enjoy accompanying her for just about any activity. Jake’s other girls were all helpful and would work hard when you needed them to be, but there was something different with asking for help from Tanda offering, and for her to enjoy it so much. 
Tanda was all smiles as they entered, Ophelia matching her mood. Their sanctuary within their Refuge was something truly special. The air was filled with life, and the area was peaceful. 
The ravenwolf girl had selectively added various creatures and critters to live within, to create a self-sustaining ecosystem, and without pests that they would find overly annoying.
Tanda helped her prepare Ophelia’s workspace, setting everything up around the Hearthtree Forge. She would need Jake later, but for now, she had other pieces to work on.
When she had made her lance, she was proud of what she had crafted. She had used all her knowledge and skill, and the best materials they could afford at that time.
Unfortunately, it was just that: all that they could afford, and all her lacking skill. 
Their Credits and CP had significantly grown since then, increasing the numbers of possibilities. Then, they had some more time to purchase more rare materials, which took more time to arrive. 
In addition to that, she had continued enhancing her knowledge and skill. 
She had mastered an important [Sub-skill] within her Smithing Mastery that increased her overall quality drastically, especially when combined with Jake’s Manaweave Reinforcement called . 
Ophelia wasn’t sure, but just going back and using the same materials with her current skills, and maybe her weapon wouldn’t have failed her.
The Epic+ store had gotten her enough materials for the lance’s head, and the metals she planned on using for her armor and the spear shaft had finally arrived as well.
Tanda said, “It’s too bad there aren’t any more auril metals out there. I just know they’d be perfect for your spearhead.” Her ears went flat on her head. “I know if you had my spear, it wouldn’t have broken. You even had to protect me with your shield.”
Ophelia said, “It’s fine. That moment was important for you, and despite how it was terrifying to die, it was important for a lot of reasons. Jake wouldn’t have learned about his Runestates, and then–”
Ophelia was hugged by Tanda, her eyes brimming with tears. “I thought I was ready to die fighting for my people. But when I faced that enemy champion and nearly died, I was so afraid, and angry. I felt that same thing when that eye turned on me. When your shield appeared in front of me, it felt wonderful knowing you were there to help. I don’t know how you did it without hesitation. Thanks for protecting me and Jake, Ophelia.”
Ophelia hugged her back, and gave her a smile. “You’re welcome, Tanda. Let’s make armor and a weapon that won’t let that happen again.”
Tanda nodded. “Right!”
While Highland’s auril metals were undoubtedly special, Valtor had helped her identify a metal that should work well enough in its place. Perhaps even better, for Clan Hart’s purposes. She had planned on using it as part of an alloy, as on its own, it was not overly strong.
[Harmonium] was known to be able to transmit most energies, and Valtor was able to confirm Auril was included. Then, mithril was both strong and was excellent at holding mana. Neither was expensive for the amounts she would be using, and some of the latter was used in her original spearhead. 
The special material which required a special order, a single ingot had cost nearly 5000 CP and 50,000 T1 credits from the discounted Epic+ store was called [Seraphite]. It was highly compatible with Ophelia’s holy mana and her flames of Hestia, and she imagined any other Divine if she became their Champion. 
Valtor and Amara suspected that it was one of the main metals used in her shield’s construction, but it was a combination of metals forming an alloy that was well beyond what a frontier sector had access to.
She’d love for her entire armor to have Seraphite, but it was beyond their ability to afford, for now. She would have to use a mixture of Harmonium and [Radiantsteel], the latter of which was simply a refined version of magical steel combined with mithril. 
Ophelia could make some now, but purchased some to save some time. 
She and Tanda gazed at the Hearthtree Forge. 
Tanda said, “It’s grown a lot since last week! It’s really happy here, I can tell.”
It had grown a lot from Brigid’s gift, but Ophelia thought it had grown even larger, the hearth flame more powerful than before. She had done some trials before today, and was more than happy at how it helped her forge magical metals.
Ophelia looked over to the deathly tree of Cernunnos. It looked like a ghastly willow tree from out of a swamp of nightmares, but she didn’t feel any danger or ill will from it. Somehow, it had even moved a distance from the other trees as it grew. 
Ophelia asked, “What about that thing?”
Tanda looked over at it with a wry smile. “It’s happy too. I don’t know why, as there is not much death here, but death is like the other side of the coin for life. The hearth must be supplying it with the deathly energies. Cernunnos punishes the wicked in the afterlife, perhaps it is feeding off that within the world, since the Refuge is docked here?”
Ophelia shrugged as she placed each of the four metals in a crucible, and put each inside the Hearthtree for now in order to melt them. Here, they would gather the energies contained within the forge. While too much magic would break down forged metal, while it was in the melted state this was not a problem. 
The excess magical energies would be released as the metal cooled, the oils meant to quench the metals absorbing them to accomplish this.
Once the Radiantsteel melted, she began the process of combining the mithril and harmonium metals to create her alloy. This process had many steps, adding magical alloying agents and removing the impurities.
Tanda meditated, finding harmony in their refuge. She drew the spare auril of the area, which were just as significant as deep within the jungles of Highlands. She infused it into the metals as they were forged, and Ophelia smiled as she could tell her new alloy could transmit the energy well because it was suffused and enhanced by it. 
It was not quite as good as Tanda’s original spear before the upgrade, let alone after, but it was definitely at the level or above the wood or bones used for many of their weapons. She completed many ingots, needing the metals for both her armor and the shaft, and even for other equipment.
Tanda wiped down the sweat from Ophelia’s brow with a towel, causing her to smile at the raven-haired woman. “Thanks. The heat coming out of that tree is immense now. To think it was like a candle before.”
Tanda said, “No problem! It got hotter as I added the auril. Look at the leaves.”
Ophelia looked, and was surprised to see they had certainly brightened. She thought it would look amazing in the dark, and so she dimmed the fake sun in their refuge.
The tree became like a lantern in the dark, with thousands of orange and red flames appearing as if floating, and flickering in the air due to the dark branches.
“Wow! That’s really pretty. We don’t have anything quite that bright in our forests,” Tanda said.   
Ophelia nodded, then turned the lights back on, and began melting down many ingots together. It was time to make her plates for her armor.
She would be making a lamellar plate armor. This was similar to ring or scale mail, but different. The rows, or bands, of overlapping rectangular plates would be stitched together using threads. 
Because of the overlap, the threads were difficult but not impossible to be damaged, but the movement of the plates thanks to the threads allowed for better range of movement than full plate.
However, hers would be a hexagonal, or honeycomb grid of plates tapered at the top where the bindings would go through. 
Bloodberri would thread it together later, using thread created from enchanted auril leather strips. There would be several larger plates stitched over her upper chest, which Jake would then enchant, hopefully creating a powerful effect.
The smaller plates around her belly would be hardly larger than a coin. But they would be many times thicker, more than enough to stop a blade when overlapping. 
Forming tiny plates was hardly a job for a smith’s hammer, but she had to implement various techniques when forging this alloy before punching out the hexagonal plates and the holes for the stitching.
She poured the melted alloy into a thick sheet, not overly different from the ingots she started with. Then, she retrieved her final material, the [Quakeshell Carapace].
The quakeshell was a crustacean-like creature with a massive, heavily armored carapace that was studded with crystal-like protrusions. 
When threatened, it could vibrate these crystals to create a defensive barrier that can deflect or absorb incoming attacks, making it a nearly impenetrable fortress.
It would be impossible for her to create this barrier due to not being attuned to the monster’s essence. But the properties of the crystals, the hardness while being able to vibrate, meant that it should work well to increase the metal’s compatibility with auril. 
Unlike harmonium, it would increase the overall capability to hold an enchantment, as well as make the metal stronger. 
She heated the crystals with her own flames, reheating the sheet in the process. Tanda aided once more with gathering the auril, as Ophelia latched onto the essence of the quakeshell carapace with her mana, using the sub-skill: [Essence Transfer].
The crystalline structure was not quite melted but made more malleable, but her mana latched onto this and increased that aspect even further. It nearly became a liquid, allowing her to mix it and merge it with the superheated alloy.
As she stirred the monster material with the alloy, her [Essence Transfer] skill pushed the crystalline liquid toward being a much more homogenous mixture. 
Still holding onto her skill, she poured her first plate mold, for the little hexagons to be punched out. The mold was resting on a special press. It was the shape of the billet, and had thousands of needles on it. It was like a block of needles, and the press dropped onto the hot metal.
The needles inserted a miniscule amount of mana at those predefined points and depth, creating an even spacing of pockets within the metal. Then, she added a thin layer of hot metal, and did it again.
Then, she folded it in half onto itself, and brought it to her anvil. She hammered it while infusing her mana into her runic smithing hammer, hammering out the billet until it would be the correct shape and size for the mold once more. 
Impurities were released in the form of sparks as she hammered, the mana pockets being infused and homogeneity being increased.  
While normally smiths would dip the metal into a mixture that kept a metal from oxidizing or drew impurities out, her magical smithing skills accomplished this instead. 
As she hammered or moved around the billet, it was covered by her mana and her intent, her focus on magical metallurgy skill, as well as her essence transfer skill.
She repeated the process of pressing with the needles and folding the billet twenty times in total. She moved through the steps rapidly, her body supernaturally quick. Ophelia controlled the temperature to keep things optimal, allowing the steel to be shaped in seconds with her magical strength, as Tanda continued to fill the forge and metals with auril.
The billet was dipped into the magic oil that drew out excess magical energy. As it was, she finally let go of the [Essence Transfer] skill. 
As the monster’s crystalline essence cooled, the crystalline structure expanded and formed what she hoped was a uniform connection within the metal.
Ophelia brought over the billet about the width of her body and height of her midsection, and set it on her other special tool: a laser. 
Rather than punching out the hex grid, a laser would perfectly cut through the metal. Unable to leave the refuge, she was happy to have such a tool to speed up this process for her.
Tanda asked, “You really had to fold that twenty times? Is there really a difference?”
Ophelia smiled. “This way, the metal is as homogenous as possible. Over a million mana pockets were created, and even the essence of that monster’s crystalline structure should be spread out evenly.”
The laser moved rapidly from end to end of her billet, cutting through a perfect grid of tapered hexagonal shapes, complete with their holes for threads. Very little material was wasted, but the remainder was put into another crucible and added into the forge.
She picked up the resulting metal shape and infused her mana into it, the outcome causing her to smile. She could feel how well the mana flowed through it, and how strong it was. Ophelia ran her holy mana through it, and the result was the same.
Ophelia handed it to Tanda, and she pushed her auril through it.
Tanda smiled. “It worked! I feel like I can hear a light hum, too. It’s not as good as my spear, but it’s at the level it was before it was upgraded. That’s amazing!”
Tanda hugged Ophelia from the side with excitement. Ophelia was quite happy with the result, but she still had much work ahead of her. She’d have to make nearly a dozen of the billets to cover her entire upper and lower body, complete with shoulders, greaves, gauntlets, and helmet. 
The threads would be connected to an auril wool that Bloodberri was working on right now, allowing them to be singular pieces worn.
Tanda didn’t know it yet, but she was making enough for three sets of armor.
They continued their crafting, Tanda watching sparks fly with a smile. They took a break about three quarters of the way through it to have a snack.
“Phew, I’m famished! Good thing Jake makes sure we have plenty of auril beast meat, huh? I’m even going to take an auril pill, I’ll need it if I’m going to make it for the spear shaft! Still, don’t we have enough hexagons by now? I feel like we can already cover you twice over by now already.”
Ophelia smiled. “There’s some overlap! Besides, it won’t hurt to have a little more. We’ll use up the rest of the metal.”
Tanda’s smile was beaming, and her tail wagging. “Okay! This is really going to keep you well protected, I can tell! I bet this armor would have stopped that bad guy’s sword! Let’s get this done.”
They continued until they were nearly done, when Bloodberri arrived, the snake women smiling a proud smile. 
Berri said, “They’re all done! I’m really happy with how they turned out!”
She placed the auril bone and hide hauberks and other armor components on the ground, and held one up. 
Tanda frowned. “Why’s there three of them?”
Ophelia laughed. “One’s for you and Fhesiah. How could we leave you unprotected? I may be able to protect you, but you’re part of Clan Hart now. Of course, we’d make sure you have protection too.”
Tanda was awed. “Thank you so much! Wow…” She then looked sad. “I wish I could make you guys something.”
Blood frowned, as she looked at the hauberk. “What are you on about? You helped us with all of this. The end result is in thanks to your help, you helped mold and twist the bones, as well as empower the leather as it was cured. One could say that the end result wouldn’t have been half as good without you.”
Tanda laughed. “Oh yeah! I can’t wait to try this on.”
Ophelia returned one of Tanda’s many hugs with her own, “You’re a big help, Tanda. We really couldn’t have done it without you, thank you.”
“I’m happy to help! This was a lot of fun. This stuff you’re making is really neat. I do want to make something like it someday, even if it’s with help…”
Blood said, “You may be able to later. Your druid powers can probably make special things with auril plants or woods, then there are other things in this world that appear interesting. The Naga had those odd weapons made of ocean stones, then the coral armor covering their bodies. Perhaps you could even work with those things.”
Tanda nodded. “Thanks, Blood. You’re right, even if I don’t make armor or weapons, there are plenty of neat things for me or us to craft thanks to the Framework.” 
Berri said, “I know you’ll figure something out that you enjoy. Let’s get stitching!”
Ophelia watched as Blood floated some needles, and Berri had a number with her spools of auril wool thread. She watched on in near confusion, at how easy Berri’s large hands held the tiny needle, but with precision and ease, threaded it through the small holes rapidly.
Blood did the same with her telekinesis. The two made quick work of wrapping the hexagons around the hauberk. Mostly to get the size appropriate for each girl’s shape, as she had already accomplished this for these.
Ophelia returned to what she was doing, finishing up her last billets, as Blood and Berri worked on their task. After she completed her last billets, it was time for her to work on her lance head.
She had decided to shift from the winged lance now that she would always be using her weapon two-handed. Slashing attacks became much more attractive than just thrusts, and so she would make a lance with an axe blade, like that of a halberd. 
The lance, or spearhead portion would be more pronounced than most, but she figured she could manage the odd balance of the weapon thanks to her control over her momentum with [Ride of the Valkyries].
The weapon would be similar to Tanda’s, only that her blade wouldn’t curve inward, and there would be only one. There would be a spike on the opposite side of the blade, allowing her options to capture or direct an enemy’s weapon, like how Tanda could hook with her halberd.
She made her alloy once more, this time with Seraphite instead of the Radiantsteel and Quakeshell Carapace. The latter would actually decrease the effectiveness of the Seraphite, it being far superior of a material. 
Most likely, they would need a powerfully rare Tier 2 corpse to benefit from inserting the essence.
In a way, Seraphite was a Tier 2 material. At the peak of the Tier, things tended to blur somewhat. It was a Tier 1 material with a rarity far above most Tier 2 materials, but without being empowered by a superior mana source, it could not bring out most of its power. 
This weapon would still be powerful well into their second Tier, as they powered it with their powerful cores and mana.
The harmonium she added was minimal, as it would weaken the overall alloy. But when adding the folding technique, it would have a large effect, making the Seraphite more compatible with auril, and other energies.
She finished her folding to form her block of a billet, finding the Seraphite more difficult to fold or hammer into shape, without her infusing holy mana into it. With it, the molten ore became much more pliable and easy to work with.
Her folds completed, it was time for her to hammer it into the desired shape. Holding on to it with her holy mana and magic metallurgy skill, she hammered on it at a rapid pace. 
She kept the metal hot with her runic forging flame, never stopping her blows. She pushed with her mana to mold the block billet into the desired shape, using both her holy mana and the hammer’s blows to accomplish this. 
Ophelia created the shape of her halberd-lance-head, forging the metal around the magical focus; a high-quality gem near the base.
She kept the metal warm, waiting for Jake to arrive. Bloodberri and Tanda waved at his arrival, but they knew from their communications that he needed to act. 
He reached out to the odd halberd head and activated his skill, [Manaweave Reinforcement], while pushing the flames of his Divine Hearth through it. As he did, she converted her mana to and pushed flames of Hestia into it.
She watched and felt with her magical senses in amazement as Jake’s flames met her own, each pushing their love and affection they had for one another into it. Jake too had been affected by her weapon failing, and he pushed hard with everything he had to empower her once more. 
Something within the material shifted, and her hold over the mana within the item did as well. The object grew brighter as it pulled mana and auril from the surrounding area, and she pushed what remained of her flames of Hestia into the item, along with Jake pushing more flames within.
Ophelia quenched the head in oil, cooling it. Excess mana was released out of the item, but the rest was trapped inside.
Jake whistled. “That metal did feel special. Not quite as good as our Mythic items, but close. It was easy to reinforce the structure using the mana within. I should be able to put powerful runes on it now.”
Jake moved on to use his skill on the other metals. He had only needed to be there to reinforce this metal during forging, as it was special. Jake was able to latch onto the inner structures, and reinforce them on a different level.
Their Mythic-level equipment already had this step done to well beyond his skill.
The lamellar plate coats were finished, being fitted over the leather hauberks. The hexagonal plates created overlapping bands covering the chest and neck, and creating a sort of skirt to protect the thighs all the way to almost the knees. 
There, greaves were worn, the space between covered by chain mail and the auril beast hide underneath. 
There were shoulder plates, and a long armored gauntlet would leave only a small gap between the shoulder to the elbow, which was covered by chain mail once more. 
The armor had a path of hexagonal plates connecting the pieces, allowing the runic pathways to connect. The interlocking mechanism was something they could engage or disengage while they put the armor on, and had a means to mostly easily remove for when their fighting was done.
Jake said, “You really outdid yourself, Ophelia. These are remarkable. They weaker than our Mythic equipment, but they are probably as close as you can get without using the borderline Tier 2 materials.”
Berri said, “These are really cool! You girls are all going to match.”
Tanda hugged Ophelia. “Thanks so much for making this for me! It’ll take me some time to get used to the armor, but I know it’ll be worth it.”
Jake said, “I got a lot of enchanting work ahead of me. About the only way you girls can help is by drinking mana water, except you, Tanda.”
Ophelia still had some sharpening to do along with finishing attaching the head to her shaft she had crafted prior. An amberwood core, covered by a thin layer of radiantsteel. Her runic functions were carved into the wood and metal near where the head connected, allowing her to connect her functions to the magic focus like Jake’s.
Tanda asked, “What are you going to call your new weapon? It needs a cool name!”
Ophelia shrugged. “I might only use it for a few months at the pace we’re going. I’ll name it [Retribution], a weapon to punish or give vengeance to Tartarus.”
Berri said, “Can we play for a bit first? I’ve been crafting and training all day. I believe I will see runes in Blood’s dreams.”
Blood groaned. “I’d be dreaming about them because teaching you is like Ophelia’s smithing. I have to hammer them into you repeatedly until they take shape.”
Tanda stretched. “You can see her dreams? You two are so weird. What will we play?”  
Ophelia looked at them fondly as they talked about choosing a game, and looked at her new armor and halberd head. She would make Jake a new shield as well, improving the materials shortly. 
Like her father, she would protect her family even in this way. She would now be able to protect her family better than ever now, their equipment no longer being insufficient for the task.




Chapter 20 - Jake’s Path


Jake put down the fourth book on paths or Daos with a sigh. The choices were limitless, and he had a hard time understanding how anyone could pick something that could embody themselves so well, and make it part of their very being. 
He remembered how Fhesiah had explained that her Daos followed the essence of things, rather than the properties of them. 
Jake’s definition of fire through scientific means weren’t the same as how flames could bring life by keeping a family warm in the winter, or cauterize a wound, allowing it to heal. 
With so many choices for his path, he had a hard time deciding what his Path would be. Just what would the essence of Jake be?
Fhesiah was in the room with him, quietly reading and re-transcribing the [Yin-Yang Body Tempering] technique. With cultivation techniques or manuals, there is often a spiritual aspect. They were not merely words written on a page. 
She wanted to make sure she grasped enough of the knowledge contained within to move on and use the array on it, by transcribing it a second time and comparing the results.  
While Jake wasn’t a cultivator yet, he could see the power of demonic runes even when used within his own technique, and saw how coming up with a cohesive whole was much better than what he had cobbled together. 
Transitioning into the Wrath state was possible by finding some kind of synchronicity or resonance with it. If he could take advantage of that, it would be much easier for him to switch between states.
On top of that, Wrath, Juggernaut, Aegis, listing these was like making a list of tools, they were so disparate. But tools were effective, they got the job done for the least amount of effort. They were efficient and effective.
With magic and covenants, a lot could be gained by tieing them all together. If he did become a Cultivator later, combining the technique with his Path, his Dao, would do him a lot of good, he was sure of it. Just how could he do that?
Jake had some examples of how the Gods and their people drew power, which were similar to a path. The Nords did it with rules of magic, strength, and wisdom. The Celts appeared to use the cycle of life and death, aspects of nature, and the seasons themselves. Hestia appeared to gain power through sanctification and sacrifice.
Fhesiah smiled at Jake. “It’s good for you to spend some time thinking about your Path. Among cultivators, there are many ways to think about this. There are those that incorporate their Path into their being merely for utility. They would focus on how they fight, and because they do it so often, their Path would be reinforced by their struggles.”
“You mean by using it often, it would eventually become a part of them?” 
“That’s right. For example, you could choose to incorporate the essence of the spear into your Path. But I don’t think this in general resonates well with you. You are not much like a spear, even if you and Ophelia like them so much. Still, you could incorporate how a spear is sharp, and can pierce enemies, and how it moves swiftly. You could pierce so many enemies, that eventually, you would be like the spear that is a part of your Path. Your thoughts and actions would become swift and sharp. This would make cultivator Jake more powerful in battle, even if it is not who you are.”
“What’s the other method?”
“Instead, you could incorporate the spear into your path in how it resonates with you. How you picked up the spear to protect me and Ophelia–this is a tale as old as time. Even in your Earth history, the spear represented a farmer joining the militia, to deal with a threat, protecting his home.”
She continued, “You could also focus on that you picked up the shield to protect yourself, and through using these two in tandem, you would protect us and others. These things are much closer to who you are, and they could still result in a powerful spear thrust as they align with your conviction in both yourself and your Path.”
Fhesiah smiled at Jake. “Of course, you can also combine the two approaches. Often, nobody takes a completely pure approach, taking the pieces of the Heavens that fit them at that time, like when I experienced Hestia’s flame. Her Heavenly flames were definitely agreeable and resonated with me. Flames meant to protect, create, and live. It was like her flames contained everything, an endless number of possibilities.”
Jake was far from collecting truths for his Path and deciding which ones in particular he would allow becoming a part of him, as he didn’t have a Dantian. Still, he certainly thought the second approach fit him much better, although the utilitarian aspect of the first did on some levels as well.
He thought about how he fought, and how he was at his strongest. The fight against the jackal Apophis Champion showed his versatility was strong, him able to best the enemy summoner in nearly every aspect.
But Jake wasn’t just fighting one champion that day, his family fought four. If he was just focused on a powerful spear thrust or shield, his girls would not have received the buffs that allowed them to edge out their opponents. 
If he was focused on a powerful flame or magic spell, maybe they could have won, but there was no question it would have been with significant injury. They were victorious because of their bond and his focus on support so much that it transcended even the sealing stone, and they were triumphant because they had made each other better.
Jake’s Path had always been to support, and what always resonated with him was family. His hearth core pulsed and burned brighter in his chest, as he felt the bonds to his girls. 
Three hearth bonds to four girls, with a fourth bond to a fifth to come soon. He may end up with more girls, or more hearth bonds, but his path wouldn’t change. His path was to empower his family, to bring out the best in them. 
To help them grow and succeed, so they could reach their maximum potential and beyond. Whatever their path or goals were, he would be what they needed. With such a diverse set of wives, there would always be many things to accomplish. 
Fhesiah chuckled from where she floated. “I guess I should have expected that. Cultivation is usually a personal journey. While one might walk it with others, your Path is your own. That you would tie it with ours is so like you.”  
He looked over his hearth in detail, along with his Runebound Technique. Jake wasn’t ready to enchant his hearth yet, but he thought he could form a cohesive whole with his Technique for now, and later, he would be able to link it into his Hearth enchantment. 
Jake tried to think of each of his girl’s paths instead, to tie them into his Technique. In an area within his mind, resided a space or aperture for his Runebound technique. 
Dozens of runes floated within the space, a list of restrictions and enhancements to establish a balance, creating his different covenants. With a thought, he scrubbed it all away.
This time, he imagined a set of hexagonal tiles, laid out in the flower shape of seven hexagons: six on the outside, one on the inside. On the outside of that, a circle, or ring. This was [Unbound]. It connected all the outside hexagons, and it had no restrictions.
Taking the first hexagon from the outside aside, he imagined tiling the hexagon in the same way as the original hexagons. It was smaller and mostly contained within the larger one–once again, seven hexagons, with six on the outside and one on the inside. 
Jake then thought of Fhesiah, who smiled at him fondly. His lover was full of passion, in equal parts her desires for him and his family, as she was in her pursuit of the truth. 
Her wisdom came both from her age, but also her lifelong pursuit of knowledge, her drive to understand everything about her draconic flames, her Path. 
While she loved to play hard, she worked hard too. She worked tirelessly to use her alchemy to create something new, using the power of creation, the power of dragons to find a solution for the beastkin. 
Her desires for the truth and for pleasure and enjoyment were nearly equal. To Jake, Fhesiah embodied that of a [Sage]. She might be an eccentric or horny one, but she was one nonetheless.
He inscribed the demonic rune for Sage in the center of that first hexagon. Next to the demonic rune for sage, Fhesiah’s own name was written in the same, making the state represent Fhesiah the Sage. The runes lit up, and his powerful Hearth Bond connected. 
When he activated this state, Jake would embody that of the sage, a powerful magician seeking knowledge and the truth. He would increase his resonance with her, and take on the advantages of a creative and cunning caster. 
His goal would be to increase his control over his Hearth flames, along with allowing Ophelia to join him in group runic casting. For now, he thought this state would even be helpful when he was working on enchantments in his workshop, or attempting to create new spells. 
He would value this state very much, even if much of the advantage was outside of combat. Certainly, Fhesiah was like his fire, and he knew when he found resonance with her, his ability to use flames would be increased.
“Oh my. When I feel all that respect, understanding, and love from you, even a girl like me will blush, you know. Why don’t you let me show you how I feel for you, as well?”
Jake wasn’t aware Fhesiah could teleport, but she practically did. Jake found himself with a dragon demoness with her legs wrapped around his waist and her lips on his, as she floated him into the air with her out of his seat.
He felt the love she had for him pouring over their bond, their hearths flickering together like two hearts beating in sync as they kissed. Their bonds strengthened between them, Fhesiah’s Hearth bond reaching the third level.
They spent some time enjoying each other’s warmth, but she eventually pulled away with a tsk, as she heard his thoughts. As much as he enjoyed the break, he was in fact doing something important.
She hmphed. “You’re just gonna parade all the other girls in here too, aren’t you? I suppose I should get back to work then, too. It’ll make it all the more exciting when I finish this, and we can level up again and again!”
Jake chuckled at her working on her breeding move as Berri would call it, and moved back to his seat and his thoughts to his next family member as she went back to her lab and cultivation room. 
His weakest bond currently was Tanda, and through her bond he could hardly feel on a spiritual level, deep into the essence of who she was. Still, he had gotten to know her quite well over these last few weeks. 
She treasured the arts and her people. Her heart beat for the world, being one with nature. She was its protector, and she pushed herself to the utter limits to be as strong as was necessary. 
At the same time, she was full of love and affection, sharing it among Clan Hart with much enthusiasm.
But like an angry mother bear going after those who harmed her cubs, Tanda bore her claws to deal righteous retribution against those that hurt her clan or her people. She would run herself ragged if required, fighting with dogged determination until her people were safe.
For fighting, Jake thought Tanda would be like his spear. Her ability to deal damage was able to even exceed her own Tier, and her specialization was to deal burst damage. 
But what appeared to resonate with her when it came to fighting, was that she pushed herself to fight and punish evil, to defeat the invaders and both protect and restore the balance to her home.
Tanda was an Avenger, bringing retribution to their enemies. If Jake embodied this, he could punish enemies for attacking what he loved and protected. 
Within the center of the next set of hexagons, he placed the demonic rune for [Avenger]. He put in all the feelings and understanding he had for Tanda in it. His feelings for this tough yet joyful woman were strong, even if they were new. 
However, it felt like the connection had little to latch onto, that it didn’t quite link up to her like he had hoped. Lacking the hearth bond, it just couldn’t connect to her in the same way as Fhesiah.
Still, he lined up the covenant, his restrictions for [Avenger] to be almost identical to his [Wrath] state. He would be able to cast powerful offensive spells, enhanced by damage that his allies took. 
Jake would have to tie in what that meant for Ophelia’s half of the technique later as well, but he knew he would want her to join him for offensive group spells when in this state. For now, he simply duplicated how Wrath had worked for the both of them. 
Melee attacks could be enhanced by an element or Hearth flames, and no defensive runes or spells would be allowed. Ophelia would only be able to cheat by casting her [Hearth of Hestia], and allowing it to heal others in her stead. 
Because he was thinking of her, Tanda burst into the room. The girl bolted at Jake like an arrow flapping her wings, nearly bowling Jake over in his seat. She snuggled up against him, hugging him tightly as he hugged her back.
She was a little worked up from training, having just been sparring with Ophelia. He used his cleaning spell and pampered her for a bit scratching her ears as she cuddled into him, wrapping her wings around him, her tail wagging. 
Her smile was infectious, as she returned his feelings for her right back to him. 
They kissed for a time, but Tanda eventually knew he needed to go back to work on his technique once more.
She said, “That was a nice break, but I’ll get back to it. Did you know Blood and Berri are both working very hard on getting ready to cast those runic spells? I wish I could join everyone, but for now I can only focus on my Auril.”
“That’s alright. When we get auril of our own, you’ll have to help us all practice. I’m sure Ophelia can gain a lot from working with you.”
“We’re already practicing! Still, there’s a lot to be worked on! It’s good to mix some time here with fighting monsters in the Rifts.”
Of course, Jake did know the snake girls were working hard. He had come up with some Tier 2 group spells finally with Ophelia and Fhesiah’s help, and it required at least three or more to pitch in to do the various combinations. 
With Blood and Berri’s help, they would be able to cast some powerful spells, and without completely destroying an individual’s mana pool.
Tanda left, and Bloodberri arrived as he was thinking about each of their paths. The two were both completely different. Berri was talented and instinctual, creative and artistic. Blood was methodical and learned, driven and cunning.
They were two distinct individuals, in every way except for their body, and that they shared a hearth core. Even their souls now shared a single construct to go along with their separated minds. 
Still, Jake thought they were too different, and resonated with different things. About the only things that coincided with the two were that they both deeply desired to serve Jake and motherhood. But they still desired it for different reasons.
Berri had grown to be compassionate and selfless, devoting herself to Jake and to aiding others, especially children. She had now built a faith in Hestia, and even Echidna to an extent. She had a deep hope and optimism for the future, and Jake thought her virtues were embodied by a Saint.
Jake knew that she would perform many miracles in her life, and he was amazed by her capabilities every day. Her boundless enthusiasm brought joy to countless people within Hearthtribe and the beastkin, and he knew many saw her with certain levels of reverence and respect, as she resurrected the fallen warriors. 
He placed the demonic runes for the [Saint] within the next hexagon, adding on Berri’s name. He wasn’t sure how this would be implemented in combat, but he knew when he found resonance with her, she would be his light, and he would be able to perform a miracle.
Jake found himself engulfed in a lovely hug, Berri with a tearful smile on her. “Fhesiah is right, it feels really good, your love for us! Thank you so much, for being so patient with me. I know I make things hard for you sometimes, but you are so caring that I want to try to be better! We’re going to go on lots of adventures, beat lots of bad guys, and make lots of babies! I know it!”
Jake chuckled as he kissed his beautiful snake girl, and pushed all the feelings he had for her over their bond, receiving her love for him in kind. Enjoying her large pillowy lips and her questing tongue, they enjoyed each other for a time until Jake looked into Blood’s eyes.
Power was always something that Blood sought. It was a means to an end, something Blood would have done anything for in order to protect herself and her sister. She revered it and desired it in equal measure, and joining Jake’s family had only changed it slightly. 
She now understood that true strength was tempered with duty and responsibility. Protecting and leading others, she could find fulfillment, and she had taken to this heavily on Highlands.
Her drive to become stronger and serve Jake, aiding him with leading the beastkin and Hearthtribe exemplified that of a queen. Jake was already a Knight, but he would become the Planetary Ruler over the world once him and his Guild saved it. Knowing his girls, especially Blood, was there to aid him, made the entire prospect much less daunting.
He filled in his technique with the demonic rune for [Monarch]. Jake added the runes to spell out Blood, their bond blazing as it established their connection. He had planned on making this particular state’s covenant for debuffs and crowd control allowing Blood to be Jake’s darkness, though he wasn’t sure exactly how he would accomplish this at the moment.
The beastkin were all thankful for Blood’s efforts, and so was Jake. She might have written it off that Berri was busy driving their body anyway, but he valued her efforts just the same. She did an excellent job, holding down the fort until Valtor and his people could take over, and up to now she did well in aiding them.
Jake was overwhelmed at how far she’d come, her feelings of devotion, and her service to her lord were already filled with affection besides.
“Thanks for everything you do, Blood. We all appreciate your efforts, and I know that everyone on this world is impressed with all that you accomplished, guiding the development of this world as it joined the Framework. I am glad to have you as my queen.”
Blood was moved, feeling Jake’s appreciation and value he had for her. She felt the love and affection Jake had for her, which was blurred with the love he had for Berri as well.
“You’re welcome, Milord. I feel so fulfilled, serving you and our people. Seeing the beastkin working hard and talking, even singing about you and what we’ve all accomplished is a gift of its own.”
They once again enjoyed each other for a time, their hearths flickering together to the same beat of their hearts as their bond increased to the third level, their hearts more in sync than ever.
The snake girls hugged and kissed Jake with giggles and gasps of happiness, but eventually, he sent Bloodberri back to her training.
He called for Ophelia, who arrived with a proud smile on her face. Of course, she knew exactly how Jake felt about her. Jake’s connection to her was already great, her death by sacrificing herself drawing her even closer to him. She wrapped her body around him, meeting him in a kiss.
“Thanks for always looking out for me, Ophelia. Feeling that attack coming for me, it felt like certain death, that there would be no coming back from it even with the Framework’s help. I don’t know if I could have done the same for you…”
She gave Jake a confident smile. “I know you could have, but you’d better not! It’s my job to protect you. You need to stay safe, so you can bring us all back. I didn’t really think, I just moved.”         
Ophelia was his shield, his protector. She trained, she fought, she bled with courage and bravery to protect Jake and others. She loved heroes, fighting, and love stories, and Jake was her Chosen. Ophelia was always his Guardian.
In Jake’s mind, this was Ophelia. He imagined the virtues of a Guardian: vigilance, courage, loyalty, selflessness, compassion, responsibility, and determination, and they all matched this woman perfectly. 
Ophelia embodied all of these things, and on a level greater than his other wives and himself. 
When Jake would take on the covenant of Guardian, he would embody her Path, and so would she. He wrote out the restrictions and enhancements for the both of them.
The covenant for Guardian was the simplest for him to make, as Aegis was one of his most used States. He would take on a covenant that would make him a buffing, healing, and protecting caster as he added the demonic rune for Guardian and Ophelia to his aperture in his mind.
She would be restricted to only using her Valkyrie spells, and her offense with her spear would be somewhat weakened. Instead, she would become a bulwark, the vanguard that stood in between their allies and the enemy. 
She would protect her allies with both her body and the flames of Hestia, becoming an opponent that couldn’t be ignored.
Ophelia would protect Jake and their allies, becoming the guardian they needed. Jake sent his love he had for her over their bond as they kissed, and once again their hearths flickered and beat together, finding synchronicity.
Their hearth bond increased to level 4, the two being the most in sync–the two’s Path the most focused on one another. Jake took their feelings of togetherness, and tried pushing it into his Fusion spell. 
The spell started taking form, but then it sputtered, and Jake was once again disappointed that he couldn’t achieve it. Just what level of synchronicity did they require? 
He thought it plausible that they might achieve higher when he took her state in combat, or that he finished their hearth enchantments. 
There was also a lot to gain from their potential body tempering technique. While Jake and Ophelia had hit level 4, he knew it would be a very long time before their bond could hit 5, unless the Hearth Enchantment increased it further.  
Jake noticed that his Runebound Technique had finally reached 4 as a result of all his changes. The experience during the final battle and reordering it, had caused his skill to jump up. This also increased just how much mana he could utilize in the Technique when he pushed it, and just how much each covenant increased his parameters. 
He still had two slots for him to finish his Technique, but he wasn’t entirely sure what he’d fill them with.
Jake decided he would design all his States with a sort-of split for melee and caster roles. Like two sides of a coin, he would be able to switch who got what role when he entered the covenant. He wouldn’t use this option often, probably only when he was by himself or particularly needed extra melee capability, Ophelia in some other location.
The idea would be, with the exception of Sage and Avenger, Ophelia would be restricted to using only her Valkyrie spells and her Technique. Jake would be restricted similarly in the melee State of each, only able to use his Champion spells–which were buffs and his barrier, and control over his Hearth flames.
But all thoughts about his new techniques were washed away, as Ophelia’s lips met his in a scorching kiss. He could feel all the love she had for him, and he returned it in kind as he wrapped his arms around her, and she brought herself more tightly against him.
She gave Jake a warm smile. “As always, our bond feels truly special. Why don’t we celebrate you becoming stronger once more? I got you all to myself tonight, after all.”
Jake was more than ready for that, but he had an idea to reward his lover, and enjoy something special. They would go on a date perfect for a warrior.




Bonus Interlude 1 - Arena Date


Ophelia cheered with excitement, hollering down at the warriors facing off in the Arena. 
“Did you see that, Jake? Both his eyes were swollen closed, but kept fighting even though he couldn’t see! These guys are savage!”
Jake smiled and nodded as Ophelia took a bite of her meat skewer, then washed it down with a drink from a mug of beer. She had been all smiles since he took her on their date to Seamus’s Arena. 
Jake’s arm was around her hip, holding her body close to his, the two enjoying being close to one another while they watched the various battles.
The Arena was surprisingly modern, with even a jumbo screen displaying the top fights. It provided an ample view, even in the distant seats, able to see the different kinds of battles.
Each of the four Arenas they fought through as they reclaimed Life’s Haven specialized in different kinds of fights but right now, they condensed them down to this one due to numbers. The Arena doubled as a training grounds for the beastkin, four rings for different types of fights.
Two of the rings within this arena appeared to be focused on a melee tournament, one unarmed and one with weapons, and a third was focused on fighting trained dinosaurs.
Adventurers came as well, and Credits could be bet. Right now, there was a bit of a spectacle going on, showcasing a new fixture for the final ring.
Morwen, Warrior Brotherhood, and others all contributed their wealth towards purchasing it. It would generate challenging mana constructs, almost like Jake could summon for participants to face. 
It could create challenging encounters, even bosses at the peak of their Tier. While it was being used as a spectacle, it was an important fixture. It helped people prepare for their Trials and the Raid. 
People could watch and learn from others, allowing thousands of people to gain knowledge about facing the endless monsters of Tartarus all at once. 
Ophelia didn’t know it yet, but she would be participating.
Hearthtribe members were here, sharpening their claws and preparing for battle. The stands weren’t exactly packed, but Jake and Ophelia were surrounded by many beastkin and even a few Adventurers. 
He had prepared by speaking to Seamus, and he sent him a quick message within his [Menu] that he was ready, just as the other girls arrived to watch. Of course, they wanted to see their sister wife having fun.
He took a bite of her skewer, leaving her the last bite. She finished it and smiled at him. “You want me to get more? I can never get enough of this!” Ophelia nearly bolted off without waiting for his response, but he held onto her waist rather than letting her go.
Jake chuckled. “No, we should get going. We need to get ready.”
She frowned in confusion, just as the announcer called out the main event.
Jake could tell she was already getting excited, as she pieced together what was going on. “What’s this? We’re going to fight?”
“Together. You’ll get to try out [Retribution], and my new states.”
Ophelia was breathing heavy, more than a little excited now. Knowing they would get to fight in front of a large crowd like she just watched the warriors in the arena would bring her the glory she always sought. 
She had pride in herself and her chosen, and being able to showcase their strength filled her with joy. 
She bowled into him as he affirmed it in his thoughts, wrapping her legs around him, grabbing him with her arms and kissing his lips where he sat. 
The taste of barbecue and beer along with her joy over their bond filled Jake with happiness and enjoyment of his own. He was excited to do this for his warrior wife.
She pulled back and fell to her feet, then remembered where they were with a blush. The beastkin certainly didn’t frown upon displays of affection, several even cheering and hollering in the surrounding stands.
Having prepared, Jake led her to the appropriate location, putting on her new equipment Ophelia painstakingly crafted. 
Ophelia was all smiles and filled with excitement. More than once, as he clicked a piece of armor into place or finished buckling a strap, he found her lips on his, distracting him.
Fully kitted, the two stepped onto the Arena sands, heading to the fourth ring. There was a half-wall surrounding the ring, allowing those in the stands to have a full view. A construct hung down from the ceiling, almost looking like a giant microphone.
Jake and Ophelia jumped over the wall and stepped inside, the big screen focusing on them as the announcer called them out. The stands seemed to get excited, cheers and roars coming from the surrounding beastkin. 
They were celebrities and saviors to the beastkin already at this point, all knowing their names and their appearance. Thousands of meals, tents, construction efforts, and rescues were carried out in Clan Hart’s name. 
Whether it was the Hearthtribe members themselves, the elders of various Tribes or villages and cities, all were affected by their efforts and sung Clan Hart’s praises. It was a song being sung across Highlands, one about the new Heroes of Highlands.
The announcer talked up Jake and Ophelia as they stood under the fixture, their faces appearing on the jumbo screen. The odd microphone fixture shined and lit up, and a near- transparent barrier that connected to the low-standing wall was formed.
Then, two large creatures appeared in front of them in motes of light. They were elite gnoll chieftains, each with a different weapon kit. One held a massive ball and chain, beginning to twirl it in the air above its head immediately. The other, a large shield and club.
Both were taller and wider than Bloodberri, despite their hunched over stature. Their digitigrade feet favored them leaning forward rather than standing straight.
Ophelia blazed forward with her Technique, Jake’s filling their bodies with [Runebound: Unbound]. Her floating shield pushed in front of her, hiding her actions from the lead shield gnoll, who charged as well.
Jake wasn’t far behind, his speed powerfully enhanced by his state. Jake and Ophelia both filled their armor’s runes with mana, empowering them with runic light.
The large gnoll’s club was deflected by the shield, Ophelia slicing toward its leg with the axe head of her new halberd. She cut into it causing it to stumble, and continued her path toward the ball and chain-wielding gnoll. 
The ball sped at her powerfully, but she easily dodged out of the way with her immense speed. 
Jake tried to pierce into the shield-wielding gnoll with a stab of his spear, but was met with its shield. Despite the creature being large, Jake’s powerful thrust only pushed the creature further off balance. 
In his followup stabs, he pushed his strength to the limits with his state, which put the gnoll warrior heavily on the defensive. Despite being a boss monster, Jake’s attributes enhanced by his wive’s hearth bonds and his buffs were on a new level.
This allowed Ophelia to cut into it from behind, equally powerful blows cutting into the monster’s chainmail armor. The ball and chain gnoll tried to aid its comrade, but Ophelia easily interposed her shield between its blows. 
The two continued their assault, the large gnoll unable to mount an effective defense. It roared and produced a barrier around itself, but that was just a minor inconvenience for Jake and Ophelia.
Ophelia latched her billhook around its shield’s rim, wrenching the shield out of the way for Jake to stab into the creature with [Mana Blade] repeatedly. It pushed Jake away with its club, but the damage was done–his blows piercing into its chest. 
The monster’s speed slowed from blood loss, it didn’t take long until Jake and Ophelia’s superior coordination finished off the creature, the crowd roaring in response. 
The ball and chain gnoll activated an ability, its body and ball glowing green. It snaked around Ophelia’s guard, ambling toward Jake. But his shield lit up powerfully, the inertia dampening runes pushed to their maximum. The heavy ball hit his shield with a dull thud, sending Jake into the air. 
He landed easily on his feet and slid across the sand, as Ophelia formed [Mana Blade] on her [Retribution]’s axe blade and punished the warrior. Blazing forward with her technique, the runes carved on the axe head lit up with powerful intensity, and she swung at its leg with both immense speed and power. 
She easily severed its leg, and quickly ended the creature. The crowd went wild, and the Rift Boss level creatures no problem at all for Jake and Ophelia. Most likely meant for a party of ten to fifteen, this was just the beginning of their series of battles. 
They could have won even quicker, but they needed to conserve their mana to get through the final boss, the series of encounters not allowing for much rest and recovery. 
Ophelia soaked in the applause, the cheers and wordless songs of the beastkin people. Wrapping her wing and arm around Jake as they waited for the next round, she was proud of how far they both had come with their coordination.       
The next stage began, dozens of figures appearing in motes of light. As Jake saw the figures, he wasn’t sure what to make of the almost imp-sized monsters. Most of them had some kind of barrier on them, aside from the larger figure.
They looked like some kind of rock imps or devils. While Jake thought that offense might serve them well in finishing the large rock devil, he decided to switch to his new Guardian state. 
It was a replacement of the Aegis state, and not overly different from it. 
He had connected his state to Ophelia, and built his covenants around restricting the two and enhancing the two in different ways, together. 
Because he could take Ophelia into consideration and the demonic rune stood for what a guardian embodied, he found that his overall covenant could be a bit different from what it was before.
If Jake found synchronicity in his emotions or feelings with his Hearth bonded wives, he could much more rapidly switch covenants without incurring penalties. Right now, Ophelia’s desire to protect Jake against the dozens of rock spikes forming up among the rock devils was high, and Jake’s desire to protect his wife was the same.
His runes shifted to the blue matching the Guardian, entering the protective covenant. 
This change had the drawback of forcing the state to switch if him and his wives’ emotions fluctuated too much, but Jake thought this would usually be an advantage. 
He had also chosen roles associated with virtues and positive emotions, which should serve as a buffer to prevent something like the [Wrath] incident from happening again.  
With Jake’s covenants, he had decided to split them up. He would restrict himself to being primarily a caster, with Ophelia a powerful melee combatant. 
The runes in his aperture had different guides or lines, allowing him to switch who was the melee combatant or who was the caster. Jake did his best to design things for many situations in mind–essentially, he had decided to restrict Ophelia, who would often be the melee combatant, as little as possible. 
This meant that less power would be gained overall, but Jake much preferred this over complicated restrictions that could put them both in a bad spot. 
None of the covenants prevented Ophelia from using her Valkyrie spells or flames, only restricting her usage of runes depending. Because her capability or potential with runes was powerful, something was still gained by the covenant, empowering them both.
Runebound was no longer an on-off switch for him to activate and deactivate. While it would take a little longer for him to enter a state, switching once he was in one was as rapid as he could find resonance or the right emotional state with his wives.
Exiting to enter Unbound would be similar to how it was before. Having entered the Guardian state, Ophelia cast [Sacrificial Barrier] on herself which formed a flaming sphere around her, creating a mirror on Jake with her Chosen Specialization just as a dozen rock spikes were fired at them. 
Jake’s Heavenly Aura repelled several, the rest striking their spherical barriers ineffectually. Overall, their attacks were not overly strong. Armor would make each rock bullet merely create welts or bruises on their body, and many mages would have a barrier to protect them.
Ophelia rushed the boss, Jake casting [Einherjar] on her. Her weapon’s runes were dimmer than the unbound state, but her empowered strength allowed her to carve deep furrows into the earthly fleshed beast. 
Her new powerful armor brightened further, becoming nearly impenetrable.
Really, it felt like the state was more or less an equal result to Unbound in terms of her offensive capabilities. Her armor and weapon’s runes for offense were decreased, but then Jake’s buff effects on her were increased. The biggest loss was her versatility–not able to cast elemental spells or effects beyond her valkyrie flames.
Conversely, Jake’s runes on his armor dimmed somewhat, but his weapon’s runes for melee went completely dark. Still, he sliced and stabbed through several of the weak imps rapidly, the ones not protected by the boss.
Ophelia released her [Hearth of Hestia] spell into her shield, and it started sending darts of flames into the imps as she kept attacking the boss. It tried to attack her with its large claws and heavy body, but she maneuvered around it easily and cut into it repeatedly, sending shards of rocks flying with each attack. 
Their barriers were enhanced by the covenant, and none of the creatures were even able to pierce their defenses.
Once again, it wasn’t long until they had the boss defeated. The shields from the remaining imps were removed, allowing them to finish them off. Once again, Ophelia luxuriated in the crowd’s cheers, refilling the Hearth’s flames and recovering from the battle at hand as she pumped her fist in pride.
Jake was happy to see her in her element, excited about the battles and different challenges.
The next boss spawned, this time a lava golem. It stood over five meters tall, towering over Jake and Ophelia. It was nearly covered in lava, but it was mostly condensed within its chest, a flame coming off where its humanoid head would be.
He signalled to Ophelia that he was going to try to find resonance with Fhesiah, his Sage. 
Following his Hearth bond and her watching from the stands, he–suddenly, he felt the lust coming from both Ophelia and Fhesiah, causing him to feel it as if on cue. His runes rapidly shifted to shine like that of a prism, as Ophelia’s passion and thrill of the fight consumed him.
She was already getting keyed up, as she often did when the two of them fought together. 
Fhesiah teased her in their mind, [Oh my, the battle angel is getting all worked up, and in front of a large audience! If only they knew–or do they? The beastkin have excellent noses, after all. If they’re downwind–]
Ophelia groaned as she interrupted, “I blame you for being you–we’re fighting right now!”
The lava golem raised its fist, condensing a large glob of lava, before hurdling it at Jake and Ophelia. Dodging off to the sides, they began working on their [Group Runic Casting: Ice Lance]. An empowered Tier 1 spell, this spell used the maximum number of runes, bordering the second Tier.
Enhanced by the covenant, the giant ice lance shot into the lava monster. Despite billowing heat that could be felt anywhere in the ring, the lance pierced it deeply and spread across its features. It had staggered from the blow, interrupting the next glob of lava it had been forming.
The ice began to melt where it spread, but Jake and Ophelia were not done. A second ice lance coalesced and shot at the golem, followed by another. Each hit the left and right side of its chest, the frost spreading across the creature rapidly this time. The lava in its chest and body was cooled, and started hardening–the color of stone taking over its features.
Ophelia blazed forward, and Jake pushed through a weapon elemental enchantment of frost onto her [Retribution]. She cut deeply into the drastically slowed creature, its heat being overcome by the rapid casting of powerful frost spells.
She targeted the lava golem’s core, slashing and piercing deep into the boss monster. Ophelia even added some [Cone of Cold] spells rapidly between the icy attacks, until the boss froze over. It crumbled as it died, the boss once again easily taken out by their coordination.
After feeling her lust, Jake had half the mind to just end the event there–but there was one last round.
Ophelia blushed. “I-I figured it would help with the resonance thing, so I just thought of…later. One more fight!”
Jake smiled at his lovely battle angel. She had enjoyed this battle, the glory and praise of the crowd filling her. They rested for a minute, restoring the mana they had used. They had cast several powerful spells, but because they had split the efforts between them, it hadn’t put a large dent into their mana.
The final battle began, the enemy appearing in motes of light. When it appeared, Jake and much of the audience were shocked. It was a large Death Knight, reminiscent of the one they faced, but with a great axe instead of a sword. 
It was smaller and clearly different, but it drew an emotional reaction from himself and his wives–especially Ophelia.
But rather than flat anger, Ophelia felt excitement at the opportunity. She gripped her halberd, Retribution. She would be given a small opportunity for vengeance, to kill another death knight with her upgraded weapon.
His wives all mirrored the sentiment, Tanda especially affected by the creature appearing. Thanks to this, Jake quickly found resonance with Tanda. He switched to the covenant of the Avenger with surprising ease, his, and Ophelia’s runes shifting to red. Like Jake’s [Wrath] covenant, she filled her weapon with holy flames to augment her weapon.
Ophelia blazed toward the boss with the Hearth inside her shield in front of her. The Death Knight swung downward with its great axe, meeting the shield with a barrier as Ophelia flew under and slashed into its leg as she went past. 
An explosion of flame cut into the boss monster, and it spun to swing again after her. The Hearth fired several spears of flame into its back had now turned, and her halberd deflected its large blade with superior skill.
Jake didn’t need to hold back. He gathered his hearth flames into his Champion Spear’s focus, condensing them down into it. Empowered by righteous retribution through his covenant, his powerful hearth flames blazed into the undead monster’s back.
[Scorching Ray] melted its armor and seared its unliving flesh, engulfing it with more holy flames. This time, a beam hadn’t regenerated its flesh or put out the flames, so they burned into its undead flesh and melted it away. 
The Death Knight swung powerfully in a downward chop, which Ophelia met with a powerful blow of her own, deflecting it. 
The Death Knight then glowed green, activating its powerful followup swing. It cleaved downward once more with immense speed, which she blurred in a sidestep and parry toward the ground. It shattered the arena floor, and Ophelia hooked its great axe with her billhook, and dragged the larger warrior off balance.
Ophelia’s combination counter was wicked, slicing into the defenseless Death Knight repeatedly with the flaming edge on her axe blade. The flames exploded deeply into the knight, her powerful blade cutting right through the thick armor. 
She then swung the spike end of her halberd into the boss monster’s helmet, piercing into its undead skull as she released a [Spear of Hestia] into its already flaming body.
Jake’s own empowered runic spear of fire slammed into where his [Scorching Ray] melted its armor, exploding and shattering its bones and finishing off the boss.
The crowd roared, Ophelia pumping her fists in victory. Hugging Jake from the side, the two luxuriated in the praise from the announcer and the crowd, his wives clapping and cheering along with them.
They spent a time almost parading around their victory against the Arena challenge, until they went down into the back rooms of the arena and slipped out into a Refuge portal. Ophelia’s other excitement definitely hadn’t dimmed.     




