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      If there’s one thing I know for certain, it’s that no matter what world you live on, nothing beats the smell of fresh coffee in the morning.

      I’d discovered a dwarven supplier of coffee beans from a small village northwest of the Capitol. The region had thousands of acres of coffee bean production. It was a relatively new crop for the residents of Aurilon, and one of the most popular.

      I’d bought the supplier’s entire stock with three octagon crowns, the local currency, that Chloe had brought in at her tavern, much to the chagrin of our resident merchant, Wofferd. “Why are you buying from those shady suppliers up north when you know I can get you half the price if you give me a little time?” He reminded me every time I made a new pot. Not like he was in a hurry to bring some back to the manor to sell me. Hell, I couldn’t remember the last time Wofferd left. At least he’d calmed down some over the past couple days. I was thankful he’d stopped giving me shit for letting the poachers kill Grasshopper, his mint colored horse. Considering what I replaced his horse and cart with, I didn’t think he had too much to complain about.

      I grabbed my new favorite mug, lifted the small pot off the fire, and poured myself a fresh cup. As I returned to the fireplace I couldn’t help but think of Striker. There was a part of me that knew he was still alive. Like goddamn Wile E. Coyote. I’d concluded the guy could be run over, stabbed, crushed, and shot ten times over, and the son of a bitch would come back and haunt my ass.

      The poacher leader’s words still echoed in my head. ‘If it were not for that old man, I would’ve given you much worse than a scar.’ I made it one of my top priorities to discover if my mother had been in Aurilon, and to find out who the man was that he’d mentioned. The same man that could’ve given me my scar and potentially saved my life.

      Each of my bonded knew how important it was to me as well, so each of them had agreed to help me dig up anything they could find that may give me even a sliver of information regarding my mother, scar, or the old man. Unfortunately, our search has resulted in little.

      We spent much of the past few days reinforcing our defenses around the manor. I ensured we had an escape plan so we wouldn’t be caught in the same predicament as we had last time. Even though we outnumbered the poachers behind our defenses, they got in with ease.

      It didn’t help that most of our visitors lacked training in combat, another thing that my bonded and I had worked tirelessly to improve upon over the past couple of days. Fortunately, most of them showed a desire to learn. Within a day and a half, we had Fapplejack and the rest of his clan trained enough to be a legitimate fighting force.

      I opened the front door and peered outside for a few minutes before returning my pot of coffee back to the fire. The crisp morning air held a distinct bite over the past few days, signaling a subtle change in seasons.

      From what I could tell, minus the flying centaurs, talking monsters, and general lawlessness of Aurilon, the terrain and weather were very similar to back home in Colorado. We’d even gotten some rain the other day. One of my new-found favorite things to do was to watch Dahlia dance in the rain.

      My Alraune was striking in her element. She even managed to pull me outside during the last storm. The only dance I knew was the two-step, thankfully it was all I needed. You would’ve thought I was a dance god the way Gwen and Chloe looked at me when I came back inside after an impromptu slow dance with Dahlia.

      I shut the door and returned to the fireplace. I ran my hand along the carved letters in the mantle's side. L, H, W? I knew it was a long shot, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that the L stood for Liliana. A small voice near the front door pulled me from my thoughts.

      “Good morning, Logan, sir,” Fap’zak said as he entered. The goblin adjusted a leather tool belt around his waist and held out his small mug for a refill. The only thing that I regretted about sharing my love of coffee with the others, was that it meant less for me.

      “Good morning.” I filled his cup and placed the pot back on the hot rocks surrounding the fire. “What are you working on today?”

      “Oh, well, we’ll finish the stable today. After that, our clan is making the trek to the Capitol for the tournament.”

      “The tournament, eh? It’s only a week away, right?”

      “That’s right, and Fapplejack wants to take part.”

      I let out a small chuckle. “He’s a great builder, but I don’t think I’ve seen him fight. Do you think he’s ready for it?”

      “Oh yes. The tournament’s not all about who’s strongest. Be ready for anything, use your surroundings, be creative. I can’t think of many more qualified than Fapplejack.”

      “Fair enough. Good for him.” I took a long swig of my coffee and lowered it from my lips slowly. “So, I heard there are trials you’d need to pass in order to enter the tournament, correct? I may be interested.”

      Fap’zak eyed me curiously. “And fight for which side?”

      “Side? As in humans or monsters?”

      “Yes, I don’t think there’s ever been a human, in the tournament’s history, that hasn’t fought for the human side.”

      “Well, I’m not really a normal human,” I said and grinned. “I can’t help but wonder, though. If the King wants all monsters dead, isn’t this just one big trap for everyone who attends? He could take out a large number of monsters in one fell swoop.” I knew the King would risk hundreds, if not thousands of lives, including his, if he tried to take out all the monsters at once.

      From what Chloe had told me, the feeling she got from the visitors was that no one could tie the King to all the recent poaching activity, and with Striker out of the picture, at least for the time being, tensions had eased some.

      Fap’zak nodded and took a drink of his coffee. He spat it out and rubbed his long tongue with his fingers. “Hot! So hot. How do you humans drink it so hot?” He shook his head and took a smaller swig. “No, Logan sir, you’re not a normal human.” He swallowed another mouthful and let out a refreshed sigh. “The King knows better than to try anything funny. The punishments are too severe, and I don’t believe the Capitol is prepared to take on all the great monster champions all at once.” He paused and rubbed his chin. “I know you’re not a normal human, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. Both humans and monsters don’t like their own kind turning on them. It could make you an even larger target than you already are.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “I’m not turning on anyone. I’ll always be a human, at least I think so. I enjoy being human.” I paused and ran a hand back through my hair, which had grown much longer over the past couple weeks. “Although, many of the monsters I’ve met here in Aurilon are amazing.” I took another drink and let out a long breath. “I feel like I’ve done a decent job of acclimating here. I’ve gotten along with most everyone, even those who’ve passed through here recently, and I haven’t even needed to kill anyone in over a week.” I shrugged and finished my mug of coffee. “I suppose we’ll see. Please tell Fapplejack I wish him good luck.”

      “I will, thank you, Logan, sir. And have you heard?” He replied.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “This year’s prize. It’s the largest they’ve ever had. One thousand crowns!” He let out an excited laugh. “But that’s not what I’m most excited about. The land, Logan. It’s not just any land that is being offered!”

      I watched the goblin as he rubbed his hands together excitedly. “Which lands, are they nearby?”

      “Oh yes, very close indeed! The Mystic Vale, Logan, sir. The Mystic Vale! That region has been under Corlinius control for over fifty years. The area is amazing, packed with more exotic resources than you could ever want! It’s the most guarded area of the Kingdom, next to the Capitol.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What are they guarding there?”

      Fap’zak paced for a minute and shook his head. “I… I’m not sure. The area is quite large, but shrouded by a constant thick fog. It was once the home of many of Aurilon’s monsters, but they were all forced out for whatever reason. It almost started a second Great War.” He rocked his head as if deep in thought and ran a hand along one of his long ears. “Oh, before I forget. You asked how one enters the tournament. You must have a sponsor. Finding one is much easier said than done. Although now that I think about it, we’ve had a few sponsors pass through here recently.”

      I thought about our recent visitors and remembered the tall, skinny man who told me about the tournament. “Was that string bean man with the tall hat a sponsor?”

      “No, he wasn’t, but he knows one. He’s the reason Fapplejack is so fired up and ready to join. That man told him he’d surely find one at the trials.”

      “So, do you just show up and hope one picks you? Like a talent scout?” I asked.

      “Well, trials are in Dunway in two days. There should be a few sponsors hanging around there looking for a champion, if that’s what you mean.”

      I nodded and slapped the goblin builder on the shoulder. “Thank you Fap’zak, you’ve been very helpful.”

      He took a small sip of his coffee and nodded. “Please keep your eyes peeled and be careful if you decide to go. The peace treaty has not gone into effect yet. Humans and monsters you run into may not be as friendly as the ones that visit and love the manor.”

      “Thanks, and don’t worry, I’ll bring some backup.” I glanced toward the stairs and as if right on cue, Gwen and Dahlia approached.

      Gwen still wore her silky nightgown, which clung to her perfect body underneath, while Dahlia’s colorful petals fell gracefully around her legs, contrasting with her soft light green skin.

      Fap’zak blushed and nodded. “Yes Logan, sir, you are an incredibly lucky man.”

      I patted Fap’zak on the shoulder and gave him a nod. “You have no idea. Thanks again for all the information, Fap’zak.” I bid the goblin farewell and turned toward the women as they approached.

      Gwen joined my side and ran a hand down along my bicep. “Good morning, handsome.”

      Dahlia moved close and snuggled up against my free side, nuzzling the side of her face up against my arm. “Good morning,” she said and settled in next to me.

      If there’s a heaven, I’m there. I thought and let out a long contented breath.

      Having my bonded helped me forget about all of my responsibilities back home. While I didn’t miss my lodge all that much, I did miss my English Bulldog, DeVito. I’m sure he was being spoiled though, so that helped calm me a bit. I knew he was living the good life, maybe not as good as I was, but still.

      Even though I wasn’t running a hunting lodge any longer, I could still teach several of the visitors at the manor how to hunt. I’d much rather spend a day with an eager to learn kobold or bunny-kin over my typical rich and entitled lodge visitor, any time.

      I returned my attention to the women at my sides. It amazed me how different each of the girls’ personalities were, at least as far as directness and attitudes went. In the bedroom, however, it was a different story. All three of my bonded wanted me all day, every day, even Dahlia. Her sweet and shy nature flew out the window nearly every night. She was a certified freak in bed. I made her teach me how to bring small vines to my finger-tips by using spirit and promptly used them to give each of my girls the best fucking orgasms of their entire lives.

      I wouldn’t have thought it was possible, but between Gwen, Dahlia, and Chloe, we figured out an amazing system. Chloe was low maintenance, and she preferred to remain that way. I didn’t believe her at first, but apparently holstaur women want to do everything they can to please whoever they are bonded with. And, to tell the truth, I appreciated the hell out of that. She was completely content and in her element when she was running her tavern. Not to mention the small fortune she’d bring in each night from our visitors. Chloe was almost too laid back, although I found she was every bit as wild in the bedroom, by the lake, in the tavern, and even in the back of Wofferd’s cart, as my other two bonded women.

      I was thankful for the ability to cultivate and replenish my stamina with spirit. It was the only way I’d have any hope to keep this pace going. I had sex with them every day, multiple times a day. A pleasant side effect of this was, besides raising my ranks in my specialized skills, I was now in the best shape of my life.

      The amount of looks I received from the various monster girls that would pass through the manor, and even Gwen’s sisters, was nothing short of amazing. Teng had warned me that the stronger I became, the more irresistible I’d become to nearly every living female in Aurilon. A side effect of having a pure core that was increasing in strength at the rate that mine was. Not to mention an increased Charisma rank.

      At the current moment though, I was content with my three women, although I’d be lying if I didn’t say a few had caught my attention. Now that my libido seemed to stay in a constant state of full-speed ahead, I thought I may have to take on a few more bonded, just to give my women a break.

      I kissed Dahlia on the head and smiled. “Good morning. I assume you two slept well?”

      Gwen dropped her hand down to my hip and held it there as she took a deep breath in and released it slowly. “Absolutely. I’ve slept better these past few nights than ever in my life.” She stretched her palm down to my girth and gave my balls a squeeze. “How could I not?”

      I cocked my head and smirked at Gwen. She returned a small exhausted smile with her hand still clasped. I chuckled as I watched her release an enormous yawn. “You know, at first I wondered if I’d be ready to keep up with you, but now I wonder if you’ll be able to keep up with me.”

      Gwen squeezed harder and gave my jaw a small bite. “Oh? Is that a challenge? We’ll see.”

      Dahlia laughed, but her laughter faded. She looked up to me with her beautiful emerald green eyes. “I hope I’m still enough for you. You can take me more often if you feel I’m not meeting your needs.” She sounded a little sad and defeated. “You make me forget all my insecurities. When I’m with you I feel desired. I just hope I’m not letting you down.”

      “Hold on, stop right there. I won’t be having any of this talk. I’d take you to our room ten times a day if there were more hours in the day to get things done around the manor. Trust me, I’ll let you know if anything ever changes.” I  ran a hand down along her slender arm and pulled her close to my body. “Although, I can guarantee you, you have never, and will never, let me down.”

      Dahlia blushed and stood on her tiptoes to give me a kiss. “Okay, I believe you.”

      I gave her a small smile. “You better.” I released my grip on her and shifted my gaze between the two gorgeous women. “I want to ask you both something.”

      They both shifted their eyes up to meet mine. Gwen ran her hand up to my chest. “What is it? If you want to fuck me right here, just say the word.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “As tempting as your offer is, this is regarding something else.”

      Gwen stuck out her lip in an exaggerated pout. “Fine. Be that way.”

      I shook my head and gave her a smile. “One of our visitors mentioned the upcoming tournament the other day, and I’ve decided to enter.” I studied their faces to see their response.

      Dahlia’s eyes filled with fear and fresh tears sprang to the corners of her eyes. “The tournament? But why? Why can’t we stay here? It’s much too dangerous. What if it’s a trap?”

      “I realize it may be dangerous, but I’ve been training with Teng every day. I feel like I’ve progressed my skills enough to take on whatever may rise against me. We could use the prize money to help expand the manor, and maybe even save other monsters across Aurilon. Fap’zak said they are going to include the Mystic Vale as part of the prize this year.”

      Gwen let out an excited squeal. “The Mystic Vale? No fucking shit?! That’s amazing. I thought that region was lost forever. If you won that, you’d be able to expand north, and all revenue generated from anything in that area would be yours. Not to mention, the area is guarded by powerful magic, anyone and anything living in Aurilon, that means you harm, could never pass through the barrier.”

      I nodded. “That would be a nice benefit. I’m not exactly sure what we would find there, or what’s left of the resources that Fap’zak mentioned, but it is intriguing. I’d really hate to leave this place though.” I paused and turned my attention to Dahlia. “And if this year’s tournament is a trap, wouldn’t we want to be there to help save as many monsters as we could?”

      Dahlia nodded and shifted. “Yes, I would want to protect those who could be at risk. I wouldn’t wish captivity on anyone.”

      I gave her a small smile. “I agree. Not to mention, I’m sure I’ll see if Striker is still alive, and if he is, I can force him to give me more information about my mother, before I kill the son of a bitch for good.”

      Gwen stepped back with a giddy expression plastered across her face. “When do we leave? I’ve never been to Ambirn. I’ve always wanted to go!” She straightened, slightly embarrassed. “And of course, if, and I mean if, Striker survived the explosion, I want to be there when you end him.”

      I straightened. “Well, the man said there is a temporary peace treaty throughout the duration of the tournament which should go into effect soon. We may still run into hunters and others who may not play by the rules, but I want to give it a chance. Hopefully, the magic that enforces the treaty is enough to discourage anyone from breaking it. We’ll need to be careful.” I shifted my attention to Dahlia and ran a hand down along her arm. “I know you may be nervous, and it’s okay if you prefer to stay here, I’d definitely understand.”

      I felt a little uneasy leaving anyone alone at the manor, let alone my bonded, but I was confident we’d built up our defenses and recruited enough support that it would take a well-equipped army to break in at this point. Not to mention, the escape route we’d planned behind the waterfall, which gave us a perfect, hidden path through the cliffs and to the north. It was an area that I hadn’t explored yet, but provided a safe route to use in case we needed it.

      Dahlia shook her head and kept her eyes focused on mine. “No, my love, I’m coming with, just promise me you’ll be safe when the time comes.”

      “Of course I’ll be safe, trust me. Also, with you and Gwen by my side, I have two skilled bodyguards.” A wisp of light streaked down from atop the waterfall, drawing my attention for a moment before I continued. “I want you two to prepare everything we may need for the trip. I’ll talk to Wofferd about borrowing his cart again.” I shook my head and raised my eyebrows. “I’m sure that’s going to go over well.”

      Gwen laughed and interlocked her arm with Dahlia’s pulling her toward the manor. “We better get started.”

      They hurried away and I could tell that Gwen’s enthusiasm was affecting Dahlia, at least a little, as the plant girl’s petals brightened, a sign that always gave her away when she was excited.

      I watched as they hurried back and laughed as Gwen gave Dahlia a small squeeze on the ass. I could only imagine what sort of pep talk she was giving my innocent Alraune.

      I planned to stop by and talk to Chloe later about going, but I already knew she’d want to stay at her tavern, and I was thankful for that. The residents of my manor, and the visitors, all respected her, and she was great at keeping them in line. She wasn’t big on fighting anyway. She’d let her worst enemy drink from her breasts if it meant they’d have a good time. That sounds extreme, but she’d probably agree with me. She detested fighting and preferred her routine.

      I also felt okay leaving now that a few more lizard-men, bear-men, and a clan of dwarves had arrived. They all agreed to protect the manor in exchange for a safe place to start their new lives, whether it be at the smithy, or potion making.

      The protection spell over the manor had faded ever since Striker made his way here and broke his way in, which allowed more travellers to find us. I made it easy for newcomers to fit in and only had a few nonnegotiable rules. The first, no fighting with others during their stay. I didn’t have time to babysit. Second, they must treat everyone here with respect, especially my bonded women. If I heard about anyone disrespecting any of my bonded, they would have to answer to me. Nobody had the balls to test that rule yet. Third, they must help where help is needed.

      I didn’t think the rules were that hard to follow, and everyone who had arrived so far I’d considered a valuable addition to our burgeoning community.

      I travelled up the path to the temple above the waterfall and spotted Master Teng standing majestically, overlooking the falls with his palms raised to the sky.

      I closed my eyes and used my Sight, only to confirm my suspicions that he was doing some major cultivating. Wisps of golden light spun and danced around his hands, spinning tighter before being absorbed into his palms. I waited to approach until I could tell that the spirit flowing into him slowed. “Good morning Master Teng Shun, how are you?”

      Teng let out a long breath and faced me. He gave me a nod and joined me at the overlook that protruded toward the edge of the falls. “Hello, Logan. It’s a good morning. The spirit flows strong today.”

      I finally knew what he meant by the spirit flowing strongly. On days like today, I could feel the spirit dancing on my skin, without even cultivating it. “I can feel it.” I held my hand out and closed my eyes. A thick trail of the energy spun around my hand several times before it was absorbed. I couldn’t feel it enter my core as I once could. “How come I’m unable to tell when spirit enters my core as much as I once could? It’s been a few days since I’ve felt any actual strands find their way inside.”

      Teng nodded and rubbed his chin. “That’s normal. I haven’t felt spirit enter my core for a very long time. Think about it as a container, like your coffee mug there.”

      I glanced down to my mug and had almost forgotten that I was carrying it. I lifted it and held it out in front of me. “This?”

      “Yes.” He walked over to a large barrel and pulled out a glass pitcher he used to water several plants throughout the temple. He slowly poured the water into the mug while I held it. “See, you can feel the water entering the mug, correct?” He grabbed the cup from my hand and handed me the pitcher. As soon as I held it in front of my chest, he drizzled some water from the mug back into the pitcher. “You didn’t feel it, did you?”

      I nodded and looked into the pitcher. “So you’re saying now that I’ve increased the size of my core, its capacity has increased as well?” I nodded. “That means I probably won’t feel the increase in spirit unless it is a substantial quantity.”

      Master Teng nodded and drank the water from my mug before handing it back to me. “Precisely.”

      “How large is my core able to grow?” I asked and rubbed my chest where my triangle scar lived.

      “As large as you can handle.”
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      I cultivated as much spirit as I could while I was at the temple. Besides not feeling it enter my core as often, my scar also stopped hurting as often. It wasn’t painful until recently, when I cultivated regularly. The small triangle would burst with color, a different one depending on which type of spirit I was cultivating. The colors remained visible for several hours after I finished with each cultivating session. Something that Gwen found hilarious.

      Teng had hinted at, but not outright confirmed that my scar was more than just a healed wound that reacts with my core. Someone gave it to me deliberately. One thing he was sure of was that it wasn’t caused by a weapon. It resulted from potent magic. He said he hadn’t heard of an Otherworlder having a scar like mine, but that he’d have to do more research to be sure.

      The more time I spent in Aurilon, the more I felt like Teng’s theory on my scar held more merit. While it didn’t answer the question about how it related to my mother, it was becoming clearer, that when I passed through that portal the day I’d met Gwen, it wasn’t the first time I’d been here.

      I cultivated as much as I could handle while the spirit well was at its brightest. I bid Teng farewell and he remained focused on cultivating as I made my way back down to the manor.

      As I approached the front gate, Brazz, the ultra-muscular lizard man, called down from his perch atop the wall. “Good morning, Logan West,” he said with a slight hiss. “You have an unknown visitor. She’s requested an audience.”

      “Where is she?”

      “I had Cress and Shah take her to the tavern. Chloe agreed to monitor her until you finished cultivating.”

      I gave him a small nod. “Thank you. Great job keeping guard here.”

      He returned my nod and resumed his patrol along the newly repaired and reinforced palisade. The wall was much better constructed than I expected. They’d added a bunch of stone after Striker and his men blew it up and set it on fire the first time. It would take more than a few explosives to damage this one.

      I continued to the tavern and stopped at the entrance. I ran my hand along the carved wooden door, admiring the craftsmanship for a moment, then took a deep breath and entered.

      A cheerful voice greeted me as I stepped inside. “There he is. Best fucking cock in Aurilon!”

      I rolled my eyes and chuckled. “Good morning to you too, Chloe. And don’t fucking forget it!”

      The holstaur woman looked striking this morning as she bent over the bar top. The shirt she’d borrowed from me a couple of days ago, after an intense love making session, was now cut off midway and barely covered her ample breasts, revealing their soft undersides. The shirt was a perfect complement to a small pair of shorts that hugged her voluptuous curves, revealing her perfect ass.

      My eyes shifted slowly away from the gorgeous woman and settled on an equally beautiful monster girl. I’d not seen anyone like her during my time in Aurilon. She had two fuzzy blackish-grey, fur-covered ears that stood up on her head and a long bushy tail. The rest of her looked like a young human woman in her twenties, with flowing black hair contrasting against her sky-blue eyes. She wore a pair of extremely tight black leather pants which revealed her gorgeous long legs and toned thighs. The woman had a fierce look, which was accentuated by the sharp outlines of her face.

      I’d obviously interrupted their conversation as they were the only two in the tavern. The wolf-girl gazed at me as I approached.  “Hello, I’m Logan West. And who may you be?”

      She lifted her mug and took a long swig. Her stoic expression remained as she crossed a long leg over the other. “Isobel.”

      “Well, Isobel, to what do we owe the pleasure of your company?” I asked. I couldn’t help but check her out, she was absolutely stunning. I was immediately drawn to her and I almost felt as if she were just as drawn to me, but was doing a better job of hiding it than I was.

      “I heard what you did for many of your residents here, and your bonded women. I’m hoping you may help me as well. If you’re not too busy.” She stole a quick glance over to Chloe and quickly refocused her gaze on me. I could only imagine what Chloe had told her I’d been busy with. “I’m afraid I’m nearly out of options.”

      “I’ll hear you out. What do you need help with?” I glanced at Chloe and she gave me a small smile as she pushed up off of the bar and returned to washing a stack of glasses.

      “They’ve captured my father, and I believe they’re going to force him to fight in the tournament.” Her expression remained stoic, but I thought I sensed a little trepidation in her voice.

      “How do you know they’re going to force him to fight?”

      “Our people have won more tournaments than anyone until recently. They’ve hunted, captured, and tortured us for the past ten years. All for this stupid tournament. Forcing us to fight in the arena against our will. The past two years, by the time the fights arrived, the ones they captured were too broken to fight. It’s the King’s way of ensuring we do not win another tournament.”

      “How many of you remain?”

      “Only a few in my clan have survived, including my father. He’s the last of the warriors, besides myself. We’re descendants of a proud lineage of wolf-kin warriors. They’ve written their names in magic on the arena walls, and they’ve remained there for years.”

      I nodded and kept my eyes focused on hers. “Where are the others now?”

      Isobel hesitated and glanced around the tavern. “They’re hidden in the forest a short distance away. I wasn’t sure how I’d be received, or if they’d put a price on any of our heads, so I didn’t want to bring them in right away. Besides, your walls are better guarded than we were expecting.”

      “Well, you and your family are welcome to stay here for as long as you wish. Our resident goblin builders could use your help to create a couple more shelters.”

      Isobel nodded. “Thank you. I appreciate your hospitality. I’ll let the others know as soon as we’re finished here,” She paused and studied my face intently for several seconds. “It’s so strange. I didn’t think humans could care for anyone but themselves. I really hope you prove me wrong.”

      I gave her a small smile. “I try to respect anyone that shows respect in return. I’m not big on getting in other people’s affairs.”

      She furrowed her brow and shot me a confused look. “Not one to get into other people’s affairs, you say? Didn’t you kill nearly all the hunters in Necross?”

      “Yes, but I’m not a murderer, if that’s what you’re insinuating. I’d like to believe that deep down there’s a reason everyone does what they do, even if they don’t realize it. If given the chance to change their ways, and they decide not to, well, there’s nothing more I can do. I can still respect their decision, even if I don’t agree with it. Even if that means I have to kill them.”

      I couldn’t believe that I’d just said I had no problem killing people. Although it was strange, I felt that way more than ever, especially with my bonded women. I’d kill a thousand times over if it meant protecting each of them.

      I’d been too lenient with Striker’s men, and it almost came back to bite me. I’d ensure I’d not make that mistake again.

      Isobel nodded. “Interesting. I’ll kill to survive or ensure my family’s survival, with absolutely no hesitation. I sense you are different, but I haven’t respected or trusted humans for a long time, so you must forgive my coldness toward you.”

      “I get it.” I paused and took a deep breath. “From what I’ve seen of humans since arriving here, I haven’t been too impressed, but that doesn’t mean that they’re all that way.”

      She shook her head slowly. “We’ll see. I gave you the benefit of the doubt, normally I wouldn’t hesitate to kill you on sight. If I hadn’t heard from the others in Dunway, I’d never have believed a human could be capable of being honorable.”

      “Well, thanks for not killing me,” I chuckled and smiled. “How about we worry about fixing all the messed up shit humans have done another time and focus on rescuing your father instead?”

      Isobel stood and brushed her thick black hair back behind her shoulders. She was taller than Dahlia, but probably not quite Gwen’s height. “Deal. I’ll let my clan know they are free to stay here.” She held her hand out formally, as if to shake.

      I accepted her hand and noticed the razor sharp nails at the tips of each of her fingers. They looked more dangerous than any knife I’d ever wielded. I gave her a smile. “Perfect.” I nodded and stood. “Did you see who took your father?”

      “I didn’t, but I’d bet it was bounty hunters. They always seem to crawl out of the depths around tournament season.”

      “Any idea of where they may have taken him?”

      “Most likely the auction house up in Kilney. Forget about trying to break in there.” She said with a sigh.

      “Why is that?”

      “There will be too many guards around the city, they’d kill you before you even got close.” Isobel pulled out a sheet of parchment from her pack. “Look at this.” She stretched it out on the table and pointed to a faintly painted road with a small blue circle next to it.
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      “This is your manor.” She traced her finger up the map, north past Dunway, and stopped at a second small city. “This is Kilney. They hold trials in the town square in two days. The winners move on to the next stage.”

      “And the losers?”

      “Are dead,” she responded flatly.

      “Fair enough,” I said, keeping my eyes focused on the map in front of me. If the map were to scale, it appeared Kilney was about twice as far as Dunway from the manor. To reach the Capitol, it would take another day’s worth of travel from Kilney. I shifted my eyes back up to Isobel and nodded. “Why don’t you tell the others to come in to get some food and something to drink. If you’d like to clean up, you’re welcome to use the waterfall or we have a working bath inside the manor.”

      The wolf girl straightened slightly at the mention of the bath. “I appreciate your hospitality.”

      “Of course. Make sure you have everything you need. I’ll be bringing a couple of others with us,” I paused and shifted my focus to Chloe. “Possibly more if they’d like to join.”

      Chloe laughed and slapped the top of the tavern. “Um, thank you for the invitation, but no. I’ll leave the adventuring to you guys. Someone’s gotta keep the locals liquored up! I’ll stay here and keep an eye on everything while you’re gone.” She pointed a finger at me and shook it lightly. “You better come back to me, Logan West.”

      I smiled and nodded. “Of course.” I turned back to Isobel and motioned toward the door. “Please tell the guard at the gate you’ve spoken to me about bringing the others inside. Once you’re settled, we can meet up and discuss our plan for rescuing your father.”

      Isobel rolled her map and stored it back inside her bag. “I’ll do that. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll see you soon.” I walked to the entrance of the tavern and held the door open for her as she exited.

      “Logan, may I borrow you for one minute?” Chloe was using her sweet voice, which usually meant she was up to something.

      I let the door fall closed and started toward Chloe. “Sure, what...”

      She cut me off before I could continue. “Lock the door.”

      I wedged the small metal bar used to lock the door in place. When I turned back around, Chloe was naked and leaning against the bar. She smiled and gave me a small wink. “If you’re going to be leaving me for who knows how long, you’re going to leave me with something to carry me until you get back.”

      I cocked my head and inspected her enormous watermelon sized breasts. I walked across the tavern, keeping my eyes locked on Chloe’s as I approached. As I reached her, I grabbed one of her breasts in one hand and brought it up to my mouth, kissing every inch of her soft flesh and circling her, now hard, nipple. She moaned in pleasure as I brought as much of her breast inside my mouth as I could. Her sweet milk danced on the tip of my tongue. I took my time, giving plenty of attention to her nipple before switching over to the other and repeating the process.

      Chloe reached down to my pants and with a quick flip of her wrist had the button undone and my hardened girth in her hand. She pumped up and down slowly while I focused on her breasts. I wrapped my hand around the back of her head and guided her face close to mine. As she neared, I met her lips and kissed her passionately, our tongues explored deep inside each other’s mouths. Her breaths increased, and she pumped faster. She pulled me closer, as if hoping she’d bring me inside of her glistening mound.

      I ran my hands down along the soft skin on her back and gripped tightly onto her ass, bringing her close as I kept my lips pressed to hers. I picked her up and sat her on one of the long picnic tables that adorned the primary area of the tavern. I pushed her back and spread her legs, revealing her well-manicured folds. I plunged my head between her thighs and sucked her sweet flower. Her warm juices danced on my tongue. She tasted amazing, like a mixture of honey and cinnamon. She moaned in intense pleasure and arched her back, pushing herself toward my mouth, urging my tongue to plunge deeper. I sucked on her clit for several seconds and her legs quivered as she wrapped them around my head, locking me in place.

      She screamed out in ecstasy as she reached an orgasm. I kissed her spasming inner thighs for several more seconds before she released her hold on my head. I slowly worked my way up to the silky soft skin of her stomach, kissing every couple of inches as I moved back up to her breasts and then to her lips. I placed each of her legs up onto my shoulders and moved close to the edge of the table where I thrust my throbbing girth inside of her tight channel. She let out a small gasp and her sweet juices washed over my length as I moved inside of her. Her muscles tightened around my member and she cried out with each deep stroke.

      “Faster, I’m going to come again. Fill me, now!” Chloe shouted as she held her hands to her breasts and squeezed tight. “Oh shit! I’m going to come again, fuck me! Oh yes! Don’t stop!”

      I increased my pace, slamming into her as she pushed her firm body against mine to meet each thrust. The picnic table creaked but withstood my constant barrage as Chloe shook with orgasm. She spread her arms out to her sides, gripping onto the edges of the table as if to brace herself against the oncoming ecstasy. I buried myself in her, pumping deeper until she shrieked in climax a second time. This time, her pulsing channel sent me over the edge, and I sent my load deep inside her. I reached forward and grabbed her breasts as I slowed my thrusts.

      Her chest convulsed as she tried to catch her breath, her perfect breasts rising and falling in rhythm. Her hair fell down around her face as beads of sweat glistened on her forehead. “Holy shit!” Those were the only words she could get out before falling back to the table and running her hands up over her breasts and above her head with a smile.

      I leaned over and kissed the corners of her mouth before pulling back and meeting her eyes. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?”
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      After quite a bit of deliberation, Chloe decided to stay behind to monitor the tavern. I bid her farewell and worked my way back to the manor. I could feel the spirit churning in my core as it was accustomed to do any time I’d bond with one of my women. Hell, it was almost like an extended orgasm, and I didn’t see a problem with that at all.

      I spotted Isobel and four other wolf-kin huddled near the lake. I was hoping to speak to Gwen and Dahlia to discuss my plan for setting out before they’d heard it from someone else, but unfortunately that was not the case.

      Gwen met me at the front entrance of the manor and twirled a small knife. She squinted as I approached and scrunched her nose, something I came to recognize she’d do when she was uncomfortable about something. She cleared her throat loudly. “I didn’t know we were going to have company. I fear I’ve forgotten to tell you about the history between wolfkin and satyrs.”

      I slung a bag up off the ground and onto my shoulder. “I wasn’t expecting her either. She needs our help. We were already planning on heading north and if we can help save her father, I figured, why not?”

      Gwen continued twirling her knife but wouldn’t keep her eyes on mine for more than a couple seconds at a time before shifting them back to the ground. “I suppose. Ugh, you know me, I’m not one to get upset, it’s not in my nature, so I apologize. There’s just something about her I do not completely trust.” She paused and shook her head. “I don’t even know. I can’t seem to put my finger on it. I wasn’t even able to use my Sight on her, her will rank is too high.”

      “Ah. I see.” I gave her a small smile. I knew Gwen took peeks inside my mind often to read my true thoughts. So, I knew it must’ve driven her crazy not to see inside Isobel’s mind. I raised a hand to the side of her face and focused on her pale blue eyes. “It will be okay. I promise.”

      Gwen smiled and perked up a little. “She’s fucking hot, Logan.”

      I glanced over toward the lake, where Isobel was clearly instructing the rest of her clan about what to do. “You’re right there.” I paused and furrowed my brow. “Wait a minute, you’re not getting jealous now, are you?”

      Gwen scoffed and stuck out her hip. “Ha! Trust me, I know what I’m working with. I am every bit as hot as her.”

      I slapped her on the ass, which made a loud crack as I connected with the tight leather of her pants. “You’re fucking gorgeous, and you know it.”

      She let out a small gasp and bit her bottom lip. “If we weren’t about to leave, I’d be taking you upstairs right now.”

      I looked down to my wrist as if there were a watch there and shrugged. “There’s probably still time.” I shrugged and gave her a long kiss.

      I pulled back and refocused on her eyes. I could still tell something was a little off. I’d known by now to trust Gwen’s instincts, so I didn’t want to immediately dismiss her concerns about trusting Isobel. “Did the wolf-kin do something that made you not trust her, other than you not being able to read her mind? Well that, and the history between satyrs and wolf-kin, of course.”

      Gwen shrugged. “I don’t know how to explain it. She is... cold. I’m usually a pretty good judge of character, but from the moment I tried to talk to her, she showed almost no emotion.”

      I nodded. “I noticed she seemed a little closed off, but her father is likely in extreme danger. She may still be in shock from it all.” I lifted my hands and placed them on Gwen’s shoulders. “Promise me you’ll at least give Isobel a chance. Who knows, maybe she’ll open up a little on our way north.”

      Gwen smiled and leaned forward, kissing me softly on the lips. “I hope so, otherwise it’s going to be a long trip.” Her sweet scent of red wine and jasmine lingered as she pulled back. “Not that I talk all that often or anything.”

      “You? Never.” I let out a small laugh. “I’m sure it will be fine, but I’ll promise you I’ll monitor her.”

      She released a long breath as if somewhat relieved. “Thank you. I’m sure the issues between wolf-kin and satyrs have long since passed, but there was a time their kind hunted ours. That was when the wolf-kin were a proud people, before they were hunted almost to the point of extinction.” She paused and gave me a devious smile. “Maybe you can eat her, before she eats me.”

      I laughed and raised my eyebrows. “All for the sake of protecting you, right?” My cock hardened just at the thought of seeing Isobel naked. I stole a quick glance over at the wolf-kin as she talked to the rest of her clan. Her bushy tail whipping lazily behind her. She intrigued me. I wonder what I could do with that tail. I remembered Gwen could read my mind as soon as I’d thought it.

      The satyr laughed and pushed up against me. “Maybe we’ll get the chance to find out.”

      I adjusted my now rock hard length and let out a sigh. “Have I ever mentioned how much I love this fucking place?”

      Gwen nodded and raised up on her hooves to kiss me. “Yes. Which is why I need you to be safe, so we can enjoy this place for a long time to come.”

      I nodded. “Well, don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen.” I cocked my head and inspected Gwen as she stood before me. She wore a set of black leather armor that hugged her hips and ass perfectly. I gave her a smile and shrugged. “Besides, I think there’s probably a good chance you could take her.”

      She scoffed. “Good chance? You better watch it, Logan West. I can still take you on my worst day.”

      “Oh? I may hold you to that.”

      Gwen smiled and her shoulders relaxed slightly. I’d need to stay on top of any drama that may arise, but for now I felt like I avoided any serious issues.

      We packed everything into Wofferd’s wagon, which he finally agreed to let us use after we bribed him with several cigars. Everyone at the manor spent the evening together at the tavern, and with the three deer and two turkeys that the wolfkin had killed earlier that day, we had a feast. I helped field dress and butcher each of their kills. Unlike the hunters I’d guided back home, who were lucky to avoid a gut shot, the kills from the wolves were clean, with hardly any damage to the usable meat at all.

      Chloe brought out some amazing smelling pastries toward the end of the night. She smiled as she held a full tray above her head, her tits nearly spilled out from her shirt. “And for tonight’s dessert, we can thank a special someone.” She turned and motioned for Dahlia to join her.

      Dahlia gave a small smile and walked over from the corner of the room, scanning everyone with a little apprehension. She absolutely despised sizable crowds. It was probably the one thing that we were identical to. She was only there because I asked if she’d join us, but I knew she’d much rather be curled up in bed or in our room with a book or learning a few new recipes that she could use her nectar to improve.

      Chloe sat the beautifully decorated pastries down in the middle of the table, prompting several ‘oohs’ and ‘ahs’ from the others gathered around, the loudest of which came from Wofferd.

      The plump man adjusted his homemade bib and licked his lips. “Come to papa.”

      I laughed and stood from the table. “Enjoy your dessert, all. I think I’m going to hit the sack. We have a long day ahead of ourselves tomorrow.”

      The wolfkin nodded and eyed me cautiously. Several of them spoke under their breath as I moved away from the table. Gwen and Dahlia joined me as I thanked Chloe for her outstanding service, yet again.

      Chloe walked over and wrapped her arms around me tightly before looking up into my eyes. “You be safe. Don’t be the hero, even though I know that’s probably hard for you.” She turned her attention to Dahlia and Gwen. “And you two, bring him back here in one piece. We’ll have a big... celebration upon your return.”

      The girls all exchanged knowing smiles, and I let a smirk rise to my lips. “I’ll look forward to that. Make sure you keep an eye on everything and I’ve already mentioned where we’re headed. If you need to, send word to the North. I’ll come back if you need me.”

      Chloe nodded and held a hand to my chest. “I will, but I can assure you, I’ll be fine here.” She lowered her hand slowly and cleared her throat, clearly trying to maintain her composure. Even though it wasn’t like her to cry, I knew she didn’t want me to go.

      I kissed her cheek and smiled. “We’ll be back soon.” I exited the tavern with Gwen and Dahlia at my sides and walked across the lush grass leading over to the manor. All signs of the attack that nearly took out the manor and the rest of the buildings were gone. The residents, and even some visitors, had done an amazing job of rebuilding. I held the front door open for the women and motioned them inside. “After you.”

      A few small lanterns lit the main room, casting long shadows across the area, giving it a slightly eerie but still comfortable vibe. I was still getting used to the fact that electricity wasn’t readily available, although it sounded as if Ambirn had some sort of energy source which was strong enough to power much of the city. I’d actually been enjoying being unplugged from the rest of society.

      “I think we need to gather whatever weapons we plan to take now.” I paused and shifted my attention to Dahlia. “I’ve seen you practicing your bow skills recently, have you gained any additional ranks in archery?”

      Dahlia smiled and lifted a bow off the wall and slung it over her shoulder. “Maybe.”

      I grinned and lifted two solid steel knives that the bear-men had given me when they arrived. The handles were fashioned out of antlers and were expertly crafted with intricate carvings. I had several very similar knives back at my Outfitters, although nothing as high quality as these were. I handed them to Gwen. “I don’t think you saw these yet. They are so sharp I bet you could slice a finger off of an attacker from two hundred yards away.”

      Gwen’s eyebrows raised in excitement as she inspected the blades. She deftly spun them around her fingers before gripping the handles and slamming them into the sheaths attached to her belt. “These are amazing. I can’t wait to try them out.”

      I returned to the small table and grabbed my 30-30, I also found a small pouch and filled it with my remaining ammo. With what was left after Striker and his men ransacked the place, and the few I’d bought off of a traveler as he passed through, I only had twelve rounds. I planned to remain steadfast in not using them unless there was absolutely no other choice.

      Besides, with my improved skills, Gwen’s Sight, Dahlia’s nature manipulation, and Chloe’s charge, paired with the skills I already had when I arrived, I’d almost eliminated the need for a weapon. It didn’t feel right if I didn’t have one, though. Even when I’d go into town back home, I’d still carry.

      I placed my spirit draining knife in a sheath on my hip. I hadn’t had much opportunity to test it out, but I had a feeling that would change soon. Now that I had a little more control of the spirit in my core, I was excited to see how well it worked.

      “Okay, is there anything else you think you’d like to bring? I want us to prepare for everything,” I asked and closed my pack.

      “Do you have any more armor you could spare?” The voice simultaneously drew all our attention toward the entrance of the armory. Isobel stepped inside the room and inspected the weapons that adorned the walls. “Not bad, mostly poor quality, but I suppose passable if you’re only needing to fight off the occasional poacher.”

      I smiled and shrugged. “Where do you think we got most of this stuff in the first place? Our smithy isn’t fully operational yet, but I’m excited to test it out once it is. I lifted a rusted sword from the table and gave it a tap against the wall. It made a dull thump and cracked in half. The top portion fell to the floor with a thud. I tossed the bottom half back on the table. “Yeah, our weapons could probably use a little work.”

      Isobel gave me a small smirk as she ambled about the room. Both Gwen and Dahlia eyed her cautiously, and I could tell that they both had reservations about the wolfkin woman.

      Isobel paused as she reached two long swords on the wall and removed the scimitar from the wall. The weapon was probably in the best shape out of anything remaining. She gave it a couple of quick swings before lowering it. She wielded it gracefully, as if she’d been using swords for years. “Do you care if I borrow this?”

      I gave her a small bow. “By all means.”

      She pulled a bag off her back and slung it up onto the table. She removed several small bottles filled with a variety of glowing liquids.

      I lifted one of the pink bottles and inspected the glowing liquid inside. “Healing potions?”

      She shook her head lightly and picked up a square green bottle. “This is a healing potion. That is a stamina potion.” She spread the remaining bottles out on the table. She had six healing potions, five stamina potions, and a few other bottles, which she said were for strength and speed. I spotted a small cylindrical bottle among the others which looked vaguely familiar. It was nearly empty but what liquid remained glowed brightly with red and green streaks.

      “What’s that one?” I asked as I held out my hand to accept it.

      She passed it over to me. “I found that one on our way here near the crossroads. It’s the remnants of an invulnerability potion. Incredibly rare, and insanely expensive. I thought I may be able to salvage a few drops.”

      I shook the bottle lightly and the colors grew brighter, lighting the entire armory with dancing red and green flashes. A thought washed over me and everything clicked. “You said you found this at the crossroads?”

      “Yeah, why?” Isobel answered nonchalantly as she inspected the other weapons throughout the room.

      I turned to Dahlia. “Remember that guy that I strangled with my vines?”

      Dahlia furrowed her brow and then nodded. “You mean the one that almost gave us away when we got onto Striker’s ship?”

      “Yes! Exactly. I’ve wondered how he survived. I saw him take a drink from a bottle or canteen right before I stabbed him. This had to be what he drank and why he survived.” I handed the bottle back to Isobel. “Let me know if you can salvage any of that. It could prove incredibly useful.”

      The wolf-kin nodded and lined it up next to the other bottles as I turned back to the shelves along the wall. I searched the entire room for a set of armor and all I found was some tattered leather, and a long, sturdy length of red cloth. It was all we had left. I held the gear out to Isobel, and she held up one of the tattered pieces of leather. She handed it back to me and with a swift movement removed her thin cloth shirt with a quick tug revealing her perky breasts. They were a little smaller than Dahlia and Gwen’s but still looked great to me. What was that saying? More than a handful is...never mind, I love breasts; I don’t discriminate.

      She picked the leather armor scraps up and to my surprise could cover most of her vital organs with what was there, and made it look damn good.

      She slipped off her pants and my eyes dropped to her well-manicured patch of fur between her legs. Isobel looked up at me and scowled as she caught me staring and turned to the side slightly. She grabbed the pants and pulled my knife from its sheath. With a quick swipe she cut a ‘V’ into the back waistband and handed the knife back to me. Slipping them on, her tail rested neatly inside the V.

      She wrapped the red cloth expertly over her breasts and behind her back, leaving a short length trailing behind her. She turned her body and craned her neck around to get a look at her new armor. “Doesn’t cover much, but it will do. Thank you.”

      Images of her well-toned body danced in my head and I realized I hadn’t responded after several seconds. “Of course. If there’s anything else I can get you before we leave tomorrow, just let me know.”

      She furrowed her brow and looked at me sternly. “Tomorrow? No, we don’t have time. We must leave now.”
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      Obviously, I would not talk any sense into the wolf woman. I admired her determination, and I was getting a little antsy to leave, anyway. It was feeling like a night before a big hunt, anyway. Most times, I had to force myself to wait for morning to roll around before heading out.

      We loaded our remaining gear into the cart and headed toward the gate before everyone had even left the tavern for the night. Wofferd stumbled out of the tavern and stopped as he spotted me atop the cart. “Logan West, you son of a bitch! Don’t forget your promise!” His words came out slightly slurred, and by the way he had to brace himself on a tree, it was apparent he was completely hammered.

      I chuckled and nodded, giving him a two finger acknowledgement as the goblin guards opened the gate along with Brazz.

      A small voice rose from behind us as we passed through. “Wait! Wait for me!”

      I spun on the seat of the cart and faced backwards, only to see Fapplejack running as fast as his legs could take him toward us. I remembered what Fap’zak had said about the goblin wanting to enter the tournament. At that moment, I realized that Fap’zak intended for me to take him all along. “Get up here, Fapplejack. You’re cutting it close!”

      I pulled back on the reins of the two large white horses leading the cart and they stopped with a huff. I leaned over the edge of the cart and held out a hand.

      Fapplejack grunted as he jumped up off the ground and grabbed a hold of my arm. I lifted him up with ease and sat him in the cargo area of the cart. He popped back out and leaned forward, his long green ears wiggled excitedly atop his head. “Thank you Logan, sir. This is my dream. I can’t believe I’m finally going to show Aurilon what goblins are truly made of!”

      “I hope you brought everything you need. We’re not turning back.” I gave him a quick nod.

      “I’m set. Careful though, my primary weapons can go off at any second, without warning,” the goblin replied as he settled back into the cart.

      I eyed him cautiously. “What weapons? Are you hiding something?”

      He lifted his balled fists and held them defensively like a boxer. He gave the air a couple quick jabs and settled back down into his spot. “Like I said, they could go off at any second. Precious cargo.”

      I shook my head and smiled. “Easy, save some for the tournament.”

      Gwen laughed sweetly and rubbed the goblin’s head playfully as he straightened against the side of the cart. He nodded slowly and hardened his face. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ve been training my entire life for this.”

