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      MMC BOOK 1 RECAP

      John LeBrock dedicated his life to the sport of karate.  No one trained harder than he did, and it showed as the years went by.  John eventually entered the mixed martial arts universe to help him with his goal of becoming the best of the best. 

      After losing his first match in record time, he trained months and months to better himself, and he was able to win a rematch against the MMA fighter that defeated him with ease, which helped him gain intense confidence.  After this win, John took the MMA world by storm, winning every match that he was in.  He quickly became not only the most popular MMA fighter in the world, but he may have been the most popular figure in the sports world at the time. 

      John left the MMA promotion he had fought in for most of his career to sign a contract with a new promotion that had risen to popularity through its short list of rules and brutality. John took part in a huge match versus a hated rival.  During the fight, John unintentionally broke his rival’s neck and killed him in front of the world.

      As John waited in his locker room for his arrest, a mysterious man named Ezekiel arrived and offered him the chance to leave Earth to travel to Azura.  This was a land where there were no limits to the amount of power he could possess.  John was hesitant, but it was either go to Azura or go to prison, so he passed through the doorway into his new life across the galaxy.

      John quickly learned about the myst energy that was such an important component of life on Azura.  Through the cultivation of this energy, one could ascend to higher ranks and gain unbelievable powers.

      John went with Ezekiel to visit the Temple of the Weeping Sun to meet the Cosmic Observator, Hektor.  Hektor was the overseer of the Temple and the region of Starfall. Hektor looked deep into John’s body and saw that he had two cores, and he was given the rank of Tortoise by the gods of Azura who were called the Ancient Ones.  One of his cores was a Savant level core which simply meant it was the best of the best, and they were rare.  After Hektor activated the cores, he met his teacher, Saul.  Saul and John spent a lot of time together sparring and learning techniques, but the most important teaching from Saul was the process of cultivation.  Through focused and dedicated cultivation of the cultivator’s cores and pathways one could grow to become the best fighter they can be and ascend to higher ranks.

      Along the way, John met Yitri Mazue, a cat girl, who specialized in healing.  He also met Rhonda Jensen, who used to live on earth and fight in MMA as well. John became close to both women and dove into intimate relationships with each.

      Not long after his arrival in Azura, a younger cultivator, Macchio, issued a challenge to John to fight in the Necrodome.  John accepted and began training harder than he ever had before.  John destroyed Macchio quickly in the duel.  However, Macchio’s more experienced brother Tan entered the ring to fight for his younger brother’s honor, but John was able to defeat him as well.

      After the match, John trained at the cliffs. He used an item he won in the match and ascended to the Viper rank.  John spent most of his time cultivating and strengthening his cores and myst pathways. Hektor gave John, Yitri, and Rhonda a quest to assist the kitsune in the town of Redreach.  Cyclops maniacs had been terrorizing the peaceful village.  John, Yitri, Rhonda, and Tasha, a female kitsune villager traveled into the woods to the campsite of the vicious monsters.  The quest was completed. Then John got word that he and his women were to go immediately to a mountaintop outside of the town of Midori, which sat on the border of Starfall and Bloodlake. The evil clan called the Skullfist had the town under siege.  John, Yitri, and Rhonda joined a small army of cultivators to attempt to save the town and remove the Skullfist by any means necessary.  The Weeping Sun cultivators were successful in defeating the Skullfist and returning the town back to the people of Midori.

      

      
        
        John LeBrock’s story continues...

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The long bed of the stolen wagon carried crates filled with supplies that were to be delivered to a shop in the small human town of Crawling Rock in southwestern Starfall. Some supplies included food and medicines for the citizens there. The town was a colony of human lepers.

      The temple generally left the colony to itself. However, a healer from the Temple of the Weeping Sun would make a trip to the town to assist them however he could. Their disease was terminal, but the Cosmic Observator, Hektor ordered the healer to help them as best as he could periodically. The temple provided the colony with food and medicines monthly since their abilities to hunt and farm were limited with their plight.

      During the healer's current visit, he found out that the colony was being exploited and poached by a group of kobolds regularly. The lepers were in no shape to fight off the vermin. The healer sent an urgent message by a messenger fowl, and Hektor dispatched three of his trusted cultivators to assist the colony with the problem. They were to exterminate the kobolds without prejudice.
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        * * *

      

      The celestial eagle, Lashar, transported John LeBrock, Yitri Mazue, and Rhonda Jensen with great haste to Crawling Rock. The magnificent creature dropped them off and left immediately to return to the temple. Hektor was going to transport what supplies he could on the back of the celestial eagle to get the colony by until the cultivators completed their quest. John wasted no time in pursuing the thieves. The leper overseer pointed the cultivators toward the mountains after they arrived from the temple. After a day of travel, the trio spotted something moving in the distance. They sped up to confirm that it was the wagon they had been searching for.

      The rustic wooden wagon was being pulled by a single horse slowly on the rocky pathway into the mountains. The wagon had seen better days. The wood had deteriorated over the years, and the wheels had not been greased in ages. It made a loud racket as it wobbled along the mountain road. A small, hideous kobold sat in the driver's seat. He was inexperienced with this job. The horse did not respect the blue creature, and it showed. The kobold had a tough time keeping the horse in the center of the road.

      Several kobolds flanked the wagon on each side. They varied in size and what weapons they carried. A couple had small daggers on their belts, one had a club, one had a short sword, and the others had rudimentary spears. Each of the kobolds had little to no armor covering their unimpressive bodies.

      The cultivators kept their distance from the poachers. John wanted to follow the kobolds to wherever they lived. Their instructions were to remove the threat from the area. The Weeping Sun had no issues with the kobold race, but this settlement was full of criminals and should be punished as such.

      "We need to make sure we don't get too close, John. The kobolds have a powerful sense of smell. They may detect us," Yitri whispered as we walked.

      I nodded and raised an eyebrow. "Yeah, that would make sense. They look like some kind of ugly lizard dog."

      "Aww, they aren't that ugly," replied Rhonda with her bottom lip out.

      I shrugged at the brunette. "Ugly or not, these fuckers are dead."

      "Yeah, yeah, yeah, I got it. Yitri, do the kobold speak our language at all?" Rhonda asked.

      "From my experience, some of them can communicate with others, but they are hard to follow. They're much like goblins. Some of them can communicate but not very well."

      Rhonda sighed. "Maybe we can get them to leave the area. I wish there were some way to avoid killing them."

      I stopped and turned toward the women. "Guys, we have our orders from Hektor. These things aren't innocent. They’re ransacking a town of helpless lepers for gods' sake. They even beat a guy up during this attack or whatever you want to call it. They know supplies come periodically, and the lepers are too weak to defend themselves. They're going to keep doing this until someone stops them. That's our job."

      "Oh, I understand perfectly," Yitri replied as she bit into an apple.

      "I know you do. This little soapbox speech is for Rhonda's benefit."

      Rhonda sighed. "I understand, but what if we get there and find women and children? Are we going to kill women and children?"

      "We don't really have reason to believe that there are women and children there. It won't be a town, or it would be on a map. It is going to be some kind of camp. I don't think women and children are going to be in this camp."

      "Yeah....but what if?"

      "You're killing me, Rhonda. We'll cross that bridge when we get to it."

      "How do you know there will be a bridge?" asked Yitri with a perplexed look on her angelic face.

      "You big goof, it is just an expression from Earth," Rhonda laughed.

      "Come on, before we lose them," I motioned to move forward.

      We spent the next couple of hours following the kobold bandits at a distance. They didn't notice us at all. The temperature dropped as we ascended upward into the mountains. They finally left the mountain path and entered a small, wooded area. We assumed this is where their camp was located. As we grew closer, we saw a small amount of smoke billow above the trees. They must have just started a fire because we had noticed no smoke earlier. We hung back on the path, and Yitri moved ahead to climb a tree to get a better look. She ascended the tree like a jungle cat. She evidently could not get a good look from the first tree she climbed, so she jumped from tree to tree until she did. We knelt behind some rocks that kept us hidden. Yitri was gone for a good 15 minutes before she made her way back to our location.

      "So?" I whispered.

      Yitri sighed heavily. "Rhonda was correct, there are three women kobolds and four younglings. The women must take care of the camp while the men are off pillaging or doing whatever they do."

      "Fuck!" I slammed my fist on the boulder I had been leaning on a few minutes earlier.

      "Great, what do we do now? I won't kill fucking kobold children," Rhonda shook her head defiantly.

      "Listen, I've no intention of doing that either. Let me come up with some kind of plan. How old are the kids?" I asked as I looked at Yitri.

      "I don't care how old they are. I'm not killing any age of children, John!" Rhonda interjected.

      I rolled my eyes and grunted. "I know that. I'm just asking because older kids are more likely to pick up a weapon and fight. Babies won't. That is all I'm saying right now."

      "Oh," Rhonda snapped and turned her head.

      "Umm, two of the four were very young. Two separate women had one in their arms. The other two were older. I don't know if they are old enough to fight. I don't know a great deal about kobold society, I’m afraid," Yitri replied.

      "This may get sticky. I think we need to chill out here and discuss what to do. However, I think we need to separate the men somehow and take them out away from the women and kids. I have a feeling the women would engage if we started the fight in the camp. I also hate to kill all the men in front of the kids. That doesn't sit well with me. Hell, if I know, kids may be used to this kind of violence. I don't know," I crossed my arms deep in thought.

      "I agree with you, John. I think separation is best," Yitri added.

      Rhonda exhaled. "Maybe me or Yitri should go try to draw them out here, and then ambush them. There are no other men at the camp other than the one’s with the wagon, right?"

      The felinia nodded to the beautiful brunette. "Only those we saw on the road unless there are others somewhere else that have not returned to camp."

      "We should have just killed them hours ago when we caught up with them," I muttered with gritted teeth.

      Yitri placed her soft hand on my shoulder. "No, John, you did the right thing. We had to know where their camp was and if there were more threats."

      Rhonda placed her hand on my other shoulder. "Yeah, we did the right thing. The situation just sucks ass."

      I placed an arm around both and kissed each beautiful woman's cheek. "I'm glad you two are with me. I love you both."

      Rhonda put her hand over her mouth with her eyes wide. "Aww, we love you too, John. I'm gonna cry, I think. That was so sweet."

      Yitri kissed me on the cheek. "I love you very much! I can't imagine two other people on Azura I'd rather be with."

      Rhonda started tearing up and lunged into Yitri's arms.

      "Umm, ladies, I didn't mean for this to start this whole emotional...event. Let's get a hold of ourselves."

      Both girls laughed and pulled away from one another.

      "You two are a mess," I chuckled.

      "We so are," Rhonda wiped her eyes and winked at Yitri.
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      I decided that the best course of action would be for me to get a closer look at the camp. It wasn't that I distrusted Yitri, I just felt I needed to see it for myself. If the male kobolds were the only inhabitants, we would have just gone in with all guns blazing and killed them all. Including women and children in the equation changed things for me. We waited until night and made our approach. Since Yitri knew exactly where they were, we followed her into the woods. Rhonda and I couldn't climb trees like her, so we needed to use trees and foliage to hide our location. Yitri leaped from tree to tree, silently and gracefully. It was amazing to see her in action. She'd move forward two trees, and then motion for us to continue. It was one hell of a tactical advantage. The only thing I was worried about was the kobold's increased olfactory sensitivity. I didn't want them to attack before I saw the layout of the camp. The glow of the campfire became more and more brilliant the closer we got. We heard mumbles and hissing from the little monsters. I had yet to hear what a kobold sounded like, so I didn't know what to think. Were they aware that something was coming? We had to trust that Yitri would watch our backs completely.

      "Pssst, Rhonda."

      "Yes, John," Rhonda whispered as she crouched behind a bush.

      I pointed in the direction to her left. "You need to go around that way, and I'll go this way. Got it?"

      She nodded and began to crouch-walk from cover to cover as she went to her left. I motioned for Yitri to follow her.

      I sneaked to the right of the camp. Nonetheless, I wasn't as stealthy as she was. I had to be extra careful not to make a lot of noise. I was very conscientious of my foot placement. I didn't want any snapping of twigs or loud leaf rustling. The smoke from the campfire and meat roasting on a rotisserie must have masked our scent. The kobolds had no clue we were stalking them. Every few steps I'd peek through a crack in the foliage to look at the kobolds. All nine of the male marauders were sitting around the fire. They appeared to be drinking ale as they anxiously awaited their meal that sizzled on the fire. The women were not near the fire. I glimpsed them sitting on two logs in the camp's corner, close to my side. I wasn't familiar with kobold society at all, but it looked like they were being forced to separate from the men. There were two that appeared to be breastfeeding kobold babies. They were much younger than I was expecting.

      "Fuck," I whispered to myself.

      A few yards away from the women, I saw two more kobold younglings. They were much older, but I'd still classify them as children. They looked to be playing some sort of game together.

      I heard a loud grunt from one of the male kobolds around the fire. He angrily waved for one of the female kobolds to come over. She was one of the two that didn't have a baby in her arms. She hesitantly walked toward the kobold that called for her. As she got within a few yards of him, he waved his metal mug and hissed. The female nodded and grabbed a large jug of liquid from a tent. I assumed that this was the ale that they were drinking. As she wobbled back to the fire, all the other kobolds gulped down their remaining drink and waved for her to pour them more. As she moved around to each male, she lost her footing and fell forward onto the forest floor. The clay jug that held the ale shattered, and all the ale went on the ground.

      The male kobolds became enraged. They raised their fists in the air and kicked her on the ground viciously. They screeched and hissed as they continued to pummel her. She screamed in pain as each kick pulverized her little body. The other women saw what was happening and screamed. They promptly got to their feet and hurried to the far side of the camp in fear. To my horror, two of the male kobolds lifted the female that shattered the ale jug and threw her into the campfire. The screeches of agony chilled me to the bone. It was a savage scene of depravity as they raised their fists in the air and jumped up and down while she was cooked alive...all for spilling some fucking beer. The female kobolds looked like they were crying in the corner. It was a horrible scene, but it told the tale of kobold society. I didn't think the females would care one iota if we killed all the men...at least I didn't think so. Two of the male kobolds appeared to still be enraged by the loss of their beer. It also pissed them off that the females had moved out of their sight.

      "Rawr, ahhh, ooook," yelled one of the male kobolds as he pulled a dagger from his belt. He walked toward the location of the terrified women.

      Suddenly, I heard Rhonda speak from my flank and scare the ever-loving shit out of me. "John, I've had enough of this shit. We need to do something."

      I took two deep breaths from my fright and nodded. "I agree, let's attack. I don't really have a plan. Just kill the fuckers and leave the women and children alone."

      I also hadn't noticed that Yitri was in the tree directly behind us. "John, I'm ready. I'll follow your lead."

      I nodded and charged my body in pink myst aura. I hurdled over the foliage that stood in front of me and blitzed toward the closest kobold.

      "Yaaaaaaaa!" I yelled as I delivered a lightning-fast superman punch to the head of the lizard dog creature. I felt my fist cave into the skull of the kobold before he launched several yards away.

      The girls followed me and attacked the others. Rhonda used her mystblade technique, and Yitri used her newly gained myststaff technique. It was a thin pole that looked like the bo that Donatello used from the old Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles cartoons from my childhood. The first three that were killed had no clue what even hit them. The others pulled their weapons and wobbled toward us. They were like sheep being led to the slaughter. All three of us engaged immediately and completely overwhelmed the small unskilled creatures. Blood, teeth, and bone rained in the camp from the devastation of the kobold's bodies. The women and children cowered behind a log. We could hear the children cry as we exterminated the men. All nine of the monsters were dead within a few minutes of our attack.

      
        
        You have killed 4 male kobold warriors!

        You have received 400 myst energy!

        You have completed a quest!

        You have followed the orders of the Cosmic Observator and exterminated the Kobold threat to the leper colony. The innocent citizens of Crawling Rock will no longer be terrorized and stolen from!

        You have gained 600 myst energy to be divided equally between all three party members!

      

      

      "Fuck, I got blood on my gi. Ugh!" Rhonda pouted.

      The compassionate Yitri immediately approached the terrified women and children. She de-energized and meandered toward them with her hands in the air.

      "We won't hurt you. I promise you. Do not attack," Yitri said in a calming yet stern voice.

      One of the women that held a baby spoke to the beautiful felinia. "I come out, you no hurt?"

      "I promise, we won't harm you," Yitri replied softly.

      The female kobold climbed over the log and hesitantly approached the cat woman. The female was only three feet and a half feet tall. She wore a dress that was basically rags and no shoes. Her skin was a darker blue with what looked like bruises on her arms and face.

      Yitri got down on one knee and covered her heart with her right hand. "I'm sorry you had to see that. They were wicked men, and they were hurting and stealing from the sick people of Crawling Rock. We had to stop them. Were they your husbands? Brothers?"

      The kobold shook her head quickly. "No, they bad. They take us. We no want to come. They throw Tookie into the fire. Very bad."

      Yitri moved closer with her hands out. "We saw that, and I'm so sorry. They were very bad. You are safe now."

      A tear fell from the kobold's enormous eye. "Thank you, much. We are free. We go home."

      I walked toward Yitri slowly. The kobold gasped and stepped back in fear.

      I stopped immediately. "No, no. I'm sorry. I won't come any closer."

      Yitri turned to me and nodded, and then looked back at the female. "He's a good man. He won't hurt you."

      The kobold nodded, but she didn't break eye contact with me.

      "How far is home?" I asked.

      "Two days walk, dat way," the kobold pointed north.

      "Will you be okay to go back? Do you have food?" I asked as I knelt.

      The kobold woman shook her head. "Only food have, they steal. You take back."

      "Listen, please take enough food and water to return to your home. It will be okay," I replied as I pointed toward the stolen wooden crates.

      "Yes, good," the kobold replied with a new expression of hope.

      "Does your village have more evil men that are going to return to steal from Crawling Rock?" I asked as I stood back to my feet.

      "No, good kobold village. These bad kobold," the woman creature pointed angrily at the slaughtered men.

      I nodded and smiled. "Okay, very good. Take some food, and we will leave you alone to return to your village. What is the name of your village?"

      "No, you follow, you kill village," the kobold murmured.

      Yitri shook her head rapidly. "No, we won't bother your village. Your village is safe. Don't worry."

      "She's right. We won't hurt your village. I promise," I added.

      Rhonda broke her silence. "This is so sad. Do we need to help them get back to their village? Will they be okay?"

      Rhonda had an enormous heart that she wore on her sleeve, and I loved that about her.

      “We have to get these supplies back to Crawling Rock, but I do have an idea that I think will work. We just have to ask Lashar."

      "Oh my God, that is a good idea. He can fly them home. They're small creatures and should be able to fit just fine. Yay, I'm so excited," replied a very giddy Rhonda.

      "Well, we have to ask Lashar first, but I don't see why he'd refuse. It shouldn't be a long journey for him."
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      As we traveled the last leg of the mountain road to Crawling Rock, we could see the tiny village in the distance. We made great time on our journey back. Rhonda and Yitri sat with me on the bench as I controlled the horse the best I could. I wasn't an equestrian by any stretch, but I had spent summers on my grandfather's farm. I spent some time with his horses, and that experience paid off in our current situation. The three remaining female kobolds and their children were quiet on the trip, however, they were thankful for our help. They were apprehensive about climbing on the back of a large celestial eagle, but they seemed to trust us when we told them they would be okay. We entered the village to some strange looks from the lepers. The sight of kobolds in the wagon frightened them. Yitri explained in her calming way that they were innocent women with children to take care of. The healer from the temple was still there and was thrilled with the return of the supplies and the news that we had dealt with the thieves. He was unsure about our decision to bring the kobold women back with us, but he came around the more he looked at the children in the wagon.

      Lashar was waiting for our return, and he stood in the village center in all his majesty. "Welcome, my friends. Thank the Ancient Ones that you were not hurt. What do we have here?" Lashar bobbed his head to point at the kobold passengers.

      "Funny you should ask, we have a favor to ask of you," I said with a sly grin.

      "I'm listening."

      I motioned to my kobold passengers. "These are innocent women and children who were abducted by those poachers. They live up north in a village called Northgulch. Will you be kind enough to fly them back there? We didn't like the thoughts of these ladies on the road with children for the two-day walk. I figured you could take them in no time. I'm sorry to presume that you’d do this, but I had to ask."

      "Hmmm, I've never been to Northgulch, but I know where it is located. I'll be happy to return our new friends to their home. It will take no time at all. Then I'll return and take you three back to the temple."

      Rhonda clapped and ran to Lashar to give him a big hug around his soft white neck. "You are the best Lashar. I feel so much better knowing they won't be by themselves."

      "You’re the best, my friend. Thank you for doing this," I added with a smile.

      Yitri turned toward the kobolds. "Okay, my friends. Our friend Lashar is going to take you home. He's wonderful and will take good care of you. Don't be afraid, you will be perfectly safe with him."
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      We spent the night in Crawling Rock before heading back to the Temple of the Weeping Sun. It was getting late, and we were tired from our kobold adventure. Lashar had left to take the kobold women and children back to their town. He suspected an hour there and an hour back would be the travel time. I must say that I had some apprehension about spending the night in a leper colony. I felt shallow, but nonetheless, it was a source of anxiety for me.  I didn’t want us to contract this terrible disease. They directed us to the cottage that the temple healer stayed in on each visit. Only he stayed there, so they assured us we would be safe from infection. The cottage was two stories and made of wood and stone. It was rustic but charming all at once. The cottage was basic on the inside with little decor or style. There was a table and chairs along with a sofa in the den area. We walked upstairs to a room with only one bed. It was surprisingly large, but I didn't want to make the women uncomfortable. I had made love to them both, but I didn't want to just assume that they would want me to sleep with them.

      "Alright, you ladies take the bed, and I'll sleep on the floor."

      Yitri and Rhonda looked at each other, and then looked at me. They laughed at me loudly, causing my cheeks to redden.

      "John, don't be silly. You will sleep on the bed with us," replied Yitri with a smile.

      "Yeah, you may get roaches in your ass if you lay on the floor. That would be gross," Rhonda said with a stink eye.

      I crossed my arms. "Are you sure? I don't want to make anyone uncomfortable."

      "Umm, John, I don't know if you remember or not, but you have had sex with us both. I don't think we will be uncomfortable sharing a bed with you," Rhonda smiled.

      Yitri's face reddened as she giggled.

      "Ooookay, so you both know about that, eh?"

      "Yeah, what made you think we didn't?" Rhonda asked with an eyebrow raised. "We also know that you spent the night with Veronica too. Ladies talk about this stuff."

      "You've been busy, John," Yitri narrowed her eyes and chuckled.

      I stuttered. "Yeah, well...yeah."

      "It's okay, John. You're a single man with three women throwing themselves at you...three desirable women if I say so myself," Rhonda replied playfully.

      I shook my head and smiled. "I can't disagree with you. All of you are fucking goddesses. Even though I’ve slept with both of you, it meant the world to me. I want you to understand that."

      "As with you, John," Yitri smiled and nodded.

      Rhonda's eyes widened. "Speaking of Veronica, we need her to tag along with us sometime. I think she is getting bored being Hektor's assistant all the time. I love her."

      Yitri nodded. "I agree, she is amazing. You have a yes vote from me."

      I cleared my throat to get the point across that I wanted to change subjects. The thought of adding another gorgeous woman to the party was overwhelming. How the hell do they expect me to focus?

      "Now that we have gotten the sleeping arrangements squared away, we need to figure supper out. I've plenty of jerky in my pouch. Will that be fine with you two? God bless the people in Crawling Rock, but I really don't want to get food from the colony."

      "Wow, John. You are like extremely shallow," Rhonda raised her voice toward me. "I can't believe you'd say something like that. Gawd!!"

      "Fuck," I mumbled to myself.

      Rhonda grinned at me. "Relax, I'm just kidding with you."

      "I think that would be a wise course of action, John. Leprosy here in Crawling Rock is very contagious. We want to make wise decisions," Yitri replied as she walked toward the upstairs window. "They're here by themselves for a reason. May the Ancient Ones bless them and keep them."

      "It's sad. I wish there were something more we could do for them," I added.

      Yitri turned back toward me and smiled. "Me too, but there is no cure. If you can get a talented healer to someone who was just infected you have a chance to cure them, but that isn't always possible."
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      As the sun went behind the mountains, we lit some candles and ate our jerky.

      "Girls, I have some more if you want some," I told them as I showed the pile of jerky I had left.

      Yitri held out her hand and shook her head. "No, thank you. I'm full. A bit of jerky goes a long way with me. You eat some more and rebuild your strength."

      "Yeah, John....fuel those big muscles," Rhonda chuckled and winked.

      I sighed and put another strip in my mouth. "I don't mind if I do, ladies. If we want to keep the gun show going, I need to get some protein."

      I held up a finger and looked in my pouch. "I almost forgot, I've a bit of whiskey in a flask. A friendly fellow from Midori slipped me some on my way out of town as a thank you."

      I pulled out a shiny flask that sparkled in the candlelight. I twisted off the cap and took a quick swig, then passed it to Rhonda. Azuran whiskey was strong. My esophagus burned like crazy all the way down to my stomach. I coughed and shook my head quickly.

      "Wonderful stuff, huh?" Rhonda drank a swallow and passed it to Yitri.

      The cat girl took a huge gulp and didn't flinch at all from the potency.

      My eyes widened, and I nodded at the pink-haired beauty. "Damn, felinia girls can handle their whiskey, I see."

      Yitri shrugged with a grin. "I guess so. It burns a bit, but no big deal."

      We passed the flask around two more times before I put the cap back on and placed it back in my pouch.

      "I'm getting a nice buzz, I must say," Rhonda said as she stood and moved her hips like an exotic dancer. "You wanna dance, Yitri?”  Rhonda extended her hand to the felinia as she shook her perfect ass at me.

      "Rhonda, there is no music," Yitri replied as she was pulled to her feet.

      Rhonda hummed s song. "Here's some music for you!"

      They both danced provocatively in front of one another. It was fucking hot.

      Rhonda curled her finger toward me. "Get your ass up and dance with us."

      "I don't dance. I do like watching you two dance. Carry on."

      Yitri stuck her bottom lip out. "John, you're no fun."

      "I like to think I'm rather fun, actually. I just don't dance. Believe me you should thank me for not doing that."

      Yitri stuck her tongue out and started looking at Rhonda again. They continued dancing to no music other than their light hums for a while.

      After the ladies had their feel of dancing, they both sighed heavily and plopped onto the bed. They both winked at me and patted the mattress between them.

      "We promise not to bite. We just want some cuddles before we go to sleep," Rhonda smiled at me, and then looked at Yitri.

      "I love cuddles," Yitri added with a sly grin.

      I stood to my feet and stretched. I took my shirt off but left my pants on. The ladies let out some funny catcalls.

      "I'm not trying to send a message. I just prefer to sleep shirtless. Settle down ladies," I smirked as I dove between the two bombshells.

      Both moved under my arms and put a hand on my chest. We all let out a groan in unison as we felt our tired muscles relax at once.

      "This is nice," Yitri purred as she snuggled closer.

      My god, their hair smelled amazing. I rubbed each of them lightly on their backs, which elicited more squirms and moans. All three of us yawned at the same time, and each of us closed our eyes and exhaled.

      "Good night ladies, sleep well."

      They were gone before they had a chance to respond.
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      The sky was cool as we soared back to the Temple of the Weeping Sun.  We left early, and the girls were not morning people, so there was not much conversation on our trip home. There was some chit chat between myself and Lashar, the celestial eagle, about certain sights that I saw.  It amazed me at his knowledge of Azura.  He was nice enough to swoop down for closer looks at certain areas that caught my eye more than others.  He flew so close to the Emerald Falls that I felt the mist from the water, and we rocketed through the Skystone Canyon and to the Divine Star mountain range.  It was one of the most exhilarating experiences of my life.  The helicopter ride I took that went over the Grand Canyon years ago had nothing on this ride with Lashar.  I didn’t want the flight to end, but unfortunately, the celestial eagle had business to tend to elsewhere.  He dropped us off at the top of the temple, and we said our goodbyes.  

      “I fucking love that bird,” I said as I held my hand over my eyes to block out the sun as I watched Lashar fly away.

      “He’s cool and all, but my stomach is churning like crazy.  I may puke.  We need to get inside near the bathroom in case I need to spew,” Rhonda said as she placed her right hand on her stomach.

      “I’m sorry, Rhonda.  Please take this herb I have in my pouch. It will help you with the nausea,” Yitri replied as she dug through her small leather pouch attached to her waist.

      Rhonda sighed as she looked at the purple leaf given to her by the cat girl.  She placed it in her mouth and chewed.  “You are a lifesaver, Yitri.  Thank you.”

      Yitri smiled and clapped.  “I’m happy I could help. I love making people feel better!”

      “I don’t know about you girls, but I could go for a big bowl of pork and rice.  What do you say we head down to the chow hall?”  

      We heard a familiar voice call out from the stairwell.  It was the gorgeous Veronica smiling and waving at us. “It’s good to have you back!  I hope everything went well.”

      “Yeah, we’re good.  The bad guys were easy to take care of,” I replied as I walked over to embrace the dark-haired beauty.  I couldn’t help but take a whiff of her intoxicating hair as it frolicked in the breeze.  

      I kissed her on the cheek as I pulled away, which surprised her, but she gave a smile that told me she loved the gesture.

      “The Cosmic Observator would like to see you at once.  I hope you didn’t have any other plans,” Veronica announced to us all.

      We all sighed but followed with a smile.

      “We were going to get some breakfast, but we’ll be thrilled to make a pit stop to see Hektor, eh, girls?” I asked as I smirked at the girls as they glistened in the sunlight that pierced through the clouds.

      “Of course,” Yitri replied in her always positive tone.

      “Yeah, I guess,” Rhonda said with a yawn.
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        * * *

      

      We entered the chambers of the Cosmic Observator a few minutes later.  He was standing in the center of the room with his hands behind his back, smiling. “Fantastic, you returned in one piece.  How was your quest?”

      We filled him in on all the details, which pleased him immensely.

      “We were glad to help the lepers, but I wish we could do more to comfort them.  I can’t imagine dealing with what they deal with daily,” Yitri added.

      Hektor nodded and exhaled. “Yes, I’m very concerned about their wellbeing as well.  Unfortunately, we can't heal leprosy.  We can do so many things, but that we can't do.  We can only provide medicines to help their quality of life.  As a matter of fact, I'll see what I can do to increase the supplies we send to the area.  How does that sound?”

      “That sounds great, master,” I replied with a quick bow.

      “Saul won't be joining us.  He's attending to a special matter for me in Bloodlake.  He will be back in two days,” Hektor said with a nod.

      “Shoot, I wanted to see that shiny, bald head.  I’ll have to wait, I guess,” I chuckled as I looked at Yitri.

      Rhonda sighed and shook her head. “You’re so bad.”

      “What?” I chirped and laughed.

      “Master, you wanted to see us,” Yitri exhaled and interjected.

      “Ms. Mazue, that’s correct.  I wanted to thank you and congratulate you on a job well done.  I've a gift for each of you. Veronica, please,” Hektor motioned for the brunette to gather something.

      Veronica sauntered over to us with a wooden tray carrying three scrolls closed by a wax seal.  She stopped beside Hektor and smiled at all of us.  Hektor picked up one scroll and held each end with both hands.  Yitri appeared to be the lucky first recipient of the tray of prizes.  My curiosity piqued, and my heart beat a little faster.  I hoped it would be something interesting and useful. The pink-haired cat girl received the scroll from Hektor and smiled.  She paused for the okay to open it.

      “Each of you will get something different.  Yitri, please open.”

      She carefully broke the seal and slowly opened the cream-colored paper.  When she saw what it was, she placed her left hand over her mouth and gasped.  A lone tear spilled from the corner of her right eye and slowly descended her soft skin.

      “It’s a Gods’ Eye.  I can’t believe it,” Yitri cried.

      Rhonda and I had enormous smiles on our faces as we saw the joy that filled the cat girl.

      “You deserve one of these.  You are very appreciated here at the temple.  This is a small token of my appreciation. I hope it is sufficient.”

      “Gods, it’s just perfect. Thank you, master,” Yitri bowed as she wiped her beautiful blue eyes.

      Hektor smiled and nodded as he grabbed the next scroll from the wooden tray and brought it to Rhonda. “This is for you, Ms. Jensen.”

      Rhonda was quicker and less gentle with her reception of the gift.  “Oh damn, Mystblade Throw. Sick.”

      “Pardon me,” Hektor replied with a brow raised.

      Rhonda giggled. “No, it is just another way of saying awesome.  Well, back on Earth it is.”

      “It is always interesting learning the slang of other worlds.  Sick means awesome on Earth? Fascinating,” replied Hektor.

      “Well, not all the time...nevermind. Thank you,” Rhonda nodded and backed back in line.

      Hektor retrieved the last scroll and brought it over to me with a smile.  “Last but certainly not least.”

      I softly broke the red wax seal and held my breath as I unrolled the parchment.

      

      Supernova Technique 

      
        	Mantis Rank is required

        	At least one Savant level core is required

        	You can charge your entire body with myst energy to build attack power, speed, and defense. 

        	You are vulnerable to attack during the charge process. You must take that into account when using Supernova.  

        	Your immediate surroundings can be damaged by the sudden burst of energy

        	As you ascend to higher ranks, the time to charge will lessen, and the energy will become more powerful and last for a longer duration.

        	You can upgrade this technique to its maximum level of 3.

      

      My eyes widened, and I shook my head. “This is overwhelming.  Thank you.”

      “You are welcome, Mr. LeBrock.”

      “I can’t wait to get to Mantis to use this. I have got to get to work,” I replied as I stared at the parchment.

      “It definitely motivates you to keep up the intensity of your training,” Hektor smiled and shrugged.

      “Keep up the intensity? I'm going to work harder than ever before.”

      “Just make sure to not overexert yourself. Does the saying slow and steady wins the race apply here?  I heard that from an earthling before.”

      Rhonda laughed.  “I don’t think John believes that.  He's going to work his ass off now.”

      “We will make sure he behaves master,” Yitri interjected softly as she winked at me.

      “Come on guys, I’m not that driven, am I?”
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      After receiving our generous gifts, we went to the chow hall to fill our growling bellies.  Veronica tagged along which was awesome.  We scarfed our rice and pork down like we had not eaten for weeks.  The cool, crisp water from the Weeping Sun waterfall tasted perfect and quenched our growing thirst.  Veronica sat with us with her eyes wide watching us devour our meals.  She only ate a few bites of her own, and I promptly took the bowl and finished the hot contents.  After we finished eating, we engaged in some light conversation.  I'll admit I felt pretty good sitting there with three jaw dropping beauties.  I glanced around the room to see other men admiring me, and it put a smile on my face.

      “That was so good.  I can’t believe how hungry I was.  Pork and rice don’t do it for me normally, but I ate that shit up,” Rhonda exhaled and attempted to hold in a belch.

      Yitri drank a swallow of her water and placed the wet glass onto the table. “Yes, it was amazing.”  The condensation ran down the glass and started a puddle on the table.  The sight of this caused me to drink another large swallow.

      Any aches and pains that I had subsided from the mystical water.  The Weeping Sun waterfall was said to have healing capabilities, and I believed it did completely.

      “You’ve been quiet,” I whispered to Veronica.

      She looked at me, and I could see her cheeks redden. “I’m just not the greatest in social situations with several people.  I’m sorry if I'm coming off wrong. I’m enjoying myself and your company.”

      “Okay, I just wanted to make sure.  We’re all friends here,” I replied.

      “Some a little closer than others,” Veronica murmured with a narrow grin.

      I caught a dash of jealousy in those words, but I chose not to pursue it any further.  Veronica and I had been intimate before we left on our quest.  I don’t think she was comfortable with my relationships with two other women.  I’ll admit, I still find it kind of weird, but Yitri and Rhonda didn’t have a problem with it, so I don’t have a problem with it.  I have feelings for all three of the women, but I wasn’t in the mood for playing games.  I enjoyed their company, but my focus was on my training first and foremost.  This new skill I received just fueled my desire to ascend even quicker than before.  This Supernova technique sounded so fucking awesome, and I just had to get to Mantis soon, or I was going to die.  Not literally, but I felt that way.

      “This has been nice, but I've a shift at the infirmary starting soon. I need to get there and get dressed properly. I’ll see you guys later,” Yitri said with sad eyes as she stood with her empty bowl.

      “Yeah, that sounds good to me. I’m down for anything tonight,” Rhonda replied with lustful eyes directed at me.

      Yitri placed three fingers over her mouth to stifle a giggle.  She then turned to return her bowl, glass, and utensils to the kitchen to be washed.  I glanced at that round ass bounce as she walked away.  It was too long evidently because Rhonda elbowed me in the side.

      “Ouch, what?” I asked with a raised brow.

      “You know what, goofball,” Rhonda playfully narrowed her eyes.

      “I must get back.  Thanks for inviting me to eat with you all,” Veronica interjected with some nervousness.

      “You want to meet up with us tonight?  I have some libations I swiped from the kitchen a while back.  We could do some drinking and other things perhaps,” Rhonda winked at her.

      “Umm, thanks for the invite, but I'll turn in early tonight,” replied Veronica as she stood from the table.

      “Come on, don’t worry about these other things Rhonda is talking about.  We can just hang out.  I don’t know about the drinking part for me at least, but we’ll have fun.”

      “You are so drinking,” Rhonda’s jaw dropped.  “You don’t have a choice.”

      I looked at her with narrowed eyes.  “I always have a choice.  You guys are trying to corrupt me.”

      “Always,” Rhonda smirked as she punched me in the bicep.

      “I’ll think about it, how’s that?” Veronica asked hesitantly.

      “That sounds great, hopefully you’ll decide to come.  Shit, where am I coming?” I turned to Rhonda and asked.

      Rhonda laughed.  “You can...come wherever you want.”

      “Yeah, I walked right into that one,” I shook my head.  “But seriously, where?”

      “We’ll meet in the courtyard after supper and head to the lake.  We can start a fire or something.” 

      “The lake?”

      “Yeah, Sapphire lake is a mile that way,” Rhonda replied.  It surprised her I hadn’t heard of the place.

      “Sounds interesting,” I said and turned to Veronica who still stood held her tray. “Sounds good to you?”

      “I'll try to make it,” Veronica replied with a narrow smile.

      “Yay,” Rhonda clapped lightly with a huge smile.
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        * * *

      

      A couple hours later I had made my way to the cliffs I had come to love and use regularly for my cultivation sessions. It was beautiful and peaceful and away from the hustle and bustle at the temple. I also needed time away from my female companions. I cared for them deeply, but they could be a distraction that would serve as a stumbling block to my training. 

      I had found a boulder that hung off the edge of the cliff where I would sit and close my eyes to focus on my cores and work them to perfect efficiency. My cores were slowly expanding, and the myst turbulence was becoming, faster, but I was able to control it. I had worked on what they called bone weaving. I concentrated on each bone in my body and branched smaller pathways off the main pathways. My main pathways were rivers, and the small pathways served as tributaries. As one could imagine, this process was a lengthy one. There were 206 bones, and I was determined to weave every one of them. I focused on my arms and hands first. Then I moved onto my legs and feet. These parts were the only successful weaved bones so far. I planned to work on my skull and face next. 

      I had been told by Saul and Hektor that this was something to not focus on at Viper rank. In their opinion, I was too consumed in cultivation and training, and I'd burn myself out. Ultimately, they didn’t know me completely and understand my work ethic and thought process. I had always been driven to be the best. Being on the third rung of ascension was not acceptable in my mind. Even though people felt I was crazy to think I'd eventually become Phoenix rank, it just fueled my fire. I trained harder and harder. I enjoyed my training, but I wanted more opportunities to put my skills into action. There wasn’t enough sparring at the temple for my tastes. I longed for physical contact. I longed to learn my weakness, so I could fix them and make them go away. I wanted it all, and I was determined to make that happen one way or another. I had concluded that I'd have to leave the temple eventually to make my dreams a reality. 

      Saul was a brilliant teacher, but I would surpass him in due time which would be sooner rather than later. At times, I felt that he was holding me back which would become a problem. I didn’t want to become a conceited ass, but eventually, I may have to do so. 

      “John, I figured you might be here,” a voice came from behind me.

      I turned to see Tan LaRusso. He was a Viper that used to be my enemy, but we had become friends since our battle weeks ago where I helped in saving Macchio, his brother. I was happy to see him. I was usually irritated when my cultivation was disturbed, but it was good to talk with someone that wasn’t female.

      I smiled warmly and waved him over. “What’s up man, it’s been a while. What can I do for you?”

      “I wanted to see where you cultivated. I spoke with Yitri. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “No, not at all. This place is free to use by whoever needs it if they get the hell out of my way when I want to,” I laughed. However, there was some truth behind my remark.

