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      In my extravagant dressing room, I noticed a huge glossy poster on the wall.

      

      
        
        WORLD FIGHTING MASTERS

        MAIN EVENT

      

        

      
        HEAVYWEIGHT TITLE CHAMPIONSHIP MATCH

      

        

      
        CHAMPION JOHN LEBROCK VERSUS ALEX DONOVAN

      

        

      
        LIVE ON PPV DECEMBER 25, 2028

        LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

      

      

      

      A larger than life image of me and Donovan staring each other down with our fists raised appeared as if it was going to burst from the wall. I had to give it to the marketing department with WTM, they knew what the hell they were doing when it came to promoting a fight. Whether it was a good fight or not, they knew how to make the public think they were going to miss out on something spectacular if they didn’t pay the $150 to watch it on pay per view. Who the hell schedules a PPV on Christmas anyway? The fucking WTM does, that’s fucking who. MMA had become the world’s second-biggest sport. It still fell short of futbol or soccer or whatever the hell you wanted to call it. Mixed Martial Arts broke through in the mid-nineties with the Ultra Combat Federation. MMA was still considered underground at the time but not for long. People were watching it, and they had become hooked. In the 2000’s, the sport jumped into the mainstream. Little by little, MMA became more popular as the years went by. Boxing, which was a mega-popular combat sport in the past, fell to the wayside. Why would people just want to watch two guys punching each other? Let’s see kicks, knees, and elbows to the face, submissions, etc…

      Throughout the 2010’s, more and more promotions began to pop up all over the globe. The sport was popular, and there was not a deficiency of testosterone in the world. Men wanted to beat the shit out of other men. Thus, you had a large influx of fighters that required more promotions to show their skills. The Ultra Combat Federation had always been the cream of the crop. That is where it all started. It was the major leagues if you compared MMA to baseball.

      I became obsessed when I was a young kid. My dad’s favorite movie was The Karate Kid. It soon became mine as well. I watched that movie at least twice a week in my early days. The DVD was almost completely worn out. Not long after I started watching that movie religiously, the next step was learning karate. I badgered my parents for weeks until they broke down and let me take lessons. They figured the novelty would wear off in a couple of months, but they were dead wrong. It stuck, and here I am today, the heavyweight champion of World Fighting Masters.

      I worked my way from local Karate tournaments to smaller MMA promotions. This went on for a long time, but one day the big boys came calling. My professional record up to that point was 23 wins and 1 loss. That one loss was my first fight. I lost to a big fucker named Ivan Chekhov. He outweighed me by 50 pounds and towered over me by two inches. I was a cocky bastard at the time. I had won a shit ton of Karate tournaments, so I figured I would come into MMA and do the same thing. I did...eventually, but Ivan tore my ass up in my first fight. I took a year-long break from the embarrassment, and I wanted to train more. All I knew was Karate. It was called MIXED Martial Arts for a reason. I had to have some extra tools in my repertoire. I stuck with my Karate training, but I started learning how to grapple at a Brazilian jujitsu joint about an hour away from where I lived outside of Atlanta. I spent a lot of time in that place and honed my skills. After months of training, I went back to the local MMA promotion with my new physical weapons. I whooped a lot of ass when I returned. Eventually, I got another shot at Ivan the Terrible, as they called him, at a larger promotion. I knocked him out 30 seconds into the first round with a spinning heel kick. I broke his orbital bone and gave him a severe concussion.

      After that, my career took off, and I eventually made it to the Ultra Combat Federation. I weighed in at 235 - 240 pounds, so I was placed in the Heavyweight division. I dominated from the beginning, and I quickly became a fan favorite. The PPV cards I was on were the biggest sellers by far. I had the looks, the skills, and the charisma (the trifecta). My abilities on the mic at press conferences and weigh-in festivities were unmatched. If I hadn’t been so damn good at MMA, I would have made a hell of a lot of money with the WWE. I was on top of the MMA world with a 43 -1 record in my professional career. Yes, you read that right. I was a badass, mother fucker. Eventually, things began to get stale with the UCF, and another promotion started up in 2024, the World Fighting Masters. The organization quickly became a contender for the best MMA promotion crown. No one thought that would ever happen, but World Fighting Masters kept things fresh, and they went back to the roots of MMA at the same time. They didn’t go back to the no weight classes or the one-night tournaments. They didn’t want to turn MMA into a bar fight, night in, night out like it once was. WFM did return to the “almost” no holds barred fights. Over the years, MMA had new rules every year that made it much softer. When World Fighting Masters started up, the only rules were no groin shots, no biting, and no eye-gouging.  Everything else was legal. UCF tried to call it barbaric and turn the media against it, but MMA fans and their wallets said something else. After only two years, the World Fighting Masters became the worldwide leader in Mixed Martial Arts.

      So, guess what. I was the best, and I wanted to go where I could continue to be on my tall pedestal and make a shit load of money. The Ultimate Combat Federation has become what I like to call “pussified.” I was a freaking killer with all the rules they had. I couldn’t imagine how great I would be with no rules. I came in and signed the largest contract in the history of combat sports. My contract stipulated that I would immediately be given a heavyweight title shot versus the current champion, On Shi-Woo from South Korea. The fight was held in Las Vegas, Nevada. It broke the record for most Pay Per View buys in television history at ten million buys. I got the knockout in the second round with a front kick to Shi-Woo’s liver. A proper liver shot will take anyone in the world out. Shi-Woo ended up having surgery later that night on his liver from the vicious impact. Since that fight, my bank account grew much larger and so had my house...well my houses. I fuck who I want when I want. Life was good for me. I won't deny that.

      I turned my back from the poster and walked over to the mirror. I poured a couple of ounces of bourbon and gulped it down quickly. I always did this to calm my nerves a bit before a fight. I heard a notification on my phone, and I checked it out promptly. It was my dad wishing me luck. He sent a selfie of him and my uncle sitting in front of the huge 8K television I had bought him just for this occasion. Mom never watched my matches. She couldn't deal with it. You know, someone hitting her baby and all.

      I heard a knock at the door, and it opened a second afterward.

      “John, it's time. You ready?” asked my manager and trainer, Earl Hughes.

      Earl had been with me for the last 12 years. He was like another father to me. We had been through a great deal during our time in the industry. I turned and saw him standing in the doorway. I could see he was nervous. He had two big sweat spots under his armpits already. Nervousness along with the 70 pounds he had gained over the past five years explained that.

      I walked over to him and patted him on the shoulder. “What are you so nervous about Earl?  Piece of cake, man. Not a literal piece of cake, so don’t get too excited.”

      I loved to pick on him about his weight. We loved to bust each other’s balls. We loved each other like father and son and didn’t take things personally. I would do anything in the world for Earl.

      I was never big on entourages like most fighters were. Earl, his brother Dennis, and Earl’s son, Michael were all I needed. I didn’t need a bunch of freeloaders around me to make me feel better or look more important. My win-loss record proved my worth. We stood at the entrance to the ring, and I heard the DJ start blaring my chosen walkup music, Metallica’s “Enter Sandman.”  The crowd erupted, and I made my way through the curtains. Everyone in the arena stood to their feet. Even if they were one of the few pulling for Donovan, they still stood to see me. Camera flashes bombarded my vision. I wore my red robe, and I had the hood over my head. It helped block out some of the flashes. Earl was in front of me. I placed my hands on his shoulders, and we began our walk to the ring. The lights in the arena made my championship belt sparkle around my waist. The UCF had the octagon for their fights. World Fighting Masters just had a circular cage that we would bash each other brains out in. I liked the circular cage a bit better. The octagon offered a lot of bullshit opportunities to exploit the cage on your opponent. I preferred winning by actual fighting instead of exploiting the angles in the octagon.

      We stopped at the stairs that took me into the cage. Earl removed my robe, and more cheers erupted from the crowd, especially screams from the ladies. I took great pride in my physique and conditioning. Women appreciated that...a lot. It was time to turn the intensity up another level. I looked across the cage, and there stood Alex Donovan staring me down. He was 255 pounds of beef from the United Kingdom. He had a one-inch height advantage and a 15-pound weight advantage on me. The bottom line is that I hated this mother fucker. His dumbass English accent made him even more annoying. He loved to talk shit, which helped to sell pay per views, but he had gone overboard this match. He made a huge mistake at the weigh-in festivities. We both weighed and got into the photo-centric stare down pose that camera people like to see. He decided he was going to spit in my face and headbutt me. I wanted to rip his head off right then and there, but I knew if I just acted chill it would drive him mad. I took a handkerchief from Earl and wiped off the spit. I told him that he would pay dearly for this bullshit in the cage, and I certainly meant that. I was going to beat him to a bloody pulp. My goal was for Donovan to leave the cage on a stretcher. That is a lot easier to accomplish in World Fighting Masters due to fewer rules, but it is also simpler to do because the referees do not stop matches as quickly. Most professional fighters know when it is time to stop hurting their opponent if they have any honor. However, there are your bad guys that will keep pounding you until the referee breaks it up. I am usually the honorable guy in fights, but tonight I would destroy this punk in front of the world.

      Donovan raised his voice and pointed his finger from across the cage. “Hey pussy, yeah I am talking to you lad. You are a fucking pussy; do you know that?” In UCF, you would be disqualified for such vulgar language, but in WFM, you can spew whatever filth you want.

      I kept my death stare on him, but I chose to not say a word. My fists and feet were going to do the talking momentarily.

      “Cat got your tongue? Did your tongue get caught in your mum’s vagina last night? You punk bitch,” Donavon laughed. “Maybe your father’s asshole? You probably like that much better.”

      I smirked at that last comment. This guy was the biggest asshole I had ever met. Most of the time, the hatred you see between fighters is a show to sell tickets and pay per views. However, the hatred in this match was one hundred percent authentic. He wanted to kill me, and I wanted to kill him. There was no doubt.

      The referee, Jim Reynolds, motioned for us to meet in the center of the ring for the usual “talk”, which was rudely interrupted over and over by Donovan.

      Donovan bombarded me with every freaking insult in the book. He, of course, didn’t tap gloves, however, he did spit at me once again. It splashed me right in the center of my chest. I walked over to my corner, and Earl wiped off the spittle with a towel and placed my mouthpiece in. I turned and put my gloves up. I was ready to beat the shit out of this dickhead.
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      Jim Reynolds looked me in the eyes. “Are you ready?” I nodded. He then looked at Donovan and asked the same thing, and Donovan growled at him.

      “Fight!” Jim exclaimed as he dropped his hand.

      Donovan wasted no time with making an attack. He charged forward and jumped with a flying knee aimed at my head. I spun counterclockwise and dodged the hasty attack. He lost his balance as he landed awkwardly on the mat. He dove headfirst into the wall of the cage. Donovan was able to put his hands in front of him. He grabbed onto the chain link fencing and kept on his feet. I stood back patiently to see what his next move would be. He was able to turn and reset into a fighting stance. I regretted not charging in, but I wanted to wait for a better opportunity. I didn’t want to let my anger cloud my judgment like his rage was affecting his.

      I could tell that he was embarrassed by his over-aggressive maneuver. It would have been a knockout and fancy highlight if it had landed but chances were just too slim to try that sort of attack at this point in the match, especially against a highly skilled opponent like myself. Alex threw three jabs with his left hand in succession. He was too far away to make any contact. I placed my right hand out in front of me to block a jab if needed. Donovan performed a kick to my leg, but I was able to lift my knee to block the full impact. While I was off-balance, he dove low in an attempt to take me down to the mat. I moved to my right and hammer fisted him twice between his shoulders for minimal damage. He performed a quick roll and was back to his feet. I threw a couple of high kicks at his head that were blocked easily. Donovan was bound and determined to get me to the ground. He knew there was no way he could beat me in a stand-up fight. He lunged toward my waist in an attempt to knock me down again. I brought my right knee directly into his forehead. The force knocked him backward. I performed a sidekick into his gut. While he was bent over, I delivered a perfect ax kick to the back of his head. Donovan’s mouthpiece ejected from his now bloody mouth. He went face-first into the mat. I stomp kicked him in the center of his back twice, and the bell rang. The crowd went bonkers at the sudden graphic carnage.

      I looked at him and shook my head in disdain then turned toward my corner. I sat down, and my team went to work on me. “Good round, Johnny. He is impatient and making mistakes. That ax kick hurt him. He’ll remember that one tomorrow. Just keep doing what you’re doing.”

      “No worries, big guy. I got this.” I told Earl confidently.

      The next round started, and we both charged at each other quickly. The damage I delivered to Donovan didn’t appear to be affecting him in round two. He threw a quick barrage of punches. One of them landed on the side of my head, but there wasn’t a lot of strength behind it. I delivered a front kick into his stomach. The air left his lungs, and he began to cough. I grabbed the back of his head with both of my hands and pulled his head down to my right knee. My knee connected in the center of his face. I heard his nose crack and blood spewed onto the mat. If there is blood in UCF, then a fight would be stopped, and a doctor would be called in. This is not the case in WFM. Fighters aren’t awarded that compassion. When you enter the cage, the officials will only pause the fight if one of the three rules are broken.

      I moved in to continue my attack, and the asshole uppercut me right in the balls. I felt an unbearable explosion of pain between my legs. I covered my nuts with both hands and fell like a corpse to the mat. The referee stopped Donovan from lunging on top of me while on the ground. It was one of the three illegal moves, and he knew it. He was an even bigger pussy than I thought. I felt as if I was going to vomit all over the cage. I rolled back and forth as I moaned from the agony. Each pulsating throb delivered another jolt of pain.

      “Well, I’ll be damned, mate. Sorry about that,” Donovan said sarcastically. He kept trying to attack, but the referee stood his ground and would not let him pass. Earl was livid outside of the cage, screaming for a disqualification. The bell rang, and the round ended. I limped over to my corner still blinded by the pain. I could feel my sack swelling. It felt like I had two grapefruits shoved into my trunks.

      “Goddamit, John, are you alright? That was fucking brutal. You never hit a man in the nuts in the cage, no fucking matter how bad your ass is being kicked. Does this prick have any honor whatsoever? Are you okay?”

      “No, Earl I am not okay. My balls are now fucking jelly. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!” I exclaimed in anger and pain. Dennis handed me a water bottle, and I threw it across the cage at Donovan.

      I could hear Donovan laughing hysterically on the other side of the cage. My agony entertained him.

      Earl placed his hand on my shoulder. “Are you going to be able to get back out there?”

      “What kind of fucking question is that? Hell yes!”

      Earl immediately regretted asking me the stupid question. “Great man, great. I just know folks that haven’t finished a match when they got a nice shot in the nuts. There is no shame in…”

      “Shut the hell up, Earl, and get the hell out of my cage! The only way I am quitting is if I am dead. You got that?”

      “You’re the boss man, sorry. You can do it, channel your anger toward that big, British bastard.

      I stood up angrily and squirted a bottle of water in my mouth. “No fucking shit, ring the fucking bell!”

      It was just a coincidence, but the bell rang immediately following my request.

      My sack still throbbed, but I was too angry to hurt any more. It was Donovan's turn to hurt.

      “Did ya mommy suck your balls too hard last night mate? I will have to tell her to suck mine instead for a while to give yours a rest,” Donavan laughed and stared at me like I was prey he wanted to eat raw.

      Luckily, when the round started, the pain subsided almost completely. Adrenaline can do some amazing things when you need it to. Donovan quickly performed a roundhouse kick once we reached the middle of the ring. He wasn’t able to kick as high as he wanted. The impact landed at the top of my shoulder. Earl would have been scooping me off the mat with a spatula had his leg been three inches higher. I would have been knocked out ice-cold, and this prick would be wearing my championship belt around his waist. That wasn't going to happen.

      I went in for two left jabs and one large hook to his cheek. The loud smacking sound from my fist invigorated me. I struck him with a left hook, and he fell backward onto the cage. I performed a flying sidekick immediately, but somehow Donovan had the wherewithal to roll to his left on the cage just enough for me to miss. I recovered quickly and spun to my left arm to hit him with a spinning back fist. I kneed him in his gut with all the strength I could muster. I brought in the knee again and again. I thought I felt ribs shatter, but it could have easily been my imagination. I struck the side of his skull ferociously with a right elbow. The cruel, punishing elbow left a huge, gaping cut above his left eyebrow. Blood began to spill abundantly down his face. The blood from his cut and his broken nose from the last round made him almost unrecognizable. He was truly a bloody pulp. The blood waterfall would inhibit Donovan’s vision as well. He definitely needed to be patched up. I needed to finish this before the round ended. The cage floor was beginning to look like the kill room at an abattoir. I felt warm, sticky blood on the soles of my feet.

      I executed a spinning leg sweep, and he fell flat on his back. Donovan’s head bounced violently off the mat. I was on top of him immediately hammering my fist into his face over and over. Each blow destroyed his face and made his head bounce on the mat. I expected the referee to stop the match, but he didn’t. The end of Round 3 stopped my rapid barrage of fist sandwiches to the jerk’s face. Donovan moved slowly on his hands and knees to his corner leaving a trail of red on the mat. I expected his trainer to throw in the towel, but he didn’t do it. This should be quick work at the beginning of round 4. I sat down with not a scratch on me, and my stamina was at maximum. There was blood on me, but it wasn’t mine of course. The copper smell mixed with Donavan’s sweat made me nauseous.

      “Jesus tap-dancing Christ, I figured Reynolds would stop the match,” Earl said as he gave me some water and began to wipe the sweat and blood off my chest.

      “World Fighting Masters, my man. This punishment is par for the course. He deserves it. His mouth has run wild for too damn long.”

      We met a few feet apart in the center of the cage as we waited for the referee's signal to go. Donovan’s trainer had done a good job stopping his bleeding during the break. However, another shot to his head would open the cut again. Donovan’s nose was badly broken and deformed. Both of his eyes were puffy, and his lip was busted. In the UCF, this match would have been stopped a long time ago. Not here.

      Through the massive damage on his face, Donovan still ran his mouth. “Is that the best you got, pussy? You are going down this round. You are nothing but a cunt bitch.” Sure enough, he spat on me again. A large glob of mucus mixed with blood slapped me in the face.

      I wiped off the disgusting matter with the back of my glove. You have got to be fucking kidding me. “Alright Alex, you are a dead man,” I growled at him with demonic rage in my eyes.

      Donovan threw a weak jab with his right hand. I caught his wrist and squeezed. He threw another light punch with his left hand. I caught it with my other hand. I jerked both of my arms up, and I heard the ligaments rip in his elbow joints. I pulled him in and headbutted him as hard as I could three times. While still holding his arms, I did a backdrop over my head which shattered his face and dislocated both of his arms when he drove into the mat. I jumped onto his back and put him in a chokehold from behind. Blood poured down his face onto my arm and dripped to the floor. He didn't tap and the referee didn't stop the match. I began to squeeze harder and pull backward. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Donovan’s trainer throw the towel into the cage. He had finally seen enough. The referee reached toward me to pull me off Alex. It was too late, the force of me pulling his head backward was too much. I felt his neck snap. The sound sent a shock directly to my soul. I let go and Donovan fell limp to the floor, lifeless. I rolled away and got to my knees and looked at what I had done. Donovan’s trainers, and the WFM doctors ran in to check on the broken fighter. There was no need. I knew what I had done, I just couldn’t believe it. I had just killed Alex Donovan.
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      Earl got me out of the arena and back to the locker room as quickly as he possibly could. I was in a daze. I couldn’t get the sound of Donovan’s neck-breaking out of my head.

      “God Dammit, John, why didn’t you stop when the ref went for you? You didn’t fucking stop. Now the bastard is dead!” Earl shouted as he paced the room.

      I just shook my head. “I just couldn’t stop. I kept pulling. I don’t know why.”

      Earl got on one knee in front of me and looked me dead in the eye. “How the fuck do you not know? I knew you two hated each other, but I never thought for one second that you would kill the guy. Jesus, John! What the hell are we going to do?”

      I shook my head once more. “I don’t know.”

      Earl sighed and put his hands on his hips. “I guess you are going to get arrested. We gotta get Richard on the phone. You are going to need an attorney. Fuck!”

      I was in an almost catatonic state. “It is what it is.”

      Suddenly, there was a loud knock on the door. Earl almost jumped out of his skin. “Yeah?”

      “This is the police. Open the door, please.”

      “Fuck!” Earl muttered as he looked solemnly at me. “Alright, I’m coming.”

      Earl opened the door to find one male police officer. It surprised me because I figured there were going to be at least two or three maybe.

      Earl motioned for the officer to come in. The officer was of Asian descent and stood approximately 5’8 and weighed around 160. He had a pleasant look on his face, which was surprising. “Sir, would you mind stepping outside for a moment. I would like to speak to Mr. LeBrock please.”

      “We want an attorney. I ain’t leaving him by himself,” Earl replied nervously.

      “It’s alright, Earl. Go out and calm down a bit. It’s going to be okay.”

      “Huh? You can’t be serious. You don’t need to say anything until we get an attorney here!”

      “Earl, please. Go.”

      The police officer stood up straight with his hands behind his back. He didn’t say a word.

      Earl stood and glared at me confused for a couple of moments. Then he shrugged anxiously and walked out. He slammed the door behind him.

      “What can I do for you, officer? Do you want my hands behind my back? Or what?”

      “Not exactly, Mr. Lebrock.”

      “Well, let’s go then,” I said as I stood up to go off to jail with the officer.

      The officer held his hand up to stop me. “Please, Mr. Lebrock, have a seat.”

      I was surprised, but I followed his order and sat down slowly. “You know, it isn’t smart of me to talk without my attorney here.”

      He nodded. “I understand sir, however, I am not here to take you to jail. I am not a police officer at all.”

      I looked at the man in shock. I must have looked exactly like a deer in headlights. “I don’t get it. Is this some kind of joke...officer?”

      “No, it is not a joke. My name is Ezekiel. I am not of this world.”

      I sighed loudly and shook my head. “What the fuck? You are not of this world? What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      Suddenly, a pink aura surrounded the Asian man. It began to swirl around him like a gentle tornado. After a couple of moments, there was a bright flash, and a strange man stood in front of me. He had the same face, but he had long, platinum hair and a lengthy, platinum goatee. He wore a colorful robe with sandals on his feet. He smiled at me.

      I blinked my eyes a couple of times and shook my head. “Fuck, I have some sort of concussion, and I am hallucinating. What the hell is going on?”

      “Mr. LeBrock, I can assure you I am real, and what you are seeing is reality. I am here to offer you a way out of your predicament. You are in very serious trouble. I can help you escape this situation.”

      I held out my hands in front of me and shook my head some more. “Wait, how did you change your clothes so quickly? What was all that light?”

      Ezekiel let out a frustrated sigh. “John, we don’t have much time. Do you want out of this situation, or do you want to go to prison?”

      “How are you going to get me out of this situation? You are going to get yourself arrested too!”

      “I will as they say in this world ‘cut to the chase’. I have been watching you for quite some time. You are a great warrior. You have much left to learn, but you are above everyone on Earth. We need a man of your skill. As great as you are on Earth, you could be exponentially powerful with me.”

      “To do what?” I exclaimed and shrugged.

      Ezekiel approached me. He conjured a ball of pink energy in the palm of his hand. It began to spin like a planet on its axis. I stood in awe. It was nothing like I had ever seen before. What kind of magic trick was this? This guy should be on stage in Las Vegas not in my locker room talking to me.

      “On Earth your limits are great. You can only become so powerful here. It is pathetic quite honestly.”

      This statement annoyed the shit out of me. “Well, why the fuck do you want me to go with you? If I am so weak, of course.”

      Ezekiel nodded. “Good point. You have reached a very high level of skill within the constraints and rules of this world. This means you have amazing potential in my world.”

      “What is your world?” I asked with an eyebrow raised.

      “Azura.”

      “Where is Azura?”

      Ezekiel sighed. “We don’t really have time for an astronomy lesson. Here.”

      The man closed his eyes, and the pink energy began to spin around his index finger. He twirled his hand in the air, and a large pink map appeared out of thin air. It was some sort of star system. I did two heavy blinks to make sure my eyes were clean, and I was seeing what I thought I was seeing.

      Ezekiel pointed at a dot in the air. “This is Earth.” He moved his finger to a dot far away. “This is Azura. As you can see, it is a long way from here. This is all you need to know right now.”

      “So, do you have a spaceship parked outside or what?”

      Ezekiel looked very annoyed. “No, I do not have a spaceship. I am what is called a planeswalker. I can create doorways between our worlds and others. You just simply walk through.”

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “Bullshit.”

      “It makes no difference if you think it is bullshit. It does not make it any less true. Now, I am growing tired of this. The police are on their way to arrest you. You have only a moment to decide. Prison or Azura?”

      Ezekiel’s right hand glowed pink. He turned to his side and made a motion like he was going to open a shower curtain. He pulled back slowly revealing a doorway to what looked like another dimension. My jaw dropped. This wasn’t a magic trick. It was real magic or some miracle. There was no logical explanation other than I was going crazy.

      Ezekiel sighed. “I am not holding this open much longer. I don’t want something from Azura to come through. You need to make a choice. The police are getting closer.

      I could hear loud footsteps as they approached. Ezekiel was right. They were on their way to arrest me.

      I could hear Earl through the door. He was talking loudly. I thought I heard him say to the cops something about me getting dressed and for them to give me a moment. I could have been wrong. The cops grunted something and slammed on the door.

      “Open up, Mr. Lebrock. This is the police!”

      Ezekiel stood calmly as he held the portal open.

      I looked at the portal and the door several times before I made the decision to follow this strange man to a strange world.

      I nodded and slowly walked to the portal. I paused and looked at Ezekiel. He smiled warmly. “Just step through. You will be fine. It is simply a doorway.”

      I turned my attention back to the portal while the police began to kick the door to my dressing room. I took a deep breath and stepped over the threshold as the police smashed my door open.
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      It was exactly like he said. I had just stepped through a doorway to another world. I was in such shock that I couldn’t comprehend what I was seeing. The world looked like an ancient Asian countryside, but much more colorful. There were hues of pinks, blues, and purples in the vegetation. The sky was blue, but it was a much more magnificent blue unlike I had ever seen on Earth. Majestic birds soared over my head and made beautiful sounds. It was almost as if they were welcoming me to Azura. I turned to look back at the portal I had walked through.  Ezekiel stepped through just as I turned. I could hear the police in the background yelling for him to stop.

      I caught my last glimpse of my friend Earl. His eyes were wide in disbelief. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what he was thinking at that very moment. It finally crossed my mind that this would be the last time I ever saw Earl. A pang of sadness blanketed me at that very moment. Ezekiel turned and closed the doorway just as quickly as he had opened it. He smiled and wiped his hands together like he was trying to get dirt off them.

      He grinned and held his arms up. “What do you think?”

      “It’s beautiful. I’m too overwhelmed right now to take it all in. I am still not convinced that this is not a dream.”

      “That’s understandable. You will find Azura to be much more appealing than Earth, I think. You made the right decision coming here. I promise you.”

      I nodded slowly and put my hands on my hips. I was still wearing my Tapout trunks and gloves.  I didn’t have any shoes on either.

      Just as I opened my mouth to speak to Ezekial, I felt a sharp pain explode in the center of my body. It felt like someone had stabbed me with a sword right under my sternum. I grabbed my chest and screamed in agony. The pain kept getting sharper and sharper. I quickly fell to one knee. Was I having a heart attack?”

      “What….the….fuck?”

      Ezekiel walked over slowly to where I was kneeling. “Just breathe in and out. This process is going to be painful. You will be okay, but you just have to adjust to this world.”

      I tried to listen to what he was saying, but the pain was getting more intense. I fell to my side and curled up in the fetal position. I puked on the ground beside me and continued to wail in pain.

      I felt like something was going to burst out of my chest at any moment, but not before my innards were ripped to shreds. I had a flashback from the classic sci fi horror movie Alien from Ridley Scott. There was a scene where one of the men suddenly felt excruciating pain much like I felt right now. After a few moments of agony, a small alien burst from his chest and killed him. I felt like one of those aliens would explode out of my chest at any freaking moment. The pain continued to get worse. I felt as if I couldn’t breathe. I knew that I was going to die at any second. Just as that thought crossed my mind, I saw complete darkness, and there was silence.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke inside some sort of house. The extreme pain was gone, but my chest did throb a bit. I was on a mat on a wooden plank floor. It was red as were the walls. It looked like I was in a barn. I attempted to rise to a sitting position, but I was struck by a strong soreness in the center of my body. It felt as if I had done 2,000 sit-ups the day before.

      “Ah, geez. What the fuck happened to me? Hey! Anyone there? Ezekial!”

      I heard footsteps approach the room I was in. The door opened slowly with squeaky hinges. Ezekiel poked his head in and smiled.

      I placed the palm of my hand on my forehead and sighed. “What the hell are you smiling at? I had a damn heart attack.”

      Ezekiel entered the room with his hands behind his back. “John, you did not have a heart attack. I can assure you of that.”

      “Well, what the hell did happen? Did you know it was going to happen?”

      Ezekiel nodded.

      I attempted to sit again but fell back down to my back when the pain hit. I gritted my teeth and hammer fisted the floor.

      “Shortly, I will give you some tea that will help your pain. By tomorrow, you should be as good as new.”

      “Dude give me some answers. I want to punch you in the fucking face right now.”

      Ezekiel laughed at that comment. “There is no need for that right now. You are a new resident of this world. You had to go through a process to live here. The pain you felt was your core or cores materializing in your body. You have to have a core to survive on Azura.”

      “What is this core supposed to do?”

      “Azura is filled with an arcane life force called myst. The pink energy that you asked me about before we entered the doorway was myst. Myst can be contained, manipulated, and cultivated by all Azura’s residents. Some people can do it better than others, of course.”

      “Is it like oxygen or something?”

      “Yes and no. It is required for survival here, but unlike oxygen, myst is a source of power. Myst flows through all things and all creatures on Azura. Learning to harness and use myst will make you more powerful than you can possibly imagine.”

      I shook my head in confusion. “Listen, I’ll take your word for it. I don’t understand it right now but whatever.”

      “You will understand it in time, and you will crave it and desire it above all things.”

      “You said that it was either core or cores manifesting in my body. Did I hear that right?”

      Ezekiel still had his hands behind his back and nodded. However, it was almost a half bow. “You listen when others talk to you. That is very good. Yes, it is possible for you to have multiple cores. You have one of course, but you can gain more. More cores can contain more myst. More myst will give you more power as long as you know how to cultivate it and manipulate it.”

      “Is it possible to be ‘born’ with multiple cores?”

      “It is rare, but it is possible.”

      “How do I know how many I have?”

      “We must go to the Temple of the Weeping Sun. We will be able to find out there. We will worry about that after you recover. I will send the handmaiden in with your tea.”
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      My neck hurt like a bitch from the conversation with Ezekiel. I just needed to lay flat for a while. Actually, a fucking pillow would be nice. I was going to keep my fingers crossed that there were actual beds on this planet. I can’t sleep on this shit for the rest of my life. My eyes began to hurt from the light of the candle chandelier right above me. I raised my left arm and promptly put it back down. It was also freaking sore from my transformation experience. I lifted my right arm and put the back of my hand over my eyes to block the light from stabbing my retinas. Raising my arm up released a stench from my sweaty armpit. I still had the stink on me from the fight that was only hours ago. A shower was usually the first thing I did after a fight. Soft footsteps approached the door, and the visitor knocked on the door.

      An almost inaudible voice spoke through the red wooden door. “Mr. LeBrock, I have your tea. May I come in?”

      “Sure,” I said with a grimace.

      The door slowly opened, and a young woman entered with teacup on a saucer. She smiled and walked slowly toward me. I lifted my torso and slid my elbows into position to hold me up. My chest and gut were fucking sore, but how else was I going to drink this tea. The woman was wearing a plain, navy blue dress. Her long, black hair was up in a bun. Her face looked Asian as this whole world so far had an Asian look. Her face was pure and beautiful. The dress she wore hid the shape of her body.

      She kneeled beside me and handed me the cup. “Enjoy, Mr. LeBrock,” she nodded and smiled.

      “Please call me John, I insist. What is your name?”

      “I am Kimiko. I am a handmaiden for Master Ezekiel. I am here to help you in any way I can. You are a very special guest here.”

      I smelled the steaming tea. “Hmmm, it smells good. Thank you.”

      “It is jade petal tea. It will help you recover from your arrival. That can always be traumatic and deadly for a lot of travelers. You should be very thrilled you survived. Master Ezekiel is quite anxious for your trip to the Temple of the Weeping Sun tomorrow. He will learn so much more about you and your potential. I am sorry I have said too much. Forgive me, Mr. LeBrock...John.”

      I shook my head. “Not at all. Thank you for speaking with me. I know nothing about this world.”

      Kimiko smiled warmly and nodded.

      I took my first sip of the tea. It had a very sweet, floral taste. It was nothing like I had ever drank before. The only tea I was accustomed to was sweet iced tea. If you are Southern, you drink sweet tea. It is a sin not to. I felt the warmth of the tea travel down my esophagus into my stomach. A couple of seconds afterward, I began to feel warmth and tingling all over my body.

      “John, you will begin to feel better very soon. You should be 100% tomorrow morning.”

      “I hope so. This soreness sucks ass.”

      Kimiko looked perplexed by the expression and remained silent.

      “I’m sorry for the language. I will try and do better. Listen do you have a pillow and blanket perhaps?”

      “Yes, I can get that for you right now. Would you like some more tea?”

      “No, thank you. This is hitting all the right places. I could use some water if you have any.”

      I assumed that water consumption was a thing on Azura as well.

      “Of course, I will retrieve these items for you immediately.”

      Kimiko didn’t waste any time. She was gone and right back in just a couple of minutes. She held a pillow under her arm and a blanket over her shoulder. She held a pitcher of water by the handle and placed the other hand under for extra support. She placed the water right beside me easily within my reach. I could hear the liquid slosh back and forth in the container. She folded the blanket perfectly and placed it on the other side of my body. She laid the soft pillow on top of the warm blanket.

      “Will there be anything else? You need your rest.”

      I pointed at the chandelier above. “Yeah, is there any way we can do something about this light? It is damn bright.”

      Kimiko nodded and walked over and retrieved a long metal device that had something bell shaped on the end. She slowly raised it and placed it over each candle extinguishing the flame. The room was dark, but my eyes adjusted quickly. Moonlight shone through a small window just below the ceiling of the room. As soon as the lights went out, my eyelids became very heavy.

      “John, the tea will help you sleep as well. I wish you a good night,” Kimiko said with a bow.

      “It was nice to meet you Kimiko. Thank you for doing all of this for me. Will I see you tomorrow?”

      “Yes, I will have breakfast prepared for you before your trip to the temple. If there isn’t anything else, I will let you get your rest. Please make sure you drink all of the tea.”

      I nodded my head, and she walked toward the door and exited. She closed the door behind her very softly to not make any noise that would disturb others. My body was begging for sleep, so I drank the rest of my tea quickly. I laid down on my new pillow and covered myself with the soft, warm blanket. I fell asleep within seconds.
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      I slept the entire night like a baby. When I awoke, I began to get to my feet. I expected a blast of pain, but I was thrilled that there was none. The jade petal tea had done its job perfectly. I prepared myself for the awkwardness of being in a strange house with strange people. When I was in my element, I had no lack of confidence. I owned whatever room that I entered. This was different. I had no clue what I was doing and what was in store for me. Nonetheless, Azura was my home now, and I needed to get acquainted and fast. I slowly opened the doorway to reveal a long hallway that led in two directions. To the left, I was confident were the bedrooms. To the right, I was sure it led to the living area.

      My stomach growled, and I hoped that there would be some kind of food to put in my gut. I went to the right and took in the decorations in the hallway. There were several colorful tapestries. Some of them appeared to have dragon-like creatures woven on them. Some of them had the sun sewn in. I stopped at each one and looked closely. I reached an ornate doorway at the end of the hallway. I opened it slowly to reveal a living area like I had suspected. There was a very short table with a beautiful floral arrangement in the center. There were no chairs, just cushions or pillows to sit or kneel on. There were two plates awaiting food.

      Suddenly, I heard a voice from behind me. “I hope you slept well.”

      I was startled, and I turned to see Ezekiel smiling and standing as he always did with his hands behind his back. His long hair and beard were as platinum as ever.

      “I did, thank you. That tea was amazing, and Kimiko’s hospitality was great.”

      “Yes, the jade petal has many wonderful uses on Azura. Using it in tea is the most widely used method to consume it. I trust that your pain is gone, and you feel refreshed.”

      “I feel freaking awesome. I am starving though.”

      “Please have a seat at the table. Kimiko is preparing breakfast. We will eat and get a bit more acquainted and head out to the temple.”

      I nodded and walked to the table. I didn’t know which seat Ezekiel usually sat in, so I just stood there and awaited instruction.

      “Please, sit wherever you like.”

      I nodded once more and sat down at the first pillow I arrived at. He slowly sat at the other end of the table and smiled. Kimiko came in immediately with a tray of steaming food. She placed hot food on my plate first.

      “Thank you.”

      “In case you are wondering, our food on Azura is not much different than earth. Those are amethyst swallow eggs, and the meat is from the silver deer. I think you will find both very tasty. Please help yourself.”

      I used a wooden fork and tasted the meat first. The meat almost melted in my mouth. It was juicy, and the flavor was incredible. I involuntarily let out a “Mmmm.”

      “Yes, silver deer is one of my favorite meats. Try your eggs.”

      I was a little taken back by the soft demand. I hadn’t been told what to eat since I was a child. I just rolled with it. I placed the eggs in my mouth. They were wonderful as well. They tasted like eggs on earth for the most part, but they were a little bit sweeter. The interesting thing I noticed from the food was its effect on my body. It was satisfying my hunger, but I felt that tingling all over my body like when I drank the tea. It was odd, but it felt good.

      “The sensation you are feeling is from the jade petals. It is used in food as well, much like salt on your world.”

      “It’s very good. Thank you,” I said while shoveling food in my mouth.

      Ezekiel began to eat his food. There was silence for the next few minutes until the food was gone.

      Kimiko immediately approached as I put my wooden fork on the table. “Would you like more?  We have plenty.”

      I turned and shook my head. “No, thank you. It was wonderful.”

      She smiled and nodded as she took my plate.

      “Yes, Kimiko, it was very tasty.” Ezekiel looked at me after smiling at her. “She is one of the best cooks in the region.”

      “Listen, let’s cut to the chase. Tell me about what happened to me yesterday and what this world is all about. Also, who are you exactly?”

      Ezekiel smiled and wiped his hands with a cloth and placed it back on the table. “Yes, people from Earth are impatient. I must remember that. It has been awhile since I brought one of you over.”

      “I am Ezekiel, of course, and I am a Plane Overseer. This region is Starfall.”

      “What exactly is a Plane Overseer?”

      “I have the ability to go to other worlds through doorways like the one you walked through.”

      I shook my head. “How the hell are you able to do that?”

      “How does one do anything? It was deemed by the gods. Don’t worry yourself with the why or how. It just is.”

      “You said worlds. How many worlds are there?”

      “Within my range of power, there are twelve. I am still advancing in my power. As I advance, the more worlds I will be able to visit.”

      “Twelve worlds? Jesus Christ. Is there intelligent life on all of them?”

      “Of course, however. some are more advanced than others. Humans on Earth are rather advanced, but they do not have access to myst. Their technology is very impressive, but the individual is very limited in power. Without myst, humans will remain weak.”

      “Myst?”

      “Yes, we touched on the subject yesterday. It is rather difficult for travelers to understand. Today, at the temple, you will be given more details from Hektor the Cosmic Observator.”

      “The who? The what?”

      Ezekiel chuckled. “In due time, John, in due time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Ezekiel and I walked out the front door to a beautiful wooden porch. It was very ornate and with handmaid carvings of different types of creatures or animals. The sky was clear with only a few fluffy, ivory clouds in the sky. There was a sun that shone on this world. However, it was a pinkish color which gave the sky a light pink hue. There were lush trees scattered across the grounds of the estate. Birds flew in and out of them constantly. Butterflies and other similar insects danced in the flowers.

      An elegant pathway touched the bottom of the steps and continued to a road in the distance. Large mountains that looked as if they were out of a painting were the backdrop. I had never been to the Alps, but these looked similar from the pictures I have seen. There looked to be snowcaps on the summit of several of the mountains. As we made our way down the meticulously designed stone pathway, I turned to look back at the home we had just left. I stopped to take it all in. It was much larger than what it seemed from the inside. There were three stories, however, the top was much smaller than the others. It looked like Asian dwellings. He felt as if he was in China. The home was painted red with golden accents all over.

      “You have a beautiful home.”

      Ezekiel continued to stand with his hands behind his back. He nodded and smiled. “Yes, it is. It has been in my family for 5,000 years.”

      “Fuck...me!” I exclaimed with my mouth open. “It looks like it is only a couple years old.”

      “Well, my family and loyal staff have taken care of the home very well for thousands of years. It will stand for thousands more. Please, let us continue. We have a long walk.”

      I got the hint and nodded. “No problem, let’s get going. We can chat on the way.”

      We walked for an hour down a winding mountain path. Ezekiel wasn’t lying about the long walk. I didn’t see any kind of temple, just trees, mountains, and rocks. There was not a lot of talking going on. Ezekiel appeared to be meditating and walking at the same time. His eyes were open, but they looked closed for business. He just had a blank stare on his face. It looked like he was being pulled somewhere by some sort of energy or other force. He continued to hold his hands behind his back. A quiet “hmm” sound would come out periodically.

      Suddenly, Ezekiel stopped in his tracks.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      He began to scan the area on both sides of the path.

      I stepped closed and whispered. “Did you hear something?”

      “Quiet!” Ezekiel whispered sternly.

      I did a quick nod and backed up a couple of steps from him. I got the hint to shut the fuck up.

      Ezekiel kept his left hand behind his back, but he moved his right hand in front of him. He extended his right arm and opened his palm away from his body. I started to get goosebumps as I saw his palm begin to glow pink. His left hand behind his back began to glow as well, but he didn’t move that hand from its position. I began to get a really bad feeling, so I raised my fists and moved into a fighting stance. I looked side to side, but I saw nothing. I still had my gloves from the fight on as well as my trunks. The only new attire I had were these little black shoes like the ones I used to wear when I walked around a swimming pool as a kid. They weren’t stylish by any means, but they kept my feet from getting cut all to hell.

      A loud screech from my right snapped me out of my daze. In the tree beside me, there was some sort of purple humanoid creature on a tree branch.

      “Stand behind me, John. You aren’t ready for this yet, I fear.”

      The creature jumped to the ground and crouched. Its arms looked longer than its legs from where I stood. It moved forward a few steps like a gorilla moving toward its prey. Its eyes glowed yellow, and it had long sharp fangs coming from its mouth. Its skin was covered with purple fur with some red splotches of color scattered all over. My stomach dropped as another screeched pierced my ears from the left. I turned my head to see another purple creature moving slowly toward our position. It looked like the other, but it may have been a bit bigger.

      “Fuck, there’s another one!”

      Ezekiel turned and nodded.

      “Well, what do you want me to do?” I asked Ezekiel in frustration.

      “If it hits you, hit back. Simple,” Ezekiel said smugly.

      “So, no tips? No advice?” I said with eyes wide.

      The creature on the right launched into action with fury.

