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      The human climber president, Sakura Sato, paced her office on the top floor of the Zestiris climber’s guild building.

      She had a stress ball that she was squeezing over and over in her right hand.

      It was supposed to relieve stress, but Sakura found that the squishy ball only added to her sense of anxiousness rather than actually ease any of her overwhelming sense of panic.

      I guess the impending apocalypse might be a bit too much pressure to put on such a little stress ball, she sighed to herself.

      She stopped pacing and looked out her window to the large tower looming in front of her.

      It had been three days since Nicolas Adler had ascended to the top floor and took the throne as god-king of the tower.

      Ever since then, she’d been waiting for total mayhem to break loose, but so far it had been quiet.

      Why hasn’t Adler done anything yet? Sakura wondered. Why the silence?

      She was still waiting for all their best climbers to return from the tower and regroup in Zestiris.

      She was sure all the other tower races were doing something similar.

      Regrouping.

      Gathering strength.

      Assessing the situation.

      It was the responsible and organized thing to do given the circumstances; it was just unfortunate that the circumstances were the potential collapse of the entire social and political order of the tower.

      Sakura’s thoughts were interrupted by a knock at her door.

      She looked over her shoulder, surprised.

      That’s funny, she thought. I don’t have a meeting scheduled.

      “Who is it?” she asked.

      The reply came in the form of a boot bashing down the door as a squad of powerful climbers streamed into her office with their weapons pointed at her.

      “What’s going on?” Sakura barked at the multiple climbers.

      The soldiers looked at her with hostility.

      Then an old man and woman stepped into the room, following the group of soldiers.

      John Karlson and Edith Brooksmith.

      The head members of the city’s elder council.

      “Sakura Sato,” said the old woman. “We’re here to inform you, that you’re—”
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, on floor-60 of the tower, under the golden bulbs of the Nightmare City Casino, sat three former inter-tower terrorists playing idly at the slot machines.

      Elle pulled on the lever of her slot machine and waited eagerly to see what the results would be.

      “Jackpot!” she cried with glee.

      She had been released from the hospital that day and her two friends, Kai and Winifred, had taken her out to celebrate before they returned back to Zestiris with her older brother, Max.

      “This would be more fun if I won,” said Kai. “I think my machine is broken. I’ve not won once!”

      “Neither have I,” sighed Winifred.

      “I think it’s all the ghosts around you that’s messing with both of our machines,” Kai moaned.

      Winifred’s unique climber trait was the ability to see and speak to ghosts.

      “There’s ghosts all around everyone,” said Winifred, matter-of-factly. “It doesn’t matter if I’m here or not, spirits always will be.”

      “This is supposed to be a celebration,” said Kai. “All this talk about death, dying, and then not-dying-because-you’re-actually-a-ghost is the exact opposite of celebratory conversation.”

      “I don’t mind,” said Elle, grinning as she streamed all of her winnings into her climber’s pouch.

      “Say, Elle,” said Kai, his voice growing slightly more serious. “What are our next moves? I know you said you want to help your brother—and I’m not against doing that, you’re the boss, I’ll go where you go—but, just because you’re now on good terms with your bro, doesn’t actually mean we’re on good terms with all the other people who want to arrest and imprison us. That’s a bit of a problem, no?”

      Before Elle could reply to Kai and try to assuage his fears, she noticed something in the background.

      Armored soldiers.

      Something’s happening, she thought.

      She went to trigger her break-mode only to find it not working.

      Special magic bullets flew into the back of Kai and Winifred’s skulls.

      They fell to the ground.

      Elle could see that the bullets hadn’t killed her two friends. They had just been put to sleep.

      Even still, she thought, this is bad. Really bad.

      It was the last thought she had before one of the sleep bullets knocked her out in the back of her head too.
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        * * *

      

      Max checked the time once more.

      He was standing with Casey near Nightmare City’s arrival teleporter.

      “Where are they?” groaned Casey. “You don’t think they got cold feet, do you?”

      They were waiting for Elle and her friends to meet them so they could return to Zestiris.

      Seeing as Elle and her two companions were wanted criminals, they did have very good reason to get cold feet.

      While Max was unable to secure a full pardon for the three former members of The Fallen Angels, he was able to convince Sakura to offer them temporary immunity status in exchange for aid against the upcoming conflict with the new tower god-king, Nicolas Adler.

      He sighed contentedly, daydreaming about his return.

      He was looking forward to getting back to Zestiris, where he could introduce Elle to more of his friends, and that they could also all get back to training and improving their climber skills.

      His daydream was interrupted by the hustle and bustle of Nightmare City in front of him.

      Disappointingly, in the sea of faces in the streets nearby, he couldn’t see Elle or her companions.

      Are they really not coming? Max thought.

      Then he saw a flicker.

      Movement.

      Above and below.

      “Do you see that, Casey?”

      “Yep,” she replied.

      Suddenly, both on the rooftops above them and on the street corners below were a small regiment of human climbers surrounding them.

      They approached with hostile intent.
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        * * *

      

      Sakura’s face filled with anger.

      Her cheeks went red, her nose scrunched, and her eyes narrowed.

      “Do you really think you can barge into my office and arrest me?” she yelled.

      She triggered her trait, but nothing happened.

      Of course, she thought. They brought a debuffer with them.

      “You cowards,” she yelled. “You think just because I can’t use my slice ability you’ll be able to take me down. Get ready to face the wrath of my mana-imbued fist!”

      In a flash, she was in front of the guards, knocking them out in a single hit.

      Then a second guard and then a third.

      But somewhere in the scuffle, a soldier with a paralyze trait knocked her in the back.

      She squirmed on the floor, unable to attack or flee.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Sakura groaned between gritted teeth. “I’m the freaking climber president.”

      Edith Brooksmith and John Karlson of the elder council snickered as they loomed over her.

      “Not any more,” Edith declared. “You’ve been relieved of your duties, Sakura. Zestiris is now under our control.”

      The soldiers handcuffed Sakura with powerful paralyzing wrist bands.

      Even in the face of such a sinister betrayal, Sakura began to snicker.

      She stared at the elder council members, taking a moment to look them each right in the eyes.

      “You know how long people have wanted you two destroyed?” asked Sakura. “You two just signed your own death certificates. The true climbers of this city will never bow to two insurrectionists like you.”

      Right before the soldiers knocked the woman out cold, Sakura smirked at the traitors one last time.

      “Enjoy it while it lasts, fools.”
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      Leader of the elite inter-tower human task force, Klaus Greengrass, looked from across the street as his team of powerful soldiers surrounded Max Rainhart and Casey Everton.

      The soldiers were waiting for his command.

      They only pulled the trigger when he said so.

      “Neutralize the threat,” said Klaus. “Knock ’em out. The elder council said the targets should be brought back to Zestiris alive.”

      They had already captured The Scarlet Demon and her companions; the only thing left was to neutralize the brother and his ally, The Sky Angel, as well.

      There was a small part of Klaus that was unsure about arresting these two.

      They were both considered two of humanity’s best up-and-coming climbers. They’d already surpassed many of the greats from the past.

      But his job wasn’t to ask questions.

      “Be cautious everyone,” Klaus commanded. “Remember, we’re dealing with two powerful B-rank climbers. One of them is a break-mode user. Debuffing and paralyzing will be crucial at neutralizing them as a threat. Now, move!”
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        * * *

      

      Max and Casey stood still, assessing the situation.

      Max’s eyes darted across the city block, taking in all the vantage points the soldiers were coming from.

      “I’m counting forty soldiers,” said Max. “Five on each of the corner rooftops, and another five coming from the ground level of each street corner.”

      “We could just teleport away in the elevator,” Casey suggested.

      “True,” said Max. “But something tells me they have a sniper locked onto that teleporter, so it would be a risk. Plus, I got another inkling that these dudes are the reason why Elle hasn’t shown up yet. I have questions and I think they’ll have answers.”

      “Okay, just one problem,” said Casey. “I’m struggling to trigger my trait.”

      So they brought a debuffer with them, Max grinned. Some people never give up on a failing strategy against him, do they?

      “Follow my lead,” Max said to Casey. “Let’s do this.”
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        * * *

      

      The soldiers moved in.

      Klaus kept his eyes on his soldiers’ movements, watching his operation go into full swing.

      “Make sure the debuffer stays protected at all costs,” Klaus commanded.

      There’s nothing these two can do to stop us, he thought. They’re outnumbered, outflanked, and outmaneuvered.

      Klaus loved to watch an operation he planned fall into place. It felt like dominoes. He’d set them all up and now he got to watch them all fall.

      And that was when everything started to go wrong and the incorrect dominoes fell.

      A flock of origami paper cranes knocked his squad’s debuffer off the roof and onto the ground, breaking his bones and taking him out.

      Klaus’ eyes bulged with shock.

      But that’s impossible, he thought. How the heck are they using their abilities?

      This is not good, Klaus thought. This is really not good.

      They’ve counteracted the debuffers!
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        * * *

      

      The fools, Max thought as he saw the squad of soldiers fall into chaos at the loss of their debuffer.

      Max’s mimic ability allowed him to use the debuff trait and two debuffs bouncing off of each other canceled each other out.

      Now it was just a matter of finishing this fight and finding out what happened to his sister.
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        * * *

      

      “Everyone attack!” Klaus shouted. “Don’t hold back!”

      The soldiers rushed the two B-rank climbers.

      “The battle is still ours!” Klaus yelled.

      So what if these two can use their abilities now, he thought. We’re still overpowering them in terms of manpower and ranks!

      A wave of energy shot forth knocking all the soldiers onto the ground.

      Klaus’ eyes widened with horror.

      What is this power!?

      The red-haired climber walked out into the city’s intersection, energy and power flowing off of him.

      Klaus had never seen such raw strength.

      The red-haired kid was utilizing a break-mode, but it was one Klaus had never seen or even heard of before.

      The boy’s armor was made of dragon scales, a crystalline diamond-like substance of incredible strength and fortitude.

      The boy lifted up his hands and it mutated into a giant turret.

      He began firing along the pavement, ripping the city to shreds.

      Klaus’ jaw dropped at the sight of the bullets exploding on the ground.

      Those aren’t normal bullets, he realized.

      The way the projectiles exploded displayed that they were bullets composed of dragon’s breath.

      The red-haired boy’s powerful dragon-based break-mode would have been enough for Klaus to order his squad to retreat.

      But it got worse.

      A five-tailed wind fox rampaged from one squad to another, flinging them into buildings and walls, knocking them out, one by one.

      Klaus looked around in panic and realized all of his dominoes had fallen.

      He was the only one left.

      He was now surrounded by a five-tailed wind fox and a boy with the power of dragons.

      The Sky Angel.

      And The God Killer.
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      Max and Casey loomed over the man who had orchestrated the attack on them.

      Casey growled in her wind fox form before transforming back into her human self.

      “Who sent you?” Max shouted.

      The man was so fearful he fell to the ground and began to crawl backwards.

      Max couldn’t understand what was happening.

      Their attackers looked like humans from Zestiris.

      Why would they be attacking them?

      Max’s first thought was that it had something to do with his sister, but he had sorted that out with Sakura already.

      I have the climber president’s approval, he thought. So what gives?

      “Please...” cried the man. “Please...don’t...kill me...”

      Max bent down and grabbed the man by his shirt.

      “If you don’t want to die,” Max threatened, “tell me who sent you?”

      The man shivered and began to speak.

      “My orders were from the elder council,” the man answered.

      “Bull crap. They don’t have this kind of authority,” Max hissed. “Only the climber president does and Sakura wouldn’t do this.”

      The last thing the man said before the sheer amount of fear knocked him unconscious was, “Sakura has been removed from the climber presidency.”
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, Max and Casey stepped into the mayor of Nightmare City’s office for an emergency meeting.

      A white-furred cat-folk woman sat behind a desk in a bright red suit.

      Moira Moonsong.

      “Something’s happened in Zestiris,” Max explained. “Have you heard anything?”

      “First off, I’m going to pretend you began this conversation with an apology for destroying one of my city blocks with your overdramatic human antics,” said Moira. “Secondly, yes I have heard about a turn of events down in Zestiris.”

      The room went silent.

      “And?” asked Casey.

      “Oh, I was waiting for your apologies,” said Moira.

      Max stared at the woman with an intense look. “My sister’s been kidnapped and the human climber president has been removed from her office. I don’t have time for banter.”

      “Sheesh, okay, okay. I’ll tell you what I know. Our spies have informed us that there’s been a coup down in Zestiris. The political body known as the elder council has usurped power from the climber president, Sakura Sato, who is currently locked up and awaiting trial for crimes against the state.”

      Max slammed his hands on Moira’s desk.

      “What crimes!? Sakura has done nothing but be the best climber president Zestiris has ever had!”

      “Get your hands off my table!” said Moira. “I know you think we’re all chummy-chummy from our days in the Faceless Association, but I’m the mayor now. I’m the boss lady.”

      She slammed her fist on the table.

      “I’m the only one allowed to slam a fist on this table,” she said.

      Max took a deep breath and crossed his arms.

      “We haven’t seen Max’s sister all day either,” said Casey. “Do you think this is related?”

      “I was just getting to that,” said Moira. “It is absolutely related. Your sister was captured fifteen minutes before your little scuffle. While you two were fighting one team, the team who had captured your sister and her friends escaped from the city and are probably back down in Zestiris by now.”

      Max was furious.

      His long lost sister who he had only just convinced to come back with him to their home after years of estrangement had already been ripped away from him yet again.

      And now his mentor and one of his oldest friends, Sakura, had been arrested as well.

      He seethed with anger and frustration.

      I’m going to make whoever did this pay, he thought.

      It was finally time he truly confronted the elder council of Zestiris.
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        * * *

      

      Sakura leaned her head against the wall of the cell.

      It was one of the worst prison cells in all of Zestiris.

      Just a horrible empty room.

      No bed, no chair.

      Just a toilet seat in the corner.

      They didn’t even provide toilet paper.

      It was all windowless walls except for the side of the cell’s entrance, which was composed of a metal bar and doorway etched with arcane runes that let out a powerful debuffing spell so prisoners couldn’t break out.

      There was nothing for her to do but sit and wait and she couldn’t even manage that.

      She just kept knocking the back of her head against the wall.

      How the heck did I let this happen? Sakura thought.

      She had thought she had the elder council under control.

      She never thought they would attempt to take over the city.

      It must be Nicolas Adler, she thought. The elder council saw the chaos of the new god-king as the perfect opportunity to take total control over Zestiris.

      Sakura shook her head.

      She wouldn’t be surprised if similar outbreaks were happening on other floors.

      This is all part of your plan, isn’t it, Nicolas? Sakura thought. You think we’re all your little puppets for you to play with, don’t you?

      Sakura was about to knock her head once more when she suddenly heard the jangle of keys, followed by the sound of footsteps.

      Someone’s coming.

      As she listened closely, she realized it was multiple people approaching.

      The door opened and three prisoners were shoved into the cell along with her.

      The guards who had escorted them walked away.

      Sakura took in the three new prisoners.

      She recognized all three of them, but one stood out in particular.

      Well, well, well, she thought, glancing at the red-haired girl in front of her in surprise. So I’m sharing a cell with none other than The Scarlet Demon herself.
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        * * *

      

      After their meeting with the mayor, Max and Casey continued their strategizing on the rooftop of a skyscraper overlooking Nightmare City.

      They were trying to keep a low profile.

      The elder council might send more climbers after them.

      “What are we going to do?” asked Casey, her eyes wide and fearful.

      Toto the gerbil, who was perched on Casey’s shoulder, was also looking around with concern.

      “Zestiris is our home,” Max said. “This hostile takeover by the elder council goes beyond just Sakura. They’ll arrest everyone we know and love.”

      Casey’s face grew more worried at that.

      “What do you think will happen to my parents and their shop?” she asked, concerned.

      “Hopefully nothing in the immediate future,” said Max. “But that’s why we need to come up with a plan and strike as soon as possible.”

      Casey nodded her head with determination. “What’s the plan?”

      “The way I see it is we have two objectives: rescue my sister and Sakura and whoever else the elder council has arrested. Then there’s taking care of the elder council themselves.”

      “So the only question then,” said Casey, “is what do we want to do first: rescue or lead the rebellion?”

      “I say, rescue first,” said Max. “That way we’ll have more allies for the rebellion.”

      “I like it,” Casey grinned. “Let’s go.”

      They ran across the city, jumping between the rooftops until they were back where this whole dreadful morning had begun.

      The Nightmare City arrival teleporter.

      Max took a deep breath and took a step towards the glowing light.

      One step and they would be in Zestiris in no time at all.

      Then the real mission would begin.

      “Are you ready?” Casey asked.

      “Yeah,” said Max, taking another step forward. “Let’s do thi—”

      Suddenly, without warning, three figures materialized in front of the arrival teleporter.

      Force of habit made Max and Casey prepare for the worst, but then they realized the three people in front of them were all familiar faces.

      Harold.

      Blake.

      Sarah.

      All former members of the human team at the most recent United Floors Alliance tournament.

      I can’t believe it, Max thought, smiling.

      “Where are you two going in such a rush?” asked Harold. “Need a hand?”
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      Across the city from where Sakura and Elle were imprisoned, the two leaders of the elder council debated the next stage of their plan.

      John Karlson and Edith Brooksmith were practically in unanimous agreement about their goals, but they were splitting hairs on one tiny detail.

      “We should trigger the citywide memory wipe this instant,” said John.

      The memories and history of Zestiris had long been fabricated and manipulated to suit the needs of the city’s government. The controlling of people’s memories had been seen to lead to the general peace and prosperity of the human civilization living in the tower.

      Despite the city’s unification of its two former segregated zones—which the elder council had been totally opposed to—the secrets of Zestiris no longer being on Earth had successfully not disseminated across the larger public.

      But more and more uncomfortable truths were beginning to come out.

      About Zestiris’ past.

      Its founding.

      Knowledge that had to be destroyed.

      “But what about the prisoners?” asked Edith.

      “What about them?” said John. “They’ll lose their memories in the wipe as well. Doesn’t that solve our problem?”

      “That’s true,” said Edith, sighing, “but it’s funny how it’s always the bad apples who end up getting their memories back—like there’s something innate in them. A curiosity that cannot be eliminated, despite the memory wipes.”

      John threw his hands in the air. “So what do you propose we do?”

      A sinister grin formed on Edith’s face.

      “Well, actually, I was thinking we could—”
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        * * *

      

      Elle stared at the ceiling of their prison cell with extreme frustration.

      Everyone was staying quiet, ruminating in their own dirty corner of the awful human cage they’d all been put in.

      I can’t believe we got caught, Elle thought.

      After years of being on the run, escaping the clutches of the climber authorities, they had finally been captured.

      Right at the very moment they had decided to stop running.

      There was a cruel sense of irony to it.

      Stop running. Get caught.

      Still, something didn’t sit right with her. Max had told her that he had acquired temporary immunity for both herself, Winifred, and Kai.

      So why did they then get arrested?

      There were unknown factors that weren’t adding up at the moment.

      All of these thoughts swirling in Elle’s head were frustrating her, but one thing that was currently adding to her irritation, was the woman who had been in the cell before they got there.

      The woman—who looked to be in her thirties—had long black hair and kept staring at Elle, like she was trying to pick a fight or something.

      Eventually, Elle couldn’t take the staring any longer, and took the bait.

      “I’m sorry—do I know you?” Elle asked. “Mind telling me why you won’t stop staring at me?”

      A smirk formed on the lips of the woman across from her.

      “Yeah, I know you,” the woman said, crossing her arms. “Everyone in Zestiris knows you. Elle Rainhart. The Scarlet Demon.”

      “Oh? And you are?”

      “Sakura Sato. Zestiris’ climber president,” the woman replied.

      “More like ex-president,” said Kai.

      “Or rightful former president maybe?” Winifred added. “Are you really an ex-president if you’ve been the victim of a coup? The semantics and logistics are tough on this one.”