      Tan smiled and looked over the edge and nodded. “That’s quite a drop.”

      “It’s good to see you, but I don’t think you’re here just to chat.”

      “Only partly, I was hoping to spar with you. I want to see what I can do against the temple’s best Viper.”

      “Sounds good my man, there’s a clearing through those trees where we’ll have some room,” I replied as I pointed to my right.

      It was a huge clearing that would give us plenty of room to do what needed to be done. As you ascended, the more room you needed to use all the weapons and skills in your repertoire. The octagon on Earth would not be fit for a Firefly rank cultivator. 

      “So, what limits do you need?” I asked with my arms crossed.

      “Limits?” Tan responded with a brow raised.

      “This is sparring, but do you want a pussy sparring session or a real man’s session?” I asked with a smirk. “A real man’s session could result in a visit to the infirmary.  A pussy session won’t, hopefully.”

      Tan paused and thought hard about my question. He remembered our duel in the Necrodome weeks ago. I had become much better since then as he had too, I was sure. I was certain he was still beneath my abilities though, and I didn’t want to hurt him too badly. However, the sparring session wouldn’t be beneficial for either of us if we held back.

      “A real man session,” Tan nodded hesitantly.

      “Okay, last chance to back out,” I grinned as I moved into a fighting stance.

      Tan laughed. “You are a lot cockier now and are very sure of yourself.”

      “You can’t show weakness. I learned that back on Earth. I'm still pissed about my one loss.”

      “One loss?”

      “Yep, and that is way too many. So, do you want to reassess your decision for real man sparring?”

      “I’m good. Let’s do it.”

      I shrugged and breathed in and out. I activated my cores and sent myst blazing down my pathways. Tan’s eyes widened at the sudden burst of energy. He had not reached that level of control yet.

      Even though I clarified that this wouldn’t be a pussy session, I didn’t want to hurt him too severely. Unfortunately, he'd go to the infirmary though. It took him a bit longer to get ready. I waited to attack, which was generous of me. Anyone else would have been on the ground with a caved-in chest from the bottom of my foot.

      “You have to work on being quicker with core and limb activation. You aren’t cultivating enough in your spare time. I spared you to be nice, but there won’t be any more passes.”

      Tan scowled, and I could tell that he knew I was right, but he didn’t like it being pointed out to him. Tan charged forward with a flurry of strikes that were blocked by me easily. I lied about holding back. There were openings for me to strike, but I held back. I was irritated with my compassion. This wasn’t helping him at all. Saul had no problem beating my ass, and I shouldn’t do Tan a disservice by coddling him.

      I landed a front kick into his gut, and the air exited his lungs like a racehorse from the gates at the Kentucky Derby. He bent over and I performed a spinning heel kick to the side of his head, launching him to my right twenty yards. Dammit if I didn’t hold back again, MMA me would have pounced on top of him and beat the shit out of him.

      Tan rolled to his left and sprung to his feet woozy from the shot to the head. He blinked multiple times and raised his hands into position. “I thought you weren’t holding back. Maybe you're the pussy.”

      I smiled and motioned for him to attack. Tan was smart and didn’t attack. We locked eyes and moved in a circle, waiting for someone to attack. Dust rose from our feet as the wind from the cliffs blew through our hair. I grew impatient and went on the attack with a jump kick. He dove under me. As soon as my feet hit the ground, I blitzed behind him and performed an open palm strike between Tan’s shoulder blades. He slammed face first to the ground. I launched toward his back, prepared to hammer fist him in the back of the head until he was unconscious. Tan rapidly flipped to his back and kicked upward into my gut with ferocity. I felt two ribs crack, and I splattered on my back. I coughed up blood and attempted to recuperate the air that had violently left my lungs. I had the wherewithal to kick Tan’s legs out from under him, and he fell flat to his back. I struck the fallen Viper with a punishing karate chop to his face.  Tan’s nose shattered and blood spewed from the nostrils.  Tan screamed in agony and rolled over quickly and stood to his feet.  I was slower because of my broken ribs.  We both had broken bones now and would visit the infirmary.

      “Do you yield?” I asked with one arm in a fighting position and one covering my bashed ribs.”

      “Yield?  It looks like you're in worse shape than I,” Tan replied as blood poured down his face and dripped from his chin to the ground below.  He wiped the blood off with the back of his hand, but it was futile.  His nose required medical attention, or it wouldn’t stop bleeding anytime soon.

      I focused on my cores and struggled to push myst into my injuries to help me get through the rest of this session.  It would help some, but I'd still be in crap tons of pain.  I raised my other arm that was covering my ribs into position.

      I blitzed directly in front of him and struck him with the back of my right forearm near the elbow, and then I punched him in the gut with my left.  He staggered backwards but was still able to execute a front kick to my injured ribs.  Inconceivable pain tore through my body as the broken ribs shattered even more, stabbing into internal organs.  Tan performed a spinning heel kick directed at my head, but I raised my arm to block the impact.  I swept the grounded leg out from under him, and then ax kicked him in the gut.  I dropped to my knees, causing another ripple of agony in my torso and began punching him in the face.  After three vicious strikes, Tan tapped the ground to yield.  I stopped the momentum of my fourth strike just a few millimeters from his deformed nose.

      I sat down on the ground and moaned in pain.  I had a coughing fit and blood spewed out of my lungs onto the back of my hand.  “Fuck, this is going to be a long and painful trip back to the temple.  Holy shit.  I’m impressed.  I underestimated you, and now I’m paying the price.”

      Tan tried to speak, but he struggled to get anything out but groans.  Blood puddled onto the ground from what was left of his nose.  After a few deep breaths, Tan muttered. “You knocked out two of my teeth. Shit.”

      “You wanted the non-pussy sparring session, so this shit happens.  I've got to get back before something ruptures, and I bleed out here in the fucking woods,” I replied with a cringe.

      “Thank you for the session.  I definitely have a ways to go in my training,” Tan announced somberly.

      “We both learned something.  I needed to learn to never underestimate an opponent.  Thank you for teaching me that,” I said as I stood to my feet and held out my hand to help Tan up.

      He grasped my hand, and I pulled him upward, which ignited another explosion of pain in my ribs.
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      Yitri was not amused as she walked in the infirmary room to see me lying broken on the bed. “Why would a sparring match result in five broken ribs and lacerations of internal organs?”

      “Maybe we have different sparring definitions,” I replied with a small smile that evolved into a cringe. “You should see the other guy.”

      “I have.  His nose was almost liquefied from the damage.  Tan’s jaw has a hairline fracture, and he has two teeth missing,” Yitri said with irritation.

      This was the first time since meeting Yitri that I saw her pissed at me.  It was cute.

      “Well, I gave him the choice of a man’s sparring match or a pussy’s sparring match.  He chose the former.”

      “He chose the stupid choice.  Sparring shouldn't cause these kinds of injuries.  You are lucky that you didn’t bleed out internally before you made it back.  There will be plenty of situations where you will put your life on the line.  There is no reason to do that in a sparring match.  Please make better decisions in the future.”

      “I think it is cute seeing you angry,” I replied, but regretted when I saw the scowl on her face.

      “I’m too angry to heal you.  I'll send someone else,” Yitri growled and stomped out of the room.

      I chuckled and groaned from the pain.  “Okay, be that way.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours after I was worked on by a fat guy named Born, I was discharged.  As I placed my feet on the floor and slipped my shoes on there was still some dull pain, but I was feeling much better.

      I heard some quick steps headed toward my room. I braced myself for another spat with Yitri, but I saw the long-haired brunette look at me with a smirk.  “I just heard.  Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, are you going to bitch at me too?”

      Rhonda crossed her arms under her breasts, pushing them up.  “I should, but you're a big boy and can make your own decisions even if they’re stupid.”

      “Fair enough, I’m headed back to the dorm to sleep this off.”

      Rhonda huffed and rolled her eyes. “So, you won't go to our little campfire at the lake?  Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Ugh, I forgot about that.  I’ll take a rain check,” I replied as I stood gingerly.

      “The hell you are. You are going. I've been looking forward to this. You’re going,” she said as she stepped forward.

      “Yeah, I don’t take orders,” I raised a brow and embraced her which caused me to cringe at the pain.

      “Please, John, it’ll be fun,” she replied with her plump bottom lip out.

      I sighed and nodded.  “Alright, I'm napping first, and then I'll be on my way.  Non-negotiable.”

      “Okay, I guess. Yitri and I'll go wake you later.”

      “Two beautiful women coming to my dorm room.  That sounds dangerous,” I smirked at the brunette.

      “It is kind of dangerous, but you're injured...right?” Rhonda replied with sarcasm.
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        * * *

      

      I made my way back to my dorm room and plopped on my bed and let out a loud, satisfied exhale. “Hmm, that’s nice.”

      I was out like a light seconds later falling into a deep sleep.

      A knock at my door awoke me, and I slowly flipped my legs out of the bed onto the floor.  I stood and stretched as I walked to the door, shirtless with just my boxers on.

      “John! Get up, lazy pants!” a muffled Rhonda yelled through the door.

      “Fuck, I’m coming. Chill.”

      I turned the doorknob and opened the door to two gorgeous women.  Rhonda stood with a white tank top and a skirt that went halfway down her thighs.  The top was tight, showing her tits in all their glory.  The cleavage was on point, and her tits poured out the top of the shirt.  Yitri smiled as her ears fluttered.  Her blue eyes pierced directly into my soul.  She wore a tight leather dress that was even shorter than Rhonda’s.  

      “Damn, you two look fucking amazing.  Come on in while I throw some clothes on.”

      “You look good yourself.  Damn, you're really getting buff and shredded.  All that training is paying off in spades,” Rhonda said with lustful eyes.

      “John, I need to look at those ribs before you put your shirt back on.  Have a seat on the bed,” Yitri instructed.

      “Sounds like a plan, Ms. Mazue,” Rhonda rubbed the cat girl’s arm.

      I nodded and made my way to the bed.  I plopped down and watched both girls’ approach with fire in their eyes.  I forgot I had boxers on, and the fly spread open since there wasn’t a button holding it together.

      “Umm, sorry about that,” I said as I glanced at the opening.

      “It isn’t something we haven’t seen before,” Rhonda whispered as she stood in front of me crossing her arms under her breasts, pressing them up even further.

      “Lie down so I can get a better look,” Yitri commanded, and I did as I was told.

      As I laid on my back, she looked closely and placed her hands over my chest.  Sure enough, things were beginning to happen down below.  I was lying in the bed with two bombshells standing over top of me.  My dick getting hard was unavoidable.

      “How do I look, doc?”

      “You are healed.  The breaks are gone.  The ribs that were broken will be much stronger now.  That is always a positive when a bone is broken.  You can resume your activities.”

      “John, you’re making me blush.  I think we're getting a rise out of you.  You are getting hard as fuck right now,” Rhonda announced as she put a hand over her mouth.

      “I have no shame.  You two can’t come in here looking like that and not get this kind of reaction.  You are fucking hot.  This may be too forward, but I hope you two are going to do something about that situation down there,” I flirted.

      “Oh, you're being forward.  What makes you think we will do something about it?” the cat girl asked with a coy smile.

      “I really don’t think you needed to examine me again.  I think you just wanted to take advantage of me.  Am I warm?”

      “You are bad.  I needed to check you out, but I’ll admit that I enjoyed the examination,” Yitri replied as she rubbed my chest and looked at my rock-hard cock.

      I placed my hand on hers and began to softly rub her skin.  Rhonda placed a hand on my thigh and rubbed the inner section.  I closed my eyes for a second and enjoyed her hands.  My dick was as hard as concrete and throbbing.  Yitri knelt beside me and placed her pink lips onto mine.  I enjoyed the wet pressure for a second, and then we inserted our tongues into each other’s mouth simultaneously.  Our tongues wrestled and danced while we enjoyed each other’s warm mouths.  While we kissed, Rhonda’s hand had made its way to my dick.  She caressed the veiny, hot member as Yitri, and I became more ravenous with our kiss.  Rhonda undressed, and I paused our kiss to watch the show.  Her huge breasts plopped out of the tank top and bounced.  Her round pink nipples were hard and begging to be sucked.  She removed her skirt and revealed that she was not wearing any panties underneath.  Her shaven pussy showed itself in all its majestic glory.  

      “My turn?” Yitri purred.

      Rhonda and I smiled and nodded at the pink-haired cat girl.

      She turned around and backed up to Rhonda and looked over her shoulder.  “Can you unzip me?”

      “With pleasure, this is so fun,” Rhonda replied excitedly as she slowly slid the zipper down all the way to the cat girl’s ass.  Rhonda placed her hands on the straps and pushed them off Yitri’s shoulders, resulting in the dress falling to the floor with a light plop.  

      I admired Yitri’s large, milky white breasts with nipples just as pink as her hair.  My eyes descended her torso all the way to the soft pink landing strip that accented her wet pussy.

      “Holy shit, you two look amazing.” 

      Rhonda wrapped her arms around Yitri’s waist and looked over her shoulder. “We do look pretty hot.”

      Yitri looked at Rhonda with her beautiful blue eyes.  “Have you been with a woman before? I've been with many.”

      “I kissed a girl while I was drunk at a party once on a dare, but that’s the extent of it. I’m game if you are,” Rhonda replied with a nervous smile.

      “I'll cast my vote. I'm fucking dying to see that shit,” I announced excitedly.

      “I'm sure you are, dumbass,” Rhonda smirked as she placed a hand on Yitri’s check and turned her toward her.

      The two girls placed their lips on one another and kissed slowly. They pressed their breasts against each other.  Yitri slid her hands down Rhonda’s back and rubbed the brunette’s perfect ass.  I sat up and slid my back to the wall.  I wanted to give the girls room on the small bed.  Rhonda sat down and Yitri knelt in front of her.  Yitri went to work on Rhonda’s large tits suckling the nipples and softly squeezing them causing the brunette to breathe faster.  After a few minutes, the cat girl pushed Rhonda all the way down on her back and pressed her face into her pussy.  Rhonda’s body convulsed, followed by a loud exhale while her eyes rolled in the back of her head.

      “Oh my god,” Rhonda whispered as she ran her fingers through the cat girl’s soft, pink hair.

      I just sat there with my eyes wide and dick throbbing.  I had been in threesomes before, even foursomes and fivesomes with ring rats, but none of those experiences compared to this one.  Yitri ravaged her wet pussy for several minutes, cracking Rhonda’s dam.  The dam gave way, which resulted in a powerful flood from an intense orgasm.  The MMA fighter shuddered violently all over.

      “Damn, this is something to see,” I murmured from the other side of the bed.

      Yitri took her cum soaked mouth from Rhonda’s valley and licked her lips. “Will you taste me, Rhonda?”

      Rhonda nodded as they changed positions.  Rhonda showed no hesitation as she placed her mouth on the cat girl’s blood-filled clitoris.  Moans escaped from the depths of both women.  After a couple of moments, Rhonda looked at Yitri. “Am I doing this right?”

      Yitri nodded and softly pressed the brunette's head back down.  

      I had sat on the sidelines as long as I could, but I couldn’t wait any longer.  I positioned myself behind the brunette and slowly slipped my cock into her sopping wet pussy.  Rhonda quickly lifted her head and let out a scream of surprise and ecstasy.  She placed her face back down as I began to slowly thrust deep inside her.  My eyes rolled into the back of my head as our bodies slapped together.  I locked eyes with Yitri as Rhonda pleasured her, bringing her closer to the edge.  As my thrusting speed increased, so did Rhonda’s tongue on the cat girl’s clit.  Yitri released a loud moan as she moved her hips in a circular motion.  This was one of the most erotic moments of my life as all three of us made love to each other.  It was now my turn to enter Yitri.  She slid down on her back, and Rhonda made her way forward and straddled the cat girl’s head.  Yitri licked the brunette’s used pussy as I slowly penetrated her after tapping her pink pubic hair with the head of my cock.  I heard muffled moans from the cat girl as Rhonda sat down on her face.

      “Fuck, you two are driving me insane,” I exhaled as I thrust harder. 

      Rhonda dug her nails into the wall as she climaxed once more as she rode the face of the cat girl.  

      After she came down from nirvana, Yitri took her face out of Rhonda’s pussy and looked at me with ravenous eyes.  “I want you to come inside of me.  Don’t stop.”

      “Come with me,” I demanded as I fucked her harder.  

      Rhonda sat down on the bed beside us to just watch our symphony of ecstasy reach a crescendo.  

      “John, I can’t wait. I'm going to come,” Yitri screamed.

      I slammed my cock deep inside of her and grabbed each breast with my hands.  She screamed, and I screamed as I released my seed into the core of her being.  Her pussy felt like a wet vice around my cock as her body convulsed from her violent orgasm.

      “That was...hot,” Rhonda said approvingly.

      I laid on top of the cat girl, thirsting for air as my heart pounded like a jackhammer in my chest.  Yitri ran her fingers through my hair as her body shuddered from the aftershocks from her intense orgasm.

      Rhonda leaned over to kiss me and then pulled away. “We aren’t done, right?”

      We spent the next three hours enjoying each other’s bodies internally and externally.  The smell of sex almost suffocated us in my small dorm room.  We lost count of the number of orgasms that shook us to our core during that time. The girls’ pussies dripped with my seed onto the sheets, which means I will need to do the laundry tomorrow. I laid in the middle of the bed and each girl laid on the opposite side of me.  There were no words spoken, only breathing.  We didn’t intend to fall asleep, but we weren’t able to fight it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Boom!

        Boom!

        Boom!

        Boom!

      

      

      We were awoken by vicious strikes to the door.  I hopped out of bed and sprinted to the door without even putting any clothes on and opened it without asking who was there.

      Veronica stood with her arms crossed.  She had a long, tight black dress on with her hair rolled up into a bun on the top of her head.  She was beautiful, but she had an expression on her face that gave me the impression she wanted me dead. Veronica looked me up and down quickly, and then pushed past me into the room.

      “That’s what I thought,” Veronica growled as she looked at the girls naked in the bed.

      Her behavior immediately hit me in the gut.  “Oh fuck, Veronica, I’m sorry we didn’t intend to fall asleep. Dammit,”  I put my hand on her shoulder, and she slapped it off angrily.

      Yitri broke her silence and murmured softly. “Veronica, we intended to go and fell asleep by accident.  I hope you weren’t waiting too long.  I'm so sorry.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry too V, this sucks.  Yitri and I are totally to blame.  We came to pick up John, and then one thing led to another.”

      “I don’t need the details.  It doesn’t take a genius to see what happened.”

      “We’re sorry, this was extremely disrespectful to you.  I feel terrible. What can I do?” I asked sincerely.

      “Nothing, this situation just isn’t going to work for me.  One man and multiple women is not something I can deal with right now.  I was stupid to even attempt to get involved with you John.  I'm not someone that shares people that I care about.”

      “I…,” I replied but was cut off abruptly.

      Veronica held up her hand to stop me from speaking.  “There was no commitment, I know that, and you didn’t do anything wrong technically.  I just can’t do this. I thought I could, but I can’t.  We can be platonic friends, but that is it. I can’t believe I was going to try to make this group thing work.”

      “I understand.  I don’t like that your feelings were hurt, but like you said we weren’t in a monogamous relationship and that isn’t what I'm looking for.  Believe me, this situation is new to me.  On Earth, this doesn’t happen.  So, I know where you're coming from.  I'm also sorry that we stood you up tonight.  That was a slap in the face.  Please forgive us for that,” I implored her as I bravely placed my hand on her shoulder again.  She didn’t swat it off this time. She just looked at the floor and began to cry.

      “Please don’t cry. We didn’t want to hurt you,” Yitri said as her eyes glistened.

      “I'd get up and hug you, but I don’t have any clothes on right now.  I’m sorry too.  I hope things don’t get weird between us.  Your friendship is really important to me,” Rhonda sighed.

      I handed her a white cloth, and she wiped her tears slowly.  I pulled her in for a hug without realizing that I didn’t have any clothes on.  She accepted the hug anyway and began to cry again.  We embraced for a few moments until she pulled away and gave me a small smile.

      “I need to get back. I’m glad we got things straight,” Veronica murmured as she walked past me out the door.

      I turned to my women and cringe shrugged.  I think we were all sad with a sprinkle of embarrassment.

      “Fuck, I feel so bad,” Yitri said as she looked out the window. “She was so hurt.”

      “It sucks, but it is what it is,” Rhonda added.

      “Wow, your compassion moves me,” I said as I put a shirt over my head.

      “Yeah, that didn’t come out the best.  What I mean is, it’s good she decided to stay out of this relationship...intimately.  It's better to hurt now than hurt a lot later don’t you think?”

      “You’re right.  It’s best to pull off that bandage now.  If she can’t handle sharing me with you two, then it’s not going to work.  I care for you two immensely, but I'm not here to play any games.  I don’t have time for that kind of distraction from my training.”

      “You don’t have time for us?” Rhonda asked with eyes wide.

      “No, that’s not what I said.  I don’t have time to play games.  That’s much different.”

      Yitri looked perplexed when she broke her silence.  “I enjoy games from time to time.  Why do you not want to play any? They're a good form of entertainment I think.”

      Rhonda and I busted out in laughter.  We needed it at that moment.
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      The brisk wind enveloped my body as I stood on top of the southeastern spire of the Temple of the Weeping Sun.  This spire was the tallest structure on the grounds standing at 100 meters. The top of the structure pierced the belly of the blue sky.  I stood with one leg planted onto the top of the spire with the opposite knee raised to my torso.  My eyes were closed, and I held my hands as if I were praying to a higher power in the heavens.  Over the past three months, my meditation skills had become extremely advanced, which boded well for cultivation efficiency and effectiveness. What I was doing was dangerous and foolish in the eyes of my peers.  The only cultivators with balls enough to stand on this spire would be Hektor and Saul.  However, Hektor could fly, and Saul could levitate.  I couldn’t do either.  If I fell, I was dead.  What I had learned over the weeks is that dangerous situations provided the best opportunities for elite cultivation.  Having the wherewithal to balance on one leg on top of a spire 100 meters above the ground while being pushed in the wind was impressive.  Being able to focus your mind on your cores while on the edge of death was magnificent.  Saul called me reckless, of course, but this was my passion.  Ascending the ladder set before me by the Ancient Ones was my highest priority.  Even though I was progressing well in the eyes of others, I was growing impatient and frustrated.  My heart burned to attain the rank of Mantis, and I felt no closer than I had days ago.  

      Suddenly, I had the feeling that I was being watched.  Not by someone on the ground, but by someone in the air near my location.  I opened my eyes and felt the shock wave of pain from bright light flooding my pupils. I blinked a few times and was startled by a figure floating four feet in front of me.

      “Fuck! Saul!” I yelled as my leg wobbled underneath me.  I waved my arms until I could regain my balance and not fall to my death.  “You can’t go around scaring people standing on one leg 100 meters in the sky.”

      Saul floated with his arms crossed, and the sun glistened off his bald head. “You are the idiot who decided to come up here.  I've told you time and time again there are plenty of perfectly acceptable places to cultivate on the grounds. Gods, you used to go to the cliffs, but now you come up here most of the time.  You are going to give your little girlfriends a heart attack. Will you please find somewhere else?”

      “I like it up here.”

      “Well, I'm sure you can find somewhere safer that you will like as well. I don’t want to ask you again!”

      I rolled my eyes.  “Okay, Dad.”

      “This is for your own good!” Saul pointed at my face.

      “Okay, Dad.”

      “I'm your teacher! Not your father!  Stop calling me Dad!”

      “You really sound more like a Dad than a teacher, I’m just saying,” I replied sarcastically as I began climbing down the spire.

      Saul grunted in frustration and slowly floated down at the same speed I descended. 

      “You know, I can do this by myself.  Do you have something else you want to talk about? Maybe how you will help me get to Mantis quicker?”

      “You are relentless.  Getting to Mantis is not an overnight process. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you this.”

      “Alright, I want to challenge a Mantis in the Necrodome.  I'm above all the Vipers here, and I'm getting very bored.  I want a Mantis.”

      “Ha, you have a Mantis...me!” Saul replied with a headshake.

      “No, I'm talking about a real Mantis, Saul.”

      It took two seconds before that comment registered with the bald man and then his face went red. “I'm a real Mantis, jackass!”

      “Whatever you say.”

      Saul grunted and floated down to the ground quickly.

      “I love fucking with him,” I whispered to myself with a devilish grin.
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      I sat down and ate my meal when I heard a flurry of familiar footsteps approach.  I looked up to see my two girlfriends.

      “Ladies,” I nodded as I drank my tea. “Have a seat.”

      Yitri had a reserved smile on her face, and Rhonda expressed disdain with a stinky eye expression.  Rhonda slid her chair out angrily while Yitri sat normally.

      “So, you're determined to kill yourself?” Rhonda asked as she tapped her fingers from her right hand on the table.

      “Come again,” I asked, even though I knew what she was referring to.

      Rhonda sighed and rolled her eyes.  “You know damn well what I’m talking about, bonehead!  You have been standing on the spire again...on one leg on a windy fucking day!”

      I grinned and motioned for her to lower her voice.  “Are you pissed too, Yitri?”

      “I’m concerned, of course, but I’m not angry,” the pink-haired cat girl replied softly.

      Rhonda turned toward Yitri frustrated. “Yes, you're angry too!  Stop bullshitting!”

      “I’m not bullshitting, I assume that is an expression for lying.”

      I laughed loudly. “Yep, you're right.  Rhonda should be ashamed.  That isn’t how a lady should talk.” I sarcastically shook my head and smirked at the brunette.

      “Ugh, blow it out of your ass, John.  I care about you and I don’t want you falling to your death.  Why are you making me out to be the bad guy?”

      “I’m not doing that at all.  I’m sorry if you feel that way. However, how I train is my business.  No one here is going to control me.  Not you two, Saul, or Hektor. No one,” I admonished.

      Rhonda crossed her arms and huffed. “So, it’s like that is it?”

      “Yep.”

      “Really? I mean, really!”

      “Jesus, Rhonda, you need to take a breath and chill like the cute cat girl beside you.”

      “The cute traitor!” Rhonda growled as she stood up angrily and stomped away.

      My eyes were wide as I saw her leave the chow room like a bat out of hell.  “Damn, she’s pissed,” I said as I bit a hunk of bread and chewed.

      “John, she just cares about you. We both do.  She's just more dramatic.  I won't ask you to not cultivate on the spire because you're a grown man and can make your own decisions.  I also understand that your training comes first,” Yitri mumbled with a sprinkle of sadness.

      “Training is important, and it is my priority right now, but please don’t feel as if I don’t care about you two or your feelings. I do, deeply.  It’s just my decision on where and how I train.  That’s it. I love you too. Don’t forget that.”

      Yitri nodded with thankful eyes.  “I love you too.”

      “Really? That is just fan-freaking-tastic!” I joked as I reached for her hand on the table.  She offered it, and I squeezed her hand gently.

      I saw the Cosmic Observator enter the chow hall out of the corner of my eye.  He scanned the room, looking for something or someone.  His eyes promptly landed on me, and he walked over with his hands behind his back.  He didn’t have the usual smile on his face, but it didn’t show anger, only indifference.

      Hektor greeted us with a nod. “John, Yitri.”

      “Hektor, what can I do for you?” I replied with a narrow smile. I had stopped calling him master over the past few weeks.  Interestingly enough, I hadn’t been corrected since I stopped.  It wasn’t a show of disrespect, in my eyes at least. I just had a big problem with calling another man, master.

      “I’ll leave you two alone.  It was good to see you, master,” Yitri said as she stood.

      “As you, Ms. Mazue.”

      Hektor turned his attention back to me as the pink-haired beauty sauntered away.  He then motioned to the seat. “May I?”

      “Sure, please.  If you’re here about me standing on the spire again…”

      Hektor cut me off before I could finish the sentence.  “No, your location you choose to train is your business as long as it isn’t in my chambers.”

      “Okay, I can honor that.  So, what can I do for you?” I asked with a grin.

      “Saul came to speak to me this afternoon about a request you had made.  You told him you wanted to fight a Mantis.  Is this correct?”

      “Yes, I’m starving for a challenge and unfortunately that seems to be the only way I'm going to get me.  I spend hours daily cultivating and training, but I rarely get an opportunity to put my skills to the test.  I understand if you or Saul don’t believe I can defeat a Mantis rank cultivator, but I'm eager to prove you both wrong.”

      “I didn’t say that.  You are the most advanced Viper that I've ever seen in all my years.  I believe you will ascend to Mantis soon if you continue your hard work.  At times, I feel you push yourself too hard, but I feel that is just how you're built.  Nothing I say or do will change that.  I respect your resolve.”

      “Thank you.  I'm committed to ascending each rung of the ladder.  I’m growing restless.”

      “You must understand you have only been here a year, and you have reached the rank of Viper.  That is an accomplishment in itself.  Most cultivators can't ascend any further, but you won't be one of those people.  I saw this across the cosmos and see it even more clearly now.”

      “Good, I hoped I wouldn’t receive any resistance with my request.  I guess the problem will be finding a Mantis that will want to fight me.  They may feel I'm unworthy or that I won’t be a challenge.”

      “I disagree.  You are quite the talk of the temple.  Cultivators watch you like a hawk.  There will be someone that will accept a challenge from you in the Necrodome.”

      “Good, do you have anyone in mind?”

      “I've already found someone, and they have accepted the challenge,” Hektor announced proudly.

      My eyes grew the size of saucers, and I shook my head.  “Wow, that was fast.  Who?”

      Hektor nodded and leaned forward a bit.  “Reynard Sumner has accepted the challenge.”
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      “Reynard Sumner? I can’t say I’m familiar with that name.”

      “Reynard is away from the Temple quite a bit doing quests and other jobs across Azura on the temple’s behalf. He arrived two days ago from a year long job.  Saul brought your request to my attention, and I suggested we ask Reynard, and he happily agreed.  This will certainly be the challenge you seek.  Reynard is a very talented Mantis, however, I have great faith in you, and I feel that you have a chance to defeat him.  With any other Viper, I'd say absolutely not, but you're very different. Do you accept the challenge against Reynard in the Necrodome one month from today?”

      My eyes widened.  “A month? Why so long?”

      Hektor chuckled and shook his head.  “You are so impatient, John. This isn’t a Viper you will face; it is a highly trained Mantis with many years of experience under his belt.  Having this duel in a month is not even long enough in my humble opinion, but I know that you'd not want to wait any longer. Do you accept?”

      “I accept,” I replied confidently.

      

      You have accepted the opportunity to duel with the great Reynard in the Necrodome to test your might against a Mantis ranked cultivator.  You must train harder than ever before if you want to have any hope at winning the duel! Your reward for victory is unknown.

      

      “Excellent, we have not had a duel of this nature in a long time.  A young Viper challenging an experienced Mantis is rare. Not to mention that you're one of the more talked about cultivators here at the Temple.  It will be quite a spectacle. Ah yes, this is splendid.”

      Wow, I felt like I was back on Earth signing a contract for a championship match in Las Vegas again.  Hektor was almost as giddy as a schoolgirl that this was going to take place.  I had to admit the excitement had gotten my blood pumping.  This was something to look forward to and train for specifically instead of training just to train with no mission.

      “I’m happy to do this.  I've got a lot of training to do for the next month.  Can you tell me a bit about this Reynard fellow?”

      “Saul will fill you in, and he can make an introduction. I've business that I must tend to.  I'm glad you're doing this John. I look forward to it.”

      Hektor hopped up from the table and scurried off to wherever he had to go.  I sat staring into oblivion as I thought about what I had agreed to.  Just a few hours ago, I had mentioned to Saul that I wanted to fight a Mantis.  I didn’t think he had taken me seriously, but he went directly to Hektor and made it happen. What had I gotten myself into?
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        * * *

      

      The next day I found Saul in his usual spot on the roof as he split his legs horizontally on a long stone bench.  It was cringeworthy to see.  I was flexible, but I was nowhere near that point yet.  I'm not even sure if I wanted to be.  

      I cleared my throat.

      “You are a pest.  Can you not see that I'm in the middle of something?”

      “Well, we have a lot to talk about, don’t you think?”

      “Not much, you wanted a fight, and now you have a fight scheduled in one month.  Conversation is over,” Saul chuckled as he placed two hands on the bench and pushed himself to his feet. As he turned toward me, he wiped his hands together to remove any grit from the bench.  He hopped to the floor and walked to me.

      “I'd like to know a little about the Reynard guy.”

      “Reynard Sumner, show some respect,” Saul pointed at me.

      “Okay, Reynard….Sumner.  Tell me about him.”

      “Why don’t I just take you to meet him? Follow me, I saw him earlier downstairs.”

      I followed my teacher downstairs to the indoor practice arena, which looked like a really large gym.  It was 40 to 50 yards long and wide, with different Azuran exercise equipment and several cultivation spots.  However, I didn’t understand how anyone could properly meditate with all the hustle and bustle in the room.  There was also a large sparring area where a few cultivators were practicing or doing some sort of Azuran kata.  I could tell the gym consisted mainly of Firefly and Tortoise rank cultivators with a few Vipers sprinkled around.  Saul began leading me to an area where there were two women sparring in the northwest corner with a large man in a black gi watching them.  The women had to be Fireflies because their skill was very rudimentary and weak.  No offense to them, we all have to start somewhere.  The man in black was giving instruction, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying.  As we got closer, the man in black grew larger.  He had to be 6’7 or 6’8 tall and at least 260 pounds.  He had long jet-black hair that was tied in a ponytail and hung almost to his waist. 

      “Reynard,” Saul announced abruptly.  “I apologize for interrupting you, but I've someone I'd like you to meet.”

      Fuck me, this huge guy was the Mantis I was going to fight?

      Reynard turned to show a battle-worn face with rough skin and two noticeable scars.  The mountain of a man had no facial hair, and his eyes were the color of his hair.  There was no smile or frown on his face, just an expression of nothingness. “Saul,” the man in black said with a nod.

      He didn’t look at me at all.  He kept his eyes on Saul the entire time.

      Saul motioned toward me. “This is John LeBrock. I felt it was time for you two to meet.”

      Reynard turned his attention to me and looked me up and down slowly with his head tilted to the left a bit.  I reached out my hand to shake it and he crossed his arms over his enormous chest.

      “O…kay,” I whispered. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.  I appreciate you agreeing to fight with me.  I know it is unusual to fight a lower rank than you, but I appreciate accepting.”

      Reynard scoffed. “This was a favor to Hektor.  You are one of his projects, and I thought I'd assist the Cosmic Observator.”

      This guy looked at me like I was a gnat, just buzzing around and aggravating him to his core.  I didn’t know what to say at this point.  He didn’t want to chat, and I could appreciate that.  I had no interest back on Earth shooting the breeze with my opponents unless we were talking shit.  I didn’t take kindly to this knucklehead calling me a project.

      “Project?” I asked as I crossed my arms.

      “Isn’t that what I said?”

      “Saul, are we done here?” I asked the bald man.

      “Yeah, Saul, please take your little puppy out to play.”

      Saul chuckled but didn’t reply.

      “Alright, I didn’t want to meet you.  I just followed Saul over here, but I have to tell you I don’t care for your little bitchy comments,” I said as I glared at the big man.

      He stepped closer, and Saul put his arm between us.  “Hold on, save it for the Necrodome.  I’m sorry we bothered you, Reynard.”

      “I don’t mind.  I just have no interest in chatting with my opponents.  It is pathetic.  Your little boy should be out training, not talking to me like a little girl.  Listen, John, are you going to ask me to come over for a slumber party?”  Reynard said with a deadpan expression.

      “Well, not with that attitude,” I said sarcastically as I stepped closer.  Now, Saul’s hand was touching my chest.

      “John, walk away,” Saul muttered.

      “Listen to your teacher.  It would be a shame to destroy you here instead of the Necrodome for everyone to see.  It would disappoint Hektor.”

      “Fuck you dumbass,” I growled.

      This comment pissed him off.  He grabbed the collar of my shirt like lightning and lifted me a few inches off the mat.  My eyes widened as he smashed his head directly in the center of my face.  I felt my nose shatter and my top lip burst as tears filled my eyes. Reynard released me, and I plopped to the mat as blood gushed from my nose and mouth.  I looked around to see a mob of people staring with their mouths opened as I laid like a sack of potatoes on the floor.  I shook my head and hopped to my feet. 

      “Enough, we will go,” Saul said to Reynard as he grabbed my arm and began walking me out of the room.  I left a trail of crimson drips on the floor as I left the room.
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck!” I yelled as Yitri healed the broken bones in my pulverized nose. Broken bone healing was especially painful.

      “I’m sorry, John.  I’m almost done,” Yitri said with compassionate eyes.

      There was another 30 seconds of intense pain and then it was over.  Yitri backed away and gave a small smile. “Are you ok?  I’ll get you some lotus leaves to help with the soreness.”

      “I’m okay. Save those for the next time I pay this place a visit.  They’re going to charge me rent for this bed before long,” I cringed as I softly touched the bridge of my nose.

      “It was a bad break for sure, which is actually a good thing,” Yitri added as she cleaned up her supplies.

      I raised one brow and squinted the opposite eye because of a stab of soreness and confusion by what she said.  “A good thing?  How’s that?”

      Yitri placed her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes.  “You know silly, when broken bones heal, they’re stronger than before.  The myst reinforces them, and they are much more difficult to break the next time. So, while it sucks to break bones, there is that positive result.”

      “So, I need to break bones more often then?” I asked as I scratched the back of my head.

      “No, I don’t recommend that.  I just like to look on the bright side of things,” the cat girl smiled warmly as she kissed me on the forehead.

      A clumsy knock on the door startled me.  Saul walked into the doorway with a smirk on his face, and Yitri backed to the wall to allow him passage. “Maybe it wasn’t a good idea introducing you two.”

      “You think?”

      “Reynard and I go back a long way.  He's a good person, but a very intense one.  Even though we're all on the same team here at the temple, you're his enemy until your match is over.  Reynard is Reynard.”

      “Reynard is toast,” I said as I pulled my shirt over my head.

      “Toast?” a bewildered Saul asked.

      “Another earth expression, it means that I'm going to kick his ass.”

      “Maybe you will.”

      “Maybe?  Aren’t you supposed to be supportive, being my mentor and all?”

      “Sure, but you may win, or you may not win.  So...maybe is the correct response,” Saul replied with a shrug.

      I walked past him and patted him on the shoulder.  “Good pep talk. Appreciate it.”
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      “You have grown much faster,” Saul said with surprise as he blocked a flurry of my punches.

      “Not fast enough. You are still blocking me!”  I yelled as I backed away to catch my breath.

      “Your issue is that you concentrate on throwing a lot of strikes in a short time.  That is not going to always work for you, especially versus a more skilled opponent like Reynard.  You need to keep that speed but be more strategic.”

      “I think I can do that.”

      “You must do that.  If you hope to have any chance at defeating Reynard, you must defeat me in our sessions.  If you can’t do that, Reynard will crush you easily.”

      “So, you’re saying Reynard is better than you then?” I asked with my hands on my waist.

      “Yes,” Saul replied with a nod.

      “How’s that?  You’re supposed to be on your way to Tiger, and you’re Hektor’s right-hand man.”

      “Reynard doesn’t let his emotions impede him in a battle.  As I grow older, the more I struggle with emotions.  If you and I were to battle in the Necrodome, I could not fight you 100% effectively.  I like you, and you're a student here at the temple.  That affects my performance significantly.  Reynard does not have this problem.  He will have no problem killing you if need be in your match.  He would do it to score the victory and walk away with no remorse.  His killer instinct makes him better than me.”

      “Okay, I can see that.”

      Saul placed his hands behind his back and moved forward, closer to me. “You are like me.  Your emotions hold you back as well.”

      “How so?” I asked with a brow raised.

      “You have become friendly with Tan LaRusso, which is nice of course.  However, in your sparring matches, you hold back.”

      “Well, I don’t want to kill the guy or break him in half.  Are you saying I should do that?”

      “I'm not saying to deliberately hurt Tan.  I'm just saying you aren’t doing him any favors by holding back.”

      “So, you’re saying that you hold back in our fights?” I ask as I fold my arms on my chest.

      “Initially, I did, but now I don't.  You have become very special, and your skill boggles my mind.  Even though you aren’t Mantis, you fight like a Mantis.  Whenever you do ascend, I'm very curious as to what you will be able to do.  You should pass me when you ascend.”

      “Yeah, it’s going to be a long time before I'm past you, Saul.”

      “You are very close to being my equal now at Viper rank.”

      “You’re being serious?” I asked the bald man.

      “Do you know me as a man that jokes about things?”

      “Nope, you’re pretty boring most of the time.”

      Saul exhaled loudly.  “I already regret telling you these things.  As if your head needed to become any bigger.  I'm tired of talking. Talking isn’t doing you any good.  Shut up and fight.”