      Ezekiel slowly began to float six inches above the ground while staying in the same stance. I stood there like a douche who had just seen a pair of tits for the first time. The creature dove toward Ezekiel with its long arms extended and claws stretched open. Ezekiel dodged easily, not changing his stance. The creature leapt back to the old man’s position, and he dodged again. The creature screeched in frustration. Ezekiel jumped and landed a kick to its back. The vicious impact knocked the creature into a large tree trunk more than twenty yards away. The purple people eater fell to the ground with a resounding thud. I wasn’t sure if it was dead or not, but at least it was out of commission long enough to take care of the other one.

      “Duck!” yelled Ezekiel.

      I didn’t know if he meant just bend over or dive to the ground. I decided to perform the latter. As soon as my arms and chest hit, the rocks sent several scattered blasts of pain to my overwhelmed brain. I dove just in time. The other monster missed its attack on me and hit the ground headfirst. The momentum caused him to do a somersault, but then it was back to its feet. Ezekiel was waiting for it. The old man slammed his glowing palm in the face of the monster. The creature’s head exploded like a balloon filled with purple goo.

      I put both hands on my head. “Holy freaking shit!”

      Ezekiel lowered to the ground slowly. Both of his hands stopped glowing.

      “Don’t we need to make sure the other one is dead?”

      “It’s dead,” Ezekiel said confidently.

      I looked past him and nodded. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      As soon as those words left my mouth, both dead creatures dissolved into the ground. “What the hell, dude?”

      “Let’s continue.” Ezekiel began walking again.

      “No, man, you are going to tell me what just happened. What were those things?”

      Ezekiel sighed. “Those creatures are Wicked Prowlers. They look scary, but they don’t put up much of a fight.”

      “You told me that ‘I wasn’t ready yet,’” I said sarcastically as I motioned quotation marks in the air.

      “Oh, I mean not much of a fight for me. They would have more than likely ripped your head off.”

      I sighed loudly. “Don’t you think you need to teach me how to do what you did with the pink energy?”

      “Myst?”

      “Yes, I don’t want to run into one of these things unprepared.

      Ezekiel chuckled.

      “Is it funny that I would like to keep my head attached to my body? I would say that finding out how to do that is pretty important.”

      Ezekiel’s chuckles turned into a mischievous grin. “It takes much training to do what I did. I can teach you over time, of course, but you can’t do anything until we meet Hektor the Cosmic Observator.”

      “What is going to happen to me?”

      “He will answer all of your questions. Well...most of your questions. Humans tend to have lots of questions, especially the female sex.”

      “You have female humans here?”

      “Of course.”

      I paused a second so he could continue, but he never did.

      “You gotta give me more than that.”

      “Of course, we have female humans on Azura. How’s that?” asked Ezekiel.

      I motioned for him to continue, but he was not talking.

      “Let’s go for two sentences this time. Come on.”

      “The current quest we are on right now has nothing to do with human, female women. Why must we speak of this right now?

      “Fair enough, that was two sentences.”

      Ezekiel nodded and smiled. “Good. Let's continue.”

      

      I was frustrated with the lack of information I was receiving from the old man, but he did save my life bringing me here to Azura. He had also saved me from the purple guys.

      We kept walking, but it turned into hiking. The path began to get steeper and steeper as we progressed. We didn’t run into any more wildlife that wanted to kill us. However, we did see several birds and one silver deer. Everything on Azura just seemed to be more magical. I assumed it was due to this myst that Easy E (the nickname I had decided to call Ezekial) talked about, but I was too tired to engage him anymore. We eventually reached a clearing. The path had become so steep that the clearing looked like we were going to be a part of the sky. We walked over the crest of the hill and saw a huge, magnificent structure. We had reached the summit of the mountain we were on.

      Ezekiel stopped and motioned toward the building, “The Temple of the Weeping Sun.”

      I nodded and walked closer to get a better look. How it was possible to construct something like this on the summit of a mountain boggled my mind. It looked like a combination of a castle and a Shaolin temple. The walkway to the entrance was lined with beautiful gardens.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” asked Ezekiel.

      “Most definitely. I have never seen anything like it. Does Hektor live here by himself?”

      Ezekiel chuckled. “No, there are many that live here. Let’s go in, the Cosmic Observator is waiting.”
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      The door opened as soon as we got within six feet of it. A six-foot tall brunette bombshell smiled at us with sparkling, ivory teeth. Her eyes were brown and piercing. She wore a thin, silky white dress, and her feet were bare. She placed her hands together and gave a quick bow. “Welcome, the Observator has been waiting patiently for your arrival. Please follow me.”

      I began to step across the threshold to follow the beautiful woman wherever she wanted to take me. I was looking forward to looking at the majestic ass I knew she was going to have. Easy E placed his hand in front of my chest. “Remove your shoes.”

      I stopped abruptly and apologized to the both of them. I removed my hideous, black shoes and stepped into the temple. My assumption was very on the mark regarding this woman’s ass. The linen was thin enough to get a hint of her bare ass underneath. Both cheeks bounced perfectly with each step that she took.

      Ezekiel cleared his throat loudly and looked at me with one platinum eyebrow raised. I just looked at him and shrugged. I loved hot women, and this woman was insanely hot. After I was caught by the old man, I began to look around the inside of the temple. The word spectacular doesn’t do this place justice. There weren’t only beautiful gardens outside. They were inside as well. Flowers, shrubs, and trees...yes, trees grew inside this place. They didn’t just grow, they flourished. As beautiful as the gardens were, it was nothing compared to what I saw in the center chamber of the temple. As we made it to the other end of the long entry hallway garden thingy, I heard the sound of water. The woman opened the stone double doors to reveal a waterfall. Not just a waterfall, a fucking, gigantic waterfall. Seeing this inside the temple almost made my brain explode.

      I just stopped and stared dumbfounded. This may have been the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. Well, other than the blonde, ring girl I had a one-night stand in Las Vegas last year after I spectated a WFM PPV card. Now, I stood there like a stooge thinking about the night with that voluptuous, blonde ring girl. I think Kelly was her name. I digress.

      “This is where the temple gets the ‘Weeping’ part of the name,” Ezekiel informed.

      “And the sun?”

      “The temple is on the top of a mountain and shines its magnificence on Starfall,” replied the gorgeous guide.

      “It works,” I replied with a nod.

      As I came closer to the mammoth waterfall, I noticed people in the water at the base.

      “The water has healing powers, whether you drink or submerge yourself in it,” added the guide.

      “Alright, this is beginning to make me have to go take a piss.”

      Ezekiel chuckled, and the beautiful guide blushed.

      We eventually reached our destination. It looked like we had walked into a planetarium. It was darker than the rest of the temple, and the walls and ceiling sparkled.

      The guide walked us to the center of the room. I was expecting cushions on the floor to sit on, but there were several chairs and a couple of soft sofas.

      “Please have a seat. I will bring you some refreshment.” The guide placed her hands together and bowed before she went on her way. I had to really fight the urge to not watch her ass bounce as she walked away. I felt like Ezekiel’s eyes were right on top of me.

      “Welcome Mr. LeBrock,” a male voice spoke from the darkness.

      I almost jumped out of my skin, but Ezekiel didn’t flinch at the sudden sound. A tall, dark figure escaped the grip of the darkness. I had to squint to get a good look at him as he approached. He was wearing a long, black robe. He had a very large, golden amulet around his neck. I was too far away, and it was too dark for me to actually see what it looked like. Ezekiel stood, and I followed suit.

      “Ezekiel, it is always good to see you my friend. I am anxious to analyze your new human from Earth.”

      Ezekiel bowed and smiled, but he didn’t say a word.

      I sounded like I was a puppy that he had rescued from the pound. That comment irritated me. However, I have always read into things too much. I would hear one or two words in a statement I didn’t like and completely miss the point. This had to be one of those times. I was finally able to look at him more closely in the light where we had sat. Hektor looked younger than Ezekiel, but I couldn’t be sure. I was mainly going by the fact that Hektor didn’t have gray hair. It was long, black, and fell halfway down his back. A closer look at the amulet revealed what looked like a dragon in front of a sun.

      I finally decided to speak and not look like a douche. “Hektor, it is nice to meet you.”

      Ezekiel loudly cleared his throat again. I immediately knew I had done something wrong. “You will address the Observator as Master.”

      Hektor placed his hands behind his back and smiled.

      I looked at Hektor and then back to Ezekiel. He nodded as if to say, ‘go ahead you stupid bastard.’

      “Master, thank you for your hospitality,” I said this slowly with a great deal of hesitation behind it.  Calling a man master was difficult at this point in my life. I was one of the biggest stars in sports. I was definitely the biggest draw in the world of mixed martial arts.

      Hektor bowed his head and motioned to the seats. “Please, have a seat. You have had a long journey. Relax for a bit.”

      I took him up on his offer and plopped down on the sofa. The cushion was incredible. It wrapped around my ass as if it were designed specifically for me.

      “How has your stay been in Starfall so far, Mr. LeBrock?”

      I found it odd that someone I called master would call me mister. I shrugged. “So far so good, except for those wicked prowler monsters, I have been doing very well. Thank you.”

      “Oh, those beasts are a nuisance in Starfall. I am glad you had Ezekiel with you. Even though they are fairly weak, they would have shredded you to pieces since your new core has not been blessed by the temple.”

      “Blessed? What does that mean exactly?”

      “It is kind of an activation of the core you have developed since your arrival. The use of myst is impossible without the blessing of a Cosmic Observator.”

      “So, you have to bless every person? You must be a busy guy.”

      “No, this is only required when a being from another realm is brought to Azura like yourself.”

      “Ugh, I have so many questions,” I said with a loud sigh of exhaustion.

      “Please ask anything you like,” Hector said as he crossed his arms.

      “Alright, what is a Cosmic Observator exactly?”

      Hektor chuckled. “I see across the cosmos, other people, and other worlds. I also oversee the land of Starfall. As the earthlings would say, ‘I am in charge.’”

      The Observator continued before I could respond. “I watched you from afar for many years. I saw your deadly transgression during your fight. I felt it was our opportunity to get you here. I sent Ezekial to give you the option. Thank the gods you were smart enough to walk through the doorway.
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      Since Ezekiel could just open doorways to other worlds, I could believe Hektor’s ability to see across fucking space. I just shook it off easily that he said he had been watching me from Azura.

      “Why were you watching me? Why am I so special?”

      “Well, we hope you are special. Our experience over the centuries leads us to believe that you will be,” replied Hektor.

      These quick answers didn’t really answer anything. They were getting on my nerves.

      I motioned for Hektor to continue. “Please go on. Why is it you believe that I will be?”

      Hektor nodded with a grin. “Over the centuries, The Temple of the Weeping Sun and other groups across Azura have snatched beings from other worlds hoping they would be beneficial to their purposes here on Azura. However, none of us know for certain until they get here. You were an elite warrior on Earth. The limitations of Earth held you back tremendously, but you maximized your potential there. The myst gods have given you a core now. You can cultivate and weave myst in your core and throughout your body. I believe there will be no limits to what you can become here. I am eager to analyze the core you have been given. I would like to begin. That question needs to be answered before we can move forward. Please, let us not waste time.”

      As soon as those words left Hektor’s mouth, a stone table rose out of the floor to our right. From my vantage point, this table looked like an altar of some sort. Hektor motioned for me to follow him, and I obeyed his request. Hektor went to the other side of the table and stood with his hands behind his back. The legs of the table were made of gold and each leg was in the shape of a waterfall. A large, golden sun was engraved in the center of the table. I looked to Hektor.

      “This is the Ritual of the Core. Please lie down on the table.”

      I was picturing Isaac laying on the altar in front of Abraham in the Book of Exodus in the Old Testament. I could envision Hektor raising a dagger in the air and bringing it down into my gut.

      “Please, John, don’t be afraid. Your journey to great power begins here,” Hektor added.

      I nodded and cautiously laid down onto the stone table. The golden sun was freezing and made my back muscles tense.

      Hektor began doing something immediately. He held the palms of both hands over the middle of my body. He closed his eyes, and his hands glowed pink.

      Hektor broke the silence and spoke with his face toward the ceiling. The sudden sound of his voice startled me.

      “I come to you, Ancient Ones. You have given your gift in the body of this traveler of the cosmic plane. Show me your precious work. Let me marvel in its majesty.”

      A couple of moments later, two small glowing orbs of myst came through the ceiling of the temple and floated down. They descended slowly, and I watched in awe and apprehension. After a couple of moments, the two orbs of myst landed in the eyes of the Cosmic Observator. Two beams of pink energy erupted from his eye sockets and extended twenty feet in the air. The sudden eruption scared the shit out of me. He slowly lowered his vision to the center of my torso near my sternum. The beams from his eyes impaled me, but I felt no pain at all. I was just nervous as all get out. Hektor placed his glowing left hand on my forehead and released a thick beam of pink energy from his right hand into my sternum.

      That beam was a different story. I felt like I was being filled up by something. My torso felt extremely tight. The feeling of discomfort quickly changed into a sharp pain. I gritted my teeth together and tried to take the pain as best as I could. I didn’t want to look like a pussy in front of Ezekiel and Hektor. The ritual or whatever the fuck it was lasted for a couple of minutes, but it felt like ages. Luckily, the pressure in my torso intensified no more. The pain level stayed the same.

      The beams of energy stopped, and my pain subsided completely. Hektor looked upward as smoke rose from his eyes.

      I broke my silence. “Jesus Christ, I wasn’t expecting all of that.”

      Hektor didn’t respond to my statement. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply for a few moments. I kept my mouth shut to not interrupt whatever this was.

      Hektor finally spoke but quietly. “I have activated your cores.”

      “Did you say cores? I thought I just had one core.”

      Before Hektor had time to answer, a burning pain exploded on my right forearm. I immediately made a fist and gnashed my teeth together with impressive force. I also shut my eyes involuntarily. I opened them to look at what was causing the pain. I felt like a steer getting branded. It turned out that I wasn’t too far off. Steam rose from my forearm, and there was some sort of tattoo on the top of my forearm. I couldn’t see what it was for a couple of moments.

      I moved my forearm closer and analyzed what I saw.

      “Is that a fucking turtle?”

      Hektor’s eyes widened. “It shows you are Tortoise rank.

      I heard Ezekiel let out a small gasp from where he stood.

      I looked closer, and I just took his word for it. I had no clue what the differences were between a turtle and tortoise. It looked like a damn turtle. The tattoo was black and rather large. I estimated six inches long and four inches wide.

      Hektor looked at Ezekiel and smiled. “I was right about John.”

      “Do you two care to fill me in on what all this means?”

      Hektor placed his hands behind his back. “During your transformation and after you passed through the doorway to Azura, you were blessed with two cores. It is a rarity for a creature to have more than one at inception. More cores mean more potential for monumental things.”

      “All right, how many cores do you have?”

      Hektor laughed. “Your rank will tell people what they need to know. Just because one has multiple cores does not mean they know how to use them effectively.”

      I just shook my head in confusion. “None of this shit makes any sense.”

      Hektor placed his hand on my shoulder and patted it quickly. “It will. Give it time. You will stay here at the temple until you are ready. Roaming the countryside in your particular state will be suicide. You will learn our ways and how to cultivate myst.”

      “Can you at least tell me what this rank mumbo jumbo is? Why am I a freaking turtle?”

      “A tortoise,” Hektor interjected.

      “All right, a tortoise,” I sighed.

      Hektor chuckled at my frustration. “Each person who lives on Azura has a rank. You are ranked Tortoise, which is the second rung of the Ladder of the Ancient Gods.”

      “How did I skip the first rung?”

      “You were a magnificent warrior on Earth. You had tremendous spirit and heart. The Ancient Gods deemed you worthy of the second rung. Millions of Azurans train for years and never leave the first rung of Firefly. It is amazing to start at the rank of Tortoise. It should please you.”

      “I’ll just have to take your word for it. I don’t know what the fuck you are talking about.”

      Hektor smiled at me again. “Veronica will take you to the dormitory. You must rest, and you will start your training tomorrow.” He motioned for the gorgeous guide to come over to take me away.

      I would follow that ass anywhere on this planet.
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      Veronica stopped in front of a door in a long hallway of many doors. She opened the door and motioned for me to go inside. I nodded and walked into a fucking tiny room. It was the size of my damn closet in my home in Atlanta. It was rustic as fuck. It almost looked like a barn.

      I turned and showed the very hot Veronica a grimace on my face. “Are you sure this is the right room?” I asked sarcastically.

      Veronica smiled and nodded. “Of course, is this not acceptable?”

      I had to remember I was in an unfamiliar world, which didn’t include my money and clout. I wouldn’t be able to use my celebrity status to get the best rooms. I was near the bottom of the totem pole. I was a damn turtle...Tortoise.

      “Will there be anything else, Mr. LeBrock?”

      “How about some sustenance? Did I get sent to bed without supper?”

      Veronica giggled, and her cheeks flushed bright pink. “Breakfast will be served at sunrise. I think you will find yourself exhausted after the ritual that you just took part in. It is best not to eat after this ceremony. Please go lie down, and you will fall asleep quickly.”

      After she went away, I closed the door and plopped down onto my bed if that is what you wanted to call it. It wasn’t on the floor like the one I had used at Ezekiel’s. This one was two feet from the floor on an actual frame. It was just a six-inch pad filled with something gritty. It was almost like there was some sort of seed inside. This was more comfortable than my bed at the old man’s house, but I missed my fluffy pillow-top king bed back home. A sudden feeling of emptiness came over me as I realized that my life on Earth didn’t exist anymore. Azura was my home now, and this fucking seed-filled pad was my bed.

      I realized then that things would have gotten a lot worse if I had stayed on Earth. I would lie in a cold jail cell with a homosexual brute named George. I was certain I wouldn’t have been able to beat a murder charge whether it be first degree or second degree. Millions upon millions of people watched me snap Donovan’s neck right in front of their very eyes. There was no way to get out of that. Even if my money, hotshot lawyers, and celebrity status got me out of trouble, my career would be over. I am damn lucky that the old man came along with the magic door to the alien world. I had to put all that behind me. There is no way I am going back, so why did I need to dwell over it. I needed to concentrate on what this tattoo on my arm meant and what I was doing at this temple. My eyes got very heavy, and I was out before I knew it.
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      The next morning, I was led to a chow hall of sorts by Veronica right after I awoke from my dreamless sleep. The room was large and circular with Asian style decor. All the tables were like what I had seen at Ezekiel’s home: short tables with cushions surrounding them.

      There were only a few men and women at the tables in the hall. They were all dressed in outfits that look like a martial arts gi. As I looked at them, I remembered I was still in my trunks from my fight. I stood out like a sore thumb.

      “Mr. LeBrock, please do not worry about your clothing. I will give you proper attire when you meet your trainer,” Veronica stated.

      “Please, call me John.”

      Veronica nodded and motioned for me to follow her. “This is where you will pick up your food. There are three meals served daily. You are welcomed to them unless your training requires fasting.”

      There were several bowls lined up waiting to be taken. They all looked to have rice or something that looked like rice. I picked up a bowl and waited for more instructions from the hot guide.

      “You may sit anywhere you like.”

      I suddenly got flashbacks from the multitude of prison movies I had watched where you would get your ass beat if you sat at the wrong table. I scanned the room for an empty table. I wasn’t really in the mood for small talk just yet. I spotted an empty table by a window and quickly made a beeline for it.

      I sat down and smelled the bland rice. There looked to be some sort of pork meat, but there was not a lot.

      “Is this what I have to look forward to each meal?”

      Veronica chuckled. “You don’t like rice, John?”

      “I feel I will eat a lot of rice. Are you going to sit with me? I could use the company.”

      “No, I have other duties I need to get back to while you finish your breakfast, but I will return to take you to the next stop on your schedule.”

      "You will make me sit here all by my lonesome in this unfamiliar world?” I asked with a fake pout.

      “Yes, John. You will be fine,” said Veronica with a grin.

      I sighed sarcastically. “Listen, sit down. The Cosmic guy won’t mind. Please.”

      I looked her dead in her big, beautiful, blue eyes. She paused in thought, and then she slowly sat down across from me. She had a look of excitement and discomfort all at once.

      Veronica looked around nervously. “I shouldn’t be doing this. I don’t have time for this. I have a lot of work to do.”

      “Yet here you are,” I said with a smirk.

      I ate the rice and pork bowl slowly. The rice was bland, but it had a pleasant texture. I hated mushy rice, and this was just the right level of tenderness. The paltry amount of pork scattered around gave the meal an infinitesimal fraction of flavor. It could have really used some salt, but I didn’t even know if there was such a thing as salt on Azura. I needed some damn coffee, but all I had was a small cup of tea. Being from down south, all I had ever known was sweet iced tea. I wasn’t experienced with hot tea at all. I lifted the teacup by the cold handle and brought the reservoir to my lips. The herbal aroma hit me in my nostrils like a hard sucker punch. I involuntarily let out a silent moan as I sipped the wonderful tea. The tea spilled over my lips into my mouth. The liquid was fiery, and it burned the roof of my mouth. I tried to show no weakness in front of the pretty woman, so I just grinned and bore it.

      “This tea is pretty damned good. It’s no double shot latte, but it’s not half bad.”

      Veronica nodded. “I am glad it pleases you.”

      “So, what’s Hektor’s plans for me?”

      “I am not privy to the intentions of the Observator. I am simply here to help you find your way in the temple.”

      I nodded as I chewed my rice. “What’s next on the agenda? My morning massage? Pedicure?”

      Veronica sat unamused. “After you eat, I will take you to see your teacher. He will acquaint you with your new life now. You will begin your path.”

      “Path to where?” I asked as I took another sip of tea.

      Veronica giggled and shook her head. “You love asking questions, don’t you? Questions you have will soon be answered. Most of your questions, that is.”

      I stopped giving her the full-court press. I will have my questions answered soon enough. I must admit the rice and pork were growing on me. Veronica continued to sit awkwardly. She wanted to get back to work, but I think she was smitten a bit. Women hadn’t been an issue for me for the last decade. Travelers, as they call us, must be very intriguing to the native Azurans.

      I finished my breakfast, and Veronica led me out of the food hall. We walked down a long hallway, and we ascended a winding staircase for quite a while. When we reached the top of the stairs, Veronica opened the door, and we were on the roof of the temple. The view was incredible. The mountains and the valley below almost took my breath away. It was beautiful. After I admired the view for a couple of minutes, Veronica broke her silence from behind me. “Let’s go. You can look at the view later. Saul is waiting for you.”

      I turned slowly and nodded in agreement. “Lead the way, my dear.” I winked at her. I could tell that she liked the flirting, but she was determined to hide it. The sun shining down on her white outfit made her body underneath more visible. I couldn't take my eyes off her perfect ass as she walked in front of me. I knew that she knew that I was checking her out. She was strutting more today than yesterday. I wasn’t complaining.

      We approached a man who was doing a fucking perpendicular split on a stone slab. My crotch hurt like a bitch just looking at him. He was meditating and ignored our approach. He looked to be ten to fifteen years older than me. He wore no shirt and only black linen pants with no shoes. He was bald and clean-shaven. This man was in impeccable shape. He was lean and shredded. There wasn’t an inkling of fat on his body. He breathed in and out deeply with his eyes closed. He moved his arms confidently into different poses. The sun went behind a cloud and darkened the area long enough for me to see a light pink aura outline his body. When the cloud went by, the sun lit up the environment, and the aura was much less noticeable.

      Saul finished his meditation and rose to his feet in a lightning-quick fluid motion. Veronica bowed her head, and I followed her lead out of respect.

      “Master Saul, this is John LeBrock.”

      He looked me up and down slowly. “Yes, the earthling. We need to get your proper attire. This getup you have on is unacceptable. Veronica, I need you to retrieve him a gi.”

      I was irritated by his disdain for my trunks, but I decided to just let it slide. There was no need to start this relationship off on the wrong foot.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Saul,” I said with another bow of my head.

      Saul’s face turned to stone, and he stepped toward me. “You will call me Master Saul. Are we clear?”

      I nodded slowly. “No problem, Master Saul. Please forgive me.”

      He nodded to show acceptance of my apology. He placed his hands behind his back and circled me. He still analyzed me closely.

      “I hear you were an enormous deal on Earth.”

      I shrugged and responded confidently. “I did okay, I guess.”

      Saul abruptly stopped his pacing around me and looked me up and down again. “You guess? You either were or you were not.”

      This guy was irritating me. “All right, I was an enormous deal and soon to be a big fucking deal here.”

      The bald man laughed. “I don’t see it, but the Observator believes in you. It is my job to acquaint you with your new core and teach you how to use myst.”

      “Cores…”

      Saul had a confused look on his face.

      “You said core. I have cores...plural.”

      “Ah yes, I misspoke. Follow me.”

      Saul turned and walked toward a different staircase. The wind whistled over the roof and through my hair. The air here smelled pure and crisp. There was certainly no pollution of any kind in Starfall at least. We descended another winding staircase until we reached deep within the temple. Saul led me to a sizeable room that looked like a dojo of sorts. It was white all over, and there were many items on the walls. I walked around the room to look at them closer. There were several paintings of animals. My eyes were drawn to a picture of a tortoise. I wondered if some of these animals were also ranked.

      Footsteps entered the doorway, and I turned to find Hektor entering the room. “John, it is a pleasure to see you again. I hope you are being treated well.”

      “I can’t complain.”

      Saul bowed quickly, “Master Hektor, what do I owe this honor? I apologize for the earthling’s disrespect. He will learn to bow to his superiors.”

      I promptly bowed. “I apologize, Master Hektor. I am new to this world and its customs.”

      “Ah, there is no need to apologize. No one can expect you to know these things yet.”

      “He knows now, Master,” Saul said with disdain.

      It took every bit of restraint I had not to roll my eyes.

      “Do you have questions before I head back to my wing? There is much to be done,” Hektor said with a smile.

      I gave his request some thought and then nodded. “Yes, I have wondered why Azura looks so much like Asia on Earth, China in particular.”

      “Ah yes, that is a good question. Thousands of years ago, Azura attempted to migrate some of its citizens to Earth. The part of Earth where we began our settlement was in modern-day China. Azurans tried their best, but it was just not possible. Living on a world that does not contain myst was something that our people could not overcome. It convinced many that we could terraform the planet to create myst. That turned out to be futile. Our people abandoned where they had settled and passed back over to Azura. We left our culture and architectural style behind to the earthlings. Therefore, Azura looks so much like Asia.”

      “Okay, that makes sense now. Azura doesn’t look like Asia. Asia just looks like Azura,” I replied.

      “Exactly,” Hektor said with a nod. “Now, I will leave you to your training.”

      “Yes, master,” Saul replied as he bowed.

      I followed suit. I had to get used to this shit.

      The Observator walked out of the room and left the two of us alone. I turned toward Saul and waited for him to speak.

      Suddenly, Veronica walked in with my new gi. “Sorry, that took longer than I expected.” She handed me a wrapped bundle that contained the clothing.”

      I walked to an empty room and shut the door. I slowly put on my new gi. It had been a long time since I had worn one. It felt good. The light gray fabric was soft and light. Movement in the gi should not be an issue. This gi had wooden buttons that traveled down the center. The top was sleeveless, which I really liked. I had always been a hot-natured guy, and this thing would be hot as shit with sleeves. After I was dressed, I left the dreary room and went to the center of the dojo where Saul waited for me.

      “Now, I will see what you have got. I will not use myst as we spar. You would die easily,” Saul said as he moved into a fighting stance.

      This was the first time I could see his tattoo on his forearm. Nonetheless, I could not make out what it was exactly.

      “Are you going to fight or just stand there and get knocked out?” Saul asked angrily.
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      I stood in a defensive stance and waited. Saul didn’t waste any time. He performed one of the fastest jabs I had ever seen. His fist popped me right between the eyes. There was a tremendous amount of power behind the jab, which was surprising. Usually, a fighter will sacrifice power for speed. Saul succeeded on both counts. My eyes watered, but my adrenaline kicked in, and the pain subsided.

      “Come on, show me something earthling.”

      I kicked Saul in his left thigh as quickly as he hit me. I could tell that it surprised him that I was able to land my first attack. The kick caused little to no damage, but Saul could see that I could hit him. I immediately performed a spin kick toward his gut. Saul dodged quickly and swept my standing leg right out from under me. The air left my lungs from the impact on the floor. Saul stomped me in the gut, and then he stomped again and again.

      I felt like I would throw up my intestines. I rolled to my side in the fetal position.

      “Get up!” Saul yelled as he kicked me in the back.

      I slowly pushed myself to my feet and lifted my fists. A roundhouse kick slammed me right under my shoulder. I performed a front kick as quickly as I could and made good contact. He bent over, and I drove an elbow into the back of his head. He fell to the floor, but he was able to get his hands in front of him before he slammed into it. I kicked him in the rib cage with my shin twice. He fell onto his back, and I went into full WTM mode. I dropped to my knees and began a flurry of hammer fists to the side of his head. Blood sprayed from his mouth and onto the wooden floor.

      Suddenly, his eyes glowed pink, and he screamed. He hit me in the chest with an open palm. I launched upward and slammed into the ceiling. I flailed my arms as I fell back to the floor. Saul flipped backward and landed a kick to my gut. I went flying upward again into the ceiling. Saul let me fall back down to the floor this time. I did not understand how I was still conscious. I felt like someone had broken me in half. I coughed up blood onto the floor.

      “You...lying piece…of fucking shit,” I growled.

      “Impressive,” Saul replied with a stream of red flowing from a cut under his eye. The flurry of hammer fists had done some damage.

      It shocked me to see a genuine smile on the bastard’s face.

      “Impressive? I am half-dead on the floor,” I said as I tried to push myself up from the floor. My arms gave away, and I fell back to the floor.

      Saul kneeled beside me. “Yes, I was pleased with your skill.”

      “Well, I am displeased with your dishonesty. I thought you said no magic tricks.”

      “You passed my first test. I was not expecting that. So, I ramped up the difficulty for two reasons.” Saul held up his index finger. “One, you will see the power of myst usage in combat.” He slowly raised his middle finger alongside his index. “Two, to show you that you have a lot to learn. What you saw here was nothing compared to what you will see as you travel Azura. So, you must humble yourself and become new again. You were a superb warrior on Earth, but you are a flea here.”

      “A broken flea. I am in some genuine pain, and I can’t do shit. I can appreciate you ramping up the difficulty, but did you have to take me out of commission completely? I am sure I have a few broken ribs and a concussion from hell.”

      Saul chuckled at my misery. “You will also learn that myst has glorious healing powers. I will send for a healer. I will take you to our infirmary for treatment, and we will start again tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow? I appreciate your optimism, but I will not be doing anything tomorrow except cringing in pain each time I inhale. Fuck!”

      Saul stood and smiled. “You will be fine. I will send for help. I look forward to tomorrow.”

      Saul walked out of the dojo while I laid on the floor like bloody roadkill.
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      I lay in what I assume to be the infirmary of the temple. Two enormous men had walked into the dojo a few minutes after Saul had left me there to rot. I think it had only been a few minutes. It could have been longer. I felt as if I was going in and out of consciousness. I just remember getting rolled onto a bamboo looking stretcher and getting hauled off to my present location. It wasn’t a smooth ride. Each step my giant carriers took had sent a jolt of pain through my body. They had quickly placed me on a bed and gotten the hell out of there.

      I heard a female voice speak as light footsteps approached. “Mr. LeBrock, I will be your healer today. You look like you took quite the beating. I will get a closer look. Okay?”

      I nodded with a grimace on my face. “Definitely, this fucking hurts.”

      I could finally get a closer look at the pink-haired woman in a white smock that was going to tend to my needs. I almost shit my pants when I saw a pair of ears on top of her head and a tail twirl around behind her.

      She chuckled and smirked. “This is your first time seeing a felinia?”

      “You could say that. Felinia?” I asked as I tried to be nonchalant.

      “Yes, that is my race. My name is Yitri...Yitri Mazue.”

      “Nice to meet you, Yitri. I apologize for staring. I have never seen a felinia before.”

      “Please, don’t worry about that. A girl enjoys being stared at from time to time by an attractive man.”

      My face turned bright red. I was not expecting the flirtatious comment from her. She winked with a sexy smile on her face. Her smile was filled with ivory teeth which included two incisors that were longer than her other teeth. I wouldn't call them fangs, but they were the type of teeth you would expect a cat person to have. Yitri was a beautiful, exotic creature. Her pink hair fell onto her shoulders. It looked so soft. I just wanted to run my hands through it to see just how soft it was. Large, fluffy pink cat ears sprouted from the top of the pink hair. The cat girl’s skin was cream-colored, and she had a hypnotic pair of big, blue eyes that I could get lost in. And I was staring again.

      “Sorry, I am staring again,” I said with a tinge of embarrassment.

      She laughed again and blushed. “Well, let me check you out to see what I need to do to get you good as new. Shall I?”

      I nodded, and she held her hands out over my torso. Her hands were human except for the longer nails. I bet she could claw the fuck out of someone if she got pissed. She moved her hands in a circular motion and closed her eyes. This went on for about thirty seconds. Her eyes being closed gave me the freedom to stare at her again. I felt blood filling my cock, and I quickly began thinking of my naked grandma and jumping into icy water. Please, please do not get a hard-on right now. Fuck!

      Yitri spoke softly. “You have three broken ribs. While painful, it is simple to heal. You will be ready in two hours. It would be much faster, but you are new to Azura and have only recently grown your core.”

      “Wow, two hours. On Earth, it would take me several weeks to mend these injuries.”

      “Gods, I know. Earth is such a primitive world. You are very lucky to be here.”

      She moved her eyes down my body and smiled. “Do you have a penis injury? It appears to be swollen. Would you like me to look?”

      Blood flowed into my cheeks quickly as my eyes widened. “Ummm, no, it's all good down there. No healing needed.”

      “Shame,” she whispered.

      Fuck, this woman was a sex goddess. Was this zoophilia? I mean she is a damn cat, but oh my god, she is beautiful. I shuddered as I felt my dick rising under the towel that laid over the top of me. Shit, it will look like I am pitching a damn tent.

      She knew exactly what she was doing to me, and she loved it. “Okay, next I will place my hands on your rib cage. I will not sugarcoat this, putting bones back together is not a pleasant process.”

      Yitri handed me a purple leaf out of her pocket. “Eat this, and it will dull your pain some. It will still hurt like a bitch, unfortunately.”

      I nodded as I placed the leaf on my tongue. I began chewing, but my tongue absorbed the leaf in two seconds. The expectation of pain does wonders for a boner. My shaft shrunk at record speed. I felt warmth over my body from the purple leaf. It traveled from my head down to my torso and continued to my feet within seconds.

      Yitri rubbed her hands together briskly to warm them up. She then winked at me again, and I saw her ears flutter on top of her head. The palms of her hands were very warm, and I appreciated her taking the time to do that. Frigid hands would have no doubt made me jerk and cause myself more pain.

      “Are you ready, John?”

      I nodded and gave an anxious smile.

      Yitri’s eyes glowed purple, and her hands morphed into pink myst balls. It mesmerized me for a few seconds, but then the pain she warned me of struck rapidly.

      I gnashed my teeth, and my body became a wooden plank. The colors from her eyes and hands gained more brilliance as the seconds passed. I had to turn away because the brightness pierced my eyes as if I stared at the sun. I groaned as I felt my ribs move. It felt as if she had her hands wrapped around them and was preparing to rip them out of my shivering body. The pain lasted for around twenty seconds, but it had felt much longer. Suddenly the light stopped, and she lifted her hands off my cool and clammy skin.

      She placed her soft hand on my forehead. “It’s over. Are you okay? The ribs were in worse shape than I initially thought. You will be fine in two hours. I recommend that you go to your dormitory and lie down until tomorrow. No more training today. Understand? I don’t want to see you walking around the temple, at least not today. I hope we see each other more often but under different circumstances.”

      “I hope so too. Thank you for helping me. I really appreciate it,” I pulled her hand away from my forehead and kissed the back.

      She let out a soft moan. “That was unexpected but nice.”

      I liked Yitri Mazue.
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      I awoke the next morning refreshed and more importantly -- healed. I kicked my legs over to the floor expecting excruciating pain, but I was not sore in the slightest. I stood, and there was nothing. Fucking A, Yitri is amazing. She will get a hug and kiss from me the next time I see her felinia ass. I dropped on all fours and engaged in some quick push-ups to get the blood flowing. Afterward, I went down to the chow hall and gobbled up some rice and pork. It was growing on me. Then I was off to the dojo to meet Saul for day two of my initiation. I hoped today wouldn’t end with me headed back to the infirmary with a bunch of broken bones. Yitri would be there waiting to heal me, but I will just have to see her some other way. Fuck getting my body broke to shit.

      I entered the dojo to find Saul on his knees with his eyes closed. He was in a meditative state. His breathing was heavy and controlled. He moved his arms in predetermined motions, at least I guessed they were predetermined and not spontaneous movements. What the hell did I know? I just stood at the doorway awkwardly for a few minutes until he was done.

      “Good morning, John. Are you feeling better?”

      “Most definitely. Yitri was amazing.”

      Saul nodded in agreement. “Ah yes, Yitri Mazue is a treasure.”

      “I have a question for you. It is none of my business, but I will ask anyway. What are you doing exactly? Do you call it meditating here on Azura?

      “That is a good question. You will find out soon enough for yourself, but I will give you the gist now. I am cultivating.”

      “Cultivating, I have heard that term a time or two before here on Azura. On Earth, cultivating is something that is done on a farm. What does it mean exactly?” I asked with my arms crossed.

      “On Azura, cultivation is the process of manipulating myst and using it to grow stronger. It is a necessity if you have any plans for advancement or if you want to use various skills. Cultivation is just as important as eating for ambitious Azurans. I will teach you the basics today, but it will be up to you to grow your cultivation abilities. Becoming efficient and effective in this process will make or break you here.”

      “I’m ready. What do you want me to do?” I asked with a quick head bow.

      “First, the Cosmic Observator has left you a gift. It is a very wonderful gift that few have received in Starfall this early in their journey. It solidifies Master Hektor’s belief that you will do monumental things in time. It is a Soul Tablet, more specifically it is the Tablet of the Gods' Eye,” Saul said as he picked up a box on a table in the dojo's corner. The box was the size of a shoebox with several inscriptions on it. Saul held the closed box with two hands directly in front of me.

      I looked down at the box in excitement, and then I looked into his eyes.

      Saul nodded and spoke. “Go ahead, open the box. I don’t have all day,” Saul winked and grinned.

      They had made the box out of clay or some sort of mud that had been formed into a type of pottery. While Saul held the box, I slowly removed the heavy lid. A bright green glow erupted from the box, and I had to turn away quickly. Out of my peripheral vision, the light had changed to a soft green glow. I cautiously looked in the box, not knowing what I would find in there. The box contained a square stone tablet with symbols and inscriptions that I could not decipher. I waited for Saul’s okay to pick up this thing.

      “Now you will lift this soul tablet with two hands and close your eyes. You will focus on what is in your hands and nothing else. Once you have pushed away all other thoughts, you will open your eyes and look at the soul tablet.”

      I nodded and began to slowly lift the tablet. The smooth stone was cool to my fingers. I closed my eyes and lifted it out of the box. Now, I had to clear my head, which was no effortless task. I always had random thoughts racing around my brain, so this would be a challenge. I began to just think of blackness or nothingness. Then I thought of the classic film Ghostbusters when the main villain, Gozer told the guys to choose their destructor. Venkman tells the others to clear their minds. Unfortunately, Ray failed immediately when he thought of the Staypuft Marshmallow Man. They heard loud footsteps and explosions. The famous marshmallow man was strolling down the streets of New York, headed toward the Ghostbusters. I had to focus. I was already fucking up.

      Nothingness.

      Blackness.

      Nothingness.

      I waited for a moment, and I finally opened my eyes. Green beams of light shot out from the soul tablet and wrapped around my head like a bag of energy. I blacked out for a few seconds, and the cosmic energy dissipated completely. A moment later I saw a bizarre screen in front of my eyes. I swatted at it to move it out of my way.

      “John, what you are seeing is the new ability you have received from the Tablet of Gods' Eye. Don’t be afraid. Now what you need to do is think of the word ‘status’.”

      I nodded and closed my eyes. I did as Saul requested and words appeared on the screen.

      John LeBrock

      Traveler

      Tortoise Rank

      Offensive Core (Hand to Hand Savant)

      Offensive Core (Speed)

      “When you want the screen to go away, just think it,” instructed Saul.

      I told the screen to go away in my head and sure enough, it was gone. I thought ‘status’ again and poof, there it was.

      I shook my head in disbelief. “This is cool, but I don’t really understand what the hell is going on. Why do I have two offensive cores? One is Hand to Hand Savant, and the other is simply labeled speed.”

      Saul’s eyes widened, and he looked surprised. “Excellent! Hand to Hand Savant and Speed are exceptional offensive cores. Your skills from Earth helped to determine what type of cores the gods blessed you with.”

      “I am definitely excited to not get shitty cores. That would suck.”

      Saul placed his hands behind his back and paced. “Cores can be advanced as well. However, your Hand to Hand Savant core is the most advanced of the Hand to Hand cores. That is spectacular. You will have a distinct advantage against enemies once you can control myst properly. Your Speed core is at the base level, even so, you will be much faster than someone or some creature without one. You are two advancements away from Savant level in Speed.”

      “This all sounds great, but I don’t feel any different. How do I use these cores?”

      Saul stopped and nodded. “I want you to access your Status screen, and then you need to think ‘Cores’.”

      I closed my eyes and focused on the word Status only to be interrupted by Saul. “You do not have to close your eyes. If you close your eyes in battle, an enemy could kill or cripple you. Try again, but with your eyes open.”

      I nodded and did as he demanded. The Status screen popped up, and I quickly thought ‘Cores’.

      Offensive Core (Hand to Hand Savant) Inactive

      100%

      Offensive Core (Speed) Inactive

      100%

      “Inactive? I thought Hektor squared everything away.”

      “Yes and no, you have to cultivate to activate them completely.”

      “All right, how do I do that?”

      “We will travel to a special place where you will be able to concentrate without distraction.”
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      Saul and I exited through the rear of the temple. The grounds were covered with flowers and other lush vegetation. There were several statues of unfamiliar people scattered everywhere. Men and women statues were in action poses. There weren't just human figures, but there were two other races that I couldn't identify. We passed several other people who looked to be students like myself. I wondered what types of cores they had.

      "Is there any way to see the status of other people and creatures?" I asked as we walked through the back gate.

      "Yes, you can do that. However, you cannot do it without the use of myst. After you properly cultivate and activate your cores, you will be able to 'Analyze' others," replied Saul as he looked at the trees that ran alongside the winding path to our destination.

      Birds chirped and flew from tree to tree. They launched into the blue sky and looked as if they were putting on a show for us with their graceful movements. I saw creatures that looked like squirrels climb trees and leap from branch to branch. After a few minutes of bliss from watching the forest creatures, I remembered those purple creatures that tried to kill Ezekiel and myself on the way up here.

      "Are there any threats on our way to wherever you are taking me? Ezekiel and I ran into some Wicked Prowlers on the way to the temple. I don't recommend it."

      Saul replied without looking my way. "There are scarier creatures than those in these woods. Wicked Prowlers pose a minor threat to proper warriors who know what they are doing. You wouldn't fair well, but soon you will slay them with ease."

      "Sounds good to me. I don't enjoy being in this weak state. I can't wait to get started with doing this myst stuff. "

      "Cultivation isn't easy, and it takes time. While they have gifted you with two very effective cores, there are always people or creatures ready to tear you apart. Training should be your highest priority right now. Understand?"