Bonus Interlude 1.5 - ♥♥♥ - Battle Angel’s Fervor


Ophelia’s new armor was designed for rapid removal, which served their needs. Before long, they were removing Jake’s. Almost teleporting, Ophelia carried Jake to the bedroom in a blur of holy light, depositing him standing next to it. 
Wearing their small clothes, Ophelia was now down to what was little more than a sports bra and panties as she wrapped her legs around Jake where he stood and kissed his lips hungrily.       
Jake’s hands were roaming his sexy battle angel’s body. Both the firm globes of her ass and the large swell of her breasts were perfection, Ophelia moaning softly as they kissed. Her body was built for combat, but everything about it was devoted to him.
Her crystal blue eyes stared deep into Jake’s brown, as if trying to stare into his soul. No words were required, the two knowing what the other liked and wanted. Her panty-clad pussy ground against Jake’s erection, her wetness already leaking through the offending clothing.
Pulling back from their passionate kiss, Ophelia smiled at him. “Such a great date, I will treasure that for a long time.”
Jake couldn’t help but smile back at her. “I enjoyed it too. I’m sure we can go back, maybe next time we can join the tournament. We have a lot to look forward to, once the war is over.”
Despite not needing words, Jake wanted to give voice to his feelings. He framed her beautiful face with his hand against her cheek. “Thank you for your devotion. You truly proved that you would protect me no matter what, and come back to me. It fills me with joy to know that until the end, I can count on you.”
Ophelia’s smile was full of pride. “Thank you for being worthy.” She grabbed onto his erection, and began stroking it. Giving him a saucy smile, she disentangled her legs from him and got down on her knees, pulling down his boxers and revealing his hard cock.
“Let me reward you for such a fun date first.”
Her white hair was already up in a ponytail, as it often was for combat. She kissed her full lips along his shaft as he stood, her eyes meeting his and full of devotion. Cradling his balls with her fingers lovingly, she kissed and licked along his shaft slowly and deliberately. 
Ophelia took her time, lathering his cock with her tongue as she watched his reaction, his intakes of breath as she pushed her feelings for him over their powerful bond. Her love for him was like a bonfire, as she worshiped her Chosen’s cock.
Jake’s hand had ended up in her white tresses, urging her to continue to the next stage. With a smile, she took his spit-slathered cock into her throat. 
With practiced ease, her warm welcoming mouth took it down to the base. Her lips kissed his pelvis as her tongue licked his balls, her wet mouth enveloping his entire shaft as she stared into his eyes.
She moaned, but spoke into his mind. [Mmm, I can’t wait to get this in me.]
Jake was certainly used to this from his other women. Fhesiah had no gag reflex because she removed it for this purpose, and Bloodberri was being a strange chimeral creature that simply didn’t have one. 
But Ophelia had worked hard to give her Chosen pleasure, having practiced getting herself where she was today. Smiling around his shaft, she began to bob her head back and forth and adding swallowing motions in her throat, sending shivers of pleasure down Jake’s spine.
The devotion he felt from Ophelia drove Jake wild. He began moving his hips in time with her movements as she fucked her own face on his hard cock. Not much needing to breathe for minutes, she didn’t come up for air, continuing to push his cock deep down her throat with every thrust.
Her arousal built along with his own, their bond deep. She would occasionally feel phantom sensations from Jake, able to enjoy the feel of her own throat on his cock. She moaned in time as she gulped and slurped on his length, pausing and licking and sucking as she bobbed back and forth on his cock.
Getting close, Jake’s hands gripped the back of her head tightly. Taking control of her movements, he fucked her face roughly, her more than able to take the abuse he was giving her. She moaned, the sensations from their bond becoming even more solid.
[S-Shit. It feels like you’re fucking my pussy…]  
Watching her beautiful face take his cock repeatedly filled him with arousal, as the tightness of her throat massaging him, her moaning as he fucked her face. His balls tightened, and he released a full load of cum deep into her throat as her face reached the base.
Swallowing repeatedly, Ophelia gulped his cum down happily and with triumph. She gave it a few strokes as she brought her mouth to the tip.
He shuddered. “T-That was amazing.”
She giggled as she pulled away. “I know! I can feel it too. I almost came too, and I didn’t even touch myself! That demon has it so easy. If it was always like that, I could spend the whole day down on my knees.”
He chuckled, but shook his head–Fhesiah had certainly done that. 
Despite just cumming, his lust hadn’t abated, and his devoted wife needed him. Once again she almost teleported, bowling him over the bed. In nearly one smooth motion, she had inserted his still-erect cock directly into her tight pussy.
They both moaned and groaned at the same time, the feelings amplified by the phantom sensations. Ophelia shook in pleasure. “W-Wow. It’s really different.”
She tightened her pussy around his cock, doing kegels as she smiled. She started moving her hips, squatting down with her feet at his sides on the bed. With each bounce, his cock reached all the way to her cervix.
He grabbed onto her nipples as he moved his hips in time to her bounces, her pussy convulsing on his cock. She moaned as she breathed heavily, their lust and arousal reaching their peaks. Since she was close already, it wasn’t long until she came.
A light sensation traveled his own body, pleasure that matched her own but on a lower level. But it was multiplied by the feeling of her tight pussy gripping her cock, his motions of his hips fucking her through her orgasm.
Jake sat up, pulling his lover into a hug. They kissed and reveled in their connection, the love and devotion that they had for each other. Both had utter confidence in one another, and themselves, that they could count on the other and their aid to achieve their dreams, whatever they might be.
Ophelia was filled with love and joy. “I love you, Jake. Till the end of time.”
“Till the end of time.”
When they first formed their Hearth bond, the text within the Framework messages hadn’t made a lot of sense. Learning about the potential afterlifes of the various Sectors within the multiverse, they began to understand what it meant.
Whether they entered some sort of heaven or hell, entered the wheel of reincarnation or walked through the gates of Annwyn, their souls were forever connected. They would follow one another into the next life, their bond persisting no matter what happened.
Jake and Ophelia found a level of synchronicity in their movements and emotions never before achieved, the two moving in tandem as they brought pleasure to one another and themselves.
Kissing, their hands roamed each other’s bodies, the two changing positions as they made love. They lost track of time in each other, leading to Ophelia eventually standing being bent over with her hands against a post on the bed, with Jake standing pounding into her pussy from behind.
His hands on her hips, his own were a blur as he fucked her tight cunt. Her firm ass moved in timed movements with him, reaching deep inside with every thrust. Their love was a near tangible thing in the room, as the pleasure mounted.
Ophelia’s moans drove Jake harder, his grunts driving her wilder. Their sex was a cycle of mutual pleasure, the two hardly understanding where one began and the other ended. Cumming at the same time, Jake filled her willing pussy as it shook and gripped on his hard cock.
Both basked in the afterglow, the two leaning into each other and breathing heavy.
They both said at the same time, “That was amaz–” then both laughed, their two’s thoughts and words completely in sync.
Laying in the bed together, they luxuriated in the feelings for a time. While it was a special day, they knew it was just the first of countless, their time together endless.                   




Bonus Interlude 2 - ??? and Grayson - Harmony in Highlands


Deep in a jungle not far from Cascadia, a colossal willow-like tree stood. Its tendril-like branches danced in the wind, its thicker branches swaying to a song only it and those with an auril heart could hear. 
Various dinosaurs and Highlands beasts and creatures were gathered, the larger beasts grazing together in harmony. Food was provided for the many beasts, a supernatural glow on the creatures from nature magic cast on them. 
Fruits and vegetables were collected from all over the jungle, even some large bug meat for a handful of predators. All the beasts had a contented behavior, their bellies full, their minds calmed.
Gnarled roots protruded above the soil, the tree so large that the roots above could house various flora and fauna. Within was a cave-like area, a burrow heading underground.
Vines of luminescent flora created a twilight-like ambiance, with shades of white and black from the flowers. The cave lead to a large opening deep underneath the willow, where many creatures gathered.
Jabbering a language only they could barely understand, the creatures danced around a strange statue. Created from a grown sapling and many vines, the altar in which the creatures praised their sovereign was well-kept, though not well-made.
On one side it was decorated with pristine white roses, the odd smile carved on the face of it forever brightened. On the other, black roses darkened the statue’s visage, casting an ominous glow.
A beastkin viewing the statue might say it was a statue of a Naga, and a person of the Alliance might guess it was a statue of a snake Goddess.
But as the creatures danced, a strange name was poorly spoken with fervor.
“Booberri!”
“Boo–berri!”
A wooden gnarled club slammed into a root causing a loud thud, an angry jabber ringing out. Like a gavel in a courthouse, the creatures stopped and listened to the judge calling for order. The older creature marched to the statue, holding what looked like a homemade baseball bat.
The creature’s yellow eyes gazed across the others, a recriminating look on its features.
Its deep voice came out in a growl, almost sounding full of anger. “Blood…Berri.” It coughed, clearing its voice. A much more childish voice then came from its mouth, “Bloodberri!”
“Blood…berri”
“Bloodberri!” 
The many creatures echoed their head speaker, and it continued to jabber as they danced. It repeated their goddess’ speech, in a way that only the strange creatures could almost understand. 
Seeds from many plants and for the creatures were quickly grown, their intentions to spread them across the jungle persisting within their whimsical minds. They were now Highlands able stewards, a duty they would take very seriously–within their capability.
Their clandestine meeting eventually completed, they left their burrow. Coaxing the dinosaurs and beasts from their feast, the creatures climbed their happy friends. 
Their nature magic easily enhancing the plants on the Highlands beast’s bodies, they tended to their companions before riding off into the jungle.
The goddess wanted them to make many friends, and find and grow many plants. She wanted them to help the beastkin and the world, and there was a terrible invader attacking it. 
They had lost their last world, and lost many of their friends. When they spoke with their new goddess, it was like something within them had shifted. More than ever, they wanted to grow and become more, so they could fulfil her earnest wishes.
As they rode their new friends into the jungle, they knew they were one step closer. 
[image: image-placeholder]Grayson left the Shrine of Brigid, a wide smile as he walked. He carried his staff with a bulb of water on the tip, the implement meant to enable him to infuse the water with his auril to heal others. 
Seamus walked by his side, the two beastkin clergy swelling with pride. Seamus had previously become a Paladin of Lugh, the Auril Hero becoming capable of protecting his brethren more than ever.
Grayson now became a priest of Brigid, granting him a powerful healing spell. He hadn’t quite managed to make his auril manifestation appear yet, but he knew that it would be much easier now that he became Brigid’s clergy. 
He had previously chosen the healing specialization the moment it appeared, and it was supposed to guide him.
However, he hadn’t made much progress–he guessed due to his lack of using it in combat. That would change now, and he would even be aided by the [Soothing Waters] skill. 
Even without manifesting his will, the Goddess and the Framework would aid him by infusing the water with healing energy, then controlling it to heal his allies even at range–something only auril heroes had previously been able to accomplish.
Before, he would spray some water from his globule staff using the spigot, then heal them by placing his hands on the wound. This would bridge the gap and allow him to somewhat manipulate his auril inside his target, aiding their recuperation. But now, touching them with his hands would no longer be necessary, thanks to becoming a priest.
Consuming his pills and auril beast meat daily, he had mostly been waiting for his aged body to return to its peak before attempting leveling. He guessed he was just beyond a middle-aged man, at this point.
Grayson trained with Seamus and the many beastkin at Hearthtribe HQ in Life’s Haven, but he would still come back to Cascadia daily for his responsibilities as an Elder.
Seamus and the council now worked heavily on the wall and housing in Cascadia, making significant progress daily. Now that plans included grown tower-like trees to supplement the stone walls, the construction became even more rapid. 
The dryads, hamadryads and treants should be able to grow them rapidly once they arrived. For now, the spriggons were helping, but their efforts were fleeting. 
It appeared they preferred to spend their time in the jungle when Bloodberri wasn’t around. One might think that meant they weren’t helping, but Grayson did hear there was a herd of dinosaurs forming, and many herbs were reliably being supplied for the Alchemists of Cascadia. 
The spriggons were helping in their own way, more than Nadessa had originally hinted.
Already, saplings were being placed and the soil enriched with auril beast carcasses and compost. Nadessa would use her magic on them daily, but she could not keep up with the pace of their construction by herself. 
Seamus chuckled as he looked Grayson up and down. “You are looking good, Grayson. Soon, you will join your brethren in the fight, right? Perhaps take on new mates?”
Grayson rubbed his chin as he considered it. His mates were long-since deceased. “I am feeling young again, but it feels strange and I’m still getting used to it.” He grinned at Seamus. “I’m starting to feel like I’m reborn. I’ll give the younger generation a shot for a while, then I won’t turn any gals down.”
Seamus laughed uproariously. “Good! The cycle of life and rebirth must continue. Lugh has bestowed me his strength, and Brigid yours. She’s a Goddess of fertility, is she not? You should practice what you preach.”
Grayson chuckled, but then he saw Vesuvius and his various warriors were gathering at the HQ. 
Seamus was quick to greet their brother in arms. “Ho there, Vesuvius! Is there something amiss?”
Vesuvius hesitated. “My warriors were hoping to aid in building the wall at Cascadia, and mingle among those there. Seamus’ people in Life’s Haven are great, but they are few. We want to hear the symphony of Cascadia.”
Grayson smiled. “We were about to head there, brother. Why don't you join us? We shall go together.”
The entourage entered through the portal, arriving at Cascadia. Dozens of Vesuvius’ warriors came, the many reptiles with heavy beast blood, or god blood, within them. They looked around Cascadia with wonder, many mammalian and avian beastkin within the plaza.
Many stalls lined the plaza, the various merchants buying and selling both with and without the aid of the Framework. New crafters appeared, and even those outside the Framework’s influence were still affected. 
Their crops were now being grown with knowledge enhanced by information purchased from the Market. Even without supplementing their food stores with beasts slain from the dungeon, Grayson was confident Cascadia would be fine even with its population so swollen.
Instead, much of their auril-enhanced wheat and other crops could be sold on the market for a high premium; a delicacy for those not from Highlands.
They began their march to the outer walls still being built. Hundreds now operated the many machines and hauled the construction materials.
Throughout the bustling street, Grayson saw several negative expressions, and felt many discordant songs. As Vesuvius walked next to him, Grayson could tell that he too noticed this. As an Auril Hero, he would be even more in tune with the song of the world than Grayson himself.
Seamus patted Vesuvius’s shoulder. “Do not mind it, my friend. Those are mostly those that didn’t join the Framework. They do not fight to protect their brethren, and they hold resentment in their hearts for your ancestors. Their minds are weak, the same as their bodies.”
Grayson sighed. “It’s understandable to be stuck in our ways, to cling to tradition. It served us well, and was what helped us succeed in achieving the balance. But us beastkin must be transformed and reborn, if we’re to have a chance to defeat this evil! The Heart of the World has made its position clear–she sides with Chief Jake, and the Framework. There was no doubt in my heart, from the moment I felt his Aura. Then, how can they hold resentment for your people but not me, Vesuvius? Am I not responsible just as much as you?”
Vesuvius was moved. “Thank you for your words, Grayson. I hope in time, we will find true harmony once more. If they can’t hear the song of our hearts, then for now, I will let our actions sing their own song.”
Seamus laughed. “I’m sure their hearts will change, eventually. Many of them are still closed off to the world, or they would have changed already. You helped free Life’s Haven, so I am in your debt. Anyone who stands against you will taste my axe first!”
Vesuvius grinned as he gripped his glaive. “They can come to me if they like. My blade is always ready.”
Arriving at the wall, Ophelia, Nadessa, Tanda, Valtor and more were all working on it with Cascadian residents. Many fauns and satyr had joined Ophelia and others with conjuring stone with the spell rods, as Chief Jake had improved them significantly.
Using some scripts with Amara’s guidance, he had managed to make them release a well-shaped block of stone. Combined with wood framing and cement, they were putting together the wall rapidly. 
Ronan and Dhruva helped direct the various workers. Grayson knew that Sway and Ronan in particular were helping obtain more stone, as well as more resources. He saw some fruits of their efforts, carts delivering more stone, cement mix, and more. 
Various small-scale cranes were aiding in moving the materials, but Grayson could tell Vesuvius and his people would still be a great help. The cranes were slow, their motors too slow and weak to move the large stones rapidly.
What would take a year to complete, was now only going to take less than a month. Thousands in total were now contributing to this effort, to protect the bulk of the south’s residents in this one city. 
In addition to the hundred thousand original refugees from Nature’s Crossroads, hundreds arrived per day from further away in the wilderness on Chief Jake’s gondolas.
Grayson spotted a familiar face, along with a delectable scent. Vesuvius and Grayson’s nostrils flared, their eyes narrowing on the sight in question.
With an amused smile, Grayson approached the familiar armadillo parentage beastkin. “Brock! How can anyone work with that delicious smell filling our noses?”
Brock was grilling various auril beast meats, smokes coming from their auril woods and charcoals. One of his mates was helping him, the sheep parentage girl. He didn’t stop working the various grills as he laughed. 
“You got it wrong, Elder! People can work because of this delicious smell! An hour on the wall gets you one helping of my cooking. It’s Chief Jake’s sauces and seasonings, but Cascadia’s wood and smoke, and Highland’s bounty.”
Mindy was cutting up the food, shaving and finishing the many helpings and plating them. A line of workers had formed, waiting for the many meats to finish being grilled. 
The reptile beastkin’s tongues lashed in and out, their hearts filling with desire and excitement. They were willing to help their brethren before, but now they would help with even more fervor!
Vesuvius chuckled, as he shouted back to his subordinates. “You heard the man, didn’t you? Report to the elders, and you, too, can enjoy this bounty! Let us aid our new brethren, and share the burden in protecting their songs.”
Seamus laughed, and smacked his shoulder. “With you increasing your size, you should get two, no, three helpings! Let’s see how much work we can get done, when your people join our choir.”
Ophelia arrived next to them in a near blur, Grayson standing behind the two much larger auril heroes. “Hey, Vesuvius and Seamus. You and your people here to help? That’s great! The cranes help a lot, but we could use some more muscle. Ronan just got another shipment of stone in, send your people over there and he’ll keep you busy! Thanks for coming!”
The two exchanged some greetings with the valkyrie and left, leading their people to the designated area leaving Grayson.
“Oh! Welcome, Elder Grayson. Didn’t see you behind those guys. You’re looking much younger, you’re looking spry!” She narrowed her eyes at him. ”Did you become a Divine’s Clergy?”
Grayson chuckled. While he was not small, compared to Vesuvius and Seamus, he certainly was. Then, he heard the Framework’s default life expectancy increase was half again to double the original race’s. This was even before increasing your Tier. 
He wasn’t sure how many years he had left before he joined the Framework, but the Menu seemed to think he was going to end up a middle-aged man at most when it finished rejuvenating him. If he reached the first Tier, he might be under a third of it.
“Thanks, Ophelia–the Framework has its work cut out for it, I’m 138 winters old after all. And yes, I just became a Priest of Brigid.”
Her eyes became big. “W-Wow. That’s great! It appears that many beastkin can become clergy. When we assault Nature’s Crossroads, we may have over a hundred already. Will you be joining us?”
“Times are changing, and I feel reborn! Yes, I think I will join, at least as support. My claws are still not sharp, but I am close. I can still heal my brethren, and so I will join the field of battle.”
“We need all the help we can get. We’ll be heading out on the blimps tomorrow. For those not willing to fly, they should start heading there soon if they want to arrive in time.”
Grayson chuckled. “I don’t think turtles were meant to fly, but I will give it a try. I see you have done well to get the building of this wall well organized.”
Ophelia smiled. “I knew it was important. If not for now, then for later. We need these walls for the future when this world gets Contested once more. Most people in Cascadia lost their home once, we wouldn’t want it to happen–”
Tanda bowled into Ophelia from the side, the white winged woman just barely keeping herself from being knocked over from the hug of the ravenwolf girl. Her tail was wagging, and Grayson thought that despite her looking tired from all the work, she was all smiles. 
“There you are, Lia! I thought you were getting more meat. Using all this mana is making me hungry!”
Ophelia chuckled, hugging the girl back. “Let’s get some more. There’s still a lot of work to be done!”
Grayson smiled at the two girls. “I will get to work as well. I still have to earn my share, but my stomach rumbles in anticipation.”
He walked away from the powerful women and walked toward Ronan’s carts. The songs of his people washed over him, filled with pride and excitement. 
The changes created by the Framework and Chief Jake and his mates were substantial, making his people’s claws sharper than ever, in ways that none could imagine.
As Grayson looked over all the beast parentage working together along with the Elysian races, he couldn’t help but feel the people of Cascadia had truly been reborn and transformed once more.                     




Chapter 21 - Nature’s Crossroads Assault Begins


Jake looked at the strange city they would be assaulting in the next hour. He stood on a ridge over the valley, blimps arriving and dropping off beastkin, followed by being deconstructed for the return flights.  
Others arrived on foot, using gondolas and zip lines, moving people from plateau to plateau rapidly.
When Jake had learned about Nature’s Crossroads, he hadn’t been overly surprised about why it had fallen first. Unlike the other major cities he learned about, this was the only one that resided within a valley itself.
The homes built mostly in trees, there was still a city on the ground that reminded him of elvish cities in fantasy stories. Built into the base of large trees or in the branches above, it appeared that the main deterrent from beasts was tamed auril beasts. 
There had been a staked palisade around the city proper, that was actually several layers deep.
It formed nearly a maze around the city. Three palisades where the entrances would cause you to have to wander around the city in a spiral, with watch towers overlooking the entrances that lead deeper into the city. 
Smaller auril beasts would be deterred by arrows from the watch towers, and larger would get bored before seeing anything of interest. Jake thought it was a pretty good setup.
Tanda replied to his thoughts, “It did work well. We didn’t repeat this style of city often, as it was still dangerous, and not many locations allowed the same advantages. There are auril beasts that will climb over the trees or swing on vines, and even the bird types may try to break into the houses up there. Then, these types of cities would frequently result in more beasts killed in defense. The beast tamers were the main deterrent and draw to living here.”
Once again, the beastkin had made a choice where they chose their impact on the surrounding environment over themselves. By living there, more auril beasts would die, so they frequently picked the safer plateaus which were designed for themselves to flourish on.
Here, they would tame auril beasts, the valley connected to a massive swath of jungle nearby. They had built a large gate at a natural choke point, and were able to mostly control what entered and exited the valley, limiting their impact on the surrounding environment.
That was, until it was destroyed by the undead.
The gate and three palisades were overrun with ease, and half of Jake’s work this past week was both cleaning up blight in the surrounding area and reducing the blighted dinosaurs. Beyond the valley and into the massive jungle, the blight had been spreading, and the number of monster dens was excessive. 
It was thanks to Morwen, Vesuvius, Rookard, Seamus, [Warrior’s Brotherhood] and the many newly initiated adventurers flooding Highlands that they could even be ready for this assault.
The undead in the city were powerful, and they were backed up by armies worth of undead dinosaurs and other creatures that would arrive during their assault. 
Hearthtribe reduced their numbers and closed Rifts in the surrounding areas, preparing for this assault. Their efforts to cull those within the city were met with overwhelming force, so they waited for their own numbers and the main assault.
Several of the Tribal Elders of Cascadia were participating, a few of them joining Hearthtribe. Grayson and Dhruva were particularly interested, but still not fully de-aged. They would be participating, but not on the front lines. 
Morwen, Bedwyr, Yiming, Longwei and their elites were all present for the planning of the assault.
“How’s the area looking, Tanda?”
Tanda called over her earpiece, giving Jake a thumbs up. 
“It looks good. No undead for miles, and no enemies spotted. We’ve scoured the area in every direction, the blight reduced to just this area.”
“What about you, Ira, Fhesiah?”
Ira sent Jake calm reassurance over their bond. There was nothing beneath the surrounding mountains, only this undead tree city arrayed in front of them.
Fhesiah said, “There are three exceedingly monstrous undead trees along the outside, along with a horrible swamp tree in the center.”
Morwen said, “This is the work of Blighters. A type of undead tree people, they spread blight and cover a forest with their perversion. Blighters twist many blighted trees together with themselves, forming even more massive, horrible visages of the unliving. They work together with all forms of undead.”
Longwei said, “So today we get to be lumberjacks, then? My glaive will cleave them in two, living or dead!” 
Jake asked, “How do your people fair against the undead, Morwen? I understand that the Emberborn are powered by death.”
Morwen nodded underneath her veil. “We are powered by all forms of death, even being here near the blight makes us feel more at home. It empowers us. We will grow stronger as friends or foes die near us, the flame of the unliving burning brighter.”
Bedwyr continued, “Our powers over deathly energies give us a unique advantage against undead, reducing the damage we take from the enemy’s deathly attacks. At the same time, our attacks against them will be reduced–though we focus heavily on magical attacks, particularly frost.”
Morwen added, “We can prevent the enemy from resurrecting their undead, or taking control of them for our own. Combined with what priestesses, druids, and clerics can do, we can make the undead much easier to manage.”
Seamus barked out a laugh. “Very true! You made them pay for every inch of Life’s Haven they took.”
The elephant beastkin elder, Dhruva, looked at the forest in dismay. “What has been done to our forest, our people, is terrible. Killing the undead will not bring our forest back to life. But they must be destroyed, so the balance can be restored.”
Tanda said, “I bet the spriggons and others will make restoring this much faster. Our home will be healed, in time.”
Berri smiled. “Those little guys are lots of fun! They’ll fix this up real quick.”
Jake thought that their best plan of action was to burn the whole jungle down. The valley was shaped like a giant bowl, a single exit through the canyon. It was already blighted to the core. 
Diseased crops and trees could be restored by the blight being removed, but this area had been blighted for far too long. When the blight gets removed, the undead plants and trees would now crumble to dust.
Jake brought up his ideas for how to assault this place, and Morwen and Yiming just shook their heads.
It was Yiming that spoke. “The formation of this city is somewhat common. The center tree is capable of reviving and protecting the surrounding ones, in addition to their armies. When you attack with your godly flames, they will all release a noxious gas. You may be able to overpower this, and overpower one tree, but the whole forest? I find it doubtful.”
Morwen nodded. “Even if you destroy a tree with your flames despite their defenses, they will twist together a new one, drawing energy from the area. I propose we split our efforts.”
Jake frowned, but thought he understood her idea. “By taking out all three trees at once, they will be unable to support resurrecting each other. Then we push through to defeat the final tree?”
Bedwyr nodded. “Then, by allowing our people to act separately, your people can use that censer you had talked about. The gases or fumes will empower our people instead, and we can protect the [Warrior Brotherhood].”
Longwei said, “We did work together well. Our blades would cut the undead down, and your people help them stay down.”
Jake asked Morwen, “Who else will you take? If Cascadia’s Hearthtribe assaults one, and the remains of my party take the other with the Auril Heroes and the top warriors of Highlands, that leaves your side the lightest in numbers.”
Morwen said, “I believe among the beastkin’s numbers, there are many that manifest death, is that not true?”
Tanda said, “It is rarer, but it is so. I think Vesuvius’ people have many snake parentage that carry death manifestations.”
Jake said, “I do think that would help balance the forces out, if Vesuvius and his people go along with the Emberborn and [Warrior Brotherhood]. Rookard’s wolves, Tanda’s flock, Fhesiah and Ophelia leading the other. Finally, the large force of Cascadia’s Hearthtribe, Seamus’ people, me, Tanda, and Bloodberri at the last. We’ll defeat the three undead trees and meet at the center.”
Jake’s army would have the largest number, but the overall lowest level. Over a thousand of Cascadia’s Hearthtribe along with Life’s Haven would be participating, their levels between 3 and 6, or nearly level 5 average. 
His army would be attacking from the Southwest, while Ophelia, Fhesiah, and Rookard and the flock would take the Southeast. These people were closer or at level ten, and Jake thought they might start seeing new Auril Heroes appearing soon-perhaps during this battle. 
Morwen, Bedwyr, Yiming and Longwei, Vesuvius, Darris, Roxo and Jarrix’s army would be approaching from the Northeast to strike at the North tree. These had the most high levels, but were the fewest in number.
The forces finished arriving, and they all lowered themselves into the blighted valley. The ground almost felt alive, a form of undead creep. The ground was a strange mixture of plants and flesh; disgusting. 
Jake was mounted on Bloodberri’s back, the many beastkin groaning as their feet touched the unliving ground.
Jake saw Brock arrive with his party; his mates. Brock said to Jake, “This feels awful, like it’s draining us.”
“Take out the censers, they will help. It will likely take a long time to have any massive effect on the creep, but it will help keep people’s health up. The creep is connected to the tree itself, as we kill it with the holy smoke, it just grows back.”
Jake would like to do more, but until they defeated the large trees, it would be nearly impossible to overcome the power of the unliving anywhere but at the furthest reaches of the valley. 
He did burn away a large area for their people to operate from. Combined with the holy smoke from the many censers, the creep was pushed back toward the tree. 
They tried to push the effect, but eventually, they reached a point where it would just grow back without him continuously burning it.
Ophelia was similarly able to use consecration on her end, and the Emberborn had no problem with the creep at all. Bedwyr kept his allies protected with a deathly aura. A deathly paladin, he could protect allies against death energy, as well as amplify attacks of the same.
Jake summoned the last of the heroic beasts, Lugh’s guardian lion. From the motes of light, a large lioness appeared. 
She was gold with orange and red leaves, the color of gold in areas of her fur not covered with leaves. Nearly the size of a smaller pick-up truck, Jake knew she would be a formidable ally. 
Like the other heroic beasts, she looked incredibly proud. Maybe he should switch to the stag?
The lioness’ eyes narrowed on Jake, almost like she heard his thoughts. She turned her nose up at him, turned and walked away, but toward the battle lines being formed. She laid down lazily, yawning. 
“Wha–”
Berri giggled. “She’s here to fight, and was already annoyed you called her early. I think she’ll do her job just fine, when the fighting starts.”
Seamus said, “That is Lugh’s guardian? How odd.”
Jake just shook his head. Two of the three guardians appeared to feel they were above him, with the third not really having a chance to show it, considering that combat began moments after she arrived.
He said, “I’ll name her Ainora. A radiant queen or princess.” 
Ainora’s tail and ear flicked, as if responding to the name.
Jake rolled his eyes, then summoned Kevin, the Naga.
Seamus was a paladin of Lugh, having an aura of protection. His aura gave a small healing property, to go along with his auril that radiated warmth and burnt away enemies. 
Jake noticed that the creep was pushed back further from where anywhere he or Ainora, the guardian beast of Lugh were. They had a holy radiance, an aura of light that appeared to provide some protection to allies. 
He rested to regenerate his mana. Hearthtribe now had a healthy balance of polearm, shield, javelin and bow users. They now had some training in fighting in formation, the warriors of Hearthtribe with slightly more experience aiding in training the others. 
There were many avian beastkin now, not technically a part of Tanda’s flock. The lines were certainly getting blurred now as the flock aided in the war, but many joined Hearthtribe, and those that didn’t would be returning to Harmony Peaks or their homes once the war on Highlands was over permanently.
As they were forming up, an undead army under the undead tree canopy was doing the same. Jake spotted thousands of ghouls, and thousands of undead skeletons. Many of them were the beastkin having been reanimated, and Jake did spot some smaller undead dinosaurs besides.
Similar scenes were playing out at the other armies. From what Jake could tell, the enemy had split its forces too. 
Jake had chosen Tanda’s flock, Rookard’s wolves, and Fhesiah and Ophelia to be at the middle location to be able to reach either Jake or Morwen’s army rapidly, in case the enemy had flooded one side.
Hearthtribe lined up nearly a hundred abreast. Polearm users lined up behind the shield users, and they formed a box of several shield users behind them. A drum beat as their formations took shape, the many javelin and bow users protected by shield and polearm users.
Jake pushed out his Heavenly Aura, covering as much of the beastkin army as he could. Jake took on using his updated Runebound State: Guardian. 
He would lose his offensive capability entirely in this new Guardian state. This allowed him to increase Ophelia’s ability to absorb blows, with what was gained. She could continue to perform all her functions of being a tank or guardian, able to use her flames of Hestia for all her purposes. 
She wouldn’t be able to cast any runic spells as a tradeoff, restricting herself to gain benefits from the covenant. Considering her Hearth of Hestia could do everything, this was barely a restriction for her.
The many boxes of battle lines formed, and they waited for the signal to begin their assault. The enemy had formed many lines as well. Skeletal knights and warriors in the front, with ghouls likely waiting to leap over the battle lines. 
Then skeletal mages, archers, and undead dinosaurs, golems, and bone monstrosities–the large bone constructions that almost resembled a blob, sometimes with arms and undead flesh formed up together, ready to attack the armies of the Alliance.
Jake looked up into the trees. There were various tree humanoids that looked undead, hanging from the branches. He could see that there were numerous enemies, vastly outnumbering his army.
If the skull of the undead wasn’t crushed, the creatures would quickly reanimate on the creep. Even with the skull destroyed, the bone golems and monstrosities would draw in the bones to empower themselves, or the necromancers construct and recreate new allies. 
Blood said, “The undead are truly insidious. Destroy the skull, and the bones will be used to enhance the bone golems. Don’t destroy the skulls, they will be revived. It is like we must fight every enemy several times, and they have thousands.”
Berri said, “It’s fine. We just have to smash ‘em a few times!”
The army was instructed to even strike downed skeletons and ghouls, crushing the bones further and their skulls. The censers would eventually pass through, hopefully eliminating the creatures for good.
Jake’s army of Hearthtribe marched forward, the other armies beginning their assault at the other locations. Jake marched in the middle of the army on foot, wanting his aura to cover everyone.
The enemy army waited beneath their trees, the creep getting thicker as they neared. A mist or fog was lingering over it, the fumes nearly enough to cause harm on their own. They could not even see the massive tree that was to be their target, it hid more than one layer of trees further back in their entrenchment. 
Designated beastkin used censers, spreading holy smoke among the Battlegroup to reduce this effect. They stirred their auril as well, pushing the effect out of their bodies. 
Jake could have Bloodberri use the epic censer he crafted, but wanted to save her energy for when they were facing the massive tree. 
It consumed a massive amount of mana, and Bloodberri would be useless for much else after using it.
As they reached about two football fields distance away, or two hundred meters, his archers were able to begin taking shots at the enemy. Arrows filled with auril surged toward the undead, enhanced by Jake’s Heavenly Aura.
Explosions rocked back many of the skeletal warriors and knights, and it was like a starter pistol was fired. The army of undead began to charge. 
Jake halted the march, his people digging in and getting ready to receive the undead. They moved with unnatural quickness, as if hastened by the mist and creep itself.
The many blighters, the tree humanoids, began casting spells. They emitted a noxious cloud of yellow-green gas, that covered the many charging undead.
Arrows were fired by the dozen per second, and javelins were being thrown as the undead got closer. Kevin the Naga and Bloodberri moved to the side of the boxes, Kevin on the far left and Bloodberri on the far right. Seamus joined Kevin, and Ainora the lioness formed up in the center of the formation.
Jake spotted Omar, the rhino beastkin with a massive bow. His arrows were large, and the auril that he saw appeared to represent his horn. It pierced through enemies with ease, shattering their bones when it struck them in a line, deep through the enemy. 
Visibility was low now, Jake only now being able to spot the many enemies surging toward his army as they got close. Hundreds of small explosions of flame erupted every moment now, his Aura doing a lot of work. 
As the ghouls, skeletal warriors, and knights met the battle lines, arrows began to rain down on Jake’s army from opposing skeletal archers. The empowered beastkin made short work of the arriving ghouls and warriors, the knights being much larger than the average beastkin. 
His people worked together with practiced skill, the training of Ophelia, Valtor, and the Framework drilled into them. They fought with fervor in an effort to reclaim back the nature that was taken, as the battle drums and Jake’s Heavenly Aura set the pace.
Their shields easily blocked the charge, their attacks punished with stabs of the back line’s polearms. The warrior’s hearts beat as one, singing the song of battle. Paladins spaced throughout the army enhanced their brethren’s auril, increasing their defense and attack alike. 
Bloodberri bowled into the undead, keeping them from surrounding the box formations of the beastkin. The many ghouls tried to leap at her with their claws out, but her tail coiled and spun as she danced, swinging her maul at the knights in view.
She released the dark haze that was her [Dark Siphon], healing the wounds of those near her as she destroyed her enemies.
Seamus and Kevin both cut through undead with ease, their larger bodies making quick work of them. A bright light was released from Seamus, burning any undead that came near him, that also healed allies. 
Jake watched as Brock and Bria fought through the battle lines. Brock had taken on to using a shield along with a sword, a glaive strapped to his back. Bria spun with her poleaxe, a furious red auril spreading in waves as she did. Her poleaxe became like a giant claw, cleaving through nearby ghouls.
Mindy stayed near with a shield and spiked mace, looking like a cleric. She watched their flanks, doing her best to join her shield to Brock’s or keep Bria from being surrounded.
Serena supported them with her bow, the four staying relatively close to one another in the formation. Her arrows struck vitals, her attacks supernaturally accurate. Her arrows easily threaded through ally’s guards to strike at the enemy, despite them being in motion. 
Ainora the lioness glowed like a beacon, her vines covered in bright light. Her deft claws swiped through enemies as she flanked them, her speed greatly contradicting her size. 
Jake was thinking the fight was going well, when the gas’s density increased. It began rolling over the Battlegroup, the many people being poisoned and coming to harm. 
Jake leaped toward the front and center of the formation, and Ophelia had done similar on her side of the Battlegroup in her assault. As he reached it, a large consecration echoing from Jake was released.
The wave of Hestia’s flames washed over the front lines, destroying the ghouls and creep easily. Beastkin cheered with fervor, as priests added additional protections as they began their march forward.
Things were heating up all over the battlefield, but the fight continued.