      Fapplejack climbed into the back and slung his bag down next to the rest of our gear. I gave the reins a quick snap and the horses pulled forward. Gwen rode in the seat beside me while Dahlia agreed to ride in the back with Isobel and Fapplejack. Ultimately, I figured Dahlia had come to some sort of agreement with Gwen regarding Isobel. Also, Dahlia’s nature magic was a much better defensive spell than Gwen’s Sight. This way we’d be better prepared should the wolf girl force our hand.

      I steered the horses out through the gate and turned back to Fapplejack. “I’m happy for you. Do you already have your strategy all planned out?”

      “Um, strategy?” The goblin responded, a bit of apprehension rising in his voice.

      “Hmm, let’s see,” I handed the reins to Gwen and rotated my body more to face him. “How about we start with what to expect with the trials?”

      Without missing a beat, Isobel spoke up. “A bunch of over-hyped, uneducated, cocksuckers standing around in a giant circle, placing bets on their overpowered meat-bags and screaming for absolutely no reason,” she said flatly.

      “Oh, I can’t wait. You make it sound even better than I’ve dreamed!” Fapplejack responded, rubbing his hands together excitedly. “I imagine it will be everything I hoped and more.”

      Isobel rolled her eyes and turned to stare out the back of the cart.

      The goblin’s confidence and excitement intrigued me. “Let’s say they put you up against something huge, like one of those bear-men back at the manor. What would your strategy be in that instance?”

      “Oh, easy. I’m much faster than any bear-man. I only have to outrun him long enough to make him tired.”

      “Okay, and when he’s tired, then what?” I prompted.

      “I stab him in the heart.”

      I nearly choked as his answer took me off guard and started laughing. “Alright, fair enough. What if you go up against someone with a ranged attack, whether it be magic or ammunition of some sort?”

      “I dodge them long enough to make them run out of ammunition.”

      “And then you stab them?”

      “Exactly. Well, I punch them, and then stab them.” The goblin pulled out a small knife and showed a quick stab forward.

      “Easy there, Jim Bowie. Put the knife away before you put an eye out.”

      Fapplejack replaced his knife to its sheath and looked up at me curiously. “Jim Bowie?”

      “Sorry, he was a famous knife fighter where I’m from. I just want you to prepare for anything. I’ll teach you a few things on the way to keep an eye out for, like one’s tells of certain attacks, or where to attack with your knife in order to inflict the maximum amount of damage.”

      “Oh, Logan, sir, that sounds great. I have much to learn.”

      I peered into the cart and spotted a short length of rope tied to the side of Isobel’s bag. “Isobel, may I borrow your rope there for a bit?”

      She detached the rope from her bag and tossed it up front. She returned to staring out the back of the cart without a word.

      I motioned for Fapplejack to come close. “Here, let me show you something.”

      He crawled closer and leaned over the backrest of the seat to get a better view. “What are you making?”

      I quickly tied together a basic snare knot. One I’d used many times around my lodge back home to catch the occasional raccoon to keep it from getting into my trash. “Did you see how I did that?”

      The goblin furrowed his brow and grabbed the rope. He inspected the knot and slipped his hand through the loop.

      I smiled as he pulled the long end taut and tightened it around his arm. “There you go. Now, it’s your turn.”

      Fapplejack pulled the rope off his arm and untied the knot. While he worked at trying to replicate the same knot, I spun back around and faced forward.

      “Are you going to teach me how to tie that knot? It could prove… useful.” Gwen said with a sly smirk on her face.

      I returned her smile. “Absolutely.”

      I promptly taught Gwen how to tie several knots as we continued down the path toward Dunway, passing several other carts along the way. The sponsors were typically easy to spot. Most wore neatly pressed suits and bow ties and rode on the passenger side of their carts and carriages. In the cargo area of each of their carts was at least one hulking creature of some type or another, usually muscular males, many of which I’d never seen before. I easily recognized the bear-men, but there were a few that looked like lions, several with scales across their bodies, and a couple very brutish-looking ones with green scarred skin and long tusks.

      Gwen filled me in on each creature as we passed and I learned that there were lion-men, dragonkin, and the ugly green bastards were orcs. Most of them were on foot, with a few carts mixed in. Each man we passed gave our cart an odd look as they spotted the three girls and the goblin riding along with me. I gave each of them a two fingered wave and continued along the path.

      Everyone travelled in the same direction, north toward Kilney. When we reached Dunway, the city was bustling with activity. In front of the burned-out buildings, they had erected several tents with vendors selling a variety of wares at each one. I could feel the tension as we rolled through, with both human and non-human alike giving me uneasy glares. They stationed several guards throughout the town, although they didn’t seem too concerned with the random fights that were popping up as we passed through. As I watched them, I got the distinct feeling that none of them actually wanted to be there, or if the fighters took each other out before the tournament actually began.

      “Logan, sir?” Fapplejack asked from the back. “Would it be okay if we stopped briefly?”

      I noticed the goblin was holding his crotch and doing a small dance. “You know you could’ve just told me. Of course. Let’s get past a few of these tents and I’ll find a place to pull off.”

      “Thank you! Oh and look...” he said excitedly.

      I turned to see what he was talking about, and he held up the rope with a perfect snare knot tied into it. “Hey, there you go. Keep practicing. Once you master that one, I’ll show you a few harder ones.”

      Dahlia shifted uncomfortably as we passed through town. I caught her eyes as we neared the bakery where the witch had held her hostage for years. She kept her focus on the half burned out building, her face emotionless as we approached.

      I reached back and held my hand on her shoulder. She reached up and rested her hand on top of mine, moving her finger slowly. I waited until we were out of sight of the bakery and pulled the cart off the side of the road next to the frame of a burned out cottage.

      Fapplejack jumped out of the cart, hurried out of sight, and relieved himself behind a small boulder. I held out my hand and helped Dahlia down. I moved toward the back to help Isobel but stopped as she stood and gave me a look that seemed to say, ‘If you don’t think I can get out of the cart by myself, I’ll kill you.’ She jumped out and landed gracefully on her feet a short distance away.

      Gwen interlocked her arm with Dahlia’s and turned toward the vendors near the bakery. “We’re going to grab some food for the rest of our trip up to Kilney. Any requests?”

      I held up my hand. “I’m coming with you. I don’t trust about 99% of the men we passed as we came into the city.”

      Gwen reached down to her side and pulled out one of her knives. “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”

      I shook my head and motioned the girls forward. I would not leave them alone even for two seconds with these men and monsters. I watched the women walk in front of me toward the tents, swinging wide of the bakery and staying on the opposite side of the road. Dahlia’s expressionless response to the shop on the way through told me pretty much everything I needed to know. She normally wore her expressions outright. I could read her much easier than either Gwen or Chloe, not to mention the dead giveaway of the shifting colors of her petals depending on her mood. Her reserved stare let me know that if she had the chance, she’d ensure that bakery would never come into existence again. Isobel remained quiet at my side as we neared the vendors and the gathered crowd. The sound of hurried footsteps pulled my attention behind us.

      “Ah, am I too late? I was going to see if they could pick me up a few wormed pies,” Fapplejack said as he attempted to catch his breath.

      Isobel’s face twisted in disgust. “Wormed pies? Why would anyone in their right mind want to eat that?”

      Fapplejack’s expression dropped. “They’re my favorite. I used to eat them when I was younger, but I haven’t had one in nearly twenty years.”

      I whipped my head toward the goblin and examined him. “Exactly how old are you?”

      Fapplejack laughed and straightened. “Funny you should ask. Tomorrow is my name day. I’ll be thirty, sir.”

      I paused and contemplated the world where I currently lived. From what I’d experienced until this point, the length of day was nearly identical to that of September on Earth. “Thirty years?”

      “Yes, is something wrong?” The goblin responded as if it were completely normal.

      “No, nothing’s wrong, I just expected you to be much...”

      “Older?”

      “Ye....no, I mean no, I thought you were younger.”

      Fapplejack shrugged. “Must be all those wormed pies.”

      I turned my attention to an enormous, lavish cart adorned with several golden cherubs at each corner. A skinny, almost frail man in a white suit with a bright pink bow tie pulled the cart in the middle of the gathered crowd. He tipped the brim of his obnoxiously huge white top hat. “Mornin’.”

      Isobel meandered toward me and spoke under her breath as she neared. “This is a terrible man. Be careful.” In the back of the man’s cart was an enormous box or crate hidden underneath a velvety purple blanket, with a woman placed at each side. “Dragon-kin,” Isobel said, taking a couple of steps back.

      The man pulled out a black cane with a shiny purple stone at the end. He looked like what I imagined Colonel Sanders would look like if he were a pimp.

      He moved to the back side of the cart and flipped the rear down like a tailgate on a pickup truck. “Come on out, ladies.” He gave me a small smile as he helped each of the dragon women off the cart, kissing the backs of each of their hands as he lowered them.

      The women lined up behind him, their huge tits nearly bursting out from their tight leather tops, touching him awkwardly like he was the lead singer in a bad 80s music video. He straightened his bow tie and pushed his slicked black hair back with one hand. He offered out his free hand toward me with a shit-eating grin. “The name’s Amos Moses, and you’re looking at the sponsor of this year’s tournament champion. And who may you be?”
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      “Logan West,” I accepted his outstretched hand and gave it a shake. “Amos Moses, you said?” The name sounded familiar, and I realized it was the name of one of my favorite Jerry Reed songs.

      The man nodded. “Yes, that’s right.” Amos wore thin white gloves, and his hands were small, almost feminine. I thought I was going to crush the bones in his hand as I shook it.

      He pulled his hand back and rubbed it tenderly. “Well, Logan West, you’re quite the brute yourself.” He chuckled and cocked his head. “So, are you as excited as everyone else about my champion this year?”

      “I’m sorry, should I know who your champion is?”

      Amos laughed obnoxiously, playing up to the crowd. “What do you all think, should he know who this year’s champion is going to be?” He raised his arms into the sky as if he were the ringleader of a circus, trying to get the crowd to respond.

      Several monsters and humans gathered around, most trying to get a view of Amos’s cart.

      Fapplejack pushed through the crowd and appeared at my feet. “The only two that have a chance at winning this year’s tournament are Logan and me. You may as well pack it up now and save the theatrics.”

      Amos stepped back as if taken off-guard and burst out into laughter. “A goblin as a champion?! Oh, that’s just too much.” He paused and looked me up and down for a second before shaking his head. “I appreciate your friend’s confidence, but once you see what I have in store, you are going to think twice about entering, I can promise you that.”

      I stared at the man. He was obviously a good showman, but he reeked of desperation. “I’m confident in what I’m capable of. Good luck, though.”

      I knew it wasn’t the response the man was looking for and it soon became obvious he wasn’t going to drop it. He stepped forward, away from his dragon women, and held his arms out to his sides. “Ladies and gentlemen, wait until you see what I have in store for you all this year!”

      A sizeable crowd had gathered around his cart, curious what was under the large tarp.

      Isobel shifted closer to me as Amos’s glance fell to her. He gave her a forced smile and quickly shifted his attention back to the gathered crowd. I felt her tug on my shirt slightly, as if trying to warn me of something. She didn’t need to though; I was already on guard. I didn’t trust this man.

      Amos rubbed his hands together. “I’ll show you. Nymona, will you do the honors? Let’s show them our champion.”

      Each of the women left his side slowly, moving like game show models revealing a new car or some other fancy shit that never lived up to the hype. Their scaly tails whipped back and forth behind them, and their wings stretched out to their sides. They positioned themselves around the cart and one particular dragon woman, who I presumed to be Nymona, walked to the end of the cart and gripped the sides of the tarp.

      With a quick tug, she pulled the cloth off. It fluttered to the ground and settled a short distance away. By this time, many others had joined, each packing in close around us, curious what the strange man was about to reveal.

      It wasn’t actually a crate, but an iron cage. Inside was the meanest looking creature I’d seen yet. Its massive fur covered body pushed outward against the bars and its muscular arms actually spilled out each side of the bars like a fat guy in an airplane seat. Two massive horns extended out from its cow-like head, and a thick bronze ring hung from its slightly moist nose. It let out a roar and its black eyes landed on me.

      I stared back, taking in the creature’s massive size, but did not back away as many others did. Isobel stayed right at my side as Gwen and Isobel crossed back over from near the bakery.

      Isobel’s hand hovered over the sword she’d grabbed earlier.

      Amos held his hands out at his sides and let out a loud laugh. “Feast your eyes on the future champion of the one-hundredth Tournament of Aurilon!”

      The gathered crowd gasped in unison, and some even cheered.

      I cocked my head and shifted my eyes from the minotaur back to Amos. “Not bad.”

      “Not bad? Not bad?! He’s more than not bad! I’ve spent good money on this champion, I know he’ll not let me down.” He fished a key ring out of his pocket and held up a single silver key in the air. “How about we let him look around, he probably needs to stretch?”

      Fapplejack moved toward the cart and looked up at the gigantic beast. “If you let that monster out of his cage, I promise you he won’t be leaving here alive.” The goblin moved his neck to the left and right as if preparing himself for a fight.

      I nodded. “You’ll be taking quite an unnecessary risk if you release him here. Why not save him for the tournament?”

      Isobel grabbed her sword and moved into a slightly defensive position. She shifted her gaze to Amos. “What have you done to that minotaur? He’s not in his right mind. Something is off.”

      Amos shook his head and held his hands out in front of his chest. “Oh, I’ve not done anything except sedate him for the trip. A brief stretch may do him good.”

      I turned toward Isobel and furrowed my brow. “Are you able to see something I’m not able to?” Before she answered, I used my Sight skill. I hoped to gather some information, but when I activated it, I couldn’t see anything. One thing I’d noticed since receiving the Sight skill was that monsters were much harder to use it on than other humans were.

      Isobel pointed toward the minotaur with her sword and leaned closer to me. “Look at his eyes, something isn’t right.”

      I turned my glance to the enormous beast’s eyes and saw a bit of cloudiness in his eyes. The minotaur laughed and spoke, his voice scratchy and a little unnerving. “Prepare to die, human. I’m going to fucking destroy you.”

      Dahlia and Gwen spread out slightly and readied their weapons. Gwen kept her eyes focused on the massive beast, her knives held ready to slash. Dahlia brought her vines up to her wrists and her petals turned a dark shade of violet as she eyed the dragon-kin circling around the minotaur.

      I braced myself and held my position as he let out an ear-splitting roar. Several of the gathered onlookers fled from the scene, while others pushed closer and exchanged money amongst themselves. I knew they were taking bets on who was going to win, or die.

      I lowered my hand down to my waist and hovered over my knife. I’d had my run-ins with plenty of pissed off creatures in the past. This one really didn’t seem any different, besides the fact that they had it caged. I calmly turned to Amos. “Impressive, although, I agree with the wolf-kin, it looks like something may be wrong with him.”

      Amos let out a hearty laugh. “Wrong?! There’s nothing wrong with him. Let me show you.”

      I closed my hand over my spirit draining knife and prepared to pull it out of its sheath. “No, I’d rather you not. He looks a little... unstable.”

      “Mona, please release Viares.” Amos waved a hand dramatically toward the cage and the four dragon women moved forward and gripped a side of the cage.

      I held an arm out instinctively to keep the women and Fapplejack behind me. I took a step forward, placing myself between the cage and the women.

      Nymona removed a pin, releasing the cage door. It swung open and smashed into the side of the cart with a loud crash. The minotaur rose and let out a guttural roar. He stretched his massive arms and stepped out of the back.

      Amos clapped his hands and smiled. “Very good, very good! Come my champion, show these unbelievers what they’re up against.”

      “I’m pretty sure we never said a damn thing about your champion. Why don’t you save it for the tournament?” I remained planted firmly in place and removed my knife from its sheath. I knew it wouldn’t do much, but I was pretty sure this man didn’t know what other skills I possessed.

      “Oh, Mr. West, that knife will not save you.” Amos let out a thunderous laugh as the minotaur stepped closer.

      The crowd surrounding our carts had grown quite large by this point.

      Gwen called out from behind. “What should we do, Logan?”

      I responded while keeping my eyes focused on the approaching minotaur. “It appears Mr. Moses here wants to prove a point. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t know what he’s about to get himself or his champion into. Stay near me.”

      Gwen let out a laugh as she joined my side. Dahlia gave me a small smirk as she stepped forward.

      Viares huffed and glared at us with his blood-red eyes. “All the better. Do you need any more protectors, or is this it?” His long curved horns atop his head shifted toward the ground as something appeared by his giant feet.

      “Get back. If you’re going to attack them, you must get through me first!” Fapplejack stood with a length of rope in his hands and an angry scowl on his face. “Go on, make your move.”

      My heart sank. I appreciated the goblin’s loyalty, but he was about to get fucking stomped.

      Amos laughed and dismissed the goblin. “Go ahead, Viares. Try not to make too much of a mess.”

      The minotaur rushed forward before Fapplejack was ready, landing a hoof directly to the goblin’s midsection with a sickening crack. Fapplejack flew back and landed in a heap on the ground. Before the minotaur could take another step, I activated my Charge skill. I closed the distance between us like a flash of lightning and my shoulder connected solidly with the minotaur’s ribcage. I felt his ribs crack under the force of my blow, prompting a loud roar from the beast.

      I spun behind his back, still seeing red from his attack on Fapplejack, and brought my knife screaming down. To my surprise, the knife did not cause even as much as a scratch on the minotaur’s back. I jabbed forward a second time with the same result. The blade was completely worthless.

      Viares laughed and spun backwards, landing a giant forearm to my shoulder. “Your weapons are useless. Give up before you hurt yourself.”

      I dodged his next attack and rolled forward. Gwen and Isobel circled and avoided the minotaur’s massive fists, while Dahlia’s vine stretched out from her wrist like a leash. I called out as I scrambled to my feet. “Dahlia, get his legs.”

      Dahlia nodded and pushed her arm forward, sending a thick vine forward which hit its mark and wrapped itself around one of his thick legs. She called out as she held the vine with both hands. “I don’t know how long I can hold him!”

      Viares struggled against the wrapping vine, shaking his leg vigorously to free himself.

      Gwen and Isobel rushed forward and sliced at the trapped beast with their blades. A couple of light streaks of blood rose to the minotaur’s chest where they’d cut him, otherwise it was more of the same. They each managed around five swipes before Viares swung forward.

      A second before he landed a punch, I dove forward and pushed them out of the way, taking the brunt of the minotaur’s massive fist in my kidney. Gwen and Isobel rolled down onto the ground and were surrounded by guards, who prevented them from reentering the fight.

      Gwen kicked back with her hooved foot and landed a direct shot on the guard’s balls, sending him to his knees. Isobel spun and helped Gwen deal with the guards.

      I got back to my feet and refocused on Viares. He struggled against the vines around his legs for several seconds before shifting his attention to Dahlia. He grabbed the exposed vine which remained connected to her wrist and wrapped it around his boulder-sized fist. Before I could slice the vine free, he gave it a fierce tug, pulling Dahlia toward him and catching her in one of his fur-covered palms.

      I instinctively grabbed Fapplejack’s discarded strap of rope on the ground and moved back in front of Viares. He squeezed down, prompting a small squeak from Dahlia. I loosened the loop at one end and rushed forward. The beast took a wild swing and missed me by inches.

      I jumped forward and met my mark. The loop fell over one of his long curved horns and when I pulled the long end, tightened around it. I fell back to the ground, gripping the end of the rope, and dragged his head down with all of my weight. His roar echoed against the backdrop of the tents and burnt-out buildings surrounding us. Dahlia fell free from his grip and rolled onto the ground. The gathered men and monsters all let out a cheer. I wasn’t sure if they were cheering for me or the minotaur, but I didn’t give a shit.

      Amos yelled from nearby. “Get that rope off your horn, Viares! He’s making you look weak! Show him what you’re made of!”

      The minotaur pulled his head up violently and lifted my body up off the ground a couple feet. I clung to the rope and rolled across his wide muscular back to his opposite side. He stumbled and I pulled it tight, twisting the minotaur’s head violently to the left and flipped his body down onto the ground.

      Amos screamed out with intense anger, spit flying from his mouth, pissed his precious little champion wasn’t winning. It gave me a little short-lived satisfaction seeing Amos seethe. I concentrated on my arm and brought a solid vine out of my wrist as Dahlia had. My nature manipulation skill was only Specialist, rank three, but my vines had been much stronger over the past few days. There was an audible gasp from everyone who had gathered as the vine became visible to everyone.

      A young boy yelled out over the crowd. “Look mother, the man has leaves coming from his arms.”

      An older man followed up with his own commentary. “The freak! Careful, he may be a shifter!”

      I didn’t like where this was headed. I broke the vines from my wrist so I wouldn’t attract more attention than I needed and avoided Viares’s sweeping horns. I scrambled to my feet and before my attacker could regain his footing; I kicked him in the snout. He shot back in surprise, staring at me with fiery eyes. Now fully enraged, he lunged forward. As he neared, I took advantage of his momentum. I swung my knife forward as he came within striking distance, sinking the blade deep inside the beast’s left nostril. A pool of blood appeared in the corners of his eyes as he blinked in shock. Fighting Viares reminded me of a hog hunt I’d been on in West Texas. Mean bastards with a lot of fight in them, but even they were much smarter than this minotaur I was currently fighting.

      I stepped back and kicked forward. My heel landed on the butt of the knife and pushed it deeper inside the beast’s head.

      Viares let out a pained roar and swung his arms wildly. He nearly hit Dahlia again but I shifted in between the beast and her so she could get to safety. I pulled the knife out with a sickening slurp and the minotaur struggled to his feet. He released an unnerving laugh as blood poured from his nose. “After I kill you, I’m going to fuck your girls, kill them, and eat your little fucking goblin for dessert. I am...”

      Before he could get out another word, I activated my Charge skill once more. I flew forward with my knife held firmly in hand. I smashed into the minotaur and the sound of shattering bone filled the air. This time my blade not only broke skin, but shattered the minotaur’s skull. I released my grip on the handle and pulled my gore covered hand out from inside of the minotaur’s head. Viares struggled to his feet and laughed. My knife handle was barely visible and sunk in the middle of the bastard’s forehead.

      Amos stepped forward, a look of disbelief on his face. “My champion, what did you do to my champion?!”

      The minotaur coughed, sending a spray of blood from his mouth. He took a wobbly step forward toward me and raised a fist to strike. He brought it down with intensity.

      Instead of dodging to either side, I rushed forward. I’d always known that one key to hand to hand combat was to close the distance between my attacker and me. If he couldn’t swing his arms or get his body behind a punch, the amount of damage that he was going to inflict was negligible.

      His head followed his fist to the ground and came down to my level, I gripped the handle of my knife that remained wedged deep inside his skull. With a quick turn of my wrist, I felt the hole in his head become larger. The bones around the blade crunched as it spun.

      I closed my eyes for a moment and saw hundreds of spirit strands flowing out from the wound as if my blade was drawing them out of him.

      He let out another roar and tried to swing at me with his opposite hand, but I was in too close to his body.

      I kept my eyes closed and concentrated on the wound in Viares’s skull. I took a deep breath and concentrated on the spirit flowing from his head. I blocked out all other distractions in my mind, as if I were back at the manor cultivating with Master Teng and slowed my breathing. The strands of spirit bent and, just as if I’d redirected a river, they flowed into me and sunk into my core. The minotaur’s two gigantic hands wrapped around my neck and the crowd released a collective gasp. I kept my eyes closed, bringing the spirit into my core, concentrating on each strand as it coiled around the others.

      Viares tightened his grip and laughed again. My bones felt as if they were about to snap at any moment, but I’d almost drained the beast of all of his spirit, I wasn’t about to give up. The last colorful strand drained from the minotaur’s core and darted into mine. I opened my eyes in time to see Viares’s eyes turn gray and lifeless. A second later, the beast dropped to his knees.

      Amos let out a roar from nearby as his champion fell limp into a heap on the ground. He ran up to me and screamed into my face. “You don’t know what you’ve just done!”
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      I pulled my knife out of the minotaur’s head and wiped it clean on the dead beast’s hair covered chest. I turned my attention to Amos, who was crouched over his champion, shaking him furiously. “I’m pretty sure I just saved not only my life, but several others. Why would you unleash him like that, especially if you weren’t willing to accept the risk that this could happen? Did you really think you were proving a point? Fucking Idiot.”

      Before Amos could respond, I turned to check on the others. All three girls stood together, all three with awestruck expressions, much like those gathered around to view the fight. I tucked a few strands of hair behind Gwen’s ear and eyed her cautiously. “Are you okay?” I waited a few seconds for her to respond, but all she could do was stare at me with her big pale blue eyes. I smiled and bent to give her a kiss. “Let’s keep the hand to hand combat to things that are not ten times your size.”

      She let out a quiet laugh and wiped a small trail of blood from her forehead. “I’ll try to remember that. I forget sometimes that things can injure me. You give me so much confidence in what I’m capable of, that I didn’t even think twice to attack him.”

      “You’re an amazing fighter, just remember to use your skills, you’re much too talented to get into a fist fight with minotaurs.” Gwen nodded and blushed slightly. I could tell she agreed. Gwen was much better at stealth and using her wits in battle, melee was not her specialty, and she knew it. I hoped she’d be more careful in the future, but with Gwen, that probably wasn’t going to happen.

      I turned to Dahlia who was standing wobbly by the cart. “Are you okay?” She looked exhausted, but had avoided any serious injury.

      Dahlia nodded shyly as she glanced around at the gathered crowd, many of whom were now inspecting the dead minotaur on the ground.  “Yes, thanks to you. There was something wrong with him. Minotaurs rarely attack unless provoked. Also, his reflexes. He was much quicker than minotaur are known for.”

      Amos let out a frustrated scream. “Do you have any idea how much you just cost me? I’ve won eight of the last ten tournaments. You provoked him, and I demand payment. You do not want my brother to catch wind of this.”

      “Provoked him? You were putting on a fucking show. If you could’ve kept your ego in check, you’d still have your champion.” I shook my head and turned my attention to the goblin on the ground. I took a deep breath as I approached and knelt at his motionless body. I held a hand to his chest and to my surprise it lifted slightly. I looked up and met Gwen’s eyes. “He’s still alive. We need to find someone that can heal him. I don’t think he’s going to hold on for too much longer.”

      Isobel fished out her healing potions and handed them to me. “You can try these, but I’m not sure they will be strong enough for what he needs.”

      I accepted them and quickly poured them down the goblin’s throat. I was hopeful as I coaxed the liquid down his throat, but my hope faded as nothing changed.

      Dahlia knelt next to me. “The old woman’s bakery. She had a secret stash of potions in her floorboards. I know she had a few healing potions in there.”

      I stood and glanced at the bakery across from us. “Perfect. Hurry and go with Gwen. Bring back whatever you find.”

      She grabbed Gwen’s arm and they rushed off together, pushing through the crowd to the old bakery.

      Isobel dusted herself off, favoring a wound to her leg. She spoke only loud enough for me to hear. “Be careful, he’s a very powerful man. That brother he mentioned? It’s the King. I don’t like our chances of getting out of here without a scene.”

      I shook my head. “Of course it’s the King’s brother. I wouldn’t expect much less at this point.”

      I lifted Fapplejack’s limp body and turned to face Amos. Several guards finally closed in and it became clear whose side they were on as they surrounded us. A guard stood with a bow nocked atop a cart and I knew if I didn’t do something in the next two seconds; I was about to lose any chance of us getting out of here unscathed. I stood and met Amos’s eyes as he motioned his four dragon girls toward us. At this point, I knew there was only one way I was going to get out of this situation alive, and get myself closer to my ultimate goal. “I’ll be your champion.”

      Amos froze and sputtered. “You?! A champion? That’s rich. What makes you think that you have what it takes to win the tournament?”

      “Did I not just defeat your champion? I think that should be enough proof right there.” I kicked toward Viares’s motionless body sending a small dust cloud into the air.

      Amos hesitated and glanced at the minotaur on the ground for several seconds. He patted his head with a pink polka dotted handkerchief before responding. “And I suppose you want the tournament prize if I win?”

      “I’m willing to split it with you, fifty-fifty.”

      Amos scoffed and quickly shot back. “eighty-twenty.”

      “Fifty-fifty,” I responded evenly, keeping my eyes locked on his.

      The man let out a nervous laugh as he glanced down to my wrists. I knew he must have seen the vines I almost shot out from them while I was fighting. He looked thoughtfully for a moment before responding. “Well, um...”

      I grabbed one of the minotaur’s hulking arms and used it to flip him over onto his back. Black goo ran out of his eyes and down his face. An audible groan from the gathered crowd rose as fresh blood seeped out of the knife wound in his forehead.

      Amos swallowed hard and nodded. “You have yourself a deal. Don’t make me regret this decision.”

      I wiped the knife clean on my pants before placing it back in its sheath. “I expect for those traveling with me to be granted the same courtesy.” I said it loud enough for everyone gathered to hear it. “I’ll not hesitate to kill any man, woman, or beast who gives even so much as a scratch to any of them. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Quite. As I expect you’ll do everything needed to prepare for the tournament. You realize what that entails, don’t you?” Amos responded, pushing the dead minotaur’s arm out of the way with his cane.

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      “Great, great. Well, Logan West, you have yourself a sponsor.” Amos turned and went back to playing up to the crowd.

      After several minutes I heard Gwen and Dahlia rushing back to the cart.

      Gwen held up a small bottle as she approached. “Logan, I’ve got it.”

      I cleared an area in the back of the cart and set Fapplejack down carefully. His breaths came out strained and when I used my Sight, I could tell from the number of spirit strands he had remaining that he was barely hanging on.

      Gwen handed the bottle to Dahlia. She popped the cork with one hand and brought the bottle to the goblin’s lips.

      I met her eyes and then opened Fapplejack’s mouth slightly. “Careful, make sure it all goes in.”

      Dahlia ran her free hand down along his face and whispered to him as she poured. “That’s it, drink it all up. You’ll be good as new soon.”

      Several seconds passed and the goblin’s breathing returned to normal, but he remained unconscious. Gwen moved close to me and held her hand in the middle of my back. “He’s going to survive. We won’t know the full extent of his injuries right away.”

      I took a deep breath as a big gust of wind blew past. “As long as he survives. Thank you. Will you two make sure he’s comfortable before we head out?”

      Dahlia shifted her attention up to me. “We’re going back to the manor, right?”

      I shook my head. “No, I offered to take the minotaur’s place.”

      Gwen’s head spun toward me. “You what?! When did that happen?”

      “When I was out of options. Well that, and I found out that he’s the King’s brother.”

      “That? Is the King’s brother?!” Gwen said, motioning with her head toward Amos who was shaking hands with several of the other sponsors who’d arrived.

      I shrugged and smiled. “I didn’t believe it myself, but Isobel has run into this man before. She knows what he's capable of.”

      Isobel joined us and kept a cautious eye on Amos. “He’s known throughout the North, especially the Frozen Reach. Typically, he recruits the strongest fighters by promising their family’s safety by escorting them to a land untouched by the King. Although, no one has ever seen any of the tournament champions or their families for many years. The rumor is that he has them killed and immediately recruits his next champion.”

      I was intrigued at the prospect of what actually happened to the families. “Where is this land where he supposedly takes their families?”

      Isobel shrugged. “I’ve heard it’s somewhere not too far from the Capitol. A place called Apex Isle, but I’ve never seen it. It’s been said that it is in the middle of the Mystic Vale, but I’m not so certain it exists. Supposedly that’s where they took my family members after they won, but I seriously doubt it. I think the King has Amos do his dirty work for him, which includes killing the champions.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “That is the reputation that the Corlinius family has achieved after taking out the Whitehalls. The Whitehalls were fair and just, or at least they tried to be. Aurilon has been in a downward spiral ever since Augustus’s father killed King Whitehall all those years ago.”

      It was obvious to me that I’d need to do some more research on Aurilon, specifically what happened with the Whitehall and Corlinius families. I leaned over to ensure Fapplejack was breathing before continuing. “So, what else do you know about Amos?”

      Isobel shrugged and stole a quick glance at Amos who was rubbing his hands awkwardly over his dragon women. “Unfortunately, not much else. I know Amos doesn’t live with the other members of the royal family, but he’s still required to do things for the royal court. I’ve heard he doesn’t live too far away from the Capitol, but I’ve never seen where. I also imagine if you do enough searching of the area where he does live, we’d probably discover the extent of the current regime’s crimes.”

      Amos clapped his hands as he climbed down off of his cart with a smug look of satisfaction. “What do you say, Logan West? Shall we get started?”

      “I’ll be staying with my cart, the women that came with me, and the goblin. We’ll follow you north to Kilney when you’re ready.”

      “Suit yourself, but make sure you get some rest. You have your first trial tomorrow and you must win your round convincingly.” Amos replied, rubbing his hands together nervously.

      “What happens if it’s not convincing?”

      “You’ll be killed.” Amos said matter-of-factly.

      I furrowed my brow. “Seems a little harsh. Why wouldn’t they just send the losers back home?”

      Amos shook his head and straightened his mustache. “Incentive. The King wants only the best fighters from Aurilon. If someone throws a fight, then where is the incentive to win if you know you can just go home if you can somehow survive.” He paused and laughed. “Oh, no. Trust me when I say, everyone fighting tomorrow will give it their all, because, in all honesty, their lives depend on it.” He lifted his arms into the air, his cane firmly in his grasp and called out to everyone who was still gathered. “Get ready for a show tomorrow ladies and gentlemen!”

      “Guess I better show up to fight,” I said and glanced down to the motionless minotaur.

      Amos lowered his arms and spoke under his breath so the others couldn’t hear him. “If, and I mean if, you somehow win your trial, then it will be imperative that you listen to me and your trainers.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll pass the trial. There’s no doubt in my mind.” I paused. “Who are the trainers?”

      Amos turned slowly and motioned toward the four dragon women who now looked like they all wanted to jump me simultaneously. Actually, I wasn’t sure if they wanted to kill me or fuck me, or something in between.

      I shook my head. “I think I’ll be alright. I have three amazing warriors with me and I’ve seen my share of fights. I can handle it.”

      “Fair enough. Don’t worry, I won’t hold it against you when you come crawling back asking for mercy.” He laughed and poked the dead minotaur one last time. “I suggest you get some rest Logan, you’re going to need it.”

      The man walked back to his cart, and all four women swarmed him. “Come on ladies, let’s eat. Tomorrow we’ll see if we have a genuine contender.” The women stole glances back over to me and a couple even licked their lips while they stared.

      A large man met Amos as he walked back to his cart and I could tell he was pissed. He was pointing toward the body of Viares on the ground, and from what I could gather, he wasn’t happy about the fact the minotaur was dead. Amos held his hands up defensively and then wrapped an arm around the man as he led him into his carriage to presumably smooth things over.

      Two of the dragon-kin women escorted us back to our cart. Gwen leaned over the edge of the cart as I approached and grabbed my face. She looked up to the dragon women and kissed me passionately. I wrapped a hand around the back of her head and returned her kiss, remaining locked with her lips for several seconds. She pulled back and gave a smug glare toward the dragon-kin.

      Isobel caught what Gwen was doing and a small smirk rose to her mouth as she climbed in the back of the cart.

      I chuckled lightly. “Hey,” I waited for Gwen’s eyes to meet mine. “You have nothing to worry about. I’m yours and you’re mine.”

      Gwen gave me a devious smile. “I know, but there’s nothing wrong with making them a little jealous, is there? You’re going to be the next champion of Aurilon after all, might as well take advantage.” I gave her a smile and helped the others into the cart.

      The gathered travelers and potential fighters got a free show, and now that the odds-on favorite had been killed, there was a constant buzz in the air. The sun dropped below the horizon by the time all the chaos calmed.

      We sat in a circle in the back of the cart with our backs to its walls. Fapplejack laid directly in the center. The goblin remained asleep, occasionally whimpering in pain for several seconds before falling silent.

      I met Dahlia’s eyes and pointed to her bag. “Were you able to find any more useful potions back at the bakery?”

      She opened the bag at her side and pulled out four small bottles. “Only one additional healing potion. The others are stamina, focus, and strength potions.”

      “Hmm, those could possibly prove useful tomorrow at the trial.” I paused and refocused on her green eyes. “Thank you for going back there. I know that was probably the last place you wanted to go again.”

      She blushed and smiled shyly. “I would do anything for you, you know that.”

      I met her eyes and grinned. “I do.”

      Dahlia’s jade eyes sparkled slightly as she smiled and turned her attention to the goblin lying on the floor of the cart. “Besides, I knew it was our best chance to save Fapplejack. I hate seeing him in such pain.”

      I nodded and ran my hand down along her arm. “I know what you mean. That goblin is braver than most men I’ve ever met.”

      Isobel spoke up from across the fire from me. “I don’t get it.” Her tone was more inquisitive than accusing.

      I cocked my head and looked at her curiously. “Don’t get what exactly?”

      “Why are these two so willing to do anything you ask?” She shook her head. “And the fact that you treat them with respect. I know you’re bonded to them, but I’ve never seen or even heard of a human treating non-humans the way you do.”

      “I think I’ll take that as a compliment.” I gave her a small smile.

      She shook her head as if she were trying to process my actions. “You didn’t hesitate to protect them earlier.”

      “No, of course not. I’d die for either of them in a heartbeat.” I caught both Gwen's and Dahlia’s eyes, and both were looking at me like the dragon women were earlier.

      Isobel shook her head. “No, not just them. But, you didn’t hesitate to protect me as well. You ensured that I stayed out of harm’s way.” She stopped and shifted her eyes up from the floor to meet mine. “Thank you.”

      I hadn’t seen this side of Isobel since I’d met her, and I was sure she would revert to her normal serious self soon, but as I looked at her I kept getting an overwhelming feeling of wanting her, of bonding with her.
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      We ate in the back of our cart, not necessarily on purpose, but we had several sponsors approach us and offer food and wine to thank me for taking out the minotaur. Before we could even finish what we had, a new sponsor would approach with more.

      Gwen wasn’t complaining. The others had brought us our fill of wine. Even she was having a hard time drinking what we had, and that was almost unheard of. She refilled my cup and then hers as she scooted close to me. “We need to have you kill potential champions more often. This is some of the best wine I’ve ever had.” She downed her cup and immediately poured herself a refill.

      “I’m not a wine guy, but I’d have to agree. This stuff actually tastes amazing.” I took a drink of my wine and set my wooden mug down slowly.

      Gwen let out a slightly tipsy laugh. “Wait until I tell my sisters about this. They’re going to be so jealous.”

      I grinned. “You’re evil.”

      She nuzzled up closer to me. “And you like it.”

      Gwen had a point, I absolutely loved her devious nature. When I was around her, I had an insane urge to dance and sing along with her. That was definitely new. Although, I’d discovered there was a charm that satyrs could cast on others which often made them feel this way.

      Gwen admitted to charming me when we first met, and it was part of the reason I couldn’t resist taking her right in front of the fireplace that night, even though she had been badly injured.

      Recently, she actually got me to dance, twice. Thankfully she has hooves, instead of toes, otherwise I surely would’ve broken them all with my less than graceful coordination.

      She couldn’t get me to sing, though. I left that to her. Her voice was amazing and if I had to guess what an angel sounded like, it was her. She made herself comfortable next to me and sang softly, just loud enough for us to hear it in the wagon.

      As Gwen’s voice rose, I sensed a calm wash over each of us. Isobel’s shoulders visibly relaxed as she sank into the back of the cart and let out a long breath.

      Dahlia gave me a sweet look as she sat across from me and created a small yellow flower in her hand. She leaned forward and handed it to me. “Here you go, a kiss.” This was one of the many ways that Dahlia showed her love for me. She created the most intricately designed flowers I’d ever seen and would leave them for me throughout the day. She’d also increased her rank recently, which provided her even better control of creating her beautiful designs.

      I gripped her hand lightly and kissed it as I accepted the flower. “Thank you.”

      Isobel scoffed lightly and rolled her eyes. “You guys are too much.” She let her eyes linger on Dahlia’s hand in mine just long enough for me to recognize a hint of sadness, almost longing in her face. I reminded myself that she’d lost almost her entire family, just like Dahlia and even Gwen.

      Where I had willingly left my family behind, they each didn’t have a choice. I’m sure my outward signs of affection were not exactly easy for the wolf-kin to ignore.

      We finished our dinner and took turns checking on the goblin. We moved him toward the front of the cart and placed several crates around him, draping a piece of cloth across the top in order to keep the whipping wind off of him for the night.

      Amos retreated to his carriage and disappeared inside with his four companions. His excited voice filled the air, becoming more slurred as the night progressed. “Ladies, ladies, there’s enough of me to go around, please, let’s not be hasty.” Several giggles rose before his carriage finally fell silent about an hour later.

      Amos’s voice wasn’t the only one filling the air throughout the night. The voices of the other men and their champions, mostly arguments, permeated the night. Every half hour a new fight would break out and the cheering would start all over again. A constant stream of new combatants passed through Dunway well into the night. Each time they passed our cart they stared as if they were sizing up their competition.

      After about the tenth cart, I stopped paying nearly as much attention, unless it was a new type of fighter I’d not seen before. One that stood out was a man who was at least fifteen feet tall. He carried a large spiked club in one hand and was led through town by a thick metal collar around his neck. He stopped in front of our cart and stared at me. His eyes looked similar to the minotaur’s earlier. Cloudy gray and lifeless. It was as if something had a hold of his will.

      “Isobel, have you noticed those fighter’s eyes?” I asked as they led away the giant.

      “I have. It’s almost as if they are under some sort of spell.” She watched the giant as he lumbered to the north.

      “Have the sponsors cast spells in the past in order to control their champions? That giant’s eyes looked exactly the same as the minotaur’s eyes did earlier.”

      Dahlia rifled through her bag and pulled out a bottle I’d not seen before. She held it up and showed me. “I think I know what’s happening to them. I forgot I grabbed this one when I was back at the bakery.”

      I accepted the bottle from her and held it in my palm. It was about the size and shape of a shotgun shell and had only a few drops of pink liquid remaining inside. I inspected it before shifting my gaze back on Dahlia. “What is it?”

      “That’s what the witch used to keep me under her command all of those years, an influence potion. She forced me to drink it, usually about once a week. It took away my will to do anything but listen to her. Fortunately, it had worn off about an hour before you saved me that day. Otherwise, I probably would’ve fought to stay with her, even though I wanted out of there worse than anything in my life.” She took a deep breath before continuing. “After seeing the eyes of Viares, and the others who’ve passed through here, I believe many of them may be under the influence of this same potion.”

      I handed the bottle to Isobel and she held it up above her head and gave it a small shake. “I’ve heard of influence potions before, but I’ve never seen one for myself. They’re very expensive, if I remember correctly.”

      “Oh yes, incredibly expensive. There was one time where a vendor stopped in to the bakery and I overheard a discussion between him and the witch. She was complaining about how much it was going to cost. I believe she said that it was more than she made at the bakery in a month.”

      Isobel handed the bottle back to Dahlia and gave her an inquisitive glance. “Why did you keep this empty bottle?”

      Dahlia shook her head and shrugged. “I suppose because of the memories. Even after not having the potion for so long, I feel like if the witch were to show up here right now, I’d probably listen to what she told me to do.”

      Gwen rested her arms on her knees as she scanned the area outside of the cart. “If that witch were here right now, I’d not let her within sight of you.”

      I smiled and appreciated how protective Gwen had become of Dahlia. I knew that she felt just as strongly about protecting her as I did. “I’m with you.” I pointed toward the bottle in Dahlia’s hands. “Let’s keep our eyes out for anyone trying to sell that potion the next couple of days. I’d like to cut off its supply.”

      Isobel nodded and stretched her arms above her head. “I agree. It makes sense now, though.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “My father stopped fighting after they captured him. I thought I saw someone inject him with something. It would make sense if they used this on him. If that’s what’s forcing beasts like that minotaur under their control, I’m sure they’ll be very protective of their suppliers.” Isobel scanned the outside of the cart as if sensing someone close by.

      “I agree. These sponsors have to be getting their supply from somewhere readily available, otherwise they’d have a big problem on their hands.” I watched as several men passed by with a winged man chained to a horse and shook my head. “Although, if I have anything to do about it, they already have a significant problem on their hands.”

      Isobel’s face looked stern, but she gave me a small smirk and settled back against the side of the cart. “I hope you’re right.”

      We cleared enough room in the back of the cart so we could lay side by side to get some sleep. It was actually quite comfortable once we were situated. Gwen laid to my right and Dahlia to my left, with Isobel near our feet. It was late in the night by the time the constant stream of vendors, fighters, and sponsors stopped rolling through Dunway completely. The crescent moon above did little to illuminate our surroundings. Everything around us was shrouded in shadows. A symphony of cicada-like bugs filled the air as soon as the last fires died down, and I was thankful for them as they drowned out nearly all other sounds. I arranged my 30-30 strategically next to me, just in case I’d need to use it at some point, and kept my knife at my hip. I wasn’t ready for sleep, and even if I was, I knew I’d not be getting much in our current situation anyway. I felt better keeping watch so I could ensure everyone with me could sleep peacefully.

      Dahlia’s breaths deepened and I knew she’d fallen asleep as she began snoring lightly. She was always a much deeper sleeper than Gwen. I’d normally have to wear Gwen out before we’d go to sleep or she would talk to me through the night until she’d finally pass out from exhaustion. I ran a hand down Dahlia’s arm and kissed the back of her neck before turning toward Gwen. She stared into my eyes and gave me a sweet smile.

      As Gwen returned my stare, I leaned down and kissed her lips. A smile remained on her face as I pulled back.

      “What?” I asked.

      She shrugged and kissed me again, but continued smiling. “Nothing, I’m just happy to be with you, and I guess, excited about what’s to come.”

      “You’re excited to go to the Capitol? I was surprised you wanted to come with me at all.” I gave her a small devious smile. I knew she lived for these types of adventures.

      She gave me a playful jab in the stomach. “Yes, I’m excited.”

      “Because, I can take you back to the manor if you’d like, we’re not too far to turn around.”

      “Shh.” She held a finger up to my lips for a second before kissing me again. “Here I was thinking my life was exciting before I met you, little did I know that you’d be more adventurous than even I am.”

      “Oh, we’ve barely scratched the surface. Are you sure you’re going to keep up?”

      “Is that a challenge? You know how I feel about challenges.” She gave me a seductive smirk that I could barely make out in the torchlight that cast a dim glow over our cart and flipped onto her back. “Do you miss your home?”

      I pressed my back against the floor of the cart and followed her gaze up to the stars. I thought about her question for a moment before I responded. “No, I can’t say I do.” I paused and nodded.“Actually, I do miss DeVito a bit.”

      “Who is DeVito?” Gwen asked.

      “My dog,” I said. A small smile rose to my face as I thought about my lazy bulldog. I was sure he was being treated like a king, but he’d been my only steady companion for the past few years. “I left him with a friend the same day I ran into you. I’m sure he’s fine.”

      Gwen turned her head toward me and furrowed her brow. “So, you mean to tell me you don’t miss your house, or family, but a dog?”

      I let out a small laugh. “Ha, yeah. It sounds a little worse when I hear it out loud, but I wasn’t exactly close to my family.”

      “Why not? Did something happen?” Gwen asked. She was now wide awake, and I could tell I’d not be able to get her off the subject without at least giving her a few answers.

      “Let’s just say my father had other plans for me than what I actually ended up doing. He wanted me to follow in my brother’s footsteps and work for the family business. I only lasted a couple years and then I left. My father never forgave me after that.”

      “What about your mother? Surely she would’ve understood.”

      I shook my head lightly. “Unfortunately, I never knew my actual mother. She died when I was very young. I have a stepmother, and she’s a sweetheart, but she just lets my father push her around, and always does what he says.” I paused and let out a long breath. “Actually, I think my father thinks more of my brother, Matt, as his own than he does for me.”

      “Your brother is not blood?” Gwen asked, raising herself up to an elbow.

      “No, when my father remarried, the woman he remarried already had Matt. He’s two years older than me. They hit it off right away and ended up spending a ton of time together. They’re pretty much inseparable.”