      "Yeah, I understand. How much further?"

      Saul sighed. "Earthlings are so impatient. Enjoy the walk and your surroundings. Take time to admire Azura's majesty."

      I just nodded. I got the hint to be quiet and smell the roses, so to speak.

      We walked for almost an hour before Saul spoke again. "Over there through those trees is our destination."

      "Great," I replied as I changed course. Not long after we entered the woods, we passed through to a clearing.

      It turned out to be much more than a clearing. It led to a cliff overlooking the valley below. The scenery was gorgeous. It looked like a painting from a legendary artist from the Renaissance. I was taken aback for a few moments with wonder. "Wow, this is beautiful. Thank you for bringing me here."

      Saul extended his arm and pointed to something in the distance. "Past that mountain range is the border of Starfall. The next region is Bloodlake."

      "Bloodlake? It sounds like an awful horror film," I interjected.

      Saul looked at me perplexed.

      "Never mind, how is Bloodlake different from Starfall?"

      "They are not friendly to outsiders. We are always having border disputes. Hektor sends us there to squash whatever is going on."

      "It sucks to have a bunch of assholes right across the border," I replied.

      "Enough of that! You have an annoying ability to get me off track. We are here to cultivate. Please sit here, and I will give you more instructions."

      I made my way to the spot he designated. I turned to Saul. "Is there a specific way I need to sit?"

      Saul shook his head and gave me a gesture to sit. I knelt like I had seen people do before. I straightened my posture and placed my hands on the tops of my thighs with my elbows pointed outward.

      Saul stepped in front of me immediately, causing me to almost have a heart attack. He stood so close to the edge of the cliff that I thought he would fall backward. "Dude, watch what the hell you are doing! That is a cliff!"

      Saul smiled and moved back toward the edge. My eyeballs almost popped out of my sockets. Before I could get to my feet to stop him, he stepped over the edge but didn't fall. He floated in the air three feet from the edge of the cliff.

      "Holy shit!" I exclaimed in shock. The man was floating in the air off the side of a mountain. He motioned for me to sit back on the ground, and I obliged.

      He floated back and plopped his feet back onto the ground. I let out a sigh of relief. I had witnessed Ezekiel float during the fight with the prowlers, but he wasn't floating off the side of a tall mountain.

      "I apologize. I am showing off a bit," Saul laughed. "It was worth it to see your face though."

      "People don't fly on Earth. Well, unless they are in an aircraft or a movie."

      "Welcome to Azura, John."

      "Come on, let's get this cultivation stuff started. I am ready to do some of this shit."

      "You are quite a way from being able to fly, but maybe you will get there one day."

      I couldn't help but be disappointed. I mean, I just saw a man fly. I wanted to do that. Dammit. He was right, earthlings are impatient.

      Saul sat on the ground directly in front of me. He wasn't too close to make me uncomfortable though. He was about six feet from me. "Close your eyes, John. Your cores are in the center of your body. I want you to visualize them and what they look like. Picture two circles filled with pink myst. Take your time."

      I closed my eyes and tried to visualize what he told me to. I pressed my eyelids together hard as I focused.

      "Just relax John, that is paramount in cultivation. Stress and fear will impede this process."

      When someone tells you to relax, that just makes it harder to relax. When you are anxious, it is almost impossible to just turn that off.

      "Breathe deeply, inhale, and exhale."

      I tried to clear my head and create blackness like before. I breathed in and out slowly but deeply. This helped me quite a bit. It took a few moments, but I could visualize the two cores in my body. They were perfect circles about the size of a chocolate chip cookie. The pink myst inside of them wasn't in any sort of motion. It just floated there like a fog.

      "Do you see them?"

      I nodded but stayed silent. I didn't want to interrupt this connection I had tried so hard to achieve.

      "You must churn the myst within the cores. That is the key to activating them. Focus on them one at a time. Use your mind to stir the myst. Put all your focus on one core. Once you put the myst in motion, you will focus on the second one. Breathe in and breathe out. Focus."

      I nodded again. I understood that I needed Saul's instruction, but listening to him fucked up my focus and bond with the cores.

      I focused on the core on my left first. Whether it was my Hand to Hand core or Speed core, I didn't know. I fixated on the energy and tried to will it to move. I did this for several minutes and nothing was happening. If only I could just stick my damn finger in there and twirl the energy. Then I had the idea to conjure a finger and try to will it into the core. That course of action appeared to be more effective for me. I constructed a finger in my mind and moved it forward to the core. I extended my phantom index finger into the circle and twirled it. I almost lost my connection when I thought about the fact that I was getting to third base with this core. The energy moved slowly. It sped up the faster I moved my finger. Soon it looked like I was floating above a tornado looking inside.

      Suddenly a screen popped up effectively breaking my connection with the core.

      You have activated your Offensive Core (Hand to Hand Savant)

      100%

      My core activating jolted me out of my meditation. I shook my head, then I felt a blast of energy flow through my body. A pink aura appeared all around my body, and I shivered.

      Saul clapped loudly. "Congratulations, you have activated one of your cores. You did that much quicker than I expected. Most of the time new cultivators snap out of their meditation and need to restart multiple times. Well done. Are you ready to activate the other core?"

      I nodded and closed my eyes once more. My experience with the first core helped tremendously this time around. I could visualize both cores again more quickly. The core on the left contained radiant, swirling energy. The other core was stagnant. I conjured my phantom finger once more. This time it only took around thirty seconds. I began twirling the energy like before faster and faster.

      You have activated your Offensive Core (Speed)

      100%

      Another jolt snapped me out of my cultivation while another blast of energy blanketed my body. That energy combined with the first energy caused me to close my eyes again due to the radiance. After a couple of minutes, the aura dissipated, and I was back to normal.

      "You activated both cores, fantastic. I expected to be here for hours to get this done. Some cultivators take days to activate. It is exciting that we can move ahead a bit. However, you will need a rest soon. Even though you completed your core activation successfully, it has taken a toll on your body. How were you able to move your myst so quickly? Most new cultivators always struggle with that."

      I took a deep breath as I tried to gain my bearings. I was a bit woozy after that last aura blast. "Well, I tried to move it with my mind. It wasn't working, so I constructed a finger and used that to spin the energy around until I got the activation notification. Was that wrong?"

      "Absolutely not, cultivators do it in unorthodox ways. However, you will be able to do it with your mind by itself with practice."

      "You mean the myst will go stationary again?"

      "Yes, you will need to cultivate each morning to get your myst cores going. With more practice, that will stretch out to weekly, then monthly, and so on. If you want to advance in rank or upgrade your cores, you will need to cultivate regularly. Let's move on. You will now be able to use myst in your attacks. Please stand up."

      We both rose to our feet quickly. Saul walked over to a tree and tore an enormous branch right out of the trunk.

      "Fuck! How did you do that?"

      Saul ignored the question and brought the humongous branch over. He stood in front of me and held the branch out with both hands. He had both hands three feet apart on the branch. "Now, move some of your myst outside of your Hand to Hand core into your arm. With more training, you will move speed myst there, but let's keep things simple at this point."

      "How do I do that?"

      "Visualize your core, but this time you must visualize a pathway to your arm. Use your mind to move the myst out of your core and down the pathway. Your arm will glow. Now try it."

      I nodded and closed my eyes. I quickly envisioned my cores, and as I put all my attention on my Hand to Hand core, I zoomed out in my meditation, and I saw the cores in my body's center. I visualized a pathway from my core to my right arm. I used my phantom finger to guide energy out of my core onto the pathway I created. Myst immediately transferred to the pathway and hurried into my right arm. It was warm as the myst traveled into my arm. Once the myst was there, I opened my eyes and saw that my arm was glowing pink.

      "Shit, I did it. Now what?" I asked while I stared at my myst filled arm.

      "Break the branch."

      I nodded and focused on the large branch. It was almost a foot and a half in diameter and looked to be solid as a rock. I expected to be nervous, but the myst in my arm gave me overwhelming confidence. I raised my hand up for an old school karate chop. I dropped my arm like an ax, and it sliced through the branch like it was paper.
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      I stared at the grass under my feet for a moment, and then my glowing hand. "I can't believe I just did that."

      Saul chuckled. "You will say that a lot soon. You have the potential to be truly great but only if you work hard."

      I bowed my head and put my hands in the prayer position. "I promise. This is my life now. I trained my ass off to become the best fighter on Earth. That won't change here."

      Saul smiled. "That is great to hear. I know the Observator will be pleased. He has watched you from afar for a long time, and he jumped at the opportunity to bring you here."

      I looked down at my arm once more. "How long will it glow?"

      "Until you make it stop or deplete your myst reserves."

      "Fuck, I can lose all of my myst?" I asked anxiously.

      "You can. That is why cultivating is so important. The more you cultivate, the more efficient your cores will become."

      I nodded and closed my eyes. I pictured my cores and the stream of myst that connected my arm with my Hand to Hand core. I willed the stream to return to my depleting core. Once it returned, I moved the myst within the core for a few moments.

      "All right, I returned the myst to my core. How do I determine how much energy I used?"

      "Open your God's Eye and look at your Core stats."

      I called my status up and chose "Core".

      Offensive Core (Hand to Hand Savant)

      90%

      Offensive Core (Speed)

      100%

      "It looks like I lost 10% in my Hand to Hand core. How do I fill it up again?"

      "There are many ways to accomplish that. The most common way is regeneration. Your core will fill back up on its own. However, the emptier it is, the slower the regeneration rate is. With just a 10% discrepancy, you will regenerate much faster. Another way is through item consumption. Eating certain foods helps, or you may purchase items to regenerate. The last way we will talk about today is regenerating from battle. When you defeat an opponent, you will absorb a certain amount of myst. On the flip side, they will collect myst from you if you are defeated."

      "What happens to extra myst I receive if my cores are full?"

      "You will continue to absorb myst in the cores. The more myst you gain will strengthen them and increase their capacity. So, maximum myst consumption is paramount. Eventually, you will advance to the next rank."

      I devoured the information he was giving me. I wanted to learn as much as I could and how to maximize what I could do here on Azura. "What are the ranks?"

      "The ranks go in this order: Firefly, Tortoise, Viper, Mantis, Tiger, and Phoenix. You were fortunate enough to skip Firefly, which happens rarely. The higher your rank, the more power and core efficiency you have. There are certain skills or techniques that can be learned only at specific ranks. For instance, flying is not possible at Tortoise."

      "What rank are you?"

      Saul lifted his arm and turned it toward me. It looked like an insect, so I assumed he was Mantis rank.

      "I am Mantis as you can see from my mark. At this rank, I float or hover. I cannot fly high and fast. When I advance to Tiger, I will have the ability to learn that technique if I choose to do so."

      "How long does it take to advance?"

      Saul laughed again. "Earthlings, your impatience is amusing. To answer your question, you do not know when it will happen. You cultivate and train, and the Ancient Ones will deem you worthy of advancement when they feel you are ready."

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. "I have so much to learn. This is overwhelming."

      Saul reached out and patted me on my shoulder. "You have just scratched the surface of your opportunities in Azura. Do not trouble yourself with things like advancement. You haven't even fought another human or creature yet. You have a long way to go, my friend."

      "I think that is enough training with me today. We will go back to the temple. You need to eat something. After that, work on your cultivating for the rest of the afternoon. Then get some rest and we will start back tomorrow."

      I bowed my head. "Yes, sounds good to me. I have learned so much today. Thank you."

      "It is my pleasure, John. I look forward to witnessing your path. "
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      Saul showed off during the trip back to the temple. He floated about a foot off the ground for the entire trip with his arms crossed in front of him, and his eyes closed. It was the most amazing sight I have ever witnessed in my entire life. He told me he could cultivate the entire journey back to the temple. I could only do one thing at a time. However, that would change soon enough. I was dedicated to a life of cultivation and training. I planned to prove myself to the Temple of the Weeping Sun and the Ancient ones in time. I hoped to advance to Phoenix one day.

      I picked up a plate of rice and pork in the chow hall and sat down by myself beside a window. As I ate, I absorbed the beauty of Azura. When I first got here, I was apprehensive and nervous. My training today filled me with the excitement of what would come next. I broke a huge branch today that would have been impossible on Earth. Nonetheless, I tore through the wood like it was a pencil. I was pumped. I just had to learn patience. I wanted too much too soon, and that would not work for me here in Starfall. I was eager to finish my food and go cultivate. I wanted it to be second nature. I wanted to cultivate on the fly like Saul, no pun intended.

      After I devoured the last of my bowl, I heard a familiar female voice call out to me. "John, I hope you are feeling better today!"

      I turned and saw the beautiful Yitri Mazue approaching me. This time she wasn't wearing a smock. She was wearing a white sleeveless top and tight leather pants that showed her voluptuous curves. I couldn’t see what her body looked like under the smock the day before, but holy shit, I saw everything I needed to see today. It made no difference to me that she had a tail and cat ears. She was a goddess, and she wanted to talk to me. Hell yeah.

      I dropped my fork to the table and embraced her warmly. She shuddered, but it was out of surprise. At least I hoped it was. "I am doing fucking great. Thank you for all you did yesterday. Sorry about the hug, I hope I didn't make you uncomfortable. I just couldn't help myself. Don't slap me."

      Yitri gave a flirtatious chuckle and patted her hand on my chest. "Gods, no. I mean, I was surprised, but it was a wonderful surprise. Wow, your chest is...really muscular."

      She kept patting my chest, and I smiled. "Well, I do my best to stay in shape. It went with the job description back on Earth. On Azura, that doesn't look like it will change."

      "Now, I should be the one apologizing. I have my hand on your chest for gods' sake. Do you mind?" Yitri asked in a sultry tone.

      "Ummm, hell no. You are welcome to place your hands on me anytime you want," I said flirtatiously, but I wanted to take it back right after the words left my mouth. That was a bit too direct, I think.

      She began to actually purr. "I will have to remember that Mr. LeBrock."

      I placed my hand on hers while it rested on my chest. "Listen, as much as I want to stay here talking with you, I have to go train for a while. However, I would like to continue this soon."

      She raised on her tiptoes and whispered in my ear. "I look forward to that." Then Yitri kissed me on the cheek, and a jolt of electricity traveled down my body all the way to my member.

      She walked past me, and I turned and watched her strut toward the exit of the chow hall. She knew I was looking at her perfect ass. I felt the blood rushing down low, and I would be hard as a rock soon if she didn't walk out of this chow hall. I wanted to turn away, but my lust for her would not allow me to do it.

      "Holy fuck, I am in trouble," I whispered to myself. After I snapped out of my boner-inducing stupor, I made my way out to the gardens in the temple's rear.
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      I spent the afternoon in the gardens using the skills I had learned from Saul earlier in the day. I found a pleasant spot in some soft, green grass under a beautiful tree with purple blooms scattered all over. I practiced visualizing my core and manipulating the energy inside. I spent a chunk of the afternoon cultivating my Hand to Hand core and my Speed core. As time went by, I was able to access my cores faster. However, it would be awhile before I could do it without closing my eyes. In the last couple of hours, I focused on moving myst to both of my arms. It was a genuine challenge to do quickly. I was pleased with my progress during the afternoon. I returned to the chow hall, and I ate my last meal of the day. It was rice, but this time there was some chicken-like meat. It tasted pretty good, but I would have liked less rice and more meat. I had a feeling that wish would not be granted anytime soon. I was hoping to see Yitri again. Every time an additional person walked in, I looked eagerly to see if it was her. I didn't see her. There is always tomorrow, I suppose. I needed to get to bed anyway to prepare for another day of training. I couldn't wait to see what techniques I would learn tomorrow. I wanted to wake up earlier than normal to cultivate before breakfast. The cultivating I did this afternoon had replenished my Hand to Hand Savant core to 100%. Saul was correct when he said small variances would regenerate much faster. The core had regenerated to 98% by the time I had finished my lunch.

      Just as I returned my tray to the kitchen, I saw Hektor the Cosmic Observator walk toward me. I waved and smiled; however, I was ready to get to bed. I wasn't in the mood for small talk, but this was the Observator. I didn't have much choice. "Good Evening, sir."

      Hektor smiled and gave a quick nod. "I hear you had a wonderful day with Saul at the cliffs."

      "I did, sir. Saul is an exceptional teacher. I am lucky to learn from such a man," I said, realizing I had been calling him sir instead of master.

      "Yes, Saul is an exemplary man. You are in excellent hands. I hear your cores are fully activated, and you have begun cultivating. That's good. I knew your core types when we did the core ritual, but I didn't want to get into the details. I gave that honor to Saul."

      “I look forward to what he has in store for me tomorrow.”

      “Hopefully, you will start sparring against some of our other students soon. Combat is the best teacher. Good luck, John.”

      I bowed my head with my hands together. “Thank you, sir...master. Oh, wait. I wanted to thank you for your gift. I am still learning how to use the Gods' Eye, but it will be useful.”

      Hektor did a quick nod. "You are very welcome. Enjoy your training." He turned and continued to his destination. I found it odd that I was the only person who he spoke to. The other students in the chow hall evidently thought the same thing. They stared at me with jealous eyes. It’s not my fucking fault he didn’t speak to anyone else. I met everyone’s gaze, letting them know I was not intimidated. I went back to the dormitory, and I cultivated for an hour or so. I fell in the bed exhausted and slept soundly.
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      I headed outside to the garden to wait for Saul. I was a half-hour early, so I planned to cultivate in preparation of the day.

      I heard a male voice come from behind me. I thought he was speaking to me, but I wasn’t sure. I turned, and he was looking at me, and I stopped. He was one of the jealous watchers from the chow hall.

      “Are you talking to me?”

      The man looked to be close to my age or younger. He stood a couple of inches taller than me, but he was much slenderer. He had a full gi on, so I was unable to get a good look. He had a buzz cut and a goatee.

      “The name is Macchio. You think you are pretty hot shit, don’t you?”

      This guy’s name was Macchio. As in fucking Ralph Macchio? He is my favorite actor of all time. Why did this guy with such an epic name appear to be a douche?

      I gave him a thumbs up. “Brilliant name.”

      Macchio moved closer and gave me an angry look. “You didn’t answer my question, earthling!”

      “Why don’t you just calm the fuck down and back up. I don’t know you, man. Why are you giving me shit?” I clenched my fists and gave him the same stare.

      “You walk around here like you own the place.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Own the place? I just got here haus. Maybe you have me confused with someone else.”

      "You think I am stupid? A 'haus' perhaps?"

      I chuckled at this bozo. "Yeah, you really don't know what haus means. If you'll excuse me, I have to train."

      I turned without awaiting a response. Suddenly, I felt a hand on my shoulder that stopped me from advancing. "Where do you think you are going earthing?"

      "I advise you to remove your hand from my shoulder."

      "Really? What are you going to do about it, little man?"

      I spun clockwise and drove my elbow into the center of his face, causing a sickening crack from a broken nose. Stunned from the sudden attack, Macchio blinked his eyes rapidly and put his hand on his nose.

      "Damn, that hurts, doesn't it?"

      Macchio roared and took a swing. I was ready for it, and I ducked under it easily. I moved in behind him and put him into a simple sleeper hold. Macchio flailed his arms as blood from his nose dripped onto my arm and then to the ground. A crowd of people had walked over to observe the confrontation. I heard several whispers, but I could not decipher what was said from the bystanders.

      "Do you yield?"

      He tapped my arm, and I released the hold immediately. Macchio fell to the ground with a resounding thud. A stream of myst flowed from the chest of Macchio, then into mine. I looked around at the different people. I assumed this bag of dicks had a little posse with him. If he had one, none of them came to his rescue. I knelt beside him and lifted his arm. I saw what appeared to be a Firefly. Was that normal for people to challenge combatants with a higher rank? I would ask Saul about this during our training today.

      I made my way through the crowd when I heard Macchio yell. "This isn't over earthling! Your day is coming!"

      I paused, but I ultimately chose not to turn around. I had proven myself. There was nothing left to do. If the prick wanted to try this again later, I would be more than willing to do so. After I passed through the bystanders, I saw Saul standing at the gate. He was smiling with his hands behind his back.

      "Your first battle and first victory, eh?"

      I chuckled and shook my head. "It was unexpected. I'm not sure what that guy's problem is."

      "Yes, that was Macchio. He comes from the Laruso clan. His relatives are very...shall we say...passionate? He entered the temple last year. He is the youngest of his family and feels that he has an impressive deal to prove. Unfortunately, the Laruso clan loves to hold grudges. I fear this will not be the last battle you have with Macchio."

      "Is it normal for a lower rank to fight a higher rank opponent? I saw he was Firefly."

      "It isn't unusual for close ranks to challenge one another. You are Tortoise, but you have very little training. In other words, a trained Firefly could realistically defeat you in battle so don't look down on the Fireflies. They are very capable against a new Tortoise. You would never see a Firefly battle a Viper in a duel. That would be suicide, however, two or three well-trained Firefly would have an excellent chance of taking down a Viper. Another variable in defeat or victory is the combatant's core levels. You have an advantage with your Hand to Hand Savant core. It is extremely rare for a Tortoise to have a Savant level core. With proper training, you should be able to take on a Viper in a duel."

      "I bet many people don't fuck with you since you are a badass Mantis," I said as I playfully punched him in the arm.

      "Hmmm. Rest assured there is never a limited supply of fighters that would want to...fuck with you. I am Mantis, yes, but there are two other ranks higher than mine."

      "What rank is the Cosmic Observator?"

      "Master Hektor is Tiger. He has been for many years. We all have hopes he will achieve Phoenix, eventually. Starfall has not had a Phoenix for two centuries. Without a Phoenix, your region is susceptible to regions that do have Phoenix rank. A Phoenix is a demigod and has unimaginable power only exceeded by the Ancient Ones."

      My eyes widened. "If a Phoenix just showed up, it would doom us?"

      "It would take a small army of Mantis and Tiger to wage a fight. Victory would depend on the core types and levels of the Phoenix. If they have Savant level cores, victory would be almost impossible. We have fought off a Phoenix once or twice in the past 500 years. I advise you to visit the library here and learn the history of Starfall."

      "I will do that. Thanks for the tip."

      The Mantis nodded. "Now, let us continue our training to the cliffs!"
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      After the excitement of my first battle, if you can call it that, I was happy to have the peaceful walk to the cliffs. Saul did as he did yesterday. He floated and cultivated on the trip. After we reached two miles outside of town, Saul halted and dropped to the ground. He looked to his left and pointed. "Over there, in that tree, lurks a Wicked Prowler. Let's see what you got, John."

      A stab of fear hit me in the stomach. Was I ready for this? I raised my fists and moved into a fighting stance. The same one that I use in my MMA career. It took me a couple of moments to see the tree that Saul was talking about. Sure enough, halfway up the tree there was a ball of purple crouched on a tree branch. My blood ran cold as I caught sight of his glowing eyes staring at me like I was a Thanksgiving meal.

      "Aren't you forgetting something?" asked Saul with his arms crossed.

      "What?"

      "Myst? Make a pathway to both of your arms. Of course, you can charge your legs too, but I don't think you are quite to that point in your training."

      The Wicked Prowler soared through the air and landed on the ground. It screeched and followed that sound up with an unnerving growl.

      "Okay, okay, gotcha. Gimme a second." I said frantically.

      "You will be dead in two," Saul said nonchalantly.

      I closed my eyes and reached into my core. I set a myst pathway and removed some myst from my core. The myst connected to the pathway and sped to my arm.

      One down! One to go!

      I had only practiced a few times charging both arms up. I could hear footsteps and growls headed my why. I had to hurry. I made a pathway to my other arm, and it didn't set right away. I tried again quickly, and I succeed in making the connection. I moved myst from my Hand to Hand core, and the myst flowed quickly to my other arm. I opened my eyes and saw the Wicked Prowler launching toward me. He was only a few feet away when he jumped.

      "Fuck!"

      I dove to my right, but not before I got slashed viciously in my right arm. I screamed in surprise and pain.

      "I could use a little help here, asshole," I yelled as I got myself up.

      "You must do this on your own. You have myst filled arms, use them for gods' sake!"

      The frustrated Wicked Prowler turned its head and released a demonic growl. It didn't jump this time. It ambled toward me. Its razor-sharp claws dug into the soil, and its long fangs dripped drool. I held my fists up as I waited for an opening. In this situation, I would have tried a few quick kicks, but since they had no energy, I figured they would be ineffective and get ripped to shreds. This meant that I would need him to get in closer to strike him.

      "By the love of the Ancient Ones, get it over with already. You are a Hand to Hand Savant, act like it!"

      Just as I launched a curse word at the Mantis, the purple creature performed a wide swipe. I blocked it with my left hand and punched its elbow with my right. Its elbow shattered immediately, and the Prowler screeched a god-awful cry of agony. It fell on top of the broken arm that laid at a 90-degree angle and grabbed its elbow with its other arm. This was my opportunity to end the battle. I pounced on top of it and began to hammer fist it in the side of the head. After I landed my third strike, the Wicked Prowler's head exploded. Blood, skull, purple fur, and brain matter splattered me and the surrounding area.

      You have slain a Wicked Prowler!

      You have received 150 Myst energy from your victory!

      Saul belly laughed as I vomited my rice and meat from earlier. "Fuck, this shit stinks like hell."

      After my adrenaline level dropped, searing pain erupted in my arm from the violent slash at the battle's beginning. I held my arm up and saw four freaking canyons of red along my upper arm. Blood dripped like rainfall to the rocky path under my feet.

      "Disconnect your myst pathways. You are wasting the energy. You may need it," Saul commanded.

      I closed my pathways, and the myst returned to my Hand to Hand core. I opened my Core Menu immediately.
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        Offensive Core: Hand to Hand Savant

        70%

        Offensive Core: Speed

        100%
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        * * *

      

      Saul walked over with something that looked like a tube of toothpaste. "Here is a healing salve that will stop the bleeding and start the healing process. Once we return to the Temple, the infirmary will heal you completely. You may see Yitri again. Eh?"

      I rolled my eyes and pointed toward my bloody wound. "A little help here..."

      Saul chuckled as he squirted some brown sticky substance on his fingertips. "This won't hurt."

      He had salve on four of his fingers, and he stuck them in my wounds simultaneously. "Holy shit! You are lying your ass off. That burns like a thousand hells!"

      The bleeding stopped almost immediately. The pain throbbed but decreased substantially.

      "Gods, you have got to learn to deal with pain better. That was just a scratch."

      "Just a scratch? You're crazy."

      Saul crossed his arms and looked at me with a serious glare. "You succeeded, but you were too indecisive and slow. You need to act quicker. You should have made it out of this battle with no damage. Nevertheless, you were victorious without my help so there's something."

      "I have to be faster manipulating my cores. Hell, I need to learn how to use my Speed core alongside my Hand to Hand. Energizing my legs is huge, I would have finished that monster off quicker and without damage."

      "Well, why didn't you?" Saul asked with disdain.

      "Well, I haven't trained to do that. I barely pushed myst into both arms in time."

      "If you properly cultivate and train as hard as you possibly can, you will do all four limbs in a couple of seconds."

      "I plan to cultivate my ass off."

      "Now that this is over, let us carry on. Time is being wasted," Saul demanded as he raised from the ground and continued down the pathway.
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        * * *

      

      We reached the cliffs with no more trouble. I stood at the edge and looked to the valley below. I saw a river to my east. I couldn't believe I missed that yesterday.

      "Tomo River," Saul interjected.

      I just nodded and waited for further instructions.

      "Sit and cultivate. Refill your core," Saul commanded.

      I nodded again and got to my knees. I chose a spot with thicker grass so I would be more comfortable. I accessed my Core screen to see the status of my Hand to Hand core.
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        Offensive core: Hand to Hand Savant

        88%

        Offensive core: Speed

        100%
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        * * *

      

      I was happy that my core had regenerated a decent amount during the last leg of our journey to the cliffs. I moved the energy quickly in the core to speed up the regeneration. After what seemed like a half-hour, my Hand to Hand core had returned to 100%. I opened my eyes and nodded at Saul.

      “Good. Now you need to set myst pathways to all your limbs. It is essential to start with the arms first. They are closest to your core. Go.”

      I closed my eyes and visualized my full cores. I spun the energy around my Hand to Hand core a few times to ready it for a much larger strain.

      Setting my arm pathways had become second nature so far. I just had to do it faster, which would come with practice. I pushed myst from my core into my pathways. My arms were energized quickly.

      Upon seeing the pathway completion, Saul spoke to me and broke my concentration. “Now it is time for your legs, John. A lot of students will create a pathway to their legs by extending a pathway off their arm pathways. That will not work. One pathway per limb is the only way to accomplish your goal. You must pull another pathway from your core to each leg. This will give you one pathway per limb. Does that make sense?”

      "Are we going to work with my Speed core as well?"

      "Did I say we are working with your Speed core?"

      I sighed at my stupid question. It irritated the hell out of Saul. "No, please continue."

      "Do it," Saul said coldly as he turned to look at the valley below.

      I closed my eyes once more, and I continued to see my arm pathways working perfectly. I figured this wouldn't be all that hard. I focused on my Hand to Hand core and willed a pathway into existence. I took my phantom finger and slid the tip of the pathway to my left foot. Once the connection was made, I pushed myst onto the pathway. I energized my left leg. One more leg to go. I simply repeated the process for my right leg, and I made the connection easily. I finally had myst traveling to all four limbs of my body. Suddenly, I noticed the myst in my Hand to Hand core deplete much faster than normal. I left the pathways energized, and I switched my focus to my Hand to Hand core. I spun the myst as quickly as I could. After a few minutes, the core worked more efficiently with the four pathways. After I was satisfied with the depletion rate, I opened my eyes to see all four limbs energized with a pink aura. I was happy with myself. The leg pathways were much simpler than I had expected. The only issue is the speed at which I could get it done and the efficiency of the Hand to Hand core with the extra myst supply strain. I would need to concentrate much more on cultivating that core to ensure that it worked as well as possible.

      "Very good. I am impressed with your ability to learn so quickly. Now, just because you can do it means nothing. The key is increasing the speed of your ability to do it. That will take a lot of practice and cultivation, but there is something you can do to speed this process up."

      "Excellent, what do I need to do?" I asked with newfound excitement.

      "One of the many advantages of having a Speed core is the ability to speed up your ability to energize anywhere on your body. Today we will only discuss this technique. I hope you have been cultivating your Speed core even though you have not been using it. Have you?" Saul asked with his arms crossed and a serious glare.

      I nodded. "Absolutely."

      "Now, you will disconnect your pathways, then cultivate both cores to prepare for our next technique. Do it now."

      I promptly disconnected the pathways and began cultivating both cores as quickly as I could without losing effectiveness.

      "Now do not break your concentration, you must learn to cultivate without succumbing to distractions. Now place your attention on your Speed core. You must connect a pathway from your Speed core to your Hand to Hand core."

      I used my phantom finger and constructed a pathway from the Speed core to the Hand to Hand core. The process was simple enough. The myst from the Speed core flowed quickly into the other core. The combined myst was more radiant, and it moved much more violently. I continued to cultivate the new myst mixture until I felt it was ready for what I assumed was coming next.

      After a few minutes, Saul broke his silence. "Now, redraw your four pathways using the new myst combination."

      I was shocked to witness the newfound speed of my pathway construction. I could complete each pathway in half the time. This was extremely exciting and satisfying. I opened my eyes to see a pink aura around my limbs, but it was more radiant than before.

      Saul knelt beside me. "Excellent work. Do you see how fast you could energize your limbs? Just imagine the speed potential once you know what you are doing. It is paramount in a battle to be myst energized as quickly as possible. Unwavering practice and continued cultivation will help to make this all easier and more efficient. Now stand up."

      I nodded and followed his command. I was on my feet in a split second. "Whoa."

      "Faster, right?" asked Saul with a smile.

      "Yeah, definitely."

      "Now I want you to run to that tree over there."

      Saul pointed to a gigantic tree that looked like an oak back on Earth. It was by itself in the clearing and stood fifty yards from me. I had never been a runner in my life. I did just enough to satisfy my personal trainer, but I was never one of those marathon runner junkies. I darted toward the tree. I was running at a very high rate of speed. I would estimate three times my running speed on Earth. I was at the tree in no time. I was winded, but I had an enormous smile on my face. I turned and sprinted back toward Saul. I could travel at the same rate of speed. When I arrived at my destination, I bent over and placed both hands on my knees while I tried to catch my breath.

      "Fuck, I am tired, but that was awesome."

      "Now look at your Core screen in your Gods' Eye."

      I followed his direction and pulled up the screen quickly.
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        Offensive core: Hand to Hand Savant

        65%

        Offensive core: Speed

        33%
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        * * *

      

      I gave Saul the numbers I saw, and he nodded. "Not bad, but you can see how fast your Speed core can deplete. That is why cultivating your cores is so important. With only offensive cores at your disposal, you will rely on quick devastating melee attacks and your Speed core for defense. Your speed will help you outmaneuver opponents to avoid taking damage. Therefore, you need your Speed core as efficient as possible to prevent it from depleting at a rapid rate. Your life depends on it."

      I shook my head in confusion. "Shit, wouldn't I have been better off with a Defensive core instead of the additional Offensive Speed core?"

      "No, your Speed core is an excellent complement to your Hand to Hand Savant core. If you had just a basic Hand to Hand core, I would agree with your statement. However, with a Savant core, this combination is rather epic. You are new here, so you don't understand the advantage you have with a Savant level core. Some cultivators will have no sort of Savant core. You received one right after you arrived. You are blessed."

      "Is it possible to gain more cores, like a defensive core?"

      "Yes, there are man-made cores that can be implemented into your body. However, your Divine cores from the Ancient Ones will always be superior. This is a topic that shouldn't even cross your mind for a very long time. Using the two cores that you have will take up all your time and energy. Master them first, do you understand?"

      "Yeah, I got it."

      "That will be all for today. You need to spend the rest of your hours cultivating and sleeping. We will start again tomorrow. Try not to get into a fight like this morning...eh?"
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      I struggled with a mixture of excitement and exhaustion back at the Temple of the Weeping Sun. The training and feeling of accomplishment were exhilarating, but all the cultivation and meditation had taken a lot out of me. I couldn't wait until the next day to get back to it. Not far outside of town I began wondering if I would run into this Macchio character again. It sucked to have an enemy so soon, but it was what it was. The bag of dicks was asking for it. I am new to this world, but I am not inept. I won't be pushed around.

      I entered the chow hall to eat my last meal of the day before making my way up to my room, and low and behold, Yitri was eating in my usual spot.

      "All right, all right, all right," I said to myself.

      I grabbed my tray and walked over quickly but not too quickly. I didn't want to look like a desperate bum. "Ms. Mazue, is this seat taken?"

      It surprised Yitri to see me, but it seemed like a delightful surprise. "John, it’s good to see you. Please have a seat."

      "It’s good to see you too. It’s been an interminable day. I got to say, seeing you sitting here brought me back to life a bit."

      "Awww, that's so sweet. You are too kind."

      Yitri was smiling, and her ears fluttered a bit. It was bizarre that I was eating with a girl that was part cat, but this was an unfamiliar world. It was time to try fresh things. She was beautiful. I just wanted to smell her hair right then. It looked so pink and soft. The window we sat beside was open a bit, and the wind blew through her hair. She looked like a damned supermodel at a photoshoot. She finished her spoonful of what looked like pudding and licked the spoon in a way to get me going. She succeeded. She had me hook, line, and sinker.

      I shook myself out of my little trance and asked her about her day.

      "It was okay. I spent the morning in the infirmary and trained all afternoon."

      My eyes widened a bit. "You don't work in the infirmary full time?"

      "What would make you think that Mr. LeBrock?"

      "Oh, I don't know. I just assumed. What kind of training are you doing if I may ask?"

      "Yes, you may ask," she winked. "I cultivate as you do. I hope to ascend to Tortoise soon. I have worked my ass off for two years."

      Now I was thinking of her ass.

      "That's outstanding, I hope you can get there soon."

      "John, I am jealous. You arrive on Azura, and you are already Tortoise. You are so lucky."

      "Yeah, I am new here and just learning, but it is my understanding that it is an enormous deal to skip Firefly."

      She nodded with her bottom lip stuck out. "I am so jealous. I could just scratch your eyes out right now." She let out a growl and gave me a playful clawing motion with her hand.

      "Listen, I don't know if you are interested or not, but maybe we can train together sometime."

      "As wonderful as that sounds, I don't think it would be a marvelous idea."

      My stomach dropped a bit at that response. Maybe I had come on too strong.

      She spoke before I could reply. "I wouldn't be able to focus I am afraid. You would be quite a distraction."

      "Oh, I hadn't really thought that through. I am afraid I would be preoccupied as well. You are impossible to ignore."

      "Awww, there you go again. You are too cute."

      "I guess we will just have to spend time together when we aren't training."

      "That sounds like an excellent plan to me, Mr. LeBrock," Yitri said while she eye fucked me.

      I returned that gaze as best I could. I can guarantee that it didn't come across as well as hers did.

      We looked at each other silently for a few moments before she broke the silence. "So, I heard you had a run-in with Macchio this morning."

      "Oh, you heard about that, eh?" I said with a nod.

      "I was his healer in the infirmary. You cracked his nose pretty good. He is not your biggest fan, I'm afraid," she said as she took a sip of her tea.

      "I can't imagine I am. Saul says to expect retaliation from him."

      "Saul gives expert advice. Macchio is a very angry guy, but his family is worse. His older brother, Tan, is Viper rank, and he is more hot-headed than his little brother. I would expect you to meet him, eventually. Please be on the lookout. I will pass any word along if I hear anything."

      "Fuck, a Viper, huh? So, I need to expect these dicks to jump out of the bushes soon and give me an ass-kicking?"

      "Ummm, probably not. Tan is the type that will tell you things to your face. I would expect either a challenge from Macchio or from Tan to fight in the Necrodome."

      My eyes widened like moons. "Necrodome? That doesn't sound good."

      "It is a fighting arena here. We do official fights there. That is also the place where quarrels between fighters are settled. The Temple frowns upon fighting outside of the arena. They want to make sure the fights are fair."

      "Oh shit. Am I in scorching water over our tussle this morning?"

      "I doubt it. You are new, and the Cosmic Observator has a significant interest in you. You appear to be special."

      "I don't know about all of that, but Hektor sent Ezekiel to get me and bring me to Azura. I don't know how special I am exactly," I grinned. "That's good about the Necrodome. I prefer one-on-one matches. Getting jumped by multiple guys isn't my idea of an enjoyable time. I can't stand a bunch of cowardly pussies."

      Yitri's mouth dropped open. "You don't like pussies? What a shame." She stuck her bottom lip out.

      "I like pussy. Just not that kind of pussy," I laughed awkwardly.

      She took another sip of tea and winked at me. "Good, you had me worried there for a moment."

      Geez, this woman was driving me crazy...in an excellent way. I wanted to kiss her plump, red lips so damn bad it hurt. She loved to bite her bottom lip periodically, which was one of the sexiest things I had ever seen in my life. One of my new goals other than advancing was to taste Yitri's lips.

      "Your food is getting cold, John. You need to eat," She grinned as she stood holding her tray. "I have to get going. It was good to see you again."

      "Do you really have to go?" I asked as I tried my best to give her puppy dog eyes.

      "Yes, I do. I need to work a couple of hours in the infirmary before I go to sleep. Ugh, I am not in the mood. Will you get yourself injured so you can come visit me?"

      "While that is tempting, I need to get some rest. Maybe another time?" I smiled flirtatiously.

      She stuck out her bottom lip again. "Well, it was worth a shot. A girl has to try."

      "I'll see you tomorrow?" I asked eagerly.

      "I hope so because this has been the best part of my day," she winked at me and walked away. Her pink tail swayed ever so slightly as her ass cheeks bounced perfectly.

      "Holy shit," I whispered to myself.

      She looked at me over her shoulder and bit her bottom lip. I waved like a dork. On Earth, I was much better with the ladies. What had happened on my cosmic journey to Azura?

      My eyes fell back to my food bowl as soon as she walked out the door. I wanted to go chase her down and pin her against the wall and press my lips to hers. I would just have to hope and wait that it would happen soon. The pinning against the wall part didn't have to happen unless she wanted it to happen.

      My cheery mood went away just as quickly as it came when I caught sight of Macchio sitting across the room with his arms crossed. He attempted to give me some angry death glare, hoping to scare me, but I just chuckled. I held my mug of tea up, nodded, and said "cheers". Then he gave the cheesiest hand gesture I have had the pleasure of seeing in a while. He gave me the slow finger across the throat gesture. I chuckled again and continued to eat my food.
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      That night I spent several hours in meditation. I had to perfect my technique. Since I had enemies now, I had to learn to charge my limbs as quickly as possible. It would be awhile before I would have the focus to set my pathways with my eyes open. I reduced my time to three seconds for arm activation, but my legs weren’t so easy and took a few seconds longer. The times were better, but in a fight with another cultivator, they would crush me before I could even get started. I had a feeling that I would be approached again soon...maybe today.

      I finished my breakfast and made my way to the gate to meet Saul for another day of training. Sure enough, I saw Macchio waiting for me in front of the gate, blocking my exit. This time he had a larger man beside him in a green gi with an ornate yellow belt. The closer I got, the better look I could get. He had his hair cut very short, and his eyes were green. There was a scar that went diagonally across his angry face. They both had their fists clenched. As I grew closer, a crowd of onlookers moved over to see what was going on.

      I had a face of stone, and I showed no emotion. I stopped eight feet in front of them. The man on Macchio's side crossed his arms and let out a "hmmph" sound.

      "Let me pass."

      "No, you will apologize to me first. You elbowed me like a coward," Macchio growled.

      "Macho man, I will not apologize to you. You are wasting your time and mine. Let me pass. I have a lot to do today."

      The man in the green gi broke his silence. "You disgraced my brother, and you will apologize, or you will face dire consequences earthling."

      "And who are you?"

      "This is Tan, my brother. He is a Viper, so you better watch your mouth."

      "So, you had to go get your brother? You couldn't face me alone? Does your brother always do everything for you?"

      Macchio's face turned red, but Tan spoke before he could get anything out of his mouth.

      "We are family. Macchio's problems are my problems. You hit my brother, you hit me. Do you understand, earthling?"

      "So, I gather you are both going to teach me a lesson now? Is that how this is supposed to play out."

      Macchio grunted and stepped forward, only to be stopped by his brother's arm. "We cannot fight here. It has to be in the Necrodome."

      Saul approached from my flank and spoke. "That sounds like an excellent plan to me. Which one of you will John be dueling? It will not be two on one. I can assure you."

      "Saul, why don't you mind your business? This is none of your concern." Tan stated.

      "John is my personal student. It is my business. I have no plans to interfere, I just want to make sure the terms are fair. Which of you will be the combatant?"

      Macchio stepped forward. "I will be his opponent! Do you accept this challenge, earthling?"

      I stepped forward until we were two feet apart. "I happily accept. When is this going to happen?"

      Tan spoke up from behind Macchio. "How does tonight sound? I am sure they have an opening."

      "Are you some kind of moron Tan? John has just started to train. This is a stupid plan. There is no way he will fight tonight in the Necrodome. That is preposterous," Saul replied angrily.

      Tan shrugged. "I will give you two weeks. If this earthling is a prodigy like everyone seems to think, he should be more than ready. Do you accept those terms?

      "Will this be a hand-to-hand battle, or are there to be other weapons involved?" Saul inquired.

      "Hand-to-hand, no weapons," Tan replied as he looked at me.