      

      You have entered a duel against your mentor Saul!  He's a Mantis rank cultivator with much more power and experience. Your reward for winning this duel will be respect and 1000 myst energy!

      

      Saul surprised me with a quick jab, which I dodged barely.  “I didn’t say I was ready. That was rude.”

      Saul continued with a barrage of punches followed by a roundhouse kick.  I blocked all the punches and ducked in time to miss the impact from the kick.  I took to heart Saul’s advice on being more strategic.  I had to find the balance between speed and effectiveness.  It was frustrating Saul that I wasn’t fighting back.  He huffed and began shooting fireballs from his fists.

      “Whoa, shit,” I exclaimed as I began running eastward, away from the incoming onslaught of myst energy.

      Saul continued to fire them over and over as I moved.  I could hear them smacking into the ground, leaving craters behind and the snap of trees from the impacts.

      “This fucker is trying to kill me,” I muttered to myself. 

      I knew that he had to be running out of myst reserves from the insane barrage.  When he stopped, I knew he could not perform the attack again until the cooldown for that skill expired. I ended up 50 yards away from Saul in my attempt to run for my life.  I sprinted to his location with a blitz combo, and then I performed Crushing Armageddon.  He somersaulted out of the way as my fist crashed into the dirt, leaving a gigantic crater.  Saul went on the attack when I missed, but I was expecting that to happen. I dove out of the crater as he landed inside of it.  I closed my eyes and quickly focused on my Hand to Hand and Speed cores. I churned the myst energy in both in a vicious clockwise motion and then opened my eyes to see the bottom of Saul’s foot flying toward my head.  I inhaled and threw a punch as hard as I could toward the bottom of his foot.  The collision of my fist and his foot created a burst of myst energy that tossed us both backward.  I shook my head as I laid on the dirt, and then I stood with my hands raised expecting another attack from my mentor.  I moved toward our point of impact to see Saul on the ground moaning in pain. I noticed that his leg didn’t look right.  The closer I got, the more gruesome the image was.  The lower part of Saul’s left leg was at a 90-degree angle at the knee.  As my eyes scanned past the knee upward, I saw his femur sticking out of his thigh like a flagpole. 

      “Fuck, Saul. I’m sorry.”

      Saul’s eyes were closed tight as sweat poured down his face.  He was in agony.  “Are you just going to stand there or get me some help?”

      

      You have won the duel between you and Saul!  Saul is a Mantis rank cultivator and a very strong opponent that you shouldn’t’ have defeated, but you did!  You have been rewarded 1000 Myst Energy and the deep respect of your mentor, Saul!
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        * * *

      

      Yitri demanded I stay outside of Saul's room in the infirmary while she and another healer worked on him.  I heard grunts and a few screams echo in the room.  I saw several flashes of light under the door from the healer’s spells.  After an hour, Yitri sent her associate outside to get me.  I walked into the room to see Saul’s entire leg in a glowing arcane cast.  I was unable to actually see the leg since the beam of energy enwrapped the limb.  I didn’t know if his leg was fixed or not.  Saul’s eyes were closed, and it surprised me to see him sleeping.

      “I'm going to leave him in a coma state until tomorrow.  His pain was too great, and there was no need in him suffering.  I'm sure he will be very unhappy with me for putting him out, but it was the best decision.”

      “So, it looked like I broke his tibia and his femur?”

      “Well, it was much more than that.  The femur was broken in two places, but the most severe injury was his leg below the knee. It is something I've never seen before.”

      Yitri stared at the glowing energy and stopped.

      “How severe?”

      She turned and looked wearily into my eyes. “Most of the bones below the knee were almost liquefied.  They're mush.”

      “Mush?”

      “You can’t see it, but his lower leg is like a bag of wet oatmeal. All the healers are going to get together and try to come up with some kind of strategy.  The breaks in the femur were healed rather easily, but I can’t fix his lower leg in the condition it is in.  Gods how were you able to generate that kind of force to do that?”

      “He was coming at me, and I came at him. There was a lot of force coming in both directions. There was an explosion, and we went flying backward to the dirt.”

      Yitri’s mouth opened, and she covered it with her hand. “There was a loud sound that rattled the windows.  A couple of beakers fell from the shelf and shattered on the floor.  We just assumed they were doing something at the magic academy in Puth.”

      “Nope that was us.”
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      “He can see you now,” whispered a nurse I hadn’t met yet. I had fallen asleep outside of the room on a bench in the hallway.  I blinked to moisten my dry eyes and nodded at the male nurse.

      “Thanks,” I replied with a yawn and arm stretch. The male nurse smiled and continued down the hallway to another room to treat a different patient.

      I stood to my feet and paused as I reached the doorway.  I wondered if Saul would be pissed about what happened.  I didn’t intend to destroy his leg; it just happened.  I felt terrible about it, but I did nothing wrong.  Maybe I should stop this whole sparring thing and just find bad guys to fight.  I fucked Tan up recently, and Saul’s leg was completely obliterated by one freaking punch.

      Saul smirked at me as I walked in the door slowly. The energy cast still surrounded his leg, but his complexion was less pale this morning.

      “How are you feeling?” 

      “Well, I've been better.  Thank you for turning my leg into pudding. I like pudding,” Saul chuckled.

      I sat in the chair beside his bed and patted him on the forearm.  “I’m sorry man, I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

      “Why are you apologizing?  It was mortal combat, and I've taught you to never hold back. Have I not?”

      I shrugged.  “Yep, I guess.”

      Saul rolled his eyes and exhaled loudly.  “There you go with the, I guess, bullshit.  You did exactly what you were supposed to do.  I had no intention of laying off.  That was a powerful jump kick that I intended to knock you out with.  It could have easily been you here in this bed.”

      “What are they telling you about your leg?  What’s the next step?”

      Saul’s face turned grey as he looked at the cast. “They looked at it this morning, and there were no changes.  The healing wasn’t working at all.  With my leg in this condition, they didn’t have any high hopes of a recovery, but they had to try.”

      “Shit, it can still work. It’s just taking a while.”

      “No, they will have to remove my leg below the thigh.  It isn’t going to heal on its own, and the area is dying and will be dangerous to my overall health very soon.  They're going to remove it this morning.”

      “Fuck, I’m so sorry man. I don’t know what to say.”

      “There is nothing to say.  However, I know for sure that you have passed me in power even at Viper rank,” Saul pointed at his leg. “This can’t be done by a regular Viper.  Shit, I don’t even know if a Mantis could do what you did to my body.  Hektor was correct about you.  I was very skeptical at the beginning, but I'm convinced that you will be a magnificent cultivator.”

      “I don’t know about all that.”

      “It’s true.  It is something to be proud of.  You should embrace your greatness.  I think your chances against Reynard are much better now.  Keep training hard, and don’t let my compliments go to your hard head,” Saul patted the back of my hand that laid on his arm.

      “So, they are just going to amputate and that’s it?”

      “Of course not, they will replace that part of my leg with a steel prosthetic.  I won’t be as fast as I once was, but these things are quite advanced. I'm going to be alright, John.  Enough of this and go train.  You only have a week until the fight, and you have a lot of work to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Three days had passed since Saul’s gruesome injury.  I dived into intense training and cultivation as soon as I left the infirmary that day.  I only stopped to eat and sleep.  Rhonda wasn’t thrilled that I was ignoring them during this time, but she spent her time helping Saul with his recovery.  Yitri was very understanding, at least she acted like she was.  The cat girl understood me more than Rhonda and knew to stay out of my way.  Rhonda was more of the clingy girlfriend that was high maintenance.  I care for her a great deal, but she could be a bit too much at times.  Rhonda was a good girl, and she was next level gorgeous.  It was hard to stay away from a body like that.

      I continued my focus on my bone weaving, and I had made a lot of progress.  My chest and rib cage were all that was left in the painstakingly slow process.  I hoped if I worked overtime that I'd be finished by the time I had to fight Reynard in the Necrodome.  Myst flowing down the tributary pathways sewn into my bones was exhilarating. My speed, power, and defense were through the roof now.  Once I completed my torso, I could take more damage in the torso to increase survivability, which I was ravenous for in my duel with Reynard.
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        * * *

      

      I took some food with me each day, so I didn’t have to stop my training to return to the chow hall to eat.  I didn’t enjoy stopping at all, but not eating would impede my progress.  I had to take time to take in the calories and precious protein that my body starved for.  Silver deer jerky and fruit were my meals on my training days, which was everyday now since the fight with Saul.  I didn’t cultivate in my usual spot at the cliffs so I could avoid any interruption from the girls, Tan, or anyone else.  I found an unusual spot deep in the forest west of the temple in a tall oak tree.  There was a thick branch high in the tree that I chose, and it worked extremely well.  This place was super quiet. I only heard the wind through the trees and birds chirping.  I expected to run into a Wicked Prowler during my sessions, but I had been fortunate so far. This trip I had brought a blanket and soft pad in my pack with a decent stock of food that would last me until the day before the fight.  The branch was large enough to provide a decent sleeping spot out of danger.  I knew that returning to the Temple nightly would cause too many distractions and staying in the forest would keep my head clear and my focus on finishing my bone weaving.  Rhonda was going to be extremely pissed at me when I returned.  Maybe I should have mentioned I'd stay out here, but I didn’t want to deal with any resistance to that idea. 

      Two days passed, and I had completed roughly 90% of the remaining bones.  The constant cultivation was taking its toll on me physically and mentally.  I'd have to take a break soon, or I'd completely collapse.  Late in the afternoon, I left my tree and continued to a nearby spring where I stripped naked to soak my muscles in the cool water, not to mention I had developed a few layers of stink that needed to be cleaned off my filthy body.  The cool spring revitalized my muscles and tasted wonderful.  It had to contain the same water that fell in the temple waterfall. I was sure of it.  I stayed in the water for two hours before I headed back to my new tree home for a fancy dinner of jerky.  The dip in the spring was just what I needed to rejuvenate my spirits and my body to return to training.  I fought the urge to jump back into my cultivation when I returned.  I sat listening to the birds sing around me and wildlife making themselves known close by.  I saw a fox and deer swerve through the trees to their destinations.  Wherever they were headed, they were in a rush.  I expected to see a Wicked Prowler or grizzly bear speed through the trees below me, but that expectation never came to pass. After a long night of restful sleep, my mind and body were ready to go even harder than before.
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      The next day was spent in almost constant meditation before I planned to continue with the bone weaving process. As I came out of meditation for a break, my eyes were drawn to the south.  In the distance, I saw smoke billowing over the trees and into the clear blue sky.  The source was close to the border with Bloodlake, and the Starfall village in the vicinity of that smoke would be Garway.  I had only been to Garway once on a gathering quest.  The infirmary needed a special medicinal herb that was grown by a man that resided in the small village.  This was mainly a human town, but there were a few scattered elves and kitsune that lived there.  It was a beautiful town located in a clearing inside the lush Landonian Forest.  This village was only a few miles away from the border to Bloodlake.  Relations between Starfall and Bloodlake had deteriorated over the years mainly due to the new leadership over the temple there. This leadership brought the rise of the Skullfist clan of idiot bandits that took over the town of Midori. The Weeping Sun cultivators were able to kill all of them that were there. 

      The black smoke rising was too much to be a simple pile of leaves or trash-controlled burn. This was a building or other structure. I toyed with the idea of returning to the temple to make Hektor aware of the fire, but it would take too much time to assemble cultivators to go check it out. I needed to go on my own and see if I could help. 

      

      You have accepted a quest!  You will investigate the smoke billowing from the village below and help the villagers anyway that you can! Reward is unknown.

      

      I descended the tree and began to make my way through the trees and underbrush. The village was no more than five miles away, and with my Speed Core, I was making excellent time and should arrive within minutes. The main obstacle that I'd have to overcome was a river in the valley. Unless I wanted to get wet, I'd need to jump over to make the best time. 

      I arrived at the river, and I stood on a boulder to assess the width. It looked to be a good thirty yards over rapidly flowing water. I backed up until I was around the same length away from the river bank. I closed my eyes and directed more myst from my Speed Core to my legs. My legs glowed radiantly, and there was an intense warm tingling sensation. I took a deep breath and launched into a full sprint. Luckily, it was flat terrain with no large obstacle other than some small rocks. The wind blew through my hair violently, and I had to squint my eyes to keep them from completely drying out. Once I was within two yards of the water, I pushed myst down to my feet and launched into the air with an impressive amount of velocity. I reached a peak of twenty feet then began to descend back to the ground on the opposite side. I cleared the river easily by ten feet then continued to charge toward Garway.
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        * * *

      

      As I approached the village, I saw a large barn engulfed in flames. I assumed it still burned violently due to the contents which must be hay or some other flammable crop. The fire began to spread across the ground and would reach other structures in minutes no doubt. Then my attention turned to screaming inside the village. It sounded like women and children screaming in fear of something or someone. My heart began to beat harder, and I began to move quickly in a crouched position. I jumped onto the roof of what looked like a shop and slowly made my way to a position where I could see what was happening.

      I feared the town was dealing with an outside force, and I was correct. The citizens of the village were gathered in the town center in front of what looked like a community well. There were a few men lying lifeless in the dirt. A few had women crying over them, and a couple had little children lying on top of what I presumed was the corpse of their father.

      “What the fuck?” I whispered angrily to myself. 

      There were eight visible bandits scattered around the mob of people in various attire. Some wore robes and some wore shirts and pants. They didn’t appear to be Skullfist members because they wore uniforms that were easy to identify. Six of the eight bandits had either swords or wooden poles. This told me that they weren’t cultivators, or they were bad ones. Weapons were primitive and a pussy way of fighting. A respectable cultivator used their fists or feet or constructs from myst energy. Two of the men didn’t appear to have weapons. That could mean they didn’t use them, or they didn’t have them equipped. 

      

      You have investigated the smoke in the village of Garway and determined the cause was a gang of evil bandits! You have been rewarded 300 myst energy!

      

      Suddenly, a man in the mob lunged at one of the weaponless bandits and tackled him to the ground. He was immediately pounced on by two men and pulled off the bandit on the ground. I got the impression that the man was the leader of this crew of bandits. I continued to move closer until I could hear what was being said.

      “How fucking dare you attack me? Don’t you see these dead men on the ground? Are you trying to be a hero?” the leader asked angrily.

      “To hell with you! You are a bunch of cowards and thugs. We are a peaceful village of farmers and merchants. You come here and burn our village and kill innocent men.”

      The leader cackled. “I’m gonna do more than that. I’m gonna pick out your prettiest girls, and they are going with us. They will be a nice source of entertainment, and their job will be to take care of us.”

      “Over my dead body,” the angry villager spat.

      “That can be arranged.”

      “Don’t you hurt my daddy!” a young girl cried as she ran toward her father out of the crowd of terrified people. 

      “Go back! I’m fine!” the man screamed.

      The leader grabbed the little girl by her dress and pulled her to him.

      “Is this your daughter?”

      “Yes, don’t hurt her. Do what you want with me! Just leave her alone!”

      The leader pulled a dagger from his belt and held it to the girl’s throat. 

      I jumped from the roof and landed with a resounding thud a few yards behind the leader.  “Let her go, fuckstick!”

      Every bandit and person in the crowd let out an audible gasp, and their eyes widened at my arrival. The leader turned around continuing to hold the knife to the little girl’s throat. The little girl couldn’t have been more than seven years old. She had long, curly blond hair and blue eyes. Tears streamed down her freckled face and she breathed rapidly.

      “What do we have here? Another hero?” the man said then looked around at his men who slowly moved toward me. “I thought you morons gathered up everyone!”

      “We did boss, I promise. We went through every building,” a tall lanky man replied with a quivering voice.

      “I’m not from here,” I replied. 

      “Yes, by the looks of your outfit, you're a student at the Temple of the Crying something another, aren’t you?

      “Weeping Sun, you idiot!”

      “It appears that you're outnumbered. I advise you to stop running your mouth wild.”

      “I see a bunch of pussies in front of me. Why don’t you let the girl go and come after me?”

      “How about we don’t,” the leader growled as he pressed the knife into the top layer of the little girl’s skin sending a small trickle of blood down her neck.

      “Daddy!”

      I charged my pathways and blitzed directly in front of the man and grabbed his forearm and pulled it away. With my left hand, I pushed the little girl away, probably harder than I wanted to, but a couple of bruises are better than a slit jugular.  I punched upward into his elbow and snapped his arm in half.  The knife dropped on the ground, and I kicked it off into the woods.

      “You broke my arm, you bastard!”

      I knew right then and there that my otherworldly power would tear these mere humans apart. A powerful cultivator versus a non-cultivator would be like fighting toilet paper.

      “Yaaaaaaaa,” I exhaled as I plunged my hand through his chest grabbing the man’s heart.  His eyes almost popped out of his skull as he screamed in horror.  I grasped the beating pump and pulled it from his chest.  The man fell to the ground lifelessly, and blood gushed from the gaping wound in his chest.  I held the heart in the air for the other bandits to see, and they stood in disbelief.  I threw the heart at the nearest bandit slapping him right in the face. Then I went to work. I blitzed behind the man and plunged my hand into his lower back and grabbed his spine.  I ripped upward, tearing his spine from his body, and ripping his head off along with it.  I dropped the gruesome prize to the dirt as I turned to the next man.  Each of the bandits dropped their weapons and held their hands up begging for their lives.  These guys wouldn’t get away with what they had done.  If I didn’t stop them, they would just go on to the next village and do the same thing.  This would end now.  

      I saw motion behind the six bandits.  Some of the villagers formed a wall behind the bandits blocking their cowardly exit.  I nodded in thanks to the brave men and women.   Two of the villagers had picked up the bandits’ swords and plunged them into the backs of two unsuspecting vermin.  One of the bandits picked his sword back up and charged toward me with it raised.  I wanted to toy with the little bastard a bit.  I put my hands behind my back and began sidestepping and ducking each wild slash from the dope.  The speed of a cultivator versus a simple man was otherworldly.  These guys had no hope whatsoever.  I continued to smile and dodge for fifteen slashes until the bandit was too exhausted to throw another.

      “Are you finished?” I asked with a grin.

      “Fuck you man,” the bandit growled as he attempted a weak thrust into my gut.

      I caught the blade slapping each palm on opposite sides avoiding the sharp edge.  I jerked it out of his hands and snapped the blade over my knee and dropped the two halves to the dirt.  I had grown tired of our dance and spun counterclockwise performing a spinning heel kick to his head knocking it across the village square into the wall of an adjacent building.  The head busted like an egg as it impacted the structure.  I looked at the decapitated body and was mesmerized by the bright red blood spurting from the stump onto the street.  The villagers had taken care of business leaving one bandit.  The man fell to his knees in tears holding his hands high.

      “Please, stop!  I surrender!  Don’t kill me!”

      “Why on Azura would we let you live?” I asked with my arms crossed over my blood splattered chest.

      A woman threw a rock that smacked the man in the head. “This bastard killed my husband and the father of my four children!  Kill him!”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” I said as I pulled the man to his feet by his hair.

      “Wait, we have a girl at our camp.  A prisoner that we took from the last town.  You kill me, and you won’t be able to find her!  I...I...can take you there if you promise to let me go.”

      The crying woman screamed as she threw another rock that missed.  “He’s bluffing!  He’s leading you into a trap!”

      I slapped the man on the cheek leaving a red handprint. “Is that true? Are you leading me into a trap?”

      “No, she is a kakuen we took from a village in the marshlands.  I promise you that she’s at our camp. You have killed all my guys. Who is going to ambush you?  Even so if I did have more guys waiting there, do you think we would be able to overtake you?  You are a goddamned nightmare.”

      I had to go check on this kakuen or whatever that was.  “How far is it?”  

      “Not far...it's a couple of miles that way.  I can take you now. We've got gold there too you can have. Just don’t kill me.”

      “If you’re lying, I'll break all of your limbs and set you on fire.  You got that?”

      The man’s eyes widened even more, and his jaw trembled.  “I promise, I’m not lying! You’ll see.”

      “Walk,” I said as I shoved him in the direction he pointed.

      

      You have accepted a quest to locate the female hostage of the bandits! You are travelling with one of the bandits and must be open to attack if the bandit struck at the correct time!  Your reward will be 750 Myst Energy!
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      The trip through the woods was taking longer than it should have if his distance estimate was what he said it was.  I had to threaten to rip open his chest if he didn’t shut the hell up.  I couldn’t take any more of his cowardly begging as we trudged through the forest.  My threat did the trick because he stopped whining immediately.  I just had to listen to his heavy breathing which sucked, but it wasn’t as irritating.

      The bandit finally broke his silence.  You could hear the hesitation in his voice because he expected me to do something to him.  “We’re almost there.  Our camp is just through those trees over there.”

      “That took long enough. Move!” I said sternly with another shove that knocked him forward, and he dove into the leaves.  It was difficult adjusting my strength to deal with non-cultivators.  He didn’t waste any time getting back to his feet, and then we were off again.  As we approached a small clearing, I could smell smoke from a smoldering fire.

      “Am I going to find any of your buddies here? Tell me right now.”

      “No, I told you. You killed all of them that were from this camp.  Fuck!” the bandit said clearly frustrated at being asked the same question over and over.

      I backhanded the scrawny man across the face.  I made sure I didn’t put a lot of force behind it, but it still hurt him.  His lip was busted open, and the side of his cheek was getting pinker by the second. “What the hell, man!”

      I pushed the man through two trees into the camp.  He took a dive into the forest floor again which he was not thrilled about.  There were three small tents surrounding a smoldering campfire, and I could see a crate at the far side of the clearing.

      “See, I told you.  No one here except for the kakuen girl. She’s over there in the crate!”

      “You son of a bitch.  There is no fucking way she can even move around in that damn thing. Go now!”

      My blood was boiling when I saw the size of the crate.  It looked to be six feet long and maybe three feet wide.  I couldn’t imagine being stuck in such a thing.  My stomach churned when I thought about it.  I prayed to God that she hadn’t been in there too long.

      “Please help me, please,” a soft, sweet voice said weakly from the crate. I could tell that she wanted to be louder but didn’t have the strength to raise her voice very high.

      I pushed the bandit on his ass and pointed at him.  My finger was only a couple of inches away from his face.  “You sit right there.  You try to pull something, and I'll strangle you with your intestines.”

      “I won’t do nothing.  Oh shit, I don’t have the key.  Please don’t hurt me.”

      I shook my head. “Lucky for you, I don’t need the key. Now shut up.”

      There was a small window on the wooden door on the front of the crate.  I squatted in front and peered into the darkness.  “I’m here to help you. I’m not one of them. I’m going to get you out of there okay?  Try to move away from the door some. I don’t have the key, so I’m going to bust it open.  Are you understanding me?”

      “Yes,” the voice muttered.

      There was simply a latch and an old rusty lock keeping the crate shut.  It was a piece of cake getting it open.  I punched the latch, and I shattered the door loose like it was nothing.  

      “You okay?  I’m going to open the door now.”

      “Yes.”

      I reached to what was left of the latch and pulled the door toward me.  A rush of sunlight flooded the crate, and I saw a small girl cover her face with both arms.  I couldn’t get a good look at her yet, but her forearms had thick brown fur that looked like it would be really soft.  The upper arm looked human, and her hands looked human.  She shifted her legs and sunlight shone on her left leg. Below the knee, she had thick brown fur like her arm with human feet, and her thigh had no fur like her upper arms.

      “My name’s John. What’s yours?”  I asked as I stayed in position. I made no attempt to move closer to the girl.  She had been through enough, and I had no intention of causing her anymore stress.

      “My name is June,” she replied softly.

      

      You have completed your quest to free the captive kakuen!  You have been rewarded with 750 myst energy and have entered into a life debt contract with June!

      

      “Nice to meet you, June. Are you ready to come out of that thing? I promise I'm not going to hurt you. I'm not one of those bad men.  As a matter of fact, I killed them all except for this loser over here.  He won’t bother you.  I can assure you of that.”

      After a few moments of silence, June spoke.  “Okay, I’m coming out.  Please keep that man away from me.”

      “No problem,” I replied as I turned toward the bandit.  “Don’t make a fucking move. Got it?”

      He simply nodded and didn’t say a word.

      Slowly, the trapped girl crawled out of the doorway and looked at the bandit on the ground.  She gasped and got on her butt and began to slide backwards in the other direction.

      “He’s not going to hurt you. Please don’t run.  I want to help you.”

      She stopped and sat still as she stared at the bandit, and then she looked at me in fear.  She had brown, bushy hair on her head and big, brown eyes.  She had round ears on the side of her head, and I caught a glimpse of a brown tail under her. She had a small loincloth bikini looking top on and a loincloth that covered her nether regions.  It wasn’t a great time to notice, but she had very large breasts that almost spilled over the top of the garment she had on. I was a sick son of a bitch.

      “Are you hurt?”  I asked her as nicely and soft as I could muster.

      “I’m okay. I'm just very thirsty. I need water.  They haven't given me any since yesterday.”

      “Here, I've got some in my pouch,” I turned my head and glared at the bandit as I handed her the water skin.  She frantically grabbed it from my hand and struggled to get the cap off.  When she did, she drank the water violently.

      “Drink all of it.  You need it.”

      It only took a couple of moments for her to finish the water, and I could tell that she wanted a lot more. “There’s a stream not far from here.  We can get you some more water there, okay?”

      “I don’t know you. I….I can’t go with you.”

      I smiled and nodded.  “I can’t imagine what you have been through, June, but I'd like to help you if you’ll let me.  I'm from a temple a few miles north of here.  There are a lot of good people there, and you can eat all you want and get medical attention.  It’s a good place, I promise.”

      The bandit cleared his throat loudly.  “What are you going to do with me?  I held up my end of the bargain.  There she is.  Now let me go.”

      “Not yet, dumbass.”

      “Did this man hurt you?”

      “Not yet, he just talks mean to me.  They shoved me in that crate a week ago, and this is the first time I've been out,” June said as her lip quivered and eyes filled with tears.

      “You son of a bitch.  You kept her in that thing for a week?  Are you freaking kidding me?”

      “I didn’t do anything. James oversaw this regiment.  He threw her in there and told us to not let her out, so that’s what we did.”

      I was happy that I was able to rip the heart out of this James bastard.  I gritted my teeth in anger at the way this poor girl was treated.

      I pulled an apple out of my pouch, and the girl grabbed it out of my hand before I had time to give it to her.

      She ate the fruit ravenously.  I had never seen anyone eat something so quickly. 

      After she finished, she sucked on the core, and then threw it into the bushes. “Pardon my manners, but they haven’t fed me since they took me.” 

      I glared at the bandit gnashing my teeth. “You haven’t given her any food?” 

      “We did...I’m sure of it...I did, I remember.”

      “Liar, all I ever got from you were lustful stares and lewd comments!” June exclaimed.

      I pulled a bundle of jerky from my pouch and handed her the whole thing. “Please eat all of it.”

      “Thank you. You are very kind.”

      “No problem.”

      The bandit chuckled, and I turned my head. “Something funny?”

      “She’s a fucking monkey. You talk to her like she is a real woman,” muttered the man. “We should have just killed her like we did all the others. She was the only one that looked like she might get an acceptable price from some brothel.”

      After he saw the look on my face, he regretted what he said immediately. June began sobbing and put her face in her hands.

      I walked over to the bandit and looked at him as he sat on the ground shaking his head. 

      “Nah, man, I didn’t mean it!  Sometimes I run off at the mouth…”

      His speech dropped off as I grabbed him by his greasy, brown hair and pulled him to his feet.  I head-butted him in the center of his face, shattering his nose and pulling a deep dark scream of agony out of his gut.  Red liquid poured from the man’s nostrils and mouth generously.  The warm blood filled his throat causing a sickening gurgle followed by a wet cough.

      I didn’t want to kill him yet, but I wanted him to stop bothering us, so I moved behind him and placed him in a simple sleeper hold.  I had to focus and manage my strength otherwise I'd break his neck or rip his head off altogether.  After a few seconds, his body went limp, and he was out like a light. I dropped him to the forest floor, and then looked down at him.  He was a pale, bloody mess of a man.  

      “Ah fuck,” I hissed as I saw a lot of blood on my arm from the sleeper hold.  My left arm was a sticky, wet mess that I didn’t want to deal with now. I picked up a cloth rag I found on one of the logs set up around the campfire and slowly wiped off the remnants of our encounter.

      “He won’t be bothering us for a bit.  I was getting sick of his jabbering. Do you want to talk to me about the day they kidnapped you?  I understand if you don’t, I just would like to hear about it.  The offer is on the table whenever you're ready.”

      She gave an almost non-existent nod.  If I hadn’t been looking at her closely, I wouldn’t have seen the head movement at all.

      “Okay, I’m listening,” I replied softly as I sat on a nearby log focusing all my attention on the beautiful brown furred girl’s face.

      “I lived in the Whoodolana Marshlands. My people had a small village in the middle of this area.  Our village was in the driest part of the Marshlands.  One day, a group of these men visited us under the guise of trade. They quickly overpowered many of our better fighters.  The bandits grew furious when they could not find many things of value.  They began killing the men with impunity, and then they decided to either kill or hurt all the women and children.  They felt that I was pretty enough to sell, so they took me with them and set the village on fire afterwards.  I'll never forget the sounds of children screaming behind me.”
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      June and I spent the next hour in small talk as I tried to gain her trust.  She slowly came around, and I even saw a couple of smiles.  June was a sweet and ultra-kind woman. How anyone could be cruel enough to throw her in a crate and sell her as a slave was beyond my comprehension.  She was also beautiful, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off her.  Thankfully, she agreed to return with me to the temple.  I couldn’t bear the thought of her being out here all by herself.  My heart broke for her, and I was glad I could help her.  I couldn’t imagine watching my entire village be slaughtered right in front of my eyes.  The rage inside of me made my entire body pulse.  I had to watch my expressions because I didn’t want to frighten her.  She had been scared enough over the past week.  The dick bandit finally woke up to a jolt when he remembered the predicament he was in.

      “Up and at’em sunshine,” I said sarcastically.

      “What did you do to me?”  

      “I’m a wizard, and I performed a sleeping spell.”

      June giggled for the first time, and it was one of the most adorable sounds I had ever heard.

      “Let me go! I did what you asked!”

      “You’re gonna do one more thing for me.”

      “The fuck I am!”

      “You mentioned you were a regiment, which would mean you're part of a much larger group of cocksuckers.  Am I right?”

      “Why should I tell you?”

      “Because if you don’t, I'll start breaking bones until you do tell me.”

      “Fuck, fine.  There is a much larger camp over the border into Bloodlake.”

      “Good, you're going to take me there after I take June back to Garway.”

      “No, no, you find it yourself.  You’ll get me killed. There’s nothing worse than a rat.”

      “It’s settled then.  Let’s go,” I smirked.

      “Go to hell, you asshole,” the bandit growled as he stood to his feet.

      “Garway?  Is that where the Temple is?” asked June.

      “No, but it is a place you will be safe and taken care of until I get back from killing all of these bandits.”

      “There is no way you're going to kill fifty men!” exclaimed the scrawny bandit.

      “Just let me worry about that. I don’t think I asked you anything.  Don’t talk unless I tell you to talk.”

      “I’m scared, John.  Can’t I stay with you?”

      “That’s not a good idea. This is going to be a dangerous trip.  I shouldn't be gone long, I promise.  You can get something to eat and a bath in Garway.  I helped them out, so I'm certain they will do anything at all for me.”

      “Okay, I trust you, John. Thank you,” she replied as she hugged my arm.
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      Upon entering the town, I saw that cultivators from the temple had arrived.  They had brought frost mages with them to extinguish the fire.  They evidently didn’t arrive quickly enough to contain the blaze to just the one barn. Another structure was burned to a crisp beside the first victim.

      “John!  Where the hell have you been?”  yelled Rhonda from a few yards away.  I hadn’t seen her yet.  She came jogging over and jumped into my arms.

      “I was worried about you!” Rhonda exclaimed as she turned her attention to the beautiful kakuen beside me. “Who is this?”

      “Rhonda this is June. June this is Rhonda.  These bags of dicks had captured June, and she was captive at a camp just that way.  She’s coming back with me to the Temple.”

      “Why doesn’t she have a home to go to?” Rhonda asked. Her voiced laced with disdain.

      “No...she doesn’t.  She’s coming with us.”

      Rhonda nodded as I heard another voice come from an approaching cultivator. 

      “John, it’s good to see you're well,” Hector walked over with his hands behind his back. He did not show me the smile I had been accustomed to.  He looked perturbed, and I was pretty sure I knew why.

      “May we talk in private?”  Hektor asked.

      “Sure. Rhonda, will you take June wherever she'd like to go?  She’s probably still hungry and would like a bath.”

      “Sure,” Rhonda said sharply. “Come on.” 

      “Thanks,” I replied and looked at the monkey girl. “You’ll be fine.  Rhonda is my friend.”

      “Okay, I trust you, John.  Please see me before you leave,” June muttered.

      “I'll definitely do that.”

      Rhonda gave me a confused glare. She was curious about where I was going.  I’m not gonna lie, Rhonda and I had not been meshing like we used to over the past few weeks.  Her attitude toward June irritated me immensely. 

      “Hektor, what can I do for you?”

      “John, why in the name of the Ancient Ones did you come here without notifying the temple?  You aren't a vigilante. You are one of our cultivators,” Hektor said sharply.  I expected that Hektor may be irritated that I didn’t notify them first, but this response shocked me, and I didn’t like it one bit.

      “If I had gone back to the temple, there would have been many more bodies and a bunch of charred ruins.  This was the only decision that made any sense.”

      Hektor scoffed. “I know that I've favored you for some time since you arrived, and you feel you have more autonomy than the other cultivators. That is my fault, but you must follow my rules and direction.  You can’t make this kind of decision on your own.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Hektor was basically calling me his bitch and to fall in line.

      “Yeah, we will just agree to disagree.  These bandits were bad news.  They would have taken the women as sex slaves and killed who was left. My new friend, June, was taken from her village, and they killed everyone.  I won't apologize for what I did and what I'm going to do as soon as this conversation is over.”

      Hektor’s mouth was agape with a brow raised. “And what are you going to do, if I'm worthy of asking the great John LeBrock?”

      I didn’t like this Hektor; this version of him was an ultra-asshole. “There is a major camp of bandits like the ones that came here.  This prisoner I've been dragging around is going to take me there.  These guys need to be dealt with, or they will continue to pillage and plunder the countryside.”

      “And where is this camp?”

      “He said it is just over the border that way,” I replied as I pointed.

      Hektor laughed.  “Are you mad? That is Bloodlake, and they will deal with vermin on their side of the border.  I'll send a message to the temple there, and they will deal with it.  You aren’t going there.  I'm becoming wary of your judgement, John.  Therefore, your going on unsanctioned solo missions won't continue.  And another thing, you don’t determine who will or won't come to the temple.  I feel for your friend, and I'll allow it this one time, but you will ask beforehand from now on.  The temple isn’t a public retreat.”

      My blood was boiling, and I knew my face had to be turning red. I had to fight the urge to go ballistic on Hektor right now. I took a deep breath and responded. “Once the main camp realizes that this regiment is missing, they are going to come looking for them. They need to be dealt with immediately.  I can understand your position of them being Bloodlake’s responsibility, however, they crossed our borders and killed people here.  That is cause enough to act now. I’m going to at least check this place out.”

      “John, have you not heard anything I've said to you?  You aren’t in charge.  You don’t make these decisions.  I'm giving you the order to stand down.  If you choose to disobey my order, there will be ramifications.”

      I rotated my neck counterclockwise to loosen the tension.  “I'll take whatever punishment you choose to enact.  These bastards are going to keep killing, pillaging, and raping.  I can do something about it.  I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night knowing I could have done something.”

      Hektor gave me a death glare for a couple of moments, then responded gravely.  “You do as you feel you need to do.  You will be dealt with upon your return,” the Cosmic Observator didn’t wait for a response but he turned and walked away.  He then launched into the air and flew back toward the temple.

      “Well, I’ve gone and done it now.”
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      The Garway Inn hadn’t been plundered by the bandits as severely as I had expected.  I ate some food and had a couple of beers as I waited to tell June and Rhonda that I was leaving for the camp.  The elf innkeeper was an elderly lady that stood about four feet tall.  She almost tripped over herself offering me anything I wanted for my help earlier.  I told her repeatedly that she had done enough with the food and beers, but she kept offering.  This strengthened my resolve, and I had no regrets doing what I did.  I hated disappointing Hektor, and I didn’t look forward to whatever punishment I was going to receive.  My actions saved lives today, and I saved June from a life of sex slavery.  I'd happily take whatever he dished out.  I was disappointed in what I had heard from Hektor, and it really changed my opinion of the man.

      “Did I hear this right? You are ignoring an order given to you by Master Hektor?  Are you nuts?” Rhonda asked as she stomped down the staircase.

      “Nice to see you too,” I winked as I sipped my mug of ale.

      “Tell me I'm wrong,” Rhonda stood with her hands on her hips like a mom pissed at her child for getting play-doh everywhere.

      “You’re not wrong.  He’s pissed I came here without his permission, and he’s even more pissed that I'm going to stop these bandits from hurting anyone else.  I'm guessing you're on his side?”

      “Yeah, he is the Cosmic Observator.  The temple cultivators don’t go against him.  What’s going to happen to you?”

      “Beats me.  He said I'll be dealt with when I return, Ooooooo,” I replied sarcastically doing a jazz hands gesture.

      She plopped down in the chair and tapped her fingers on the tabletop while shaking her head.

      “Ugh, I don’t know what will happen either because no one ever disobeys the man.”

      “Cool, I enjoy being the first.”

      “Shut up,” Rhonda said as she tossed a napkin at me, “I can’t go with you.  I don’t disobey Hektor.”

      “I understand.  I'd rather go alone anyway but thank you for your concern and loyalty.”

      “Ugh, don’t be dramatic. I’m going back to the temple.”

      “You’re taking June with you, right?”

      Rhonda sighed.  “I guess, but I need to hear the magic word.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Please, she’s been through a lot and she has no one.”

      “I understand and I’ll take her back, but then I’m turning her over to Yitri.  They're similar from the little time I’ve spent with June.  They’ll hit it off.  You’ll have yourself another...girlfriend,” Rhonda rolled her eyes.

      “It’s not like that, and you know it.  Just take care of her for me, please.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Rhonda nodded toward the staircase.

      A smiling June tiptoed down the stairs with a look of rejuvenation. “Hello John.”

      “Hey, how are you?”

      “I’m doing much better, thank you.  Rhonda is very kind like you.  It is nice being clean again,” she replied as she bounced into the chair.

      I patted the back of her hand, and this time she didn’t pull away or shudder. “I’m glad.  Wow, your fur looks so nice and fluffy.”

      “Yes, please feel!”

      “Really? Okay,” I replied with pursed lips as I slowly rubbed the soft brown fur.  She closed her eyes and smiled with an almost inaudible moan. “Yeah, that does feel good. Smells good too.”

      “Yes, I've never used fancy shampoo before.  It was wonderful!”

      The elf innkeeper plopped a large plate of steaming meat and vegetables along with a cup of what smelled like jade leaf tea. 

      “Oh, my goodness, thank you so much!”  June replied, clapping her hands together.

      “Any friend of Mr. LeBrock is a friend of mine.  Anything you need is yours, please enjoy,”  the silver-haired lady smiled as she looked at me.

      “Thank you, she’s been through a lot,” I nodded at the innkeeper.

      “Listen, June, you’ll be traveling to the Temple of the Weeping Sun with Rhonda.  I’m going somewhere, but don’t worry she’ll take good care of you.  She’ll introduce you to my other friend, Yitri, who is a felinia.  She’s really nice.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful.  The kakuen and felinia get along very well and have been allies for centuries.  They’re really compassionate creatures!”

      “That they are. I've to get going.  You two be careful on your way back, and I'll see you soon.”

      June dropped her fork on the table and hopped into my lap and squeezed me.  The sudden show of affection surprised me, but I returned the embrace warmly.

      “I'll miss you, John. Please be careful and come back to me as soon as you can.  You saved me, and I'm devoted to you now.”

      I was kind of thrown by her words, but I responded with a kiss to her forehead. “I’ll be fine.”

      Her soft brown hair smelled like jasmine and vanilla.  I found myself moving closer to take another whiff which had to be creepy, but it smelled too good to care about what it looked like.

      “You’re sniffing her hair like a perv,” Rhonda said dryly.

      “I’m happy he likes it.  You can smell as much as you like, John,” the monkey girl said warmly.

      “Well, I need to cultivate my cores and be on my way to the camp.”

      My words were cut off by a man screaming outside.  It sounded like the bandit I had tied to the post in front of the inn.  I carefully lifted June off me and made my way out the front door to see a human woman holding a knife to the bandit’s throat.

      “Stop this bitch! She’s going to slit my throat!”  the man pleaded to me.