      Gwen’s face softened and she responded quietly. “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m definitely not looking for sympathy. I feel bad for my stepmother. They have pushed her to the side and treat her like shit constantly. She could leave, but she won’t.” I shrugged and let out a long breath into the cool night air. “I’m really at peace with not having a relationship with my father. It just let me have that much more time with my grandfather, William.”

      “Was William as good of a man as you are?” Gwen asked, enveloped in our conversation.

      “Better man. Still is. He’s had an incredible life. Some of the stories he’d tell me when I’d stay with him made it sound like he was a better adventurer than both of us combined.”

      “He sounds amazing then.” Gwen smiled. “Don’t you miss him, though?”

      I thought about it. They had placed my grandpa into an assisted living home in the past year. I hadn’t brought myself to visit him there. I just couldn’t. Besides, before his mind really went, he told me he didn’t want me to. “My grandfather is a proud man. He already said his goodbyes. I’m actually at peace with where I stand with him.”

      Gwen furrowed her brow as if trying to read my thoughts. “Hmm…” she trailed off. “If you say so.”

      “Hey, get out of my thoughts.” I gave her a playful poke in the stomach. “I’ll just say I’m thankful for everything he taught me, and I know he’d be doing the same thing I am if he had the chance.” I leaned forward and kissed her lightly. “I wouldn’t change a thing. I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

      “I’m glad you think so. It’s my job to ensure you don’t change your mind.” She pushed in closer and pressed herself against me. We kissed passionately for several seconds and I ran my hand up along her side, stopping at her breast and giving it a firm squeeze. She let out a small moan and kissed me with more intensity. She gyrated her hips, pressing herself against me in rhythm. My member had already woken from kissing her, but feeling her body move against mine brought it to full mast. I kissed her neck and worked my way down to her breasts.

      I gently kissed her nipples through her shirt, spending equal time on each one. I slowly unbuttoned her shirt, revealing her breasts in all their glory, and went back to work on each nipple, prompting several more moans from the satyress.

      She slid her hand down and undid the button at the top of my pants. She pushed them down far enough to free my hardened girth and wrapped her warm hand around its circumference. She pumped it up and down rhythmically, while moving her hips in unison.

      Her hand moved faster and I focused on her breasts, sucking on each nipple until they were hard. She moaned and whispered in my ear. “I want to do something for you.”

      I looked down to ensure Isobel was asleep before kissing Gwen again. She turned her body toward me and tugged at my shirt. I pulled it up over my head and she began kissing my neck, drifting down my chest, stopping at my nipples and giving them a small bite before continuing down my abs and stopping as she reached my navel. She maintained her grip on my length as she looked up at me with devious eyes. Pumping harder, she tightened her grip as she moved her head down to my groin. Within seconds, I felt her warm breath on the tip of my member. She hovered there for several seconds before licking the warm liquid she had squeezed out from its tip. Licking while maintaining her rhythm, up and down, she traced her tongue around my tip before bringing it into her mouth.

      I growled with pleasure as she brought my length deep inside her mouth and let her warm breath wash over its surface. She sucked with more intensity, squeezing down tighter as if trying to bring water up from a well. I gripped the sides of her head and moved my thumbs gently over her small horns. She swallowed half my length and squeezed tighter. I closed my eyes briefly and was assailed by streaks of spirit in every direction. I opened them and continued to guide Gwen’s head down over my length.

      I wanted this woman more than ever. It took every ounce of restraint I had not to take her right there in the cart. The pressure was building inside me, demanding a release. Gwen quickened her pace, sucking more rapidly. Her saliva covered every surface of my length. I arched my hips toward her, sending my girth deeper down her throat as I neared climax. I knew she sensed it too as she kept a steady pace, taking every inch of me inside her mouth that she could. She moaned and the vibrations from her mouth were all that I needed to send me over the edge. I gripped the sides of her head tightly as I exploded and emptied my hot seed down her throat.

      She pulled back slowly and wiped her mouth as she sat upright. I remained on my back for several seconds with my member twitching as she milked the last drops of sticky liquid out and released her grasp slowly. “Mmm, that’s better.”

      I let out a small laugh as I caught my breath. She curled up next to me and fell asleep. I closed my eyes and cultivated while I waited for my heart rate to return to normal. I found that when my pulse-rate was high, I could cultivate vast amounts of spirit, although it wasn’t always the highest quality or most concentrated as it was if I took the time to clear my mind and focus on it like at Master Teng’s temple.

      I propped myself up on the crate near my head and looked at my beautiful bonded women as they laid peacefully at my sides. Gwen had a small smirk on her face as she adjusted and pushed herself up against me. I lifted my eyes, and to my surprise, Isobel was staring straight at me. She licked her lips as if preparing for a meal before closing her eyes slowly.

      I kept my eyes focused on her for several seconds, trying to determine if I’d actually seen her do that, or if it were my mind playing tricks on me. That’s when I saw the small smirk appear on the wolf-girl’s face, and I knew she’d not been asleep this whole time.
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      I was the first to wake, although I wasn’t sure if I’d actually fallen asleep or not. I’d often get caught up in cultivating, and it wasn’t unusual for me to lose track of time. The sun crested the horizon, casting a deep blue glow across the scattered camps. I quietly slid a crate that surrounded Fapplejack along with the cloth that served as a makeshift roof. The goblin’s wide, terrified eyes met mine. “Wha... what happened?!”

      I gave him a small smile. “Welcome back. How are you feeling?” 

      He grunted and pushed himself up onto his elbows. “I feel, um... I can’t move my legs.” 

      I moved to his feet and held a hand on one of his legs. “Can you feel this?” I tapped on his shin a few times and shifted to the other. The result was the same on each one, which was to say, there was none.  

      He shook his head, and tears sprung to his eyes. “No, I can’t. There’s no feeling at all.” His face twisted and I wasn’t sure if he was about to scream or laugh. It ended up being the latter. His hysterical laugh rose through the air, and if anyone was sleeping before, after hearing this goblin, there was no way they’d still be. 

      “Fapplejack, it’ll be okay. I promise you.” 

      He calmed slowly and looked at me. “I guess I’ll not get my chance at being a champion after all.” He reached down and pulled on his right pant leg. He lifted his foot several inches and let it fall to the ground. He laughed again and shrugged. “Well, better for the others, I suppose. Who knows how many I would’ve killed on my way to winning the tournament.” 

      I admired the goblin’s forced optimism. “Oh, don’t worry, I’ll still need your help. You’re going to be my wingman.” 

      “Your wingman?” 

      “Yes, exactly. You’ll help me prepare for the upcoming battles and provide crucial intel. You may not have had the physical aspects of battle all nailed down, but you’ve lived in Aurilon a lot longer than I have. I know you can tell me pretty much anyone’s weakness. That will be incredibly valuable.” 

      “Wait, so you’re preparing for the trials? How did that happen?” The goblin flipped his head back and forth as if he were trying to process everything.

      “Here, let me show you.” I lifted him so he could see over the edge of the cart and pointed toward the ground where the dead minotaur still lay.

      “You killed him? Magnificent, Logan sir! But I still don’t understand. Do you have a sponsor?” 

      I nodded and motioned toward Amos’s carriage across from ours. “Yes, I agreed to take the minotaur’s place.” 

      Amos slammed the door open of his carriage and stretched his arms up into the air. “What’s all this noise about. It sounds like someone’s choking a rabbit out here.” His eyes landed on Fapplejack. “You survived. Good for you.” He turned and fixed his gaze on me, his shirt half tucked and hair tousled. “We leave soon. Please don’t hold us up, we must head to Kilney as soon as possible.”

      I nodded and turned to see all three girls had packed everything back up and were ready to leave. We made Fapplejack a spot amongst the crates so he could look out while we continued our journey north. I fed the horses a couple of apples we’d brought with us and took them to the nearby river to get a drink before securing their harnesses and climbing back atop the cart. 

      Several other travelers stirred as we finished loading up, and the first couple of wagons rolled slowly through town on their way north. Amos was busy yelling at his four dragon women, ordering them around and using a whip occasionally. After the second whip crack, I almost hopped out of the back of the cart to ensure he couldn’t do it again, although as I watched, every time a whip struck a woman they let out a sound as if they were having a miniature orgasm and a wide smile would spread across their faces. It appeared it was a game they were all in on.

      I steered the horses onto the road and Amos followed, stopping his cart near the deceased minotaur on his way to the road. I shook my head and watched as he laughed like a maniac. 

      Gwen kept her eyes focused on him as he willed the cart onto the road, nearly flipping it. “That man is going to get himself and all four dragon-kin killed. Just watch.” 

      “I know in my mind that you’re right. For now, let’s hope he stays alive long enough to get us into the tournament.” 

      Gwen nodded and adjusted her white blouse, purposely leaving a few buttons undone as she reached the top. “The way he treats his women, it’s a wonder they haven’t killed him already. Did you see him talking to that man last night? It looked like the man was about to kill Amos.” 

      Isobel moved toward the front of the cart and scoffed. “I’d have run him through a long time ago. They were probably settling up some gambling debts. Gambling is huge this time of year, and Amos just so happens to be one of the richest sponsors in Aurilon, well was one of the richest sponsors. I heard he’s lost a lot of his wealth over the past couple of years.”

      Dahlia joined us toward the front and moved in-between everyone. She leaned toward me and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. “Do you want me to kill him in his sleep?”

      Everyone turned and faced Dahlia, even Fapplejack, all with surprised looks on their faces. 

      She shifted her eyes between us and shrugged. “What?” 

      I shot her a small smirk. “It’s official, we’ve corrupted her.” 

      “Me? Corrupted? Impossible.” She held a hand to her chest and shook her head with a smirk.

      The rest of the trip up was uneventful as we travelled down the clogged road packed with vendors, sponsors, and fighters working their way up to Kilney.

      Fapplejack made his presence known as we continued along the road, loudly pointing out different landmarks and things of interest to him like the rock that reminded him of his sister.  After a few hours, he perked up and stretched out a finger excitedly. “Logan sir, over there, in the distance, do you see it?”

      I followed the goblin’s outstretched hand and squinted my eyes. A large round building stood off by itself in the distance, with several enormous flags flying spread out across the top. “Good eye, Fapplejack. Looks like we’re getting close.” A stretch of mountains created a very picturesque backdrop behind the arena. A tent city stretched for as far as the eye could see, just like tailgaters at a Denver Broncos home game during their heyday. 

      The sun was setting by the time we parked the wagon, but many torches lit the sky brightly, spreading plenty of light across the city. 

      Gwen pointed out a group of men who were taking turns practicing their attack moves on each other. The largest of the bunch looked very familiar. It clicked as he turned and I glimpsed his face. I jumped out of the wagon and approached him. “Sven?!”

      The large man turned around as he heard his name and faced me. I’d wondered if he could make it back to his family after he brought us our replacement wagon and horses, especially after his brother, Ferdius, was not as fortunate. He let out a hearty laugh. “Well, I’ll be buggered! I didn’t expect to see you again.” He leaned his large ax against a stump and held out his hand. I accepted it and he brought me in close for a bear hug. “It’s because of you, that I still have my wife and children today. Unfortunately, so many others were not as fortunate. A couple weeks back there was an attack on Striker’s ship. I heard all the men died.”

      “Oh, I’m aware.” I said with a straight face, my eyes focused on his.

      The smile on Sven’s face faded slowly. “You don’t mean. It was you?”

      “Yes, but to be fair, Striker didn’t give us much of a choice.” 

      “My brother, Ferdius, he was on that ship.” Sven let out a long breath.

      “Things didn’t go as planned.” I paused and remembered how Striker killed Ferdius just because he could. “I owe a lot to your brother’s sacrifice.”

      “I tried to warn him and the others, I did, but to be honest with you, I’m glad you blew that damned floating nightmare up.”

      I could tell from his expression that he was being genuine. “Why is that?”

      “Word had gotten out that I made a deal with you. I was already on Striker’s list, and he made it known that he didn’t take kindly to traitors.” He used the back of his hand to wipe the sweat from his brow. “I still don’t trust that he isn’t in the shadows, waiting for his chance to take me or my family out.”

      I took a quick glance around. “So, what are you doing here? Why didn’t you take your family and get somewhere safe?”

      “Well, I was, but then I heard about this year’s prize for the tournament. The winner will have more coin than they can spend in five lifetimes, and the new addition this year, the Mystic Vale, I’d be crazy to pass it up.”

      “There can only be one winner though, right?”

      Sven nodded and stretched from side to side. “True, that’s why we came early and have been getting plenty of practice in.”

      “What if you don’t pass this trial to get to the tournament? I heard they kill all the losers?”

      Sven shook his head and pulled out a small red crystal heart. “I’ve got that covered. I’m going to give it my best shot, if I fail, I return to my family and we get the hell out of Necross.”

      “What is that?”

      He held up the small heart for a second before slipping it back into his pocket. “It’s a hearthstone. I set it to return home if I should need it. I just need to make sure I activate it before I’m killed.” He laughed and pointed a finger at me. “Now, don’t go thinking you’re going to be stealing it from me. Not that you would, but I know there are many out there who’d kill for one of these stones.”

      “I don’t plan to take it, unless you don’t activate it before you die, then all bets are off.” I gave him a small smirk.

      Sven chuckled and picked up his ax. “Deal.”

      I nodded. “Good luck Sven, I hope for you and your family’s sake you’re successful.”

      The large man swung his ax at a large wooden target with all his strength, shattering it into four separate pieces. 

      I returned to the cart and was met by Fapplejack’s sad eyes. “I suppose you want me to stay here, Logan, sir. That’s fine. Maybe Fap’zak will bring me back next year to watch the trials.”

      I couldn’t find it in my heart to leave the poor bastard in the cart when he was so close to his life’s dream. I grabbed the old cloth that we had used to cover him the day before and cut it into two long strips. I fastened one around my midsection and turned to Gwen. “Load him up.”

      Gwen squinted and cocked her head. “Load who up?” 

      “Fapplejack.” I pulled on the strip already fastened around my ribs. “Wedge his bottom half in here.” I handed her the second half of the cloth. “Face him out and wrap this over his chest. I will tie it up front to strap him in.”

      Fapplejack’s entire expression brightened and a smile rose across his face. “Logan, sir, are you sure? I do not want to be a burden.” 

      “You’re going to be my backpack, and my eyes for anything behind me.”

      “Your backpack, I don’t understand.” 

      Isobel let out a small laugh and moved toward the cart. “You’ll be the eyes in the back of his head.”

      I nodded. “Exactly, you’ll hold my gun when I’m not using it, and hand me potions and any other useful items as I need them.” I stopped and smiled. “And here you thought you’d not take part in the tournament.” 

      “I won’t let you down, I promise!” Fapplejack clapped excitedly. 

      Isobel and Gwen lifted him up out of the cart together and moved his body into place on my back and strapped him in. Fortunately, he was much lighter than I was expecting, even more so than the normal gear packs I wore when guiding hunters back home. I tightened the strap and craned my neck back. “Ready to go kick some ass?”

      Fapplejack held an arm out to his side and gave me a thumbs up. “Born ready.”
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      The sun setting behind the arena made for a picturesque evening but it was drowned out by the great number of travelers that made their way inside. I watched them for several minutes. Isobel pointed out the different fighters and filled me in on everything she knew about them. Gwen and Dahlia listened intently, nodding occasionally as they took it all in. It was apparent that Isobel had the most exposure to the races of Aurilon out of all of us. I found it interesting that most of the human sponsors who didn’t have an actual human as their champion leaned toward bear, lion, and bird-men. As with many of the champions in Dunway, most of the fighters here had the same cloudy eyes. I couldn’t help but wonder what other potions they may be under.

      Amos and his dragon women exited their carriage with the same flair they had back at Dunway. The man walked over to our cart and waved his arms obnoxiously to pull everyone's attention. “Everybody, feast your eyes on our new champion!”

      I could tell he still wasn’t one hundred percent behind the idea of me becoming his new champion, although I also knew he had little choice at this point.

      The others looked on curiously, with several others gathering and clamoring to get a better view. Some even pointed and laughed. I knew I’d get the most satisfaction of proving those people wrong.

      A deep voice rose from the crowd. “You think you’re going to win with a human?! Better luck next year Amos.”

      Amos looked around for the voice, waving his cane in the air. “Who was that? I demand they say that to my face!”

      A large man with a blindfold and a serpentine tail slithered forward, a bright red and silver trident in his hand. “I said, better luck next year.” His words came out with a slight hiss, much like the lizard-folk back at the manor.

      “You just made my list, basilisk.” Amos scoffed and held out his hands on his hips. Two of his dragon women walked over and interlocked their arms through his and began their walk up to the arena. Amos called back as they reached the road. “This way Logan, your trial awaits.”

      We followed Amos and his girls, taking in the sights of all the gathered champions as we continued. As we walked I noticed there was about four times as many guards here in Kilney as there were in Dunway. Their presence was definitely not lost on any of the three women who walked at my side.

      Gwen pointed toward a group of soldiers stationed atop a wooden lookout tower. “Does the King really think that sending those guards is actually going to help ease tensions?”

      I nodded and continued to survey my surroundings, as if scouting a new hunting site. I wanted to note all landmarks, exits, and areas that were not guarded as well. I turned to the women as we walked. “No matter what happens, I want the three of you to stick together. If we are separated, meet back here at the entrance, and if that’s not an option, go to the cart.”

      Each of the girls nodded their heads in agreement.

      Fapplejack pointed out to the side to pull my attention as I walked through the crowd. “See that?”

      I turned my head in the direction he was pointing and saw a pair of outstretched wings. From the looks of it, each wing was at least five feet long. “The bird-man? Are there any restrictions on flying while fighting?” I immediately remembered how Master Teng had given Wofferd a ride off of the boat by floating in midair.

      “Yes, I’m glad you thought of that. They have it clearly marked inside the arena how high one may travel, by flying or other means.”

      “Other means?”

      “Yes, using teleportation, telekinesis, those sorts of things. Although, they’re still allowed to be in the air, but they’re only given ten seconds once there, same with ground dwellers.”

      I nodded as I tried to remember if I’d seen any ground dwelling creatures until this point. “That makes sense, it wouldn’t really be a fair fight otherwise.” 

      “Exactly.” The goblin wiggled a bit and turned the opposite direction. “They implemented those rules years ago after humans boycotted the tournament, saying it unfairly favored everyone else, but them.”

      “The flying and ground dwelling creatures still have the upper hand though, don’t they? Couldn’t they fly to a corner of the arena, shoot an arrow, land for a moment, and lift back up, rinse and repeat?”

      “Yes, but anyone who knows the tournament, knows that whoever you face, is not your only enemy while inside.” 

      “So, you’re forced to fight more than one opponent inside the arena at the same time?”

      “Well, yes and no, it gets a little crowded. It depends on how many survive to the next round, but it’s not uncommon to see two versus two or three versus three. I’d planned to ask you to fight alongside me once I passed tonight’s trial, Logan, sir.”

      I smiled as I thought about how well the goblin researched everything. “Fapplejack, I’m glad you’re along, although, are they going to let me take you in if I get entered, say, a one-on-one match?”

      The goblin let out a small, excited laugh. “That’s the best part. You can pass me off as your familiar or pet. Every fighter’s allowed one if they should choose.”

      “Perfect. Let me know if there’s anything else I need to know, deal?”

      “Deal.” Fapplejack let out a giddy laugh and rubbed his hands together excitedly.

      Gwen and Dahlia flanked me on either side as we walked, while Isobel walked more toward the edges of the path, occasionally crossing the path, but always remaining about the same distance in front of us. I still hadn’t figured her out. I’d seen glimpses where she’d let her tough exterior crack slightly, but for now she had a hardened, determined look on her face. 

      I called up to Isobel. “Do you still expect your father to be here?”

      She continued walking and responded without turning. “Possibly, but I doubt it. I think I would’ve sensed him already if he were here. It wouldn’t surprise me if they took him straight to the tournament because of his bloodline.

      The roar of the crowd grew louder as we neared the entrance to the arena, as well as the smell of body odor and grilled meat. The bleachers inside the arena were already filled. I closed my eyes and saw a flurry of dark spirit flowing in and out of the arena. I turned to Gwen as we passed through the large iron gate. “There’s a crazy amount of energy here.”

      Gwen nodded and glanced up to the bleachers. “Uh huh, a ton of spirit has been trapped here over the years. I can feel it dancing across my skin.”

      “How does the spirit become trapped? I’d imagine this place would be a cultivator’s dream.”

      “Well, yes, and no.” She paused and turned to Dahlia. “Maybe you can explain it better?” 

      Dahlia nodded and held out her hand with her palm to the sky. A small tree sprouted from the center of her hand. “This may help. Think of spirit as the nutrients in the ground.” The tree’s roots glowed yellow and she continued. “The tree absorbs the spirit and sends it to other limbs to help it grow.” The entire tree glowed dimly. “But, just as if you water a plant, too much at one time can drown the core and cause the tree to die.”

      I held Dahlia’s hand steady and inspected the small tree. “So, basically, if someone were to cultivate all the spirit around this place, they wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      Gwen snapped her fingers and nodded. “Precisely. At least, anyone without as much experience as someone like Master Teng has. Besides, Teng and others like him prefer natural sources of spirit, like the well back home. This spirit is… tainted. You do not want to bring a single strand of it inside your core. If you do, it could spell disaster.”

      “Good to know.” I closed my eyes again and watched the spirit billow like a churning thunderstorm. “Seems like such a waste.”

      Fapplejack interrupted. “If I may add. They say there’s so much spirit here that when someone dies during the trials their body is absorbed along with it. Supposedly, this happens before their loved ones even have a chance to give them a proper burial.”

      Amos waited just inside the entrance and waved us over. “This way my Champion, say goodbye to your ladies of the night.” I held a hand out to stop Gwen from rushing forward, and Amos let out an obnoxious cackle. “You monster girls are so touchy, lighten up.” 

      I met Gwen and Dahlia’s eyes, both showing the first signs of true anxiety that I’d seen since we were on Striker’s ship. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” I reached out and pulled Isobel close to the others and spoke under my breath. “Keep your eyes peeled for Isobel’s father. I’ll win my trial, don’t worry about me. After I win, meet me back at the cart.”

      They each gave me an understanding nod. 

      Gwen motioned toward the goblin secured tightly to my back. “What about him?”

      “Fapplejack? He’s now my familiar. I’d not forgive myself if I didn’t let him at least taste the battle he’s been waiting his entire life for.”

      Gwen held a hand out to my chest and kissed me, letting her lips linger on mine for several seconds before pulling back. “We’ll be watching.”

      I gave her a small smirk and handed her my rifle. “I have a feeling I’ll not use that here, and even if I could, I’m not sure I’d want to just yet. Use it if you have to, but protect it from falling into the wrong hands.”

      Gwen quickly stashed the rifle under her cloak before those around us could get a good look at it. I leaned forward and kissed Dahlia softly on the lips. I took her hand and pulled it up to my lips, giving it a small kiss before releasing it slowly. Her entire body trembled. “I’ll be fine.”

      She took a deep breath and tried to straighten. “You’ll be fine. That’s right.”

      I exchanged a nod with Isobel. She stood with silent intensity. A look I emulated often when stalking my prey. I knew she was ready to do whatever was necessary to get her father back. After seeing her constantly shifting gaze, I knew that she’d been taking in every detail of our surroundings. She reached out a hand to shake to bid me farewell. “Good luck, Logan. I’m sure you will be fine.”

      Instead of shaking her hand I gripped it and brought it up to my mouth, giving the back of it a kiss. “Thank you. Please stay with these two. They mean the world to me.”

      She blushed and nodded. “I know, and I will.”

      “Thank you, please be safe, and keep your eyes peeled.” I released her hand slowly and shifted my eyes between each of the women one last time.

      I followed Amos into the arena while the others branched off and headed up into the stands. We entered through a small arched wooden door that led into a long corridor and ended in a large room. Inside, several fighters were preparing their equipment and talking strategy with their sponsors. 

      I followed Amos to the opposite corner of the room. He dismissed his girls and they took up positions around us, preventing anyone from coming close. Amos pulled a chair out from underneath an old man, sending him crashing to the ground. He flipped the seat around and sat on it with his chest against the backrest. “So, Logan, my boy, do you have any questions?”

      “What exactly do you do as a sponsor, other than reaping the benefits for my hard work?”

      “Don’t you worry about that. Just know that I’m your man behind the scenes. If you make it to the final round, well, then that probably means that I’m doing my job.” He chuckled and shrugged. “I’d prefer not to step in, but being the King’s brother does have certain advantages.”

      “Good to know. I’d prefer you not step in as well.”

      Amos rubbed his chin and nodded slowly. “Hmm, yes, we shall see about that. I don’t think you quite grasp how important it is for me to win this tournament, and on its one hundredth anniversary. I’m not about to lose my investment, nor suffer my brother’s wrath for a third year in a row.” His hand shot down to his pocket and he scavenged around inside for a few seconds before pulling out two small bottles. “Here, take these potions.” 

      I reached out and he pulled his hand back, keeping them from me. “On second thought, I think I’d like to see what you are capable of first. I’m going to save these. If by some miracle you’re successful in your battle, I’ll think about giving them to you.”

      I stared at the man, and the only thing I could think of was how much I wanted to punch this bastard in the dick. “So what now?”

      Amos pointed to the ceiling. Small bits of rock and clouds of dust shook free and fell down to the dirt ground. “Hear that? Listen.” He paused and I could clearly make out what sounded like a drum, but I soon realized it was the gathered crowd stomping their feet in unison. “The trials have started.”

      The fighters stopped practicing and the gathered men and monsters stood silently against the wall in anticipation of what was to come. I craned my neck toward the goblin. “You doing alright back there, FJ?”

      “FJ? I love that.” He said it quietly a couple times to himself before replying. “Yes, I’m ready. There looks to be some pretty strong competition here.” He pulled a small knife out from a sheath on his hip. “I’m ready to show them what I’ve trained my whole life for.”

      I reached down to ensure I still had my knife as well. I almost regretted leaving my rifle, but I knew there was a good chance that whatever I’d face would be fucking bulletproof and it wouldn’t ultimately matter anyway.

      For the next several hours, there was a constant flow out of the large waiting room. I spotted Sven as his time had arrived. He gave me a small nod which I returned as he gave his leather chest armor a couple of sturdy pounds with his fist and ran out into the arena. 

      Fresh rounds of cheers rose often, signaling the end of each fight. I could always tell when a crowd favorite won, and even more so when one lost. The boos and hisses shook the arena, and there were several times I was convinced the whole place was about to collapse.

      I took advantage of the time, cultivating as much as I could while inside the waiting room, although with the sheer amount of spirit that flowed around the arena, it was nearly impossible to do so effectively and avoid the massive amounts of tainted spirit, as well.

      I anticipated my turn, but soon realized that Amos must have pulled some strings to ensure I was last to go. I was more disappointed that I couldn’t size up future competition from the potential winners, than the fact that I was going to be the last to go. A straight-faced  man with pointed ears looking straight out of a Tolkien novel was called, leaving me as the only remaining fighter. A few minutes later a loud cheer rose from above, signaling my turn. 

      The four dragon women walked up the tunnel ahead of Amos, their wings tucked in neatly against each of their backs. The man walked with an exaggerated, almost cocky limp as he followed. “Alright Logan, time to earn your keep. Don’t make me regret making that deal with you.”

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. The spirit was flowing stronger than I’d ever experienced. My skin felt like it was crawling as strand after strand assailed my body, as if desperately seeking my core.

      Fapplejack shifted his body and reached back to tap my shoulder. “Logan, sir?” 

      “Yeah?”

      “Can you feel that?” 

      I wondered if the goblin was actually feeling what I felt at that moment. I was unbelievably calm, given the situation. Maybe it was the years of guiding hunters when a trophy bull elk stepped out from the scrub oak fifty yards away, begging them to take the shot. Or the trained calm I had to maintain, not to pull that trigger myself. I walked up the hallway and could hear the buzz of the crowd grow with every step. I trained my eyes on the exit and cracked my neck to the left and right. “What are you feeling, FJ?” 

      “Victory.”
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      I reached the door and took a deep breath before stepping through. I was met with a cacophony of sounds, unsure if it was cheering, jeers, or both. I scanned the crowd and caught a slight flash to my right. I looked up and spotted Gwen immediately. She gave me an enormous smile and blew me a kiss. I gave her a small nod and pulled my knife from its sheath and readied it in my right hand. 

      The arena had a single arched doorway on the opposite side. The floor was composed of dirt and the blood of those who’d experienced the trials already this evening, although there was no sign of the bodies of the deceased. 

      I saw Fapplejack’s arms raise into the sky as I turned in a small circle to survey the crowd. He was definitely living his best life. 

      A low rumble came from the door across from me and I knew whatever was about to come through it was going to be massive. 

      I tightened my grip on my knife and started toward the door. I wouldn’t let whatever was about to burst through that door have a running start at me. I bent my knees slightly, ready to evade or strike, whichever presented itself first. I closed my eyes and all I could see was a giant glowing blob rushing toward the door across from me among the trapped spirit flying in every direction. 

      The rumbling died down and the first of the creature’s legs exited through the door. It was long and spindly and followed by another before the monster’s head exited from the door. 

      She had the face of a human, except with eight eyes, most of which were covered by strands of her bluish grey hair. Chitinous armor covered her arms, chest, and her large breasts, but left her flat stomach exposed.

      I didn’t need my Sight skill to tell me what this woman was. 

      “Arachne!” Fapplejack called from behind me. “I can smell her!”

      “You’re right, FJ, just be ready.”

      Fapplejack tried to twist in place to catch a look of her. “Avoid her legs, and don’t let her bite you, you’ll be paralyzed instantly.”

      The Arachne stepped out of the door to massive cheers from the crowd. It was obvious she was a fan favorite. I remained crouched and moved across the arena in a wide arc, ensuring I kept her the same distance away from me at all times. I looked into her eyes and they were all the same pale shade of gray as the minotaur’s were. The pain in my scar flared as if warning me of imminent danger and at that point, whether this spider woman was mind controlled or not, I knew I’d have to kill her.

      She raised her eyes to the sky and yelled into the darkness. “Now, my children!” At her command, a cloud of smaller spiders exploded out from her back and covered the floor of the arena. At least a hundred offspring landed on the ground around her and rushed toward us. I ran forward, prompting an audible gasp from the gathered crowd. 

      I met the first of the queen spider’s children with the blade of my knife. I sliced it open easily, spilling its insides across the ground. A few wisps of spirit floated up as I spun and landed my blade into the mouth of another, narrowly avoiding its dripping fangs as it desperately tried to sink them into me. I took out the first wave of spiders without so much as a scratch. I retreated slightly as the queen raised her arms again, sending a wave of energy across the ground which doubled the size of all of her children. I ran up to the nearest one as it was in the middle of transforming to a larger size and kicked it with all the strength I could muster. It left my foot with a high pitched scream and smashed violently into the wall.  It fell motionless in a heap on the ground. I was thankful the spiders looked like gigantic versions of what I was used to and not actual miniature versions with human faces. I didn’t think I could’ve killed them if they had the faces of innocent children.

      I didn’t dwell though as another batch of her offspring approached. I darted in and plunged my knife into the top of the nearest spider’s head, spinning as I pulled my knife free and gave Fapplejack a chance to join in on the action. As I spun, he held his knife out at the ready and finished them. I was slightly dizzy by the time we dispatched all five of the closest spiders, but we were damn effective as each one fell in a heap on the ground. 

      Fapplejack screamed as he swung his knife, catching the spiders that lunged at my back while I concentrated on the ones in front of me. I was incredibly thankful I had the goblin with me, and it was proving to be one of my better decisions. 

      The queen let out a scream and lowered her arms. She moved forward rapidly and nearly caught me with one of her abnormally large spindly legs, but I spun out of the way at the last possible moment. I charged forward and sunk a knife into her abdomen. She let out an other-worldly screech and spun violently, knocking me back.

      I rushed forward again but froze as a sharp pain rose in my side. I glanced down and spotted a small glowing dart protruding from my side. I pulled it out and threw it on the ground. I looked up for an attacker and spotted a man with a top hat and bow tie. He slowly lowered a blow gun to his side and disappeared into the crowd. It wasn’t Amos, but it was definitely a sponsor. A sponsor that probably saw what I did to Amos’s minotaur and didn’t want me to repeat it with this spider. Of course I could stop bullets, but not a small dart.

      Within seconds, my legs felt like they were glued to the ground. I let out an angry growl as I took out several more of the spider woman’s children before she returned her focus on me.

      She spun and a warm sticky sensation covered my arms. I couldn’t move. There were too many of her offspring rushing forward for me to swing fast enough to take them all out. She trapped me inside her web and rendered my arms useless. I remained upright until she wrapped my legs, sending me face first into the ground. A muffled raucous cheer rose from the crowd as I remained trapped in place. After a few seconds, I felt the web tightening around me, and I knew it would only be a matter of time before I was suffocated.

      I was pissed off at myself for not dodging her webs. I’d hoped I could take her out fast enough so I wouldn’t have to deal with them. Now, only my head was free. I could only watch as she lifted her arms, much to the delight of the crowd, who responded with a resounding cheer. I struggled against my bindings but was trapped as she completely enveloped me inside of her web.

      The sounds from the outside were muffled and I could hear Fapplejack struggling to breathe behind me. My lungs felt as if they were being squeezed of all air. An unnerving realization washed over me as I wasn’t able to bring in another breath. I closed my eyes to calm myself and preserve enough air until I was freed or figured out a way to escape. I concentrated on my skills, but was unable to focus enough to burst the vines out from my wrists like I was hoping. Instead they came out and rammed up against the web, but could not break through.

      Muffled screams and cheers came from outside my cocoon. The vibrations caused by the stomping of feet from those gathered to watch rumbled under me. The web dried and tightened around my body, compressing my internal organs and suffocating me. The muffled sounds of Fapplejack struggling on my back fell silent, and I feared the worst as his body went limp. 

      I desperately attempted to focus on the spirit which continually darted in front of me. I tried to remember what Master Teng had shown me about opening up the pathways within my core so the spirit could flow through my body. He said I should be able to absorb more spirit that way, although he also said it would put a ton of strain on my core the first few times. I hadn’t successfully been able to do that so far. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I was going to do it at all, but I had to try. I took in one last deep breath and let it out slowly while concentrating on the strands of spirit dancing in my vision. 

      Here goes nothing. I followed a strand as it darted through my vision and clamped onto it with my mind. It felt what I imagined riding on the back of a feral hog would be like. The strand bounced and fluttered before coming straight for me. I nearly lost my grip on it as my vision shifted from the backs of my eyelids to my entire consciousness, shifting onto the strand as if I were riding an advanced virtual reality ride. I fought the urge to look away as the strand proceeded straight for my forehead. I clamped down tighter with my mind and maintained my hold as it smashed into me and entered my body. The strand twisted and turned, giving me an up close and personal look at the pathway by which spirit apparently travels through the body. It was all very fascinating, but completely surreal at the same time. It sped through my network of pathways and I knew it was seeking my core. Several twists and turns later, everything else had disappeared, and I swore I’d become this single strand of spirit. 

      An explosion of light hit me, and the strand froze, hanging suspended in place. It was as if time itself stood still as the bright light dimmed and revealed an incredibly powerful orb of energy. It rotated slowly as the strand finally revolved around it. Flashes of voices and memories from my past filled my head.

      A woman’s sweet voice that I didn’t immediately recognize rose above the others. “Be brave, stay focused.” The voice faded and others rose. People I’d grown up with, and even the conversation I had with Gwen the day I found her.

      I focused on Gwen’s visage and all of her features became clear, as if she was standing right in front of me. She smiled and raised her arms out in front of her chest before dissolving into the core, and spinning strands of spirit were all that remained. It was quiet, but my ears felt like I’d just shot fifty rounds from my 30-30 in succession right next to my head. 

      I clung to the strand with every ounce of consciousness I had remaining, but it became harder as I struggled for air. The strand slowly picked up speed, making it increasingly difficult to hold on, but right as I was about to release it, it dove toward the energized core. It slammed into the others, sending sparks flying in every direction. I was now in the core, in my core.

      I didn’t know how these out of body, or in the body experiences normally went, but it was a wild fucking ride. I peered out from the surface of my core and my focus shifted up from where the strand had just travelled from. A small light appeared in the distance and grew brighter. I couldn’t look away, no matter how hard I tried.

      As the light neared, I realized it was another strand. It twisted itself around several others that followed it to my core, where my consciousness now lived. One after another, I watched as they pulsed and spun themselves together, creating a vortex of light. Once the strands finished binding together, they were absorbed into my core. It was like I had a front row seat to the whole cultivation process, and it was insane.  

      Pressure rose in my head, low at first, but after several seconds it felt as if my head was about to explode, but the strands continued to assail my core. Coiling faster and faster until I couldn’t tell them apart any longer. A dim purple glow began to pulse all around me as the strands flowed in through my pathways. I sensed my core was struggling to accept them. Hundreds turned into thousands, all packing themselves in around my core, sending shock waves throughout my entire body. 

      My limbs tingled, and I was sure that all of my blood flow was about to shut off completely. My veins quivered as the massive amount of spirit flowed into my body, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. My skin felt as if it was crawling with millions of maggots, all trying to eat their way inside of me. I wanted to scratch my itch more than anything, but my arms remained pinned. The itching sensation grew to where I wanted to scream. For the thousands of strands that were trying desperately to enter my core, it felt like there were ten times as many trying to escape my body. The bright yellow, pure spirit, that once filled me was replaced with every type of spirit imaginable, and I got the distinct feeling that most of the spirit inside my core at the moment was not the good kind.

      This pain was excruciating. I wished I were dead. It was an otherworldly pain, a pain I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. 

      It intensified and I was sure I was about to pass out, but before I could, I exploded.
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      A bright white light filled my vision, and my consciousness was ripped away from my core. The pain subsided and I could feel my arms and legs once more. Even more relieving was the fact I could breathe again. A ringing filled my ears as I pushed myself up onto my knees. The spider queen laid sprawled out, dead, on the ground in front of me. 

      I pushed up off the ground and looked around. I still couldn’t hear anything, but my vision cleared more by the second. I blinked a few times and saw the hundreds of gathered spectators scrambling around frantically.

      I tried to figure out what was going on when I felt something tug at my arm. I looked over slowly and met Amos’s eyes. He was trying to say something to me. After a couple of seconds, he pulled hard on my arm and dragged me back into the staging room inside the arena. “Come, now!” Those were the only two words I heard as he led me away from the center of the arena.

      Once inside, the ringing dulled in my head and my hearing came back to me slowly. “Amos, what in the hell…” I trailed off as we reached the big open room where we’d waited our turns just a little earlier.

      Amos pulled up a stool and shoved it behind my legs before pushing me to sit down. He pulled out a potion and forced its contents into my mouth. I went to spit it out, but before I could the liquid was absorbed in my mouth. “What in the world was that shit you just pulled back there?” He pulled out a handkerchief and matted his forehead. He looked like he’d taken the wrong end of a bottle rocket on the fourth of July. Black streaks marked his face and his hair was sticking up in several places. He shook his head. “If people didn’t know you could cultivate before, they sure as hell know now. You’ve put one hell of a target on your back.”

      Whatever the potion was that he’d given me was already beginning to work. The scratches and cuts that marked my body were healing in front of my eyes. I looked at Amos curiously for a second before I remembered Fapplejack. I craned my neck to see if I could spot him, but he was no longer attached to my back. “Wha...what happened?”

      “You blew up half of the goddamn arena, that’s what happened.  How’d you do that?”

      I rubbed my temples, trying to get the constant pulsing to stop. “I’m not even sure what I did. I was concentrating on a strand of spirit and the next thing I remember was opening my eyes. I blew up the arena?”

      “Yes! Well, a portion of it anyway. I thought you’d lost for sure. I was about to head onto the floor to pull your carcass out of the way when the web you were in glowed brightly.”

      “I was glowing? For how long?”

      “Two, maybe three seconds.” He paused and pointed at my chest. “I mean, you still are.”

      I glanced down to my chest and saw the dim glow of my scar through my chest armor. I nodded and rubbed my temples slowly. “What happened while I was in that web?”

      Amos tried to slick back his hair but gave up after a couple seconds. “The queen stood above you, as if she were about to take you away, when suddenly a brilliant beam of light burst through the cocoon. It blew right up through that spider’s chest, killing her immediately and breaking her and her brood into several pieces.” He shook his head. “It didn’t stop there, though. That damn light took out half the arena. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      I sat on a small wooden chair like a winded boxer between rounds. I paused and ran a hand along my side. “Who was that mother fucker who shot me with the dart? It was like I couldn’t move after that happened.”

      “It was the spider queen’s sponsor. You landed a near fatal stab to her abdomen. He could tell victory was slipping away. He panicked.”

      I rubbed my head, trying to fight off the oncoming headache. “So, I won my trial?”

      “Yes, but that’s not the concern right now. The concern is that the queen was odds on favorite to win the entire tournament. She had a large following and many had a lot riding on her to win. Me included.”

      “Wait, you bet against me?” I shook my head.

      “Well yes, that was before I knew you actually had control over spirit.”

      “Well, I hope you lost a shit ton of money. I told you I was going to win.”

      Amos held out his hand and shook his head. “Oh, no. I at least figured you would put up a fight after what you did to my minotaur, but even I had concerns about my champion potentially facing the queen.”

      “So what did you wager?” I looked behind him and noticed his girls were no longer with him. I met his eyes. “You wagered your dragon women?”

      Amos’s eyes shifted toward the ground in shame. “Yes, but no worries, that’s not important. You should be thankful you only killed the spider queen, and not any of the spectators. Well, at least the ones that matter anyway.” He paused and looked around, unable to hide the brief look of sadness that crossed his face. I could tell he was hoping his dragon women were nearby and was sad he didn’t have them. A brief feeling of empathy washed over me but I shook it out of my head. He cleared his throat and slammed his cane on the ground. “For now, we need to find a safe way to get you out of here. There’s plenty of pissed off sponsors that would love to get their hands on you at the moment.”

      I stood and started forward. “I’m not going anywhere without the three girls I came with.”

      “No, there’s no time. You must leave them behind if you want to survive.”

      My arm shot out before I even realized I’d done it and my hand clamped around his neck. “I’m not fucking going anywhere without them.” I released him with a shove and he cowered away from me. 

      “Okay, okay, there’s no need for any of that. Follow me then, although I seriously doubt they’re still alive.”

      Someone cleared their throat from a door off to the side and I breathed a sigh of relief as all three girls were standing in the entrance to the room. Dahlia held Fapplejack in her arms while Gwen and Isobel flanked her on each side. 

      “Try again.” Gwen said flatly as she stepped forward and grabbed the side of my face, kissing me passionately before letting me go. 

      I gave her a small smile. “I think I may have underestimated my power.”

      She let out a small laugh. “No shit.”

      My eyes shifted over to Fapplejack. The goblin looked in even worse shape than when I had him strapped to my back. He gave me a thumbs up and a smile which revealed he’d lost several teeth during the fight. “We did good, Logan, sir.”

      “You’re damn right we did good. You were amazing out there. FJ the Spider Slayer. Has a nice ring to it.” He straightened slightly and seemed proud of his new title. 

      Dahlia had the goblin wrapped with vines, securing him in place. She looked up to me with a smirk. “Precautionary. When you...when the light appeared, Fapplejack flew into the crowd. Fortunately, he landed on two Bear-kin warriors, so they broke his fall, mostly.”

      “That’s a relief. How about you? Are you injured at all?”

      She smiled. “Always worried about everyone else. I’m fine. I had Gwen and Isobel the whole time.” She paused and spoke a little softer as she stole a quick glance over to Isobel. “Make sure you don’t make her angry anytime soon.”

      Isobel stepped forward and shrugged. “I only did what I had to do.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Oh, did I miss something good?”

      Gwen let out a chuckle. “Let’s just say, Isobel is probably a better warrior than almost everyone here. Most of the other travelers knew we arrived at the arena with you. They tried to take out their gambling losses on us, but Isobel wasn’t having it. She took on a whole section before the guards chased us off.”

      Isobel shifted uncomfortably and shrugged. “I may have gotten somewhat carried away.”

      “Carried away? You cut a man’s arm off!” Gwen laughed and made a slicing motion with her arm. “They very well could’ve really injured us, or worse, if it were not for you.”

      “You and Dahlia were in trouble, I’m sure you would’ve done the same for me.” She straightened and brushed her hair back behind one of her fur covered ears atop her head. “We really should be going.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, Isobel. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. I promise you, I will do everything in my power to find your father.”

      Isobel shifted and glanced toward the door before responding. “Oh, don’t worry, I know you will. After seeing how you handled that spider queen, though, I’m glad you’re on my side.”

      I gave the wolf woman a small smirk and led the others up through the corridor. We stayed together, and I gave Amos a small nudge forward. “Do you have any suggestions on the best way to get out of here?”

      The man straightened his suit coat and tapped the ground twice with his cane. “We’ll go out through the infirmary. Follow me.” 

      Amos stopped at the doorway leading out to the arena and looked back. “Keep your head down, don’t look at anyone in the eyes. I’ll tell you when it’s safe.”

      Most of the spectators had filtered out into the area outside the arena with several others working together to extinguish the raging fire that had taken over the stands. I stood next to Amos and when I saw the opportunity to move; I pulled Amos forward, and the others followed closely behind. 

      We crossed a wide opening with the main entrance to the arena on our left. We reached the other side in a matter of seconds and entered an identical corridor on the other side. Amos’s limp became more pronounced the faster we moved, and he struggled to keep up. I glanced back to make sure we didn’t lose him before entering an unfamiliar room. It was the same size as the staging room on the other side and held several cots. I glanced around and received curious looks from all the bandaged and bloody fighters currently receiving aid. 

      I spotted Sven across the room. His face brightened and he rushed over. “You survived. I figured something big happened after I heard the explosion. I thought you were a goner.”

      “They haven’t killed me yet. Good job winning your trial.” I gave his shoulder a hard pat. “Good luck at the tournament. I hope you’re able to make it back to your family and give them everything that you’re risking your life for.”

      He let out a chuckle. “If you ask them, they’d just say they want me, but I know my wife and children would love for me to bring some coin home so we could start that new life we’d always dreamed of.”

      “Well, I really hope that it all works out for you.”

      Sven nodded and paused as Amos stepped forward. Amos waved an arm obnoxiously, trying to get Sven to move out of the way. “This way, there’s a door back here.”

      I scanned the room for any familiar faces and stopped at an older wolf-kin who laid unconscious on a cot toward the back of the room. I pointed him out to Isobel and she stood on her tiptoes to inspect. She lowered slowly and shook her head. “No, he’s not from our village.”

      “That’s okay, we’ll just keep looking. We’ll find him.”

      Amos flung a door open toward the back of the room. “Let’s get moving. I need to protect my investment.”

      Gwen reached inside her cloak and pulled out my rifle. “I kept it warm for you.” She smiled and entered through the door. Dahlia followed with Fapplejack still secured in her arms, and Isobel filed in behind her. I took a last look around and gave Sven a small nod as I exited through the doorway. 

      The tunnel was dark and seemed to have been mostly unused. The walls were solid stone and the corridor stretched for what seemed like a mile. We reached the end and Amos gathered us around him. “Be prepared. They wouldn’t dare touch my carriage, but I can promise you, if they haven’t gotten to yours yet, it won’t take them long to find it.”

      I held out a hand to prevent Amos from going first. “You better let me take this one.”

      I closed my eyes and nearly stumbled over. I had obviously ranked up my Sight skill, as now the world lit up like a carnival. I took a couple seconds to adjust to the colors. From underground I could clearly see the outlines of trees which were vibrant brown, and leaves which glowed bright green. I also saw the outlines of several men and creatures. They seemed to have calmed down from the chaos that reigned supreme moments earlier in the arena and had moved onto other pressing matters.