Chapter 22 - Longwei and Fhesiah - Undead Punishment


Longwei laughed as he swung his glaive through the skeletal knight, a thin layer of valor coating his blade. The enemy’s armor was no match for his blade, shredding through and slicing through the monster’s core. 
“Once again, these enemies have only numbers! There is no skill, no courage.”
Yiming pierced several ghouls near him, his stabs and slashes with both precision and speed. 
“When they are both unliving and unthinking, they have no need for courage, I’m afraid. Numbers and resilience are powerful on their own.”
Bedwyr road on his spectral horse, leaping through the ranks as he swung his war scythe. The man had unending endurance, swinging his weapon with mechanical precision. His paladin aura covered the [Warrior Brotherhood], protecting them from the deathly energies with his faith.
A wave of noxious gas approached their army, only for the many Emberborn to suck the energy toward them. Their odd flames of the unliving brightened, many of them releasing enhanced attacks or spells. 
A few Emberborn used non-death based attacks or magic spells, or simply used empowered melee strikes against the enemy undead. Their servants supported them, unhindered by the Tartarus undead.
Some skeletal warriors now fought for the Alliance, Morwen having taken control of them. Her undead priestesses released their own haze, turning the undead that fell near and converting the disgusting creep beneath their feet into their own domain. 
Hundreds of javelins and arrows rained down on the enemy, many of the undead falling prey to the venomous auril of the reptile beastkin. Most of the undead Longwei faced were already weakened, either from venom or from the many magical attacks the Emberborn rained down on the enemies.
Longwei continued fighting through undead with his sworn brother, the two friends having sworn an oath to fight at the other’s side. Like the peach tree oath of their great leader Guan Yu, his Guild was encouraged to become like brothers and fight together to accomplish their goals.
Yiming was good at the things Longwei wasn’t. For everything else, their wives handled the rest. 
His glaive cleaved through enemies with ease, his valorous blade sharp. The large lizard man, Vesuvius, fought on the other side of the battlefield with his brethren, swinging an even larger glaive. Longwei was envious. 
“Brother, how can I get bigger? That lizard man is outdoing me!”
Yiming laughed, as he cut down another ghoul. “When we reach Tier 2, many valor users get bigger when cladding themselves. Some of us go for a more condensed and speedy option, however.”
Longwei knew his brother in arms would go for the speedy option. But he knew that bigger was better. Everyone knew that!
Bedwyr sliced through a large skeletal knight with his scythe. “It looks like a large enemy approaches. Because it cannot call the bones of the fallen thanks to my wife, it is pushing here on its own to absorb the bones. We must destroy it.”
Longwei was ready. “I’m just getting warmed up! Let’s do it!”
Yiming sighed. “There are plenty of enemies coming to us, why must you look for more? Still, a little foresightedness today can prevent struggles tomorrow. Let us push through and deal a decisive blow.”
Longwei’s class was [Red Tiger]. An evolution of the Warrior class, Longwei believed he received the rare class due to his unyielding determination and martial prowess. Cladding himself in his valor, he traded blows with his enemies, getting stronger as the fight continued.
Yiming’s class was the [White Horse], which symbolized his speed and agility, as well as his wisdom. His feet glided over the ground as if riding to battle, his glaive moving with both precision and speed. He would build up his valor over time, able to release much of it in bursts of speed and powerful attacks. 
The three of them charged the monstrosity, finding Vesuvius, Jarrix, Roxo and Darris joining them. Their entourage cut through the undead, Bedwyr keeping them protected from the deathly energy and gases. 
Longwei’s valor cladding could protect himself, but if he expended it just for protecting against the fumes, he may not have anything left for the enemy.
A large wave of undead had moved to flank them and cut them off, but Morwen’s undead met them, preventing them from barring their path. Ghouls and skeletal knights clashed with one another, Longwei not wanting to figure out friend or foe.
Seven bone golems were gathered around the bone monstrosity, and they were bigger than the usual. The bone and flesh construction was disgusting, but the bone golems were nothing more than a large skeleton with thicker bones and no spaces between them.
He laughed. “Perfect! One for each of us!”
Yiming groaned. “Make sure you target their core, Longwei. This is not a duel for you to enjoy.”
Bedwyr’s deep, cold, scratchy voice was quiet, but could easily be heard over the din of battle. “Arawn, bless our weapons so that we may bring judgement to the wicked.”
A cold flame flickered around the seven warrior’s weapons.
Vesuvius frowned. “Hey, what gives. I shoot hot fire out of this.”
Bedwyr shrugged. “Should still work. It’s magic powered by the gods.”
The seven charged their opponents, the large creatures ponderous. Longwei gathered his mana and used his skill, [Tiger’s Roar], followed by [Tiger’s Fury].
A wave of magic echoed out from his roar, increasing the strength of his allies temporarily. His skin became red, beginning to build up his strength based on how long he had been fighting.
Longwei talked a big talk, but he knew the enemy in front of them was a big challenge. Then, they must face the bone monstrosity: an even bigger one. The possibility of death was high.
He summoned his inner strength. He drew his courage and bravery from within, thinking of how he must be strong to protect his brother and their wives. How this glorious battle would bring them to greater heights, he just had to meet this battle with iron-clad determination.
From deep within his soul, his inner strength answered his call. An aura borne from his courage, bravery, and strength of will was released. All doubt was removed, the fear of loss gone. It covered his body, enhancing it. 
He pushed some of it into his glaive creating a large and sharp edge over it, and charged the bone golem closest to him.
He was light on his feet, his muscles now filled with greater power. The golem swung a fast hook at him, Longwei sidestepping and slamming his glaive into the arm near the wrist. 
The ice-flame coated blade left a small application of frost in its wake. The golem was put slightly off balance stumbling forward, as Longwei spun his body with the momentum of the swing, leaping when he was straight once more.
Longwei leaped with a thrust of his glaive, going for the opening his brother suggested: its core. 
The golem righted itself quickly, and met his glaive with an uppercut of its other fist. This stalled Longwei in the air for a moment, the golem kicking out with its large foot before he could even hit the ground.
He pushed his valor into his glaive’s shaft as he met it with a horizontal guard, but the large golem’s foot was not easily stopped. He was sent tumbling through the air once more, the glaive being pushed into his chest and fracturing his bones as he was sent flying and rolling on the ground. 
Longwei moved to get up, the large golem rushed once more at him. He wasn’t ready still when the straight punch was coming for his body.
But a near-streak of red light cut into the creature’s knee, causing it to stumble. A floating talisman neared him, the efforts of his wives. It released a small healing effect into the talismans on his body, restoring his bones.
His wives were both sort-of magical archers. One was a Talismancer, that used arrows to both attack and defend using magical talismans and scrolls attached to them. These could have countless effects, but many were quite mild, unless many were used or special formations were created using them.
The other, was a Battle Maiden. She could imbue her arrows with elements or pure magical energy, and she was no slouch with a sword or spear, either. Longwei was proud of his wives, but Yiming’s wife, a Holy Maiden, had saved him more times than he could count.  
Thanks to the undead stumbling, he dodged the fist and cut into the other knee as he passed, pushing his valor into his blade and lengthening it. The knee joint was completely cut through, the creature stumbling into a kneeling position as ice spread from the wound.
Bones began floating from nearby to restore the knee, but the frost appeared to help prevent the bone from congealing, as Longwei cut into the creature’s back with two vicious slices. The frost spread further with each attack, the golem swinging and trying to twist its body at him to land a blow. 
Longwei was about to go for the killing blow, when a group of ghouls arrived. He clad himself further in valor as he roared, his tiger’s strength filling him. He swung his enlarged glaive in a wide arc, once more. Longwei cut through two ghouls like they were nothing, and spun with his momentum to turn his slash into an overhead cut over the golem.
The remaining creatures tried to cut into his body, but they skid off his valor cladding as he cut into the golem’s shoulder, nearly removing one of its arms entirely. Longwei kicked another ghoul and slammed the butt of his glaive into the other, before finally stabbing into the golem’s core in its chest.
The bones lost cohesion and fell to the ground, as he cut into the other ghouls. An arrow pierced another, and he cut down a skeletal warrior armed with a sword.
The large lizard men were already cutting into the bone monstrosity, along with his brother. It was like a giant pile of bones moving in a blob, mixed with disgusting flesh. Despite Longwei’s strength, his allies appeared to be above him, as he was still heating up. 
Yiming danced around bone spikes, moving away from the large arm before it could even swing at him. His blade did not reach deep, but frost spread from each cut, sections of bone breaking away from the larger mass.
Bedwyr cut into the side of the large creature, pushing a cold blue flame up the creature, as his mount evaded the bone creature’s attacks.
The spectral horse ran in the air as if the ground were beneath its feet. The undead man with a flaming skull sent waves of blue flames with each swing of his war scythe.
Longwei rushed to join the combat, his red energy from [Tiger’s Fury] having built from the attacks both inflicted on him and his own attacks against the enemy. A talisman landed on his back, imbuing him with more strength.
He took thundering steps at the enemy, and leaped as he pushed his valor to the maximum into his blade. It grew, becoming three meters long on its own. He was at the apex of his leap, when a bone spike erupted and raced toward his chest. 
He was going to abandon his swing for blocking the spike, when a streak of white light raced through. It was his brother Yiming, and he cut the bone spike off. This allowed Longwei to sail to his target, swinging the large blade and cutting into it.
His cut reached deep, and ice carried further into the creature. Landing on the ground, he sliced and hacked into it more. He knew the lizard men were on the other side of it, hacking into it as well. 
Red-hot flames were blasted through in an explosion, and Longwei was surprised to see the creature’s bones melting from within despite the frost enchantment.
The four kept attacking the creature, the frost spreading. Longwei had hoped to land the finishing blow, but the large lizard man released a devastating blast into the creature’s center. The creature stopped moving, and the necromancer priestess took over the bone golems.
That was just fine. There were plenty of enemies for Longwei’s blade ahead.
[image: image-placeholder]Fhesiah spun the flames of her hearth, mixed in with her heavenly energy. She fanned the flames into the air, bathing a dozen ghouls in fire. She captured the flames that consumed the creatures as if they were merely fuel, and brought them back to her torch.
Rookard’s wolves and Tanda’s flock were becoming a well-oiled fighting machine, their use of auril-enhanced equipment and soldier’s tactics bringing them to a higher level.
Using their flight, the flock could easily strafe, flank, and charge the enemy’s softer targets. Meanwhile, Rookard’s wolves would form a solid barrier with their shields, their many fast wolves able to flank and be the hammer that meets the anvil.
Even larger undead weren’t impossible to defeat, Rookard able to pierce through with his blue auril. Auril-enhanced arrows and javelins fell onto the enemy like multicolored rain, taking apart the many skeletons and ghouls.
For the largest targets, Fhesiah and Ophelia were more than enough. These creatures were weak to their heavenly flames, whether powered by the goddess or heavenly energy.
They had now arrived at the trees, having destroyed two bone monstrosities. She and Ophelia had fought at the front of the formation, the two supporting the higher-leveled beastkin as they fought. 
Their Highlands army was now standing under the trees, the army targeting the blighters where they were within range. The tree people were not overly powerful targets, casting strange curses and being the main producer of the poisonous gas.
The massive tree which was their target was close to within range. It was absolutely massive, like a ten-story building of twisted trees and knotted branches. It had what appeared to be arms, with tangling vines wrapped around it, danging from it. 
There were many other branches beside the large arms, and scanning it with her divine sense, she almost thought it might be able to stand up or at the very least lean in a direction, reaching quite the large distance.
Many of the blighters were hanging off the tree, hundreds of them. 
The massive number of blighters released more noxious gas. The gas coalesced into a towering tidal wave, ready to infect and poison the entire army. Ophelia moved to intercept, to release another [Consecration] to burn away the poisons to protect the large army. 
“I got it this time, sister. The lions are taking care of it this time for Jake, aren’t they?”
She received a mental nod from Ophelia, and the flame blazed on her [Torch of Hestia]. She fanned the flame once more before separating it, and infusing it with her Dao.
Her spirit’s will was made manifest, her path a part of her very being. She compressed it down to a tiny flame, and it took on a golden hue, reflecting the inviolability of life. She sent the small flame at the incoming gas. 
Like a candle banishing the darkness, it pushed the gas away, causing it to split down the sides of the armies. The gas now dissipated ineffectually, rather than weakening and poisoning their allies.
She had finally fully integrated what she learned from Hestia about the flame of life that first day they met. Fhesiah had only unlocked a fraction of the power of the Goddess, until she witnessed Jake summoning Hestia on Highlands.
The second flame of hers that pushed away the dragon’s breath, Fhesiah had pushed forward her understanding, becoming more able to recreate it. 
Previously, she had only been able to add properties of the flame to her fires of creation. Now, she could use her flame to protect and exhibit the sanctity of life. 
She pulled the flickering flame back to her, and pushed her Qi through the demonic runes on her fan. Unlike the functions Jake and Ophelia used for creating runic spells, each rune behaved like a heavenly energy stencil and only made them more powerful and efficient. She could not use them to cheat like Jake, but as a tradeoff, she could use them in a group spell. 
The runes floated above the fan as they completed, and she quickly ordered them into the proper formation as they began echoing the truths of the dao, infusing her spirit and manifesting her will. 
Ophelia added some of her Nordic runes into the formation. The meanings, or results of the runic phrases meant to enhance the flames and increase the amount of energy. It was fuel for the flames to consume, an accelerant. 
A golden sun formed as she raised it above her head, the flickering flame joining it. She put a lot into this flame, knowing the importance of dealing a significant blow. She knew another wave of undead was about to roll in, protected by the trees themselves.
The heat from her miniature star was significant, enough that the creep beneath her floating feet was lit aflame, burning back several meters. She knew if the reptile beastkin were here, they would be shouting exclamations of awe and glory. 
A shame they were missing it, but they would hopefully see it again later.
She launched the orb at her target, the large tree nearly three hundred meters away. The sphere followed the ground at a rapid pace, crossing nearly sixty meters per second; well over a hundred miles per hour.
It followed the curvature of the world, staying about 2 meters off the ground. The creep was burned away in a large radius, creating a clear path a dozen meters wide as the flame went, and the flame continued to spread and consume it.
The blighters in the trees all turned to it, casting their spells. Black bands of hexes and curses floated toward it, only for them to be consumed as fuel. Her spirit wavered as dozens of them collided with her flame, but she held onto her conviction with fierce determination, infusing it with even more of her will.
Some blighters even leaped into the way of the sphere from up in the trees, only to be consumed as well. The orb was both brighter and larger now as it neared the tree. 
The large tree seemed to try to move its large arms to attack or block its assailant, but it was far too slow to do anything meaningful. It struck the base of the tree, exploding in a nova of flame that stuck to the undead tree like glue.
It wrapped around the massive tree in a blissful embrace, the unliving entity moaning in pain. The heavenly flames went up and around the tree, the fire brightening as it consumed the undead filth. 
It spread to the branches where many blighters were standing, eradicating dozens of blighters in mere seconds.
Of the over ten-story tree, nearly a third of it was engulfed in her bright flames. It spread upwards with every passing moment.
Ophelia used her runes to enhance her voice, “Double-time, people. The path has been cleared. Let us assault our target!”
The march of their army’s speed increased with a rapid beat of the war drums, rushing to add attacks against the tree. 
She watched both the tree itself and deep into the forest with her divine sense, as she began spinning a new flame with her torch and fan once more.
Her heavenly fire was now burning deep into the tree, and it was looking like her flame would be fueled forever by the tree’s undead taint. Suddenly, she felt a powerful malevolence coming from deep in the jungle.
A black energy surged through the forest through the ground, and grew up and around the tree, coming from the roots. Her flames were smothered where it touched, the undead flesh and bark being replenished.
She sent what she had of her current flame, infusing more fire. Ophelia activated her [Hearth of Hestia], adding the goddess’ divine flames to her own, before sending it at the tree to fight the evil energies. 
Her new sphere of flame was different, but it slammed into the blackish energy that had reached nearly two stories up. The explosion ripped a large chunk of the tree out, the flames merging with the powerful flames above. 
The malevolence pushed against the flames, but they held. Heat rose, and the flames continued climbing up the tree, as well as pushing down against the malevolence. The tree cracked and began to fall, and after a time, the black energy receded, the flames winning.
Fhesiah did her best to scan the tree in the center of the jungle, it just barely being within her range. This defense had a cost, and it would not be able to do it again for a time. 
She could tell that the tree in front of them had grown slightly to replenish what the tree had lost somewhat as a result, but it was burning just the same.
A wave of undead complete with dinosaurs, came from both sides of them to prevent their armies from attacking the tree further. Rookard’s wolves and Tanda’s flock were ready in their formations, ready to receive the wave of undead. 
The Dinosaurs were met with hundreds of arrows and javelins, before running into a wall of polearms extended with their auril. A pike wall may have been better, but their army-based combat was meant to extend and increase their capabilities for fighting in smaller parties.
Their weaponry aside from the ballistas brought along, was meant for fighting in Incursions and Rifts. They simply hadn’t the time to focus on making pikes for this style of warfare, where thousands participated at the same time.
Still, the shield walls moved in after the larger dinosaurs were slain, easily allowing the polearm users protection from ghouls and others leaping and closing the range. The new clergy members added additional protection with their auras and spells, some strange auril-based smites starting to appear.
Ice was spreading from priests and paladins of Arawn, flames and water from Brigid, beams of light and radiance from Lugh, and Cernunnos’ vines were filled with life or death in equal measure. 
By becoming these clergy-based classes, it altered their auril manifestations even more than selecting their specialization had. They all received a single iconic ability, which often gave their auril a bit more range than it would otherwise have.
There were many flames of Hestia, the priests and clerics able to sacrifice their auril or life force for significant healing, even at range. Paladins would sanctify the ground with righteous flames, even drawing auril from the surrounding area–something that usually only Auril Heroes could do.
Clergy-based classes made facing the undead much easier, and Fhesiah knew Tartarus must be unhappy for locking in its choice. It had taken the advantage of these classes being missing, but now it would suffer for locking it in.
This target was as good as won for now, but she knew the others would have a little more trouble overcoming the creep and the tree’s ability to self-heal.
Thankfully, since their tree absorbed the malevolence from the center of the jungle, they would not have to power through this for a time. They would not have to fight through the tree being healed by an external source.
She and Ophelia were simply uniquely suited to destroying an undead tree. Their flames purged the undead filth, the fumes unable to stand a chance against them.
Ophelia’s runes then changed to red, slowly. It looked like Jake was beginning his own assault.




Chapter 23 - Jake and Morwen - Kingdom of Annwn


Hundreds of arrows and javelins were launched at the incoming undead, and the massive tree in front of them. Explosions of flame splashed into the tree, the flames spreading before being snuffed out by the blighters surrounding it, their miasmic fumes countering the flames. 
They cast blighted gases and what even appeared to be undead healing spells, the flames from the explosions receding as a result. Hearthtribe’s clergy-based classes countered this, flames of Brigid and Hestia being added to the tree.
Jake’s many archers targeted the tree creatures, but the enemies were numerous. More kept arriving as the fight went on, the blighters walking over vines and tree boughs that crossed into other nearby swamplike trees. 
He finished his preparations by switching over to his [Avenger] state. It was time for him to add punishment for what these creatures had done to the people of Highland’s forest.
“You ready, Blood, Berri?”
Blood nodded. “I am ready, milord. I am a little worried about my dear sister, but we shall not fail you.”
Berri added, “I remember my shape-thingies. I can do it!”
The two had finally done it: reached [Advanced Runic Magic]. They could now jointly cast a single spell, a holy runic healing spell, that they could accomplish together. 
Once they got the hang of that, they focused on practicing adding the runes to Jake or Ophelia’s flames. For now, they didn’t have a spell practiced to work together with Fhesiah alone.
Jake still hadn’t created a runic spell that could contain all five of their runes, but he was working on it. He knew the results would be amazing, but he had many challenges. Mixing Nordic runes with Demonic runes was possible, but had all sorts of rules to consider.
Balancing mana with the heavenly energy, along with keeping both the rune’s structure and meaning when interconnected, was like a complicated Sudoku puzzle. There were trillions of possibilities, when including both the number of characters and the formations. 
He had worked together with Fhesiah for days to create their original three-person spell, and he knew it would be many more to incorporate both additional runes, but also Blood and Berri’s flavored mana.
There were several group spells Jake came up with that Blood could add her dark runes, but it really only took three of them to create the spells. Jake was happy with what he had come up with so far, the spells empowered Tier 1 spells which were extremely effective. He had even created a few true Tier 2 spells, finally able to exceed their Tier.
For now, Berri was terrible at forming runes without using her holy mana. Aspecting it into regular mana was a challenge for her while establishing them, so Blood would be the one creating the regular runes. 
He hadn’t worked out a spell that used their holy light and holy dark mana together, either. He was able to practice with his hearth mana, but it was slow-going.
Together, they would all be creating holy flames.
Jake leaped onto Berri’s battlements, and she surged through the formation until they reached the lioness and Seamus at the front, with Tanda in tow. 
Her hearth had not yet awakened, but she thought it was getting close. He was excited to see what this meant for her. They all hoped she would be able to use magic and thus Nordic Runes, but he was doubtful it would be easy. 
Currently, her armor had her runes enhanced by auril-based runes. While not bad in and of itself, Jake’s knowledge of them was limited. Combining them added all sorts of complexities, and he was having a hard time decoding them and combining them with all his other goals. He had gotten tremendously lucky that his previous runes had worked at all together.
Because of that, Tanda would be much more effective with Nordic runes if she had mana to activate them. At least when she had enough mana of her own, anyway.
Tanda covered Jake and Bloodberri’s approach with her bow, cutting down ghouls and skeletons that leaped after them as they undulated forward into the enemy formation. Hexes and curses landed on Jake and Bloodberri, but pushing [Purifying Flames] through their bodies crushed the hexes with just a flex of their mana.
Seamus and Ainora joined at their sides, fighting at their flanks. Bloodberri swung their maul back and forth, as Jake cut through ghouls and other assailants with his spear from their back.
Jake was in the [Avenger] state, his runes red. He felt the anger of the beastkin people, seeing their proud jungle twisted and turned into an evil fortress of the unliving. Their people killed, the nature twisted for malicious purposes.
The beastkin of Highlands demanded justice, retribution from Tartarus. Their hearts sung the song of vengeance, with each enemy they cut, each blow they blocked. Jake’s runes brightened, as his hearth began to pulse along with their hearts.
Jake formed the runes of his flaming spear of fire, pushing through all the power that he could muster with his divine flames. They floated in front of Jake, for Berri and Blood to float their runes into the hexagonal formations they had practiced. 
Despite each supplying a normal number of runes that would create a Tier 1 spell, coalescing the Tier 2 spell did, in fact, require more mana to be channeled into it.
The runes coalesced into the spell, forming into a massive spear of fire. The flames were white-hot, embodying the holy retribution they intended to bring their horrible enemy. As it finished coalescing above them, the weight of the true Tier 2 spell was felt.  
The spear was covered in mystical runes, a holy spear of flames that radiated righteousness. The immense power of it brought surprised gasps from the beastkin, their auril hearts beating with fervor. It fired off as if shot from a massive ballista, blasting past the many enemies and blighters in between.
It struck the tree, an explosion of holy fire piercing deep into the middle of the tree, and spreading from where it hit. White flames hungrily ate at the tree, the energy meeting its perfect enemy. The unliving tree wailed in agony, as it moved its arm-like branch. The large branch picked up a bone monstrosity.
Jake didn’t like where this was going, so he hastily formed his runes, Blood and Berri hurrying to match. They created a second holy spear of flames, Jake using much of his reserves. He could only cast a few of these spells in rapid succession, him better at marathons of fights.
The bone monstrosity was thrown, and Jake held on to the runic formation as long as he could. He did his best to smooth over Berri’s construct, to keep it from collapsing. When the time was right, he released it to spear the bone monstrosity as it nearly landed on their heads.
Seamus and Ainora both fired beams of auril light, striking the large creature-turned-projectile in the center. The creature was almost the size of a city bus or eighteen wheeler, and flying at them rapidly. 
If Bloodberri moved out of the way, dozens of beastkin would likely die. Still, Jake willed them to scatter themselves right and left, just in case.
The flaming spear was shot and passed through the bone monstrosity, the holy nature of the spell piercing through it and setting it aflame. It continued on to the tree, while Bloodberri prepared their [Maul of Hestia-Echidna], and Jake pushed his Hearth flames into his spear, forming [Hearth Blade].
Bloodberri struck the center of the oncoming mass, much of the center already melted away by Seamus and the heroic beast. An explosion of light and dark echoed out, erasing most of the creature down to its center. 
Jake stabbed out in front of Bloodberri over her shoulder, and Ira’s flash of void cutting sliced through a portion of the bone and flesh at the end. The creature finally split in two and passed them mostly harmlessly. Cutting through the center, they had erased at least half the mass and slowed the creature’s fall, somewhat.
He sighed with relief. That was a little close for comfort, though after they had eliminated a large portion of the mass, he had some confidence that Bloodberri would have been able to tank the blow without dying. She had a new, more powerful necklace, after all.
The fire had spread up the tree, and even up the same arm that had thrown the large creature at them. The blighters were releasing a gas, but if anything it seemed to fuel the flames. The beastkin’s justice was spreading, and there was nothing the undead could do to stop it.
The undead gathering under the trees charged, a near endless horde of undead. It was only a matter of time before the second tree was destroyed by his flames, Fhesiah and Ophelia only moments before. 
Jake fell back with Bloodberri through the ranks, fighting the many undead. The blighters had leaped from the tree as it was burning, but many were engulfed by the flames. Attacks rained down on them from the many bow and javelin users, small explosions of flame lighting up the forest.
Hundreds of undead enemies approached them, but Jake could tell the weakened tree took away some of the creature’s fervor. Hearthtribe met them with shields and spears, their front lines scattering the larger undead to make them easy pickings for superior coordination.
Tanda targeted the undead auril beasts at range with her bow in the air, swooping in with her crescent moon axe and finishing others. Seamus and the lioness both worked well in tandem, the two warriors shredding their enemies with glowing claws.
The various Hearthtribe clergy classes added their flames and auras all over the battlefield. It appeared most couldn’t become one until level five, but it appeared a large percentage of them could become them, and it was more than the human’s ten percent he knew about. 
Berri started using the censer, the waves of holy light pushing against the creep. It was already weakened in its ability to return thanks to the damage done to the tree, and so Jake thought this was the right path. 
He saw this side as progressing in good order. They should fight beyond the tree shortly, reaching the boss at the center. His army was gaining excellent experience, or latent will, from killing the higher level undead, and knew the average level was actually increasing well.  
He just had some concerns about the last party. Jake’s party was uniquely suited for defeating the undead. Just how would Morwen’s team come out ahead? He had to admit, their army had the highest average level, and probably the most experience. Morwen was confident, but he had Ophelia ready to join them in but just a few moments if necessary.
[image: image-placeholder]Morwen watched as billowing smoke entered the sky from the other two locations. Their team was a little behind, but it was not outside of expectations. Clan Hart’s team was simply too strong, their power influencing large or small-scale warfare too significantly. 
She controlled her legion of undead now under her command, the humanoid undead forming ranks. The enemy creatures had attacked with little intelligence, only following the general will of Tartarus.
The undead under her and her people’s control fought with the cunning of living creatures, Arawn’s spirit of the underworld driving them. The turned skeletal remnants fought with brutal efficiency, the difference between a controlled skeletal warrior and the ravenous undead like night and day.
The creatures were animated by the spirits of the dead, those that had not yet entered the cycle of reincarnation. Among the dead, many beastkin’s spirits remained, their desires for vengeance against those that killed them remaining despite their lack of memories.
Their desire for justice was so great that Morwen’s priestesses barely had to guide them. They were all-too-willing to fight against the evil creatures. 
While some spirits could come from anywhere, there were enough lingering present in this world–a sad reality. Hundreds of thousands had died, and many more died each day. 
Being turned into undead by Tartarus was both a blessing and a curse. Their spirits would not know peace, but their being consumed by Tartarus would be delayed even further. When a spirit died on a contested world, it would be gathered by the outsiders. However, those spirits would not be consumed–not until it won the world.
For Framework souls, those would be held on to be ransomed back, or awaiting reclamation when the world was conquered back. 
She watched as her husband cut through the undead dinosaurs, his flying mount allowing him freedom to attack behind enemy lines as he willed. They fought through the forest, getting closer to their target.
One of her priestesses approached her. “High priestess, your orders? It is getting harder to claim the creep as we get closer. We can continue, but it will be taxing. If we push, there won’t be anything left for the final battle.”
Morwen nodded. “We are starting to reach critical mass on our side. Support our new allies, and focus on collecting ghouls and blighters; we have enough protection. Maintain our current creep. We’ll lean on our sturdy new friends and go all out to capture the big one as they tire.”
The priestess went to carry out her orders, and Morwen focused on the Auril Heroes, as they call them. Their armor was covered in bones, and many of them had strange scripts and symbols. 
Despite the bones being from obviously dead creatures, they emanated the vitality of life. When the warriors ran their auril energy through the equipment, that was especially so.
Her spell would normally be marginally helpful for the living. Sure, it could help with making sure bones didn’t break when struck, but sturdy bones wouldn’t keep your insides from becoming outsides.
She spent a fair amount of her deathly reserves on casting [Enhance Bone] on the reptile Auril Heroes and Bedwyr. The bones on their armor and weapons hardened, becoming both thicker and even stronger, enhanced by her necromancy magic. 
The reptile beastkin started to look like skeletal warriors or knights as a result, most of their skin or hide armors being covered in bone.
The massive red lizard man, Vesuvius, now looked particularly menacing. Of course, her husband’s bones were already magical, but they were enhanced as well. 
Now all could ignore the ghoul’s and most of the smaller skeletons entirely, them getting slain by just moving their bodies around and impaling them as they fought the larger targets.
Their blades stronger and sharper, they cut a path straight through the undead. Even a larger bone monstrosity than the previously defeated one was cut down with ease. 
Longwei looked back at her and shouted, “Hey, what gives! Where’s my buff?”
Morwen just glared at the man. Not only was the buff nearly useless for him, but he was already clad in Valor. It would take more than twice the effort to even affect the man in the first place! 
While it was not impossible to heal or otherwise help him with magic as allies and with the aid of the Framework, the effect was less. Valor Cladding was like a bubble that shielded against all magic and physical effects, even those of their allies.
The [Warrior Brotherhood] had found ways around the difficulty of dealing with Valor Cladding. By placing trinkets and talismans under their cladding and within their equipment, their allies could more easily target the body with heals and enhancements without suffering such major penalties. 
She did not have that unspoken coordination with them, the capability of targeting these things.
Thankfully, Yiming smacked Longwei aside the head and said something only he could hear, gesturing a silent apology to her with a bow. She nodded at him, as they returned to the fray.
The reptile beastkin were positively mowing down the undead now, and her deathly stores she just expended were quickly refilling as they marched. While her people were powered by any death around them, there were still limits.
Eventually, Morwen would become full and unable to consume more energies for a time. If she kept consuming the energies, it was not all that different from drinking too many mana potions. Still, her people were excellent at marathon fights against the living or undead.
She marveled at the new reptile beastkin clergy. It appeared a majority of them had chosen Echidna, Arawn and Cernunnos. Many of them just had frosty or deathly auras like her husband, but the Echidna clergy were unique.
Many of them could grant a sort of frenzied strength to themselves or others, or add monstrous capabilities that were truly varied. Most had a chaotic component able to add various buffs, but many had a repeatable one that matched their parentage in addition to that. 
One priestess of Echidna, Vexana, was actually able to add her cobra venom to other ally’s weapons. A strange amphibious creature called an axolotl was able to regenerate, and they could grant a rapid regeneration to their allies. The lizard parentage often grew, and one was able to make their allies grow slightly as well.
The clergy abilities were just as varied as the beastkin themselves. Morwen was shocked at the variation, as classers would frequently get one of a handful of abilities. The beastkin had abilities quite similar, but they were typically altered by their beast parentage or manifestation in some way. 
More ghouls gathered in their claimed territory as they neared the big tree, and she saw some blighters joining as well. She began gathering them in a single formation, getting ready for their group spells.
The reptile beastkin’s javelins were deadly, even to the undead themselves. Their will manifested, bringing death by corroding both the body and spirit of the creatures. Even her people would have difficulty absorbing the deathly energies before the venom brought themselves significant harm.
The [Warrior’s Brotherhood] did well in their role. Their many warriors had expert coordination with their excelling martial prowess, the brothers working in tandem to take out enemies together, then the women often attacking using effective ranged attacks and supporting them. 
Their priestesses and paladins were rare, so it was certainly a setup that leaned more toward offense. The only reason it worked at all without people dying frequently was due to just how strong some Valor users were.
She had the army stop at the massive unliving tree’s true range. While it could not completely uproot itself, it could certainly lean forward and swipe a great distance with its clawed branch, and whip heavy vines. Its main power was not attacking them at all. It was that it was connected to the swamp in the center, and could spawn even more creatures like the blighters.
Combined with a second wave of undead, the creatures coming from behind your battle ranks to kill your casters and healers was particularly devastating.
There were still many blighters high up in the trees, but this was as good as Morwen could hope for to start their combat. Despite now having a legion of undead at her command, she was still full on mana, as were her priestesses.
Her many priests and priestesses joined in their [Group Faith-Casting], to aid her in casting [Priestess Magic: Create Bone King]. While she could cast this spell on her own given enough time, by them adding their prayers and mana into the spell, it would drastically increase the result. 
Their accumulated ghouls released miasma from their mouths, clouding the area as they captured some creep nearby. The Alliance’s skeletons began to crumble, their bones floating over to a single larger skeletal knight. The remains of the huge bone monstrosities joined as well.
Thousands of bones flew from all over the battlefield toward this single skeleton. It grew in size, the bones merging and molding together like clay. So many bones merged, but the volume was hardly increasing; not enough to match how many bones were flying in. 
The bones were being compacted as it went, her people’s holy magic and the magic within the bones empowering the creature.
A large axe was formed along with the massive skeletal warrior, and when the bones stopped flowing in, the warrior now looked down on the much smaller Vesuvius. At nearly eight meters tall, she was happy with what they had accomplished.
She would not be able to power and control this creature for very long, but it would help them get their job done.
Many strange talismans were added to her construction, the many Talismancers from the Brotherhood enhancing the result somewhat. While their talismans individually were weak, when creating formations with dozens of them, their impact was both decent and versatile. 
Her bone king took loping strides over her forces toward the massive tree, and the tree swayed back and forth in anticipation of its foe’s arrival. Bedwyr increased his aura of protection around the human and beastkin forces as the area filled with even more deathly miasma.
Their elites: Bedwyr, Vesuvius, Darris, Roxo, Jarrix, Yiming, and Longwei all followed the large warrior. The blue flames coating their weapons glimmered in the shaded jungle, the undead version having no bioluminescence to counter the dense tree coverage. 
The only thing that allowed any light at all, was that the massive trees were now undead, and lacked leaves. Still, the coverage of the massive trees and their network of branches let little light through. 
The giant tree leaned forward and swung its clawed branch-arm at their created warrior, but in an act of dexterity that belied its form, it tumbled forward in a roll, avoiding it. It continued its charge, as the tree swung its other arm.
Miasma released from the many ghouls and blighters rushed into the bone king, and its arms and axe were filled with a ghastly dark glow. It swung to meet the large clawed hand, an explosion of wood sending shards everywhere. 
A large chunk was gouged out of the hand, but the almost-flesh of the undead tree was already regrowing.
The bone king continued its charge, drawing the tree’s ire as their army got into range. Her priests and priestesses continued to march as they spoke their prayers and focused their mana.
The many ranged beastkin continued to target the blighters up in the trees, their auril infused attacks taking them down in short order. While the beastkin lacked ranged casters, their auril infused archery was a decent stand in. 
Morwen wagered that while a caster might be able to do close to double the amount of magical damage in a single attack which had tactical purpose, these archers had excellent stamina. They could continue firing auril attacks for probably ten times as long as a caster could, or more.
This made them able to compete with them, until group casting was considered. However, judging by what Auril Heroes were capable of with controlling auril from the surrounding area and allies, she thought they might be capable of accomplishing something similar.  
Other paladins and their undead servants kept Morwen’s priestesses and herself all protected, the rear of their formation with some of their more physically weak classes.
Their undead domain continued to be pushed, the many beastkin now hammering on the tree with their melee weapons. Her clergy continued their slow march, the bone king keeping the massive tree’s larger branches and vines busy. Until finally, Morwen was within range.
Many members of her clergy started channeling their faith energy into her. She didn’t require that for her first spell, but it would reduce the time for it to build. 
Those not busy with that, joined her in a circle around her. Together, they pushed their mana as they created magical scripts and connected them. She stood in the center as she added her own, her creating an inner circle of scripts that connected to the outer over the next several minutes.
Their elites had spread frost all over the tree, and it was already slowing. It had chunks missing all over, from where the cold flaming weapons had cut into it; it was unable to regrow its flesh from where it was covered in frost. 
Still, these were nothing more than flesh wounds for the unliving tree. While the bone king had kept the towering tree mostly busy, there were still a few swaths of people crushed by its many swipes of its arms and whips of its vines.
Reinforcements for the enemy swarmed around the tree, and these were the primary focus of their overall army.  
The tree sensed her priestesses magical power rising, and rose up from the ground slightly in its own defense. As it raised, Bedwyr took to the sky, filling himself with righteous might.
The massive tree attempted to swing its branch at her in a whiplike motion, only for Bedwyr surrounded in a large black barrier to intercept with a swing of his war scythe.
His attack and barrier was shattered, and he was battered away. She was a little worried for her husband, but he and his horse were a resilient type, able to take physical damage much better than herself. The bones enhanced by her spell cracked slightly, but a reserve priestess had already cast [Mend Bone] to heal his battered body.    
The tree reeled back and was about to swing again, but he had already bought the time they needed to finish their circle casting of [Winter’s Embrace].
Miasma, mana, and a small amount of her people’s cold unliving flames pooled into the spell formation as it activated, and she slammed the butt of her [Elder Bone Staff] onto the ground. The ground turned to frost in a wave from where it was struck, as if a drop of water sent ripples into a lake. 
The ground turned into frost for over a hundred meters in a circle, the frost traveling that time in but a second. The frost crawled up the tree and even slowed its arm to a near stop, but otherwise stuck to the ground and encircled it.
The area became freezing cold in seconds, so cold that both the reptiles and brotherhood warriors would be frozen to death within minutes, despite their hardiness.
Hundreds of talismans activated, protecting their bodies from the cold. Preparation was one of Hearthtribe’s tenets, after all, so they couldn’t slack off here and harm their allies.
Her people’s bodies were not exactly like the undead. One might say that undead were not weak to the cold, but their bodies could still be weakened by it. The Emberborn thrived in it.
The frost reached deep into the tree’s roots, locking it in place, as well as cutting it off from its source deeper in this undead jungle. About half of the tree was now frozen, the upper branches and tree wailing in pain. 
Because it was not just frost. It was frost amplified by holy magic, the faith in Arawn enhancing it.
Before she first became a priestess of Arawn, she had been nothing more than a frost mage. She prized her skill to create an icy domain of frost, but she gained power over the very deathly energies that made up her and her people’s bodies, along with the undead themselves, as a priestess. 
When she completed her Trial with her husband, her frosty domain became something more. Enough faith energy had now gathered, allowing her to move on to the next spell, the finishing blow to this unliving amalgamation of a tree.
She finished [Group Faith-casting: Kingdom of Arawn], the circle of scripts on the ground releasing a blinding light. 
A mist rose from the frosty ground, covering everything in sight. An apparition of Arawn’s kingdom appeared above the mist, a land lush and green, but all four seasons could be seen in the massive kingdom. 
It was lush and fertile, with beautiful gardens, orchards, and forests. The rivers were filled with fish and swans, and the air was filled with sweet smells and songs of birds.
The spirits of the dead lived in harmony with nature, living their afterlives in perfect balance. It was ruled by a cunning protector within his mystical castle, the King of Annwn: Arawn. 
A place of eternal beauty and peace, having balance and harmony in all things. A place that was magical and as real as it was imaginary–It was also a place that was not all that dissimilar from Highlands.
The spirits of the dead that made up the tree and the many undead creatures stirred, longing for the perfect embrace of the Kingdom of Annwn. Forced into undead servitude, the many dead spirits of the beastkin and any others shivered and shook, yearning for harmony once more.
Like moths to the flame, the spirits tore themselves away from the tree and any undead not under her people’s control, and floated toward the apparition. 
The flesh of the tree melted and untwisted, the many blighters that merged into its creation falling apart. More spirits would be pumped into it as the tree healed, if her [Winter’s Embrace] didn’t lock them out through the frozen roots.
The army hacked into it, cutting it down now that its flesh was no longer healing. While its initial structure was strong and powered by undead might, it was little more than frozen decayed wood now. 
Reaching the core of the tree, Vesuvius unleashed thick flames like lava that washed over it, killing what was held within.
The spirits gathered within the kingdom, finally finding peace and harmony once more. Arawn appeared and claimed their spirits within the apparition, guiding them into the afterlife that was intended for them in the first place. 
They would spend some time in Annwn, before entering into the cycle of reincarnation once more.
But not all spirits joined Arawn in Annwn. Most were not satisfied, many required vengeance and justice for what Tartarus had done. They floated to the Bone King instead, joining and empowering its body. 
The Bone King grew even further, powered by the spirit’s vengeance. Morwen felt her hold over the creature be relinquished, as the beastkin warriors’ spirits took control.
Nobody knew where the Emberborn came from. A kingdom of an ancient people fell thousands of years before within the icy north, according to the world’s history. Her people emerged as if born from death itself, the icy flame flickering in their unliving chests.
As soon as her people were discovered, they became the enemy of the living. They defended themselves, but otherwise stayed in the North in peace–a frozen wasteland nearly impervious to attack. 
They wished for acceptance, and despite the world’s transgressions against them, did not seek vengeance. Instead, they sought to protect themselves through transcendence. They would rise above those wanting to bring them harm, both in capability and in morality. If the living wanted to slay them, then they would pay for every inch of their fruitless intolerance.  
That was, until Tartarus arrived, her people being forced to participate in the deadly Trial.
Her people fought fervently against Tartarus, joining the living in the fight. Despite their success in their struggle, the Emberborn were persecuted for being undead, and their usage of them. 
Arawn approached her people, praising them for their wisdom and tolerance. The Divine promised them a home as long as they fought for it when they were called, one that would accept and celebrate them. 
Seeking acceptance and a place that would grant them harmony, they would fight for their place. 
They had already fought for their home and won the Raid, and were still rejected by it. The Emberborn stayed Tier 1, waiting for their time to be called.
Arriving at Highlands, Morwen doubted that this place could truly be a home for her people. The world itself and the beastkin seemed to reject them, not understanding her people’s lack of a heartbeat and their focus on using the undead. 
It was only toward the end that Morwen thought the beastkin were different. Unlike the living from their home world of [Eldrasta], they allowed their actions to speak. Despite being tuned to their songs, the beastkin accepted those that protected the balance. 
When Chief Jake arrived and accepted them into his Tribe, they felt that they had finally joined a community like their own. One that would transcend above their enemies, rising to face all challengers.   
Then finding out that the deserts, tundras, swamps and more radiated death as if a mirror to the powerful life force, made her believe her prayers for a true home had finally been answered.
The beastkin people had become welcoming, seeing them as their fighting brethren. As long as the Emberborn fought to protect the balance, they would be welcomed with opened arms. Hearthtribe treated them with respect, Clan Hart making sure her people were accommodated in every way they needed. Even the Eternum were welcomed, showing Morwen that they would be treated as equals.
The twisted tree was destroyed, and Morwen smiled as she completed her task. Her people had hopefully found their own Annwn a little early. They just had to help reclaim it first.                




Chapter 24 - Miasmic Swamp


Jake’s army was the second to arrive at the center of the jungle. In front of them, was the largest tree of all. It looked like a skyscraper-sized willow tree, its long, fleshly vine-filled branches extending for hundreds of meters in nearly all directions.  
He was more than happy to hear that Morwen’s forces had accomplished their task, and with minimal losses. From what he understood, they had a vast amount of experience.
Their people focused on group-casting tactics, using the undead as shields to bear the brunt of the attacks until their group spells were completed. Individually, none of them were exceptional. They exceeded many of the mages he saw on Ariminum, but it was not by a significant margin.
What they excelled in was in experience and knowledge. They could cast a wide array of spells given enough preparation, and had a wide breadth of knowledge on the mystical arts. Jake was confident in their capability to counter or remain effective against most special magics and enemies, even rare ones. 
He half expected that in a duel as mages, Ophelia could have won against many of them before level 10 as they are now, and Jake would have crushed them with ease even earlier than that with his speed and skill.
But together, they could become formidable. They could form several circles around a caster, and create different stages of effects such as a circle forming a barrier, then a circle that attacked in some way, before the inner circle powered the primary attack.
Their circles used a script-based casting, which wasn’t very different from rune-based casting. The only real difference was the language itself and the formation in which the scripts took in order to be used. 
A magical language, the words were of a base origin, created by the nature of magic itself. Using scripts was as simple as knowing a sentence or paragraph of words that somehow created a spell effect. 
It was as easy as remembering the order of them, and pushing your mana and intent to establish the scripts with the correct amount.
This contrasted with Runic magic, which required a formation of runic phrases to be perfectly balanced. Making one change to a spell in one place might require a change in another in order to keep the spell from falling apart. 
Discovering new spells for Runic magic was a challenge, as the complicated blend of different runic phrases must be balanced across a complicated formation. 
Only when scripts were combined into several circles could they reach a high level of complexity, and that was balanced across dozens of people being involved to work out the connections between.
The Eternum also used scripts, and Jake learned that this was the most broadly used type of casting, besides Framework-based casting at Tier 1. 
At the second Tier, some elemental manipulations became much more common-place, as people unlocked their mana core and started aspecting their mana, or attuning it. 
Jake was ahead of the curve here, having his Hearth core, and Hearth Control a whole Tier earlier. 
He considered learning a handful of spells using scripts, but held off for the moment. He thought once they reached the peak of their Tier and maxed out most of his remaining skills would be the perfect time to shore up some of his weaknesses in knowledge. 
Perhaps just having Hearth Runic Magic to 5 with enough knowledge might help him achieve everything he needed to know. He still needed to work on his Divine Energy Manipulation, besides.
Now that they had access to the multiverse market and would have plenty of funds and time, they could really understand if they were missing anything. That was, after they finished saving Highlands.
“Still all clear, Tanda?”
She nodded. “My scouts don’t see any changes in the surrounding area. We really cleared everything from here. Even our underground scouts aren’t finding anything amiss.”
Fhesiah and Ira were both sure there was nothing outside the ordinary here. It was true that Nature’s Crossroads was not the same level of HQ as the first that they took. This encounter was less like a boss challenge and more like a standard city defense, just with boss-level monsters.
If they left now, it would take days, or even weeks, for the enemy to raise their forces back to this level once more. The other HQ had portals that would have refilled the undead, and the challenges would have respawned within hours. 
This one, if they brought enough numbers, they could potentially overwhelm it with ease.
The idea was certainly that if Alliance forces were busy here, Tartarus could be attacking elsewhere. That was unfortunately the case now, as it had picked up operations near the coasts. 
Once they recaptured this, they would be creating a new Alliance HQ up North for defense of the Heart of the World, then moving on to contest Tartarus at the coasts.
Morwen’s team started to arrive, and they formed up on the opposite side of the tree. Jake was surprised to see a massive bone warrior leading the march, that was even larger than the death knight they had faced.
Berri looked at the giant warrior with awe. “Wow! He’s actually big-sized!” She looked at her maul, as if comparing it to the massive axe.
Blood sighed. “No, sister, we are not getting a bigger maul. It’s just the right size.”
The three armies now stood in a triangle around the tree. Looking at the tree, he could see Morwen’s army on the right of it, on the complete opposite side of the miasmic lake. Fhesiah and Ophelia’s army were also to the right, but a third of a circle to his right. 
They were too far from each other to really aid one another at somewhere between a quarter to half mile away, but it wouldn’t be impossible to rush over. 
Morwen’s army was much further away, being almost double that from their side. Still, Ophelia could reinforce them within mere moments.
If they hadn’t talked about it beforehand to hear the plan from Morwen, Jake would be at a bit of a loss on how they should assault this tree. The murky swamp filled with deathly energies was not great for an army to traverse to reach the tree and begin hacking on it. 
Then, the hanging vines moved as if alive, an almost sea of tendrils ready to attack them.
Fhesiah added, “There are many tendrils or roots below as well. If we tried to cross by turning it into ice, I’d wager they’d break through and attack.”
Jake nodded. That was why the plan was somewhat simple. They would siege the tree, for it to consume much of its swamp below before they attempted their crossing. 
The deathly swamp acted both as a means to spawn enemies, but also heal the tree itself. He bet that their flames would be inhibited in many ways by the disgusting fluid, and the tree was filled with blighters hanging from the branches.
Under the miasmic lake, there were thousands of undead just waiting there for their assault, and many would spawn throughout the encounter, consuming the fluid.
Jake took out a dozen large ballistas from his storage bracelets, and the beastkin prepared to operate them. The bolts were enchanted with an explosive flame spell, and he hoped that it would have the ability to cut down the many massive branches that held the tendrils above.
Ophelia and Fhesiah did the same at their side, as did Morwen herself. There, the undead servants would operate them. Her side had been planning on freezing their side of the swamp, as they didn’t use fire.
The swamp water would get quite deep near the center, and there, they would have to fight through a lot of healing and spawning of enemies.
Censers spread a holy smoke that covered their army, but Jake knew that this would lose out against the thick, blighted miasma that was emanating from the swamp. Still, combined with the efforts of their new beastkin clergy, it would help.
Even the creep they stood on would not recede at all, other than when Bloodberri’s epic censer pulsed. Even then, the blighted creep threatened to overtake their position.
Fhesiah was already building up flames by burning the creep, creating an orb of flame. The assault would now begin.
The two dozen ballistas fired their opening salvo at the base of the tree. Tendrils swung down from the boughs above, and several ballista bolts exploded against them. 
But many continued on, and struck the base of the skyscraper-sized tree trunk. An explosion of flame was seen and heard, but the flames were snuffed out nearly instantly, along with the chunks of wood regrown.
The tree wailed a discordant note as the tree was covered in a black barrier, and they received a prompt.

[Challenge to HQ begun. 2 Alliance Champions and 1 Prospective Champion detected, with only 1 Tartarus Champion on World. Difficulty increased by +3 Levels. Difficulty with Alliance Present: B]
Jake was surprised to see that a single Champion was present on the world, but was relieved. Ira and Fhesiah indicated that this Champion was not currently present. 
Outside a special event like the [Fortress Assault] or [Greater Rift Challenge], they could not merely appear during a boss battle or something like this–they would have to be present at the location.
His guess was: The enemy had chosen to focus their efforts on the coasts, or perhaps were working together with the betrayers to bring more to their cause as they waited for reinforcements. It was either that, or they had some kind of special assassin that could avoid Fhesiah and Ira’s detection. 
He had to guess that even if something like that existed, it would be foolish to attack only to get chased down and die. Even if they could succeed and kill one of Jake’s party, there was no way they could get away from whomever was left. 
Then, Jake’s party member would simply be resurrected, while the enemy would not. If they had confidence they could escape, then that would be a different thing. 
At the same time, if it wasn’t a decisive moment in the war, they would tip their hand and Jake’s party could be more vigilant going forward. He guessed that no assassin would be foolish enough to attack today. 
Large skeletal creatures began to wade out of the murky water, and vines hanging from the branches above and the roots below began to twist and form into many figures. 
Like an odd puppet with a string controlling it from above or below, the figures began to march onto the shore.
Many strands began to form into a much more massive creature, that looked vaguely like an evil treant to Jake. He guessed it was a sort of boss creature. Blighters hung from the strands, as the larger figures approached the three different armies.
In addition to the several treants, there were one per army, perhaps a boss-level creature, being formed at each.
Morwen said over the headset, “The three boss-level creatures would be empowered if their tree was still alive, in addition to rapidly respawning when killed. In a few minutes, one of the large trees on the outside will likely respawn and cause this. We’ll leave it to our flyer’s mobility to take care of whichever one it is.”
Their armies waited beyond the shore, as the large creatures with various undead emerged from the murky water. Ghouls, blighters, skeletal knights and warriors, skeletal mages and necromancers all joined their strange treant puppet allies. 
Now, Jake saw various undead woodland and jungle creatures in addition to the undead dinosaurs emerging from the murk as well.
Just the sight of the beasts of nature being perverted filled the beastkin with anger. The air itself changed, as if the world was answering their cries for justice.
Their hearts sang a song of retribution, and Jake’s runes flickered red, as his hearth started flickering along with them. As the many beastkin’s hearts song of vengeance, the auril in the area stirred.
It was not just near this encounter, but from the nearby valleys. An angry wind blew, as if a storm was brewing. Rookard’s wolves began to chant their shouts for blood, and many beastkin joined. Even Vesuvius and Roxo’s tribes joined the shouts, wanting to purge this undead taint from their world.
Jake’s veil of heavenly aura darkened as it spread further over his allies, and the auril density in the area built. It built across all three armies, the many hearts of the beastkin beating as one as all three armies were in range of each other. 
Shouts and screams echoed out across the armies, until Jake saw it: several of the most elite warriors became Auril Heroes. Jake saw over nearly a dozen within Vesuvius and Roxo’s tribe, and there were another dozen or so within Tanda’s flock and Rookard’s wolves.
It wasn’t ideal that these warriors did not complete their Trials. However, Jake saw that none of them were in Hearthtribe, and instead were the warriors merely joining the Framework to protect the balance. 
When the war ended, they may remove themselves from the Framework’s protection, choosing not to become lifetime warriors in the Great Battle against Tartarus. Because of this, this was all good news to Jake. Otherwise, Jake would wish they had taken on their Trials to win additional potential for themselves.
The Awakening of these heroes made the chants of the beastkin more fervent, and they began loosing their attacks against the oncoming horde of undead monsters. They were filled with righteous vindication and fury, seeking the end of this terrible enemy.
Seamus appeared especially furious, as he swung his axe with a radiant light. He cleaved through nearly a dozen of the smaller creatures in one swing, dispersing them into dust. Ainora worked together on his flank with Kevin the Naga, the two cutting down enemies left and right.
Tanda shot her bow into the branches as she flew through the air, taking down various blighters hanging from them. The many flying beastkin matched her, but with each blighter killed, new ones climbed further across the tree. 
A near endless troop of blighters marched on the branches to approach the armies, releasing a cloud of blight and curses on those below.
The curses weakened various beastkin, and made them more susceptible to grievous wounds. But the various beastkin pushed their wills, filling themselves with auril. They fought against the effects, and in time, would eventually be able to remove them on their own without aid.
The beastkin fought together in formation, the various ranged and melee attacks cutting down the enemies as they fought with ferocity. The ballistas launched against the high branches, and Jake thought he saw the lake of murky water decreasing as more creatures emerged.
Fhesiah sent, [It is decreasing. At this pace, it will take hours to reach the bottom, though. I’m betting the big guys will reduce it much more significantly.]
The undead treants with cords of vines attached to them started arriving now, the boss-level ones still wading through the murky water behind. Javelins and arrows struck the undead trees, causing explosions, but the attacks and flames washed over them without even slowing them down.
Bloodberri moved forward to meet the large treant, but was waiting for it to come near the battle lines, set up a distance from the shore of the swamp.
Jake could see in the distance that Fhesiah had already built up a large flame, and sent it over to one of the undead treants. The creature was about the size as Vesuvius got when he was big, or Ophelia when she used her Valkyrie Champion. The creature looked both strong and sturdy. 
The flame slammed into the treant, but it continued its march across the swamp. A black film of the swamp liquid covered the creature, as if being sent through its odd cord. Ophelia added a [Spear of Hestia]’s flames, as she blitzed around and attempted to cut this cord with her lance.
She succeeded in cutting it, but new vines grew down from the boughs of the tree, along with other vines growing up from the treant itself to reattach to the cut vine that swung back. Despite her efforts to cut these vines, others connected. 
The fire spread from Fhesiah and Ophelia’s work, but the murky black film was able to snuff them out, and heal some damage that was done to it rapidly.
The creature was ponderous, and Ophelia was capable of keeping out of its way with ease. She lanced into the creature flying around it with [Ride of the Valkyries]. Each cut was seemingly ineffectual, with how quickly the creature’s tree flesh grew back. 
It swung its fists and vines lashed out at her as she passed, but she was able to cut into it repeatedly.
The creature continued to march slowly toward their battle lines, and Jake just wanted one more test before he made his call. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Morwen’s assessment, but his party was on another level.
Bloodberri surged past a number of undead, her armor scoring cuts on creatures as she pushed them aside. She swayed back and forth as she approached, using her technique to release a fog that lowered the surrounding target’s parameters, and cut the various undead in her path with her armor. 
When she neared, Bloodberri surged forward like the strike of a viper, as she activated [Maul of Hestia-Echidna]. Her runes lit bright white and black on her body and maul, as she slammed into the creature’s chest. 
Light and dark exploded a massive chunk of its chest, as the undead creature was flung a dozen meters onto its back. It slid across the ground, as the black film appeared to restore it within seconds, like inflating a disgusting undead balloon.
Morwen spoke over their headsets, “It’s just as I said, is it not? No matter how powerful your holy flames and magic, it will require significant effort to kill the puppets; these creatures are designed to be effective against those that should have an advantage against them. We must drain the pool of miasma before these creatures can be easily eliminated, though you may get some taken down with a strong, concerted effort. You may be able to destroy enough branches above, but they will grow back in time as well. Kiting and control will serve you much better than high damage in a short period.”
Jake understood, but still had to see it for himself. He signaled for people to prepare kiting the targets, and moving their formations to make way for the effectively invulnerable creatures had a path through and the formation to avoid them. 
He would lock down a few of them, but there were a half-dozen on the way to each army, along with the massive one that represented the three trees in the rear.
Tanda began her own assault. The deathbloom was perfectly suited for causing a massive amount of damage to these creatures, and slowing them down. She targeted those in the back of the formations with her rampant growth seeds, attached to her arrows. 
Vines spread from where they were struck, the plant pulling in miasma and releasing an acidic to the undead gas filled with life.
The black film covered the plants, but that appeared to make them even more fervently suck in the deathly energies as Tanda infused more energy with her spell, her rampant growth even stronger now than it was. 
The treants were quickly wrapped up in vines and gas, the undead tree men slowing to a crawl. She targeted the massive one next, but vines on that one quickly tore the plants apart before they had a chance to grow.
Tanda said, “I can only slow three down and keep them busy. You’ll need to take care of the rest.”
“That’s great work, Tanda.”
Berri yelled, “Yeah, good job, Tanda! You’re such a good girl!”
Tanda frowned even as she smiled and her tail wagged. “Why does she say it like that? And why does it make me feel so happy?”
Jake shrugged with a smile, keeping his thoughts locked down tight. When he asked Berri this, he felt no ill intentions in her response. 
She said it that way because it made Tanda feel happiest. Jake had a suspicion that Blood thought it was funny and recommended it, but he couldn’t be sure.
From what Jake noticed, most beastkin had absolutely no problems with being compared to their animal parentage, as they called them. They believed them to be part of their heritage, and a point of pride in terms of their traits carrying on to make them as a people diverse, or adding to their song. 
At the same time, Jake felt it was a little odd. He avoided pointing things out like that as a matter of course. 
He imagined that insulting them and their animal parentage, they would be just as upset about the insult to their parentage as they were about themselves being insulted, rather being compared.
Jake looked over to Blood, and did his best to find resonance with her. His queen took control of the battlefield, restricting and weakening their foes. 
Her enemies were dealt with overwhelming might, or powerful control. Her allies were aided with leadership and governance, allowing them to accomplish whatever was necessary. 
Jake shifted over to his newly formed state, [Monarch]. His and Ophelia’s runes on their equipment turned the color of dark gold, as he took on the traits of a sovereign. 
His [Aura of Heavenly Flames] extended outward, the veil becoming dark golden.
Jake’s idea for this state was to make a covenant that had two sides of the same coin.  A monarch that controlled the battlefield from the rear, with strategy and control, leadership, and supremacy.
The other, a monarch that would lead from the front: a shining example of a warrior–a kingdom’s champion. A leader who showed unmatched bravery, strength, and skill. A sovereign that exerted their authority and increased their dominion with unstoppable might.
Ophelia lost her ability to cast runic spells beyond control ones, keeping her Valkyrie spell capabilities. In addition, she lost the ability to send a mirror out of Jake, in order to increase the effect of her valkyrie spells even further. 
Only her ability to take blows for her Chosen remained, a necessity to keep Jake protected. In exchange, her melee parameters were increased, only surpassed by how much Juggernaut had previously. 
Her melee attacks would take on the divine flames of Hestia, much like Jake’s Wrath state allowed for additional elements to his melee attacks previously.
Jake’s runic prisms in his staff spun to enter the proper configuration. What he lost was his ability to cast any spells other than control spells. In return, they were significantly enhanced, along with his aura and the buffs on his girls.
There were three giant puppets ashore now, approaching their army. The massive boss-level one was in the rear, and just now about to reach it. That was good enough for Jake.
He pushed the golden runes into his staff, infusing the runes with the flames of his hearth. His will was imposed on reality, and a storm of frost began to build and condense at Jake’s target. 
A sphere of frost was formed in front of the massive treant that just arrived ashore, before it exploded outward in a powerful nova of ice. It washed over the enemy, even freezing much of the murky water.
The three large treants were captured, along with the massive one that was now just coming ashore. They were locked up to their waists or slightly above, the ice even spreading upward with the creatures unable to move. Even Tanda’s locked down targets were slightly affected, just barely within the reach of his spell.
He had improved on his nova of frost, managing to add more runes to empower it. While it didn’t compare to the overall size and effect of Morwen’s [Winter’s Embrace] when cast as a group, his was quite respectable considering he accomplished it by himself. 
For now, Blood and Berri couldn’t help him with such a spell, and Ophelia could only barely accomplish better than the runes on his staff by aiding him.   
Jake saw that on the other side of the battlefield, Morwen released her own [Winter’s Embrace] to lock down the large creatures, as their absolutely massive Bone King cleaved through the trees and other enemies. The massive group spell reached deep into the lake, nearly freezing halfway across to the main tree itself.
Vesuvius and the other elites of their army broke down the now frozen enemies, while the Emberborn spread their own miasma and claimed that of the unfrozen lake for themselves. 
There was a particularly large pull from the giant skeletal warrior, the creature being empowered by the lake itself. 
Ophelia blazed at the center most treant, and unleashed her massive consecration spell as she cleaved into it with her halberd of flames. Her flames washed over all targets, and Fhesiah added on flames of her own as Ophelia cleaved through one repeatedly with her halberd. 
Then, Fhesiah bulked herself up using [Draconic Empowerment] and formed her dragon claw, and cleaved right through a flaming treant and its umbilical-cord vines. She then bathed it in her flames as she cut into it repeatedly, as well as beastkin attacking it with their bows and javelins. 
Jake could visibly see the lake of miasmic water decreasing, as the black fluids were injected into the treants to counter this barrage done by the two girls. But it was not just the two girls, but a rain of arrows and javelins from the beastkin as well. 
The many new beastkin clergy added onto their attacks, some even including the flames of Brigid or Hestia. Some had their own auril-enhanced auras, sanctifying or enhancing the attacks of the group.
The undead vines appeared to be attempting to put out the fire as if from a hose, but the divine flames and dragon flames of the two girls were not easily removed. 
The flames climbed the vines running into the creatures, and Fhesiah continued to cut into one as she lit it aflame. 
Eventually, it could not supply enough to keep healing her target and the undead tree melted. Vines had been growing to replenish her target from both below and above, but they stopped in the air as they no longer had anything to heal.
The same happened to Ophelia’s target, her flaming polearm cutting and spreading the flames as many beastkin shot at it from afar. The creature eventually melted to her divine flames, allowing her to move on to the next. Jake saw that from the vines, new large treants were being formed in the rear and beginning their march.
Jake’s frozen targets were being worked on, the beastkin’s ranged attacks with heavenly aura going for their unfrozen upper bodies. He pushed his desires through his golden aura, the beastkin improving their aim and their attacks. 
They easily killed the spawned smaller undead as they swarmed around the frozen lake, and cut down the blighters that hung from the branches above. The lake was only at most one-tenth drained now, their work having only just begun. 