      Elle ignored her companions and looked at the woman in front of her in a new light.

      She realized there had been something familiar about her when they had first been put in the cell but Elle hadn’t been able to put her finger on it.

      Elle suddenly felt bad.

      Max had told her a bit about Sakura.

      Max and her were friends.

      “Oh,” said Elle, finally. “You know my brother.”

      “Yeah,” Sakura grinned. “I know your brother. Well enough to know if he’s aware that either one of us is in trouble, he’s going to do everything in his power to save us.”
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      John and Edith of the elder council sipped on cups of tea as they overlooked the city from their boardroom.

      Zestiris was back under their control.

      As it should have always been.

      They had come to an agreement on the next steps of their plan.

      “So we’ll unleash the memory wipe in an hour’s time,” said John Karlson. “What’s our final decision on the prisoners?”

      Their argument had been whether to let the prisoners survive the memory wipe or execute them beforehand.

      They had come to an easy decision.

      Edith smiled a sinister grin composed of tiny tainted yellow teeth.

      “Let’s call our best executioner, shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      Deep in the darkest prison cells of Zestiris echoed strange manic giggling.

      The laughter had driven the other nearby prisoners insane.

      Crazy just like the man who was doing all the giggling in the first place.

      On this bottom floor of the prison was where Zestiris kept the worst violent offenders.

      Some of them were horrible criminals of human descent, but some of them were citizens from other floors.

      The United Floors Alliance tried to keep the worst criminals in their custody separated across the different floors to mitigate the risk of a major breakout.

      And that was how The Toddler, arrested at the most recent United Floors Alliance tournament, had ended up in this dungeon deep in the underground heart of Zestiris.

      They kept him tied in a straitjacket and served him his meal in liquefied form that he could drink out of a long straw.

      The rest of the time he just squirmed and laughed to himself.

      “Does anyone want to play a game with me?” he asked, over and over between the giggles.

      His ears perked up at the sound of footsteps.

      These were new footsteps. Ones he hadn’t heard before.

      Ladylike footsteps that reminded him of Mother.

      Does this new lady want to play with me?

      Eventually, an older woman stood in front of him, and said, “I’ve heard you’re good with cleavers. How about an axe?”

      The Toddler’s eyes widened with excitement.
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        * * *

      

      Elle sat on the floor leaning her head against the bars of the cell.

      She could hear the drip of a leaking pipe somewhere outside their cell.

      She closed her eyes and sighed.

      She was realizing the worst part about being imprisoned wasn’t being trapped or unable to escape.

      No.

      The worst part was the waiting.

      The endless waiting.

      Waiting for something—anything—to happen.

      In this tortuous boredom one latches onto anything—the monotonous drip of a far-off leak, the number of bricks in the wall or tiles on the floor—and then just like that—like a light switch turning on—something happens.

      Footsteps.

      Multiple footsteps.

      People were coming their way.

      Something major was about to happen.

      Suddenly, a chill crept down Elle’s spine as the sounds of a familiar giggle echoed from down the hall.

      She recognized that sickly laugh straightaway.

      She shared a glance with Winifred and Kai.

      They all did.

      “Oh, great,” said Sakura. “Are they bringing another prisoner to join us?”

      Elle shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “They wouldn’t bring him here just to keep us company. Something far worse is about to happen.”

      The echoes of footsteps got louder until standing right in front of them was Edith Brooksmith of the elder council, a set of guards, and a middle-aged man dressed in a one-piece pyjama suit holding a massive executioner’s axe.

      “Long time no see, Elle,” said The Toddler. “Looks like we get to play again one last time!”
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        * * *

      

      Edith directed the guards to open the cell and escort The Toddler inside.

      The homicidal maniac had special wrist guards that debuffed him from using his climber trait.

      As Edith had explained to him beforehand, there were very specific rules to the game they were playing.

      No traits.

      Just a big axe.

      “You’ll earn more points for slicing it right through their neck,” Edith had explained to The Toddler before they had left his cell. “Accuracy is rewarded, messiness will lose you points.”

      The Toddler entered the cell, gripping the large axe with both of his hands with a big smile on his face.

      He looked over his shoulder to Edith.

      “When does the game start?” he asked.

      “As soon as you’d like,” said Edith. “Why don’t you start with the climber president?”

      “Okay!” said The Toddler, cheerfully. He then smiled at the three former members of the Fallen Angels. “I’ll save my friends for last, oh goodie!”

      Before Sakura could even attempt to push them back, the guards tasered her and shot special paralyzing mana whips around her arms and legs.

      “Can’t have you squirming,” said Edith. “That will make it so much harder to clean up the mess afterwards.”

      The guards kicked Sakura to the ground while The Toddler got into position at her side.

      He raised the axe above his head.

      “One clean swipe gets me the most points,” he said, happily.

      The former climber president winced in pain on the ground.

      Edith relished witnessing the woman’s suffering.

      It will be good to get rid of Sakura Sato once and for all, Edith thought. She’s been a thorn in our side since her ascent to the presidency.

      The Toddler gripped the executioner’s axe.

      “Three,” he said.

      “Two...”

      A flicker came from above.

      Someone had broken into the prison cell.

      Impossible! Edith thought.

      Appearing from the ceiling—like an immaterial ghost traveling through the walls—was that damn red-haired boy.

      The Scarlet Demon’s brother.

      Max Rainhart.

      He crashed through the walls and, with a fist composed of powerful crystal dragon skin, he obliterated The Toddler in one single punch.
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      Everyone in the cell was stunned by Max’s sudden arrival.

      He had arrived at the last second.

      He didn’t want to think about what would have happened had he arrived a moment later.

      Thankfully, his plan had worked.

      He had always used his phase-out skill as a way of dodging attacks, but as he was formulating a rescue plan, he realized it also let him slip through structures.

      Sakura, still tied up and squirming on the ground, looked up at Elle.

      “See,” said the woman. “I told you he’d come.”

      There was no time for a pleasant reunion as the two guards in the cell rushed Max.

      He had been able to trigger his trait from the top of the building, but now that he was fully in the prison cell with the debuffing wards on the bars, he could only rely on his fighting prowess.

      Unlike the debuffer in Nightmare City, he couldn’t cancel out the ability off an inanimate object like the prison bars.

      Which was just fine.

      He dodged and unleashed a powerful uppercut into the first guard, followed by a devastating kick into the other guard’s jaw.

      Within seconds, they were knocked out and crumpled on the floor.

      Max quickly untied Sakura and looked at the rest of them.

      “You guys ready to break out of here?”
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        * * *

      

      “Finish them!” Edith yelled, as guards streamed into the cell.

      Edith could not believe her eyes.

      Is this kid so foolish he would try and penetrate this prison on his own?

      Only a fool would think they could break into here and survive.

      “You two,” she said to the remaining guards. “Go get reinforcements.”

      The two guards nodded and rushed down the hall only to get knocked back by a new powerful force.

      Emerging from the other end of the hall were four of the red-haired kid’s companions, including a five-tailed wind fox and a time-manipulating tower god.

      Edith’s eyes widened in disbelief.

      You’ve got to be kidding me.
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        * * *

      

      A full-on brawl had taken over the prison cell.

      Without anyone being able to use any traits from behind the bars, it was all about fighting ability.

      Despite the prison guards’ training, they were no match for the prisoners.

      Sakura elbowed a guard in the face, then grabbed his head and smashed it into another guard.

      Elle leapt in the air doing a spin kick, knocking out another group of guards.

      Kai punched out a guard and looked over his shoulder to Winifred, who was hanging back.

      “Aren’t you going to help?”

      “Have you ever seen me fight before?” she said. “My ghosts handle these types of affairs. I wouldn’t even know where to start. Consider me moral support.”

      “That sounds like laziness to me,” shouted Kai, knocking out another guard.

      Winifred raised her fists half-heartedly and mumbled a cheer, “Go team.”

      Soon all the guards in the cell were nothing but unconscious rag doll-like bodies lying on the floor.

      “Alright,” said Max. “We all good? There’s only one person left to fight.”

      He pointed to the old elder council woman outside the cell.

      “Her.”
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        * * *

      

      Edith was surrounded.

      There were the prisoners exiting the cell and then the four others coming from down the hall.

      “Nine on one, huh?” Edith muttered.

      She may be old but she didn’t rise to the top of the elder council from cunning alone.

      No, she had been a devastatingly powerful climber back in her heyday and she was about to show them who exactly they were messing with.

      She placed her hand on the ground and triggered her A-rank earthbringer trait.

      The whole hall of the prison began to tremble.

      “I’ll cave us all in, you fools!” she cackled.

      Edith decided if she was going down, she was going to take all of these wretched fools with her.

      Just as she was using all her power and energy to manipulate the environment around her, The Scarlet Demon stepped out from her prison cell.

      Her eyes glowed red.

      The Scarlet Demon’s hand stretched out and then her arm mutated into a fearsome-looking spear.

      The rogue climber thrust her arm forward, sending the spear deep into Edith’s stomach.

      “Urgh,” Edith groaned.

      The old woman felt her power drain from her.

      Her earth magic had stopped working, canceled out by the overriding pain taking over her entire body.

      She looked down to see the demonic spear rip itself out from the hole it had formed in her stomach.

      The elder council woman fell to her knees.

      The Scarlet Demon walked over and loomed above her.

      Edith’s eyes trembled at the sight.

      She had always feared that this day might come, when she had to face her darkest worst decisions.

      So many of her previous actions had always been in service of making sure this moment never came to be.

      But she had failed.

      The Scarlet Demon thrust her mutated spear into the old woman once more, drawing out the woman’s pain.

      “That’s for the miserable childhood, you hag,” spat Elle.

      The old woman fell over.

      Edith Brooksmith—one half of the evil elder council—had been defeated once and for all.
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      “That’s one elder council member down,” said Kai. “Only one more to go.”

      As Edith bled to death on the floor, she giggled to herself.

      “You’re not even close to defeating us,” she laughed. “None of this matters, don’t you see? The citywide memory wipe will go off any moment now and then you won’t remember anything at all. Once in that blank state, they’ll execute all of you then. All you’ve done has prolonged the inevitable.”

      And with that, life faded from the horrible woman’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      In the top boardroom of the elder council building, John Karlson overlooked the city that was soon to be under his total control.

      Two underlings behind him were working on the final preparations for the memory wipe device.

      “It’s all ready, sir,” said one.

      Perfect, John Karlson thought, grinning to himself.

      “What are you waiting for?” said John, not even turning around to face those he was speaking to. “Start the process.”

      “Right away, sir,” said the other underling.

      The two technicians got to work and a minute later, declared, “The process has begun, sir. The memory wipe will only take a second to work, but the charge time is about twenty minutes. Once it’s charged, all you’ll have to do is press a button.”

      “Good,” the elder council leader replied.

      He stared out at the city and smiled.

      It was time to undo all the chaos that had been brought about.

      Restore the status quo.

      Restore the order of things.

      Everything would be resolved after twenty more minutes.
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        * * *

      

      Max exited the prison building and out into the afternoon sun of Zestiris.

      His eyes squinted at the bright daylight after having spent time in the dark windowless prison.

      “We gotta get across town and stop the memory wipe,” said Harold.

      Max nodded in agreement. The stakes couldn’t be higher right now. Their very understanding of reality could be undone in any moment, stripping them of their memories, their feelings, and their relationships to one another.

      As much as there were memories that Max happily wished he could forget, there were so many more that he wanted to keep.

      The sacrifice of his painful memories for those he cherished just simply wasn’t worth it.

      He couldn’t bear the thought of losing his memories of Casey, Sakura, Harold and the rest.

      Even the painful memories he shared with Elle meant something to him, from overcoming the hurt to bringing her back to introducing her to Casey.

      He didn’t want to forget any of it.

      The elder council had to be stopped, he thought, gritting his teeth.

      “Do we know where they’re doing it?” asked Blake.

      “They’ll be initiating the wipe from the elder council building for sure,” Sakura answered. “It’s just a matter of getting all the way across the city as quickly as possible.”

      Max and Casey exchanged a look with each other.

      “Don’t worry,” said Casey. “We got a lot of options.”

      She then materialized her paper origami wings and jumped into the air, floating just above the group.

      Max triggered dragon mecha-mode. The clear diamond-like plating, overtook his body, and with the power of dragons coursing through him he flew into the air, joining Casey.

      Elle was next, sprouting demon wings from beneath her shoulder blades and jumping into the air.

      The three climbers with flight abilities looked down to the rest of them.

      “We’ll see you guys there, yeah?”

      With that, the three of them shot forth through the sky towards the elder council headquarters.
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        * * *

      

      John Karlson was pacing back and forth across the room.

      His heart raced with excitement as he counted the seconds until his takeover of the entire city.

      Only ten more minutes, he thought eagerly to himself.

      He was just about to start daydreaming about his first acts as the new leader of Zestiris when he spotted a tiny fleck in the sky.

      It was too low to be a plane and too big to be simply a bird.

      He soon realized what he was seeing.

      So it won’t be as easy as I hoped, he thought. It doesn’t matter, we’ve prepared for such a scenario.

      He went and pressed a special security button.

      A powerful steel grate with mana engravings began to descend from the ceiling and cover the windows.

      He sighed with relief when the defense system had completely sealed him in.

      He checked his watch and smiled.

      Five more minutes now, John thought.

      They’ll never get through the defenses in time.

      John wiped sweat from his brow and kept his eyes on his watch.

      He felt a huge thump from outside the boardroom.

      It’s futile you fools, he thought.

      The steel grating was engraved with enough mana to handle the worst monster-wave imaginable. He couldn’t see how a couple of B-rankers would be able to break through.

      Suddenly, a giant blast went off, and a huge demonic meteor broke through the steel grating.

      Sunlight shone through the now open passage into the boardroom.

      How the heck did they manage that? John thought, trembling.

      He considered the red-haired boy. The kid would have never been able to break through the defenses. He must have quickly borrowed his friend’s airbringer trait and his sister’s demon-mode and fused them together to make—

      Hold on a minute, John thought. That meteor ability would need something else.

      That was when John realized that the final ingredient to the demonic meteor blast was his colleague Edith’s earthbringer trait.

      So they got to you, Edith, the man thought sadly.

      John’s thoughts were cut off by the entrance of the intruders, flying through the open hole in the board room.

      “Stop right there,” said the trio of fighters.

      John gulped at the sight.

      Now that’s a mighty trio, John thought.

      The Sky Angel.

      The Scarlet Demon.

      And The God-Killer.

      All working together, no less.
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      John Karlson faced down the three intruders.

      All three of them stared at him with hostility.

      “It’s done,” said the red-haired boy. “Stop this madness at once.”

      John snickered.

      These fools, he thought. They really think they’ve outmanoeuvred me, just by showing up, huh?

      John stretched out his arms and said, “Come, try and take me on.”

      They jerked towards him, only to freeze and squirm. They were paralyzed.

      They groaned as they tried to fight against John’s trait.

      “What have you done to us?” said the red-haired boy, between gritted teeth.

      “All that power you three wield,” John snickered, “lost in a second. You’re bound to me now. For my trait is a special form of telekinetic mind control. Your bodies will now do whatever it is I command.”
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        * * *

      

      Max squirmed.

      He was trapped in his own body.

      All three of them were.

      “I can’t believe you fools really believed you could stop us,” John said, shaking his head. “You’ll pay for your sins in the new Zestiris in a matter of minutes. First, I’ll have you tortured in the worst prison cells and then when you beg for it to end, I’ll torture you some more. Only when you’re numb shells of your former selves will you finally be executed.”

      Max trembled.

      We need to break free, he thought. But how?

      Then the answer came to him in his profile.

      
        
        Would you like to add telekinetic mind control to your arsenal? Yes/no?

      

      

      Max grinned.

      Is that a rhetorical question? he joked to himself, before triggering the new ability.

      Since his mimic trait doubled the power of borrowed abilities, he was now able to completely override John’s control of his body, and regain autonomy over himself.

      Max stayed in the same position; however, he didn’t want John to know he’d regained control.

      Before he had a chance to surprise attack the leader of the elder council, John snickered, “You think I don’t notice my loss of control over you, you weak little boy?”

      Suddenly, Elle and Casey turned towards Max.

      “Uh oh,” said Max. “What are you two doing?”

      Max could see the horror in their eyes as John sent both his sister and his girlfriend to kill him on the older man’s behalf.

      The two women’s fists smashed into each other right as Max triggered shadow blink, reappearing a few meters away.

      This isn’t good, Max thought.

      The old man was going to try and make them kill each other.

      “I see,” said John. “You’ll be able to tiptoe away from your friends just as you’ve managed to squirm your way out of so many of our schemes. But how will your sister and girlfriend fare when I have them kill each other?”

      Elle and Casey turned towards one another.

      Elle’s hand mutated into an executioner’s axe.

      She then lifted it up in the air.

      One swoop and the mutant demon arm would slice Casey in half.

      This is bad, Max thought, watching the horrific scene unfold.

      I need to think of something fast.
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        * * *

      

      John relished the scene happening in front of him.

      He was going to make that damn red-haired boy watch his own sister murder his girlfriend.

      “Enjoy the show,” he laughed.

      The man then commanded Elle.

      “Kill the fake-vein airbringer girl!”

      But nothing happened.

      The Scarlet Demon didn’t react.

      What’s going on? John grimaced. Why isn’t she murdering the girl?

      He tried to lift his finger up to point at whom he wanted killed, only to find himself frozen in place.

      The Scarlet Demon then turned her head towards him, smirking.

      As did The Sky Angel.

      Finally, smiling across the hall was The God Killer.

      “You have a cool trait, John,” said Max. “Too bad, at double the power, my version of it is better than yours.”

      Impossible, John sneered. No one has ever broken through my telekinetic control before!

      Suddenly, John’s arms jerked in front of him and then his hands lifted up to his neck.

      “What are you doing?” he squirmed.

      John’s own hands suddenly gripped his throat, squeezing down tightly, cutting off his ability to breathe.

      The man squirmed as his body fought for air that wasn’t coming.

      Max didn’t waste any time and focused on destroying the memory wipe device, whipping his lightning flail at the machine, breaking it in a single blow.

      With the machine destroyed, he finally let out an exhausted breath as the emergency crisis was truly over.

      He then looked to Casey and then Elle.

      His sister sighed and mustered a faint smile. “Home sweet home, huh?”

      After decades of secret experiments and nefarious deeds, the elder council—the rotten core of Zestiris—had finally been completely expunged.
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      After beating John Karlson and subsequently destroying the memory wipe device, a fleeting moment of calm was felt across Zestiris.

      Kai and Winifred were given dormitory rooms in the climber’s guild hall, while Elle officially moved in with Max.

      “You can have my room,” Max said. “I’ll sleep on the couch until I get us a bigger place.”

      “You’re making the assumption that I want to continue living with you, big bro,” laughed Elle. “You know my formerly successful life of crime means I could very much purchase a place of my own, if I wanted too.”

      Max’s face suddenly turned serious.

      “Speaking of your former life,” he said. “Are you ready for tomorrow?”

      Tomorrow afternoon was Elle’s official pardoning ceremony.

      “I’m as ready as I can be,” she said, but then looked down to the floor forlornly. “I’m just worried everyone else won’t be.”

      Before Max could say something to comfort her, Elle quickly changed the subject, and they moved onto lighter conversation.

      They would just have to wait until tomorrow to see how things went.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, a temporary auditorium—with a stage, podium, and seats—was set up in the main hall of the Zestiris’ climber’s guild building.

      Climbers slowly trickled in, taking their seats, and gathering for the special pardoning ceremony.

      Whispers of shock and disbelief spread across the human climber community when it became known that the infamous Scarlet Demon was going to get a pardon.

      Two climbers who were not surprised were Kai and Winifred, who chose to take their seats at the back of the auditorium.

      They were two rogue climbers who were not receiving an official pardoning ceremony and figured it was best that they keep a low profile at the back.