      "I accept your challenge, or is it Macchio's challenge? You appear to speak for him."

      "You smart ass bastard. It is my challenge! I will crush you like a roach under my foot," Macchio yelled as he stomped his foot for emphasis, leaving a cloud of dust.

      My eyes widened, and I couldn't help but laugh. "Are all of you Larusso folks this dramatic?"

      Tan stepped closer and pointed his finger in my face. "You will mind your tongue regarding my family. Do you understand?"

      All my life, I had hated when someone pointed their finger at me. If there is one thing that will set me off, that is fucking it. I swatted his hand out of the way. "Don't point at me, dickhead!"

      Saul stood in the middle of us to prevent this from escalating. "Enough, enough. Fighting on the grounds is illegal here. Macchio, I suggest you start speaking for yourself and your brother mind his own affairs."

      "Maybe the duel should be with Tan," I said pressing forward against Saul's hand.

      "Brother, step back! This is my fight. Not yours!" Macchio exclaimed as he placed his hand on Tan's shoulder.

      Tan stepped back slowly while keeping his eyes locked on mine.

      I couldn't resist throwing more fuel to the fire. "Macchio, does Tan hold your little dick when you take a piss too? I bet he does."

      Macchio lunged toward me, swinging his right arm. Saul caught the Firefly's fist with his hand. It was damned epic.

      "Walk away, you two. John will fight you in two weeks' time. We will work out the details later. We have training to do. We are leaving now, so you stay away. Any attack on my student before the duel will result in you being sent back to your clan. Do you understand?

      "Yeah, we get it. Let's go, Macchio!"

      The brothers turned and walked off into the crowd of onlookers.

      I turned and looked at Saul and smiled. "Thanks for stepping in. I don't think I could have taken both. I need to get faster. What are we going to work on today?"

      Saul rubbed his chin with his index finger and thumb. "Hmmm, I will have to change my strategy a bit. The duel at the Necrodome in two weeks changes things. We will begin by using your myst energy in sparring."

      "Sounds great, but I have to admit going against you is kind of scary."

      Saul chuckled. "I will go easy on you...but not too easy."

      "Something tells me you are lying," I said with a grin.

      Saul closed his eyes and began floating. He turned toward the cliffs. My heart began to beat faster, and a smile gradually appeared on my face. I would use my new powers to fight. I was stoked.
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      "So, we aren't going to the cliffs today?" I asked as we stood in an area that I wasn't familiar with.

      Saul nodded. "You would be correct. This place is just as good as any."

      We had taken a right off the main road to the cliffs. We went into the forest for a brief walk and ended up in a clearing. The clearing was almost a perfect circle with nothing growing on it but grass. Tall, dense trees surrounded the clearing.

      As I looked at my surroundings, I suddenly heard a whoosh behind me. I turned around quickly to see Saul floating off the ground, and he was engulfed in a pink myst aura.

      "What are you waiting for? Energize for the sake of the Ancient Ones!"

      I nodded and closed my eyes. I was terrified at that moment, and I had more trouble than usual with connecting my myst pathways. I charged my arms, albeit two seconds slower than usual. I then focused on my legs, but not before I felt a hammer slam into my chest. I launched backward and flew twenty yards before slamming into the ground.

      "You have to be quicker! The enemy doesn't wait!" Saul crossed his arms, and his eyes glowed blue.

      I coughed and heaved as I tried to get oxygen back into my empty lungs. I struggled to my feet, and I focused on my leg pathways. My arms were still energized, which was a tremendous relief. I drew my pathways and pushed the myst out of my core. Energy flowed to my legs quickly. All my limbs were charged finally. I opened my eyes to see Saul's fist soaring toward me once more. I could block the strike with my left arm.

      "Very good. Keep going!" Saul yelled.

      I started a flurry of punches as fast as I could throw them. My arms were so fast that it had to look like a blur to an outsider looking in. Even though I was hurrying, the action felt like slow motion. Saul could dodge or block the onslaught of fist strikes. Saul saw an opportunity and took it. He furiously threw punch after punch toward me. I could block the strikes for a few seconds, but one deadly punch made it through my defenses and hammered me in the chest once more. I could take this punch much better than before. I slid backward with my feet still entrenched in the ground. My chest hurt, but I could recover my focus in the fight. Saul leaped toward me with a flying kick aimed at my head. I dove under him and somersaulted quickly. I was back to my feet in no time. I sprinted toward the back of Saul and connected with a side kick into the small of his back. He screamed in pain and fell forward. He caught himself by his hands before slamming into the ground. The two large myst filled fists left two small craters in the ground underneath the Mantis. They looked like divots from two sloppy golf swings. I launched into the air and attempted to stomp his back. However, I wasn't fast enough, and Saul rolled out of the way. My feet slammed into the forest floor. Grass, dirt, and dust erupted from the impact. Saul wasted no time performing a lightning-fast roundhouse kick into the top of my back. It felt like a garbage truck from behind had hit me. The power of the kick knocked me ten yards before I could stop myself. I turned to see Saul floating once more. He threw punches. However, this time balls of myst erupted out of his fists. They were headed right for me. There were six of these myst balls, and they were flying toward me fast. They were coming at me from all different heights and widths from each other. I ducked and spun around to dodge five of them.

      Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh!

      The last orb smacked me on the side of my head. It felt like my skull collided with a line drive baseball. I blacked out and fell to the ground like a bag of rocks.
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      I felt something patting me on my right cheek, then the left cheek. My eyelids cracked open slowly. My pupils were greeted by piercing light from the sun and a raging headache.

      "John, can you hear me?"

      I turned to see Saul on one knee beside me. I blinked a couple more times before I attempted an answer. "Yeah...I can hear you. What the fuck happened?"

      Saul chuckled. "You did a marvelous job dodging five of my energy orbs, but you weren't able to dodge the sixth one. Maybe you attempted to block the orb with your skull." The last statement caused Saul to burst out in laughter. He was pleased with himself.

      I placed my hand on the throbbing spot on my head where the orb had made impact. "I'm glad you find this funny. I thought we were just going to spar hand-to-hand. Why did you shoot that shit at me?"

      "This was hand-to-hand combat."

      "I beg to differ. Shooting fucking magic balls at your opponent is not what I would call hand to hand combat."

      "Did the attack not come from my fists? Do you see a gun or magic staff?"

      I stood up gingerly, but I wasn't careful enough. I lost my balance and fell to one knee. "Hand-to-hand combat means any attacks that are performed with your limbs? Is that what you are trying to say?"

      "Yes, you will learn that you can use myst to launch projectiles from your fists or feet if you learn the proper technique. Myst fist blades are another example of many techniques that can be learned. Your hands and feet can do much more here on Azura."

      "So, I can expect Macchio to throw those magic balls at me in our fight?"

      "No, a Firefly rank cannot perform those advanced techniques."

      "Can a Tortoise rank individual perform more advanced techniques?"

      "Usually not, but you have a Hand to Hand Savant offensive core. Some more advanced techniques are possible for you...eventually. Certainly not in time for this fight."

      I attempted to stand once more and succeeded. I was still dizzy, but I could stay on my feet. "Is there Aspirin on Azura?"

      Saul raised an eyebrow.

      "Uh, never mind. It is a simple medication on Earth that would help me with this headache."

      "Walk around for a bit, and then meditate to rebuild your reserves again. The focus on your cores will cause you to ignore this head pain. Also, please learn to not complain so much about pain in the future. It shows great weakness. Embrace your pain and use that in your cultivation."

      "So, I need to stop being a whiner?" I chuckled.

      "Correct!" Saul nodded.
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      In the center of the clearing, I meditated, focusing completely on the cultivation of my cores and pathways. Saul was right about my pain subsidizing through intense meditation. Hours passed without breaking my unwavering focus. So far this had to be my most lengthy cultivation session since I had activated my cores. My first hand-to-hand fight versus a cultivator had motivated me exponentially to get more efficient with myst management. Suddenly, a screen popped up in my Gods’ eye.

      You have set a permanent pathway from your Cores to your arms. You will no longer need to manually set a pathway. Simply push myst into the permanent pathway!

      I quickly snapped out of my meditation from the surprise and excitement.

      I scanned my surroundings for Saul to tell him what I had accomplished. He was in a meditative state twenty yards from my location. A tinge of disappointment blanketed me. I needed to tell someone. Permanent pathways to my arms would be amazing. I did not understand that it was a possibility for that to even happen. Saul had mentioned nothing about it.

      I closed my eyes and sure enough the pathways to my arms were there without me having to construct them. I quickly moved myst from my Hand to Hand core, and my arms energized in a split second.

      “Hell yes!” I exclaimed as I stared at my pulsing arms.

      I needed to work on my leg pathways harder. Creating permanent pathways to them as well would be a game-changer. My jubilation had awoken Saul from his meditation. He cleared his throat. I looked over at him with an enormous smile. He looked at me with a sour expression on his face.

      “I’m sorry, Saul. I am just excited. I didn’t mean to break your focus.”

      Saul sighed loudly. “Well, what was worth interrupting my cultivation? Hmmm?”

      “I got a notification in my Gods’ Eye that it permanently set my pathways. All I need to do is push the myst out of my core, and boom, it energizes them. You didn’t tell me about this?”

      Saul had a perplexed look on his face.

      “Saul? Did I do something wrong?”

      “Are you certain of this? New cultivators cannot set permanent pathways this soon.”

      “I am certain. The Gods’ Eye told me, and I tested it. They are definitely permanent. Watch this!”

      I closed my eyes and quickly pushed myst onto my arm pathways, and it charged me with a brilliant pink aura.

      Saul’s eyes widened at the sight. “The quickest I have ever seen a new cultivator accomplish this is two months. You have done this in a few days. Remarkable.”

      I couldn’t contain a gigantic smile. “I need to make permanent pathways to my legs as soon as I can. Hopefully, I can get that done before my duel at the Necrodome. I must get back to my cultivation. Excuse me.”

      “Hold on. Make sure you don’t get overzealous. That will hinder your cultivation and results. You must have patience. You don’t want to get sloppy. Now, we will continue the next part of our training. You will cultivate on your own time when you return to the temple.”

      I was disappointed, but I understood. I didn’t want to get tunnel vision. I nodded and stood back to my feet and awaited further instructions from the Mantis ranked teacher.

      Saul energized and began launching myst orbs again with his punches immediately. I did not have time to set my leg pathways. I rolled to my left as quickly as I could, barely avoiding contact from the orbs. A few of them exploded into the ground, and others plowed into the trees that were behind me, knocking chunks of wood everywhere.

      I sprinted as fast as I could to a gigantic oak to my left. As I ran, I heard Saul shoot more orbs my way. I pushed harder and dove behind the enormous trunk. I closed my eyes to set my leg pathways as the orbs dug into the massive tree trunk, shielding me from damage. The pressure was on if I wanted to stay conscious and out of the infirmary. I heard more whooshes as my legs energized. Saul had moved to my flank where I had no protection.

      “Fuck!” I yelled as my new energized legs barely pushed me out of the way.

      More orbs slammed into the tree trunk. My eyes widened as I heard a loud crack and saw the tree fall toward my position.

      I pushed more myst from my Speed core to fuel my escape. The gigantic tree crashed into the ground in my wake. I reached 40 or so yards away from Saul and turned toward the Mantis. I entered a glowing fighting stance. Saul smiled and launched toward me like a drag racer. He cleared almost the entire 40 yards before I realized what was even happening. I sidestepped the attack, barely. My hair and gi blew in the wind as if a 747 jumbo jet had passed me.

      I went on the offensive while his back was turned. He rapidly turned and shot one myst orb at me. I performed a base runner slide under the orb just in time. I pushed my sliding leg from the ground with all the strength I could muster. I launched into a jump kick aimed at Saul’s chest. The Mantis spun counterclockwise to miss the attack. He backhanded my spine as I flew past him. The impact caused me to flip end-over-end until I slammed into the tree with the front of my body. I saw darkness.
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      I awoke in a familiar white room that I immediately recognized as the infirmary. The only difference this time was that I was fine. I looked down at my body for blood or bandages, but I saw nothing. I touched my face, expecting it to be smashed to bits. Even though it was only for a split second, I recalled what I felt as I smashed into that tree. There was no way that I was in good condition. I am having a dream in a comatose state, or I was dead.

      "Yitri!" I yelled much louder than I had meant to.

      A few seconds later, one of the male nurses that took me by a stretcher here the other day thundered in. I was expecting the soft sexy footsteps of Yitri, but I was stuck with this fellow.

      "Where is Yitri? I need to see her."

      The chunky man spoke. "I am sorry sir, but she is off today. How can I help you? I am assigned to your care today. You have been in the infirmary for three days."

      My eyes widened, and my jaw dropped open. "Three days? What the hell?"

      The nurse cleared his throat. "Yes, you were in terrible shape. You are lucky we could get you back to your normal state. Your face and torso were absolutely pulverized from your collision with the tree. Yitri helped in your healing, but she had to get more help. You are fine now and are now free to go."

      "Free to go? It’s that simple?"

      "Of course, we planned to wait until you woke up naturally, and that has now happened. We have a new gi for you over here in the chair. The gi you had was drenched in blood and torn to shreds. This one is the newer, softer kind. You are lucky to get one. I will leave you now to get dressed. Afterward, you are free to leave. You are fully healed, and there is no more medical care needed," the nurse informed before he turned and left the room.

      I shook my head in confusion and put my feet on the floor. I had been naked under the sheet. I slowly walked toward my new clothing in the chair. I fully expected pain and soreness, but there was none. I felt in my cores that they required attention, but I had no injuries otherwise. After my new gi was on, I became enraged over two subjects. First, why in the hell did Saul obliterate me in a fucking sparring match. I am his student. I am not something for him to beat the shit out of for enjoyment. Second, I had lost three days of training and cultivation lying here in the bed. I had been on a roll and doing so well. Now I had to make up time that I didn't have. The duel in the Necrodome was just around the corner. Nonetheless, my teacher shattered my body against a tree, causing me to fall far behind.

      I heard a familiar voice behind me. "John, how are you?"

      I turned to see Saul standing there as if nothing had happened. "How am I doing? You pulverized me all to hell in a sparring match. I have been in this bed for three days. Three days that I don't freaking have."

      Saul sighed. "I apologize. I didn't intend to hit you that hard. I really didn't intend for you to go crashing into an oak tree either. I am a little rusty training a lower ranked fighter than me. In the excitement, I tend to forget that I am Mantis."

      "Kiss my ass, Saul! I want a new teacher! I will see Hektor!" I yelled as I walked past him, bumping into his shoulder.

      "Wait."

      I stopped and turned to see what his last words would be. "I'm listening."

      "The prime reason I get carried away when we spar is that you are an exceptional student. You are Tortoise, but you have the speed of a Viper. Your instincts on the battlefield are extraordinary. The Cosmic Observator was correct in assuming that your incredible skills on Earth would translate to amazing skills on Azura. If you want another teacher, you are welcome to talk to Hektor. He may grant you one. However, we are making considerable progress. Changing teachers will hold you back."

      I crossed my arms and glared at Saul, enraged. "I don't want to be held back. However, I also don't want to get sent to the infirmary day in and day out because you forget that you are two ranks above me!"

      Saul stepped forward and returned a frigid glare. "Today, I will let you speak to me with that tone. However, after we leave the infirmary, you will treat me with respect, or I will crush you. If you want to beg the Observator for a lesser teacher, be my guest. Otherwise, I will see you tomorrow."

      I nodded and backed to the wall to let him pass.
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      Saul had frustrated me to no end. The asshole was reckless with my life, but I felt he was too good of a teacher to replace if I wanted to become great. I took my frustrations out by meditating and putting everything I had into cultivating my cores to get them back into proper shape. Three days of laying on a bed unconscious would no doubt fuck up one's ascendance. I wanted to be by myself to focus on what I needed to do. I went off into the woods outside of the temple walls. I walked through the lush vegetation and tall green trees until I could hear nothing but the wind and the chirping of birds. I knelt on a patch of soft green grass and placed my hands together and closed my eyes. My cores were in better condition than I had expected. They were radiant with good myst circulation. I willed my phantom finger into existence and moved the myst in both cores at a top rate of speed. I moved my Speed core myst into my Hand to Hand core in small increments. Each time the two core mysts combined, the Hand to Hand core became more brilliant and turbulent. I planned to work my ass off, charging my pathways to my legs. I could make permanent paths with my arms in record time. I saw no reason that I couldn't do that with my legs. I spent several hours cultivating solely my leg pathways, not breaking my focus once. Myst moved from my cores to my legs as an artist's paintbrush moves across the canvas. My deep meditation went perfectly until I heard a loud twig crack behind me. It was not a small animal. It was too loud of a crack to be just a bird or squirrel. I opened my eyes quickly only to see darkness. It was night, the only light beamed from the moons as they traversed through the tree branches. My blood ran cold when I heard a demonic growl from an unseen foe. My eyes adjusted a bit, but the vision of my surroundings was poor. I heard another growl from a different direction and another and another. By my count, three creatures surrounded me. They were calmly waiting for their moment to attack and eviscerate me.

      I ignited my arms immediately. It thrilled me that the pink myst aura improved my vision. I looked around before I made my attempt to energize my legs. I heard more growls, but I did not have eyes on any of the creatures' locations. I closed my eyes and set my leg pathways. I moved myst from my Speed core to my Hand to Hand core. I ignited the pathways, and my legs were engulfed in beautiful pink light. My vision improved substantially as the glow lit up the surrounding area.

      "Come on, you bastards! Show yourselves!"

      As if they heard my demand, three sets of glowing eyes opened from the woods surrounding me. The growls became much louder as the eyes became larger as they approached me from three directions. A trio of bipedal humanoid monsters showed themselves in all their horror. They were solid black figures with bright glowing, red eyes. They didn't appear to have hair or fur, only black scaly skin. All three of the monsters raised their arms and flashed sharp claws in unison. The macabre symphony of growls made the hairs on my arms stand on end. All three charged at me at once. I stood in place until they were almost on top of me. I lunged through a gap like a lightning bolt. They could not stop their momentum, and they crashed into one another at the same time. The growls turned to screams. I saw red streams pierce through the darkness where their claws had lacerated one another in the confusion. Out of pure frustration, the creatures attacked one another. Screams and blood splatter filled the night. I was missing my chance by just standing there in fear. I had not taken on three enemies before, which scared me. Especially since I had no Mantis rank teacher to back me up. I contemplated running for the temple with my high-speed, but that would have been the cowardly way out. I needed to take them out. One of the creatures turned its attention toward me while the other two continued to slash at one another. I waited for the creature's first clumsy swing, and I jumped into action, unleashing a rapid combo of kicks and punches. The commotion finally got the other two creatures' attention, and they made their way toward the carnage. I performed a front kick into the creature's gut, causing it to bend over toward me. I flip-kicked the beast and sent him flying into the two approaching creatures.

      When I landed back on my feet, I yelled as loud as I could to show my dominion over these foul monsters. One of the creatures wasn't knocked on its back completely like the other had been. It began its charge after releasing a screech that would shatter wine glasses. I landed a perfect roundhouse kick to the side of its head that sent it to the ground. I launched into the air and landed on its back with both of my myst charged feet. The vicious attack snapped the creature's back in two. I flipped toward the other two creatures back onto their feet. A spinning wheel kick from my charged right leg took the first creature's head clean off. The decapitated head flew into a tree ten yards away. Blood sprayed in the air like a red geyser and covered the creature that stalked beside it. It halted, confused by the red liquid it was doused with. I charged over with a punch directly into its rib cage, followed by a knee to the face of the horrible creature. It fell flat on its back with a vicious impact. I moved into action immediately. I stomped it squarely in the neck. The creature's eyeballs ejected from its skull from the sudden force. Two creatures were dead while one lay paralyzed. I took a deep breath and walked over to the remaining creature who laid prone on the forest floor. I quickly stomped the creature in the back of the skull. I felt a crack. I brought my foot down once more and shattered its skull, sending blood and brains into the night. The stench of the exploded brain made me gag. It was awful.

      You have slain 3 Nether Beasts!

      You have received 500 Myst energy from your victory!

      The pink energy soared through the night into my depleted cores. I sat down on a rock to regain my composure. I scanned the battlefield to see three slabs of demonic meat lying on the forest floor. I took a deep breath and nodded in satisfaction from my victory. I made my way back to the temple not long after. I was completely exhausted from the battle. I needed to refine my cores with more cultivation to increase their efficiency. I shouldn't have been this tired after a fight with three Nether Beasts, especially taking no damage. I made my way to my dormitory room. I placed my hand on the knob, but I didn't turn it. My night wasn't over. I made my way to the gardens and began cultivating once more. I didn't like the way this exhaustion made me feel. I felt weak and vulnerable. There would be no rest until I cemented my leg pathways in my body.
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      Suddenly I felt a hand on my shoulder, shaking me intensely.

      “John! John!” A familiar voice yelled in my ear.

      I felt cold grass under me as I laid prone on the ground. I slowly opened my eyes and rolled on my back. Saul stood over me with a worried look on his face.

      “For the love of the Ancient Ones, I have been looking for you for days. What the hell are you doing out here?” Saul asked loudly.

      “Hold on, give me a second to regain my bearings. Let me sit up.”

      Saul waited patiently for my answer.

      I immediately felt thirsty. I was thirstier than I had ever been in my life. “Water, water, I need water!”

      Saul reached into his pouch on his belt and retrieved a glass bottle of water. I immediately grabbed the bottle from his hand and popped the cork. I drank from the bottle in a ravenous frenzy. It wasn’t enough water to quench my thirst, but it was enough that I could function. My stomach growled, and my body was weak from low blood sugar. My skin was pale, cool, and clammy.

      Without asking, Saul retrieved some jerky from his pouch and gave it to me. I ate it in two bites. “Thank you, Saul, thank you.”

      I laid back down on the moist grass due to my dehydration and who knew what.

      Saul placed his leathery palm on my arm. “What are you doing out here? You have been missing for four days!”

      I took a few deep breaths before I spoke. “I came here to cultivate, to set permanent pathways to my legs. Nether Beasts attacked me, and then I continued cultivating. I planned to do it until I made the pathways.”

      Saul shook his head with a mixture of frustration and concern. “You severely overextended yourself. Dammit, John, you can’t push yourself this hard.”

      I nodded and sat up again. “Now I need to see if I was successful. Help me get to my knees.”

      Saul grabbed my armed and pulled me up. I could gingerly get into position. I closed my eyes and meditated. I visualized my core, and I noticed pathways routed to my legs. I had done it. I promptly opened my eyes.

      “It worked, Saul. My legs are connected. It was all worth it. Fuck, I have to lay back down.” I plopped to the ground on my side.

      “Just rest a bit. Then charge your limbs. That should give you enough stamina to make it back to the temple.”

      I nodded and closed my eyes.
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      The myst gave me the boost I needed to get back to the temple. Saul took me to the chow hall for an enormous meal. He left me there to inform the Cosmic Observator that I had been found. After drinking some Jade Petal tea and eating, I felt much better.

      “What the fuck, John? Are you okay?” Yitri asked from behind me.

      My mood perked up even more once I saw her. “Yeah, yeah, I’m all right. I had a cultivation problem. Wait, I don’t know what to call it. I cultivated too long and passed out in the woods.”

      “You had me so worried. I didn’t know what happened to you. I know you didn’t just desert the temple, so I thought the worst. Do you need my help in the infirmary?”

      “Thanks, but the food and tea have helped me a lot. Seeing you has helped as well.”

      She rolled her eyes and laughed as she sat down across from me. “You can’t exert yourself so strenuously. It’s dangerous. I know you want to be ready for your fight with Macchio, but you can’t fight him if you are dead. I can tell you have lost weight. You need to eat more. Let me get you another bowl.”

      I grabbed her wrist as she attempted to walk past me. The touch of her skin was electric. I felt it. She felt it. "I'm stuffed. I can't eat another bite but thank you for caring about me. It means a lot." I caught a whiff of her scent. She smelled freaking spectacular. I wanted to pull her closer. "Sit back down and pull that chair beside me."

      Yitri smirked and slid into the chair beside him. "Is that better?"

      I exhaled a lengthy breath. "Yes, don't take this the wrong way, but you smell incredible. Don't hit me."

      Yitri chuckled. "When a felinia female likes someone, we release strong pheromones. I am glad you enjoy the scent."

      My right eyebrow raised. "So, you like me, huh?"

      Yitri leaned over closer to me. "It would appear so."

      We were in the chow hall with several people around, but I didn't care. I leaned in and kissed her. Her lips were soft, moist, and tasted sweet. She returned the kiss softly but passionately. I felt electricity flow through my body. Her smell was intoxicating, and the taste of her lips excited me more than I have been in a long time. I placed my hand on the back of her head, running my fingers through her soft pink hair. She pulled away and smiled.

      "Mmmmm, that was nice. I have been waiting for that," she said as she licked her lips.

      "That was amazing. You are so fucking irresistible."

      I noticed several faces in the chow hall had turned toward us with eyes wide and mouths opened.

      "It looks like we have an audience," I chuckled.

      Yitri turned her head slowly and blushed.

      "I don't regret that one bit. Please don't tell me you have to go."

      "Hmmm, I do, but I will stick around a little longer."

      "Hell yes, do you want to go somewhere a little more private?" I asked quietly. I cringed internally due to the oldest cliché in the book.

      "Where do you suggest, Mr. LeBrock?" She asked, and then bit her bottom lip.

      "Come on."

      I held her satin-soft hand, and we walked toward my dormitory, "Shit, are girls allowed in the dorm?"

      "Absolutely not," she smiled with a wink. "Don't worry John, just tell me your room number, and I will come in from the outside. Felinia are expert climbers."

      "It's pretty simple my room is on the second floor, fifth room on the left."

      "Okay, I will see you soon," she purred.

      She walked away, and I couldn't help but to imagine her pants off and seeing that perfect ass in all its glory. I played it cool and walked normally to the door. However, my heart was beating out of my chest. Not to mention, my cock was filling with warm blood in anticipation. I entered the door and hauled ass up the stairway to my floor and sprinted down the hallway to my room. I opened the door, and my jaw dropped. Yitri was on the bed naked. She laid on her side and faced the door. She propped up her head with her left arm, and she had her hand on her hip. Yitri's ears fluttered, and her tail waved behind her. The cat parts didn't make a difference to me. My dick was rock hard. She was a fucking goddess.

      "I told you that we can climb very well."

      I shut the door and pulled my shirt off. I walked over to the bed, and she sat up with her feet on the floor. Yitri moaned in anticipation. She grabbed my shaft through my pants, and I gasped while I closed my eyes. She grabbed my waistband and pulled my pants down, revealing my throbbing dick. She placed her hand on my bare shaft and stroked it slowly. I breathed rapidly, and my heart pounded. She leaned in and licked the head of my cock. Then she took it all in her mouth and crept up and down, squeezing my balls gently with her left hand while her right hand stayed on my shaft.

      "Squeeze harder," I begged.

      She complied. The combination of pain and pleasure overtook me. She continued to suck and squeeze for a minute or so. I gently lifted her head off my dick and motioned for her to lie down on the bed. She spread her legs wide. Her wet pussy begged me to come closer. As I moved my mouth toward her clit, the intense smell of her wetness made my eyes roll to the back of my head. I began to softly lick her pussy. She arched her back and purred in ecstasy. I explored every inch of her vagina, and she loved every second of it. She placed both of her clawed hands behind my head and pulled me closer, increasing the pressure of my tongue on her clit. I moved my tongue faster and faster. Her body trembled, and I knew she was close to sweet release.

      "Don't stop, I'm almost there," she begged.

      I complied with her demands. A few seconds later, she came. She placed my pillow over her face to silence her screams. Her body shivered and her hips moved in a circular motion as I continued to service her needs. I stood up and admired her perfect body. She breathed rapidly as her breasts filled my vision. I placed my left hand on her breast as I guided my cock into her dripping wet pussy. The gentle entry sent a jolt of pleasure through her body. I began to thrust slowly until she gave me the okay to go harder. I placed my right hand on her other breast and squeezed. I ran my index finger around her hard nipple as I continued to fuck her. She bit her bottom lip and locked eyes with me.

      "Please, go faster. I need you deep inside me," she begged.

      I began to thrust deeper and faster. She grabbed a fistful of bedding with each hand. In a few moments, I felt her pussy tighten around my cock, and she came once more. I continued to thrust deeper as I approached climax. I continued until the wet pleasure overtook me. I exploded inside of her. I moved my hands to her thighs and used her legs to pull myself deeper until I was finished. Both of our bodies glistened in the moonlight that entered through the window. We breathed heavily and smiled at each other. We laid on the bed and spooned for the next hour. Her plump ass pressed against me was damn incredible. She put her clothes back on and blew me a kiss. She climbed out of the window quickly and gracefully as she made her way back to her dormitory. I laid in the bed with my hands behind my head as I stared at the ceiling. I kept imagining her naked body lying in front of me. I fell asleep a few minutes later with a gigantic smile on my face.
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      The next day I had a little more hop in my step when I met Saul outside of the temple. It had been an amazing night with Yitri. She was an incredible woman that I was extremely attracted to physically and mentally. It wasn't just lust. This woman cared about me, and I cared about her. While the night was fun, it would also serve as a mental distraction today in training if I didn't get my head on straight. I kept picturing her lying naked on my bed in the moonlight. I was in trouble. Shit!

      Saul stood glaring at me with his arms crossed. "You look well this morning, John. Good."

      I nodded and smiled. "I do. I am ready to get back at it."

      Saul nodded and turned. He placed his hands behind his back as he walked in a direction we hadn't gone before. "Today we will work on a new technique. Hopefully, you will learn to stay out of the infirmary."

      I chuckled. "That would be good. They are tiring of seeing my broken ass."

      "Hmmm, Ms. Mazue has taken a liking to you. So, you aren't correct in your assessment," Saul chuckled.

      I shrugged even though his back was turned. "She is a wonderful girl. I have taken a liking to her as well."

      Saul turned and crossed his arms once more. "Will she serve as a distraction?"

      I shook my head quickly. "Nope, not at all."

      “Good. Let’s go, we are wasting time,” Saul continued.

      We walked a total of five minutes and arrived at a patch of grassland north of the temple.

      Saul turned with his arms behind his back. “I was tired of carrying you to the infirmary from an impressive distance. Today we do not have far to go.”

      I chuckled, but Saul’s face was stone.

      “You have been fortunate enough to receive another gift from the Cosmic Observator.” Saul pulled a scroll out of his pouch and handed it to me. They had rolled it up with the wax seal of the Temple of the Weeping Sun.

      I didn’t know if Saul wanted me to open it yet, so I just waited for instruction.

      “Your Gods’Eye that you were also gifted will make this much simpler to learn. You will be able to absorb the skill and immediately learn it.”

      This perplexed me, to say the least. “Absorb the skill?”

      “Yes, the Gods’ Eye causes you to interact with the world differently than others. Students without the Gods’ Eye will have to study the scroll and learn it the old-fashioned way. Just open it, and you will understand,” Saul pointed to the scroll impatiently.

      I nodded and slowly rolled open the scroll to avoid tearing it.

      The heading of the paperwork was titled Blitz Technique. Under the heading, I saw an explanation of the technique.

      Offensive core (Speed Core) is required

      Minimum rank required - Tortoise

      The Blitz technique allows the user to dash rapidly on the battlefield. As you ascend to higher ranks, your technique will become faster. As you improve your Speed core, your technique will become faster. You may find items that can upgrade the Blitz technique as well. The technique will require myst. When you deplete your Speed core, you cannot use Blitz until your core is replenished. Your maximum distance at your current rank is 10 yards.

      My eyes continued reading below. There were detailed instructions on what you did to learn the technique, including a multitude of complicated diagrams.

      Suddenly a message appeared in my vision.

      Do you want to use your Gods’ Eye to learn the Blitz technique automatically? Yes or No?

      I immediately chose ‘Yes’. The scroll turned to a pink flame in my hands immediately and launched into my forehead. I fell to one knee and placed the palm of my hand on my forehead.

      Congratulations! You have learned the Blitz technique!

      I blinked my eyes a few times and looked at Saul. “That was freaking intense. My Gods’ Eye tells me I have learned the technique.

      “Very good, now you should have a specialized screen in your Gods’ Eye labeled ‘Techniques’. You will see Blitz listed there and any other techniques you may learn. When upgrades are applied, you will see that there as well.”

      I could access the Technique screen easily as Saul said. It excited me to try out my first official technique. “All right man, how do I use it?”

      Saul held up his index finger. “First you will cultivate and ready your cores for maximum efficiency. Then you will begin. We need not get ahead of ourselves.”

      I nodded and knelt on the grass. I placed my hands together and closed my eyes. I cleared my mind and visualized my cores. I began cultivating, and I stirred the pink energy within the cores. I spent an hour refining the myst to prepare for Blitz training. I opened my eyes to find Saul standing six feet in front of me. I nodded, and he nodded back.

      “Stand. Let’s go.”

      I complied with his demand and stood quickly. The wind blew through my hair, and the crisp breeze touched my face. It felt good.

      Saul crossed his arms. “As a beginner, you will vocalize the technique. Once you become more skillful, you will use your mind to perform Blitz. This will be the case for any specialized techniques that you may learn. Using the Blitz skill isn’t very complicated; however, it will take much practice to become effective with it. The maximum distance you can blitz is 10 yards. You can blitz less than that but not further.”

      “All right, what do I do?”

      Saul rolled his eyes and sighed. “Patience, John. I was getting to that.”

      “Sorry, I am just excited. Please continue. I will not interrupt.”

      Saul nodded. “Choose a spot within the yard distance requirement with your mind and eyes. Then you will say the word “Blitz” while staying focused. Try now.”

      I breathed a few deep breaths and looked at a spot to my left. “Blitz!” Nothing happened.

      “Again,” Saul commanded.

      The same thing occurred...nothing.

      “The problem is one of two things. You are not focused. You must push your distractions away. Reason two...you are trying to blitz past the maximum distance of 10 yards. Now, look beside me and Blitz here. That is well under 10 yards.”

      I nodded and closed my eyes.

      "Don't close your eyes! Just look and Blitz. How are you going to choose a spot with your eyes closed?"

      I looked at him with a grimace. "I am a creature of habit."

      Now, I was frustrated, and all I could think about was being frustrated at Saul. I looked as if I was trying to jump off a diving board for the first time. I was swaying forward and backward, afraid to move.

      "Ancient Ones above, what are you waiting for? Macchio will not wait in your upcoming duel."

      I snapped and pointed at the Mantis. "If you would close your damn mouth, I could do this. Give me a freaking break!"

      Suddenly I felt the impact of a punch in my chest. I soared backward and landed with a splat.

      "Blitz!" Saul yelled with his arms behind his back. He turned and walked back to his original spot, laughing with each step.

      I stood holding my chest, and I coughed three times. I pictured the spot of grass beside him and yelled, "Blitz." It felt like I had just entered warp speed in an old sci-fi movie. I arrived at the spot I had chosen, but I lost my balance and fell to the ground.

      "Good, with practice you will learn to manage your momentum. Again!"

      I had a smile on my face as I stood this time. That was so fucking awesome. I couldn't wait to try it again. This time I turned my head to my left and chose the spot directly in front of Saul.

      "Blitz!"

      My small plan for revenge worked. I appeared a foot in front of Saul, and my momentum carried me directly into him, and we both fell to the ground.

      "Damn, sorry about that," I said with a chuckle.

      Saul stood and wiped grass and dirt off his gi. "I'll give you that one. Next time, you will go to the infirmary with your head up your ass."

      I nodded and grimaced at the image in my head.

      I could Blitz two more times before my myst pool needed to be replenished.

      "Remember this, the further you travel the more myst you use. You must manage well. When you run out of myst in your Speed core that will not only stop your ability to use the technique, but it will slow down your Hand to Hand attacks. You need to plan your attacks wisely."

      I nodded. "I understand. That makes sense."

      "It makes sense. Did the words not come out of my mouth?" Saul asked with a crooked smile.

      I grinned and chuckled.

      "Now, take this pill. It will refill your empty core so you can train more. I need to show you one more thing, and then I will leave you to practice your technique for the rest of the day. You will need to take breaks to cultivate. I am just giving you this one pill. Do I make myself clear?"

      "Crystal clear," I said as he handed me a golden pill out of a pouch. It was the size of a marble. I hoped I wouldn't choke on the damn thing. I generated some extra saliva in my mouth to help me swallow. I popped the golden pill in and swallowed it easily. A few seconds later, I felt a warmth in my cores. I assumed it was the filling process."

      "When you feel the warmth, it is working. It will take 20 seconds or so. When the warm, tingling sensation stops, your cores are full."

      After the core refilled as Saul described, he took me over to a tall tree and pointed upward.

      "You see the spot I am showing you? That is about 8 yards up. Blitz there."

      "You can Blitz up?"

      "Yes, but remember about your momentum. That is why I suggest you Blitz, so the tree trunk will stop your momentum. Otherwise, you will fall."

      I nodded and focused on the spot he pointed at. "Blitz!"

      He was right about the momentum. If I had not blitzed where I had, I would have fallen to the ground.

      "Now you will Blitz back down, unless you want to jump and then roll when you make contact with the ground."

      "I think I will Blitz." I landed back on the ground easily. I was getting better at fighting my momentum, but I still needed a lot of work.

      Saul patted me on my shoulder. "Good work today. You don't understand how fortunate you are to have been gifted a Gods' Eye and the Blitz technique. Master Hektor is counting on you to be great."

      I nodded and smiled. "I get that. I hope I don't disappoint him."

      "Just keep working hard, but not so hard you pass out for several days like before. He will attend your duel with Macchio. You will get your chance to show him what you have learned so far. Cultivate and learn the Blitz until it is second nature. Your opponent in the Necrodome cannot defeat you if you use the technique properly. A Firefly rank is not capable of counteracting the speed that you possess. Nonetheless, do not get a colossal head, and do not underestimate your opponent. Stay here for the rest of the day and train. Do you have any questions?

      I placed my hands on my hips and shook my head rapidly. "No, not that I can think of."

      Saul nodded and floated off the ground. He placed his hands behind his back and turned back toward the temple. I couldn't wait to do that one day.
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      After practicing Blitz and cultivating for the entire day into the evening, I was exhausted. However, my feelings of exhilaration far exceeded my physical fatigue. Due to my intense focus and cultivation, I could use Blitz effectively. Momentum was no longer a problem. I could stop myself with ease. Blitzing into trees became easier but keeping my balance on the branches would take some time. As I made my way into the temple, Veronica was waiting for me.

      She waved me over with a smile. “John, it is good to see you.”

      “Likewise, what can I do for you?” I asked while I did a quick once over of the beautiful woman from feet to face.

      “The Cosmic Observator would like to speak with you. Please follow me.” She didn’t wait for a response. She just turned and began walking.

      I didn’t mind of course. Watching her strut in front of me with that spectacular ass would be worth the trip. I was very interested in what Hektor wanted to speak about. I hoped I hadn’t done anything wrong.

      We entered the huge double doors to his private chambers. He sat on a sofa and rose to his feet immediately and approached.

      “John, thank you for coming before retiring for the night. I am certain you are exhausted after your long day. I hope the Blitz technique was a welcomed gift.”

      I bowed quickly. “Yes master, thank you very much for your generosity. I will prove my worthiness.”

      “I do not doubt that you will. Saul speaks very highly of you. He is rarely impressed. You should be proud of that.”

      My eyebrows raised, and my mouth cracked. “That’s wonderful. It is a great honor to learn from him.”

      Hektor placed his hands behind my back and paced. “The reason I have called you here is to let you know that you will train on your own for a few days. I have sent Saul and another student of his to handle a border dispute with Bloodlake.”

      “Okay, thanks for letting me know. I will train extensively in his absence. Will he be back before my duel at the Necrodome?”

      Hektor nodded. “Yes, most definitely.”

      “You mentioned he had another student. I was not aware of that.”

      “That is correct. She is at the end of her base training. She trains on her own mostly. She is an earthling as well. I am surprised you have not met. Her name is Rhonda Jensen. She just recently reached Viper rank.”

      That name sounded so familiar. I couldn’t place it in the moment though. “How long has she been here?”

      Hektor stopped pacing and crossed his arms. “Two years. She started at Firefly and worked her way up to Viper.”

      “Is that considered fast?”

      “It is a bit slow for a student working with a teacher like Saul, but it isn’t bad by any means. The ascension from Viper to Mantis is a much more difficult path. There are lots of Vipers that never ascend past Viper rank. You arrived here at Tortoise rank. I strongly believe the sky is the limit for you. At the intensity you are training and alongside the quests you will take part in, you will ascend to Viper very quickly.”

      I had a perplexed look on my face. “I’m sorry, you said...quests?”

      “Ah yes, Saul hasn’t gotten to that yet? I will just leave that to him to explain in detail. They are adventures or tasks you will complete solo or with a group. They may be dangerous or not so dangerous. You will receive rewards for completing these quests. As I said, I will let Saul explain. Don’t worry about that now. You must concentrate on getting ready for the duel. I don’t think you will have much of a challenge with Macchio, but he initiated the duel, so he will just have to deal with the painful consequences,” Hektor chuckled.

      “I hope so, but Saul said a strong Firefly could defeat a Tortoise.”

      “A Firefly with great training and proper core combinations can defeat a Tortoise, but it is very rare. Macchio is a hot-headed buffoon who makes reckless decisions. You should have minor trouble defeating him. You have a Hand to Hand Savant core combined with a Speed core. That is one of the best if not the best combinations to have with your divine cores. A Savant core at Tortoise rank is very rare. Not to mention you have a Gods’Eye and the Blitz technique. I suspect this duel will only last a few seconds if you cultivate properly beforehand and execute what you have learned. Also, winners of duels receive a reward of their choice.”

      That last statement got my attention. “Excellent.”

      Hektor nodded and smiled. “Yes, now I will let you retire to your dormitory. Thank you for dropping by. Good night.”

      On my walk back to my dormitory, I finally remembered where I had learned the name Rhonda Jensen before. I stopped and put my hands on my hips. It was more of an epiphany. I remembered tons of shit. Rhonda was an up-and-coming MMA fighter from some west coast state. I wasn’t sure which one it was. She won the Olympic bronze medal at the summer games two years ago. It was MMA’s first summer Olympic games’ appearance. From what I can remember, she retired suddenly and just vanished out of the public eye. No fucking kidding, she vanished, she strolled through a magic door to an alien planet across the galaxy. I wondered what her story was. Why did she choose to come to Azura? I must admit it would be nice to know a fellow earthling, not to mention a pretty, freaking hot brunette. I remembered some photos of her in a white gi with it split open at the top to amplify her cleavage and some bikini pictures in a sports magazine. Damn, I was looking forward to meeting her.

      There were three days left until the duel at the Necrodome. I spent them cultivating my ass off and practicing combat at the cliffs. I had become fairly adept at the Blitz technique. On the last day of training, I ran into two Wicked Prowlers on the way home from the cliffs. I took them out with relative ease. I was much more competent in my myst management and cores. I still could not charge my limbs without closing my eyes, but I cut down the time to only two seconds. That was still too slow, but it was plenty of time in the fight with the Prowlers. Blitz was extremely deadly in this battle. Wicked Prowlers aren’t the smartest creatures in Azura. They could not change course quickly enough after I had performed Blitz to cause any damage. I could take each Prowler out with one Blitz and three punches from behind each creature. I gained 400 myst from the battle.