Chapter 25 - Unending Tide


Several minutes passed with the various armies killing the undead creatures and attacking the giant undead treants, branches, and blighters.  
The armies fought in formation, the many ballistas and ranged attackers continually shooting arrows and javelins at the many enemies. The beastkin fought in harmony, their advanced coordination impressive.
The front lines had warriors wielding shields and supported by a back row of polearm weapons, the auril warriors fighting hard against the higher level undead creatures. Jake knew beastkin were gaining levels all across the battlefield, collecting the latent will of the undead and combining it with their life force in their pill-infused bodies.
Suddenly, something changed. The lake drained some, as dozens of vines and tendrils attached to the massive treant as it reached Ophelia and Fhesiah’s army, and a malevolent energy entered them.
It bulked up significantly, and the three that were near were enhanced as well. The army’s formations had already begun retreating, as the massive tree in the center shook, and a pulse from its roots echoed out. 
Like the waves of the ocean, the murky water rose and drove forward. Many undead began to surge from under the murky water, as the roots and vines spawned many horrible creatures.
Fhesiah’s voice sounded in his mind. [The tree Ophelia and I killed has respawned, starting to regrow.]
Ophelia and Fhesiah blazed off, to go eliminate the tree that had regrown. The tree would pull in miasma from the area, and the lake even appeared to surge upward instead of being lost with each moment.
The three massive trees would make the miasma in the area unending, releasing an unending tide of creatures if not eliminated.
Jake hopped up on Bloodberri’s back, and they moved to cover for Ophelia and Fhesiah while they were gone. The speedy flyers would rush to the tree, and eliminate it once more with flames of Hestia and dragon flames.
The murky water was now down by a third or more. Another third, and they may be able to begin their forward march through the remaining to assault the tree much more directly. 
Seamus and Ainora both kept on their light attacks, burning through the creatures and helping cover for Jake and Bloodberri while they were gone. The many beastkin clergy pushed their auril attacks, doing their best to cover for them.
Tanda remained, to focus on her rampant growth and lock down her three treants. The largest one was still mostly locked down by Jake’s frost, its march slow enough that it was easily avoided.
The massive enhanced treants now marched rapidly, the army not able to retreat fast enough while fighting off the unending tide of undead that attacked them. That was, until a golden veil from Jake’s aura stretched over them. 
Immediately, creatures began exploding in flames and being knocked away with ease, their claws unable to meet shield or flesh without being blasted by protective flames. Formations solidified rapidly thanks to the power increase all over the flanks, their attacks dealing significant blows thanks to Jake’s Aura.
Bloodberri barreled into one of the enhanced treants, knocking it back with her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna]. She knocked it directly into another’s path, and Jake prepared his massive nova of frost once more, centered on the empowered boss-level treant. 
It struck the three enhanced treants, and they fought against the effect with their black energies and various tendrils piercing through the frost.
Jake’s gold-filled ice held on the smaller treants, but the boss-level one was merely slowed. That was enough for him, as Bloodberri slammed into the lumbering tree. His work done, he started deactivating [Monarch], to switch to [Unbound] for Ophelia to complete her spells. 
At Ophelia and Fhesiah’s side, they eventually arrived at the regrown tree as her state changed to [Unbound]. There were many enemies contesting them, but as they were flying, few could provide a challenge to the two as they worked on repeating their group spell from before.
The tree was still less than half of what it was originally and still growing. Blighters spawned and started creating blight and creep, quickly spreading across the dead jungle. 
It was pulling the blight from the area to both grow itself, and send some of it to the main tree to empower the boss-level treants.
Fhesiah’s orb of flame slammed into the tree once more, the half-sized tree able to do little to defend itself with its much smaller branch-arms. Blighters hanging off of it melted as they wailed, the flames spreading around the tree.
The tree stopped growing as flames spread even to the blighted creep on the ground, the ravenous flames consuming everything in a cascade of fire.
The tree shrunk as it wailed, until whatever held the amalgamation of blighters and undead flesh together fell apart. Melting back into the stump, the flames went out with nothing left to consume.
On Jake’s side, the empowered treants shrunk back to normal once more, and he saw that the lake had decreased significantly again. 
It was just in time, as the empowered one had already broken out of its ice and was stomping toward them faster than something massive had any business to. After Jake had switched to unbound, he wasn’t able to empower the golden effect any further as they fought against it.
Jake was doing his best to restore his mana, as well as the girl’s. This was a marathon of a fight, and required them to expend a lot of it in short bursts while conserving it for a longer period.
Reviving that tree appeared to have a cost, and Jake didn’t think the encounter gained anything from doing so, thanks to how quickly the tree was taken out.
Despite being controlled, the massive treant was now upon them. Bloodberri took the creature’s focus by slamming her maul into it. Undead vines, made of flesh and tree alike, twisted and tried to spear at her, but her shifting dance as she swayed back and forth caused the blades on her armor to cut right through them.
Once again, Jake shifted his state to [Avenger]. He sent the blazing flame of his [Hearth Blade] through his spear, and sliced into the giant treant from Bloodberri’s back. Her tail twirled and spun as she surged with her body and slammed her maul into the creature, and Jake hacked and pierced deeply into it as he rode her like a mounted combatant.
The flames would spread for a moment, but the black film would quickly snuff it out. Still, Jake’s pierces and slashes filled with divine flames were powerful, the undead being the preferred foe of Hestia’s purifying flames. 
From what Jake could tell, it appeared Jake and Bloodberri were pushing the undead treant to its limits of regeneration.
The creature then rooted itself into the ground, and started creating a large whip-like appendage out of its arm. It swung its whip in a wide arc, and actually smacked nearly a dozen shield-wielding beastkin on the sidelines of their fight, before Bloodberri blocked it with her maul. It retracted the appendage, just before Bloodberri surged forward with a [Maul of Hestia-Echidna].
The whiplike appendage coiled into a shield as Bloodberri slammed into it, but the resulting explosion of holy light and dark energy engulfed and erased the shield and a part of what remained of its arm. 
Bloodberri swayed and coiled her tail once more, and surged forward once again. Holding on to the handles on Bloodberri’s armor, Jake leaned and jabbed his spear forward over her to stab deep into the creature’s chest, as Blood wrenched away the vines that aimed to stop Jake’s spear with her [Telekinesis].
He pushed as much of his hearth’s flames through his spear, the creature being cooked from the inside, before withdrawing his spear. The creature swung with its other arm, and Bloodberri backed away as the undead flesh knit itself and covered the hole. 
The treant drunkenly staggered, Jake able to tell that what he did with his powerful Divine Hearth flames was not easy to shrug off, even with its ridiculous healing.
Tanda’s side was still holding up, with Seamus and Ainora keeping the people protected. Several other paladins joined them, their brilliant light and flames pushing back and harming the undead, allowing the warriors to keep themselves out of harm’s way.
Ophelia and Fhesiah arrived with Jake and Bloodberri, moving fast through the air, and Jake decided he would give one more push to try to take down one of the annoying creatures. He let Fhesiah build up her flame once more, as the four of them cut and burned into the creature.
Tanda’s flock also floated around the boss in the air, raining down their arrow shots and javelins. Circling, with Jake’s guidance, they could unleash many attacks without harming their allies even as the attack against the large treant boss was frantic. 
Ophelia’s halberd was filled with powerful divine flames, as she ripped large rents into the creature while enhanced by the [Avenger] state. Jake’s Aura aided by sending flames into it, and Fhesiah slashed it with her claw and sent flames at it with her fan and torch. 
Bloodberri slammed into it with her maul, and Jake slashed at it with his [Hearth Blade]. The black film could hardly keep up, as Fhesiah wrestled control of the flames and enhanced them with her Qi.
When it was time for Bloodberri’s next [Maul of Hestia-Echidna], Jake leaped from Bloodberri’s back, landing on the ground. She surged forward to land her blow, and he formed the runes along with Fhesiah and Ophelia, arriving at his sides. 
Together, they coalesced their Tier 2 Group Runic Magic spell: [Spear of Heavenly Flames]. This spell had Jake and Ophelia infusing their Runes with Jake’s Divine Flames, and Ophelia’s Flames of Hestia. 
Fhesiah even added her demonic runes which followed her path, injecting her inviolable Dao of fire; the fires of life. Like the spell Jake had crafted with Blood and Berri, this made a massive spear of holy flames.
However, it was not just that. These embodied the flames of Hestia, and contained them. These flames would not harm allies, just like many faith-based spells.  
It shot off toward the boss, just as Bloodberri glowing both white and black slammed into the creature’s chest, creating a massive hole in it as it wailed. The spear of flames then pierced deep inside the creature and exploded into it, the flames ravenously consuming its undead tree-flesh. 
The powerful explosion washed over Bloodberri, but aside from some undead flesh and bone crashing into her armor like shrapnel, was mostly unharmed due to her magical protections.
The four of them continued to slice and pierce into it, until eventually the creature dispersed like the rest. Immediately, the lake drained a large amount, as dozens, or hundreds of root and vines formed into another further into the lake. 
Thankfully, with it further back, it would take even longer to arrive at the front lines.
Morwen’s voice sounded over the voice communication headsets once more, “I’m impressed you were able to take out of the larger ones, in all my time that hadn’t happened until the blighted water had run out. Still, pacing yourselves would be prudent. Unless you can repeat that feat four more times or so, and have enough left over to take on the boss?”
Jake sighed. They wouldn’t be able to do that, probably more than one more time, without significant rest in between. Still, he opted for him to ride Bloodberri’s back and the four to converge on a target, now that the battlefield had mostly evened out. 
The lake was receding, and the beastkin were truly used to their combat with the undead. They kited the lumbering treants with ease, their target selection allowing them to cut down and weaken the more dangerous enemies like T-rexes or bone golems as they approached. 
Flyers roamed the battlefield as units, raining down attacks and clearing flanks, along with defeating blighters up in the trees. 
The ballistas continued to shoot fiery bolts into the branches and base of the tree, spreading fire that kept the blighters busy spreading their fumes to put them out, rather than attacking the armies. 
The few druids, paladins, and priestesses were able to add their own special attacks as well. Auras protected, holy light was imbued, and heals flew around the battlefield, keeping few from dying to attacks.
Jake’s party made a concerted effort against the giant treant on Hearthtribe’s side, doing what they could to conserve and restore their mana. The lake continued to shrink, until he thought they could walk to nearly a two-thirds of the way toward the tree.
It was at that point, that the treant in front of them was empowered. A wave of the miasmic water billowed out, releasing many additional enemies against all three armies, forcing them to focus on the new enemies.
The boss-level treant grew larger and filled with energy, before surging powerfully at Bloodberri. 
She met it with a hard swing of her weight-enhanced maul, slowing the main body. Large vines whipped and slammed into her, managing to actually knock her back and away. Bones creaked as she grunted in pain.  
Jake struggled to hang on to his carriage, but he formed runes to launch a spear of ice powered by [Avenger] at it. These were enhanced by his covenant, having seen Bloodberri harmed, the ice increasing in size and biting cold. 
It pierced into the creature and frost spread. This did little but slow the creature down, but that was his goal in the first place. Ophelia and Fhesiah both took quick, powerful swings at the creature and cut into it, as they flew away toward their goal of taking down the tree once more.
Seamus and Ainora both cut into the creature with their poleaxe and claws as they rounded on it, their auras of light blazing into the undead tree. It whipped and swung at them, but they bobbed and weaved away as Bloodberri slammed into its back that was turned with her light and dark empowered maul. 
Jake sliced through its leg near its knee with his [Hearth Blade], causing the creature to stumble as its flesh was healed, the regeneration slowed slightly by his divine flames.
Whips lashed out at both Ainora and Seamus, sending both of them flying away. Tanda struck into it with her bow, sending powerful attacks that took chunks out of the creature and slowing it down. 
Explosive wolf bites struck with each attack, her having saved up her auril and gathered it with her power as an auril hero. As she leveled, the wolf bites were getting larger and stronger. Drawing in more auril, she could fire these much more rapidly. 
Previously, she had to store auril for a while as her heart beat, but now she drew it from the surrounding environment.
Tanda still tried with her deathbloom, but the blooms were quickly taken out once more. Jake signaled to Blood to make her spear of ice and join it with Jake’s runes. They hadn’t truly practiced the attack, but he would make it work thanks to their mental communication. 
He added his runes to hers, able to feel out through their bond her attack. He smoothed out the runes and made it work as the large spear of frost was created, and shot at the massive treant. 
It was large enough to knock the treant back, the frost rapidly spreading and locking down one of the creature’s legs and much of the vines on it. Ainora and Seamus both cut into the areas still moving, and Berri slammed her maul into the undead monster’s arm.
They kept the creature from moving and taking out the army, until the empowerment of it was removed. Fhesiah and Ophelia were successful on their side like before, and Jake noticed the lake had lowered by a significant amount once more.
When Ophelia and Fhesiah returned, they took out the boss-level treant once more with their coordinated attack. The lake receded even further, and the large creature was recreated even further away. 
Jake had their armies begin their march across the lake, taking down the blighters in the trees and vines.
They now had a faster path across the lake to Morwen’s army side, the path across the inner area shorter. Enemies still waded across the ground, but with the bowl shape of the lake, his people now had the high ground as they pushed forward.
Jake drank mana water from atop Bloodberri, doing his best to restore himself. Fhesiah too, focused on restoring herself, absorbing Qi crystals as this marathon of a fight continued. 
He watched as the other armies worked to kill the undead, his army having a much easier time of it thanks to his Aura. As they marched toward the center, they hacked through the undead roots like an overgrown jungle. 
Morwen’s army had its large Bone King, and this had no problem sending the large treants packing. It would cut large swathes of flesh away, and kick them hard enough to send them flying through the air. The limbs of the large treants couldn’t pierce its thick bones. 
Jake was more than impressed with Morwen’s army’s capabilities, having learned that they had defended their world for decades before finally winning and defeating Tartarus. Thanks to their long life spans as undead, they had gained significant experience. 
He was thankful that, combined with their new administrator clan of Eternum, he now didn’t feel like the blind leading the blind. His people would now have an advantage in knowledge over even worlds like Ariminum, for their Tier. 
He was sure that a Tier 2 world would have much higher expertise, being far more desirable. But for a Tier 1 world, Highlands was now ahead of the average. He hoped to repeat their success across other TIer 1 Worlds with their knowledge, allowing them to funnel strong and loyal elites from their success.
The fight continued, the armies creeping closer. Jake stayed as [Avenger], allowing his allies to increase their offense, focusing on his own recovery. Ophelia and Fhesiah rushed off to take out Morwen’s Boss Treant respawn, having no issues accomplishing this once again. However, Fhesiah was close to her limit with her spirit.
[I have added too much of my Dao enhancing my attacks. I have mostly recovered my Qi, but my mind and spirit are tired.]
Unfortunately, Jake didn’t have a way of helping her with that. There might be some crystals that would recover her soul, but they were well beyond their Tier or pricing for now. He knew this would happen, but took it as a necessary usage. 
If Fhesiah and Ophelia weren’t able to take out the respawned trees quickly, it would have been a rush with dozens of allies to them to make a similar impact, hurting their front line’s capability.
Many more would have died. Some had still fallen despite this, but they were few. Jake thought Bloodberri should be able to resurrect all of them this time, unless the final battle was significantly different.
As they fought to the center, Jake thought about this odd challenge. This siege against this odd lake was really one where you needed more endurance than the unliving. Either you overwhelmed the opposition, or you were overwhelmed instead. 
Jake wondered if they would have been successful attacking this HQ first or not. In some ways, this city was easier to attack. 
However, it was like it was designed for being faced with a massive army, while the other was far more limited in how many you could bring to the assault. They had to march through the city in a predefined path. 
A larger army helped by allowing the front lines to rest, but it seemed to be more balanced around an advantage for Jake’s elite party.
The armies reached the base of the tree, within range to land some attacks on it if they tried. The massive tree appeared gnarled and rotted, having carvings of vile horrors depicted on its wood. 
It emanated an unholy aura, powerful enough that Jake questioned if they had weakened it at all.
Despite knowing what was supposed to be next, Jake was shocked as the tree shifted. Sections of the tree twisted in on itself, the entire tree churning. Roots pierced up from the ground, and branches twisted from above, forming three massive figures. 
The massive tree had shrunk and dwindled, but still remained a large, looming figure. It was no longer a skyscraper the size of a city block, but was instead down to the size of the previous tower they fought in front of.
It still had the umbilical-cord like vines heading into the three figures, but they were what appeared to be some kind of centaur warriors. They had large double-sided glaives or staves, and the carvings of horrors depicted on the tree had passed on to them.
Jake was once again provided with an option. To have a balanced encounter with a finite number of participants at once, or to face the giant creature and whatever Tartarus could throw at them.
He was tempted to take the unlimited option, as this time, his armies were more prepared. The region was scouted, just how could they overwhelm Jake’s advantage with its machinations? But Morwen and the Eternum had brought them knowledge and statistics.
No matter how well the Alliance prepared and tried to head off any advantages Tartarus might earn with its tricks, it was empirically evident that it was best to take the limited option–without extreme circumstances.
Tartarus had always turned it around and increased the death toll in such a significant way, that Conquest Progress was in its favor with its machinations compared to the other option. Then, and this was important: the rewards for conquest with the limited option were significant.
Those involved in the limited conquest raid would earn more capability for themselves, both with personalized rewards, but also in earning Merit. When they went to upgrade their classes at Tier Up, they would receive better rewards, thus increasing their potential. 
Jake selected the Limited Raid option, and roots spiked up and established a large fence or arena around the tree. There were three separate gates leading in, and each had a counter above. A spherical barrier formed around it, even through the ground, preventing any additional Alliance or Tartarus allies from joining or interfering. 
Some special characters were drawn on the gates, letting the armies know the rules: only 40 could enter into each gate at once. A counter of how many had entered was above, and the rules said that when combatants died inside, they could be replaced. 
The three armies lined up on their respective enemy. The tank for Morwen’s army was going to be the Bone King, and Bloodberri was going to take care of the one in front of Jake’s army. 
Ophelia was going to tank the final one in the center, as they knew the next stage of the encounter would lead to that one becoming more challenging. 
There were other strategies for this encounter, but Jake had opted to go with front-loading their capability. Only the best fighters would enter, and the hope was to keep deaths to a minimum.
Jake was surprised to learn that over the course of the battle, more Auril Heroes had appeared. Nearly three dozen Auril Heroes appeared during the battle, across the several tribes. The largest number of them was among Vesuvius’s tribe, but a few appeared among Tanda’s flock and Rookard’s wolves.
Thanks to this, Jake was quite happy with their average level for the encounter. That most beastkin involved would be Auril Heroes made a significant difference for a variety of reasons.
Once again, they tried to align the best balance of each party into the three gateways. Morwen’s elite priestesses and her husband would join, letting [Warrior Brotherhood] with their elites in as well. They would take over the protection of them, along with their strongest talismancers and warrior priestesses.
From there, most of the elite auril heroes would join, and they would try to keep the mixture of those within the arena static. A subordinate from each tribe would try to line those up to replace those that fell. 
The best warriors on all three sides entered, the count reaching forty on all sides. Jake was disappointed that Ainora and Kevin each took up a half slot, but knew they were completely worth it. The Bone King had somehow taken up five slots, Jake guessing it was fair as the construct was the work of many of Morwen’s priestesses.
Jake, Tanda, and Bloodberri took more than one slot as well, taking up five each as Champions and Prospective Champions. 
Health bars appeared above the enemies, and the fight began. 

[Encounter Begun. First Stage: Defeat 3 Undead Briarwood Warriors.]




Chapter 26 - Beastkin Vengeance


The Briarwood Warriors charged at their opponents, Jake watching as Ophelia met the large creature with her shield. She had already placed her [Hearth of Hestia] inside, and the inertia-dampening runes lit up as it slammed into the large Centaur-like warrior. 
The shield slowed but did not stop the creature, but Ophelia rocketed into it with her powerful lance, taking it in the side. The boss-level monster countered with its glaive, but the shield blocked it as she moved out of the way and sliced into one of its legs. 
A dozen arrows and javelins slammed into the creature, miniature explosions being triggered as the manifestations of the auril heroes were filled with righteous vengeance. Auril continued to be drawn into the valley, as if the world itself was aiding them in their assault. 
While Ophelia’s attack hadn’t moved its health bar much at all, its wounds healing instantly like the Death Knight encounter, the many ranged attacks combined did.
Jake was now standing as best he could between the two bosses, leaving Morwen’s Battlegroup somewhat on their own. His Aura would work on their people fine, but it would be too expensive to cover all three groups with how far apart her Battlegroup was.
Fhesiah slammed into the Briarwood Warrior with her draconic flames blazing through her body. The powerful punch slammed into the creature, blasting flames deep into it. Once again, the dark energies mostly snuffed out her flames, but her powerful attack knocked it back.
Meanwhile, Bloodberri smashed her massive maul into the undead Briarwood Warrior. Her strength and momentum really knocked the creature back, as it was trying to give damage in trade. But its swing of its large glaive was met with Bloodberri’s armored tail, a formidable weapon of its own.
Berri danced left and right, as Blood cast her [Weakness] and [Absorb Strength] on the warrior. The creature noticeably slowed, making Bloodberri easily able to counter the weapon. Seamus and Ainora both cut into the large monster’s hind quarters, releasing blazing light into it. 
Many beastkin added their ranged attacks to it, only the strongest warriors charging in to land attacks with their polearm weapons. They formed a phalanx formation, where several shields and spears were in the front, and longer spears or glaives were in the back. 
Ten such auril heroes moved together against the Briarwood Warriors, stabbing into the creature’s flank.
Jake saw in the distance a Briarwood Warrior facing against the reptile beastkin, Morwen’s people, and Warrior Brotherhood was quite crowded. 
It took a different approach in its attack, many vines growing out of it and attacking them with the spear-like vines. Frost was spreading into the creature from Bedwyr’s enchantment, and the Bone King doing some serious work with large cuts of its massive axe.
A hoof bowled into the shield and spear phalanx, Jake noticing the auril of the warriors spiking in response, filling their shields. 
They still got knocked back and away, but he was surprised that they only received minor injuries. Bloodberri then used her [Dark Siphon], a haze drifting over them, to heal them slightly while they recovered themselves with their auril.
Ophelia and Fhesiah had no problems managing their Briarwood Warrior, Fhesiah building up flames and Ophelia keeping the creature busy with her halberd and spear. 
She used [Intervene] on a warrior on the other side of the creature, and blitzed into it with her powerful lance filled with the flames of Hestia. It pierced deeply with flames being released, the creature losing chunks of its health in one go.
When the health bar for the Briarwood Warriors reached below 80%, a wave of fear was released. Those all over the battlefield were compelled to flee, and many of the lower levels did. 
But Tanda gave a piercing cry, and the Auril Heroes and Ainora gave roars of their own, which steadied their hearts. Jake saw the Knight empowered and take a stance like he was going to throw his spear at one of those that were fleeing, but it froze when the effect was overcome.
Ghouls and blighters then spawned around the battlefield, the beastkin spreading out from the boss to take them out. Tanda fired her bow, each shot taking down one of the undead creatures. Jake cut a few down around him with his spear, but otherwise stood positioned between the two armies.
The three Briarwood Warriors offered little more surprises as they continued to work them down. Every ten percent health, they released more ghouls and blighters, with a handful of bone golems the next times. 
Jake and Tanda, Seamus and Ainora, the Auril Heroes and Warrior Brotherhod, all focused these creatures down before returning their focus to the boss.
Jake knew from Morwen that this fight would become a damage race. The spawns would be significant, and in three groups, it would be hard to overcome them. 
When the bosses’ health reached 60%, and they cleaned up the additional enemies, Jake started his plan. Tanda activated [Cyclic Resonance], and Jake joined her in matching his breaths as a golden light built within her chest.
He connected to the world, and he felt the songs of the beastkin. They currently sang a song of retribution and vengeance, but Jake and Tanda pushed them to that of a monarch and chieftain.
Their emotions of reverence and gratitude they held for Jake were added to his song of inspiration and command. His flaming veil that was his aura flickered brightly in a ring around him, covering and encouraging beastkin within range with a dark-golden sheen.
The runes on Jake and Ophelia’s armor lit up, switching to the [Monarch] state. Ophelia’s courage and loyalty shone through their bond, as her halberd formed a large flaming axe blade, and she shoved into the creature while lancing into it. 
She knocked the creature back and toward the center tree as she pierced deep into it. Her flames shot through the creature, and it was shoved with her shield and her technique pushing hard into it.
Morwen’s army began pushing their Briarwood Warrior toward what was essentially the center point between their three armies. The Bone King slammed into the creature, lifting it off the ground and hurdling it through the air dozens of meters. 
Vines grew from the ground and itself to try to lock it into place, but the reptile Auril Heroes and Valor-clad warriors cut into the vines as the Bone King repeated the process.
Almost sensing what was happening, the Briarwood Warrior in front of Bloodberri and Ophelia tried rooting itself in place. The massive tree’s roots even appeared to be in motion to stop or slow their efforts. 
Jake had to move. He formed the runes in his Hearth, focusing them into his staff, which changed configuration for his function. Ira took hold of him, and passed him through the void to land next to Bloodberri, just as she knocked it into the air with her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] attack.
Fhesiah used her [Draconic Empowerment] to punch into her creature, as Ophelia used her [Intervene] and pushed it with her floating shield.
Jake’s runes completed, the runes forming his spell: [Runic Magic: Fist of Force]. Like the fist of an angry god, his immense amount of force magic crashed into the creature, the empowered Tier 1 spell sending it flying. 
It tumbled end over end and came to a stop nearly half the distance to Morwen’s army, sending it nearly an entire football field of distance away. 
He leaped on Bloodberri’s carriage, her surging toward Ophelia and Fhesiah’s Briarwood Warrior that they were shoving, as he prepared his spell once more.
Once again, he sent the creature flying with the [Fist of Force]. It crashed into the other Briarwood Warrior, as it just barely finished righting itself. 
The Bone King and reptile beastkin heroes finished shoving their own warrior over toward the center, the three Briarwood Warriors now within a dozen meters of one another. The armies all swarmed near the center, forming up on the outsides.
Morwen hadn’t liked this strategy, as she didn’t know what might happen if they carried it out. But Jake thought it had the potential to remove numerous headaches. Jake had confidence in this being worth the effort, as he pushed through the runes for his next spell. 
Ophelia added her own to his, and Fhesiah’s demonic runes drifted over. The three sets of runes added together, forming [Group Runic Magic: Hearthtree Vine Field]
An explosion of fire and vines originated from the center of the three Briarwood Warriors, the strange plant growing and rooting into the ground. Tanda added her [Rampant Growth], surprising Jake with her ability to target his magical plant.
The vines spread and wrapped around all three Briarwood Warriors. They tried to cut at the vines with their glaives and push against their bindings, but where a vine was cut, four or five vines grew and replaced them, and bathed them in flames. 
The warriors roared against their bindings, as the strange tree dragged them toward its center. The vines were lit aflame, and Jake pushed more of his hearth flames into the strange construct. 
Ophelia flew to the center, releasing her powerful [Consecration] enhanced by the [Monarch] state.
The tree’s vines sent through black energies to heal them and snuff out the flames, but the divine flames and hearthtree flames burned strongly against the efforts.
Fhesiah crashed her large orb of flames into one of the creatures, spreading her inviolable flames into them. It devoured their undead flesh and pushed away the black energy further. 
The health bar rapidly decreased, and undead enemies quickly spawned as the health decreased below 50%.
Only to be covered in angry vines and flames. Many spawned outside the Clan Hart circle of fiery death, and the elites of each army quickly converged on their new targets. Tanda’s song built further, the many reptile beastkin emboldened with righteous vindication. 
Bloodberri, Ainora and Seamus blazed through those in their section, the auras from a few of the Auril Hero clergy aiding them. 
Tanda, Rookard, and Fhesiah cut through the second section, and the reptile Auril Heroes and [Warrior Brotherhood] cut through the spawns in the final area. Morwen and her priestesses were preparing a powerful group spell-cast once more.
The spawning occurred again at 40%, the bosses’ health rapidly declining. Once again, the additional enemies spawning were quickly taken out, Ophelia sending out waves of [Consecration] once more. 
Berri sent over a wave of [Runic Magic: Healing], to keep her healthy despite the sacrificial spell’s usage, as the elites from each force cut down those that spawned outside the circle.
Jake worked with Tanda once more, to push the beastkin’s song over to one of vigilance and safety. He found resonance with Ophelia, drawing the beastkin to take on this song. Tanda’s golden light built further in her chest, as the beastkin shifted their song.
The song of the [Guardian] was that of a protector, one with compassion for his allies. Jake’s runes shifted over to the blue-green color, his covenant taking over just as the boss reached 30%.
The large tree above them was filled with malevolent energy, and large piercing vines attacked from the sky above them. 
Jake cast a large [Sacrificial Barrier] enhanced by [Guardian] above Morwen’s group, and Ophelia cast one above her own. An echo mirrored out of Jake, Fhesiah repurposing those flames into a large flaming shield above the final force.
There were too many vines for the three barriers to cover, much of the spread vines were stopped in their tracks. The remaining vines proceeded to attack the beastkin unfettered, the many beastkin defending against them. 
A few beastkin were pierced by the malevolent vines, three even pierced in their vitals and causing them to die.
The remainder of the wounded were healed rapidly, the paladins and priestesses within the Battlegroup pushing their restorative effects. This was just the first attack of many, the new attacks to occur every minute. 
They would continue with the spawns, so it was imperative that they push the bosses down and into the next phase to limit the amount of death.
But Jake’s plan wouldn’t need a minute. Tanda once again pushed the song of the beastkin to return to the song of retribution and vengeance, their brethren once again slayed by Tartarus. Each beat of their hearts was treasured, every song adding to their choir. 
Jake took on the covenant of [Avenger], his runes once again becoming red. His power was enhanced by Tartarus’ aggression, his magic enhanced by righteous fury. 
Fhesiah used the last of her enhanced Draconic flames to form her runes as Ophelia, Blood, and Jake added their own into their most powerful spell, [Group Runic Magic: Dragon’s Breath].
A large apparition of a dragon’s face appeared above, drawing in the energy of the surrounding area as it breathed in. 
It then released a powerful cone of flame as it exhaled, the destructive flames crashing into the three bosses. Even the Hearthtree vines ignited, losing their own integrity as the power of dragons consumed everything. 
The cone breath brought the creatures down below 20% quickly, and undead enemies spawning were quickly enveloped in the bright flames of creation. The black energies healing the large creatures couldn’t keep up, and were even being consumed as the health dropped even below 10%.
Fhesiah shifted to her kitsune form, her [Bloodline Transformation] changing her rapidly as she hid behind her fan. Bloodberri surged at the two nearest bosses, using her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna], the black and white explosion as she struck enveloped both enemies, taking their health down even further.
Ophelia then prepared herself for the next phase of the battle, drinking a potent mana potion as Jake did the same. They had dumped a large percentage of their mana already casting those Tier 2 spells, but Jake was more than satisfied with the result. 
The last few percent of health ticked down as the many ranged beastkin and [Warrior Brotherhood] attacked the bosses, the black energy unable to keep up with healing or pushing away the flames.
Once the black energy stopped filling the Briarwood Warriors, they quickly melted to the flames covering the center. But then a black energy erupted, the vines pulling the remains of them into a single structure. 
The massive tree looming over the battlefield shrunk drastically until it was nothing more than the size of a two-story building, as a large warrior covered in black appeared.
The enemy did not seem very different from the warrior they faced before in Life’s Haven, but it definitely had some tree-like flesh and bark-like armor instead of the plate armor the death knight wore. 
Morwen had said it was called a Dread Knight, and it held a large glaive, so big that it could cleave a dozen people in two with a single swing.
Tanda’s song continued, the hopes and dreams of the beastkin empowering their song of courage and glory. Her cyclic resonance increased, as another cycle was completed. 
Ophelia channeled her [Valkyrie Champion] ability, as she grew into a massive, powerful angel.
The Bone King prepared to take on the boss’s first assault, as it awoke and began to move. The Bone King was smaller, but not by overly much. Its axe swung at the enemy, and it was met with a powerful swing of the Dread Knight’s glaive.
Vines poured out of the creature, forming into dozens of smaller versions that attacked the many members of the Battlegroup. Once again, Ophelia blazed into the creature with her lance, and released her empowered [Consecration]. Flames covered the enemy and vines, her polearm piercing deep into the creature.
A terrible aura came out of the Dread Knight, but Bedwyr and his other paladin’s prayers reached Jake’s ears, his protection against evil and death protecting his allies.
Fhesiah’s Dark Kitsune flames slammed into the creature repeatedly, her illusionary dance of the moon spawning cursed flames and striking the boss. The bark protecting the undead body deteriorated, providing less protection from Ophelia and the Bone King’s attacks. 
Its counter was blocked with Ophelia’s massive shield, her piercing into the creature with flaming lance and swings of her bladed implement rapidly. She moved faster than the large enemy could hope to, and her attacks were devastating. 
Swathes of the creature’s health bar decreased with each blow, and its undead flesh could hardly keep up with its attack. [Retribution]’s runes blazed with Jake’s empowerment, the powerful weapon cleaving its flesh. 
Morwen and their group finished their group casting, a massive icicle the size of an eighteen wheeler created. It floated above their priestesses for a brief moment, before rocketing into the enemy.
As the ice pierced into it, the holy energy burned into the undead significantly, their patron god of Arawn empowering their attack with righteous punishment.
Frost slowed the creature down, and its mana or black energy tried removing the effect of it. Jake could see the creature’s mana decreasing as its health bar did, the massive regeneration having to come from somewhere. Ophelia and the Bone King continued cutting into it further.
Tanda’s [Cyclic Resonance] reached its peak, and her wings spread with glimmering gold, as she landed with a proper attack angle. The seed next to her heart stirred, and began to bloom. 
A vine unfurled from the seed, growing and wrapping around her heart gently as the waves of golden energy were sent through her body, the golden pillar formed. Auril rushed into her from all the auril heroes, the power of it even greater than before. 
Ophelia and the Bone King were across from each other with the boss between them, so Tanda had landed off to flank it from the side, the evil tree requiring vengeance behind the boss. Her Crescent Moon Spear became like that of a scything axe, with a massive golden version extended.
Tanda swung it downward, intending to cleave the large creature in two. A punishing energy containing the power of the cycle of life, death, and rebirth was sent out in a cutting wave. 
The enemy had sensed this coming and expended a massive amount of mana to fill itself with malevolent energy, and Jake thought he felt something like what the final attack of the Death Knight in Life’s Haven had used.
Even as the Dread Knight met the golden wave with its glaive, Ophelia pierced with several thrusts and the Bone King hacked into the boss’s back. Fhesiah’s kitsune flames blazed with increased intensity, bringing the opponent’s flesh to ruin.
Jake finished his own [Scorching Ray] attack, the Tier 2 spell consuming much of his remaining mana. It struck where Fhesiah’s kitsune flames were ruining its flesh, reducing its health significantly and the powerful flames spreading further.
The many auril heroes and Valor warriors cut into the boss from the sides, the warriors weakening the boss. Its health decreased, but the vines coming out of the back of the undead tree warrior increased further, the many miniature warriors cutting at those in the Battlegroup. 
Some creeped toward Jake where he was huddled with his shield, and a powerful black vine pierced toward Tanda. 
Only to be met by Bloodberri’s maul, as she released [Between Heaven and Hell] against the boss. It was covered in a pillar of Holy Dark, weakening it drastically. Seamus and Ainora both cut into the many miniature knights, along with all the elites of Hearthtribe.
Four malicious vines headed for Jake, and Ophelia flew her shield to intercept. She managed to block one, but three more continued. She counted on their allies to protect Jake, as she gave a shout and pushed her holy mana into her halberd, pushing her runes to the maximum.
Longwei was filled with what appeared to be flames, and his Valor covered his body. Jake saw what looked like an apparition of a tiger, as he sliced through another with his glaive with a powerful blow. 
Yiming was covered with an apparition of a valiant white horse, as he blitzed in a near streak of light to destroy another.
But the last vine persisted, heading toward Jake. But they were prepared, as Jake had another protector. Ira shifted Jake a decent distance away, near Bloodberri. The vine changed course, but Bloodberri met it with a powerful swing of their maul once more, and Jake finished off the creature with his [Hearthblade]. 
Ophelia then gave a powerful swing down of her axe head, cutting through the Dread Knight. She sliced right through its core, the creature now burning up and consumed by the many flames it was being struck by.
A wave of light went out, signaling the conquest was successful, the last of the evil tree shrinking down into a small building.
Jake removed his covenant, and immediately declared their victory. “We did it! Nature’s Crossroads was reclaimed, winning the second major battle in this war. We can’t bring back those that fell, but the beastkin’s vengeance has only just begun!”
The beastkin roared, and Hearthtribe and its allies all cheered.




Chapter 27 - Victory Feast


Shortly after the boss died, Jake and his girls watched as the Bone King crumbled. The spirits seeking vengeance went on into the afterlife, joining Arawn in the Kingdom of Annwyn. 
The Emberborn looked particularly proud, their servants looking on in envy. 
Jake reviewed the notifications he received, as Bloodberri moved to resurrect the dead. There weren’t overly many compared to other times, but it would still take her some time.