      “This bastard killed my husband!  We were just married a couple of months ago, and I'm pregnant.  You killed the love of my life, and the father of my child.  I can’t do this on my own.  You’ve taken everything from me. I'm going to kill you!”

      I held up my hands.  “Hold up.”

      Everyone in the area turned their attention to me and got quiet.

      “I need this guy to show me the way to the larger bandit camp.  If they aren’t taken care of, they will continue to hurt people.  They will probably come here looking for the regiment I killed.”

      “Yes, thank you. Now leave me be, you stupid whore!” the bandit spat at the widow.

      The innkeeper spoke from my rear.  “Mr. LeBrock, do you have a God’s Eye?  I’m sorry to pry.”

      “Yes,” I replied with a bewildered look on my face.

      “If that is the case, this man can mark the location of the camp on your map.  That way you won't have to drag him through the woods and listen to his vile mouth.”

      “I didn’t even think of that,” I turned my head toward the man and smiled. “Okay, do as she says and mark the spot on my map.”

      “If I do that, she'll kill me.”

      The widow looked at me and stated. “No, I won't. Do as he asks.”  

      She waited for the bandit to look away from her, and then she winked mischievously.

      “Alright, come here,” the bandit said hesitantly.

      I walked over and showed him my map, He scrolled through until he found the spot and set the waypoint.  “There, it's just over the border about seven miles away. If you move quickly, they will probably be asleep.  They've one watchtower which is usually manned by a drunk imbecile.  There will be a few dozen men there.”

      “Are there any more regiments out?”

      “No, there is only one sent out at a time.  We rotate with two other groups.”

      “Are there any cultivators there?”

      “Only one, Nigel is his name. He's our leader too.  He used to be one of the Skullfist, but he left a few months ago and started this up.”

      “Rank?”  

      “He is a Viper, I think.  If you think we're bad guys then wait until you meet him.”

      “Anything else I should know?  How many prisoners do you have there?”

      “There are five or six women that were taken from surrounding villages.  They may still be there or some of them may have been sold.  There are a few men prisoners that they use for busy work around the camp.  Personally, I think you're damn stupid. There’s no way you're going to kill all those guys and Nigel.  This is a suicide mission.”

      I patted him on the cheek and stood to my feet.  “Just the kinds of missions I love to go on.” I turned and began walking toward the dot on my map.  As I reached the edge of the village, I heard screaming at the inn.  It sounded like the widow was going back on her word about not killing the bandit.  I grinned as I began to jog into the darkness.
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      I made my way to the halfway point between Garway and the camp before I paused.  I found a spot out of sight in a patch of soft grass where I shouldn’t be bothered.  I knelt and entered a meditative state.  I focused on my cores and found them to be in decent shape.  There had not been a lot of stress placed on them in my fight with the humans.  It doesn’t take a lot of myst at the rank of Viper to rip a non-cultivator to shreds.  Even so, I spent the next hour spinning my myst reserves and refreshing my pathways, clearing any blocks that would impede proper efficiency and performance.  I pulled myself out of my focus and continued to the bandit camp quickly.  It was getting late, and I wanted to get a good look at the set up before I came up with a plan.  The cultivator should be my only problem if I'm smart with my strategy.

      Luckily, the bandit plotted the map perfectly.  Part of me was expecting to find absolutely nothing because he plotted the wrong spot, but I was pleasantly surprised that was not the case.  The first thing that caught my attention was the ten-foot-tall walls around the camp.  There were logs with sharp points on the top.  The watch tower stood about the same distance higher than the walls, and I could see the silhouette of one person standing there.  I assumed that the entrance to the joint had to be right there.  There was a ladder that went from the ground to the covered watchtower.  There were torches scattered on top of the walls that gave some light but not enough to be of any concern.

      I snuck around to the front gate to check it out.  I could barely differentiate the gate from the walls.  I was hoping for an easier entry, but I'd have to regroup.  I blitzed up an oak tree to get a better look at the layout of the camp. There were six buildings and a few tents scattered inside of the walls.  There was a large campfire in the middle of the camp with a few men hanging around it.  My eyes were drawn to the wall to the north where I could make out several figures chained to the walls. I went down the tree I was on and made my way to one that was closer to this particular area.

      The jerks evidently just kept their prisoners outside in the elements.  There were four men chained by the arms and legs to the wall.  Further down, there were half naked women with their wrists attached to a longer chain that connected to the wall.  Their legs were unchained.  Beside each female was a small rectangle that looked like a mattress.  The monsters must have just raped the women in front of the male prisoners and anyone else inside the walls.  It was a sickening sight that churned my stomach and caused my blood to boil.  Each of the women were just curled up on the ground trying to keep warm.

      My plan was simple. I was going to jump from the tree over the top of the wall into the camp.  It would take some myst usage to clear the spikes, but it wouldn’t be a problem.  I needed to get moving while most of the camp was asleep.  The use of my Speed Core and blitz technique will get me to the watchtower quickly, and I'll take out that poor soul stationed there before making my next move.  

      I took a deep breath and put my back on the tree trunk before running to the end of the thick branch I was on and launched into the dark night over the wall. When my legs hit the dirt, I somersaulted and crouched behind a wooden box.  I had not been noticed and everything was as it was.  I blitzed to the ladder, and then to the top of the watchtower.  The man sat on a stool falling in and out of sleep.  I moved behind him quickly and snapped his neck before he even knew I was there.  The crack was loud and satisfying.  I didn’t let him fall to the wooden floor because I wanted to lay him easily so as not to make no sounds that might alert someone of my presence.

      I stayed on the platform for a few moments to commit the layout of the camp to my memory.  My attention was drawn to a man waddling toward one of the women chained to the wall.  He was drunk as a skunk and horny evidently.  My plan would begin with the prisoners.  I was not going to let this asshole rape this captive woman.  I descended the ladder in a blur and moved from cover to cover toward the prisoners. I stopped behind a wooden crate of food to make sure I attacked this dope in the quietest manner I could.

      “Hey there, blondie, I don’t think I've tried you out yet.  Right now, is a good time as any,” the bandit slurred as he began to unbuckle his pants.  The woman pressed herself against the wall and began to sob loudly.

      One of the men chained further down was awoken by the commotion.  “Come on, leave her alone!  They’ve had enough! For the love of the Ancient Ones, leave her alone!”

      “Shut your mouth, or I'll cut your dick off.”

      I blitzed beside the man and blasted him with my forearm with such ferocity that he was internally decapitated.

      There was a collective gasp from the prisoners chained to the wall.  I put my index finger in front of my lips to communicate that they needed to be silent.

      “I’m here to help.  I’ll set you free, but not right now.”

      “Thank the Ancient Ones, you must be a cultivator?” the blonde woman asked with tears still streaming from her eyes.

      “Yes, I’m gonna take care of business.  Then I'll come back.”

      “What do you mean?  Free us now, and we will make a run for it.  You are going to get yourself killed,” the male prisoner said excitedly.

      I motioned for him to lower his voice.  “I’ll be fine.  You all just sit tight.  I'll be back for you. You have my word.”

      I lifted the dead bandit and threw him behind a trash pile which was fitting.  I sprinted over to one of the few tents inside the compound and peeked in.  There were five men on small pads on the dirt in a deep sleep.  I realized that killing everyone silently was going to be difficult. I knelt beside my first victim as he slept.  I performed an old-fashioned karate chop into his throat.  The crack was loud along with a loud exhale from the dying man’s lungs.  I moved on to each of the four that remained and ended their lives in the same manner without causing anyone to awaken. A benefit of using my fists to kill them was the lack of a bloody mess.  If anyone were to peek in, they wouldn’t be able to tell that they were dead right away.

      Suddenly, I heard a loud yell outside of the tent that almost scared the shit out of me.  

      “Shut the fuck up!  Some people are trying to sleep. Go to bed or get the hell out of here!”  a thundering voice demanded.

      I peeked out the crack of the tent door and saw a large man in a robe on the balcony of a building that was on stilts.  There wasn’t any water nearby so I had no idea why this building would be raised higher than all the others.  I was certain that this man was Nigel, the cultivator. It had to be him.

      “No problem boss, sorry,” a bandit yelled from the campfire.  It looked like taking out a lot of bandits silently was not going to pan out.  I heard footsteps approaching the tent I was in, and I prepared myself to attack.  I moved into the shadows and waited.  A chubby bandit slowly drug himself in and had his eyes on a vacant pad on the ground.  He stood in front of the pad and let out a loud burp while I moved in behind him and snapped his neck.  I decided I was going to create a diversion that would cause several of the men to huddle in one area, and then I would perform Crushing Armageddon taking them all out in one fell swoop.  

      I had an idea that required one of the torches on the wall to execute.  I snuck out of the tent and grabbed the first torch that I could find.  I returned to the tent that was now a mausoleum and began igniting everything that looked flammable.  I exited the tent and jumped on top of the wooden structure beside the smoking tent.  I laid on my stomach to keep myself hidden until the time was perfect. Within a minute the tent was an orange ball of fire, and it only took a couple of minutes before the first scream pierced the night.

      “Fire!  What the fuck?”  a voice screamed from across the way.

      More and more bandits began to flood out of the barracks and run toward the burning tent in bewilderment.  I couldn’t help but chuckle as I watched the situation unfold.  

      “How did this happen?”

      “Did the guys get out?”

      “No, you moron, don’t you see them burning right there?”

      Bandits flooded the area, and it was going to be a perfect way to kill a shit ton of birds with one stone.

      “What the hell?” Nigel screamed from the balcony of the stilt building.

      “We don’t know what the shit happened!  They’re all dead; we do know that for sure.”

      “Smells like a damn barbeque out here.”

      There was a mob of at least thirty bandits standing in my strike zone.  I jumped right over the center of the mob and performed Crushing Armageddon.  I landed dead center, and my fist created a huge crater in the ground and obliterated everyone anywhere close to the point of impact.  My powers had grown substantially.  Some of the people exploded sending blood and gore in every direction. Skin, bones, flesh, and entrails littered my surroundings.  The men that were outside of the attack area fell backwards due to the shockwave of the impact.  I roared as my body absorbed the influx of myst from all the dead bodies that surrounded me.  It was orgasmic, and I felt like my body was going to explode.  The bandits that were left stood frozen with their jaws on the dirt.  My cores were overflowing with fresh myst, and I planned to spam my blitz technique to take out the remaining men before they could react.

      I blitzed to the nearest one and struck his chin with an open palm shattering his teeth and snapping his neck backward.  Afterward, I blitzed to the next victim and used an open palm strike on his chest causing his heart to explode in his torso.  I continued blitzing to each bandit until they were all dead.  The myst refilled my cores as fast as I used it.

      “NIGEL!!!!!!!” I screamed toward the large cultivator who looked down upon me from the balcony of his stilt house.

      “Who in the name of the Ancient Ones are you?” the bandit cultivator asked with a brow raised. You have made quite a mess here.”

      “It’s your turn. Face me like a man,” I growled.

      Nigel raised his right arm with his palm facing upward.  He conjured a radiant pink orb the size of a volleyball and slung it at me.  I dodged the ball of energy, but the impact with the ground resulted in a splash that hit me in the side.  It burned my gi, but that was all the damage that I saw or felt.  He conjured another in his left hand and tossed it to his right, then to his left, continuously becoming faster until he looked like a blur.  Thank the Ancient Ones for my Speed Core and blitz ability, without those I'd have been unable to dodge the powerful blasts. My body was covered with small burns from the splashes, but I was fine.  I glanced behind me to see total destruction.  The small huts and tents were destroyed, and the wall at the front of the camp was gone.  My stomach dropped as I remembered the prisoners chained to the wall.  I looked over quickly to see that wall still intact.  I had to draw his attacks away from them.

      “Are you going to be a pussy and do your little magic tricks for the rest of the fight, or are you going to actually fight me?”

      Nigel launched suddenly from the balcony and landed on the ground twenty yards in front of me. “By the look of your gi, you're a Weeping Sun cultivator, eh?”

      “I'm here on my own accord.  This is an unsanctioned fight.  You may be too stupid to understand what I'm saying,” I replied as I raised my fists and maneuvered into a proper fighting stance.

      “And may I ask, why are you here at my camp? Are you trying to rob us? What do you want?”

      “Justice, your little regiment have been wreaking havoc in Starfall stealing, killing, and kidnapping.”

      “Ah, yes, they are doing what they were told.  Does this bother you?”

      “You could say that.”

      “It appears you have succeeded with your revenge plot thus far.  However, your life ends now.”

      “Really?  So, there is another cultivator coming to help you?”

      Nigel cackled before his face turned to stone, but he replied nothing to my question.  He moved into a Viper fighting stance, and we began to walk clockwise simultaneously glaring at each other, waiting for the first move. 

      “Fuck it,” I muttered and then blitzed directly in front of Nigel and began a flurry of punches.  He blocked the majority but two strikes to the face hurt him.

      I spun counterclockwise to perform a leg sweep, but he was ready.  He jumped over my leg and nailed me with one of his pink orbs.

      I felt an explosion of burning pain on the back of my neck.  I somersaulted away and stood to my feet. It felt like a bowling bowl that was engulfed with flames had smacked me in the back of the head.

      He took the opportunity to launch another attack.

      Face punch

      Face punch

      Face punch

      Face punch

      Gut punch

      Open palm to the chest.  

      I went flying backward and slammed into a pile of rubble from a collapsed wooden hut.  He sprinted and then performed a jump kick that I dodged at the last second.  He went into the pile of rubble feet first.

      I moved behind him.

      Kidney punch

      Kidney punch

      Elbow to the back of the head

      Spinning heel kick to the right side of his head sending him to the ground.

      He laid prone on the ground, blood poured from his ears creating a tiny puddle of crimson. The back of my head still throbbed from the energy orb impact. I noticed warm liquid flowing down my lower back into my pants. I touched my back and found the source of the blood stream. There was a two-inch tear in my flesh from the debris I was knocked into. As I moved my hand up my back, I felt a piece of wood sticking out of my back. There was approximately three inches outside of my body, but I was unsure how deep the wood went in my back. I had to fight the urge to pull the foreign body out, which could cause me to bleed out if it had nicked an artery. 

      I wish I'd have never found the damn thing. I wasn’t in excruciating pain until I knew it was there. The mind works in mysterious ways. Now each step I took, a lightning bolt of pain streaked up and down my body. As I stood over top of Nigel, I saw that he was still breathing, so I had to finish the job. I lifted my leg and almost passed out from the jolt of agony. I stomped on his skull twice until it popped open, spilling blood and brains onto the ground. Steam rose from the gaping head wound due to the late-night temperature drop.

      I looked around for any attackers who awaited in the shadows, but it looked like everyone was dead, or they had gotten out of Dodge. I had completely forgotten about the prisoners until I heard them yelling frantically for me. Then I got to thinking. What if I had gotten killed? They would be chained up until someone found them, or they died. Shit, the walls were destroyed, so they would have probably been found by a hungry wild animal that would have eaten them alive one by one in front of one another. Why was I still pondering this? Let’s get them loose.

      You have saved the prisoners from the bandit and destroyed all of the bandits including the evil cultivator, Nigel.  Your willingness to put your life on the line will not go unnoticed by the Ancient Ones!
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      All the prisoners were freed in a few minutes. I didn’t have a key, so I had to push myst into my arms to break the chains. The chains were rather rusty and brittle, so it didn’t require much effort. After a few minutes of thank you’s from the men and women, we made our way out of the camp into the forest. I planned to take them to Garway and ask for the people to take care of them. I was certain the thankful innkeeper would be happy to do so if I asked her to. One of the women was from Garway, but the others were from scattered villages all over Bloodlake. I didn’t have the time to return each of them with my upcoming match with Reynard on the horizon if that was still happening. I didn’t know what plans Hektor had for me to punish me for my defiance. It was doubtful the duel would be cancelled because it's been the talk of the temple since its announcement. I needed this injury taken care of and to cultivate until the match which was only in two days.

      Each step through the forest was agony, stabs of razor-sharp pain stormed through my body with each step, and we had a lot of steps to go until we reached Garway. It would have been great if one of the prisoners had medical training, but with my luck, they had absolutely none. I hoped someone would be able to patch me up enough to get back to the temple infirmary. 
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        * * *

      

      After a long painful trek over uneven terrain, we finally passed through the village entrance. A few people recognized me and rushed over to greet me and asked if they could assist me in any way. I was going to be revered in Garway for a very long time. I made a beeline to the inn and cringed as I ascended the steps into the establishment. 

      “John, are you alright? You look terrible,” the innkeeper said.

      “I feel terrible. I need your help. These people were prisoners at the big bandit camp, and they need a place to stay. Only one of them is from here. The others are from all over Bloodlake. They're malnourished and could use food and water. I know this is a lot to ask.”

      “Nonsense, you saved our village. I'll do anything you ask.”

      I plopped down in a wooden chair. I figured blood from my wound would be easier to clean from the non-porous surface. However, my body longed for the soft couch in the corner of the room. “Thanks, is there anyone here in town that could help patch me up so I don’t bleed out on my way back to the temple?”

      I turned to show her the wound, and she gasped loudly. “Yes, I'll send you to Archer. Follow me. It is a short walk to the house just across the street.”

      She looked at my prisoner convoy and smiled. “Please wait here. I'll be back in just a moment. Make yourself at home.”

      The men and women nodded and smiled back at her as I followed her out the door. She took me to a small wooden home with granite accents and ferns dangling from the ceiling over the porch. She knocked violently on the door, and a short chubby kitsune with glasses greeted us.

      “Dinah? Is everything okay?” the fox man asked.

      “This is John. The cultivator from the temple that saved our village from those evil bandits. He's injured and needs help. We owe him everything so please try and help him. I must get back to tend to some people he brought that need help, so I'm going to leave him with you,” Dinah pleaded.

      “Of course, of course, please come inside, and let me take a look at you,” Archer motioned for me to enter, and I obliged. The home was filled with plants, some were just green, and others bloomed with colorful flowers. It smelled very nice without being overwhelming.

      “Please go into the room and sit backwards in the chair. That way I'll be able to get a good look at your back.”

      I sat down slowly and laid my head on the top of the back of the oak chair. The pain still hurt like a bitch. “Are you a doctor?”

      “Oh, heavens no. I'm an herbalist, and I dabble in alchemy.”

      “Ah, now I see why you have so many plants.”

      “Yes, I do have a lot in here and even more out back. Even though I won’t be able to heal you, I'll be able to get this wood out of your back and stop any bleeding with some of my concoctions. You will have had a much more comfortable walk back to the temple where you can be healed properly.”

      “Sounds great. I’ll let you get to work.”

      “Oh, that looks painful indeed. There is another hole, but there doesn’t appear to be any debris inside the flesh.”

      Archer went over to a shelf and removed a vial of something and then he went to one of his plants and ripped one of the leaves off.  He retrieved a mortar and pestle from a drawer in a large wooden cabinet.  He placed all the items on the table in front of me while he whistled a tune.  He proceeded to put the purple leaf into the mortar and began to crush the leaf into a fine powder with the pestle.  After he was satisfied with how fine the powder was, he put a few drops of the green liquid from the glass vial into the powder.  He stirred the liquid and powder together creating a paste.

      “What have you got there?” I tilted my head back and asked.

      “This is a salve that will stop the bleeding when I remove the wood from your back.  It works very well, I must say,” Archer replied as he stepped behind me. “Oops I almost forgot…”

      He walked over to another smaller plant in a pot and ripped two leaves off.  He handed the red leaves to me and patted me on the shoulder. “Please chew these up and swallow them.  That will help with the pain you're experiencing.  Unfortunately, removing this wood splinter won't be a pleasant experience.  It looks to be rather deep in your muscle.  I'll wait a couple of minutes for the pain suppressant in your system to circulate before I will proceed.  I'll simply remove the wood and then fill the wound with the salve, and the bleeding will stop.  I'll put some in this wound over here as well for good measure.

      He stepped out of the room for a couple of minutes to do an unseen task and returned with a warm and supportive smile on his face.  “I'll begin if that is okay with you.  It should be quick.  Like I said, I'm not a healer. This will only help you temporarily until you reach an actual healer.”

      “Yeah, do what you need to do. I’m fine.”

      “Okay, the pain suppressant will help dull the pain, but it will still be very uncomfortable due to the depth of the wood.”

      “I got you, just do it,” I replied with a hint of impatience.

      Archer got the idea and placed his fingers around the debris before beginning to count.  When he reached three, he jerked the wood from my flesh.  The pain was very intense, but I would have hated to feel it without the pain suppressant.  I felt warm blood stream run down my back to my butt and then I heard the drips on the floor.  Archer placed his index and middle finger into the mortar and scooped out a bunch of the salve, and then began to shove it into my wound. There was a strong burning sensation that dulled to warm within a couple of moments. “There we are.  The bleeding has stopped.  Look at what I pulled from your back.”

      Archer had a jagged piece of wood on the palm of his hand that was five inches long. I cringed and squinted my eyes at the ugly thing.

      “Three inches of this was deep in your flesh.  It had to be very painful.  You are a good patient.  I'm done.  Please take some more of these leaves to help with the pain.  Once you get to a healer in the infirmary, they should be able to fix this up very quickly.”
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      I entered the back gate of the Temple of the Weeping Sun with mixed emotions. It was nice to be near Yitri and not to mention the cat girl’s healing hands. However, I didn’t know what to expect from my defiance of the Cosmic Observator. My first stop would be the infirmary to get this hole in my back fixed. I was grateful to my new friend Archer, the kitsune, for patching me up so well. 

      It thrilled me that Yitri was on call in the infirmary. I was happy to see her, and she would fix me up quickly so I could get back to my training. 

      “John, you’re back!” Yitri embraced me tightly, causing me to flinch from the pain.

      She pulled away and looked me in the eyes. “You’re hurt?”

      “No biggie, I fucked my back up a tad, but a kitsune fellow in Garway patched me up and here I am for you to fix me completely.”

      “Sure, let’s have a look.”

      I pulled my shirt off and turned my back, revealing my injury in all its glory.

      “Interesting, the kitsune used some sort of homemade salve to the wound. It worked very well.  The healing process will be much quicker.”

      “That’s good to hear. He was a good dude.”

      I looked forward into a mirror and grimaced at my appearance.  I was filthy with some bruising on my face and chest. I couldn’t wait to hop into a bathtub with some jade petals sprinkled in to soothe my aching body.  I was beginning to sound like a girl.  It wasn’t exactly manly to be excited about a bath with flower petals floating in the water.  

      A faint light illuminated from behind me as Yitri began healing the wounds with just her hands.  I felt a warm tingling sensation as she focused energy on my back. I moaned at a low volume, but it was still audible.

      “Am I hurting you?” Yitri asked with concern.

      “No, no, it feels nice.  Your hands are amazing instruments.”

      “Thank you, I try to use them in ways to pleasure you,” Yitri said with a sultry tone.

      “Oh really, I’ll have to give you an opportunity to use those instruments later, eh?”

      She giggled. “You are a goofball.  Don’t you remember about a certain duel you're involved in the day after tomorrow?”  

      “Oh yeah, that does ring a bell.  Damn, we’ll just have to get together after I win,” I said with a wink in the mirror that made her smile.

      “Confident, aren’t we?”

      “Absolutely, I'm going to destroy a Mantis in front of the whole temple.”

      “No, I mean confident about something happening with me after your win.”

      I grabbed my heart like someone had stabbed me.  “No, your words are painful!”

      The cat girl playfully slapped me on the back of the head. “You’re all done.  Go get yourself hurt all over again.”

      I slid off the table to my feet and turned toward the gorgeous women.  “If you weren’t so damn hot, I wouldn’t feel the need to injure myself to come see you.”

      “Silly, I've more patients to see.  I think you need to bathe.  You stink, I’m sorry to say.”

      I sniffed my armpit and nodded.  “Yep, I won’t argue with you there. I’m off,” I kissed the cat girl on the cheek and took off toward my dorm room.
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      After a long bath, nap, and meal I intended to cultivate for the rest of the day.  My cores needed serious attention since my battle with the bandit camp and Nigel.  Injuries will also taint the myst flowing through the body.  After returning my bowl and utensils to the kitchen, the beautiful brunette, Veronica, stopped me.

      “Hey gorgeous, it’s good to see you. How have you been?” I asked with a smile.

      “I’m fine, thank you,” Veronica said with a hint of frustration. “Hektor wishes to see you at once.”

      “All right, I expected this to happen sooner rather than later. Take me to your leader,” I replied sarcastically.

      Veronica rolled her eyes.  “John, are you trying to drive the Cosmic Observator mad?  You defied him.  That isn’t okay.”

      “Do you even know the entire story?” I asked as I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “I know that you were doing things outside of the temple umbrella.  You are a Weeping Sun cultivator that answers to Hektor.  I can’t believe you just went off on your own like you did.”

      “What would you have done?”

      Veronica grimaced and exhaled.  “Your first mistake was going to the village without returning to the temple and informing Hektor of the problem.  Your second mistake was not contacting the temple when you killed the bandits at Garway.  No, you decide to go into the woods looking for monkey girl prisoners.  Your third mistake was disobeying Hektor’s order to return to the temple.  No, you decided it was better to go across the border into Bloodlake to take care of Bloodlake business.  I'm quite baffled at your behavior.”

      “I can see that you’re throwing a full-blown hissy fit. It’s kind of cute.”

      “Ugh, follow me and keep your mouth closed.  I know that will be very difficult for you.”

      I followed her through the chow hall into the heart of the temple toward the chambers of Hektor. “So, am I going to be hanged or something?”

      “No, dummy, you aren’t going to be hanged.  I don’t know what is going to happen to you.  Whatever it is, you deserve it.”

      “Ouch,” I replied with a chuckle.

      Veronica opened the large double doors into the chambers and motioned for me to move to the living area. “Have a seat, please.”

      I shrugged. “I’d rather stand, but thanks.”

      “Ugh, whatever. Good luck,” Veronica whispered, and she hustled to the exit of the chambers.  I watched her pretty ass bounce violently as she stomped out of the room.

      “John, I see you have returned. Please have a seat,” Hektor instructed as he walked into the room.

      “I’ll stand.”

      Hektor exhaled in frustration.  “Of course, you will.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Are you disobeying all of my commands now?  Is this the way you're going to do things?” Hektor asked angrily.

      “If me sitting is that important, I’ll sit.  Geez,” I said as I slowly sat in a soft, blue chair.  The Cosmic Observator waited until I sat before he sat in a green chair across from where I sat in the living area.

      “Who am I to you?”  Hektor asked in a frustrated voice.

      “You’re Hektor, the Cosmic Observator,” I answered slowly, unsure if this was the response he looked for.

      “I'm the leader of this temple, and I watch over the region of Starfall.  My orders are followed by all especially the cultivators of the temple.”

      “Okay,” I responded nonchalantly.

      “You say okay, but you defied me on two separate occasions.  You didn’t inform me of problems in the village of Garway and investigated yourself.  You didn’t follow my orders to go back to the temple.  You decided you'd go rogue and go to Bloodlake of all places for vengeance.  You also sit there with no remorse on your face.  You have offered no apologies for your transgressions.”

      “We went through this in Garway.  People needed help.  I didn’t have time to inform the temple, and I went.  A decision that saved lives, and I saved the entire village from burning to the ground.  If I had wasted time coming back here, all we would have found would have been bodies and smoldering rubble.  The assholes would have been off to the next spot.  I crossed the border and killed the other bandits and their cultivator leader.  I did that, and I've saved future lives.  I have no remorse.  Those people needed me, and those bandits needed to die.”

      “I gave you orders to not go to the camp. I don’t care how many lives you may or may not have saved because of it.  I gave you a direct order, and you disobeyed me.”

      “I did, and I'd do it again if the same circumstances presented themselves.”

      Hektor snorted and began to chuckle.  “Why have you decided to become a pebble in my shoe?”

      “That isn’t what I'm trying to become.  I just do what I do.  I always have and always will.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked with a sarcastic shrug.

      “Your disrespect surprises me.”

      “I’m sorry, I mean no disrespect.  You watched me for years so you know who I am.”

      “You are a Weeping Sun cultivator, and you will obey me,” Hektor said with major emphasis on the will.

      “I can’t always promise that unfortunately,” I replied. “You mentioned in Garway that I'd have repercussions for my actions.  I'm ready to hear those.”

      “You are trying to take control of this meeting here.”

      I rolled my eyes, which was rewarded by a powerful backhand across my face.  I could stay on my feet, but the pain throbbed in my cheek.  I could feel the warmth from the blood approaching the surface.
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      Everything seemed as if it was in slow motion.  I couldn’t believe what had just happened.  Hektor struck me like I was his little bitch.  I turned to the Cosmic Observator and witnessed nothingness written on his face.  There was no smile or frown to be seen, only indifference.

      “Mind your tongue, Viper.  You won't disrespect me in my own temple, especially in my personal chambers. Do you understand?”  he asked in a hateful tone.

      “Yes,” I said through gritted teeth and held it together.  I wanted to punch him square in the face, but this guy was Tiger rank.  I had no shot at anything other than being ripped apart.

      “Now that we're on the same page. I wanted to inform you of your friend Rhonda’s whereabouts.”

      My mind spun as the conversation rapidly switched to Rhonda.  “Her whereabouts? What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Well, I had no plans of mentioning anything to you.  It is up to her what she tells you and what she does not. However, things have gone wrong, and I felt you'd like to know,” Hektor replied as he placed his hands behind his back.

      I shook my head in complete confusion. “Please get to the point, what’s going on?”

      “Since Rhonda came to Azura, she could not completely cut ties with her previous life on Earth. She asked me to periodically look in on her parents and give her updates on their well-being.  I refused when she asked, but I gave in eventually.  Rhonda can be quite persuasive when she wants something,” Hektor chuckled with his tongue in his cheek.

      “And?  Please cut to the chase,” I demanded with a hand motion to continue.

      Hektor’s smile transformed into a grimace, and he stepped forward. “Do you want to hear about Rhonda or do you not?”

      I nodded, trying to hide my complete frustration.

      “I saw that her parents were going to be murdered by the Grey Wolf gang.  I'm sure she filled you in on her back story.  Did she not?”

      “She told me. Why are they going to be killed?”

      “The FBI had frozen her brother’s finances; I think you call them.  However, enough time has passed that they were released, and they gave the funds to her parents.  Rhonda was the beneficiary, but she is presumed dead and on Azura.  The parents were the second in line to inherit any money from her brother.  Rhonda’s parents inherited ten million dollars which as you may be deducing is money that is owed to the Grey Wolves.  The gang or syndicate have learned of the money and were sending two men to get the money from her parents and kill them.  Rhonda was quite distressed by my findings and begged to be sent back to Earth to save her parents.  Time was of the essence, so she had to go immediately.  Ezekiel came to the temple at my request, and she went to Earth immediately with his help. She made it in time to save her parents.  She killed the two assassins that were sent, rather easily I might add.  She came back through one of Ezekiel’s doorways and requested that he open another to the headquarters of the Grey Wolves syndicate in Russia.  I advised against that course of action, but Rhonda was adamant.  The syndicate would just keep sending assassins until the job was done, so she wanted to cut the head off the snake. I instructed Ezekiel to open another doorway to Moscow, so she could do what she wanted. Anyway, I've seen that Rhonda has been captured by these criminals and is being held at their headquarters in Moscow.  She's being treated horribly as you'd probably guess.  I won't get into the gory details.  She's in an awful place right now.”

      I continued to shake my head trying to process all this new information. “I thought Azurans couldn’t function on Earth due to lack of myst?  How is she even alive?”

      “You are partly right.  There is no myst on Earth which diminishes the abilities of the cultivator.  However, there are ways to take myst with you,” Hektor said as he pulled an item from his robe pocket and handed it to me.

      I looked at what appeared to be a glass sphere or a crystal sphere.  Inside the sphere, I saw a glowing pink cloud of energy that swirled around slowly. “What’s this?”

      “This is a myst crystal.  When you shatter the crystal, you will absorb the myst inside.  It is a very simple process.  This is how cultivators operate when they are on a world with no myst available.  You need to be smart with your usage of course, but this gives you what you need to perform at the same level you perform here on Azura. Rhonda was in such a hurry to get to her parents that she did not properly cultivate before she crossed over. She left without a crystal, which I was not aware of. She has only one core that was not properly optimized.  She used most of her core myst killing the assassins in Los Angeles which left her with a small amount when she headed to Moscow.  Without myst, she is just a simple human with no special skills other than what she had before she came here.  She killed a couple of people, but she ran out of myst and was captured.  I thought you'd like to know.  I'll allow you to go help her if you'd like, and you can take these two crystals with you.  Your cores are extremely efficient due to your dedication to cultivation.  You may not need them, but you will have them if you do end up needing them.”

      “Do you know for a fact that she is alive?”

      “Yes, she is chained to a wall in the basement of the compound.  She was captured after she was shot in the leg.”

      “Fuck! Ezekiel needs to open a doorway now!  I can’t believe you let her go without me.  Why would you even tell her about it? She's no longer an Earthling. She left that life behind,” I yelled while pointing my finger at the Cosmic Observator.

      All of a sudden, Hektor raised his right hand, and I was lifted from the floor by my neck without him laying a hand on me. “You will respect me!  I'm growing tired of your insolence.  It was my choice to tell her.  Was it the right choice? Maybe, maybe not, but it was my choice alone. Just like it is my choice as to whether I choke you to death right now.”

      The invisible hand began to squeeze harder and closed my air way.  I tried to grab the invisible hand that was holding me, but there was nothing there.  I was unable to speak.  Just when I felt that I was going to pass out, he let go of my neck, and I plummeted to the floor, landing hard.  I rolled onto my side as I coughed violently.

      “Do I need to come back later?”  Ezekiel spoke as he entered the chambers.

      Hektor’s demeanor changed immediately back to his smiling, happy, go lucky self. “Come on in, John and I were having a chat about Rhonda. He's ready for you to open a doorway.

      I began to breathe easier and rose to my feet.  I was livid with this man, but I was no match for him as he was Tiger rank.  I grabbed the other crystal from him and said nothing while I motioned for Ezekiel to open the door way.

      “Hold on, Veronica is bringing you some proper clothes that have been brought from Earth.  It’s cold in Moscow.  We certainly don’t want you looking like an idiot with those clothes on, not to mention freezing to death. Ah, speak of the devil.”

      Veronica sauntered over to us holding a black track suit with hi-top sneakers.  It was surprisingly my style when I wasn’t fighting.  I smiled as I collected the clothes from the brunette bombshell.  “I’ll change when I get there.”

      “Would you like to cultivate before you go?” Hektor asked.

      “No, I did first thing this morning after I woke up,” I replied softly.

      “Of course, you did. You're quite the student...a very disobedient one though.”

      Ezekiel closed his eyes as if he were finding the spot he needed me to travel to.  He then made a circular motion with his right hand causing a door to appear.  He slowly walked over and put his hand on the mystical doorknob.

      I moved a few steps closer to the door and then I turned.  “Let me ask just one thing,”

      Hektor nodded to give me permission to ask my question. 

      “Why didn’t you or Ezekiel go to help her when she needed it?”

      “I have to give approval for Ezekiel to walk through a doorway.  He's an important man, and he actually listens to my commands and follows my rules, imagine that.  There aren't many planeswalker around anymore.  It would be disastrous if he were to get hurt or worse, killed.  As for me, I don’t leave Azura.  I haven’t left the planet in two hundred years. There is nothing worth me leaving this beautiful place.”

      I grinded my teeth in anger, but it wasn’t the time to challenge him on this decision.  Rhonda needed me immediately.  I saw out of my peripheral vision Veronica approaching from my left.  She handed me a tube of something.  “Please put this on any flesh wounds she will have.  Take these leaves to help with her pain and injuries.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it,“ I replied as I put the items in my leather pouch.  “I’ll go now.”

      Ezekiel broke his silence from beside the portal door.  “This portal will take you to the roof of the building directly across the street from the compound.  I'll mark on your Gods’ Eye the location of Rhonda within the structure.”

      “Thanks man, here goes nothing,” I replied as I stepped through the doorway to Moscow, Russia.

      

      You have accepted a quest to rescue Rhonda from the evil Grey Wolf gang on Earth.  You must infiltrate their compound and locate Rhonda in the basement while conserving your myst energy properly. The reward for this quest is unknown.
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      The cold air of the night almost took my breath away.  I immediately regretted not putting my clothes on before entering the doorway to a place that felt like the fucking north pole. I put on a pair of black tracksuit pants with a white line down the side with athletic socks and a pair of cool hi-top sneakers.  I had a simple white, long sleeve shirt with no markings, and I put on the track suit jacket that was also black with a solid white line down the sleeves.  I zipped the jacket up immediately and noticed a bulge in one of the jacket pockets.  I slipped my hand in and pulled out a black beanie.  

      “Cool, I didn’t know I had this.  Thank you, Veronica,” I muttered to myself as I placed the warm beanie onto my head.  

      I decided to double check my cores to see if I needed to spin the energy to get them going properly.  I knew they were 100 percent due to the lack of use earlier in the day.  I knelt on the cold tar paper roof and focused on my Hand-to-Hand Savant core and my Speed +1 Core.  I used my phantom finger to turn the radiant hurricanes even faster.  This was a quicker process than normal.  Like Hektor said with the efficiency of these cores and the level of them, I should be able to make my current myst last a long time.  I may not have to use the backup crystals.  My plan was to save one for Rhonda if I was able to do it.  I walked over to the edge of the roof.  I noticed that I was on a six-story high commercial building, and the compound was directly across the street like I was told.  It was a large mansion with a ten-foot brick wall surrounding the property. 

      Suddenly, I caught sight of a blinking purple prompt at the upper left corner of my vision.  I accessed my Gods’ Eye, and there was a message from Ezekiel.

      “Don’t forget, I've put a map into your Gods’ Eye which will also contain the locations of all of the personnel.  Almost identical to what was used in combination with Lashar during our battle at Midori.  Also, you can reply using your voice or the keyboard in the Gods’ Eye if you need to be discreet.”

      I had no idea that you could send a message in the Gods’ Eye, let alone across the universe.  This new life always surprises me.

      “Thanks for the input.”

      I accessed the map and a 3D holographic map floated in front of me.  I remembered from the battle at Midori that the map was not visible to others.  I wouldn’t be a sitting duck and get killed while I looked at the huge monstrosity.  I was able to zoom in and out and rotate the image however I wanted it.  Cameras were marked on the map which completely shocked me.  From the map, I could see that most of the men were inside the building.  There was one standing behind the front gate, and there appeared to be another gate at the opposite side of the compound.  The gate on this side appeared to be made of iron or heavy steel.  With my power, I was certain I could knock it off the hinges, but that would make more noise than I wanted to make.  The wall was only ten feet, so with myst powering me, I'd be able to clear that obstacle easily.  This incursion would become a bloody one.  I was able to cut through non-cultivator Azurans like they were nothing.  Earthlings should be even easier.  This was going to be a bloodbath.  At least it would send a message to anyone that showed up after the fact that they should go into a new line of business because there was an enemy out there that they didn’t want to mess with.  I had to get on the ball and get Rhonda out of there.  I descended the fire escape quietly and quickly moved behind a trash can to get another look at the compound before I crossed the street to scale the wall.  There was a camera at the corner of the walls on the front.  I wasn’t a fucking Navy Seal, so I didn’t really know if I should take them out first or just haul ass and clear the wall.  With my myst cores, I should look like a superhero on Earth without question.

      I looked at my Gods’ Eye map to see the first victim’s location and then I jumped to the top of the wall about 8 feet behind him.  I was even faster than I expected, and my jumping ability was off the charts.  The Russian man wore blue jeans and a leather coat with black boots.  We were the same height, so I snapped his neck with no issues.  It only took a small amount of force and had I put more power into it, I might have ripped his head clean off. There were no cameras nearby so I was in the clear.  The Grey Wolves must have assumed that no one would get in that would need to be monitored.  I heard a door unlatch, and I hid behind a bush to get a good look at what I was dealing with.  There was a balcony over the main door, and a man stepped outside and put his elbows on the railing.  I saw him light a cigarette, and he took a long drag and blew smoke to the stars.  He hadn’t noticed the Russian lying prone on the ground with a broken neck.

      “Fuck it,” I whispered to myself as I made my move.  I took off running toward the front door of the building.  Jumping to the balcony would be a huge risk because it was around 18 feet from the ground.  He didn’t notice me as I ran. He concentrated on his cigarette and flipping through shit on his smartphone. I stood with my back to the door directly under the balcony before I jumped straight up to grab the ledge. I could hear the man laugh at some sort of video he watched on his smartphone. I pulled up my body as if I were doing a chin up. I swung both legs upward and grabbed the man by the head with my feet. I yanked him from the balcony and tossed him halfway to the front gate.  The power I possessed caused him to flip end over end.  The man made a loud sound when he hit the concrete.  It sounded like someone had thrown a bag of brittle bones that just shattered on impact.