      “How come we’re not getting pardoned?” asked Kai. “We helped out against the elder council people, right? Don’t we deserve some recognition?”

      “We have been recognized,” said Winifred. “We’ve been given ‘clearance,’ which pretty much amounts to the same thing as a pardon. Unlike a pardon, however, it doesn’t create any diplomatic tensions with other floors. Elle is one of their own former citizens so it’s appropriate for them to be the final judge on her status as a rogue climber.”

      Kai whistled. “I still can’t believe after so many years, we’re actually working for the bad guys.”

      Winifred looked at him, quizzically. “No, I think we may have been the bad guys and now we’re working for the good guys.”

      Kai waved his hand as if he’d never heard something so ridiculous in his entire life.

      “Tomayto, tomahto.”

      They both quieted down a second later as the guild hall’s lights dimmed and the climber president, Sakura Sato, made her way onto the stage.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Elle stood near the podium waiting to be called upon.

      Her stomach felt like it was twisting itself into knots. She was also bewildered by the fact that she desperately needed to go to the bathroom, despite having gone only a few minutes before.

      As Sakura gave her introductory remarks, Elle kept thinking the same thing over and over again.

      I’m not meant to be here. I’m not meant to be here. I’m not meant to be here.

      She looked across the crowd.

      Someone looked at her suspiciously, while another person caught her eye and looked away with fear.

      These people don’t want me here.

      They think I’m a monster, just like the scientists who tortured me as a child.

      So many parts of her were screaming to run away.

      Elle then saw Max, smiling at her through the crowd.

      She suddenly felt a brief sense of relief.

      You can do this, Elle, she said to herself. You can do this.

      At that very moment, Sakura said, “I’d now like to welcome Elle Rainhart to the stage.”

      The brief flutter of renewed confidence completely disappeared as soon as Sakura called her name.

      Elle pushed the terror and stage fright away and walked up towards Sakura and the podium.

      There’s no turning back now, she thought.

      The crowd applauded as she walked across the stage towards Sakura.

      They don’t know what’s about to happen, Elle said to herself. Or they’ve been paid to clap. They wouldn’t be this friendly if they knew what this event was really about.

      Sakura smiled at Elle and then continued her speech.

      “I’ve asked this young lady onto the stage today for many reasons,” said Sakura. “Most of all, Zestiris owes her an apology. An apology that cannot hope to cure the trauma and suffering inflicted on her by the hands of bad actors working in Zestiris’ name. We offer her an apology because it’s one of the few things we can do. We offer her an apology as a means of atoning for our sins and the parts of our history that we’d rather leave forgotten.”

      Sakura continued to look at Elle with warmth and kindness as she spoke.

      “And sometimes apologies aren’t enough and that’s why today I’m offering Elle Rainhart more than an apology. I’m even offering her more than an official pardon. Today I’m officially retroactively removing her rogue climber status, because in an ideal world she should have never become one in the first place and that fault lies with us, not her.”

      Elle’s chest swelled with emotion and tears began to form in her eyes.

      There was still a part of her who couldn’t truly believe this was actually happening.

      Sakura then pulled something out of her pocket. A ruby-colored badge with the letter “A” engraved on it.

      “Finally, I’d like to present this official A-rank climber badge to Elle making her an official Zestiris climber,” said Sakura, beaming down at her. “That is, if she accepts it?”

      Elle’s heart thumped against her chest.

      She nodded her head and Sakura came over and gently pinned the badge to her shirt.

      As she did so, more tears formed in Elle’s eyes just as they formed in Sakura’s as well.

      Sakura then grabbed her hand. They then walked to the front of the podium for everyone to see them standing tall and proud together.

      Even in that moment, Elle still believed she was about to look out to a sea of faces that would be horrified by her and see her as a monster—just as so many people had done throughout her entire life.

      But those internalized beliefs and self-doubts were shattered in an instant.

      Everyone in the crowd clapped and cheered.

      They weren’t horrified by her at all.

      They were welcoming her as one of their own.

      Elle’s face glowed with a big beautiful smile even as the tears rolled down her cheeks.

      After so many years of feeling lost, Elle Rainhart finally felt like she had done the impossible and had found her way back home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Following Elle’s pardoning ceremony, a group of friends went to a nearby burger restaurant to celebrate.

      They shared a meal together sitting around a large table and then afterwards began to spread out all over the restaurant into smaller groups.

      Blake was ordering a piña colada at the bar. He turned to Sakura and asked, “Do you want anything, babe?”

      Sakura’s face went red and her eyebrows shot up with disbelief. She took a deep sigh, trying to stay composed as she replied to the man beside her. “Blake, we are out in public and I am the climber president, so maybe, DON’T CALL ME BABE!!!”

      Blake’s eyes widened with a deer-in-headlights look that clearly said: I hope I’m not about to die.

      “Um, okay,” he said. “Would you like anything?”

      “I’d like a pint of ale, because that’s what a true climber drinks,” she huffed.

      Blake’s piña colada arrived at that very moment and he happily took a long sip out of the swirly straw that came with it.

      “You wouldn’t be saying that,” he said, smiling, “if you just tasted this deliciousness.”

      As they continued to banter back and forth, Blake couldn’t help but notice where Max and Casey were sitting talking with others, that beneath the table they were holding hands.

      He looked back to Sakura and said, “Do you think one day we’ll ever be able to be like that?”

      Sakura blushed at the sincerity of Blake’s question.

      She looked him right in the eye, her eyes sparkling with affection. “One day.”

      Blake was so overcome with happiness, he pursed his lips to kiss Sakura only for her to go stark raving mad again, “WE’RE IN PUBLIC YOU MANIAC!”
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        * * *

      

      Max sat at a table, holding Casey’s hand, while catching up with his sister.

      “How are you feeling now that you’re an official Zestiris climber?” Casey grinned.

      Elle blushed and took a sip of the banana milkshake she had ordered with her burger.

      “It felt so weird to be on that stage,” Elle admitted.

      She then looked down at the official tower climber badge and smiled.

      “But it feels really right to be wearing a tower climber badge, just like my big bro.”

      Max grinned.

      He felt overcome with happiness. He was with his girlfriend, his sister, and everyone else he cared for.

      So much of what he’d been working and striving towards could be boiled down to this very moment. All he had ever truly wanted was to be able to share these wonderful moments with the people he loved.

      Their conversation was interrupted by a commotion at the bar.

      “This is ridiculous!” shouted Kai.

      Winifred and Sarah were holding the former rogue climber back.

      “You’re underage, buddy,” said the bartender. “What did you expect to happen!?”

      “They don’t have these rules elsewhere!” shouted Kai.

      “Well they do here,” said Winifred, pulling the boy back.

      Max, Casey, and Elle erupted into laughter at the scene in front of them.
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        * * *

      

      An hour or so later, Sakura found herself standing outside the restaurant by herself.

      The group of climbers had moved the tables and started doing karaoke, singing horrifically and dancing equally horrifically.

      She watched the sun setting across the city.

      She felt a headache coming on.

      If she weren’t climber president, she would probably go home that instant, run a hot bath and relax with Climber Romance Volume 54.

      But, sadly, her position did not allow her to behave in such a way.

      She’d have to go back to her office any minute now and get back to work.

      She heard footsteps behind her and, assuming it was Blake, almost found her temper rising and her thoughts racing to bark at him.

      I really need to be nicer to that deranged man, she thought. I don’t know what he sees in me.

      But when she turned around, she realized it wasn’t Blake, but Harold Swiftstriker.

      The wizened S-ranker and tower god and former merchant of antiquated goods.

      “It’s hard to believe the elder council is finally gone, huh?” he said.

      Sakura smirked. “You’re telling me.”

      “And yet despite a massive crisis being averted,” sighed Harold, “why don’t I feel great about it?”

      “I know exactly what you mean,” said Sakura, considering the problem of Nicolas Adler becoming the tower god-king. “It seems the younger ones aren’t as preoccupied by it.”

      “Oh they will be,” said Harold. “All of us will.”

      “It’s crazy to think that even while it was happening, the elder council’s attempted takeover of Zestiris, was always the least of our worries.”

      It was like they had destroyed a threatening meteor only to live long enough to see the entire sun explode.

      They had won the battle.

      But what about the war—the one that still went unspoken and undeclared—that loomed ahead of them?

      That was still to be determined.
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      On floor-99 of the tower, Nicolas Adler sat on his throne, relishing his newly acquired power and station.

      He felt the surge of increased mana and energy filling him up. He could sense new abilities and boons being unlocked within his climber profile.

      He grinned as he thought about it all.

      Nicolas Adler was now the tower god-king tower god-king, the ruler of the entire tower.

      Despite this, however, he wasn’t as wholly satisfied as he thought he was going to be. Becoming tower god-king was only the preliminary first step in a much larger plan.

      But already there was a slight hiccup.

      He had been under the impression that he should have received a wish for having reached the top of the tower.

      And yet no wish was forthcoming.

      The frustration and disappointment was enough for Adler to leap off his throne and wander the open blue-sky cloud realm that was floor-99.

      Where is this granter of wishes then? he thought, as he looked around the environment with narrowed suspicious eyes. Where is this god or goddess of the tower? The being that exists above SSS-ranked?

      He started to wonder if perhaps it was all just a myth. A fairy-tale. A children’s bedtime story.

      There was no wish granted at the top of the tower.

      The lack of wish was troubling, but in the scheme of things, it didn’t really matter.

      It wouldn’t stop him from going ahead with his plans.

      He returned to his throne and snapped his fingers at one of his underlings.

      “What has happened in the tower since my ascension?” he asked.

      “According to our reports, sir,” said the underling, “since your ascension, there have been at least eleven coup attempts across the floors, multiple rebellions, a few assassinations, and more. As you predicted, your ascension has caused rumblings throughout the tower.”

      It was exactly as he had expected. He hadn’t yet made any major moves as tower god-king because he figured his ascension would cause enough chaos, he could just sit back and let his enemies kill each other first.

      “And what were the results of all the bloodshed?” Adler asked.

      “Ultimately, no major powers were overtaken, but a few powerful climbers did die in the process. There is no doubt in my mind, that the powers that be across the floors are deeply shaken up and on edge.”

      Nicolas Adler smirked. “Good. Now we can set the real plan in motion.”

      He then materialized a special set of powerful gloves that were one of a kind.

      He had created them using some of the rarest materials found through the tower.

      The gloves were known as Reality Weavers.

      And their power was immense.

      Wearing the gloves in both hands, he lifted up his arms and started to snap his fingers.

      The simple gesture would unleash terror across all the alliance-led floors of the tower.
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        * * *

      

      On floor-30, Tiberius just finished his five hundredth push-up that morning, when the door to his training gym burst open.

      It was one of the manatech engineers that he was partnered with.

      Most soldier-class Caesarians had an engineer partner who worked on improving their armor and weaponry for the field of battle.

      “Tiberius,” said the engineer, pale-faced. “I think you need to come see this. Something very strange is happening outside.”

      Tiberius winced at the man with suspicion.

      He had been originally planning to treat himself with a round of SweetBursters on his PlayDudeAdvanced as a reward for his morning workout before this odd interruption.

      Tiberius got onto his feet and sighed.

      “This better be seriously grave,” he said to the engineer.

      He walked by the engineer and towards the window in the hall.

      A few others were huddled nearby, pointing at something beyond.

      Tiberius had to squeeze his way through to get a glimpse at what was causing all the commotion.

      His eyes widened as he caught sight of it.

      He couldn’t believe it. He felt an uncomfortable terror fill his body.

      He’d never seen such a thing before.

      In the middle of the blue sky was a large purple crack—almost like a scar or a tear in a piece of clothing.

      Tiberius had a very strong feeling he wasn’t going to get a break to play SweetBursters any time soon.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, on floor-7 of the tower, U’lopp of the frog-folk was playing with some of the young frog-folk children from his village.

      He hopped from one lily pad to another, chasing after a little boy.

      “I’m going to get you,” he said theatrically, as he chased after the little kid.

      The group of them were playing lily pad tag and U’lopp had the unenviable position of being “it.”

      He knew the kids liked being chased more than doing the chasing and so he was happy to indulge them.

      Except the little boy in front of him had suddenly stopped hopping across the lily pads.

      “I’m going to catch you!” U’lopp roared.

      But the boy had stopped moving.

      He noticed from the corner of his eye that all the kids had stopped running and screaming and laughing.

      They’d all gone quiet and were looking up to the sky.

      U’lopp then stopped running on the lily pad he was floating on and looked up as well.

      A large purple portal lay across the sky like a gash of flesh torn open.

      “What’s that U’lopp?” asked the boy he had just been chasing.

      U’lopp looked up with awe and horror, and couldn’t help thinking the exact same question the little one was asking him.
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        * * *

      

      Elsewhere in the tower, on floor-10, Queen Violet sat on the throne of Elestria, sighing as two of her subjects argued in front of her.

      Two of the strongest climbers in her army were bickering over a girl.

      “When Sarah comes to visit she’ll be staying at my family’s manor,” shouted Will.

      “Unacceptable!” Oliver yelled back.

      Violet was bored of their bickering and slightly outraged that they would bring this dilemma into her throne room.

      Will thrust his arm out and pointed a finger at his friend and rival.

      “There’s only one way to settle this,” he said. “I challenge you to a—”

      The doors of the throne burst open and in walked Trenton, captain of the royal guards.

      “Your highness,” he shouted. “A situation has arisen outside. If you would please take a look from your western window.”

      Violet’s eyes woke up from the half-slumber her two subjects had lulled her into and turned to look out the window.

      Ripped across the very fabric of the sky was a large purple portal.

      Violet’s eyes widened.

      The sight in itself was cause for alarm, but then it got worse.

      Much worse.

      The clawed talon of a demonic harpy appeared from within the scar and then flew out from it, followed by more harpies, and impish shadow crawlers.

      They were under attack.
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        * * *

      

      The climber’s guild hall was in chaos.

      Clerks were running to and fro across the hall, receiving messages from different floors and embassies across the alliance floors of the tower.

      “Portal Cove’s been hit,” said one.

      “So has the cat-folk capital,” said another.

      Sakura ignored most of the noise from the clerks behind her, keeping focused on the large purple portal in the middle of the sky.

      “Message all climbers to come to the hall for an emergency mission,” Sakura declared.

      Monsters began flying out from the portal in the sky.

      They didn’t stop flowing out.

      “This is a never before seen event,” Sakura said, gravely. “An emergency situation on a huge order of magnitude.”

      Her eyes bulged at the sight of the monsters crawling out of the portal.

      Before this very moment, she didn’t think such an event could be possible, but she had to face reality.

      They all did.

      They were about to face the first ever S-rank monster-wave.
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      On floor-99, Nicolas Adler observed the chaos he was creating all across the tower from an array of mana screens.

      He laughed at all the pain and suffering, relishing in his power and control over the many different worlds of the tower.

      Everything is going to plan, he thought.

      His ascent to the throne of the tower god-king had been a long calculated event and he was finally getting to enjoy everything coming together, all the pieces falling into place.

      He turned to one of his underlings and snapped his fingers, “Bring Octavius to me.”

      The underling nodded and hurried off.

      A few moments later, an old skinny Caesarian man with faded golden eyes and horns and a long greasy gray ponytail stepped into the cloud palace of the tower god-king.

      “You called upon me, your highness?”

      Nicolas Adler grinned.

      Octavius was one of the deadliest allies in his new band of enforcers.

      “Stage one of the plan is complete,” Adler said. “The floors are all distracted. This is the perfect opportunity for stage two. Go do as we planned. I will as well.”

      Octavius grinned and then nodded his head.

      “As you wish.”

      The deadly man then turned away and headed out of the cloud palace.

      Octavius went to attend to some unfinished business down on floor-30.
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        * * *

      

      The Caesarian emperor paced his throne room.

      The screams of terror and agony echoed from the city streets all the way to his protected room.

      The emperor grimaced at the sounds.

      I’ve done everything I can do, he told himself. I’ve sent the orders to the soldier-classes, the defense engineers, and everyone else who can fight the monsters to go out and battle the new threat. The citizens have been ordered to hide in their cellars. All we can do now is wait.

      Screeches and hisses of monsters echoed from outside.

      The soldier-class Caesarians were clearly doing their job, slaying the violent creatures threatening their lives.

      The screams suddenly got louder.

      The emperor turned towards the door of his throne room.

      Have the monsters breached the palace? he wondered.

      He shook his head.

      He couldn’t believe that.

      Two guards were stationed outside the doors of the throne room and the emperor called for them.

      No one replied.

      The emperor felt a pit form in his stomach.

      The doors to his throne room slid open.

      The emperor looked in terror at who had stepped into his chambers.

      It was far worse than any of the monsters attacking the city.

      It was a monster from Caesaria’s past.

      A monster of their own creation.

      Stepping over the dead bodies of the soldiers he had just killed was none other than the rogue climber known as Octavius the Strangler.

      “Happy to see me, emperor?”
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        * * *

      

      Octavius grinned at the Caesarian emperor.

      The emperor stumbled backwards, clearly shocked at the sight of the dangerous criminal climber standing before him.

      “Were you not expecting to see me, dear emperor?”

      Caesaria had been hunting down Octavius for decades now, ever since he murdered the majority of the human team at The United Floors Alliance so many years ago.

      He had killed over fifty different assassins the emperor had sent after him.

      Most of them were some of Caesaria’s best and brightest.

      A few mercenaries as well when the emperor got desperate.

      “All that trouble sending people after me,” said Octavius, “And look, I’ve shown up right at your door.”

      The emperor took another step backward, moving away from Octavius as he approached.

      “Guards,” the emperor yelled. “Guards! Help! Anyone!”

      Octavius grinned.

      “No one’s coming,” said the man. “I strangled all your guards to death. It’s just you and me now, emperor.”

      The leader of Caesaria reached for a decorative spear from a suit of armor.

      “It’s not worth it,” said Octavius. “You’re already caught.”

      The emperor’s eyes bulged and suddenly he caught the sheen of the tiny mana threads all around him.

      Octavius began to pull on the thread, pulling against the emperor’s throat, slowly suffocating the man.

      The emperor gagged, and then teetered over onto the floor.

      Standing over the dead emperor, Octavius materialized one of the new god-king’s inter-floor communication devices.

      “Alright, boss,” said Octavius into the device. “I’ve succeeded on my end, what about you?”
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        * * *

      

      A group of powerful rogue climbers gathered in a dark and mysterious cave on floor-77.

      They all kept their faces hidden beneath the hoods of their cloaks, which were composed entirely of black feathers.

      “We’re gathered here today,” said one of The Fallen Angels, “to discuss what plans we have against our defectors, The Scarlet Demon and her two companions.”

      “We must hunt them down and kill them before they reveal any of our secrets,” said one.

      Others murmured in agreement.

      “We are also no longer obligated to hunt down Nicolas Adler which was one of The Scarlet Demon’s main objectives,” said another. “We can potentially turn to him as an ally. His murdering of the tower god-king suggests he might be more in line with us than we realize.”

      Just as others were about to speak there was a flutter of movement and suddenly someone cried, “INTRUDER!”

      The shadowy cloaks flickered and turned to see an old grizzled human man barge into their lair.

      The man threw a spear and obliterated one of The Fallen Angels in a single hit.

      “So I guess Nicolas Adler isn’t an ally of ours then?” hissed one. “Kill him!”

      The Fallen Angels attacked Nicolas Adler on mass.

      The man triggered his trait over and over again.

      A fire-based fighter came at him and the man composed a powerful S-rank water gun within seconds to neutralize the man’s power.

      The gush of water knocked The Fallen Angel into a wall and held him there as the water suffocated the man to death.

      And on it went like this, Adler crafting new items perfect for the occasion as the powerful terrorist cell came at him with everything they had.

      This was why Nicolas Adler was so legendary.

      Why he had been given the name The Arcane Crafter.

      That was his unique trait: the ability to craft anything.