[Conquest Complete! Secondary Alliance HQ recaptured. Contribution Points gained, split among all involved: 200,000 Party Share: 85,000]

[Party Reward: Advanced Energy Manipulation Skillbook]

He was happy to receive this amazing skillbook. While it was a Tier 1 skill, its value exceeded Tier 2 credits due to its rarity and value. The ability to control nearly any energy type was a special ability that was accomplished using rare, unique methods.
For Fhesiah, she could not teach Jake this skill. Her Dantians along with her meridians altered and changed her organs with heavenly energy, enhancing her body in ways that they could not duplicate. 
Her ability to use [Divine Sense] and use her powerful soul combined with Qi, allowed her to sort of force energies to do her bidding. This was even if she might not fully understand them, or have the proper Origin to control them. 
He knew Ophelia, Berri and Blood needed this skill. Jake’s Hearth Control already covered this to an extent, but he figured he could still gain a lot of knowledge from reading the book and gaining the skill. It would help him understand where he needed to go with Hearth Control to improve.
But Tanda would value the skill perhaps the most. It would take her time to master mana, and this skill would help slingshot her forward into controlling mana, perhaps even though it was disrupted by her heart. The same might be said about Jake and the rest.
Tanda’s seed had finally awakened, and the plant that would become her hearth still appeared to be growing. What appeared to be a flower bud attached to her heart was working on blooming, and was probably going to be the so-called Hearth.
She closed her eyes to try to get a feel for it. “It’s small right now, but I can feel it taking in all the energy in the area and growing rapidly. I’ll have one of Fhesiah’s pills, I’m sure that’ll help.”
Jake was then presented an option similar to last time, and he immediately selected the first option, which was to obtain a new Headquarters Node and 25,000 CP this time. 
A much larger obelisk than the Alliance Nodes appeared, the building shrinking until it became the item, the Headquarters Node. Jake frowned in thought as he looked at it. 
It looked a bit large to carry or transport. The regular Nodes were something that was about the size of a child and the weight of one. This was much larger, closer to that of an adult or more in height, and much heavier looking.
It did look like something a beast of burden could carry, but he questioned Ophelia or Fhesiah being able to fly it North with them.
Ophelia said, “Remember, you got that pterodactyl? We can probably fly it together up North.”
Jake looked at Berri in worry, but he received some calm acceptance from her. As fast as she was, she now accepted that transporting this device was just too important to be needy here.
She would need to wait in Cascadia or Life’s Haven, as Jake and Ophelia, and maybe Tanda flew North. Besides, he was now properly riding her in battle, and it seemed she was building confidence that she was the best battle mount of all.
Still, he thought that he could make some kind of special glider or self-powered plane that might be even better for a more enjoyable trip.
The elites of Hearthtribe all approached, along with Yiming and Longwei.
Jake addressed his forces, “Excellent work, everyone. Morwen, I was really impressed with what your people accomplished. Your experience and specialty really shined here. Warrior Brotherhood, thanks for your assistance. Your strength and bravery is commendable. Of course, Hearthtribe and the beastkin of Highlands showed their strength here as well–in only a short time, the beastkin have grown. Thanks to today, I’m confident of our future victory.”
Yiming smiled. “And Clan Hart showed their strength too. Despite the encounter being increased in difficulty to counter that you could call on your Goddess, you still won without using it.” 
Longwei laughed. “That’s right! I am proud of my strength and courage, but Ophelia’s capability in taking on the powerful boss was something else. Normally, we would alternate Valor users against it.”
Bedwyr asked, “What is your plan, Chief? We could get in the blimps here and head back to Cascadia, but our people are not much for parties with the living. We may be better served beginning our trek to the coasts. The sooner we leave, the better.”
Jake had planned for a victory feast once the conquest was completed. It was to take place in Cascadia, the many people to enjoy the second major victory they had over Tartarus. 
They hoped to drive recruitment, before taking off and heading toward the coasts and fighting the war there. 
Of course, defense of this region would still continue. There were likely monster dens to clear and smaller Rifts, and plenty of ways to impact the war effort even from Cascadia using Incursions and crafting. 
Walls and other defenses needed to be built to help protect the uninitiated as well.
Jake said to Bedwyr, “We’d like it if you could come, but we understand. The Eternum are also undead, so you’d not be without those like yourselves. Still, the sooner we find victory, the sooner until we can rest and celebrate in truth. We appreciate your dedication.”
Morwen nodded, her smile taking on a hopeful one underneath her veil. “We value your sentiments, Chief Jake. However, my people are still hoping to find our new home here. While some might enjoy living in the city and sharing with the living, we still want a place to call our own. We intend to visit the desert to the West, as well as a swamp on the way. Tanda said there was even a frozen tundra up North that had the arid feelings of death, which had us interested, but we’ll stay focused on our task for now.”
Jake knew that Morwen had many of her own people hoping to come to Highlands with [Mass Migration], which she had already saved up and intended to pay for. 
The problem was that those without the necklaces protecting them from the life energies could not survive for very long unless they were of a higher level. Only by living in a location filled with deathly energies could they survive and thrive.
As far as Jake’s plans for Conquest, he had already been leaning toward sending the Emberborn there. Not only because of the deathly swamps and desert, but because his party was going to head East. He preferred to have her experienced people where Jake was not.
The Emberborn boarded their improved blimps after removing them from storage bracelets and filling them with the tanks with magically light gas, and Hearthtribe began preparing all others. Warrior Brotherhood were definitely excited about the party back at Cascadia, and all the Auril Heroes were too. 
He went over to the HQ Node, and touched it to claim it. Once again, a wave of light went out, and thousands of figures appeared. Jake was surprised at the number of Adventurers. 
While many had respawned back at Cascadia or Life’s Haven over the last week, it appeared a fair percentage of the higher-leveled one's death timers still remained thanks to where they died and Conquest Progress.
But this was far from the least surprising thing, to Jake. Deep, loud hums and odd bleats came from all around, hundreds of beasts appearing along with the hundreds of beastkin. In the front, five leading figures were clearly Auril Heroes.
All five were men, and Jake was impressed with their strength. They were all at the level of Vesuvius, but once again, that was not the most surprising thing. Next to three of the five stood large dinosaurs, but there were dozens interspersed among the rest of the beastkin, and many Adventurers.
At the same time, they felt smaller than they should be, based on what Jake had seen. He had seen the mighty brontosaurus and brachiosaurus at Harmony Peaks, but these were clearly smaller and yet did not seem like an adolescent for their species.
There were other animals too, though herbivorous dinosaurs appeared to be the dominant choice. The five Auril Heroes were an alligator parentage with heavy beast blood, a bear, a lion, a panther, and finally, in the lead was what appeared to be some sort of rodent beastkin. 
He was as large as the bear beastkin, sending a calming aura with his presence alone.
He looked around, a sorrowful expression on his face. The brachiosaurus lowered its head, nudging into his side in what looked like a calming gesture. “Haha, thanks, Missy. I’m happy this many still live, but so many died…we really failed.”
He then met eyes with Jake, who was at the front with Fhesiah, Tanda, Ophelia and Bloodberri at his sides, an entourage of the Auril Heroes of Hearthtribe near. Tanda said in his mind, [I can’t believe Sunmane is here! We thought his song was gone forever. Isadora thought her husband was dead.]
Jake introduced himself. “Greetings, everyone, I’m Champion Jake of Hestia, and we are Hearthtribe. We managed to recapture Nature’s Crossing, but I’m sorry to say your home is destroyed. The fight continues, but there is room for anyone at Life’s Haven.”
Sunmane was filled with worry, “What of Cascadia? Does it still stand?”
Tanda smiled at Sunmane. “It does! Clan Hart managed to arrive in time to save it. Isadora will be so happy to know your song is still with us!”
The man broke down into tears of relief, and Tanda helpfully supplied the name and parentage of the capybara man to Jake over their mental communication, Takoda. Takoda offered his shoulder by grasping Sunmane’s pulling him into him.
“I told you this was the right choice, my friend. I thank you for coming to my aid, but I couldn’t let you pay the ultimate price for Nature’s Crossroads. I’m glad you listened.” 
Takoda turned to Jake once more. “Well met, Champion Jake! I’m Takoda, Chief of Nature’s Crossroads. Many of us integrated at the last minute, in hopes that we could continue the fight to protect the balance against this vicious enemy. It really pained us that they used our own friends against us… Just what is happening now?”
Jake and Tanda got Takoda mostly caught up when it came to what transpired in the war so far.
He chuckled. “You mean we’re actually winning now? That’s amazing!” He looked around, the forest more or less completely destroyed. “But…there’s nothing left here. What are those strange things floating?”
Tanda replied with a proud smile, “Those are our blimps! We use those to get around. Still, it looks like your beasts won’t be able to get on. Despite them being smaller, they still won’t really fit!”
Takoda smiled as he looked over their many beasts. “Yeah, the Framework was able to add our tamed beasts as recognized companions. As part of it layering its protection over them, they shrunk. I guess Incursions wouldn’t really work well, or we’d gain too much of an advantage if our pets were too large, or too far above our strength? They were reduced as a result, but their capacity for growth should be much higher. Then, we can do this.”
He flashed his bracer, and the creature became motes of light, entering the bracer and surprising Jake.
He continued, “Those that don’t have this capability can probably ride their mounts to Cascadia, if they can’t fit on those things.”
Jake nodded, and understood why the creatures would be shrunk under the Framework. While a tamed pet or companion likely counted somewhat to party size when considering their ability to take on Incursions or Rifts, something like a brachiosaurus could probably be worth more than an entire party worth of people. 
It would be challenging to balance a dungeon around the premise of such a massive creature to even be able to traverse such a dungeon fairly, though he knew it was possible. 
The main reason was simply due to the difference in strength and capability among party members.
While the brontosaurus in front of Jake was large, it was not much more massive than Jake’s summoned stegosaurus. Still, he wagered it was worth more than a single party member would be.
Thankfully, the issue of transportation was solved. It turned out anyone Tier 1 could store their beast companions, and this was one of the advantages to joining their tamed beasts to the Framework.
Jake looked over the Adventurers and beastkin, who also tamed various beasts, taking advantage of the special creature’s existence. This force would be highly effective when added to his own, especially for the purpose of closing Rifts. 
Thinking back to the Orc Commander they killed on Ariminum, the brontosaurus could likely kill it nearly as easily as Berri did. At the very least, it would have made the challenge nearly as trivial. 
These large creatures were powerful allies, and Jake wondered what would happen when they raised themselves in Tier.
“Let’s get moving? We have a celebration that now will double as a welcoming party. Welcome back to the fight, Takoda.”
[image: image-placeholder]It took more than one trip, but they were able to get everyone back to Cascadia before nightfall, with many of those riding their mounts. Preparations for the party were underway, and Jake marveled at the setup and mood this time. 
Previously, people were run ragged in their escapes against the forces of Tartarus, and the city had been falling apart filled with refugees. 
Now, food was abundant, and the people were even more festive. The area separated for the play still had a sort of orchestra playing music there, but was largely being shared with more stalls for food, and a special segment that was set for a large banquet. 
The wall around the city was mostly completed, the many beastkin working together with the various tools provided by the Multiverse Market. 
Crafters were taking on the path of stone working, finding the Framework aiding their work significantly. Jake was surprised to see a few large trees taking the place of watchtowers, the spriggons already working their magic growth on them.
The Hart family minus Berri now walked around the grounds, greeting the new arrivals and the many people of Cascadia. Hearthtribe members gave their salutes, and Jake caught more than one elder walking around. Berri was already forming up her squad of children, trying to play her games. 
Jake saw quite a few Fauns and Satyrs now, the lowest levels having arrived with more spriggons. They took on the festivity with interest, being welcomed into the community. 
Many beastkin families were shattered with the devastation of Tartarus, so the new people were kindred spirits.  
The dueling sands were larger as well, Jake noticing many people were busy there. There was some sort of matchmaking event being run, where fauns could instead have the males fight over them, rather than being the ones to fight.
Ophelia laughed. “That’s just like deer, isn’t it? Maybe they’ll really be at home with the beastkin here than I imagined.”
Fhesiah sighed. “It’s too bad about your scruples, husband. Those little fauns are too cute. Would it be better if they were flipped, the human part on the bottom and a deer on the top?”
Now Tanda laughed. “What, you can’t be attracted to the Faun, Jake? Why not? Fhesiah also told me you aren’t interested in Nadessa! I think the beastkin men will have no problem with this at all. Their hearts still sing the song of an adult, even if it’s different from ours.”
Jake shrugged. Even the many faun’s body and facial features were on the younger side like the nymphs, even if not for their lower body completely being that of a deer–making him not attracted to them at all. 
If anything, this appeared to make the beastkin males more attracted to the faun, perhaps seeing them as quite exotic. Their hearts were aged from the beastkin’s perspective, and that’s all they needed to be attracted to them.
On top of that, Jake still hadn’t finished his courtship with Tanda. Soon, they would fly North with the HQ Node to Harmony Peaks. He guessed he’d be in for a fight with her father, probably not long after their arrival.  
Some Satyrs did join the fights looking for a mate, but they were at a huge disadvantage against the beastkin, not having access to auril. But Jake did see that even that often worked out for them sometimes, a different faun approaching them instead afterward.
Fhesiah said, “That’s interesting, them getting along so quickly. I do wonder how the dryads and treants will make out. I’m guessing when it comes to finding a family, there won’t be problems at all here.”
Jake saw Sunmane with his wife, Isadora. Sway was actually nearby, and Jake just wryly smiled that he was with a faun now.
Fhesiah chuckled. “Sway really dodged the bullet with that one, huh? Imagine if she said yes. I don’t know what recourse you can have to kill someone under the Framework, but I wouldn’t blame Sunmane for trying.”
Blood helpfully chimed in despite their body being a ways away, Berri playing with the children, [There is in fact a sort of ‘Blood Debt’ system where someone can pay heavily to enact one. From there, it requires witnesses and more to go through with it. Village and City Leaders have various means to deal with criminals within the Framework as well. Even within our Guild, we have means against those that would cause theft and general abuse. But they can also enact what laws they choose within their Village or City for the Alliance Node.]
It was reassuring to know that Antonius likely had a means to deal with Alisara, had he known about her. Though it was likely the Champion would have escaped, the special spider having various methods. 
If someone with Alisara’s capabilities was in Hearthtribe, they’d have been able to do something, most likely. Jake had already staged the fixture or enhancement to his Guild, after Blood picked it out for them to detect even the rarest of powers among their members.
Jake spotted Dhruva along with many of the beastkin Auril Heroes. Yiming was there, but Longwei was missing.
Fhesiah said, “Why don’t you join the boys, Jake, and we’ll find our ways to distract ourselves. I did have something special planned for an alchemy and herbalism display to show later.”
Ophelia nodded. “I definitely want to fight on the dueling sands!”    
Tanda looked conflicted, “I do want to go with you Ophelia, but I did spot Avina a little bit ago. I’ll go with Fhesiah, and catch up to you later? I’ve been so busy lately, I haven’t been able to meet with my friends…”
Ophelia gave Tanda a quick hug. “Go see your friend. I’ll be there for a while, just join me later?” Tanda nodded at this with a smile.
Jake said, “I’ll come find you girls in a bit. You have fun.”
He received some kisses on the cheek, each of the girls filing out to have their own fun in the celebration. Jake smiled at the fact that they were joining the community in truth, each having their places to go. 
He loved being accompanied by his girls, but was happy they had their own desires and goals within the community. Besides, they were with him in spirit. 
They chattered through his mind even while separated, each talking about what they were doing. Jake did his best to pay attention, but had to tune them out whenever he got into a conversation of his own. 
Jake approached the circle of Auril Heroes and tribal elders, Seamus being the first one to spot him. All the other Hearthtribe elites were there, aside from Morwen and Bedwyr who were off to the West Coast. The table was quite big, with nearly fifteen people sitting at it already, with room for much more.
There was a low table where drinks and their odd firefly lighting sat, with seats that almost resembled beanbags to Jake. There was a secondary ring of seats, that many were filled with women, presumably their mates. 
Then, a third ring that was even larger went around, and Jake saw a handful of children of various ages. He knew that a majority of them were out playing or dueling, but some sat eating and talking amongst themselves.  
Seamus motioned for an empty seat across from him, next to Yiming. “Chief Jake! Join us for a drink, my friend! So many songs have been lost, to be reborn in the cycle of death and rebirth. But new beats joined our choir, and many songs have been regained. We must celebrate!”
Jake sat down, Yiming nodding at him as he drank from a mug of his own.
Rookard chuckled. “That’s right. Things were looking bad for our people, but Hestia sent her Champion. We’ll be forever grateful, to both her and to you, Jake. You and your girls are truly strong.”
“Thanks Rookard. You and your people fought well. I don’t think we could have done it without all your help. You’ve all reduced the burden on my family, and I know there are many beastkin saved from your efforts.”
Vesuvius’ voice came out rumbling, “You saved us from our foolishness, while providing my people a home. Then, we know how hard you’ve labored to empower our people. Yiming was just telling us how special your enchanted weaponry is.”
Jake looked over at Yiming in question. He chuckled. “While Runic Enchantment is different, many of the crafts show similarities. Our talismancers have worked with various energies to create formations, and using new ones requires significant research and experimentation, leaving many to just continue using mana. That you succeeded on your own with auril is a major accomplishment.”
Jake rubbed the back of his head. “It kind of just worked out? Auril was just minutely compatible with mana and the runic ink. Then after that, Fhesiah helped me develop the auril ink.”
Yiming laughed and shook his head. “It’s really not, not exactly. I’m guessing you never had a normal mana user try it out, at least not until you and your wife made what you did. Either way, that was still a major accomplishment. Take a look here.”
He pulled out an amberwood spear, and Jake recognized it right away. The designs were of his enchantment, and it was one of the first that he had made. Then Yiming pulled out a second one. This one didn’t look like one of his.
“Now, I’ve only been at it for around a week now, but I was interested in enchanting after seeing what your weaponry could accomplish. As you can see, I copied your runes, after much practice. See if you can tell the difference.”
Jake looked it over with his [Arcane Eye], while also feeling it over with his mana. He could tell that the runes themselves, the mana within them and the ink were less uniform than his. 
Something about the mana Jake used was thicker, and his mana from the ink was dispersed completely evenly, the energy much more pervasive within the item.
He guessed that, like his manaweave reinforcement, the pockets of mana reaching a certain threshold that it allowed the normally incompatible material, auril, to blend with it. It did disrupt the mana within their bodies, after all. He’d have to look further into this.
Jake was frowning in thought, and Yiming smiled. “I see you have an inkling now, don’t you? Now, I might be more of a fighter, but I am quite proud of my mana control. Even still, my runes come out like the scribbles of a child when compared to your near perfection. It is only because of this that it can work at all. Could you please do the honors for me, Takoda?”
He handed Takoda Yiming’s crafted spear, and he filled it with auril. When it got to the runes, they would not light up, but Jake could see his auril enhancement going through the amberwood weapon, an edge extending out of the physical weapon. 
Yiming then handed him Jake’s spear, and the runes lit up, the auril edges of the spear becoming noticeably sharper and larger.
Takoda chuckled. “Wow, that’s really something. I can tell this would make a major difference. Jake made this for us beastkin?”
Yiming smiled. “And that’s just the early one! Look at what he made next, just a few days later.”
He withdrew another spear, and Jake was almost a little bothered at how Yiming had gathered his crafts. Jake had been mostly doing his enchanting in his own little world, hardly having much room to compare himself to others, until the Eternum arrived.
Yiming gave Jake a proud look and a wink, before looking back at Takoda pushing his auril through the spear. Jake had used the auril inks, with the help of Fhesiah, on this spear.
The edge became even larger and sharper now, and those at the table began to clap and cheer. 
Rookard shouted, “We have fought long and hard for our brethren, true. But Jake and Clan Hart are the ones that empowered us to do so. Raise your mugs! Let’s give three cheers for Chief Jake, and Clan Hart!”




Chapter 28 - Hearthtribe Clans


The celebration continued, the many beastkin feasting, drinking, and dancing. After spending some time with the Auril Heroes and other elites and celebrating their victories and contributions, Jake went to go visit each of his girls.  
First, he went to spend some time with Bloodberri.
They were checking in on their baseball teams, and Jake saw something he didn’t expect: spriggons.
Kids were practicing their various baseball skills and some of their martial arts in separate groups, and spriggons were running around helping them. Several followed Berri around like little ducklings, and she guided them to move equipment around or play with the kids.
Jake was surprised to find many of them playing the catcher, or even catch with some kids. Though, they didn’t appear very good at it.
“Jake! Look at how many spriggons and children are playing baseball now. There’s so many!”
He chuckled. “There really is. I think your love for the game is a little infectious. Oh, is that Rhia?”
Jake watched Rhia, the pink unliving armor wearing a baseball outfit playing as well. She was swinging the bat as one of the older children pitched at her, and she hit one with a large crack. 
“Yup! She’s already so much bigger, too. She’s so happy.”
Jake frowned. He couldn’t tell that she was bigger, really. Maybe a little? Still, looking over her with his Arcane Eye, he could see the energies within her armor were denser. 
As he had a moment to look over her magical flame of the unliving, he could see that energy she drew from the air was pushing energy into her armored body. 
That kind of energy he hadn’t really seen before. It was like mana, but it didn’t appear to be the same. 
He would need to spend some time with Amara later to have her describe their people more in depth. Looking at their flame in the center, he thought it was similar to a hearth. The Emberborn women and men had something similar in their chest and skulls, but it wasn’t the same in its nature.
Jake saw other Eternum around as well. Various armors were giving instruction or helping the children. From his understanding, with them being filled to the brim with energy from just living on Highlands, there was a low risk of any accidents. 
When they weren’t starving, a casual bump into them would not result in them being drained to death. They would be able to control it to an extent, but it certainly wouldn’t feel good if it occurred. 
Berri was moving around wearing her baseball outfit, congratulating the different children on their capabilities. Few were playing the actual game, not really having enough room to have many games going on at once. 
The batters were definitely hitting away from the party, and there was even a massive net setup to block off the section where they played.
He watched as the many kids and spriggons came to greet her, thanking her for her help. All wanted to show off their skills to her. She eventually took to the field and Jake watched as, like a regular baseball coach, she began hitting balls to have them practice fielding.
She had a big smile as Blood floated the balls with her telekinesis, and she hit grounders and pop flies all over the field, forcing the children to field them as if it were a game. 
Jake could tell all the kids were really into the game, and realized that these kids were choosing practice for fun over playing the other games.
There were still children playing similar games to the last celebration, the play fighting. There were also many children with their parents, eating and enjoying the live music, or otherwise just playing.
“You’re really having fun here, Berri. I’m happy for you.”
Berri smiled at Jake. “I really love this place. I can’t wait until we beat Tartarus off this world, so we can spend more time here. Traveling through the jungles and mountains is enjoyable, but seeing their smiling faces is wonderful. Also…”
She looked down at her own belly with a bit of longing as she rubbed it. Jake hugged her from the side, putting his own hand on it. 
“I don’t think it’ll be too long now, Bloodberri. I know you’re going to be an amazing mother.”
She gave him a beaming smile, and hugged him into the air with ease. His body was once again enveloped in heaven, his large body still like a child compared to hers and pushed into her massive chest.
“I can’t wait! Oh, I wonder what our babies will be like…and…” She blushed, and whispered, “I can’t wait for you to breed me.”
Jake was filled with lust, both her own and his at the prospect, but he just gave her a chaste kiss on the lips, before she put him down with a giggle. Jake groaned as he realized that Blood had put her up to the tease, knowing that it might awaken such feelings.
Blood laughed, as she gave a knowing smirk. “Of course, I can’t wait either. I was just hoping to give our lord a critical hit, as it were. Our dear Berri is not much for teasing you, so you’d least expect it.”
She waved at him goodbye, and so did the spriggons and many of the kids. It was time for him to go see Ophelia.
He found her at the dueling sands, fighting Longwei. A large crowd had gathered, and Tanda was in it as well.
Longwei was clad in Valor, and Jake thought he saw an apparition of a tiger forming around him.  He attacked with all his might, but Ophelia casually countered his attacks with her halberd. She was using some of Tanda’s auril he could tell, practicing using the energy.
A large crowd had formed up, the two likely having gone at it for quite a while now. She was instructing Longwei as they went, the two not truly dueling but enjoying testing their limits.
Tanda bowled into Jake, with a big happy smile on her face. “Jake! Look at her go!”
He chuckled. “She’s really something. Longwei is skillful with that glaive, but she’s on a whole other level. You’re not fighting?” 
Tanda shrugged. “I just got here. Davonius and Avina are doing some experiments with Fhesiah, and they are doing some Awakenings. I was going to join her, but she was too busy after saying hello.”
“So? Did you want a bout with me?”
Tanda blushed, her ears flat on her head. “I-I don’t think that’s such a good idea. I think after that, I won’t be able to wait…”
Jake chuckled. She had avoided sparring with him on many occasions. Apparently, her mating instinct would shoot through the roof if they fought at all. Of course, Fhesiah could inhibit that, but Tanda wanted to avoid that if she could.
He had practiced defending against her bow, and they had to stop. He didn't think it was too big a deal, but she had wanted to wait until he met the parents, so to speak.
Parents with weapons.
Jake heard a booming voice, “Looking for a fight, Champion Jake? I’ve been waiting a while for this!”
It was Seamus, and many of the other Auril Heroes were in tow, drinks in hand. Seamus was carrying what looked like a training battleaxe, and Jake could tell he was raring to go. Of course, for an Auril Hero, just an auril wood toothpick could be a deadly weapon.
He definitely wanted to test his mettle against Seamus. This would help him prepare for the fight with Tanda’s father. He knew Timone was on another level, but Jake wanted to see how he measured up.
“Sure thing, Seamus. Let me get ready.”
Jake was wearing his tribal outfit, hardly good for a spar against a battleaxe. The hide armor and furs were common clothing among the beastkin Auril Heroes, ready for a fight at all times. 
He took out his training set of armor, which provided more like medium coverage. He had thick bracers and leg guards, and a chest piece that went easily over his head made of auril beast leather. Tanda helped him put them on quickly with a smile and her tail wagging, as he took out his auril wood training spear.
It was all enchanted, but even with him pushing Runebound through the armor, he was certain that Fhesiah’s Qi-infused skin was much more resilient. 
Where this armor would get scratched, her skin would just deflect the blow. That wasn’t even considering her dragon-scaled hands when using her bloodline.
Still, Jake’s skin was not quite at that level. Combined with the runes and the Framework’s dueling protection, he shouldn’t be losing any limbs today. Hopefully.
They triggered the duel at the dueling pylon, Seamus’s face impassive, but the flicking of his tail and the movement of his lion-ears told Jake he was more than a little excited about the fight.
The man was much larger than Jake, but Jake felt like he could compete with his strength.
He activated [Runebound: Unbound], the runes on his armor and training spear lighting up. The effect tried to carry over to Ophelia, but it was blocked by the dueling implements. 
The Auril Hero did the same in kind, his body lighting up with golden light. It was nearly blinding, but Jake focused on the man with his [Arcane Eye].
Seamus gave a hearty roar as he swung his axe downward, and Jake met it underneath the beard of the axe, on the haft with his spear. He redirected the blow somewhat away and toward the ground, and stabbed out quicker than Seamus could recover.
Despite Jake’s spear coated in mana, the spearhead was met with Seamus’s bracer filled with auril. Jake’s spear skidded off, and Seamus swung his axe once more, in a diagonal swing at his chest.
But Jake was faster, ducking under his blow and putting his lower body into a powerful thrust this time, right at Seamus’s chest. Seamus only barely got his axe haft in the way, but Jake kept on the offensive. 
Jake sped up, pushing his [Runebound:Unbound], sending a dozen stabs and slashes over just a few seconds. Seamus was on the back foot, hardly able to mount a decent offense as he did his best to block. 
Jake had gotten a few cuts on Seamus’ body, him using auril to heal his wounds rapidly.
Seamus roared, his auril covering his body thickly in bright light. He shot a powerful beam of light at Jake, emanating from his entire body. 
Jake was ready, having prepared a runic barrier the moment he saw the auril buildup with his [Arcane Eye]. He added another one to his hearth bubble, while preparing a runic cone of cold spell.
He increased the pressure on Seamus, and started releasing [Runic Magic: Cone of Cold] on him several times as he kept on his fierce melee offensive. Jake kept queuing them up within his bubbles, still able to focus on melee. 
Blasts of powerful cold struck Seamus one after the other as he tried to counter Jake’s offensive, and he worked the power of the sun through his body. He tried countering in melee with his large axe, but Jake easily met them with a strong parry or dodge. 
The man was large, strong, and fierce, but Jake with his Divine Hearth Core and empowered by his girls and his own buffs, was simply stronger.
After being hit by three of blasts of powerful ice, he just couldn’t keep up and slowed to a near halt, unable to mount an offense against Jake. 
Jake got his spear at Seamus’s throat, and he surrendered the duel. The crowd that formed clapped and roared, happy to see their chieftains fight.
“That was really something, Champion Jake. We can’t go all out in the duel, but your technique is amazing. I need to get mine, but it’s been hard for me to pick…”
Jake smiled. He loved the idea of theory crafting about his new friend’s techniques.
“Well, you don’t have a true class yet, but a Paladin typically acts as a protector. Your blinding light can probably be used in interesting ways, or the heat increased for some cost. You liked to fight as a gladiator, so maybe something like Longwei’s style would be good for you. Becoming stronger as you take more damage, or the longer a fight goes on, the more it empowers you. If they can somehow enhance your light or powers as a paladin, that would be quite good if there’s something like it available.”
“I think I saw one like that! I’ll go for it. It’s just, there are so many choices, and I was thinking of closing up my shortcomings, my beam of light isn’t that strong…”
“Of course, shoring up your weaknesses is good. However, we rarely fight alone. Enhancing your strengths can accomplish the same thing sometimes. I think most Auril Heroes I’ve seen would benefit from going for techniques that strengthen them as the fight goes on, except those like Roxo, and maybe Rookard.”
The Auril Heroes all appeared thoughtful at this, but many were still just enjoying the festive mood, having a drink. 
Jake watched as Longwei and Ophelia had finished their friendly duel, Ophelia preening at the praise of the crowd. Tanda was quick to join her with a congratulatory hug, and they walked over as Longwei recovered. 
Ophelia nearly blurred at Jake after that, him catching the speedy valkyrie’s hips. She kissed him on the lips, surprising him. He realized she was on a bit of a high from getting good fights, and she didn’t even blush when she caught his thought. 
“I saw your fight too! Seamus is pretty strong, but you dealt with him well. Want to fight me now?”
Jake chuckled. “You really want to? I'm not sure that I’d enjoy getting beat down in front of everyone.”
Tanda said, “No way! You and Ophelia have great fights. I love to watch! Besides, it’s really close between you two. It just…depends on what rules you use.”
Jake could beat Ophelia when he used all his tools at his disposal, but their usual training spars and things did not include him using his summoned pets. 
She usually dealt with them easily anyway, often making them not worth the mana. They were only worthwhile if he had them summoned and regenerated his mana before the fight started.
He had gotten an edge over her a few times with them, but she had found a strategy that worked well against them: bathing them with the flames of Hestia. 
Only Bree and Ainora held up well to the flames, and both would scoff at him when he merely summoned them for training or spars. Apparently, they only wanted to be around when he was fighting the enemy.
Even the stag gave him a disapproving look, leaving him to only be able to use his weaker beasts for training and spars. 
While the badgerdillo had gotten bigger as Jake leveled, the thing simply couldn’t keep up with Ophelia’s speed. It would take a few blows for Jake and help distract her somewhat, but that was it.
Kevin the Naga and Bill the stegosaurus were his main combination, but quite weak to Ophelia’s fires of Hestia. Locking her down was a huge challenge, as her sacrificial barrier made her like a flaming hamster ball that couldn’t be stopped. And that was aside from her shield being able to fly independent of her and shoot him with spears of flames.
It was like she was his perfect counter. He wasn’t good enough to beat her in melee, and her defense and speed was too high for him to best her with spells. 
As soon as he could cast Tier 2 spells on his own he thought that would change. For now, he still needed group spells to accomplish this. 
That was, until she could too. Ophelia snorted. “If you would just remove Divine Reinforcement from me while you kept it, you would beat me no problem. We should really practice without it. It’s too disorienting when you remove it, but what if something happened? We need to be ready.”
That was why they didn’t spar without it. It was too effective at helping them improve their skills for training purposes, and too disorienting at suddenly being so much weaker and slower in comparison to another, that Jake rarely removed it.
“I guess…let’s go see what Fhesiah’s up to. She seems busy.”
Ophelia and Tanda both grabbed onto Jake’s arms, the trio walking over to where the alchemists had a station setup. They were showing off their capabilities, and trying to draw more people into taking up the trade.
There were a number of people laying on cots, going through their awakening visions. But Fhesiah was actually on a stage, and there were many gathered around to view her giving a speech. 
There was a sign that indicated Hearthtribe was recruiting crafters, so Jake guessed that this was what her speech would be about. 
She stood next to her special furnace, which she floated some herbs into along with her Hestia’s Torch lighting it aflame, heating it up. Dave wandered around in the background, moving various resources into different cauldrons, as Avina did the same. 
“Ladies and Clanmen of Highlands, behold the path of alchemy! Within my humble furnace, witness the dance of raw elements as they fuse and transform, unveiling miracles. Alchemy grants us the power to shape reality, to create pills and tonics, or even transmute metals. But its essence lies deeper—the pursuit of truth itself. In the path of alchemy, we unravel the mysteries of existence, opening doors to infinite possibilities.”
While she spoke, different colors of smoke exited the furnace, filled with the vitality of life. Her flame flickered, creating sparks of green and blue. She motioned to it with a smile, showing her concentration as the innards of the pill furnace became more chaotic, the furnace shaking.
Within a minute, she slapped the top of the furnace, and a powerful aroma and smoke exited it, resulting in a colorful pill. The audience clapped, many of them able to recognize it. 
It was one of the top quality pills that Hearthtribe members had access to, that would rapidly bring the one who consumed it closer to the next level, especially when combined with combat and consuming auril beast meat.   
Fhesiah continued, “Cast aside mediocrity and embrace the creative force within. The power to create lies not in the hands of gods, but in the hearts of those who dare to believe. Embrace the boundless realm of alchemy, where the pursuit of truth and the wonders of creation intertwine. Will you heed the call, embarking on this journey together? Let us unlock the mysteries and unleash the extraordinary.”
The crowd clapped some more, and Jake saw a lot of the reptile beastkin especially looked interested in this. Perhaps a lot of it was her flame or herself, but Jake realized that Fhesiah was a lot more passionate about this than before. Her enthusiasm and respect for alchemy carried into her words, which the beastkin could feel in their hearts. This made them enthusiastic as well.
At the same time, he understood her drive on this. The path of alchemy perfectly aligned with her path as a dragon with the flames of creation. By focusing on it to help the beastkin, she had found a true passion for alchemy, something she hadn’t found in her first life.
Fhesiah went on to talk about more aspects of alchemy, in a much less flamboyant way. There were some alchemy students there, and Jake knew that she had given many talks similar to this one. 
She explained how they make the pills for the beastkin, and how those with auril can aid in the process. Then how to get the most out of the pills, supplementing with auril beast meat and kills of the Framework to reliably increase their level and strength.
During her talk, several beastkin laying in the cots Awakened, their auril sparking in their chests. The beastkin roared, and even those far away from the arena clapped and celebrated as more brethren joined their choir. 
She finished giving her talk, prompting Avina and Davonius to take over. Jake was somewhat surprised to see Davonius a bit bigger than before. It had only been a week, but apparently he took Fhesiah’s admonishment seriously. 
Davonius was now striving to become stronger, and Jake knew it wouldn’t be long before he became an Auril Hero too. He wondered how his manifestation would change as he did.
Avina too appeared to be stronger, especially looking at her with his [Arcane Eye]. He guessed she was already hitting level 8. She could now begin her Trial if she wanted.
Jake thought it would be better for most beastkin to hit level 9 and prepare their bodies for minimum a week or two before taking on the Trial, or maybe even longer without combat if they could. 
Without it, they wouldn’t be able to hit level 10 within the Trial. It was not a requirement, but it would give them every advantage if they could.
Fhesiah came over. “Ready for the next event, husband?”
Jake looked at her in question, “You got more going on? This already surprised me.”
She shrugged. “I don’t need to sleep, remember? This is something Blood and I planned, mostly. Hearthtribe’s Guild Point system is nearly complete, finally able to afford the last pieces we needed. Let’s grab something to eat and drink, and announce some of the first new Clans for Hearthtribe.”
Fhesiah had pulled out a cask as she said this.
Jake asked, “What’s that?”
“Cultivator wine. It’s been a while since I’ve indulged, but there probably won’t be a better time than this before the Raid. Let’s have fun!” 
He had to agree. Still, he looked over at her wine dubiously. Jake could get drunk if he tried, but purging the effect was easy. The cultivator wine, in order to effect cultivators at all, was excessively strong. It was not easy to remove the effect from their bodies. 
Ophelia had been distracted from her own hunger during the fights, and quickly headed over with Tanda to get food for everyone.
Food was in abundance this time, so there was no long line to wait in for delicious auril beast meat. The two girls also picked up some extra snacks, as Jake walked over with Fhesiah back to the dueling sands.
There, many Hearthtribe were gathered, with their own banners. A decent-sized crowd had formed, with hundreds interested in joining strong Clans. Joining a Clan wasn’t just about finding or joining a mate, but also creating extended families.
They would share in many aspects, such as child-rearing and things such as dinners and communal activities, but were not all directly related to spouses or mates. They would form a larger team than a single familial unit, and they would accomplish larger goals as a result.
Fhesiah’s goal for the day was to showcase the top contributors, and award them both recognition and top equipment—stuff that Jake had enchanted himself. 
Next, she showcased the top clans within Hearthtribe and those that had accomplished the most in the different aspects. There would be a focus on the humanitarian aid that Blood, Valtor and Ophelia had done best to keep track of–something that would be a lot easier after today.
But her biggest pride for her matchmaking was an unsung heroes category. These were men or women without mates or clans, and yet still managed to accomplish a lot. When it came to beastkin, women were certainly most attracted to the strong or those that were strong at duels.
However, fighting Tartarus was not about being best at beating another beastkin in a one-on-one duel. There were different types of strength, and by bringing these people to the forefront to be recognized, they could more easily find mates, clans, or further motivation to continue their efforts.
They handed out dozens of enchanted amberwood spears, bows, and other polearms enchanted by Jake himself, the perfect weapon for taking on their Trials in the near future. There were also many special hauberks and pieces of auril beast leather equipment, made by Bloodberri and Tanda. 
They celebrated new families and clans formed, as well as new extended families as strong clans found new members.
Joining the big feast with the Auril Heroes later, Jake sat having a few more drinks with his wives. Berri had finished her activities, joining the rest of them with several spriggons in tow. They jabbered as they played all over her snake body, and Jake thought he heard plenty of mutters of her name.
Tanda chuckled. “Did you see that mouse parentage with the cow? When they stood next to each other, the difference in heights almost looked like Jake and Bloodberri!”
Fhesiah was all too proud of herself. “I was surprised that little tamer had been doing so well. I guess he had a powerful companion, some kind of large lizard that he could ride since he was small. He and his tamed ally have done quite well in the Incursions, and even taking on the smaller Rifts.” 
Berri giggled as she looked at the spriggons. “These little guys are so cute. Look what this one had, Jake!”
She showed him a wooden statue, that appeared to be an auril plant. But from the looks of it…
Ophelia chuckled, as she enjoyed her auril beast meat. “I thought it was Echidna at first, but that’s clearly Bloodberri, isn’t it? It even has black flowers on one side, and white on the other.”
Blood added, “These creatures have certainly taken a liking to us. I do believe that this is what Echidna wanted, offering us to be her Champion. The reptile parentage beastkin appear to resonate well enough with her as well. There are a number of clergy-based classes joining from them by the day.”
Jake chewed on that information, as he enjoyed more brew and auril beast meats. The Hart Clan had a wonderful time, the beastkin in excellent spirits. They had won their second victory, reclaiming what was lost in the war. 
Hundreds of beastkin sung songs and praised their new Chief and saviors, retelling the battles of Highlands. From the summoning of Hestia to save Cascadia, to rescuing countless people and villages. Thousands of lives have been impacted by Clan Hart’s efforts, the world being forever changed and saved by their efforts.
The beastkin people were grateful, and they knew that their endeavors had only just begun. The respect and veneration within the community for Jake and his wives were beyond normal levels, their people willing to do much to restore the balance between them. 
They enjoyed their family and community for a time, thinking about what was coming next. He could tell Tanda could hardly wait, but they would be meeting her parents next.




Bonus Interlude 3 - ♥♥♥ - Sneaky Snakes


The Hart family was resting from a long night of partying, with peaceful breathing filling the room. Tanda and Ophelia monopolized Jake’s sides, the obnoxious dragon laying next to her favorite body part.  
Her head rested on Jake’s thigh, making it difficult for the only one awake to escape with their prey.
Blood smirked. [It’s alright, sister. She drank a little much of that wine. I think we can manage.]
She used her [Telekinesis], her spell form lifting the draped legs and wings of the other girls gently from dozens of points simultaneously, spreading the sensation. She then focused her concentration, lifting Fhesiah’s body ever so slightly. 
Berri’s elf body floated from above, her snake body suspending her easily over her prey. With meticulous precision, she placed her arms underneath Jake’s neck and lower back without disturbing the other girls. 
Lifting Jake like a mother cradled a child, she pulled him up and away from Fhesiah’s body, happy that they had the large bed away from the wall. Blood placed Fhesiah down, as Berri wrapped her prey in her tail. 
Blood then brought Ophelia and Tanda together, the two girls seemingly happy to have the warmth returned.
Berri asked, “Shouldn’t we wake Fhesiah? She will be…unhappy we had fun without her.”
[She does look really tired though. She’s the one who has slept the least, among us. Still, we’ll nudge her and see if she wakes after the first round?] 
Berri nodded, and with a wide smile on their face, Bloodberri took their prey back to their nest, the other girls and him still sleeping.
They all had plenty of beer and enjoyed a good time with the beastkin clan heads and elites. Berri never saw the appeal of alcohol, it tasted terrible! Now, she would reap the benefits of not having drank the terrible concoction.
Arriving in her nest, she stripped Jake of his clothes. Popping open her snake-doggy pajamas, her sexy black lingerie set revealed her perfect, and to Jake, absolutely massive breasts. 
It was time to enjoy her prey before she and he had to go. He would be heading to Harmony Peaks, and that meant a long flight.
Bloodberri would serve their lord, and enjoy relieving some…tension. Sleeping with all his wives and mate was relaxing, but Ophelia and Tanda being present prevented such things from being enjoyed.
Her tail wrapped around Jake’s body, keeping him warm as his covers and clothing had been removed. Kissing up his thighs, she gave Jake’s snake a lick. Watching him for his response, she followed it up with kisses, and more licks. 
Before long, Jake’s breathing began to change, his expression changing. Blood ran to fill his cock, hardening and growing the snake. Probably, his dream already shifted to something a little more naughty.
Berri said to Blood in their mind, “I wish I could see his dreams, like I see yours. I wonder what he’s dreaming about. Yours are boring.”
[And just who do you think is to blame for that? Maybe some day, or perhaps we can learn a spell with those scripts? Food for thought.]
They continued their snake bathing until Jake’s eye’s fluttered open, and he tried to stretch–only to find he could not, trapped within Bloodberri’s firm grip. The girls continued their kisses and licks, causing him to shudder in pleasure.
“What–” Jake looked around, finally understanding where he was and what was happening, the cobwebs of sleep leaving him. It took him a moment to realize he was in their nest, and that the other girls were not just missing–and where the pleasure was coming from.
Blood stopped her attention on his cock for a moment, caressing his body instead as she gave him a wide smile. “Good morning, Milord. We thought you might enjoy a more pleasant awakening before your flight. We hope you don’t mind?”
Knowing the answer, Blood and Berri went back to attending to their lord. Kissing and licking, the two girls used their large, soft pillow-like lips and long tongue to lick along his length.
He chuckled. “No, I guess not? This is…a good way to wake up.”
Jake shuddered at all the pleasant sensations on his cock, as the girls serviced his member. The intense look in Blood’s pink serpentine eyes as she gazed into his own was electrifying. 
They let their tongue loll out, extending nearly an entire foot. It coiled around his cock in a spiral, tightening in various places. This felt like his cock had entered her pussy, with a few differences. The temperate air in the room still touching his skin was one of them.
But that feeling went away, as their wet mouth engulfed his cock all the way to the base in one movement. Jake groaned, as the pleasure from their tight wet tunnel overwhelmed him. 
Blood was all too pleased at the effect they had on him, urging her sister to continue with their coordinated effort.
Bobbing their large head back and forth, their tongue tightened and slid with her mouth full of tongue and cock, providing differing sensations as she did. Speeding up as Jake’s arousal rose, they began to moan in anticipation of his release.
Jake could feel the devotion and desire from his two wives, though it was starting to be replaced by a large amount of lust. Their body couldn’t help it, the anticipation of mating any time Jake’s cock was hard and present was immense.
Adding a corkscrew movement into their neck and tongue movements, Jake finally reached his peak. With a grunt, Jake released his cum into their waiting throat. Swallowing it, their body shook.
Berri smiled. “Mmmm! I-I swear that tastes better every time, somehow.”
Jake chuckled. “Well, I know it’s affected by what I eat–”
Blood interrupted, “No, that is not what she means.”
“Y-Yeah! It’s like, my body knows you’re going to be an even better daddy now, so it tastes better!”
Rather than explore that line of thought any longer, with a thought, the girls loosened their tail to free him. Interacting with her immense body was a different experience. 
With Herculean effort, he may be able to shove and move her into place. 
However, it was much easier to direct her how he wanted her, and she was all-too-pleased to follow his demands. 
Her tail coiled around them and beneath her, putting her pussy at the right level where he was standing. Her upper body towered over him, her breasts right at his head level.
He’d actually have to look up, to latch his mouth onto her nipples. His height compared to hers was almost as if he were a child and her an adult. But Jake was nowhere near small. His cock entered into her fluttering pussy, her groaning as her body’s desires were fulfilled.
Her pussy was long-since shaped to the precise size of his cock. The odd organ tightened and twisted along his length, sending ripples of pleasure down his cock–and Bloodberri as he bottomed out inside. 
He began to move his hips, the lust and desire slamming into him from his wives as he fucked her cunt. 
Berri moaned, “Ah–Ah, this was such a great idea I had!”
Blood and Berri’s body shivered and shook, as their body’s arousal increased even further. Her pussy was coiling around Jake’s length as he pulled out and pushed in, increasing the pleasure felt from every movement. 
Blood had to fight the urge to roll her eyes. “You were just going to do it in the room and hope nobody else woke–”
The door to the room burst open, Fhesiah flying inside and landing next to them. She shrugged off her robes getting naked to join the fun. “Hey, that’s not cool, you sneaky snakes! You should have woken me.”
Berri’s eyes fluttered as she moaned, then said, “Whatever! You snooze, you lose. We just got to the good part.”
Fhesiah’s eyes narrowed. “Every part is the good part. I’m a little hurt, I wouldn’t have tried to exclude you, you know.”
Blood looked a little remorseful, but it was hard with Jake’s activities, Berri moaning at his ministrations. Her voice came through their minds.
[We didn’t mean to fully exclude you. We planned to nudge you after this…round.] 
She shuddered as Jake’s hips continued to move, his cock reaching deep inside them and his hands beginning to use her massive breasts as handholds. 
[But now I’m not so sure either of us would have remembered. I do apologize…]
Fhesiah smiled widely as her lust from watching them quickly replaced her frustration. “Well, I know how you can make it up to me.”
She floated up into the air, putting her pussy right in front of Bloodberri’s face. Her own face hovered in front of Jake’s, kissing him. The moans in the room increased as Blood began licking Fhesiah’s clit with her tongue and kissing it with her large lips.
They formed an odd triangle, made only possible by the height and size differences, combined with Fhesiah’s ability to float. Her tongue danced with Jake’s, the lust and arousal coming through their bond in waves. 
Bloodberri’s pussy contracted and convulsed on his cock, the moans from his wives echoing in the room as his hips moved in a blur, and he twisted her large nipples. Fhesiah got a devilish smirk, before she lowered her face down to Bloodberri’s pussy.
The long tongue from Bloodberri extended, easily keeping Fhesiah’s pussy in range. She began tonguing Bloodberri’s clit, causing her whole body to shake. 
Berri let out a low moan. “Ohhh fuck!”
Her pussy then went wild, causing Jake to cum only moments later. Bloodberri’s eyes rolled back into her head, the pleasure from receiving his seed and reaching her peak at the same time immense. 
Her pussy milked Jake’s cock dry, the aftershocks leaving a pleasant, contented smile on each of their faces.
Fhesiah raised her brow at Blood. “Now will you try a little harder to remember, next time?”
Blood didn’t answer, and instead dislodged Jake from inside her. Knowing what Fhesiah liked, her tail converged and wrapped around her rapidly, the thinner end of the tail wrapping around her like a rope.
Fhesiah’s legs were spread wide, and Blood’s hands held her horns in place. She tried to move, but found she couldn’t–at least not unless she used her draconic empowerment.
Blood asked, “This one is ready for your use, milord. Which hole would you like to serve you first?”
No matter which hole Jake chose, Fhesiah was bound to have a great time–especially while she was bound.
Smirking, Blood reacted immediately to Jake’s thoughts. Her tail shifted into the proper configuration, forming a sort of bed out of her tail at just the right height. The wrapped Fhesiah was now down on her back, her head at the edge of the bed.
Fhesiah’s tail even had a slot for it in the bedding, allowing her to lay flat. Her legs were still spread, Bloodberri’s lips and tongue ready to continue their work on her.
As always, thanks to his stamina regeneration spell, Jake was ready. He inserted his cock into Fhesiah’s waiting mouth, the taste from his previous pairing present. 
The nerves in her mouth were designed to receive pleasure from Jake’s cock, so this action was met with a loud moan of approval as he bottomed out inside her throat.
The hot wet tunnel of her mouth and throat vibrated with her moans, Jake fucking his wife’s face. He began to pull on her large breasts, using them roughly for leverage as he moved his hips.
She added swallowing as he fucked her throat, moaning as he continued to fuck her. Bloodberri’s licks and kisses of her clit amplified the pleasure she was experiencing, the horny demoness enjoying their ministrations.
Blood switched to fingering her pussy, as she began to lick Fhesiah’s breasts and suck on them.  She squealed and shook, as the two focused on her body. 
With another thought from Jake, Bloodberri twisted and flipped Fhesiah until she was laying down the other way–with her pussy in front of Jake, and her mouth at Bloodberri’s entrance. Her immense ass sat down on her face, smothering her.
Fhesiah’s head just barely fit inside the odd gap Bloodberri’s thighs made as they connected to the snake portion of her body. Immediately, she began tonguing their pussy, and Jake bottomed out inside of Fhesiah’s dripping wet cunt.
Once again, Bloodberri formed an odd triangle by leaning over to Jake. His hips moved as he fucked Fhesiah’s pussy, but his torso was stable. His lips met his lovely pale elven wive’s, the three all moaning in pleasure.
Grabbing Bloodberri’s chest once more, he teased her nipples as he continued to pound into Fhesiah. Her pussy rippled and convulsed, enjoying their lovely three-way once more. Her lust increased further, as Bloodberri really ground their pussy into her face.
Berri pulled back from their tongue dueling with Jake to speak, “Ohhh fuck, that’s good!”
Blood smirked. “Yes, that little strumpet of ours has a mouth on her, doesn’t she? It is best when that dirty little thing is filled and put to good use, rather than given a chance to speak.”
Despite sounding mean-spirited, her intentions were to turn on Fhesiah even further. And she was successful. Fhesiah moaned as her pussy nearly vibrated on Jake’s cock, the pleasure mounting.
Mauling Bloodberri’s breasts, Jake’s hips picked up their pace, slamming deep into Fhesiah’s pussy. The lust in the room increased, each girl moaning in pleasure from their ministrations. 
With a grunt, Jake released his cum deep inside her, Fhesiah shaking in her own orgasm. When Jake was finished, he was nearly bowled over by Berri.
Berri said, “Er, sorry, Jake. I wanted that!”
The girls once again changed their configuration, Berri licking out the meal deposited inside Fhesiah. Jake chuckled and shook his head as he got behind Bloodberri–standing behind her large ass, which was bent over. 
They had just a little more time before their flight.                      