      “Two down,” I muttered. 

      I pulled myself onto the balcony that the smoking man had left vacant upon his death.  When I entered the compound, there were long, dark hallways with no décor. They were just white and grey.  I heard a lot of snoring from several bedrooms located in the labyrinth of dark corridors.  One hallway echoed the sounds of a couple having sex loudly.  It crossed my mind that it might not be consensual, but I wanted to find Rhonda as quick as I could without making a lot of noise.

      A familiar blink caught my attention in my Gods’ eye.

      There is a stairwell coming up.  Travel down all the way to the basement, and you will find Rhonda’s cell at the end of the hallway.  There is a guard sitting outside of the cell door so be prepared for that.

      I decided to type a message on the holographic keyboard this time due to my unknown surroundings and desire to stay as discreet as possible to avoid getting shot in the face.

      Thanks for the heads up.  

      It was crazy that I was chatting with someone thousands of light years away. 

      I heard a toilet flush a few doors down from my location. I moved beside the door and waited for the pisser or shitter to walk out into the dark hallway. I heard water stream from the faucet and then the swirling journey down the drain.

      I waited for the person to exit the door to make sure that it was a man and not a woman.  It was a man with eyes wide, and his jaw opened when he saw me standing there in wait. 

      “Hello,” I whispered as I grabbed his shirt with my right hand and punched him in the trachea obliterating any hopes of taking another breath.  I had grabbed his shirt, so he wouldn’t go crashing into the wall waking everyone up.  I wanted to get Rhonda out before I laid waste to everyone else.  I lifted the man and laid him in the tub and shut the shower curtain.  It was doubtful that anyone would shower this time of night.  The stench of his shit made me gag. I continued to the stairwell that led all the way down to the basement where Rhonda was being held.  The stairs were made of concrete.  The decor in this place wouldn’t be winning any awards, that was for sure.  Dim fluorescent lighting overcame the darkness as I descended to the basement.  My heart began to pound as I worried about what I would find.  There was no telling what these monsters had done to her during her stay here.  I tried to block that train of thought out of my mind.  Each one of these bastards would die tonight, sons of bitches.

      The basement looked like a dungeon you'd find in the bowels of a castle.  It was cold and felt wet with minimal lighting.  There were three cells, but they housed no prisoners when I peered in each of them.  I reached a turn in the hallway and leaned my back against the wall to peek around the corner.  At the end of the hallway, I saw a brunette chained to the wall just like I had been told.  Her head hung down like she was asleep, but she very well could have been dead.  

      Suddenly, I heard a deep throated yell and water flew from a bucket onto Rhonda.  She awoke with a violent jolt and screamed.

      “Wake up, bitch. You're going to give me the account numbers to get our money.”

      “I don’t know them, you retard. Do you really think I have that information in my head?” Rhonda sobbed.

      “You lie; you have them. We just need to up the ante’ with the pain, and you will talk,” the large man said as he pulled a knife from his belt.

      I had seen enough.  I blitzed behind him and punched him in the middle of his back.  My fist traveled through him and burst out of his chest like the creature in the movie, Alien. Blood erupted from his new orifice and splattered onto the wall narrowly missing Rhonda.  I retracted my bloody arm and tossed him to the corner of the room.

      “John?”  Rhonda asked as she squinted at me.

      “It’s me. Let’s get you out of here.”

      I grabbed her shackles with both hands and ripped them off her wrists.  She gasped in relief and began to rub each wrist.  They were inflamed and bloody.

      “I can’t walk.  They shot me in the leg,” she informed me as she slid her pants leg up.  There was a bloody bandage that was way past the capacity of the gauze used.  I slowly pulled off the bandage, and she shuddered from the pain.  It looked like they attempted to doctor the wound, but they did a shit job.  The wound was infected without a doubt, and it needed more attention.  She wouldn’t have lasted much longer as the infection had spread up her leg entirely.

      I pulled out the ointment and pain leaves from my leather pouch frantically.  “This was given to me by Veronica.  It should help you get on your feet, so you can leave and get back to the spot where I came through the doorway.”  It would have been much easier if Ezekiel were able to open a doorway right here, but he can't open a doorway in a room that he has not been in himself.  He can open one outside wherever he likes but not inside places.  Instead of placing the ointment on my hand and then applying it, I stuck the tip into the wound and squeezed a large amount of the white goo into the wound.  Rhonda groaned and shook from the sudden pain.

      “Take these leaves to help with your pain.  Hopefully, all this shit will help you walk out of here at least.  Once you're out of the building, you will go across the street up the fire escape.  I’ll send Ezekiel a message to open a doorway.”  

      “Oh, shit, I almost forgot.  Here is a myst crystal for you,” I said as I pulled a glowing crystal from my pouch and handed it to her. “Shatter it and suck the myst in.”

      “What about you? Don’t you need it?”

      “I have another, and I saved this one for you.  Do it. I’ll stand back to make sure I don’t absorb any.”

      I backed up a good twenty feet and she smashed the crystal, on the floor just beneath her.  A large cloud of glowing pink energy billowed from the crystal and Rhonda inhaled it into her nose and mouth.

      “Oh, I’m beginning to feel better now.  Why aren’t you coming with me to the doorway?”

      “I’m going to finish this.”

      “Let me help you.”

      “Nope, you’re not in any shape, and they aren’t proving to be a challenge.  I’m fucking Superman on Earth.

      Rhonda sighed.  “This is my fight.  They killed my brother, and they tried to kill my parents.  This is my responsibility.

      “Nope, it’s my responsibility now.  They hurt you more than I can possibly imagine.  Try to stand.  I’ll help you,” I placed her left arm over my neck and stood up with her gently.  She shuddered as she put some weight on her injured leg.

      “It’s okay. That ointment is amazing!” Rhonda gave her first smile since I arrived.

      “The painkiller and myst have a lot to do with it, but the wound doesn’t look as angry, not to mention the bright red spread of the infection area has dissipated,” I said as we began to walk down the hallway. We were slow at first, but we began to pick up the pace when she decided she could do so. “I would carry you, but I need to be able to engage with an enemy quickly.”

      We made our way through the compound without seeing a soul.  All of them were in rooms or asleep. When we opened the front door and the cold hit us, Rhonda gasped and began to shiver.

      “Those fuckers took my coat.”

      As we walked, I removed my jacket and handed it to her.  “Take this, it isn’t much, but it will keep you warm long enough to get back to Azura.  I found the switch beside the large iron gate and pressed it slowly.  A loud creak sounded as gears began to rotate opening the heavy iron gate slowly.  It could use some grease because it was much louder than it needed to be.  I hoped it wouldn’t wake anyone up until Rhonda was out of harm’s way.

      “Alright, this is where we part ways.  Run straight to the fire escape across the street and go to the roof and just wait.  Don’t do anything stupid.  I’m fine, and I don’t need your help.  Get back to Azura and go see Yitri so she can get you back to 100%.  I’ll see you soon, got it?”

      Rhonda looked back at the compound before looking back at me and nodded.  “The leader of the Grey Wolves is a monster named Yuri Atamanov.  His room is almost the entire top floor.”

      “You are certain that is where he is?  I want to make sure he dies for sure.”

      A tear spilled out of Rhonda’s eye, and she nodded.  “I was taken there once.  I don’t want to talk about it, but he is on the top floor.”

      My heart sank hearing those words from her.  My mind began to run wild thinking of what could have happened to her on that floor with that son of a bitch.  I had to push the anger away for now.

      “Okay, you need to go. I’ll send a message to Ezekiel.”

      Rhonda grabbed me on both sides of the head and pulled me in for a kiss and a forceful embrace.  “Thank you. Please be careful.”

      “I'll be fine, now go!”

      She nodded one last time and moved across the street quicker than I had expected.  The medical supplies I had given her appeared to work like a charm.  She glanced at me one more time before she grasped the rail of the fire escape and ascended.

      I accessed my Gods’ Eye and promptly sent Ezekiel a message to open a door at the same spot.  He replied quickly with a Yes.  A couple of moments later I saw a pink glow emit from the roof and then go dim.  She was gone, and it was time to kick ass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked to one of the two concrete pillars that held up the balcony.  I pushed extra myst to my right leg and took a deep breath.  I performed a violent roundhouse kick that plowed through the pillar like a Jenga tower.  The balcony tilted to the right, and I heard loud snapping and cracking.  I jumped toward the second pillar and landed a powerful jump kick, blasting that pillar into pieces.  The balcony's concrete slab swung down, slamming into the front of the compound.  The impact sent vibrations through the walls that shattered all windows at the front of the structure.

      “Oops, did I do that?” I muttered as I looked at my handy work.”

      I sauntered to the front door and made my way into the building.  Various doors opened with men wiping the sleep from their eyes.  Some of them had no pants or shirts on.  I went to work killing them all with vicious punches and kicks.  Heads flew down hallways and some just exploded while still attached to the bodies. It was hilarious seeing the look on the men’s faces as they saw all the blood, brains, and skull fragments splattered all around them.  It looked like someone had held a large lawn mower on its side and pushed it through the hallway into all the men.  Myst cultivators were immensely overpowered against earthlings.  Most of the men had left their rooms without firearms.  There were a few that were descending the stairs that had 9-millimeter handguns raised. When they saw the display of gore, terror filled their eyes and they began firing their weapons wildly, hoping to hit whatever was causing the insane carnage.  Two gunmen stood at the bottom of the stairs looking all over for the attacker or attackers.  I was certain they wouldn’t believe that this was a one-man job and not a kill team from a rival gang.  I blitzed beside the gunman on the left.

      “Yoo hoo,” I whispered as I drove an open palm into the side of his head causing his brain to erupt from the other side of his head onto the face of his partner beside him. The man dropped his gun and began wiping the gore off his face. I nailed him with a front kick in the gut shattering all his ribs, causing them to pierce into his vital organs.  He used what little life he had left to grab for his Glock 19.  As his hand grabbed the grip, I stomped on his hand, shattering all the bones and destroying the pistol underneath.  I heard gunfire from above from another gunman, I rolled behind the closest wall to work on my strategy for this loser.  I peeked around the corner, and I was met by more gunfire.  He must have seen what I did to his comrades because he was terrified.  He kept firing at the wall I was behind which was a futile action.  The walls were constructed of concrete, so there was not enough penetration, especially from a 9-millimeter handgun.  He had a Glock, so I knew that he more than likely had a 15 round magazine that had to be almost empty.  
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      Then I heard the man scream something in Russian, which I guessed was something like “fuck.”  I dashed up the steps and side kicked him in the chest, smashing him into the concrete wall.  I kicked him so hard that he made a human shaped indentation, and his body stuck there for a second before the corpse fell forward to the stairs. He tumbled like a rag doll to the bottom of the stairwell. The violent impact had completely flattened the back of the Russian's head.  The poor guy’s eyes bulged from the sockets.

      As I ascended, I heard a woman scream as a man yelled at her in Russian.  I rounded the corner and saw a man holding a gun to a naked Caucasian woman.  She had long blonde hair and huge breasts.  She had a muffin top stomach and a shaven pussy.  My guess was that the woman was a whore.

      “You come closer, and I will kill her!” The man screamed as he pressed the gun hard against the whore’s skull.

      “Do it! I don’t know her. She means nothing to me. I’m here to kill all of you. Nothing is going to stand in my way, especially not her. Do it!”

      My response was not what the man or woman expected.  Both of their eyes were about to pop out of their heads in surprise.  I know I sounded like a complete asshole.  I'd prefer the woman not to die, but it didn’t really matter to me.  I’m not Superman or Captain America here to save the day. I’m here to kill these Grey Wolf bastards.  

      “Kill her...you die.  Don’t kill her...you die.  Either way, you die.  It really sucks to be you right now.  Since you're going to the afterlife, do you really want your last action on Earth to be the murder of an innocent woman?”

      “Fuck you, you try to trick me!”

      “Please don’t let him hurt me,” the woman sobbed.

      “Get on with it,” I growled.

      Suddenly, he pushed the woman into the room beside him and fired toward me.  I performed blitz to dodge the bullets that were headed for me.  I grabbed his wrist that held the weapon and snapped it, causing the gun to fall to the floor. I grabbed the man by the back of the head and slammed his face into my knee causing it to cave in.  His head looked like a flattened basketball.  I turned to the sobbing woman and shouted, “You need to get the hell out of here. I wasn’t lying about not giving a shit.  I’m not here for you.”

      She grabbed a shirt and ran past me to the staircase.  I'd have loved to see her face when she laid eyes on the gruesome scene below.  She was going to regret not getting her shoes.  I chuckled at the vision in my head. I could see another stairwell down the hallway. Two more gangsters met their end by my hand as I made my approach to the stairs that would lead to the top floor and Yuri Atamanov’s final resting place.

      A steel door stood at the top of the stairs.  There was a glowing keypad on the side of the door staring right at me. I needed to get in there quickly because this guy more than likely had another exit.  My guess was that he had locked himself in because he thought a kill team had been sent, not just one man.  I grabbed the handle because you never know, the door could be unlocked.  I wasn’t that lucky, it was locked, and I could tell this was a very heavy, steel door.  I reached into my pouch and pulled out the other myst crystal.  I crushed it in my right hand and inhaled the swirling pink cloud of glowing energy into my lungs.  I used my Gods’ Eye to see that my cores were at their maximum levels once again. I gave them a quick twirl with my phantom finger to get them moving at a higher rate of speed.   I pushed more myst into my right arm and the palm of my right hand.  Once I felt I had enough, I struck the door with an open palm blow, causing it to fly from the hinges and crash into the wall on the opposite side of the room.  I charged in and was welcomed by frantic gunfire.  I dove behind a long, black leather sofa.  Bullet holes painted the wall behind me, and I heard the thuds from the impact with the sofa.  They had to be small caliber rounds for the couch to stop them.  Even so, it wouldn’t be able to sustain its integrity much longer.  I needed to move. 

      I laid on my back perpendicular to the couch and stomp kicked the back, sending it flying horizontally.  More gunfire smacked into the flying couch, which gave me the chance to get behind a stronger cover to see how many perps I was dealing with.  Various male Russian screams erupted from the side of the room that the couch soared toward.  There were three men in black suits firing at the couch with one hand and holding the other hand in front of them to block the impact as if that would work. 

      It looked like King Kong’s brute arm clothes-lined the three men smashing their bodies against the wall.  I moved around the corner of the wall into the bedroom area.  There was an enormous bed with an obscenely large wooden headboard.  The bedding was disheveled, and I saw two naked women lying on top of the sheets. I heard a deafening boom from a shotgun as I spotted a man kneeling on the side of the bed.  I leaned backward and felt the wall shake from the impact of the shot.

      “Who the fuck are you?” the shotgun man yelled across the room.

      “I’m the Grim Reaper,” I couldn’t help but chuckle at the corny statement.

      “What do you want?  I'll give you anything you want! Just name it, and it will be yours!”

      “Throw your gun over there and put your hands where I can see them.”

      “No problem,” Yuri said as he tossed the 12-gauge shotgun into the kitchen area.

      “Now, get in front of the bed on your knees with your hands behind your head.”

      Jesus, I sounded just like a cop.  I had seen too many action movies over the course of my life.

      The short, chubby man rushed out and knelt in front of the bed like I instructed him.  He wore a wife beater tank and white boxer shorts with long, black dress socks.  I finally left my cover and walked over to the bed and checked the pulse of both women.  They were dead.  Each of the women had leather belts tight around their necks.  Their faces were blue, and eyes were completely bloodshot.  One woman’s tongue dangled like a dog’s tongue out of her cold, dry mouth. Their asses were bloody and bruised from being whipped or smacked with a rod of some sort.  Both women had fancy stiletto heels on so that told me they were more than likely prostitutes and not prisoners.

      “They’re whores!  They're worth nothing!”  Yuri growled.

      “Rhonda told me you brought her up here, is that right?”

      “Yeah, so, how do you know her? She's a thief and has my money. She wouldn’t give it to me, so she had to work some of it off in other ways.  We shot her in the leg when she arrived, so there wasn’t much she could do.  We only played with her a short while.  She was getting blood all over my sheets.  Nice-looking girl, but I hate a damn thief.”

      My heart sank and my rage ignited like a Saturn V rocket. “She’s my friend and the reason all of your men are dead tonight.  The Grey Wolves are done.”

      “Sure, I’ll leave her and her family alone.  That’s what you want; that’s what you get. No problem.  There is a safe over there, and you can take all the money in there too.”

      My attention returned to the dead women sprawled on the bed. “So how often do you bring women up here like this and rape, beat, and murder them?”

      “Bah, these are whores. We don't rape them!  I pay them.  I didn’t mean for these two to die.  They were very good whores, however I got carried away and killed one.  Unfortunately, that meant her friend had to die as well.”

      “You only rape your prisoners then? Is that right?”

      “Rape is an ugly word.  They're my property, and I use my property.”

      “You are such a fucking asshole.”

      “You ask me questions, and I answer them.  You want me to lie?”

      “Take your clothes off and come over to this chair and have a seat,” I demanded as I motioned to a wooden chair at the kitchen table.

      “Why do you want my clothes off?  I don’t fuck men.  Never have and never will.”

      “No, I won't fuck you.  Do it, or I'll set you on fire.  Don’t test me.”

      Yuri hesitantly stood and removed his tank and boxers.  “You want my socks off too?”

      “Nah, you can leave those on if you want. Sit.”

      The naked man slowly sat down on the cold chair, and he covered his genitals with his hands.  I walked over to the kitchen counter and found a large knife block.  I slid several out until I found the one that I wanted.  It was large but not too large for what I had in mind.  I gripped the handle tight as I walked over to the terrified Russian.

      “What are you going to do?” Yuri asked with a stutter.

      “I won't do anything.  You are.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I grinned devilishly and tapped the knife point on my chin.  Suddenly, Yuri tried to sprint from the chair to the door.  He tripped and fell face first to the hard floor.  I grabbed the hair on the back of his head and pulled him up and led him back to the chair.  

      “What do you want? Tell me!”

      I stomped his left foot with viciousness, and the bones in his foot broke into about a thousand pieces.  Yuri wailed in agony.  Before he noticed what I was about to do, I stomped his right foot with the same amount of force and pulverized that one as well. He fell off the chair onto his side and vomited onto the floor as he screamed.

      “Fuck! Fuck!”

      “You won’t be going anywhere now.”

      “What do you want!”

      I knelt and patted him on the cheek.  “You’re going to die tonight, but I'll let you choose your death from two options.”

      “What the fuck? You’re a lunatic!”

      “You’re a monster that has preyed on the weak.  You have murdered, raped, and tortured people for decades.  It’s your turn to hurt.  You’ll still be getting off easier than you should.”

      Yuri lifted himself to his butt and spit a glob of green mucus onto my track pants. “Just kill me, you piece of dog shit.  I won't play your little game.”

      After I propped him back in the chair, I patted him hard on his left cheek. “If this is a game, you’re losing really bad.”

      The more I thought about it, he was right this was a game...kind of.  I walked over to the epic wet bar that this Atamanov guy had.  There were rows upon rows of whiskey, rum, gin, vodka, etc.  I grabbed a bottle off the top shelf and unscrewed the metal cap and drank a large swallow.

      “Top shelf vodka is a fitting accelerant for a Russian bad guy.  Don’t you think?”  I said sarcastically as I doused his body with the crystal-clear liquid.  I took another swig before pouring the last bit on his body.

      “What are you doing?”

      “This is your first choice of death.  I light a match and poof, you burn alive.”

      Yuri’s eyes widened, and he convulsed.  “You can’t do that. You can’t!”

      “Were you merciful with your victims?  I sincerely doubt that, at least I'm giving you a choice. Neither is pleasant, but it’s a choice. Oh yeah, I haven’t told you the other option yet.”

      I held the knife in front of him.  The sharp blade glimmered in the moonlight from the windows.  Yuri’s eyes kept opening wider and wider, and the sweat poured down his face. 

      “What are you going to do with that?”

      “I'll do nothing. You’re a piece of shit rapist.  Right?  Your other option is taking this knife here and slicing off your dick.  Not just the shaft.  The balls and all. That is going to hurt.  You’ll bleed out fairly quickly, though.  Now, I know what you're thinking. You think you will just take the knife and slit your own throat or stab yourself in the heart.  I’ll do my best to stop that from happening. I’m a lot stronger and faster than you, bud.”

      Atamanov stopped shaking and looked almost catatonic after receiving his only other choice.

      “I wish I could give you some extra time to decide, but I need to know something now.  I really have somewhere I need to be.  To be frank, Earth sucks.  I’m ready to get the hell off this rock. You probably are wondering what the heck I'm talking about.  We can talk about where I'm from another time.”

      Yuri sat quietly and just stared into nothingness.

      “Do you just want me to decide? That might be easier.”

      Yuri sniffed and wiped his nose and looked me in the eye. “Fire. Get it over with.”

      I nodded and tossed the knife in the sink. “That would have been my choice, too.”

      I backed away and pulled out a matchbook I had found on the counter earlier.  There wasn’t really anything left to say.  I quickly ignited the match and looked at the flame, and then into the eyes of Yuri.  I tossed the match onto his vodka drenched pants and turned to the door.  I heard hellish screams and felt a burst of heat blanket the back of my shirt.
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      My stomach was queasy after I passed back through the doorway to Azura.  I stepped into the same area I had originated, Hektor’s chambers.  Ezekiel and Hektor stood with their hands behind their backs.  Hektor still showed an irritated expression, but Ezekiel had a reserved smile on his face. I'm guessing he had to be careful around Hektor regarding me now.  The one person I did not see was Rhonda.

      “Is Rhonda still at the infirmary? Is she okay?” I asked, as I removed my bloody, white shirt.

      Ezekiel turned to look at Hektor. He didn’t want to answer.

      “Not exactly, John,” Hektor replied.

      “What do you mean, not exactly?”

      “Rhonda wished to see her parents once more to check that they were okay.  She was quite emotional about it.  So, I allowed her to go, and she is there as we speak. I trust you eliminated the Grey Wolf rodent problem.  You appear to be covered in their blood.  Thank you for soiling my rug.”

      “What the fuck is she doing?” I retorted.  I was pissed at her and Hektor for allowing her to go across the galaxy as she pleased. “Didn’t you tell her that was a bad idea?”

      “I was hoping the likable John would return, but it appears the disrespectful one is the John we're all stuck with now. Shame,” Hektor said through gritted teeth.

      “She needed to go to the infirmary.  She was in no shape to go back across the fucking galaxy to Los Angeles.  I told her to go to the infirmary.  She's freaking stubborn,” I said as I stared at the floor with my hands on my hips.

      Ezekiel broke his silence. “Rhonda is confused, John.  She has been through a great deal and wants to check on her parents.”

      Hektor exhaled.  “She has been through a great deal which unfortunately she brought on herself.”

      That statement pissed me off, and I pointed my finger at the Cosmic Observator. “No, it’s your fucking fault.  You should have never told her about what was going on with her parents.  She is here.  She left Earth behind.  You made a piss poor decision, and you're continuing to make piss poor decisions because you allowed her to go back a-fucking-gain.”

      Hektor stepped forward two steps, and I prepared myself mentally to be ripped apart. “I should kill you right now.  I've never been this disrespected by a low rank cultivator in my life.  You are fortunate you have this duel with Reynard, and it has been looked forward to by everyone in Starfall otherwise you'd be in the dungeon or hung on the temple wall.”

      I was shocked at how quickly my relationship with Hektor had gone downhill.  He had treated me like his favorite son, but now he talked about hanging me on the fucking wall. “Listen, we can talk about all that later. I need Ezekiel to open a doorway to LA so I can bring this girl back and be done with this shit.  Will you allow that Hektor?”

      Hektor said nothing to me. He only motioned for Ezekiel to open a doorway. 

      “Thank you, this will be a brief trip,” I said to a livid Hektor.

      “I've grown tired of this charade.  I'm going to walk the grounds to clear my head.  Stay here and make sure they return promptly. Thank you,” Hektor said to Ezekiel and turned his back to me.

      I wiped my face and pants to remove any gore I had obtained from my Russian vacation.  I opened my Gods’ Eye and sent Rhonda a message.

      John:  Rhonda, I'm coming to LA.  We need to talk.

      I waited a few seconds, and she messaged me back.

      Rhonda:  Ok, I’ll meet you out front.  Then you can meet my parents.

      When I looked forward, Ezekiel had a door open to Los Angeles. I nodded at the old man and took a deep breath and passed through.  My right foot pressed into soft green grass, and the warm sun felt the opposite of what I felt in Russia.  The doorway put me in the front yard of a long one-story brick home with a stone, shingle roof.  The yard was filled with perfectly manicured grass, flowers, and healthy shrubbery.  A navy-blue SUV was parked alongside a white sedan on an asphalt driveway.  The cosmic doorway shut within a second after I cleared the threshold.  I wonder what would have happened if I had left my leg in the doorway?  Amputation?  Maybe.

      I made it to the middle of the yard when the black front door of the house opened, and Rhonda came out with a hop in her step.  I expected to see her parents in the doorway, but they stayed in the house.  

      “Hey, John. Are you okay?” Rhonda said as she tried to jump into my arms.  Her expression soured after she was stopped by my arm.

      “I’m still filthy from Moscow.  I don’t want to get blood or something else on you.  How are you feeling?”

      “I feel pretty good.  I’m even better now that you’re here.  You can probably put on some of dad’s clothes.  They’ll be tight due to your muscles, but it’ll be better than being covered with nasty goop.”

      “I’m okay. I’m not staying long.”

      “Why?  I want you to meet my parents, and maybe stay for dinner.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Rhonda.”

      “Why not?  They’ll love you.  My dad watched you all the time on TV.  He’ll probably want an autograph knowing him. Come on,” Rhonda replied as she grabbed my hand to pull me toward the house.

      “I don’t want to be here. I want to get back to my home,” I replied with a head shake.

      “Well, okay.  Just come in and meet my parents, and we can go to see yours right away.”

      “No, my home is Azura.  I've no intention of seeing my parents or anyone.  I left that all behind.  I never wanted to come back.”

      “I’m sorry, but I had to.  They were going to kill my parents.  I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “I’m not really happy with Hektor keeping you updated with what goes on here on Earth.  I don’t see the point.”

      Rhonda looked extremely confused. “You mean you wouldn’t want to know if someone was going to hurt your parents or someone else you loved?”

      I shook my head.  “No, I've no intention of returning to Earth again when I walk back through that doorway.  John of Earth is dead.  I'm John of Azura now.  It may seem insensitive, but it's how I feel.”

      A lone tear rolled down the brunette’s cheek. “Hektor will always let me know what’s going on.  I want to know these things.”

      “I think what you’re doing is wrong. I’m sorry, but I do. You can’t live in both worlds.  You have to pick one.”

      She began to cry more heavily.  “You can’t make that decision for me.  Just because you have chosen, doesn’t mean I have to do the same thing.”

      “Listen, the Grey Wolves are gone.  You don’t have to be afraid anymore.  You can stay behind.  I wouldn’t fault you for that.”

      “No, I’m a cultivator, and I’m in love with you.  I want to be with you,” the brunette pleaded.

      “I love you too.  I just want you to be happy.”

      “Rhonda?  Who’s your friend?  Why doesn’t he have a shirt on?” Rhonda’s mother yelled from a crack in the front door.

      “Hold that thought, let me go talk to them.  I haven't totally explained who you are yet.  Okay, give me a sec,” Rhonda said quickly and then gave me a peck on the lips.

      As she jogged back to the front door, I pulled up my Gods’ Eye.

      John:  Ezekiel...open the doorway.

      There was a short pause and a familiar doorway opened.  I turned and looked at it and then back to Rhonda and her mother on the porch.  I smiled and turned my back to them and began to approach the portal. Rhonda caught sight of the doorway and tried to get my attention.

      “John, wait!  Stop!” Rhonda screamed as she sprinted off the porch.  

      I entered the doorway and turned back to see her running toward me.  I yelled. “I love you.”

      She ran frantically to the doorway to stop me.  Her eyes were wide in shock, and she held her hand in front of her signaling me to stop.  “Wait! Wait! Don’t leave me!”

      Then the door shut.
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      “Rhonda is not returning?” asked Ezekiel.

      I looked at him and shook my head slowly. “She’s right where she wants to be. She just doesn’t want to admit it.  I know I have no authority over you or anything like that, but don't open a doorway for her to come back through.  She may be a bit upset right now, but deep down, I'm sure there is a sense of relief. Hektor won’t admit that he fucked up allowing this type of shit with her.  This is his fault, ultimately.  I understand you probably disagree, but it is what it is.  Rhonda need not return.”

      “I agree with you, John. I saw her face when she returned from Russia.  She was desperate to go back to her parents.  Hektor will agree with this decision.  I'll talk to him. I've already blocked Ms. Jensen in my Gods’ Eye. She can no longer send messages to me. May I offer you some advice?”

      “Sure,” I replied.

      “Learn to show the Cosmic Observator respect like you used to. I'm not sure what has happened, but your relationship is in dire straits right now.  Hektor is not an enemy you want to have.”

      “It’s a long story, but we're at odds right now.  I’m not sure we can save the relationship.  I’ll try to hold my tongue tighter in my big mouth.  Will that suffice?”

      “It will.  Thank you.”

      “Nah, thank you for your help. Hopefully, Hektor will listen to you about Rhonda.  He knows I’m right, but he may defy my wishes just to spite me.”

      “Don’t worry about that.  I'll make him understand.  Another piece of advice, take a bath and get back to your training.  You have quite a challenge the day after tomorrow.  Are you trying to use stink as a weapon?”

      “Good one, old man. Thanks for your help,” I replied as I turned to the door.  I saw that I had received new messages in my Gods’ Eye from Rhonda.  I almost opened them, but I'd have to go against what I had preached to her.  Earth is a past life.  Azura is my home.  I ignored her messages and blocked her from any further communication.
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      After bathing and grabbing a pack of supplies, I intended to leave for my new cultivation spot in the forest that I had come to love.  I had a lot of optimizing to do with my cores and pathways.  I hoped I could put this Rhonda situation behind me.  I'd be able to, but the wound was fresh, and I couldn’t help but dwell upon it. 

      “John, John!” I heard a giddy voice approach from behind.  

      I turned and saw the gorgeous kakuen, June, hurrying toward me. It really lifted my spirits when I saw her smiling face.  She hugged me tight, and I kissed her on the cheek.

      “June, how are you? Are you settling in okay?”

      “Yes, yes.  I love Yitri. She is nice to me like you are! It is wonderful, and she’s pretty too!”  

      “I agree with all of that, and I’m happy that you're happy,” I replied as I ran my fingers through her brown hair.

      “Mmm, that feels nice! Thank you!” she murmured as she placed her head on my chest.

      Yitri rounded the corner quickly.  She had a look of concern, and I was sure it was about Rhonda. 

      “John, what is this about you leaving Rhonda on Earth? She's messaging me like crazy in my Gods’ Eye. I haven't responded because I don’t know what to say,”  Yitri said, clearly stressed about the situation. “Forgive me, how are you?  You didn’t come to the infirmary, so I assume you're fine physically.”

      “It’s good to see you.  Can I get a hug?”  I asked as I opened my right arm while still holding June in my left.

      “Of course,” Yitri smiled as she hugged me.  

      I squeezed them both and kissed each of them on their forehead.  I spent the next few minutes filling Yitri in on what had happened on Earth and the situation with Rhonda.  She was sad that Rhonda wouldn’t be returning as they had become very close.  Friends aren’t easy to come by, and losing one is devastating.  Ultimately, she understood and sent a goodbye message to Rhonda and blocked her like I had.  June hadn’t met Rhonda yet so that turned out well only to have one sad friend. 

      June wasn’t too happy that I was leaving again after I just returned.  “You just got here? Why are you leaving again?  You are making me very sad.”

      “I’ll be back soon. I have a big fight soon, and I must focus on that.  You want me to win, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do.  You won’t get hurt, will you?”  June asked with her pink lower lip out.

      “I hope not.  That is one of the reasons I need to train.  More training equals less hurting.”

      “Okay, are you sure you don’t want me to come with you? I can help you!  You may get cold out there tonight. I can keep you warm!”

      “I appreciate that, but I’ll be okay. I promise.  You just hang out with Yitri, and I'll see you soon.”

      June nodded quickly and jumped into my arms.  She kissed me hard on the lips, which took me by surprise.  Don’t get me wrong, it was one hell of a pleasant surprise.  Her lips were soft and tasted like sweet fruit.  Before I knew it, she had her tongue in my mouth not to mention her coconut sized breasts were smashed into my chest.  It was awkward doing this in front of Yitri, but the cat girl looked like she was going to burst out in laughter.

      “Mmm, John, that was so nice. I hope you don’t mind.  I want to be with you. Please,” June pleaded.  She was still recovering from her ordeal with the bandits.  I can’t begin to imagine what she went through that week.  She felt safe with me, and I was happy to make her feel secure.  She was a pleasure to be around, and I couldn’t wait to learn more about her.

      “I like being with you too.  We’ll spend more time together when my fight is over with,” I replied with a smile.

      “I can’t wait! Go and train!”
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      The trek to my cultivation spot wasn’t just a pleasant stroll through the woods.  There were two Wicked Prowlers hunting for food on the same route I was taking.  I took both out easily, only walking away with a shallow gash on my back. It stung a bit, but the main thing I was irritated about was the hole in my gi.  My mind wandered to Rhonda through most of my walk which also irritated me.  It was a distraction that I didn’t need with such a challenge on the horizon.  It was a match that I wanted to win for myself, but I wanted to shove it in Hektor’s face. He needed to see I wasn’t his little bitch and shouldn’t be treated like everyone else at the temple.  Was I a narcissist?  I wouldn’t argue with that.  The difference between me and most other narcissists was my ability to back it up.  I'm good looking, I'm an exceptional fighter, I'm on a different level than the rest, and I was going to show it against the Mantis, Reynard.  My goal continued to be ascending every rank, even the rare Phoenix rank.  That still wouldn’t be good enough.  What if there was a rank higher?  The Ancient Ones may have to create another just for me. I wanted unlimited power.  I also decided that I no longer wanted to be under Hektor’s thumb.  If things didn’t change soon, I'd be leaving the temple and taking on Azura on my own.  Hopefully, Yitri and June would join me.  June would follow me straight into Hell if I needed her to I was sure.  Yitri was another story as she was a respected cultivator and healer at the temple.  I’m not sure she'd be willing to leave all of that behind to follow me into the unknown.  

      I spent the following hours in deep meditation.  My pathways and tributaries were a mess and needed to be cleared at once.  It amazed me how your focus on cultivation had to be unwavering daily.  This was why most cultivators never got past Tortoise or Viper because they didn’t have the dedication and patience to put in the hard work.  I wasn’t afraid of putting in the work as I had spent my life since childhood learning the martial art of karate, and it paid off.  I was the best in the world, not only in my eyes but everyone’s eyes.  In time, Azura will see me in the same way.  I'd be great, and my win against Reynard will solidify my path.

      Clearing all my pathways and tributaries was like a plumber removing clogs or defragmenting the hard drive of a computer.  It took a long time, but once complete you feel better than ever before.  After I was satisfied with all of that, I focused on my cores.  I continued to perfect their quick release and transfer of myst to my pathways.  The cores continued to grow larger and the walls stronger from my intense cultivation schedule.  The strengthening of the walls was paramount to avoid any myst loss from inside.  Neglected core walls will result in gradual leaks of energy, which will fuck you up in a fight.  My cores were almost airtight, but I had a lot of work to do before they would have zero percent myst loss.  The same process of hardening your pathways and tributaries reduced myst loss to the many destinations of your body.  My main pathways were in optimal shape, but the tributaries off them were still inefficient at least they were in my eyes.  My eyes longed to always see perfection in my body and my actions.  Perfecting these tributaries would take months and maybe years, however I had high hopes of reaching Mantis soon which would help me speed the process up.

      I looked forward to the reward I'd receive after my victory.  Part of me wanted a new technique, but another part wanted some sort of item that would move me closer to ascendance to Mantis.  I'd just have to decide whenever I saw what it was.  Hopefully, Hector wouldn’t give me shit rewards since he was pissed.  My confidence that I would be victorious would be idiotic to most, but in my mind, it was the only acceptable outcome.  Why go into a fight expecting to lose or expecting a beating?  You must visualize yourself fighting the best you have ever fought, and your hand being raised when it is all said and done. 
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      I walked into the town of Garway to sleep in the inn for the night.  I decided sleeping on a large tree branch wouldn’t be the best way to get proper sleep before an important battle.  I had done it before, but this time was different.  If I wanted to win against Reynard, I had to play my cards right.  I had to dot all of my “i’s” and cross my “t’s”.  I also had to continue thinking of tired cliches to describe what I needed to do.  Oh yes, I needed to get “all my ducks in a row.”  I laughed under my breath and shook my head.

      “John, greetings!”  Archer, the kitsune herbalist, exclaimed from his rocking chair of his fern-filled porch.  He stood up and began walking toward me in the street.

      “Good evening, Archer. I hope you're doing well.  I want to thank you again for all your help the other day.  The healer, Yitri, at the temple infirmary was very impressed with your work.”

      He smiled widely and clapped.  “Oh, that’s wonderful!  I had hoped the work was sufficient.  How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine; the wound healed really well and very quickly.  I have a scratch from a Wicked Prowler.  The son of a bitch tore my gi, but otherwise, I’m doing well.”

      “Oh dear, let me see,” Archer asked with great concern.

      The plump kitsune walked behind me and lifted my shirt. “I can take care of that.  I've some salve in a tin in my pocket.  A youngling tripped and cut his knee in the rocks a while ago, and I took it to help him.  It works well for small wounds.  Hold still, this may sting a bit, but that shouldn’t bother a Weeping Sun cultivator.”

      I felt a cold sticky substance make contact with my back.  The cold promptly changed to warmth as the salve covered my gash.

      “There you go; you should be healed very soon.  Let me know if I can help you.  What brings you to town?”

      “I’m going to see if I can get a room at the inn for the night.”

      “You aren't staying at the temple?”

      “No, not tonight.  I wanted to come check on you guys, and I just like your little village.”

      “Splendid, we're quite fond of you as well.  You are our savior.”

      I chuckled and my face reddened a bit. “I don’t know about all that.  I’m just a guy that killed some bandits.  You think too much of me, but I appreciate your kindness.”

      “Well, I'll let you continue to the inn and get some rest.  I'm sure that Dinah will be happy to see you.”

      I patted the kitsune on the shoulder and continued to the inn across the way.  I entered the ornate doorway with vine and flower engravings.  It was much fancier than you'd expect in a village as small as this one was.  

      “Ancient Ones!  John, please come in! It is wonderful to see you again!  I was worried that you wouldn’t return!”  Dinah exclaimed from behind the bar.  She tossed a hand towel on the wood that she had been using to clean and then walked from behind the bar and approached me with a big smile.  She surprised me by pulling me in for a hug.  She reminded me so much of my grandmother.

      “It’s good to see you. I was wondering if I could rent a room for the night?  I needed to get away from the temple.  I've a big duel at the Necrodome, and I need to be away from everyone so I can concentrate on what I need to do.”

      “You may certainly stay here.  As a matter of fact, we have our deluxe room available for the next two nights.  Also, understand that your money's no good here, with all the help you have given us you will pay nothing if you ever want to stay here.  You will get your meals free as well. I don’t want any resistance from you. I insist.”

      “Wow, that’s awfully generous but I'll p---.”

      She quickly cut me off.  “Nonsense, you will never pay me anything.  Do you understand? I may be an old lady, but I can whip you good!”

      I grinned and nodded.  “I can certainly believe that.  You’re too kind.”

      “Have a seat, and I'll bring you some food.  I've prepared some for other guests. You’re just in time for a boar steak, potatoes, and some fine ale that I just brewed.”

      “That sounds wonderful. You should see the bland shit we eat at the temple day in and day out.”

      “Ugh, they need to take care of you!  You’re an amazing man, and I’m sure you're the top cultivator there.  There is no sense in not feeding you properly.  Rest assured you won't have that problem here.”

      “Your hospitality is damn awesome.  I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it,” the old lady put her arm around me and squeezed me tighter than I expected for a lady her age.

      “Sit down, let me serve you.”
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      After a night of surprising luxury in the inn’s deluxe room, I was extremely relaxed and the breakfast of eggs, sausage, and biscuits was to die for.  I made my way into the forest to find another spot to cultivate on the day before the big fight.  I chose a spot near a brook with a small waterfall.  The sound was soothing and not too overpowering. It helped block out any other distractions that I might have.  Everything was still in the shape that I had left it, so I continued to make my core walls, pathways, and tributaries stronger for the rest of the day. I made great progress in bringing all these things to zero percent loss status.