      Saul and Rhonda had not returned from their trip which concerned me a bit. I hoped they were okay, but selfishly, I just wanted Saul at my duel. I have fought in the cage for many years, but this was my first fight on Azura in whatever a Necrodome was. I hoped he would return in time, but I just didn’t know. As I entered the gates to the temple to my left, I heard Macchio’s voice call out to me.

      “I hope you are ready for tomorrow asshole!” The Firefly yelled with his fist raised in the air.

      I looked at him and gave him the middle finger. He looked extremely confused. I guess they don’t know what the gesture means on Azura. Suddenly, someone shoved me in the back with a shitload of force. I plowed into the ground face first. I shook my head and returned to my feet quickly. I saw Tan behind me laughing.

      “Oh, I am sorry. I tripped.”

      I wiped the dirt off my gi and walked up to him. We locked eyes and neither of us would break it. “You tripped? Ha ha, funny, dumbass! Too bad this duel is with your invalid brother and not you. It’s not too late to make the change I am sure.”

      “All earthlings are stupid pieces of shit. However, you are stupider that most. I would slaughter you in a duel. Believe me, you don’t want to fight me.”

      “Yeah, I do,” I seethed as I stepped closer.

      “John, save it for the Necrodome! Take out your frustration on Macchio!” I looked over Tan’s shoulder, and Saul walked in with a long-haired brunette bombshell.

      I looked back at Tan and pointed at Macchio across the garden. “I will crush your brother quickly. Feel free to enter the arena afterward and let’s finish this.”

      Tan chuckled and waved his hand in disdain. He walked over toward his brother. He turned around to get another word in. “I may take you up on that. I just might. Nonetheless, I have a feeling my brother will kick your ass just fine.”

      The brunette martial artist stepped in front of me. “Oh, my god it’s, John freaking LeBrock, the king of the MMA world. You look even hotter in person I must say. We haven’t met. I’m Rhonda,” she smiled and extended her hand.
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      I extended my hand and grasped hers gently. I had always felt kind of awkward when shaking a woman’s hand. The rule has always been to give a friendly, firm handshake which I had no problem doing with guys...women not so much. Rhonda’s hand felt surprisingly rough. They weren’t the hands of a lumberjack but tough.

      “I’m not going to break, John. Shake it like you mean it,” Rhonda chuckled.

      I blushed and squeezed a little harder.

      “How’s that?” I asked with a grin.

      “Do you squeeze everything soft like that? Some things are supposed to be squeezed hard.”

      Blood filled my cheeks. “What exactly are we talking about?”

      Rhonda winked. “Just use your imagination.”

      I raised an eyebrow and locked eyes with her. “I know you. Rhonda Jensen, bronze medal, right?”

      “Ugh, yeah I fucking blew it in my last match against that Russian chick. I got sloppy and telegraphed a takedown. When I went for her legs, she plowed a knee into my face, and I was out like a light.”

      “Oh yeah, I didn’t see it live, but I remember watching a replay. It was pretty brutal.”

      “Hell yeah, I had a fucking concussion and a broken nose. It wasn’t my finest hour,” Rhonda replied almost in tears.

      I placed my hand on her shoulder. “Hey, it’s all right. It happens to all of us at one time or another.”

      Rhonda rolled her eyes and grinned. “Yeah right, you are John LeBrock the baddest mother in MMA history. Just one loss, right?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, but who’s counting?”

      She punched me in the arm and rolled her eyes again. “Whatever.”

      “Okay, you know what my next question will be. I am sure you have the same one for me. What the hell are you doing here?”

      Rhonda chuckled. “I know why you are here. Saul is my teacher. Remember?”

      “All right then. What’s your story?”

      Rhonda gave a heavy sigh. “Let’s talk about that a little later. It’s a long story.”

      “We can do that, no problem.”

      I looked at Saul sheepishly. “Damn dude, I forgot you were standing there. How did your border dispute thing go?”

      “Well, not all that well. We ended up kicking some ass while we were down there. Diplomacy failed,” Rhonda interjected.

      Saul shrugged. “These things don’t always go as planned. Anyway, I must report to the Observator. Good evening.”

      Saul entered the temple and left Rhonda and me standing by ourselves.

      I broke the silence. “He’s a man of few words.”

      “You are right about that. I wouldn’t trade anything for him though. He has taught me so much,” Rhonda said with a slight smile.

      I nodded as I watched Saul walk into the temple. “Me too.”

      Rhonda turned toward me and placed her palm on my chest. “So, I hear you have a duel tomorrow. Are you ready?”

      “I think so. Saul has been working me pretty hard. Macchio is a Firefly, so I think I can take him. The Cosmic Observator thinks I will beat him in a few seconds. I don’t know about all that, but I am confident.”

      Rhonda grinned as she rubbed my chest. “You should be confident, you’re John LeBrock. You got this.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I am a John LeBrock, but I am not the same John I was on Earth, now am I?”

      Rhonda looked confused. “Of course, you are. Saul has told me how well you have been doing. You have a fucking Savant level core and a Gods’ Eye. You are the most badass Tortoise I have seen so far in the past two years. You need to make sure you don’t lose that John LeBrock swagger. You are a badass, act like it. On Azura, it is so important to not show weakness. You need to show everyone that you are not a man to be fucked with. I am not saying go start a bunch of shit. That is a sure-fire way to get your ass beat, but you need to act like you know you should be here. I mean, the Cosmic Observator watched you for a long time and then sent for you. That is huge. Few people around here can say that.”

      “Well, one person can say it,” I chuckled as I playfully pointed at her.

      Rhonda shrugged and looked away deep in thought.

      “Did I say something wrong?” I placed my hand back on her shoulder.

      She turned back toward me, and we locked eyes. She shook her head and smiled. “No, things just didn’t exactly happen in the same way.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Let’s get something to eat at least. Come on and I will think about telling you. How does that sound?”

      We walked into the chow hall and grabbed some food. We sat down in the corner which gave us a little more privacy. Rhonda was silent while she ate her meal. I was the same. She didn’t seem to want to talk, so I just left her alone. I figured she would talk when she was ready. I finished before she did because I was freaking starved. I had trained extra hard since it was the day before my duel at the Necrodome. I put my fork down and sipped my tea. I watched her while she ate. I couldn’t help it. She was so beautiful. She had long brown hair that was tied in a ponytail. She let the ponytail drape over her shoulder. It was long enough that it went down to her breast. Rhonda’s eyes were big and brown. Her lips were plump and ripe, begging to be nibbled on. She had picture-perfect skin with a few cute freckles under her gorgeous eyes.

      “It isn’t polite to stare you know,” Rhonda whispered as she continued to eat her rice.

      “I wasn’t staring. Come on, that would be rude.”

      “Whatever, Johnny boy,” she laughed while she playfully rolled her eyes.

      I wanted her to tell me her story, however, she seemed guarded about the details. We just met. I didn’t want to push so soon. I just planned to let her bring it up if she wanted to talk about it.

      “So, are you going to tell me about this border dispute?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      I didn’t have an answer. It was none of my business. It could have been top secret for all I knew.

      “Is this one of those ‘need to know’ kind of deals?” I asked as I leaned toward her and playfully winked.

      Rhonda placed her fork on the table and wiped her mouth with the cloth napkin. “I thought you wanted to know my story about how I got here. Our trip to the border is boring to talk about. You will deal with stuff like that soon enough. You will start going on quests soon.”

      “That’s what I hear...quests, whatever the fuck they are.”

      Rhonda put her hand on her mouth and laughed. “Come on, quests can be fun. It gets you off the temple grounds for a bit which is always a plus. Shoot, I hope to go with you on some of these quests. I will have to talk to Saul about that.”

      I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms. “I would have zero problems with that. I am sure you are a blast to do these quests with.”

      “You know it,” Rhonda grinned and winked.

      “Now, let’s hear your origin story.”

      “Gosh, you make it sound like I am Batman or something. Yeah, my billionaire parents were killed, and I fight criminals on the mean streets of Gotham. Yeah, that sounds just like me. I don’t enjoy talking about my time on Earth, because I consider myself a full-blooded Azuran or whatever. This is my home now.”

      I nodded and sipped some more of my tea. “Yeah, I get that. Please go on...if you want, of course.”

      “Well, once upon a time...”
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      “Rhonda, they need you out there in thirty minutes. Are you ready?” Carlos asked outside of Rhonda Jensen’s locker room.

      “I’m almost ready. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” Rhonda said nervously.

      Carlos leaned closer to the doorway. “Are you okay?

      Carlos Rodriguez had been Rhonda’s coach for the past five years since she had decided to start an MMA career. Rhonda was in her third year at USC studying business and had begun taking a self-defense class after she was robbed at the ATM one day in broad daylight. Carlos was the instructor of the class. She had never done any boxing or martial arts in her life. She had always been the popular, prissy girl growing up. The self-defense class was a six-week commitment. After her first night, Rhonda was hooked. Not only was she hooked, but she was good at it. When the class was over, Carlos invited her to join his martial arts dojo in Los Angeles. His specialty was Tae Kwon Do, but he had other instructors that taught other styles. There was a Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu instructor, judo instructor, and boxing instructor. Several professional mixed martial artists trained there. Most of them were a part of smaller promotions, but there was a handful that had made it to the big league promotions. There were only a few female members at the dojo, but they were hardcore competitors. To begin with, Rhonda dealt with some flack because she didn’t look at all how they expected her to look. She had the supermodel looks with the overlong hair and perfect white teeth, but she quickly made her mark after she started. She exceeded all expectations. She trained the most in Tae Kwon Do with Carlos, but she dabbled in the other disciplines offered there. Six months after she started there, she entered her first amateur MMA tournament held there at the dojo. She didn’t win the tournament, but she made a lot of waves and impressed a lot of people. Her drive to learn as much as she could to get better skyrocketed after that tournament.

      She became so focused on MMA that she neglected her college courses to train. She eventually dropped out of college a year after beginning her training at the dojo. Her parents were not happy, to say the least. They cut her off financially and told her they would not help her until she enrolled at USC again. Rhonda was fortunate to have a brother in the city that worked as a hotshot financial planner for the ultra-rich. She moved in with him, and he helped her with her bills. She had always had a close relationship with Drake. There was no telling what would have happened to her if she hadn’t had his support. She could put her full attention on her training. A few months after she fought in her first tournament, she entered a larger one in Los Angeles. She won easily and took home $15,000 in earnings. After that win, she decided she would pursue being a professional fighter and make a living as an MMA fighter. Her skills combined with her goddess looks launched her career rather quickly. She continued to train daily and entered any tournament that she could. Eventually, scouts from the Ultra Combat Federation offered her a contract in their bantamweight division. She won her first undercard match against Julie Demarco by TKO in the second round. The fans and upper brass looked at her a lot more closely. She was a big underdog in that match and had surprised a lot of people. She continued to take out anyone they put in front of her with style and grace. She finally got her title shot against the fierce Amanda York. She won by decision in the fifth round and became the bantamweight champion. She was on top of the world. However, her career took a major downturn after she lost her first title defense in a rematch with Amanda York. She then lost her next three fights before she was let go by the promotion. She battled a pain killer addiction for a while and went to rehab for two months. Throughout that entire time, she still had the undying support of her brother. She decided to get clean, and she tried out for the new US women’s MMA Olympic team. They were looking for a few fighters with a name, so they grabbed her up quickly. It was MMA’s first year at the Olympics, and it was important to draw some attention with big name fighters. Even though Rhonda’s career with the UCF went sour, she still had a multitude of fans that followed her religiously.

      Just as things looked up again, she found out that her brother was involved with some terrible people. He had been laundering money for several global crime syndicates. His primary client was a notorious crime syndicate in Russia called the “Grey Wolves.” She found out about this shortly before she left for the Olympic games. There had been a delivery on the front doorstep of Drake’s extravagant beach home one morning when she was there alone. Rhonda heard a knock on the door and went to check. There was no one there, but there was a strange box with just a piece of paper that said, “Do Better.” She took the box in the kitchen and opened it up. She found the bloody decapitated head of Drake’s girlfriend, Brittany. Distraught and hysterical, she called her brother, and he came home and explained everything to Rhonda. He was having trouble cleaning the money of the Grey Wolves’ because of FBI surveillance, The Grey Wolves’ were fed up with him and wanted to give Drake an incentive to “do better.” Two days later, Rhonda hesitantly flew with the Olympic team and began her run. She was very impressive in the first two rounds of the tournament, defeating her opponents with relative ease. The next fight against the Russian fighter, Natalya Romanov, didn’t go as she had hoped.
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        * * *

      

      Rhonda made her way to the Olympic octagon in a sizable arena that was filled up to capacity. The popularity of the MMA in the Olympics had exceeded expectations greatly. The crowd still loved her, and she loved them. The screams and applause when her name was announced were deafening. She went to the middle of the octagon for the referee to talk to them about the rules for the fight. Rhonda locked eyes with Natalya. She didn’t look away, but she could see Natayla’s fire in her eyes. Rhonda knew she was in for a tough fight. Natalya didn’t tap gloves, which made the crowd erupt in “oohs” and “ahhs.” Rhonda always got pissed when her opponent didn’t tap gloves. It was a clear sign of disrespect and was meant to get under her skin. It was working. The bell rang and both fighters approached each other in the center of the cage. They locked eyes and just stared each other down for a few moments. Out of Rhonda’s peripheral vision, she caught sight of a peculiar tattoo on Natalya’s bicep. She glanced to determine what it was, and her stomach dropped. It was a Gray Wolf tattoo. She was certain of it. Natalya confirmed her suspicions when she said, “Yep the Grey Wolves wanted to send you their love.”

      A quick flurry of light jabs and a left hook toward Rhonda followed the statement. She avoided contact with most of the strikes, but one grazed her over her left eye. Rhonda found an opening after Natayla’s sloppy attack with a hefty kick to her thigh, causing the Russian to stumble slightly. Rhonda spun clockwise and hit her opponent with the back of her right fist. She made solid contact with the side of her head. Rhonda performed a side kick that missed the mark. Natalya made her pay with a solid haymaker to the face. The impact caused Rhonda to fall against the cage. Rhonda had learned how to take a punch over her brief career. She shook her head and moved forward toward the approaching Russian. Rhonda went after the Russian’s legs for a takedown attempt. She had telegraphed the move, and Natalya’s knee was waiting for her. The Russian’s knee smashed into Rhonda’s nose causing it to shatter and creating a blood waterfall from her nose. The strength of the knee contact and Rhonda’s forward momentum was devastating. Rhonda laid on the mat stiff as a board, out cold as a puddle of blood pooled on the mat under her head. Rhonda had a severely broken nose and a severe concussion. She could not stand on the podium to receive her bronze medal because she had to stay in the hospital for two days. She was a mess from the brutality of the finish, but she was more distraught from the fact that her brother had not called to check on her. It was not like him. She called several times before the phone was answered.

      “Drake? What the fuck? Did you not see my match? Do you not give a damn that I am here in the fucking hospital?”

      There was no answer for a couple of moments on the other line.

      A voice that was not her brother finally broke the silence. “I am sorry, but your brother is unavailable at the moment.”

      Rhonda knew immediately that it was a Russian accent. “Who is this? What have you done to my brother?”

      “We sent Mr. Jensen a message to ‘do better.’ Unfortunately, he is not doing better. We thought his girlfriend’s head would motivate him, but unfortunately, it has not.”

      “What have you done to him? This is just a misunderstanding. He will get you your money. I swear it.”

      The Russian man chuckled. “It is too late for that. Your brother is no longer with us. He is currently burning in Hell.”

      Suddenly, a text notification sounded on her phone. Rhonda looked and saw Drake’s bloody body lying on his living room floor. It had been mutilated severely. She screamed and turned away from the macabre sight.

      “You fucking bastard. Why did you kill him? He was a good man!”

      “Rhonda, I understand that you are upset. I would be too if I saw the corpse of my brother. I would like to say that his death was quick, but I would be lying to you. I have been torturing him for the last 24 hours. He was very sorry for not doing better. If it is any consolation, he took the torture like a man. It impressed me.”

      Rhonda cried hysterically. “You won’t get away with this!”

      “We will, we always do. We just have a few loose ends to tie up. Your grieving period will not be very long. You know too much, and you will die very soon. You will be happy to know that your death will be relatively quick. Natalya gave you quite a beating in the cage, so I feel that is sufficient. We’ll be in touch.”

      The line went dead.

      A doctor came into Rhonda’s hospital room an hour later and mysteriously transformed into an Asian-looking guy in a robe named Ezekiel. He offered her a way out, and she took it.
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      Rhonda wiped the tears that streamed down her face with her gi.

      My heart went out to her, and I reached over and put my hand on her left hand. “I’m so sorry Rhonda. That’s fucking terrible. Thank God Ezekiel got you here before the Russians got a hold of you. Damn.”

      I handed her a napkin and smiled.

      Rhonda took the napkin and smiled as she sniffled. “Yeah, I was lucky, but I dealt with survivor’s guilt for a long time. It is good that Master Hektor was patient with me. I was in no condition to just jump into hardcore training.”

      “Absolutely. I mean, I am here because of some fucked up shit, but I didn’t have a loved one to get killed by a bunch of Grey Wolves or whatever it was you called them.”

      Rhonda smiled and giggled as she wiped her eyes together. “You were the one that did the killing. I’m sorry, that is nothing to joke about.”

      “It’s okay. Donovan was an asshole.”

      “Does it bother you at all? That you killed him?” she asked with a concerned look on her face.

      I paused for a moment before I answered. “Yeah, it does, but I am forcing myself to move on. What’s done is done, and I can’t change it. Anyway, I am on another planet now, so it doesn’t matter anymore. It helps that he was a jerk. I think he would have killed me if he had the chance.”

      “Did you intend to kill him? You can be honest,” Rhonda asked as she leaned over.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I just zoned out, and I kept pulling. As I said, that was then, and this is now. It does no good to relive something that happened on Earth. I mean, I’m not going back.”

      “I agree with you. You have a lot on your plate here. You don’t want the regret to impede your training. Grief and regret held me back for two months. I trained, but my heart wasn’t in it. That is why I am only Viper now. I would have had an excellent shot at Mantis. Who knows? It pisses me off that you were already Tortoise when you got here. You big fat jerk!”

      I laughed. “That is pretty nice.”

      Rhonda rolled her eyes and smiled.

      “It’s nice to have someone from Earth here. The circumstances suck, but it is what it is. You are a cool lady.”

      “Thank you. You are kind of cool yourself. Only kind of though.”
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        * * *

      

      After a restless night in my dorm room, it was finally the day of my first duel in the Necrodome. I drug myself down to the chow hall to eat a good breakfast, even though I had no appetite. For the past five years, I had rarely gotten nervous before a fight. This was different because it was my first fight against another cultivator that wasn’t my teacher of course. Macchio wanted to pulverize me without impunity. As long as I cultivated before the fight and kept my head on straight during the match, I felt that I would be victorious. I had never seen where the Necrodome was or what it looked like. It sounded like a scary place. Necro meant dead, after all.

      Just as I expected, Macchio and his brother, Tan, stopped by my table to do their intimidation skit. Jesus, I felt as if I was Daniel in the Karate Kid being bullied by Johnny and the Cobra Kai.

      Macchio spoke loudly first. Clearly trying to get the attention of everyone in the chow hall. “You still have time to back out earthling bastard!”

      I gave a heavy sigh. “Why the hell would I want to do that?”

      Macchio stuttered as he tried to come up with a cool comeback. “Well....because I will hurt you! I will beat you to a pulp! That’s why!”

      I laughed as I ate my rice again.

      A second later, Tan slapped my bowl onto the floor. My food went all over the place, which resulted in a loud gasp from the crowd.

      “We weren’t done with you!” Tan growled.

      Needless to say, I had had enough of this bullshit. I stood up and got right into Tan’s face. We were no more than two inches apart. “Go ahead. Take a shot, asshole.”

      “Hit him, Tan! Kick his ass!” yelled some of their entourage.

      A thundering voice came from across the room. “Enough! Save it for the Necrodome! If you fight now, there will be consequences!”

      It was the Cosmic Observator. He was pissed off with his arms crossed. “I don’t even know why you are involved, Tan. This is your brother’s fight!”

      Tan and I kept our eyes locked on each other as he backed away. My face was red. I was ready to go. Any nervousness that I had was gone. I wished Tan were my opponent, not his little bitch brother.

      Macchio pointed at me. “Yeah, we will finish this in the Necrodome!”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “Are you going to finish this or your brother? You are hiding behind him like a little pussy.”

      Macchio’s face turned red, and he dropped his hand on the table beside him and broke it in half. “That is going to be you tonight!”

      Hektor walked over with his hands behind his back. He still had a scowl on his face. “Macchio, I will take gold to replace that table from your account. Now, get the hell out of here before you make me really angry.”

      Macchio looked at me and did the throat slit gesture again. This time he pointed at me afterward and mouthed, “You!”

      I rolled my eyes and laughed loudly. This guy was the biggest dork I had ever met. I couldn’t wait for the duel. I planned to beat the living shit out of him. I hoped he pointed at me again in the match. I planned to break the hell out of his finger.

      I looked at the Cosmic Observator and smiled. “I’m sorry, master. They came over here, and I should have been more reserved. Tan knocked my food all over the floor, and I engaged.

      “Nonsense, I was very impressed with your restraint. I would have punched him into oblivion. Literally,” Hektor chuckled and gave me a crooked smile.

      “I am sure you would have.”

      Hektor nodded and walked away. “No doubt you will cultivate to prepare for the duel. I will let you get to it. Good luck!”

      “Thank you, master,” I replied with a bow.
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        * * *

      

      After an afternoon of intense meditation and cultivating, I opened my eyes to see Saul and Rhonda waiting for me.

      Rhonda broke the ice. “Are you ready? It’s time to head to the Necrodome.”

      “I am. How’s it going, Saul?”

      Saul gave a quick nod and motioned for me to follow. “I am well. That doesn’t matter, what matters is you. I heard about the confrontation in the chow hall today.”

      “It’s all good. I did nothing. I wanted to, but I didn’t. Hektor put a stop to it, anyway. I am eager to fight this bastard. I just wish it were Tan that I was fighting.”

      “Yeah, Tan is a real ass. He has hit on me several times. I keep turning him down, of course. Now he is constantly a jerk when he is around me. I do my best to avoid him,” Rhonda replied.

      We walked for about ten minutes northeast of the temple and followed a winding path through the trees. There were lots of people on their way as well. There had to be a lot of seating in this place to accommodate this number of spectators. We rounded a curve, and my jaw dropped. There was a huge opening in the rock in the shape of a skull. There was some sort of light source in the eyes of the skull that made them glow red. It was an unsettling sight, yet extremely cool. People kept filing into the entrance. The spectators were excited and loud, as if they were attending a football game on Earth. We entered the mouth of the entrance. There was a short corridor that led to a huge opening. My eyes widened as I scanned the place. It looked like a smaller version of the Roman Colosseum. There were spectators all around the square in the center. The square was much larger than I expected. It was around 30 yards long and 30 yards wide. It made sense considering the powers that fighters on Azura had.

      Rhonda tapped me on the shoulder. “Hey, are you okay? You need to get down there.”

      “I’m fine. This is just kind of overwhelming.”

      “You will be just fine. I promise. I will have a front-row seat down there. I don’t want to miss a thing...you are John Fucking LeBrock,” Rhonda kissed me on the cheek, which caught me off guard, but I liked it...a lot.

      Saul cleared his throat. “Get your head right. This is a duel. This is your first chance to show everyone what you can do. Not to mention your performance reflects on me as well. Don’t embarrass me!”

      I patted the Mantis on the shoulder. “I got you, man. Don’t worry.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Macchio as he walked down to the square with his little entourage of douche bags.

      I heard a familiar voice call out to me. I turned and saw Yitri Mazue walking toward me. “John, I hope you do well. I will be close to the square in case any injuries need attention from either fighter. You look good. I haven’t seen you around lately.”

      I blushed and cleared my throat. “Ummm, yeah, I have been busy training. I’m sorry.”

      She laughed and punched me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, I am not upset about you not coming to see me after we fucked. I am not that kind of girl.”

      Rhonda let out a loud cough.

      “Are you okay?” Yitri asked with her eyes wide.

      “Yeah, Yitri. It’s good to see you,” Rhonda said as she embraced her.

      “You two know each other?”

      “Of course, Yitri is my close friend. We have been since I came here.”

      “That’s cool,” I said nervously.

      Yitri spoke excitedly and jumped up and down. “All three of us should get together after the match to celebrate John’s win!”

      “That sounds like an excellent idea,” Rhonda replied with a nod.

      “Ladies, I haven’t exactly won yet.”

      “Come on, you are John fucking LeBrock. You always win...except that one time,” Rhonda chuckled.

      An extremely loud gong crashed and made me jump. The Cosmic Observator walked out and sat in an extra fancy seat that was dead center. He had the best seat in the house other than the fighters. “Fighters, enter the square.”

      The square was two feet off the floor. There weren’t steps. So, we both had to kind of hop onto the platform. It was just a stone slab with a huge sun engraved in the middle. The crowd was dead silent after the gong sounded. You could hear a pin drop.

      Macchio and I stood toward the Observator. I glanced at the douche, and he had this comical scowl on his face.

      “This is each fighter’s first time in the Necrodome. We look forward to a good duel. There are three ways to win: knockout, submission, or death.”

      My eyes widened. I had no clue that they allowed us to kill one another.

      “Fighters! Are we clear?”

      We both nodded and said, “Yes, master.”

      “Face one another! Fight!”

      I closed my eyes and charged my limbs as quickly as I could. During my training, I had cut my time down to two seconds, and I could do that in the fight. When I opened my eyes, Macchio was in the air performing a jump kick right at my head. It surprised me at the speed he charged and the height on his jump. The height was what gave me a window to easily dodge the attack. I dove into a somersault and rolled under him. He landed and turned toward me quickly. We both stood with fists up, waiting for each other to make a move.

      I heard Saul scream from the crowd. “In the names of the Ancient Ones, what are you waiting for?”

      “Blitz!” I screamed and moved in a blur almost invisible to the eye and made it behind him.

      I smashed him in the center of his back with an open palm strike. “Yaaaaaa!” I screamed.

      Macchio flew across the square and landed prone on the slab with a splat. The crowd erupted in cheers. I sprinted without the use of Blitz. Macchio shook his head and put his arms under him to push himself up. I sprinted at top speed and jumped onto his back as soon as he pushed himself to his knees. I began hammer-fisting him in the back of the head. His face slammed against the stone slab, and his face made a sickening crack and snapping sound. Blood splattered everywhere. Suddenly, I heard the deafening clang from the gong. I stopped myself from bashing him again and stood and backed away. I put my hands on my hips as I hyperventilated.

      “Winner! John LeBrock!”

      You have defeated Macchio (Firefly Rank)

      You have received 600 myst!

      I glanced in my corner to see Saul and Rhonda clapping vigorously. I raised my fist toward them and smiled. I looked back toward Macchio. There were already men carrying him off the stone slab, leaving a blood trail. I hoped that he was only knocked out and not dead. He wasn’t moving, so I couldn’t be sure.

      “Impressive!” Hector exclaimed and clapped.

      I heard a loud voice yelling from the crowd. “Wait!! I challenge this earthling. It was not a fair fight with my brother!”

      It was an enraged Tan. He didn’t wait for a response from Hektor. He soared into the square from his seat. He cleared 20 yards like it was nothing.

      “I will not sanction this duel unless John agrees,” roared Hektor as he looked at Tan, and then looked at me. “What is your decision?”

      I looked at Tan and nodded. “Master.”
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      Luckily, the fight with Macchio was short of a lot of core depletion, otherwise I would be in big trouble with Tan. I inactivated my pathways after the gong signified the end of the Macchio fight. The bit of myst used would be replenished quickly. I felt like a moron with my decision to charge after Hektor started the last match. Why the hell wouldn’t I do it a few seconds before? My idiocy almost resulted in a jump kick to the face. The fight with Tan would be a challenge, no doubt. I would be fighting a Viper rank cultivator. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Macchio leaving the Necrodome on a stretcher, no doubt headed to the infirmary. Tan watched his battered brother being carried away unconscious.

      Tan’s face turned as red as an apple, and his fists clenched as pink aura blazed around his body. “You son of a bitch. I am going to kill you!”

      I charged my limbs and entered a fighting stance with my glowing fists raised. “Bring it, dumbass.”

      The crowd began to go nuts. Everyone in the Necrodome stood to their feet and screamed. There were loud thunderous claps in perfect unison. In my head, I played “We Will Rock You” from the legendary band Queen as I waited for the instruction to fight from the Cosmic Observator. Tan held his extended left arm with an open palm toward me. His right arm was clenched in a fist by his waist. Tan’s teeth looked like they would shatter at any moment from how hard he was gnashing them together.

      “FIGHT!” Hektor yelled, causing a louder eruption of sound from the crowd.

      We both charged toward one another and jumped at the same time. We hit each other’s fist causing an explosion of myst. We fell backward onto our asses from the seismic collision. We rose to our feet immediately and began a flurry of punches. The other man blocked each punch over and over. This went on for several seconds before I spun counterclockwise and performed a leg sweep. Tan did not expect the sudden offensive maneuver and fell to the stone. He coughed as the air left his lungs from the vicious impact. I dropped quickly to hammer fist him in the center of his face. He rolled to his left, and my fist slammed into the stone. It hurt like a bitch and left a slight crack. The crowd gasped and returned to a louder cheer than before. I quickly recovered to dodge an ax kick from the Viper. I rolled backward and rose to my feet, ready to go again.

      “Blitz!” I yelled and sped behind him. I had a powerful elbow waiting for me. My nose exploded in pain and blood poured like a faucet. My eyes teared up, affecting my vision. Tan attempted a roundhouse kick, which I could block with my forearm. Tan performed a deadly uppercut which launched me into the air for several yards.

      I heard Tan yell at me. “You are weak!”

      It was a moronic decision to trash talk. He had the chance to finish the match if he would have followed the uppercut with another rapid attack while I laid on the stone stunned. He finally decided he should finish me. He jumped high into the air and raised his knees to his chest as he descended toward me. He was aiming for the center of my torso. I rolled to my left in the nick of time as his feet plunged into the stone, leaving a crater, and sending pieces of rock flying everywhere. I rolled to my stomach and put my hands under me to push myself to my feet. Blood poured from my nose and covered the stone underneath me. I felt a strong ax kick smash into the center of my back. I plowed into the floor.

      “Yield or die LeBrock!” Tan growled.

      As he raised his leg to smash my head on the stone, I turned my head and screamed “Blitz!”

      I retreated ten yards away and stood gingerly. Tan had struck nothing but stone with his foot. Tan became even more enraged than before. I wiped the blood from my face with my gi. It was futile. The blood kept gushing like a waterfall. Some of the crimson streams had made their way into my mouth. I spat a mouthful of blood onto the stone.

      “Come on fuck stick,” I motioned toward Tan to engage.

      I quickly glanced six feet above his head. “Blitz!”

      Once I was directly above him, I clenched my hands together and brought a clenched double fist down on top of his head like an ax. The momentum made him take a step back. After I landed on the stone floor, I executed a spinning heel kick that sent him soaring in the air. He plopped to the ground like a corpse, and the crowded went ape shit. I felt like the roof to the Necrodome would be blown off. I could tell that I had finished him, but the gong had not sounded. I sprinted toward Tan’s unconscious body to continue my onslaught until Hektor stopped the match. I mounted his torso and alternated punches to his face. I landed six before the gong sounded. Tan’s head had been completely pulverized.

      “WINNER! JOHN LEBROCK!” thundered Hektor.

      You have defeated Tan (Viper Rank)

      You have received 1000 myst!

      I stood and raised both arms in the air in triumph. The crowd chanted my name, and I loved it. It was something I was used to on Earth, but I didn’t know if that would ever happen again here on Azura. I glanced over to Saul, who nodded with his arms crossed. He had a slight grin on his face. I could tell he thought it would be inappropriate to show more emotion. I knew he was proud. Rhonda clapped and screamed like a maniac. The bleeding from my nose had slowed down a lot, but I would be headed to the infirmary after this was over, no doubt.

      Hektor held up both of his hands, and the cheers stopped. The Necrodome was filled with utter silence.

      “John has proven his growing abilities. He won two duels tonight. Excellent! Two duel wins deserve two rewards for John,” he said as an older man in a white robe brought a tray that contained what I assumed were the rewards. I smiled in excitement at the possibilities.

      The man stood in front of me and did a slight bow. “John, I am Yang. I am the keeper of the armory here at the temple. I have brought some items for you to choose from that can be used at your current rank. You may choose two according to the Observator.”

      I nodded and turned my attention to his tray. There were two technique scrolls, a small mushroom, and a small flower.

      “May I?” I locked eyes with Yang.

      “You may,” Yang replied with a nod.

      I picked up the first scroll.

      This is the technique Crushing Armageddon

      Offensive core (Hand to Hand Savant) is required

      Minimum rank required - Tortoise

      Crushing Armageddon is a devastating attack that can only be performed by a Hand to Hand Savant. When the technique is used, the Hand to Hand Savant will launch into the air and drive his fist into the ground causing major damage to any enemy within 10 yards in each direction. This technique requires myst and can only be performed if your core contains the proper level of myst.

      I smiled as I brainstormed the possibilities that this technique would allow. Being able to attack several enemies at once would be awesome. I placed the scroll back on the tray and lifted the other.

      This is the technique of Hungry Fist

      Can be used with all cores

      Minimum rank required - Tortoise

      Hungry Fist gives the user the ability to recover health lost in battle. Each attack will steal health from the opponent and transfer it to the user. This technique requires myst.

      I placed the scroll back on the tray slowly and lifted the mushroom. “What does this do?” I asked Yang.

      “This item will give you a large surge of myst energy. I would wager that you would advance to Viper after consuming this. However, that is no guarantee, but you would be much closer.”

      “All right, and the flower?”

      “This item will strengthen your pathways, and your efficiency will increase. Each time we use a pathway, there is a certain amount of myst that does not make it to the destination. This will improve that greatly, giving you more power.”

      “You may choose two of these items.”

      This would be a hard choice. Each item would be extremely useful. I would choose one technique and the mushroom or flower. That seemed to be the wisest choice.

      I decided on the mushroom. It would be an enormous deal to make it to Viper rank so soon. I hoped this would put me there immediately, but it would at least bring me closer to that goal. I knew I could improve pathway efficiency through cultivation and rank increases. The mushroom was the best decision. I picked up the mushroom and turned my attention to the scrolls. This would be a more tough decision. However, I was leaning toward Crushing Armageddon. Being able to cause damage to multiple enemies at the same time would be invaluable. The life steal would be useful as well. However, the more I thought about it the less I felt I needed it. With proper training and cultivation, I should be able to defend myself effectively and reduce my damage. I made my decision to choose the Crushing Armageddon technique. I put the scroll in my empty hand and smiled.

      Yang nodded at me before he walked away. “Splendid choices.”

      “Thanks.” I turned back toward Hektor as I held an item in each hand.
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      I placed my new rewards into my leather pouch. I was exhausted. My cores were almost depleted. I was expecting one relatively easy duel but was rewarded with two tonight. Tan was my biggest challenge so far since arriving on Azura. The joy from knowing that all the training I had gone through had resulted in victory against an opponent of a higher rank than my own motivated me to train even harder. The rewards I received from Yang would help me immensely, especially since I would be starting quests soon.

      Rhonda ran to me and embraced me. “Oh my god, John, you were so amazing tonight. You won two duels. That like never happens. One of them was with a Viper. Damn that is so cool. How are you doing?”

      I shrugged and groaned silently. “I am doing all right. I am just beat. I need to go cultivate and get to bed. Tomorrow, I will use this mushroom. What am I even supposed to do with it?”

      Saul interjected into the conversation. “You simply eat it and focus on your cores. It is a good idea to wait until tomorrow. You need to have replenished cores for it to work effectively.”

      Rhonda stuck her bottom lip out. “Oh no, Yitri and I wanted to celebrate with you tonight. You can’t stay out for a little while?”

      I chuckled and placed my hand on her shoulder. “I have a feeling that things would get pretty wild with you two. I better head back to my dorm. It may be a big day tomorrow if this mushroom pushes me to Viper.”

      Rhonda rolled her eyes and sighed. “Okay, I guess I see what you are saying. We will just celebrate later.”

      Saul cleared his throat. “I think that is wise, John. Do you need to visit the infirmary?”

      I did a quick glance over the front of my body and looked at Saul. “I think I’m all right. I plan to do some cultivating before I sleep. That should get me back to normal.”

      Rhonda put her hand on my bicep. “I think a little wine and companionship would help more.”

      I blushed and grinned. “I am sure it would be very helpful. However, I am not sure if I would get much sleep tonight with you two around.”

      “Ugh, okay, suit yourself, you big fat party pooper.”

      “Please give Yitri the message that I am sorry about the partying tonight. Hell, she may be with Macchio and Tan most of the night. They didn’t exactly fare well physically tonight.”

      “I know. I was worried about that, but on the bright side it would have given us time to get to know each other better.”

      “There will be plenty of time for that. I am sure we will work together a lot more, at least I hope so.”

      Saul cleared his throat once more and interjected. “That is a correct assumption. If the mushroom takes you to Viper tomorrow, you will begin your questing. Rhonda will travel along with you on some of these quests. Yitri is a possibility as well. We may need a healer on some of them.”

      Rhonda smiled widely and clapped. “That will be amazing! I can’t wait! Knowing that will knock me out of my funk of no partying tonight.”

      “I must admit that I am excited as well. As much as I love training daily, doing these quests will shake things up a bit.”

      Saul nodded. “Of course, and it will allow you to actually use what you have learned. You did well tonight, and the myst mushroom will help you even more. Tomorrow you will eat the mushroom and cultivate throughout the morning. Then we will begin training with your new technique, Crushing Armageddon. It was an excellent choice, I might add. On your quests you will face multiple enemies at once, being able to attack them all at once will be invaluable. You will have to make sure party members are cleared from the area of effect, though. The technique uses an impressive deal of myst as well. That is one reason it is so important to advance to Viper rank soon. The technique will require much less myst at that level.”

      I nodded and gave a thumbs up. “Sounds good.”

      Rhonda replied, still excited. “I freaking cannot wait to go on a quest with you John. We will make one hell of a team. Don’t you think?”

      “It should be...interesting,” I replied with a subtle wink.

      Saul sighed loudly. “You do know that these quests will not be all fun and games? You can die on these quests. That isn’t exactly fun.”

      I patted Saul on the shoulder. “This has been great, but I am heading back to my room.”

      “Awww, let’s have a cup of Jade Petal tea at least. That will only take a second, and it will help you recover. What do you say?” Rhonda asked with her bottom lip out.

      I playfully sighed. “How can I resist that face? You win. A cup of tea would be helpful. You want to come along, Saul?”

      Saul responded immediately. “Definitely not. I must retire, but you two have a pleasurable time.”

      Rhonda grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the exit to the Necrodome. We engaged in some small talk on the way to the chow hall. I was tired but spending time with Rhonda was a lot of fun. Her personality was infectious, not to mention she was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. We made it back and grabbed two cups of steaming hot tea. I took a quick sip and began to already feel the effects of the delicious liquid. I felt warmth all over my body. I could tell that it was helping me recover.

      “Mmm, this is so good,” Rhonda said after she took her first sip.

      I nodded and smiled. “It really is. Thank you for suggesting it.”

      “No problem,” she replied with a wink and shallow shrug.

      We drank for a few moments without speaking. We just sat in silence as we enjoyed each other’s company.

      “I can’t believe how fucking badass you were tonight. I had never seen that Blitz technique before. It is freaking brutal. That time you Blitzed and appeared above him was sick. You came down like an ax and boom!”

      I chuckled and sipped the last bit of my tea before putting the cup down. “Well, I’m glad I entertained you. I aim to please.”

      “Really? I like the sound of that.”

      I blushed and laughed. “You are a mess, but a wonderful mess.”

      “Awww, thank you, John. That was really nice of you to say.”

      “Rhonda, this has been a blast, but I have got to get back to my dorm. If we keep sitting here, I won’t want to leave.”

      “Well, don’t leave then. Hang out with me for a while.”

      “As tempting as that sounds, I must decline for tonight. I will take a raincheck for another night though.”

      “Alright, you are just hell-bent on being a party pooper. Be gone with you!” Rhonda laughed as she finished her tea.

      I stood and locked eyes with the browned eyed goddess. “Do you need me to walk you to your dorm?”

      Rhonda sighed. “No, I have to go to the infirmary to break the sad news to Yitri. Thank you for offering though. That was really sweet of you. Can I get a hug at least?”

      I extended my hand and pulled her up to me. She shuddered and inhaled quickly. I took her into my arms for a few moments and pulled away. She gave me a quick kiss on my lips and walked away chuckling. I turned to watch her walk away, and she looked over her shoulder and mouthed, “Bye.”
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      That night I cultivated for much longer than I had expected. I was exhausted from both duels, but I wanted to be fully prepared for the myst mushroom and the Crushing Armageddon technique I would learn. Saul wanted us to meet at the cliffs again. He said I needed complete focus on what I would do. He told me that when using any sort of myst food it was very important that you have properly cultivated beforehand, and your focus is one hundred percent on the task. Otherwise, I would not get the full benefit of the mushroom. I may only get 50 or 75%. I was relieved that Rhonda had not followed us along. She would have been an enormous distraction. A distraction I rarely minded, but I couldn’t be distracted today while doing something so important. We reached the cliffs faster than usual. Saul and I were anxious, and we moved much quicker. We moved to the large clearing where I had sparred Saul weeks ago. We both stood in the center of the grove where I assumed we would perform the ritual or process. Hell, I didn’t know what to call it. I stood silently and awaited his instructions on what to do next.

      Saul motioned for me to kneel. “You must spend a few minutes cultivating your energy in your cores to be fully prepared for the mushroom. You want its maximum benefits, don’t you?”

      “Of course,” I knelt and closed my eyes. I placed my hands together and put all my focus on my two cores. My cores were in tip-top shape because of my cultivation the night before, nonetheless, Saul didn’t know exactly how much cultivation I had done. It was an excellent idea to “top off the tank” so to speak. After a few moments, I felt comfortable with the state of my cores, and I was ready to begin the next step.

      Saul nodded and placed his hands behind his back. “Now, eat the mushroom. Do it in one or two bites and swallow it all at the same time.”

      I retrieved the mushroom from my leather pouch. It was the size of a ping-pong ball. The color was pink with blue swirls. There was no peculiar smell, at least initially. However, I didn’t try to smell it closely. I looked at Saul once more, and he nodded. I lifted the mushroom and looked at it one more time before placing it into my mouth. I chewed it slowly. There wasn’t much taste to it. If I had to describe it, it tasted like a mushy rice cake. It didn’t taste good, but it didn’t taste bad either. After I chewed it enough, I made sure I swallowed it all at the same time. I felt nothing strange until it reached my stomach. Suddenly, I had a feeling in my stomach very much like a volcano had erupted. It wasn’t painful. It was just a very weird sensation. A moment after the explosion, I felt the myst in my cores begin to spin. I closed my eyes to attempt to focus on them like I usually did, but I could not do so. I didn’t know if it was something I was doing wrong or if it was just a part of the process. I felt the energy become more and more turbulent until I floated off the ground. Suddenly, there was a bright explosion of pink myst all over my body which startled the shit out of me. I continued to float two feet off the ground. The pink aura transformed into a purple color. I could finally see my cores once again, and I saw that they were larger. They also contained the same purple colored energy that blanketed my outer body. I floated gently back to the ground.