Bonus Interlude 3.5 - Bloodberri - Saintly Visit 


Having enjoyed her prey, Berri took the portal to Life’s Haven. Rookard’s Village was around halfway between Life’s Haven and Cascadia, and Life’s Haven had a slightly higher elevation. Perfect for their needs. 
Wearing her armor, she leaped from the cliff with her runes prepared, casting the spell that made them fall slower. Her snake tail streamed behind her, making her glide rather than fall. The wind blew against her occasionally, making her gain in altitude.
Still, she crossed the valley with ease, landing on the ground and continuing her prodigious pace. Berri was a little jealous of Ophelia’s ability to fly, but she was small! That was nothing to be envious about.
Bloodberri eventually arrived at Rookard’s plateau, the farmland already looking much happier. The blight had been cleared quickly enough that much of the plant life had managed to survive. It recovered rapidly, and Berri already saw many farm animals grazing.
When a goat saw her near, it got scared, but it didn’t flee. Its eyes grew wide, and its heart thundered in its chest as it lowered its body to lay on the ground. 
Berri frowned, stopping to observe the creature. “Why’s it scared now? Before, they liked me.”
Blood hummed. “Maybe becoming Echidna’s Champion really changed us somehow? It looks like…it accepted its death.”
Berri gasped. “That’s no good! Hey you, come here.”
Blood scoffed. “That won’t work, it can’t understand–”
The goat stood and walked over to Berri. Berri’s smile was wide, as she petted the goat. It complied, but it was still scared.
“Hmm, but that’s still not right…maybe if we do that? I’ll just…shoooom, then bwaaah, right?”
Moving the holy mana within their core, the holy light energy balance within their body shifted ever so slightly. The goat bleated, before rubbing up against Bloodberri.
Blood was incredulous as she tried to examine what Berri did. As always, she was simultaneously impressed and furious with how easily she accomplished what should be impossible or beyond her.
Berri smiled as she proudly patted the goat. “There! Let’s just keep it like that, for now? Then you can take over when we want to intimidate the beasts.”
Blood was still trying to figure out exactly what she did. “S-Sure, dear sister. I may need some practice…maybe while you’re sleeping…”
Berri was oblivious to her sister’s frustration. “Okay! Let’s go!”
As they got closer to the village walls, Berri was filled with excitement. Blood smiled as she saw the weak palisade fences had already been replaced with thicker stone and cement walls. 
Periodic wooden watch towers allowed them to see enemies nearly anywhere on the plateau, and spot Rifts in the valleys for many miles. Rookard’s wolves had worked hard to ensure their plateau was not completely defenseless.
As she entered the village, kids saw her coming from far off thanks to her large size. They were already gathering and cheering, the kids made aware of her timing from Blood sending a message to Enora, Rookard’s daughter, over the menu.
This was her second visit to the village since the day she resurrected the cute bunny parentage girl, Tina. Since then, she had only had the opportunity to resurrect two others that hadn’t joined the Framework, but she was happy for the ability. 
Perhaps she would get more chances in the future on another world. 
The kids all gathered around Bloodberri, and she shifted her armor to be soft and easy to climb.
“It’s Bloodberri!”
“Yay, it’s Bloodberri! Are you here to play?”
Berri smiled at the children. “I am! I brought gifts.”
She had already introduced them to baseball, but while the world was contested, there was not a lot of space for them to play. Kids were not allowed outside the walls, except those that lived on the farmsteads outside of them.
Blood produced several nets from their Storage Bracelet, along with the various poles necessary to set them up. If they stood them up in a few of the open spaces within the village, they should be able to practice batting much more safely and easily.
Handing them off to one of the older kids and explaining, she followed them over to set them up, the many beastkin children hooting and hollering as some rode her tail, and others ran alongside her. 
As they made their approach to an open field, she saw a familiar pair of white bunny ears.
Berri beamed. “Tina! Are you well?”
Tina’s smile was wide, as she leaped into Bloodberri’s arms for a hug. In her large arms, Tina was like a newborn baby. 
“Yup! I’m getting plenty of food now! Everyone is.”
The kids all nodded in response. A goat girl added, “And lots of meat! The hunters always have tons of yummy meat.”
Berri smiled. “What do you want to play?”
The kids and Bloodberri enjoyed their games of hide and hunt, tee ball for the too small kids, and she even got to join them in their many games of play fighting. 
The many wolf children were extra vicious to one another, and more than once Berri had to use her holy magic to heal a bruise.
They rode on Bloodberri like a strange train as they paraded around town, spreading the word about the food they brought. 
Meeting in the center of the village, Blood and Berri heated up and served the barbecue auril beast meat that Jake and her had cooked. 
Seeing all the kids with their happy smiles and hearing their contented sighs of happiness stirred something inside of Berri. The children were all cute and playing with them was tons of fun.
She didn’t have a good childhood, having to force a smile and pretend to be happy, or hide to prevent beatings. Even if it never won a war or produced anything of meaning, Berri was happy to see the children so energetic and full of life and happiness. 
Blood hummed at Berri’s thoughts, [That’s not quite right–their happiness does produce something. The next generation is required to build a lasting empire and legacy. The Framework might skew lifespans, but Jake believes raising up and empowering people to reach their maximum potential is the way to win the war, and what better way to do that than starting early, with children? Why do you think I was such a strong proponent of mixing martial arts with baseball?]
Berri was startled. “Y-You mean, you didn’t like baseball too, and want them to play better? I thought–”
Blood scoffed. [Just who did you think helped you find those facts to convince Jake and the rest? You may have been abnormally studious because you loved baseball so much, but left to your own devices, you would have only read the books with pictures in them. I may not have read them, but just how did you think a book about sports nationalism arrived in our room?]
“S-Still, the way you are putting it sounds like you are using baseball to control them…it feels wrong? Baseball shouldn’t be used for evil!”
Blood smirked. [Oh? Did you have a problem with my goals? I’m afraid you don’t have a choice. You will carry out my desires and use baseball to aid Milord in building a powerful, lasting empire, and you will like it.]
Berri was confused. “H-huh? What do you mean?”
[Baseball is a lot of fun, but there’s a certain other sport that the beastkin might all enjoy.]
“Y-You wouldn’t.”
[I would. Soccer can be played anywhere, and requires much less equipment to enjoy. I think it would resonate with a lot of beastkin–]
“S-Stop! It’s stupid and I hate it! I can’t even play it–we don’t have feet! They even call it football in some places!”
[Then you will continue building this baseball league, and encourage the children to be strong and fierce, both in the game and as warriors. Adding some strong messaging about our Lord’s involvement to build strong, loyal people, and I think we just might be getting somewhere. It’s not evil when it’s right, true and what’s necessary to defeat it. The beastkin already love to fight, so we are merely fostering this outcome. It’s a win for everyone.]
“W-Whatever! I’ll just…make sure they have fun, no matter what! Then, it’ll all be worth it.”
Berri did her best to enjoy her good time with the kids, and ensuring they had wonderful meals for the next few days. Rookard’s wolves were off all over the continent, but it seemed sending funds home to a few lone clanmates to take care of the kids was quite common.
Many warriors were building themselves up, left behind both to defend against Rifts but also train themselves in Incursions. Rookard’s village was bustling, a stark contrast to the hopeless situation it was in when their family first arrived.
Looking around, it wasn’t just the children happy. Everyone moved with purpose, focused on accomplishing their tasks. Many looked at Bloodberri with veneration, a gratitude that likely drove many of their actions and motivations.
Several craftsmen showed off their works, some even offering them as gifts. Blood noted that the focus on improving their farmland was there, but the drive to produce viable weaponry and armor for their warriors was much stronger.
Those coming of age soon were training with even more fervor, ready to join the Framework and fight for the Alliance. Seeing their drive, Berri realized that Blood was very right. The beastkin were driven to experience the thrill of battle, and defend their home.
Feeling so welcomed, the two felt more fulfilled than ever. They awaited Jake’s [Call Summon], soon to visit Tanda’s family.             




Chapter 29 - Timone, The Ravenwolf Chieftain


Having enjoyed his tension removed, Jake now flew in his advanced glider with Ophelia leaning into him, seated in front of him. He pushed his flames through the single implement that allowed them to more easily control his thrust. 
Their glider looked a lot like a fighter jet, their cockpit encased in thick glass for visibility. 
He held on to his spear staff, which was pushed through what looked like a fighter jet’s engine, but really was just a metal tube with a controlled exit.
Ophelia and Jake would take turns, and because she wasn’t expending mana on [Ride of the Valkyries], this was highly efficient. The glider was much more aerodynamic than a Valkyrie using her wings, and the ride was much more comfortable in their seats.
Their only payload was themselves and the Headquarter’s Node, encased within.
They were traveling on average over 300 miles per hour, their magically light aircraft gliding efficiently while they waited for their mana to be restored. They could push their speed much higher for a time, but eventually, they would run out and slow down.
His mana would restore rapidly, and he would pull it from the girls using [Energy Sharing], repeating his running of the jet flames. The canopy allowed them to see where they were going, plus Ira was on the lookout as always. 
Despite their rapid travel, Ira was able to anchor to Jake and monitor the void, even as the regular space traveled by them so quickly.
Ophelia pointed ahead of them through the clear canopy. “There it is, Harmony Peaks.”
The twin peaks were revealed ahead of them, though Jake knew they were probably well over a hundred miles away still. They continued their approach, until they understood they were close enough.
They worked on landing and stowing the plane, opting for Jake to ride on Bloodberri the last several miles. 
He called Bloodberri, Fhesiah and Tanda using [Call Summon], and they traveled the rest of the way together.
Tanda was able to let Aisling know they were on their way, bringing the HQ node. No doubt, a welcoming party awaited them.
Tanda giggled and responded to his thoughts. “If that’s what you wanna call it…well, let’s hope for the best! Father would really get protective, hopefully he’s not too mad…”
Jake frowned. He was truly going to have to deal with an angry father-in-law?
Fhesiah smiled over at Jake. “It’s a good thing you don’t have mine to worry about. He’d have told you to wait until you reached Nascent Soul. Since you couldn’t cultivate, you’d have had to become a god first.”
Jake shook his head at that. Even if Jake could wait that long to be with her, he knew she couldn’t.
She chuckled. “Well, I was a bit different then? I was so focused on seeking knowledge and power, when I got my new life–I decided to enjoy it to the fullest. Perhaps my mother would have helped me elope, thinking about it. But then you’d have to worry about a God-like angry dragon coming after you.”
Ophelia said, “If my dad was still around, I think he’d be happy for me. He would like you, Jake.”
Berri tapped her lips in thought. “They never told me about my dad, but they probably used him up and ate him. There’s not much emphasis on the father for the Dark Lamia, they are just sperm donors.”
Blood nodded. “If he really was a human hero like what that spider bitch claimed, they most likely hate-fucked him to death or ate him.”
Despite the dark turn this conversation had taken, Jake could tell the two girls were indifferent about this. Still, the idea he would have five wives, but only one father-in-law was a little strange.
“I guess, I’ll have to do my best to make the one I got like me then, huh?”
Tanda smiled. “I know he’ll like you! Um, after he tries to thrash you.”
“Don’t you have his weapon, anyway? How does he fight?”
Tanda was about to answer, but they were interrupted by a loud hawk’s screech. They had been nearing the peak, and were in a large clearing near the river that went between the two peaks. They were less than a mile away at this point, with five figures flying towards them.
Four were flying with their own wings, but one was being carried on a sort of harness by three of them. His party stopped, and Jake got off Bloodberri’s battlements.
As they got closer, Jake got a good look at the five. Of course, he saw Aisling, the crow beastkin woman. One was a hawk woman, and it was the one being carried in the harness, a white wolf beastkin woman, that he knew was Tanda’s mother, Dahlia. Another woman was some kind of owl beastkin,
Finally, Jake was sure this man was her father, a ravenwolf man. He was carrying a spear and wearing auril leather armor, and Jake thought it was all stuff he or Tanda had taken part in crafting.
Jake had taken to mass enchanting leathers and weapons, trying to get the beastkin all over Highlands armed with effective equipment. After his Auril Heroes were well-equipped, even the better items were put up for sale, and some reserved for Hearthtribe as rewards.
The five landed a ways away, with Timone, Tanda’s father, ahead. Tanda started to rush forward to meet him, but she stopped, her ears flat on her head as she took in her father’s demeanor, listening to his heart’s voice over the song of the world.
She had wanted to hug her father and mother that had returned from the grave, but it appeared they wanted to take care of this family matter first. 
Her ears stood back up again, her tail starting to wag. Jake, sensing her thoughts, it seemed she could tell her dad was putting on an act.
Timone spoke, his voice deep and booming, “Champion Jake! You have started courting my daughter, but you have not shown your strength, your potential! You must face me, if you want the Ravenwolf Chief’s daughter as your mate. Tanda is the strongest woman of her generation, perhaps the strongest in a hundred years. Her mate cannot be weak! As her father and the Chieftain of the Ravenwolf, I will not allow it.”
Jake nearly laughed out loud when he heard Timone’s voice. The over the top heroic voice that Tanda had done during the play of the first tyrants, was actually very similar to his. However, the situation was serious, even if it was an act. 
A play that Tanda would treasure forever, the two important men in her life fighting to protect her. Jake would earn the right to protect and love her forever, and her father would ensure he was good enough for it.
Jake filled the runes on his armor with [Runebound: Unbound], and said his prepared lines.
“My claws are sharp and my heart’s song is true. Tanda will be my mate and join my Clan, her song forever joining our choir. I will protect her song for all time.”
Timone grinned before his expression became stoic, and Tanda’s mother tossed something to land off to the side that Jake recognized: the dueling fixture. Tanda was filled with both worry and excitement, having seen this scene played out dozens of times.
Jake sent calming reassurance and confidence over their bond, and Tanda’s heart swelled. Timone’s eyes narrowed, and Jake got the feeling that the powerful Auril Hero could somehow sense this interaction. 
With Jake’s [Arcane Eye], he could see that Timone was a powerful combatant. His body was brimming with vitality, his muscles filled with strength and the auril flowing within. 
His auril even spread out around him, a distance far greater than the other Auril Heroes Jake had met, even drawing it in from the area.
He was surprised to see that Tanda’s mother was at similar levels, and that two of the other clan-mothers were Auril Heroes as well.
Aisling looked close herself, and he wondered if they too were consuming some of Fhesiah’s pills and training, or experiencing Rifts besides. They all had Jake’s enchanted weaponry, so it didn’t seem outside the realm of possibilities. Questions for later.
Jake received and accepted the duel challenge, the advanced fixture capable of protecting them from a killing blow. It would also limit him from using his interactions with Ophelia; her chosen specialization to take blows for him, or his covenants from affecting her.
Timone’s body was filled with auril as he charged with a leap and flap of his wings, a speed that would surprise Jake if he hadn’t spent so much time practicing with someone even faster: Ophelia.
Jake met his spear thrust with his shield at an angle, as he stabbed out with his own. Timone’s wing swept to meet it, filled with auril. The man’s tail and lower legs were that of a raven’s, only the ears and fur on his upper body sharing that of the wolf.
Timone flapped his wings and dashed, spun around with powerful attacks at angles attempting to bypass Jake’s defenses, but they were met with his shield with ease. 
His shield’s inertia dampening enchantment removed much of the attack’s momentum, causing Timone to narrow his eyes at the effect of it.
The ravenwolf’s attacks were filled with strength and power that would compete well with Jake, if not for his [Divine Reinforcement]. Auril appeared to enhance strength even further than Jake could with his own enchantments and Technique, but it wasn’t enough to counter Jake’s other advantages.
Jake continued to counter and attempt to punish Timone for his overextensions and thwarted attacks, but the man’s auril was thick and Timone would manifest claws or talons of will to block attacks, even without his physical hands.
So Jake focused on creating a [Mana Blade], and began storing spells in his Runic Bubbles. He could tell they were both feeling each other out, ready to go on the true attack. Jake’s reach with his spear increased, and he was now pushing the man back as it appeared his auril was no longer enough to stop Jake’s spear. 
However, Timone was fast, and Jake had difficulty dealing a decisive blow. At best, Jake scratched Timone’s body with his spear, his armor just barely bearing the brunt of the attacks.
So Jake pushed hard on his enchantments and Unbound to increase his speed, his runes lighting up to a near-blinding level. Despite the ravenwolf man being quite fast, Jake was hot on his heels and with powerful positioning of his shield and now-longer reach. 
Jake started piercing through Timone’s blocks of the claw manifestations he was creating, scoring deeper cuts on the chieftain. But those were rapidly healed, his auril heart beating powerfully in his chest.
Timone then quickly took to the air, and Jake’s cape connected to form his wing suit, and he followed with a powerful leap, flap, and thrust of his spear, surprising the aerial combatant.
The chieftain did manage to block with his spear, but Jake bashed him with his shield after quickly summoning footing using his boots, surprising Timone with his ingenuity. 
They continued their dance in the sky, Jake mixing leaps from platforms and flaps of his wing suit, a big grin forming on Timone’s face as he fought the strange battle.
Timone was never able to gain much momentum, only able to flap his wings and counter Jake’s blows, so eventually Jake managed to divert Timone’s spear with his shield, and give a powerful spear thrust at the man’s shoulder.
But Timone roared, his black auril forming a pillar around him as it shoved Jake’s attack away. A dozen ravens formed, and they appeared to be filled with deathly energies.
Timone laughed. “Not bad at all, Champion Jake. Not even our greatest Auril Heroes could force me to fight this hard. But our world has changed, and the threat of the Tartarus is significant. Tanda’s potential is limitless with the Framework, so you will have to do even better than that. As a Templar of Cernunnos, I call upon his strength. The wicked must be punished, the balance protected.”
A powerful aura was emitted from Timone, a black veil quickly surrounding the area in a wave. Jake’s heavenly aura pushed this back away from himself, but Jake could feel it would inhibit magic attacks significantly as they traveled towards Timone. Perhaps, almost as much as fifty percent.
Jake groaned, as it was the perfect counter for his capabilities as a runic caster. However, he had many other tools to work with, and he would simply have to use those instead. Moreover, fifty percent of Jake’s power was still powerful.
He found resonance with Fhesiah, activating [Runebound: Sage]. His runes lit in a rainbow of colors, and he focused on enhancing his spell casting capabilities. The crows swarmed toward him, so he sent out a wave of his hearth flames much like Ophelia’s [Consecration], his flames powered by the goddess. 
His flames engulfed several of the crows that went on the attack, and forced Timone to block with his auril, forming a shield with the remaining crows.
The faith magic inhibiting Jake’s magic couldn’t have as much impact on the flames of his Hearth. However, Jake found himself falling in an awkward glide as his footholds in the air near Timone were no longer strong enough to hold his weight to leap powerfully at Timone.
Timone harried Jake by flapping his wings as he neared the ground, him stabbing out as Jake was unable to mount a significant defense. 
Jake threw up a sacrificial barrier as various crows attacked in tandem, the flaming barrier lighting the odd creatures aflame. Timone drew up more auril summoning more of the crows, his auril heart beating and pulling in auril from the surrounding area.
Jake’s eyes narrowed at this, understanding that Auril Heroes had significant endurance, especially on Highlands. He would have to go for broke, if he wanted to end this with the upper hand. 
Timone charged once more, his dozen of ravens swooping in like arrows from different directions. Jake released his runic bubble of a powerful [Runic Magic: Cone of Cold], and added on to the wave of frost with a [Nova of Frost], using his function in his staff to slam into him at nearly the same time.
Despite the magic inhibiting aura, Timone and many of his ravens were covered in a thin layer of frost, their movements slowed and brought nearly to a halt. Timone’s auril quickly counteracted this effect on his body, but his now-frozen ravens fell to the ground. 
Jake used his enemy’s slowness to quickly gather and push his hearth flames into his staff, compressing them. He used his advanced control in this state to push as much of his flames as he could, and released a [Scorching Ray] at Timone.
Timone created a barrier of auril, and Jake thought it was some sort of Templar ability that enhanced it. But Jake’s Tier 2 ray scorched right through, slamming into Timone who tried to block with his spear as well, and lighting his chest aflame. 
Timone growled as he pushed his auril to fight against the powerful Hearth-powered flames, and Jake thought he saw yet another ability being activated. 
Some vitality of Timone’s was expended, his body weakened to dispel what remained of the effect. Jake was not idle while he did this, as he was focusing on his bond with Tanda to change his state. He moved to the state of the Avenger, pushing Hearthblade into his Champion’s spear.
Ira roared as it shifted Jake through the void at Timone’s flank, him swinging his blade down like an axe as he arrived. Timone didn’t seem overly surprised, and shifted his spear haft and body to guard, but Jake’s attack was powerful. 
Timone’s guard was shifted as Jake cleaved heavily into his shoulder, his hearth flames burning the man. He kicked away at Jake to separate them, and ravens struck Jake like arrows, but his [Purifying Flames] and Jake’s Hearth worked to break down the effect, pushing the harmful deathly auril out of his body.
The two continued their dance of attacks and counters, Jake pressing his advantage as Timone attempted to heal. But Jake added blasts of hearth flames to the mix, the man unable to heal or mount a decent defense with his ravens. 
Timone had been able to block Jake’s spear with his claw before, but now he had to turn his body and dodge, taking minor wounds from Jake’s large and powerful Hearthblade which cleaved easily through them. 
His raven’s deathly damage over time attacks were almost completely neutralized rapidly, either being destroyed by Jake’s waves of flames, or burned away by his powerful [Purifying Flames]. 
Jake stuck to him like glue, until he landed an attack against Timone’s chest uncontested. The attack was blocked by a Framework barrier, and Jake was victorious.
Ophelia quickly cast [Renewal] on Jake, while Berri cast a healing spell on Timone. To Jake’s surprise, the owl beastkin woman arrived quickly and covered Timone and Jake with healing auril. 
Her will manifested as a blanket of pure white snow, cooling and energizing his body’s ability to heal.
Jake was filled with vitality, and he could feel his body being strengthened. When flesh was replaced with healing spells, it wasn’t as if everything was restored. The healing spell by Tanda’s clan-mother helped restore more of whatever was missing, like Jake’s blood and helped in a different way.
Timone let out a booming laugh. “Well done, Champion Jake! You are truly strong, and your heart sings true. I can tell you will protect our Tanda, and protect the balance on Highlands– the world itself knows it true! You may not do it as nature’s steward or guiding the beastkin as I have, but I will be around for a while yet. Once again, our people will have to change, and even the world itself will too. Hearthtribe and Clan Hart have already done an excellent job, empowering our people. You aren’t a beastkin, but you are good enough for my Tanda. I welcome you to our extended family.”
Jake turned to Tanda, and she was beaming; her tail wagging and her smile wide. Her mother and other clan-mothers as well as Jake's girls all looked on with a fond smile, as Jake withdrew the necklace he crafted for her. 
He had crafted several of the same necklaces, the five, now six hearts as one, now that he had some skill with [Manaweave Reinforcement] and access to better materials.
Jake placed it around her neck, hers being a more tribal version. It matched what the many beastkin would wear, and would protect her as well as looking beautiful. Her heart was represented as a golden one, Jake’s red within in the center, and the other girl’s hearts on the outside. 
The necklace was beaded and with claws and fangs inserted, matching the many necklaces of her people, even though a golden-mithril thread went through the center, covered by the other items.
As soon as he finished clasping it around her neck, he was nearly bowled over, her lips meeting his. He grabbed onto her waist, as she put all her weight on him. Her feelings of pride and happiness at becoming his mate filled Jake with the same joy.
The kiss was short-lived, as Tanda then bowled over the rest of her family members. She had thought them dead, and the relief and happiness of seeing them once again filled her with glee. 
But after a moment, Tanda looked affronted, and more than a little angry. “How could you not tell me you joined the Framework? I thought you were all dead for real! And why didn’t you just come down to visit us?”
Timone grimaced. “We…didn’t. But Lord Arawn paid a Price to hold on to our souls, to allow Cernunnos, Brigid, and Lugh to offer us a path. A few of us became members of their clergy, though Aisling refrained for now. As for visiting, Harmony Peaks is still in need of protection. If we left, calamity would strike.”   
Tanda’s mother Dhalia’s voice was both sultry and soothing. “Look at you, daughter. It’s only been a few weeks since I last saw you, but you’ve grown so well! I’m so proud of you, for leading our people in their time of need.”
Similar sentiments were given by her other clan-mothers, the two families then introducing themselves to each other. Ophelia and Dahlia scheduled a duel for later, and Berri traded hugs with each of the mothers, while Fhesiah finally met Aisling. 
Alarm bells went off in Jake’s mind, but Timone addressed Jake while hugging Tanda. 
Timone smiled at him. “Now, I think it’s about time we talk about that HQ node. We’re ready for it, and it’s about time for my people to help make our counterattack.” 




Bonus Interlude 4 - Meeting the Family and Ritual Hunt


Some time after Timone helped them place the HQ node, Jake and his girls arrived up within the Ravenwolf chief’s nest. Its entry was high up on the mountain, overlooking the river that ran between. 
It had a cave that lead downward to the true inner sanctum, a location meant for both utility and safety. At the cave entryway were what Jake knew were called roosts. Little honeycomb-like protrusions and holes where flyers loved to sit, overlooking the water and the valley.  
However, after a pretty normal doorway, was what appeared to be a normal large home with a high ceiling.
Aside from the dozen bird girls and boys squawking, howling, and flying around. There were several tower-like constructs that reminded Jake of coat racks or totems, which the kids were leaping and flying between as they played.   
As Aisling opened the door and entered, a little wolf boy bowled into Dahlia, and two of the little girls screeched their cry before flying into hugging into Aisling.
“Yay, you’re home! Let’s play!”
“No, let’s dance! We’ve been playing all day.”
Aisling laughed, as she drew everyone into the room and addressed the kids and adults within. “We have visitors, but there’s someone here that just might want to do both.”
Berri’s silhouette towered behind her, completely filling the door frame before she entered.
The little boy’s eyes became big as he saw Bloodberri. “Holy shit–Is that a naga?”
Dahlia scoffed. “Watch your mouth, boy. You’ve been spending a little too much time with Aisling. This is Bloodberri, a Champion of a Goddess, and your new clan aunty.”
“Everyone look, it’s Tanda! Sister is here!”
The squawking and screeching of the dozen or so children stopped, before a swarm of children surrounded her in hugs. Tanda laughed and smiled, as each of the kids got their hugs and kisses from their older clan sister.
There were many tails wagging and feathers ruffling, the cute little bird and wolf children giggling as they greeted their clan sister for the first time in a while.
Jake was told that many of the kids lost their older brothers and sisters. Many had married and moved away with their mates, but a handful of them had really been slain in the fighting. Thus, a few of the children here were actually their grandchildren.
There were a few of Tanda’s clan aunts and sisters watching them, and Tanda everyone beside Bloodberri spent some time getting introductions and greeting them. Meanwhile, Bloodberri went off to meet and play with the kids. 
Berri was all smiles, as they inevitably began climbing and playing on her. “Wow, there’s so many of you! Let’s play!”
The flying children appeared to reach consensus quickly. “Let’s play roost tag!”
“Yeah!”
Some wolf children looked indignant. “No, that’s lame. You guys only like that because you can fly. We should play hide and hunt!”
The kids started to argue, but stopped as Berri cast a runic enhancement spell. The feather fall spell that Berri used for flying coalesced and layered itself on top of the wolf boy. 
Berri smiled. “We can play both at once. Get ‘em!” She picked him up, and threw him at the nearest nest slowly, which had several gaping children watching as the wolf boy flew through the air.
In almost slow motion, the kid screamed for a moment, before switching over to a laugh as he safely landed on one of the pegs of the roost. He looked over at one of the bird parentage children on the other roost, before he leaped and glided after them with a devilish smile.
Berri and Blood layered the same spell over most of the wolf and non-flying children, and before long, they were all having a blast. They were able to leap between the distant roosts, chasing after the flying children.
Not all the kids could have the feather fall spell cast on them. Some were too young. If their body and soul hadn’t yet developed enough, they could get sick from too much mana affecting their body–causing similar effects to what Jake and Ophelia experienced when drinking too much mana water.
Of course, Blood and Berri were familiar with these phenomena. The ones that were too young got to climb a special moving roost–her. She molded her odd outfit to include various hand and footholds, helping the little ones chase their older brothers and sisters in the game.  
Blood watched the kids over with her [Telekinesis], making sure to catch any young ones that fell or when the effect ran out before layering the spell over them again.
Aisling smiled, and it was almost like her tail feathers were wagging. “Wow, she’s really good with them. It’s hard to get them to all play together. They forgot all about dancing.”
Tanda laughed. “I’m sure she’ll do that later! She loves that too.”
Dahlia said, “Let’s get you something to eat and drink, then we’ll chat. You’ll have to get me caught up on everything, daughter.”
Jake, Ophelia, Tanda, Fhesiah, Aisling and Dahlia gathered around the family area with couches and even a few roosts meant more for adults and children. Tanda sat in Jake’s lap, with Fhesiah and Ophelia at his sides.
The kitchen was near, and Dahlia and Aisling quickly whipped something up as the storm of children played off in the distance. 
There were fruits to snack on, both fresh and dried, many that Jake hadn’t gotten to try. Aisling set down what looked like coconuts or melons, with what appeared to be straws made of woven grass.
Despite looking like a coconut, the juice inside tasted more like a mango. The odd grass straw added a pleasant flavor, the grass having a green tea-like quality like matcha.
The girls chatted, but it took nearly no time at all for Dahlia to heat some smoked fish, and Aisling quickly produced a thick dip that appeared to be made from coconut milk and some Highlands fruit.
They talked about how Clan Hart had begun participating in the many aspects of Highlands culture. Ophelia had gotten to see Seamus’s Arena on her date with Jake, which Dahlia was happy and excited to hear about and visit.
Getting the two clan mothers caught up, Tanda was beaming as she talked about all their victories. Some, Aisling had already heard, but Dahlia was more than happy to hear about it directly from her daughter.
It wasn’t long before Timone and his remaining two mates entered. After placing the HQ Node, there was much organization necessary to be done, to get the terrain ready. It would require significant effort, the largest of which requiring building a dam.
The kids dog and bird piled Timone when they appeared, the Clan Father coming home. The many wolf parentage with feather fall showed off their flight. 
His avian mates clapped, while Timone laughed. “What is this, flying wolf children? You children have been having fun, I see. Even Chief Jake could fly without wings of his own.”
Jake and the girls looked on fondly, as Timone and his mates played around with throwing their many children at the roosts, whether they had wings or not.
Dahlia turned to Jake. “That’s right, that winged outfit of yours was quite interesting. Could you make some more of those? I could really use that, instead of being carried by a flight harness.”
Tanda smiled. “Blood and Berri made that! I bet Jake could make some special ones with some cured auril beast hides for you, Mom!”
Aisling giggled, as she handed over several storage bracelets. “You mean like these cured auril beast hides? Please and thank you, clan daughter. The Ravenwolf might be full of avian beastkin, but there are plenty of mates without the ability to fly on their own. We’ll set up some buy orders, and you can fulfil them when able?”
Timone and his mates managed to break away from the children. He sat down across from Jake and his girls. “We appreciate your crafting and enchanting. We avian beastkin are diverse, but we certainly fell behind on researching auril. By limiting the numbers of Awakened Warriors and Heroes, we have really harmed progress. You are catching us up at a rapid pace, despite our decisions. Thank you, Jake.”
Dahlia added, “Your empowerment of the beastkin may have been enough on its own, for Timone and me to accept our daughter joining your Clan. That you showed such strength to protect besides fills us with joy.”
Jake chuckled as he looked at Timone. “You certainly didn’t give the impression you approved of our pairing.”
Aisling laughed. “Of course! There’s no way we wouldn’t make a future clan son sweat a bit, to show how much he values our clan daughter! Still, you made quite a good showing, and our family loves a good fight. I know Tanda is proud, and we all are too.”
Timone smiled. “We both didn’t go all out, but Champions are clearly something else. I can tell that Dreadbeast Champion would not have won against you. It was an honor to face you. I’m still getting used to my skills as Cernunnos’ Templar, so we will need to have more fights in the future.” 
The rest of the family all gave their agreements, and Tanda was radiating pride and joy as she wiggled in Jake’s embrace. 
Dahlia smiled fondly at her daughter. “Well, we should let these love birds get going. She just got her necklace! You know what that means. We should let them go on their honeymoon.”
Tanda blushed. “I…wanted to go on the ritual hunt! We haven’t done that yet.”
Fhesiah sniffed and smirked. “You sure you can wait, Tanda? We’ll help Jake get ready. While you hunt, we’ll get to know our new clan mothers a little better.”
Ophelia smiled. “Dahlia wanted a duel. Watching that fight with Jake and Timone has me fired up! We can do that?”
Dahlia’s eyes flashed. “I’d like that, clan daughter. Tanda, let’s get you ready for your hunt first.”
[image: image-placeholder]Jake knocked on the door. He was in the Ravenwolf inner sanctum, within Harmony Peaks. They had rested for a time, and Tanda had gone off to get ready. It was time for their Ritual Hunt.
A mere formality for Tier 1 beings such as themselves, but often, the strongest of the younger generation would brave the wilds to hunt an auril beast as they established their Clan with their mate. If successful, it would bode well for their pairing.
He was dressed in his tribal wear: armor edition. He had golden paint on his skin like tattoos on his body, similar to when they went to the first party and play of the first tyrant. Wearing thick bracers and greaves, Jake would still have coverage for a fight.
The door opened, showing Tanda with a wide smile. She was dressed in a similar outfit, showing off her midriff and thighs; her skirt short. Tanda had golden tattoos on her bronzed skin, her fit body looking sexy as her tail wagged behind her. 
Jake gave her a smile. “You look beautiful, Tanda. Here, this is for you. Our first date was a bit sudden, and I hadn’t gotten a chance.”
He handed Tanda her very own Tribal Jake stuffed figure, along with a stag stuffed animal that looked enough like Oran. For some reason, giving her a stuffed ravenwolf that represented her felt different from the snake versions of Blood and Berri, so he went with this option.
“Oh! That’s so cute, I did really like Bloodberri’s version too. Thank you, my mate!”
She gave Jake a kiss and a beaming smile, as she stored her gift in her storage bracelet. Tanda then looked back at her room and at Jake, giving him a sense of longing.
“You look so strong and full of energy, Jake. My body and my heart… I don’t think I can wait much longer.”
Jake smiled at feeling her desire, and sent her calming reassurance over their bond. “You won’t have to. I want you just as badly. Let’s enjoy our date.”
She blushed. “Fhesiah said she took care of things, but it certainly doesn’t feel that way. The tea is a very different result. L-Let’s get going, before I drag you into my room. Though, I don’t think I’d hear the end of it from Aisling if I did.”
Jake chuckled, as they headed out of the Ravenwolf Tribe’s roosts. Jake’s wing suit attached to his bracer and greaves, and he glided out of Harmony Peaks heading into the jungles, following Tanda.
She matched his speed, and helped raise his altitude as they needed to. Ira was easily able to stop Jake’s momentum, allowing him to merely stand on air using his boot enchantment if things went poorly.
They arrived in the jungle, Tanda taking a breath and letting Jake listen in and join her. He connected once more to the world, and Jake thought the world’s embrace was even more welcoming than before.
“She is. I think she’s excited to meet us! Well, I’m sure finally being healed after a thousand years is a big deal too…”
He felt the ripples in the area, and he tried to hone in on what he was feeling. Once again, he felt the disharmony, but it was quite a ways away. 
But Tanda kept listening, the message reaching from further away. She drew more auril into her from the surrounding area, the echoes of the world arriving. 
It seemed she was looking for something a little more specific, as several other locations like the first arrived. Eventually, she found what she was looking for.
“The other locations weren’t right for our purposes. Our new stewards will take care of those when they arrive, I’m sure. Let’s head west.”
Tanda helped Jake get up to speed, and they traveled the last few miles to their destination. He could feel her excitement, as they flew and eventually arrived in the area.
“There’s an old couple of wolverines, tearing up the area. They’re too old, and not healing like they used to. The beasts are not willing to go quietly into the night, so they’re picking a fight with everything they can find.”
Jake nodded. It was certainly a good candidate for righting the balance, while having a challenging hunt. They traveled for dozens of miles, surprising Jake at the distance she could tap into the world.
Tanda and Jake found the massive wolverines tunneling down into what appeared to be a large rabbit warren. Dozens of corpses were strewn about, ignored in favor of slaughtering more of them. 
Many of them bit into their bodies, unable to damage the creatures significantly through the scaled flesh.
The dog-sized rabbits were different from what Jake was familiar with, covered in a mixture of scales and vines. Their teeth certainly looked a lot more vicious, but they were miniscule in comparison to the elephant-sized wolverines. 
They were covered in scars and wounds, but they continued slaying the creatures.
Tanda changed her spear into a bow, and shot an arrow into one of the wolverine’s shoulder. It grunted, its auril pushing the arrow out of its wound. It covered itself in a ferocious red auril, and slashed its claw at her.
Despite her being nearly 30 meters away, the red wave released nearly hit her. She dodged out of the way with a flap of her wings, and attacked with auril infused in her arrow this time, shooting at both wolverines. 
Both wolverines began to charge at her, but they were forced to block with their claws, the wolf bite from her auril manifestation biting into them mostly ineffectually–mainly, depleting their auril defenses.
Jake swooped in, using his [Unbound] state along with his wing suit and [Mana Blade]. He pierced into one wolverine from the side, just barely missing its heart. Several arrows struck different points in its body, not entering deep enough to cause more than blood loss.
Both wolverines started ferociously swiping their claws in wide arcs, sending waves at both Jake and Tanda. Jake surrounded himself in a sacrificial barrier, and Tanda countered by firing a seed with [Rampant Growth] as she dodged. 
One wolverine was bound with rapidly growing vines as Jake pushed through and gave the other more cuts with his spear, but it managed to roll out of a hit against its vitals. Both wolverines manifested their will, and auril claws shredded the bindings, allowing both to leap at Jake.
Jake dashed forward much faster than the two expected, dragging his enlarged mana blade across one’s chest as it flew past him. 
It roared in pain, and Tanda landed a powerful auril-enhanced blow against its throat before it hit the ground. Her auril manifestation took out a large chunk of its throat, the creature’s roar getting cut off quickly.
The other wolverine was furious, the male coming after them in vengeance. But Jake released a powerful [Nova of Frost] ice spell, locking it down. 
The female’s auril stirred to try to heal the wound, but it lost blood at a prodigious pace. Jake slashed its tendons, the creature unable to rise. Tanda wanted Jake to land the killing blow, so he jumped up and stabbed it through its eye and deep into its skull.
This hunt was supposed to be a demonstration of Jake’s capability to provide, so killing one of the creatures to bring back the meat was necessary. For the other, Jake would use [Capture Template].
With the creature locked down, Jake and Tanda cut into it, weakening it. It wailed in anger, but Jake was able to easily surround it with his Presence, turning it into cubes of light. The scaled wolverines were not too different from a badgerdillo, so it was now like he had the Highlands version. 
Tanda’s bow shifted into her crescent moon spear, and she extended her crescent moon out to cut the remains of the other large creature in half. She stowed half in her bracelet, allowing Jake to store the other.
She gave Jake a wide smile. “I love the Refuge, but doing it here on Highlands…We don’t have to go back just yet, do we?”
Jake smiled, feeling her anticipation. “This is your special day, and I’m here for you. What did you have in mind?”        




Interlude 5 - ♥♥♥ - Mates At Last


Tanda took him to a nearby mountain, where she showed him a hidden pond. One of the waterfalls went down in almost stairs, and on one of the levels it split off further. The result was a gentle current, the water hardly moving. 
A copse of trees surrounded the pond, providing them a private getaway. The water was clear, and there was a path behind the small waterfall, a shallow cave.
“I saw this spot when I was younger, and thought it would be a great place to go…”
“It’s a beautiful location. A special getaway, let’s go for a quick swim?”
Tanda smiled, as she started removing her leathers. He could feel her breaths get heavy, a blush taking over her features.
Jake took off his leathers as well, stowing them away after a quick clean. Tanda was first into the water in a flash, Jake just barely spotting that she had removed all her clothes. He did the same and jumped in.
He wrapped his arms around Tanda pulling her body tightly into his. Staring into her golden eyes, he kissed Tanda fiercely, making her gasp.
Tanda wrapped her legs around Jake’s body, his feet able to barely reach the bottom of the shallow pool. He grabbed onto the firm globes of Tanda’s ass, her moaning as their kiss deepened.
She began to grind herself on Jake’s erection, as he grabbed her supple breast with one hand. Her body was near-buzzing, her wings fluttering and her tail languidly wagging under the water.
She moaned, “Mmmm, I’ve wanted you for so long, Jake. Part of me wanted you to just take me, but the rest is overjoyed you were so patient.”
He chuckled, and shook his head. It was easy to be patient with other girls taking care of his needs. “It was a lot easier for me than it was for you. I do want you, but your happiness is important to me. I was hoping you could look back at our courtship fondly, just like I could.”
“I know. You respect nature like you respect my people’s traditions. I’m proud to be your mate. Please…make me yours.”
Jake carried her out of the water, using his spellform to quickly dry them off. He took out a large, thick blanket from his bracelet, laying it out on the shore. Laying her down on the ground, she was panting. 
Her dark skin and feathers spread out behind her contrasted the white blanket, her lithe naked body inviting.
Sensing what she wanted, he straddled her as he kissed her on the lips, and began playing with her firm breasts. He could tell her breasts were sensitive as he played with both of them, her giving small gasps and moans as he did. 
Jake then played with one breast with his hand, as he licked and kissed the other. He did his best to watch and feel her reactions over their bond, trying to find what she would like. 
Tanda was a woman who was driven by her thoughtfulness and wanting to make others happy. Odds were, if Jake enjoyed their mating, she would be happy and enjoy it too. However, he did his best trying to find what aroused her.
Her breath hitched in her throat, as he switched his attentions between the two firm breasts.
“That…feels fantastic. Please…keep going.”
Jake continued to kiss and lick her breasts, as he played with the other nipple with one hand, and his other roamed her body. He trailed along her flat stomach to her pussy, but then back up to put his hand around her throat.
She moaned, and her panting increased. He hadn’t tightened his grip, only held on to it possessively. He kissed her lips, their tongues dancing as he slid his other hand down to her pussy. Her eyes fluttered, as she felt the sensation.
“Oh wow, Jake.”
He rubbed her slit, his cock touching her belly. She rolled her hips, as his thumb began grazing her clit. Rubbing circles around it, he continued his attentions to her breasts with his lips and tongue. Feeling her emotions through their bond, he could tell he found what she liked.
At first, he thought she wanted to be dominated. She did, but that wasn’t quite right. Tanda wanted him to want and need her, to be possessive of her. Her beast parentage was both of a raven and a wolf, which mated for life. Most likely, some primal urge drove her to desire this.
For that reason, he pushed his need and desire for her, as he rubbed his cock against her stomach. Sucking on her sensitive nipples, he stared into her bright golden eyes as he held her neck possessively. 
It wasn’t long before her whole body shook.
She let out a silent scream, as she clutched Jake’s body tightly with her own–her wings and arms wrapping around him. Her lower body convulsed, her pussy entrance opening and closing. 
Tanda took a moment to catch her breath. “T-That, wow.” 
Jake chuckled as he kissed up her body and back to her neck, where he bit lightly. Once again, her breath caught in her throat as she finished coming down from her high, only for her breathing to pick back up again.
She was about to speak, but Jake already knew what she wanted, and he was at his limits as well. He sat up and pulled her body into the right position with her legs spread in front of him, his cock at her wet entrance.
He pushed forward, finding her to be extremely tight. The head of his cock barely made it inside before he found himself having to slowly rock back and forth, despite her slickness. The blanket was already wet beneath her, her gasping and moaning with each of Jake’s movements.
Once again, his hands roamed her body. He held on to her firm breasts, another trailing her collarbone and throat. He cradled her cheek lovingly, as he stared into her eyes. She was panting now, her arousal matching his own quickly.
Her pussy rippled as he thrust, his cock getting deeper with each movement. Tanda’s breathing was heavy now, and she wrapped her legs around Jake. She pulled him in and started meeting his thrusts, until he bottomed out inside her.
“S-So deep. That feels so good, it really feels like…you’re going to breed me. My pussy is–ah.”
Jake framed her head with his hands as he leaned forward, his body covering her completely, possessively.  He picked up his pace, really beginning to pound into her, bottoming out with every thrust. 
Kissing her passionately, her desires rose as he enjoyed her pussy’s tight and warm embrace.
It wasn’t long before her pussy once again started convulsing, and she bit her lip as she rode out her orgasm. Her eyes fluttered as she moaned, Jake only needing to slow down a little for her to recover. 
They kissed, and then he pulled out as he flipped her over, helping her onto her knees. 
He gripped her firm ass in front of him as he entered her pussy from behind. This position brought them back to almost the original tightness, but he was able to bottom out in one movement.
Tanda’s face down on the blanket, her ass was up at the perfect height for him to get a good angle and rhythm. Her tail for once was limp off to the side, her wings spread following the lines of her arms. 
He continued to thrust into her, him able to tell that she enjoyed this submissive pose immensely. Jake wasn’t sure when, but at some point, she had connected to the world, her breathing in tune with it. He was quickly dragged into the sensation, feeling a profound oneness with it once more. 
She rocked her body back into his cock as he thrust, moaning as Jake groaned at the sensations of her pussy. It fluttered and convulsed, him grabbing onto her hips as he bottomed out inside her repeatedly.
Her moans echoed out into the world, her song a symphony being created. Echoes of the world came back, and Jake felt like he was part of something far greater than just making love to his mate. 
One hand roamed her firm ass and the muscles of her sexy back, until it arrived at the side of her neck.
She arched her back as she lifted her torso to be on all fours, allowing Jake to grab onto her the sides of her neck where they met her shoulders possessively. Her whole body shivered, her desires met by her loving mate. He could feel her love and desire over their bond, of her fantasy being fulfilled. 
His hips were nearly a blur, as he felt his orgasm coming close. He pushed his desire for her over their bond once more, the want to claim her and make her his forever. 
Feeling his peak nearing, Tanda’s pleasure reached her own, feeling his need and desire. “Oh Jake… I’m so close. I need you.”
Her pussy gripped his cock tightly, Tanda’s body shook as he pounded into her. His balls tightened as he came, releasing pulses of cum down her hot tunnel. 
Her pussy convulsed and milked his cock, and she gasped and moaned in pleasure as he continued moving his hips through her orgasm. He released a groan of his own satisfaction, and clarity returned to his senses, now that he wasn’t seeking his release. 
It really felt like his groan echoed a lot further than just the secluded pond. Checking their bond, he realized it was like their moans and grunts, and even their feelings for each other, were being played over the odd channel only the beastkin could listen to. 
It was a little weird. He knew few beastkin were as in tune with the song of the world as Tanda and would be listening or feeling their love making. What just happened was like going out to the middle of the forest and moaning into a loudspeaker. 
As he seemed to realize this, he thought he heard a quiet giggle, but he wasn’t sure. There were many pulses and beats and sounds on the odd radio station that was the song of the world, and Tanda seemed to miss it.
Tanda sighed, smiling in contentment. “Wow…that was wonderful.” She seemed to bask in the feeling of Jake filling her for a time, before he pulled out and laid down at her side. 
Pulling into each other’s embrace, they kissed once again, her body molding up to his. Her tail started to wag once more, as she seemed to recover from their lovemaking. Disconnecting from the world, Jake almost lamented the loss of it. He had felt very welcome, a part of the world for a brief time.
She smiled. “Maybe someday you’ll be able to find harmony with the song of the world on your own.”
Eventually, Jake’s erect cock made itself known against her stomach. 
Tanda patted it with her furry paw, smiling. “Oh, I guess we’re not done yet, huh? Maybe we should head back to our Refuge first, though. As much as I love nature, I always prefer to sleep in my nest.”
Jake nodded. “Feeling oneness with the world was special, but I think I’d rather be back in our bed, too.”
He gave them a quick clean once more with his spell, and she quickly put on a skirt and her tribal top, him putting on his boxers. He cast his Refuge Portal, them still within allied territory.
They passed through the living room, Jake somewhat surprised the girls weren’t all waiting for them. It appeared they were spending a bit more time with Tanda’s parents and family. Arriving in their nest, they continued their lovemaking–their honeymoon continuing.            




Chapter 30 - Mates Forever


Jake woke up with Tanda nearly on top of him. Ophelia was at his side, taking Tanda’s invitation to just sleep after their session was over. Tanda was ready to share at least part of her special evening, but Ophelia still wanted her own intimate time with Jake to be private. 
At some point yesterday, they had once again reached Summoner’s Bond: Love Level 5. Something about being intimate with one another connected them beyond their deep feelings, perhaps on some level those times connected them down to their very soul. 
This seemed even more so through the summoner’s bond, where all thoughts and feelings were laid bare.
As Tanda’s consciousness started to wake from its slumber, Jake’s thoughts and feelings stirring her, her tail started to move lazily. 
She began to stretch, enjoying the feelings of being with Jake, until the tail was nearly a blur as she woke. He hugged onto her tightly as she spoke.
“Mmm…such a wonderful date. Thanks for taking care of me, my mate.”
“It was really great. Once this war is won, I much look forward to spending a lot more time with you, without deadlines or things to worry about.”
“I don’t mind sharing my time with your mates, but I do think I will like having you to myself sometimes.”
“And I know I want my mate all to myself as well. In the end, you’re all mine.”
She shivered at his words, and kissed him. Jake caressed her fur and the curves of her womanly body, Tanda pressing herself tightly against him, enjoying his ministrations and the feelings of their lips on each other.  
Then, something shifted inside her. The flower within her bloomed, the metaphysical hearth lighting aflame. A tiny flame like that of a match, but her heart began to beat heavier, pulsing out auril in pleasant waves. The auril was pumped and focused into the vines, and a vortex of energy was drawn in. 
Like a bellows for a forge, mana and the various energies contained in the Refuge’s Hearth and the void were drawn in with every beat, to empower the flame and grow the vines and flower.
Mana was prominent and released into her body, and Tanda did what she could to feel and try to control this new energy brewing inside of her. She had played with Mana using [Energy Sharing] previously, but her control over it was weak. She had only reached [Mana Control] 1.
Jake did his best to guide her, but the two found that it was difficult. Her heart beat fast, and quickly disrupted her efforts to hold on to and manipulate it.
She willed her heart to beat slower, her song changing with her emotions. With that, he guided her in playing with the mana, and moving it into shapes. Still, she only had a few seconds between each beat, disrupting her actions with it.
She frowned. “Will I ever be able to use this? And more importantly, how will you be able to use auril? It feels like, if anything, it will be a detriment for you to have in your bodies.”
Jake chuckled. “You really want to help out, huh? There’s no way auril will be a detriment. As long as your auril stays in our core, I’m sure it’ll be fine. Having this life energy in our bodies will make our body stronger just from its presence alone, just like the beastkin. I will figure something out.”
Tanda blushed. “I just want to help you and Ophelia, too. We need all the strength we can get to save our brethren.”
She was still on top of Jake, but he hugged into her tightly as he scratched her ears and sent calming reassurance over their bond. He inspected it, finding her new hearth on the other side of it.
Just like his and the other girls, the hearth sat at the metaphysical doorway of her soul. It drew in various energies, though mana was certainly prominent. Her hearth was a lot closer to Fhesiah’s, in that it was not a core. 
It did not store much energy, but it would perhaps bring enough mana per second that she could cast decent spells in time. 
But sharing this doorway was Tanda’s Auril Heart. It had its own connection and not to Jake, which connected off to the Heart of the World, or was to the world itself in some other way. Every beat sent out echoes into the world’s spirit, like a radio channel that was only for beastkin or the world’s inhabitants.
Metaphysical vines had wrapped around her heart and a sort of flower bloomed, but Jake did see that some might be growing to follow along her bones somewhat. Perhaps more flowers would bloom, or mana could follow these tendrils in a much more reliable fashion.
For Fhesiah, not all cultivator things showed on status screens, and that included her hearth. But Tanda’s Auril Heart was shown, even if it hadn’t quantified the precise effect it had on her stats. Jake made sure nothing changed when she Tiered up. 

[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. This improves your stats further, your auril capacity higher.]  

Jake was happy that this persisted for her unique plant inside her.

[Hearthfire Ivy]
[When planted, the Hearthfire Ivy seed develops and becomes attuned to the organism it was planted in, becoming a part of them. Changing to become the same as the host through the echoes of one’s soul, it establishes a permanent symbiotic connection. Draws in energies from the void, burning them brightly for growth within the occupant. Shares excess energies with Auril Heart and with the host.]