      He could combine things together instantaneously to create new items.

      With such a skill, he was unstoppable.

      As he loomed over the final remaining Fallen Angel who was slowly dying in his own puddle of blood, Nicolas Adler smirked.

      “You can’t beat me,” he laughed. “Not just because I’m stronger than you, but because I’m smarter than you as well.”

      The S-ranker then looked around the hideout of the rogue climbers and the rare glittering mineral that surrounded him.

      He grinned.

      The floors were all in chaos.

      The Caesarian emperor was dead.

      The Fallen Angels were no more.

      This is truly my tower now.
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      Meanwhile, on floor-4, a young woman named Emily Hillside ran across the city, clutching onto her newborn baby.

      She had just gone out for a stroll in the park when a horrific purple portal had appeared in the sky and monsters began descending upon the city en masse.

      It’s not supposed to happen this way, she kept saying to herself. There are rules. The climber’s guild is supposed to warn us when a monster-wave is about to happen.

      She turned down one corner only to come to a screeching halt.

      A trio of blue-skinned ogres rushed towards her.

      She spun around and went the other way only to confront demon centaurs galloping in her direction as well.

      How am I going to escape? she thought.

      She ran back the way she came only to face a sight even more terrifying than the monsters she was escaping from.

      A shadow grew over her as the collapsing skyscraper came tumbling down towards her and her baby about to crush them both.

      Emily did the only thing she could and clutched her baby and pulled him into her chest, hoping her body would somehow protect the newborn from the destruction about to collapse onto them both.
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        * * *

      

      In a different section of the city, Osmond was running from a nasty and gigantic demon spider.

      His heart raced and his throat burned.

      Don’t look back, he kept saying to himself. Whatever you do, don’t look back!

      He was simultaneously terrified and furious.

      “What’s going on?” he screamed as other terrified citizens scurried in all different directions around him. “Does the bloody government and its climbers do nothing for us!?”

      He turned a corner, hoping the spider might lose its focus on him, but it scurried right after him.

      The demon spider was disturbingly persistent.

      Suddenly, Osmond tripped and fell to the ground.

      Oh no, he thought.

      He tried to pull himself up, but he realized he had been caught in something.

      He turned back and saw a powerful white spider web had latched onto his right leg.

      He was trapped.

      The demon spider crawled closer and closer.

      The spider towered over him, its multiple eyes glistening down on the man, eager to feast upon Osmond’s flesh.

      Right as the spider lunged its mouth forward to take its first bite, a burst of blood blasted on Osmond’s face instead.

      He blinked with horror.

      The demon spider had been completely split in half by a wind katana.

      “What was that you said about climbers?” said the girl, hovering in the air with the white wings of an angel.
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        * * *

      

      Emily Hillside opened her eyes.

      Her young baby boy managed to smile up at her.

      He had no recognition of all the terror happening around them.

      Emily had been expecting death and yet it hadn’t arrived.

      In which case, she thought, what the heck just happened?

      She looked up and saw the building hadn’t collapsed on her and her baby boy.

      Instead, a wondrous young man in crystal-scaled armor, floated in the air, holding up the massive skyscraper all on his own.

      Her eyes widened in amazement.

      Incredible, she thought.

      This young man saved her life.

      Saved her baby’s life.

      What power.

      What strength.

      The young man was absolutely incredible.

      She even recognized him. She knew who he was.

      She then looked down to her beautiful baby boy, still smiling wide-eyed up at her.

      In that moment, she had finally decided on the name for her son.

      From that day on, her boy would go by the name of Max, after the young man who had saved their lives.
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      Sakura stood on top of a skyscraper with a whole team around her.

      They were a roving command center, trying to get a handle on the emergency situation.

      A clerk ran up to her.

      “98% of the citizens have now been cleared from the streets,” said the clerk. “They’re residing in buildings that were able to get their defensive wards operating the fastest.”

      “Good,” said the climber president. “Let’s gather the remaining 2% and get them to safety, yeah? I want to limit the casualties as much as we can. Have we gathered any more intel on the portal itself?”

      The clerk shook his head.

      “Not yet,” said the clerk. “And worse, we believe the monsters aren’t just emerging from the portal in the sky, but elsewhere in the city. Overwhelming numbers of monsters are coming from the furthest outskirts of the outer-rim.”

      Sakura felt a pit in her stomach form.

      Oh no, she thought. It couldn’t be possible, could it?

      She shook the idea away.

      She didn’t have time to focus on hypotheticals right now. She needed to stay focused on what they did know and that was the fact that they were facing the deadliest monster-wave this city had ever seen.

      “Alright,” Sakura yelled. “With the majority of the citizenry now safe, we need to switch from defense to offense. Let everyone know, we’re going to beat back this wave! C’mon!”
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        * * *

      

      Wielding his dragon sword, Max sliced a giant ogre in half, guts falling out of the monster’s now open stomach.

      The fallen ogre quickly dematerialized on the ground and Max pocketed the newly formed monster core.

      He then ran to catch up with his companions.

      Everyone he had fought alongside the elder council’s coup attempt was there.

      “Sakura has just given the order,” said Sarah, standing beside Casey. “We need to drive back the monster-wave, so we can figure out where the other spawn points the monsters are coming from.”

      “They’re not just coming from the portal in the sky?” Elle asked.

      “According to Sakura—no,” Sarah answered promptly.

      Winifred lifted her hand as if she wanted to speak, but then quickly brought it back down again, deciding against it.

      Max was the only one who seemed to notice the small act of awkwardness.

      It must be weird for everyone, he thought.

      Winifred and Sarah had faced each other in a devastating fight at The United Floors Alliance tournament a few months back—and now they were expected to fight alongside each other as allies.

      It must feel strange, Max figured.

      But he was happy to have Elle and her crew on side, especially right now.

      As Max was lost in thought, he was suddenly made aware that everyone was looking at him, waiting for a command.

      He gulped.

      “If we’re going to find the other spawn points,” Max began, “we’re going to have to do more than just push the monster-wave back, we’re going to have to separate and push them back on as many different fronts as possible. Pair up, if you need to. Otherwise, move out!”

      With that, squads were quickly formed and everyone headed in separate directions to fight back against the deadly horde of monsters.
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        * * *

      

      Casey charged down the street in her five-tail wind fox form.

      She tore apart demon goblins and frost giants, ripping into their flesh with her deadly fox’s snout.

      She quickly whipped her tail, unleashing a gust of wind, sending the bone composition of a skeletal shaman in hundreds of different directions; she stomped on the shaman’s skull for good measure as well, just to be safe.

      Still no sign of a spawn point, she thought as she stared down the swarm of monsters filling the streets. Just need to keep pushing forward.

      At that very moment, the portal in the sky suddenly spat out multiple pink globules, one of which crash landed right in front of Casey.

      She leapt back and prepared herself for a deadly fight, taking in the newest monster arrival.

      At first, the creature on the ground was nothing other than a puddle of pink glop.

      But then a single purple eyeball popped up like a boiled wart from the creature.

      Casey recoiled and then suddenly found that she was shifting back from her five-tailed wind fox form into her normal body.

      Wait, what?

      Why am I shifting?

      The purple eyeball creature slid towards Casey and she had no time to question what was going on.

      She triggered wind blast.

      She needed to create some space between her and this new enemy.

      But nothing happened.

      Casey’s eyes widened as she realized what had happened.

      Why she had transformed from her fox form back to her human form.

      Why she couldn’t manipulate the wind around her.

      This pink puddle had the debuffer ability.

      All across the city, climbers were thinking the same thing as they confronted this new debuffing creature.

      This is going to be a big problem, Casey thought. For everyone.
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        * * *

      

      Max leapt backwards after finding himself transformed from dragon mecha-mode back into his normal human form.

      A strange pink puddle with a large single purple eyeball slid down the street towards him.

      This is not good, he thought.

      On his adventures he’d come across other climbers with the debuffer trait, but never a monster with such an ability.

      He wasn’t too worried about facing this creature himself—as recent experiences could attest, he had long found that his mimic skill could easily bounce a debuff attack and cancel it out, thus regaining usage of his full arsenal of abilities. However, he couldn’t safely say the same thing for his companions or the other climbers fighting alongside them.

      So long as these pink slime monsters were dotted all across the city, the monster-wave would be able to push back against the human offensive attack, and regain control of the battle.

      We can’t let that happen, Max thought gritting his teeth.

      At that same moment, the purple portal in the sky spat out the largest pink glob yet.

      The puddle didn’t land anywhere but formed a sphere hovering above the city.

      Max realized that the central orb must be powering all the other debuffer creatures.

      If I can somehow take that out, he thought. I’ll be able to help everyone else.

      Max rolled up his sleeves and grinned.

      “Debuffer, deschmuffer, I’m not going to let these monsters destroy my home!”
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        * * *

      

      Casey was full on retreating now.

      The monsters slid forward behind her, the damn pink debuffing slime leading the charge.

      This is bad, Casey thought. Really bad.

      Without her trait abilities, she couldn’t hold her own against the monster-wave.

      The same would be true for plenty of other climbers across the city.

      She then heard a giant crack echo loudly all around her.

      Give me a break, she thought. Another monster.

      But then in the corner of her eye, she realized it wasn’t a monster, but something else entirely.

      A giant skyscraper had suddenly been lifted off the ground.

      The humongous building suddenly went horizontal in the air and then, as if someone was swinging the building like a baseball bat, smashed it right into the central pink slime sphere in the air.

      Casey’s eyes widened as she saw a tiny speck of a figure, wielding the tall building as if it were a weapon.

      It was none other than Max, using all of his strength from dragon mecha-mode to attack with a truly incomprehensible level of power.

      He was unleashing a brand new move.

      Skyscraper Sword.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Harold watched as the skyscraper sword decimated the central pink slime orb.

      The orb shattered into a million pieces and suddenly all the slimes across the city melted into mere stains on the pavement.

      Harold looked at the red-haired boy with pride and admiration.

      That kid really is incredible, Harold realized.

      B-rank strength was pretty powerful, but not as powerful as what was currently on display. However, with the added stat gains from his break-mode, Max’s stats would be in the S-rank range, giving him the power to move mountains if he wanted to. Or in their more modern case, an entire skyscraper.

      Well done, Max, Harold grinned. We can keep moving forward now because of you. We can keep fighting back these monsters and find the spawn points and the source of their power.

      Harold stretched his arms and then cracked his knuckles.

      He hurried forward, obliterating lesser monsters with single punches and kicks along the way.

      It was time to go back on the offensive.
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        * * *

      

      An elite horned ogre stomped down the city streets.

      All the easy human food had disappeared into buildings that his abilities couldn’t break through.

      He now had to fight the more aggressive human food that would put up a fight against him.

      Why can’t the human food just play nice and let me eat them!?

      He then turned a corner and spotted an old man.

      His eyes widened with excitement.

      He felt his stomach rumble.

      That old man looked scrumptious.

      And easy picking too, the ogre thought. That old geezer won’t dare put up a fight.

      The ogre rushed the man.

      He swung a massive deadly fist at him.

      One blow should do it.

      But it didn’t.

      The ogre blinked in shock.

      The old man had blocked the ogre’s punch with his pinky finger.

      “Sorry,” said the old man. “Now I’m just showing off.”

      He then grabbed the ogre by the wrist and slammed him on the ground, beating him to a pulp.
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        * * *

      

      Harold crouched down and pocketed the diamond monster-core.

      He didn’t need it for his own purposes, but he figured he could sell it or give it to a lesser-ranked climber who needed it.

      Maybe even a pretty one, he grinned to himself.

      Just as Harold felt himself fall under the spell of a lascivious daydream, three S-ranked legendary horned ogre axe warriors came barrelling down the street.

      The ogres seemed to be looking around for the younger ogre Harold had just slain and even for the dim-witted creatures, they were able to piece together what had happened.

      Their eyes narrowed with vicious anger towards Harold.

      Oh my, the old man thought. This might be pushing the limits of what I can handle.

      One on one Harold figured he could take any of them, but with so many coming at him, it was going to be hard and at S-rank, they’re not going to be your normal trash-tier monsters.

      Plus, they were so big and spread out, he’d only be able to utilize his temporal defense ability against one of them at a time unless he wanted to cripple himself from sheer mana exhaustion.

      Harold took a cautious step back and trembled.

      These three monsters might actually be able to kill me!
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        * * *

      

      The leader of the legendary ogre axe warrior trio took a step towards the old man.

      The ogre gripped his massive axe and prepared to destroy the human in front of him.

      We have to avenge our fallen, the leader thought.

      But that didn’t mean they couldn’t enjoy the destruction at the same time.

      The ogre took another step towards the old man, his two monster companions following right behind him.

      The leader lifted his axe as he loomed over the old man.

      First, the leader imagined to himself, he would splatter this old man’s brains on the pavement, and then he’d pick away at his flesh as a snack as he crushed more humans.

      He swung his axe down towards the old man only to find his vision go upside down.

      He then saw his legs from afar, missing the top half of his body.

      Hovering right where the top of his body used to be was a powerful energy beam with swirling fire all around it.

      The giant flame slice made quick work cutting up the ogres into a dismembered pile of flesh.
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        * * *

      

      Harold blinked in surprise as the piles of ogre flesh dematerialized down into the individual monster cores.

      The old man was happy to be alive, but slightly confused as to who had unleashed the attack that had saved him.

      Emerging from a block away were two very familiar faces.

      Blake Cedarwood and the climber president herself, Sakura Sato.

      The woman grinned at Harold.

      “How do you like our new combo move, old man?”
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      Sarah rushed down the street.

      Her throat burned and her heart pounded against her chest rapidly.

      I need to get back to a squad, she thought to herself.

      She had been fighting with some other climbers, but had separated from them when she had tried to save a group of E-rank climbers who had gotten themselves in a messy situation.

      They were all injured, so she had told them to head back to the medic tents in the safe-zones of the city.

      She looked around, seeing the shadows of monsters in all directions.

      Before she could make a decision on which way she should go, a massive quake tremored across the city.

      Uh oh, Sarah thought. What was that?
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        * * *

      

      Across the city, Sakura alongside Blake and Harold took in the cause of the massive tremor that had just rippled across the metropolis.

      A massive kaiju in the shape of blue-scaled tyrannosaurus rex loomed across the city.

      The creature was so big and terrifying, the buildings looked like mere toys in comparison.

      “Oh boy,” said Harold. “That’s a celestial kaiju.”

      Sakura grimaced.

      It was going to take all of their united power to take that thing on.

      There were just two problems.

      1) There were still all the other threatening monsters to contend with, and, 2) the climbers necessary to take on the kaiju as a united force were all currently spread thinly across the city.

      They couldn’t combine their forces to attack the kaiju under these circumstances.

      “We need to pull back and regroup,” Sakura said, finally deciding what she thought was best for them to do in that moment.

      Both Blake and Harold nodded unquestioningly.

      It’s the only way, Sakura thought to herself. The situation just went from bad to worse. We need to reassess how bad it’s gotten.

      “Let’s find the others,” she said. “C’mon.”

      With that the trio of three powerful climbers leaped forward, refusing to lose hope in the sight of such frightening levels of power.
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        * * *

      

      They sprinted quickly across the city.

      Sakura knew they needed to find Max and Elle—they needed the strength of break-mode users on their side for this attack.

      But she was growing increasingly nervous.

      The kaiju dinosaur had barely moved.

      What the heck was it doing?

      Then it vomited out a whole host of egg sacks that quickly burst upon landing, unleashing tiny kaiju dino spawns.

      Sakura unleashed her slice ability ripping one of the deadly dino crawlers to shreds.

      “Damn,” she hissed. “We won’t be able to regroup now if the kaiju is creating its own reinforcements.”

      “It gets worse,” said Blake. “Look.”

      A giant beam of light began to form within the jaws of the kaiju dinosaur.

      Sakura’s eyes widened with shock and awe.

      “Priority is no longer just regrouping,” she yelled. “We need to evacuate wherever that kaiju blast is about to—”
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        * * *

      

      It was too late.

      The kaiju’s beam ripped forth across the city, obliterating whole buildings in one epic blast of destruction.

      From a bird’s-eye view, a massive crater of annihilation had now formed in the middle of the city.
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      Sarah was running back the way she came.

      She had just barely missed the powerful kaiju beam that had absolutely wiped a whole section of the city out of existence.

      Everywhere she looked the kaiju dino spawns were galloping in different directions.

      There’s still lesser-ranked climbers out here that need my help, she kept thinking.

      She refused to fully retreat so long as she could lend a helping hand.

      She turned a corner and stopped running.

      A trio of kaiju spawn, tearing into a dead dismembered climber, looked up at her, human flesh and blood dripping from their teeth.

      She stumbled a step back, only to see three more kaiju spawns step out from behind her.

      She was surrounded.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One of the dino spawns took a step towards the girl.

      The small dinosaur’s stomach rumbled.

      A voice in its head kept whispering: kill, kill, kill.

      Followed by: eat, eat, eat.

      The dino spawn was ready to act out its cravings and take a bite of the young girl’s juicy flesh.

      It took another step forward when one of its brother dino spawns threw caution to the wind and galloped towards the girl, full speed.

      The cautious dino spawn’s eyes widened in shock at the fearlessness of his brethren.

      A sadness filled inside him. A disappointment that he would miss out on the first bite.

      There was no way the girl was going to survive this attack.

      The dino spawn’s teeth were just too powerful. Even their claws could rip through some of the strongest and most hardened skin.

      But then something happened.

      The girl’s hand began to glow, surrounded by a magical substance.

      As the eager dino spawn got close to the girl, she swung her shining fist right into its jaw.

      The dino spawn’s head exploded before it was even able to bite down and get a taste of the girl’s flesh.

      The rest of the dino spawn pack took a cautious leap backwards.

      They were not expecting this girl to be so strong.

      Nevertheless, she wouldn’t be able to take on all of them.

      That first dino spawn brought that death upon himself with his selfish impatience.

      The pack should feed together, all at once.

      They hissed, then shrieked, unleashing a battle cry as the whole crowd of them descended onto the human girl.

      The cautious dino spawn rushed forward and opened its jaw wide.

      It was finally time for it to feast.

      The dino spawn managed to bite down on one of the girl’s hands.

      The blood and flesh filled the dino spawn’s mouth.

      The human girl was as delicious as he had imagined.

      Except something very strange happened as the dino spawn’s teeth dug deeper into the girl’s flesh.

      The flesh seemed to be growing back.

      The girl’s arms and limbs were regenerating faster than the dino spawn was tearing through them.

      Meals were not supposed to do this! They were supposed to be chewed, swallowed, and digested.

      “You messed with the wrong climber,” hissed the girl.

      The dino spawn suddenly felt hot piercing pain emanating from within its mouth.

      The girl was creating the powerful energy around her fist.

      Except this time, the powerful energy was already within his jaws, like a close quarters combat Trojan horse.

      The girl shot her fist upward, smashing through the roof of the dino spawn’s mouth and through bone and cartilage all the way to the dino spawn’s brain, obliterating it into nothing.

      “Just try and eat me, you wretched monsters,” huffed Sarah. “I dare you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sarah didn’t stop.

      Her throat burned. Her heart pounded.

      She was in a fighting frenzy and she knew that as soon as she stopped fighting back against the dino spawns, they would overtake her.

      Her only chance at survival was to just keep fighting.

      She sent a hurling mana-imbued kick into the ribs of an attacking dino spawn.

      The dino spawn’s body burst into two, splattering onto the other little dino’s coming after her in the alleyway.

      She was running out of times she could trigger her regenerative healing trait.

      She realized right then she was approaching the situation all wrong.

      She needed to use her regenerative healing to push through the horde of dino spawn and escape.

      She looked up to the roof, hoping she might be able to imbue mana in her feet and run up along the walls.

      But her heart sank at the sight of more dino crawlers up on the roof as well.

      Crap, she thought.

      This might actually be it for me.

      Her heart swelled at the thought.