      You have ascended to the rank of Viper!

      The Ancient Ones have deemed you worthy of this advancement!

      Your two cores’ capacity and efficiency have increased!

      Your myst pathways have been strengthened, and they will carry myst more smoothly without loss!

      Your Speed Core has advanced to +1

      I immediately felt a burning sensation on my forearm. It was more intense than before when I had received my Tortoise tattoo. My arm shook and my muscles contracted tightly. The Ancient Ones branded my forearm with a gigantic snake that wrapped around my entire forearm, a Viper. Afterward, everything went back to normal, like someone had turned off a switch. I breathed deeply for a few moments before Saul broke the silence.

      “Congratulations! Becoming a Viper in this short amount of time is extraordinary. The Cosmic Observator’s prediction that you could achieve great power appears to be true, so far. How do you feel?”

      I opened and closed my fists and blinked several times. “I feel good. Actually, I feel great. I feel like I can do anything.”

      Saul chuckled. “Anything? Not quite yet, but you can do a lot. You are a very strong Viper because you have a Savant core. It can take a cultivator years upon years to gain a Savant core. It rarely happens until Tiger.”

      “Really? That is insane. Don’t you have a Savant core at Mantis?”

      “Yes, I have a Regeneration Savant core. I can restore my cores immediately after they have depleted.”

      “Damn, that is a pretty fucking excellent skill to have! That makes you almost invincible, doesn’t it?”

      “Not exactly, but I would say it would be impossible for anyone ranked lower than Mantis to defeat me in battle. A Mantis ranked opponent without good cores would be easily defeated, but a Mantis with cores like yours would stand an excellent chance at defeating me in a straight-up fight.”

      “Could you defeat a Tiger rank?” I was completely enthralled with the subject we spoke of.

      Saul began to slowly pace with his hands behind his back. “Possibly, if the Tiger did not have a Savant core. Otherwise, it would take multiple fighters ranked below Tiger to stand a chance. To answer your next question, no I can’t defeat a Phoenix. A Tiger can’t defeat a Phoenix. It would take a small army of sub-Phoenix ranked individuals to be victorious. You are basically a demi-god at that rank. Only the Ancient Ones are more powerful.”

      “So, what is the best way to get to Mantis sooner rather than later?”

      Saul laughed. “Man, you just achieved Viper rank in an insanely short amount of time. Now you want to talk about Mantis?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Saul slowly stopped laughing as he locked eyes with me and saw the sincerity in them. “You will have to work even harder than you are now. You will need to go on quests and eat more myst food. Fighting in more duels will help you as well. There are many paths to Mantis. However, I advise you to embrace Viper right now. Mantis will come eventually. Become the best Viper you can become.”

      “I understand.”

      Saul nodded and pointed at my leather pouch. “Now, you need to learn Crushing Armageddon. You remember what to do, right?”

      “Absolutely,” I replied as I accessed my Gods’ Eye and began the process to automatically learn the technique.

      You have learned the technique — Crushing Armageddon

      Offensive core (Hand to Hand Core) is required

      Minimum rank required - Tortoise

      The Crushing Armageddon technique is an extremely powerful aerial area of effect attack. The user can launch into the air and slam his fist into the ground, dealing massive damage to anyone in a 15-yard radius. As you ascend to higher rank, your technique will become faster and more powerful. You may find items that can upgrade the Crushing Armageddon technique as well. The technique will require myst. When you deplete your Hand to Hand core, you cannot use Crushing Armageddon until your core is replenished. Your maximum distance at your current rank is 15 yards, but this will improve as your rank improves.

      I nodded and raised an eyebrow as I looked at Saul. “Cool, what now?  Do I have to yell the technique out?”

      “Yes, until you become much more proficient with it, you will have to do that. Now, you will need to practice getting your timing down.”

      I nodded and hung onto Saul’s every word.

      Saul pointed at something. “Look at that rock over there. That is your target. You will need to run. As you get better with the technique, you will be able to jump straight up, but you are not there yet. Focus about ten feet above the rock. Got it?”

      “Got it,” The rock was the size of a basketball and jagged. I wasn’t looking forward to driving my fist into the damn thing.

      “Now you will charge forward and pretend you are jumping to that spot.”

      “I can’t jump that fucking high!”

      “Shut up and do as I say! Run and as soon as you jump say ‘Crushing.’ If your timing is perfect, you will launch to the spot you are focused on in the air above the rock. When you reach that spot, look down at the rock and say ‘Armageddon.’ Then you will fall quickly and guide your fist into the rock, destroying it. Timing is the most important part of this technique. Understand? Timing and practice, simple.”

      “All right. You make it sound easy, but something tells me it won’t be.”

      “Stop whining. Go,” Saul pointed at the rock.

      I focused ten feet above the rock, and I sprinted toward it. Once I got to the point where I wanted to take off, I jumped as hard as I could, and nothing happened.

      “You have to say ‘Crushing.’ You told me you knew what to do.”

      “Yeah, I just forgot,” I replied as I walked back to try again.

      I entered a sprint and yelled, “Crushing!” I launched into the air like a freaking rocket. I soared over the point I was aiming for. I immediately realized that I had lost my focus on the spot above the rock.

      I jogged back to my starting spot with my hands raised at my teacher. “I got it. I know what I did.”

      Saul crossed his arms. “You mean, you know what you didn’t do!”

      I rolled my eyes and focused on my spot. I began running again. I launched toward my spot and hit it perfectly. However, I didn't time “Armageddon” right and fell like a bag of potatoes to the ground. The jagged stone freaking hurt something awful. Saul laughed his ass off at my misfortune.

      “Well, you got it half right, John. Again!”

      I tried three more times with the same result. My body felt like it was broken into pieces. A ten-foot fall is more painful than you would think, especially when the landing spot is a damn rock.

      “Listen, John, take a break. It’s okay. You can’t do everything perfectly, immediately. I know that is what you are used to but get over it.”

      “Fuck that. That rock is going down. Downtown!” I cringed at the embarrassing statement.

      I ran as hard as I could. “Crushing!” “Arm---a---ged---don!” My fist descended like an inverted rocket toward that damn rock. Boom! It shattered into a hundred pieces, leaving a small smoking crater behind.

      I raised my arms over my head and looked at a smiling Saul. “Hell freaking yes! That was awesome!”
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      By the afternoon, I had gotten more proficient with Crushing Armageddon. It was a difficult technique to pull off. The timing had to be perfect or you would be wide open for damage from your opponents. The jump was fairly easy to manage each time, however, the ground smash was very tricky. Saul was pleased with my progress by the time we headed back to the temple. Saul had always been brutally honest, so if he said I did well, then I believed him.

      I ran into Tan upon entering the temple, which was awkward. I was ready for a confrontation, but he nodded and put his head down while he walked past me. There was no trash talk, which was a welcome change. He knew I had bested him and his brother easily. It was time for them to move on. I couldn’t help but worry a bit about another confrontation with the Larusso clan, but I was Viper now, so fuck them. Not only that, but I was also a Viper with a Savant core. I was pumped with my progress. I was ready to go out in the wild on these quests everyone talked about. Not only would it be a breath of fresh air being able to get away from the temple, but it would be a chance to hew my skills and work toward Mantis. Maybe I was crazy for thinking about Mantis already, but I didn’t care. I was used to being on top on Earth. I wanted to be on top here in Azura as well.
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      “Congratulations, John,” a voice called out behind me. I turned to see Hektor the Cosmic Observator.

      I bowed quickly. “Thank you, Master Observator. I am very excited.”

      Hektor smiled and placed his hands behind his back. “As you should be, reaching Viper rank this quickly is unheard of. I knew we needed you here. Your potential is limitless. I would wager you will reach Mantis before year’s end.”

      I nodded and smiled. “That would be great. I am hoping for earlier. I have never been a patient man.”

      Hektor chuckled and patted me on my arm. “I like your ambition and work ethic. You will start your first quest tomorrow. I have a perfect one for you. We just got word today.”

      “Word about what? What will I be doing?”

      “You go get something to eat and go rest. You will come to my chambers tomorrow morning at dawn. Saul and I will wait for you. You will learn everything you need to know.”

      “I look forward to it. Good night.”

      Hektor walked out of the vast room through large purple double doors toward what I assumed was his bedroom.

      I heard a familiar voice from the darkness. “Congratulations, Mr. LeBrock.”

      I was startled and pivoted to see Veronica as she walked into the light. “Hey, I haven’t seen you in a minute. Thanks.”

      She strutted in like a fucking supermodel on a long runway on fashion week. I was used to admiring her perfect ass, but I was drawn to her ample cleavage as she approached me like a tiger stalking its prey.

      “Hmm, it has been two days. I was not here a minute ago,” Veronica replied, confused.

      I scratched the back of my head and laughed. “No, it’s just an expression from where I come from. I tend to forget that people here don’t automatically know what I am talking about.”

      She smiled and nodded. “You are Viper, and you destroyed your opponents in the Necrodome. You have had quite an exciting week.” She walked closer until she was only six feet away.

      “Thanks, I am excited. I have a long way to go, but I am pleased with my progress so far. Hektor is expecting a lot from me. I hope he stays happy.”

      “I am sure he will. I know that I am very impressed. When you first arrived, I thought you were just a hotshot ladies’ man that would fail in two weeks.”

      “Whoa, you don’t hold back? Do you?”

      Veronica chuckled and smirked. “I am just being honest. I was wrong. You are strong and ambitious. If the Observator believes in you, why wouldn’t I?”

      “Okay, I am glad I am winning you over a bit. Do you still think I am a ladies’ man?”

      She smiled and rolled her eyes. “Well, I understand that you and Yitri have become quite close, and Rhonda has her eye on you.”

      “Rhonda? Nah, we are just earthlings and have a lot in common. I don’t think she is interested,” I replied quickly, but then remembered how she was adamant about partying after my Necrodome victories. Maybe Veronica was right?

      “You are a very impressive man, Mr. LeBrock. Be prepared for a lot of admirers. A strong, sexy man is a rarity around here, at least from my experience.”

      “I will take that under advisement. Listen, it was great seeing you again. I should head back to the dorm and get some shuteye.”

      “Shuteye?” Veronica raised an eyebrow.

      I chuckled and nodded. “Sleep. It means sleep. Stick around me a while, and your vocabulary will improve substantially.”

      “Really? I would like that,” Veronica replied excitedly.

      “It’s not every day that an impressive, strong, sexy man walks through the temple doors,” I said with a mischievous grin.

      Veronica sighed heavily. “Ugh, I have created a monster. You are too much.”

      I just replied with a smile and a corny, sexy pose.

      “Until we meet again, Mr. LeBrock. I bid you a good night,” Veronica winked and turned toward the door. I stood there staring at her backside for entirely too long before I made my way to my dorm.

      I was thinking about just what in the hell I was doing flirting with all these women. This is the third beautiful woman that has shown interest in me. Hell, I had already slept with one of them. What the heck was I doing?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I had left my window cracked in my dorm room when I left this morning for training. It was chilly, and I shivered as I shut my door. I was usually a very hot natured guy, which made it odd for me to be cold. The hot climate of Georgia proved that very thing. I freaking hated going outside back home. When you went outdoors, especially in the summer, it felt like someone threw a hot, wet blanket over the top of you. I retrieved a wicker mat that leaned against the wall in the room's corner. I rolled it out on the floor to cultivate before I went to sleep. I was exhausted. Nonetheless, I had just ascended to Viper rank. I needed to do this. I had worked hard since arriving at Azura. I didn’t need to stop now. You don’t make it to the top by being a lazy piece of shit. I never have been and never will. As I knelt on the mat and closed my eyes, I heard a knock at the door. I quickly opened my eyes and tilted my head. It was very late to have a visitor. Hell, it was odd to have a visitor at all. This was the first time the door had ever been knocked on, as a matter of fact. I was very curious and irritated at the same time. I wanted to get my meditation done and go straight to bed.  I didn’t have time for this shit. My knee made a loud pop as I arose from the floor, and I let out a sigh as I limped to the door.

      I opened the door, and it was Veronica. She stood in the hallway in all her divine glory. She smiled, and I could have sworn her white teeth sparkled. She had on a white, flowing dress that stopped midway down her thigh. The moonlight that came through the window made her look even more angelic than she usually did. I was mesmerized by what I saw so mesmerized that I stood there speechless for entirely too long.

      My cheeks turned red, and I chuckled. “I’m sorry. I just wasn’t expecting to be visited by a fucking...freaking...goddess tonight. Please come in.”

      She nodded and strutted slowly into my room. I felt all kinds of butterflies in my gut as I watched her walk to the middle of my room.

      She looked at my mat on the floor, and then turned to lock eyes with me. “I’m sorry. Did I interrupt you?”

      “Yes, uh, technically you did, but I am not upset about it at all. It is great to see you,” I said as I took a few steps closer to her.

      Veronica chuckled and quickly checked me out from top to bottom.

      “You look gorgeous. You always look insanely beautiful, but you are on another level tonight. I hope I don’t make you uncomfortable when I talk like that.”

      She bit her bottom lip and shook her head. “No, not at all.  It is nice to hear those things.”

      “What can I do for you?” I asked with a smile.

      “Hmm, let me see,” she said as she walked closer and put her hand on my chest.

      I felt a jolt of electricity travel through my body, not literally, but it felt like it. I felt the blood begin to rush down low, and my shaft begin to fill.

      I placed my hand on hers, and then rubbed down her arm to her elbow. I placed the palm of my other hand lightly on her soft, silky cheek. She closed her eyes and smiled as she breathed heavier. I caressed her cheek for a moment, and then moved my hand behind her head. I pulled her to me and placed my lips on hers. She fucking tasted like strawberries. She placed her tongue in my mouth immediately, and I moved my tongue around hers slowly. Both of us groaned at the amazing sensation. We got more aggressive with our kiss as the seconds went by. I slowly slid my hands up and down her back, causing her to moan and stick her tongue into my mouth further. I placed my lips around her tongue and sucked on it softly, and then bit down a little harder. I moved both of my hands down to her legendary ass. I had admired it since I had gotten to the temple, and now it was in my hands. I squeezed both cheeks, and she approved with her moans of pleasure. She put both of her hands on my face and kissed me even harder than before.  As I caressed her ass, I felt no panty lines at all. She was going fucking commando. Hell yes!  My cock was rock hard, and it pressed into her stomach. She moved from my lips to my neck and began kissing it all over. I pulled her short dress up and put my hands on her smooth ass. I felt like my dick would explode from the blood that filled it. She lifted my shirt off and kissed my chest. Veronica was as ravenous for my body as I was for hers. She put her right hand down my pants and grabbed my shaft hard. I looked up at the ceiling and groaned loudly. My eyes rolled in the back of my head. She stroked my rock-hard cock up and down as she sucked on my neck.

      “Fuck, you are driving me crazy,” I muttered as I squeezed and slapped her right ass cheek.

      Deciding to slap a woman’s ass can be a risky one. Sometimes they really like it, and sometimes it is just plain awkward when they don’t respond in any way other than silence.

      “Yes, please do it again harder.”

      I complied with her demand and slapped it with more force. The sound echoed in the room and she moaned in ecstasy. I slapped it over and over as she stroked my dick. I imagined how pink her perfect cheek looked at that very moment. I wanted to see for myself.

      “Turn around,” I whispered in her ear.

      She dragged her hand out of my pants and followed my command. I knelt to look at her pink ass, and I kissed the cheek as I rubbed the other. The smell from her wet pussy drove me nuts. I took my right hand and touched the wetness with my index and middle finger. Her body squirmed, and she moaned louder than she had thus far. I pulled my fingers away and put them in my mouth to taste her. She looked over her shoulder to watch and licked her lips.

      “How do I taste, John?”

      “Mmm, delicious, I said as my fingers returned to her pussy. She breathed heavily as I softly placed my thumb on her asshole and glided it. She breathed faster and deeper. I wanted to push my thumb inside, but I wasn’t sure how she would feel about that exactly. My gut said she would like it, but I decided I would just rub it a bit longer. She placed her hands on the bed and poked her butt out for me more. I didn’t mind one bit.

      “Holy shit, you are fucking insanely hot,” I whispered as I moved my tongue to her wet, dripping pussy. She grabbed a fist full of sheets as I put my tongue inside her. I twirled it around, and she moved her lower body along with me. I pulled out my tongue, and a stream of cum and saliva followed me and dripped onto the floor.

      “John, please lick my clit. I need it right now,” she exhaled as she turned and laid on the mattress.

      I moved closer and lifted her legs. I put my face between her legs and moved my tongue around her pink clitoris. She was breathing lightning fast. I knew she was close to her first orgasm. I moved my tongue downward to her canal and scooped up some of her warm, milky come and then moved back to her clitoris.

      She placed her hands on the back of my head and pulled me a bit closer. “John, don’t you fucking stop. Fuck.”

      A few seconds later, she convulsed as she climaxed. She put my pillow over her face to muffle her screams. I continued my journey on her pussy. I wanted her to fully experience her first orgasm with me and every ounce of pleasure it gave her. Her breathing slowed, and she locked eyes with me.

      “Thank you, John. That was intense,” she gasped.

      I slid her further on the bed and stood. She stared me up and down and moaned. I took my pants off and slapped the head of my dick on her clitoris. I then slid it into her tight pussy and began to thrust slowly. She loved it and took it like a champ. I went faster and deeper. I entered her over and over, thrusting all the way to my balls. They slapped against her, and I groaned as I felt her wet warmth.

      “Fuck me, John! Harder!”

      The sounds of our bodies slapping together echoed in the night. The pleasure I felt was overwhelming. I squeezed her round breasts as I continued fucking her at a rapid pace. She grabbed my pillow again and covered her face. Her pussy tightened around my cock as she came once more. The vision of her in the moonlight as she convulsed brought me closer to my own release.

      She pulled the pillow away and laid it back on the mattress. “John, I need you to come inside of me. Please. Don’t stop.”

      “Fuck, you are hot. I’m going to come,” I said much louder than I intended. At that moment, I didn’t give a shit if someone in another room heard me.

      I moaned deeply as I spurt hot cum deep inside her. I pulled her thighs hard toward me so I could get my dick deep inside of her. She began to come again, and she grabbed my ass to pull me closer. I breathed deeply as my dick throbbed from the intense orgasm. I pulled my dick slowly from her body as her body quivered from the aftershocks of her multiple orgasms. She slid further up on the bed, and I laid beside her.

      I put my lips on hers, and we kissed softly. “That was amazing!”

      “It was. We must do it again sometime,” she smirked.

      “You better fucking believe it.”

      Veronica and I cuddled for another hour, and then she put her clothes back on and left. I laid on the bed with an enormous smile on my face for a few minutes, but then I made myself get up, and I cultivated for two hours before going to sleep.
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      After a restful night of sleep and a couple of hours cultivating in my room, I made my way to the Observator’s chambers to learn about my first quest as a big bad Viper ranked cultivator. I walked through the large double doors to find that I was evidently the last one to arrive. I saw Hektor, Saul, Veronica, Yitri, and Rhonda waiting for me in the sitting area.

      “We’ve been waiting for you!” yelled Rhonda across the room.

      “Yeah, did you oversleep?” asked Yitri with a smile.

      I stopped and shook my head. “What are you ladies talking about? I am here right on time.”

      Rhonda chuckled. “I know you, big dork. We were just busting your balls a little. You aren’t a morning person I see.”

      “Bust his balls? I am not familiar with this expression,” Yitri said with a confused look.

      “Right. It just means we are joking around with him. You know, hoping to get a rise out of him,” Rhonda replied.

      Yitri placed her hand over her mouth. “You are trying to give him an erection? Here in front of the Observator?”

      Rhonda busted out laughing. “No, that is not what I am saying at all, kitty cat.”

      Saul cleared his throat loudly. He was trying to give us the message to shut the fuck up. I agreed with him wholeheartedly.

      I looked at the ladies and gave them the old zip your lips gesture. Rhonda picked up on it quickly, but Yitri was a bit confused. She got the idea, however.

      “Master Observator, I am here like you requested. What can I do for you?”

      “Yes, thank you, John. I hope you rested well. Today you will have your first quest as a cultivator of the Temple of the Weeping Sun. A very prestigious position if I might add.”

      “Yes, master, I am ready to go.”

      Hektor looked at Saul and smiled. “Yes, John has done well, and he is ready for this quest.”

      “Excellent,” replied Hektor with a quick clap.

      Hektor placed his hands behind his back and started his pacing that I had become used to. “Quests are opportunities to test your skills and advance your rank. They are also ways that the temple helps the countryside of Starfall. We are the peacekeepers here. We are responsible for keeping Starfall safe. Your first quest will illustrate what I am talking about. Are you ready?”

      “Yes master, I am ready. Lay it on me.”

      Hektor stopped pacing directly in front of me, and we locked eyes. “You will head south to the village of Redreach and assist them with a problem that they are having with outsiders. You will locate the leader of their village, Rikoru Takari. He will explain in more detail what your quest entails. You must leave at once.”

      I had a million questions, but I didn’t want to irritate the Observator and appear anxious about the mission. “How far is the village?”

      “On foot, it would take you two days to walk there. However, you will not be traveling on foot. You will travel on a celestial eagle. You will travel there much quicker this way. It sounds like things are getting serious there, and we need to be there as soon as possible.”

      I gulped and shook my head. “I don’t know how to fly an eagle, master.”

      Saul began laughing. “Of course. you do not. We don’t fly them either. They are just told where to go. We are blessed by the Ancient Ones that the celestial eagles allow us passage on their glorious backs. You just hop on, and they do the rest, my friend.”

      “Okay, that sounds much better. When do I get going? Am I going there by myself?”

      Rhonda cleared her throat. “Hello? Do you not see me and Yitri standing here?”

      “Both of you are going?” I asked.

      “Umm, yeah. Is that a problem, Mr. Billy Badass?” Rhonda asked with her hands on her hips.

      I held both hands out. “Whoa, ladies. That sounds great.”

      Rhonda looked at Yitri and smiled. “See, that is busting his balls.”

      Hektor broke his silence, and his voice filled the room. “Do you understand what I am asking you?”

      “Yes, master,” I began extending a finger with each word. “Redreach, Rikoru Takari, celestial eagle, ladies tagging along...gotcha.”

      “Excellent. Leave at once. The Weeping Sun takes these types of quests very seriously. Do not fail us.”

      “We won’t. I promise you,” I said with a quick bow. Hektor quickly walked back through the purple double doors.

      “Are you going with us, Veronica?” asked Yitri.

      Veronica spoke with a tone of disappointment. “I am afraid not. I wish you a pleasant journey. Maybe next time.”

      Yitri and Rhonda stuck their bottom lips out and embraced her in a group hug.

      Veronica looked over at me and smiled. “I will take you to the celestial eagle, however. Follow me.”
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      We followed the sexy beast Veronica to the south tower of the temple. We ascended an enormous winding staircase to reach the top of the tower. When we opened the steel door, the wind blasted us in the face as we walked onto the roof. This was the highest part of the temple.

      I did a quick scan and saw no celestial eagle here. “Where is our bird, V?” I asked with a smile.

      “Yeah, we are early to the party, I think,” Rhonda whispered in my ear. I caught a whiff of her breath. It smelled like a combination of strawberry and eucalyptus. I wondered if her lips tasted like strawberries too.

      “Lashar will arrive soon,” Veronica replied with a crooked smile. Not even a moment after the words had left her mouth, a loud screech pierced the sky from the north. It scared the shit out of everyone but Veronica who expected it.

      She covered her mouth and chuckled. “See? I told you.”

      Rhonda laughed. “You are such a petty bitch.”

      The eagle looked more like a freaking airplane. It was gigantic. It soared low over our heads. All of us ducked quickly except for Veronica of course. The eagle climbed up higher and circled toward us and screeched again as it made its descent. Yitri cringed and covered her ears. The eagle extended its massive talons as it landed in the center of the tower. The celestial eagle was golden and white. It flapped its wings a couple more times before it stood still. It was one of the most beautiful creatures I had ever seen.

      “I apologize for my tardiness,” Lashar bellowed.

      “Shit! He talks?” My eyeballs were about to pop out of my head.

      Lashar turned his head to the side in confusion.

      “Of course. He is a celestial eagle. I forget that not everyone has encountered one before,” Veronica replied.

      I turned to Yitri and Rhonda. “You guys have never met Lashar before?”

      Yitri shook her head. “No, I have only heard about the celestial eagles in legend.”

      Rhonda shrugged. “This is my first time too. He is freaking awesome though.”

      “Sorry Lashar, where I come from, we don’t have giant talking birds.”

      Lashar’s massive wings fluttered, which caused a strong breeze to blanket the party. “No apologies needed John.”

      “You know my name? Cool.”

      Lashar chuckled. “Of course, I know your name. I don’t allow just anyone on my back. How many are traveling with you to Redreach?”

      Yitri and Rhonda slowly raised their hands.

      “Wonderful. Shall we?” The majestic bird asked as he lowered his belly to the stone.

      It filled me with a rush of excitement and anxiety. I mean, we were going to hop on the back of this gigantic bird and take off with what looked like no saddle or restraints.

      “I don’t have all day little ones. Don’t be afraid. I have done this for centuries. Climb aboard and grab some feathers. You will not hurt me.”

      An excited squeal came from Yitri as she ran and hopped on Lashar’s back.

      Rhonda held up her hand like a rocker. “YOLO bitches.”

      She strutted slowly and provocatively, and then climbed on the bird.

      “Come on, John,” both girls yelled simultaneously with their lips stuck out.

      “Yes, John, please do. I am not getting any younger, my little friend,” the celestial eagle winked.

      I did a corny salute and nodded. I grabbed a handful of feathers and put one foot on his wing. I pulled up, expecting Lashar to cringe. Having your feathers yanked and wing stepped on can’t feel good. There was no such reaction from the celestial eagle though. Yitri sat close to Lashar’s neck, and Rhonda sat behind her like a passenger on a motorcycle. Rhonda had her hands on Yitri’s hips, which was kind of hot, I must say.

      “Don’t be shy John. You can slide in right behind me,” Rhonda said, and Yitri chuckled at the ambiguous statement.

      I slid right behind Rhonda, leaving a gap between us.

      “Umm, don’t be shy. You can come closer.”

      “Thank you, but I am okay,” I smirked as I found more feathers to grab on to.

      “Suit yourself. I am enjoying cuddling with my girl, Yitri. Hopefully, she doesn’t slap me in the face with her fuzzy tail mid-flight.”

      “I will do my best. Nonetheless, my tail has a mind of its own from time to time,” Yitri replied mischievously.

      “See, John, you need to come closer, so I don’t fall off when Yitri’s rogue tail tries to slap me off Lashar,” Rhonda pouted as she patted the feathers behind her.

      “Fine, we wouldn’t want that to happen, now would we?”

      I scooted close behind Rhonda. She made sure that her ass was pressed against my dick. This was exactly what I was afraid of. I didn’t want to deal with the embarrassment of jamming my boner into Rhonda as we flew through the fucking clouds.

      “Now, isn’t that better? All three of us are nice and cozy together. Bye Veronica, we’ll see you soon!” Rhonda waved at Veronica and blew her a kiss.

      She returned a waved and smiled.

      “Is everyone ready?” asked Lashar with what sounded like a bit of frustration.

      “Yes, Lashar. We are sorry for taking so long. Do your thing.” I pleaded.

      Suddenly, we launched off the roof like a bat out of hell. All of us screamed. My scream was that of terror, but the girls screamed like they were on a fun rollercoaster.

      “Hold on, John. Isn’t this fun?” Rhonda asked.

      “Yeah. Sure. Good times.” I replied as I clenched her hips and slid closer to her.

      “Ooh, yeah,” she groaned.

      Lashar turned his head back toward us. “Is everyone all right? There is a bit more turbulence than usual. Just make sure you hold on tight.”

      Rhonda pumped a fist in the air. “Lashar, you do you man. This is fun.”

      After a few minutes of utter terror, I became comfortable on the back of the gigantic bird. Soaring through the air was a freaking rush. Being able to reach out and touch clouds was an experience I would never forget. Azura from the sky was breathtaking. The vegetation was of all distinct colors, and there were endless rivers, lakes, and waterfalls. Every direction I looked at held something that I hadn’t seen before.

      I looked over Rhonda’s shoulder. “Are you doing okay, Yitri? You have been quiet.”

      “Yes, I am fine. We just flew over my home village, White Willow, a few minutes ago. So many memories flooded me all at once. Some are good, but some are not so good.”

      “I know this isn’t a good time, but anytime we are on the ground we can talk about it,” I yelled over Rhonda’s shoulder as the air flowed through my black hair.

      “I would like that very much. Thank you,” Yitri replied with an extra spark.

      “I would be happy to talk with you guys too. I know stuff,” Rhonda interjected loudly.

      Yitri laughed. “Of course, Rhonda. I hunger for your take on everything.”

      “Are we supposed to talk with Lashar? I don’t want to be rude,” I whispered in Rhonda’s ear.

      She just shook her head and shrugged.

      Suddenly, Lashar turned his head back toward them again. “Yes, feel free to ask me any questions if you wish. I may answer them, or I may not. It depends on the mood I am in.”

      Damn, the bird had freaking superpower level hearing. I would have to remember that. “All right, here’s a question for you. Where do you live?”

      “I move around quite a bit. I get bored in the same area if I stay there for more than a century. I live in the Diamond Peaks for now,” Lashar replied loudly. The eagle’s voice was beautiful and deep, but it felt like my bones rattled when he spoke.

      Yitri rubbed Lashar on the side of the head. “Do you have a family?”

      “All the celestial beings are family; however, I do not have a family like non-celestials.”

      “Are you immortal?” I asked.

      Lashar laughed. “I certainly hope not, my friend. I will grow tired of living, eventually. You know carrying people like you on my back isn’t my favorite thing.”

      All three of us laughed. “This bird has got jokes. I love it!” Rhonda exclaimed.

      “Why did you choose to help me, us?” I asked quizzically.

      “Hmm, yes. Hektor sent me a message and requested my services. I wasn’t busy, so why the hell not? The Cosmic Observator must exalt you to get a celestial eagle to transport you around. They have never asked me to come to The Temple of the Weeping Sun before for that very purpose. I find you very interesting, John.”

      Rhonda nodded and raised an eyebrow. “Damn, John. You may be bigger here than on Earth.”

      I just ignored her statement and continued my questioning. “So, are we going to see you more often, or is this a one-time deal?”

      “You will need to ask Hektor, but I have the impression that you will need my help from time to time. Do you not want me around?” Lashar turned his head.

      “I absolutely want you around. That’s great to hear. So, are you going to drop us off and head back to your home in the Diamond Peaks?”

      “I don’t think so. I will probably stick around in the area. You will need a ride back, will you not?”

      “Abso-freaking-lutely, my giant eagle pal. We don’t want to walk all the way back, that is for damn sure,” Rhonda replied to the question even though it was not directed toward her.

      “My friends, I apologize for cutting our conversation short, but we are approaching Redreach. Please hang on for our descent.”

      Yitri and Rhonda squealed in delight in anticipation of the drop. I, for one, grabbed a handful of feathers and closed my eyes.
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      We circled a tiny village with huts scattered at the bottom of a mountain. There was a blue, winding river that flowed through the middle of the village. It extended to an enormous lake in the valley. Outside of the village, there were rolling fields of various crops. Several workers were sprinkled all over the lush fields tending the different plants. As we approached, they lifted their heads to see the majestic celestial eagle with three strange people straddling its back. I narrowed my eyes as we flew closer. The people were humanoid, but shorter than actual humans.

      “Yitri, what race are these people? I just assumed they would be human,” I asked over Rhonda’s shoulder.

      “You need to get used to other races and species of intelligent life, John. You aren’t on Earth anymore. This is a kitsune village. They are a very peaceful race.”

      Rhonda patted me on the thigh. “They are fox people, kind of like Yitri being a catgirl. You get the idea now?”

      “Gotcha.”

      Rhonda continued. “The kitsune have larger ears and usually have 1 to 3 bushy tails. They are very cute.”

      Yitri cleared her throat loudly.

      Rhonda tousled her head playfully. “Not as adorable as Yitri, though. I just want to squeeze her!”

      “All right, I am putting us down in the middle of the village. Hold on,” Lashar announced loudly.

      My stomach dropped as we quickly sped up, then slowed down. The eagle tilted back while his talons reached for the soil. We were on the ground once more.

      I dismounted the celestial eagle quickly and almost fell to the ground when my feet touched down. My legs were like rubber. I marched in place to get the blood flowing back to them again.

      Yitri hugged the neck of the eagle. “Thank you for the ride. It was outstanding.” She gracefully slid from the bird and stuck the landing perfectly.

      Rhonda promptly thanked Lashar as her feet hit the ground behind me.

      Lashar turned his head toward us. “You three have been very agreeable passengers. You may fly with me any time.”

      I casually saluted the big bird with a wink. “You are pretty damn agreeable as well. I will be happy to take you up on that offer.” I turned toward the two women beside me. “We need to locate Rikoru Takari. Anyone know the way?”

      A voice came from behind the three of us. “You can find me right here my friends!”

      We were startled and turned around quickly to discover the origin of the unfamiliar voice. A humanoid figure stood right behind us. The man was Yitri’s height but very overweight. He had what looked like a beer gut. It hung right over his black belt, and he waddled as he approached. His ears were twice the size of Yitri’s. They were shades of grey and white. The man had what looked like a gray fur mullet, but his face looked mostly human. He wore a tight white shirt but no shoes. He also sported a pair of black linen pants. He held an ornate wooden cane that he used to get around.

      “I am Rikoru. I am the mayor of Redreach. I assume you are the cultivators sent from the temple to help us.”

      I nodded and smiled. “Yes, that is correct. We aren’t sure why we are here. We just know that you have a problem you need help with.”

      As we talked more, kitsune came out of the huts and the crop fields to see the new visitors. They were all unique shapes and sizes. There were males, females, and children. Rikoru was definitely the fattest of the bunch.

      “We have a big problem, indeed. Please follow me to the village hall, and we will talk about it. Redreach is so happy you are here.”

      I turned to Lashar and nodded. “Are you okay here? We’ll be back.”

      “Of course, John. Please take your time.

      I noticed something blinking in my Gods’ Eye, so I promptly accessed it to see what it was.

      You have received a quest!

      A horde of Cyclops are terrorizing the village of Redreach. Kitsune have already been killed, and they have kidnapped two women. You have been sent by the Cosmic Observator to assist Rikoru and his Kitsune citizens. Time is of the essence as the lives of two Kitsune women hang in the balance.

      Reward is unknown.
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      The building we entered was much larger than it appeared from the outside. The decor was very rustic as you would expect from a fox people's village. There was a small stage with a podium and a lot of wooden seats that faced it. It was evidently the central meeting place of the village. No one else followed us in the building, which surprised me.

      Rikoru motioned toward the chairs in front. “Please have a seat and make yourself at home.”

      We complied and waited for him to speak again. He waddled over to the little stage and leaned against it with his elbow. The poor guy was clearly out of breath.

      “Whew, I am not as young as I used to be. These past 150 years have not been kind. I messed my leg up on a climbing expedition many decades ago, and life hasn’t been the same. Healers did what they could, but they couldn’t restore it completely. Healing has never been a powerful skill of the kitsune. Anyway, I am rambling. Enough about me. Please introduce yourselves.”

      Each of us told him our name and described our background for a few minutes.

      “Well, if Hektor trusts you, I trust you. Welcome,” Rikoru bowed as best he could without falling flat on his face.

      I struggled to stop myself from chuckling. “What kind of trouble are you having in Redreach, mayor?”

      “Thank the Ancient Ones that the temple sent us cultivators quickly. We are in significant danger. I fear for the lives of my people.”

      I leaned forward, and my demeanor changed as I became more concerned. Rikoru was heartbroken when he spoke those words. I could hear the pain and fear in his voice. There was something very wrong.

      “For the past week, we have been under attack by a group of cyclops in the forest across the lake. They have killed two wonderful kitsune men and taken their wives back with them. They have also stolen several of our livestock, but that is the least of my worries. We are a peaceful village. We are farmers, not warriors.”

      “Oh no! That is horrible. Do you think the women are still alive?” Yitri eyes were wide and filled with tears.

      Rikoru shook his head. “I don’t know. My gut tells me they are alive. If the cyclops wanted them dead, they would have just killed them here. Why else would they take them alive? Gods’ knows what is happening to them. It makes me sick to my stomach. I can’t sleep at night worrying about them and another attack on Redreach. They can wipe us out easily if they want to.”

      “We are here to help. Any info you have on the whereabouts of these monsters would be helpful,” I said.

      Rikoru nodded and began to slowly pace. “We can show you where they came out of the woods. They are not stealthy by any means. They leave obvious tracks. They stand six to seven feet tall and weigh 300 to 400 pounds. They are very strong and downright depraved, not to mention very terrifying to look at. I don’t know where they came from or why they planted roots near our village. Please help us!”

      I stood and placed my hand on the plump mayor’s shoulder. “That’s why we are here. These things will die.”

      Rhonda stood and crossed her arms. “Hell yes.”

      Yitri stood and placed her hand on the mayor’s other shoulder. Rikoru was clearly moved and relieved that we were here. “We must get started right away. There is no telling what these monsters are doing to the women they took.”

      I locked eyes with the beautiful felinia woman and nodded. “Yes, I agree. All three of us need to cultivate. We need to be in tip-top shape to take these cyclops on.”

      The two women agreed, and we turned to the door. It opened quickly as soon as we turned. A female kitsune entered and bent over to catch her breath. She wore leather pants and a leather top that resembled a bikini. Her fur was a striking blue color, and she had one very bushy tail flowing behind her.

      “Tasha! What is wrong?” Rikoru asked frantically as he moved toward the girl.

      She held up one finger. “Wait.” She continued to pant.

      Rikoru stopped talking and turned toward us with a fresh look of concern. “This is my daughter, Tasha. She is my only child. My wife died last winter.”

      My heart continued to bleed for this guy. I wanted to help him as soon as I could, to give this man some peace.

      “All right, I am well now. I found their camp. It is about an hour walk into the forest,” Tasha said as she pointed in the direction.

      Rikoru raised both arms in the air, including his cane. “What in the world, girl? You went after these lunatics by yourself? What the hell were you thinking? What if they captured you as well?”

      “That is why I didn’t tell you of course. I saw the cyclops drag those women away. I had to find them. No one else would do it.”

      I broke my silence and stepped forward. “What did you see? I’m John by the way, and these are my friends Rhonda and Yitri. We are cultivators from the temple here to help you.”

      Tears fell from Tasha’s eyes. “Thank the Ancient Ones. We need your help badly. The group of cyclops have a simple camp. There is a campfire in the center, and I counted eight shitty tents. The women are alive, but they are in tiny cages made of tree branches.”

      “Do they look hurt?” Rikoru asked.

      “I got as close as I could and climbed a tree, but I was still 30 yards away. They looked beaten, and their garments were torn. I saw one bastard stick a spear through the bars and poke at them while he laughed. These monsters speak some sort of rudimentary language. They grunt at each other mainly. The most terrifying thing that happened was when a larger cyclops exited a small cave from the back of the camp. I don’t know for certain, but I think he was the alpha of the group. He grabbed Yoshi from the cage and drug her into the cave. She kicked and screamed the entire time as he pulled her into the cave. I continued to hear screams echo out of the entryway. That is when I left and ran all the way here without stopping. We have to do something now!”

      ‘My gods," Rikoru uttered.

      “Tasha, we have to spend a brief period of time cultivating so we are fully prepared to bring the hammer down on these monsters. Afterward, I need you to show us the way to the camp, and then you will need to head back to the village. Shit, I forgot to ask. How many were there?”

      “If they were all there, I counted a total of nine, and that is including the leader in the cave. They had spears and clubs as weapons, however, the ones that took the women only used their hands. I am happy to take you all the way there, but I intend to fight.”

      Rikoru raised his staff in the air and yelled. “Absolutely not! You are not a warrior. These three will be more than enough to exterminate these vermin from our midst! I don’t even want you to take them there!”

      “I am very good with my bow, thank you very much!” Tasha replied angrily.

      “You just hunt with it. You have never used it in battle. Deer and weasels do not fight back. This is out of the question and non-negotiable.”

      “He’s right, no offense, but you would be a distraction for us in battle. We need to be able to concentrate on offense. Defending you would put us at a great disadvantage. I appreciate you offering to help though. We need you to lead us there. We don’t want to just wander around the woods. We would waste time. Once we have the camp in our sight, we will send Tasha back at once. Is that fine with you?” I locked eyes with Rikoru.

      He sighed heavily and didn’t speak for a few seconds. “I suppose. Once you see the camp, you send her back at once! She is all that I have!”

      I nodded confidently. “You have my word. She will not be near the fight. I promise you that. Now we are wasting time. We need to cultivate for the next hour and move out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      Tasha pointed between two enormous trees. “This way. If we hurry, we can be there in 30 to 40 minutes.” She didn’t wait for a response. She entered the woods rapidly.

      I shrugged at Yitri and Rhonda. “You heard the lady, let’s go.”

      “Yikes, she’s freaking fast, and I have been neglecting my cardio lately. Shame,” Rhonda replied with her plump bottom lip out.

      We sprinted behind the female kitsune with the wind flowing through our hair. She was a fast runner, but I was able to catch up with her quickly with my +1 Speed core. The girls brought up the rear, but they weren’t too far behind.

      I could run alongside her. It surprised her that I had caught up to her so quickly. She gave me a surprised look.

      “I have a Speed core,” I added.

      “Yes, you do, impressive. So, do I, as a matter of fact.”

      We weaved through the trees as the air flowed around us. I almost decapitated myself by running straight into a tree limb. I ducked just in time. That minor mishap encouraged me to slow down a bit. I wouldn’t be saving anyone if I were unconscious or dead. It would also be embarrassing in front of three beautiful women. I glanced behind to see Yitri and Rhonda as they pressed on. Yitri didn’t look winded at all, but I could tell that Rhonda was struggling a bit.

      I had never been an avid runner, but that would probably change now that I had this Speed core.

      “Okay, enough. I need you guys to fucking stop a minute,” Rhonda exclaimed out of breath.

      Tasha sighed heavily but stopped. We all did and put our hands on our knees. I was more tired than I thought. It was a wonderful idea to take a momentary break.

      Rhonda put one hand on her hip and the back of her other hand on her forehead. “Woo, shit. I’ll be ready in a minute.” She began to slowly pace the forest floor.

      “No problem just take some deep breaths. The felinia are powerful athletes, so running comes naturally to me. You are doing great for a human,” Yitri assured.

      “The kitsune are also great runners. I have found most humans to be pitiful at running, but John is changing my tune a bit,” Tasha said with a grin.

      I held up my hand. “No, this is all Speed core. I say we walk a bit to build up out myst reserves again.”

      Tasha nodded. “That will be fine. We aren’t far. If you look directly ahead, you will see a brief glow beginning to show itself. That is the campfire.”

      Rhonda narrowed her eyes. “I don’t see jack shit.”

      Yitri laughed. “The kitsune have powerful night vision. Our race does as well.”

      “Humans like...suck,” Rhonda muttered.

      “Everyone ready? We’ll go slower since we are close. Who to say there won’t be one of these guys walking the perimeter or taking a piss,” I said as looked ahead.