      I sensed a presence approaching me from the east.  I was irritated by the interruption, because I didn’t have time for bullshit.  I expected to see a Wicked Prowler or bandit walk through the trees, but it was Saul.

      “John, glad to see you're still at it.  It is a big challenge tomorrow.”

      “Yep, that’s why I need to continue.  I don’t mean to be rude, but what are you doing here?”

      “Good to see you too, John.  You do have a stick up your ass.”

      “I've nothing in my ass. I'm just busy getting everything squared away for tomorrow. What can I do for you?”

      “Nothing, I just came to see if I could talk some sense into you.”

      “Why do you need to talk sense into me?  Is Hektor whining about me?”

      “This is why. You can't feel this way or speak this way against the Cosmic Observator.  I'm here as a friend...not a mentor.  You need to push aside any frustrations you have and stop showing him disrespect and constant disobedience.  Do you want to be exiled or executed?  Those things can and will happen if this nonsense continues.  I understand your frustration with what happened with Rhonda.  I've been her mentor much longer than you and I knew that she was getting updates periodically about Earth.  I too, had my reservations about that, but I didn’t question or disrespect Hektor.  That isn’t the way to handle the situation.  I'm sad that she is gone, but you will regret running your mouth off at Hektor about it.  Ezekiel said you pointed your finger at him.  I'm shocked he didn’t rip your finger off your hand.  Am I getting through your thick skull at all?”

      “I told Ezekiel that I'd be more mindful of how I speak to Hektor.  However, he needs to stop making stupid decisions.  I’m outspoken, and I don’t take bullshit.  He says he has watched me for years; he should know that.  Just because I have on this shitty Weeping Sun gi, doesn’t mean I'm not the same man.”

      “I fear I'll bury you in the ground soon because Hektor’s patience will run out soon.  Ezekiel told me if you didn’t have this fight approaching, that you'd be hanging on the temple wall.  Did you miss that?”

      “No, I didn’t miss it.  Men threatening me doesn’t scare me. It pisses me off, thus I run off at the mouth.  The best thing for me is to stop talking about the man or seeing the man.  I don’t mean to be rude, but I've got to get back to training.  I need to be in the best shape of my life tomorrow.”

      “All right, just remember what I said.  It is for your own good.  Do you need any help today?”

      “No, thank you.”

      Saul bowed his head and walked back through the trees.

      Now, I was pissed at him.  Why the fuck did he have to come all the way here to interrupt my training to bitch about how I'm acting toward Hektor?  It wasn’t like him.  His strategy has had the complete opposite effect on me.  I want to piss Hektor off even more, and I just had an idea of how to do it at the Necrodome.
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      The day of the duel at the Necrodome I arrived back at the temple only an hour before.  I went to my dorm room and took off my Weeping Sun gi.  I opened the lid of my wicker chest and took out my black MMA trunks and slipped them on.  It felt good to be back in these, because it felt like I was home.  I chose not to put the gloves back on because I wanted Reynard to feel the pain of these myst drenched knuckles.  This was also my chance to really grind Hektor’s gears.  I can’t wait to see his face when I show up without my gi on.  I may regret it, but I couldn’t help myself.   For the next half hour, I made sure my cores and pathways were as optimized as they could be.  I had really outdone myself over the past two days with the progress I had made. Everything in my myst system looked amazing.  Even though I had some butterflies heading into this match, I was confident.  I was certain Reynard would come into the fight overconfident, which I'd be able to use to my advantage.  I planned to charge in and attack hard right after the gong.  I usually wait back and let my opponent make their move first and counter, but I don’t think Reynard will be expecting me to attack first.  I hoped that strategy wouldn’t come back to bite me in the ass. 

      There was a loud knock at the door.  I stood and walked slowly to open the door.  I knew exactly who it would be.  Yitri and June stood there looking fucking incredible.  June had a nice smile, and Yitri had a smirk on her face.

      “Cutting it kind of close, huh?” the cat girl asked, and then noticed my attire, “Gods what do you have on?  You aren’t wearing that, are you?”

      “What, this old thing?  Of course, I’m wearing it.  It’s my lucky trunks.  You don’t like them?”

      “I do, I do!  You look very handsome.  I never like that gi anyway.  I like you shirtless.  Mmm, look at those muscles,” June said happily.

      “Thank you, June. I agree wholeheartedly.”

      “You’re already on Hektor’s bad side, why do you want to make things worse?” Yitri asked with concern.

      “I’m not worried about it; so you shouldn’t worry about it.”

      Yitri rolled her eyes and smiled.  “Ugh, you can be such a bad boy.  We need to get going, or you will be late to your own duel.  I can’t believe you just got back from your little holiday.”

      I looked at the time in my Gods’ Eye and shrugged.  “We've got some time.  You two want to fool around a bit.”

      “You are so bad,” Yitri shook her head.

      “I'd love to!”  June said as she hopped into my arms and kissed me.

      “Ugh, make it quick. I’m going to sit this one out,” Yitri scowled, then shut the door.

      It took me all of two seconds to get rock hard.  It was a joke.  I didn’t expect it to happen, but I was glad it was happening.  

      “We must hurry. Let me take your pants off,” June said as she hopped back to the floor and pushed me onto the bed.

      “Shit!”

      The kakuen grabbed my waistband along with my underwear and pulled my trunks off fast.  My shaft popped out and caught her attention immediately.  She moaned and grabbed my dick with her right hand and began to stroke it gently. She then used her left hand to squeeze my balls tenderly.

      “Fuck, squeeze harder.”

      She moaned and giggled before using more force.  It was amazing to feel her jerking me off and playing with my balls simultaneously. 

      “Is this nice?”

      “Fuck, it is wonderful,” I whispered as I pressed the back of my head into the mattress.  

      She lowered her head and licked the top of my cock lightly.  I watch my precum string from my urethra to the tip of her tongue. “June, fuck.”

      Then she took it all in and began sucking on the head of my cock as she stroked me.  I placed my hands on the back of her head and pushed her down to the hilt.  She took it all eagerly, moaning and twirling her tongue around my shaft.

      “Oh God, you know what you’re doing. Fuck,”  I continued to run my fingers through her soft, brown hair, and I played with her ears which were larger than a humans but not gigantic. 

      She paused to remove her leather top.  My jaw dropped when her huge breasts fell into view.  They looked large under clothing, but when they were freed, they were fucking enormous.  I reached and began playing with each nipple.  My touch sent a jolt through her body, and she closed her eyes and bit her bottom lip.

      “Ancient Ones, John that feels good.”

      “You’re so beautiful.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      She grabbed my dick again, but this time she put the shaft between her perfect breasts and pressed them to my dick and moved up and down slowly.  This girl was fucking insane. I palmed the side of each breast as she raised up and down.

      “You like my titties?” she asked with one brow raised.

      “Fuck yes!  I've seen a lot of tits in my life, but yours may take the top spot. Damn, don’t stop.”

      “Thank you, that is nice of you to say. Your cock is very wonderful as well, and I can’t wait for it to be inside me.”

      “Me either, lay on the bed.”

      Both of her brown eyebrows raised, and she smiled. “Oh?”

      “Yeah, I want to be inside you too.”

      I slipped off her short leather skirt, and she had no panties on underneath.  She had a beautiful pussy with a small brown tuft of hair at the top. I wanted to fuck her, but I had to take a quick taste of her.  It was too damn inviting.

      I slowly licked her clit up and down.  June gasped loudly and then squealed. “Ancient Ones, John.”  I spent a couple of minutes exploring every inch of her pussy, licking all her sweet fluids into my mouth.

      “Please, John, fuck me. I need you inside me, please.”

      I stood and rubbed the head of my cock on her clit making it nice and wet.  I gently sunk my dick into her pink tunnel.  Another loud gasp erupted from the kakuen, and she placed her hand on her forehead.

      “Deeper?” I asked before putting all my length inside her.

      She nodded quickly as she bit her lower lip.

      I began thrusting all the way to my hilt.  The warmth and wetness of her pussy drove me insane with lust.  Soon all I heard was each of us breathing heavily and our bodies slapping together.  

      “John, I’m going to come. Don’t stop.”

      “Me too,” I replied as I began to thrust faster and harder.  “Let’s do it together.”

      “Okay, I hope you're ready because I'm going to come right now.  Oh fuck,” she replied almost in gibberish.  

      I felt her walls begin to tighten and her body began to convulse as she began to climax.  As soon as the kakuen’s eyes rolled in the back of her head, she began convulsing.  I spewed my seed deep inside of her.  

      “Fuck,” I yelled as I thrusted into her hard making sure all my seed painted her cervix.

      I collapsed on top of her, and she rubbed my head.  “That was wonderful, John.  Even better than I expected.”

      “Oh my god, June.  You are fucking incredible.”

      There was a loud knock on the door.  “Okay you two love birds.”

      “We’re coming!” I yelled.

      “I think you already came, at least it sounded that way to me,” Yitri said through the door.

      “You listened?  Why did you not join us?”  June asked as she put her clothes back on.

      “I wanted to give you the opportunity to make love to John by yourself...just you and him.  Wasn’t it good?”

      “Ancient Ones, yes!”  June exclaimed as she pulled her top over her magnificent rack.

      I put on my MMA trunks and gave the kakuen a nice long kiss, and we went to the door and met the cat girl in the hallway.  I stood in the middle and put my arms around both.  “I love my girls.”
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      We made it to the door of the Necrodome exactly five minutes before it was to start.  I paused before I walked through the door to take a deep breath and get a kiss from my two girls.  

      “Please be careful, John. I'm new to all of this, so I don’t know what to expect,” June laid her head on my chest.

      “You can do this.  I know it,” Yitri added as she copied what June was doing.

      “I’m going to be just fine.  I’m not going to lie, I’m nervous, but my naughty session with June helped a lot.”

      “Good!  I hope we can do it again soon!”

      “Fuck, John, go in there now.  It is one minute until you start. Go.  We’ll follow you in,” Yitri said excitedly.

      “Shit,” I gave them one final kiss and moved through the door into the Necrodome.  The place was packed, and all eyes turned to me as I walked in.  There were a multitude of cheers and a matching amount of booes.  I looked above the stone platform and saw Hektor glaring at me with his hands behind his back.  He was fucking pissed.  I had planned to piss him off with just my attire, but I also made it much worse by being late from fucking my girlfriend.  I chuckled as I saw Saul standing on the first row.  He shook his head and mouthed what looked like “what were you thinking?”  I just shrugged as I leaped onto the stone platform.  I hadn’t even looked at my opponent yet.  I finally turned to see Reynard holding his right fist in his left palm with a solid black gi on.  He also had a black headband around his large head.  He stared at me like I was a bug he was getting ready to squash.

      “So glad you were able to join us, John,” Hektor growled at me above the ring.

      “I’m sorry. I lost track of time,” I said nonchalantly.

      “You lost track of time? The biggest fight since you arrived on Azura, and you lost track of time?” Hektor asked as he held in burning rage.

      “Yep, that’s what I said.”

      “You are also dressed inappropriately.  I should disqualify you right now for this blasphemy.  Weeping Sun Cultivators wear the proper gi of their rank.”

      “You wouldn’t want to disappoint all of these people now, would you?  They came to see me whip his ass, so they might be angry if you disqualify me.”

      I turned my attention to Reynard and yelled across the platform.  “Did you hear that Reynard? He wants to disqualify me because of my trunks.  Did you put him up to this?  You can always forfeit. You’re a little punk bitch.”

      Reynard’s face turned bright red, and his eyes almost popped out of his head. I began to regret what I had just said to him.  Oh well, the cat’s out of the bag now.  Fuck him.

      “Enough!” Hektor screamed causing the entire venue to go silent.  There was an uncomfortable silence that seemed to go on forever. 

      Hektor cleared his throat and attempted to put on a happy face as he addressed the crowd. 

      “Welcome tonight to the Weeping Sun Necrodome to see a duel between the Viper, John LeBrock and the Mantis rank, Reynard Sumner!  This match will end upon submission, knockout, or death.  Do the fighters agree to these terms?”

      Reynard and I turned to Hektor and nodded before looking back at one another.  I had run my mouth, but now it was time to get serious.  This was a Mantis standing in front of me and would be my greatest challenge thus far.

      I entered a fighting stance and charged my entire body immediately.  This was the fastest and smoothest activation I had ever had.  My work over the past two days had turned me into a well-oiled machine.  I could tell that Reynard had no respect for me or my skills.  He hadn’t changed positions at all.  The gong finally sounded, and the crowd erupted.  This place was nuts compared to my fight with Macchio and Tan.  I began to sprint toward the Mantis and then blitzed behind him.  I delivered an open palm to the middle of his back.  Reynard almost bent into a less than sign after the impact of the strike. I jumped straight up and nailed him in the back of the head with my right knee.  Reynard fell face first on the stone.  I soared ten feet above the prone Mantis and performed Crushing Armageddon sending an exorbitant amount of myst into my hand.  I aimed my fist directly at the back of Reynard’s head and screamed as I focused all my strength into the attack.  As I got closer and closer, the sound of the Necrodome went away.  I felt as if I was floating in outer space, and all I saw was my fist and Reynard’s head.  

      My fist plunged into Reynard’s skull, and it shattered like a melon.  My fist kept going and tore into the stone platform leaving a small crater.  Skull, blood, brains, and stone decorated the platform.  Dark red blood gushed from what was left of his head and began to fill the crater like a bowl of tomato soup.  I stayed in position with my fist at the bottom of the crater as it was overcome by warm blood.  The gong crashed three times violently signifying the end of the match.  You could hear a pin drop in the Necrodome.  I couldn’t believe what had just happened, and no one else in the venue was believing it either.  I finally lifted my fist from the puddle of gore and stood.  I continued to stare at the platform and huge globs of blood dripped from my fist back into the red pool.

      Drip

      Drip

      Drip

      Drip

      I finally got the courage to look at my surroundings.  There wasn’t an eye or mouth closed in the Necrodome.  Most of the women covered their open mouths with their hands.  I saw a shocked June and Yitri standing on the front row and an equally shocked Saul a row behind them.  I turned my head toward the Cosmic Observator who was visually breathing heavily, and he looked away from me when I made eye contact.  He had no clue what to do in this situation.  I had obliterated my Mantis opponent in front of the entire Temple of the Weeping Sun.  Reynard wasn’t knocked out.  His head had popped like a water balloon in front of everyone.

      Hektor finally turned his eyes back at me.  “Winner, John LeBrock.”  There weren’t cheers, only the silence continued.
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      I had no intention of killing the man. However, killing your opponent was one of the three ways to win. I had done nothing illegal or dishonorable. If the shoe had been on the other foot, Reynard would have had no reservations ending my life. The rules were set before the match and both of us agreed to them. 

      The cleaning crew swarmed the platform and began the messy cleaning process. I wiped the blood on my arm onto my trunks. The smell from the brain matter and blood turned my stomach.

      Yitri slowly stepped onto the platform and walked over to where I stood. “Checking if your hand is injured?”

      “No, it’s fine. Thanks for checking on me though.”

      I looked toward Hektor, and he was gone. Then I heard footsteps onto the platform. Hektor walked toward me with his extravagant black and gold robe with his hands behind his back. Veronica walked behind him carrying a tray that would have the prize choices I assumed. The brunette bombshell looked at me with no smile as she was clearly shaken by what had happened in the fight.

      Hektor leaned toward me and muttered. “Well, it looks like I don’t have to ask the crowd to be quiet.”

      I didn’t know if he was joking or just tossing some kind of lame insult my way. I just put my arms behind my back and didn’t reply.

      Hektor turned to the crowd and smiled. “John LeBrock is the victor of the duel against the late Reynard Sumner, may the ancient ones bless his soul,” he paused as if holding a moment of silence, “As winner of the duel, John will have the opportunity to choose a prize from this luxurious selection.”

      Veronica held the tray in front of me to make my choice.

      Mushroom of the Moongazer — item will provide you with an exorbitant amount of myst which could ascend you in rank if the Ancient Ones deem you worthy.

      Life Steal Technique — activating this technique will enable you to steal life force when you land attacks against an enemy. Technique length of use depends upon the rank of the user.

      Vision of the Celestial Ring — when the ring is worn the wearer can see in the dark easily. There is no time length on this benefit.

      The ring was an easy pass. Night vision is cool, but I think it pales in comparison to the other choices. My decision between the other two was a very difficult one, however I felt the chance at ascension was much more valuable than a new technique.

      “I choose the Mushroom of the Moongazer,” Hektor nodded and motioned for me to take it into my possession.

      I lifted the mushroom which was the size of a large marshmallow. It glowed blue as I held it in my hand. I quickly placed the mushroom in my mouth and began to chew. The mushroom had a surprisingly sweet taste that I wasn’t expecting. I swallowed and felt an explosion as the mushroom entered my stomach. Warmth passed throughout my body, and I developed a radiant purple aura that enveloped my entire body. I began to levitate until I reached three feet above the floor. The aura became brighter and caused everyone in the arena to either turn their heads or put a hand in front of their eyes. 

      My forearm began to heat up at an alarming rate. I screamed as my Viper tattoo faded, and my new Mantis tattoo was branded on me by the Ancient Ones. There was another explosion of energy that originated from my cores, and I dropped back to the floor.

      You have ascended to the rank of Mantis! The Ancient Ones have deemed you worthy, and they smile down upon you from the heavens! Your Speed Core has been elevated from +1 to Savant. This core level will make you a mighty force to be reckoned with!

      My tattoo’s glow began to dissipate, and I was awestruck by the epic drawing of the Mantis from the pen of the Ancient Ones. My body pulsed with more power than I had ever thought was possible. I couldn’t wait to get started on my cultivation of my entire myst body system. 

      I glanced at Hektor, and I couldn’t resist showing him a crooked smile. The Tiger rank’s eyes were wide, and they reflected the remaining purple pulses from my ascension. 

      “May I be excused?” I asked.

      Hektor just nodded.

      I placed my hands together as if I were praying, and I closed my eyes. I pushed a large amount of myst from my cores and pushed them out the bottom of my feet. I began to rise above the platform, and I pushed until I was two feet from the platform. I moved forward and off the platform up the aisle to the doorway. I passed my awestruck girls, and I saw the amazement and shock on the face of Saul. I continued to see similar looks as I levitated out of the Necrodome. I looked at the moon and soaked in its light.

      “John!” Yitri yelled from my rear.

      I turned while still airborne and smiled before I descended slowly back to the ground.

      “Yes?”

      “Gods, you ascended in front of the entire temple. You’re flying with no training. I'm now speechless,” Yitri replied in amazement.

      “I don’t know what to say...wow,” June added and covered her mouth.

      “Sorry to cut this short, but I've a lot of work to do. I can’t wait to start my journey as a Mantis cultivator.”

      “I figured as much. We’re fine. Please just be careful and stay out of trouble,” the cat girl replied.

      “Aww, you keep going away, but I understand. Please come back soon,” June said with her bottom lip out.

      “I have a lot of cultivation to do, of course. There’s no doubt about that. I do have some thinking to do as well about my future...our future. We’ll talk about some stuff when I return.”

      “When will that be?” asked June.

      “Hard to say, a couple of days maybe.”

      “I'm sure there will be some sort of burial for Reynard. Are you going to miss that?” asked Yitri with a hand on her hip. 

      “Not gonna lie, it would be awkward seeing that I killed the man and all.  I’m going to pass on that.”
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      After my bath, I dressed in a fresh Weeping Sun gi for warmth purposes only. I'd be due a new gi that signified my rank, but I didn’t care. The gi represented chains that held me back from reaching my full potential. Training and cultivation were my priorities during the next couple of days, however meditation on my future on Azura had to be touched upon. I needed to decide what my next move was going to be.

      I walked into the mountains instead of levitating. I did not understand yet how much energy was being used for that action, so I made the choice to conserve the myst in my cores. My destination was Mount Titan, a few miles into the Bloodlake province. I'd ascend using my ability to levitate and cultivate on the highest summit within 500 miles. Eventually, I grew tired of walking and ran.  I had never been a patient person, and I was ready to cultivate my Mantis rank cores and pathways, not to mention my newly ascended Speed core to Savant rank. The ascension to Mantis was thrilling on its own, but to gain an elite Savant ranked Speed core, just added to the excitement by a wide margin. Few cultivators obtain a Savant core in their lives, and I had two of them, not only that, but they were two of the best core types to have.  The Ancient Ones had truly blessed me since my arrival in this beautiful world that would allow me to become more powerful than I ever could have imagined.

      I reached the base of Mount Titan, and I was overcome with wonder and awe.  This mountain was gargantuan. I had only viewed Mount Everest in photos and documentaries, but this rock had to be much taller.  I was no mountaineer, but it looked like it would be a bitch to climb.  Once I reached the summit, I wouldn’t have to worry about any attacks or interruptions...hopefully.  I took my time as I rose to the top to get a good look at the beautiful monstrosity.  Jagged rocks with scattered trees and foliage adorned the mountain side.  The air became cooler and crisp each meter I ascended.  Majestic fowl flew around me as if they wondered who the hell I was and how I was flying.  They were various lush colors and sizes with different styles of flight. The summit was barren and comprised of jagged rocks.  The tiptop was a point that looked like the top of an Egyptian pyramid.  I descended on top of the point with one foot and raised the opposite knee to almost waist level.  I placed my right fist into the palm of my left hand and extended my elbows outward.  I closed my eyes and breathed deeply as I zeroed in on my cores.  Much to my amazement, the cores had doubled in size and were full of radiant purple myst.  The Savant Speed Core contained violent myst that was swirling like a category five hurricane at an incredible rate of speed.  

      As I inserted my phantom finger inside, a part of me worried it would get snapped off by the speed.  I continued to move the myst to make it speed up even faster than before.  The core was not only full of myst, but the myst was very packed in and heavy.  My phantom finger required more effort to enter the swirling energy.  I moved a small bit of myst from my Speed Savant core into the Hand-to-Hand Savant core, and there was a minor explosion of extremely bright light.  The myst in the Hand-to-Hand Savant core picked up speed.  I watched for a couple of minutes before I began to manually spin the myst.  Because of the small amount of effort required to defeat Reynard, the cores were in pretty good shape.  I'd be able to improve my myst system immediately and not have to worry about repairing them first.  The next part of my core system that I focused on were my major pathways in my body.  The closer I looked, the more amazed I was to see they were almost platinum-like.  I traveled down each pathway and cleaned them with my phantom finger.  The blockages and residue were scarce due to the lack of heavy use in my battle with Reynard. Hours passed as I painstakingly perused each pathway and tributary throughout my body, removing residue and imperfections that would impede myst travel efficiency.

      I took a bladder out of my pouch and drank the waterfall water and consumed some jerky to replenish my body from my intense cultivation session.  I moved down the peak and sat on a large ledge.  My feet dangled over the side, and I whipped them back and forth.  The view was unbelievably breathtaking.  It looked like I could see to the ends of the world in all directions. The Temple of the Weeping Sun appeared tiny from the height and distance where I resided.  I wondered if Hektor, the Cosmic Observator, was able to see me here.  I wondered how angry he was that I won the fight so easily, and I awarded death to my opponent and his friend.  The ledge would prove to be a perfect location to lay out my sleeping pad for the night.  There was very little to room to roll over, but I never was a restless sleeper.  I suddenly remembered something that I couldn’t believe I had forgotten about.  Weeks ago, I had been awarded the Supernova Technique from Hektor for our mission to help the leper colony.  The technique required Mantis rank, so I had put it away out of sight and out of mind.  My excitement was at a fever pitch as I removed the scroll from my pouch and unrolled it in front of me.  I opened my Gods’ Eye and read the words quickly.

      

      Supernova Technique 

      
        	It requires Mantis Rank.

        	At least one Savant level core is required.

        	You can charge your entire body with myst energy to build exorbitant attack power, speed, and defense. 

        	You are vulnerable to attack during the charge process. You must take that into account when using Supernova.  

        	It can be activated while airborne.

        	As you ascend to the following ranks, the time to charge will lessen and the energy will become more powerful and last a longer time.

        	You can upgrade this technique to its maximum level of 3.

      

      

      Would you like to learn this technique using your Gods’ Eye? Yes or No?

      

      I immediately chose yes, and the parchment began to glow, and the writing began to pulse slowly.  The speed of the pulsing gradually increased, and the letters rose from the parchment and began to swirl like a tornado for a few seconds until the tornado opened, and the words sped toward my eyes and smashed into my brain.  The sensation was not unpleasant, but I wasn’t ready to do it again for the time being.  In my skull, I felt like the tornado formed once more scattering the words all over my brain to the appropriate location.
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      I descended the mountain all the way to the ground. I looked for an open area to try the Supernova technique. The technique stated that Supernova can be activated while airborne, but I was unsure if I'd have the myst reserves to support both at the same time. It made more sense to practice on the ground initially before taking to the sky. I moved to a clearing covered by soft green grass with large boulders that must have fallen from the mountain. It could have happened hundreds, thousands, or millions of years ago. 

      I stood smack dab in the middle of the clearing and closed my eyes in preparation. I moved the myst in my Savant cores once again to optimize them for the powerful technique. I opened my eyes and took a few deep breaths.

      “Supernova!” I exclaimed.

      Suddenly, it felt like both cores exploded, and my body was engulfed in purple flames. I had done something wrong, and I was going to burn to death. However, as I frantically scanned my body, my flesh was still fully intact as were my clothes and body hair. My attention was directed to the grass under my feet that began to burn. I stepped forward and left a circle of fire where I had stood.  I couldn’t begin to describe the feeling of what was happening. I felt as if I was some sort of divine being in Supernova state. I chose to test my strength on one of the large fallen boulders from the mountain. I raised my burning arm above my head. I dropped my arm while roaring like a feral beast, and my arm cut straight through the massive boulder and sent each half flying in different directions.

      “Holy shit,” I said to myself as I looked at my arm.

      I scared the shit out of the birds in the trees that surrounded the clearing.  They flew out of the trees in all directions frantically searching for a safe place from the crazy man that was on fire.
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        * * *

      

      I tested out my Speed Savant Core with Supernova engaged after a couple of hours of smashing boulders and cutting trees down with a burning myst-filled punch. I darted through the trees at a mind-boggling rate of speed.  One would think running at that speed would be difficult to control unless I was on a straight path on flat ground.  I was able to zig zag through the forest easily missing trees and other obstacles that impeded my route.  I say route, but I had no clue where I was going. I was just running like a bat out of hell.  I was interrupted by a sudden cliff looking over a valley below.  There was a village southeast of my position that sat alongside a river that ran through the center of the valley.  I accessed my God’s Eye to percolate the map of Azura.  Much to my surprise, I had crossed over the border to a different region named Gallenshaw.  

      “Fuck, I ran faster than I thought.  I'm almost fifty miles from the Temple of the Weeping Sun.  Incredible,” I whispered to myself.

      The name of the village was Torrine, and the name of the river was the Hasrey River.  Unfortunately, the God’s Eye didn’t give me the race of the people.  That would be something I'd have to uncover on my own.  It would have been nice to know if this was going to be a friendly village.  

      “There’s only one way to find out, John,” I muttered as I glided off the ledge and descended slowly to the lavish green landscape below.  I chose to walk instead of float in the air.  I'd imagine it would be a frightening sight to see a strange being flying to your town. The river was gorgeous and crystal clear.  I could easily see all the way to the rocky bottom.  As I sauntered beside it, there were sections that rushed through rocks and areas where the water just trickled on its path westward.  The water held a diverse array of fish that swept through the water with ease.  I imagined fishing would be a huge source of food for this village that I approached.  The grassland outside of town harbored many plots of crops that looked to be healthy and full of vegetables and fruits.  There was a small bridge that arched over the river to let boats pass.  I could see a dirt path traverse through the crop fields and into a forest not far away.  I saw another road travel upward into the mountain range on the opposite side of the small village.  The structures were made of dark wood mixed with lighter woods and stone work.  The roofs look to be made of wood as well which was no doubt supplied by the forest nearby.  

      I progressed closer to the village and saw the first quality that was different than anything I've ever seen.  The people appeared to be humans above the waist and snake-like below the waist. They slivered along the streets and into the nearby fields pushing wheelbarrows and toting baskets to harvest.  I hadn’t been spotted by anyone yet, so I was unsure whether these people would be friendly or not.  There was only one way to find out, so I continued my trek toward Torrine slowly but without a threatening manner.  As I got to within thirty yards of the village, I was spotted by a figure heading to a nearby field.

      “An intruder! Coming from the north!” yelled the figure in a male voice. He dropped his basket and slivered at a high rate of speed back to town.  The other people in the fields heard his warning and did the same.  

      I raised my hands in the air and continued to approach.  Soon, there were three male snake things charging toward me with long spears.

      “Stop right there, or we won't hesitate to impale you like a boar!” one of the men said.

      I shook my head and put on a happy face.  “I’m not here to harm you at all.  I'd just like to visit with you and learn about the town.  That’s all.  I come from Starfall, more specifically the Temple of the Weeping Sun.

      “Why are you this far south?  That is very suspicious!” another snake man interjected.

      “I was out training, and I ended up here in Gallenshaw and noticed your village from the cliff.  It is a beautiful town, and the area surrounding it is gorgeous.”

      “Did you come here to scout it for an invasion by your people?  Torrine looks small, but we have many warriors here that will fight you to the death.”

      “I’m just here by myself.  I have no intention of taking over the town.  I'm just here to visit with you.  I don’t have any weapons.”

      “You have already revealed that you're from the Temple of the Weeping Sun.  That means that you're a cultivator, and your fists and feet are deadly weapons.  Stop trying to trick us!”

      “I’m not trying to do anything other than to visit your village and get to know you better. That’s all, I promise.”

      I heard a rustling behind me and turned my head to see an additional snake man appear a few feet behind me holding a long spear.

      “Whoa, you snuck up on me there.  My name’s John LeBrock.”

      The snake man didn’t respond, only scowled at me from his attack position.

      “Drop your weapons, this man means no harm.  I can see it in his eyes, and the Weeping Sun is a temple of peaceful cultivators.  They helped our neighbors across the border at Redreach,” said another snake man with much more muscular arms and large earrings that dangled from his ear lobes and a large necklace made from wood and bone hanging around his neck.

      I'm Sorg, and I'm the leader of this village.
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      “Please carry on with what you were doing beforehand.  I've no fear of this man,” Sorg announced to the crowd of people that had accumulated since I arrived.

      The snake men holding spears reluctantly lowered them and backed away still glaring at me.  The townsfolk watched me for a couple more moments before they dispersed.  

      Sorg moved closer to me, and I was able to get a better look at his appearance.  His human part of the body was raised upward, and he stood a couple of inches higher than me in stature.  He had no shirt on, which revealed a tan chest with larger arms than I had a Mantis rank. The hair on his head resembled a black mohawk.  His eyes were reptilian with a yellowish eyeball and narrow sliver of black pupils.  He had a normal human tongue as best as I could tell.  The snake part of him was curled up behind him so I had no idea his total length, but I imagined he'd be rather long.  The color of his scales was dark green with black diamonds scattered down his length.  He looked like a rattlesnake without the rattle.  He had a leather belt with what looked like a dagger sleeved in the belt.

      “I apologize for our rudeness, but we don’t receive many visitors here.”

      I shook my head.  “That’s no problem. I'd be on the defensive as well if a strange man of a different race came waltzing into my village.  I apologize if I appear to be staring at you or other people.  I'm not of this world, and this is my first time seeing...snake...people.”

      “We prefer to be labeled serpentine.  Even though we look frightening to most of our neighbors on Azura, we're a very friendly group of people. We just want to live out our lives, farm, and fish in the river.”

      “I have a question for you.  Snakes on Earth, where I'm from, don’t eat vegetables or fruit.  I see a lot of crops here. Do you sell them to others, or do you eat them?”

      Sorg laughed loudly.  “Of course, we eat what you or the kitsune eat.  Ancient Ones, eating meat all the time would grow tiresome.”

      A sultry female voice floated from behind him. “Father, who is this man?”

      Sorg turned and backed away which allowed me to view the origin of the voice.  It was a female serpentine with long, bright red hair that fell past her waist to where she bent to stand up. The woman’s eyes were also reptilian, however they were a beautiful blue instead of the yellow. She had ears almost the length of my hand that pierced her red hair like an arrow.  She had milky cream-colored skin with a very impressive chest covered by what looked like a leather bikini top. The scales on the snake lower body were fascinating.  There were red, blue, and green colors up and down all the way to the tip of her tail.  She was a couple of inches shorter than Sorg.  When she stopped beside her father, she looked me up and down and raised an eyebrow.

      “My name’s John, John LeBrock,” I interjected before Sorg had a chance to answer.

      “Do you always answer for other people, Mr. LeBrock?”  She asked with a sprinkle of disdain.

      “This is my daughter, Shazo,” Sorg motioned to his daughter.

      “Nice to meet you, Shazo.”

      “Pleasure,” she said sharply. “Is he just passing through?” She asked as she folded her arms under her top pushing her large breasts upward causing them to almost bump into her chin.  

      “He's just passing through, am I right?”  

      “Yes, that’s the plan. I’m not going to impose on you guys too long,” I said with a smile.

      “I certainly hope not.  Is it possible for humans to bring us diseases?” Shazo furrowed her brow.

      I chuckled. “I’m clean.  Don’t worry.”

      “Don’t mind Shazo.  She's untrusting of outsiders, but she is a great person once you get to know her,” Sorg added.

      “That’s perfectly fine.  It’s smart to be cautious, during my short time here I've dealt with my fair share of evil.”

      “Yes, we certainly know how that is.  We have dealt with our fair share of bandits that come through from time to time.  We are able to fight them off most of the time, but we do lose a villager every now and then,” Sorg said with a frown.

      “Any problems lately?” I asked.

      Shazo sighed. “No, not recently. Thank the Ancient Ones. We are fortunate that this isn’t a well-traveled route for dark cultivators.  They don’t come out this way.  There’s no point unless they want to steal vegetables and a few cows.”

      “Dark cultivators? This is the first time I've heard that term.”

      Shazo’s eyes widened. “Really?  Dark cultivators are simply evil cultivators.  They want to use their powers for monetary gain and to hurt people.”

      “I ran into a bad guy cultivator back in Bloodlake not too long ago.  I guess he'd be considered a dark cultivator,” I shrugged.

      “You fought one and lived? Excellent,” replied Sorg. “What rank cultivator are you?  I wanted to look at your tattoo, but I didn’t want to offend you.”

      “As a matter of fact, I just ascended yesterday.  I’m Mantis rank.”

      Both serpentines’ mouths opened and brows raised. 

      “What?”  I asked after an uncomfortable silence.

      “We've never met a Mantis rank cultivator.  That’s incredible.  Are you joking?  Let me see your brand,” Shazo said as she slithered over to me and grabbed my forearm. “Ancient ones, he is telling the truth.”

      “Shazo, you don’t just grab someone’s arm like that. Especially someone we just met, we aren't heathens,” Sorg interjected.

      “That’s no problem, really,” I responded waving my hand before smiling at Shazo.

      “You must stay for supper.  I insist,” Sorg demanded and stuck his chest out.

      I needed to get back to my training, but I really wanted to get to know these serpentine folk.  They were fascinating.

      “Sure.”
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      The rest of the afternoon was spent walking around the village being introduced to other serpentines by an overly excited Sorg.  Shazo followed us around for a short while and evidently grew bored and went on her way. If you'd have told me last year that I'd be attracted to a beautiful snake woman, I'd have had you committed.  Time spent on Azura changes you. There are many different types of people that you grow to love.  I've two girlfriends, one is a monkey, and one is a cat...why not introduce a snake to the situation.  This was way too soon.  Shazo acted like she couldn’t stand me and who can forget her concern of being infected by a disease from me.

      I was treated extremely well by every serpentine that I met.  They were excited to have an outsider in the village, and they treated me like I was some sort of super hero since I was a Mantis.  We made our way back to the town center where there was food cooking at a large bonfire.  I pictured rats or mice on a plate when I thought of what a snake would eat.  Luckily, that wasn’t the case at all. There was steak, potatoes, and other green vegetables.  

      “We didn’t know what you'd like.  Will this suffice? I can go catch some fish if you like?” asked Sorg’s wife, Jasmine.

      “No, this is spectacular, thank you,” I replied and then shoved a hunk of juicy beef in my mouth.

      Jasmine was just an older Shazo. Shazo looked so much like her mother it was ridiculous.  Jasmine had a very noticeable hiss to her voice which was both endearing and terrifying.  I had always been afraid of snakes since my childhood on Earth. Who would have thought a village full of snakes would be so damn hospitable?  I shoveled two plates of food in my mouth in no time and then I was bombarded by townsfolk asking me questions about Starfall and what it was like to live at the Temple of the Weeping Sun.  They wanted to hear about quests I had been on and enemies I had fought.  I was like a rock star in Torrine.

      “You must sleep here tonight.  We have an extra bedroom in our home, you're welcome to stay there,” Jasmine pleaded as she took my plate.

      “I appreciate the offer, but I need to be getting back.”

      That statement was followed by a chorus of sighs and nos.
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      I was putting some food in my pouch that Jasmine insisted I take back with me when two serpentine men arrived with a horse and wagon.

      “Sorg, we had a problem at the Aedon Fortress. They took the vegetables that we agreed to grow them, but they didn’t pay us the correct amount.  We were owed 50 silver, but they only gave us 10.  I tried to get the other 40, but Lesnar laughed and kicked me in the face.  I had a dagger, but there were too many of them.  I didn’t want to die over 40 silver. He said to bring them another wagon load next week for the same price. I’m sorry Sorg, but what do you want us to do?” One of the men asked as he looked at the ground.

      “Those thieving bastards! You can’t trust a damn human!” Sorg snapped and then looked at me and cringed. “I’m sorry.  You are fine, but these guys are jerks.”

      “Are they bandits?” I asked with a furrowed brow.  These guys sounded like bullies, and I hate a fucking bully.

      “Well, they are just a group of humans that took over the old Aedon Fortress a few months ago.  It had been abandoned for two centuries, and this group of men just took up there.  They do some blacksmithing and leatherworking for the nearby towns, and they have a few traveling merchants.  They aren't bandits; they are just assholes unfortunately.  We haven’t had this problem before, so I’m not sure why they are underpaying us now.  We weren’t overcharging them at all.  It was a fair price for all the food they received.  They are assholes I tell you!”

      “Father, they have never hurt one of our people before.  Why today?” Shazo added to the discussion.

      “That’s true. Marta, did you run off at the mouth or what?” Sorg asked the man.

      “No, I just mentioned that we were owed more money per our agreement.  Asshole just laughed and kicked me in the face and told me to fuck off and take my 10 silver, and they would see us next week with another load for the same price. Like I said there were just too many.  They would have killed me and Thark.”

      “You handled the situation correctly.  I must figure out how to get proper payment.  Why in the name of the Ancient Ones are they stealing from us now after months of business together? You two go home and get some rest, and I’ll figure out what to do.  I don’t want a fight because that’s not our way, but I also don’t want to be taken advantage of either,” Sorg slammed his hand on a table.

      “Father it's okay. We’ll figure something out.  Don’t get yourself worked up.”

      I put my pouch on the bench I was standing beside. “I can help.”
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      Shazo turned toward me with a furrowed brow. “How can you help?”

      “I’ll go have a chat with this Lesnar fellow.  I can straighten this whole thing out, I promise.”

      Sorg placed his hand on my shoulder.  “Thank you for the offer, but you’ll get yourself killed.  There are at least twenty men that live there.”

      “I’ll be fine. Just tell me how to get there.”

      “You’re insane,” Shazo scoffed.

      “I’ve been called worse,” I replied with a wink that made the serpentine girl blush.

      “I can take you there, but I advise you to just leave it alone.  I don’t want you to get hurt or cause a war with these humans.  We just want to live peacefully, grow crops, fish, and trade with honest people,” Sorg replied.

      “These guys are just going to keep taking advantage of you until someone stops them. I don’t mind helping you folks out. I really don’t.”

      Shazo raised her hand. “I’ll take him, father.”

      Sorg grunted and shook his head.  “Absolutely not.”

      “I'm faster than you and a better fighter.  You are the leader of this village, so you can’t risk getting hurt.”

      “You think I'm going to be the type of father to send his daughter to fight battles for him?  No!”

      “I’ll protect your daughter, I promise.  I hope to diffuse this situation without violence, but I’m not familiar with these men.”

      Sorg released a loud exhale.  “We will both go with you. Let’s go!”
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        * * *

      

      We went to the edge of the village to some stables, and one of the farmhands brought out a huge horse that was attached to what looked like a large chariot. I wondered if there would be room for all three of us, but we fit just fine.  Both serpentines curled up their tails tightly leaving room.  Shazo stood in the center holding the reins, and Sorg and I stood on each side.  We left at once and traveled eastward on a well travelled path into the forest.  