      There was still so much she had yet to accomplish.

      She still wanted to become a stronger climber.

      She still wanted to open up an orphanage organization for all the lost endangered souls living in the tower.

      This can’t be it, she thought.

      As the horde of dino spawn grew and surrounded her more and more, she recalled her life back in the outer-rim.

      Back then, she had always admired Max for having a dream.

      Having a goal.

      Having a purpose.

      For such a long time, she didn’t have a dream like Max.

      And now that she had finally found something to work towards in her life was she really going to die?

      At that very moment, when all hope was lost for Sarah, a rupture happened within the horde of dino spawn.

      There was some kind of ripple of destruction.

      An invisible attacker cutting off the limbs of all the monsters around her.

      The dino flesh fell to the ground, dying and injured, and most importantly, unable to now attack and gobble her up in bite-sized chunks.

      What’s happening? Sarah wondered with both awe and relief.

      Then a shadow flickered from above.

      Someone jumped from the roof and landed right in front of Sarah.

      It was a woman with long black stringy hair that fell over her face.

      Prior to that eventful day, Sarah had only met her once before.

      They had met as opponents in The United Floors Alliance Tournament.

      The woman was none other than Winifred, a former elite member of The Fallen Angels terrorist cell.

      It wasn’t just one invisible attacker destroying the surrounding dino spawn.

      It was a whole group of invisible attackers, including some of the deadliest spirits in the entire tower.

      “Don’t worry,” Winifred said, grinning. “My army of ghosts will protect us!”
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      Sarah watched with amazement as Winifred directed her ghost warriors to take on the dino spawns.

      Within minutes, they were surrounded by fallen monsters, which then materialized into monster cores.

      “Done,” said Winifred, turning around to smile at Sarah.

      Sarah sighed with relief.

      That was the closest she’d come to death in her journey as a climber so far, but she wasn’t going to give weight to it. She had no doubt that she’d face greater threats in the future and she would be just as determined to live to see the other side of those threats as well.

      “C’mon,” said Winifred. “We should get back to the others.”

      They both imbued mana into their feet and they quickly scaled a nearby skyscraper to the roof.

      Once at the top, they could see that the fighting was still happening all across Zestiris.

      But the biggest problem of all was the giant kaiju dinosaur in the middle of the city.

      “I do not know how we’re going to deal with that,” sighed Winifred.

      Sarah’s eyes widened as she noticed a tiny flicker of a figure, flying towards the giant dinosaur monster.

      It looked like a mosquito going up against a lion.

      The tiny figure was none other than her childhood friend, Max Rainhart.

      Sarah gulped.

      “Max is our only hope now,” she said. “He’s the only one who might stand a chance against that thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Max soared above the rooftops of the city.

      His eyes were locked onto the giant dino kaiju at the center of the S-ranked monster-wave.

      His hair flew back behind his ears as he flew with incredible speed towards the deadly creature.

      Max gulped as he moved closer and closer.

      The kaiju’s sheer size was almost beyond comprehension.

      It was a creature that was as big as a mountain.

      Max knew that he would have to dish out every power and ability that he had, if he even hoped to take this monster out.

      As he flew towards the terrifying creature, he was getting closer in range to start attacking it.

      The eyeball of the giant kaiju suddenly swerved downward, catching notice of Max.

      Uh oh, he thought.

      The horrifying dinosaur turned its neck, so that its jaws and face were staring right at Max.

      The monster’s whole fearsome body was now directed straight at him.

      The monster opened its mouth.

      Here we go, Max grimaced.

      The kaiju was about to unleash the same destructive beam that had torn a gigantic crater within the city just a few moments before.

      Max didn’t flinch or hesitate.

      He stared the kaiju dead on and flew even closer towards it.
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        * * *

      

      Sakura stood on a rooftop, directing orders to climbers across the city via walkie-talkie.

      A mobile headquarters operated all around her, with strategic specialists and clerks running to and fro, getting a handle on the citywide battle.

      “How are the evacuations going?” she hollered.

      The climbers of Zestiris were pushing back the monster-wave, but none of it would matter now if they didn’t deal with the gigantic laser-shooting dinosaur at the center of the city.

      A clerk rushed up to her.

      “All safe,” said the clerk. “Last-minute stragglers are now in the buildings with the most powerful defensive wards. They should be able to withstand any of the kaiju’s laser blasts.”

      “Good,” said Sakura, turning back to the terrifying beast that loomed over all of them.

      She grimaced as its jaw opened wide, the laser particles forming in the center of its mouth, readying to unleash incomprehensible levels of destruction in mere moments.

      Flying right towards that very destructive beam was Max—her pupil, her former roommate, her colleague, and, most of all, her friend.

      The boy was facing the destruction head-on with a level of courage and fearlessness she had never witnessed in anyone else ever before.

      “Are you worried, Ms. Climber President?” a clerk asked.

      Sakura shivered. “This isn’t going to be an easy fight.”

      Both her and the clerk lifted up their arms and narrowed their eyes at the bright blast of light that overtook the entire city.

      The kaiju was unleashing a massive laser beam attack.

      The beam was heading right towards Max.

      It was too wide and massive a blast for Max to try and dodge.

      It was coming straight at him.

      A few seconds later, the destructive bright light dissipated, and the clerk beside Sakura suddenly cheered with excitement.

      “That boy,” said the clerk. “He somehow managed to survive a direct hit!”

      Sakura grinned and nodded approvingly at the sight.

      Max had triggered his phase-out ability to completely negate taking damage from the terrifying destructive blast of the kaiju.

      “As I said,” began Sakura, “it won’t be an easy fight—for Max or the kaiju.”
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      Elle clutched her chest in terror as she watched her brother take the massive creature head-on all by himself.

      Kai was right beside her, gaping in disbelief that Max had managed to survive the massive laser blast.

      “I gotta hand it to your big bro,” said Kai. “The guy has plenty of tricks up his sleeve.”

      Elle didn’t reply, staring at the battle ahead of her.

      Part of her wanted to fly out and help him.

      Surely, Max wanted her help, didn’t he?

      She shook her head.

      If Max had wanted her help, he would have asked for it.

      He had an incredible tactical mind. As insane and reckless as it might seem to the rest of them, if he was taking on that massive deadly creature on his own then he must believe fighting it solo was the best option.

      Barely a flicker in the distance, they could see Max conjure his powerful dragon blade and slice it all across the giant dinosaur.

      But the attacks were hardly making a dent.

      The problem all came down to scale.

      Every damaging attack Max landed on the kaiju was insignificant, whereas one flick of its arm and the S-rank kaiju could obliterate Max into a million tiny pieces of dust.

      Max, she thought.

      Tears formed in Elle’s eyes as she considered the very possibility of never seeing her brother again. The only solace to that horrible thought was another incredibly bleak notion: that if Max died, she probably didn’t have that much longer to live either.

      She shook her head.

      No, she thought. I refuse to give up hope.

      She watched Max continue to send a barrage of attacks into the kaiju.

      I don’t know how you are going to do this big brother, Elle thought with concern, but I believe in you.

      I know you can do this.
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        * * *

      

      The kaiju roared and wailed.

      It stomped its feet in irritation, creating a small crater in the city block where it was standing.

      Its eyes kept track of the meddlesome fly, buzzing around it.

      So far none of the fly’s attacks had harmed him, but it was irritating.

      He wanted the fly to go away so that the monster could happily continue feeding its destructive impulses.

      The kaiju chomped down.

      A flutter of relief surged through him.

      He’d caught the meddlesome fly within his jaw.

      Problem solved.

      Except something strange happened.

      The irritating feeling of being attacked hadn’t disappeared.

      In fact, it had stopped feeling annoying and was actually beginning to feel painful.

      Agonizing.

      The kaiju stomped and wailed.

      It didn’t know what was happening inside itself.

      A burning sensation filled its whole body as it felt its organs being attacked and ripped to shreds.

      This shouldn’t be happening.

      The monster destroyed things. It didn’t get destroyed.

      The kaiju bellowed out in agony as the pain rippled throughout its entire humongous body.
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        * * *

      

      All across the city, the different climbers and citizens watched the destruction of the kaiju with sheer awe and amazement.

      “He’s killing the kaiju from inside out!” shouted Kai as Elle sighed with relief beside him.

      “I knew he could do it,” whispered Sarah, wiping a tear from her eye.

      “He really has grown into quite the hero, hasn’t he?” said Harold to Blake. “He’s making us look bad in front of all the ladies!”

      Casey smiled with relief as she floated in the clouds above, flapping her paper wings. She had been ready to swoop down and help Max, but he seemed to have figured it out all on his own. She returned to the city streets to help assist the injured.

      “Amazing,” said the clerk, watching on, as a laser beam blasted from within the stomach of the kaiju, leaving a gaping hole of obliterated organs and destruction. “But, according to our field assessment, the kaiju carapace is composed of the very elements that created the laser beam, just shooting that back at it, shouldn’t be able to deal that much destruction.”

      Sakura grinned, knowingly.

      “He’s not just mimicking the kaiju’s laser beam,” said Sakura, watching the kaiju get destroyed, approvingly, “he created a new ability on the fly. From what I can piece together, he fused three abilities. The Kaiju’s laser beam, the debuff trait, and stat allocation to create a fearsome new attack.”

      The clerk looked at Sakura, quizzically.

      “I can’t even comprehend what kind of ability those three ingredients would make,” said the clerk.

      “I can,” said Sakura, admiring her former pupil and how far he had come and how powerful he had grown since their very first meeting. “The new ability is none other than an Anti-Reality Disintegration Blast!”
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      Max watched the insides of the kaiju flesh disintegrate out of existence all around him.

      He was amazed by the power of his new fused ability.

      The Anti-Reality Disintegration Blast combined the destructive force of the kaiju’s laser beam with the reality altering powers of both stat allocation and debuff into a fearsome blast of destruction.

      The blast had the power to disintegrate hostile enemies into nothing but tiny particles of dust.

      The power had its limits though.

      It only worked against monsters that did not naturally belong within a certain environment. It was the perfect ability to fight against monster-waves, but it would do nothing against monsters in their own environment, higher up in the tower.

      So the ability had its perks but Max couldn’t use it on other climbers or to destroy the scar-like portal looming above them in the sky.

      But Max didn’t care about its limitations, only that it was helping him save the city he had come to love and care for.

      He waved his hands, erasing the kaiju from existence, until he was floating in the air with the help of his dragon mecha-mode, overlooking the city.

      They had beat back the monster-wave. Or, at the very least, defeated it for the time being.

      For the next few hours, there could be a small moment of respite.

      Max looked down to the city below and all he wanted then and there was to know that Casey was okay.
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        * * *

      

      Blake and Sakura cheered as the kaiju was wiped from existence.

      Blake looked up at Max with pride and joy to see how powerful the boy was becoming.

      “He did it,” Blake yelled. “We all did it!”

      He turned to Sakura, smiling at her.

      He knew how hard she worked, how much she cared for every single person in this entire city, how her deep desire to protect everyone occasionally wound her up into a huge ball of stress and that sometimes he was unfortunately the recipient of that tension surging through her, but he didn’t mind. If he could carry some of the burden of her stress, he would happily do so, because that’s how much he cared for her.

      So, in that moment with the monster-wave temporarily defeated all Blake desperately wanted to do was hug Sakura and share that sense of relief with her, but he didn’t want to upset her, as he knew she took the boundary between her public and private life seriously.

      “Sakura,” he said. “I’m so—”

      Before Blake could say anything else, Sakura grabbed both of his cheeks and pulled his face towards hers and they were kissing.

      And not just kissing—kissing in public!

      Blake couldn’t believe it.

      Sure, it was an alleyway where no one could see them, but he would take that over nothing.

      “Hey, hey, hey—where’s my kiss?”

      The moment was ruined. Sakura and Blake pulled away from each other and looked at Harold, who was making a silly face at them nearby.

      “In your dreams, you stupid perv!”
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        * * *

      

      Max landed on a street corner.

      He found his sister and her crew along with Sarah. They were helping citizens and injured climbers nearby.

      “Have you guys seen Casey?”

      He was happy to see that they were all okay but he was disappointed that Casey wasn’t with them.

      All the climbers in front of him shook their heads.

      Sarah’s eyes fell to the ground.

      “What is it, Sarah?” Max asked, his heart suddenly beating faster.

      “We heard a scream during the fighting,” said Sarah. “We thought it might be Casey, but we couldn’t find her.”

      Max’s stomach sank.

      “Okay, you guys keep helping out here,” he said. “I need to go find Casey.”

      He rushed ahead through the streets, his heart thumping against his chest.

      He turned a corner and saw a brown-haired girl at the edge of the street.

      His heart suddenly rose, but when he approached her, she turned around and it wasn’t Casey.

      His mind started to race.

      What if she’s trapped under a rock or something?

      I need to find her, he thought with renewed determination.

      Just as he was about to rush ahead, he heard a voice behind him.

      “Max?”

      He smiled just at the sound of his name.

      He could recognize that sweet wonderful voice anywhere.

      He turned around and there she was: she was a bit scuffed up from the battle, her cheeks rosy, but as beautiful as ever.

      They rushed up to one another and clasped each other in a tight hug.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” whispered Max, softly in her ear.

      “Me too,” she said. “Max—there’s something I need to tell you.”

      Max pulled away from their hug and looked into her gorgeous green eyes and grinned.

      Her eyes began to fill with tears as she spoke. “After you flew up to take on that monster all on your own, I worried about you so much, and I realized that if something were to go horribly wrong and I were to lose you—I wouldn’t want you to not know how I feel. Does that make sense, Max? Maybe I’m being stupid or scaring you away and about to say something you definitely shouldn’t say to someone after you’ve only been on one date with them, but Max, I have to say it.”

      Casey was blushing all over now and tripping over her words and, despite all of this, she looked more beautiful than ever.

      Max smiled at her and without her even saying what she was trying to say, Max said, “Casey—I love you, too.”

      Her eyes brimmed with tears of joy. “You do, Max?”

      “Without a doubt,’ he grinned.

      Then, amidst the ruins of the greatest monster-wave to ever attack Zestiris, a boy and a girl kissed, showing that even from the darkest ashes of destruction, love and hope will always grow.
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      An hour later, Sakura held a climber meeting in front of the crater left by the kaiju.

      The surviving human forces gathered in front of her. Their armor and clothing was ragged and cut. Many of them had scars and bruises, while others had newly wrapped bandages covering their wounds from the most recent monster-wave.

      They all looked up to Sakura with a mixture of fear and hope.

      She was the climber president and they needed her in times of great terror and uncertainty.

      She cleared her throat.

      She hadn’t had time to write a speech. She still didn’t know what she was going to say to these men and women who had risked their lives today.

      What did she say to these people who may have lost colleagues and loved ones in the battle only moments ago?

      What did she say to inspire hope?

      She took a deep breath and gathered her thoughts.

      “I’m going to keep this brief,” she finally began, “for believe it or not, our work is far from done today.”

      The crowd of climbers visibly stiffened at that statement.

      “All of you fought bravely today and without your help, who knows if any of us—myself included—would be here now talking to you. For all of that, Zestiris thanks you. Humanity thanks you. I thank you.”

      The crowd nodded and a few smiles broke out between the exhausted battle-weary climbers.

      “But as I said our work is not done. Now is not the time for us to be celebrating victories and patting ourselves on the back. We recently faced the greatest monster-wave this city has ever seen. We may have deterred it, but our intel tells us the monsters emerged from more than one location. Our job today is not over yet. We must find these spawn points so we can get a better handle on it all. Everyone spread out and begin searching the area for clues.”

      The climbers nodded and began to move out to start the newest mission.

      Sakura sighed with relief that none of them complained or moaned about the task at hand.

      She needed to give them more credit.

      The human climbers of Zestiris weren’t ones to ever give up.
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        * * *

      

      Elle and her two former Fallen Angel companions walked through the streets of Zestiris, following Sakura Sato’s orders to search for monster spawn points.

      Kai and Winifred looked at the city with its impressive skyscrapers and cultural human touchstones with perplexed faces.

      “What the heck’s a nail salon?” asked Kai.

      “Somewhere people go and have high-minded chats about fingernails?” Winifred asked, also confused.

      Elle giggled.

      “No, it’s a place where people go to get their fingernails painted,” Elle explained.

      “And have high-minded chats?” Winifred added.

      “Not really,” said Elle. “Unless you think gossip is high minded.”

      Both Kai and Winifred just stared at her in disbelief.

      Elle turned from them and continued searching for monster spawn points.

      She was undergoing her own internal bouts of disbelief. Not regarding nail salons, but rather the fact that she was back here in Zestiris.

      The place where she was born.

      The place that she had fled.

      The place she had once vowed to destroy.

      Never in a million years would she have thought she’d actually be fighting to protect Zestiris, the city she once hated with a passion.

      And yet here she was, defending the city gladly with an official tower badge proudly pinned to her chest.

      “Guys,” Kai said, interrupting Elle’s thoughts. “I hope we can all agree this current mission is futile. There’s no way we can figure out the secret to an S-rank monster-wave other than that Nicolas Adler is behind it. The secrets to his traits and abilities have perplexed some of the strongest climbers in the tower. How are we going to solve that riddle walking around these streets full of Gossip Stations for Screw Drivers!?”

      “Nail salons!” both Winifred and Elle corrected him at once.

      “Whatever,” Kai said, crossing his arms. “All I’m saying is that this mission is hopeless. A lost cause if you ask me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Further afield in the outer-rim, Max and Casey came upon a garbage dump.

      “I recognize this place,” Casey said.

      “Yeah,” said Max, an uneasy feeling forming in his stomach. “So do I.”

      Back when the city was divided between the tower-zone and outer-rim, they had snuck out here to figure out the evil plans of Samuel Archer.

      In the end, they had discovered something far more disconcerting than the evil plans of a mad man.

      Max gulped as they went deeper into the garbage dump, searching for spawn points.

      A horrible thought began to race through Max’s mind as they explored the place.

      He eventually arrived at a warehouse.

      Climber guards were meant to be stationed outside, but they were nowhere to be found.

      Max went closer with Casey right behind him.

      As he got near the door of the warehouse, he began to see a small river of blood leak from the bottom of the entrance.

      He opened the door, cautiously.

      His face went pale at the sight in front of him.

      Two human climbers lay dead on the ground.

      Even more horrifying were the implications of it all.

      He looked up to see the glowing light at the center of the warehouse.

      The floor-4 arrival teleporter.

      It was one of the greatest secrets the Zestiris government held from the majority of human citizens.

      That Zestiris wasn’t on Earth.

      That for decades they’d all been living within the tower itself.

      Is this even possible? Max thought to himself as he took it all in.

      They had known that the S-rank monster-wave was only partially coming from the portal in the sky, which meant some of the monsters were coming from here.

      From this teleporter.

      Max gulped.

      After decades of living on floor-4 of the tower, humanity was finally being attacked from the floors below.
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      Max stumbled backwards, knocking into Casey.

      Casey stood firmly and held out her arms, clutching onto his waist.

      “Don’t lose your balance,” she said, softly.

      Max caught his breath and stood up straight.

      “Sorry,” he said, looking over his shoulder to the beautiful girl who had caught him. “I didn’t mean to fall into you.”

      He turned back to the glowing light of the floor-4 arrival teleporter.

      He shivered, thinking through the implications of the blood-soaked scene in front of him.

      Normal monster-waves usually occurred with monsters spawning around the perimeter of the tower. The scene in front of him, however, suggested something entirely different.

      Something potentially catastrophic.

      Is it really possible, Max thought with a shiver, that the monsters that attacked them all that day had used the teleporter to get here?

      “Max,” Casey spoke softly beside him. “You don’t think the monsters could have—”

      Max grabbed the girl’s hand and pulled her as he started to run back towards the rest of their companions.

      We have to go tell Sakura, Max thought, right now.
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        * * *

      

      An hour after she’d given the orders to the surviving climbers, Sakura was then forced to deal with the citizenry and a special-interest group that was far worse than any horde of monsters she’d ever had to face in her life.