      Yitri stepped beside me and put her hand on my shoulder. “John, let Tasha and me go in front. We can see better than you two. We won’t engage if we see anything.”

      My need to be a man and keep the women safe wanted to tell her no. However, she was right. It made a lot more sense for them to go first.

      “Okay. Rhonda and I will be right behind you,” I replied with great reservation.

      The felinia and kitsune nodded and pressed forward. They crouched and hurried. I could see their heads move side to side as they scanned the woods for danger. Their soft, bushy tails swayed back and forth.

      Soon they stopped in their tracks. Something had spooked them. I wondered what it was. I moved quietly until I was right between the two ladies. “What’s up?”

      Yitri pointed to a figure walking about thirty yards away. The animal girls were right. I would have missed this danger completely. I narrowed my eyes, but I could just make out that it was a sizable humanoid. It had to be a wandering cyclops.

      “It is a cyclops. I can’t make out what he is doing,” Yitri muttered.

      Just as the words left her mouth, he bent over to pick up something from the ground.

      Tasha broke her silence. “It’s an animal carcass. He had a trap set.”

      The cyclops smelled the kill and held it over his head and grunted excitedly. It reminded me of the Sloth character in one of my favorite films, The Goonies. The cyclops placed the animal in a sack and turned back toward its camp.

      “Do you see any others?” I asked quietly.

      The girls scanned the area once more and shook their heads.

      “I think we should take this one out quietly while he is away from camp. Let’s move closer.” Tasha said as she moved ahead with no discussion.

      The cyclops bent over to retrieve more prey from another trap. He grunted even more loudly this time.

      I heard a loud snap, and Tasha dropped to the ground. I heard loud gasping. She was hurt badly, but she tried desperately to hold a scream in. The cyclops halted after he heard the loud sound. I reached Tasha to see that she had stepped on one of the traps these monsters had set. It looked just like the bear traps I had seen on TV before. It had a metal mouth with sharp teeth.

      “My leg! It hurts so bad,” Tasha whispered loudly.

      The cyclops turned in all directions as he tried to determine where the snap originated. These things weren’t very smart, which was a win for us.

      “We need to get this off her!” Yitri grabbed the sides of the trap as she looked for a release. It took her a couple of moments until we heard a click, and the trap was opened. The kitsune grabbed for her wound and gasped. I was impressed with her restraint, but the cyclops was headed in this direction.

      Tasha’s foot was almost amputated at the ankle, and it was bleeding profusely. “Yitri, help her. Rhonda and I will take out this cyclops.”

      The cyclops raised his fists in the air and screamed as he finally caught sight of our location.

      I closed my eyes and ignited in myst aura. Rhonda followed my lead. “Blitz!” I yelled as I sped behind the enormous cyclops monster.

      “Yaaaaaaaaaaa!” I screamed as I slammed my open palm into his back. He screeched as it knocked him directly into a jump kick from a flying Rhonda. Her foot exploded into his chest.

      The monster fell flat on its back directly in front of me. I looked down at him and his one large eye. This monster was hideous. The eye was as larger as a cup saucer. My myst aura was reflected in his eyes. It inspected my face as well and then screamed. It grabbed my leg and pulled it out from under me. This caused me to lose my balance. Air left my lungs as my back fell flat onto the unforgiving ground. The cyclops screamed loud nonsense that hurt my ears. I could tell that he was trying to call out to his buddies from camp. I was sure he would be successful. The scream almost ruptured my eardrums.

      I somersaulted backward and stood to my feet. My lungs continued to starve for air as I wheezed and coughed.

      “MYSTBLADE!!!” Rhonda screamed as she launched into the air. Her right arm exploded in pink light. It changed into a pink blade. She wasn’t holding a pink blade, but her arm was the blade. She pointed the blade down and pierced the cyclops in its only eye. Eye juice squirted all over the place. The wet, sticky sound the eye made was stomach-churning.

      “So gross,” Rhonda said as she extracted her blade arm from the eye socket. Blood and other disgusting liquids dropped to the ground. She flicked the blade in an attempt to remove as much gore as she could. Suddenly, her blade arm changed back to a regular arm.

      “Holy shit. I didn’t know you could do that,” I said with my eyes wide.

      “I am sure there are a lot of things you don’t know about me...hmmm?” Rhonda pinched my butt cheek and smiled as she walked back to Tasha.

      I knelt beside Yitri. “Are you able to heal the wound?”

      “I have stopped the bleeding and helped her with pain management, but there isn’t a lot I can do out here. I will be able to do more back in Redreach in a proper environment. She will need to be either carried out or two of us can give her support on both sides as she jumps on her good foot.”

      I nodded. “Okay that settles it. You and Rhonda take Tasha back to town now.”

      Rhonda gasped. “Fuck that, John. I am not leaving you out here to deal with these things. Just get that thought out of your pretty little head.”

      Tasha held her free hand up. “Guys, I can go out with Yitri alone. I can jump on one leg with my arm wrapped around her.”

      “We’ll manage fine,” added Yitri.
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      I locked eyes with Rhonda and smiled. “Are you ready for this? There will be quite a few of these things.”

      Rhonda rolled her eyes. “Ugh, I can do this just fine. I recall saving your ass earlier. Have you forgotten that Mr. MMA? Hmm?”

      I narrowed my eyes and shook my head. “All right, I can tell that getting you to leave will be a battle that I don’t have any shot of winning.”

      “Yep,” she chirped as she gave me a quick kiss on my lips. “Thank you for trying though.”

      The kiss took me off guard, but I didn’t mind one bit. This girl was beautiful and an ass-kicker.

      “So, what’s the plan? The screaming from that nasty dude back there probably got the others’ attention.”

      “That would be my guess too, but I have heard no sounds coming from that direction since then. I’m not a big planner. I hope that several of them are congregated in the middle of the camp.”

      “Do we really want a bunch of them together? That seems kind of...not a good idea.”

      “I learned a new technique that can fuck people up ten yards around me. I haven’t practiced it a great deal, but I think I have the timing down. We’ll see anyway.”

      “I’m on board. Lead the way, Mr. LeBrock!”

      After I glanced back at Yitri helping Tasha back to Redreach, I motioned for Rhonda to follow me toward the cyclops camp.

      “Let’s get as close as we can before we decide on an attack. Keep your eyes peeled for traps,” I whispered.

      “Good plan.”

      Surprisingly enough, it didn’t look like any of the other cyclops became suspicious of the missing one or the loud sounds he had made.

      “Let’s walk the perimeter and get a better look at the layout of the camp. We need to see where the kitsune are as well.”

      Rhonda raised an eyebrow. “You know, you are kind of hot when you are in charge and leading and stuff.”

      I chuckled. “Thanks, I guess.”

      We spent the next half hour lying low and constructing a plan. We saw one of the kitsune women in a 6 x 6 bamboo looking cage. The other cage was empty. We assumed that the other woman was in the cave with the alpha cyclops. Seven large dudes were walking around the center of camp. We had yet to see the alpha come out of the cave.

      They were all roughly the same size, give or take an inch or two. They were strong, but they were also slow and dumb. If Rhonda and I stayed focused, we shouldn’t have a great deal of trouble. The kitsune laid in the fetal position in the cage. There wasn’t much room to do much else. It had to be torture being in something that small. We had to get her out of that thing. A lot of grunting erupted by the campfire. We glanced over and saw that they were preparing dinner.

      “All right let’s make our way to the cage and let her out. Then we can go to the cave to find the other. I am worried that if we kill everyone out here, the alpha will kill the kitsune he has with him.”

      “I like that plan,” Rhonda patted me on the shoulder.

      “You release her, and I will cover you. Tell her to haul ass back to Redreach.”

      Rhonda nodded. “Got it. We need to get going before they are done with their food.” She began crouch walking in the cage's direction. I moved alongside her as I looked at the camp’s center. I heard Rhonda mutter the word “mystblade”, and then I saw a quick swipe. She opened the door and helped the kitsune to her feet. The kitsune promptly embraced her. Rhonda whispered something into the woman prisoner’s ear. She nodded and moved toward the spot we had just departed from.

      Rhonda came to me afterward. “I told her to get back to Redreach as soon as she could. She was weak and malnourished. I don’t think she will move that fast. She’s fucked up mentally and physically. I don’t know what we will find in that cave.”

      The cave entrance had a torch over the top, which made the opening look like a demon’s eye. “Let’s go. We have little time.” I began to approach, and Rhonda followed.

      As we reached the entrance, grunts and moans echoed from deep within. The cavern corridor was narrow and empty. As we moved deeper, the grunts and moans grew louder.

      “The best thing about the alpha being this deep is that his comrades won’t know when we kill him.”

      We reached the door to the glowing chamber and looked inside without bringing attention to ourselves. My heart dropped, and I felt my stomach contents rise. Rhonda turned her head away and moved back in the corridor. On the far side of the chamber, the kitsune laid lifeless on her back on a table. The cyclops had tied her wrists and ankles to the table. The cyclops stood at the table with his back turned toward us. He had a weapon that looked like a butcher’s cleaver. He was hacking at her corpse. Blood dripped from the table onto the floor. The carnage had created a massive pool. I backed against the wall and looked at Rhonda, who was shaken by the gruesome scene.

      “Stay here, and I will take care of him.”

      “Fuck no, I want a piece of this butchering asshole,” she whispered as her teeth gnashed, and her fists clenched.

      I nodded and closed my eyes. I charged my limbs with extreme efficiency and speed.

      “BLITZ!” I yelled as I entered the room. The cyclops turned around just in time to receive a fist in his throat. He grabbed his neck with both hands and fell backward into the table, knocking it over on its side with the kitsune still attached. After the table slammed onto the granite floor, her intestines splashed onto the floor and black blood pooled. I wasn’t sure if he had hacked her up for food or just because he was a sadistic monster.

      Rhonda did a quick jump flip with her mystblade arm and brought it toward his eye. He rolled away just in time, and Rhonda’s mystblade went through the table and plunged into the corpse of the mutilated kitsune. “Fuck! I’m sorry!”

      The cyclops threw the cleaver toward Rhonda. It flipped end over end. She ducked, but the blade grazed her shoulder, leaving a bloody seeping wound. “Shit!” she screamed. “You freaking asshole.”

      I side kicked the alpha in the side of the head knocking blood and teeth into the stone wall. I followed the attack with a spinning heel kick to the back of his head. The cyclops large eyeball popped out of his head and dangled by the optic nerve. A scream that would wake the dead erupted from deep within the maniac.

      “Disgusting! Oh my god!” exclaimed Rhonda.

      The alpha grabbed the dangling eyeball, and he popped it back in. I just stood there in awe as the enormous monster stood to his feet. While he forced the large eyeball back into the bloody socket, he ripped the side of the large orb. Green liquid streamed down the side of his face. He turned to me and raised his fists in the air. He shook them while he grunted viciously. He was much taller than I originally thought. He towered over me. The gruesome eye juice ran down his chest and glistened in the torchlight.

      “Fuck-stick...yaaaaaaaaaaa!” Rhonda screamed, and she spun clockwise and executed a perfect leg sweep. The alpha slammed onto his back, causing the floor under our feet to vibrate.

      I wasted no time as I ax kicked him in the face, busting his damaged eye completely.

      “Dammit, John, you got that goo on my leg! Fuck my life!”

      The alpha frantically covered his gaping wound. Blood mixed with green liquid seeped through his fingers. The rancid liquid had spilled into his mouth which caused a disgusting gurgle, not to mention the stink of the liquids.

      “MYSTBLADE!” Rhonda conjured her arm blade and slit the cyclops throat in a split second.

      “Oh my God, die already,” Rhonda gagged as the monster bled out.

      You assisted in the kill of Elite Cyclops!

      You received partial myst from the kill!

      You have received 250 myst energy!

      Rhonda stood at the dead body of the kitsune. “Ugh, I hate for the kitsune to see her butchered body. I just hope she died quickly before this asshole began cutting her up.”

      I found a leather blanket and covered the kitsune, Yoshi.

      “All right let’s finish this and get back,” I growled.

      Rhonda embraced me warmly. “I am glad they brought you from Earth. You are awesome.”

      “You are pretty exceptional yourself,” I murmured as I put my thumb and index finger on her chin and lifted it. I kissed her softly for a few seconds and pulled away. She smiled and placed her head on my chest.

      “Shit, how is your shoulder? Are you going to be okay?” I asked as I looked at the bloody laceration.

      Rhonda looked at her shoulder and sighed. “Yeah, I think so. I have an ointment that I will shove into the wound that should stop the bleeding. Yitri can patch it up in Redreach. Let’s kill these bastards!”
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      “Well, I have an idea. It is gross, but it will be effective, I think,” I said as I walked over to the bloody, rusty meat cleaver on the cavern floor. I lifted it and looked it over.

      Rhonda raised an eyebrow and put her hands on her hips. “Hey John, watch you doing?”

      I locked eyes with her and smiled. “Trust me.”

      “Okay.”

      I stood over the mutilated corpse of the alpha cyclops and paused. I knelt and inhaled a deep breath. I dropped the blade through the monster’s neck, completely decapitating him.

      “What the fuck, John? I mean, what the fuck?” Rhonda put her hands over her mouth. “You do know he was already dead, right?”

      I grabbed the small, sprouting tuft of hair on its head and stood to my feet. The cyclops tongue fell out of the head and blood dripped to the floor from the stump.

      I held the head at eye level for a moment and then lowered my arm again. “This is part of my plan. Follow me.”

      Rhonda sighed and slowly shook her head in confusion. “All right, this I have to see.”

      We walked to the cavern door quickly to set my plan in motion. The bloody head left a trail of crimson the entire way. Rhonda walked beside me to avoid stepping on the blood trail. I motioned for her to follow me to a pile of large rocks that would easily hide our presence from the monsters. I could look through a gap between the stones to get a look at the remaining cyclops. They were eating what looked like a boar or wild pig. I counted seven, which meant that they were all out here unless others had arrived since we entered the cave.

      “Okay, Ted Bundy, what is the plan?” Rhonda asked as she looked through the gap.

      “After my Crushing Armageddon technique has been executed completely, you need to run in and take out the survivors closest to you.”

      “I have yet to see this technique in action, but I will trust your judgment in this situation. This part of your plan makes sense. However, I am still oblivious as to why you need a cyclops’ head.”

      I winked at Rhonda and tossed the head in a high arc over the boulder cluster. Rhonda’s eyes widened and jaw dropped to the forest floor. The head plopped in the dead center of the cyclops’ eating area. Some of the monsters dropped their food in shock. A symphony of loud grunts and screeches spewed from their mouths as they approached the severed head. The closest monster lifted the head for a closer look and then dropped it. He grunted several times to tell the others that it was their leader. The mob sauntered forward to get a closer look at the severed head. They were too dumb to even check where the head had come from.

      I ran around the rock unnoticed and marked my spot in the air over the middle of the mob. “Cruuuuuushing!” I launched perfectly and reached my spot just as the circle of cyclops looked upward. “Armaaaaageeeedddon!”

      I timed the attack perfectly and descended with tremendous power and speed. They had no time to process in their minds what was happening. My fist impaled the dirt, dead center of the mob. All seven of the cyclops were in my 10-yard radius. The impact with the ground sent a shockwave in a circular pattern. All seven of the monsters went airborne and flew backward. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Rhonda follow my instructions and dive into battle. She began kicking and punching any cyclops within her reach. I splattered the three monsters that had been closest to the impact all over the place from the trauma of my attack. There were two gore covered cyclops near the remains that got to their feet. I went to work with a flurry of punches and two spinning heel kicks. I knocked one of my victims into the campfire, and it burst into orange and red flames. Screeches and moans from the doomed beast pierced my ears. The other cyclops I had engaged became distracted by his comrade’s fiery death. I took advantage and blitzed behind him. My MMA training took over, and I placed him in a sleeper hold. I squeezed like a vice, and my myst charged strength caused his head to pop off. It launched straight up and flipped end over end, sending blood splatter all over the small battlefield. My gi was abundantly covered in gore.

      Note to self...use less strength with the chokeholds.

      I spun to check on Rhonda. A monster from her blind spot backhanded her. She soared ten yards, missing a collision with a rock by a few inches. I blitzed toward the attacker and forearmed him in the spine as hard as I could, snapping it in two. He looked like a door hinge as he laid on the dirt floor. That was the last one. Rhonda had done very well dispatching a cyclops before she took the damage that sent her flying.

      I ran over to her as she laid with her back against the boulder. “Are you all right? That was a brutal backhand.”

      Rhonda just groaned as she held the back of her head with her right hand and moved her left hand behind her back. “Holy shit, that was like a double whammy. Fist, then rock...ouch that sucked.”

      “You did really well. They are all dead.”
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        You have killed 4 Cyclops!

        You have gained 600 myst energy!
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        * * *

      

      “Do you feel any broken bones?”

      “Nah, I am just going to have a couple of nasty bruises. Help me up.”

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet. I moved in for a hug, but she stopped me.

      “I want nothing more than to hug you right now, but holy shit what the hell happened to your shirt? I see blood, brains, and skull fragments. No Bueno.”

      I looked at my gi and laughed. “Yeah, this is pretty disgusting.” I pulled my shirt over my head and tossed the ruined garment into the campfire, leaving my sweaty but gore free chest showing.

      “Damn, this is my first time seeing your shirt off in person and not on TV. Very nice. Wow! I’ll gladly take that hug now.”

      I chuckled and pulled her in for a tight embrace. The warmth coming from her body against my bare skin was nice, not to mention feeling her ample chest up close and personal. The chill of the night air had hardened her nipples, and I felt them poking into my skin.

      “As gross as these cyclops are, the fucking adrenaline rush from killing them has me turned me on. I know that makes me a damn sicko, especially since one of the kitsune is dead in the cave behind me. Fuck, I am messed up, aren’t I?” Rhonda asked as she stared at the ground.

      “Hey, you aren’t sick at all. It’s the rush of adrenaline and the possibility of death that excites some folks. You are who you are. Never apologize for that.”

      She nodded while still looking at the ground. I gently tilted her head up, and we locked eyes. “Okay?”

      She nodded in return. “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      We exited the woods with a heavy heart. The cyclops threat was extinguished, and we had rescued one of the kitsune women, but the other, Yoshi, had met a grisly end. We had wrapped her up in a leather blanket, and I was carrying the body over my shoulder back to Redreach. Rhonda and I didn’t talk on our way back out of respect for Yoshi. I dreaded taking her into town and for her family to see what had happened. I know that the safe return of one of the ladies gave hope for the safe return of Yoshi. However, it was not meant to be. Maybe if we had gotten there an hour earlier or the day before, we could have prevented the senseless murder. There was no way of knowing what would have happened. I am no medical examiner or have experience with corpses, so I did not understand how long she had been dead. There was no need to harp on the “what ifs” in the situation. This wouldn’t be the last innocent dead person I would see in my life. I had to shake it off. However, it’s tough when you are carrying a lady’s mutilated corpse back to her family.

      Suddenly, Lashar swooped down and landed right in front of us. “Damn! You scared the bejeezus out of me, Lashar,” Rhonda exclaimed.

      “I am so sorry, my friends. I did not intend to startle you. I am happy to see you come back. When Yitri returned with the injured kitsune, I worried that you would be hurt as well.”

      My eyes widened at the gigantic bird’s compassion. “Thank you, Lashar. We are fine, just a few scrapes and bruises. However, we could not save the other kitsune prisoner, as you can see.”

      Lashar sighed heavily. “Oh no, that is terrible. You did what you could. Don’t second guess yourselves. I trust you eliminated those maniacs?”

      Rhonda walked over to the celestial eagle and began rubbing his neck. “We did. John was a badass. You should have seen him in action.”

      I huffed and shook my head. “Believe me, it was a team effort. All four of us played equal parts in this quest. How is Tasha doing? Her leg was mangled pretty bad.”

      “Unfortunately, I know nothing more other than the felinia was working on her. I hope she is well.”

      I nodded and looked around in thought. “Now is the hard part. I freaking hate we weren’t able to save her.”

      “John don’t beat yourself up. We saved one. Focus on that victory,” Rhonda said compassionately.

      “My brain knows that, but my heart hasn’t caught up yet.”
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      Returning the body to Yoshi’s family was heartbreaking. She had a husband, Henegar, and three children, two girls and one boy. Henegar took it better than I expected. However, I was certain he knew he had to be strong for his children. I imagined him breaking down when he was by himself. He thanked us profusely for going after her. We apologized for not getting there in time, but he wouldn’t have any of that. He was grateful and had no ill will toward us for failing to save his wife and the mother of his children. Rikoru had met us on the outskirts of Redreach. He was worried sick and couldn’t sleep or concentrate on anything but our quest. He took us immediately to Henegar to deliver the body. When we left the grieving home, we talked with Rikoru outside in the street.

      Rikoru placed the hat he was wearing over his heart and bowed. “Thank you for your help today. You have saved many lives. I fear the cyclops would have killed us all in the end.
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        You have completed a quest!

      

        

      
        You exterminated the cyclops vermin that had been terrorizing Redreach. You were able to fight valiantly and save one of the hostages. Rikoru and the town of Redreach are indebted to you, and you have become a legend in the town.

      

        

      
        Reward — Myst Crystal

      

        

      
        Reward — The ancient kitsune technique tome — “Eyes of the Fox”, this technique will give you increased vision in darkness. You will see as the kitsune sees! The technique does require myst. Vision will improve as your rank increases. Viper Rank is required to use this technique.
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        * * *

      

      I gave a quick bow and thanked Rikoru for the rewards.

      Rikoru shook his head and held his cane up. “No, I should thank you. I wish I could give you a greater reward.”

      “Pardon my lack of knowledge, but what is a myst crystal?” I asked with an embarrassed tone.

      “Please, no apologies. When you crack open this myst crystal, it contains 1000 myst energy. If you choose to share it with Rhonda, you will be given 500 myst each, otherwise, you will absorb all 1000.”

      Rhonda put her hand on my arm. “I want you to take all of it. You are on a special path from the Ancient Ones. You need this myst to help you.”

      I turned to Rhonda, placed a hand on each arm and looked deeply into her eyes. “I appreciate that, but there is no way I am taking all of this. You deserve your share of it. No discussion.”

      “But --“

      “No discussion,” I said as I placed my index finger on her plump red lips.

      Rikoru cleared his throat. I had forgotten he was there for a moment. “My friends, I will go back to Henegar’s home to see if I can help him in any way before I retire tonight. Yitri and Tasha are at Tasha’s home right now. It will be a few days, but Yitri says Tasha should recover completely. We are thrilled about that. The candle lights are off in the house over there, hopefully, that means they are all asleep.”

      I looked in the direction of the home and nodded. “Yeah, thanks for the update. We won’t bother them tonight. We will check on them first thing tomorrow.”

      “I think that would be smart and thoughtful of you, John,” replied Rikoru with a smile.

      “I am sure Yitri is exhausted. Intense healing sessions can really take a lot out of her. I hope she rests well. We’ll check on them in the morning,” Rhonda added.

      Rikoru finally waved goodbye to us and walked toward the Henegar residence.

      “I don’t know about you, but I have got to bathe. Blood and eyeball juice are not something I want on my body. I won’t be able to sleep until its gone,” Rhonda said while looking over her body.

      “I can’t argue with you there. I am a disgusting mess. The question is, where are we going to do bathe?”

      “Simple, you see that big ass lake over there? Use your imagination,” Rhonda said as she pointed toward the gargantuan body of water sparkling in the moonlight.

      I shrugged. “Sounds like as good a plan as any. You want to go first, and then I will go?”

      Rhonda rolled her eyes and chuckled. “Ugh, don’t be silly. We can bathe at the same time. We will be in the water, so our privates will be covered if that is what you are worried about.”

      “That’s true. You have convinced me because I really want to get this mess off me as soon as possible.”

      “I would sincerely hope it wouldn’t be that hard to convince you to get in some water with a naked woman. I don’t want to sound conceited, but I have been told that I am okay to look at,” Rhonda smirked.

      I laughed and put my arm around her. “Believe me, you are just stating facts. You are extremely easy on the eyes. You are a goddess actually.”

      “Awww, thank you, John. That’s one of the sweetest things I have ever been told.”

      “I certainly hope not, but I am glad to have made you smile a bit.”
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        * * *

      

      When we reached the shore of the lake, I slipped off my pants and walked right into the water. I hoped it wouldn’t be too cold. No man wants to deal with shrinkage, especially when there is a gorgeous woman nearby. It pleased me that the water was cool but not frigid. I walked out several yards and squatted so only my head and the top of my shoulders would be visible. The moonlight shined directly on Rhonda as she began unbuttoning her gi. She locked eyes with me as her gi fell to the grass. Rhonda was a masterpiece if I had ever seen one. Her body was a perfect work of art. The moonlight that shown on her features made her beauty even more spectacular.

      “John, are you looking at me? You are a naughty boy.”

      “Guilty on both counts,” I laughed.

      Rhonda moved slowly toward the water. Each step she took gave me a better look at her sexy body. She put her feet in and shivered. Rhonda’s breasts were perky and larger than they looked under her clothing. Her midsection was a wall of muscle, and her hips were curvy. Her legs were a perfect size. God really could not have done a better job at creating a woman more beautiful than Rhonda. I felt the blood rush toward my dick and fill it little by little. I wanted to see her bare ass, but I felt it would be weird to ask her to turn around and show me before she got in. I am sure she would happily do it, but that would just be too presumptuous on my part. She drifted deeper into the water and came toward me with a grimace on her face from the coolness of the water.

      “You aren’t too cold, are you?” I asked with a smile.

      “It’s certainly no hot tub. I am hoping you can warm me up a bit.”

      I nodded and motioned for her to come closer.

      I wrapped my arms around her. I could feel the goosebumps on her body and her hard nipples against my chest. Her shivering slowed the longer she was in my arms. My dick became harder with each second.

      She closed her eyes and placed her face on my shoulder and moaned silently. “This is nice.”

      “Yes, it is. I enjoy having you in my arms.”

      “Anytime, John.”

      I held her tighter, and she jerked suddenly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked quietly, not breaking the embrace.

      “I am fine. I was just surprised by something hard poking in my inner thigh,” she chuckled.

      “Shit, I’m sorry. What can I say? I am a man, and you are an incredibly beautiful, naked woman in my arms. I can’t help it.” My cheeks reddened a bit.

      Suddenly, I felt her hand wrap around my stiff cock. “Don’t apologize. It is perfectly fine. I would be offended if you weren’t hard as fuck.”

      I moaned and my eyes rolled in the back of my head as she stroked my shaft and she kissed my neck. I moved my hands to her ass and squeezed gently, which resulted in several groans from the naked goddess. Her perfect ass felt so good in my hands, and she stroked faster and squeezed harder. I kept one hand on her ass cheek and moved the other to her shaven pussy. Her entire body convulsed from the sudden explosion of pleasure. She bit my earlobe and groaned. “Oh, John, you are fucking driving me crazy. Put your fingers inside of me.”

      I slid two fingers in slowly. Her pussy was wet and tight and warm around my fingers. She bit my ear lobe harder, and then moved her mouth to my shoulder as I moved my fingers in and out.

      “Fuck, that feels good. Do you mind if I bite your shoulder?”

      I chuckled. “Whatever you want to do, please feel free.”

      I felt her teeth press into my skin. The faster I fingered her, the harder the pressure she applied with her teeth. She let go of my dick and put her hand on the side of my face. She released her grip on my shoulder and put her mouth on mine. The kiss began softly but soon intensified and became more violent. Our tongues went to war with each other. “John, I need your dick inside me now, please.”

      I placed both hands on her ass cheeks and lifted her back down on my throbbing cock. We both convulsed when the entry was made. I began to suck on her neck as I lifted her up and down.

      “You are amazing,” I whispered in her ear as I began to move her quicker over my dick.

      She became more vocal. The groans turned into moderate screams.

      “John, I am going to fucking come. Don’t stop!”

      I felt the walls of her vagina tighten around my dick as she orgasmed. She screamed louder and then bit her lip to muffle the scream since we were outside. Her body shook violently from the ecstasy of her intense climax. I carried her over to a small pier. I lifted her and put her ass on the top rung of the ladder out of the water. I placed my hands under her thighs to hold her in position. I buried my face in her wet pussy. I explored the outside and inside of her creamy, hot vagina. Within seconds, she climaxed once more. She had both of her hands behind my head and pulled my face into her while she orgasmed. Warm cum from her pleasured pussy began to drip out of her. I stuck my tongue at the bottom of her canal and licked it clean up to the top.

      “Oh my god, you are going to kill me,” she said as she breathed rapidly.

      “I aim to please.”

      “Yes, you do, fuck!”

      I turned her around without asking. Her knees were on the top rung and her hands were on the planks of the pier. I took a second to admire her ass in the moonlight. It was fucking legendary. I slipped my cock into her loosened pussy and grasped both handrails. I pulled myself into her slowly until I could tell that she was ready for more speed.

      “Oh, John, fuck me harder. Don’t hold back. I am going to come again.”

      I tightened my grip around the handrails and thrust harder and faster. Our bodies slapped together loudly. I was so close. Her pussy tightened around my dick once more as she climaxed. That was all it took to take me over the edge. I groaned loudly, and she knew that I was going to come.

      “Harder, John. Fill me up, please.”

      I followed her lewd command and turned the penetration up a notch. I finally ejaculated, and I was overcome with pleasure. I jammed my dick all the way in as I finished coming. I was breathing rapidly, and my heart felt as if it was going to explode. She turned her head, and I kissed her.

      “That was unbelievable,” I whispered in her ear.

      “It so was, thank you,” Rhonda replied, gasping for air.
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      We were offered soft beds by a kitsune family that wanted to show their appreciation for what we had done for their town. The next morning, we went to check on Tasha and Yitri. When we entered Tasha’s room, she was still asleep in her bed. Her color looked much better since the last time we saw her. She was as white as a ghost after her injury. She had a thick bandage wrapped around her injured ankle. It needed changing since there was a bloody spot showing. We awoke Yitri, who had slept on a pad on the floor by Tasha’s beside. Our sudden presence startled her.

      “It’s just us. Don’t be alarmed,” Rhonda whispered. “How are you?”

      The cat woman yawned and raised her arms in the air to stretch. “I am fine. Things went well with Tasha. I was able to begin the healing process in time. She should have a full recovery. She will have a nasty scar, but she should be one hundred percent what she was before the injury.”

      I knelt beside Yitri and hugged her. “She was lucky to have you here. She would either be dead or crippled if you hadn’t been there to help her.”

      Yitri shrugged. “Oh my god, I haven’t even asked about the other kitsune. How did it go?”

      I sighed heavily and put my hand on top of hers. “We didn’t get there in time. She was dead in the cave. We brought her body back here for a proper burial. It wasn’t a pretty sight. We were able to kill all the cyclops at the camp. They won’t be bothering anyone now.”

      Tears streamed down Yitri’s face. “We should have been quicker.”

      Rhonda knelt and place her hand on Yitri’s shoulder. “That wouldn’t have helped. She had been dead for hours. Maybe even an entire day, so don’t worry about that. We need to focus on the kitsune that made it back alive last night.

      I placed my hand in my pouch and pulled out the newly acquired myst crystal. “We earned this as a reward for the quest completion. I want to divide it between the four of us in this room. It contains 1000 myst. If we divide that by four, we get 250 myst energy each. How do I get the myst out?”

      Yitri looked at him with wide eyes. My generosity moved her. “Just throw it down on the floor, and it should shatter. The myst will disperse itself to all who are within a five-yard radius.”

      I nodded. “That sounds easy enough. Let’s move closer to the bed just to make sure we include Tasha in this.” All three of us stood very close to one another beside the kitsune. I lifted the crystal and threw it with substantial force at the floor. The crystal shattered into hundreds of pieces that disintegrated into oblivion before hitting the ground. A cloud of pink myst arose from the crystal and floated up to our eye level. Suddenly, it broke apart into four equal pieces, creating four slight clouds. One cloud floated toward each of us. The energy entered our chests and filled our cores.

      
        
        You have gained 250 Myst Energy!

      

      

      

      “We need to spend some time cultivating this new myst, and the myst we received last night in battle. I am feeling weak and nauseous. We also need to get back to the temple. Our work here is done, don’t you think?” I asked confidently.

      “You two go ahead and cultivate. I plan to wait here until Tasha awakes to look her over one more time. I need to see if the wound on her ankle has healed. Once I determine she is okay, we can leave.”

      I nodded and shrugged. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rhonda and I went our separate ways so we could concentrate on our meditation and cultivating without distraction. A lot had happened the night of the battle, and with the addition of myst from the myst crystal, we had a mess to clean up in our cores. I found an enormous boulder on the other side of the lake that was away from town. I wanted silence, but I also wanted the serenity I got from the lake. I sat on the boulder and crossed my legs. I extended my arms to my flanks slightly and closed my eyes. I pushed the world out of my mind and concentrated solely on my two cores. The purple energy was fluttering within the cores instead of spinning. My best guess was the new myst added from the kills and crystal had disturbed the harmony within the cores. I zeroed in on my Hand to Hand Savant core first and began churning the energy. I started slowly and escalated the speed. The time the process could take was completely random. As I ascended the ranks, the cultivation process would become quicker and more efficient, but now it was what it was. The energy eventually pulsed and then exploded with radiant purple light. The myst energies had combined and churned perfectly. I immediately transferred my intense focus to my +1 Speed core. It was in the same shape that my Hand to Hand core was in initially. Since this was not a Savant rank core, the process would take longer. However, the concept of time is warped while in this meditative state. I may feel like I have only been cultivating for one hour, but then I would wake up and four hours of real-time would have passed. Eventually, the energy within my +1 Speed core became fully optimized like the other. The next step in my process would be what I would describe as a pathway flush. That is definitely not the correct term, but it made perfect sense to me. I opened my pathways and pushed the new myst out of the cores. The new myst barreled down my pathways, removing the remnants of the old, inferior energy. The warm sensation of clean myst was invigorating. I felt like a new person and I loved it. I weaved the myst through my body for a few moments and closed off my pathways. I opened my eyes. I was satisfied with what I had done. I was ready to get back to the temple.

      I looked at the time clock in my Gods’ eye to see that three hours had passed since I began the cultivation session. It felt like I had only been under for one hour at the most. I shook my head in disbelief and made my way back toward town. A smile formed on my face when I saw the jaw-dropping bombshell, Rhonda, playing tag with a group of kitsune children. It was a welcome scene considering the horror we had dealt with earlier in our visit to Redreach. It also drove home just how important it was that we had come. If we had not, these children may very well be dead by now. I shuddered when I thought about the cyclops getting their hands on them and tearing them apart. I shook my head as if that would help me to remove the macabre scene from my head.

      “John! I was beginning to worry about you. You have been gone for three hours, dude,” yelled Rhonda with a wink.

      Rhonda stopped and huffed. She placed her hands on her knees. “All right kiddos, I am done. It was fun, but you whippersnappers need to run along.”

      A collective symphony of “no’s” and “boos" blanketed the crowd of little ones.

      Rhonda waved her hands in the air. “I know, I know. Boo Rhonda. Rhonda is tired guys.”

      All the children hugged her and went on their way. Some went to their homes, and some continued to play down the street.

      I tossed Rhonda a water skin from my pouch. She grabbed it with her right hand and took a huge swallow. “Oh my god, that was good. Thanks.” She threw the water skin back at me and blew me a kiss.

      “Is Tasha awake yet?”

      Rhonda replied as her breathing slowed. “Yeah, about an hour ago.”

      I nodded and made my way to her home and knocked lightly on the door. “It’s me, John.”

      The door opened, and Yitri smiled. “Please come in. Someone is awake,” she said with a grin.

      I looked over at the bed, and Tasha smiled. “Hey, come on over.”

      I knelt beside her bed and placed my hand on hers gently. “How are you feeling?”

      “I am doing pretty good considering my foot was almost cut off by a gigantic steel trap.”

      I chuckled. “It was a rough night for you.”

      Tasha laughed. “It was awesome how I said, ‘John let me take the lead’, and then boom, I step in a trap right after.”

      Her sense of humor was surprising considering what she had been through.

      Her eyes locked onto mine. “I hear you killed all those things and were able to free one of the prisoners.”

      “Yeah, we did. Rhonda was a tremendous help.”

      Rhonda surprised me from behind. “Aww, you thought I was a big help. You’re a sweetie.”

      I smiled at Rhonda and sighed as I turned back to Tasha. “I am sorry we couldn’t save them both.”

      Tasha made a zipping her lips gesture. “Not another word about that. You did what you could, and that is all we could have asked of you. If it weren’t for you guys, we would all be dead. Redreach will not forget the three of you. I can promise you that.”

      “I appreciate that,” I muttered.

      “I hear you guys are leaving right away. We only just met you, but we will miss you three,” Rikoru spoke as he shut the door behind him.

      I turned and nodded. “Yeah, we need to get back.”

      Rikoru extended his hand, and I took it. “Redreach will forever be thankful for your selfless help. Please come visit anytime.”

      “We would like that,” I replied with a nod and a smile.

      Our attention turned outside where we heard a commotion of some sort. I opened the door quickly to look, only to see Lashar the celestial eagle waiting for us. The townspeople huddled around him to get a better look at his majesty.

      Lashar spoke immediately upon seeing me. “John, we must go at once. You three are needed at the border of Bloodlake. Cultivators from the Clan of the Skullfist have crossed the border and begun attacking the countryside. Cultivators from the Temple of the Weeping Sun have been dispatched already. They will need your help.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        You have been given a new quest!

      

        

      
        The Clan of the Skullfist has wreaked havoc along the countryside of Starfall. You must go and fight them off alongside the other cultivators from the temple.

      

        

      
        Reward is unknown
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        * * *

      

      All three of us mounted the celestial eagle as quickly as we could. As soon as we had said our quick goodbyes to our new kitsune friends, Lashar took off like a bat out of hell. We were above the clouds in seconds on our new quest.
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      “So, what can you guys tell me about these Skullfist morons?” I asked loudly as we flew like an F22 Raptor through the sky. I expected a sonic boom at any moment.

      The brunette MMA fighter looked over her shoulder toward me. “Remember a couple of weeks ago when Saul and I went away for a couple of days to take care of a border dispute?”

      “That was before my Necrodome fight, right?”

      “Yep, we went to a little Starfall border town called Midori. A few of these Skullfist guys had been coming over and poaching livestock from farmers in the area. We asked to meet with the clan leader, Thorn Daggerfall. He is an ass, but we thought we had an agreement to keep his people in check. We aren’t prohibiting the Clan of the Skullfist from crossing the border. We just don’t want them to cause any trouble. Thorn assured us that these clan members were going rogue, and he didn’t approve of their actions. He said they would be dealt with harshly. We figured that was the end of that. We stayed in an inn on the main street in Midori for the night after the meeting. We got word that Skullfist had crossed the border and taken a family hostage. This was a farmhouse a mile outside of town. The kidnappers said they were exiled from the Clan of the Skullfist. They were pissed with us of course, and they chose this family to take their frustrations out on. We made our way out to the farmstead and found bodies strewn about the fields. They were farmworkers that had attempted to help the family. We were just told there were hostages, not a shit ton of bodies.”

      “Shit, how many were in the family?”

      “Husband, wife, and five children, two sons and triplet daughters.”

      “Fuck, what happened?”

      “Everyone was looking to us. Cultivators from the temple are considered the peacekeepers of Starfall. We were the only two people in the area that were equipped to deal with the situation. There were three of these Skullfist exiles held up in the farmhouse with the family. I had been in battle before, but I had never been in a hostage situation. This shit was like what I have watched on TV all my life, just without guns. Saul did the negotiating, which was basically no negotiating. The morons were in a situation that they had no hope of getting out of. They were supposedly exiled from Bloodlake, and they were in Starfall, so they had nowhere to go to be safe.”

      “What did they want?”

      “The numskulls wanted gold and the daughters,” Rhonda sighed.

      “The daughters?”

      “Yep, these guys wanted little sex slaves to tag along with them wherever they went. Assholes. They wanted 10,000 gold and the three daughters. They said if they didn’t get that they would start killing the hostages. Saul called their bluff, which turned out to be a mistake. They cut the father’s head off and threw it out the window. The screams from his family haunt me to this day. The wails that came from those kids made my blood run cold. Even if Saul wanted to negotiate, nobody had 10,000 gold available to get that quickly. This amount of gold would only be in the vaults at the temple or banks across Azura. No one was just going to have this in their pouch or under their mattress. So, Saul figured they were either too fucking stupid, or they weren’t there about money at all. They just wanted some sort of revenge. Saul decided that me and him were going to just storm the house and diffuse the situation that way. Saul doesn’t play around. I am sure you are learning that yourself.”

      “Absolutely, he’s a bad, bad dude.”

      Rhonda nodded in agreement and continued. “Saul decided he was going to distract all of them, and I would charge in the backdoor and start swinging. He had someone from town bring him a leather sack on horseback. He made a big show of it. He wanted the Skullfist to think that gold had been delivered from somewhere. He then said he would walk toward the home with the sack and require one of the dicks to come out and get the bag. These morons were dumb enough to take the bait. One of the exiles came out to get the bag of gold and delivered the mother at the same time. Saul made the exchange, and the freed mother took off across the pasture to safety. The exile turned toward the house, and then looked in the bag. It had been filled with small rocks. Saul punched the perp in the lower back and grabbed his spinal column. He yanked the spine from the bottom of his back to top in one motion. I could hear the sickening wet, ripping sound from yards away. That was my sign to go into action. I stormed into the house. I ran up the stairs and performed mystblade on the guy at the door. I sliced him up good. The only guy left grabbed one of the little girls and put a dagger to her throat. I stood frozen. I looked into those little girls’ eyes, and my heart broke for her. Suddenly, a severed head came flying through the window and smacked the Skullfist man in the side of the head. He fell to his side like a tree in a hurricane. The girl was safe; however, she had a nasty laceration on her back from the douche falling. I charged over and smashed his head in with my foot. It was all over after that. Saul felt for the family and the loss of the husband and father, but he was convinced it could have turned out much worse.”

      “So, you think there are more rogue clan folks wreaking havoc?” I asked Rhonda.

      Lashar turned his head toward them and broke his silence. “Thorn has mobilized the entire Skullfist clan and invaded Starfall. It turns out that these rogue Skullfist bandits were just doing what they were told. Thorn had lied about the men being exiled. It was all a rouse. The invasion happened so quickly. The Skullfist have completely taken over Midori. The Temple of the Weeping Sun was not aware of the invasion until it was too late. They sent me to get you three just as cultivators left the temple to go to Midori. I was told to fly over the town to get an idea of the number of Skullfist, and I estimated that there are fifty, give or take. I was then told to gather you three at once from Redreach.”

      “Are you just dropping us off in the middle of town? What’s the plan?” I asked with an eyebrow raised.

      The giant bird chuckled. “That wouldn’t be wise, my friend. The Cosmic Observator instructed me to drop you off on the summit of Mount Okoton. It overlooks Midori.”

      “Hektor will be there?” I asked quickly.

      Lashar nodded. “That is my understanding, yes.”

      Rhonda broke her silence. “Wow, this is like a huge deal then. He doesn’t go out a lot.”

      “That’s true. If this conflict needs the Cosmic Observator’s personal attention, then it is serious,” Yitri replied with her eyes wide.

      Rhonda shivered and began rubbing her arms. “All I know is it will be freaking freezing at the top of Okoton. Hopefully, we don’t stay there for too long. You will have to hold me in your arms more often, John.” The brunette patted me on my leg.