      I climbed a wooden ladder and exited out into a small empty hut. Several papers and maps were strewn across long wooden tables. I walked over to a paper and picked it up. It was a roster of sorts with the names of the fighters and each of their sponsors. I ran my finger down the list of names and found what I was looking for. 

      Amos Moses

      Champion: Logan West

      Odds: 8:1

      Eight to one, eh? Not bad. 

      I ran through the list and noticed most of the fighters had much worse odds than I did. I discovered the spider queen was definitely the favorite with 2:1 odds. I found Sven a short distance up the list and noticed that he had 60:1 odds. Good for him. 

      I searched the area for anything else that may have been of note, but there were so many discarded papers it was hard to see if they had value. The squat building had bars on the windows and small teller windows. I immediately recognized we were in Kilney’s version of a sports book where they took and paid out on bets. They had locked all the windows from the inside, and whoever had been manning the desk was nowhere around. 

      I turned back and motioned for the others to follow. We hurried through the building and exited through a door that faced away from the arena. Shouts of men and beasts alike rose in the distance. 

      I led the others out of the building and back toward our cart. Amos tried to keep up but couldn’t because of the uneven ground. Every few steps I’d hear him let out a grunt as he lost his footing. I looked back and shook my head as he stopped to mat the sweat from his brow. I lifted him and threw him over my shoulder so we could continue. 

      The low buzz that had risen over the crowd earlier when we arrived had devolved to chaos. Several groups gathered around large fires and were fighting, drinking, and some were even singing some catchy drinking songs. I stopped as I spotted a familiar face steering a cart away from the madness. It was the same man who’d mentioned the tournament to me back at the manor. 

      I raised my hand to wave him down. “Hey, traveler.”

      The man’s eyes grew wide as we approached. “You’re not safe here. You just killed the odds-on favorite to win the tournament. They’ll be gunning for you, you know.”

      “I realize this. We need to get back to our cart so we can get the hell out of here. Would you be willing to create a diversion for us?” I looked in the back of his cart and noticed he had a family of orcs riding along with him. 

      He looked at me pleadingly and nodded. “Okay, but only because of the hospitality you showed me at your manor.” He leaned back and got the attention of one of his passengers. “Tro’zan, will you hand me that crate next to you?”

      The jade skinned and toned orc nodded and pushed the crate across the floor toward the front of the cart. 

      The man nodded and pulled out three red cylinders. At first I thought they were dynamite until he lifted the first one in front of his face and struck a match. He looked at me and smiled. “I was saving these for when we arrived at the capital, but I suppose if I use a few now it’ll be okay.” He pressed the flame to the short fuse before turning his eyes back to mine. “You best go now.”

      I thanked him and hoisted Amos back over my shoulder with a grunt. “Our cart should be just up there.” I hurried forward to where we had left it and froze as a massive burst of heat washed over us. “Well, there goes our way out of here.”
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      I tossed Amos on the ground and glanced around as several revelers fled from the explosion. “They really must not like you, Amos.”

      He let out a high-pitched laugh. “Everyone needs someone to hate. They’re just jealous they’re not able to spot talent as effectively as I’m able to.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes and stopped as I spotted Amos’s cart in the distance. It was still intact, although from the looks of the crowd that was approaching, it wouldn’t be for much longer. I lifted Amos by the arms and Gwen took his legs as we carried him haphazardly toward his carriage. I threw him into the seating area with a thud and helped Dahlia inside. “Find a place where you can, have Fapplejack rest.”

      Galloping came from behind me, and I saw the two large white horses from our cart. I let out a sigh of relief and grabbed their bridles. They both shook their manes and looked at me expectantly. I pulled them over to Amos’s cart and handed one off to Isobel. “We’re going to ride the horses. Gwen, will you drive the carriage?”

      Gwen gave me a small smirk and snapped the reins. “Try to keep up.”

      The carriage jolted with a start as the horses dug their feet into the mossy ground and pulled forward. I climbed atop the second horse and nodded toward Isobel. We flanked the carriage as Gwen picked up speed. 

      No one seemed to notice at first until a husky man without a shirt pointed us out to his buddies. “Look, there goes Amos. And there’s that son of a bitch who cost us our money!”

      I gave him a one-fingered salute with my middle finger and urged my horse to go faster. They threw several rocks and flaming boards our way as we made our way out of town, but we escaped unscathed. 

      The flames from the bonfires and torches across Kilney faded and the road in front of us grew dark. I glanced back and closed my eyes. The area directly above the arena which, just hours earlier, was nearly bursting from the seams with extremely bright spirit, was completely dormant. 

      We slowed our pace slightly, and Gwen glanced back toward the city and then to me. “No, you didn’t.”

      “Didn’t what?” I gave her a small shrug, anticipating that she already knew I had something to do with the lack of spirit above the arena. 

      “Don’t tell me. No, there’s no way. I mean, maybe...” Gwen seemed to battle with truly accepting what she thought had happened. 

      “Are you wondering how I could handle cultivating that much spirit all at once?”

      Gwen’s mouth transformed into a wide smile. “So it was you?! I knew it. I could sense it while the queen had you trapped in her web. Everyone was cheering, thinking the fight was over and that you were dead. But I could sense you. I felt you cultivating. The spirit was rushing so fast across my skin and past my core. I didn’t realize it then, but your core must have reached, or exceeded, capacity and that’s what caused the explosion.”

      I nodded and let out a long breath. “It was wild, for sure. Is riding on a strand of spirit normal for anyone who has the Sight skill?”

      Gwen looked at me curiously and blinked a few times. “You did what?! I’m not even going to ask. The answer is no, that’s not normal. What rank are you now anyway, Grand Master? King?” She shook her head, clearly astounded.

      I pressed down on my temple and brought up my list of skills. I glanced at Sight and stared at it for several seconds, expecting it to change. “I’m apparently on to the next rank. Well, maybe a little more than that.” I’d almost leveled my Sight skill to the same level as Master Teng had leveled several of his skills. Although Teng had been cultivating his entire life. I’d only been here for about a month and I was rank seven, Expert, in my Sight skill.

      She smiled and shook her head before returning her focus on the path in front of her. “You, Logan West, are a unique one, that’s for sure.”

      “I’m still not sure if that’s a good thing or not.” I gave my horse a small kick to get him moving faster up along the road. We continued for about an hour before Amos peeked his head from the carriage. “Up here about a thousand feet, turn right. I have a small place we can go where we should be able to get some rest and clean up.”

      I rode my horse to the front of the cart and looked for any place to veer off the road. Thick, tall trees flanked us on both sides. It would be nearly impossible to see more than maybe five feet past the edge before everything was pitch black. 

      I closed my eyes for a second and pulled back sharply on my horse’s reins. We were only a few feet from our turn, something that I couldn’t have spotted without my Sight skill. A barely visible path stretched into the woods, and if you were not looking for it, it would’ve been nearly impossible to find.

      Dahlia handed me a lit torch that she had wedged into a bracket on the carriage and looked out the window curiously. “This place gives me seriously bad vibes. The ground feels… dead.”

      Isobel brought her horse up next to mine and spoke under her breath. “Do you think we can trust Amos?”

      I knew she didn’t trust Amos, but honestly, at this point I was about one hundred percent sure she didn’t trust anyone. I glanced back to see if the man was still poking his head out from the carriage, but he had disappeared back inside. “I’m not sure we have much of a choice, especially if we want to make it into the tournament and find your father.”  I gave my horse’s mane a small scratch before continuing. “That is, if you still think he made it.” 

      Isobel nodded and looked at me. “Okay. If you think we need to trust this man, I will. That doesn’t mean I won’t be on guard the whole time.”

      “I understand, I wouldn’t expect anything less.” I pulled back on the reins and slowed my horse. I glanced over and met her eyes. “I didn’t get a chance to truly thank you for ensuring Gwen and Dahlia made it out of the arena unscathed. We are very fortunate to have you with us.”

      Isobel partially hid her face with her thick black hair. She let out a small laugh. “You know, before I met you I would’ve done everything I could’ve done to get myself to safety.” She paused and shook her head lightly. “I don’t know if it is your core, your actions, or a combination of both, but I find myself incredibly drawn to you. I want to fight for you, and help protect the ones who mean the most to you.” She shrugged and nodded. “I believe you when you say you will find my father. Not only that, but I believe in you.”

      I kept my eyes focused on the wolf-kin for several seconds. Her serious exterior had cracked slightly to show me the softer side. The fact that she was willing to protect those who meant most to me, only intensified my desire for her. “I’m glad you came to find me, Isobel. And you’re right, I will find your father.”

       Amos interrupted as he yelled out the window, into the darkness. “Count to ten and turn right.” 

      I furrowed my brow and counted in my head. Once I reached ten I stopped the horse and turned to the right. I faced a gigantic pile of brush that stood nearly as tall as the horse. The horse hesitated and stamped his foot nervously a few times. “Amos? Are you sure about that?”

      Amos opened the door of the carriage and lowered himself to the ground. He limped over to me with his cane and pushed a bush out of the way. “There, is that better?”

      By all accounts, you could call Amos a dick. However, I was actually beginning to warm up to the bastard.  

      Isobel turned her horse to face the opening created by Amos. “There’s not a path here, it just leads into the forest.”

      He lifted a finger in the air. “Ah, I’d look again.” 

      I used my Sight and saw a highlighted neon pink path as soon as I closed my eyes. I opened them for a second and motioned to Isobel. “Follow me, I see it.”

      She looked at me as if I were crazy. “Lead the way.” She held out her hand toward the invisible path. 

      I closed my eyes again and urged my horse forward. Pressure rose around us as if we were walking through an invisible wall of jam. The horse continued walking and just as fast as the pressure had arrived; it vanished. I looked back and saw everyone clearly behind me. I spun my horse and dragged my hand across the barrier I’d passed through. I couldn’t even tell there was anything there. 

      A moment later, Isobel pointed her horse in my direction and pushed him forward. She crossed through the barrier and looked at me with wide eyes. “Well, that’s a new one.”

      “No kidding.” I gave a small smirk and moved onto the side of the path to make room for the carriage. 

      Back on the main road, Gwen lined up the cart in the path's direction. She gave the horses a quick snap of the reins and they ran through the barrier. The horses didn’t even hesitate. They burst through the barrier and a second later were on my side.

      Amos craned his neck out from inside the carriage. “Very well, now straight down this path and you’ll run right into it.”

      Isobel and I pulled the horses onto the road in front of the others and led the way. The first signs of dawn illuminated our way toward our destination.

      I shifted my attention to Isobel as we continued along the path. “Are you familiar with these forests?”

      She shook her head slightly and sighed. “I thought I was, but I’ve never seen this path before. We have to be on the northern edge of the Mystic Vale. I know that Ambirn’s cemetery is near, though. After the Great War it became the largest cemetery in Aurilon.”

      “What caused the Great War?” I asked.

      “Power. Wealth. Hatred. You name it. I still think a lover’s quarrel caused it. At least that’s what my parents always told me when I was growing up.”

      “A lover’s quarrel, eh? I’d like to know just how many wars over the years were started by a spurned heart.”

      Isobel chuckled. “Probably quite a few. Love’s reserved for the dreamers.”

      I shook my head. “If I’d met you about two months ago, I’d probably agree with you. Now though? I’m not so sure.” I paused and glanced at her beautiful blue eyes. “Have you ever been in love?”

      “Me?” Her face turned bright red and she let her thick black hair cover half of her face. “There’s no time for love. Not when a tyrant is hell bent on destroying everything I hold dear to my heart.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “You just haven’t found someone worthy of receiving it yet.”

      She turned her head toward me and gave me a small smile. “Do you love your bonded women?”

      “With all my heart.” I responded without hesitation.

      “How are you able to love one as much as the next? Doesn’t one always suffer?”

      “I guess I’ve never really thought about it too much. Bonding is strange, although, I can tell you this, Gwen, Dahlia, and Chloe all do an amazing job of telling me what they expect and need out of our relationship, and I tell them exactly what I need as well.” I paused and let out a long breath. “It’s crazy, but before I arrived here, I would’ve been skeptical. Honestly, it still seems a little strange when I say it out loud, but I love all three of my bonded with everything that I am. It is as if ever since we bonded, we share the same life force. And I can feel our bonds becoming stronger each day. I’m lucky to have found them.”

      Isobel rolled her eyes and gave me a small smirk. “Well, I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but they are lucky to have found you. You are one of a kind. If love does truly exist…” She trailed off.

      I mentally chided myself as my eyes remained locked on her. You better not be falling for her. You’ve already got three incredible women. She was stunningly gorgeous, and my connection with her was instant. I knew it the day I saw her at the manor. I could tell that beneath her normally hardened exterior she was drawn to me as well.

      She turned back and caught my eyes and gave me a cute smile. “What?”

      “Nothing.” I snapped my horse’s reins and returned my focus on the road ahead, a smile across my face.

      After several minutes, I spotted a small castle through the thick trees which stood alone atop a hill with two towers on each side. A few streams cut the landscape on our sides before disappearing into the lush forest that started again about fifty yards away. As we approached, a woman burst through the front gate and ran toward us. I pulled back and reached for my knife. 

      As she came closer, I recognized her as one of the four dragon women that was traveling with Amos earlier. 

      Amos spun and eyed the woman curiously. “Mona? What happened?”

      She waved her hands wildly and had tears streaming down her face. “I think my sisters are dead!”
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      Amos jumped out of the cart and nearly fell over before catching himself with his cane. “What do you mean dead?!”

      Mona sobbed uncontrollably. “That man that won us, but then sold us to a very bad man. I know you told us to kill the man who won us and come back here, but he didn’t give us a chance. The man that bought us, he took us behind the arena and lined us up against the wall. Before I even knew what happened, he’d clipped all three of my sisters’ wings. He would’ve got me as well if it were not for a large man who intervened.” She wiped her tears and tried to take in a long breath. “I flew here as fast as I could.

      Amos was twenty shades of red as he paced back and forth. He muttered loudly as he rubbed his forehead. “Who would do that? Everyone knew I’d be back for you four. I’m the king’s brother. They’re going to pay.” His breaths came out short and choppy as he raised his eyes to meet the dragon-woman. “Do you know who it was?”

      “He had long hair and seemed to be the leader of a small group of men. They were bragging about all the monsters they had killed. I heard someone call him Striker.”

      “Striker? I thought he’d died in the trade ship explosion a few weeks back.” Amos said, almost hopeful in his tone. 

      I got down off my horse and walked over to Amos. My hands were shaking and I finally realized just how badly I wanted that son of a bitch to be dead. “How do you know Striker?”

      Amos shook his head. “My brother hired him. He tasked him with finding a monster that could purify his core. He had...unconventional techniques, but he was, or rather is, one of the greatest hunters in all of Aurilon. But he, of all people, knows my dragon women. He wouldn’t dare...” He trailed off and rubbed his forehead as if he were trying to make sense of everything.

      “I may have had a run in or two with him recently. I had a feeling I’d run into him again.” I replied and shook my head.

      Gwen helped Dahlia out of the carriage with Fapplejack, who was now sleeping soundly in her arms. “Did I hear you say Striker?” Gwen asked.

      Amos nodded. “I take it you know of him as well?”

      “Yes. I was hoping we’d gotten rid of that son of a bitch.” She brushed her hair back behind her ears and shook her head.

      “He’s a very dangerous man. I’d warn you to be cautious, but since you already know of him, I’m sure you also know what he is capable of.” Amos turned and comforted Mona. While he had his arms around her, she stared at me. There was something unsettling about her stare.

      Now that I knew Striker was alive, it meant things could get very interesting for me and the others once we reached the Capitol.

      Amos led us into his castle and to a small room where we could let Fapplejack rest comfortably. A large shield hung above the bed emblazoned with a dragon coiled around a sword as its coat of arms. The others moved back into the main courtyard while I hung back to talk to Fapplejack. “How are you feeling?”

      The goblin gave me a small wave of his hand. “Oh, I think I’m alright Logan, sir. I’m really missing being able to feel my legs, though. Do you think that will ever come back?”

      I took a long breath and let it out slowly. I couldn’t bring myself to lie to the goblin. “I’m not sure, but honestly, I wouldn’t count on it.”

      “Oh.” Fapplejack sunk back into the bed, and I could tell that I had just crushed whatever amount of optimism he had remaining. 

      “Hey, don’t you give up. There are plenty of things you’re able to do without your legs.”

      “What, greet people as they arrive at the tournament?”

      I smiled and admired that he still wanted to fight. “Remember, you’re my wingman. I wouldn’t have been able to hold off all those spiders by myself. It’s because of you that we were able to make it long enough for me to build up enough spirit to blow that arena apart.” 

      “They didn’t stand a chance.” He let out a small laugh. “Well, before momma came and made it an unfair fight.”

      “I need you to rest up, so, if the need arises, you’re able to fight alongside me again.”

      The goblin propped himself up on an elbow and nodded. “Okay, Logan, sir. I will get some rest, you do the same.”

      I gave him a small nod and rejoined the others. I moved next to Dahlia and ran my hand down her back. She shivered under my touch and craned her neck to give me a small smile. 

      Amos stood in the center of the courtyard and pointed to the corridor opposite the one Fapplejack currently rested in. “Over here, you’ll find our baths. You all look like you could use a good scrubbing. We’ll prepare some food in the meantime. Please, let me know if there is anything else you need.”

      Amos’s tone had completely flipped from what it was back when we met him. I stopped him as he walked away. “Amos?”

      He paused and turned, spinning around by planting his cane in the ground. “Yes?”

      “While the hospitality is appreciated, why the sudden change in your attitude? I get that you want me to win the tournament as my sponsor, but it seems like there’s more.”

      A wide smile rose to his face. “Oh, don’t worry, I have my reasons. Reasons which I’m sure you will discover very soon, and, if you really think on it, you can probably figure it out.”

      “Hmm, that’s incredibly vague,” I said and eyed him cautiously. I walked across the room while Amos and his dragon woman disappeared into a room behind us. I turned to the women and held my hand out in front of me. “Ladies first.”

      Gwen smiled and pulled off her shirt right there in the great hall. Her bare breasts prompted an embarrassed shade of pink rise to Dahlia’s cheeks. 

      Isobel hung back and eyed me cautiously. “You guys go ahead, I’ll wait out here.” 

      I urged her to follow, more because I didn’t want Amos to pull something when we weren’t all together. It was hard enough leaving Fapplejack in the other room. “Come on, I’m sure it will feel nice to wash up. We can discuss our plan from here.”

      She nodded and ran a hand back through her long black hair. “Okay, maybe you’re right. I do feel a bit, grimy.”

      I pulled off my shirt, wadded it up in a ball, and tossed it to the side. 

      Dahlia let out a small gasp from behind me. “Logan, your back! You’re injured!”

      I craned my neck back and realized that I’d taken much more damage than I expected. As if on cue, the pain in the deep slash marks across my back flared. They’d not healed as fast as my other wounds after Amos gave me his healing potion. “I hadn’t even noticed.” I gritted my teeth as Dahlia ran her hand softly over each of the deep cuts. I grimaced and clenched a fist. “Damn, I wonder why those haven’t healed up.”

      She bent closer and inspected each gash and straightened a couple seconds later. “The queen’s poison. Her legs were most likely dripping with it. It’s preventing your skin from regenerating.”

      I turned and met her eyes. “Do you have any bandages I can use?” She held a hand to my back and I felt a vine find its way to my wounds from her palm. I looked down to my chest and watched as it wrapped itself around me slowly. It made three revolutions around my chest, covering each of my wounds before she broke it off.

      She smiled and nodded. “There you go, that should help, at least for now.”

      “Thank you, Dahlia, that actually feels amazing. Please let me know if one of those opens back up and I don’t notice it.” I stretched to each side before heading toward the doors behind Gwen. She turned as I approached and held her arms out to give me a hug. She pressed her warm breasts against my chest and kissed my neck. “Only you could have your core explode and end up with only a few scratches.” She kissed me again and ran a hand across my exposed scar on my chest. “Come with me. Time to clean you up.”

      I smiled and grabbed Dahlia’s hand, pulling her along with us to the bath. We entered an all-white room with several ornate cherub fountains lining the high walls. Water poured continuously out of them into a large pool below. The pool wasn’t very deep, maybe three feet at its deepest in the center, with several stairs leading down into the water. I pulled off my pants and stepped into the pool, expecting it to be cold like the one back at the manor, but it was the opposite. The water was warm and felt incredibly refreshing. I stood at the edge for only a moment before Gwen grabbed my hand and led me to a shallow area. 

      She smiled and ran a hand up and down my bare chest. “It’s not every day a girl gets to wash the next tournament champion of Aurilon.”

      I kissed her lips as she brought water up to pour over my body. Dahlia joined, running her soft hands down along my back, kissing each area as she worked her way down from my shoulders. My cock was already hard before either of the women had even ventured below my waist.

      Across the pool, Isobel dipped her feet into the water and removed her leather armor. Her soft bushy tail waved behind her as she removed her pants. She turned her body to shield herself as she lifted a white undershirt that she wore under her armor. She brought water up to wash off the dirt and grime of the day, occasionally stealing a quick glance over at me. 

      Gwen leaned up and whispered in my ear. “Why don’t you invite her over here?” My length stirred at the thought and Gwen smiled. “Looks like you think it’s a good idea.”

      Dahlia moved closer and pressed her body against my back. Her nipples were fully erect as her soft breasts slid against my skin. She reached around my waist and ran a hand down my chest. She stood on her tiptoes and her warm breath danced across my neck. “I think it’s a good idea as well. Isobel proved herself at the trial by fighting alongside us. She didn’t even think twice about it.” She lowered back down and ran both of her hands down my chest, pulling me tighter against her naked body. 

      I grabbed each of the girl’s hands and led them over to where Isobel was washing. She watched me cautiously as I approached, her eyes locked on mine. I slowly released my bonded girl’s hands and reached out a hand to Isobel. She shifted her eyes down to my hand, staring at it for a second before she finally accepted it. I led her over to a stream of water and she eyed all three of us cautiously. I peered into her eyes for several seconds as she stared up at me; her grey-blue eyes seemed to glow from within. I leaned down and kissed her lips. She remained motionless for a moment before her mouth parted slightly and she kissed me back. 

      She opened her mouth wider and I explored it with my tongue. She didn’t taste like the other two women. Where Gwen and Dahlia had hints of wine and flowers, Isobel tasted exotic, wild. I kept my grasp on her hand as I kissed her. A small moan passed her lips and she kissed me with increased urgency.

      I moved her hand down to my waist and she immediately wrapped her hand around my hardened member, biting her lip as she locked her fierce eyes on mine. I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close as the other two women joined. Both Gwen and Dahlia kissed her back and arms, prompting more moans and urgency from the wolf-girl. She stroked my length faster and I moved from her lips to her collarbone before moving down to her erect nipples. I ran my hand slowly down between her legs and moved two fingers inside her wet folds. I moved my fingers in rhythm with her stroking, moving them faster until her moans became louder, almost screams. 

      Dahlia kissed my neck while I concentrated on Isobel’s nipples. She nibbled on my ear before whispering. “Take her.”

      Gwen moved up my other side, running a hand down Isobel’s back and the other down mine. She bit down on my neck before whispering in my other ear. “Take her, bond with her. Fuck her.”

      It took everything I had not to come right then, but I resisted. I moved my hands back up to Isobel’s shoulders and spun her around. Her tail moved across my face, sending chills of ecstasy throughout my body. I moved her to the edge of the pool, the water from the fountains splashed around us as I bent her over and spread her legs. She reached back with a free hand and split her soft folds, inviting me inside. I thrust forward and sunk my girth deep inside of her. Strands of spirit churned through my body as I moved in and out of her, my length harder than ever.

      Isobel’s screams of passion filled the room as I thrust deeper each time I moved forward. Gwen grabbed onto my ass and guided me inside of the wolf-girl, pushing me forward and kissing my hip as I moved. 

      Isobel’s wet juices flowed over my hardness and I slipped in and out of her warm, tight channel with ease and her soft, bushy tail wrapped around me as if it were trying to hold me in place. I pulled out and leaned over her back, kissing every inch of her soft skin and wrapping my arms around her from behind, taking in two full handfuls of her amazing breasts. Gwen and Dahlia moved to their knees and took turns taking my length into their mouths, slurping greedily, their soft tongues dancing over every inch of my hardened manhood. I spun Isobel to face me, kissing her more passionately than I’d ever kissed anyone in my life.

      Gwen took all of me inside her mouth, letting her warm tongue roll off the tip of my member. She pulled back and gripped me in her hand, pushing me backwards until I took a seat on a stair leading into the pool. 

      Dahlia led Isobel back over to me while Gwen kept her hand locked in place around my girth. Isobel straddled me while Gwen directed my member between the wolf-girl’s legs. Isobel lowered down onto me and let out a small growl as she tried to accept my entire length. “You’re so fucking huge,” she said, clenching her jaw. Her eyes rolled back and she let out a small yelp as she forced as much of me inside of her as she could. She moved slowly at first, but soon picked up her pace. She bounced up and down, her breasts bouncing wildly in front of my face. I had a firm grip on each of her hips and pulled her down hard each time she dropped, wanting nothing more than to sink my hot seed deep inside of her. 

      She moaned in my ear. “Now, I want it all. Give it to me.” She moved faster and screamed in delight as Gwen and Dahlia kissed and bit her nipples. The pressure inside of me had reached an all-time high, and I felt strands of spirit flowing from me into all three girls. Isobel rocked her hips faster, and I let go, shooting my hot seed deep inside of her, and was assailed by the familiar blinding light. I held her in place until I was sure I’d left every drop behind. 

      She fell into me, her long hair covering half of her face with beads of sweat rolling down her forehead. I kissed her again and she stared into my eyes, as if a predator had just captured its prey. I lifted her off slowly and all three girls caressed and gently kissed my throbbing manhood as I sank back against the stairs.

      I let out a long breath and savored feeling better than I ever had in my entire life.
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      We took our time in the bath, taking turns washing each other and relaxing from the day’s events. As we finished, I stepped out of the water and stood naked in front of Amos’s dragon girl. She looked down at my still half-mast length and licked her lips. She lifted her eyes slowly and handed me a set of clothes. “Hopefully they fit, it’s all we have. I suppose if they don’t though, you’ll have to sleep naked. Pity.” She shrugged and walked seductively over to the other girls, handing them all silky nightgowns for the evening, which actually looked more like lingerie than a nightgown. Not that I was complaining.

      “Thank you, I appreciate it...uh, I’m sorry I don’t think I got your name.” I said as I pulled a shirt on over my head.

      “Nymona. You all can call me Mona though.” She pulled on my shirt collar as she walked back toward the main area. “Come, food’s ready.”

      I followed her into the main hall with my now three bonded girls close behind. I took a second to check my skills to see what skill I may have picked up from Isobel. I scanned my current abilities and their current ranks:

      
        
        Current Skills

      

        

      
        Sight–Rank 7: King

        Nature Manipulation–Rank 3: Specialist

        Endurance–Rank 5: Grand Master

        Tracking–Rank 3: Specialist

        Aim-Rank 3: Specialist

        Hunting-Rank 3: Specialist

        Intercourse-Rank 5: Grand Master

        Resiliency-Rank 3: Specialist

        Constitution-Rank 3: Specialist

        Luck-Rank 2: Practitioner

        Charisma-Rank 5: Grand Master

        Intelligence-Rank 3: Specialist

        Charge-Rank 2: Practitioner

        Instinctive Reflex-Rank 2: Practitioner

      

      

      

      Hmm, Instinctive Reflex, that could be interesting. I glanced over to Isobel as we walked. She wore an even more determined look on her face. “Isobel, what’s the skill, instinctive reflex?”

      She furrowed her brow and looked at me curiously. “It’s a skill wolf-kin have known for as long as time. Why do you ask?”

      “Because it looks like I just learned it.” 

      She stopped in her tracks and stared at me in disbelief. “How can that be? Did it happen when we bonded?”

      “That’s exactly when it happened. What does it do exactly?”

      She thought for a moment before responding. “I am not sure what it does in a human. You may be the first one, ever, to learn that skill. At low ranks it can help with dodging and parrying, at top ranks it can make you nearly invincible.”

      I smiled and nodded. “Good to know.” 

      We entered the main hall and Amos waved us over to a large table set for six people. “Come over here, please don’t be shy, I’m sure all of you are famished.”

      I walked over to the table and rested my hands on the back of a chair before I sat down. “Thanks Amos, I still don’t know why you’re suddenly being so kind. Did you take a hit to the head that we didn’t see? Are you sure you’re not under one of those influence potions, like everyone else seems to be?”

      “Appearances my good sir. Appearances.” He held his hands out and motioned for us to take a seat before he continued. “I’m the king’s brother. I have to at least play the part. Everyone knows that I’ve been wildly successful in the tournament the past few years. I may have had a little help though, you see.”

      “So you cheated your way to your victories.” 

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it cheating.”

      “What would you call it then?” I said, furrowing my brow. 

      “Maximizing creativity for monetary benefit.” He smiled widely, but it faded quickly. “Okay, yes, fine, I cheated. I had little choice, though. My brother gave me an ultimatum. I’ve lost two years in a row and was warned if I made it a third, I’d be the one he’d enter into the next tournament.”

      “Your brother is that concerned about how you reflect on his kingdom? Forgive me if this is blunt, but why the hell hasn’t he just killed you and moved on?”

      Amos shrugged and shook his head. “Your guess is as good as mine. He already disowned me in front of the entire kingdom.” He cut his steak with a little more intensity. “He forced me to come live in one of the Whitehall’s old castles, not that I mind per se, it’s much quieter out here.” Bringing a piece of steak up to his mouth, he shrugged. “Perhaps his hate runs so deep for monsters he lets me live, in hopes one day maybe I’ll bring more humans into this world.”

      “And do you see that happening?”

      The man let out a long laugh and slapped the table. “Me? Oh, heavens no. I fear I’d not make much of a father. I’m just trying to enjoy the last time that I have before my brother decides he’s finally had enough of me.”

      “Well, good luck with that.” I said and sat down next to Gwen. “So, your brother expects you to bring a champion to the tournament each year. What did you do to give you the upper hand in years past?”

      Amos fished around in his pocket for a second and pulled out a small cylindrical bottle. “This.” He lifted it up in front of his face and shook it. “This magic little potion has gotten me out of plenty a jam, but mainly helped me control the most dangerous monsters in Aurilon. At least for long enough where they would kill anything I instructed them to kill, instead of me.”

      I met Dahlia’s eyes before shifting back to Amos. “I’ve seen vials like that before. How did you get past champions to drink it though?”

      “Mona, mainly. Her and her sisters have always been very persuasive. It’s amazing what a dragon woman can get others to do, isn’t that right Mona?”

      “We definitely have our ways.” She gave me a sad smile, and I could tell she was thinking about her sisters.

      Amos pulled out a small bib and tied it around his neck. It had an embroidered “A” in the center and made him look like a man-child. He picked the potion up and gave it a quick shake. “Yes, a truly amazing potion, but my supplier sold me out, and started running his mouth. Before I knew it, every human in Aurilon was a sponsor and bringing some major competition with them.”

      “How long ago did your supplier sell you out?” I pushed the plate in front of me toward the middle of the table. I never enjoyed using plates that looked like they would break as soon as I used a knife to slice off a piece of meat. When I was younger, my dad would lose his shit if either my brother or I would come close to breaking anything. Especially the china that he spent way too much on.

      “Two tournaments ago. It’s really not surprising, I should’ve expected it I suppose.” 

      Gwen took a long swig from her wine glass and set it down hard on the table. “How many of us have you killed along the way?”

      “Listen sweetheart, it was them or me, and well, I enjoy living... most days, so I don’t know what to tell you. I’m sure most others would do the same.”

      Gwen shook her head and was about to speak again, but restrained herself. 

      Isobel glared at Amos and finally spoke. “You’ve hunted down my family for years. I saw you myself several years ago when my brother was captured.”

      Amos took a sip from his wine and kept his attention focused on her for several seconds. He set his glass down and waved a finger toward her. “Yes, yes, I remember now.” He let out a small nervous laugh. “I believe I remember him now that you mention it. The resemblance is uncanny, well except for your nice rack.”

      Isobel looked as if she were about to pounce. After bonding with her, I didn’t realize how fiercely protective I’d become. I shot out of my seat and had Amos by the throat in a split second. “Cut the shit and don’t ever think you can speak to any of my bonded that way again. Show some goddamn respect. Now, quit fucking dancing, Amos. What happened with her brother?”

      Amos stared at me wide-eyed and nodded while still in my grip. I released him with a small shove and pushed him back as I returned to my seat. He rubbed his neck and cleared his throat before speaking. “Tank was it? Well, he won the tournament.” He paused and took a long drink of wine. “Wolf-kin make exquisite arena champions, have for years. He has since moved along to Apex Isle.” Amos wiped his mouth with a napkin and lifted the silver cover off an enormous platter of food. “Please, eat up.”

      Isobel ignored the food and continued pressing. “Where is Apex Isle?”

      A red hue took over Amos’s face, which could’ve been from the wine hitting him, but was more likely because he was trying to avoid the conversation. “I promise, I can answer all of your questions first thing in the morning. For now, we all need to eat, it’s been an extremely long day.”

      The tension hung thick in the air as we passed food around. There was an awkward silence that filled the room. I jammed a fork into a heaping pile of ham and piled it onto my plate. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was. 

      After several minutes, Amos finally cleared his throat and broke the silence. “So, Logan, how did you learn how to cultivate? Very rare skill, especially for humans.”

      “I’ve had some excellent teachers since I arrived.” I gave both Gwen and Dahlia a nod. “Also, back at our manor we constructed a temple. There’s a centaur there who’s taught me how to build upon what I’ve learned from others.” My thoughts shifted to Master Teng. I was sure he’d be interested to hear about my ride upon the Spirit Express straight to my core. “Do you recall the last human to have a core cleansed enough to cultivate?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Before you? Hmm, no, I can’t say I do. What I wouldn’t give for that ability.”

      I grabbed a dinner roll and glanced at the women. “It definitely has its advantages.”

      Amos rubbed his chin absently for a few seconds before speaking. “When the sun rises, there’s something I’d like to show you, and perhaps get your thoughts on.”

      “Okay, that’s a bit vague, any other information you can give me?”

      “No, not really. It’s something I need to show you, not something that can really be explained.”

      “Fair enough, I’ll meet you down here first thing, after we get a bit of rest.” I took another bite of ham and met the eyes of all three of my bonded, who wore curious expressions on their faces. 

      We finished our meal, and Mona took us upstairs to a large room. “Unfortunately, this is the only other free bed in the castle.” She paused and inspected the women at my side. “If it’s too crowded, any of you are welcome to join Amos and me for the night.”

      Without skipping a beat, all three girls responded simultaneously. “We’re good.”
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      I climbed into bed with Gwen and Dahlia on either side of me. Isobel grabbed one of the decorative pillows off of the bed and headed toward the corner of the room. 

      I watched her curiously for a moment. “What are you doing way over there?”

      Isobel spun around and eyed me curiously. “Making a spot to sleep for the night. Why?”

      “Well, we’re bonded now. I want you to join me in bed. There’s plenty of room for all of us.” 

      Gwen pulled off her clothes and threw them to the side. “Come on, it will be much more comfortable sleeping here than on the ground, I won’t bite, I promise. Dahlia might though.”

      Dahlia gasped and playfully swung a pillow at Gwen’s head. “Not true! It’s safe, I promise.”

      I watched as Isobel approached slowly and stopped at the foot of the bed. “Okay, I suppose I can try it. I apologize, it’s been a long time since I’ve slept in the same bed as another, much less three others.”

      Dahlia smiled and held out her hand. “No better time than now. You can even have my spot for the night.” She scooted her body toward the edge of the bed and patted the open space in-between us.

      Isobel climbed up slowly and settled in. Her wild scent made my skin tingle with excitement. Her body was warm and felt perfect next to mine. Between Gwen, Dahlia, Chloe, and now Isobel, one thing became apparent as I stared at the ceiling. I’m going to need a bigger bed.

      I awoke early and slipped out of the heavy comforter without a sound. The girls moved closer together, but remained asleep. I slipped my pants on and threw my shirt over my shoulder as I walked out to the great hall of the small castle. I glanced around at all of the crests that adorned the walls. They looked pretty old, and if this castle was taken over only fifty years ago by Corlinius, then there was a good chance that the dragon curved around the sword was the coat of arms for the Whitehalls. I took in a deep breath and nearly tumbled over as the smell of fresh coffee filled my nose. 

      “Morning Logan,” Amos said with a small smile. He sat at the table with a leg pulled up and crossed over his right knee. He lifted a steaming mug of brown liquid and took a sip. “Care for a cup of coffee?”

      “Does a bear shit in the woods?”

      Amos glanced at me curiously and nodded. “A simple yes or no would suffice.” He poured a second mug from a large carafe and pushed it toward me. 

      I lifted the cup and inhaled the glorious fumes. Amos could’ve slipped all the poison he wanted to in that mug, but I knew it wouldn’t have stopped me from taking a drink. I’d have to check my obsession with coffee one of these days. But today was not that day. I took a sip and set the mug down. “That’s very good. Thank you. I have to tell you, It feels that time has been flying by since I’ve arrived in Aurilon. It’s getting hard to keep track.”

      “Yes, time has a tricky way of doing that.” He rubbed his chin. “You strike me as someone that’s lived in Aurilon for a very long time. Are you sure you have only been here a few weeks?” He eyed me for a long time before talking again. “You look somewhat familiar, but I just can’t put my finger on it.” After taking another swig of coffee, he stood and motioned me to follow. “Please, come with me.”

      I grabbed my mug and followed Amos out through the back of the castle. I’d not gotten the opportunity to explore since we arrived, so I wasn’t sure what I was about to see.

      I glanced around as we walked and noticed several distinct areas. The one closest to us had several various sized boulders lined up with a row of pedestals. The next was a ropes course, with thick woven rope spanning across a steadily flowing river. We stopped as we reached three tall wooden walls that stood end to end. 

      Amos turned and waved his arms in a wide arc. “This is where I’ve successfully trained eight champions, soon to be nine. I didn’t do you any favors by leaving you to figure out the trials by yourself. However, I’ll do my absolute best to ensure you’re ready for the actual tournament.”

      I walked up to one of the freestanding wooden walls and slapped my hand against it. “Interesting. Those boulders look like they weigh as much as you do.” I shook my head as I looked up toward the top of the wall. “And you’re going to train me?” 

      The man straightened and slammed the end of his cane on the ground twice. “Precisely.” He continued walking and stopped as he reached a tall row of thick hedges. “This is my labyrinth. I was going to use it this year to train my minotaur, but because of you, that’s no longer an option. Since you took his place, this is where you can expect to spend much of the next week training. You need to be ready for everything.”

      I walked along the hedgerow until I reached the first opening that led inside. “Let me guess, it’s not just a maze.” 

      “Oh, you could say that.” Amos laughed and spun his cane in a circle. “Now, what I really wanted to show you, is over here.”

      I followed Amos back toward the rope course, over a small wooden bridge to a shimmering golden statue that was in the shape of a majestic bird. “Is that a phoenix?” 

      “Yes, it is.” Amos walked up to the statue which was about as tall as he was. He tapped on it twice with his cane. “I haven’t been able to figure out how to use it, but every champion I have ever trained has spent much of their time here. I’ve been told ancient energy surrounds this place. Are you able to feel anything different?”

      I already knew from the tingling on my skin that there was a good amount of spirit surrounding this statue, but when I closed my eyes, I confirmed it. Swirling strands of spirit formed a tight spiral around the phoenix, lighting brightly and spinning so fast I was unable to separate them. “Yes, this appears to be an incredibly powerful spirit well. I’d probably be able to fill my entire core in the matter of minutes just from standing close.”

      “I knew it! So, you’re able to use it? Will it help you become stronger?” His eyes were hungry, as if he were about to achieve some hidden advantage in the tournament.

      I watched the spirit with my eyes closed for several seconds before opening them. “If I spend some time cultivating, I imagine I’ll increase the ranks of at least one or two of my skills. How much time do I actually have?”

      Amos ran his hand back through his hair and looked up to the sky. “Let’s see, if you add travel, prep time once we arrive, all the paperwork, not to mention the scouting, I’d say… three days.”

      “Three days!? We’d better get busy then, don’t you think?”

      Amos smiled and clapped excitedly. “I’ll go get Mona. She’s going to be your personal trainer.”

      “Can’t you just tell me what I should concentrate on? I’m sure I can get help from my bonded as well.”

      Amos shook his head adamantly. “No. Mona has been with me through each tournament and seen pretty much everything that they are going to throw at you. There’s only one major difference this year, than years past.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “The labyrinth.” He moved and pointed toward the vast maze behind him. “My minotaur couldn’t even make it to the center, and we’d been training for several months already. I was confident he’d make it at least past the trials and maybe win by dumb luck and brute strength.”

      “He had months and couldn’t make it to the center? What makes you think I’m going to have better success than he did.” 

      Amos rubbed his hands together and shifted his eyes nervously to the ground. “Well, because… your precious bonded’s lives depend on you making it through. You’ll want to train with Mona before you enter the labyrinth. She will be close by to monitor you, but she cannot give you any tips or help you get to the center.” He let out a nervous laugh. “You see, I need you to be focused. What better than to use the ones you love for a little motivation.”

      My face burned with anger. I instantly regretted not staying with the girls, or at the very least, having them come with me to meet Amos. I clenched my fist and did everything in my power to prevent myself from swinging. I knew as long as my bonded were not standing in front of me, they could potentially be in grave danger.

      Amos chuckled nervously. “Don’t worry, they are quite comfortable at the moment. They should all be sleeping peacefully throughout the maze. However, they’ll be in for a bit of a rude awakening if you run out of time.”

      “I can go now. Let me enter the labyrinth and retrieve them.” I clenched my fists so tightly that I thought my nails were going to rip through the skin on my palms.

      Amos held a finger up in the air. “Ah, let’s not be hasty. Besides, this labyrinth only opens when I want it to be open. I want to make sure my champion survives training. So, that means you’ll need to train before I allow you to enter.”

      “I guarantee you I don’t need to train. Let me in this fucking maze, I’ll show you.”

      “Easy, Logan. Easy. I promise that your girls are safe… for the time being. However, if you don’t do this my way, that could change in a hurry.” He paused and nervously pointed with his cane at the walls. “I borrowed the plans from my brother’s game master.”

      My fists remained clenched as I let out a long breath. “Game master?”

      “Yes, he’s the head of the tournament and comes up with the challenges each year. I have to say, this year was his most ambitious ever.” He paused and pointed at the towering walls of the labyrinth. “It’s truly amazing what being rich and the brother of the king can actually get you. The labyrinth at the castle is a much larger scale, of course, but its lifeblood is basically the same.”

      “Lifeblood? The labyrinth itself, is alive?” I furrowed my brow and looked at the walls curiously. 

      “Very much so. At the center is a core, a very powerful, magic core. It’s what dictates the rules within the labyrinth. If you were to head in there now, you’d just be running in circles I’m afraid, and honestly, you and your girls would all probably die.”

      I glared at Amos. “This is the last time you do not fucking communicate your intentions, am I clear?”

      “Quite, I mean, I apologize, Logan, but I needed something to drive you. After hearing about you in the baths with your girls, I knew the love you had for them would be enough to ensure you would give it your all, to get the best out of you no matter what.” He took a nervous step backward. “Remember who I’m dealing with on my end as well. I am only doing this to ensure my champion is putting his best foot forward.”

      “You’re playing a dangerous game here, Amos. You’re lucky I don’t kill you right now.”

      “Oh, trust me, if you only knew how many times someone’s told me that.” He let out a nervous laugh. “I’ll caution you, though. Don’t think that killing me is going to help you get your girls back. Quite the contrary. Since I’m the one who created this labyrinth, if I die, then everything inside is killed along with me.”

      “Convenient.” I wasn’t sure if he was lying or not, but I wasn’t willing to take the risk. I looked down to the mug of coffee in my hand that I had forgotten was still there and finished the rest with one gulp. “Fuck. Let’s get started.”
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      Mona exited the castle and motioned me to follow her over to a large table in the distance. “This way, try to let that anger calm down some or you are going to be in for a long day.”

      I shook my head slowly as I followed her toward the table, but said nothing.

      Amos cleared his throat and nodded. “Very well, good luck Logan, I’ll be checking in on your progress periodically. Remember, only I have the power to open the labyrinth. Once you start it, you will only have a finite amount of time to complete it. If you run out of time, you’ll be forced out of the Labyrinth, your girls will die, and we’ll head to the Capitol to make good on your promise, whether you’re ready or not. ”

      I didn’t respond, but followed Mona instead. The dragon woman had a bit fuller frame than Gwen, Dahlia, and Isobel. The two horns on her head curved back and almost looked like a crown sitting atop her head. 

      We reached the long table and when I glanced down I saw all of my weapons. In addition to mine, each of my bonded women’s weapons were laid out as well. Although, I was confident all three girls were extremely dangerous without a weapon to aid them. I picked up my rifle and my knife and she led me to the next table which had a variety of leather armor spread across the top. 

      Mona lifted an extremely well-crafted piece of chest armor and held it up to my chest. “Hmm, yes, that looks like it will be a perfect fit. She turned back to the table and grabbed several other pieces, including wrist guards, boots, and a reinforced set of leather pants. She held the pants up to my waist and let her hands brush down over my cock as she lowered them. “Yes, that will fit perfectly.”

      I accepted the armor from her and equipped all of it, tightening the straps and securing all the loose ends. It was light and better than any other leather armor I’d seen since arriving.

      Amos pushed a small cart toward us, and I realized that Fapplejack was riding inside.

      “Good morning, Logan, sir. I am here to provide encouragement.”

      I gave him a nod. “Thanks, FJ. Are you feeling any better this morning?”

      The goblin glanced down to his legs and then back up to me with a shrug. “Eh, I’ve had better days, but I’m sure it will improve.”

      I gave him a reassuring smile as I tightened the leather gauntlets around my wrists. “It will.”

      Mona grabbed a set of traps off the table and turned back to face me. “Are you ready?” 

      I slid my knife back into its sheath and nodded. “Yes, what’s first.”

      She looked at me with a smile. “First, we test your endurance.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I’ve had plenty of practice with that. I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to handle anything you throw at me.”

      “Oh? I wouldn’t be so sure.” She licked her lips. “Anyway, how about we start with what Amos has called the gauntlet.”

      I followed her over to a large tunnel-like structure with ropes hanging in all directions, with many crossing each other which prevented a clear path through to the other side. The walls of the tunnel were lined with razor-sharp shards of glass and I could tell that my first task would be to get through this Tunnel of Bullshit.

      She climbed up a few feet off the ground and hung onto a rope ladder with one hand. “This is where you’ll start. It’s your goal to make it through this rope course with limited time.” She jumped down and walked over to the river and pointed inside. “There’s a tunnel that’s underwater. After you clear these ropes, you’ll swim down to the bottom, enter the tunnel, proceed to the other side, and surface.”

      I tilted my head as I inspected the water and spotted the barely noticeable tunnel within. “All the previous champions could do this? Even that minotaur?”

      Mona shrugged. “Stay with me, there’s more.” She walked up the river and stopped as she reached a massive tree. “If you do it right, you’ll exit the tunnel and be inside this tree. You will climb up and exit out through the top.”

      I stepped forward and shifted my gaze toward the top of the tree. It looked like a damn redwood, only much narrower. 

      Mona pushed off the tree and motioned for me to follow. “Once you make your way down, you will return here where we started.” She smiled as she walked and her purple tail whipped behind her. 

      “That’s it? Seems easy enough.” I said, still confident I’d not have too many issues with their obstacles.

      “Oh, that’s part one. Follow me, I’ll show you part two.” Mona walked back to where we had started and continued on to the area with the boulders. “Here you must lift each of these weights and place them on top of their respective pedestals. Once you have the last one securely placed, you will continue to these free-standing walls.” She pointed to the shortest of the three walls before continuing. “Start with the shortest, pull yourself over, move onto the next, and so on.”