      The press.

      A cacophony of questions was thrown at her as she stood at a podium in front of the climber’s guild. Microphones were shoved in her face while the oppressive lenses of television cameras haunted the perimeter.

      “Climber president Sato, can you please explain why your forces were unable to stop the massive crater that wiped out an entire neighborhood of the city?”

      Sakura’s eyebrow twitched at the question. She needed to remain calm. Appear stable. This was why they were holding this press conference outside of the climber’s guild hall and not in the rubble of the most destructive monster-wave humanity had ever faced. The climber’s guild was keen to give the semblance that everything was now under control.

      Still, Sakura couldn’t help but be annoyed by the journalist’s incredibly misleading question. Yes, an entire neighborhood had been destroyed by the kaiju blast, but the man’s question obscured the fact that they had suffered zero fatalities from that single attack alone and that came down to the quick mobilization and organization of the city’s climbers.

      She was about to vocalize those very thoughts when another question was hurled her way.

      “Do you think the elder council would have been better served at dealing with this problem?”

      Sakura grimaced.

      The reporters are out for blood today, aren’t they?

      Sakura took a deep breath before replying, “I can only field one question at a time, you guys. No, I don’t believe the elder council would have been better suited for the crisis we just averted. Next question, please.”

      Despite her request for one question at a time, a barrage of enquiries burst out of the multiple reporters’ mouths.

      She looked to her assistant, who raised her hand saying the climber president would take five more questions before concluding the press conference.

      Just beyond the sea of reporters, Sakura caught sight of two climbers rushing up to the crowd.

      It was Max and Casey.

      Their faces were grim and pale.

      Seeing the two climbers Sakura instantly was able to piece together what they had found out.

      So it was as I suspected, she thought.

      She gestured for the two of them to meet her inside the climber’s guild building.

      She then declared to the reporters, “I won’t be fielding any more questions at the moment. Thank you for your time.”

      She then stepped off the podium and headed into the guild hall.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, Sakura closed the door to her office and looked around the room.

      Not including herself, there were eight climbers dotted around her office.

      Max, Casey, Harold, Sarah, Blake, Elle, Kai, and Winifred.

      Together this might be the most powerful group of climbers in the entire city, she thought to herself.

      It would have been more impressive if they hadn’t all been yelling over top of each other.

      Everyone was complaining, pointing fingers, and professing absolute doom and gloom.

      “Everybody shut your trap,” Sakura yelled.

      The room instantly quieted down.

      “We’re not going to stop this attack by yelling over each other, are we?” she said.

      “Says the woman who just shouted over all of us,” muttered Kai.

      Sakura blinked in Kai’s direction.

      “I’m sorry, would you care to introduce yourself?” she asked. “I’m Sakura Sato, the climber president of Zestiris. And you are...Oh that’s right, the inter-tower terrorist on every floor’s most wanted list who I am currently choosing to not arrest. Did I get that right?”

      “Yes ma’am,” said Kai, his eyes falling to the floor.

      Elle snickered at her companion. “I’m feeling pretty good about that pardon right about now.”

      Sakura glared at her with enough venom to make Elle fear the climber president might happily take the pardon away just for interrupting the meeting.

      “Moving on,” said the climber president. “We’ve discovered the other spawn point from today’s monster-wave. They were coming from the arrival teleporter tucked away in the former area of the city known as the outer-rim. In other words, the monsters were coming from the floors below.”

      The mood in the room suddenly changed as most people’s shoulders tensed and everyone grimaced at what was being suggested.

      “You mean to say,” said Harold, “that we’re being attacked from the dead-floors?”

      “Precisely,” said Sakura.

      “Sorry, can I get a history lesson?” said Casey. “What are dead-floors? Both Toto and I are confused.”

      Sakura took a deep breath.

      “A dead-floor is the end result of the failure to stop a monster-wave. Decades ago, after the final monster-wave destroyed Earth humanity sought refuge from within the tower. That final monster-wave festered and grew more powerful until it rose from the dead ashes of our former planet onto floor-1 of the tower and slowly destroyed that floor as well.”

      “And we’ve just left that problem to get worse and worse?” said Elle.

      “Hey! You try being climber president!” said Blake, standing up for Sakura.

      “This isn’t Sakura’s fault,” added Harold. “It’s been a problem passed down from one human climber administration to the next. The last I heard floor-3 hadn’t turned into a dead-floor yet, so something’s happened to create a much more rapid movement of the monster-wave below.”

      Elle, Kai, and Winifred answered in unison: “Nicolas Adler is what happened.”

      Sakura smirked. “He’s definitely connected to it, that’s for sure. Dead-floors are quite mysterious. There was a period when loads of climbers did research on them, but the elder council eventually put a stop to such research. Before that, though, one of the lead researchers into dead-floors was none other than the new tower god-king himself.”

      “Okay, but what can be done to stop the army of monsters from the dead-floors coming and destroying other floors above them?” asked Max.

      Sakura crossed her arms. “Good question. In some of the research notes left behind on the subject of dead-floors was the discovery of the monster spawn orb. When a monster-wave is left to fester eventually a monster spawn orb is created, which allows the monster-wave to continuously grow in power and not stagnate. If we want to stop the dead-floors from rising up against us, we’ll need to destroy that monster spawn orb.”

      “Do you mean what I think you mean?” asked Casey, her face going pale.

      “Yep,” said Sakura. “We’re going to have to descend to the floors below.”
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      The whole room went silent, shocked by Sakura’s words.

      Max gulped as he took in all the pale and grim faces dotted across the climber president’s office.

      Even though Max had known for awhile now that Zestiris was on floor-4 of the tower, he still treated it like it was the bottom floor of the mysterious spire. He had never even considered the possibility of descending to the floors below Zestiris.

      That was, until now.

      “It’s necessary,” Sakura began, “that someone delve down into the dead-floors and destroy the monster spawn orb. I believe the best person suited for that task is me.”

      The room immediately erupted into disagreement.

      “You’re the climber president,” cried Blake. “It would be inappropriate for you to go. You need to stay here.”

      “Stop trying to protect me, Blake,” snapped Sakura. “I know what I’m doing.”

      Harold shook his head and spoke up above the fray.

      “I agree with Blake, Sakura,” said the old man. “Your strong leadership is needed here. As the highest ranked climber in the room, I believe I should go.”

      “I disagree,” said Elle. “You’re needed as the S-ranker and tower god on the council of The United Floors Alliance. As someone who’s been reviled for many years as a monster, I’d like to finally do something heroic for a change.”

      Max immediately shivered at his sister’s words.

      He’d lost his sister once before, he refused to lose her again.

      “No,” Max declared. “I should go.”

      Sakura smirked. “I don’t know why I’m surprised. Of course, you’d volunteer.”

      “You’re only B-rank, Max,” said Harold.

      “You know that’s a losing argument,” said Max. “With my dragon mecha-mode ability, I have the highest stat profile of those currently standing in this room. My current stats put me above S-rank.”

      “He makes a good point, Harold,” Sakura muttered.

      “Give me one good reason why I’m not the climber for this mission,” he declared, stunning the group into silence.
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        * * *

      

      Casey stood behind Max as he declared to the room that he was going to be the climber to descend to the dead-floors below.

      She felt her heart well up inside of her.

      This dumb stupid boy whom I love, she thought to herself. We’re never going to go on a second date because he’s constantly throwing himself into dangerous situations that will get him killed.

      There was only one solution Casey realized.

      She took a step into the middle of the room so that she was standing beside Max.

      “I’m going to,” she declared.

      Toto squeaked from his shoulder.

      “Toto as well,” Casey added.

      “But—” Max said.

      Casey shook her head.

      “If you’re going,” she said. “I’m going too.”

      Harold crossed his arms and grinned.

      “I guess that settles it then,” he chuckled. “The rest of us will just have to deal with any nastiness that comes our way on this floor.”

      “Yeah, like another S-rank monster-wave,” sighed Elle.

      “I was thinking more along the lines of annoying rogue climbers,” said Harold. “But monster-waves too.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, citizens and climbers alike watched with deep concern as an envoy led by the climber president headed out from the climber’s guild hall towards the junkyard in the former outer-rim.

      Whispers and mutters of confusion spread throughout the populace.

      “Why were they not heading into the tower?” many different people asked aloud. “Surely that’s the source of all our misery. Not in the former outer-rim junkyard!?”

      The city was unable to understand the climber president’s current battle plan.

      “What the heck is that group of climbers doing!?”
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        * * *

      

      Sakura smiled to Max and Casey as they made their goodbyes to the group that had escorted them to the floor-4 arrival teleporter.

      The climber president watched the two young climbers as everyone wished them good luck.

      This is going to be an incredibly difficult mission, Sakura thought to herself, but if anyone can do it, it’s those two.

      Max and Casey gave one last wave before stepping into the teleporter.

      A second later, the two young climbers vanished, descending to the dead-floors below.
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      The first thing Max felt upon arriving on floor-3 of the tower was a sharp cold breeze.

      He opened his eyes to find himself standing in a desert of black sand.

      No, he thought, looking at the ground closer. This isn’t sand. It’s ash.

      Casey materialized right beside him a second later.

      “Oh wow,” she said, looking around. “This place looks grim.”

      Max was in full agreement.

      The sky was a purple color similar to a horrific bruise. Lightning crackled far in the distance.

      Destruction and lifelessness surrounded them.

      So this is floor-3, Max thought.

      A dead-floor.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, one floor below on floor-2 of the tower, sat Varnik, king of the dead-floors.

      The demon king sighed with boredom as he watched one of his underlings get tortured right at his feet.

      “Aghhh,” screamed the lesser demon. “Please ... Please ... Stop... Please ... Just ... kill...me...please!”

      Varnik smirked at his subject’s pain.

      If the lesser demon didn’t want to be tortured, he should have thought of that before trying to steal from him.

      The lesser demon squirmed on the ground as a guard held him there. Another guard was pulling off the demon’s nails with a set of pliers.

      One fingernail at a time.

      Tears filled the lesser demon’s eyes as blood leaked from each finger of his left hand where his nails used to be.

      While pulling out a creature’s fingernails wouldn’t kill them, it was an excruciating exercise in torture.

      “When we’re done with your right hand,” Varnik said, “we’ll move onto removing your teeth.”

      The lesser demon cried out in pain once more, but his attempts to plead were futile.

      Not only did Varnik have to make an example of this lesser demon to his other subjects, the torture was now the evening’s entertainment.

      Such an event could not go to waste.

      As another one of the lesser demon’s fingernails was ripped out in pain, Varnik noticed in the corner of his eye two of his underlings coming towards him.

      They had a disconcerted look upon their faces.

      “Pause the torture,” Varnik announced.

      The lesser demon began to whimper and cry before Varnik added, “Keep him quiet.”

      One of the torturers clamped the lesser demon’s mouth shut with his hand.

      Varnik pointed then to the underlings who were quickly approaching.

      “What is it?”

      “My lord Varnik,” sputtered the underling. “Two human climbers have breached the perimeter of the dead-floors.”

      Varnik’s eyes widened.

      “Ah, I see,” he said. “It’s just as Adler said it would happen. Where are they currently?”

      “Floor-3, my lord.”

      Varnik nodded and then barked a new order, “Get me Jonomoch and Bistramos immediately.”

      Ten minutes later, two massive ogres with giant battle axes strapped to their backs walked into Varnik’s throne room.

      They were two of his best fighters.

      S-rank axe wielders with a very peculiar ability—one that only aided them in their killings.

      The two powerful fighters bowed to Varnik.

      “You’ve requested us, my lord?”

      “You have a new mission,” Varnik snarled. “go find and murder the human intruders on floor-3.”
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        * * *

      

      On floor-3, Max leapt out of the way as a giant silver shark monster blasted out from the gray desert sand.

      The creature was known as an Ash Shark Beast, a dangerous monster shark that had learned to breathe and live on land. It roamed the desert of death searching for prey.

      Unfortunately for the monster, however, it had come across two predators.

      Max imbued his dragon mecha-mode fist with mana and punched the shark right in the stomach, hurling it into the air.

      Before the monster could even react, Casey swept through the skies and sliced it with her wind katana.

      The shark flesh spilled onto the ground before materializing into a monster core.

      “Filet-o-finished!” Casey cheered, landing back on the ground.

      Max picked up the monster core and looked around the desert, cautiously.

      “There’s some powerful monsters on his floor,” said Max. “I guess that’s part of how being a dead-floor changes the normal tower dynamics. Floor-3 normally should be an easier and less hostile floor, but that’s definitely not the case here. The monsters have had time to fester and evolve into much more powerful creatures.”

      “One silver lining though is we might be able to rank up this mission with monsters like these.”

      Max grinned. “Sounds good to me.”

      “Alright, where to next then?”

      Max peered around the barren ashy desert. Sakura had told them the monster spawn point would be down on floor-2 so they needed to find the arrival teleporter and descend further.

      “Let’s keep exploring,” said Max. “Maybe we’ll find some locals who will help us.”

      Casey looked around and shivered.

      “If there are any locals,” said Casey, “I don’t think they’ll be of the helping kind.”
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        * * *

      

      Jonomoch and Bistramos arrived in front of the glowing light of the floor-2 departure teleporter.

      They held their battle axes firmly in their grip.

      The axes were stained with blood as the two killers had played a traveling game they liked to play.

      The game was called: Who Can Kill The Most Monsters?

      Unfortunately, no winner had been declared.

      They had been tied the whole journey.

      “The targets are on the floor above,” said Jonomoch.

      “Let’s go and get this job over with.”

      The two ogre assassins stepped into the glowing light of the teleporter and ascended up to floor-3.
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      A few hours later, Max and Casey trekked across the floor and had made zero headway in terms of finding the arrival teleporter or any locals to help them.

      Max then had an idea.

      He triggered his dragon mecha-mode and shot himself high into the air, soaring higher and higher.

      He was then able to look across a wide distance of the desert.

      Unfortunately, he couldn’t see any flicker of a golden light that would signal the floor’s teleporter, but he did see a campsite, not too far in the distance.

      Casey joined him in the clouds a few seconds later.

      “See anything noteworthy?” she asked.

      “Campsite over there,” said Max. “Let’s go check it out. Maybe there will be clues as to where we should go next.”

      A few minutes later, they arrived at an abandoned campsite.

      There were the remnants of a fire pit and a few stools composed of rotting wood.

      If people had been camping out here, it had been a long long time ago.

      “I wonder what happened to the people who stayed here?” asked Casey.

      As if answering Casey’s question, a breeze flew by, gently whisking some of the ash and sand, revealing a skull below.

      “Cheery,” Casey muttered.

      “C’mon,” said Max. “Maybe they left clues around here.”

      They didn’t have time to waste. They had no idea when another S-ranked monster-wave would attack Zestiris or any of their allies’ floors next. They had to stop it from happening again, because there was no guarantee they would be able to survive such an onslaught a second time.

      “I wonder what a little more wind might reveal,” said Casey as she triggered her airbringer trait and created a massive gust of wind.

      At first it looked as if nothing but rocks lay beneath the sand, but then Max’s eyes widened as he took them in a bit more closely.

      Etched in the rocks were symbols of some kind.

      First he recognized a flame to indicate the fire pit where they were, then he noticed an arrow a bit lower down pointing upward.

      “That must be north,” Max gasped. “Casey, you’re a genius! There’s a map etched in the ground here.”

      Casey blushed and flicked her hair. “What can I say, I just have a way with things.”

      After looking over the stone carvings, they now finally had a sense of direction, and knew how to get to the floor-3 arrival teleporter. They were getting one step closer to destroying the monster-spawn orb and foiling Nicolas Adler’s plans to spread chaos throughout the entire tower.
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        * * *

      

      A mosquito buzzed near Jonomoch’s ear.

      The ogre slammed down, trying to crush the bug.

      “Keep it down,” said Jonomoch’s companion, Bistramos. “We’re trying to keep a low profile here.”

      They were currently hiding out, keeping a scan of the empty desert of black sand in front of them. Keeping an eye out for their human targets.

      “What?” groaned Jonomoch. “There was a bug in my ear! What was I supposed to do? Let it keep annoying me? I had to show it who was boss! And it’s not like—”

      “Shh!” hissed Bistramos, looking through a spy glass. “I’ve spotted them.”

      Across the desert of black sand and ash, Jonomoch could see two humans floating just above the ground—one using some kind of paper wings and the other taking advantage of a break-mode ability.

      “That’s them,” said Bistramos, grinning. “They’re moving with determination. They must know where the arrival teleporter is then.”

      “That’s great news,” said Jonomoch, grinning. “We now have the perfect spot to set up our trap.”
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        * * *

      

      After Max and Casey had traveled for almost two hours, the bright glow of the arrival teleporter came into view.

      The teleporter was easy to miss. It was nothing but a patch of bright ethereal luminescence, easily mistakable for a mirage or simply not spotted at all.

      Max had grown used to the cultures of the different floors building whole temples around the teleporter to acknowledge the significance of the location.

      Such was not the case here on the dead-floor, however.

      Here it was nothing more than a patch in the environment like a hill or a flat stretch of ground.

      “There it is!” Casey pointed at the teleporter, excitedly.

      Max looked around, cautiously.

      They hadn’t seen any Ash Shark Beasts for the last hour or so, but Max always got nervous around teleporters.

      They attracted all sorts of chaos.

      But as far as he could see, there was no one else around.

      They were safe.

      A few feet from the teleporter, both him and Casey stopped floating and landed on their feet, walking towards the teleporter.

      “Alright, floor-3 done,” said Max, when they were less than a few footsteps away from the glowing light of the teleporter. “Let’s bring on floor—”

      A glowing black rune suddenly glowed beneath their feet.

      Both Max and Casey immediately leapt backwards, but it was too late.

      A trap had been triggered.
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      Jonomoch and Bistramos jumped out from their hiding spot, grinning at their perfectly laid trap.

      The two humans were looking around, helplessly, as the rune trap triggered right at the teleporter.

      Once the trap was triggered, a giant shadow perimeter was formed, which only the owner of the trap could move in and out of.

      “It’s time to strike,” said Bistramos. “Be on your guard.”

      “Pah,” scoffed Jonomoch. “There’s no way those puny humans will survive our attack.”

      “Well,” grinned Bistramos, “let’s see how fast we can kill them then.”
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        * * *

      

      Max looked around, frantically, as the shadow perimeter formed all around them, trapping them within it.

      His throat burned. His heart pounded in his chest.

      “What are we going to do, Max?” Casey asked, fear laced into every single word she spoke.

      Casey’s face was pale. Toto was peeking his head out from her pocket, clutching the seams with terror.

      The trap appeared out of nowhere, Max thought, which means we can deduce a couple of things.

      This whole time he had thought they were the ones leading the surprise attack on the dead-floors, but clearly their enemies down here had become aware of their presence and sent people after them.

      Which also meant whoever set this trap was most likely a formidable foe.

      Just beyond the shadow perimeter, two large figures emerged.

      They were coming at them at full speed.

      C’mon Max, he said to himself, time to come up with a plan.

      The attackers got closer and closer.

      They were going to break through the shadow perimeter any moment now and attack them from within the cage they had put them in.

      “Wait a second,” said Casey. “Doesn’t this shadow perimeter seem odd to you?”

      “It looks pretty normal to me,” said Max, looking at the shadowy black walls boxing them in.

      They had encountered a shadow box perimeter once before on floor-60 of the tower, Nightmare City. The evil gang known as The Immortal Killers had trapped them and a lot of the most powerful climbers on the floor in a shadow perimeter with the hopes that they would all kill each other. Max and his companions had managed to break out of it by killing the shadow keeper who guarded the perimeter.

      “I see,” said Max, catching up to Casey’s point. “This is a different type of shadow perimeter then as there’s no shadow keeper.”