      “Umm, just because I have a little more fur than you doesn’t mean I won’t get cold as well,” Yitri spat.

      “Come on, Yitri, there is plenty of room for the both of us,” Rhonda said sarcastically as she poked the felinia in the side to tickle her.

      “Yes girls, I have an arm to put around each of you. Settle down you two,” I said with a smirk. “Anyway, we are above the damn clouds. It isn’t all that cold. Why would it be any colder on top of the mountain?”

      “I will be happy to answer that,” interjected Lashar.

      “By all means bud,” I replied.

      “My body gives off a lot of heat, especially when I am flying. This is what keeps you from freezing.”

      “Okay, that makes sense,” I replied with a shrug.

      Lashar abruptly descended below the clouds to reveal a jagged mountain range with snow caps blanketing the summits. I felt like I was on a thrill ride at a theme park. When we first began riding Lashar, it terrified me. Now it was a different story. It was so freaking awesome. We weaved in and out of the mountains like an Olympic downhill skier. There were times I thought Lashar was just showing off how incredible he was. We eventually approached a mountain that I assumed was Okoton. We circled the peak and saw some people looking up at us. Some of them were setting up tents.

      “This must be our stop. Hold on tight,” I said as the celestial eagle descended quickly toward the summit. Several of the people walking around had to quickly move out of Lashar’s way to make a spot for him.

      Lashar lowered his belly to the snowy ground to make it easier for us to dismount. “I hope your ride was pleasant, my friends. Please be careful.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for your help to get here. Don’t be a stranger.”

      “Don’t worry, John. I will stick around for a bit. I would like to help to end this conflict. I am quite useful in battle.”

      I raised my eyebrows and nodded at the celestial eagle. “Can’t wait to see you in action, my man.”

      The girls hugged the bird’s neck at the same time. Lashar closed his eyes, enjoying the attention of the beautiful women. After he said goodbye to the women, he took off abruptly and flew to the peak beside this one. He perched on top of the summit like a statue. I couldn’t deny it. Lashar was cool as hell, and I was glad he was on our side.

      “John! Over here!”

      I turned to see Saul waving me over to a large tent. I returned a wave, and we all walked over.

      “Good to see you, Saul. How have you been?” I asked with my arms crossed.

      Saul grunted. “I was doing fine until I received word of this little invasion. The Skullfist are rats and should be treated as such.”

      “We will remember that,” I replied with a grin. “Is Hektor here?”

      “No, not yet.”

      A few seconds after those words had left Saul’s mouth, we saw something glowing orange in the distance. “What the hell is that?”

      “Master Hektor, of course,” Saul replied with a sigh.

      The closer Hektor got, the more it just looked like a ball of fire soaring through the sky. Suddenly, the orange ball let out a high-pitched roar. I made out what the ball of fire looked like, and my jaw dropped when I saw that Hektor was riding in a saddle on the back of a flaming dragon. The dragon stopped over the top of the peak, and there was a small explosion. The dragon was gone, but Hektor floated slowly to the ground with his robe blowing in the wind. His eyes were glowing bright purple until his feet touched the snow.

      “All right, I give that entrance a ten,” Rhonda muttered and smiled.

      “Good evening,” Hektor said as he strolled toward us with his hands behind his back. “It is good to see each of you, although I wish it were under better circumstances. It appears that Starfall has a rat infestation in Midori, namely the Skullfist. There will be no mercy shown to these vermin. Are we clear?”

      We all nodded and said, “Yes, master.”

      “Splendid!” Hektor chirped and his posture straightened. “Let’s construct a plan. I want to get back to the temple as soon as possible. To hell with these interlopers and their clan.”
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      It was nice to stand in the tent that provided shelter from the freezing bitter wind. The tent was filled with cultivators from the temple. There were some I hadn’t seen before. Hektor stood at the end of a long wooden table in the center of the large tent.

      The Cosmic Observator swiped all the paperwork and writing instruments off the table nonchalantly with the back of his hand. He opened his palm, and a green luminescent orb of energy slowly materialized. He raised his palm to his mouth and blew the orb to the center of the table and then snapped his fingers. The ball of energy exploded and transformed into a three-dimensional map of the city of Midori. A chorus of gasps erupted from the other individuals in the tent.

      Hektor placed his hands behind his back and smiled. “That is much better, don’t you think?”

      “I would say so, master,” Yitri replied with a nod.

      Hektor walked around the table with his hands behind his back. “This is Midori, of course. You can see that most of the hoodlums have congregated near the town center. Their clan leader, Thorn Daggerfall, has placed a few Skullfist around the city’s perimeter. They are the guards I suppose, rather pathetic if you ask me. Our celestial eagle friend, Lashar, is doing another fly by as we speak. This time he is flying a bit lower to get a better look. When he finishes, which should be any time now, the map here will update. We will have the most current placement of the rats before we destroy them. I have provided Lashar with a link to the map here. It will prove useful.”

      This was like the UAV (unmanned area vehicle) perk you could use in some of the classic first-person shooter video games to give you the location of the enemy. Lashar’s usefulness continued to impress me. At first, I thought he was nothing more than a bird that acted as a taxicab to different locations. That was only a small part of what he was capable of. After a couple of moments, the map pulsed, and the colored dots that signified the enemy updated. My eyes widened in amazement. This gave us a tremendous advantage over the Skullfist.

      “Now, for those of you that have Gods’ Eyes, I will provide each of you with a technique scroll called Battle Target Finder,” Hektor chuckled. “That is a very self-explanatory technique I must say. This technique is useless unless you have a celestial beast that can fly over the area similar to our friend, Lashar. Now, please raise your hands if you do have a Gods’ Eye. I think I know, but I don’t want to leave anyone out. I will exclude Saul because he has had the ability for decades.”

      Rhonda and I raised our hands along with a few others, but Yitri did not. I had no idea that she didn’t have a Gods’ Eye. I was so accustomed to using it that I had forgotten that it was not a common skill to have. We both looked at the felinia and gave a quick smile. I could see that it disappointed her that she was the only one in our trio without one. She even poked her bottom lip out a little. It broke my heart for her. I was getting extremely attached to these gorgeous women. It surprised me how quickly it was happening.

      “Splendid. Catch.” Hektor abruptly tossed each of us a small scroll. “Our plan is rather simple. The Skullfist are stupid and weak. Most of the twerps are Firefly rank as you can see from the map here,” Hektor sighed in frustration, “Oh yes, I forgot to tell you. If you notice, each dot is a unique color. The color of the dot will reveal the Skullfist rank. Red dots are Firefly. Yellow dots are Tortoise. Blue dots are Viper. Purple dots are Mantis. Orange dots are Tiger.”

      “Umm, what is the color of Phoenix?” asked Rhonda.

      “Phoenix ranked individuals do not show up on these maps,” Saul interjected for the first time. “We are fairly certain that Thorn Daggerfall is Mantis rank. As you can see, there are no Tiger rank cultivators in town, which is good. Four purple dots signify Mantis. We assume that one of those is Thorn. Perhaps this one in the town hall in the center of town is Mantis.”

      Hektor stepped closer and pointed at the same area. “As you can see, eight blue dots are surrounding the hall. Those are Vipers that are there to protect Daggerfall. He is such a spineless coward. The rest of the Skullfist are Firefly rank with a few Tortoise rank sprinkled about. Now, we can see the ranks, but there is no way of knowing the core abilities that they each have. You will just have to be careful and not underestimate your opponent.”

      The map pulsed and updated once more. “Splendid, Lashar made another pass. Ah, this is delightful news. The other Mantis rank have joined Thorn in the town center. Saul and I will head there first. While I am aggravated by these weasels, I am excited to enter a battle. It has been a while.”

      I raised my hand like I would back in grade school with a question. “What about the civilians?”

      “We don’t have locations on them, which is good because this map would be insanely cluttered and hard to follow if that were the case,” replied Saul as he crossed his muscular arms.

      I nodded.

      Hektor raised a finger to make a point. “Please don’t misconstrue what I am about to tell you. We want to help the civilians, and we will do our best to save as many as possible. However, our primary goal is to destroy this Skullfist threat to Starfall. We will kill all these rats by any means necessary. We can’t let this infection spread. Do I make myself clear?”

      We all nodded our heads, some more enthusiastically than others. I will admit the thoughts of innocent civilians dying bothered me. I understood Hektor’s position perfectly, though.

      Hektor smiled. “Excellent. Now, those of you with the scrolls, please go learn them at once. All of you need to cultivate as well. We will bring in another group of Weeping Sun cultivators to deliver the plan to and then stomp these Skullfists into the dirt.”

      “How many of us will there be in the fight?” Rhonda asked with an eyebrow raised.

      Hektor shrugged. “Fifteen maybe. It will be more than enough since I am here as a Tiger Rank. I don’t mean to sound conceited. Forgive me.” Hektor said with a quick bow.

      All of us exited the tent quickly. Saul and Hektor stayed behind to brief the next group of cultivators. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tan and Macchio make their way to the tent.

      “Well, won’t you look at that,” I said, staring at the Larusso brothers.

      The girls stopped and asked what I was looking at so strongly.

      “It’s my two best friends, Tan and Macchio,” I replied with a smile.

      “Yuck, I fucking hate those guys. I hope they don’t screw things up,” Rhonda growled as she placed her hands on her hips.

      “Well, you were bound to team up with them eventually. We are ultimately on the same team at the end of the day. They haven’t bothered you since the Necrodome, right?” asked Yitri.

      “No, they haven’t. Hopefully, they will let bygones be bygones and move forward. I don’t want to be watching my back against our own people while battling these Skullfist guys. I am pretty sure Hektor would kill them if they tried to fuck this up. I’m not worried about them. Let’s go learn this technique and cultivate. We need to prepare.”

      “Hell yeah, let’s do this!” Rhonda put her fist in the air.
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      I auto learned the Battle Target Finder technique that was given to me by Hektor in our tent briefing. The process was mostly the same, with the Gods’ Eye I learned immediately the skill without issue. Battle Target Finder was listed on my Technique screen like the others. The difference with the new technique was the ability to select Battle Target Finder within the Gods’ Eye. Once I selected the technique, the three-dimensional map that Hektor had conjured now showed up in my vision. I could manipulate the map with my fingers. I could rotate the buildings and zoom in and out. It was as if I was playing a video game. It was weird but awesome at the same time. Lashar had made another pass since the last time we saw the map with Hektor. The Skullfist were still in the same positions. I saw Lashar soar to the peak beside the one we were on and perch on the tree. I waved at him like a dork. He didn’t wave back. He was a celestial eagle, for crying out loud. I spent a half-hour cultivating, and I felt I was in shape to take on the mission. At least I thought I was. I was a Viper with one Savant core, so I would have an advantage over most of the Skullfist. However, this would be the first large-scale battle I would be involved in.

      “Are you ready to go?” Saul asked from behind me.

      I turned and smiled. “I will admit that I am nervous, but I think I am ready.”

      Saul sighed heavily and grunted. “You are either ready, or you are not ready.”

      I chuckled. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      Saul grew angry very quickly and stepped in my face. Our noses were only a couple of inches apart. “Did I say something funny? This is serious, John. We aren’t sparring at the cliffs. We aren’t battling a few cyclops. We are going up against fifty Skullfist cultivators of various ranks. This isn’t a time to be humorous or nervous. You are supposed to be a big deal. Act like it for fuck’s sake!” Saul exclaimed and then shoved me in the chest.

      Saul’s rage startled me at first, but the shove at the end of his speech pissed me off. It royally pissed me off. I stepped back into his face with my fists clenched and limbs charged with myst.

      Suddenly, my attention shifted from Saul’s eyes to my charged arms. “Whoa, I activated my pathways without closing my eyes.”

      Saul softened his stance and put his arms behind his back. “Hmm, very good. You have conquered a skill that few have done at the Viper rank. You just need a good kick in the ass from time to time. War is a serious business, and you should treat it as such. Laughing when I ask you a question before we fight fifty cultivators is unacceptable. I will commend you for stepping back at me. Most students would cower and start apologizing.”

      I de-energized and crossed my arms. “I hear what you are saying. I apologize.”

      “Don’t apologize. Just do better.”

      I grunted and gritted my teeth.

      “That anger you have right now. Use it when we enter Midori. We are leaving soon. Get ready,” Saul commanded as he turned to walk away.

      “Is everything okay, John?” Yitri asked as she approached slowly.

      I sent her a quick smile. “Yes.”

      Rhonda spoke from the other side of me. “I don’t know John. Saul looked pretty pissed to me.”

      “Everything is fine, trust me,” I replied with emphasis on the last two words of that statement.

      The girls got the point and dropped the subject after that.

      Rhonda pointed to the town below. “Don’t you think they have seen us up here? Why aren’t they attacking us?”

      “I am sure they do know we are here. I think Hektor’s epic fire dragon entrance gave us away if they didn’t already know. There are a few reasons they aren’t attacking, I think. One reason is that we have the high ground. It would be very difficult to do any actual damage if they were coming from below us. Second, their highest-ranked cultivators are a handful of Mantis. Another reason is they have cover with the buildings, and the last reason is they have civilian hostages. What they don’t know is that saving hostages is not Hektor’s primary goal...killing all the Skullfist by any means necessary is the goal. But hey, I am new to the whole war thing.”

      “Well, it certainly doesn’t sound like it. That was impressive and hot,” replied Rhonda with a raised eyebrow.

      “I appreciate you saying so, but it is really just common sense.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, Lasher dove like a missile toward Midori again. We were planning to attack soon, so another target scan would be invaluable.

      I gave him a half-hearted salute as he went down.

      “Okay guys, remember, I don’t have access to that map. I will need to follow one of you. Preferably John. No offense, Rhonda,” Yitri said uncomfortably.

      Rhonda shrugged. “None taken. I would choose John too.”
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        * * *

      

      As we waited for further instruction, Hektor and Saul made their way to the cliff where most of the cultivators stood. They walked to the edge and looked down at Midori for a few moments. Everyone else closed in behind them to see what they were looking at, but they didn’t want to crowd the Tiger and Mantis. Their heads followed Lashar as he finished another pass to update the maps of those lucky enough to have a Gods’ Eye.

      Hektor glowed orange, and he raised each of his arms from his side. He rose off the ground slowly. He stopped when he was ten feet in the air. “Cultivators, we are ready to attack. Are you prepared to show no mercy to these rodents?”

      There was a chorus of ‘yes’ and ‘let’s go’ responses from the crowd.

      I figured I may regret asking a question, but I would do it, anyway. “Master, won’t it take us a long time to descend this mountain? Then will we need to recover to be at our best.”

      Sure enough, everyone turned their heads toward me with some level of shock. Saul looked enraged at my interruption.

      “Ye have little faith, my friend,” Hektor smiled and placed the index finger and middle finger of each hand onto each temple.

      Fuck, he will make me blow up right here in front of everyone. Why didn’t I just keep my damn mouth shut?

      An enormous section of the snow steamed and melt. A pink square appeared and rose slowly from the ground. It stopped a foot above the ground and floated in place.

      “Everyone, please stand on the platform. Do not be afraid,” Hektor smiled as he motioned toward the pink square platform.

      Several of us immediately made their approach and stepped gingerly on what was literally a myst magic carpet. A few of us were more hesitant. However, my pause was more out of awe than fear. I stepped onto the platform carefully. There was a small bit of platform movement after each step, but the platform felt very solid under my feet.

      After all, fifteen cultivators stood on the platform. Hektor continued to float, but he turned toward the town below and raised his arms higher. The platform began to slowly rise once more. After it reached six feet off the mountaintop, Hektor floated forward, and the platform followed.

      “Holy shit, this is kind of awesome, don’t you think?” Rhonda asked excitedly.

      I raised both eyebrows and nodded. “It’s definitely different.”

      Soon we could look through the transparent pink platform to see there was nothing but air underneath it. I became queasy and looked up immediately. “Fuck”.

      “The Temple of the Weeping Sun will take back what is ours. We will be victorious,” Hektor bellowed.

      I’ll admit Hektor had a way with words. I was getting amped up, and I was ready to kick some ass.
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      I couldn’t help but hum the Ride of the Valkyries music from the movie Apocalypse Now as we flew down the mountain on a bitching magic carpet. As we approached, I could see Skullfist figures in the distance as they moved around frantically to prepare for our attack.

      “Prepare to attack!” Hektor yelled as we began our descent to the ground about 50 yards outside of the town. Lashar soared over our heads like an F-14 Tomcat for another pass over the town. Everyone’s hair and clothing blew like we were in a thunderstorm. Lashar was a sight to behold. His speed and ferocity were unreal. I can’t imagine the fear the enemy felt as they saw the magnificent beast circle them. He flew over the city in seconds and then turned to make another pass. He screeched and grabbed two Skullfists off a rooftop in each talon. The men screamed in horror as they ascended into the sky. Suddenly, Lashar squeezed the men, and we heard a deafening crack even though he was a long-distance away. The celestial eagle released the crushed men from 200 feet, and they fell lifeless to the ground, flipping end over end. They splat right in front of us as we began marching toward the battle.

      “Holy shit!” I yelled as I stepped over the mangled corpse of a young Skullfist male. “That bird fucked them up bad. That was freaking awesome!” I laughed, and I raised my fist in the air.

      The girls and I broke into a cautious run. “Rhonda, there are two guys in this shop, and one in the building across the street. I got the one with two. Yitri, come with me. Remember, there are civilians in this town. Let’s do what we can to protect them.”

      Both girls nodded, and we split up.

      “John, you want me to climb up to the top floor?” asked Yitri.

      “Umm, yeah that’ll work, and I will go through the front door.”

      I marveled at the agility of the felinia. She was going into the window on the second floor just as I reached the front door. I immediately heard a commotion and crashing after she made entry. I needed to get up there. As I accessed the map, there was supposed to be a guy upstairs and one downstairs, however, I was certain the first-floor guy would go upstairs once he heard Yitri attack.

      I reached for the doorknob, but when I tried to turn it, it didn’t move. I performed a quick front kick, and the door flew open and off the hinges. I was still trying to get accustomed to my strength and power in this world. I looked to my left and there was a woman and her two children huddled together. The two daughters screamed. I held my hands out. “It’s all right. I’m from the temple, and I am here to help you.”

      I didn’t wait for a response, but I just sped up the stairs. Yitri was taking on a man and woman. The felinia could consistently block the flurry of punches and kicks from the Skullfist. Yitri’s luck would run out soon. I knew I had to get involved quickly.

      I whistled, “Yo, big man,” and the man turned his head. “You like to hit women? Hit me, bitch!”

      The Skullfist was hesitant, but he moved forward with his fists raised.

      He threw a telegraphed left-handed jab. I caught his fist with my right hand and twisted his arm afterward. I punched his elbow with my left hand and shattered his arm. He screamed as his forearm dangled. The Skullfist wailed in pain and horror at the trauma to his arm. I performed a blinding combo of punches to his gut followed by an uppercut. It shocked me to see the Firefly ranked cultivator’s head rip from his body and soar upward. It bashed against the ceiling and left a gigantic hole in the sheetrock. The head was chased by a geyser of blood from the cultivator’s stump. The blood splashed into the ceiling and dripped to the floor like rain.

      You have killed Skullfist Clan Warrior (Firefly)!

      You have received 300 myst energy!

      That would get annoying with so many fights incoming. I would do my best to ignore them until the battle was done. I needed to focus intently on what was going on around me. These notifications would be a deadly distraction. I turned my attention to my friend quickly. Yitri landed a knee to the woman’s gut and chopped the back of her head. She laid on the wooden floor, motionless.

      “Thank you, John. This took longer than I expected. I am a bit rusty I am afraid,” she said as she looked at the bloody mess from my fight. “Are you okay? Is any of that your blood?”

      “Nope, all his I am afraid.”

      She strutted by me to the stairs. “Impressive and a little scary.” She turned her head toward me and winked.

      When I reached downstairs, Yitri knelt by the children and consoled them. “You are okay now, but you need to go hide in a closet until it is all over. We won’t leave until the Skullfist are dead.”

      The mother sniffled with tears streaming down her face. “Thank...you...we will hide. May the Ancient Ones give you strength.”

      Yitri patted her on the knee and smiled at the children. She stood and turned toward me. “Let’s go, John.”

      As we exited the house, Rhonda walked out the other. “Are you two okay?”

      We both nodded, saying nothing. We turned up the street and saw other Weeping Sun cultivators going in the buildings and fighting in the streets.

      I jogged toward the town center. “Let’s go and give them a hand!”

      I heard a vicious growl from above me. I looked up and saw what looked like a male felinia falling toward me with his teeth gnashing and claws out. I lunged forward to miss the attack. I felt a burning pain down my back as the man cat ripped my gi and cut my flesh. I felt warm blood stream down my back into my pants. I got back to my feet and entered a defensive stance.

      “Girls keep going! I got this guy.”

      The girls looked reluctant to leave me, but they saw the seriousness in my face and nodded.

      This felinia cultivator would offer more of a challenge. I glanced at his forearm and saw a Tortoise tattoo. He hissed and gnashed his teeth while he showed me his claws. The male felinia looked much less human than their female counterparts. Yitri looked human, other than her ears and tail. Why was I thinking about that in the middle of a fight?

      “Prepare to die, human!” growled the felinia cultivator as his claws glowed green.

      “Okay, I’ll do that,” I laughed out loud.

      The felinia man didn’t waste time with his first attack. He outstretched both of its long arms with claws extracted. He jumped and spun counterclockwise. I dove out of the way, and he attempted the same exact move once more. I hoped he would be dumb enough to try it a third time. I had determined the best attack to counter him. I wasn’t that lucky. He began a combo of kicks that had no rhyme or reason.

      The felinia laughed. “You regret your decision to engage me, I see. You will die!”

      “Dude, I don’t know where you got your training, but it’s bad. Really bad.”

      “I will show you bad!” hissed the felinia as he leaped into a sloppy jump kick.

      I sidestepped the attack and shrugged. “You showed me, that is for damn sure.”

      I delivered a rapid foray of kicks to his thigh and then I followed with a shin to the side of his face.

      “Blitz!” I yelled as I sped behind him. I sent an open palm to the back of his head, snapping it. The felinia fell to the ground like a bag of rocks. The back of his head was laying on his back, and his empty eyes stared at me.

      I turned immediately and ran down the street. I scanned the buildings and rooftops for threats or civilians. I hoped the girls were doing okay. I didn’t see them anywhere. Suddenly, I heard a loud crash. A Skullfist warrior flew out of a third-floor window backward, and he fell hard to the street. The splat sound when his body slammed into the street turned my stomach.

      Yitri stuck her head out of the broken window with her eyes wide. “Did you see that John? I am getting better at this!”

      I smiled and gave her a thumbs up. “You certainly are. This poor guy is dead as fuck. Where is Rhonda?”

      “She is in the other room checking on some civilians that were being held hostage here. She is doing fine. She killed someone here too! Yay!”

      “Good job, but the closer we get to the center of town, the higher rank there will be. Don’t engage someone alone unless you know you can take them. You and Rhonda stay together. I am fine on my own right now.”

      “Yes, John. Please be careful!” Yitri smiled and waved playfully.

      I nodded and continued to scan the rooftops. I caught sight of a Skullfist peeking over the side of a building to my right. That unlucky guy was my next target. As I approached the door. I heard a loud whoosh. I looked up to see Lashar carrying the warrior off into the sky, only to drop him to the ground. Lashar screeched as he climbed aggressively into the moonlight.

      My eyes widened, and I gave a nod. “Thanks, bud.”

      We continued to swarm the buildings and look for any Skullfist that could be found. We weren’t able to see progress over the entire town, but things were going well where we were located. The Skullfist that were in the area didn’t put up too much of a fight. I had taken out five Skullfist on my own with little resistance. The only injury I had sustained thus far was the back lacerations from the falling felinia. Yitri had looked at the damage, but she said it wasn’t a big deal. She could take care of it easily once the battle was over.

      On a small side street, I could hear loud commotion and screams. A block away I saw several cultivators in the heat of battle. It looked like your run of the mill martial arts fight you would see in a movie, but it looked like someone had pressed the fast-forward button. The speed of the fighting was incredible. The closer I got I saw four Skullfist cultivators ganging up on two unknown warriors from the Weeping Sun. I didn’t immediately engage. I didn’t want to steal any myst energy from anyone. I slowed to a walk to get a better take on what was going on. A couple more Skullfist exited one of the buildings and joined the circle that closed in on the two Weeping Sun warriors. They all engaged at once. It looked like a shark frenzy in the ocean when there was blood in the water. I blitzed to the top of an awning to get a better look at what was going on. The two cultivators were holding their own, but they would be overtaken soon. There were too many opponents for them. My eyes widened when I saw who it was, Tan and Macchio. Just as I recognized them, Macchio received a vicious kick to his skull and fell to the ground hard. His head bounced off the stone street with a crack. I knew what I needed to do.

      I jumped from the awning and ran toward the mob and launched into the air. “Cruuuuushing Arrrrrmaaaageeedooon!”

      My body exploded in myst aura as I fell to the ground. When my fist hit the ground, it started a violent shock wave that sent Skullfist flying in different directions.

      Tan took this opportunity to run to his brother, who laid motionless on the street. My attack killed three of the six Skullfist. The three that lived got to their feet slowly and moved toward me. I closed my eyes and reaped the whirlwind of pure myst from the deaths of the three Skullfist warriors. I used those two seconds to mix the new myst into my cores with the myst already inside. It was just a quick fix without more time, but it would be better than nothing. I opened my eyes, and my entire body pulsed with a fiery myst aura. I stood with my legs spread and my fists beside my waist. I gritted my teeth and weaved myst throughout my body. The Skullfists’ eyes grew wider, and they slowed their approach.

      “Come on fuckers! What are you waiting for?” I roared.

      One of the Skullfist grew a pair of nuts and engaged. He began punching. I stayed in the same stance, only moving my left arm to block his attacks. I took the open palm of my right hand and plunged into his chest with all my power. His sternum shattered as my hand traveled through his torso. As my hand exited his back, I wrapped my fingers around his spinal column and pulled my arm back with all the power I could muster. As I pulled his spine, the top of his body broke and bent backward. His head traveled back through the hole that my hand had made in the poor fellow’s torso. It was carnage like I had never seen before, let alone caused. The mangled body fell to the street. The Skullfist man looked like a human pretzel. The others stopped in their tracks in shock and awe.

      When I raised my fists, my forearm dripped with the warrior’s blood and gore dangled. I noticed that some of the blood was mine. When I pulled the spine through the enormous hole in the torso, one of his broken ribs had slashed my forearm. It was all in a day’s work.

      I gestured for the two remaining Skullfist to engage. They looked at me and then each other. They had no desire to fight the man that had just butchered their friend right in front of their eyes. They backed away, which proved to be another mistake.

      “Where do you think you are going, scum?” yelled Tan from behind the retreating warriors.

      Both the men looked back and forth between me and Tan. I grew tired of this slow dance and blitzed toward the Skullfist on my left. I delivered a front kick to his belly. It did extreme damage internally. The man vomited black blood on the street immediately. I brought a 12 to 6 elbow on the back of his head, which caused him to smack hard into the street. Blood gushed out of the mouth of his corpse. As Tan fought the last Skullfist, I looked over to the side of the street and saw a conscious Macchio try to get to his feet. He lost his balance and fell back to the street.

      I ran over and knelt beside him. “What can I do to help you?”

      Macchio narrowed his eyes. “Why do you want to help me? I was awful to you.”

      “Listen, man, that’s water under the bridge. We are on the same team now,” I replied as I saw blood stream from both of his ears and nose. This guy had some major internal damage going on in his head. His eyes rolled in the back of his head, and he began convulsing.

      I didn’t know what to do, so I just put my arm around him to give him support and to stop him from hurting himself during the seizure.

      Tan had won his fight and ran over to check on his brother. “What have you done to him?”

      “They have beaten your brother up pretty bad, and he is having a seizure. He needs help right away.”

      I saw Rhonda and Yitri in the distance, and I yelled at the top of my lungs. I was loud enough to get their attention, and they came running. I am sure they saw me sitting on the ground and assumed that I was the injured one.

      “Yitri, Macchio is hurt bad. I need you to stay with him and do what you can. Rhonda, come on ahead with me.”

      Macchio had stopped convulsing. I laid him down softly onto the street. Yitri went to work immediately. She took items out of her pouch and began looking at him closely to determine her course of action.

      Tan fell to his knees beside Macchio and sobbed. “Is my brother going to die?”

      “Not if I can help it, Tan,” Yitri replied with a hesitant smile.

      “Please take care of him. I must go fight.”

      “Tan, no way you need to stay here with your brother.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do!”

      “Listen, that is not what I am trying to do. The principal reason you need to stay is to protect Yitri. She is a sitting duck here without someone to protect her. You need to watch her back. Can you do that?”

      Tan nodded slowly and knelt back down beside his brother.
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      “John, down!” screamed Rhonda as she pointed to the doorway of a shop.

      I gave my attention quickly and saw a barrage of pink orbs soaring at me from a Skullfist in a yellow robe. He shot them from his fists somehow.

      “Shit!” I dove to the street and somersaulted. However, an orb slammed into my thigh. A shock wave of pain traveled down my pathways into my cores. The pain was excruciating. It felt like I was on fire from the inside of my body. I rolled away to my right in agony. The yellow robed cultivator jumped 20 feet in the air and fell toward me with his left leg aimed right at my head. Just before the man delivered the devastating attack, Rhonda tackled him onto the ground and began punching him wherever she could make contact. As I gathered my bearings, I saw a Viper tattoo on his arm.

      Suddenly, he screamed and exploded in pink myst aura. Rhonda was thrown ten yards onto her back from the vicious area of effect attack. I warily stood and raised my fists to fight the Viper.

      “Come on, get your ass up!”

      The Viper smiled and jumped to his feet from his back in one motion. I didn’t wait for him to attack. I immediately performed a superman punch. His forearm blocked that. He took damage from the hit, but he avoided the brunt of the attack. I immediately followed that attack with a spinning back fist which smacked him in the side of the head. I began a vicious flurry of lightning-quick punches to his gut and then a jumping knee to the face. My Hand to Hand Savant core and +1 Speed core was an absolute beastly combination. He went airborne and crashed into some wooden crates in front of the shop.

      I kept my eyes locked on the cultivator. “Rhonda are you okay?”

      She grunted. “Yeah, just fucked up a little. I’m up.”

      I walked over and lifted an intact crate and slammed it on the Viper’s head. The crate busted and revealed a deformed, bloody face underneath.

      “He’s done. Let’s go.”

      “Damn John, you are kind of a badass,” Rhonda muttered.

      “I think he used his myst reserves quickly with those fist orb things and the explosion attack. However, I am getting better with my powers here. My goal is to be a badass,” I winked.

      She walked over and kissed my cheek. “You are well on your way.”

      I just chuckled, and we continued toward the town center. We weren’t very far.
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        * * *

      

      I looked up in the sky over the city and saw Hektor just floating there. He appeared as if he was engulfed in flames. The Cosmic Observator’s arms were raised, but I was not sure what he was doing. He might have just been trying to look cool for all I knew. I just shook my head and moved on. After we passed the next block, we saw the town hall building. It was three stories. It looked kind of like a beehive with bees swarming around it, going in and out. Weeping Sun cultivators and Skullfist warriors were jumping up and down and going in and out of the building attacking each other. It looked like a firework show at times from the myst being used. As we got within 30 yards of the building, I felt a sudden surge of energy charge through me. I looked at my body and saw a light orange glow surrounding me. I immediately knew what was happening. Hektor was performing some kind of support technique from his position, and we were receiving some sort of bonuses whether they be offensive or defensive.

      Lashar soared over the building once more and grabbed a Skullfist from the roof and tossed him to his death. I hid behind a vendor’s cart with Rhonda and pulled up the 3D map again. That pass by Lashar had updated the Skullfist positions. There were three Mantis on the second floor with a few Vipers on the first. I heard glass shatter and saw a man launch backward out of a first-floor window. He was headed straight for us with a high rate of speed. The Skullfist crashed into the cart we were behind and shattered it. Saul was responsible for the carnage and approached with a smile on his face.

      “What took you so long?” asked Saul with a smirk.

      “Jesus, was that you that tossed this guy out the window?” asked Rhonda with her eyes wide.

      Saul smiled and shrugged.

      “There are still three Mantis up top. Is Hektor going to engage? What is he doing exactly?” I asked as I pointed at the floating sun above the town.

      Saul looked up and then back at me. “He is using his myst to increase everyone’s attack power. He wants to see what we can do without him engaging. Let’s go. Rhonda eliminate the Viper’s down below while John and I take on the Mantis rank cultivators on the upper floors.

      Rhonda nodded as she leaped over the rubble from the broken cart to take on a nearby Viper.

      Hektor floated closer to the building. “Attack! I am growing bored.”

      “You heard the man lead the way, Saul.”

      He nodded and sprinted toward the building. He jumped to the awning over the first floor. I jumped on a crate and then onto the area he stood. We looked in the window and saw two Mantis guarding a staircase. “Thorn Daggerfall must be on the roof. They are guarding the stairs that lead to him.”

      Saul burst in through the window, and I followed. We stopped 15 feet in front of the two Mantis. They had an angry grimace on their faces, but there was fear in their eyes as well.

      There wasn’t much room to fight in here. The ceiling was low and there was a lot of furniture scattered around. Saul motioned for the man on the left to fight him.

      I looked at the one on the right and roared. “That leaves you then, asshole.” Chaos erupted between Saul and his opponent while the other Mantis charged my position.

      I was nervous taking on a Mantis ranked cultivator, but my elite core levels and attack boost from Hektor gave me more confidence. I charged at the same time he did, and our fists slammed into each other resulting in a myst explosion. The Skullfist’s eyes glowed like fire as he began throwing rapid punches at me. My career in karate and new power helped me to block each blow. I blitzed to his side and punched him in the side of his head, sending him into the wall. He left a gigantic crack and almost went completely through to the street below. He was only stunned for a second before he shot what looked like lasers out of his eyes. This was something I didn’t expect. I could dodge one of the lasers, but the other grazed my bicep, leaving a bloody canyon. “Oww, fuck!”

      I grabbed the leg of a nearby coffee table and held it as a shield as he fired two more lasers. The table protected me, but barely. It caught fire, and I tossed it at the Mantis. It disintegrated before it reached him though. Blood streamed down my arm and dripped onto the wooden plank floor from my fresh wound. The fighting between me and my opponent combined with Saul and his Mantis opponent was taking its toll on the structure of the building. We engaged in a hurricane of punches and kicks as we tried to hit each other. I blitzed again, but he was able to catch me with a roundhouse kick. I flipped end over end backward until I plowed through one of the wooden support posts in the middle of the room.

      I saw stars and felt like Tom from Tom and Jerry when he was hit by a cast-iron frying pan. I shook my head and placed my palm on my temple. I saw the bottom of a foot speeding up toward me. I crossed my arms in front of my face to soften the impact, but it still hurt. I laid supine as the Mantis began punching me in the face over and over. Suddenly, Saul soared into his side with a ferocious kick that sent the Mantis into the wall. I rolled away as blood dripped from my nose and mouth to the floor. Those punches to the face were brutal. I put my arms in front of me and pushed myself up. I was woozy and lost my footing, but I could extend my arm to the wall to prevent a hard fall to the floor. I used my sleeve to wipe the blood from my pulverized face. I felt my left eye begin to swell shut as I watched the Mantis stand. Saul had re-engaged his opponent after he took a second to save my broken ass.

      “Are you done?” I asked the black-robed Mantis. “I’m not.”

      The man wearing the black robe with golden accents laughed. “By the looks of your face, I think you are very done. Do you think you can beat me? You little Viper piece of shit.”

      I blitzed within a foot from him and smashed him with a forearm to his face. He spun with his back toward me. My MMA instincts took over, and I got the Mantis into a rear-naked chokehold. I moved more myst into my arms and squeezed. I felt a pop and heard a crack. I had internally decapitated the Mantis with ease. He didn’t see that coming at all. I would imagine grappling isn’t seen all too often on Azura. I released the fucker, and he fell to the floor with his head at a right angle. His tongue hung out of his mouth and all the blood vessels in his eyes had exploded. It was a nasty scene.

      “Marvelous work,” Saul said over my shoulder. “I haven’t seen that before. You will have to teach me.” Saul had quickly defeated his opponent.

      I chuckled. “Me? Teach you something? That’s a first.”

      We ran up the stairs to the third floor. There was no sign of Thorn anywhere.

      Saul pointed to a wooden ladder on the wall that led to a trapdoor in the ceiling. “Thorn is on the roof. You go up the ladder, and I will go out of the window and then climb up.”

      I nodded and ran to the ladder and climbed. I hoped I wouldn’t open the trapdoor to receive a kick right in the face. I paused at the top of the ladder and waited to hear Saul step on the roof first. Hopefully, that wouldn’t leave me as a sitting duck. I heard footsteps and mumbling above my location. I pushed upward on the trapdoor, which turned out to be heavier than I had expected.

      Saul stood and stared at a tall man in a purple cloak on the other side of the roof. He had a long -pointed platinum beard that hung almost to his navel. He stood with his hands behind his back.

      I stood beside Saul with my fists raised as I waited for Saul’s move.

      Suddenly, the roof glowed orange as Hektor landed in the center. He disengaged the orange myst aura and placed his hands behind his back. I also saw movement out of the corner of my eye. Rhonda and Yitri had climbed up and stood on the roof’s edge as they looked on in awe.

      “Thorn, it appears your plan has failed miserably. Your army of Skullfist are dead, and you are all that is left. The Weeping Sun cultivators have been victorious. Do you have any last words?”

      Thorn turned his head to the side as if in deep thought at what he would say. As he turned his head back, he meandered toward Hektor.

      “I do.”

      Thorn spit into Hektor’s face. He followed the cowardly act with a laugh. “Was that profound enough?”

      Hektor grabbed what looked like a handkerchief out of his colorful robe and wiped the glob of disgusting spittle of his forehead.

      Suddenly, he extended both arms and raised them slowly. Thorn was lifted into the air by an unseen force. He squirmed frantically, but it was futile. Hektor scowled and spread his arms apart. The Cosmic Observator violently ripped Thorn Daggerfall into pieces. Each torn part of his body plopped to the rooftop. The bloody chunks made stomach-churning splat noises.

      Hektor sighed and rubbed his hands together as if he were wiping something off. “Well, I will retire for the night. Thank you for your bravery tonight. Please stay back and help the civilians that need it.” He then snapped his fingers, and the enormous fire dragon from earlier appeared once more. He mounted the beast and smiled at all of us before he launched into the night sky and headed back to the temple.

      I finally broke the silence of the onlookers. “Well, that’s that, I suppose.”

      Saul chuckled. “You heard the man. Let’s get to work.” Saul jumped from the roof to the ground to get started with the recovery process.

      “John, are you okay? Is all of that blood yours?” asked a concerned Yitri.

      “Uh, some of it. My arm got shredded a bit, and my face got smashed some. The rest of the blood is from a poor bastard on the second floor. I’ll live. How are you ladies doing? You hurt at all?”

      Both the beautiful women shook their heads and walked over to me. I put both of my arms around them and kissed them both on the cheek. “I think we make an excellent team.”

      “Definitely,” replied Rhonda.

      Yitri put both arms around my waist and squeezed harder.

      “How is Macchio?”

      Yitri looked up at me. “He will be okay, I think. Tan and another cultivator are taking him back to the infirmary now. Tan was very appreciative of your compassion. You may have made a new friend.”

      “Aww, look at John being all nice,” Rhonda joked.

      “No, no. I don’t want to get that reputation. Nice guy? What’s that old saying? Nice guys finish last?”

      Rhonda chuckled. “Yeah, that’s true. Don’t be too nice. I like my guys to be a little bad.”

      “Me too,” Yitri added as she rubbed my chest.

      “Oh, you do, do you? I can be bad. You just wait and see.”

      “Ooh, I am going to hold you to that,” Rhonda grinned as she grabbed my dick through my pants.
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        * * *

      

      We spent two days in Midori helping the citizens out in any way that we could. The other men and I helped to remove all the Skullfist corpses from the buildings and streets. It was a nasty job, but we had made the mess, so it was only fair for us to help with the cleanup. Saul was the overseer of the rebuild and sanitation. He ordered us to just pile the bodies outside of town, and they would be burned. That worked for me, I didn’t really want to dig a shit ton of holes to put these douche-bags in. Rhonda and Yitri were the only two women cultivators that were a part of the attack. Yitri spent her time using her healing skills to help all those that were injured. The fact that we had lost no civilian lives in our attack was a shock. We were expecting collateral damage.

      There were plenty of injuries, but nothing that Yitri couldn’t handle. The Weeping Sun cultivators lost one Tortoise ranked man in the fight, Ernst. He attempted to charge the town hall that Thorn Daggerfall occupied. The Mantis rank warriors in the building guarding their leader ripped Ernst to shreds as soon as the Tortoise entered. While it was sad to lose someone, the guy was a dumbass at the end of the day. One Tortoise taking on multiple Mantis rank cultivators was suicide. Two Weeping Sun cultivators put the pieces that were left of his mutilated corpse into a bag and carried them back to the temple for a proper burial. Macchio was the only other serious injury. He was at the infirmary at the temple, but Yitri had stabilized him before he traveled back. She had high hopes that he would recover in a couple of days. He owed his life to her. The Firefly would be dead had she not been there to offer him medical attention. The rest of us walked away from the battle with only some cuts and bruises.

      Rhonda spent her time during the recovery comforting the families. She was very good with the children especially. She loved kids, and they loved her. It helped the parents concentrate on getting their lives back up and running.

      Hektor sent a dozen carpenters from around Starfall to fix the damages to the structures in and around Midori. Dozens of shattered windows and doors needed to be replaced and walls needed to be patched. The workers he sent wouldn’t have trouble keeping busy with all the damage we caused. All in all, the response from the temple was amazing. It showed me the dedication of Hektor in keeping Starfall a safe place for its citizens.

      Lashar came to take the three of us back to the temple. “Hello, my friends, I am here to take you home. I hope that is agreeable.”

      Rhonda walked over and rubbed his neck. “Hell yes, that is agreeable. Thank you.”

      “It’s good to see you Lashar. Thanks again for all your help in the battle. More people would have been hurt or killed had you not help identify the targets. The exceptional ass-kicking you did helped as well,” I added with a smile.

      “I was happy to help. I have been sitting on my feathered bottom for far too long, doing nothing. It feels good to be useful again.”

      We mounted the eagle eagerly. He launched into the clear blue sky with ease and grace. The wind blanketed our faces, and it felt good. The air caused Lashar’s feathers to make a calming, flapping noise. I thought about how fucking boring life had been on Earth. I was on top of the MMA world of course, but on Azura, I was riding on the back of an eagle for God’s sake. As we soared toward the beautiful Temple of the Weeping Sun, I couldn’t help but be excited about what the future held. What adventures were in store for me? How high would I ascend in rank? There were so many possibilities, and I was excited about the future. I was also thankful for the friends I had met. Rhonda and Yitri were the freaking bomb. Veronica wasn’t too bad either. I looked forward to getting to know all of them more. Azura was an amazing place with amazing people. I was lucky to be here.

      

      End of Book One.

      

      To Be Continued…(Be sure to check out the artwork on the next couple of pages!)

      Please take a few seconds to leave a quick REVIEW HERE if you enjoyed this story!

      Thanks in advance! AB
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