      I waited for her to continue as I eyed the walls. The first was probably about twenty feet high, the second was forty feet, and finally the third was at least sixty feet high. Each one had a thick rope dangling from the middle but the wall itself was smooth as glass, which would make it damn-near impossible to gain any sort of footing. 

      Mona walked back in front of me and stopped at the edge of what appeared to be a giant sand box off to the side of the labyrinth. “This is the last part of the gauntlet. You must dig and find a ring of keys. Find the correct key, and open the cage with the stone. Easy as that. Any questions?”

      “Alright, I’m pretty sure I’ve got it. Let’s do this.”

      Fapplejack cheered me on from his wheelbarrow as I passed. “You’ve got this Logan, sir!”

      I gave the goblin a small nod and walked over to the rope course. It had been quite some time since I’d done anything like an obstacle course. Sure, I had experience tying knots, navigating rivers, climbing trees, and all of that good stuff, but nothing like this. I stepped up to the first rope and Mona joined me.

      She ran a hand down my arm seductively as she looked at a small stopwatch in her hands. After letting out a long breath, she fixed her eyes on the course. “Go!”

      On her signal, I gripped onto the ropes and pulled myself up. I flew through the course, maintaining my balance and focus to prevent becoming tangled in them while avoiding the sharp shards of glass on each side of me. I knew that there was no way in hell a minotaur could’ve navigated that portion. He would’ve been stuck or completely shredded by the glass in a matter of seconds.

      I jumped down once I reached the other side and sprinted to the river. I dove into the icy black water and it nearly took my breath away. A shock raced through my body as I submerged. I came back above the water’s surface, took two deep breaths, and on the third I went under. I kicked as hard as I could to reach the bottom. The vision of Rain, the mermaid who pulled me out of the wreckage of Striker’s ship, went through my mind. Damn, I could use her right about now. I kicked harder, and as I neared the bottom, my lungs burned. I turned and looked in every direction, trying to see the way through but could not. After a few seconds, I resurfaced. 

      I reached the top and met Mona’s eyes. She looked at the stopwatch and shook her head. “Wasting precious time here. Get back down there and finish this.” 

      I took another deep breath and dove, this time keeping my eyes closed. I cursed myself for not thinking of it the first time, but as I descended, a nicely lit path appeared before me. My Sight ability lit up the tunnel in every direction, making it easy for me to see which way I needed to go.

      My lungs still burned, but by the time I was about to run out of air again, I was already rising out of the water. I released the remaining air in my lungs as I ascended the last several feet. I exploded through the top of the water and took in huge breaths. After taking a few seconds to calm my breathing, I began the climb to the top of the tree. I wedged myself inside, pushing my arms and legs out against the sides of the hollowed out tree, and began the arduous climb to the top. It was slow going, and I had to stop every couple of minutes to catch my breath. The inside of the tree smelled like a neglected men’s locker room, with five times the body odor. As I exited out through the top, I took several deep breaths and surveyed everything below. 

      Mona called out from below and clapped wildly. “You didn’t die! Way to go, Logan!”

      I paused before starting back down the tree and shifted my attention to the labyrinth in the distance. It stretched for what seemed miles in all directions. I knew I was going to need to use every skill I had in order to even sniff the finish line. I stole a second to use my Sight skill, but I wasn’t able to spot any of my bonded women within the maze.  

      Mona called out from below. “Come on, time’s wasting away here.” 

      I swung my legs over the top of the tree and worked my way down. The distance between the branches made it somewhat precarious to navigate. Still wet from the river, I lost my grip several times as I made my way down toward the ground. However, I gained a steady rhythm after a few minutes and picked up speed as I discovered how to navigate the massive tree.

      That is, until the next branch I grabbed snapped and caused me to fall.

      I was still nearly three quarters of the way up the tree and knew that if I didn’t stop myself before I hit the ground that I’d be a dead man. I twisted as I fell and took a solid branch to the center of my back. My body curved around the branch and it knocked the wind out of me. I stared up for a few seconds but couldn’t bring myself to move. I was afraid I’d broken my back.

      I closed my eyes and navigated the deluge of spirit swirling around me. The melting pot of colors made me want to vomit. I turned slowly on the branch and pushed myself into a sitting position while I worked to compose myself. After I ensured that I’d not broken anything, I continued my descent. I worked up a steady rhythm and lowered myself to the bottom a few minutes later. My legs felt like Jell-o as I hit the ground. I took a second to gather myself and catch my breath. 

      Mona waited for me over by the boulders, sitting on the largest of the six and smiling as I approached. “Halfway there. Give up yet?”

      I shook my head and positioned myself behind the first boulder. My lungs were absolutely on fire. I lifted the first weight onto the pedestal with ease. The second and third were just as easy. As I reached the fourth, though, my vision blurred, and the boulder looked about ten times the size it actually was. I took a deep breath and bent my knees. I lifted the weight and jammed it into place. I didn’t even look up as I approached the fifth boulder and bent my knees, methodically picking it up and slamming it up on top of the pedestal. I turned to Mona as she remained on the last boulder and held out my hand. “Get up.” I said through a choppy breath. 

      Mona smiled and held out her slender hand to me. I pulled her off the stone and she walked over to the last pedestal. I bent my knees as if I were about to lift an elk quarter after it had been field dressed. I took a deep breath and felt the strands of spirit exiting my core and course through my body. I lifted the stone with all my might, bringing it up off the ground and after struggling for only a second, set it down hard atop the last pedestal. All six pedestals glowed brightly, alerting me to the fact that I’d completed that portion. 

      “On to the walls.” Mona said gleefully. “You ready to give up yet? From the looks of it, I don’t think you’re going to finish. That’s ok, no one ever finishes the endurance test the first time through.”

      I took a deep breath and focused my eyes on her. “Watch me.”
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      I stepped up to the first of the three walls while Mona stared at the stopwatch in her hand. With a deep, centering breath, I bolted forward. I gripped the rope of the first wall and pulled myself up with ease. I swung my leg over, lowered myself part way and released my grip. I landed hard on my feet and focused on the second portion. I sized up the wall and ran toward it as fast as I could. I jumped at the last moment and grabbed the rope as high up as I could. It was a struggle, but after a few seconds I made it to the top and lowered myself back down on the other side. 

      “One more, you sure you don’t want to give up?” Mona said gleefully. It seemed the more exhausted I became, the more pleasure she took in the whole gauntlet. 

      I moved into position and thought I’d try something a bit different on this wall. I wanted to incorporate my skills as I had in the water. I knew my Sight skill wouldn’t help, but I’d probably be able to use my Nature Manipulation skill to help me climb over. I stepped up to the wall and grabbed the rope. After I leaned back, I planted my feet firmly against the wall and let out a long breath. I paused as a sharp pain rose in my chest, forcing me to release the rope. It felt almost like spirit was about to explode from my scar. I put it off to how hard I was breathing, but something definitely felt off.

      I concentrated on the top of the wall and took a deep breath. After adjusting my grip, I activated my Charge skill. My legs moved despite myself and I ran up the wall. I struggled to keep a hold of the rope, using it to pull myself back onto the actual wall as I ran. Everything around me blurred as I shot upward, and I could no longer distinguish where the top of the wall was. I felt the end of my Charge skill coming, but I still wasn’t at the top. The skill deactivated and I slowly peeled back from the wall. I braced myself and prepared for the fall back to the ground. As I fell, my arm instinctively reached out and grabbed a hold of the rope. I held on tight and looked up, relieved to see I’d made it nearly to the top. I pulled myself the rest of the way up and sat on the top edge of the wall to gather myself. 

      Mona cheered from below. “What the hell was that?! That was amazing!”

      I chuckled to myself. If she would’ve known how close I was to falling to my death, I’m sure she’d be singing a different fucking tune. I swung my body over the opposite side of the wall and rappelled down. As my feet hit the ground, I hurried over to the massive sand box and looked around. I closed my eyes and smiled, they’d unknowingly saved the easiest for last. I found the small pouch buried deep within immediately. I leapt forward and dug out huge armfuls of sand, reaching the bag in a matter of seconds.

      I pulled out the key ring and ran over to the small cage with the glowing stone. I tried several keys without success. On my fifth key I closed my eyes and a single key toward the middle of the ring glowed dimly. I grabbed the glowing key and quickly slammed it into the keyhole. With a quick turn, the lock clicked, and the door swung open. I reached in and grabbed the stone, and a bright flash blinded me before fading slowly. 

      A slow clap came from behind me as I held the stone up in the air. “Well done, well done indeed.” Amos had changed clothes and was now in a long maroon silk robe and had a cigar gripped in one hand as he approached. “No one has made it through on their first try before. Impressive.”

      I held my hands on my head and took in huge breaths to capture my breath. “Glad I entertained you.”

      Mona walked up and held a hand against the center of my back. “You finished the sand faster than anyone I’ve ever seen. And what you did with that wall? Wow!”

      I let out a long exhale and nodded. “No problem. I’m sure the next time through I’ll be much faster.”

      Mona dragged her hand across my back and over my ribs as she moved in a circle around me. “That’s what I wanted to hear. Line up.”

      “Line up?” I eyed her curiously as she moved toward the rope course once more. 

      “Yes, you heard me. Line up. Go again.”

      I shook my head. I’d already pushed myself harder than I’d expected I would. Using my skills had only expedited my fatigue. Not to mention my scar felt as if it was about to rip open. “I need to allow my spirit to rebuild.”

      “There will be time to do that when you sleep tonight. Line up.” I felt a force enter my body and pull me forward. I met Mona’s eyes, and she smirked at me as she spoke again, this time in my thoughts. “I said line up.” Her normal crimson eyes now glowed bright red. 

      I grabbed onto the ropes and nodded. “I’ll do it, but stay the fuck out of my head.” 

      The dragon woman smiled wider. “Oh no, I’m afraid I can’t make any promises. It’s my job to ensure you’re ready for the tournament. Three… two… one… go.”

      I took a deep breath and exploded into the rope course, keeping my mind focused on the task ahead. 

      I muttered to myself as I passed through, this time using my Sight to help me navigate through the ropes and bending my body in ways I never thought possible. I sped through the underwater tunnel and exploded up through the hollowed out tree, using my Charge skill to force my legs down into the sides of the tree to propel myself up like a rocket. I nearly flew out of the top of the tree, but used the Instinct skill I’d learned from Isobel to catch myself at the last possible moment as I exited and pulled myself back down. 

      I finished the course much faster the second time through, although I was completely drained of spirit by the time I finished. Fapplejack cheered me on from his wheelbarrow. “Logan, sir, you’re incredible! No-one is going to beat you!” 

      I gave him an exhausted smile. “I’m counting on it.” 

      I pulled the stone out of its cage and tossed it toward Mona. 

      She caught it and gave me a curious look. “To have someone finish the gauntlet on their first two tries is unheard of.” She placed the stone back inside the cage and locked the door. With a snap of her fingers, the sand was smoothed over and the key ring had disappeared. She looked at me and smirked. “Again.”

      I looked at her and shook my head. “I’ve got to recharge my spirit. It will take me some time to cultivate enough to be ready to go again.”

      She shrugged and mentally pulled me forward toward the ropes. “You need to prepare for everything and learn not to rely solely on your core.” I fought against her, but her control was too strong. Her eyes glowed brighter than I’d ever seen. 

      I gritted my teeth and grabbed a rope in each hand. “Fine. Let’s go.” I concentrated on all of my bonded’s faces as I moved through the course a third time. Gwen’s face in particular gave me strength. I swore I could hear her in my head, urging me on. I concentrated on her energy and pushed forward. My skills had less effect on this pass through, and the amount of physical exertion to make it through completely drained me. My core felt devoid of spirit. Even with the spirit well so near, it couldn’t replenish my spirit fast enough.

      I stopped at the boulder challenge, sweat dripping down my face, as I stared at the massive rocks in front of me. I took three deep breaths and moved along the row. I gave everything I had to get the rocks up to the top of each pedestal. Although, I nearly dropped the heaviest boulder on my foot as it slipped from my grip. It missed my big toe by only an inch. I readjusted and kept Gwen’s visage in the front of my mind as I gripped the weight another time. This time I successfully muscled it up with a loud yell that echoed across the gauntlet.

      The walls looked at least one hundred stories tall by the time I reached them. I gripped the ropes tightly and pulled myself up. I reached the second wall and held the rope with my now shredded and bleeding hands, which made it even harder to maintain my grip. I wrapped the rope around my arm each time I’d raise a little higher, ensuring that I’d not fall back.

      My grip finally gave out on the last wall, and I plummeted nearly thirty feet to the ground. Fortunately, I landed flat on my back, and escaped with only knocking the wind from my lungs for the second time in the gauntlet. I crawled toward the sand and pushed myself back to my feet. I basically collapsed into the sandbox and dug with dead arms, flinging them toward the ground and pulling them back like a floppy shovel to uncover the bag with the keys.

      I found the glowing key with the last bit of spirit remaining in my core and staggered over to the cage. The door swung open and I dragged the stone out. I fell to a knee and desperately tried to catch my breath. I shifted my attention to Fapplejack who gave me a sad smile, the enthusiasm from before had been replaced with a look of concern.

      Mona walked over and grabbed the stone from my hand. “Three times through the gauntlet on your first day? I wish we had more time.”

      “You can’t tell me that all the others made it through this three times in the same day.”

      “No, most only make it through once or twice. A couple have made it through three times in the same day.”

      “So, what’s the problem then?”

      “After watching your second run, I thought you’d be capable of more. I thought maybe I’d have to pull you from the gauntlet and force you to rest. You struck me as different. Although, three times through the gauntlet is no small feat. I just thought maybe your motivation would’ve been somewhat… greater.” She shrugged and adjusted the cage with the stone. “But, that’s fine, I’m sure you’ll at least put up a good fight.”

      “Didn’t eight of the last ten champions sponsored by Amos, win the entire tournament? I don’t see why it’s relevant.”

      “It’s the one hundredth anniversary of the tournament, and you’re Amos’s first human champion. I’d imagine the challenge is going to be much greater this year than in the past.” 

      I took a long breath in and released it slowly. The light of day faded as I grabbed the ropes at the start of the course. I stared straight forward, concentrating through the blood and sweat that covered my face. “Again.” The spirit from the well swirled above me before darting into my core. It wasn’t much, but it would be enough.

      Mona moved around me to see my face. The look of shock that rose to her face was worth it as I focused my remaining energy, digging deep into my core, and entered the course once more. I truly learned how far you can push the human body. I’d been caught out in the middle of the mountains and forced to push myself hard to get back to safety before, however, this was a whole new level.

      As I passed through the underwater tunnel, my arms gave out momentarily and I took in a huge gulp of water. It burned as it went down my throat and I sputtered for a moment. I exited the water and coughed so hard that blood sprayed out onto the inside of the hollowed out tree surrounding me. 

      I didn’t stop, I couldn’t stop. I felt all four of my bonded with me in that moment. Their spirit intertwined with mine, lifting me, giving me strength. I pushed harder than I ever had, finishing the remaining obstacles with ease. I walked over to the sandpit, pointed my fingers, and slammed my hand down as deep as I could in the cool sand. My fingers reached into the small satchel with the key and I pulled it out in one smooth motion. I ripped the bag open, slammed the key in the lock and pulled out the stone. 

      Mona stood wide-eyed as I tossed the stone at her feet. “Logan...I...” She trailed off as I fixed my gaze on her, my chest heaving uncontrollably. 

      I spit a wad of blood onto the ground and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Again.” I walked over to the rope course just as the remaining streaks of daylight disappeared. 

      Mona held out her hand to stop me. “No, Logan, you have done enough today.”

      “Again. I’m fucking going, again.” I turned and focused my attention on the ropes in front of me. I closed my eyes and felt a renewed surge of energy.

      Gwen appeared in my mind, smiling with her arms crossed over her chest. “Be the man I know you are. My Logan, my bonded. I love you, I know you’ll find us, we’ll be waiting.”

      I wanted her more than anything else in that moment and as her words faded; I shot through the rope course.

      I felt the spirit rushing from the statue of the phoenix a short distance away. Strands of spirit rushed toward me as if I were an enormous magnet. I sensed my core was churning rapidly and felt energized as streaks of spirit collided with my body, seeking my pathways and diving inside. As each strand of spirit reached my core, a fresh burst of energy exploded within me, as if each one fueled me just enough to push me another step forward. I rushed through the ropes course and the underwater tunnel faster than any of the other times. Each of my skills were firing on all cylinders. It was almost as if I had all of my bonded girls by my side and they were firing off their skills each time I needed them.

      I entered the hollowed tree and shot through to the top, not stopping as I let myself freefall almost to the bottom, only stopping myself as I was about ten feet from the ground, using my Instinct skill to wrap my hands around the last branch to slow my fall, completing two complete revolutions up into the air before dropping to the ground. 

      I lifted each of the stones with ease, feeling stronger than I ever had. It almost felt as if they had replaced the stones with balloons, offering little to no resistance at all. I set the last weight in place as if it weighed no more than a small child.

      I finished the course the same way as I had previously by slamming my hand down into the sand and retrieving the bag in one swift motion. 

      I felt as if the spirit that currently surrounded my core was about to explode out almost as it had in the arena back at Kilney. I slammed the key into the hole and nearly broke it off inside the lock. I gripped the stone tightly and threw it down at Mona’s feet.

      Mona who stared at me with wide-eyes and her mouth agape.

      I spit a mouthful of blood on the ground as my chest heaved wildly. “Again? Or are we done here?”
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      I walked over to Fapplejack’s wheelbarrow, where the goblin didn’t say a word. He stared at me in shock. I wheeled him back toward the castle and finally spoke as we neared the rear entrance. “Are you okay, FJ?”

      The goblin nodded slowly. “I don’t know how anyone could accomplish what you just did, Logan, sir. I have a feeling you are not actually real.”

      “Oh trust me, I’m real alright. I have a little extra motivation, and I wasn’t about to let Mona talk shit about my effort.”

      Fapplejack wiped his forehead and smiled. “That should shut her up for a bit, eh?”

      I let out a small laugh. “I wouldn’t count on it.” I pushed him to his room, and he lowered himself from the wheelbarrow with ease, using his arms to pull himself around the room. He’d already adapted well to not having the option to use his legs. 

      As he readied for bed, I crossed through the great room and over toward the room I stayed in the previous night, and where I’d last seen my bonded. It took everything I had to hold myself upright, and I felt as if I was about to collapse before I’d even reached the table in the center of the great hall. 

      Amos appeared from his room, donned in his velvet robe, and talked to me as I walked. “Logan, please have a seat. Tell me how your first day of training went.”

      “Save it, Amos.” I continued straight through the hall to the guest room. I kicked off my boots and threw off my shirt just before landing chest first onto the mattress. My legs were wobbly, and my vision blurred. I felt as if I’d just been on the losing end of a bear attack. My chest felt as if there were a rabid animal inside, trying desperately to get out. I looked down to my scar, and it glowed brightly. Each of the edges of the scar shone brightly in the dark room. As I inspected it, I realized that it wasn’t just a wound I’d suffered when I was younger. No, this was here intentionally, as if someone sewed into my chest.

      I did everything I could to keep my breathing steady as I traced the edges of the scar with my finger. What in the fuck is this? I clasped my hand over its entirety and took a deep breath. I’m hallucinating. I had to be. That was the only way to describe what the hell was going on with me and a scar I’d had since I was a child. I knew freaking out about it wouldn’t help my cause, but I resolved to ask Teng about it once I got back from the tournament.

      I pulled my legs up onto the bed and flopped down as I reached the center. It was the first night since I arrived in Aurilon that I wouldn’t have Gwen or one of the other girls sleeping next to me, and I hated it. 

      I closed my eyes in the hopes of sensing even one of my bonded women and saw... nothing. It had been quite some time since I didn’t have at least one strand of spirit flying across my vision. It was a bit unnerving. I wondered for a moment if I possibly pushed a little too far. I pulled up my current ranks and stared at each of them for several seconds. From my little training session I’d increased ranks on several skills.

      
        
        Current Skills

      

        

      
        Sight–Rank 7: Expert

        Nature Manipulation–Rank 4: Master

        Endurance–Rank 6: King

        Tracking–Rank 3: Specialist

        Aim-Rank 4: Master

        Hunting-Rank 3: Specialist

        Intercourse-Rank 5: Grand Master

        Resiliency-Rank 4: Master

        Constitution-Rank 4: Master

        Luck-Rank 2: Practitioner

        Charisma-Rank 5: Grand Master

        Intelligence-Rank 4: Master

        Charge-Rank 3: Specialist

        Instinctive Reflex-Rank 3: Specialist

      

      

      I closed the menu and took a deep breath. I wanted to head out into the labyrinth, but my body was beyond fatigued. I tried to sit up, but couldn’t move. Within seconds I gave into the darkness and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      I woke with a start in the middle of the night. At some point I’d removed my clothes, although I didn’t remember doing so. I pushed myself up to a seated position and looked around the empty room.

      It was silent other than the occasional breeze that flowed through the open window. I laid back down and as I took a deep breath in I caught hints of all three girls’ scents; Gwen’s wine tinged essence, Dahlia’s sweet nectar, and Isobel’s wild and untamed scent wafted past my nose.

      I replayed my training in the gauntlet to take my mind off of them temporarily, making mental notes of areas where I could implement minor changes. 

      I closed my eyes and concentrated on my core. I was a little disturbed when I saw several strands of dark purple intertwined with strands of the pure yellow spirit that normally occupied my core. As I tried to isolate the strands, I accidentally discovered that cultivating while exhausted was the next best thing to counting sheep, and I fell back asleep within seconds. 

      The dreams that raced through my head were enough to make any normal person think they were crazy. One particular dream had Dahlia and Gwen sucking hungrily on Chloe’s massive breasts, while I took the holstaur from behind. I thrust forward, sinking my entire length inside of her, emptying myself inside of her, some of which spilled out of Chloe’s glistening mound as I finished.

      Isobel moved in and licked Chloe’s sweet juices off my length, pausing to lick a few strands of my hot seed off of the inside of the holstaur’s thigh. She moaned with pleasure as she took my entire length inside of her mouth again. She accepted every inch, taking it halfway down her throat before pulling back. I hardened again as she used a hand to pump the base of my manhood, while the other three girls surrounded me and ran their hands up and down my body.

      I reached down with both hands and brought small tendrils to the tips of my index and middle fingers, a trick I’d learned recently, and it worked like a fucking charm. I moved both fingers gently back and forth over their wet folds, while using my tendrils to attend to their clits. In less than thirty seconds I had all four of my bonded screaming in orgasm. Their moans of ecstasy were enough to send me over the edge as I shot my second round straight down Isobel’s throat. I actually felt connected to my bonded throughout the dream, as if they were able to feel what I felt.

      The rest of my dreams throughout the night were nowhere near as satisfying, but were interesting nonetheless. One dream, in particular, I remember laying on the floor of my manor. Even though it was my manor, it was a different time. A time that was before I’d met my bonded. Yet the scene seemed so familiar. The door to the manor burst open and a young man with a painted mask stepped inside. The man spoke, and I immediately recognized the voice. It was Striker. “It’s over. Time to stop running.”

      Flashes of brilliant light were followed by a woman’s screams before everything faded to black.

      I shot upright, surrounded by darkness. Beads of sweat covered my forehead and my heart felt like it was about to burst out of my chest. I took several deep breaths and laid back down. I closed my eyes and immediately fell back asleep. I hadn’t put my core through anything like this since I arrived. Whether the instant sleep was part of my core recharging, or something else, I wasn’t sure.

      I awoke feeling surprisingly refreshed. So much so, that I couldn’t even feel the effects of how far I’d pushed my body the day before. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and stood. As I was stretching from side to side, I noticed I wasn’t alone. “Mona? Been there long?”

      Mona licked her lips and smirked. “Breakfast is ready in the main hall.” She glanced down at my manhood, which was standing at full mast. After the dreams I’d just woken up from, it was impossible for it not to be.

      I glanced down and shrugged. “Is there a problem?”

      Mona smiled and shook her head. “No, I’d definitely say there’s not a problem.” She let her eyes linger for a second before turning and leaving the room. I quickly threw on my clothes and headed down for breakfast. 

      There was a large plate of bacon in the center of the table, flanked by bowls of fruit, eggs, and several breads. 

      Amos stood, using the table to hold himself up instead of his cane. “Good morning, Logan. I trust you slept well?”

      “Fine.” I grabbed a pile of bacon and set it down on my plate. “I know you want me to go through another day of training, but you’re going to have to unlock that shit early.” 

      “Oh? Is that a fact? You did break the all-time record for my gauntlet, but you should really take the day to rest, though.”

      “I know I’m ready. I’m done playing games, Amos. I’ll beat your labyrinth. I’ll not go another night without my bonded.”

      “Very well, if you feel you’re ready, then I will not hold you back any longer. As long as you’re not blinded by lust.” He paused and glanced over at Mona, who gave him a small smirk. He returned his focus to me and rubbed his chin. “However, I’m warning you, it will not be a simple task.”

      Fapplejack rolled out of his room before I could respond. He sped across the hall in a small wooden wheelchair and joined my side at the table. “Good morning Logan, sir, are you ready for another day of training?”

      I paused and inspected his new wheelchair. “Where did you find that?”

      “Amos actually fixed it up for me,” the goblin responded.

      Amos chuckled and shrugged his shoulders. “Well, I couldn’t wheel him around all day. I thought he’d probably prefer to move on his own accord.”

      Fapplejack beamed. “Trust me, this is much better. Now I’ll be able to see you better while you are running through the gauntlet.”

      I gave him a pat on the back. “I’m happy for you FJ, but there will be no more gauntlet for me. I’m heading in the labyrinth today.”

      “Already?! Mona told me about a few of the creatures that are in there. Are you sure you’re ready?”

      Mona let out a little yelp. “ Fapplejack! You promised if I told you, that you wouldn’t give away the secrets within the labyrinth!”

      The goblin’s head dropped a little, and he nodded slowly. “Yes, you’re right Mona. I’m sorry.”

      I turned toward Fapplejack. “Creatures, you say? Spill it.”

      “I’m sorry Logan, sir, I promised. Let’s just say you’re going to need a bigger knife.”

      “Fapplejack!” Mona yelled and shook her head. “Goblins, I swear.” She stood and walked toward the rear entrance. “Logan, meet me at the weapons table.”

      I shoved a couple pieces of the bacon in my mouth and stored the rest in a side pocket on my pants. I met Amos’s eyes as I stood. “I’ll beat your labyrinth and then we can be on our way. Make sure everything’s packed, I’ll want to get on the road as soon as possible. “

      Amos took a long swig of his coffee and pointed at me with a piece of bacon as he spoke. “I sure hope so, for your sake and for mine.”

      I turned toward Fapplejack and patted him on the head. “I’ll see you later. Watch Amos for me while I’m in there.”

      The goblin nodded and glared at the man as he shoved his piece of bacon in his mouth. “You can count on me.” 

      I gave Fapplejack’s shoulder a squeeze and followed Mona out the back of the small castle. 

      The weather had shifted from bright the day before to grey and overcast today. I stopped as I exited and looked around at the different gauntlet stations before settling on the phoenix statue in the distance. I closed my eyes and saw the strong strands of spirit swirling above and around the statues like bees at a hive. I dug out a piece of the bacon I’d saved from earlier and popped it in my mouth as I walked up to the weapons table where Mona stood. I immediately felt the spirit rushing toward me and swirling around my core.

      She waved her hand over the table. “Choose wisely, you’re only allowed one weapon while inside the labyrinth.”

      I reviewed my choices. I instinctively wanted to grab my gun, but with limited ammo and very close quarters inside the maze, I didn’t feel it was going to be the best choice. There were a variety of poleaxes, swords, bows, and knives to pick from, but the only one that made sense to me was a knife about twice the size of the one I had sheathed at my hip. It was about twelve inches long and serrated on the back side. I knew I’d be able to use it for quite a few different circumstances, so I felt comfortable with it.

      “Good choice. See how the blade glows when you twist it?”

      I turned the blade slowly in my hand and two bright blue lines lit along the blade’s surface. “Yes, I see it.”

      “A god rank cultivator crafted that knife. It’s true power is unknown, but it is incredibly durable and should do you well.” Mona nodded as I picked up the knife and we moved over to the armor table. The armor from the previous day was folded up along with several sets of chain and plate mail. I lifted the chain mail, and it felt strong, but, much like the plate armor was too heavy. I wanted to use my reflexes and speed to my advantage. The leather armor seemed like it would be the best choice. 

      I stripped down and as I pulled my shirt over my head, I felt a hand wrap around my manhood, followed by a hot breath. I threw my shirt onto the ground and pushed Mona’s head back. “What are you doing?”

      “I thought I might give you a little motivation for this test.”

      I furrowed my brow and stared at the woman who had already removed her shirt, revealing her amazing breasts. “I’ve got enough fucking motivation. I don’t care that you are hot as hell, you helped Amos capture my bonded, I don’t trust you and probably never will. Don’t think I’m going to stand here getting my dick sucked while they’re in danger.” I furrowed my brow and shook my head. “Besides, you’re with Amos. As much as I can’t stand the man, there’s a certain line you don’t cross.”

      Mona scoffed and stood, releasing her grip on my member as she rose. “I’m not bonded with Amos. I am his familiar, not his property. I want to be yours. I want to obey you. Didn’t you say you bonded four times over already? Why not a fifth?” 

      I couldn’t hide the fact that she turned me on, but now was not the time or place, especially since I had limited time to complete the labyrinth before it supposedly locked my women and me inside.  Razor sharp claws extended from the tips of her fingers. I didn’t want her to take my rejection too harshly, especially in my current situation. I enjoyed having my cock, afterall. “You get me through this fucking labyrinth, and help me free my bonded women, we can talk. Until then, you need to slow your roll.”

      Her eyes went red much as they had the previous day and she scoffed as she walked toward the entrance of the giant maze.

      I pulled on my armor and grabbed my knife, along with a small leather bag that I quickly tossed a few items into. “Mona...”

      The dragon-kin walked up to the entrance of the labyrinth and held a hand out with a smile. Her short brown hair was still a little messy from her impromptu blow job. “Go. Your time has started.” She held an hourglass in her opposite hand and flipped it. “If this expires before you find them, it will reset, and you and all three of your precious bonded will be trapped inside, forever. You have approximately until the light of day has gone.” She crossed the entrance and craned her neck to look inside for a second before speaking again. “And Logan?”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I forced myself to refocus and ran inside the labyrinth. It was as if I’d entered a different world. The walls of the labyrinth transformed from huge hedges that rose high overhead to thick, moss-covered stone walls. 

      A long path stretched in either direction with no discernible way through. I was just waiting for a little stupid worm to pop out and say ‘a’lo’ to complete the sense of deja vu I was currently experiencing. It didn’t take long for that feeling to fade as I heard the scraping of stone on stone.

      The walls, which stretched way above my head, were...moving. The grinding grew louder as the walls shifted and opened in front of me. I glanced behind and noticed the entrance that I had just come in through had disappeared. 

      There was no sign of wind or even any discernible smells. I kicked a stone across the ground and it sounded hollow as it skipped away. Something definitely seemed off about the feel of this place.

      I moved forward through the parted opening in front of me and faced three separate pathways. I closed my eyes and concentrated. My core was full and had completely refilled while I was resting, but there wasn’t a single strand of spirit anywhere around me. I ripped a portion of cloth I had tossed in my leather bag and placed it on the ground under a rock as a trail marker. 

      I took a deep breath in and stepped forward. Following a long corridor, I passed through many archways and down several sets of stone stairs. By my estimate, I’d been following this path for nearly an hour. There were no branches from the path, just one way forward. I froze in my tracks as I exited and entered a wide opening. On the ground, only ten feet in front of me, was the cloth that I’d torn and left as a marker. 

      My heart sank and I forced myself to take a deep breath. I walked over to the cloth and faced the three pathways once more. Come on, focus. I mentally chided myself for wasting so much precious time. I clenched my fists and relaxed them slowly. I looked at each of the pathways and focused on my instinct skill. A sudden urge to go right rose from within. I trusted the feeling and felt immediately validated as Isobel’s wild scent wafted past my nose.

      The further I walked, the darker the labyrinth became. I followed the path for several more minutes, picking up my pace as I covered more ground. I exited into a new area which was a massive room which looked almost like a forest. Tall trees stretched in all directions with vines stretched between them and draping down from above in all directions. 

      The stone walls rose high above me in every direction, with no discernible way out. It looked too different from anything else I’d seen since I entered. Although inside the labyrinth, I had no way in hell of knowing. I cautiously entered a large area with several towering trees. I stayed close to the walls, careful not to make much noise as if I were sneaking up on an elk who was bedded down. A loud click rose from a tree in front of me, followed by another, and another, until the clicking became deafening. I positioned myself behind one of the trees and surveyed my surroundings.  

      A pair of glowing yellow eyes appeared through the leaves of the tree nearest to me, followed by several other pairs. I crouched behind a tree and watched for any other signs of movement. The leaves of the trees were much too dense to be able to see what I was dealing with. I knew if I had a scope, it would be much a different story.

      I remained motionless for several minutes until one of the creatures finally dropped down to the ground. I rocked back slightly as the large beast came into view. A fucking massive chimpanzee. Its dull orange hair covered its body and its long, awkward arms dragged at its sides. It had some inferior quality armor hanging haphazardly from its body and a crude wooden spear.

      The chimp strayed away from the tree it dropped out of, and where the others seemed to be waiting, as it started a patrol around the perimeter of the area. I found enough cover behind the large tree and a stack of boulders, which were much like the ones from the gauntlet. The chimp made deep guttural grunts as it sauntered closer. It made so much noise as it approached that it didn’t hear me lift one of the boulders as he neared. I pushed up against the tree with the boulder firmly in my grasp and as soon as the chimp crossed behind the tree I brought the boulder down on top of its head. It didn’t even get a single grunt out before the blow killed it. It’s body stopped twitching after a couple of seconds and I returned my focus to the surrounding trees. None of the others seemed to notice I’d taken out their patrol.

      After several minutes, five additional chimps dropped from above. They seemed to be communicating about something, most likely wondering where the patrol was, unaware his body was currently behind me with its brains spread out across the mossy ground.

      Each chimp moved their hands methodically over their heads, with a couple holding spears, as if they were doing some odd dance. They didn’t make a sound as they moved closer.

      A bird chirped loudly as if warning me of their arrival and it was soon joined by at least a hundred other birds, their chirping made my eardrums feel as if they were about to burst.

      The largest of the group stopped and sniffed the air. I knew my advantage was about to run out. After several seconds the lead chimp let out an otherworldly scream and rushed forward, picking up a spear as he ran. He sprinted toward me with his eyes locked onto me. He leapt forward and brought the spear screaming toward my head. I dodged easily and grabbed the spear with my free hand. I spun and kicked the chimp hard in the nose, sending it into a frenzied rage. The others all rushed in at the same time. Within seconds, at least twenty muscled beasts closed in. The singing from the birds made my head feel as if it were about to explode. Where was this shit in the gauntlet? 

      I caught the look in the first chimp’s grey eyes and immediately recognized that he was under the influence of a potion. Unfortunately, he was hellbent on killing me. Although,  I wasn’t sure he even knew what he was doing. The others rushed forward and I swung my arm forward, sinking my knife blade deep inside the first monkey to reach me. As my blade sunk down into its temple, its eyes went wide and it fell motionless to the ground. 

      A second monkey’s spear pierced my calf, but that was the last hit I allowed them to land on me. The pain that shot through my body sent me into a rage. I closed my eyes and trusted my instincts. I could see the neon glowing outlines of the surrounding creatures, allowing me to calculate my attacks. When I focused on each of the attacking chimp’s outlines, their cores lit brightly in the center of each of their chests, acting as a perfect guide for my blade. 

      I’d already taken out three of the attackers, avoiding their sharp claws and powerful jaws. The tip of my boot landed directly under one of the beast’s chin and smashed its jaw. It howled in pain as it retreated. While it fled, I launched the spear I’d picked up earlier in its direction. It soared through the air and met its mark, sinking deep inside the chimp’s back. A warm tingling sensation rose throughout my body as I absorbed all of its remaining spirit. 

      I pulled the spear out and took out over ten beasts in succession. A familiar voice rose as I made my way across the large room. “Logan! Over here!” 

      I spun and spotted Isobel locked in a small cage at the base of the largest tree. I waved a dead chimp’s spear in a wide arc in front of me to push my attackers back and made my way over toward the wolf-girl. I jammed the spear down at each of the attacking chimps, landing direct strikes on their cores and became stronger with each kill as I absorbed even more of their spirit. 

      By the time I’d reached Isobel, I’d taken care of the remaining monkeys. I pulled on the cage door, knowing it would be locked, but I hoped that I’d somehow have enough spirit built up in my core where I’d be able to rip it from its hinges. I tried several times, but to no avail.

      Isobel scanned the area as I worked on the door. “There’s another, he’s their leader. He has the key.” 

      “Okay, hang tight. Where...” I froze as I felt the ground rumble under my feet. I turned slowly and held my knife at the ready. A giant ape with silvery fur towered above me. He pounded on his chest several times and let out a massive roar.

      He lowered down onto all fours and rushed forward. He smelled like shit and vinegar with a splash of dog vomit. I activated my Charge and met him in mid-air. I sunk my knife deep into his shoulder and pulled it out as I spun forward.

      My small win was quickly erased as he grabbed the back of my armor and threw me into the nearest wall. I hit with a thud and smacked the back of my head. I felt my warm blood rush to the open wound. “Alright cocksucker, that one was free.” 

      I circled around the giant beast as he roared. He picked up a boulder and hurled it my way, missing me and shattering it on the wall behind me. He roared again, and picked up another boulder, rising it high over his head. He was about to bring it down on top of me as I rushed forward, but I spun and jammed my knife deep into his chest before he could. He staggered backwards and tripped over a mossy log on the ground. As he fell, he lost his grip on his boulder and it landed directly on his face with a sickening crunch.

      “Logan, the key is inside of him.” Isobel yelled from behind. 

      The enraged, but wounded ape tried to get to his feet but failed, scraping hopelessly at the ground as blood rose to the corners of his mouth. I closed my eyes and inspected the beast. I saw the outline of the key only a few inches from the blade of my knife. I pulled the knife out, and much as I had done with the sandbox in the gauntlet, I pointed my fingers and slammed them deep inside the open wound. I felt around and finally gripped the key. I pulled it out sideways, bringing a chunk of the beast’s heart with it. It let out a half-hearted roar as I pulled the bloody key from his body and he fell to the ground, twitching wildly.

      I was covered in blood, but other than the spear wound in my calf, I was practically unscathed. I rushed over to Isobel with the key, quickly unlocked her cage, and swung the door open. I pulled her out and held her in my arms. “Are you injured?” 

      She shook her head. “No, they drugged us, and when I woke Mona was locking me in this cage. I can’t believe I let them trick me.” Anger flared across her eyes.

      “You and me both. Don’t worry, you’re safe now. Do you know where the others are?” 

      “I heard Amos say something about a river close to here. I imagine that’s where we’ll find at least one of them. If we can even get out of here. I looked at every bit of this room for a way out, but the only option seems to be up through the trees.”

      I walked over to a thick vine that hung down from above. “Follow me, I have an idea.” I gripped onto the vine and hoisted myself up, climbing hand over hand high over the room. I grabbed onto a branch and motioned for Isobel to follow. She made it up with incredible speed, pulling herself up as if she’d practiced it before. I gave her a small smile as she joined me. “I never knew wolves were such good climbers.”

      She pulled herself up on a branch effortlessly and shrugged. “When you live in a forest your entire life, you learn how to navigate through all sorts of terrain.” 

      We hurried across the top branches, which were nearly as thick as most trees’ trunks back home. After several seconds, we found a branch that curved down over a wall below us. It was much too steep to walk down. It formed a massive slide and as I ran my hand along the inside of it; I realized it was as smooth as one, as well. I sat inside the branch at the top of the curve and Isobel moved in behind me. Her legs were warm as they rested at my sides. I ran my hands along each one before trapping them at my sides. “Here we go, you ready?” 

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” She squeezed her legs tightly against me and wrapped her arms around my chest.

      I gripped tightly to her legs and scooted forward enough to start our descent, bringing her along with me. We crested the curve of the slide and within a second were rushing full speed toward the bottom. I sensed danger as we moved closer to the ground and trusted my instincts as I rolled out of the slide at the last possible moment, keeping my grip on Isobel and taking her with me. We rolled to a stop and were both covered in mud. 

      I flung the mud off my face and turned to Isobel, who was doing the same. “Sorry about that, but I’m pretty sure I just saved our lives.” 

      She furrowed her brow and walked up to the slide. At the bottom facing up was a razor sharp spike that, if we had stayed on the slide, would’ve impaled both of us. 

      Isobel held her hands on her hips and shook her head. “Amateurs.”
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      We had arrived at a river which I figured extended out from the training river that I faced in the gauntlet. We followed the bank for several minutes before reaching a massive tree. Isobel searched the area and met my eyes. “Why are we stopped here?” 

      I patted the hulking tree and nodded. “I can almost guarantee they have either Dahlia or Gwen inside here.” 

      “How do you know?” 

      “It’s almost identical to the gauntlet, and I can sense their presence.” 

      “Gauntlet? Am I missing something?” 

      I nodded. “No time to explain. Wait here and I’ll be right back.” 

      I dove into the water and looked around for any sign of a way through. I closed my eyes and a tunnel glowed brightly before my eyes. I kicked my legs and sent myself down toward the path. I got a little nervous as my lungs burned and I hadn’t even reached the entrance yet. Kicking my legs faster, I pushed harder and reached a place of no return.

      Something heavy smashed into me and I nearly lost my breath. I pulled out my knife and spun to see a strange shelled animal propelling itself forward and curling up into a ball as it approached. It slammed into me again, forcing some air out of my lungs. I struggled to gather my bearings and not take in any water. The creature hit me again, slicing open my arm. As it reared back for another strike, I grabbed it by its leg and smashed it against the tunnel wall. I slammed it several times before it died and floated away harmlessly. 

      I turned back down and saw the curve of the tunnel which led back up, presumably to the large tree next to the water. I started upward and several more creatures bounced off the walls and smashed into me as if I were smack dab in the world’s first game of underwater bumper cars. I felt the bruises rising to my flesh and finally wasn’t able to hold my breath any longer. I let out my remaining air and before I knew it, they completely covered my body, and were dragging me back down toward the bottom.

      I closed my eyes and focused on the area above me. My skin crawled and felt insanely uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure what exactly was happening, but I imagined the feeling was like what having millions of maggots crawling under your skin would feel like. I was about to take a breath, bringing in a mouthful of water, when a beam of bright light burst from my chest. Several additional beams followed, and within seconds the light had repelled each of the creatures that had clamped onto me and I could breathe. I found myself surrounded by a globe of spirit and was floating up toward the top of the water as if I were weightless. I burst out through the top of the water and realized I was inside the tree. Hadn’t learned that in the gauntlet.

      I took massive breaths of the stale air inside the tree as soon as the spirit disappeared. My eyes adjusted to the darkness and my heart leapt as I spotted Dahlia directly across from me. She had her eyes closed and shackles around her wrists, securing her to the wall. The inside of the tree was at least eight feet across and hollowed out to the top. I hurried over to her and kissed her lips. She awoke slowly and blinked a few times as if not believing that I was actually standing in front of her. “Logan?”

      I nodded and kissed her again. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      “I dreamt that you were coming, and that we were together last night. I even dreamt that I sent spirit out from my core through the water to save you.”

      I stepped back and smiled. “You did.” I kissed her again. “Dahlia, I owe you multiple lifetimes. Thank you.” 

      She blushed and shook her head. “Logan, it’s you that saved me. It’s more than I deserve.” 

      I pulled on the chains attached to her arms, but they wouldn’t budge. I looked at the clasps around her wrists and met her eyes. “Do you know where the key is?” 

      She shook her head and looked to the ground. “No, I’m sorry. The last thing I remember was Mona locking me up here.”

      I inspected the lock and took a deep breath. I held her wrist in one hand and pointed my index finger on the other. A small thin vine weaved out from the tip of my finger. I focused on it intently and led it into the lock with my mind. Within a few seconds of fishing inside the locking mechanism, I heard a small click. My eyes widened as the clasp fell away. “Holy shit. It worked.”

      Dahlia smiled and ran her free hand down my cheek. “I see you’ve been practicing.” She paused and met my eyes. “You may want to use that one again once we get out of this mess.” She gave me a sly smirk and quickly glanced down and blushed.

      I still loved how she would get embarrassed when talking dirty. Her innocence only made it that much better. I returned her smile as I concentrated on the second lock. I opened it in about half the time as the first. “I’ve definitely gotten better at controlling these vines. Don’t worry, I plan to show you everything I’ve learned so far at my current rank.” I looked up toward the top of the tree. “See that small light up there at the top?”

      Dahlia stepped close to me and followed my gaze. “Yes, I believe so.” 

      “That’s our way out.”

      Dahlia shook her head in disbelief. “But how? There’s no way we will make it out of here. I don’t have enough spirit reserves to create enough vines to get us to the top.” 

      “Don’t worry. Climb onto my back.” 

      She looked at me curiously and walked behind me. “Climb onto your back? Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.” I braced two hands on the pulpy side of the hollowed out tree and waited. “Climb on.” 

      I felt her push against me and wrap her arms under mine and up to hold my shoulders. I used my nature manipulation to anchor myself to the inside of the tree and started my climb up. I started slowly at first, but quickly gained speed. Dahlia’s sweet breath was warm on my neck and sent a shiver down my back as I climbed. Having her near me gave me a renewed sense of energy, and I reached the top faster than I expected. We exited out the top and I closed my eyes. Not over two hundred yards away, through a few twists and turns, I saw the unmistakable form of Gwen and my heart leapt. 

      I wasn’t exactly sure how much time I’d spent in the water and inside the tree, but the sun was already on its descent in the sky. I had another hour of daylight left at most. We reached the bottom and Dahlia spotted Isobel and gave her an enormous hug. 

      Isobel played it off and kept a stoic face. “Good to see you too. I’m glad you’re safe.” 

      “Come, follow me. I know where Gwen is.” I started in the direction I saw the satyr and ran as I hit the opening. The forest disappeared and the tall walls surrounded us in all directions. Everything looked the same, but my connection with Gwen was too strong. It was as if she were the world’s strongest magnet. I could hear her in my head as I continued through the maze. “Closer, I can feel you, my love, you’re so close. You better have wine…” 

      A smile rose to my face as I moved faster toward her presence. Isobel and Dahlia tried their best to keep up, but I was a man on a mission. I wouldn’t lose them again, but Gwen was so close that I couldn’t contain myself. After several more turns and a few dead ends, we exited out into a wide opening with walls stretched high all around us. Two thick chains bound Gwen to the wall directly in front of me. I started toward her when I heard her voice cut through my thoughts. “Stop Logan, it’s a trap.”

      I froze in place and held out my arms to hold up the other two girls. I skirted around the wall as I had done when I faced the chimps, curious as to what I’d face next.

      A massive shadow appeared on the ground in front of us and grew larger with each second. I barely had time to push the girls out of the way before a fire red snake the size of Amos’s castle appeared before us. Its forked tongue flicked out of its mouth, wildly tasting the air as it showed its incredibly large pointed fangs. 

      I kept my focus on the snake and called out to the women at my sides. “Dahlia, try to use whatever spirit you have left to keep that thing from moving. Isobel, come with me.”