Jake frowned. This sounded almost like it started out as its own entity, but cloned Tanda and bonded with her? Brigid gave her this thing, and it became a permanent part of her. As Jake prodded the hearth with his bond, she giggled. 
“That kinda tickles, Jake.”
Whatever this ivy ultimately was, it was now a part of his lover, permanently. Thinking of permanence…
Jake did his best to send his feelings, his affection, over to Tanda as he prodded the hearth connection. Tanda had not been with his family overly long, but she fit in with them well.
As she weaved effortlessly into the fabric of his family, her mere presence illuminated their lives with unbridled joy and boundless positivity.
Tanda, the fierce and loving ravenwolf girl, exuded a captivating charm that embraced everyone she encountered. In her, Jake found not only a partner but also a source of inspiration. Tanda's positivity and love for life and nature taught him to appreciate every moment and embrace the beauty in simplicity. 
With her, he felt a powerful attraction, and he couldn't help but envision a future where they would always be together, sharing life's joys and challenges side by side.
Smiling at his beautiful ravenwolf girl, he tried to put words to his feelings. “I love you, my mate. Join me again, forever this time?”
Tanda gave him a brilliant smile. “I thought it was already forever. Let’s do it! I love you too, my mate.” 
For Tanda, she saw with Jake a future filled with love and hope, a vision of a life where they could nurture a family and lead their clan to even greater heights. 
He embodied the qualities she valued in a mate; strength, loyalty, and a genuine desire to see their people flourish. Tanda envisioned generations to come, her lineage intertwined with the hero who had stolen her heart–from the very beginning.
She found love and harmony from his already powerful mates, and knew they would sing the song of prosperity, facing any challenge together. They would share and accomplish their dreams, sharing love and enjoyment for all time.
The hearth connection established, the two’s souls connecting forever. New energy entered Jake’s Hearth, the auril energy of the beastkin becoming present within his Core. 
Once again, like Blood and Berri’s holy light and holy dark mana, it was a fraction of a percent. Though, those two energies had increased slightly since their bond had hit level 2. With his core growing, he didn’t think he was far off from being able to do meaningful things with them. 
With his core at level 5 and their bond at level 5, he guessed he could cast a single peak holy light or holy dark spell. This would be extremely useful in combat, as the girl’s spells were highly effective. 
Jake did his best to move the auril, which was now stored within his core and replenished automatically, around. 
He had used it before with [Energy Sharing]. However, the energy had the same problem. After it left his Hearth, the pulses from Tanda’s heart would disrupt the mana he attempted to wield at the same time.
Jake tried moving the miniscule amount of auril in his body, and found that he had no problems doing so. However, with only a small percentage of his core comprising the vital energy, it wasn’t overly useful. 
Currently, he had a Technique that allowed him to use mana to empower his body in various ways. Auril empowered the body more than mana did, and the difference wasn’t insignificant. 
However, Jake’s Technique and enchantments on his armor, bridged that gap. To use auril by itself was almost a detriment in comparison.
Still, he would experiment with the energy. He had just earned the [Advanced Energy Manipulation] skill book. At some point, he may find a way to coordinate the two energies.
Fhesiah’s voice was heard over their bond, [This energy is quite interesting. It’s full of vitality or life energy, but somehow Tanda’s death manifestation carried over.]
Jake frowned. He couldn’t see this at all, moving the black auril of the ravenwolf through his body. It made him feel more healthy, more resilient. He didn’t see any death, only that of life and vitality, like all beastkin auril.
“What do you mean?”
[You have to try to manifest your spirit using the energy, I suppose this is beyond you for the time being. You’ll need to practice, but it’s not all that different from how a cultivator uses their Dao to impose their will on reality. Mastering Advanced Energy Manipulation might help, actually. Anyway, no matter what I do, my will is a deathly flame when I use this.]
Jake heard Berri’s giggle. [I see it! Wow, that’s really cool. I am death, hehe.] 
Blood groaned. [Of course, she can do it without issue—and it’s a baseball. I am jealous of how you can do that so easily, sister.]
[You just have to take a deep breath, then you, juguuuuun, ya know? Bazooom!]
Jake was surprised to feel Fhesiah’s shock over her bond, the girl once again showing an interesting talent. 
Ophelia chuckled as she woke up, and started to play with the energy as well. Filling her arm with it, she tightened her fist and punched out away from Jake, seemingly nodding at herself.
While it was now her auril, it was still somehow connected to Tanda like that she had practiced with using [Energy Sharing].
Jake communicated over the bond to his wives, “We’ll all need to read that advanced energy control book to do our best to take advantage of it. Let’s get ready to meet with Tanda’s parents? We’ll head down to the Heart of the World as planned.”




Chapter 31 - Heart of the World


With the HQ node placed, they now had a countdown timer for it to be setup within 48 hours. It was to Jake’s surprise that the Ravenwolf Tribe had in fact built up a fair amount of Contribution Points, and so he did not need to spend many of his own getting it setup. In five days, the portal linking the three locations would be ready. 
Apparently, Valtor was already harassing Timone, micromanaging the Ravenwolf Tribe. There were dozens of preparations for the new HQ with portal to be constructed without a hitch, but defense was an important component. In theory, Tartarus could try to stop the HQ’s creation.
The five days would be just in time for the World Tree Seed to arrive. Thousands of the previous Gaia’s servants would flood to Harmony Peaks, taking over the defense. 
Alliance Nodes were being taken across the world of Highlands, and Vesuvius’ people were back on their trek to hunt for reptilian allies and head off the betrayers. They used a combination of blimps and underground runners, doing their best to search far and wide. However, Jake had them mostly heading East. 
Morwen’s people and Warrior’s Brotherhood were heading to the West coast, and soon the Ravenwolf Tribe would be doing the same. It was time to win back their territory, and push Tartarus back.
But first, it was time for them to go meet the Heart of the World, and see if there was something they could do for it. They went along with Aisling and Dahlia as their guides, Timone and the rest opting to stay above ground for now, to work with Valtor and lead the Clans in their efforts for now.
As they wandered inside, Jake could feel the thick auril being drawn into the cave. Harmony Peak’s vitality was high because this cave was drawing in auril from what was likely the entire Northern Hemisphere, somehow.
Jake was riding on Bloodberri’s battlements, which she extended for Dahlia to ride; her sitting across from Jake. Fhesiah, Ophelia, and Aisling flew slightly ahead of them, talking.
“So, there was a scavenger hunt going on, and I found one of the targets out on a balcony. I decided it would be devilish of me to lure Jake for a bit of fun out there.”
Aisling snorted. “No way! That sounds like this one time, where I tricked Timone into thinking the kids had class. We were right behind nothing more than a curtain, when–”
Tanda sighed. “I don’t want to hear about that, Aisling!”
Aisling shrugged. “I knew we wouldn’t get caught, but Timone didn’t. It was extra exciting! You didn’t even know!”
Tanda frowned. “But now I do! I don’t want to hear about you getting it on just feet away from us!”
Aisling frowned. “Why not? That was how your clan-sister Tindra was made. It was a special day, in more ways than one!”
Tanda groaned and Fhesiah chuckled, and Jake knew she was getting all sorts of ideas from this conversation. 
Considering at Tier 2 her illusions would be completely out of control, he wasn’t sure how to feel about this. 
She looked back and gave him a wide smile. “You have a lot to look forward to, Jake. We’re going to have so much fun, you have no idea!”
Berri was talking to Dahlia, and once again the conversation was not all that favorable. 
“Wow, you’ve had 18 children? That’s wonderful. I want at least that many. That way, my children can play offense and defense in baseball! Do you play games with your kids?”
Dahlia nodded with a fond smile. “It’s been a while. We used to play lots of games together, when Tanda here was still growing up, and her older brothers and sisters. We also like to sing and dance, but plenty grow wanting to become warriors and start or join their own Clan.”
Berri and Blood went on about their training of their baseball teams, and how even the adults were joining along in the fun, and taking advantage of the training.
Tanda eventually landed in Jake’s lap with a groan. “Aisling keeps teasing me. How do you put up with it, Mom?”
Dahlia chuckled, as she looked on at Tanda fondly. “You just can’t let her get under your skin. She’ll move on to other targets if you aren’t as fun to tease. Either that, or just play along with her. Aisling is fun to be around. What about you, son-in-law? You look a little green at all this talk of children.”
“The number is just a bit daunting. I think most humans would gawk at twenty kids per mate? I think I’d have trouble remembering their names at that point.”
Dahlia smiled at him. “You don’t need to worry about the trouble of all the children, your mates will help with all of that. Beastkin men just get all the fun parts, and focus on protecting and providing for the family. For us, the names come easily as we hear their song. Of course, there’ll be enough mates to help with even that for you, too. Then, once you have some older children, they help the family and clan too. Family is not a burden, it is a tremendous gift.”
Tanda was now leaning heavily into Jake, and if wolves could purr, he just knew she would be. He was scratching her ears, and the frustration just drained out of her.
Jake replied, “I get that, but it’s just hard for me to imagine. Human families are hardly ever over ten within their immediate family, and my generation has had most families shrink to one or two as being the majority. Anyway, I do know these two especially are going to be wonderful mothers.”
Ophelia floated nearby and added, “Valkyries are not incredibly fertile. It may be many years between children for me, when we start trying.”
Fhesiah laughed. “Don’t count on that! I’ll make sure you can have as many children as you want, and so will Jake!”
Ophelia started fidgeting with a blush. “I-I always dreamed of having twins. It’s extremely rare for valkyries, but they would be especially strong fighting together, and can watch out for each other.”
Blood added, “Of course, Berri and I would love to have some twins, or triplets. I love having my twin sister, we wouldn’t have made it through our life’s challenges alone.”
“Yeah! Twins are the best! Can you help with those too, Fhesiah?”
Fhesiah tapped her lips. “It’s tough, but it is possible. We may end up with some triplets and quadruplets as a result.”
Jake groaned as his worries just doubled, tripled, and possibly quadrupled, but Tanda wiggled in her seat to distract him, causing him to return to pamper her further with more scratches.
At some point during their travel underground, Tanda fell asleep, her head on Jake’s shoulder.
Dahlia smiled at Jake. “She’s been working hard, hasn’t she? I see that you will take good care of my daughter. I’ve never seen her happier.”
“She’s taking care of us as much as we take care of her. She’s eager to help and improve, and great to be around. Tanda is driven, thoughtful, and selfless, and we’re happy to have her in our family.”
“Tanda has always worked hard for the balance, both for the world and for the beastkin. She must really believe in you, for her to be the one who approached to join your family. I’m amazed the girl was able to wait for her father and us, or that you could? The way Aisling described you, I thought she would already be with child by the time she arrived. I’m a little disappointed we don’t have another grandchild on the way already.”
Jake chuckled, a little embarrassed at the topic. “I could tell how important it was to her, and–”
Fhesiah interjected, tapping Jake’s cheek suddenly, “And we keep our dear husband quite drained. It’s not that he lacks desire, it’s that we sometimes go a little overboard.”
Ophelia added, “And we train quite hard. It’s amazing he has anything left, really.”
Berri giggled. “He’s so cute when he falls asleep. I like to wrap him up.”
They finally arrived at their destination, interrupting the conversation: a massive cavern. Jake knew by the size of the stalactites and stalagmites that this cavern would normally be millions of years old if it was on Earth. 
At the rear of the cavern, in the center, was a rainbow-hued plant about the size of a large two-story house. 
However, even from the entryway, Jake could feel the taint wafting off of it despite the auril being extremely thick in the room. Dahlia looked pained, and Tanda woke up.
They arrived near the plant, and Jake saw streaks of black throughout the multicolored leaves and stems. It brightened the cavern, its bioluminescence creating a prismatic glow.
Dahlia said, “This is just one stem of many throughout the world, but could be seen as the main one. The stems draw in auril through the air, the mountains and ground, and the rivers to bring the energies of the world to the core.”    
Berri looked at the plant with interest for a moment, as it was pretty with its prismatic colors, but her interest quickly waned. “So…now what?”
Jake chuckled. “I guess now we try to heal it. We had devised that powerful group runic heal. It was too much for healing an individual, but perhaps this plant is a great target with our [Purifying Flames].”
The five minus Tanda all floated their runes into their group-casting, Fhesiah having just enough mana to cast this spell. The Tier 2 spell coalesced, all pushing their [Purifying Flames] into the construct.
[Group Runic Magic: Fairy Lights] was completed, and wisps floated through the air, having flames lit in them. The streaks of black throughout the plant were burned gently, and the plant’s prismatic lights brightened as it was healed. 
The plant stirred as the taint was burned away. However, taint was being restored from deep within, almost as rapidly as it was being removed. 
Jake and his girls kept pushing mana into the construct, focusing on the purification. More wisps spawned as they pushed into the plant, and Jake even pushed the wisps down into the roots where the plant went underground.
This spell would cause wisps to float toward nearby allies based on the significance of their wounds. Then, it would heal them in a small radius, but with dozens of the wisps in the air, a massive group of people could be healed significantly.
Eventually, the party all ran out of mana. The mana within the room was thick, so Jake didn’t think it would be all that long before they could cast it again, even without drinking mana water. But were they really making any progress?
Dahlia, Tanda, and Aisling sat together, all breathing with their eyes closed, connecting to the world. Jake moved closer to their circle, and the rest of the girls crowded around. 
Dahlia said, “Cernunnos’ daughter greets us, and thanks us for our help. Unfortunately, our efforts aren’t really enough to cleanse the world. Less than one percent of the remaining taint was removed. However, she can see that we can make a significant impact, given enough time and with enough preparations. Continue for a few more hours today. Then make preparations for a best-effort, and in fourty-eight hours she will work hard with us.”
Jake frowned, trying to think of what he could do to put out more healing per hour than they already did. Only Tanda was really missing from putting forth her efforts. Perhaps with some more time, he could devise a better spell?  
Dahlia frowned. “Then she said something about Oran, and preparing to call Cernunnos. She will send more taint to the stem, for us to clear more in preparation of our future efforts. Rest, and she will begin shortly.”
They all began to drink mana water, preparing for expending their mana once more. Jake looked around the room with his [Arcane Eye]. He could see that this location was where leylines met, a sort of nexus for magical energy. 
Then, the auril was extremely dense. Perhaps, if he had a way to pull into this or harness it for himself…
Jake summoned Oran, his song joining Dahlia, Tanda, and Aisling’s. Dahlia looked at it with a smile. “That’s Oran, then? He very much feels like Cernunnos himself. His song feels like a heroic beast I’ve met, so perhaps an offspring. I may have met this one’s parent.”
The taint then bubbled up through the roots, the taint in the room becoming even more palpable than before. The leaves quickly darkened, the prismatic lights given off disappearing. Jake quickly shifted to the [Runebound State: Saint] he had devised, embodying Berri.
He could tell that the stem would not last long unless they healed it, so he had each of the girls cycle their heals into the plant, trying to monitor for efficiency. From what he could tell, Ophelia’s [Sacrificial Flames: Renewal] was the most efficient, especially with his [Saint] state carrying over to her.
He allowed Tanda and Oran to push their auril into her to heal her body when using the sacrificial spell, and for her to pull on Jake’s mana with energy sharing to continually cast it. 
Berri, Fhesiah, and Blood all worked to make a simple [Group Runic Healing] spell, pushing their [Purifying Flames] into it when Ophelia couldn’t keep up with it. 
As far as Jake could tell, they were mostly keeping up with the taint. It seemed that Cernunnos’ daughter was sending enough for them to maintain or keep up with for now.
Jake retrieved his enchanting materials from his [Storage Bracelet]. He had often taken to carrying a good portion of them, since he would often work on enchanting things in Bloodberri’s carriage to be more efficient with his time. 
However, he wasn’t really sure what material would work best for his purposes. What he really wanted to make was a [Mana Font].
Much like how Cultivators couldn’t just force infinite amounts of Qi to become their own by just sitting in the densest of environments, mana users had similar restrictions. 
Their soul drew energies from the void at a mostly-fixed pace, and the higher density of mana in the environment hardly increased this beyond a certain point. It was slightly different for Jake because he had a core, and the [Mana Siphon] or [Energy Vortex] skill. 
This drew in even more, but there was still a limit–primarily, too much mana drawn in would harm Jake’s body and soul. Too much mana for him to handle would be a detriment, and the Framework mostly kept or protected them from taking in too much. 
It was only by drinking mana potions or drinking too much mana water that he could exceed this under normal circumstances. 
Higher Tier mages would have more powerful souls and able to have more mana, but the largest improvement would be stronger [Mana Control] skill. By taking control of dense mana within the environment, they could use less of their own mana to cast spells. 
Jake could do this too, but to a smaller degree. Mana in Tier 1 worlds simply wasn’t dense enough. Even if it was, Jake’s Tier 1 [Mana Control] skill wouldn’t be strong enough to draw in enough of it from his smaller zone of control, amounting to just a miniscule percentage of his total used.
The mana font would need to solve both of these problems. It would need to draw in mana from a larger area, and condense it into a smaller one for Jake to take control of. Doing this, he just might be able to improve his mana core, besides.
Of course, the girls were privy to Jake’s thoughts, and were mostly up to speed with his thinking. “What about you, Fhesiah? Could you build a formation in here to draw in more Auril, more mana? More energies?”  
She hummed, as she looked around, inspecting her area with her [Divine Sense]. Cultivators often had to learn about creating formations for drawing in Qi to aid in their cultivation. While it wasn’t her specialty, her knowledge was still beyond a genius in their current Tier.
She sighed. “I think 48 hours is really stretching it, but I think I can make it happen with Amara’s help–I will need scripts to gather the other energies besides Qi. I will focus on bringing energies into this room, and you can focus on condensing it. I think that should work well enough?”
Jake nodded. He wasn’t sure if he could make one that could solve both problems in such a short period. He wasn’t even sure it could be done within this Tier. 
In the game he played, [The Labyrinth], tools such as the mana font were only available near the end-game. What Tier that would be, he had no idea. If it was just condensing what was within the room already, he thought he could manage it.
He had several empty spell rods, and he worked with some quick experiments. This drew on mana quite a bit, but he thought he had something mostly working in just a few minutes, if he infused his own mana into it. 
Jake went back to focusing on aiding in the healing and restoring mana, the mana and auril users. As much as he wanted to experiment more, he’d be able to do ten times the work in his lab in the same amount of time. 
He did think about what materials he could use and what kind of layout he could create.
Meanwhile, Fhesiah did work on drawing the master formation that the various ones she would create in the surrounding area would connect to. This way, the drawing of energies would begin shortly. 
The heart of the world’s stem already did this to an extent, but her formation would amplify this greatly.
Just as the group were starting to get a bit sick, despite their conservative pacing, the taint reduced down to normal levels. The prismatic sheen on the plant returned, the taint back to the way it was before they started.
Dahlia smiled, as the group ended their connection. “That’s it for now. It looks like that was about 5% of what remains! That was a major effort. That was decades worth of healing in one go, she can’t thank you enough. This should give her enough leeway for two days from now, allowing her to bring the taint here. Rest, and prepare.”
Learning that it would only take twenty days at their pace was an extremely positive thing to Jake, and he could tell Tanda’s family felt the same way, their smiles beaming. They were filled with pride and excitement, that the taint could be removed from their world once and for all.
Jake said, “Our portal is anchored at Harmony Peaks, but we can still do activities at Life’s Haven or Cascadia. I have some enchanting to do.”
Tanda looked at Jake with upturned eyes. “Can I help?”
Jake chuckled, and bopped her on the nose. “Cute or not, of course I wouldn’t mind you helping me. I just don’t think there’s much you can do in the way of assisting, at least not right now. I can teach you enchanting later, when there’s more time, if you like. But right now, we’re on a bit of a time limit.”         
Ophelia wrapped herself around Tanda in a side hug. “Why don’t you come with me? I could use your help in Cascadia, working on the wall. Now that you have a Hearth, you can practice some more using the spell rods with me, working on your [Mana Control]. They’ve been digging out rock, but our efforts help move them along faster.”
Tanda’s tail began to wag. “Okay! Let’s do it. I just…wanted to spend a little more time with Jake.”
Jake chuckled and tapped her chest. “We’re always together now, remember? When I need a break, I’ll call on you.”
Berri motioned for Jake to hop on her carriage. “Let’s go back. Tanda can’t wait to get Jake alone again!”
Tanda blushed. “W-We waited a long time, is all. For a beastkin, it was like an eternity! If there’s time, I’d like to.”
Jake could only smile and nod and send some desire for his mate. Their honeymoon-like period had just begun, and he’d be damned if he let the war entirely ruin it. Of course, he intended there to be a long vacation after they won.
Aisling shook her head. “You know, if our clan-daughter didn’t look so happy now, I might just think there was something wrong with clan-son that made her not so eager. If it were me with Timone having to wait so long, I would have gone along with the spirit of the tradition, rather than the letter of it.”
Fhesiah nodded, before she teased. “Too true. Brock sealed the deal on two girls to Jake’s one. It’s like he’s not even trying to find more mates. Are you going to let yourself get beaten by a subordinate, husband?”
Jake groaned as he hopped into the carriage, Dahlia joining with a smile as the others took flight. He had tried, but found that he couldn’t actually form his Refuge portal at this location. They would need to head closer to the Alliance Node, before he could make his portal.
They would head to the exit, and then Jake’s family would rest and prepare for healing the world, creating their Mana Font. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jake now stood back in the heart of the world’s cavern, with a little time before the forty-eight hours was up. The large cavern was nearly covered in Fhesiah’s formations and Amara’s scripts, and the energy in the room was even denser than within their Refuge. 
Yet, Jake knew, some energies had actually pooled in the gathering locations, and were waiting to be sent in once he activated his crafted [Mana Font]. This room would ultimately have even more energies within than should be withstood by their own Tier.
He would do that shortly, so it could begin condensing the energy even further for usage.
Ophelia, Tanda, and Blood had worked hard with Valtor, Timone, and Nadessa over the last 48 hours, organizing the many people that would move with the Mass Migrators. 
Many of the Clans who took in Fauns, or Satyrs who started their own Clans were interested, along with those that wanted to protect the Heart of the World.
Berri had long-since helped make sure all children and families overwhelmed with too many children had a home. The HQ had expanded space for families repeatedly, and the amount of food provided through the kitchens to ensure the thousands of people had proper nourishment was staggering.
Being that Harmony Peaks might be a target of reprisal, the families with many children should stay at Cascadia or Life’s Haven. 
Currently, Life’s Haven was the safest location with the powerful defense tower overlooking it, and Jake pushed for as many moving into this large ghost city as possible.     
They heard some good news from Vesuvius that his underground scouts had encountered not just one Tribe of reptile beastkin, but two. Using their blimps, they already began extracting them to rejoin their brethren, and would be moving and congregating at Life’s Haven.
Morwen’s people already visited the swamp and desert, and let Jake know that they would not need necklaces at these locations. 
The auril at both was like a negative reflection of life, and actually empowered them. Building an HQ at either of those locations was desirable, though she had extreme hopes for the tundra now, specifically for her people’s home. 
She was nearly certain that their dream home would be there, in the deep north or deep south. For now, they had a war to fight, and her people had already closed several large Rifts as she liberated a few villages.
Tanda smiled at Jake from where she was standing, with her Father and clan-mothers. “The auril is truly dense here, I’ve never felt anything like it. I can feel my heart beating harder, consuming some of it. Shouldn’t you summon Oran now?”
He nodded, and summoned Oran. Pushing a staggering amount of Hearth flames into it, Oran manifested in motes of light like usual. Right away, Jake could see intelligence in his eyes. It gave a toothy grin, and sat near the center of the room.
Oran started growing vines of its own, reminding Jake of the fight of Life’s Haven. From what he could see, it was another wreath, but surrounding Oran in a circle. Jake was sure these preparations were going to aid in healing the Heart of the World in some way.
Jake then brought out his [Mana Font]. For now, the device kind of looked like an octagonal cage. 
He set it down at the center of the formation Fhesiah made, not overly far from Oran. The eight sides of the cage pointed to the eight cardinal directions. Each side of the cage had a sort of gate or hole which connected to Fhesiah’s formations, drawing in the energies through the room.
Each gate had Jake’s enchantments on them, seen as separate pieces. They would connect to the formation to draw the energy in, but also keep the energy within the cage. The energy flowing inside would power the device, and a sphere on a pedestal in the center within condensed the energy within.
There was enough room for Jake and his girls to sit inside closely, but unfortunately, he had to exclude Bloodberri. They were just too big, as even getting into the cage was a bit awkward for Jake. 
It had a floor and a ceiling to it which had more enchantments and the only way to get in was through the gates he made. 
He wanted to make it bigger, but his resources were just too limited. As it was now, Jake had to climb through the hole of the gate, and he didn’t have much clearance. If Fhesiah’s wings weren’t more flexible than they looked, she wouldn’t fit either. Bloodberri was simply too big.
Timone and his family gathered off to the side of the cage, and sat. They started to find harmony with the world, connecting their songs to it. This combined with Fhesiah’s efforts, drawing auril into the room faster.
Berri looked at the cage sadly. “I’m sorry, Milord. This is the first time being bigger wasn’t better!”
“It’s okay, Berri. There’s just a lot of you to love.”
Berri smiled, but Aisling laughed, as she narrowed her eyes on Bloodberri, looking between Jake and her. “How does that work, anyway?”
Fhesiah was quick to whisper in her ear, causing Aisling to giggle. “Oh! How convenient. For us, the men are the ones much bigger, the women usually not that much larger to where it matters much. The bigger women usually choose the bigger, stronger men, besides.”
Jake groaned as he now knew more than he really wanted to know, and Aisling now knew more about his situation than he wanted his sort of mother-in-law to.
“Alright, it’s just about time now. Let’s get inside this thing and get ready.”
He activated the device, the energy being drawn inside. A vortex of mostly mana, auril, and even Qi settled inside it. The energy became denser with each passing moment, and as Jake stepped inside, he felt the weight of the extra energy against his skin and pressing down on his body.
Fhesiah, Ophelia and Tanda got in as well, sitting around Jake.
Tanda was shocked. “W-wow, the auril is super-thick here! My heart and body is feasting right now.”
Fhesiah nodded. “If not for my hearth, this area would be extremely detrimental to my cultivation, but there’s plenty for me to make use of here.” She looked at Jake. “Oh, it looks like this is really advancing your core. I wouldn’t be surprised if you hit the fourth level shortly.”
Ophelia made a surprised sound. “Mine just did! I guess ours have a much lower capacity than his.”
After a few minutes, Jake received the notification that his core finally increased in level, his mana capacity increasing significantly. The speed in which he drew in energy increased even further, along with Ophelia’s.
Berri looked left out. “Maybe I can fit in there just a little bit? This room is pretty good I think, but it seems extra special in there? Maybe…just my tail?”
Jake gave Berri a sad look. “I’m sorry, I really wish I had enough materials for this thing. It was on such short notice, too. We’re lucky we had enough lying around at all. Maybe I can help grow your core from here with [Energy Sharing].”
He did his best to fill up her core, and found that it wasn’t overly challenging at all. With the pace Jake and Ophelia were bringing in this dense energy, she hit the fourth level quickly, too.
“Thanks, Jake! Now I don’t feel so left out. I’m sure I will be able to help plenty when it’s time for us to work.” 
Jake chuckled. “You’re helping in another way, anyway.” He felt her feelings over their bond, and tried to find resonance with her. He entered [Runebound: Saint], taking on the covenant of a powerful healer.
Not long after, the Heart of the World stem stirred. The plant grew and widened, becoming even more massive. Jake could feel the malevolence, a taint far greater than was felt before, getting closer rapidly from underground.
Oran, or Cernunnos taking over its body, spoke. “We’ll all be okay for a time, do not panic. Get ready to summon me in truth.” It gave a large, toothy smile as it looked at Tanda. “Let’s turn calamity into opportunity once more, child.”




Chapter 32 - Curse of the Death God


From the mouth of the prismatic stem spewed a large ball of vines. Celtic knots covered an intricate design, golden vines holding boundless vitality that exceeded that of even this dense room, and black vines of horrible death.  
Both the life and death were heavily tainted with malevolence, the untainted vines woven in a design that seemed to restrain the taint. 
From what Jake could tell, over the last thousand years, this was the progress that the beastkin had accomplished. The Death God, or dragon, had tainted a large portion, maybe almost the entire vine ball. But now, it appeared nearly two-thirds of it had been cleared, leaving a third of it tainted in a thick band around the center. 
Tanda drew in her Divine Energy, and shouted, “I call upon the God, Cernunnos! Together we’ll heal the Heart of the World, turning calamity into opportunity!”
Jake did his best to feel with his senses as she did this, a large torrent of Tanda’s Divine Energy shot into Oran–through Jake. Oran winked at Jake, before he shifted into the Satyr-like god Jake was familiar with.
The implications of this were staggering. Would Jake be able to sort-of summon any of the gods his wives were Champions of? However, he knew it could certainly be different. 
The circumstances were certainly skewed–Cernunnos was linked to the world they were present on, and Oran was linked to him as well as some sort of odd descendant of his beast avatar. 
Cernunnos spoke, “Be ready, friends. The taint holds its own will–the will of the Death Dragon. Do not shy away from your goddess’ flames, they shall not harm this wreath.”  
The room was filled with even more boundless vitality one moment, then the next inescapable death. The wreath raised in to the air as it grew further and filled with auril from Fhesiah’s formations in the room. 
Jake saw an almost spiraling effort of the two sets of vines within the wreath, of life and death–greenish gold and black. 
The vines formed a dizzying array of knots. The two spiraled into the center of the wreath, and eventually joined into the center, making a special pattern there. Overall, it became more of a disk of some kind.
The wreath-disk began to spin, and the spherical ball of vines with the taint began to spin in the opposite direction, until the disk crashed into the center of the malevolence.
The taint began to invade the wreath, and it was not slow. Whatever the original vine ball was created out of was a much more powerful material, and it quickly corrupted much of the wreath in mere seconds.
The taint reached the near center, and Jake thought a fair portion of the taint had left the vine ball at this point, at least a quarter. The wreath began to twist and writhe where the taint had taken over, like the taint was taking control of it. 
Jake and his girls all prepared their heals, thinking that if it took over the center of the wreath, it would be a bad thing. Ophelia even summoned her [Hearth of Hestia], readying it. But Cernunnos held up his hand in a stopping motion, signaling for them to wait. 
The center of the disk was somehow thicker or more powerfully protected, and the taint took longer to overcome that. More taint left the Heart of the World’s ball as the taint nearly arrived in the center, until it surpassed half of the original taint. That was when Cernunnos laughed. 
“Now, my friends! Target the center!”
Ophelia released her [Sacrificial Flames: Renewal] as she and Jake slammed their Hearths into it, and Berri used [Divine Intervention]. Tanda used her [Rampant Growth] on the plant, and Jake and Fhesiah worked out a healing spell using her consuming flame, adding her Dao, her will into it. 
They pushed all the mana or Auril they could into the spells, past the point they would normally collapse, while infusing their [Purifying Flames] into them. The dense mana in the air and within the [Mana Font] seemed to support the spells well beyond the normal point, and so these spells were heavily empowered.
When all the magic converged in the center, it was like a flame was ignited. A heavenly flame that was glimmering gold, and it began snaking up the wreath, consuming the evil taint. But the malevolence fought back, and some even began drifting into the air as a black haze from the large ball of vines and the wreath itself.
They continued their spells for a time, casting them repeatedly and enhancing the flame further, as the haze or smoke continued to rise.
It converged into a single area, where it became shaped like the evil dragon from the play. It was massive, nearly ten meters tall. Jake wasn’t sure what it was going to do, but it was clear it was up to no good.
Timone and his Auril Hero wives stood, their weapons ready. Jake saw that while Timone and Dahlia both used spears, his avian wives all used bows. Bloodberri took out their maul with a smile. 
Berri laughed, as she tapped the haft of the maul against her open hand repeatedly. “It all worked out! So nice of him to show up.”
The taint began snuffing out the consuming flames, them unable to keep up with the thick and powerful taint.
Cernunnos spoke, “Continue adding healing spells and flames to the construct. We must overcome this, if we are to find victory!”
The party within the cage continued adding heals into the construct, their mana continuously being restored, and taking control of the mana near the dense orb of energy above the pedestal. Fhesiah added her draconic flames of creation, creating an inviolable flame of life in the center.  
The flame at the center grew denser, and the wreath began to writhe, twist, and shrink, pulling the taint closer to the center to be burned by the purifying flames.
Each passing moment, the smoke dragon grew stronger, but Berri began to charge up her attacks. Light and dark runes on her body and maul became blinding, as she surged toward the dragon in a blur. 
Her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] slammed into the forming dragon, the explosion of holy light and dark large enough to actually blast into the wreath and vine sphere.
Timone howled, sounding the song of battle. He began to command the auril in the room, a pillar of black light surrounding him. A true peak auril hero, Timone’s mastery of the energy was prodigious. Jake felt the entire energy of the room shift, coming to his aid. 
His wives then accomplished the same with their shrieks and howls, their own colors establishing pillars around them, before a spark of gold appeared in Timone’s chest. 
Like Tanda, he was beginning [Cyclic Resonance]. He likely already had the ability to use this skill like his ancestor, and now it was only being aided or enhanced by the Framework.
Jake’s [Aura of Heavenly Flames] enveloped the heroes and his party, allowing his flames to influence their auril and aid in protection against the dragon. He quickly added Bolster and Haste to Timone and Dahlia, realizing that they might need the extra aid.
Ravens shot into the tainted dragon like arrows, tearing away and exploding into the dragon construct that was becoming even more powerful by the moment. 
This was in spite of arrows of white, black and red slamming into it and Berri hammering into it with her Maul, filled with blinding light and dark.
Tanda’s mother Dahlia blitzed into it, swinging her spear coated with dazzling golden light merged with Jake’s flames along with Timone. 
Bright wolves bit into the creature, the woman’s yellow auril filled with courage and skill cutting into it.
The dragon tried swiping at them, but they moved in a blur, empowered by the powerful auril in the room. Like a cunning pack of wolves, they attacked and retreated against the dragon, making its attacks useless. 
Timone’s mates all began a wordless song, humming and singing notes that Tanda joined. Their power all increased as auril continued to surge into the room, Jake’s [Mana Font] combined with Fhesiah’s powerful formations pulling even more as it was expended by the Auril Heroes.
Bloodberri was able to continue hitting the dragon with [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] every few seconds. Normally, it would take her nearly twenty seconds in between to build up the holy light and dark energy after using it, but Jake was sure she was down to under ten with this special environment. 
Ravens were created by Timone every second, dozens slamming into the dragon by the moment. They burned into the creature, eating into it like a fiery virus thanks to Jake’s heavenly Aura. 
Dahlia’s golden light of Lugh burned into the creature as well, chunks being torn off the dragon that needed to be reformed by the evil energies as her spear cut large swathes into the entity.
Like a candle being burned at both ends, the battle against the taint was slow, despite the fighting being furious. Fhesiah even alternated adding her draconic flames to the attack on the dragon, her powerful flames of her path consuming portions of the death dragon.
As they damaged the dragon, more smoke crept into it, the knotted formations on the sphere slowing down its escape.
Jake wasn’t sure how long this could keep up, but he did think the wreath-disk had grown in strength, and the taint present had been removed more than ten percent since they began.
They continued casting their purification spells in the center of the wreath, the golden spark becoming denser with every casting. Their purifying flames caused the flame to spread up the wreath and consume more malevolence, the flame becoming brighter and more powerful.
Like an ignited star, they kept adding more and more fuel to it, as well as the flaming core consuming the malevolence for more. 
The heroes and Bloodberri continued their fight for a time, as Jake, Fhesiah and Ophelia commanded the mana within the [Mana Font], and spent their own mana as their [Energy Vortex] and [Energy Hunger] skills inevitably brought it into them. 
Tanda had joined her mother and father with their [Cyclic Resonance], sending massive amounts of auril Timone’s way to join the attack. 
Jake was starting to feel sick after a while, despite using the external mana as much as he could. Not only that, but constantly using [Mana Control] was mentally taxing.
They kept up with the energies being drawn for the most part, but there was only so much their bodies could take being within this high-energy environment.
Still, this appeared to be a battle the death dragon was losing. The flame had grown stronger and was now consuming the malevolence much faster, growing even bigger by the moment. 
Some threshold was reached, and now the taint couldn’t merely snuff out the powerful flame that snaked up the wreath, even without Jake’s party healing and purifying it.
The speed in which the flames consumed the malevolence made victory look clear. 
Cernunnos laughed. “After all these years, the wicked will be punished. You harmed my people, Death God, causing them to suffer. But you did not weaken us, you have only made us stronger! My people have transformed and been reborn, just as this world shall. You should have left us in peace. Now, our conviction to unite and join the Great Battle is stronger than ever.”
The wreath-disk twisted in on itself, folding and becoming thicker. The sphere then unfurled from the opposite end. Like a lotus flower opening, petals spread out in a fan in front of the disk. The petals were not like that of a flower, and still made of the greenish-gold and blackish-gold vines. 
Jake and his party were thoroughly shocked by this maneuver, as within the sphere, there was a woman revealed.
The woman was larger than Bloodberri, but her frame thinner. She floated in the air like a goddess, her long hair flowing and waving as if blown by a breeze. Her hair was green with streaks of black and gold flowing through it, and antlers on top of her head. The tops of the antlers twisted and merged into what looked like the tops of trees. 
Her skin was a pale green, with vines and leaves of gold and black covering her modesty. She had long legs, and her frame was like that of a model, similar to Tanda’s dancer-like frame. The woman’s face was like that of an elf with high cheekbones and narrow face, with long ears that looked like that of a deer.
One eye was gold and one eye black. Her eyes narrowed in concentration, as she waved her hand at the intricately woven lotus-like flower made of vines. It now began to close around the disk that had twisted into its own sphere, the flower capturing all the taint within.
Laughter of derision came from the dragon of smoke. “You brought the Heart here, and it is no longer protected! You think you’ve won, trapping all the taint? There is much more taint in this world.”
Pulses ran through the dragon and the malevolence inside the sphere like the beats of a heart, and evil taint began to drift to the dragon from all directions into the cave, presumably from all over the world. 
The taint within the room became even thicker than before, and Jake wondered if they were actually in a lot of trouble. The dragon had been early to mid-Tier 2 before, but its strength began to rise sharply as energy was drawn in.
Jake was starting to doubt even the entire armies of beastkin they gathered could win against it, but he noticed the resonance within Timone and the rest increasing further. Evil was rising, but the power to inflict justice was rising as well.
The woman, the Heart of the World, seemed to ignore what was happening with the dragon. The orb containing the golden flame and what remained of the malevolence writhed and twisted, the life and death within the sphere being enhanced by her, snuffing out and consuming the malevolence even more rapidly.
Jake was surprised at her power, guessing her well into Tier 2 or beyond, but he thought it was strange. 
If she was Tier 2, just how would the world be designated at the first Tier? Though, Jake supposed he may not understand what he was feeling properly. 
The massive amounts of energy for what would be the core of a world may just be on a completely different level. She had defended herself against the Tier 3 enemy's attack or curse for all this time. 
Cernunnos appeared to be aiding her in some way, motioning his hands to something that was happening within the sphere. The two reacted to each other, and Jake knew from Tanda’s senses that they were actually conversing over the song of the world–on a frequency he couldn’t hear.
Jake continued casting his heals in the center of the sphere, sensing this was the best way for him to assist for now. Tanda’s family fought hard, and Bloodberri continued attacking the growing creature. 
Timone’s ravens had actually turned a fiery gold color, and the streaks from his attacks had covered nearly the entire dragon. 
Still, it continued its attack almost unbothered by its golden affliction. Enough malevolence was pooled from the tainted beastkin and creatures of the world, and the dragon was empowered as it dangerously pulsed. 
It struck out at Bloodberri with a powerful swipe of its claw, which she blocked with a coiling of her tail. Despite that, it cut deeply into her through her powerful armor, her hissing in pain as she was knocked away.
Jake was going to heal her, but she waved him off. Surging forward using an unharmed portion of their tail, they hit it with [Maul of Hestia-Echidna], healing themselves significantly. She added [Between Heaven and Hell], the magics weakening the giant dragon slightly as it was covered in holy darkness, and bathed in holy light.
The dragon roared, and began drawing in even more malevolence in what appeared to be preparations for a breath attack. Jake knew that Fhesiah had no chance of absorbing this one, having no flame prepared to aid her in consuming it. It was beyond their Tier, and she would die if she tried.
Timone landed in between the dragon and the Heart of the World. His [Cyclic Resonance] had reached its peak, pillars of gold flowing over to him from his mates and Tanda. Suddenly, Jake heard Aisling cry out, and he felt her connect to the world and become an Auril Hero as well.
Aisling’s eyes lit ablaze in white, and she looked at Jake. “Jake, you’ll know what to do, follow your instincts. Find resonance with your mate. Protect the Heart of the World!”
Feeling the massive amounts of energies pool up in the room, Fhesiah and Ira both warned Jake that things were still not looking favorable to their side.
He shifted his resonance over to that of the Guardian with Ophelia, their goal to protect their allies and the Heart of the World from what was likely to be a devastating attack. Feeling her love and affection for him, he returned it in kind as they synced the beating of their hearts and their breaths. 
She cast her [Hearth of Hestia], an echo of it appearing near Jake, and they both combined them into her shield and floated them between the dragon and Timone.  
Fhesiah having expended her dragon’s flames long ago, began shifting over to her kitsune form, hoping to add her bloodline flames in the attack. Her shift happened rapidly, her building up foxfires from the powerful environment rapidly.
Blood layered her debuffs onto the dragon and attacked it from the side, her massive maul still unable to make the powerful creature more than shift slightly. She added her telekinesis into the blows, still unable to do significant damage to the creature above her Tier.
The dragon released its breath attack, and Jake and Ophelia both cast their [Sacrificial Flames: Barrier] in front of it. Empowered by Jake’s covenant, the two’s barriers were powerful. Jake continued to layer powerful barriers that approached the second Tier using the mana within the Font, and they quickly shattered even as he added more.
As their barrier’s shattered, Timone unleashed his powerful golden spear of light. It pierced deep through the flames, but the dragon’s breath attack continued, starting to gain ground on his attack and push it back. 
If nothing changed, the attack was going to overwhelm Timone, and likely the Heart of the World.
Jake and Ophelia’s desire to protect was matched by Tanda, Blood, Berri, and Ira, as well as the Auril Heroes. Jake and Ophelia’s souls found resonance with one another, and followed his gut to trigger [Fusion Summon]. 
His soul made a call-out into the void, calling across the multiverse for something to aid them. A guardian that resonated with Ophelia, that would protect the weak. One that was loyal and selfless, determined and strong. Even Ira did its best to help, enhancing Jake’s call with a roar.
A massive amount of energy was drawn from Jake and his wives and from within the mana font, and a portal was opened behind Timone. 
A golden net that Jake understood was the Framework layered itself over the creature as it emerged, and his Summoner’s Bond was attached to the creature as it did–the creature accepting being bound by his contract.
Then, the net appeared to shrink the large creature, making it weaker as it railed against the bindings of it. The golden net then disappeared, and Jake and his family were finally able to get a better look at it. 
Cernunnos laughed. “A Garuda? Luck is truly on our side! What abundance. Not bad at all, void child.” 
Jake had little time to think about what Cernunnos had called him, but did make note of it. He knew that Garuda was a demigod from Hindu mythology, and this creature seemed to be named after it. 
It was a large humanoid figure completely covered in white and green feathers, with four wings coming out of its back in an X shape. Its face was covered with two wings over it, and there were another two wings coming out of its feet to the sides. 
In one hand it held a shield of feathers, and in the other a long blade made of what looked like a wing. The creature was androgynous, not having many discernible features other than a vague humanoid shape made entirely of feathers. 
The creature was only a little taller than Bloodberri usually stood, but its lanky frame and long wing blade made its reach substantial.   
[Summon Information][Type: Monstrous Humanoid][Name: ???][Race: Garuda][Level: 57(25)]
Jake was shocked that this creature was of the 3rd Tier. Of course, it was reduced in level down to the limit of what was allowed on Highlands and to some extent Jake’s strength, but he could still feel the creature’s immense power. 
There was some form of divinity, or at least something extra within the summon that put it above anything Jake had met except for the Gods and Goddesses themselves. His special summons of the Heroic Beasts had a little something else too, but this was even different from that.
This creature was rippling with power despite being limited, and the draw on Jake’s energy supplies was drastic, as it seemed to be fulfilling or charging something the creature needed. He wasn’t sure how long he could continue, but Jake didn’t need to keep it summoned long–he could tell. 
The death god’s malevolent breath attack surpassed Timone’s golden spear, and Cernunnos pulled him out of the way with some fast-moving vines. The breath attack continued, toward the Heart of the World– The Garuda floating in between.
The Garuda acted on the threat, and swung its blade down in a chopping motion at the impending doom of the death dragon’s breath. A cyclone of holy wind exited the wing-blade, crashing into the dragon’s attack.
The cyclone fought back against the malevolent energy, pushing it back. Despite the attack not being completed, the Garuda swung again, another powerful cyclone exiting its blade. It crashed into the breath attack, breaking it up and pushing it back further.
The dragon drew in taint from across the world, its breath attack continuing. It almost looked like the two cyclone attacks would eventually be pushed back, but it would be close.
Jake felt like the Garuda’s energy was already almost expended, but it swung one more time, sending a final cyclone at the death dragon itself. The Summon then dispersed into motes of light, entering the void in a place within Jake’s Hearth.
He had expended a significant amount of energy just summoning the creature from the void, so it made sense to him that not overly much was available to keep it fighting. It had instinctually done as much as it could with the energy and time it had available, it appeared. 
It did not seem to have the intelligence of speech, but would at least understand Jake’s desires like Ira.
The three cyclones crushed what remained of the breath attack and crashed into the death dragon, the turbulent winds cutting into the creature like blades. The cyclonic winds shredded large chunks of malevolence off it and shoved it back, the divine winds punishing their evil enemy until they dissipated.
The golden affliction worked itself deeper into the dragon, and Bloodberri used [Maul of Hestia-Echidna] once more. Fhesiah’s ruinous kitsune flames slammed into the monster as well, the Auril Heroes adding their attacks in without stopping.
The integrity of the dragon was deteriorating rapidly, unable to keep drawing further energy from the world fast enough to keep its form and restore itself.
The dragon was furious. “What was that creature? Impossible! I will have my revenge and accomplish my Task, you will not stop me!”
The death dragon shrunk and became more like a wraith than a dragon, and approached the Heart of the World. Jake was about to raise a barrier, but Cernunnos held his hand up to Jake as he addressed the dragon.
Cernunnos laughed. “You have already lost, this world was ours from the beginning. Now, it’s time for what’s left of you to become fertilizer for our growth. Your soul will be punished for all time.”
The sphere holding the knotted vines and a large amount of malevolence moved in between the wraith at a gesture from both the Heart and Cernunnos. As the wraith came close, the flower opened its lotus-like black and gold petals once more, revealing a brilliant golden light.
The small flame that was created was now burning brightly like that of a star, held in place by a spiraling stamen. The odd flower was pushed at the wraith, which seemingly tried to escape, but the petals then closed around its prey as it screamed in agony. 
The sphere then shrunk and shimmered with life and death, the green and black vines lighting up with a gesture from the Heart of the World. The sphere twisted and contorted as it shrunk, the malevolence fighting and trying to escape.
Cernunnos laughed, giving his signature wide smile. “What abundance! Luck was on our side once more. They thought they set us back a thousand years, but they saved us many more. Conflict drives progress, the world, and our people are much stronger for it! They have suffered, true. But if they were weak forever, their suffering would be endless.”
The sphere continued to shrink, until it became the size of a seed to the giant woman. It floated in front of her before opening once more, as if showing it to Jake’s party. 
Fhesiah had long since been looking at it with rapt attention with her [Divine Sense], but now she was in a trance. The seed closed before entering inside the woman, passing through and ending up in her chest. 
She smiled a sad smile, looking at Timone.
The woman’s voice was serene, and full of regret. She had a gentle cadence, her eyes sparkling with wisdom. “Thank you. Thank you for all your people, your Tribe, has done to aid me over the years. I know you are ready for the next stage, but please wait until this world has completed its Trial. You can then make your Choice. No matter what you choose, you and your people have certainly earned the right to make it.”
She then turned to Jake and his family. “And thank you, Champion Jake and Hart family. Mother and the Goddess of the Hearth truly sent the saviors my people needed. There are still many challenges ahead, and now that I am healed, the world must change once more. The areas of death had long-since been repressed, in order to heal the taint. Land will rise from the ocean, deserts, and swamps will spread, and the world will grow back to its former glory. I must rest soon, and allow my new core to grow. Is there anything you ask of me?”
Jake thought on what he knew about what she was capable of doing. He did his best to create a managram of the continent they were on, and drew lines of mountains running north, south, east, and west from Cascadia.
“Is it possible to make a clear path? A…highway through the valleys would allow us to traverse the continent quicker, I guess? It’d also be good if you could connect the undergrounds, allowing Vesuvius’ people to have an easier path to recruiting his brethren.”
She nodded. “I can, but I’m sure you’re aware that just as it might speed up your armies and our people, it can also aid our enemy. I will do my best to curtail this where I can, but I am limited in how much I can interfere here. Be prepared.”
Jake nodded. He knew that part of the reason the conquest had taken as long as it did was that the plateaus were a natural defense, and slowed the enemy significantly. At the same time, it made it more difficult for Adventurers to traverse and travel, keeping them from spreading their Nodes for recruitment.
By opening up the geography somewhat, it was both a vital resource but a weakness as well. His people would need to keep all of this in mind.
Cernunnos interrupted, “I have little time left, and I must say farewell soon, daughter. It pains me that I brought calamity here to you. With no other choice, I–”
The Heart of the World smiled. “Didn’t you already say it to that jerk dragon? Conflict drives progress? Without your choice, I was destined to be a greenhouse flower, never knowing true struggle. The wicked must be punished, and I appreciate that I was able to learn this without paying the ultimate price. You fought fiercely, and were victorious in the end. I am proud to call you father.”
“And I’m proud to call you daughter. Fare–”
The Heart of the World gave a mischievous smile. “Make sure you tell Mother: Thank you, for bringing such a dashing savior to me. We’ll talk when I awaken from my growth.”
Cernunnos took on a look of surprise, before reverting to Oran and disappearing in motes of light.
She flew up toward the prismatic stem which had released her in the beginning, and it opened for her to enter before turning to look back at Jake, the same mischievous smile on her face. 
“I must bid you farewell. Do get stronger, Hero. You were dashing when you promised in front of thousands to protect me for all time, and I think it was a little cheeky making love to your mate loud enough that I could hear it. The love you have for each other was beautiful enough that I would like to be a part of it, but at this time, you’re not strong enough to bind me and make me yours. I am patient, but I’ve waited a long time for a mate.” 
Jake couldn’t help but feel a bit embarrassed at her tease. He supposed what he did with Tanda was like banging his girlfriend loudly against a roommate’s wall, although not knowing they were there.
Giving Jake a flirty smile, she continued, “Don’t make me wait too much longer? I do think we’ll be able to find harmony, like you and your lovely ravenwolf and the rest of your fun and exceptional family. All of your songs are being sung, all over Highlands–and they are beautiful.”
Before he could answer, she flew inside the stem and disappeared as it wrapped around her. Jake placed the [Mana Font] in his storage bracelet, the four of them now able to stand.
Fhesiah was excited. “I like this one! Blood, you were totally right. Quality over quantity.”
Blood hummed in thought, and Berri nodded. “She’s big. I approve! Jake, you forgot to ask for the castle! She was supposed to make our house.”
Tanda cheered, her tail nearly buzzing with how fast it moved. “Wow, the Heart of the World will join our Clan? That’s great!”
Ophelia had a proud smile, as she hugged Jake from the side. “She likes heroes too! I’ll always treasure Jake’s blazing entrance, as he rescued Cascadia by calling on Hestia. She’s like the princess that must be rescued from the villain’s castle, too. Let’s do it!”
Aisling fluttered over. “But how’s that going to work, anyway? Won’t that be like a toothpick in a cave situation?”  
Jake groaned, as Fhesiah chuckled. He was sure he’d be hearing more about this later. But Berri seemed to be reminded of something, forgetting it with all the excitement of the battle. She became depressed, and grabbed Ophelia’s shoulders, giving her a cute pout. 
“Y-You promised! I was supposed to have the first baby!”
“W-What?” Ophelia sighed. “It’s not a baby at all, and I didn’t have it. T-The Garuda is probably a thousand years old. Right, Jake?”
Jake frowned. The information sheet was different from his other summons. “Y-Yeah. Sure.”
Berri narrowed her eyes at Jake’s lackluster reply. “He doesn’t seem so sure!” She gave out a whiny groan, as she let go of Ophelia and approached Jake. “J-Jake, you promised. We need to make a baby right away! We need to be more in sync, right? Let’s, um…” 
She seemed to be searching for a good place to drag him and remove his clothes, but the cavern was practically in ruins from the climactic battle.
Jake wanted to cut off that line of thought, “It’s not a baby–that I’m sure of. It was summoned from wherever it was. I just didn’t know how old it was. It certainly felt old.” He looked to Fhesiah. “Back me up here?”
Fhesiah smile grew wide. “Hmm, I wonder? As much as I’d like to see Berri’s cute expression as she gets mad and Jake tries to placate her, Ophelia is right. That creature was much older than even me. Jake and Ophelia’s love and resonance might have summoned it, but it did not birth it.”
Blood rolled her eyes. “I told her that, but she just wouldn’t listen. It’s close enough, she says.”
Aisling giggled. “You guys are just so cute. Clan-daughter, you’ve joined such a fun Clan!”
Despite having released Cyclic Resonance, Timone looked mostly healthy. He smiled at Jake and Tanda. 
“That was a hard fought victory. My Tribe has been responsible for healing and protecting the world for a thousand years, and thanks to your efforts, that burden is finally over. Now, there is only one more enemy to defeat to reclaim our world.”
Dahlia smiled. “We will protect and reclaim the North, before heading where you call us on the attack. Thank you for your aid, we are all proud to call you clan-son. You may have a clan of your own, but you will always be a part of ours.”
Timone nodded. “That’s right, clan-son. Know that you are always welcome here, as well as your mates.”
Timone and his mates all looked at Jake’s family with a welcoming smile, despite how tired they were. Jake was a little overwhelmed at being welcomed by Timone and his mates, him being filled with happiness and pride. 
He didn’t have a family his whole life, but now he had an extended one, through his wife even.
“Thank you, clan-father. It means a lot to me.”
Aisling hugged Fhesiah and Tanda from the sides. “Yeah! Now let’s bond some more over some drinks and food with a party! Tanda said Jake was the best cook, I can’t wait to try some.”
Dahlia hummed. “There are two I must challenge. Ophelia’s spear, and Jake’s cooking.”
Jake and Ophelia chuckled in sync. “You’re on!”
Berri was envious of her sister-wife. “J-Jake, when are we going to be in sync like that. I want to make a baby, too!”
Timone gave Jake a recriminating look. “What’s the matter, clan-son? Your mate desires a child, why aren’t you doing your duty?” He looked Jake up and down. “There isn’t something wrong with you, is there?”
Jake groaned in embarrassment, his new clan-father somehow thinking he was impotent. 
Fhesiah and Ophelia laughed, as his girls all joined Tanda’s clan-mothers in conversation. The beastkin had certain expectations, but they would be tempered as they understood and respected Jake’s culture or desires as well, he was sure.
Still, Jake was relieved. They had won against a vicious enemy, breaking the curse of the Death God for the beastkin.             