      After a few minutes of travel, Shazo broke her silence. “It will take a half hour at this speed to arrive at Aedon.”

      The ride was surprisingly smooth considering we were on a chariot traveling over rough terrain.  The craftsmanship of the chariot was beautiful with detailed engravings of other serpentines and other odd designs that I didn’t recognize.

      “Tell me about this Aedon place.”

      “Aedon Fortress is the name.  It is a keep that was built into the side of Mount Shadowfrost.  The mountain you see here,” Sorg pointed his finger toward the large mountain to our left. “The fortress has stood for centuries and was built by the Omegas who were devout followers of the Ancient Ones.  They were not one specific race. They were very diverse, but what they did have in common was their undying dedication to the Ancient Ones whether it be by mouth or bladed weapon.  The Omega shifted from a pacifist religious group to a combative group of zealots.  Their new way of thinking got them killed little by little over the years until they were all gone.  Aedon Fortress was abandoned for the most part, however periodically groups of people would live there and then move on.  Currently, it is Lesnar’s group of swindling humans that reside there. The Temple of the Crimson Crest feels that Aedon is cursed, so they have not taken ownership or placed a garrison there.”

      “So Aedon belongs to no one?” I asked.

      “The Omegas have a claim to it, but they are all dead or scattered across Azura,” replied Sorg followed by a cough.

      “Do you believe it’s cursed?” 

      “No, the temple just doesn’t want to maintain the structure or place a garrison there.  It would be an amazing place with proper care.  These bozos we're going to see have left it in great disarray.”

      “Why didn’t your people ever take residence there?” I asked.

      “There just aren’t enough of us, and our people have lived in Torrine for centuries.  There isn’t a lot of good farmland around Aedon either.  Well, let me rephrase that, the land has not been maintained well and would need to be cleared properly to grow crops.”

      “You mentioned the Temple of the Crimson Crest, do they look after your town and countryside in this region of Gallanthal?  The Weeping Sun is the protector of Starfall.  They don’t do a very good job of it, but that is what they are supposed to be.”

      “We haven't seen a representative from the Crimson Crest in Torrine in many years.  You are our first visitor from a temple in a very long time,” Shazo interjected.

      “Why don’t they come around?”

      “Serpentine folk are recognized as one of the lowest classes in Gallanthal. They aren't against us by any means, but at the same time they don’t check on our wellbeing.  If we want something, we will have to go to them.  Nonetheless, we do fine on our own.  We keep to ourselves for the most part unless we go into town for trade.  The nearest town is Spivey, five miles east of Aedon Fortress.  It is larger and right on the border of Starfall, close to the village of Redreach.”

      “Redreach?  No shit, I’m very familiar with that village.  I helped them with a cyclops problem months back.  They're a good group of kitsune.”

      “Yes, they are.  We trade with them quite a bit.  So, you see this section of Gallanthal is peaceful except for these guys we're going to see.  They don’t have a specific name. I just know that the man they call Lesnar is the leader,” Shazo scoffed at the mention of Lesnar.

      Soon we saw a glow from torches down the road. “I’m guessing we're almost there?”

      “Yes, that’s it.  Keep your eyes open and watch our surroundings,” Shazo whispered.

      I nodded and began to scan back and forth to look for anything strange.  The fortress was carved into the side of the mountain which was an amazing sight.  It looked like a small castle superglued to the mountain.  I wondered how deep inside the mountain the space went.  It was one of the more fascinating sights I had seen sense arriving on Azura and that's saying a lot.

      “What are you snakes doing here?” an older man asked who was taking a piss beside the road.

      “There you have it.  That’s the caliber of human that we're dealing with.  Pissing right out front.  Ancient Ones bless us all,” Shazo scoffed and directed us to the front entrance of the fortress.

      The closer we got, the more men came outside and from around the grounds to see what this was all about. 

      “Lesnar!  You got visitors!” the old pissing man yelled with his hands cupping his mouth.

      “Yup, fucking snakes again!” yelled another member of the gang.

      “One of them has got a nice pair of tits on her though. Woo yeah.  I wouldn’t mind putting my face in the center of them,” added a middle-aged man holding a bottle of alcohol.

      “Really, that’s how you talk to a lady?” I asked angrily.

      “What do you care, mate? She’s just a slimy snake.  They’re all lucky we buy their crops.  If I had it my way, we would just cut their heads off.  The only good snake is a dead snake,” the drunk man slurred.

      “Shut up, Carl!” a taller clean-cut man yelled from the front entrance before looking at us. “What do you want? We paid for those crops and ain’t paying anything else until next week.”

      “Are you Lesnar?” I asked as I stepped off the chariot and stood out front.

      “Yeah, who are you?”

      “John LeBrock, I’m a friend and cultivator from Starfall.”

      “Starfall?  You lost? This ain’t Starfall.  Get the hell out of here,” Lesnar demanded.

      “I think I’ll stay long enough for you to pay them the money you owe. You shorted them by 40 silver.”

      “Yeah, so?  They’re lucky that we give them anything.  You can run along now,” Lesnar replied with a go away gesture. “We’ve been paying them snakes too much.  They’re the ones cheating us!”

      “You have got to be kidding me?  You are an idiot if you think that?” Shazo asked angrily.

      Sorg promptly tried to calm her down, and she whispered angrily in his ear.

      “I tell you what. If the girl will deliver the food from now on and suck my dick and everyone else's, I’ll give you 20 silver.  She’s a snake, but she has a hell of a nice set of tits.  We know she’s mouthy.  Deal?”  Lesnar asked with a chuckle which turned into laughs from the crowd of misfits.

      “Don’t talk to her that way.  I came here hoping for a peaceful resolution, but it’s beginning to look like you don’t want that,” I said with crossed arms.

      “Ha, you're gonna do something about this?  Look around you.  You going to fight all of us off?”

      “I’ll kill all of you happily because I hate people like you.”

      Lesnar laughed and looked around at his men.  “Get a load of this guy.  He’s going to kill us all if we don’t talk nice to the lady.  He must want her mouth all to himself.”

      “John, let’s go.  They don’t intend on giving us the silver, and I don’t want you or Shazo to get hurt,” Sorg pleaded.

      “Listen to that snake man, he understands,” Lesnar announced. “For bothering us, you’re going to give us the horse, chariot, and whatever money you have on you.  The girl is going to stick around as well.  We’ll send her back in the morning. She may have a good enough time that she won’t want to leave.”

      “You son of a bitch! Come down here, and I’ll shove a spear in your ass!” screamed Shazo as she lifted her wooden spear.  Sorg put his hand on the wood and pushed it down while pleading with her to be quiet. 

      The old drunk man began laughing loudly and waddling toward the chariot.  “I’ll go first, Lesnar. Come here, snakey snake.”

      I was livid, but I wanted to give one last attempt to diffuse the situation.  I grabbed the old man by the shirt collar before tossing him away from the chariot.  I pointed at Lesnar and gnashed my teeth. “We don’t have to do this.”

      The old man groaned and whined on the ground, complaining of broken bones.  “Help, he hurt me bad.”

      “Fuck you, that was just a toss,” I said to the writhing old man.

      “Nah you hurt me bad.  I've got some broken ribs and my arm is broke, I think.”

      “Alright guys, bring this guy to me so I can show him some manners.  Coming up in here telling us what we’re gonna do and what we ain’t gonna do.  Then he hurts my friend here.  Bring him to me now,” Lesnar growled as he motioned to his men to grab me.

      Some of them had a bladed weapon, but the majority were approaching with raised fists.

      I turned to the serpentines in the chariot.  “Stay right where you are. Don’t get involved.”

      “You can’t beat all these men! You’re crazy!” Shazo yelled.

      “Shut up and stay there!” I replied angrily.

      Her brows pinched together hard. She was pissed off.  Sorg grabbed the reins to move the chariot further away from where the action would take place.

      It shouldn’t be exciting to have the opportunity to hurt or kill people, but I had just reached Mantis, and I wanted to try my new strength and powers in a combat situation.  There were ten of Lesnar’s men closing in from all directions.  I was patient for the right time to make my move.  I charged my body and activated Supernova, just the blast from the activation sent men flailing backward.  I levitated to 15 feet above the ground and roared.  Lesnar’s eyes were wide, and his jaw stood open shuddering.  I smiled at the bastard, and then I performed Crushing Armageddon.  My Supernova form charged back to the Earth in the blink of an eye.  My fist sunk into the ground creating an explosion that shredded all ten of my attackers into thousands of pieces.  It felt as if it were raining crimson blood from all the droplets returning to the ground.

      “Ancient Ones!” uttered Sorg as he stood in awe of my power.

      “Whoa, whoa, hold on now.  We can talk about this...right?  There’s no need for none of that.  What exactly do you want?  The fifty silver? I can do that easily, and I promise to pay the snakes fairly from here on out.  Sound good? Come on now?”  Lesnar pleaded as he walked down the stairs toward me.

      I wanted to strike the asshole right through his face and launch his brain out the back of his skull, but I would try a new diplomatic approach for a change.

      “All of you want to live?”

      “Yeah, absolutely, I’ll do anything!” Lesnar fell to his knees and placed his hands together.

      What a coward.  He had no chance against me, but at least die like a fucking man.

      “All of you leave Aedon and never come back. You will never bother my serpentine friends, ever.  If you agree to those terms, the rest of you will walk out of here alive.  Otherwise, you will be removed by death.  Your call,” I glared into his wide eyes.

      There was a long pause from Lesnar before he spoke again. “Alright, let me get some things, and we’ll go.”

      “I don’t think so.  You walk out of here now.  Get up and tell your men to go.  I don’t want to see you again.  Do you understand?”

      “I've got some things I have to get,” my foot to his stomach cut off what he tried to say.  It wasn’t a hard kick, but it was hard enough to send a message that I was serious.

      After a few seconds of coughing and wheezing from the sudden air exiting his lungs, Lesnar replied.  “Alright, alright, let’s go boys,” Lesnar coughed as he motioned to everyone to exit Aedon.

      I watched him leave along with all his comrades.  There were a lot of moans and groans from the other men, so I expected some sort of retaliation from a few of the dummer ones.  “I'm dead serious. If you try anything ever, I’ll make you regret you were ever born.  That goes for all of you.  Get the hell out of here.”

      “We get it, no worries,” Lesnar held his hand up and muttered with a couple of coughs.

      I turned back toward the fortress. “Anyone hanging around inside expecting to do something, I suggest you leave now.  If not, I'll rip your spine right out of your body!”

      Their fortress was either empty or the remaining inhabitants were stupid and didn’t believe my threat.  There was no activity from the structure.

      “Ancient ones, I can’t believe you did that,” Sorg said with awe.

      I turned toward him and crossed my arms over my chest. “He made a smart choice.  It was either die or leave. He chose the latter, which was smart.  His crew had no hope of taking me out, and he knew it.  I don’t think he will be dumb enough to retaliate. Let me know if any of these jack asses bother you.  I'll kill all of them, and I mean that.”

      “Thank you, John, I don’t know what to say.  You just met us, yet you helped us so generously.  I apologize for any rudeness. Please forgive me,” Shazo bowed her head.

      “Whoa, you don’t have to thank me and certainly don’t bow to me. I’m just glad I could help,” I smiled before turning my attention back toward Aedon Fortress. “I made out pretty good with this little quest.”

      “What do you mean?” Shazo asked.

      “Welcome to my new home.  I’m going to move here.”
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      My new friends from Torrine arrived and plundered the fortress for anything they needed.  Since several of the inhabitants were blacksmiths, they found some bladed weapons to take back with them.  A few of the villagers in Torrine had some knowledge of blacksmithing, so they were excited to get the tools to start their own businesses.  I finally found what Lesnar wanted to go back for so badly.  In the chambers he lived in, I found a crappy safe in the stone wall.  

      “Well, well, well, what do we have here?” I whispered to myself as I pushed myst into my arm and punched the lock quickly but forcefully.  The lock fell to the stone floor and clanged loudly in the night.  I opened the broken door to see two sacks tied shut by a small rope.   I held a candle I found on the nightstand to light up the darkness within.  Just as I suspected, each bag jingled.  They were heavy as well.  There had to be a lot of money here, and my heart pounded.  I untied the sacks and looked inside to see hundreds of silver pieces in one bag, and the other was filled with gold coins.

      I had a tinge of remorse, since this was technically theft, however, I was sure most of the items here and money were stolen or swindled from others, so I didn’t feel all that bad.  I returned the money the serpentine people lost and gave them a couple of hundred extra.  

      “When do you plan to return?” asked Shazo with a bit of sadness.  That emotion from her surprised me.

      “I’m not sure.  It will be soon, though.  I have a couple of people I hope to convince to come with me.”

      “We look forward to your return.  If you don’t mind, I'll leave a few villagers here to clean the place up for you and keep a watch on the property until you return.  We owe you that much for all you have done,” Sorg replied with an extended hand.

      I smiled and shook his hand. “I appreciate that.  I’ll see you soon.”
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      I left my new home and walked toward Starfall with a new purpose.  I felt that it was time to leave the temple for many reasons, and Aedon Fortress was the perfect opportunity to start over.  I wasn’t sure how Hektor would respond to my leaving, but my biggest concern was if Yitri and June would follow me to Gallanthal. I was confident that June would happily follow me to wherever I wanted to go, however Yitri called the Temple her home, and she was an important person there.  She may not want to leave, and I couldn’t really blame her.  I hoped for the best at least. I couldn’t imagine life on Azura without her, and I hoped she felt the same.  I was saddened at the thought of leaving my mentor, Saul.  He had taken me under his wing and trained me very well.  I wondered if I could ascend without his guidance, but I was confident in my abilities and the fact that I was past him now in power.  Tan, Macchio, and Veronica were the only others that it saddened me to leave.  Honestly, June and Yitri were the only people I wanted to go.  At this point, I had no interest in sharing a home with another alpha male.  Veronica was Hektor’s personal assistant, so there’s no way she'd go anywhere.  I don’t think she'd want to anyway. She couldn’t handle my relationships with other women and that would not change, so it would be best for her to stay behind.  

      I spent the night on the summit of Mount Titan cultivating and preparing for my return to the temple.  The next morning, I used my Speed Savant core to run back to the temple quickly.  There was a feeling of excitement and dread as I walked through the gates of the temple.  

      “John, stop,” a guard announced as I passed the threshold.

      “Since when do we have guards stationed at the gates, and why are you telling me to stop?” I asked with a mixture of surprise and aggravation.

      The guard knew my name, but I knew nothing about him other than seeing him in the chow hall from time to time.  He was short but muscular with a buzz cut.  From the type of gi he wore, he had to be Tortoise rank. “I was told to take you to see the Cosmic Observator if you were spotted on the grounds.  Please come with me with no trouble.”

      “So, I'm some kind of fugitive? What the fuck?”  I asked as I walked by him.  

      The short guard placed his hand on my chest, and I grabbed his wrist and kicked his legs out from under him.  I didn’t want to hurt him because he was just doing his job, but I wouldn’t be told what to do by a Tortoise.  “Sorry, it’s nothing personal man.”

      “Stop! Stop!” the guard demanded from the ground. 

      “I’m going there on my own. I don’t need you to take me, so take a load off.”

      I made my way into the temple, and I wasn’t surprised at who was waiting for me...Veronica.

      “Where have you been?  Hektor is furious.  You didn’t go to Reynard’s ceremony, and you left the temple without authorization. What is wrong with you?  He wanted to see you as soon as you got back.  Come, Saul is with him now.”

      “I’m headed there now.  I'm so excited,” I said sarcastically.

      “Please don’t be a jerk in there!” Veronica demanded.

      “Okay,” I rolled my eyes.

      “Ugh, you’re impossible.”

      I didn’t respond. I just pressed through the double doors into Hektor’s chambers.  I saw the Cosmic Observator and Saul chatting with one another in the center of the living area.  Their attention immediately turned toward me, and they raised their brows.

      “John, we have to have a serious talk.  You have crossed the line, and I’m done putting up with your disrespect,” Hektor growled.

      “Hektor, Saul, what?” I stopped in front of the two men and crossed my arms to prepare for a whirlwind of shit from their mouths.

      Saul stood silent as to not overstep his station under Hektor.  He was going to let Hektor handle this meeting.  “I'll leave you two.”

      “Nonsense, you're his mentor.  Stay,” Hektor replied sternly.

      Hektor stepped within three feet of me and began his verbal onslaught.  “Who do you think you are?  You didn’t go to the memorial service of one of our greatest cultivators...the man you killed!”

      “Exactly, I felt it would be inappropriate to go to the man’s funeral.  I killed him for the sake of the Ancient Ones.  Hell no, I didn’t go,” I replied coldly.

      “You dishonored him, me, Saul, and this entire Temple!”

      “You’re overreacting, Hektor.  That’s nothing new, I suppose,” I replied with a headshake. 

      Hektor lunged toward me but was stopped by Saul.  I stood there unwavering.  I had had enough of this guy’s shit.

      “Master, hold on,” Saul muttered to the Cosmic Observator.

      Hektor nodded and straightened his robe angrily.  “John, you're no longer welcome here at the Temple of the Weeping Sun.  I should execute you in the courtyard, but out of respect for your mentor, I'm only going to exile you.  I want you to leave here immediately.  If you return, I'll execute you.  I'm done with you. Be gone.”

      Saul looked at me with a shocked expression on his face. “Master, maybe we should reconvene when our heads are clearer.”

      “No, this decision is final.  John LeBrock is no longer a Weeping Sun cultivator. Leave now.”

      I smiled. “That makes this a heck of a lot easier.  I was coming to tell you that I was leaving for good.  Thanks for making this transition a lot smoother. I’m out.”
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      I marched to the dorm to grab my MMA trunks and tracksuit from my chest.  I ripped off my Weeping Sun gi and left it in the middle of my dorm room floor.  

      “John! You’re back! Yay!”  June shouted from the doorway scaring the shit out of me.  I was certain I had shut the door. June charged across the room and jumped into my arms. Yitri walked in right behind her with a smile, however I could tell there was a lot of uncertainty and concern behind it.  She was putting up a facade for my benefit.

      “Hey, how did you guys know I was here?”

      “Eli ran around the courtyard yelling that John was back, and you tossed him on the ground,” Yitri replied.

      “Well, he wouldn’t let me by, so I swept his legs from under him.  It wasn’t a big deal. What a baby.”

      June furrowed her brow. “He should have let you pass.  You are John LeBrock, the great temple warrior!”  

      “I know, right?” I nodded with a crooked smile.

      Yitri looked at my torn gi on the floor, before looking at me with curious eyes. “What’s going on?  Did you talk to Hektor?”

      “Yeah, that didn’t go well.”

      “He was furious that you skipped Reynard’s funeral.  Did he serve you some sort of punishment?” Yitri asked.

      “Yep, I've been exiled,” I said in a sarcastic, spooky voice.

      “Stop joking around. What really happened?” Yitri rolled her eyes.

      “I’m not joking.  I’ve been exiled.  I'm supposed to leave immediately.  I came to pick up my stuff and then I was going to find you gorgeous ladies.”

      “This can’t be! Exiled?” Yitri’s eyes filled with tears. “You can’t leave. Maybe I can talk to him. Maybe he’ll reconsider.”

      “It’s fine.  I was going to tell him I was leaving, anyway.  Being exiled works out great, makes things much simpler.”

      “You were going to leave?  Leave us?” June asked with her bottom lip out.

      I smiled at her and ran my fingers through her hair.  “Of course, not.  You two were the reason I even came back.  I want you both to come with me.”

      “Yes, I'll go with you! I’m so excited!” June’s face lit up, and she almost strangled me with a hug.

      “I had a feeling you'd come with me.  That makes me happy,” I replied, before looking at Yitri with pleading eyes. “I hope you will come too.”

      “This is my home, I...I don’t know,” Yitri looked at the floor and shook her head.

      I walked over to the cat girl and lifted her face and met her eyes with mine.  “I know it’s a lot to ask.  I just can’t imagine being without you. I love you. I love both of you.”

      “Please, please, please,” begged the monkey girl.  

      “Where will we go?” Yitri asked as a lone tear spilled from her eye and ran down her soft cheek.

      “It’s a long story, but I have a place in Gallanthal.  It’s a gigantic fortress called Aedon.  I’m not sure if I'm going to keep that name or call it something else.  That’s where we’ll start a new life together, all three of us.  I can fill you in later how all this came about, but please rest assured we have a great place to go.”

      June jumped up and down and clapped.  “That sounds so wonderful! I can’t wait to see it!  Thank you for asking me to go! Yay!”

      I turned back toward her and winked before I placed all my attention upon Yitri. “Talk to me, you're too quiet. I love that beautiful voice, let me hear it.”

      I kissed her on the forehead and hugged her tight.

      Yitri slowly tilted her head back and looked me in the eyes with great intensity.  “I’ll go with you anywhere.”

      I lifted her and twirled her around the dorm room. “Yes, that is what I wanted to hear.  This is good news!”

      Yitri smiled and wiped the tears from her eyes after I put her back down.  

      “I can’t wait to go. Let’s go!”  June interjected. 
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      As we made our way to the gates, we saw my mentor Saul standing by the exit with his arms crossed and a face of stone. The women moved on ahead, and I stepped to the side to speak with my mentor.

      Saul broke his silence.  “Leaving without saying goodbye I see.”

      “Sorry man, I just don’t like awkward shit.  I figured you were pissed at me.”

      Saul stepped forward and slowly nodded. “I’m disappointed but not angry. I'm saddened that things have ended how they have.  Ultimately, I feel you're doing the right thing.  You must find your own path as you aren’t built for the Temple life.  You can’t handle restrictions.  I fear if you stayed, that you would push Hektor over the edge and get yourself killed.”

      “I hoped things would work out as well.  You’re right, this life isn’t for me.  I'm ultimately a leader, not a follower.  I appreciate Hektor for bringing me over and saving me from a life in prison on Earth, but I was exchanging prison on earth for prison in the temple.  I’m special, and I have ambitions to ascend as high as possible.  I can’t do that here.  I appreciate all of your help, and I still feel terrible about your leg.”

      “Eh, it’s alright.  I’m getting used to it.  I’m not what I used to be, but I’ll get close, eventually.  In battle, people get hurt or die.  Please don’t feel bad about that. Where are you headed?”

      “I’m gonna keep that under wraps right now. No offense.”

      “I understand,” Saul nodded as he extended his hand.  I promptly grabbed it, and we shook for a few seconds before releasing our grip.

      I patted the bald man on the shoulder as I pressed on. “Take care of yourself.”

      “You too,” Saul replied solemnly.

      I met up with my girls outside of the gate.  I smiled at them as they waved and said goodbye to Saul.  This new adventure was exciting and scary all at once.  It hit me that I had two people counting on me.  That was a tremendous responsibility, and I would not take it lightly. I walked between the two women and wrapped my arms around them.  Our journey to Gallanthal would take a bit longer since I couldn’t run like a bat out of hell.  We would walk for a few hours and camp when it got dark, and then we would press on the next morning.  It should be smooth sailing all the way to Aedon Fortress.
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      The three of us camped close to the halfway point between the temple and Aedon Fortress.  June was thrilled about our new journey, but Yitri was still hesitant.  I spent a lot of time attempting to reassure her that she had done the right thing and that we were going to be okay.  We weren’t destined to be homeless people on skid row in Los Angeles. We had a kick ass place to live in a beautiful region of Azura.  We would start a new life here out from under the thumb of Hektor and the bullshit rules of the temple.  I had every intention to make these women happy.  My training would still be my priority. I had made it to Mantis in a relatively short time, and I had no intention of resting.  I wanted to hone my new powers and skills as a Mantis and ascend to Tiger rank.  The three of us cuddled for a while, and it was nice and comforting.  One thing led to another, and we made love to one another for a couple of hours before falling asleep. It was insanely fun, and I looked forward to the future and more opportunities to show these beautiful creatures my love.

      Refreshed and satisfied, we pressed onto our new home.  By early afternoon, we crested a hill and saw Aedon Fortress staring right back at us.

      I pointed at the structure and smiled. “There it is, your new home.  What do you think?”

      June was the first to respond. “Wow, it's big and perfect, John!”

      “That’s what she said,” I chuckled.

      “Of course, that is what I said, silly,” June replied with a smirk.

      “It’s an expression from where I come from. Never mind.”

      “It looks rather impressive, John.  That is all ours?” Yitri asked as she blocked the sun with her hand as she looked.

      “Yep, it's all ours.  Let’s go.”

      As we approached, I saw some serpentine folk slithering around.  They looked like they were cleaning the grounds.  One of the serpentine people was Sorg, the leader of the village of Torrine.

      “John, welcome back!” Sorg exclaimed and waved happily.

      “Sorg, I hope you're doing well.  What are you up to?”

      “I came to check on the progress.  We fixed up a few things in the fortress, and we're finishing up a deep clean.  It’s all waiting for you to enjoy.”

      “Wow, you didn’t have to do that, and I appreciate it more than you will ever know. I’m sorry I haven’t introduced you yet, these are my girlfriends Yitri and June.  They will live with me here.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.  I'm Sorg, the leader of the village of Torrine. I think you're going to enjoy it here.  I'm happy that John came out this far on his travels.  He helped us so much, and we owe him a great debt.”

      “John loves helping people! He rescued me from evil bandits! He’s my hero!” June exclaimed.

      “You two are crazy. I’m not as great as you’re making me out to be.  I think I've fooled you.’

      Yitri broke her silence as she reached to shake Sorg’s hand. “John’s just being modest.  He knows he is awesome. Nice to meet you, and we really appreciate your help with everything.  I look forward to visiting your village and meeting everyone.  John has told me wonderful things during our journey here.”

      “We would like that very much. Please go make yourself at home.  We built you a proper bed in the master quarters on the second floor.  Luckily, it is large enough to accommodate all your women.  We made the bed large out of habit. As you can see, serpentine people need an enormous bed with our length.”
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      The fortress was insanely clean. I was super impressed by the work of the serpentine people.  There was clutter and all kinds of crap all over the place before I left.  Lesnar and his men lived like nasty slobs.  The change was night and day.  The master quarters were in even better shape than the other areas.  The bed that was built was huge.  It was larger than my old king size bed back on Earth.  June darted to the bed and jumped right on top.

      “Oh, this is nice and cozy! Can I sleep here?”

      “You and Yitri are more than welcome to share my bed.  I'm thrilled that it is large enough for us all.”

      “Yay!” June exclaimed as she rolled around the bed playfully.

      “Thanks John, this is a new place, and I'll feel much better and safer sleeping beside you,” Yitri added.

      I kissed the cat girl on the forehead and then suddenly took off toward the new bed and belly flopped on top.  June erupted in laughter as I grabbed hold of her, and we rolled around the bed playfully.

      “Yitri, please join us!” June motioned for her to get on the bed.

      The cat girl placed her hands on her hips and smirked before following our lead and jumping on the bed.  I wrestled with them both for a few moments before we laid down in the bed properly.  I was in the middle with each girl beside me.  They both wrapped one of their legs around mine and placed their hands on my chest. I was in heaven now and wanted to stay in this position forever.

      “We need to take care of something before we get up,” Yitri whispered as she slid her hand slowly down my chest to my stomach. “We need to christen the bed, do we not?”

      “Whoa, that’s a great idea, but I don’t know what it means,” June replied excitedly but confused.

      Yitri circled her hand on my abs slowly and rubbed her leg up and down my thigh. “It means we need to fuck to commemorate our new home.”

      “Oh, I enjoy fucking. Let’s do that!” June replied with an excited nod.

      The cat girl’s hand slid into my pants slowly.  My cock had filled with warm blood while she rubbed my chest and stomach.  I gasped as Yitri grabbed my shaft and began to slowly stroke my dick up and down while June kissed my neck.

      “You two are going to be the death of me. Do you know that?”

      “You know you love it,” Yitri replied as she stroked me harder and harder.

      June began to softly nibble my earlobe, which felt great.  I haven't had a lot of ear action over the years, but I was now firmly onboard with the practice. I stopped her long enough to pull her in for a kiss.  Our kiss began softly and became much more passionate within seconds.  Our tongues wrestled in each other’s mouth.  The kakuen sucked my tongue as she rubbed my cheek with her fingertips sending small pulses of ecstasy throughout my body.  Suddenly, I felt warm wetness around my cock, which summoned my eyes downward.  The cat girl bobbed up and down deliberately as she met my eyes with her blue windows to her soul.  

      “Yitri,” I muttered as I placed my hand on the back of her hair.  Her immaculate pink hair embraced my hand.  I crept my fingers to her ears and began to gently massage them. Yitri moaned in agreement, and she lifted her mouth from my dick with a soft pop.

      “Ancient Ones, that feels nice. You always know exactly what I like, and I love that about you.”

      “You’re pretty knowledgeable as well,” I grinned.  She smiled and began to suckle the head of my dick.  She lifted her head off once more and twirled her tongue around its circumference.

      “Tastes so good,” the cat girl whispered.

      Before I knew what was happening, June straddled me with her back turned.  Her plump ass pressed against my chest.

      “What are you doing?” I asked playfully.

      June looked over her shoulder and smiled.  “This.”

      She lifted her ass and backed up, placing her sopping wet pussy in my face.  The smell of sex was almost indescribable.  I grabbed her perfect ass and pulled her pussy within my tongue’s reach and began to lick it gently.  

      “Yes, John.  That feels so good.  Please don’t...stop.”

      The kakuen’s juices began to slowly escape her tunnel, and I sipped each drop.  The pleasure from Yitri sucking my cock and the scent and taste of June’s pussy was bringing me to the edge.

      “Yitri, please let me.”

      I felt her pull away from my throbbing shaft, and June leaned forward.  However, she kept her pussy firmly in position as she placed her mouth on my cock.

      “Fuck,” I moaned as I continued to service her.

      Time was running short, and I only had a few seconds until I filled her mouth with my seed.  “Fuck, June.  I’m going to go.”

      She said nothing.  She bobbed up and down faster all the way to my hilt.  

      “I want you to come with me,” I demanded from the kakuen.  The beckoning of her orgasm to coincide with mine brought her to a frenzy.  I squeezed her left cheek and slapped the right one harder and harder.  I released my milky semen deep into her throat as her body gyrated and shuddered.  She had swallowed my cum because she opened her mouth to speak.

      “Don’t stop, oh gods, don’t.”

      After June was done, she rose from my body and plopped on her back beside me breathing heavily.  I turned to Yitri as she played with her nub violently while licking her lips.  

      “It won’t be long.  Will you eat me out? I need you now.”

      I smiled and nodded.  “Lie on your back.”  Yitri complied and stopped her masturbation to allow me access to her wet pussy.  I wasted no time diving into the sweet spot between her legs.  She grabbed the back of my head immediately as she forced more pressure onto her clit.  

      “Finger me while you lick me.”

      I followed her command and slipped the index and middle finger of my right hand into her glistening tunnel of ecstasy.  She gasped and shuddered as I pressed my fingers in. Then I moved my fingers in and out, slowly increasing my speed.  I never stopped licking as I fingered her.  A few moments later, she squirmed more violently as her climax approached.

      “John.”

      She pressed my face harder into her vagina as she squeezed my head with her muscular thighs.  She screamed as her orgasm overtook her completely.  She quickly dove into another orgasm a few seconds after her first.

      “Fuck.”  Yitri yelled as the cum dripped from my chin onto the sheets.
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      We spent the rest of the night cuddling, and then we had one more sex session before sleeping for the rest of the night.  I was up before the girls, and I took advantage of it to explore a bit.  There were two floors with fifteen rooms per floor.  The roof had two small watchtowers at the front corners, which provided a spectacular view over the trees into the countryside.  To the west, I could see a small town, and I needed to ask Sorg about it soon.  I assumed that is where the serpentine from Torrine did most of their trading.  The watchtowers were outfitted with a cabinet full of bows and arrows to provide protection from attackers.  A cast iron bell dangled from the ceiling, which would alert anyone of approaching danger. I leaned against the railing and took in all the sights and sounds of my new home.  It was nice to be away from the hustle and bustle of the Temple of the Weeping Sun.  It was especially refreshing to be out from under the thumb of Hektor.  This was my home, and I'd do whatever I saw fit.  I didn’t know what that was exactly, but I was happy about the freedom.  I looked right of the fortress, and I saw a beautiful blue lake sparkling in the newly risen sun.  There looked to be a stone aqueduct in place to bring the water into the fortress.  There was a large dock with a boat attached.  The lake was large, but I had no issue seeing the opposite side.  There didn’t appear to be any other structures on the lake either.  I assumed that people would use the lake for fishing, but it didn’t look like anyone lived on the lake.

      There were plots of land that looked like they had been fields at some point.  They were full of weeds and other vegetation that wasn’t supposed to be there.  I was not knowledgeable about farming, but I was certain Sorg and the serpentine would be happy to give me a hand getting things in order.  However, growing crops wasn’t a priority now.  I had a nice stockpile of gold that I looted from Lesnar and his goons that I could use to buy food with for a while.  I was certain that I'd try to get some trade up and running with Torrine. There were also a couple of barns and what looked like a stable.  There were no signs of life inside the stables, though.  That was another activity that I was not skilled in — horseback riding.  With my Savant Speed Core, I didn’t need to ride horses while I was by myself, but they would come in handy when I traveled with the girls.  There was an armory on the first floor that was mostly empty, but there were a few swords and spears. I had given permission to the serpentine to take what they wanted.  I had no interest in weapons.  I was a cultivator with a Hand-to-Hand Savant core with knowledge of powerful melee techniques.  Also, it was looked down upon to see a cultivator using any weapons other than his or her fists and feet.  There was an extensive library filled with all kinds of books on Azuran history and other topics.  I planned to peruse the book and scroll selection when I had a chance to look for anything useful.  There was a kitchen area with food stores that would keep us going for a while.  It thrilled me to see that, but there was a nice stockpile of wine and ale that I was more excited to see.  It had been a while since I had a good glass of wine.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, sir.  I was told by Sorg to check on things this morning.  I'm Leon.”

      Leon was a slender dark green scaled serpentine with a leather cuirass.  From my view, he appeared to have no hair on his scalp, but he had a beard that formed a point six inches below his chin.  His arms were lean without a lot of muscle definition.

      “Hey, I’m John.  Nice to meet you. I’m just strolling around learning where everything is.”

      “Let me know if you have questions as I'm familiar with Aedon.  Before Lesnar and his men took it over, I spent time here keeping things in order.  It’s too brilliant of a structure to fall into disrepair.  If it is agreeable to you, I'd love to spend time here watching over things for you.  I'm very fond of this place.”

      I was surprised by the request, but it sounded like a great idea to me. “Sure, I don’t see a problem with that.  It looks like quite a job keeping everything in order.  Having some help would be nice.  I'll pay you, of course.”

      “That’s unnecessary.  You helped Torrine, and I love working here.  That is enough payment for me,” Leon held out his hands in respectful protest.

      “I appreciate that, but I insist on paying you.  I’m not going to take no for an answer.  We can work out those details later.  I need to find out what a fair wage is for this work.  You must forgive me as this situation is very new to me.”

      “Thank you, sir. That is very kind of you.  I promise to not get in your way and your wives’ way.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “Nah, they aren’t my wives, just my girlfriends.”

      That made me wonder if marriage on Azura worked the same way.  Was it legal to marry multiple women?  I'd have to check that out.  I wasn’t ready to jump into marriage, but these things are nice to know.

      “I have a question for you.  What is the name of the town I saw from the roof?  What can you tell me about it?”

      “Yes sir, the name of the town is Spivey.  It’s a growing town on the southern border of Starfall.  The kitsune village of Redreach isn’t all that far north.”

      I nodded. “I'm very familiar with Redreach.  There are some good folks there.”

      “Yes, they are a very peaceful group of people. I've a few friends that live there.  I don’t see them as much as I'd like, though.  The kitsune grow wonderful corn, and their forest contains a lot of wonderful wood that we use for construction.  I’m sorry I went on a bit of a tangent, let me continue about Spivey.  The town is a melting pot of races with the majority being human.  The town center is full of merchants, guildhalls, and the magistrate’s hall towers above it all. The magistrate of the town is Ryker Dawkins, who is a human, but his council is made up of various races.”

      “Is this Ryker a nice guy?  A good leader?”

      “He has been for as long as I can remember.  The town flourishes and the citizens are happy, mostly.  There are some rotten apples just like anywhere else.  You met a few already when you found Lesnar and his men.  I've heard that him and his men have taken up residence in Spivey.  So, please be careful when you go there.”

      “Okay, thanks for the heads up. The fucker saw what I could do, and he turned tail and ran.  I just don’t see him retaliating. If so, it will be the biggest mistake of his life.  I’ll end him, no questions asked.”

      “I heard from Shazo what she saw when you kicked those guys out of Aedon.  I loved to have seen it in person.  Even so, it’s best to be on alert.”

      “I agree, and I appreciate your candor.  It’s going to be great to have you around.  If you’re up to it, you’re welcome to stay.  This is a big place.  You can take a room on the east wing. If you plan to be here so much, I don’t see the point of you taking that trek from Torrine over and over.  You can think about it as it’s a big decision.  You can be my Mr. Belvedere.”

      Leon raised an eyebrow. “Who?”

      I chuckled and patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.”
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      A week passed by before I knew it.  The girls and I were so busy getting the fortress in order along with learning the region.  I hadn’t gone to Spivey yet since we had all that we needed for the time being.  The girls had become very fond of our serpentine resident, Leon.  They spent a lot of time learning how to prepare meals that were actually edible.  I loved June and Yitri, but neither of them were experienced cooks.  The night before we had steak, potatoes, and carrots as a meal.  It was to die for.  I hadn’t had a meal of that caliber since arriving in Azura.  Hell, I hadn’t had a meal that good in a long time while on Earth. We ate and laughed as we got to know Leon better.  He was going to fit in very well at Aedon.  I could see it already, and the girls could see it as well. 

      After the feast, the girls and I retired for the evening.  However, before we fell asleep, we enjoyed each other’s bodies fully until we were satisfied. What had I done to deserve this life?  I had threesomes with jaw droppingly beautiful women daily.  There was no jealousy or competition between the two women for my attention and affection which continued to blow my mind.  This type of relationship was not all that unusual, according to Yitri and June.  Polyamory was not frowned upon with non-human races.   The practice wasn’t wide spread, but it wasn’t unusual to encounter this type of relationship.  Most of these relationships comprised one man with two to three women, but there were men with a lot more than that.  Yitri had witnessed a woman with a large stable of men at her beck and call while the cat woman traveled a few years back.  She said the woman was a Tiger rank cultivator and ruled her own Temple in the region of Pathos.  Women of this power are few and far between which makes that kind of dynamic extremely rare.  I had asked why Hektor didn’t partake in this sort of relationship, but she wasn’t sure and blushed. I prodded her for more information, because her red cheeks revealed that she knew of something that she didn’t want to tell me.  

      Yitri told me that there was a lot of suspicion throughout Starfall that Hektor wasn’t heterosexual, but no one knew with one hundred percent certainty if that was true.  No one had ever seen the Cosmic Observator with a woman other than Veronica, his dedicated assistant.  The cat girl assured me that their relationship was nothing short of professional.  She said Hektor’s sexuality was only discussed behind closed doors.  A Tiger Rank cultivator isn’t a very smart choice to piss off, which is why Yitri had been so worried about me.  Ultimately, I didn’t care one bit about Hektor’s sexuality.  I just found it interesting.

      The day was spent traveling to Torrine to show the girls what the village looked like and to introduce them to the townspeople.  You would have thought we were celebrities waltzing into a small town back on Earth.  Men, women, and children slithered out of their homes and crop fields to greet the three of us.  I knew the town was friendly, but I was not prepared for our reception.  It was my first visit after running Lesnar and his goons out of Aedon.  They were no longer being cheated from the crop trade, and I had entered into new trade with the town to keep Aedon going.  Life was good.

      We ate a large meal around a bonfire in the center of the village of Torrine before we returned to Aedon for the night.  Leon met us at the gate and welcomed us back home. He wanted to fix us something to eat, but we were stuffed from the massive feast prepared by the serpentines.  We bathed in the lake in the romantic moonlight.  All three of us were tired from the long day working and then the meet and greet in Torrine.  Bathing with two beautiful, naked women accented in moonlight is usually a definite love making session, but we were too tired. 
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        * * *

      

      We fell to sleep quickly on the soft bed in a cool breeze that produced gooseflesh all over our naked bodies.  We didn’t fuck, but we did enjoy cuddling together nude.  It also helped make things simpler if we woke up for an early morning quickie.  I was awoken by a scream from June.  I opened my sleepy eyes to see four blurry figures standing around the bed.  I was still in a state of not knowing whether this was a nightmare or reality.  That confusion ended with the sudden crackle from electricity wrapping around my body.  The sudden shock woke me up completely and caused me to wail into the night.  I heard screams from my girls as they were enveloped in electricity as well.  The electricity originated from the fingertips of the four dark hooded figures. Two of the four focused on me, and the other two imprisoned the girls in what looked like lightning lassos around them.