      Dahlia nodded and shot vines out from her wrists as fast as she could. The snake hissed loudly and thick globs of venom dripped from its fangs, landing on the ground with a splash. It struggled to attack, becoming caught up in her vines. By the time the snake broke free and attacked it missed by a wide margin. I activated my Charge and sunk my knife into its enormous eye. Isobel ran forward as I gripped onto my knife, which sank in its eye all the way to the handle. I gripped her arm and pulled her up onto the snake’s head with me. The snake reared back, pulling us both high into the air. It twisted violently to rid himself of us, but I clung to my knife protruding from its neon green eye and Isobel dug her sharp claws into his head.

      I felt like we were going to get the upper hand when flames burst from the snake’s skin. The snake twisted violently and threw both Isobel and me violently to the ground. Fortunately we’d both escaped any serious burns, but Isobel fell awkwardly. The sound of her arm snapping echoed around us. She yelled out in pain and the snake spun toward her, presumably to finish what it had started. I activated my Charge again, but I was nearly out of spirit, hitting the snake with about half the force that I was hoping for.

      Dahlia brought more vines up around the snake, ensnaring him even further. I took advantage of his current predicament and flanked the beast, moving within range of Gwen. I quickly pulled the cloth away from her bound mouth. “Took you long enough.” She gave me a wink. “Its weakness is on the bottom side of its mouth. That’s where its core is.”

      I spun and ran forward, sinking my knife deep into the side of the snake and pulling myself up in one fluid motion. I clawed my way up his back, pulling my knife out and slamming it back in higher as I worked my way to his head. Isobel did her best with one arm, holding her broken one close to her body as she swiped at the snake with her razor-sharp claws, which had protruded from the tips of her fingers, making them incredibly useful for slashing away at the base of the giant creature. 

      Dahlia did her best to keep the snake corralled, and I knew that she was going to be running low on spirit soon if she wasn’t already. 

      I climbed with more urgency, willing myself to the top as the snake twisted and threw its head to buck me off. I dug in and closed my eyes as I reached the top. I could see its core clearly now, spinning and churning inside its head. I pulled my knife up and slammed it into the base of the snake’s skull. It reared back and violently smashed me into the wall behind him. I lost my grip and fell to the ground. 

      The hit knocked the wind from me and I could only look up at my knife, which was still protruding from the base of the beast’s skull. He whipped his head back and forth as he attempted to free the knife. His hissing grew louder, and he spun to face me. I’d twisted my ankle badly, but I could still put weight on it. I moved along the wall and dodged as the snake shot forward and slammed into the smooth rock only inches from me. I felt the spirit spinning through my body and heading toward my wounds as I worked my way around the beast.

      The snake smashed into the wall again and I heard something drop nearby. I scanned the area and spotted my knife laying on the ground a short distance away. I dove for the knife just as the snake darted forward for another attack. This time I wasn’t as lucky as his sharp fang caught my arm. I immediately felt the venom course through my body and my muscles shivered. I wasn’t sure how long I had until the venom completely paralyzed me, so I wanted to finish this snake off as quickly as possible.

      I lifted the knife and tried to activate my Charge skill. Nothing happened. My core was completely drained. I figured all of the remaining spirit inside my body was concentrated on healing my wounds. I ran forward as the snake lifted its head, pushing myself as hard as I could, just as I had in Amos’s gauntlet. The snake swung his head violently toward me. I ducked and sprang up with a yell. Forcing my blade upward I sunk it deep under its mouth. I plunged it in as far as possible and held it steady, letting my body weight pull the knife down as he raised his head. Several strands of spirit spilled out of the snake and darted directly for my core. The blade ripped the snake open and sent torrents of blood flowing out of his body.

      Blood splashed down in all directions, covering me and everything around me. The snake wobbled a bit and bared his fangs as he gathered strength for one last lunge. I watched him intently and timed my dodge as the snake rushed forward. It worked exactly as I’d planned. As it passed, I plunged my hand inside its massive wound and wrapped my hand fully around its core. I ripped it out with all the strength I could muster and threw it on the ground. The glowing fist sized gem exploded in a shower of sparks, sending thousands of strands of glowing spirit in all directions. 

      As the snake fell motionless to the ground, I hurried over to Gwen and cut her bindings. She fell forward into my arms just as the snake’s venom took over and my legs went numb. 

      She fell on top of me and kissed me profusely. She could only get one word out in between each kiss she planted on me. “You. Don’t. Know. How. Much. I. Missed. You.” She collapsed on me and laid her head on my chest. Taking a deep breath, she raised her head. “You can’t move, can you?” 

      I gave her a weak smile. “Not even a little.”
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      The loud crunching of stone on stone filled the air, much as it had when I first entered the labyrinth. My entire body, except for my head, was completely paralyzed. All three girls joined my side, worry plastered across their faces. 

      The walls stopped spinning and I heard slow clapping rise from behind. “Bravo, bravo Logan. Just in time too, you were cutting it a little close. I don’t know if you realized this, but five more minutes and you would’ve been locked inside. That’s part of the reason I never tell my champions exactly how much time they have, keeps them motivated.” Amos chuckled and stepped into my vision. “What seems to be the issue here?” 

      “I’m fucking paralyzed from the neck down. That’s the issue.”

      “Hmm, a pity. I guess I’ll have to take over pleasing your women since you’ll no longer be able to.” 

      “Amos, I could please more women while in a goddamn coma than you could ever hope to on a good day.”

      “Oh, relax. The effects should wear off by this evening. There’s no way I’d let anything actually kill you in there. But I couldn’t let you know that, could I?” He turned and called out to someone behind us. “Bring it over here. Let’s get him loaded up.” 

      Within seconds they lifted my paralyzed body and placed me in the wheelbarrow right next to Fapplejack. 

      The goblin turned his head and looked at me with a restrained smile. “Logan, sir?” 

      “FJ.” I gave him a small smile as Mona and Amos pushed us back to the castle. The others followed at the sides of the wagon, all three keeping a worried eye on me. I gave each of them a reassuring smile as we neared the manor. Dahlia had used her vines to create a sling for Isobel’s broken arm, which she held gingerly against her body. I mentally scolded myself for allowing her to be injured.

      Mona joined Isobel’s side and I thought the wolf-kin was going to bite a chunk out of her throat. Mona raised her hands up. “Hey, easy, I just wanted to give you something that will take care of that arm for you.”

      Isobel glared at Mona. “Why should I trust anything you give me? You were the one to lock me in that maze in the first place.”

      Mona shrugged and shook her head. “Okay, well don’t say I never offered.”

      Dahlia reached out and snatched the potion from Mona’s hand and held it tightly. I knew that when it came to potions, Dahlia was better equipped to know its effects than either me or my other bonded.

      They set the cart down as we arrived at the castle and Amos limped to where I could see him without having to crane my neck. “Well ladies, take him in and wash him up. We head out to Ambirn at first light.” 

      Mona walked over and grabbed the sides of my face and bent closer. “If you want a little extra care, be sure to let me know.”

      I kept my eyes focused on hers. “I’m good, although if you want to clean up after I’m done with my bonded, you’re more than welcome.”

      Mona licked her lips. “Whatever it takes to get a taste.” She released my face and staggered away as if she had tripped on something. I adjusted my head and saw Gwen. 

      Gwen shrugged and tried to maintain an innocent look on her face. “Oops, sorry Mona, I tripped. We’ll take him from here.” 

      Mona shook her head and walked off in a huff. 

      I gave Gwen a smirk and she moved to the front of the cart. Dahlia grabbed the other side and together they pushed Fapplejack and me closer to the door. 

      After some clever ingenuity involving a blanket and brute strength, the three girls pulled me inside the castle and to the bath.

      Dahlia tested a small bit of the potion that Mona had offered to Isobel earlier and determined it would be safe for the wolf-woman to take.

      Isobel downed it in one swig and within minutes her arm had nearly healed, only leaving her a little sore.

      They stripped me carefully and lowered me down into the water. The only thing that scared me the entire time I was paralyzed was the fact that I had three beautiful naked women in front of me, carefully bathing me, and tending to my wounds, and my dick just floated there like a bloated earthworm. 

      Gwen massaged my member slowly, running it gently through her hands, and I knew if I had any sort of feeling I’d have it inside of her already. An hour passed and Mona came in to alert us that dinner was ready. The girls had not eaten since being forced inside the labyrinth, and at the mention of food I heard all three of their stomachs rumble in unison. I didn’t want them to leave, but there was also nothing I could do at the moment in my current state. 

      Gwen ran a hand down along my face. “Don’t worry, we’re staying with you no matter what.” She leaned down and kissed my lips gently. 

      I gave her a nod. “If you want to eat, you can definitely eat. I think Amos’s games are over.”

      Instead of leaving she bent down and began sucking on my cock. She brought it into her mouth slowly and let it hang inside her mouth. I closed my eyes and faced toward the back of the castle. Through the walls I saw the dancing spirit from the phoenix well in the distance. I kept my focus on the strands that swirled around the top, blocking out everything else around me.

      One by one, I slowly dragged strands of spirit away from the statue and into my core. After several minutes, I felt my core filling and strengthening. A warm tingle rose to the surface of my skin, and suddenly I could feel the warmth of Dahlia’s body pressed to mine. Gwen wrapped her hand around the base of my cock and began to massage my balls as if it would help speed up the process. Isobel shifted closer, but remained at my feet, watching me curiously as she scooped water and let it fall from her hand onto my legs.

      With each second that passed, more feeling returned to my body, starting in my extremities. 

      Dahlia let out a small yelp of joy as I finally wiggled my toes. “Ah, look. The poison is wearing off!” 

      Gwen kissed me again and began to pump my length. “Can you feel this?” 

      I nodded and smiled as I felt a slight hint of feeling returning to my shaft. “Hmm, I’ll tell you in a second.” As soon as the words left my mouth I became harder than I’d ever been before.

      She smiled and pumped faster. “I’ll take that as a yes.” She moved her head back down to meet my tip and the three girls went to work on ensuring everything still worked.

      Gwen reached down toward Isobel and pulled her up to join her. Even though I had feeling and could wiggle my fingers and toes, I was still unable to stand or move my arms. Not that I needed to, as the women were happy to help.

      Isobel gave Gwen a sly smile and climbed on top of me. She lowered herself down on my engorged length, careful to move slowly in order to accept its width. She leaned forward and brought her breasts close to my face and whispered in my ear. “I still don’t think I can take it all right away.” She paused and bit her lip. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to try.” She lowered further and let out a loud moan as she began to rock her hips slowly in order to accept all of my length. Her bushy tail whipped wildly behind her and it would occasionally sweep across my balls sending a jolt through my body which made me even harder.

      Gwen and Dahlia concentrated on kissing every inch of my body as the wolf-woman picked up her rhythm. Gwen moved her hands across Isobel’s breasts and squeezed her nipples. Each time she squeezed, Isobel would moan and her wet channel would tighten around me.

      I motioned with my head for Dahlia to move closer. “I may not be able to use my hands, but I have an idea of how I can still please you.”

      She studied my expression carefully for a second before she realized what I was getting at. She smiled and stood above my head on one of the stairs that led into the bath. She lowered herself down carefully, aligning her perfectly bare and glistening mound with my mouth. I plunged my tongue inside of her before she even lowered all the way down. She screamed in delight as I sucked on her sweet folds, taking in as much of her nectar as possible.

      Isobel screamed out and dragged her claws down my chest as she came, her juices spilled out and her wild scent filled the air. I continued to focus on Dahlia’s sweet mound as Gwen and Isobel exchanged spots and the satyress lowered herself down on top of me.

      Gwen screamed out. “Fuck, yes! Oh, Logan, I fucking missed you!” She moved with intensity, pushing herself down as far as she could on my length before rising and trying another attempt to take more of me. Dahlia’s moans became louder and her body convulsed as she reached orgasm. Her hot nectar covered my face as her thigh muscles twitched and tightened.

      Gwen rocked her hips with intensity and within a few seconds she screamed out as she came. Her tight opening clamped around me and it was enough for me to be pushed over the edge. I shot my hot seed inside of her as deep as I could. She held herself down on top of me, ensuring she’d taken it all before rising slowly and cleaning my throbbing length with her mouth.

      I still didn’t have control of my arms and legs, but I was completely content.

      We laid together naked, half in the water and half out, as we let complete feeling come back to all of my extremities. After about an hour I regained the ability to stand and we walked together to gather our clothes. Mona had left some clean nightgowns for the women, which didn’t leave much to the imagination once they had them on. Although, all three women were very comfortable in their own skin, enough so they probably would’ve walked around naked if it wouldn’t have made others uncomfortable.

      We walked together to the dining area nearly two hours after Mona told us the food was ready. It gave me a little satisfaction to see the impatient look on Amos’s face as he sat and visited with Fapplejack. 

      Amos stood and motioned for us to take a seat. “Come, I prepared only the best for my future champion.”

      I pulled up a seat next to the goblin and patted him on the shoulder as I sat. A massive roasted turkey sat in the middle of the table and was surrounded by every type of food you would expect to see around a typical Thanksgiving table. I loaded up a plate and helped Fapplejack with his. The goblin thanked me and immediately dug into his food. 

      My bonded pulled up their chairs around me at the opposite end of the table from Amos. All three women dove right into their food, and I waited to see if Amos was going to say anything else.

      After a few moments of silence, he cleared his throat. “I must say, you did much better in that labyrinth than my minotaur ever did. I had to bail him out each time he faced off against those pesky monkeys.”

      I spread my arms out on the table in front of me. “What happens if the King switches things up with his labyrinth, or just foregoes it altogether?” 

      Amos acknowledged and held a finger in the air. “Ah, yes, I’ve thought of that, but with my brother, he doesn’t like change. He was already resistant to adding a labyrinth in the first place, I can’t see him taking it out now. Not when the tournament starts in only a couple days.”

      I hesitated before eating the food, and Amos caught my hesitancy. “You didn’t poison this or put anything in it I should know about, did you? I will not be as patient this time around if I wake up to find out you fucked with me or any of my bonded.” 

      Amos waved his hands. “No, no, I promise, I’m only straightforward from here on out. I appreciate your patience throughout this entire ordeal. Let’s settle down.” 

      “The patience is gone. I promise you, if you pull any more stunts, I’ll not hesitate to leave you on the spot.” I paused and focused on his eyes. “Or kill you.”

      Amos swallowed hard and chuckled nervously. “Come now, don’t let this food get cold. Eat up.” 

      We finished our meal and retreated to the guest room for the night. Gwen removed my clothes and led me to the bed. I climbed in and Dahlia took up her spot on the side and before Gwen could offer her spot to Isobel again, the wolf-girl stopped her. “You’re his first-bonded. You deserve that spot next to him, especially after what we just went through.”

      Gwen’s face lit up slightly and she kissed Isobel lightly on the cheek. Isobel blushed only slightly and climbed in bed behind Dahlia. It was amazing how right it felt to be next to these women again. I stretched my arms and the girls moved in closer, pressing their perfect breasts against my sides. Gwen lowered her hand down and gripped onto my length as if she were afraid she was going to lose me. Before we could take it any further, we’d all passed out from exhaustion. 

      I woke a short time later and saw Mona standing at the door, staring at us while we slept. I didn’t move, wanting to see what she was going to do. To my surprise, she moved a hand up to her face and wiped away a tear. She sniffled, and it was obvious to me that she’d been crying. She stared for several more seconds before she turned and left. I knew that it couldn’t be easy tending to Amos’s every beck and call. That paired with losing her sisters recently had to be taking a toll on her. It didn’t change the fact that she helped to drug my bonded and put us all in a very dire situation. I wasn’t exactly ready to forgive and forget, although she did give one hell of a blow job. 

      I fell back asleep after staring at the ceiling for quite some time and woke to Gwen climbing on top of me and kissing my lips. The other girls were asleep, and the sky outside was still an inky blue, letting me know we had a little time before we had to get up. Her kisses stirred my length to attention. She moved down slowly and was careful not to wake the others as she wrapped her lips around the tip of my member. She sucked gently, and took it in and out of her warm mouth, letting her hot breath flow over it, which sent a shiver through my body. As I reached my full hardened length, she moved back up and guided my girth inside of her wet channel. It slipped in with ease and she let a small moan slip as she accepted its entirety. She rocked back and forth, riding me as quietly as she could. I reached up and caressed her full breasts and squeezed as she rocked faster. 

      She leaned down and bit my jaw as she continued to rock her hips. She whispered in my ear as her breaths increased. “It feels so good. It’s so deep.” She bit her bottom lip and stifled a small scream.

      I grabbed her hips and pulled her down, ensuring my entire girth was enveloped by her. She moved faster, and I sat with her in my lap, biting her nipples. She moaned again, moving faster. I pulled her mouth down to mine and kissed her passionately, savoring her taste as she rocked faster. Her legs shook and as I arched my hips up I sent her over the edge, her wetness splashing over my manhood as she shook in orgasm. The sudden rush of her juices was all I needed as I thrust several more times and emptied my seed as deep as I could inside of her. She collapsed on top of me and let out a long breath as her legs continued to shake. “Thank you, my love.”
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      We had everything loaded and were on the road before the sun cracked the horizon. Our group travelled back through the invisible barrier which kept Amos’s castle hidden and rejoined the main road to the Capitol.

      Amos peeked his head out from the carriage behind. “When you reach the “T” turn right and continue straight unless I tell you otherwise. Keep your eye out for other travelers along the way. It may get a little busier than you’re used to."

      I kept my attention focused on the road in front of us and turned to Gwen, who sat next to me. “What do you think he’s using to keep that barrier up around his castle? Is it something similar to what we have around our manor?” 

      She started to respond, but paused. “Did you say our manor?”

      “Yes, I mean, you have as much claim on it as I do.”

      She smiled and brushed her hair back behind her ear as she looked back at the barrier which hid the road to Amos’s castle. “It very well could be, or he could have a powerful spell cast to hide it. Those spells are very rare, and very expensive. Although, it’s something a brother to the king could most likely afford.”

      “Remind me to look into one of those.” I glanced up at the road ahead and spotted several carts pulled off to the side. “Looks like we have some company. Let me know if you notice anything suspicious.” 

      I moved my gun close to my side and held my knife at the ready. We reached the first cart and I slowed the horses as we passed. I used my Sight to confirm the cart was empty before urging the horses forward toward a second cart.

      An unsettling feeling washed over me as we approached. I closed my eyes and used my Sight ability once more as we approached. My suspicions were confirmed as I saw three figures wriggling at the bottom of the cart. I stopped the horses about twenty feet away and readied my rifle. “Come on out. I know all three of you are in there.” 

      A heavy set man peeked his head up over the edge of the cart and stood with his hands in the air. He was shirtless and balding and as he rose I realized he was pants-less, as well. A moment later two winged women stood, their bare breasts exposed. The man crouched and pulled up his pants before lowering himself to the ground. “I apologize, I was just getting one last round in before we entered the capital. The truce started today, so I’m in the clear, don’t report me.” 

      I held up a hand and shook my head. “I have no interest in reporting you. I was just making sure you three were not here to do us harm.”

      “Harm? Us? Ha! This is my favorite week of the year. Men and monsters getting along without fear of repercussions of the capital! I wish it could be like this around here tournament or no tournament.” 

      The two succubi blew me a kiss and all three of them disappeared back inside the bottom of the man’s cart. 

      I shrugged and shook my head. “Seems like things are going to be quite interesting the next few days.” 

      Gwen rubbed my arm excitedly as she sat next to me. “I know, isn’t it great?! I am so excited to see what it’s like!”

      I couldn’t say I shared Gwen’s excitement, but a part of me was extremely curious about what it would be like. An hour later, I got my first glimpse of what to expect. 

      We crested a tall hill and could finally see the capital below. A long row of carts and carriages flowed in from all directions around us as the area at the bottom of the hill was a central hub where at least four roads converged from multiple directions. 

      Dahlia pointed at a massive tree creature that was slowly making its way toward the city. “Look! It’s an Ent!”

      I stared at the massive creature. The only thing that was even close to human about it was its face that blended seamlessly with its bark, and two massive legs. Each step it took could’ve cleared one of the smaller wooden cottages near its feet. “That thing is impressive.”

      Dahlia smiled. “They are distant relatives of the Alraune, I’ve never seen one in person, though. He is simply amazing!”

      I smiled at her wide-eyed wonder and realized that Gwen and Isobel had similar expressions. I was on edge and couldn’t allow myself to appreciate the sights around me. I knew that even though there was a truce for this week, I needed to stay vigilant. Especially since I was slowly becoming more popular with people associated with the Capitol. Not to mention that Striker was undoubtedly lurking around closeby.

      Monsters of all shapes, sizes, and colors appeared from all directions. Some obviously with their sponsors, but many wandering around the area of their own volition. A small group of Satyrs waved to us as we passed and Gwen returned their wave excitedly, blowing kisses as we passed. It made me smile to see just how excited she was. 

      I turned back to the city and from atop the hill I could finally see how beautiful it was. A sea of proud stone and wooden buildings stretched out in front of us in a wide arc. The city appeared to be set in an enormous circle split evenly into four distinct quarters. A towering stone castle stood on a massive hill directly in the center of the city with impressive walls separating it from the other quarters.

      Several ships were docked at the port on the far side of the city, and all the buildings surrounding the docks were a dark inky blue color making up the north-east quarter of the city.

      The northwest area was composed of all red buildings that appeared to be living quarters. There were large red streamers flying proudly in the light afternoon breeze and an occasional firework shot up into the sky from between the houses.

      The area directly to the south of the docks consisted of mustard-colored buildings. This area contained a massive arena that was the section where everyone was heading. I pointed toward the arena, which was at least five times the size of the one I fought at in Kilney. “Look at that thing, it’s enormous.” 

      Gwen stood and steadied herself on my shoulder as the horses continued forward. She turned and yelled back excitedly to Dahlia and Isobel. “Look! The arena!” 

      The other girls leaned further out the window of the carriage and exchanged small smiles as three bright explosions lit up the sky. I could feel the energy of the crowd flowing through me. It reminded me of coming up on an unexpected trophy buck. That anticipation of the hunt, the win, the kill. It was intoxicating. 

      I took a deep breath as we entered the fourth section of the city with the teal and violet buildings. Amos peeked his head out and waved his finger around in the air. “This is the crafting district. Keep your eye out for anything that may be useful.” As we passed the first small structures, I spotted several types of buildings I recognized. Although, the sturdy stone buildings on either side of the cobblestone street here were a stark contrast to the shabby wooden buildings back in Dunway and Necross. We passed a smithy, several general goods stores, and even a confectionery.

      I navigated the horses through the crafting district, and looked at each shop we passed, just in case I saw anything worthwhile. There were many weapons, potions, and food shops scattered in every direction. I saw nothing particularly interesting until we reached a shop called Sum of All Parts. I had seen nothing like it since arriving. Metal braces and leather straps hung displayed across the front of the shop and along the bottom were several prosthetic feet, arms, hands, and every other body part you could imagine. 

      “Gwen, keep the cart right here. This shouldn’t take long.” I jumped down and opened the carriage door. “Fapplejack. Let’s go. Amos, you’re coming as well.” They both looked at me curiously before the goblin scooted himself over Mona’s lap and toward the door of the carriage. 

      I lifted Fapplejack and held him in the crook of my arm as Amos searched the outside of the carriage with his cane and exited. 

      Amos stretched his arms to the sky and bent to each side to stretch his back. “This seems like an odd place to stop. What have you found?”

      “I found a way to make up for what your failed champion did to my friend here.” I motioned with my head toward the goblin, who looked up at me curiously. 

      I walked over to the shop and heard Amos call out from behind me. “Ah, yes. You realize that prosthetics are not cheap, right?” 

      “Honestly? I don’t really give a shit.” 

      Amos pulled out a handkerchief and matted the sweat from his forehead and nodded. “Alright, but no promises. They may not even have what he needs.”

      “Won’t know until we ask, right?” I entered the shop and a beautiful blonde-haired human woman shot up. She wore a pair of thick goggles propped up on her forehead and had a streak of grease smeared across one cheek.

      She had the most amazing colored turquoise blue eyes and one of the friendliest smiles I’d ever seen. She motioned for us to come further inside. “Welcome to the Sum of All Parts! My name’s Ellie, and this is my shop.”

      “Thanks Ellie.” I paused as I finally noticed that both her arms were actually prosthetics. “I’m hoping you’ll be able to help my friend here.” 

      She looked at the goblin in my arms and waved me over. “I may be able to help. What exactly is the problem?” 

      Fapplejack straightened and used his most formal voice. “You see, I had a bit of an unfortunate run in with a minotaur. Obviously, I won, but it came at a cost.” He reached down and lifted one of his legs and let it fall limply back over my arm. “See.” 

      Ellie let out a sweet laugh and lifted him from my arms. “Don’t worry, I’ll get you all fixed up. You may have to stay overnight. Is that okay?” 

      Fapplejack looked at me with hopeful eyes and I returned a nod. “Of course. Please do your best and help Fapplejack to walk and hopefully fight again.” I turned toward Amos and motioned toward the coin purse tied to his hip. “How much will it cost to get the best of the equipment you have available?” 

      Ellie ran a hand back through her hair and walked behind her counter. She wrote several things down on a piece of paper before looking up slowly. “I’m afraid to show you, but if you want the best, here’s what it’ll take.” She turned the paper around and pushed it forward for Amos to see. 

      Amos let out a little squeak before removing his coin purse and pulling out nearly every coin inside. He placed a large stack on the counter and grudgingly pushed it forward toward the blonde woman. “Here, take it before I change my mind.” 

      She accepted it and nodded. “I’m assuming you all are in town for the tournament? Do you know any of the fighters this year?” 

      I gave her a small smirk. “You’re looking at one.” 

      “What?! No way! I’ve never had a champion come into my store before! Will you give me your autograph?” 

      I chuckled lightly and cocked my head. “Um, sure, could I borrow your pen there?” 

      She searched the counter and found a green marker. “Here, please sign my arm if you don’t mind. My more regular customers will not believe it when I show them!”

      I took the marker and held her arm in one hand. I tried to write as legibly as possible as I signed my name. “There you go, that should do it.” 

      She glanced down to her arm and smiled. “Well, thank you very much, uh, Logan West. I’ll be rooting for you!” 

      “Thanks, and good luck with Fapplejack. We’ll be over by the arena if you’d like to bring him over once you’re done.”

      Ellie nodded and grabbed a measuring tape off the wall. “Of course. Go, enjoy the festivities!”

      “Thank you.” I set the goblin down on the counter and squeezed his shoulder. “Good luck, FJ.” 

      “Thank you Logan, sir.” Huge tears filled his eyes as he struggled to get the words out. “This is an amazing gift.”

      “You’re welcome. Anything for my wingman.” I smiled and exited out of the shop.

      Amos cleared his throat loudly. “Ahem. Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      I looked at him and shrugged. “What?” 

      “I haven’t heard a ‘thank you’ yet.” 

      “And you’re not going to. If you wouldn’t have felt the need to parade your champion around like a dumbass, he wouldn’t even be in this situation.” As we exited out onto the street screams rose in all directions. 

      Gwen pointed up in the sky, her eyes wider than I’d ever seen them. “Dragon!”
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      Ellie stuck her head out the front door of her shop. “You better get somewhere safe! That doesn’t sound good.” 

      Amos waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry, it’s just my brother trying to show off.” 

      Ellie furrowed her brow. “Your brother?” 

      Amos didn’t respond and hurried back to the carriage. 

      I gave the woman a small smile and hurried back to the top of the carriage behind Amos. As I pulled up into the seat, Gwen snapped the reins.

      Ellie called from behind as the horses pulled away. “I’ll be seeing you soon. Thanks for the business!”

      We hurried down the path as a bright red dragon swooped down and cast its massive shadow over the city. 

      Amos leaned out the window and yelled up to us as we maneuvered through the city streets. “Make your way to the arena. This is all part of the opening ceremonies.”

      We reached the first yellow buildings of the next district and the buzz from the gathered crowds grew louder. 

      Gwen slowed the cart as the arena came into full view. It was even larger than I initially thought. It towered high into the sky with intricate archways and ornate carvings stretched across its entirety. We found a safe place to store the cart and the six of us stood together and stared up at the arena in awe. 

      Amos shook his head. “Even after all these years, the sight of this place never ceases to amaze me.” 

      The dragon circled the arena, looking small in comparison, It glowed brighter with each second until it was nearly as bright as the sun. It circled once more before letting out an incredible stream of fire from its mouth and dove toward the gathered crowd, sending the fire down to the ground and charring the earth in a straight line before it pulled up and disappeared into the sky. 

      The gathered crowd let out a massive cheer as the dragon flew out of sight. As soon as it left, thousands of fireworks blasted up into the sky from the top of the arena. As the explosions rang out, a row of flags appeared, lining the top of the arena. I glanced over to Amos and pointed toward the flags. “What’s the significance of the flags?” 

      “Those flags represent the winners of the past tournaments. Each one has a representative symbol and color that the champion fought under.” 

      “What’s my symbol?” 

      “Ah, I’m glad you asked. You have been toting around that damn rifle everywhere, even though I haven’t seen you shoot it, and I don’t know where you’ll find ammunition for it, but it seems to matter to you. I can’t think of a much better symbol.” 

      Gwen smiled and handed me my rifle. “Here you go.”

      I gripped it tightly. I really didn’t give a shit if I used it or not, that it felt comfortable in my hands and I could if I needed to, was all I needed to be content. “Sounds good. How about my color?” 

      Amos dug in his pocket and pulled out a dark forest green square of cloth. “ I figured you being a former hunter and all, this color would be reminiscent of the forest.”

      “Former? Once a hunter, always a hunter.” I accepted the cloth from him and tied it around my arm. 

      “I like that thinking.” Amos took several steps and rubbed his chin. “Ah, there we go. Every year they have a massive feast. It looks like they are setting it up over here this year.” 

      I followed Amos with all the girls close behind. Creatures of every type sneered and sized me up as I walked. Many cursed me under their breath or displayed their weapons, which I guessed, was an attempt to rattle me. Although, after what I’d faced and seen since arriving in Aurilon, I wasn’t too concerned. Except the ents, but that was because they were fucking massive. I searched the area for any sign of a wolf-kin that may resemble Isobel’s father, but was unsuccessful.

      A few human children ran past with stuffed animals that looked like something you’d win at a carnival. A small boy laughed excitedly. “Let’s go into the arena, that’s where they’re keeping the best warriors!” The other children cheered and ran excitedly toward the large opening of the arena.

      Two succubi passed us, walking seductively, garnering a scowl from Mona. She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Amateurs.” 

      As soon as we found a table, several men and women with long pointed ears began bringing plates of food out and setting them down in front of us. I turned to Gwen and spoke under my breath as a dark-skinned man with pointed ears set a plate down in front of us with a nod. “Is he an elf?”

      Gwen grabbed a loaf of French bread from the center of the table and broke it in half, setting a half on the plate in front of me and the other on hers. “Yes, that’s a drow elf.” She looked around and spotted a second server, one with brunette hair and fair skin. “That one’s a wood elf.” She took a bite of bread and shook her head. “I’d heard they’d been captured a while back and forced to be slaves of the Capitol, I guess it’s true. They probably prefer it here rather than back at Darkholm with the vampires, though.” 

      I studied several of the servers’ faces. Each of them looked exhausted and downtrodden. Anger rose in me once again as I thought about the things that Striker and his men were planning to do with Gwen and her sisters, and could only imagine that this was a much better result for these elves than what could be. “What happens if they try to escape?” 

      Gwen shrugged and met my eyes. “I imagine that the king would not hesitate to kill them.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Why haven’t the monsters of Aurilon joined together already to stand against the king?”

      “He’s too powerful. After his father toppled the Whitehall reign, the Corlinius family has pretty much been able to do anything they want. Including taking the Mystic Vale.” She paused and sighed. “I can only imagine how many monsters here want to get their hands on that land.”

      “Other than resources, does the Mystic Vale hold any sort of advantage?”

      Gwen took another bite and a long swig of wine before responding. “I can’t say for sure, but I’ve heard it is home to the strongest spirit well in all of Aurilon.”

      “There has to be a reason the king is offering the Mystic Vale as part of the reward.”

      Isobel let out a laugh. “Yeah, because monsters were planning to boycott the tournament before the Mystic Vale was offered. I don’t imagine that would’ve gone over well with the people of Ambirn.”

      I nodded. “They really care about the tournament that much?”

      Gwen nodded. “I don’t think it is so much because of the tournament, but for most of the humans here in Ambirn, this is the only chance they have to interact with monsters, without fear of being punished.”

      I let out a long breath. “So, no monsters showing up to the tournament means discontented residents of the Capitol, which results in a shit show that the king doesn’t want to deal with. Got it.”

      Isobel smiled and nodded. “Exactly.”   

      Amos came over and looked as if he were about to say something. He slapped the table as someone caught his attention. “Oh, there’s an associate of mine! Please excuse me, I shall be right back.” He pushed back from the table and walked over to a man who dressed almost identical to him. Bright white suit and white fedora, except he wore a bright pink shirt under his suit coat. 

      I watched them intently for several moments before meeting Dahlia’s eyes. She gave me a small smile from across the table. I returned her smile and reached out to grab her hands. “It’s going to be okay. This will be over before we know it.” 

      Dahlia shifted her eyes down to the table. “I really hope so. There are so many powerful fighters here, just please be careful.” 

      “I will.” I lifted her hand and kissed the back of it before lowering it back down slowly to the table. 

      Mona rolled her eyes and left the table to join Amos. I took advantage of her departure and motioned for my bonded to move closer so I wouldn’t be overheard. “We must stay together. Do not let those two separate us. We’re going to find Isobel’s father. I overheard some kids talking about champions in the arena. I think that’s where we’re going to find him.”

      Isobel straightened and gave a skeptical glance toward Mona who stood next to Amos a short distance away. “It will be nearly impossible to get away from them, they treat us like we are their property, it’s disgusting.” 

      “I agree, but Amos is our ticket inside this place, so we have to be patient.” I scanned the area and spotted the satyrs that greeted us when we arrived, sitting at a table nearby. “Gwen, do you think you could get those satyrs to help us?” 

      Gwen pushed up from the table and nodded. “Of course. They’re my cousins, they’d do anything for me.” 

      “Perfect. Create a distraction. As soon as they occupy Mona and Amos, we’ll make our way inside the arena.”

      Gwen leaned down and kissed me on the cheek. “I’ll meet you at the entrance. You’ll know when to go.” 

      Mona turned and stopped Gwen. “What are you up to?” 

      Gwen laughed and pointed toward her cousins. “I was just going to say hello. Don’t worry, you’ll be able to see me the entire time, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Mona crossed her arms and watched with contempt as Gwen walked over to the table in the distance with her cousins. 

      I shifted my eyes between Isobel and Dahlia. “Be ready, I have a feeling we are about to get our distraction sooner, rather than later.” 

      I turned my attention on Amos and the strange newcomer. After a few seconds, Amos looked around and pulled his coin pouch off his hip and handed it to the man. The man pulled out a small book and wrote something down inside. He replaced the book in his suit coat pocket and shook Amos’s hand.

      A commotion rose from the table of satyrs, and I knew Gwen’s plan was already in motion. The group of eight satyrs total stood and danced together on top of the long picnic table, motioning for others who had gathered around to join them. Within seconds, three of the girls hopped off the table and grabbed Amos and Mona’s hands and pulled them toward the table. 

      The rest of the satyrs joined in and surrounded Mona and Amos as they danced wildly.

      “Okay, now.” I leapt up from the table with Dahlia and Isobel at my side. We scurried through the crowds, ducking behind several groups of revelers and making it to the front entrance of the arena. I waited for a few seconds, and to my relief Gwen appeared through the crowd, grabbing a partygoer’s red scarf along the way and wrapping it around her neck playfully. 

      She reached us and wrapped the scarf around Dahlia’s shoulders, prompting a slight smile from the Alraune. 

      “Excellent work. Now, let’s get in here and see if we can get any idea where they’re hiding Isobel’s father.” The entrance was guarded by several hulking giants that stood at least nine feet tall. Each held spears at their sides with full sets of plate armor. They were letting people enter and exit freely, but I was sure that wouldn’t last as we approached the start of the tournament. 

      I motioned for the girls to follow as I walked toward the entrance. It was easier to blend in than I expected. I figured most people assumed I was a spectator and not an actual champion. The guards didn’t even acknowledge us as we passed through into the central atrium. Stairs led up in either direction with two large closed steel doors at the end of each. Another set of guards stood watch directly in front of the doors, which most likely led out into the seating areas of the arena.

      Isobel stopped and raised her nose in the air before turning to me excitedly. “This way. I just caught his scent. He’s got to be in here somewhere.” 

      We hurried through an archway to the right, passing several food and trinket vendors. The dull roar of voices was about five times louder inside than it was outside, and the excitement of most of the attendees was palpable. We followed the main corridor, which had a guard positioned at each gate leading out to the actual arena, preventing anyone from passing. 

      After following the corridor for several minutes, I was unable to spot a straightforward way to get into the actual arena itself. A stout man who was offloading small wooden kegs stopped us. He carried two at a time and stacked them in a tall pile. I waited for the dwarf to turn back to his cart and snatched two of his kegs and set them off to the side. After I’d secured four barrels. I turned to the girls and handed a keg to each of them before securing one for myself. “Okay, follow my lead.” I strolled up to the first guard I spotted that looked less than enthused to be there. I assumed it had to do with the fact he’d been stationed near a kid’s play area. Small human and monster babies and toddlers played and laughed loudly as they climbed over a statue that depicted a fight between a minotaur and a man. 

      The guard’s eyes were bloodshot, and his shoulders were slumped. I wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing there, but after only a minute of witnessing the utter chaos of all the children and their shrill screams, I knew the guard had to be on edge. I ambled up to the entrance and the guard nearly let me through, realizing his mistake as I made it within two feet of entering. 

      “Stop, you’re not allowed.” The guard said matter of factly. “What’s your business here?”
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      I glanced at the guard and knew I’d have to come up with a decent excuse in a hurry. “We’re delivering these down to the guards below. That dwarf over there said he was running behind and needed our help.” I stared at the guard’s eyes and waited for a response. 

      He eyed the keg curiously and froze as an obnoxious child screamed louder than a wounded rabbit. A shiver ran through the guard’s body and he waved us on. “Deliver and come right back out, all of you.” 

      I gave the guard a nod and proceeded forward with the girls close behind. We set the kegs down as we reached the first landing and continued down to the bottom level. I stopped as several guards passed through and headed out into the arena to the right. To the left was a corridor much like the one above us, except instead of vendors it was lined with cells. I turned back to the others and nodded. “Gwen, I’m going to have you stay here out of sight and stand guard. Use your Sight to warn me if anyone is coming.”

      Gwen backed against the wall and smiled. “Will do. Please hurry, we might still catch the rest of the fireworks.” 

      I continued into the corridor and looked inside each of the cells as we worked our way around. Men and beast alike were inside, many with the cell doors open. Most ignored us, while others gave us unapproving glares as we passed. A few sponsors were huddled together and appeared to be reviewing notes, and making wagers. With as much money as I’d seen exchanging hands since we’d arrived, I had no doubt that many of the champions here didn’t stand a fucking chance.

      Isobel perked up after several minutes and swept the area with her eyes. “He’s close, I can feel it.” 

      “I’ll trust your instincts, lead the way.” I took a second to inspect a large snake-like man who was sharpening a blade in the back of a cell. He looked up at me, a cigarette hanging lazily out of his mouth, and scars stretching across his face. He gave me a cocked smile and returned his focus on his blade. 

      Isobel hurried from cell to cell, stopping at each one and frantically looking inside. Finally she stopped outside of one and cried out. “Father?!” 

      I hurried over and joined her side with Dahlia close behind. As we reached the bars, Gwen’s voice broke through my mind. “We’ve got company. You need to hurry.”

      I looked inside the cell and saw a hulking, but broken and scarred wolf-man. He lifted his head slowly. “Isobel? Is that you, my daughter?” 

      “Yes, father, I’m here! I made it, I’m going to get you out of here. Just hold on.” 

      The voices of several men echoed through the corridor as they made their way down closer.

      I returned my focus on the cell door. “We have to get him out of here, now.”

      Gwen’s voice cut into my mind again, and I immediately tensed up. “I’m going to cause a distraction to buy you some time.”

      A commotion rose from the corridor in the distance. It was beyond the curve of the arena, so I couldn’t see what was going on. 

      Isobel looked to me pleadingly and pulled on the bars. “We have to get him out of there. He’s bleeding.”

      I turned to Dahlia. “Has your core replenished yet?” 

      She shook her head. “No, I’ve only been able to bring it up to about half of its full capacity.”

      She wasn’t alone. My core had yet to replenish itself, but it didn’t matter, we were out of time. “Grab the bars. On the count of three we pull.” She nodded and readied herself in front of the cell. I joined her side and held my palm aimed toward the door. “3, 2, 1...” We shot our vines simultaneously and wrapped them around the bars. “Hold on.” She wrapped her arm tightly around me as I turned away and activated my Charge skill, ripping the door off its hinges. 

      We broke the vines from our wrists and hurried back to the cell where Isobel was already inside with her father. He removed an amulet from around his neck and handed it to her. Tears poured from her eyes as she whispered something back to him. I tried to rush Isobel and her father out of the cell, but her father’s wounds were too great. He slumped onto the floor, his breathing labored. He looked up at his daughter with tears in the corners of his eyes. “I love you, Isobel.”

      Two guards rushed down the corridor with weapons drawn. The nearest guard called out as they spotted us. “Stop, or you will die.”

      I knew that unauthorized fighting was supposedly magically banned during this week, but I wasn’t going to let them decide our fate if I could help it. I activated a charge and raced toward the two men with my knife drawn. With a quick swipe, I sliced both of their throats before they even knew what had happened.

      I turned back to Isobel. “Get your father out of here, now! There will be more of them.

      Isobel wrapped an arm around her father and propped him back on his feet, struggling to get him out of his cell.

      I turned back in the direction of the two men I’d just killed and froze as Gwen rounded the corner. Her arms were secured by a guard on each side and one had a knife to her neck. I heard footsteps approaching from behind and I knew that we were outnumbered.

      A familiar voice drew my attention. “Well, well, well. Look what we have here, boys.”

      I clenched my jaw and met the man’s eyes as he came into view. “Striker. Surprised to see you here. Didn’t take you for much of a swimmer.” He was surrounded by at least ten armed men, all with identical shit-eating grins plastered across their faces.

      His eyes locked on mine. “Likewise. That reminds me, you still owe me a ship.”

      “Maybe you should’ve taken a little better care of your explosives.” 

      Striker turned and met Dahlia’s eyes. “And the bitch who blew up my ship is here as well. What are the odds?” He paused and looked over to Isobel and her father. “Oh, and here you are trying to steal my champion. It just keeps getting better.”

      “Your champion? So you’re the bastard that’s been hunting down their clan? I suppose I should’ve known.” I shook my head.

      “Everyone knows wolf-kin instincts make them some of the best fighters in Aurilon. It’s a shame those instincts weren’t enough to alert you I was coming.” He paused and laughed. “I see you brought me a present, and she’s much younger. Maybe instead of killing you, I should thank you.” He pointed at Isobel’s wounded father. “Anything will be better than this broken piece of shit.”  

      “Fuck off. You’re not getting either of them.” I snapped, keeping my eyes fixed on Striker the entire time.

      Striker laughed and motioned toward the two guards who held Gwen. “Take her up to the keep.” He turned to the other guards and motioned toward Isobel and Dahlia. “And those other whores as well. I’ve got an idea of what I can do with them.

      I was about to activate a charge to attempt to take out Striker but Gwen’s voice rose in my mind, stopping me in my tracks. “I’m okay, I know what I’m doing. Please stop, there are too many of them. We will be fine.” As she finished, another group of guards entered the room and pushed closer.

      I exhaled slowly and focused on Striker’s eyes as the two men I had used my knife on were bleeding out on the ground. “What do you want?” 

      “Nothing that you can give me. These three will be enough for now.” He laughed and stepped closer to Gwen. “Now, if I’m not mistaken, you have a tournament to prepare for. I’ll take good care of your girls for you.”

      Two large men rushed forward and grabbed my arms. One of the men grabbed my rifle and kicked me in the side of my knee, buckling my leg. I pried my arm free and swung my knife in a wide arc, sinking it deep inside a guard’s neck. I pulled it out and several other guards rushed forward.

      Striker stepped forward once the guards had my arms secured. “I almost forgot to give you this.” A crooked smile rose to his face as he pulled out a knife and jammed it into my stomach.

      I felt the spirit from my core rush out and surround the blade. I glanced down and saw blood rise to the wound before turning my eyes back to Striker.

      Dahlia released a rage filled scream and shot a vine from her wrist as I pulled Striker’s knife out of my stomach. The vine met its mark, and plunged into Striker’s left eye. With a quick flip of her wrist, she pulled back on the thick cord and his eye came with it, tearing his eyeball out of its socket and free from the optic nerve. It rolled down onto the ground like a rotten grape and came to rest by my feet.

      Striker released a primal yell and clutched his face. Several guards rushed to aid him and pull him out of the reach of another of Dahlia’s vines. She looked up to me with a determined look as they finished binding her wrists. The shy, tentative woman Dahlia once was, had officially transformed into a badass. Words couldn’t describe how proud I was.

      Seemingly inspired by Dahlia’s display of bravery, Isobel wrenched her wrists free from her captors and used her sharp claw-like nails to slice both faces of the nearest guards from their foreheads down to their throats. Both guards dropped to their knees in agony but were immediately replaced by several additional guards who grabbed Dahlia and bound her arms before she could attack again.

      Gwen laughed in Striker’s face as he straightened with a hand covering the bloody socket where his left eye once resided. His face contorted in rage. “Get those whores to the keep. I’ll take care of them tonight.”

      One of Striker’s men motioned with his head over toward Isobel’s father. “What about him?” 

      I watched through hazy eyes, trying to stay conscious as Striker spit on the ground by my feet. Striker picked up his knife off the ground. “Well, it appears we have a last-minute change in our champion.”

      Striker nodded toward the guards and they lifted me up off the ground. Blood poured down the side of his face. As soon as I was flat-footed, he punched me in the stomach as they held me steady. “We have little time to prep them, but we should be okay. Tournament starts at dawn.” 

      I turned and looked at Isobel, who fought against the men. I closed my eyes and spoke to her by using my Sight. “I will find you. Don’t give up. Stay with the others if you can.” 

      Striker punched me in the chest, followed by a blow to the jaw. The second sent grey stars darting across my vision. He unloaded several more strikes, forcing all three girls to watch. Finally stopping to rub his blood covered knuckles, he grabbed my knife and plunged it into my chest. I felt the blade enter my body and I struggled to take in a breath.

      Laughing, Striker turned to the others. “Feed him to the hellhounds.” He spit on the ground, pulled the knife out of my chest, and walked over toward Isobel’s father. He crouched and held the blade to the wolf-man’s throat. I tried to concentrate but things began to blur and I knew I didn’t have long before I passed out from blood loss.

      Isobel had tears running down her cheeks, but still maintained a stoic expression as Striker leaned closer to her father. “This one was a disappointment anyway. Washed up, way past his prime.” Everything blurred around me, but I knew what was about to happen. 

      It was as if time stood still. The only sound that rose in that corridor was a small whimper that escaped Isobel’s lips as Striker sliced her father’s neck and left him to bleed out on the ground of the cell next to me. 

      A cold shiver coursed through my body and a second later, everything went black.
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      It wasn’t my time to die; I was too pissed for that. I rolled over onto my side and coughed several times. I spit several large globs of blood as I tried to regain my bearings. I concentrated on my core and as if directing a medical team, I sent out individual strands of spirit to attack my wounds and heal me wherever possible. I realized that in order to heal myself I needed to combine several skills at once, especially my Sight, Nature Manipulation, and my new Instinct skill. By combining all three I was able to isolate strands by spirit type and send it approximately where I felt it would do the majority of the healing by using the Instinct skill. I was sure once I ranked that skill, I’d be able to weave a strand within millimeters of where it would be the most effective. I concentrated on the process and tried to block out everything else around me. One by one, the strands moved toward my injuries. Each time one would reach the wound, it would slow substantially, allowing me to weave it through my skin like a suture. After what seemed an eternity, I felt like I was finally getting the upper hand on my injuries, even though my body shook uncontrollably.