      “So we just need to figure out how to disable it,” said Casey. “And I think I’ve figured out how!”

      She flicked her wrists and manipulated the air around her. She whisked a whole bunch of black sand so that it covered the original magic rune that had triggered the trap in the first place.

      The shadow perimeter flickered out of existence.

      “Amazing,” said Max. “By covering the rune you were able to disable the trap!”

      “Yeah,” said Casey, her eyebrows furrowing. “But that’s a pretty flimsy trap then.”

      “Which must mean the trap was only a distraction!” yelled Max.

      At that very moment, the shadow of the attackers loomed above them as they came rushing down with their giant battle axes overhead.

      One hit from those and they’d be split in two.

      “Dodge!”

      Both Max and Casey leapt in opposite directions as the two attackers smashed into the ground with their powerful axe attacks.

      “Let’s not waste anytime,” shouted Max. “Time to retaliate.”

      Max equipped his silver knuckles and then triggered dragon mecha-mode.

      Using his break-mode mutation ability, he upgraded his rare silver knuckles with the power of dragon mecha-mode, allowing them to unleash mana claws on a far more powerful scale than he ever had been able to do before.

      Max rushed towards the two attackers with long bright blue mana claws emanating from his fists.

      He slashed at the ogre axe-men.

      One slice of my mana claws infused with the power of dragon mecha-mode should be enough to cut through these ogres’ powerful flesh like butter!

      But as Max swung his claws in attack, he didn’t feel a thing.

      At first he thought: could their attackers bodies be so weak, I didn’t even feel the claws break through them?

      Then he realized it was something much more peculiar.

      His attack had never landed, because the ogre axe-men had been able to dodge his attack in the oddest of ways.

      The bottom half of the ogre axe-men stood on the ground of the dead-floor, but their upper bodies were floating far above them.

      The two axe-men cackled from above, clearly relishing Max’s shock and awe.

      Max quickly pieced it together.

      The two attackers had a special climber trait.

      They had a special detachable limb ability!

      Now that’s annoying, Max grumbled.

      “How the heck do we fight people who can break themselves apart like this?” cried Casey. “How are we supposed to slice them up into little bits, if they can do it themselves!?”

      The ability is definitely annoying, Max thought to himself, agreeing with his companion. But there must be some trick to beat them.

      As their attackers came in for another blow, Max jumped away, analyzing his enemies’ move set and patterns.

      The detachable limbs are impressive, he thought, but the power doesn’t make them invincible. The ability can only save them if they know where the attack is coming from. Meaning, the key to beating them is surprise.

      Max grinned.

      He knew just the trick to beat these two assassins.
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        * * *

      

      Jonomoch scowled.

      These puny humans were supposed to be easy kills, he thought, annoyed.

      “C’mon, let’s finish this,” shouted Bistramos. “One good chop and these humans will be dead.”

      “Okay, you take the girl,” said Jonomoch. “I’ll take the red-haired kid.”

      Jonomoch rushed the kid, gripping his massive battle axe tightly.

      Right as he was about to swing and kill the kid, however, he felt a sharp pain ripple through his body.

      His whole body froze.

      He looked down to see the shining bright light of a mana claw sticking out from his stomach.

      Jonomoch’s eyes bulged.

      This is impossible!

      He looked over his shoulder to see the kid had detached his own limb to stab him from behind.

      The kid had stolen his ability.

      But he had done more than that, because as Jonomoch saw as he turned back to the kid, the kid still had both his arms.

      “If you detached your arm,” said Jonomoch as the pain began to overtake him more and more, “how do you still have an arm there?”

      Max grinned. “I used my break-mode mutation to create an extra arm, then your ability to have it detach from me and sneak up on you, while I kept my actual arm as a distraction.”

      Jonomoch couldn’t believe it. He had been bested.

      He collapsed on his knees.

      A few seconds later, he heard his companion Bistramos collapse as well.

      His companion would have been easier to slay too, as Bistramos would have thought that Jonomoch was covering behind him.

      Both him and his companion underestimated this kid.

      He had bested them and as much as he hated to admit it, it was an incredible and impressive strategic victory.
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      Max and Casey stood over the defeated ogre axe-men assassins.

      Max’s strategy had left them severely wounded.

      Neither one of the attackers had long to live.

      “You may have defeated us,” one of them said with his last dying breath, “but there’s no way you’ll defeat the dead-floor king, Varnik.”

      With that the color drained from the ogre’s face as he passed on.

      His companion followed him soon after.

      Casey looked over the two dead ogres with a solemn face for a few seconds before shrugging it off, “Might as well see what these evil killers left behind. You never know what possible loot we might find.”

      As Casey began rummaging through the ogre assassins’ belongings, Max looked around, grimly.

      This Varnik guy is no joke, he thought.

      They needed to stay on guard and be prepared for anything. The dead-floor king was not going to make their mission easy.

      “Oh boy oh boy!” Casey squealed with delight. “Max, you gotta see this. These killers left behind some really good stuff!”

      She pulled out a whole bundle of scrolls.

      “Skill scrolls,” she grinned, “with new sword abilities. While I think they’re meant for more traditional sword users, I think they’ll transfer over to my wind katana ability.”

      And then Casey examined the ogre’s pouches and her eyes widened and she grinned even more.

      “Jackpot!” she shouted and showed the open bag to Max.

      Multiple shining orbs glowed from it.

      “Monster cores!” she squealed.

      Her face then went solemn. “I don’t know what to do first. Drain the cores? Learn the special skill attacks? There’s just too much epic loot.”

      At that point Max grinned, and playfully chided the beautiful girl in front of him, “Dearest Casey—there can never be enough epic loot.”

      She smiled back at him.

      “Maybe we should set up camp first,” Max continued, “before we drain the cores.”

      “Okay, decision made,” Casey smiled. “I’ll unlock the sword skills.”

      She took the scrolls and imbued mana into them and drew out the knowledge contained within.

      Skill scrolls were a rare and powerful mana-imbued document that had the ability to transfer special skills from one person to another. Something that could take years to master could be suddenly learned within seconds. The skill scrolls were an ancient tower technology that remained mysterious to all the tower races on all the floors.

      They were considered prize artifacts by all.

      After learning the new set of skills, Casey wasted no time before trying them out.

      A desert shark magic beast came towards them and she unleashed a new whirlwind slash ability, spinning at the speed of a tornado, her wind katana no longer recognizable as the blade created energy and slashes of wind in so many directions.

      The magic beast didn’t stand a chance.

      It was shredded to death within seconds.

      Casey stood over the fallen monster triumphantly as it disintegrated into a monster core.

      She picked it up and said, “I’ll share those other monster cores, but I think we can both agree, this one belongs to me.”

      Max grinned.

      He did not disagree with her at all.

      As Casey tested out a few more of her new sword skills, Max set up a small camp and fire.

      He figured if the dead-floor king was as powerful as everyone said he was then they should try their hardest to face him at their strongest.

      Which meant, having something to eat and then draining their newly acquired crop of monster cores.

      And so, a few hours later, after eating and resting, that was exactly what they did.

      Max and Casey meditated side by side in front of a pile of A-rank monster cores that the ogre assassins had left behind.

      Max felt the energy surge and swell within him as he drained one core after another, feeling his mana channels and meridians strengthen and expand as they were nourished by the power of the monster cores.

      His mana affinity stat rose until it jumped from 80 to 81, triggering his hair to rise, his body to shake spasmodically as the most extreme intensity overtook him.

      When the powerful surge that had rocked his body was over, he took a look at his profile within his retina and smiled.

      He had ranked up.

      
        
        Name: Max Rainhart

        Rank: A

        Trait (Unique): Mimic. Unleash the last move you were hit with at double the power.

      

        

      
        You may choose to retain eight abilities you’re hit with, adding them to your arsenal of attacks at double the power.

      

        

      
        You can now fuse up to three abilities together to create a new ability. You're able to test and see the new ability, but once gaining the ability you lose the original three abilities in exchange for the newly created ability.

      

        

      
        You may temporarily share your acquired abilities with one other person at a time.

      

        

      
        Ability Slot: Shadow Blink (Rare)

        Ability Slot: Lightning Flail (Rare)

        Ability Slot: Phase-Out (Uncommon)

        Ability Slot: Temporal Defense (Unique)

        Ability Slot: Dragon Mecha-Mode (Break-Mode) (Unique)

        Ability Slot: Anti-Reality Disintegration Beam (Unique)

        Ability Slot: (empty)

        Ability Slot: (empty)

      

        

      
        Strength: 82

        Agility: 82

        Endurance: 81

        Mana Affinity: 81

      

        

      
        Passive Skills:

        Kokoro (Warrior Spirit)

      

      

      Max grinned at the raised stats and the fact that he was now officially A-rank. Only two years ago, did the prospect of reaching E-rank seem so far away. It was incredible to consider how far he had come on his journey as a climber.

      With a strength stat of 82, he now wielded A-rank level strength. He now had the strength just below tower god level. He could kill a normal human with a mere flick of his fingers. His strength and power were vast.

      At A-rank speed, he could run across some floors within minutes. He could now move at a speed only those at B-rank or above could perceive.

      His endurance stat slightly lagged behind others, but at 81 it was still considered an A-rank stat. At this new level of endurance, nothing below A-rank could harm him. It amazed Max to think that formerly fearsome foes, like the bone basilisk on the floor-7 swamp or the galrog of the endless ocean, would barely be able to even scratch him now.

      Lastly, at A-rank he could now use his abilities 50 times consecutively at a total of 150 times a day. Considering he had barely needed that many trait usages in a single day before, he felt as if he now had practically unlimited trait usages.

      It was amazing.

      Max grinned as he took it all in.

      The one thing that he couldn’t stop staring at in his updated profile though was the evolution of the mimic ability.

      Ability share!?

      It sounded incredible and he couldn’t wait to try it out.

      He turned over to Casey who was looking around strangely.

      “Oh snap,” said Max, excitedly. “Did you rank up as well?”

      Casey grinned as she came to.

      “Yeah, I did,” she said. “My airbringer trait’s evolution is pretty insane actually.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Yeah,” said Casey. “It’s called Basic Purified Elemental Imbuing.”

      “What the heck does that mean?” asked Max, scratching his scruffy red hair.

      Casey smiled. “Watch.”

      Casey stood up and then disappeared into the air.

      Max blinked, dumbfounded.

      “Wait, what?”

      He then felt a tap on his shoulder.

      He spun around to see Casey standing there triumphantly.

      “You have a teleport ability now?”

      “Sort of,” said Casey, shrugging. “It’s more like I can imbue myself with the wind and then reappear elsewhere.”

      “Sounds like a fancy way of saying teleport,” Max teased. “Also, you said this was the basic version? What’s the advanced version look like?”

      “I’m not sure,” said Casey. “But I had once heard about the highest rank elemental wielders being awe-inspiringly powerful.”

      Max shook his head. “I fear that day. You’ll be too overpowered.”

      “Oh, sure,” said Casey, sarcastically. “How about you tell me about your new trait evolution, mister not-overpowered.”

      Max grinned. “Actually—I think you’re going to like this one.”

      Max closed his eyes and triggered his new evolved trait’s power. It all came naturally. He selected one of his moves—phase-out—and then shared it with Casey.

      “So far I’m not impressed with this new trait,” said Casey, looking around impatiently.

      “Check your profile,” Max said.

      Casey followed Max’s instructions and then her eyes began to widen.

      “Um, Max,” she said. “Why does my profile now feature a new ability? And not just that, but it’s one of yours! Is this some kind of trick, I don’t really have this, do I?”

      “Think fast,” Max yelled as he rushed to tackle her to the ground.

      Max slipped right through her as his companion triggered phase-out.

      “Oh my gosh,” said Casey. “First off, did you really just try to tackle me? Rude. Secondly, did I really just use one of your abilities!?”

      “That’s right,” said Max. “I now can share any of my abilities with my companions. Only one companion at a time though.”

      Casey grinned. “I’m impressed. The combo possibilities are pretty insane here.”

      “I know, right?” said Max. “I don’t think the dead-floor king Varnik stands a chance against us now.”

      More powerful than they ever were before, Max and Casey continued their mission, and descended from floor-3 to floor-2 of the tower.
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      Meanwhile, in Zestiris, Sakura stood looking out her office window on the top floor of the climber’s guild hall.

      She held a glass tumbler in her hand filled with whisky.

      Between giving orders to everyone, while in her brief moments of respite, she would take slow sips of her drink.

      She knew drinking on the job wasn’t a very good idea, but the circumstances were so grim, the stakes so high—she needed something to take the edge off.

      She stared across the city to the S-ranked monster-wave portal currently haunting them.

      Had Nicolas Adler really been able to do that on his own?

      And create multiple portals across the tower?

      The level of power that man possessed was astounding.

      Terrifying.

      They had sent messengers up to all the floors, but they had yet to hear back. Sakura was happy to send reinforcements, if necessary, but they needed to keep their defenses mounted in their own city as well.

      She took another sip of her drink and then gulped it down.

      This really might be the greatest crisis the tower has ever seen, she thought to herself, solemnly.

      She sighed, remembering how when she had first taken this job all she had wanted to do was skip work and read romance novels—now she cared for this city and everyone in it more deeply than she ever had before.

      Her thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a knock at her door.

      She looked over her shoulder and hid her glass tumbler behind a couch, before saying, “Come in.”

      The door swung open and it was one of the guild clerks holding a purple telephone.

      Each alliance member had a direct line of communication between the others.

      Purple was for floor-10.

      Elestria.

      Sakura hurried over and took the phone.

      As she did so, she noticed more clerks behind the first one, each one holding the phone for the different floors of the alliance. All of them were ringing with alarm.

      What’s going on!?

      Her face rapidly went pale as she listened on the line.

      “What happened?” said Sakura, grimly. “Don’t worry. We’re coming right now.”
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, on floor-7 of the tower, monsters swarmed out from a massive scar-shaped portal in the sky and flooded into the realm of the frog-folk’s swamp.

      Giant sky serpents slithered out from the portal, casting shadows across whole villages of the frog-folk.

      U’lopp looked up at the sky of his home floor with widened eyes.

      He had never seen the sky filled with so much activity.

      Stormy gray clouds.

      A horrific portal.

      Deadly monsters.

      U’lopp felt something tug on his arm.

      He looked down to see a little child frog-folk, looking at him wide-eyed with fear.

      “What’s happening U’lopp?” the child asked.

      U’lopp was speechless.

      How did you tell a child that the end of the world was upon them? That the destruction of their home and swamp was imminent?

      U’lopp looked over his shoulder.

      Huts were on fire from a dragon attack.

      The village’s bridges and structures were falling apart.

      He shook his head at the sight of it all.

      I can’t give up, U’lopp thought. It’s only the end of the world when everyone gives up on saving it.

      He crouched down and looked at the little boy beside him.

      “Gather up the other children,” U’lopp said. “Take them to the hideout in the narrow river behind the village. The swamp is under attack, but the frog-folk have fought many enemies before. It’s not over until the bitter end.”

      The little frog-folk gulped and ran off to get the other kids.

      U’lopp then picked up a spear of a dead frog-folk soldier and gripped it tightly in his hand.

      He then rushed and jumped into the nearby swamp, landing on the river, catching up with a regiment of soldiers who rushed to take on the portal of deadly monsters.

      An airbringer in the regiment manipulated the wind and picked up all the frog-folks on their individual lily pads, sending them floating high into the air to take on the incoming monsters.

      “Spears up!” yelled U’lopp, who had ended up at the front of the floating lily-pad squad.

      All the soldiers grunted in unison, lifting their spears.

      This was a classic frog-folk air division maneuver. They flew and attacked as a squad. Spearmen at the front and sides with an airbringer at the back, acting as the engine to their floating attack squad.

      Other such squadrons floated in the sky attacking the monsters flooding out from the portal.

      A monster sky serpent gobbled up one air squad in a single bite.

      U’lopp gulped, before shouting, “Let’s avenge our comrades!”

      They flew forward, spears raised.

      The monstrous sky serpent rushed forward.

      “SPLIT!” yelled U’lopp.

      The airbringer at the back manipulated two gusts of wind, separating the squadron of frog-folk spearmen, so they were now coming at the giant sky serpent from either side.

      “PUSH!” yelled U’lopp.

      The airbringer used all its strength to propel the two streams of spearman forward.

      U’lopp lifted his spear and imbued it with as much mana as he could.

      His spear ripped through the flesh of the sky serpent, blood blasting onto one side of his face and body.

      The battle was over in a second.

      Their split attack had worked and the sky serpent’s dead body fell through the air and splashed into the swamp water below.

      U’lopp felt a flutter of relief and satisfaction wash over him at the sight of the dead sky serpent.

      The feeling, however, was short-lived.

      All across the sky, frog-folk air squadrons were falling to their deaths.

      They couldn’t keep up with the speed and strength of the monsters.

      We can’t give up, U’lopp kept telling himself, even though he was beginning to think he might be deluding himself.

      The frog-folk weren’t a very powerful tower race. They had mostly lived happy lives in their swamp rather than pursue power and climb up the floors of the spire and fight for dominance as many of the other tower races had done.

      Is our peaceful nature really going to lead to our downfall? U’lopp thought sadly. Should we have spent more time training, fighting, and killing? Would that have made us more prepared to take on this horrible unbelievable attack?

      The horrific monster portal swelled as more monsters flew and crawled out from it into the normally quiet peaceful swamp world.

      A massive sky squid emerged from the interdimensional thoroughfare in the sky, its tentacles as long as some of the greatest rivers U’lopp had ever traversed.

      “We’re doomed!” cried one of the squad members at his side.

      As more monsters streamed out and hopelessness began to envelop the hearts and minds of every single frog-folk witnessing the devastating attack, a massive beam of light shot through the sky.

      U’lopp’s eyes widened at the sight.

      It wasn’t just a powerful flash of light.

      It was a climber trait.

      At a powerfully high level as well.

      A-rank, at least.

      The ability was known as slice and belonged to none other than Sakura Sato, the human climber president.

      The powerful woman stood by the swamp’s arrival teleporter.

      She had launched her massive energy beam into the sky and swung it around, ripping through the flesh of countless monsters within seconds.

      Just by her one attack, the tempo of the battle had returned to the frog-folk’s favor.

      U’lopp and many of the other frog-folk realized that hope had just returned to them and in a glorious fashion no less.

      He couldn’t hear Sakura from where she stood across the large swamp world, but if he could, he would have heard her say, “Sorry we’re late, but we’re here now.”
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      On floor-30 of the tower, the monster-wave hadn’t slowed down, even for a minute.

      Tiberius thrust his conjured mana blade into the flesh of an A-rank magic wolf, and then wrenched it out, pulling the monster’s organs and guts along with it.

      The A-rank Caesarian soldier spun around just in time to slice off the neck of an incoming battle troll.

      “Any word from the emperor?” Tiberius asked, ducking his head to dodge a fiery magic projectile.

      “None,” shouted a nearby Caesarian soldier. “The emperor naps while we sacrifice our lives and die out here in the field of battle.”

      Tiberius bristled at those words.

      There was no denying that the emperor was a symbol of the deeply entrenched social hierarchies that existed within Caesarian society, but to think he’d exert his social capital so cruelly and cavalierly in a time of crisis seemed too much.

      Something’s wrong, Tiberius thought. I don’t believe the emperor would turn such a blind eye to his people as they were being slaughtered in the streets by a horde of powerful and magical monsters.

      Tiberius imbued mana into his feet to leap off the ground and onto the roof of a nearby building.

      He grimaced. The soldier-class Caesarian was sickened by the sight of so many monstrous creatures roaming through the streets of the capital. Luckily, alongside the sight of the horrific monsters were the many Caesarian warriors fighting valiantly against the horde.

      Amongst the smoke, ash, and fire that filled the city was the large palace where the emperor slept. Like a beacon in a storm, the palace looked untouched. Unsullied by the devastating monster-attack that had made its mark seemingly everywhere else in the capital.