      “Stop!  Fuck! What do you want!” I yelled as I squirmed.  The more I moved my body, the more painful the experience was.  The figures said nothing as they continued their merciless attack on our bodies.  I closed my eyes to attempt to charge my limbs, but it was completely futile.  The electricity and pain disrupted my cores and pathways. I was unable to use my cores in any way.  All I could do was receive this punishment from these unknown hooded nightmares.  The screams stopped from Yitri and June.  The creatures released their electric bond from the girls, and they plopped onto the mattress limp.  Steam arose from all over their smooth nude, bodies from the trauma and the cold night temperatures.  I thought they were dead until I saw the rise and fall of each of their chests.
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      Another large blast of lightning magic wrapped around me squeezing and shocking me into submission.  The screams and crackling of the nightmarish electricity flowed through Aedon Fortress. Suddenly, all I saw was darkness and heard nothing but silence. 

      After an unknown length of time, my eyes opened in a dark room.  It was cold and damp, which caused me to shiver violently.  I was lying on something hard yet smooth in texture.  It had to be stone of some kind, granite maybe. I tilted my head forward to look downward, and my forehead smacked into something hard.  I was stunned for a moment and then I continued to turn my attention to my body.  I was naked, pale, and clammy.  My focus changed to the bars up and down the slab I was lying on.  The bars were half circles attached to the stone slab.  I had movement, but there was no way I was going to get out of this contraption using my own strength.  I sent myst from my cores into my pathways immediately, and I was rewarded with more lightning magic infiltrating my body from the bars.  I tried again, and the same thing occurred. I was stupid enough to try again not wanting to believe what I already knew to be true.  I gritted my teeth as the razor-sharp electricity blasted through my body into all my vital organs including my two cores.  Attempting to use my powers caused this device to shock the fuck out of me.  I laid still and breathed deeply as I tried to regain my composure.

      I heard a click and the sound of gears turning. The platform began to move, but only the top part.  I was being placed into a standing position.  I saw nothing but a dark stone wall directly in front of me.  The stone wall began to slide down into the floor very slowly revealing light from the room behind it.  The sudden invasion of luminescence cut my eyes like a razor blade. I closed my eyes hard and turned my head away from the source.  The wall movement stopped, but I kept my eyes closed.  Not only from the pain but from the fear of the unknown.

      “Mr. LeBrock, it is a pleasure to meet you,” a sinister male voice said from the piercing light. “It’s rude not to look at someone when they are speaking to you.”

      I coughed and opened my eyes slowly one at a time.  A tall figure stood directly in front of me ten feet away.  The man was in a dark red robe with all sorts of golden designs that I couldn’t make out.  The robe had a hood, but it wasn’t on his head.  The man’s hair was black with a straight part down the middle.  The hair was long and draped down to his shoulders.  He had dark eyes and an unsettling grin painted on his pale white face. He looked like a fucking vampire that would suck my neck at any moment and not in a good way.  My attention was drawn to the back of the room where the creatures stood that had kidnapped me.

      “Where are they?” I asked with a hoarse voice. “What did you do to them? Who are you?”

      “Those are a lot of questions.  I’ll start with the last.  My name is Ryker, Ryker Dawkins.  I’m the magistrate of the town of Spivey. You probably don’t know who I'm but believe me you will soon enough.”

      “Leon mentioned you.  He said you were a good guy.”

      “Ah so you have heard of me then.  Terrific.  I'm a good guy.  Your friend is right.  I presume Leon is your little serpentine caretaker?”

      “Yes, answer my questions.  What have you done with the girls?”  I tried to yell but I didn’t have the energy to be as loud as I wanted.

      “Relax.  Relax.  My quarrel is with you, not them,” Ryker held his hands up in a placating manner.

      “Where are they?”

      “They're with your friend Leon back at Aedon Fortress.  They're alive and well.  They may be a little sore from the electricity that flowed through their bodies, but they should be fine.  I'm sure they are worried about you though.  It must be nice having two large chested women in your bed every night.  Unfortunately, my threesomes have rather unwilling participants.”

      “You better be right.”

      That comment was rewarded with a sharp jolt of lightning into my ravaged body.  I wailed and squirmed in pain.  My body was so fucked up.  It felt like a damn runaway freight train had been barreling through all my pathways for hours.

      “I don’t appreciate threats, Mr. LeBrock.  You aren't able to make them right now anyway I'm afraid.  You are powerful.  There is no doubt about that, but we have the upper hand here.  We can keep you in check as long as we stay one step ahead of you.  Why do you think my friends here struck at night while you slept?  If you had seen them coming, you'd have killed them quickly.  You're as powerful as I've heard.  You left quite the impression on my friend, Lesnar.”

      “Fucking Lesnar, I knew it,” I growled. “You have everyone in Gallanthal fooled.  You are just a fucking sociopathic criminal like those goons.”

      Lightning streaked through my body from head to toe for five seconds.  I wretched and threw up on the floor in front of me.

      “Sooner or later, you will learn to stop running that mouth,” Ryker said as he began to pace back and forth.  “Do you think it is easy to keep a city relatively crime free and the citizens happy? Do you think it is ‘niceness’ that makes an economy flourish? No, it is an iron fist that makes that a reality.  You can’t have something good without something bad.  It is a balance that most in power choose to ignore.  Their cities and regions transform into a cesspool of crime and violence.  They avoid doing what is necessary to stop that from happening.  A leader has to get their hands dirty to be a good leader.”

      “What the fuck does this have to do with me?” 

      “You are a threat to the harmony I've created.  You proved that when you decided to remove Lesnar and his men from the post where I assigned them,” Ryker replied with a devilish smirk. “That section of Gallanthal is a peaceful and quite boring place.  I put Lesnar there to keep things that way.  He's a prick, and he doesn’t make the best decisions obviously.  His greed drove him to steal from the serpentine village which I didn’t want.  He deserved the punishment you inflicted.  However, that was not your decision to make.  It disrupted my harmony, and I can't have that.”

      “Why am I still alive?  Why not just kill me?  You already said it’s a chore to keep me in check due to my power.  Why don’t you just get rid of me?”

      “Well, that may eventually happen.  However, I respect your power and your potential.  You would be a wonderful tool for me to use.  I plan to make that happen or kill you.”

      “You might as well kill me because I’m not joining your bullshit outfit.  Fuck you.” 

      I expected another jolt of electricity from that last comment, and Ryker didn’t disappoint.  This time I was in agony for fifteen second before everything went black again.
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        * * *

      

      I was awoken by a splash of ice-cold water.  The sudden coldness took my breath away, and I had trouble getting it back.  A few seconds after the awakening, thirst overtook my brain and body.  I attempted to lick the wetness from anywhere I could find. I moved my neck all around sticking out my tongue reaching for moisture.  I was able to get a little from my shoulders, but it did nothing to quench my violent thirst.

      “Water!”  I yelled to anyone who would listen. 

      “I figured you'd be thirsty.  You’ve been out for a couple of days.  Your body was exhausted from all of the electricity plowing through it due to your foul mouth.  It decided the only way for you to shut up would be to lose consciousness. My associate will give you this ladle with water.  I can’t have you dying of thirst now, can I?  Do not do anything stupid.”

      I didn’t focus on the person carrying the ladle of water...all I could visualize now was the ladle that I hoped was filled to the brim.  It was because some of it sloshed out as the figure approached.

      “Don’t spill it!” I said sharply as I leaned forward resting my forehead on the iron bar.

      The wooden ladle touched my lips and then cool water flowed into my mouth.  I drank violently, and I finished far too soon.  I was still thirsty, but I didn’t feel like I'd die at any moment.

      “Thank you,” I whispered to the person that held the ladle.

      “You’re welcome,” a female voice replied.

      I looked up to see a gorgeous kitsune in front of me with long, brown hair almost to her waist.  She had perfect brown ears and a bushy brown tail that hung behind her.  She had striking yellowish eyes that looked as if they felt sorry for me.  She wore a long beautiful oriental styled dress drenched in rich colors.  The dress fit her like a glove and accented her sizable chest providing ample cleavage for anyone to drool over.

      “This is one of our servants here at the Sevenberg Keep.  Kata Hidoka will bring your meals and water ration daily.  As of right now, you will be served one meal per day, but you will be provided with enough water to stay hydrated. I’m feeling generous this morning,” Ryker chuckled.  “Good behavior will earn you a second meal, so please keep that in mind.  Bad behavior will result in no food at all.  I have business to attend to out of town for the next two days.  My four lightning mages will be around to make sure you're subdued properly.  Just because you don’t see them here right now means nothing.  The iron cage you're in has been enchanted to detect any myst manipulation that occurs in what is left of your cores and pathways.  You will be shocked into submission.  Hopefully, you will come to your senses by the time I return.  This charade is wasting both of our time. Join me or die. It’s quite simple.”

      I just glared at the man as I took deep breaths.  I was so tired and sore.

      “No scathing replies?  No witty comment?  Progress has been made already,” Ryker laughed and clapped.  “This process is going much faster than I expected.  Well good day to you and please behave.  Ms. Hidoka will take care of you.”

      Ryker turned quickly toward the heavy wooden door and left the room.  There was a loud slam as the door shut that echoed through the chamber rattling my ear drums.

      “Would you like your meal now or later?  Since it is only one, you may want it later in the day,” Kata said compassionately.

      “I think I’ll take the meal now, but thanks for offering me options.  Kindness is in short supply here.”

      “I'll try to provide you with as much food as I can.  The lightning mages will be watching what I do closely.”

      “Please, don’t do anything to endanger yourself.  I’ll be fine with whatever you can provide me.  You don’t even know me, so why are you being so generous?”

      “I’ve always been pretty good at reading people.  You are a good man.  As a kitsune, it is our nature to search for the good in people in all situations,” she replied with a warm smile.

      “Thank you.  Although, I'm not as nice of a guy as you might think.”

      “I'm good at reading people of course, but I must confess that I've overheard conversations Ryker has participated in with that wretched Lesnar fellow.  You were selfless enough to help the serpentine people of Torrine when you heard they were being mistreated.  It was a rather righteous act considering you had just met them.”

      Our attention switched to the door as it slowly opened and familiar dark hooded figures crept into the room as if to check on what Kata was up to. 

      “Are they human?” I whispered.

      “Yes, they aren’t normal of course.  They’re heartless and enjoy inflicting pain as you have seen and experienced.  I must go.  They've grown suspicious. Please don’t anger them.  They won't hesitate to bring you to the brink of death,” Kata replied as she turned and walked to the door quickly.  She didn’t look at or speak to the mages.  She just made a beeline to the exit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t keep track of the exact time while in my cell. By my estimation, it had been two hours since I saw Kata.  She was supposed to bring my only meal of the day, and I could use more water.  Accessing my God’s Eye was a method of finding out the time, but you use a small amount of myst to use the interface.  It sucked even more, because with the God’s Eye, I'd have been able to send messages to others that had one. I wanted to know if my girls were truly okay or if Ryker was bullshitting me, and they were dead.  I wanted to get them a message letting them know that I was alive.  I was in a shitty situation which would become actual reality soon.  My cage didn’t contain a place to relieve myself.  I had already taken a piss which wasn’t too bad since my junk was out already.  I turned to the side and made a piss puddle to my left outside of my cage.  I didn’t want a bunch of piss in front of me since Kata would be coming in and out.  Eventually, I'd have to take a shit which would be disgusting.  Standing in a pile of stinking shit twenty-four hours a day would add a new level of misery to my current predicament not to mention be embarrassing.  Kata would visit me periodically throughout the day, and I'd prefer not to talk with her while standing in nasty filth.  She'd probably be made to clean my mess up which added more embarrassment to the situation. 

      “Burn in Hell Ryker,” I yelled in the stone dungeon.  The four lightning mages came in and out periodically throughout the day just like Kata albeit more often.  This was one of those times where they lurked somewhere else in this castle.  My situation stayed hellish throughout the day, but there was a very small bit of relief when they were gone.

      The sound of the door unlatching got my attention quickly.  The gorgeous kitsune, Kata, made her way into the room carrying a tray that held a clay bowl and a pint-sized cup.  “I’m so sorry, John.  The mages wouldn’t let me bring the food before now for some odd reason.  I think they were just trying to add more despair.  I hate them.”

      “It’s alright. You’re here now.  Seeing a smiling face is just as important to me as a bowl of food.”

      Kata’s cheeks reddened. “Oh, I’m glad.  That’s nice of you to say.  Here is your water and a bowl of rice with some meat in it.  When I wasn’t being watched, I put a little more in the bowl.  I apologize about the food.  I wish there were more I could do,” she replied sadly as she sat the tray down and handed me the bowl through the bars along with the cup. “You’re going to have to use your hands since they think you will go on a killing spree with a fork or spoon I’m afraid.”

      I tried to pace myself with the water.  I drank half quickly and sat the cup down on the floor.  There could have been any kind of food in this bowl, and I wouldn’t have cared one bit. I sunk my hand into the rice and began shoveling the rice and meat into my mouth.  I took very little time chewing before I swallowed. I was ravenous, and I emptied the bowl in seconds.  I let out a belch that surprised me and startled Kata. “I’m sorry, I usually have better manners.”

      “Please don’t worry about that. Manners don’t exist in this cell unfortunately.  I see that you have urinated on the floor.  I'll clean that up for you after you're done with your dishes.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said again as I stared at the floor.

      “Why are you sorry?  We all must relieve ourselves, and you have nowhere to do it.  You made the best of the situation.  I can make this a little less messy with your urine.  I'll bring you a bucket and put it beside your cage where the puddle is.  You can pee directly in the bucket, and I'll empty it.  Unfortunately, bowel movements are messier.  I can do one of two things to...assist with that.  I can bring you a small pail and leave it in the cage.  However, that will take up already severely limited space.  Otherwise, you can let me know when you're in need, and I'll bring the pail to you.”

      “Fuck, this sucks. I’m sorry.”

      “Stop saying you're sorry, silly.  It isn’t your fault you're caged up here.  We will deal with the situation as best we can,” Kata replied with a smile.

      I couldn’t believe how compassionate she was toward me.  The kitsune really lifted my spirits when I was around her, but things would get a bit awkward when I had to tell her to get the pail because I need to shit.  She took my empty cup and bowl and swiftly headed toward the exit.

      “Oh, I'm terrible.  I forgot to ask you.  Do you want to lay down?  I can pull this lever, and the cage will lay horizontally.  I'm so sorry I didn’t mention this before.  I'll be back in a few minutes to clean the floor, and I can lower you then if you decide that is what you'd like to do.”

      I nodded and smiled weakly.

      She returned quickly with a mop and bucket and darted toward my disgusting puddle of urine on the floor.  This was a nightmare.  A gorgeous woman cleaning up after me was horrifying and supremely awkward.  Nonetheless, it didn’t appear to bother her one bit.  She even hummed a tune while she cleaned the floor up.

      “There, all done.  I’m going to place the pail here.  Can you hit this target, or do I need to move it somewhere else?”  

      I chuckled and nodded my head with a grin. “I can hit that spot just fine, I think.  Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to keep thanking me. I’m just doing my job.”

      “Maybe, but I'll be telling you thanks a lot. You’re a godsend.”
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      I was naked and the coldest I had ever been in my life.  I laid on the granite in the fetal position as tightly as I could get.  This was my only method to deal with the cold.  I'd have rather dealt with more shocks than deal with this constant cold.  There was a fireplace in the corner of the chamber I was in, but it hadn't been lit.  The last time Kata had come by to give me some water she asked me if I wanted her to light the fire.  Of course, I did, but I told her no.  I didn’t want her to get in trouble because of me.  When I'm not trapped in a cage of death, I'm able to use my myst to warm my body when I've needed to stay overnight outdoors.  

      A couple of hours later the cold was getting too unbearable for me.  I decided to use the electricity to heat up my body.  I triggered a jolt of electricity as I tried to move myst through my pathways.  It felt as if razor blades stormed around my body causing me to scream.  The agony bombarded me for ten seconds before it was done.  What I had hoped would happen did happen.  The sudden electrical shocks warmed me up some.  Steam rose from my skin, and I closed my eyes to feel the temporary blanket of warm cover my body.  I had found out a way to warm myself, but if I did it too much, it would probably kill me or destroy my myst system beyond repair.

      The door swung open.  My back was facing the doorway, so I was unsure if it was Kata or the lightning mages.  Luckily, it was the former. “John, what’s wrong? How can I help?”

      I turned over to my other side maintaining the fetal position and smiled at the beautiful brunette kitsune.  “I got too cold, and I had to use the electricity to warm me up.  It works, but it fucking hurts.  Did I wake you? I’m sorry.”

      “There you go, saying sorry again.  I’m here to help you as best I can, and I wish I could do more for you.”

      “You’ve done more than enough.”

      “I was headed this way anyway.  My cousin from my hometown of Redreach visited me earlier.  I moved away years ago, but I still visit when I can, and Tasha visits me.”

      “Tasha?  I know a Tasha from Redreach.”

      “Yes, you do. I’m sorry John I had no idea that you were the heroic cultivator that saved Redreach and my people,” Kata said as her eyes glistened in the torchlight.

      “How is she doing? She got her leg caught in a trap.  Your cousin is a real badass,” I muttered through chattering teeth.

      “She described your heroism and selflessness.  The cyclops would have killed all of them had you not intervened.  Thank you so much.  I can’t believe a man like you is being caged like an animal in here.  Ryker has lost his mind. Bastard!”

      “I won’t argue with you,” I replied with a cough.

      Kata moved closer to the cage and lowered her voice. “Tasha is completely distraught that you're being kept here. She and I are going to get you out of here somehow, because you don’t deserve this. “

      “I’m all for getting out of here, but I won't allow you and Tasha to put yourselves in danger to free me.  You can’t do anything that will get you hurt or worse.  That’s not negotiable.  I do have one favor to ask, and if you think it is too dangerous, let me know.”

      “I’ll do anything,” Kata said as she stuck her hand through the bars and grabbed my hand.

      “Get a message to my friends at Aedon.  Ryker says they are safe there, but I don’t know if he is lying or not.  I need to know if they are okay, and I want them to know where I am.  I don’t want them to charge in here to rescue me.  That’s out of the question.  I just want them to know, and I need to know if they are alive.  Is that possible?” I asked with tired eyes.

      “Yes, I'll send word immediately.  Don’t worry, I'll be discreet.  No one will know other than me and you.”

      I squeezed her hand and smiled. “Thank you.”

      The door opened behind her, and the four mages entered the chambers.  I let go of Kata’s hand immediately, but they had noticed it.  Kata backed away and turned toward the mages with a narrow smile.  

      One of the mages spoke for the first time.  “You won't approach the prisoner unless you're giving him his water and meals.” The mage pointed a finger and bolt of electricity shot toward Kata and hit her in the chest.  She fell backward and squirmed on the floor.  The screams from the kitsune broke my heart and enraged me all at once.

      “You fucking bastards, leave her alone!” I yelled as I tried to lift myself to a seated position.

      I automatically charged myself and was subdued by the cracking of electricity from the bars.  I fell back to the table in excruciating pain.  “Fuck this shit!”

      The shock session seemed to go on forever.  When it stopped, I turned my head to see a crying Kata standing up from the cold floor.  Tears streamed down her face.  However, I think the tears were more for me than her own physical pain.

      I heard a lever release, and my platform began to raise to a vertical position.

      “You won't lie down anymore unless the magistrate deems you worthy,” the mage roared and then turned to Kata.  “If you lower the platform you will join him in your own cage!”
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      I slept in a ridiculously uncomfortable ball shape on the floor.  I didn’t really sleep. I dozed in and out, searching for any small bit of comfort I could find.  Never being able to lie down in the cage made an already abysmal situation even more horrible.  I didn’t know how much longer I could endure this hell.  Seeing Kata get electrocuted by these evil bastards made things even worse, especially as punishment for offering me comfort and compassion.  Even though I loved seeing her and talking with her, for her sake, I hoped she'd put some space between us.  I couldn’t bear to see her get hurt again.

      My hopes were dashed when the gorgeous kitsune walked through the door.  Even though I was worried for her, the smile on her face warmed my heart.

      Kata walked over holding a pitcher of water. “John, I’m sorry that they won’t let the cage lie down anymore.  It is a level of cruelty I've never seen here.”

      I stood gingerly, cold, and naked, and took the pitcher from her with a smile.  I drank two large gulps down quickly.  “I hope me being naked doesn’t make you uncomfortable.  This is some bullshit. I know I stink too.”

      “No, I’m not uncomfortable.  I feel so bad that you’re cold, and I wish there were something that I could do for you.”

      “Just you being here is enough.  I don’t want you to worry about me.  I’m going to get out of here somehow,” I replied as I looked around as if there would be an open door to freedom.

      “I can’t believe I didn’t lead with this information, but I was able to get a message out for you.  My secret messenger will get the note out to Aedon this morning.  Hopefully, I'll hear something back by the end of the day.  I’ll let you know as soon as I know something.”

      “I don’t know what to say.  Thank you. Please be careful though.  These monsters already showed us they will hurt you to get what they want. Has that ever happened before?”

      “I’ve worked here for the past two years.  I started as a cook and a maid, but I was given more house managing duties after a few months.  I’m not usually doing this type of work with captives, but I’m glad that Ryker placed me in this position.  I’m happy to know you, John.  You have helped so many people, and I'm going to do whatever I can do to help you. I mean that.”

      I stuck my hand out, and she placed her hand in mine. “Thank you, I don’t deserve your kindness, but I'm damn lucky to have it. I’m happy to know you as well. Now, I'm going to take my hand away before these cocksuckers walk back in.  I’m expecting it at any moment. They haven’t dropped by yet to say hi today.”

      “Just promise me you won’t do anything to provoke them.  I don’t want them to hurt you anymore.  We’re going to come up with a plan. I promise.”

      “I can’t wait for you to see what I look like with clothes on.  It’ll blow your mind,” I smirked before I drank the last bit of the water.

      “Mmm, sounds like something I definitely want to see,” Kata laughed as she reached for the empty pitcher.
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      The next day I awoke to a shrill voice and quick footsteps moving across the floor. “John! John! Wake up!”

      “Kata?  What’s wrong?” I stood slowly using the steel bars to pull myself up.

      “You have a visitor!  My message worked!  He’s on his way now.  I had to run ahead because I was too excited to walk!”

      Was I dreaming?

      A familiar voice spoke from the doorway.  Kata moved to the side, and I saw Hektor.  “John.”

      “Hektor,” I muttered with a nod.  I had been naked for so long that my modesty wasn’t important to me anymore.  Plus, I was too damn fucked up to care.

      “Kata? I believe it is, may I have a word with John alone.”

      “Of course, of course!”  Kata replied excitedly and then exited the room.  

      Hektor followed her out with his eyes and looked back at me when the door shut behind her.  “John, what in the world have you gotten yourself into?”

      “You know me. I’m good at pissing people off.  This Ryker guy doesn’t like me very much,” I replied with a grin followed by a cough.  I was getting sick from the cold and wetness.  “What can I do for you?”

      “Surprisingly enough, I'm here to help you.  After all your disrespect and rebellious acts, I love Yitri and couldn’t bear to see her in the distress she was in.  She received a letter from Ms. Kata I assume, and she returned immediately to the Temple.  She found Saul first, and they both came to me.  Honestly, I couldn't have cared less when they began their spill about your unfortunate situation, but the tears spilling from Yitri’s eyes broke my heart.  So, I'm helping her more than I'm helping you.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes at this pompous holier than thou asshole, however if he was going to get me out, there was no way in hell I was going to jeopardize this, so I planned to play nice.

      “I understand, and I appreciate any help you can give me.  I don’t deserve it with the way I've acted,” I almost vomited at that statement, but I wanted to stroke this guy's ego like a whore stroke’s a customer’s dick.

      He placed his hands behind his back and moved a few steps closer.  “You most certainly deserve to rot in this cage.  However, I'm a man of great integrity and I ooze compassion.  I'll free you for Yitri’s sake and hers alone.”

      Fuck this guy.

      “I'm very thankful for your generosity.  How are you going to convince Ryker to let me go?  He’s hell bent on me joining his little club here, but I’m not interested in joining this underground criminal organization,” I said with gritted teeth and white knuckles.

      “John, here you go again.  Running that mouth about an honorable magistrate who is trying to do what is best for his region.  You can’t fault him for that.”

      I opened my mouth to respond and then closed it quickly.  I had to play this right, or I wasn’t going to get out.  “You’re right, I’m sorry.”

      “I've already spoken with Ryker about this situation, and he will do as I ask.  We have a close relationship, and I'll be supporting one of his political campaigns financially,” Hektor said with a smirk.

      So, Ryker was the Cosmic Observator’s butt buddy.  Yitri was right about his homosexuality.

      “While I wholeheartedly thank you for this, I'm sure that there is something that you want in return.  Am I right?”  I cringed on the inside.  This question could go very bad very quickly.

      Hektor stood still and looked me in the eyes for a few moments with a crooked smile.  My heart began to pound, and I began to sweat.  “So, you think I'm only doing this to get something out of you?  Is that what you're saying?”

      “I just assumed…”

      “You would be right.  I have compassion for Yitri, but I also have a task for you to complete for me.”

      I knew there had to be a catch.

      “Okay, I’m listening.”

      “Once a century, the Ancient Ones erect a magnificent tower somewhere in Azura.  The Tower of Infinite Glory is never in the same place.  You never know where it will appear until it appears,” Hektor replied with a shallow shrug.  “Three days ago, the tower appeared in the region of Kugai just outside of the city of Veyas.  Celestial eagles from the four corners of Azura were dispatched to spread the glorious news of its arrival.  The majestic eagle, Lashar delivered the message to me personally. It is a truly exciting time.”

      “Okay, what does a tower have to do with me?”

      “Everything John.  The Tower of Infinite Glory stands one mile high with 50 floors.  Cultivators from all over will attempt to climb this tower.  The riches that one can obtain are beyond your wildest dreams.”

      “So, I just climb a tower, and I get rewards?”

      “Well, it’s not quite that simple.  Each floor will test your abilities -- physical and mental.”

      “If there are so many riches, why don’t you just do it?  You’re a Tiger.”

      “In my younger days I may have entered, but I’m not willing to risk my life.  I'm willing to risk your life though,” Hektor formed a devilish grin.

      “I’m not following you,” I replied with confused eyes.

      “As repayment for your release out of this cage, you will enter the Tower of Infinite Glory.  You will ascend all 50 floors, and when you come out victorious, you will share the rewards with me and Ryker.  There are some rewards that will be yours alone because they can't be shared, but there will be an exorbitant amount of gold.  You will take 30 percent and Ryker and I will share the remaining 70 percent. Do we have a deal?  It’s pretty simple.  You can refuse and die here in this horrid cage, or you can climb the tower which will either end your life or give you rewards directly from the Ancients Ones, not to mention the fame and glory of total ascension.”

      He was right. This was a simple decision, but there was one more thing that I wanted.

      “I've a request though,” I replied with a smile.

      “A request? I'm getting you released from a cage that will electrocute you if you try to use any of your powers not to mention you can’t lie down and you're cold and naked. You are lucky that I'm compassionate enough to offer you this deal.”

      “All right, I decline.  There’s the door,” I said as I pointed.  I was cringing on the inside.  This hard balling could backfire, and I'd be fucked.

      Hektor’s eyes widened and his jaw-dropped in shock. “Are you mad? I'm offering you freedom from this suffering and eventual death.  You are declining that?”

      I looked him in the eye and spoke sternly.  “You won’t even listen to my request.  It’s more of a demand though.  If you and Ryker comply, I'll go to this tower and ascend to the top earning you a shit ton of gold.  Otherwise, I’ll take my chances right here, and I’ll get out eventually somehow,” I shrugged and crossed my arms.

      “What is the request?” Hektor asked with frustration.

      “Demand,” I replied sharply.

      Hektor scowled at me and nodded. “What is it?”

      “I want Kata. She will be released from her duties here, and she walks out of with me,” I replied sternly.

      Hektor exhaled. “I've no authority over this kitsune girl.”

      “I’m sure you can convince Ryker. You two are close...right?” I asked with a smirk.

      “Is that all, or are you going to keep coming up with things?” 

      “Nope that’s all I want.”

      “Take the girl if that’s what you want. Does this solidify our deal? You agree to ascend the tower?”

      “I'll do it. Now get me the hell out of here.”
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      Hektor called for someone to release me from the cage. One of the lightning mages walked into the chamber and nodded at the Cosmic Observator.  Hektor nodded back and looked at me one last time before he left with a pompous jackass expression on face.  I returned a reserved nod to show my thanks even though he could very well be sending me to my death to gather gold for him and his boyfriend.  Locks unlatched and cogs turned as the cage opened outward giving me my freedom.  I took a deep breath, and I was finally able to stretch my limbs however I wanted.  I looked like I was doing some sort of dance with my naked body exposed to the asshole lightning mage who still stood by the lever that opened my cage.

      The door opened revealing an ecstatic Kata holding a bundle of something that I hoped were clothes.  “I’m so relieved, John.  You’re free!  Your clothes were thrown out in the garbage, but I was able to get you some from a merchant a block down the street.  A kitsune who owns the shop didn’t charge me any money when I told him who they were for.  Otto is his name, and he lives outside of Redreach.  He knows of your heroism and bravery very well and was happy to reward you with these clothes.  They're quite nice.  They're soft cotton from a farm in Redreach. I’m sorry for going on and on.  I know you're tired of being naked.  My apologies here you go.”

      I smiled and took the bundle of clothing.  She was right, it was soft and smelled so clean.  I hated to put my nasty body in them and soil them, but I didn’t have a choice.  The top was a sleeveless shirt with dark, wooden buttons from the collar to the bottom of the shirt.  The pants were very similar to a gi, and they were navy blue.  I was happy to see a pair of boxers wrapped up in the pants.  There were also brown shoes that were much like my shoes from the temple.

      “Thank you so much,” I smiled as I slid on the boxers and pulled them up slowly, finally covering my dick for once.  I had been commando for days.  Everything else fit perfectly and felt wonderful to my skin.  It was nice to feel warm again.  I was so tired of the cold and shivering.

      A familiar sinister voice spoke. “So, John it's nice to see you…not naked.  You are leaving I see.  You are very lucky to know a man of Hektor’s stature.  I fully intended to break you down and use you for my own purposes or let you rot in the cage,” Ryker said from the doorway.  I had been so happy to see Kata and the clothes that I hadn’t noticed him.

      Kata put her hands behind her back and backed away allowing me full view of the magistrate.  She looked down at the floor, “Magistrate, it is nice to see you again.  I hope you had a pleasant trip.”

      “It sounds like you’ve been busy while I was gone my dear.  It seems you have made quite the impression on our little John here.  He bargained for your freedom.  It won't be the same here without you.  It was a risky move on his part to tell Hektor that either you left with him or he'd stay in the cage.  That’s quite honorable and stupid.”

      Kata looked at me with surprised eyes.  “What is he talking about John?”

      “As part of my deal for release, I demanded that Ryker give you your freedom, and you could return to Aedon with me.  I hope you don’t mind.  I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving you in this place with this man.”

      “That hurts John. I'm an amazing employer,” Ryker laughed.

      Kata quickly embraced me and began to cry.  “I don’t know what to say.  I can’t believe you risked your life to give me freedom.”

      “Well, I had selfish reasons as well. I wanted to have you by my side back at Aedon.”

      “Wherever you are, I'll be too.  I'm yours.  Thank you so much,” Kata said with tears streaming down her soft cheeks.

      “Well, I'd love to stay and watch this pathetic exchange, but I have things to do that are much more important than you. I look forward to your entry into the tower.  You will make me a rich man...well richer than I already am,” Ryker said with a devilish grin as he turned to exit the room.

      I stood silent and watched him walk away wanting to knock that smirk off his face.
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      Kata and I made our way to the street.  Her belongings fit in a pitifully small duffle bag.  The dress she had on was the only one that was worth anything.  She mentioned that she only wore it around me, and she usually wore her crappy uniform that Ryker made the staff wear.  We walked hand in hand down the street to the gates of Spivey to make our way back home.  I took things slow.  I was malnourished and close to dehydration, not to mention aching muscles and joints from being crammed into that iron cage.  

      “I’m so excited to meet your other girlfriends.”

      “Other girlfriends?  Other?  Does that mean you're a girlfriend too?” I asked with a grin.

      Kata stopped me and put her arms around my waist and laid her head on my chest.  “I know we haven’t known each other long, but I feel so close to you.  You are so kind to me, and you help, people. Redreach, Torrine, and I also heard about Garway.  You are a special man, and I want to be by your side if you will have me.”

      My heart melted as I felt a special connection to her as well.  She kept me going while I was locked up.  She put her well being on the line as she tried to help me. “I care deeply for you, and I’m so happy you decided to come with me.  You’re beautiful, compassionate, and selfless.  How could I not want someone like that?  I pledge my life to you.”

      “And I pledge my life to you as well,” Kata raised to her tip toes and kissed me softly.  She pulled away and looked into my eyes without saying a thing.  Her eyes told the story just fine.

      We walked in silence the rest of the way.  She held onto my arm and placed her head on my shoulder for the remainder of the walk.

      We entered the gate into Aedon and immediately heard ear-piercing screams.  “John, oh my gods, John!” June exclaimed as she ran out of the door toward me.

      I jogged slowly to meet her.  She leapt into my arms with enough force to knock my frail body to the ground.  “Oh no, are you okay?”

      I chuckled as I rubbed her bare back. “No, that’s fine.  I’m just a little worn down.  I’ll be back to myself soon.”  I kissed her on her forehead. “Are you going to help me up?”

      “Oh, yes.  Give me your hand,” I grabbed June’s hand and she pulled me hard.  She had to grab my arm with her other hand to get me to my feet.

      “John, are you okay?”  Yitri yelled as she approached me from the side.  I turned and hugged her as tightly as I could.  “I’m alright.  I just need to eat and get some rest.”

      “Of course, I'll get with Leon, and we will cook you something when he returns from an errand in Torrine.  I’ve scavenged the surrounding land for any herbs or plants to help with healing.  I no longer have the supply I had at the infirmary, but I can whip something up for you, okay?”

      “That sounds wonderful, thank you.  Oh, I’m rude, this is…”

      “Kata!” the kakuen yelled as she hugged her unexpectedly.

      “Thank you so much for being there for John, I don’t know what we would do without him.  That’s too much for me to even think about.”

      I looked at Kata and put my arm around her. “She’s pretty great.  I wouldn’t have survived without her.”

      “John, please don’t say that.  I can’t imagine losing you. It hurts my heart. Don’t put that image in my head,” June replied with glistening eyes.

      “I’m fine.  I’m alive, and I’m here with you three girls.  Life can’t get any better honestly.”

      All three of us embraced each other in a big group hug.  We held each other for almost ten minutes before releasing our grasp.
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      Leon was able to put together an amazing feast despite such short notice to welcome me back home.  I devoured it like a lion eating an antelope.  We drank some wine for a couple of hours and then I went to bed.  The girls told me that they would give the bed to me for the night, so I'd be sure to rest.  At first, I was disappointed, I needed to feel them next to me. However, Kata was new to the group, and I knew she wouldn’t be ready for that level of intimacy yet...at least that is what I presumed.  Yitri prepared me some of her healing elixirs from the plants she found around the fortress.  The taste was God awful, but that along with the wine had me feeling very good.  I laid down on the bed and took it all in.  After what I had been through over the past few days, this bed was the most comfortable piece of furniture that I had ever used in my life.  It didn’t take long before I fell into a deep sleep and didn’t awake until afternoon the next day.

      “Good morning,” I said as I walked into the living area downstairs.

      “You mean afternoon as you have been asleep for a long time.  You needed it though.  I can’t imagine what it was like in that cage,” Kata replied with compassion.

      “You should probably stay in bed, John.  You went through a lot.  We’ll be just fine.  We've enjoyed getting to know Kata.  It's been a lot of fun,” Yitri added.

      “Kata is great!” June exclaimed, causing the kitsune’s cheeks to redden.

      “I won’t disagree with you there.  She’s special, and I’m thrilled she came back with me.  I want to make sure she is taken care of and happy.”

      “You all are going to make me cry. Your hospitality toward a stranger has been wonderful,” Kata’s eyes glistened.

      “Did you sleep well?” I asked Kata with my arms crossed.

      “I did, thank you.  The bed is much more comfortable than my wooden slab with a thin cushion.  I felt like I was in heaven for the night.”

      “We told her that she'd be welcome in your bed whenever she is ready.  I hope that’s okay,” June interjected.

      “Umm, yeah that is certainly fine, but I don’t think Kata is quite there yet.  Let’s let her settle in and get more comfortable,” I replied awkwardly as I glanced at the beautiful kitsune.

      Kata smiled uncomfortably and looked toward the floor.  

      “Kata, I don’t want you to feel like there is any pressure to do anything like that.  There is no requirement at all so don’t be uncomfortable,” I said as I moved beside her on the couch and placed my hand on her knee.

      “I understand, and I thank you for being so considerate.  I really do.  It is something that I do want, but I'll need some time,” Kata said nervously.

      “Absolutely, you take all the time that you need.  I mean that.  The most important thing for you to do right now is exactly what you're doing...getting to know us and your new home.”

      “Dammit John, why do you have to be so kind?”  Kata asked with a grin.

      “Believe me, John is not this nice to everyone so you should feel pretty lucky,” Yitri chuckled.

      “Yitri, bad kitty, you know I’m nice to everyone,” I replied with a chuckle.

      “John is very loyal to anyone that he cares about.  He will go out of his way for all of his friends, but may the Ancient Ones be with whoever his enemies are,” June said.

      “That’s true.  I’m a nice guy, but I'm a leader rather than a follower.  I don’t care for authority thus the exile from the Temple of the Weeping Sun.”

      Kata covered her mouth. “You were exiled?  Oh dear.”

      All three of us bust out into laughter.  “You aren’t rethinking this living arrangement now, are you?” I asked with a smirk.

      “No, not at all.  I’m just surprised. I’ve never heard of someone being exiled from a cultivator temple. I'm sure that you had your reasons,” Kata said.

      “It’s a long story, but I want you to know who you're living with. You know the good things I’ve done for the most part, and I’ll tell you some of the not so good things.”

      June stuck her tongue out. “John, you’ve done nothing wrong.  You are a perfect man.”

      I laughed sharply.  “I appreciate that my beautiful kakuen, but I'm definitely not even in the same vicinity as perfect.”

      I started at my beginnings on Earth and filled Kata in on everything that had happened on Azura so far.  The girls added bits here and there, but I did most of the talking.

      “That’s an interesting journey, John. Wow.  From what you’ve told me, you have been an honorable man.  It sounds like the Cosmic Observator is a conceited buffoon.  I can’t believe he helped you get released from Ryker.”

      “As you know, there are huge strings attached with this tower climb.  I don’t even understand all the strings yet, so I’ve got to talk to someone.”

      “I haven’t heard of this tower before where I'm from, so I can’t offer you any help. I’m so sorry,” June replied with her bottom lip sticking out.

      “I don’t know anything either.  Where I'm from, we aren't warriors.  We just keep to ourselves and stay distant from the outside world.  I'm the most worldly of anyone in our village since I left home to go to the temple,” said Yitri with a frown.

      “That’s the same with me, battle and competition is the last thing on the minds of the kitsune in Redreach,” Kata added to the conversation.

      “I’ll figure something out.  I don’t even know when this is supposed to take place.  I just know the tower has appeared and where it is located.”

      “My advice is to ask Saul about the tower.  He's one of the smartest men that I know, and he'd be happy to help you. He was very distraught when I told him you were captured.  He still cares for you a great deal,” Yitri said with a shrug.

      “That’s my best bet right now.  An exiled man returning to the place he was exiled should be pretty interesting,” I said as I scratched the back of my head. 

      “Hektor made this deal with you.  It isn’t like he will kill you for showing up.  He needs you to climb this tower...right?” Kata asked, then chewed her bottom lip.

      “I agree, and most importantly, I don’t have a fucking choice.”

      

      To be continued…
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        I hope that you enjoyed Mixed Martial Cultivator Round Two!  I am hard at work on the final entry in the trilogy.  There will be a much smaller gap between book 2 and 3!  PLEASE leave a review for me on Amazon.  Authors need them like they need oxygen!  Well, that’s an exaggeration, but we need them bad!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This was the original cover art for book two.  It wasn’t received very well unfortunately so I went another way.  I hope you like the new cover that I decided to use!
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