      A voice came from somewhere behind me. “There we go. He’s coming around. Grab that water over there.” It was Amos, and as I cracked my eyes open, I glimpsed Mona’s purple wings. Amos leaned over and put his face inches away from mine. “Welcome back.” 

      I struggled to a seated position and took a drink of a potion as Mona brought it to my lips. “Thank you, Nymona.” 

      Mona paused and looked into my eyes as if something had stung her. 

      I furrowed my brow and let out a grunt as I pushed myself up against the wall. “Is something wrong?”

      “You called me Nymona. I’m not used to that.”

      I took another drink of water and let it slide down my desert dry mouth. “Sorry, I’ll stick with Mona.” 

      “No, no. I like how it sounds when you say it.” 

      Amos pushed past Mona and leaned over again. “Can you stand?”

      I brought my legs up close to my chest and pushed myself up with help from the wall. Whatever potion Mona had given me, was already beginning to work. Each second that passed seemed to heal another of my wounds. “I believe so.”

      Amos watched me intently and nodded. “Good, good. Now, would you mind telling me what in the hell happened?!” 

      I was no longer in the corridor next to the arena, but in a small room with several torches casting light across the area. “Where are we? Where are the others?”

      Amos walked across the room and rubbed his chin. “To answer the first question, we’re in the port district in one of my houses. When we found you in the arena, I thought you were done for. Mona had to fight off the hellhounds while I got you out of there. They have been starving them for the past few weeks so honestly I’m surprised there is anything left of you.” He paused and shook his head. “As for your second question. I don’t have a clue, they were already gone when we found you. Unfortunately, we were unable to save that male wolf-kin warrior. His wounds were too great.” 

      I clenched my jaw in anger and wiped a dried streak of blood from my forehead. “How were they able to attack? I thought there was a peace treaty while the tournament was going on?”

      Amos shook his head. “You were inside the arena. There are different rules inside versus when you are outside.” He paused. “You wouldn’t have been able to save your bonded’s father anyway. He was already halfway to death when they brought him to the Capitol. The wing of the arena that you were in, was the infirmary. Everyone inside there was healing from a wound of some sort. I found out from a sponsor friend of mine that Striker has been looking for a replacement for the wolf-kin since the trials at Kilney. Sounds like he found three of them.”

      I took a deep breath. “Where did he take them?”

      Amos shook his head and shrugged. “There’s no telling. I imagine even he knows better than to do anything to them, at least not yet. One thing I’m sure of is that he is going to be taking them to see my brother, if he hasn’t already. For now, we need to get you healed up and ready for the tournament.”

      “Amos, how the hell do you expect me to fight when three of my bonded have been captured?”

      Amos pulled his cane up off the ground and pushed into my chest. “Listen, you agreed to become my champion. I’m sorry about your girls, but there’s nothing you can do at the moment. Your best chance of reuniting with them is to survive the tournament.”

      My mind flashed to Striker and I hoped he’d not made it far. “Take me to the arena.” 

      “You need sleep.” Amos shot back. 

      “No, I’m fine, take me to the arena.” I stepped forward and nearly fell over, still uneasy on my feet. 

      “It wasn’t a question. You must sleep, or you’re not going to be worth a damn inside the arena. The healing potions that we have given you are much more potent while you sleep.” Amos waved me off and Mona helped me across the room and sat me down on the bed.

      “Do you think I’m actually going to sleep while Striker has them?”

      “Now is not the time. Even that protection rune on your chest wouldn’t save you if you ran into him again.” Amos fixed his eyes on mine. “You will have your chance for revenge. I know Striker and you have more history than you may even realize at the moment, but you will not get a chance to exact that revenge unless we heal you.” He exhaled slowly. “Do you think you could do any damage to Striker in your current state?”

      “I’d do enough.” I sat on the bed and let out a log breath.

      “Yes, but would that truly honor your bonded? Or your family?” He trailed off and shook his head.

      “What about my family? What do you know?” I asked. A new sense of urgency rose within me. “What do you know about my family?”

      Amos nodded slowly. “I will tell you everything I know once you survive this tournament. It won’t matter if I can’t even get you to the first round alive. Now please, rest, I give you my word.”

      I stared straight ahead and tried to calm my breathing. My shirt had been removed, and all I had left was a pair of blood stained pants. I glanced down to my chest. Several new scars were mixed with fresh bruises and dried blood. All three sides of my triangle shaped scar were now black, and it looked a little like it was spreading.

      Mona walked over with a bowl of clean water and cleaned my wounds. Genuine concern had replaced the look of desire normally worn on her face. She pulled out a small square bottle that glowed a deep purple and handed it to me. “Here, drink this, I promise it will allow you to sleep and when you wake, you’ll feel refreshed.” 

      I pushed it back toward her and shook my head lightly. “Thanks, but I think I’ve tried enough potions and elixirs from you and Amos to last me for a while.” 

      Amos limped over and stopped in front of me. “Logan, I’d be losing my investment at this point. Do you really think I am interested in not only losing my chance to earn my share of the pot, but garner the wrath of my brother as well?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “No, the answer’s no.”

      I grabbed the potion from Mona and popped the cork out with my thumb. It tasted like pine scented bug spray as it sloshed over my tongue and went down my throat. “Ugh, that tastes like ass.” 

      Mona accepted the bottle back and shrugged. “It’s probably the centaur semen. It’s more of an acquired taste.” The dragon woman smiled and placed the empty bottle back into a small pouch before standing.

      “Centaur what? Nevermind. How soon...” Before I could continue, a sense of calm hit me and everything became blurry. Mona hurried back over and lowered me down to the bed. I let out a resigned breath as I realized much of my time since arriving had been spent in a bed. This was after a life back home where I’d be lucky to get three hours of sleep each night.

      Amos walked over and stood at the side of the bed. “Sleep well, first light will be here before you know it.” 

      I fought against sleep, even though I knew it was all but inevitable. The last thing I saw was Mona climbing into bed with me and then sleep overtook me. I dreamt of all of my bonded. Even in sleep I felt like I was letting them down, that I needed to be there with them. I felt my resolve strengthening, and the sense of desperation was soon replaced by determination. Wisps of spirit danced across my vision, and I felt my body healing itself from the inside. The spirit faded and I drifted into a deeper sleep as everything went dark.  
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      I woke and Mona was asleep next to me, still fully clothed. Her hand rested on my chest, but I didn’t believe she tried anything while I was asleep. I shot up and sat on the edge of the bed. She stirred and propped herself up behind me. A quick inspection of my chest and arms let me know that the potion paired with rest did the trick. All signs of any injury were nearly nonexistent except for where the snake’s fang had grazed me back at Amos’s castle, and the slightly blackened scar on my chest. 

      “Good morning,” Mona said with a smile. She sat up and stretched, her purple wings spread out to her sides while her perfect breasts were pushed together in front of her. I finally met her gaze and she gave me a small smile. “You have a busy day ahead of you, I suggest we get started.” 

      I quickly equipped my armor and followed Mona out of the room. We met up with Amos, who was smoking a cigar in the main area. He turned and rose from his chair with enthusiasm. “Good morning, good morning! The day of the tournament, there’s nothing like it. How are you feeling?” 

      I walked toward the front door. “Let’s go.” 

      Amos gathered his belongings and followed close behind. “Yes, yes. I have the cart ready to go. You may want to hear the bit of intel I received this morning.”

      I paused and spun to meet his eyes. “What did you hear?” 

      “Well, do you want the good news or the bad news?” He caught my expression and didn’t wait for my response. “Well, good news is that your bonded women are still alive.” He hesitated slightly before continuing. “The bad news… Striker’s planning to force your girls to fight in the tournament.” 

      I relaxed slightly. I knew as long as they were alive, there was hope. “Will they be together? No one will stand a chance against the three of them in a fair fight.” 

      “See, that’s the problem. Fights in the tournament are rarely fair.” Amos shook his head and shrugged. “Striker does not like to lose, I can guarantee you that. There was word that he placed a large bet this morning, and I bet you it was on them to win it all.”

      I clenched my fists. I hated that he hid behind his guards like a little bitch. If I just could have freed myself one last time, it would’ve been his throat that’d been cut.

      I nodded. “That would make sense. I’d put my money on them as well. I feel better with the three of them together than separated. If he does have money on them to win it all, then I feel sorry for the other champions in the tournament.” 

      Amos nodded and hurried to the door. “Let’s get going. Mona will drive and we will discuss the first round of the tournament which kicks off shortly.” 

      I leaned into the carriage and looked around. It looked like the setting of a bad 1970s porn. Pink and purple frilly pillows lined the seats on each side with dark red shag carpeting on the floor and ceiling. Amos climbed inside and I followed. The inside smelled like cheap cigars and sex. “How does anyone ride in here?” 

      Amos let out a small laugh. “Oh, this carriage has seen many an adventure, I can assure you. There has not been a lack of riding. Sure, it could use a little updating.” 

      “A little?” I shook my head and tossed a couple pillows over to Amos’s side, revealing several large stains on the seat next to me. “I’m not even going to ask.” 

      Amos craned his neck to see what I was talking about. “Yeah, probably best I don’t tell you about that story.” 

      “You’re right.” Mona gave the horses a snap of the reins and the cart lurched forward. “Anyway, tell me about this first round. What should I expect?” 

      “Ah, yes. Well, I was a bit off on my estimation of what the first round was going to comprise.” He paused and let out a long breath. “Remember that labyrinth?” 

      I furrowed my brow. “Yeah... how could I forget?” 

      “Well, it’s been moved up in the order of events. My brother heard that it was the most talked about thing this year, and him being one for dramatics, started the whole damn tournament off with it.”

      “So, what’s the problem? I was going to have to run the labyrinth regardless, right? May as well get it out of the way.” 

      “I guess you could say that, but he has, well, changed it up a bit.”

      “So what you’re saying is everything that I went through back at your castle, was for nothing? Got it.”

      Amos gave me a half-nervous smile and shifted uncomfortably. “Um, not exactly. But the way you flew through that labyrinth gives me hope that you can handle the challenges to come in this one.” 

      I spotted the arena and reached down to my side. I quickly realized I didn’t have my rifle with me. “Shit. My rifle. I bet Striker has it.”

      Amos chuckled and pulled up a cushion next to him, revealing a small arsenal. “No, he doesn’t.” He pulled out my rifle and handed it to me. 

      I flipped it over and gave it a quick inspection. I still had four rounds loaded. “Thanks, Amos. I’m not sure how you got it, but I appreciate you keeping it safe.” 

      “Thank Mona, she knocked a guy out when she saw he had it. Well, knocked out may put it mildly.”

      “I’ll remember to thank her.” I set the gun on the seat next to me, careful to avoid any stains. I looked back out the window and the massive area in front of the arena that was filled with champions and vendors the previous night was now a sea of towering stone walls. “That was quick.” I closed my eyes to use my Sight, but I couldn’t see past the first row. When I opened my eyes, Amos was staring straight at me. 

      He cleared his throat and eyed me curiously. “You’ll not be able to use your core abilities in there, at least not in the way you have in the past. The king has some powerful guardians under his employ. They are there to ensure everyone remains on the same level and doesn’t have any unfair advantages.”

      “They must be some pretty powerful guardians. Sight’s my highest ranked skill, for them to cut it off altogether, they’d have to be.”

      Amos craned his neck out from the carriage and pointed into the sky. “Look for yourself. They’re up there. I guarantee you’ve seen nothing like this in your life.” 

      I looked out the window in the direction he was pointing and saw several winged women hovering in midair. “What are they? They look like angels.” 

      “Oh, those are no angels. Those are griffons. They may look innocent enough, but they are some of the fiercest warriors in Aurilon. If there’s one monster I’d not want to tangle with, it would be a griffon. Look at those talons on their feet!” Amos sat back and matted his forehead with his handkerchief. 

      I watched them for several seconds before returning back inside the carriage. “They are magnificent. Are they here by their own free will?”

      Amos scrunched up his face and scoffed. “I wish I could say no, but they are fiercely loyal to Ambirn. They have been the king’s guard since the great war.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Why didn’t they stop the Corlinius family from taking the throne away from the Whitehalls?”

      Amos shook his head. “King Whitehall told the Griffon Guard to stand down. He didn’t want them to have to die needlessly. They protected the Whitehalls fiercely all the way to the end. King Whitehall knew that there was no way to save the throne, so instead of costing them their lives he told them to go back to Griffon’s Roost. They obeyed, and that same day my Grandfather took the throne. Since they swore to protect the Capitol, no matter what, once our family took over, the Griffon Guard swore their allegiance to my Grandfather.” He let out a long sigh. “I’d imagine if they knew how they would be treated by my brother once he became king, they would’ve thought twice about keeping that vow.”

      “From what I’ve heard about how your brother has treated the monsters of Aurilon, I still think it’s amazing that there hasn’t been a revolt.”

      Mona called out from the front as the carriage came to a stop. “We’re here, boys. Come on out.”

      I let Amos exit the carriage first and followed behind. I strapped my 30-30 on my back and surveyed the gathered crowd.

      Brightly colored banners fluttered in the air, stretched as far as I could see outside of the walls. I inspected a few of the closest banners as we walked to our assigned area.  

      Amos pulled out a bag from a small compartment in the carriage and a long wooden pole. He unfurled a bright yellow banner with an image of my 30-30 on it. It was by far the brightest of all the banners around. He attached it to the end of the pole and set it upright. “There we go. This is your banner.”

      “Why is it so... bright?” 

      “My mother always told me why fit in when you were born to stand out.” He pulled on his extra white suit coat and smiled. “Appearances, remember?” 

      We continued over to a small area where we could set up. I adjusted my armor and exchanged glances with several of the other champions. 

      Many of them looked nervous, and I could tell they wouldn’t last long at all. I seriously wondered how some of them were even selected as champions. Although, for every nervous or scared champion, there was another that was the complete opposite, hardened and fierce.

      I turned back to Amos as he was trying desperately to stick the banner in the ground. “How many champions are there?” 

      Amos gave up and handed the banner to Mona. “Two hundred.” 

      “Two hundred? I didn’t realize there were that many fighters. It’s going to be crowded inside the labyrinth.” 

      “Well, yes, but probably not as bad as you think it will be. There will be four waves of champions. You’re in the second wave.” 

      “What about my bonded?” 

      Amos shrugged. “Just hope you’re not pitted against them in your wave.” He finally got the banner to stand upright and turned to face me. “The labyrinth shrinks over time, forcing everyone toward the middle. It only stops once one champion remains.” 

      “And say they place us together. What then?” I asked.

      “If that happens, which could be a very realistic possibility, well, then you’ll have a decision to make.”
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      The officials came through the crowd handing out small squares of colored cloth. They were the same color as the districts of the capitol. Yellow, blue, green, and violet. An official stopped as he reached me and handed me a blue square of cloth. “You’re part of the second wave. Make sure you line up with the other blues and prepare for battle.”

      I tucked the cloth into my pocket and tightened my grip on my rifle as several loud horn blasts filled the air. As the horns faded, a man’s magnified voice boomed across the area. “Welcome one and all to the 100th tournament in Aurilon’s history!” 

      A loud cheer rose from the gathered crowd as a row of fireworks exploded into the air from the front entrance of the labyrinth, lighting the sky in shades of green and yellow. 

      Amos nudged me in the side. “That’s my brother, Gus.” He paused and held up a finger. “Sorry, King Augustus Corlinius.” He rolled his eyes and shook his head.

      “I figured. Now, is there anything else I should know before I go in there?” 

      “Just remember your training. It should all prove useful. Be careful, humans and monsters alike will not hesitate to kill you. One tip that I can share with you, make it to the middle as quickly as possible. You should be able to figure out what to do once you get there.”

      Mona walked up and handed me my knife. “Here you go. Good luck, Logan.” 

      I straightened and walked over to my group’s starting area. I took up a position behind a towering beast of a man with one centrally located eye and studied my competition.  

      Amos walked over and tried to talk in a lower tone, even though it was nearly impossible with all the surrounding commotion. “Watch out for this cyclops. I heard he finished the trials by taking on fifteen men at the same time.” He looked the cyclops up and down and shrugged.  

      I craned my neck to get a look around the cyclops toward the entrance. The first group was moving into place, getting ready to enter. I shook my head and turned back to Amos. “There’s going to be a massacre as soon as they enter. The weaker and smaller of the champions won’t even have a chance.” 

      “Not entirely true. Watch.” Amos motioned toward the front entrance and as if on cue, the griffon guardians moved over the first group. One by one they dropped to the ground next to each of the fighters.

      The guardians lifted each champion high into the air and lowered them down at different areas across the labyrinth before returning to grab another. They started with the lighter and smaller of the champions and saved the larger of the combatants for last. The largest of which were two giants that took four guardians to lift. 

      An eerie calm washed over the remaining combatants as the last of the first group was finally in position inside the labyrinth. The king’s voice rose again from a throne which overlooked the labyrinth. “Champions, prepare for battle.” He paused and several massive semi-translucent screens appeared over the labyrinth as if they were billboards in Vegas. “And a special treat for all those gathered, for the first time, you’ll get to watch each round.” A new round of cheers rose as the images of the first group of champions appeared on each of the screens.

      Amos spit on the ground. “Poor mages, they’ll be completely drained by the time the first round is over.”

      “Mages?” I asked.

      “Yes, my brother has captured some of the most skilled mages across Aurilon. He’d mentioned he had something big in store.” Amos paused and pointed up at the screens. “Mages can channel spirit and project the images of events happening elsewhere.” He nodded toward the screen which currently showed a ripped lion-man standing inside the labyrinth with his sword drawn and shield held at the ready. “Like that lion there. We’ll be able to watch as he fights and inevitably fails miserably. My brother’s found a way to use their incredible skills to build his entertainment empire.”

      I scanned the area and tried to find a mage but was unsuccessful. “Where are they?”

      Amos laughed and shook his head. “Oh, I’m sure they’re not far away. He probably has them hidden away in the arena or somewhere else nearby. He can’t risk someone interrupting them while they are channeling spirit or their screens will go black.”

      A gunshot rang out and chaos erupted on each of the screens as the champions rushed forward in their pursuit of survival. After only about ten seconds, the first of the champions was killed. A human in a full set of plate armor took an arrow to the throat from an elf male with long pointed ears and blazing purple eyes.  

      It amazed me how many of the champions ran around as if they were just trying to find the exit. One by one they were chopped down, most dying immediately or severely injured. Each time another champion would die a low horn blast, like that of a foghorn, rose and the screens above the Labyrinth readjusted, compensating for each downed champion and becoming larger as fewer remained.

      The first forty champions of the group had died within the first five minutes. It was a complete bloodbath. The walls had basically filtered the majority of the champions into one big room where they had no choice but to fight. I was sure this was not a coincidence.

      The remaining ten lasted much longer. Every ten minutes the walls shifted and pushed forward, shrinking in size by about ten percent and pushing the combatants further in. Two of the champions branched off from the others and teamed up. They were shorter in stature and Amos informed me they were both Mountain dwarves from the same clan. 

      I watched the dwarves intently as they found a stream and began collecting mud and leaves. They created a thick muddy mixture and quickly covered their entire bodies in the sludge to camouflage themselves. When they stood up against the walls, they looked exactly like the other bushes scattered throughout the inside of the labyrinth.

      They hurried down a long corridor together and froze as a giant lumbered forward, a large two-handed great sword held in one of his massive hands. The giant walked right past the two dwarves. They jumped out and sliced the back of his knees with their blades, causing the giant to fall forward with a loud grunt that could be heard from outside the labyrinth. An audible ‘Ooh’ rose through the crowd as the dwarves finished the giant with two knives to the back of its head. 

      After nearly an hour, the labyrinth had been reduced to less than half of its original size. The two dwarves, an enormous orc, and the purple-eyed elf were all that remained. They each moved cautiously through the labyrinth, avoiding traps and random monster spawns as they worked their way toward the center. The elf climbed a tree and camped out among the leafy branches, waiting for the remaining champions to wander past. My eyes remained locked on his screen, it was as if I was watching the elf star in a movie or a very intense video game. 

      A collective gasp rose from the crowd as a pair of glowing eyes appeared in the tree above him. A second later, a silver and black snake lunged forward and wrapped around the elf’s neck. The elf scratched frantically at the snake, trying to remove it from his neck. In about twenty seconds the elf’s arms fell slack and the snake released his body, dropping him some forty feet to the ground below. The elf’s body smacked into the ground with a sickening thud. 

      The dwarves and orc pushed toward the center, but the orc was the first to reach the central podium. He pulled his flag out of his bag and went to raise it on the empty wooden pole. His flag was blood red and had a large meat cleaver painted on one side. He lifted it high above his head, not noticing the dwarves, who were still camouflaged, as they crept closer.

      Every spectator held their breath as the dwarves split and flanked the orc as he waited at the center. The orc didn’t show any sign that he’d seen the dwarves and held his cleaver in one hand and his flag pole in the other.

      Then, seemingly out of nowhere, the orc threw his cleaver forward. I shifted my eyes off the orc’s screen and onto the closest dwarf’s in time to see the cleaver wedge itself into the center of his head. The remaining dwarf rushed forward, but the orc was waiting for him. He bared his teeth and spun with the flagpole, thrusting it forward and sending it through the dwarf’s neck with a sickening crack. 

      The orc broke the pole in half and raised the end with his flag in one hand. He yelled out, his red eyes matching the color of the blood that coated most of his green body. “Victory!” 

      A cacophony of cheers and boos filled the air as a guardian flew into the labyrinth and picked the orc up. The orc lifted high above the ground and was dropped off at the top of the arena where the King watched, overlooking the entire labyrinth. 

      The king’s voice broke through the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have our first victor! Nekras “The Butcher” Redcleave is moving on to the next round.” The crowd roared in response and the crowd chanted ‘Butcher’ until Augustus calmed them once more. “Group two, line up. The guardians will be over shortly.” 

      The walls of the labyrinth moved back into position and drowned out all other sounds. Many of the spectators covered their ears as fifty mage-created screens reappeared in the sky. 

      Amos slapped me on the back. “Well, now’s time to make good on your promise. Do me proud.” 

      I looked around to see if I could spot any of the girls, but there was still no sign of them anywhere. I took a deep breath and held my rifle tight at my side. A small voice pulled my attention as I waited for the guardians to bring me into the labyrinth. 

      “Logan, sir! Wait!” 

      I turned to see Fapplejack, an enormous smile plastered across his face, running on a fresh pair of mechanical legs with Ellie at his side. It was apparent she was trying to get him to slow down. 

      I smiled as Fapplejack reached me. “Logan sir, take this.” He held out his hand toward me while he tried to catch his breath.

      I accepted a small potion from him and quickly slipped it into my pocket. “Thanks FJ, I appreciate it.” 

      “Of course! I’m sorry that I won’t be able to fight with you today, trust me, I asked, but Ellie wouldn’t let me join you.”

      Ellie rolled her eyes and gave me a smirk. “What do you think of his new legs? He already thinks he’s ready to take on the world, but he needs to take a little time to adjust to them or his body could reject them. They’re wired into his core. That kind of operation does not pair well with fighting in a tournament.”

      Fapplejack shook his head and waved her off. “She wouldn’t let me leave her shop until I promised I wouldn’t try to fight with you.” He paused and lowered his voice. “Say, you don’t still have those straps do you, I can still get your back.” 

      “Fapplejack!” Ellie scolded. “You promised!” 

      The goblin blushed and turned his eyes toward the ground. “I know, I know. I’m sorry, this is all so very exciting!” 

      “FJ, it’s good to see you up and walking again, but Ellie’s right. You don’t need to take a needless risk, besides, if you learn how to use those things to their full capabilities, you’ll be back here next year to win this whole damn thing.” 

      The goblin looked up at the screens and nodded. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.” He paused, tears welling in his eyes. “Win this thing, okay?”

      I gave him a small smile and nodded. “Don’t worry, that’s exactly what I intend to do.” 

      Before I could say another word, two large clawed hands wrapped over my shoulders and lifted me high into the air. I looked up and met the eyes of a toned woman with shimmering skin as her large feathered wings pushed us higher. She was even more stunning up close. She smiled down at me as she carried me across the top of the labyrinth. “You have an amazing energy about you champion. I wish you luck.” 

      “Thank you, Guardian,” I responded and focused on the labyrinth below us. I tried to take in as much of it as I could. The guardian made several loops overhead as if giving me a little extra time to plan out my strategy.

      After a few seconds of soaring over the labyrinth, she spoke in a slightly hushed tone, even though I wasn’t sure who’d hear her at this altitude. “My name’s Alysain. I wanted to let you know that I’ve been in contact with someone close to you. I assure you, your bonded are still alive and send their love, but...” She trailed off and I knew something wasn’t right.

      “But what?” I craned my neck up to see her face and noticed a tear roll down her cheek. 

      “I’m bringing them into the labyrinth after I drop you off. I’m so sorry.”
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      Alysain lowered me slowly over a small grove of trees within the labyrinth. As my feet touched the ground, she looked at me with sadness in her eyes and held my shoulders. “I’m sorry.” She hesitated, as if she had something else to say but lifted back into the air without another word. She soared high above and was out of sight within seconds.

      I stood in place for several seconds and noticed a luminescent orb floating in front of me. The orb attached itself onto a nearby tree and within seconds it blended into its surroundings. I knew it had to be from a mage and was now broadcasting my current position like a small spy camera. Tall leafy trees stretched around me, much like they had when I took on the monkeys back at Amos’s labyrinth. I had a feeling that I’d be paired in the same round as my bonded. I just needed to find them before someone decided to give any of the other champions an advantage.

      I spotted a creek a short distance away and immediately went to work concocting a similar mixture as the dwarves had done the previous round. I finished the muddy concoction before the starting horn sounded. Although it didn’t appear to be as effective or well mixed as theirs had been, it would help keep me better camouflaged compared to what I had been when I entered.

      I worked my way inside the arena, keeping close to the walls and trees for as long as I could. I avoided large open stretches by every means possible. Even though I wasn’t able to use spirit to activate my skills inside the labyrinth, I was still completely in my element. It reminded me of the now thousands of hunts I’d been on in my life, although it was still hard to believe that I was being hunted just as much as I was currently hunting.

      I stopped as the fog horn blared out. I couldn’t keep track of how many times it blew within the first ten minutes. I figured at least half of the original fifty had to be gone by now.

      I rounded a corner cautiously and spotted two champions fighting in a small room. A human and lizard-man were locked in battle, until the human pulled a bottle out of his pocket and smashed it on the lizard man. Brilliant hues of purple and green filled the air as the lizard began to scream in agony. I used the distraction to continue forward.

      I stopped a few feet behind the man who pulled another bottle out and downed its contents. Its contents were the same color as they were on the one Aether had taken before I thought I’d killed him. I pulled out my knife and inched forward. The lizard-man was on the ground gripping his chest, while the human raised a large sword and began to laugh. “Monsters will not win this year, fucking freak.”

      I closed the distance between the human and me as quietly as I could. When I was within a few feet I lunged forward and sank my knife into the man’s back. The man immediately dropped his sword and his legs buckled. He started to turn toward me as if to say something but fell to the ground before he could make it all the way around.

      The lizard man looked up to me from the ground and nodded. I grabbed my knife and quickly glanced around to ensure nobody else had arrived.

      The lizard coughed and sputtered before flipping onto his back. He stared into the sky and began to mumble something under his breath. After a few seconds he turned back toward me and stared into my eyes. “Do not trust the king. Monsters do not stand a chance. The kingdom is corrupt.” He stared into my eyes before crossing his arms over his chest. A few seconds later he took his last breath. I hurried back against the wall and continued my search for the center.

      I’d taken out another three champions; a troll who stopped to gnaw on the body of a fallen elf, an incredibly idiotic giant who was taking a shit out in the open, and a human who I discovered was tracking me. I’d covered my tracks as I entered a new room and waited for him to enter behind me. He’d made the mistake of stepping on a branch about ten minutes earlier, alerting me to his presence. I’d found that tracking and moving through the labyrinth was eerily similar to tracking elk, although elk seemed about ten times smarter than the majority of these champions.

      After about half an hour the walls scraped loudly around me as they closed in. I was frustrated that I couldn’t use my Sight skill. I wanted to check and see if I could sense any of my bonded. Not knowing whether they were close or not was driving me insane. My heart pounded out of my chest as I continued down the next corridor and was pushed further inside by the walls. I wasn’t about to camp out and wait for someone to come and find me, especially with my bondeds’ lives in danger. I just hoped I could find them before anything happened to them.

      I hadn’t seen any others for several minutes, but my luck had officially run out. The cyclops I was standing behind earlier, outside of the labyrinth, entered my corridor. I froze and tried to remain hidden, but his giant eye settled on me and he let out a roar. He rushed toward me with a heavy axe raised above his head. It all happened so quickly I didn’t have time to ready for his attack.

      He swung down violently as he reached me, missing by inches as I dove out of the way. I lost the grip on my rifle and it skidded across the ground and out of reach. My back slammed against a rock the size of a basketball sending a jolt of pain through my body. Knowing my knife wouldn’t do as much damage as I’d like from a distance, I picked up the rock and hurled it toward the cyclops. I landed a direct strike into his chest, sending the giant humanoid stumbling backwards. I took advantage of his momentary lapse of balance and rushed forward. I aimed my knife and jumped forward, smashing it into his chest, and plunged my blade to the hilt. 

      The cyclops’s eye went wide as blood bubbled up and spilled out of his mouth. I spotted my rifle a short distance away. I hurried over and picked it up off the ground. I brought it to my shoulder and aimed it at the Cyclops as I backed away slowly. I felt the cyclops’s energy pour out of his wound and into me, charging my core past what I even thought was possible. He finally let out a maniacal roar and rushed forward. 

      I raised my gun to my shoulder and shot, striking the cyclops where I thought his heart was. He looked at his wound and shook his head as if a bee had stung him. It seemed like he was more annoyed than hurt although it did slow him slightly. He pushed forward with a couple of labored steps and reached toward me with his tree trunk sized arms as I shot again, hitting him roughly in the same area.

      The cyclops staggered backward and gripped his chest in pain. He bent and hoisted a rock about the size of my head as if it were a pebble and threw it at me with his incredible strength. It smashed into the wall next to me. I brought my gun up and aimed for his head and shot, hitting him in the forehead directly above his eye. Blood poured out of his mouth, covering his yellowed teeth.

      I only had one more round. I’d have to make it count. The cyclops’s mouth curved into a bloody smile as he ran forward, his gnarled fingers outstretched toward my head. I shot as he was within five feet, landing a direct hit into the center of his single eye. He froze and fell face-first to the ground. He took one more strained breath before his body fell motionless. I was pissed at myself for not shooting him in the eye with my first shot, but I’d survived. A moment later, Alysain and another guardian appeared to retrieve the body. 

      Alysain gave me a small nod as she lifted back up into the air. Shortly after she disappeared, the walls scraped against the ground loudly as they adjusted and closed in further. I ran a hand along the rough leaf-covered stone walls and found a small opening. I squeezed through the opening and exited into a new corridor. I straightened and faced a lion-man who was at least two feet taller than me and covered from head to toe in fur. He reminded me of the cowardly lion from the Wizard of Oz, except this one didn’t appear to be a pussy. He had his muscular back to me and braced himself against the rotating walls, scanning the area in front of him.

      I took advantage of the deafening scraping and rushed forward. I grabbed onto the lion’s mane and reached forward with my knife, bringing my arm around toward the front of his body and pulling back with one swift motion. The lion-man reached for his neck and sank to his knees. He fell to the ground with both hands, trying desperately to stop the flow of blood while staring into my eyes. His sad expression turned to calm as he nodded and released his grip on his throat, calmly accepting his fate. A pang of guilt coursed through my mind, but I pushed it out and replaced it with images of Gwen, Dahlia, and Isobel.

      I grabbed one of the lion’s sharp swords and slipped it through my belt so it hung at my hip. The area directly in front of me opened up in three separate directions. I closed my eyes and tried to use my Sight, as I’d been accustomed to do recently, but faced an intense pain instead. Whatever magic was being used within this labyrinth was incredibly strong. The pain I felt rivaled a swift kick to the balls, a feeling I wasn’t about to bring about readily if I could avoid it. 

      The fog horn rang out several more times as I continued to work my way to the center, or what I hoped to be the center. It was a little hard when everything looked the goddamn same. I felt the spirit spinning in my core, yearning to be used. I shifted my attention to my scar and held a hand over it as it throbbed and pulsed in the center of my chest. I worried for a moment that the spirit inside my core was going to burst through at any second, but fortunately it held.

      I rounded a corner and the tall stone walls shifted again, nearly smashing into me. I spun against the wall and the jagged stones caught my undershirt, ripping it from my body. Now that I was shirtless, I could see my scar glowing like a damn beacon in the center of my chest. I grabbed some muddy mixture that had not completely dried and wiped it across my chest, trying everything I could do to dim the light, even slightly.

      I pushed forward, eventually reaching a stream. I grabbed a couple of handfuls of mud from the shore and as I was about to smear it across my chest, I spotted a tunnel leading down underneath the water and into the depths below. At least Amos got one thing right.

      I dove into the water without hesitation and propelled myself through the tunnel. My lungs burned as I dove further, but I continued undeterred. Unable to use my Sight, I ran a hand along the wall of the tunnel and followed it as it finally curved and led back up to the other side. Kicking hard as I could, I burst through the top of the water, gasping for air. I pulled myself up out of the water and tried to regain my bearings. From what I could tell, I was now on the opposite side of the wall from where I’d been before I’d entered the stream.

      I was in a large, familiar looking room. It was the same one that I’d seen on the screens when the first group went, the same room with scattered bushes and rocks where the orc had won the first wave. A tall flagpole protruded upright from a large pedestal in the middle of the room. I’d made it to the center of the labyrinth. Before I could fully inspect my surroundings, I heard footsteps and glanced at my rifle. I knew it was pointless since I’d spent all my ammo earlier to take out the cyclops. I held my breath as the footsteps became louder. I hoped that I’d see one of my bonded’s faces come through the entrance, instead it was a human, someone that I’d not expected to see. My heart sank as I stared into his eyes. “Sven?” 

      The large man froze and met my eyes. The familiar glossed over stare made me pause. Sven was definitely under the influence of something, most likely an influence potion. Sven stepped forward, his face contorting as he neared. The walls pushed forward again, shrinking the room and pushing us toward each other. I kept my eyes focused on his as he stepped forward, a brilliant gleaming silver sword held firmly in his hand.

      “I can’t kill you, Sven. I know you have a family to return to. There has to be another way.”

      A few moments of silence stretched and he cleared his throat. “I know what the Capitol does to people who don’t follow orders. The consequences of not fighting are too great. I’m not just fighting for myself.”

      “We can choose not to kill each other. There has to be a way.” 

      Sven’s eyes cleared slightly as he shook his head again and brought a huge hand up to rub his temple as if he had a migraine. “They’ll push those walls in so tight that by the time they’re done they won’t be able to tell your ass from your face.” His eyes completely glossed over and I knew I’d lost the real Sven again.

      He rushed forward with his sword raised and swung down violently toward my head. I spun out of the way and a sense of pity rose within me. He lifted his sword in front of his chest and rushed in again, swinging wildly. He used his massive body to keep me in front of him as I sidestepped along the wall. He swung down and connected solidly with the wall sending a dull clank across the room. As I kept my eyes focused on him I realized that there were several bodies strewn across the room that I hadn’t seen when I first entered.

      I pushed him back and skirted the walls as he stalked me like a boxer in the middle of a ring. He lunged forward again, spinning and catching my arm with his sword before stepping back to recalculate his attack. “Sven, there has to be another way. I don’t want to kill you, but you keep swinging that sword and I’ll be forced to.” 

      He lunged forward, smashing his sword into the wall next to me, missing me by mere inches.

      I caught his wrist and wrenched the sword free from his hand. He growled and fixed his glossy eyes on me. Grabbing his dominant hand, I twisted and threw him up against the wall. I kicked the sword out of his reach and he let out a primal yell. He lifted his arms and wrapped his hands around my neck. There were few men who I met during my life that I felt like could actually choke me out, Sven, however, was one of the rare men who could. I reached down for my knife and wrapped my hand around it. He had my airway completely blocked and I could feel myself losing consciousness. I brought my knife up in one swift motion and sank it into his large chest, twisting it and plunging it in three more times in rapid succession.

      Sven’s hands loosened and he dropped to his knees. He looked down at his wound and then back up at me, tears now rolling down his cheeks. “I… I’m sorry, Logan.” He braced himself on the ground and held himself upright. “My sponsor, he gave me a potion… said it would help me.” He coughed and took two deep breaths. “Logan, please tell my family I’m sorry. Find my wife and children. If you can find it in your heart, please, look over them. Win this thing.” He lifted his large hand into the air and slumped over as he took his last breath and his arm fell limply at his side.

      I stared down at the man as the color ran out from his face. The walls stopped abruptly and a long horn blast sounded. I whipped my head around, looking for any sign of my bonded. If that was the horn signalling the end of our group’s turn, that meant that I was the last one remaining. I scrambled to my feet and froze. I’d not been able to see behind Sven’s large body earlier, but lying motionless on the ground, side by side, were the bodies of Gwen, Isobel, and Dahlia.
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      I rushed forward, but before I reached them, two strong claws gripped onto my shoulders and lifted me into the sky.  A second later, the King’s voice rose across the Labyrinth. “Wave two’s winner, Logan “The Huntsman” West". 

      Everything around me was a blur. I stared down as I was lifted into the air and watched as two griffon guardians gathered up the bodies of my bonded. Their dead, unmoving bodies. 

      I was in shock, and it took me several seconds to realize that the griffon guard was speaking to me as she lifted me up into the air. It was Alysain. “Logan, it was what had to be done. All hope is not lost. You’re still alive.” 

      I couldn’t muster the words to respond. My sadness and shock at seeing my beloved bonded murdered, transformed to cold fury. I would get my revenge, and I knew in that moment that absolutely nobody would stop me. I was dialed in, just as if I were on a hunt.

      Alysian set me down on the opposite side of the King from the orc while several guards moved in around me. I saw my image on the massive hovering images above the labyrinth and heard the same chorus of cheers and boos that had met Nekras the Butcher after he won his wave. I clenched my teeth as I heard the King’s laughter. If it were not for the guards between me and him, he’d be dead.

      I was completely numb. It didn’t seem real. I’d give anything to wake from this fucking nightmare. I couldn’t move, all I could do was stare at the big ass magical screen floating in front of me. I stared at my countenance on the screen, and the look on my face was unnerving, even to me.

      I replayed the events in my head and finally thought about what the griffon had told me. What did she mean, ‘All hope is not lost’? I should’ve known something wasn’t right when I couldn’t feel their presence. Even when I was miles away, I’d always been able to feel Gwen’s energy, but not inside that fucking labyrinth. It made me think they were dead before the round even started. As if they wanted me to find them, to fuck with me.

      A loud horn blared, alerting me to the start of the third wave. Before I even knew what I was doing, I tried to walk along the top of the wall and back down to the ground to see my bonded again. I wouldn’t accept that they were actually dead. I only made it about four steps before two hulking guards held up their spears and prevented me from going any further. 

      The king spun and laughed. “What is the matter, Huntsman? Have you finally realized that you failed them?” He wrung his hands together as a wicked smile crept across his face. “I’ll have to thank Striker for his excellent advice. Pity he gave up his chance to win this year’s tournament for a petty revenge though, wouldn’t you say?”

      I turned my head toward King Augustus, and my anger flared. The two guards at his side inched closer to him as if they sensed I was about to rip his head off. I took a deep breath but didn’t say anything. I sized the king up, and calculated my next move.

      He was much taller and younger than Amos, and he spoke like a typical rich politician. I still wasn’t sure why Amos wasn’t the king; he was older than Augustus and should’ve been first in line to the throne. Although, I wasn’t sure how that shit was supposed to work here in Aurilon.

      “Logan, my boy!” Amos called out from further down the arena wall. “You did it!” The man pushed past the guards and gave me several hard pats on the back. 

      Mona followed close behind and gave me a sad but relieved look as she approached. She held a hand on the center of my back as she took up a spot opposite Amos. “I’m sorry about your friends, although I’m happy you survived.” 

      I seethed as I stared out at the labyrinth in front of us. All I wanted to do was kill the King, Amos, Mona, I didn’t care. I just wanted to be near the bodies of my bonded women. I turned my head toward Amos and glared at him. “Now’s not the fucking time.” 

      Time blurred and I was finally torn from my thoughts by a sharp horn blast. The King grabbed his voice amplifier as he announced the next winner. “Wave three’s winner, Graveborne the Merciless!” Alysain flew high overhead and lowered a pile of skeletal remains down next to the king. It took me a moment to realize that they were not actually remains, but Graveborne himself. Torn armor hung off his body awkwardly, as if he’d been dug up recently after being dead for the past one hundred years. Graveborne stood and a brilliant ball of blue light churned brightly in his chest. The skeleton turned and stared at me with flaming blue eyes before shifting his attention back on the labyrinth.

      The King stepped forward and called out the start of the fourth and final wave. “Wave four, take your positions!” With a loud blast of the horn, the last group of combatants were placed, and the battle began. This wave ended faster than any of the others, with the fog horns blaring so close together that it almost sounded like one continuous blast. 

      After what seemed like only a few minutes, the King cleared his throat and stepped forward. “We have the final champion who will join these three in our last round. Aether the Great!”

      They dropped him a short distance from me and surrounded him with his own security detail. I turned slowly and met the man’s gaze through his steel plated mask. He was slightly shorter than me and not nearly as muscular.

      I eyed the champion cautiously and didn’t think it could actually be the Aether that I thought I’d killed back at the crossroads between Necross and Dunway. The sniveling bastard that almost cost me and my bonded women’s lives on Striker’s ship.

      He removed his helmet and gave me an eerie smile. “Hello Logan, what a pleasure it is to see you again. I told you I’d not stop until I killed you.”

      I shook my head and tried to keep my breaths steady. “It’s a shame you weren’t on the boat with those other pieces of shit. You cost Popos and Ferdius their lives. It should’ve been you.” I shook my head and kept my eyes locked on his.

      He brushed his hair out of his face and gave me a sneer. “I really didn’t think I’d see you again. I thought you went down with the ship. At least now I’ll get the chance to live up to my promise and make my father proud.” 

      My fists shook as I clenched them tightly. All the emotion from losing my bonded was about to spill over. I didn’t care how many guards I’d need to kill. The only person missing was Striker. I’d kill him, Aether, and the king as soon as I got the chance.

      I thought I caught a slight glossy look in Aether’s eyes, but I couldn’t confirm. He seemed willing enough to fight blindly without an influence potion, but I wouldn’t have put it past his sponsor, whoever it may be, to give him something that would give him an advantage. In my mind there was no way that this son of a bitch would’ve had enough skill to take out nearly fifty other highly trained combatants. He had to be given something to help him in the labyrinth. Maybe someone had to slip him an influence potion just so he wouldn’t run and hide like a small child.  I’d let this little bitch escape with his life on multiple occasions. It gave me renewed resolve, knowing that I’d be able to ensure I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Several hours passed as the King continued on with his fanfare. Round after round of fireworks, parades, and heavy drinking commenced as the other champions and I were forced to stand in place like some sort of trophy. I was still completely numb. I tried to replay the events in my mind, but still struggled to come to terms with everything that had transpired.

      Amos walked over to his brother and discussed something in hushed whispers. I didn’t trust Amos, and there wasn’t much he could do at this point to build that trust back. They had a heated argument and Augustus finally held his hand up to stop Amos from continuing. 

      Amos straightened his white suit and grabbed Mona’s wrist, pulling her back over toward me. His face was bright red as he approached. “Obviously my brother doesn’t believe in rules.” He rubbed his forehead, his hand trembling slightly. “You will attend dinner tonight with the King and the other champions. It’s imperative you watch your back. The final round begins right now. Don’t trust anyone, watch what you eat, drink, and where you take a shit. It’s all another chance for one of the others to kill you before you kill them.” He smacked his cane on the ground two times and nodded.

      “So you’re saying they are fair game? Why don’t I just fucking take care of them right here, right now?” Amos held up his finger and was about to respond, but I cut him off. “Appearances, yeah, I get it. Fuck your appearances, Amos.” 

      “Like it or not, you try anything before the final round tomorrow and you will die. It’s as simple as that.” He stole a glance back toward the king as two guards approached. “I won’t be able to help you from here on out. Do know that you are not alone. You have help on the inside that will reveal themselves when the time is right. Keep your head up, earn your revenge, and I’ll be the first to congratulate you on the other side.” 

      I stepped aside as the guards grabbed Amos’s arms and led him across the wall and back down to the ground level of the arena. Mona gave me a half-hearted smile as a third guard ushered her close behind.

      “Okay, champions. Tonight we feast! We’ll make our way over to the great hall in the castle by way of our resident guardians.”

      Five griffon women swooped down from overhead and landed next to each of us. Alysain landed next to me and stared straight ahead.   

      The King turned atop the wall and faced the towering castle in the distance. He held his arms outstretched to his sides as the guardian closest to him wrapped her arms around him and lifted off the wall with him in tow. She soared over the gathered crowd, prompting excited screams and many boos from the revelers below.  

      One by one, the other champions were hoisted up into the air and carried toward the castle. Alysain moved close behind me and wrapped her arms under mine. She tightened her grip and stood on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear. “You can trust me. I’m a friend, I promise.” 

      The first thing that ran through my head was that anyone who insists they are your friend, is usually the one who ends up as your enemy. I craned my head to the side to see her face as we flew high above the buildings and followed the others toward the castle. “How do I know that I can trust you? How come you didn’t save them? You knew they were being forced into the labyrinth with me, yet you let them die.” I knew it wasn’t fair to take out my anger on the griffon but I couldn’t stop myself.

      She remained quiet as I hung several hundred feet above the ground. I closed my eyes and my Sight returned. The spirit that surrounded the Capitol was nothing like I was used to. It was a dark shade of purple and pulsed slowly around each of the buildings. It was similar to the energy that flowed around the small town of Kilney during my fight with the spider woman, just on a much grander scale. I opened my eyes again as we neared the castle. Alysain set me down and looked at me pleadingly. 

      I nodded and took a deep breath. “Okay, I still don’t trust you. Hell I don’t trust anyone any longer, but I don’t have much choice. There has to be a reason you keep reassuring me that I will make it out of this alive. So, feel free. Tell me how I can use your help to kill the motherfuckers who stole my bonded’s lives.”
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      Alysain checked behind us and spoke in hushed tones, as if she still didn’t trust we were alone. “Make it through dinner without dying. The fight will take place tomorrow as the sun reaches its peak. Here, take these.” She pulled open my hand and set three small round items inside. They were each about the size of a pinto bean, smooth on each side, and made of stone.

      I closed my hand around them tightly. “I’m going to assume that I’ll know when to use these?”

      The griffon held her hands around mine and closed her eyes. A sudden blast of spirit entered my body and I immediately felt calm. My core pulsed inside my chest, ready to lash out at a moment’s notice. She nodded and squeezed my hand tightly. “You’ll be allowed to use your skills tomorrow, don’t hold back, the other three will not hesitate to use their advantages.” 

      “Wait, is Aether able to cultivate as well?” 

      Alysain shook her head. “No, but that does not mean he’s not dangerous.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small bottle. 

      I immediately recognized it. “An influence potion? Are the others under its influence as well?”

      “Yes, among other potions. Potion use has infiltrated the highest levels. Let’s just say you were not supposed to make it this far, and the fact that you haven’t used any sort of potions to get here is nothing short of amazing. Don’t be surprised if they try to slip you something this evening. The last thing they want is for the Mystic Vale to fall into someone’s hands other than who they choose. They want you to be puppets of the Capitol, and you can probably guess who they’ve chosen to be the champion this year.”