Chapter 33 - Highlands Transformation


Storms raged across highlands, as the world changed forever. Tectonic activity led to massive waves in the oceans as the world grew, the main continent rising higher above the turbulent waters. 
With each beat of the world’s heart, the world danced to the conductor’s song. Pulses of auril energy traveled through rock, through water, and through air changing the world. 
The Heart of the World did her best to make her changes to her body with the least impact to her inhabitants, but it was impossible to do something on such a grand scale gently. Hundreds of years of progress were made each day, each beat of the heart restoring her towards her former glory.
Volcanoes above and beneath the water erupted. Hurricanes raged above the ocean, and turbulent winds formed tornados. 
New continents and islands formed rising above the water. The earth of Highlands rose, and the mountainous plateaus rose even further in an attempt to protect its beastkin inhabitants.
Massive deserts spanning hundreds of miles were created, salt flats void of all life appeared, and underwater reefs establishing deadly formations of turbulent water drawing the living to their doom developed. 
Life was enhanced, but as was required, death flourished. Life and death became more, to continue the cycle of rebirth. Life with struggle and conflict lead to evolution, experiences leading to being reborn, either through parentage or the wheel of reincarnation.
The beastkin of Highlands suffered difficult weather, but even Tartarus had to halt its machinations while the storms raged. Families huddled together, protecting each other and weathering out the storm.
A wise man’s voice echoed in the void. “Ai, the world prospers defeating the ancient curse, but evil still lurks. A storm brews, and even this one cannot read the raging currents. On one side, opportunity and luck, on the other, calamity and doom. This world is more valuable than we thought. Both for us, and our great enemy. Brother Guan, we must find a way to tip the scales.”
Apparitions of three men and a Qilin floated over the world of Highlands, overlooking the changes. Two of the men were warriors, and the other that of a scholar with a feathered fan.
Guan Yu nodded. “Life and death, balance and harmony. A people’s life and will becomes one, and through conflict their resolve and weakness tested and eliminated. If evil and death conquers the life, it will release a formidable power. But if good and life conquers evil, it will be reborn, stronger than ever.” 
Zhang Fei, the man in the red martial armor, laughed. “Just let me send my avatar, and I’ll cleave the enemy in two!”
Guan Yu shook his head. “You can’t be everywhere at once, brother. If we make our move, so, too, will the enemy. They would pay a hefty Price to overwhelm you and claim their prize.” 
Zhuge Liang chuckled. “Our enemies lie in wait, hoping we’ll overextend ourselves. Swift battles with skill lead to swift victories, but patience to seize the moment avoids calamity.” 
Guan Yu looked at the happenings in the world, and his gaze moved to that of the rest of the Sector. They had their victories, and they had failures. The struggle continued, with trillions of souls in the balance.
The three brothers had fought long and hard, suffered from enemies and allies alike. It was only thanks to their meeting of Skanda, the Hindu deity, and the Bodhisattvas, a sort of Buddhist demigod, that they found valuable allies they could count on. 
Skanda joined Hestia’s Pantheon and, after Guan Yu had found success in this Sector, relieved him of his duty to attempt to claim it for his own. 
While any of the gods could attempt to claim the Sector for themselves, their gain in power would be marginal when compared to a new ally rising up.  
The Bodhisattvas refused joining Hestia’s Pantheon, and instead remained as friendly or allied figures. They instead chose to remain neutral, focused on their compassion and protection, alleviating the suffering of all beings.
Looking over to Earth, his former home, Guan Yu smiled. Only a little longer, and he’d be able to visit, all thanks to the void child. Its Trial would soon be completed, and Earth’s true initiation into the Framework would begin. 
A Tier 0 world was not worth a lot, but it would be to him. The Framework should raise it to Tier 1 as a result of the Trial’s success, infusing the world with Mana. 
He still venerated his first Lord, only joining the Great War at his behest. Guan Yu would visit his grave, his shrine.
Guan Yu made his decision, firming his resolve. “Hestia believes in her Champion, and so does Odin. We must trust in his family’s ability to achieve victory. Now, and when it matters the most. Let us prepare. We shall accept being their mentors.”
Brother Zhuge chuckled, fanning himself with a mischievous smile. “But you haven’t met them yet, have you? So faithful and trusting of the words of those you hold high. Which will you take? The void child and the dragon can benefit much from me. The blimps, pills, and other advancements have been quite impressive, the spirit of innovation among them–”
Brother Zhang interrupted, “I’ll take Echidna’s girls! They’re the biggest, and they’ll be the strongest and most vicious. I’ll make sure of it!”
Guan Yu nodded. “That leaves the Valkyrie and the Ravenwolf for me. We shall meet them soon, but training cannot truly begin until they complete the world’s Contest. We’ll have to push hard, so we can give them the attention required.”
Brother Zhuge let out a breath as he looked to the sky. “Even Heimdall cannot read these stars. Still, are you going to take on the Valkyrie as your first Champion? If she were to fall…”
Brother Zhang chuckled. “Without risk, there can’t be great reward! Their family will draw in many threats, but they will just have to crush them to ascend. Things may be different, but in the end, they are the same.”
Guan Yu shook his head. “Even we barely pulled out a victory when teaming up with other Champions. When five Champions are together, the difficulty can be insurmountable. Don't underestimate it.” 
He looked to Brother Zhuge. “She is young, but her loyalty and devotion are strong enough that I can feel it, even from here and so limited. She lacks Valor like me, but there are other means.”
He took out an ancient vessel. An almost metallic urn-like container, it was filled with mysterious scripts and designs. Asura statues and symbols of both Buddhist and Hindu origins graced the odd item, their visages vengeful.
Brother Zhuge chuckled, as he fanned himself in satisfaction. “One might say it is wasted on someone of her Tier, but she will play an important role if she accepts. After this world rises in Tier, it will be an important factor in the [War Trial]. When the winds of change blow, some build walls. You would build a windmill, Brother Guan. I approve.”
Guan Yu smiled, and asked his warrior brother, “What do you think, brother? Will the people of Highlands join the War Trial? It is not only up to their Planetary Ruler.”
Zhang Fei looked at Guan Yu like he was stupid, before shouting, “Of course! The beastkin are true warriors. If Cernunnos and Hestia hadn’t claimed them, I’d have sent all of mine. I predict they won’t only join: they’ll bet it all.”
Zhuge Liang chuckled fondly at his predictable brother. “Though enemies may predict the straight path, the noble soul embraces it as an honorable challenge, for in steadfastness lies true strength and virtue. But knowing evil preys on predictability, the wise veil their narrow path. We should walk with subtlety and prudence, shielding our noble intentions from malevolent eyes.”
Zhang Fei gave Zhuge Liang a blank stare. “Whatever. Brother Guan need only point to where I shall swing my glaive, and I will fight through the depths of hell, bathing my body and blade with their blood.”
The three watched the happenings on the world below, both in concern and excitement. They could not interfere, but they could plan ahead. The Alliance had struck a major blow, both in reclaiming the cities, but also defeating the deathly curse. 
Tartarus could scarcely imagine such a thing was even possible, a group of heroes of the first Tier aiding the world to clear its powerful curse. Brother Zhuge was more than impressed, and Guan Yu lauded their courage and bravery in the face of such a vicious foe. 
Their ways they could influence the war without tipping their hand to the enemy were small things. Influencing rewards, classes, and skills was one way they could guide their people to achieve what they wanted, by being what they needed to be.
Another was creating friendships. A small Tier 1 Guild would barely tip the scales, let alone show their true intentions. But allies forged in the heat of battle would end up like brothers, standing resolutely against the enemy and becoming true heroes. 
With the conflicts to come, the Alliance needed as many of those as it could get.
[image: image-placeholder]Tara raced through the mud on her triceratops friend Winnow, as she was chased by a dozen tainted. Arrows flew by her, as Winnow bobbed and weaved through the landscape. 
Rain and cold winds drenched her, only the summer heat keeping her from being chilled to the bone. 
Her village had accepted the Alliance Node nearly a week ago, taking on the warning of the Ravenwolf Tribe. A call to action was made, and many integrated into the Framework to join in the fight.
Several had immediately taken it upon themselves to rally the smaller clans in the surrounding area, including herself. That was when calamity struck.
When she returned from rallying a nearby smaller clan to join in defense and protection, her village was under attack. The reptile beastkin had teamed up with the undead, and were laying waste to her people. 
Many had died, their village burned down–their Node destroyed. Many of those unintegrated were being shackled like slaves, and those integrated were being slain.
She now rode to the nearest village to warn them, but a storm raged as the betrayers caught up to her. She knew a hurricane-level storm was striking the coast, the winds further inland still powerful. 
The earth shook beneath her, the ground all but parting beneath her feet as it quaked.
Tara was too far from safety now, and she thought it would take a miracle to save her. She had recently Awakened as a result of what the Node brought, but she knew she couldn’t stand against the betrayers, even with her trusty friend. 
Tara crested the ridge, and Winnow panicked and tripped before Tara could see what she did. Tara tumbled over the grass and into the mud, sliding alongside but further than her friend. She came to a stop a few dozen feet in front of dozens of figures, that she couldn’t make out.
She looked up after wiping the mud and rain out of her eyes, and she blanched–undead were standing in front of her, along with a reptile beastkin man. 
Her heart shuddered in fear as her mind reeled, but grew calm in just a moment. What was going on?
A gentle voice came from a veiled woman. “Oh my, are you alright, child? It is not good weather to be traveling. We had to take shelter ourselves.”
A large armored man on a horse made of bone floated in front of the veiled woman, drawing his wicked polearm. “Evil lurks–the enemy nears. Prepare your spells. None must escape.”
The many robed figures began chanting, and the horse galloped into the air, seemingly approaching Winnow. 
The turtle beastkin man approached Tara. She was already resigned to her fate: with Winnow hurt, there was no escape for her against the undead in front of her, let alone the tainted reptile beastkin chasing behind her.
Strangely, Winnow didn’t appear to be worried, her and Tara’s hearts beating calmly.
An amused smile was on the turtle beastkin man, that looked just a bit beyond middle aged. “I see you’re confused, but you do not need to fear us. You are safe now. Be at ease, for I am Grayson, Elder of Cascadia. Come, let our allies take care of the enemies.”
The man’s song washed over her, and tears came to her eyes. His song was gentle like a small brook, his words ringing true. 
She stood up and hurried behind the amused Elder, as she saw the bone horse pass over Winnow in an arc, leaving her alone.
The betrayers crested the ridge now, their bows at the ready. Shield users stood in front of the undead casters, blocking the arrows fired by the mounted archers. 
The undead casters then released their spell, dozens of icicles being shot at the reptile beastkin, and a wave of ice blasting out in a nova near the dinosaur’s legs.
The icicles struck the beastkin’s legs, and the ice spread and locked down them down to the ground. 
The riders dismounted or were flung from their mounts, and several tried to flee, seeing that they were outmatched. However, a second ring of casters finished a powerful magic.
Energy surged, and a barrier sprouted between them and their path back down the ridge. Their only choice was to fight through, or pass in front of Tara’s new allies. Arrows were shot from the undead and into the various beastkin, the eight of them no match for the dozens of archers.
Winnow tried to stand, but her leg had twisted and broke from the fall. Her auril passed through, trying to heal it, but it would take some time to repair the leg.
The veiled woman spoke again. “You poor thing, broke your leg? You’re in luck.” She raised her staff, glowing black. “[Mend Bone].”
A black energy rushed from her staff, and entered Winnow’s leg. After a moment, the triceratops stood up, her bone clearly healed. Winnow hurried over to Tara as the fighting continued.
The man on the bone horse quickly cut into the legs of several of the reptile beastkin men, frost spreading on their bodies and keeping them from fleeing further. 
Many were now bound to the ground, their tainted auril railing against their bindings.
“Oh, what is this? You brought us quite the gift, young one.”
“I’m not young!” Tara grumbled. She had come of age already!
The veiled woman chuckled. “I’m afraid there are only a few on this world that I would not consider young, please do not be offended. But we now stand in the presence of Betrayers. Sinners of the highest order, it would be a travesty for them to die without penitence.”
Grayson spoke up looking at their enemies with narrowed eyes, “These men and women are filled with taint, yet it feels weaker, less malicious now. Something has changed, Morwen.”
Morwen nodded. “It is related to what Chief Jake has done, no doubt. It’s likely the taint, the curse, will be much weaker or slower to spread. The life of the world increases, but so, too, must death. The undead will flock to the areas with high death, but will have a harder time invading the life. Bedwyr, bring this one to me,” she pointed, then turned to the robed casters. “Begin.”
The many casters began their chants, a few of them continuing to lock down the auril beast mounts with ice. They railed against their bindings.
“Release me! You will never escape the wrath of our god. Greed will consume everything, all will suffer at his hand for your interference!”
Bedwyr gestured with his armored fist, which seemed to cover the man with more frost, his breath coming out in puffs of fog. He screamed as Bedwyr picked him up, and tossed him in front of Morwen.
His voice was filled with recrimination. “Tartarus is the greatest evil we’ve ever known, and you stand against your brethren joining it. For each of your people you slay, you aid it in killing countless more. You have committed the heaviest sin, and for that, there must be repentance. To find absolution, you must serve.”
“We will never serve you! We only serve our God–”
Morwen smiled underneath her veil. “Your desires are not required. You served the enemy in life, so now your body and soul shall serve the Alliance in death. When you find absolution for your sins, you may ascend to Annwyn.”
Tara’s breath caught in her throat, and something within her heart stirred at the mention of this place. Even the struggling beasts and reptile beastkin stilled. Their hearts longed for this Annwyn, yet Tara had no idea what it was. 
Something ingrained in their very being understood what Annwyn was, and knew that it was the greatest reward.
Morwen knelt in front of the beastkin man that was bound to the ground, as a large circle of light was drawn in magical symbols Tara couldn’t begin to understand. 
It wrapped around the trapped reptile beastkin, and they appeared to break out of their stupor and start attempting to escape once more.
“Now, the mind is a fragile thing. I’d hate to lose what you know as your body and soul transition into their service. Be still.” She placed her staff against his head, and a glow was emitted, the man becoming dazed. 
“Lord Arawn, your servant calls for your aid. Judge these tainted beastkin, and bind them into your service if their sins require penitence, their hearts seeking Annwyn.”
An apparition with chains and a golden scale rose from the ground, as if from the underworld. It was a man covered in a billowing black cloak exuding frost, with the skull of a deer placed over his head. 
The man gave off an aura of wisdom and righteousness, but also frost and death. On the scale in the center was a golden hound.
The eight reptile beastkin’s chests were then wrapped in the chains, and the scale in his hand tilted to one side.
Deathly energy was pumped into the eight beastkin through the chains, and their auril was overwhelmed quickly, their bodies injured as they were. 
Their bodies converted to unliving flesh, their souls wrapped in chains, as the golden light of the Framework appeared to layer itself over them. 
The ice bindings were released, the now undead beastkin joining their ranks. Morwen now directed the beastkin, and questioned them a bit away from where Tara was standing in a stupor, while giving them all a sort of necklace. 
She blanched at the implications, turning to Grayson.
“They…can turn beastkin into unliving slaves? What is going on?”
Bedwyr chuckled from atop his bone horse, answering instead of Grayson. “Do not worry. Lord Arawn has properly judged them. There were many requirements necessary for us to make them into our undead servants. To become a permanent servant down to even their soul, they must be betrayers to their own people. On some level they felt guilt, felt remorse for their actions to seek absolution. Their soul without their memories longed for Annwyn.” 
Tara thought she understood what he was saying. She, too, desired this Annwyn, to the point where her heart and soul stirred. Perhaps since the reptile beastkin felt the same thing, their soul desired this Penitence.
Bedwyr continued, “Otherwise, we can only raise their bodies as undead, something that while useful, isn’t the same thing. Those seeking penitence are capable of individual thought, and advancement using with their powers and the Framework. We can empower undead, but it requires much more resources than it is worth, and often there is not much difference between humanoid corpses. Now, these beastkin can use some sort of deathly auril.”
Tara was shocked. Very few creatures in their history had been able to use this special auril, only living in special areas where the deathly auril thrived. 
There was a desert a few days trek away from where they were currently located, which had odd buzzards, scorpions and more. Few would hardly ever reach the first Tier.
Grayson stroked his chin as he spoke to Tara. “I wonder how this world will change, after the storms and earthquakes. Now tell me, how did you come about this situation? To be fleeing during a storm, with betrayers chasing after you. Just what happened?”
Tara told Grayson about the threat. It was too late for her village, she was sure of this. 
Morwen sighed. “This is alarming. Combined with the increased activity of the locusts, there is something foul at play. A new race has appeared which is controlling them. In addition, the betrayers seem to be led by a powerful leader, who follows Greed.” 
Bedwyr nodded. “Then, they prepare the residents for sacrifice. With their foul magics, they can create terrible creatures and monstrosities, or even create portals to move their armies around. We must rescue them, before it is too late.”
Tara was more than concerned, but perhaps, they could prevent more of her people from being slaughtered? These people were strong, but they were few. “The enemy is many, we will need more allies to face them. We must gather as many Clans as we can.”
Grayson smiled. “Of course, but the rest of our people are in a nearby village. Our forces got split up by the storm. The blimps cannot handle the heavy winds, and had to be stowed away. I think you’ll find we have ample allies already.”
That they had more than the few dozen people made Tara sigh with relief. The Framework seemed to supply her with what a blimp was in order to translate, but she didn’t fully understand what a slow flying device was. “Blimps. Your people…flew?”
Grayson laughed, his smile wide to his eyes. “That’s right! The people are changing as well as the world. Even after Tartarus is defeated, Highlands will never be the same. We will be reborn anew!”




Chapter 34 - Epilogue


Ophelia blocked the large tunneling wurm with her floating shield, as she chopped powerfully with her halberd’s axe into the creature, decapitating it. Its body continued to writhe in its death throes, but she continued on to the next target. 
Bloodberri spun her tail in a dangerous weave of death as she swayed side to side, smashing into one wurm with her maul, as her tail cut into others attempting to latch on their star-like mouths onto her armor.
Tanda fired her bow next to Jake, targeting giant hornets and ants with tangling thornwood vines. The battlefield was hectic, and she took to reducing the enemies' mobility to keep them from being surrounded. 
She had created a thick, tall ring of vines with a space cut out of it, that Jake and her operated out of. It limited both the ant and hornet’s approach, many opting to come into the somewhat small opening to attack Jake and her rather than coming from any direction.
Fhesiah danced outside the ring of vines with her fan, her waves of flames covering the horde of ants. Her dragon claw reaped the foes too fast and aggressive to wait for her flames to kill them, but she danced out of the way of dozens as her flames burned them down. She drew in the flames from those killed, only to send them out once more.
Bree the Heroic Boar stomped over the creatures near Jake, her flaming vines twisting and grabbing onto any creature that made it through the gap Tanda had left open. Bree grabbed hornets right out of the air, or spewed flames in front of her to destroy large waves of ants.
Jake shivered thinking how many lives this massive army had reaped. Dozens of small Rifts had gone unchallenged for far too long, spewing out these creatures for days or weeks until they reached a critical mass. 
Three or four of them had been pushed to become larger rifts, and bosses spawned to lead the lesser creatures to take out everything in the surrounding area.
When the storms ended, they left Life’s Haven. After less than a day of travel, they arrived East to where they saw the largest cluster of Rifts. There, they found much devastation. Two large cities the size of Cascadia were destroyed, but Jake was hopeful of people managing to flee. 
There were few signs of conflict within the city’s walls, and no corpses of the insects or the beastkin. He supposed insects would be likely to consume the remains of either, but he believed the people had warning. 
The creatures were all capable of tunneling, except for the hornets, but those clearly spawned above ground. Jake could see how they would be mobile on Highlands, though they were not overly strong on their own.
Jake completed his Summon, the Garuda appearing in motes of light. Its large wing blade immediately cleaved four ants in two with a horizontal swing, and it blurred through the battlefield as it made short work of the level 20 creatures. Bree left their protective barrier, moving to join the unique creature on its assault.
He had summoned it a few times over the last few days, and he was satisfied with its effectiveness. 
It took more mana than the mere reserves the girls took, but Jake had a hard time being more efficient with his mana to defeat or defend against enemies, other than his Aura powering his girls or his army. 
The big expenditure from having the creature out, was its cyclonic slash that it did. It took a fair percentage of Jake’s mana each time it did it, and he would have a hard time allowing it to accomplish what it did when fighting the death dragon; it would drain him significantly to use the three attacks in quick succession. 
Unlike the Heroic Beasts, it had no problems being called for anything. Ophelia had dueled the creature many times at this point now, and Jake was quite happy for it. It pushed her to new heights, facing a foe that was just as mobile as her in many ways. 
Its reach was longer than hers, the creature taking a form about the size of Bloodberri, so she had difficulty besting it.
The creature was at least as fast as Ophelia, cutting through creatures rapidly. Its wing-blade cleaved through creatures with ease, using wind to enhance its swings. Each swing took some mana from Jake, but he could keep up with the effect. 
Bree stomped alongside the creature, slicing through enemies and blowing out flames. 
The Garuda even gathered Jake’s Heavenly Aura around its blade, somehow managing to focus and send flames in waves. A lesser attack, it dealt with the horde of enemies efficiently.
Ophelia sent out a wave of flames with [Consecration], an echo of the attack coming out of Jake as well, covering dozens of the wurms and insect creatures even outside Jake and Tanda’s barrier of vines. 
Ophelia’s shield filled with her [Hearth of Hestia] inside blocked the massive Elite Hornet that dove at her, as Bloodberri slammed into the Elite Wurm’s mouth with her [Maul of Hestia-Echidna]. 
Its jaws shattered and a large portion of its head went missing as light and dark were sent out in a wave, then Bloodberri wrapped her snake body around the wurm. She crushed and shredded the creature’s body at the same time, her armor and strength cutting through the creature’s flesh.
Ophelia cut through the Elite Hornet’s wing, sending it careening toward the ground. She dove with her lance head covered in auril and infused with her powerful runes, piercing deep into the large creature’s skull. It shook in its death throes, the boss monster dead.
Jake’s powerful Summons cut through the numerous ants, fighting and stomping toward a giant Ant Queen. Its massive body would spawn more ants by the moment, thankfully, the creatures forming in motes of light as if summoned rather than birthed. 
It appeared its pace was ramped up by being in combat, likely only spawning a few per hour outside of it. Otherwise, it wouldn’t take long until a valley was filled with ants. There were many here, but it was more reasonable than what would be present from a dozen spawned per minute.
Fhesiah dragged her large sphere of flames across the battlefield, dipping into her reserves heavily. Bree blew a large gout of flames into it, adding onto the attack. 
She drew up the large orb of flame, combining it with the flames from the many dying creatures, and raised it into the air. Jake’s Garuda swung its wing blade behind it, sending a large cyclonic strike into her flame. 
Flames combined into the cyclone, widening it and empowering the flames with the wind. It became more like a horizontal fiery tornado, and it raged through the mass of ants and crashed into the Ant Queen, shredding and burning it and everything leading up to it to cinders.
Tanda’s used her new skill, [Plant Control], to unravel and roll her vines into the many enemies. Wrapping the enemies up in her thorny vines, she shredded and tore at the many enemies at once. 
She fired her bow in rapid succession, targeting the stragglers as they approached her and Jake’s fortified location.
Tanda had grown considerably since she became an Auril Hero. Before heading toward Lakemere, he had reviewed her status.

[Tanda Status Level 19]
[Strength: 73]
[Dexterity: 86]
[Constitution: 79]
[Intelligence: 54]
[Wisdom: 84]
[Charisma: 52]

[Tanda's Level 19 Combat Skill-sheet]
[Advanced Melee Specialization: 3]
[Advanced Ranged Specialization: 3]
[Advanced Auril Mastery: 2]
[Auril Mastery Subskills: Enhancement, Healing, Manifestation, Harmony]
[Mana Control: 2]
[Druidic Magic: 4]
[Druidic Magic Spells: Rampant Growth, Plant Control]
[Champion Magic: 2]
[Champion Spells: Cyclic Resonance]

[Tanda’s Level 19 Non-Combat Skillsheet]
[Looting: 2]
[Hearth Bond: 1]
[Misc Skills: Enhanced Auril Heart, Hearthvine Ivy]

Of his girls, Tanda had the lowest attributes and the fewest number of skills. When the beastkin completed the World’s Trial or Contest, they would be joined to the Framework in truth, able to be offered classes.
Thanks to Tanda’s Enhanced Auril Heart, she appeared to get more attributes per level than someone with a class, but certainly less than Jake with his Divine Hearth Core. 
Her subskill for Harmony listed under Auril Mastery was related to her ability as an Auril Hero to draw Auril from the area, or to shift the beastkin’s songs to match her own, driving them in combat.   
The bosses killed, the insects and remaining wurms went into disarray. Jake and his girls, along with the Garuda, cleared out the hundreds of enemies, and Jake and Ophelia finally reached level 23 as a result. 
Once completed, he allowed the Garuda to disperse into motes of light, keeping the creature out too taxing. 

[Spell Learned: Reverse Summon]
[Transport self to nearby Summons, distance limited by bond strength. Has no distance limit for Hearth-bonded Summons, but time and mana cost increases over distance.]

Jake reviewed his own Status Sheet.

[Jake Status Level 23]
[Strength: 119]
[Dexterity: 111]
[Constitution: 114]
[Intelligence: 122]
[Wisdom: 124]
[Charisma: 119]

[Jake’s Level 23 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Hearth Control: 4]
[Hearth Spell: Scorching Ray]
[Normal Spell-forms: 4]
[Runebound: 4]
[Advanced Purifying Flames: 4]
[Hearth Runic Magic: 4]
[Advanced Champion Magic: 4]
[Divine Hearth Core: 4]
[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, Reverse Summon]

[Monster Menagerie]
[Captured Templates: Bill the Stegosaurus, Peter the Raptor, Pterodactyl, Kevin the Naga, Heroic Wolverine, Oran the Heroic Stag, Ainora the Heroic Lioness, Bree the Heroic Boar, Heroic Hound]
[Permanent Summons: Garuda]

[Jake’s Level 23 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting 4]
[Advanced Cooking 2]
[Advanced Enchanting 4]
[Subskills: Investment, Runic, Hearth, Manaweave Reinforcement]
[Hearth Bonds: Ophelia: 3, Fhesiah: 2, Bloodberri: 2, Tanda: 1]
[Misc Skills Valkyrie’s Chosen Champion, Energy Hunger, Energy Sharing]

Getting a percentage of the girl’s attributes and leveling his Divine Hearth Core to 4, his attributes were getting out of hand. With Runebound, his strength could not be ignored, and could compete well with his girls.
His Presence was now so high, that he likely exceeded most creatures and beings deep within the 2nd Tier. Combined with his increased effectiveness to all attributes from his class, his bonuses to casting from his Champion’s Spear-staff and Hearth Runic Magic bonuses, he was a well-rounded combatant.
He reviewed Ophelia’s updated Status.

[Ophelia Status Level 23]
[Strength: 107]
[Dexterity: 69]
[Constitution: 101]
[Intelligence: 62]
[Wisdom: 99]
[Charisma 100]

[Ophelia’s Level 23 Skill Sheet]
[Advanced Mana Control: 4]
[Ride of the Valkyries: 4]
[Advanced Valkyrie Magic: 4]
[Advanced Purifying Flames: 4]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 3]
[Bonded Hearth Core: 4]
[Valkyrie Spells Known: Renewal, Consecration, Spear of Hestia, Barrier, Hearth of Hestia, Valkyrie Champion, Intervene]

[Ophelia’s Level 23 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting: 4]
[Advanced Smithing: 4]
[Smithing Subskills: Essence Transfer, Magical Metallurgy, Mana Forging, Mana Structure Enhancement]
[Hearth Bond: 3]
[Misc Skills: Energy Vacuum, Chosen Champion Fervor, Chosen Technique]

On the surface, it might appear as if Jake had higher attributes, even with strength and constitution, over Ophelia. However, her [Bonded Runic Vanguard Valkyrie] class augmented her hardiness and her physical attributes significantly. 
Combined with her [Chosen Champion’s Fervor] increasing her attributes when she fought near Jake, and even further when he was in danger, she had a very high physical output. In an arm-wrestling match between the two of them, it was very close.
Even Bloodberri had reached level 24, nearly the peak of their Tier. He reviewed her Status.

[Bloodberri Status Level 24]
[Strength: 141]
[Dexterity: 55]
[Constitution: 125]
[Intelligence: 92]
[Wisdom: 98]
[Charisma: 64]

[Bloodberri’s Level 24 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Advanced Mana Control: 4]
[Holy Dark Paampu Attam: 3]
[Advanced Monstrous Strength: 4]
[Advanced Purifying Flames: 4]
[Advanced Holy Dark Priestess Magic: 4]
[Champion Magic: 4]
[Advanced Dark Magic: 4]
[Bonded Hearth Core: 4]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 1]
[Normal Spell-forms: 5]

[Bloodberri’s Level 24 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 24 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting 4]
[Advanced Tailoring 1]
[Advanced Armor Crafting: 4]
[Hearth Bond: 2]
[Armor Crafting Subskills: Essence Extraction, Essence Infusion, Bone Working]
[Misc Skills: Energy Vacuum, Twin-souled, Twin-minded]

Her strength and constitution was really something else. The power and inertia within her weapon was devastating, and few enemies could get through her armor.
Blood and Berri had worked extremely hard to reach Advanced Runic Magic, but their work was just beginning. They had not made much progress at all on their Technique, focusing on catching up with runic magic.
Ophelia cheered at Jake receiving his new spell, bounding into Jake. “This changes everything! We’ll easily be able to make two efforts now. Fhesiah, Tanda and I can travel in one direction, and you can travel with Bloodberri and Ira in the other. We can hit Rifts with four out of five of us, like we were doing before without Fhesiah.”
The mobility problem for Clan Hart was now solved. Jake’s party would now be able to fight all day long, crushing Rifts faster than they could be formed. 
He could even send girls home to the HQ easily using his Refuge portal, making it easy for them to defend Cascadia, Life’s Haven and Harmony Peaks if it came down to it.
Unlike [Call Summon], the spell was much slower. He could sort-of use it in combat, but it wasn’t an emergency movement spell. Perhaps with Ira’s assistance it could be sped up, but he doubted using it for anything other than traversing a large portion of the battlefield. 
It would have been useful in the Nature’s Crossroads assault to move between armies. The cost was low enough for doing so that he knew he could have made use of it.
Currently, even transporting him across a typical battlefield for them would take him nearly ten seconds. He would travel over the void in a near instant, but the cast time would take longer depending on the distance. 
Traveling across the continent would take him several minutes, but that was a massive advantage for him.
Fhesiah smiled. “Ah, yes, this is cause for celebration, husband. Let’s hurry over to Lakemere, so we can have some fun. To be clear, the kind with much less clothing.”
Tanda frowned as she stilled her breathing to resonate with the song of the world. She paused a moment, then sighed. “I’m excited to celebrate too, but things aren’t looking good.”
Blood nodded. “That’s right. You can’t have two cities destroyed and not have thousands of refugees. I’m sure the Alliance Nodes and many more initiated this time will help with disaster relief, but there are limits.”
Jake grimaced. This was hardly the first time they would be aiding people that had their homes destroyed.
Ophelia said, “I’ll start heading there with Ira, and Jake can try out his new spell? There’s a lot of cleanup left here, after all.”
“Go ahead. We’ll meet up with you. Stay safe.”
Ophelia blazed off in a hurry, Ira traveling through the void with her. Jake knew her pace was close to two hundred miles per hour when she was by herself, and not carrying Jake or a HQ Node.
Fhesiah groaned as she looked at all the bugs. “It’s good that I have [Looting] now too, but this is a little much. This is an army’s worth of materials, and an army’s worth of work. It was bad enough we had to slay them, but now we have to clean them up, too?”
Despite her complaints, she was the first to trigger her skill on a nearby bug. Bree the Heroic Boar remained, looking on in amusement. Jake narrowed his eyes on her. 
“How about you help? If you gather and arrange the bodies for us, this will go a lot quicker.”
Bree raised her snout, giving a look of derision down at him. Jake could feel how angry this made Blood; for the creature to look down on her lord like this. Of course, Jake wasn’t happy about this either.
All three of the strange beasts seemed to feel this way; like they were somehow above Jake and his party. Even though Oran seemed to have a sort of attitude too, Jake could tell it was different. 
The creature needed to store its strength for summoning Cernunnos, and using it for trivial things like training was a detriment.
But that was not the case with these three beasts, who appeared to somehow hijack those creatures’ rebirths. 
Something told him what they did wasn’t exactly malicious, but for them to do that while not respecting Jake and his party bothered him.  
Jake took on a stern tone, and pushed his [Presence] to the maximum. 
“I don’t know what you are, or how you hijacked that creature you now inhabit. But you are my Summon, and you will obey my commands.”
Jake imposed his will on the summon, as he would often direct creatures–enhanced by his desire for control. His force of will slammed into the creature, and to his shock, Bree fought back. 
He was reminded of when he captured the Naga and how the creature railed against his will as he attempted to capture it.
Bree was clearly more powerful than the Naga, and in a way he couldn’t truly understand. Her will towered over him like a mountain, his command washing over her easily. 
Jake nearly gave in instead of challenging the insurmountable task, but he redoubled his will as Blood inspired him with her respect, her desire to see him stand above all else as her lord and husband.
His resonance and covenant for Runebound took on that of a Monarch, him quickly finding it thanks to Blood. 
His armor glimmered gold, the runes brightening. Jake’s will and Presence grew sharply, and now the mountain didn’t seem impossible to beat.
But it was now like an arm wrestling match, where Bree was still clearly stronger. His loss was almost inevitable, her strong will of…whatever she was, unrelenting. 
He could feel a sort of nobility, a pride that was nearly ancient. 
From her, he felt she would not bow down to this child, him only barely begun down the path of power. How he understood this feeling, he was not sure. 
So Jake gathered the Hearthflames of his family, Fhesiah’s Qi and Tanda’s auril energy, and even some of his Divine Essence into his soul where he felt his link to her was, and pushed back. 
Jake might be young and inexperienced in the greater scheme of things, but he was a Champion of a Goddess he had great respect for. 
He empowered his wives, as they empowered him to accomplish feats that he knew were rare even on a cosmic scale. 
Jake had every reason to be proud of his strength, and if this creature was going to piggyback on his ally and friend’s, the Celtic Divine’s gift, it would bend to his will.
Now it was like his mountain slammed into hers, his will pressing against her with righteous might. He added his resolve and conviction, his desire to command this ancient creature. 
Jake had respect for beasts and nature, and the want for such a special monster to do his bidding increased.
Now his will was pushing hers back, the proverbial arm-wrestling match now in his favor. He pushed against her as she railed against his might, but her will eventually crumbled in shock. 
Jake’s will overwhelmed hers, and covered her soul. Something shifted, and he thought it was a good idea to use his [Bind Summon] ritual.
He reached through the connection, his Hearthflames filled with all their unique energies entering and binding Bree, the Heroic Boar. Jake had no idea why he would need to, but he wasn’t about to question his gut feeling. 
His binding layered itself over Bree’s soul, him feeling the connection to the–now even stranger being than he imagined. His impression was more like, rather than his binding encompassing her soul, it was like he stamped a small mark or brand on her foot. 
The petals and leaves all over Bree lit up, the creature seemingly blushing, before she dispersed into motes of light.
“What–After all that, she left anyway?” Jake searched his new connection to the creature, finding that it was somewhat cut off for the moment.
Blood and Fhesiah laughed, the two really enjoying what just happened. 
Fhesiah shook her head. “That was exciting! What a strange situation. I wanted to help, but I thought it would be a bad idea. That has me a bit hot and bothered, seeing you impose your will like that on that special creature, husband. I can see why the boar had trouble with that.”
Blood beamed. “That was wonderful, Milord. You were so…commanding. I wish we had some time to…”
Tanda laughed. “Y-Yeah. I think I like that a lot too…”
Jake looked over at his wives. Completely decked out in armor, their equipment covered with monster guts and the blood of their enemies. They dominated their enemies on the battlefield, yet in the bedroom…all except Ophelia, anyway.
He shook it off. Tracing his connection once more, he felt an odd desire that he wasn’t sure what to make of, and mirth. 
He followed it, and realized it was the heroic hound. His fight against Bree’s will was strange, and took a lot out of him. Should he risk it? He could summon another creature to help them with clean up.
But summoning the creature was not a waste, as it would join their next fight, at least. He went ahead and summoned the hound. Appearing in motes of light, the noble hound appeared.
Jake now had a strange connection to the hound, he could tell much more easily now that she was here. It was bizarre, as he could tell that this entity was in fact different from Bree in some way, yet connected.
He stared at her for a long moment, trying to get a feel for the creature. He hadn’t named it yet due to the haste in which it was originally summoned–to help with stopping the Naga’s river attack in Life’s Haven. Jake desummoned it almost as quickly as he summoned it. 
The hound somehow knew the situation, and Jake could tell that if he tried his feat again, things probably wouldn’t go too well. Then, she wouldn’t want to clean up the monster corpses.
Groaning, he almost thought that this was a waste, but then he realized something as he searched her feelings. 
“You don’t want to clean up the mess, since you didn’t make it–or didn’t enjoy the battle. So how about… You’ll get to take part of the next one.” He supposed that was kind of fair or reasonable. 
Summoning an ancient being to merely clean up a mess someone else made would feel like he didn’t respect them.
She sniffed, and shook her head. It appeared his offer was not good enough. He thought for a moment, then smiled.
He pulled out a rack of ribs of cooked Heroic Boar. Already glazed in sauce, the meat was dripping in vitality and life energies–and even mana. 
Jake had captured the essence of the creature and enhanced it using various auril herbs and spices, and even used a fruit much like blueberries from Highlands to create it. 
These pork ribs with his special glaze were absolutely delicious. 
Tanda’s mouth watered, and she looked on in envy–if Ophelia was here, she just might fight the Hound for it. Jake smiled as he replied to Tanda in his mind. “Later, my mate.” 
He focused on his summon, naming it as he asked, “So how about it, Isolyn? Help us clean up, and you can enjoy this now.”
Jake resorted to bribing. He wasn’t sure what the result would be, but he could see the hound was sniffing the air, more than interested. 
She didn’t salivate or drool, but her ears were more at attention and her tail’s movements were almost more like a cat’s.
Jake could tell that she liked her new name, a twist on the name of Isolde. He had learned it meant ice ruler, or beautiful. Isolyn put her paw in front of her as if to offer for a shake–an acceptance of the deal. 
He was happy to give the large paw a shake.
To his surprise, he could tell Isolyn wanted him to heat it up for her. He created a flame, quickly warming the meat to what he considered the appropriate temperature. 
She grabbed the meat with her vines, taking a bite of the offering. Finding it acceptable, she then quickly chewed through the offering; bone and all. 
He was surprised to find she didn’t get any of the sauce on her face, and she was more than pleased with her meal. 
Vines grew out from her more rapidly, and she began dragging the corpses together for use of the Looting skill, which now had an area of an effect on it. 
Jake sighed, it would only save them a little bit of time, being able to sit and rest while using Looting. When objects were close enough and with their skill having increased, they could spend more energy to loot them.
It didn’t cost much mana, but it did add up. Jake had to recover from the fight and prepare for the next one anyway. 
Fhesiah, Blood and Berri dutifully triggered their skill on the many corpses, Jake and Tanda following suit. They killed hundreds of the creatures, and each one was worth hundreds, to the low thousands of T1 Credits.
They worked through their chores, maintaining their resources for when they got called. After having worked through over half of the corpses, Jake felt alarm over their bond, Ira picking up some fleeing beastkin. 
It was more than just a few. Ophelia confirmed that thousands were crossing the mountains, climbing the mountains with children to head both away and to Lakemere from different areas. 
People were both heading towards and fleeing the city in question, perhaps not knowing the situation.
They were extremely lucky that Jake and his party wiped out this large army, as the hornets likely would have attacked them in short order, killing many noncombatants.
While Jake and his party could help these people, it was important for them to reach Lakemere, so Ophelia continued as they finished their cleanup.
Tanda said, “It looks like it’s a good thing Mysticus picked this way, huh? Between East and West, East had the most good fortune.”
Jake shook his head. “It was a close thing. It’s more that West was too chaotic. By heading to Lakemere, it was clear the outcome was good. We just have to trust that Morwen and Yiming are making out well to the West. The divinations and calculations seemed to show us heading here first was best. Whether it’s a timing thing or some sort of butterfly effect thing is anyone’s guess.”
Fhesiah was still processing some of her kill energy, her too reaching level 23.

[Fhesiah Status Level 23]
[Strength: 119]
[Dexterity: 98]
[Constitution: 93]
[Intelligence: 105]
[Wisdom: 106]
[Charisma: 105]

[Fhesiah’s Level 23 Combat Skill Sheet]
[Draconic Empowerment: 3]
[Draconic Fire Plunder: 3]
[Dance of the Sun and Moon: 4]
[Advanced Energy Control: 5]
[Advanced Runic Magic: 3]
[Bloodline Transformation 4]

[Fhesiah’s Level 23 Non-Combat Skill Sheet]
[Looting: 4]
[Advanced Flesh Shaping 4]
[Hearth Bond: 2]
[Advanced Alchemy: 4]
[Alchemy Subskills: Analyze, Synthesis, Reproduction, Extraction, Infusion]
[Misc Skills: Draconic Flight, Energy Vacuum]

Despite still spending tremendous amounts of time working on pills for the beastkin, she still managed her personal progression. However, she was busy on perfecting the Yin-Yang Body Tempering. Soon, she would be ready.She replied to his remark about the divinations, “Divination can be like that. The enemy may be making predictions too. They can move as a result of our movement, picking a course of action as a result of ours. Tartarus is a complicated enemy, and the best we can do is to never show weakness, and hit them with overwhelming strength.”
Blood and Berri smiled, as Berri tapped the haft of her maul against her palm repeatedly like a baseball bat, a motion that Jake didn’t think normal for such a large, heavy weapon. “I can do it! I’ll smash them all! Only 30% until the Raid and we make babies!”
Tanda laughed. “Is that all? With Berri that energetic, I bet we’ll have Tartarus beat in no time.”             
Jake felt a bit of alarm at that, the time now feeling a little too near. As much as he thought he was ready to be a parent, he still worried. Being a Champion was hard enough already. 
Still, looking at Berri’s eager smile, he would just have to push down his worry. There was no way he wasn’t going to make her happy, and he, of course, sought to have a family as well. 
Fhesiah wrapped her armored body around Jake. “Aw, husband, do not worry. With four, five mommies, depending on how you look at it, being a dad will be a breeze. If it’s too much work, we can always get some servants. It’s unfortunate Rhia wouldn’t make a good nanny.”
Berri said, “She might! When she’s full from breathing on Highlands, she won’t hurt people on accident. Then, she could wear some baseball– er, soft gloves!”
Blood sighed. “She definitely just imagined Rhia wearing baseball mitts carrying our daughter first, by the way. Still, I doubt our children will be nearly as fragile and as much work as a human child, Milord. A Dark Lamia child could win against a human adult from Earth shortly after birth. Echidna said her race would be even more powerful.”
Jake wasn’t sure how to feel about that, and that detail seemed to increase his feelings of worry instead. However, his thoughts were interrupted by Ophelia arriving at Lakemere.
[It looks like Lakemere is actually under siege, several undead Necromancers leading a fairly large army. It should be no problem for us, but we should hurry. It appears that many require resurrection.]
Jake prepared his [Reverse Summon] spell to quickly join Ophelia. The fight on Highlands was entering the final stages. They had various paths of advancement remaining, and they would push the invaders off this world after clearing the two Greater Rifts and the Raid.
Highlands would be forever changed, and Hearthtribe would be borne as a powerful fighting force that would shock the Sector. 
End of Book 4
Pre-order Book 5 Now!
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CJWDVY3L
Or, Read Part of Book 5 and part of my new series now, on Patreon!
https://www.patreon.com/JJBookerson










       





Afterword


Hello, Readers! I wanted to thank you so much for reading Bonded Summoner. Book 4 was a long ride, but I hope that as always, it was enjoyable.  
I am sure that there are certainly a number among you, who are thinking "When is the Highlands Arc going to end? This has gone on too long!" I haven't finished writing it yet, but I am fairly confident that the end of the Highlands War is going to complete in Book 5.
I also started publishing the story with a 'bit of a lead' and so now, that 'lead' has been mostly consumed. It will be ~3 months before Book 5, set for release January 5th, 2024 — Unless, I finish it sooner!
I am working on a second project, and it is in the early stages. The plan is that after Book 5, this next series will begin shortly after. Bonded Summoner will go on a mini-hiatus, and Book 6 likely won't be out for another 6 months to a year after that. For updates, subscribe to my patreon or join my discord, found in the "Links and More" section coming up next.
Once again, thanks for reading, and I’ll see you in about 3 months!
﻿

 








Links and More


LitRPG Books Facebook Page 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books 
Haremlit Readers Group
https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks 
Bonded Summoner Book 4 is Available for Pre-order now!
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0C6FR3TZB
The Harem Fantasy Novels Subreddit:
https://www.reddit.com/r/haremfantasynovels/ 
Big shoutout to the Dukes of Harem, for helping make this release go well for me.
https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem/ 
My BookBrush, which contains pictures from the series and other images:
https://bookbrush.com/reader-hub/JJBookerson/ 
My Discord, where you can talk to me and others about the book!
https://discord.gg/NbNuqxfffF
My Patreon, where you can find my latest book progress, and now, begin reading my next series!
https://www.patreon.com/JJBookerson
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