      “Let me guess, not me.” I shook my head. “I knew better than to get wrapped up in all of this. To think that there would be any sort of rules adhered to was foolish of me. They probably won’t give the Mystic Vale to the winner if it isn’t who they choose anyway.” I ran my hand back through my hair.

      “They have to. A magical parchment will be in full view tomorrow during the fights. There is no way the land will not transfer to the winner. That is why it is so imperative you win. The Mystic Vale is key to monster survival across Aurilon.” She stared at me pleadingly with her beautiful jade green eyes. “You have to win, not only to avenge the loss of your bonded, but to stop the spread of tyranny.”

      It was obvious who they wanted to be their champion. Aether would fit into their agenda to push humans over monsters, giving them their first human victor in over ten years. I turned back to Alysain and furrowed my brow. “Why Aether, and how come they have him under the influence potion. Something doesn’t seem right.” 

      “Trust me, there is much more you have not discovered yet.” She glanced back as a pair of footsteps echoed from the hall behind us. “Stay alive, be smart, use your instincts. There’s no time to explain, you’ll know what to do.” By the time the two guards had turned the corner, Alysain was gone. 

      I opened my hand and to my surprise the three small bean-like stones were glowing. This is some jack and the beanstalk shit. I tried to think about what I needed to do with them, and wished she would’ve given me three bullets for my next fight, rather than three fucking glowing beans. Maybe I can force Aether to choke on one, although his throat is probably stretched so wide from sucking daddy Striker’s cock all day that it would never work. I quickly tucked the stones away safely in my pocket and followed the guards inside the castle.

      They led me to a very large, packed, dining hall. At the front of the room was a table, apparently reserved for the guests of honor, one of which included me. I walked past full tables of elegantly dressed people, some with monsters at their sides. Humans overwhelmingly outnumbered monsters throughout the room. As I passed each table their conversations stopped and they eyed me cautiously. As I continued forward they continued their conversations in hushed tones. I focused on a small squat man seated at a table closest to me and used my Sight to read his mind. 

      He stared at me nervously and dabbed his head with his silk napkin. I focused on his thoughts, trying to block everything else out around me. How did he win? Amos has to have something to do with it. I hope he takes a drink of his wine. I reached my seat and a round of applause rose throughout the room as the King held out his hands to prompt the response. I grabbed my wine and held it to my lips, looking around the room to see who was watching me. 

      The table directly in front of me all held their collective breaths as they waited for me to take a drink. I messed with them a bit and raised the glass to my lips at least ten times, holding it there for a second before pretending to be distracted by a side conversation. Fucking idiots.

      Amos entered the room and gave me a small wave as he sat at a table directly across from the table that was trying to poison me. I grabbed my glass and walked over to meet Amos and Mona as they sat down. 

      Amos eyed me cautiously as I approached. I gave him a forced smile and raised my glass. He patted me on the back and nodded. “Big day tomorrow. Make sure you don’t drink too much, you still need to wake up in the morning.” 

      His statement drew stifled laughter from the table next to us. I smiled and walked over to the same man whose thoughts I’d read earlier. I gave them all a wide smile and slapped the man on the back. “I hope you all enjoyed the show earlier.” The gathered group shared nervous glances and nodded slowly. “It was an especially nice touch to kill the women I loved. I guess I should’ve seen that one coming.” I lifted the man’s glass off the table and laughed, a laugh of a man who was about to snap, as that was exactly where I currently was. “If you thought today’s show was great, just wait until tomorrow!” I covertly switched my glass with the man’s and handed him mine. “How about a toast?” I sauntered around their circular table and Augustus watched me curiously from at the champions table along with Aether, the Orc, and well, I wasn’t exactly sure what the skeleton was looking at. He just sat there with hollow, glowing blue eyes. The gathered guards shifted closer, as if expecting me to go off at any second.  

      The man chuckled nervously and lifted his glass. “A toast would be great. How about we hear some of that Huntsman wisdom?”

      “Perfect… Huntsman wisdom, huh?” I rubbed my chin with my free hand and stopped with all eyes locked on me. “How about this? One does not hunt in order to kill, no, one kills to have hunted.” This drew confused looks from the entire table. I raised my glass high. “To trust, honor, and fair play.” I lifted the glass to my mouth and took a sip. 

      The gathered guests did the same, all keeping their eyes locked on mine. They lowered their glasses and set them down on the table in unison. Two seconds later the man who I’d switched glasses with frothed at the mouth and convulsed wildly. 

      I walked behind the man and gave him a hard pat on the back. “Trust, honor, and fair play.” He fell still after several seconds with his head down on the table, prompting screams from several of the women gathered nearby.

      Augustus shot to his feet and looked around frantically, and his eyes landed on Amos. “I know you had something to do with this! Guards, please show this champion his quarters for the evening.” His eyes settled on mine as the guards neared, his face redder than I thought was even possible. “It’s a shame we already killed your girls. I could’ve used a good fuck tonight. Hell, maybe there’s a little warmth left in their bodies to do the trick.” He spit the words at me and sat down slowly, laughing loudly.

      I clenched my teeth but didn’t give him the satisfaction of letting him see how pissed I actually was. 

      King Augustus scanned the room, and everyone who’d turned to look at him quickly averted their gaze. He motioned uninterestedly toward Amos and Mona before addressing his guards. “Take them with him.” 

      Two large bear-men grabbed my arms and guided me out of the great hall while two lion-kin grabbed Amos and Mona and led them out behind me. As we exited, the King addressed the crowd. “Don’t worry ladies and gentlemen, it’s time for our feast, please take a seat.” I glanced back as I was about to exit the room and met his eyes. He gave me a half smile and continued speaking again. “At least we can all agree on who we don’t want to win the tournament tomorrow.” A round of laughter broke out as I exited the room.

      We continued down a long, dimly lit corridor and stopped at the end of the hall. A guard opened the door and motioned for us to enter. The second guard stopped me before I entered and spoke in a growly whisper. “We know who you are. Our people appreciate what you’ve done to give monsters hope once again throughout Aurilon.” He paused and looked down the way we came before continuing. “You’ve brought some honor back to humankind. We’ve left you some food next to the bed.”

      “You really didn’t have to do that.” I wasn’t about to trust any sort of foreign food. If anything, I’d eat Alysain’s magic beans before I’d ever consider eating anything here at the castle. No matter how hungry I was. “I appreciate the gesture.” 

      The bear-men nodded in unison. One of them stopped as they exited the room. “We have to lock you in, King’s orders. We’ll be back early to let you out, though. Good luck tomorrow. Try to get some sleep.” 

      I walked across the room and sat on the edge of the bed. Amos limped over and joined my side and shook his head. “How did you know?”

      “I could read the man’s mind. Alysain warned me before heading in there as well.” 

      “Alysain?! I knew she’d come through for us. Everyone has always thought the Griffon Guard of Ambirn was impenetrable.

      “How did you get her to help?” I asked as I looked around the room for anything useful.

      “She’s seen what’s happened over the past several years. She has great respect for what Ambirn is meant to be and has vowed to uphold the treaty that was formed after the Great War.”

      “So she’s basically seen enough of your brother’s shit show to know it’s only going to get worse from here?” Mona asked.

      I chuffed and shook my head. “Sounds about right.”

      “Exactly.” Amos nodded his head and paced across the room. “She’s a great friend and one of our closest allies.” 

      I stopped at the large table and rested my hands on the back of one of the tall wooden chairs. Every second that passed I felt my anger rising. “If she knew something was up from the start, why didn’t she do anything? She could’ve dropped me near them and I could’ve protected them, but she gave me nothing.”

      Amos walked over and let out a long breath. “Try to remain calm, Logan. I know you are going through an extremely rough time right now. You have to understand, with all eyes on your group during the labyrinth, she couldn’t do anything without risking her or your life.”

      Inside I knew that Alysain couldn’t do anything, at that point I wasn’t sure anyone could’ve. I was angrier with myself than anyone else. I felt it was my fault they’d lost their lives. “Amos, I will have my revenge, there is no doubt in my mind.”

      “I know you will, I can see it in your eyes.” Amos walked over to a table across the room and poured three glasses of wine from a wooden cask. “Have a drink with me, Logan.”

      I looked at the glass and shook my head. “I’ll pass.”

      Mona grabbed a glass and quickly downed it without hesitation. I waited for her to fall over dead, but after several seconds she poured herself another without any ill effects from the first. She licked her lips and held her second glass at the ready. “Don’t worry, it’s safe. I can sense poison, and this is clear.”

      Amos picked up the other two glasses and shrugged. He handed one out toward me and I declined. “I need something that packs a better punch than a little wine. I doubt that’s here, so I’ll keep my mind clear for the time being.”

      Amos downed the contents of one of the glasses in one gulp. “Suit yourself.” He sat on the bed and laid his cane down next to him. “I imagine Alysain is working hard behind the scenes. The guardians are the only beings in the Capitol that I truly feel have a sense of what is right and wrong and will hold themselves to the highest integrity should they face a decision.” He took another gulp of his wine. “Let’s just hope she doesn’t wait too long, eh?”

      “Agreed.” I sat next to Amos on the bed and rubbed my temples. “I need to know who killed them. I need them to know what they did will not go unpunished.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll get your chance at revenge. Although, sometimes things need to fall in place perfectly for everything to work out.” Amos sighed. “Did Alysain mention anything else that may be of interest?” 

      I brushed a hand over my pocket and remembered the beans she’d given me. At this point, I didn’t feel like I had too much to lose by telling Amos about what else Alysain had given me, and hoped he may have an idea about how I could use them. “After she brought me over here and told me to be cautious, she gave me these.” 

      I pulled out the three small beans and held them in my opened palm. Both Mona and Amos walked closer and leaned down toward my hand. 

      They exchanged confused looks. Amos wiped his brow with his handkerchief and let out a long breath. “Hmm, well I’m not quite sure what those are, but if she gave them to you, there must be a reason. Guard those things with your life.”

      I closed my hand around them and stuck them back in my pocket. “I hope they blow up that whole fucking arena.”

      Amos held up his hands. “Easy, let’s not do anything we may regret. Remember, there will be plenty of innocent bystanders watching the final rounds.”

      I knew he had a point, but I’d run out of fucks to give. My mind raced in a hundred directions, and a thousand different ways I could exact my revenge. I paced in front of the bed, deep into the night, much to the chagrin of Amos and Mona who tossed and turned restlessly on the bed across the room from me. I pulled out the three stones and stared at them in my palm. As I watched, each one brightened until they lit the entire room. I knew at that point that Amos was right, there was a reason I had these things, I just wished I knew what the hell to do with them.

      I couldn’t wait any longer, I needed to get out of the room, I felt like a caged animal. As I reached for the door, a blast from a horn filled the room, rooting me in place.
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      Amos and Mona leapt off the bed and we hurried to the small window, but it was still too dark outside to see. When I used my Sight, I could only see the outlines of the buildings and walls closest to the room we were in. The sound of a key unlocking the door to the room drew my attention. I stepped in front of Amos and Mona and we approached the door together. They’d taken my gun and my knife before they shoved us in the room, leaving us mostly defenseless. I felt the tips of vines rise to the surface of my wrists, ready to shoot forward at a moment’s notice. 

      The door swung open and a bear-men guard appeared. “Time to go.” He stepped to the side and motioned for us to exit the room. 

      I moved out into the hall, and the second guard joined my side as we walked through the long corridor to the great hall. The tables that were set up the night before were gone. A few young girls and boys were scattered about the room, using mops and brooms to clean up any remnants from the reception. 

      We exited out through the front of the castle where three griffon women guardians stood. I looked around, hoping to see Alysain, but she never arrived. 

      The bear-man guard at my side rested his enormous paw on my shoulder. “Good luck today.”

      I gave him a nod and walked up to the closest guardian. The angelic woman wrapped her arms around me from behind and lifted into the air with such speed that I lost track of my bearings and couldn’t see if Amos and Mona were following behind. The guardian barrel rolled through the sky and propelled herself forward with ease by using her large wings. The feeling of flying like this was exhilarating. I had a renewed sense of hope as the arena came into view, and I thought about the possibility of reviving the others. While I should’ve been worrying about the battle to come, I really didn’t give a shit. All I could focus on was their faces and how I was going to bring them back to life.

      I twisted my head to face the guardian as she carried me. “Where’s Alysain?”

      She remained straight faced for several seconds before lifting higher in the air. She burst through the clouds and soared higher, eventually leveling off. Her voice came out flat. “They’ve imprisoned Alysain.”

      “For what?” 

      “Treason. She directly disobeyed orders from the King.”

      My heart sank. Although, if she was imprisoned, that meant she was still alive. “Where is she being held?” 

      “I can’t tell you that,” she responded quietly. 

      “How about the three women who were killed yesterday? Do you know where they were taken?” 

      Tears rose to the corners of her eyes. “Unfortunately, yes.” She dropped suddenly and it felt like I was free falling to the ground below. She twisted and held me tightly as we neared the arena. She whispered into my ear as we entered through the top of the arena. “Good luck, Logan. Stay focused on the task at hand. Use the stones when it is time.” 

      She set me down inside the arena and several of the King’s men rushed forward and bound my wrists. They pulled me back and attached my bindings to a chain that hung from the arena wall. Before I could see anything else, someone wrapped a burlap bag around my head. My heart thumped in my chest as I struggled against the bindings. I forced myself to calm down and closed my eyes. The spirit throughout the arena was still glowing a dark purple, almost like a black light. 

      I concentrated on my breathing and after a few seconds, everything fell silent. 

      I remained shackled against the wall for what seemed hours. It was silent for much of the first hour, but the buzz and murmur of the crowd grew by the minute. The sun had risen fully in the sky and beat down on me without any sort of reprieve. The jingling of keys finally pulled my attention as someone approached. 

      I pushed my back up against the wall and stood as the person reached me. They wrestled with the keys for several seconds before they led me away. I concentrated on the outline of the arena walls through my closed eyes as I walked and soon realized I was being taken down to the same area where Striker had killed Isobel’s father. I clenched my fists and tried my best to keep my breathing steady. We stopped after a few seconds and the cover was ripped from my head.

      The King stood only about five feet from me, just out of striking distance. He wore a neatly pressed blue military dress uniform, complete with several medals over his left breast. “Good afternoon, champions. Today is the day you’ve been waiting for.” He passed in front of me and gave me a small smirk. “I must admit, I’m a little surprised that we ended up with four champions.” He let his eyes linger on mine for several seconds. “Please give your attention to my top general.” 

      Striker entered the room and held a rifle in his hands. “Here’s the deal, and make sure you pay attention, I won’t repeat myself.” 

      One of his men pushed me in the back. “Pay attention.” 

      My anger had nearly spilled over by this point, but I knew I needed to contain myself just a little longer. It took everything I had not to leap over the King’s Guard and choke the man with my bare hands.

      Striker paced back and forth in front of us for several seconds before talking. “Aether, Graveborne, you two will go first. Huntsman, Butcher, you two will follow. The winners will face each other immediately. Inside the arena anything goes, except no flying.” He walked across the room and lifted a cloth off of a long table, revealing a wide selection of weapons. Everything from rifles to axes, knives to wooden clubs. “One by one, please come up and select your weapons and wait against the wall. Aether, you’re first.” 

      Aether stepped forward and Striker whispered something into his ear. Aether nodded and walked up to the table. After a few seconds, he selected a bag from the table and slung it over his shoulder. He continued to the end of the table and lifted a silver Warhammer into the air. “That will do it,” he said, nodding his head in approval of his choice. 

      Gravestone went next, selecting a crossbow and a long pike. He was followed by the Butcher, who predictably selected a meat cleaver the size of my head. 

      I stepped toward the table to make my selection and several guards stopped me. 

      Striker laughed and shook his head. “Not you, sweetheart. Line up.” 

      Aether laughed as he leaned against the wall. “What’s the matter, Huntsman? What are you going to do without your whores to bail you out? Where are they anyway?” He stared into my eyes as an evil smirk rose across his face. “Oh, that’s right. They’re probably getting skull fucked by some desperate monster back behind the arena right now.” 

      The King slammed a fist on the table. “Aether, that’s enough. Focus on the task at hand.” 

      “Yes, Father.” Aether turned a dark shade of red as he adjusted his silver Warhammer out in front of his chest. He fished a potion bottle out of his pocket and quickly downed the contents. His eyes flashed a brilliant green before returning to normal.

      “Father?!” I whispered to myself as I joined the others. My mouth immediately went dry. “Aether was the King’s son. And maybe more important, the King let his son enter the tournament?” 

      Striker walked over to me slowly and leaned forward to talk closer to my ear. Four guards held my arms steady as he came within striking distance. The sound of the gathered crowd above in the arena was nearly deafening, but I could hear him clearly. “Don’t worry about your girls, they’ll be there, cheering you on.” He pulled back and laughed. The smell of cheap whiskey wafted out from his mouth in sickening torrents. 

      I kept my gaze locked on his as he backed toward the king. 

      He laughed again and shook his head. “Alright champions, follow me.” 

      I knew protesting about not being able to use a weapon was pointless. I just hoped I’d be able to use my skills, unlike in the labyrinth. I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect, but I felt confident the King did not intend for his son to die today. I was going to do everything in my power to change that. 

      Augustus gave a small nod and left the room. He entered the arena to a massive chorus of cheers and boos. The sounds of several trumpets rose into the air and firework blasts rang out for several minutes. 

      Striker stood at the entrance to the arena. “Alright, here’s the moment you’ve been waiting for. Don’t let them down.” Aether entered first, and the crowd greeted him with a mighty round of cheers. The next two followed to an impressive round of cheers themselves. I got into position and heard the King announce my name. Striker grabbed my chest armor and pulled me closer to him while the guards held my arms. “I hope you enjoy my little present.” He pushed me into the arena and slammed the door behind me. I stepped out to a similar round of cheers and boos as the others. All of it faded away, however, as I walked across the huge dirt floor toward the other champions. My legs nearly buckled, and I felt like I needed to vomit. Along the wall were the naked bodies of Gwen, Dahlia, and Isobel. Rigor mortis had already faded as their bodies lay slack against the wall. Gashes were cut into their skin randomly and the ropes used to hold them upright cut into their wrists and arms.

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself before I let my spirit blow up the entire fucking arena.
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      There was only one thing I was certain of at that moment. It didn’t matter who I had to face, they were about to die, every single one of them. I kept my eyes locked on Gwen’s motionless body and tried to will her back to life. There wasn’t a single strand of spirit remaining inside of her, she was dead. I reached into my pocket and wrapped my hand around the rocks that Alysain had given to me. I closed my eyes slowly and used my Sight one more time. All three of the girls’ cores were empty, as if all life had abandoned them long ago. If something is supposed to happen with these magic rocks, it sure would be nice to have a sign when that might be. Nothing happened. What little hope I had left was fading. I wanted nothing more than to receive a sign that there was still hope.

      Two guards brought out a large chest and a third followed with a glowing scroll. The king’s voice rose over the arena. “Welcome to the final battles! We have a treat for all of you today! First, turn your attention to the south end of the arena.”

      Everyone turned and a large pedestal rose up out of the ground. A large golden chest sat atop the platform with a rolled scroll displayed in front of it. Cheers and screams erupted throughout the arena.

      The King waited for the cheers to die down before continuing. “To the victor, goes the spoils! More coin than they could ever hope to spend, and possibly even better, a scroll with my signature that is magically bound and will transfer ownership of the Mystic Vale and everything contained within, to the victor, effective immediately after the tournament champion emerges.”

      I scanned the crowd and saw that this was what everyone was most excited about. I had my doubts about if the King would actually transfer control of the Mystic Vale, and still did, but if that scroll actually transferred ownership, then I wanted it. If for nothing else, to get it out of the current regime’s hands and to use it to destroy them.

      Augustus raised a hand in the air and spoke over the raucous crowd. “Please, welcome our first two combatants!” 

      Aether and Ghostborne walked out to the center of the arena and held their weapons at the ready while the guards pulled the orc and me back behind a gate built into the wall surrounding the main floor of the arena.

      A flaming ball shot up from behind the king and corkscrewed high into the air. As it reached its peak, it transformed into a brilliant phoenix and rushed down in a sea of sparks. It swooped toward the floor of the arena before shooting back up and disappearing as it crossed the top of the other side, prompting wild screams from the gathered attendees.

      Another round of cheers exploded through the arena as Aether and Ghostborne readied their weapons. Aether quickly popped another potion open with his thumb and downed its contents. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and his eyes glossed over. He gave me a devious smile and turned to face the King.

      With an acknowledging nod, King Augustus kicked off the spectacle.  

      Aether lifted his warhammer and waited for the skeleton to attack. Ghostborne lowered his pike, keeping Aether at a distance. They circled each other several times as if boxers sizing each other up, each waiting for the other to attack first. It didn’t take long as the skeleton’s eyes glowed brightly and he channeled his spirit from his core through his weapon. The spirit crackled at the end of the pike as Ghostborne lunged forward. Aether easily dodged the attack and counter-attacked with his war hammer. His strike landed on Ghostborne’s shoulder with a crack that echoed across the arena. 

      The bones within the skeleton’s shoulder shattered, but with the amount of spirit running through his body, he maintained his grip on his weapon. He swung his pike in a wide arc and swept Aether’s feet out from under him.  

      Aether landed with a thud and spun out of the way as the skeleton brought his weapon down toward his chest. He quickly returned to his feet and readjusted his warhammer, preparing to attack. They sized each other up, parrying and blocking each other’s blows as if it were all just a well-choreographed fight.

      Ghostborne held tightly to his pike and lunged forward. Bursts of blue flame shot out from the end of his weapon, landing in the center of Aether’s chest and knocking him down once more. 

      I peered up at the King, and he clenched his jaw tightly, watching intently. Striker stood at the King’s side but didn’t react to the fight. Instead, he stared and smiled at the dead girls bound at the end of the arena. Fucking sick bastard. 

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. The tainted spirit that filled the arena was overwhelming. It swirled above us like a storm cloud, churning and spinning violently, but apparently unseen by most. Or they just didn’t care.

      As I concentrated on the cloud, I heard Master Teng’s voice in my head. “Tainted spirit is more powerful than anything in this world, no one has cultivated it and lived to tell the tale.” He’d warned me several times about tainted spirit while we were training. He said it came from sorrowful souls who sought vengeance. 

      A loud crack rang out as Aether landed a strike on the skeleton’s head, breaking half of his skull open. The skeleton staggered back in the orc's direction, but dropped to his knees before he made it all the way over. Aether walked over with his warhammer held high and brought it crashing down on top of Ghostborne, finishing the champion off. 

      The crowd was deafening as Aether took a victory lap, his hammer held high in the air. The King clapped slowly and gave his son a nod of approval as he neared. Aether stopped in front of me and smirked. “It must’ve been those good luck charms over there.” He continued walking and took up a position below the King’s box.

      The King’s magnified voice rose across the arena and the voices of the spectators died down. “Now, on to our second fight of the day. Nekras the Butcher takes on The Huntsman for a spot in the final against our first round champion Prince Aether Corlinius.”

      Another massive cheer rose as a guard nudged me in the back toward the center of the arena. I scanned the crowd for any sign of Amos and Mona. I’d almost given up looking for him when I noticed he and Mona had taken up positions next to the King. He gave me a small nod as I reached the center of the arena. The sight of the orc’s massive cleaver made me remember that I no longer had any of my normal weapons. I stared into the orc’s emotionless face. 

      The starting horn blew, and the orc lunged forward, taking a violent swing with his razor sharp cleaver, missing my head by inches. He brought his weapon back toward my head with a furious growl. I heard the blade cutting through the air as it neared my head. I dodged each attack and slowly backed out of the way, keeping him in front of me while he swung several more times. I sensed the energy building inside of him with each swing and before long he pulsed with dark spirit. His mouth cracked open in an ominous smile as he moved forward. “Time to die.” He closed his eyes and waves of dark energy poured out of him as if he had activated a special skill. He swung with wild abandon, spinning and lunging like an unseen force possessed him. 

      I dodged as many of his furious blows as I could, but when the orc kicked up a cloud of dust I took my eye off of him for a second. My momentary lapse was enough for him to lodge his blade down into my shoulder, knocking me to the ground. He ripped his cleaver out and licked my blood off the blade. He released an unnerving laugh as I rose to my feet. He continued his onslaught for several more seconds, but ran out of steam before he could land any additional strikes. I could tell whatever skill he’d activated had just expired. Blood poured out of my open wound as the orc stopped, clearly drained from whatever ability he’d just used. Activating my charge skill, I slammed into his back, sending him sprawling to the ground before he could recharge his core a second time. The scar on my chest immediately burned and felt as if it was going to explode. I clenched my teeth and pushed forward.

      As he was falling, I activated my Nature Manipulation skill and felt an itch in my wrists. I pushed both hands forward, covering the orc in a tangled mess of thick vines as they exploded from my wrists. I kept my arms outstretched toward the muscular green beast as he waved his cleaver wildly and tried to free himself. While he remained distracted, I ran forward and slammed my foot down on the back of his head. 

      The orc roared in frustration, slicing the remaining vines off his body and pushing himself back to his feet. We faced each other, both trying to catch our breaths and both of us trying to figure out what the other was about to do. Using my Nature Manipulation to throw all of the vines at him had nearly depleted my core. I had enough spirit left for possibly one more charge if needed, and I didn’t want to bring in any of the tainted spirit into my core, at least, not unless I absolutely had to. 

      Nekras’s eyes glowed bright red as he approached me again, still slightly off balance. It reminded me of a few school yard fights I’d gotten into as a kid. My brother was always pissing someone off, so it was usually up to me to clean up the mess. Even though he was older than me, I always took up the fight for him. Pussy. I reached into my pocket and could still feel the energy pulsing from the small bean-like stones in my hand. I wish I fucking knew how to use these. I circled around the orc again, nearing a row of flags with each of our banners displayed. 

      Nekras lunged, and I caught him in the chin with a right hook. He snarled and reached back for another swing. I moved closer to him so he couldn’t get momentum to swing, dodging his attack. I shot upward and landed a balled fist into his throat. He stumbled backwards toward the flags and laughed. He threw his cleaver down onto the ground, which prompted a fresh round of cheers. He pounded a fist on his chest and nodded toward me. “Let’s go.” 

      We stood in the middle of the arena like boxers, exchanging hooks and uppercuts. I was in better shape than the beast, but he was much stronger. I used my conditioning to my advantage, ducking and weaving out of the way of his punches and counter punching with all the strength I had left. I was thankful to my girls for helping to raise my endurance rank over the past few weeks, but my shoulder wound was quickly becoming an issue.

      The orc’s mouth filled with blood and he spit it into my face. He pushed forward and left his feet, his giant fist aimed toward my head. I activated my charge ability as he was still in midair and caught him. I braced my good shoulder against his chest and it felt like I was flying with him in my arms. A second later we slammed to a stop. Nekras let out a small gasp and immediately fell limp. 

      I released my grip on the large orc and took a couple of steps backward. The crowd fell silent and I could see why. The force of my charge had carried Nekras into the wall, but not before the flagpole holding my banner found its way in through the back of the orc’s neck and out through his throat. The orc hung limply, impaled on the pole with my bloodied banner waving slowly out in front of him. 

      I spit on the ground and dusted myself off. The silence slowly turned into cheers and before long all the spectators were on their feet cheering louder than I’d heard since I arrived. I turned and walked toward the King, who stood motionless in his viewing box with Striker and Amos still at his side. Aether stared at me wide-eyed as I approached, but didn’t say a word. 

      I stopped about ten feet away and gave the King an exaggerated bow, prompting even more raucous cheers from the crowd. Augustus cleared his throat and addressed the crowd, this time with much less excitement filling his voice. “Round two victor is the Huntsman. Our final match will be the Huntsman versus Aether. May the best champion win.” He leaned over and said something to Aether out of earshot. Aether dug into his pocket and downed another potion.

      I nodded and returned to the center of the arena. I’d completely depleted the spirit from my core with my last charge, and fatigue settled in.   

      Guards rushed in to remove the orc’s body, breaking the angled flagpole in half to get him down and taking his cleaver along with them. I was still without a weapon, as well as pure spirit to use my skills, my shoulder hurt like hell, and I was bleeding like a son of a bitch. I took a deep breath and tore off my shirt. I wrapped it around the wound several times to slow the bleeding.

      Aether stepped forward, a smile plastered across his face. His eyes covered in a milky gloss. “Try to put up a good fight. These will be my people to lead one day, I don’t want them to think it was just handed to me.”

      I stared into his eyes, but said nothing. I could tell he was nervous and was doing everything in his power to throw me off, but it wouldn’t work. I knew if he hadn’t downed those potions he’d be shitting himself right now. I had one thing on my mind, bigger than any prize or prestige, I wanted revenge. No, not wanted, needed revenge. My bonded were still hanging from the arena wall. It was nearly impossible to focus on anything else with them there, and I know that was exactly what Striker, and the King, had intended. 

      The guards cleared the arena and prepared for the final battle. I couldn’t wait any longer. I left my spot and walked toward the King’s box. Amos’s eyes went wide with worry as I approached. Two guards rushed forward and moved their swords in front of me to prevent me from taking another step. 

      “Yes, is there something you need?” The King asked as I stared into his eyes. 

      “Cut them down.” 

      “Excuse me?” 

      “Cut them down, or you can just fucking kill me right now.”
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      The King’s face turned a dark shade of red as rumblings grew around him from the gathered spectators. “You win, and you can cut them down yourself. I don’t think you’re in any position to make demands.” 

      I tried to steady my breaths and stuff my hatred for him down. “Cut them down. Or your little fucking show comes to a halt.” 

      Amos’s expression remained the same mix of worry and awe as he turned his head toward his brother to see what he would say. Striker remained stoic, but I could tell he wanted nothing more in the world to be in Aether’s position than to have a chance at killing me. 

      A low chant rose throughout the crowd, starting as a murmur it transformed into a loud call to action. “Cut them down, cut them down, cut them down!” 

      My heart raced as I waited for the King’s decision. I didn’t have to wait long. However, as it was apparent, he didn’t have a choice, at least not without starting a riot by not giving his people what they were here to see. 

      He took a deep breath and forced a small smile as he nodded to the guards. 

      A guard pulled out a knife and walked over to the women. I watched him intently as he neared. With a few swipes of his blade, the women dropped to the ground unceremoniously. It took everything I had from shoving the knife up the guard’s ass. His blatant disrespect for their bodies was almost too much to handle. 

      I walked by to the center of the arena and stood facing Aether. “Okay, let’s get this over with.” 

      The crowd was going wild again, and it almost felt like I had won a large portion of them over. I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths. This time, I refused to stop the tainted spirit from entering my body and cultivated it into my core. It was unruly and powerful, and felt like it was invading my body, shooting through each of my extremities faster than any other spirit that I’ve had in my core. The pain that followed was immense and dropped me to a knee. I stayed down for several seconds until I could finally shut off the flow of tainted spirit, which was much harder than I’d expected. 

      I lifted my head slowly and opened my eyes. Everything around me was slightly blurry and tinted with a purple smokey haze. I couldn’t discern the crowd in the stands any longer, everything was pulsing and spinning around me. I shook my head and stood. 

      Aether took a step back and furrowed his brow, his eyes had a hard time focusing on me. “What are you playing at?! What have you done?!” 

      I felt stronger than I ever had in my life. I took a step forward, my eyes locked on his. “I said, let’s get this over with.” 

      A few seconds later, the King’s amplified voice drowned out the excited murmur of the crowd. “Champions, are you ready?” Both Aether and I gave him a nod. “May the best champion win.” Several more fireworks exploded high in the sky, raining down colorful sparks that fizzled out as they reached the crowd. 

      Aether made the first move, lunging forward with his sword and swiping only inches away from my chest. I dodged him easily and whipped my body around and landed a spinning backfist across his jaw, a move that Gwen had taught me while we were training together one morning.

      I rushed forward as I sensed his blade near my back. I turned and faced him again. His mouth hung slightly agape and his eyes darted back and forth. He looked in complete shock, and for a second, I thought if I could’ve seen myself, I would’ve had the same look. 

      I swung my fist forward and he dodged, swinging his sword toward me in response. 

      He swung wildly in frustration and I activated my Charge skill. I moved at twice the speed I ever had before, smashing into his chest and carrying him at least fifty feet before smashing him against the arena wall. The force of impact split his chest armor. He staggered forward and wiped a trail of blood from his nose. “Enough of the games.” He pulled out a small potion bottle and downed it.

      As he lowered the bottle, I pinned him back up against the arena wall and punched him in the kidneys several times. He pushed me back with unnatural strength and stood upright.

      His eyes flashed between purple and green before settling on a dark mixture of both. He rushed forward with incredible speed, knocking me back on my heels. Swinging his sword from overhead, he landed a direct hit on my exposed shoulder wound. For a moment I thought he had sliced my arm completely off, because I could no longer feel if it was attached. I’d lost a lot of blood by this point, and I knew the only thing currently holding me upright was the incredible amount of tainted spirit flowing through my body.

      I stepped forward and he brought his arm down to swipe at me again, but this time I caught his wrist with my good arm. I leveraged my body and spun with his arm firmly in my grasp, forcing the sword from his hand. As we rose, I brought my head forward as hard as I could, and headbutt him with enough force to send him staggering backward. He sprang up and tried to tackle me, but I was too quick for him. I dodged easily and picked up his blade. With a quick slash, I cut a deep scratch from his forehead, down his face, all the way to his neck. 

      Blood rose to his wounds and he struggled to get back to his feet. I punched him again and again, knowing I had him exactly where I wanted him. “Time to finish this, you piece of shit.” 

      I brought my sword screaming down but was struck by what felt like a baseball bat to the ribcage. The crowd was going absolutely bat shit and when I turned to see what hit me I knew why. Their King had left the safety of his box and held a spiked mace in one hand. He glared at me while I pushed back up to my feet. My left arm was rendered nearly useless because of the wound in my shoulder, and he’d definitely broken my ribs, making it increasingly harder to breathe. 

      The King stepped forward and used his mace to knock the sword out of my hand. “Ignorant freak, you just don’t know when to quit, do you? My son will not die at your hand, I refuse it. You’ll fight me instead.” He removed his cloak and straightened. 

      Aether struggled to speak from behind the King. “Father, you know stepping in for a champion is not allowed. All rewards will be forfeit.”

      The King turned and shook his head. “The Vale is drained anyway. It’s no longer of use to our kingdom.” He turned and refocused on me, his mace held firmly at the ready. “Now, fight me.”

      “So be it. I hope you’re ready to die.” I spit a glob of blood out onto the ground and activated my Charge skill. I took two steps and faltered. It felt as if my core was about to collapse in on itself as I stumbled forward. 

      The King laughed and shook his head. “Missing something?” He held up his hand and turned it to show me a glowing purple ring. “Thanks for the spirit.”

      I stood and looked at the ring curiously. My body was completely fatigued, and any hope of using my skills to kill this son of a bitch was off the table, tainted spirit or not. 

      Augustus raised his arms high in the air and laughed wildly. Aether slowly rose to his feet and tried to approach me but fell forward, too weak to go any further. The King ignored his son and continued to play to the crowd. The crowd roared with approval. I turned my head toward Amos and Mona. I met Amos’s eyes the man reached into his suit coat. He called out as he tossed my rifle toward me. “Logan, take it!” 

      The King spun his head in Amos’s direction and snarled as he watched my rifle land on the ground only a few feet away. I leaned down and picked it up with my good arm. I only hoped that Amos didn’t leave me without ammunition. The king took a step forward. “Old fool.” He stopped and pointed at his brother. “Guards, bring him to me.” 

      The crowd roared as they saw the gun in my hands, and an uneasy energy fell across the entire arena. Murmurings of discontentment filled the spectators and I knew if they didn’t see a fight resume soon they would rush down to us and make it happen.

      Two guards quickly apprehended Amos, leaving Mona behind as they dragged him out into the center of the arena to where we stood. More cheers and boos rose throughout the crowd. The King turned and met Amos’s eyes as they approached. “Brother, this is the last time you defy me. You’ve always been a disappointment.” 

      I watched in stunned silence as the scene unfolded. I kept Augustus, Aether, and Amos all in front of me and took a few steps backwards.

      Amos scoffed. “If I had a dragon woman for each time you told me that, I’d die a lucky man. Give it up, brother. Fight fair for once in your life.” 

      I took another step backward and watched King Augustus intently as he seethed. I reached into my pocket with my last bit of power in my left arm. Blood from my shoulder poured out and covered my hand. My skin was a sickly white color, and I knew that I wouldn’t be able to lose much more blood before I passed out.

      I wrapped my bloody hand around the three stones and closed my eyes. I concentrated on each one, visualizing them in my mind, and within seconds the spirit from each one rose through my hand and twisted into my skin and rushed toward my core. One by one, they released more spirit, and grew larger in my hand as the spirit swirled like a tornado around me. I pulled the stones out of my pocket and opened my eyes. They still looked like normal smooth stones sitting in the middle of my palm, but they rumbled as if they were about to explode.

      The only one to notice the stones shooting up out of my hand and into the sky was Amos. I exchanged a confused look with him and looked up to see where they went. My heart sank as the stones disappeared, and the spirit that was flowing around me dissipated.

      At least one hundred guards filed into the arena, weapons drawn, and surrounded us as the crowd became more unruly.  

      I shifted my attention back to the King as he grabbed Aether’s sword off the ground and threw off his cloak. He spun and swung down toward Amos, taking the man off guard. Amos fell backward with a gasp. The king, his brother, had used the sword to slice off Amos’s arm just above the elbow. The gathered crowd let out a collective gasp, but followed it with cheers. Amos turned white and sank to his knees as blood poured out of his wound. 

      Mona screamed and leapt over the railing, rushing toward Amos’s side. She collected him up and rushed away, pushing through the guards as they tried to stop her. 

      Aether looked up, his face completely covered in blood. “Father, don’t. I can finish this. I will beat him.” 

      The King barely turned his head toward his son and shook his head. “No, if you remember anything I’ve ever taught you, remember this. If you want something done right, do it yourself.” He readied his sword and stepped toward me. 

      He swung down toward my head, but I brought my rifle up in time, blocking his swing with the barrel and sending a loud clank through the arena as the metals met. I pushed the King’s mace away with my barrel and jabbed the solid walnut stock of my rifle forward. It landed in the center of his nose with a loud crack.

      Augustus laughed as a small trail of blood appeared from his nostrils. “Savor that, it will be the last time that happens.” 

      He rushed forward and I met him after a few steps. Brilliant red flashes shot up through my vision and my knees buckled as he plowed into my shoulder. The pain was overwhelming. He backed me into the arena wall and I knew he had me right where he wanted. His guards readied for impact along the wall and as I came into reach, one of them grabbed onto my back, pinning me in place. I looked down to my rifle and cracked the lever slightly. There’s a bullet already in the chamber. Maybe Amos was actually a man of his word.  

      I twisted and lifted the 30-30. All I needed was one shot. I was sure I’d not be able to get another off. I used my remaining strength to lift the rifle slowly but a sharp pain rose by my kidney causing me to drop it back down. I glanced behind in time to see a guard hastily hide the small blood soaked dagger he had just stabbed me in the back with. I sank to a knee, giving the King time to step forward. He raised his knee and kicked down on my wound, ripping it open further and revealing the bone in my shoulder.

      He raised his arms again and gripped his mace with both hands. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The crowd held their collective breaths as I waited for the inevitable. I replayed the events in my head, disappointed that I let the king get the better of me. Although, I was more disappointed that I failed to save the women I loved. I concentrated on the swirling, tainted spirit that surrounded me. The dizzying array of colors consumed me and blocked everything else out. I focused on what I remembered each of my bonded’s faces looked like when they were full of life. Their willingness to lay their lives down for me, each of them, without hesitation, and I was just going to let Augustus finish the job.

      Not fucking today. I will not go out like this.

      I opened my eyes and stood, ignoring the searing pain that wracked my body. A smile rose to the king’s face as he reared back for another swing. I straightened and braced myself. If I was going to die, I was going to die looking this mother fucker right in the eyes. As I stared at him and watched his hand rise above his head, a wavy light appeared behind him. It was small but gained intensity quickly, like a train with its headlight on full blast, chugging toward me at top speed.

      I averted my eyes because of the bright light and saw the shadow of the King’s arms as he lowered them. A hundred thoughts rushed through my head, mostly of things I could’ve done differently. It was the same thing I did after hunts, both successful and unsuccessful. I’d retrace my steps, think about things that I could’ve done differently, where I could improve. I turned toward him and raised my rifle. I just needed one shot. The crowd fell eerily silent. 

      My vision cleared, and I wondered why the King hadn’t already brought his sword down. Instead, the King’s contorted face came into view as he struggled against something preventing his arm from falling. His eyes widened as I stepped forward. The amount of blood I’d lost made it nearly impossible to focus on anything. I shifted my eyes to his wrist and saw a thick vine wrapped around it. I traced the path of the vine behind the King with my eyes, and I thought I had died for sure. 

      Standing behind him, less than ten feet away, stood Dahlia, with Gwen and Isobel at her sides.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The King struggled against Dahlia’s hold on him, but it was to no avail. Aether staggered back, staring in disbelief and shaking his head. 

      I pointed my rifle at the King’s chest. “Game over.” 

      The King let out a nervous laugh. “Congratulations, you’ve won the tournament, I guess. The prize money and land are yours.”

      “I haven’t won yet,” I said as my eyes remained locked on his.

      Augustus shook his head. “Logan, think about what you’re doing. You’re a human, don’t let these monsters infiltrate your mind.” He glanced nervously down to the barrel of the rifle before fixing his eyes back on mine. “You’ll single handedly send Aurilon into chaos. Their blood will be on your hands.”

      “It will still be better than a world under your control. I’ll take my chances.” I responded, my stare unwavering. I aimed my rifle and squeezed the trigger, hitting the king between the eyes.

      The arena went dead silent for several seconds before all hell broke loose.

      I rushed toward the girls and wrapped my arms around all three of them at once, ignoring the screaming pain in my shoulder. All three had tears in their eyes as I turned back toward Aether.

      Aether pushed himself up from his father’s body and picked up the mace. “Guards, kill them!” 

      The guards rushed forward in every direction. Before they were even halfway to us, several shadows appeared overhead. I looked up and saw a pair of great wings as Alysain dropped and wrapped her arms around me from behind. Three other griffon women landed, each of them grabbing a hold of the women and lifting them up into the air. By the time the guards arrived, we were already over ten feet above them. A fifth and final griffon dropped on top of the golden treasure chest, grabbing it, along with the scroll, before lifting up high into the air with them firmly in her grasp.

      All throughout the stands fights broke out, and the tenuous peace treaty during the tournament was officially broken. Humans and monsters fought as many more fled for the exits, desperately trying to flee the melee. 

      Several guards threw spears and a couple shot bolts from crossbows, but it was all for naught as we were out of reach within seconds. The griffons lifted us high into the air and carried us to the outskirts of the city. My consciousness faded in and out as we lowered to the ground. 

      I lost track of all time as my world spun around me. My consciousness returned as Alysain set me carefully on my feet. I braced myself on a nearby tree as the other griffons set Gwen, Isobel, and Dahlia down in front of me. Alysain inspected my arm and looked to the other three. “You must get him help soon. He’s lost a lot of blood, he may not make it if you don’t hurry.” 

      My legs felt weak as I turned to face Alysain. “Thank you. I owe you my life. I thought you’d been captured?” 

      She leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. “It’s good to have friends on the inside.” She motioned toward the others and they lifted into the air. “Good luck, and we shall meet again.” The griffon smiled at me and with a giant flap of her beautiful wings she propelled herself high into the air. 

      A familiar voice rose from behind, drawing my attention. “You guys better get in, we’ve got to get on the road!” Fapplejack sat in the driver’s seat of Amos’s carriage with Ellie, the shop owner by his side. The goblin smiled at me and nodded. “It’s not every day I get to haul around a tournament champion.” 

      I held up a finger. My breaths came out choppy as my body weakened. “One second FJ.” I staggered over to Isobel and held the sides of her face and kissed her lips. I pulled back and stared into her eyes. “I’m so sorry about your father. I promise you, you will have your revenge.” She gave me a sad smirk and leaned forward, kissing me again.

      I pulled back and turned to Dahlia. “My sweet flower. You’ve saved my life, yet again. I’m never going to be able to repay you.” I cradled her face and pulled her lips forward to meet mine. I kissed her passionately for several seconds before releasing her. She gave me a shy smile and wiped the sides of my face with her thumbs. “The only repayment I need is for you to live.” 

      I smiled and took a staggered step back, catching myself and focusing on Gwen’s eyes. Before I could even lift my arm, she pulled my face close and kissed me as if it were the only way she’d survive. She pulled back and had tears in her eyes. I smiled weakly at her. “I’ve missed you.” 

      She had a stern face for a moment before softening. “Don’t you ever scare me like that again, Logan West. I love you too much to lose you.” 

      I leaned forward and kissed her again. “I love you too.” I dropped to a knee and the girls rushed forward to support me. 

      Fapplejack called out again from the top of the carriage. “Get him inside, this ride’s leaving.” They helped me over to the carriage and Isobel opened the door. I took a deep breath and prepared to hoist myself inside when I met Mona’s eyes. I froze in place, my eyes locked on hers. Tear streak stains marked each side of her face. She reached out a hand. “Hi Logan. I knew you could do it.”

      I accepted her hand and she helped me inside. I stopped again as I spotted Amos on the floor, wrapped in bandages. His eyes were closed, but he was still breathing. “Is he going to be okay?” 

      Mona nodded. “Yes, he’ll be an arm short, but otherwise he should be okay.” She smiled and helped the other girls inside the carriage. Gwen and Dahlia took up places next to me, while Isobel sat directly across from me. It was as if they were intent on making sure nothing happened to me from any direction as Dahlia wrapped my wounds with her soft petals. She raised a small potion to my lips and I drank every sweet drop. Within seconds I knew it was working, and I’d already begun to heal. With my women back at my side, I was confident that I was not only going to survive, but come back stronger than ever.

      We had survived. Somehow, some way, we had survived. I didn’t care about the fallout from the Capitol, or the fact that I had just committed regicide. I had my bonded back. The stones had worked.

      I glanced at everyone inside the carriage with me and nodded. “Things are about to get very interesting.”

      Fapplejack called out as the carriage lurched forward. “Okay, hold on. Monster Girl Manor, here we come!” 

      

      
        
        The End
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            Before You Go

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thanks for reading Bonded Spirits: Book Two!

      

        

      
        I’ve had so much fun writing this story, and want to keep going, but I need your help!

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed your journey,  PLEASE leave a review for me on Amazon!  At the very least, a quick rating is so incredibly helpful!

      

        

      
        Reviews are so important to independent authors like me.  The more reviews I get, the better chance someone will pick up my book, and for the Amazon algorithms to show it to other awesome readers like you!

      

        

      
        Even if it’s just a few words, just go there and quickly tell others what you thought!

      

        

      
        Click to review and keep the monster girls happy!
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            Preorder Book 3 - Already Up!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Please consider picking up the third book in the series to see what happens now that Logan has committed regicide, and is the proud new owner of the Mystic Vale!

      

      

      

      
        
        Here is the link for the Bonded Spirits Series Page!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Awesome Links!

          

        

      

    

    
      Please consider signing up for my newsletter to find out when the next book will release: Jakedanielbooks.com

      Please visit these amazing LitRPG, Gamelit, Cultivation, and Harem Facebook Groups:

      Gamelit Society

      Harem Gamelit

      Harem Lit

      Harem Gamelit Books

      Progression Fantasy

      The LitRPG Forum

      LitRPG Books

      Spoiled Rotten Readers

      LitRPG Rebels

      Western Cultivation Stories

      Cultivation Novels

      Cultivation Nation

      Discover Harem

      Monster Girl Fiction

      Monster Girl Maidens
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