      Tiberius narrowed his eyes at the sight of the emperor’s home, creating a path in his mind across the slated rooftops of the Caesarian capital, and then leapt off in pursuit of his new destination.

      “Where are you going, Tiberius!?” shouted one of the soldiers from below.

      “I must check on the emperor,” he proclaimed, moving across the streets. “I think he might need us more than we realized.”

      The feeling of dread in Tiberius’ chest grew more and more as he rushed across the city towards the emperor’s palace.

      The horrible feeling became a rock hard pit in his stomach when he landed on the marble stairwell that led to the palace entrance.

      The guards at the bottom of the stairwell laid dead on the ground, their throats slit, blood leaking from their necks into large puddles.

      Crimson liquid leaked down the stairwell too. The guards at the top of the stairs were corpses just like the ones below. Their necks were also slit, and the puddles of blood leaked and dripped onto the marble stairwell of the palace.

      Tiberius’ stomach twisted into knots as he took in the sickening sight of the dead guards.

      Some of the best soldier-class Caesarians guarded and protected the emperor. It was astounding to see them all dead and killed in the exact same way too.

      That meant it had been the same creature who had killed them all.

      Tiberius crouched down and took in one of the dead guards at the top of the palace stairwell.

      A creature couldn’t have done this, Tiberius realized.

      The cut along the neck was too neat, too tidy. Even more disconcerting was the fact that the initial cut seemed too thin for even the sharpest of blades.

      It’s like they’ve been killed by a tiny piece of thread—

      Then Tiberius shuddered as the realization dawned on him.

      The most notorious Caesarian rogue climber was an S-ranker known as Octavius. He had been the one to murder almost the entire human team at The United Floors Alliance Tournament many decades ago and had set the two tower races into frosty diplomatic relations for years.

      Tiberius looked to the closed doors of the emperor’s palace.

      This is very bad, Tiberius thought. Octavius is one of the most powerful climbers in the entire tower.

      Tiberius stood up and rushed over to the palace doors.

      Please be okay, emperor, Tiberius kept thinking. Our people need you right now. We can’t afford to lose our leader.

      The stench of death only thickened as Tiberius approached the front door to the emperor’s hall.

      The soldier grimaced at the sight of more blood on the floor, leaking from the room beyond.

      He pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      Tiberius didn’t need to go far to know what happened.

      The Caesarian emperor lay dead on the floor just like the guards outside his palace.

      There was a thin line across his neck where someone had slit his throat with a tiny piece of mana-conjured thread.

      Tiberius gulped.

      The emperor is dead.

      Tiberius suddenly began to feel incredibly overwhelmed by the circumstances.

      The emperor had been assassinated.

      The capital was under siege.

      None of the alliance floors could send reinforcements as they were dealing with their own internal problems as well.

      Tiberius gripped his mana blade.

      He wasn’t going to give up.

      Still, he thought as he stepped back out into the city-turned-battlefield, only a miracle will save us now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      The destruction and chaos ran upward throughout all the lower floors of the tower.

      On floor-10, the Elestrians Will and Oliver fought off hordes of beasts trying to break into the queen’s throne room.

      “Have no fear Queen Violet,” shouted Oliver. “We’ll protect you.”

      A giant shadow bear that Will had transformed into roared in reply as it dug its massive claws into the demonic boars and minotaurs trying to break into the palace.

      A giant blue spear thrust out between Will and Oliver, skewering three monsters to death in a single hit.

      Queen Violet gripped onto her spear of truth—now at a higher rank, she could conjure it at will rather than simply when someone was dishonest—and smirked.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Who needs protecting now?”

      Oliver grinned. He was impressed with his mighty Elestrian queen, but the three of them were not powerful enough to fight such a horrific horde of monsters.

      What are we going to do? he thought.

      The Elestrian army was not powerful enough to take on such a horde of monsters. Now would be the ideal time to call upon The United Floors Alliance, but the reports said that all the floors were suffering from a similar attack.

      Whoever conjured up this horrific nightmare scenario, Oliver realized, had done so with the exact intention of disabling the alliance’s greatest strength.

      Their united power in numbers!

      Then something strange happened. A monster from the back of the horde began biting and tearing into the other monsters.

      The monsters were beginning to fight each other.

      More than that, they were beginning to turn around and rush away.

      Violet blinked her bright purple eyes beside Oliver.

      “What’s happening?” she gasped.

      “Look,” said Oliver.

      All the monsters turning around had a similar feature.

      A demonic tentacle had latched onto their brains and was now manipulating them.

      What kind of incredible power is this?

      Then from the windows, Oliver saw it.

      A collection of humans and frog-folks were flying across the sky on lily pads.

      One of them was Elle Rainhart.

      The Scarlet Demon.

      She was using her demon break-mode to mutate flesh that would wrap itself around bodies and brains of monsters and take control of them.

      But then both Oliver and Will’s eyes widened as even greater hope filled their eyes.

      “Look,” said Oliver, his face going red and goofy-looking. “A beautiful guardian angel has come to save us.”

      Will was so overcome with emotion he morphed out of his shadow bear mode.

      “Sarah! You’ve returned to save me!” he shouted.

      Oliver nudged him hard.

      “She came for me, idiot.”

      Will was about to retaliate when Violet jumped between them.

      “Will you two shut up,” she said. “Hope has returned to Elestria!”
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        * * *

      

      With each and every floor, Sakura and her team of top-tier climbers ascended upwards, saving floors and gathering more allies.

      When they landed on each floor, they neutralized the monster-wave threat, even if they couldn’t destroy the horrible portal in the sky.

      They went higher and higher, saving the Boldrin, then the cat-folk and all the other major races that made up The United Floors Alliance.

      As they moved up from floor to floor, a pocket of climbers would stay behind to help protect the floor from any further attacks.

      Elle stayed on at Elestria where she could use her break-mode mutation to control large swathes of monsters.

      Winifred, similarly, stayed on floor-7 using her ghost army to protect the innocent and frightened frog-folk.

      “We’re not stopping until every last floor in the alliance is saved!” shouted Sakura, right before she ascended to the next floor above her.
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        * * *

      

      Tiberius rushed through the streets of Caesaria, leaving behind a trail of monster blood.

      His heart pounded in his chest. His forehead was drenched in sweat. His muscles ached from fighting constantly for the last few hours. He panted as he ran and sliced off the heads and limbs of nightmarish monsters terrorizing the city.

      “Die, you monsters!” Tiberius screamed as he stabbed another magic beast through its mouth and out the other side.

      Tiberius didn’t think he could lose any more hope than he already had, but he was being proven wrong once again. The monster-wave was unabating. It didn’t matter how well him and the other soldier-class Caesarians fought, they wouldn’t win a never-ending battle.

      It was simply impossible.

      They would get fatigued.

      They would lose focus and make mistakes.

      And most crucially, they would eventually run out of trait usages.

      Tiberius kept running forward, following his primal warrior instincts.

      If we are fighting a losing battle, he thought, so be it.

      He would keep fighting until he dropped, until he didn’t have any more energy to give.

      Only then would he give up.

      The only defeat he would accept was death.

      So long as he was breathing, he would keep fighting.

      Keep trying to save the innocent lives of Caesaria.

      He sliced through another small horde of monsters, moving forward.

      But he could feel his muscles aching more and more. His vision was beginning to blur.

      Is this really it?

      Am I meant to die here in this miserable battle?

      At that very moment, as Tiberius was losing the tiniest remaining morsel of hope he was still holding onto, he heard a massive thump.

      Something new had arrived on the floor, Tiberius groaned. A dragon or a giant dinosaur or something horrible no doubt.

      But then his eyes widened, as he heard marching footsteps and the battle cries of soldiers.

      Could it really be?

      He looked across the city and saw a flood of new climbers fill the streets.

      Humans.

      Frog-folk.

      Elestrians.

      Boldrin.

      Cat-folk.

      All of the major alliance races were there.

      Tiberius smiled.

      He was witnessing the miracle, the one he had hoped for, finally taking place.
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        * * *

      

      Sakura and her small army were able to push back the last of the monster-wave after another hour or so of fighting.

      The monster-wave on floor-30 was the deadliest they had encountered on their upward ascent.

      Things were a mess across the entirety of the alliance floors, but there was no doubt that Caesaria might have been the worst hit.

      During the course of the horrific monster-wave, the Caesarian emperor had been assassinated.

      Caesaria was normally the most powerful and stable floor of the alliance.

      It did not bode well for any of them to have Caesaria plunged into multiple crises such as they were.

      As Sakura looked out across the Caesarian capital from the balcony of the Zestiris embassy, she heard footsteps behind her.

      She looked over her shoulder to see it was Tiberius, one of the more prominent Caesarian climbers.

      She knew of him when he assisted Max and Casey in Nightmare City on floor-60.

      Despite the man’s golden eyes—a feature all Caesarian’s shared—the man’s face was notably downcast.

      “I’ve come on behalf of Caesaria to thank you for saving our floor and people,” Tiberius began.

      Sakura nodded sternly. “What are allies if they don’t come to your aid when you need them most? I would have expected no less from the Caesarians if the situation were reversed.”

      “You do us a great kindness,” said Tiberius, stepping out onto the balcony to join her.

      He stared out across the calm city before him. Across the sky the scar shaped portal floated above them all, festering and tormenting them, making them wonder when the next attack would commence.

      “You have saved us, yes,” said Tiberius. “But have you only pushed back the inevitable doom that befalls all of us?”

      “The portals are still open on all the alliance floors and won’t get destroyed unless Max and Casey can destroy the monster-spawn orb.”

      “I see,” said Tiberius.

      “All of our hope,” said Sakura, “lies with Max and Casey now.”

      And with that, Tiberius grinned.

      “Well,” said the Caesarian warrior, “we have a very strong reason to be hopeful then.”
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      Floor-2 was in many ways very similar to floor-3.

      Howling wind swept ash across the barren landscape.

      “And here I was hoping for a little variety,” Casey muttered, as she looked around.

      Max grimaced as he took in floor-2 of the tower.

      He had been expecting something slightly different as well. That was how the tower worked, right? You went up one floor and entered a new world, so on and so forth.

      It must be different with dead-floors, Max mused quietly in his mind.

      A dead-floor loses its sense of identity, climate, culture—and is nothing but the husk of a dead world.

      The only difference between this floor and the previous one was the black shadowy silhouette of a castle in the far distance.

      “That must be where Varnik is,” said Max. “C’mon, let’s go.”

      They took a step forward towards the dead-floor king only for the wind to die down and reveal behind the swirling ash a massive army of monster soldiers surrounding them.
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        * * *

      

      The head commander of the dead-floor king’s army, Ozbik the demonic general, overlooked his army and the two tiny humans they had surrounded.

      There were over five hundred of his strongest men surrounding the two humans.

      “Shall we attack, my lord?” asked Ozbik’s second in command.

      Maybe they’ll lose one or two men, but there was absolutely no way these two humans would be able to defeat them all.

      The king is going to be very pleased with me today, Ozbik thought gleefully.

      “Give the order to attack,” Ozbik said. “I can’t wait to see those humans suffer and then die!”

      The army quickly descended upon the two human climbers and Ozbik chuckled to himself.

      “Easy as pie,” he said.

      As the minutes passed, however, he began to grow impatient.

      Why haven’t I been told of the human climbers’ deaths yet?

      He eventually barked at one of his advisors.

      “Why haven’t I been updated?”

      His advisor looked to his feet and then furtively back up at him.

      “Spit it out,” Ozbik growled.

      “Well, commander,” said the advisor, “it turns out the humans have taken out more than half the army already.”

      Ozbik’s eyes widened. “Impossible. How could two mere B-rankers accomplish such a feat.”

      “That’s the thing,” said the advisor, “they’re no longer B-rank.”

      Ozbik’s stomach sank.

      A-rankers were quite a significant power-level above B-rankers. They had vastly underestimated those two if they had ranked up on their journey here.

      He turned to face the battlefield and he felt a sense of utter defeat ripple through him.

      A massive energy blast shot out from the battle, obliterating countless soldiers until he and his advisors too were destroyed by the sheer power of the two human climbers.
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        * * *

      

      In the aftermath of the battle, Max used the rare pouch he had acquired in The Outskirts of Nightmare City. It was like a magical vacuum cleaner was able to suck up all the surrounding monsters cores within a few seconds.

      “We can drain and sell these later,” said Max.

      “Yeah, just don’t forget we’re splitting everything,” said Casey. “Or had you forgotten?

      “Of course not,” Max grinned. “We’ll split everything when we get back. I promise.”

      Max then turned his focus to the dark shadowy castle in the distance.

      They had traveled all this way down the floors of the tower to get to that castle where Varnik the dead-floor king resided along with the monster spawn point. If they could defeat him and destroy the portal, they would be able to save all the lower floors of the tower that were currently under attack.

      Their mission was almost over.

      Everything hinged on what happened next.

      “C’mon,” said Max, taking a step towards the castle in the distance. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Varnik sat in his throne room, waiting.

      He rubbed his hands eagerly as he snickered to himself.

      “The climbers are here,” said a guard.

      “Let them in,” said Varnik.

      The dead-floor king had been made aware of the human climbers’ small victories against his minions, but he wasn’t bothered. He could spawn new monsters and creatures to do his bidding within a couple of weeks. In the meantime, he would just have to take care of the two human climbers himself.

      Perhaps this is what I should’ve done to begin with, he contemplated. It would’ve saved me some headaches, that’s for sure.

      The footsteps in his castle got louder until stepping into his throne room was none other than the two human climbers.

      He was quite surprised looking at them. They were just two teenagers. A boy and a girl.

      Could these two really have defeated my minions so easily?

      It didn’t matter what had happened before, however. Varnik would finish them here and now.

      “Welcome,” said the dead-floor king. “I apologize you traveled all this way only to die.”

      Varnik stood off his throne and weaved his hands through the air, channelling mana and other spirit energy.

      White light glowed in front of him until it began to take on a shape and suddenly a giant three-headed Cerberus stood in front of him.

      “You won’t be able to defeat me or my summons, you fools,” shouted Varnik. “It’s over!”

      The three-headed dog rushed the two climbers.

      The demonic dog took up a massive amount of the throne room already. Plus, the demon dog was an S-rank beast with powerful attacks of his own. The creature would make quick work of the humans and, if not, he’d be a powerful enough force to distract the two humans while he got behind them and stabbed them in the back when they weren’t looking.

      Except something different happened than what Varnik was expecting.

      A greater force began to fill the room, taking up more space than his demonic three-headed dog.

      It was the girl, he realized.

      Wind, energy, and powerful blue electricity crackled all around her.

      She then unleashed a swarm of mana-imbued paper cranes that captured some of the powerful electric current swirling through the room.

      She shouted at the top of her lungs as her newly created ability shocked and sliced through the demonic dog with ease and then began to surround Varnik so that he couldn’t escape.

      Her shout unveiled the name of her newly created power:

      “One Thousand Lightning Vultures!!!”
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      Sakura stood on the steps of the emperor’s palace in the capital of Caesaria, looking out to the city and sky beyond.

      Around her were other powerful climbers from the different tower races, looking at the horrific portal in the sky, dreading whatever new awful creature might emerge from it next.

      “The waiting makes it worse,” muttered some soldiers nearby.

      Sakura couldn’t help but agree.

      The sense of dread she felt staring into the terrifying portal made her squirm and feel restless all over.

      But then something happened.

      The scar-like portal began to fade away until nothing was left but the twilight sky of the early evening in Caesaria.

      There was no remnant, no residual energy.

      The scar had disappeared without a trace.

      Everyone murmured and gasped and then people began to cheer.

      Casey...

      Max...

      Sakura wiped a tear from her eye.

      You did it.
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        * * *

      

      Max and Casey lorded over the fallen dead-floor king, Varnik, and where the demonic monster spawn point had been.

      Everything had been destroyed with Casey’s final attack.

      As Max took in the remains of the throne room, Casey manipulated the wind to gather up her paper cranes that were now scattered across the room.

      “That was a good strategy, Max,” said Casey. “Thanks for helping me unlock a new move.”

      “My pleasure,” Max said, grinning.

      Before they had entered Varnik’s castle, Max knew the best strategy against the dead-floor king would be to come in strong and aggressive and attack with an ability that could cover a lot of space.

      Then, Max considered he could share his lightning flail with Casey, and then figured she’d be able to manipulate the lightning energy from that and then imbue it with her classic paper crane attack into a devastating ability.

      His prediction proved to be both true and an incredibly winning formula.

      “Well, I guess Varnik’s now a dead dead-floor king, isn’t he?” said Casey. “Anyway, I guess we’re done here. We should head back.”

      Max was about to agree with his companion when something caught his eye.

      It was a glowing light behind Varnik’s throne.

      Max took a cautious step towards it.

      He felt his stomach twist as he considered what it might be.

      “Holy crap,” Max said. “Look. It’s this floor’s arrival teleporter. Varnik must have made this castle here for this very reason.”

      Casey’s face went pale and she gulped before speaking.

      “Does that mean—”

      Max nodded his head. “If we descend here, we’ll be on floor-1, the ground floor. Earth.”

      Max felt a heaviness in the words he said.

      Ever since he had officially become a climber and learned that humanity resided within the tower rather than from outside of it, he had always wondered what remained of the planet and world his people originally came from.

      He had been told it had been overrun. Ravaged by a combination of powerful monster-waves, rogue climbers, and nuclear destruction as rival countries chose to try and blow up the tower that had appeared on the east coast of the United States of America.

      He had been told there was nothing left.

      But, he thought to himself as he felt a yearning ache twist inside of him, there must be some sort of remains, right?

      “I’m not sure I want to look,” said Casey. “Maybe some things you shouldn’t look at. Things you don’t want to see. Things you don’t want to know.”

      Max held out his hands.

      “We’re here,” he said. “We have to look, even if just for a second.”

      Max held out his hand and Casey eventually grabbed hold of it, clasping her fingers in his.

      They stepped into the teleporter together and descended to the floor below.
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        * * *

      

      Max opened his eyes.

      He was in a circular room with blue torches composed of mana. There was a fountain in the center.

      This is just like the entrance to the tower in Zestiris, Max thought, which would mean, Earth is only a short hall away from where he stood.

      He felt Casey grip his hand tightly. Her face was pale and she looked deeply uncomfortable.

      Max took a step towards the fountain at the center of the room.

      It was cold here.

      Could it be the breeze from outside?

      Max hurried ahead until he was at the entrance of the room, ready to see the planet where his people had come from. The world where his parents had once lived decades ago.

      But he didn’t see anything at the entrance of the chamber they were in.

      There was no world or floor or environment in front of him.

      It was nothing but blank white space.

      Nothingness.

      Max shivered. “How could this be? Earth is supposed to be here in front of us.”

      Casey sighed. “But it isn’t. There’s nothing here, but empty space.”

      Max suddenly felt overwhelmed by the incomprehensible sight in front of him.

      “I thought Earth could be saved. Reconquered even,” he said. “But how can it be saved if there’s nothing here.”

      “Maybe,” gulped Casey, “because it can’t be saved.”

      Max turned to her. “How can you say that?”

      Casey stayed quiet for a moment gathering her thoughts.

      “Isn’t there a part of you that is somewhat relieved?”

      Max’s eyes narrowed with confusion and he shook his head at her question.

      “Don’t you think things happen for a reason?” she said. “If the tower had never appeared, Earth would never have been destroyed, the Zestiris as we know it would never have been formed—and guess what—” Her voice suddenly cracked and went quiet, “we would never have met.”

      Max suddenly understood part of why Casey was so uncomfortable on this new floor they had arrived on.

      “This emptiness,” Casey said, “it’s sad, frustrating, and yet also, maddeningly beautiful. It’s like a blank canvas—anything can branch out from it. Just think about all that has grown from it. Zestiris. Elestria. Caesaria. Think of all the lives that have been saved, cherished, nurtured, and grown happy and healthy within this tower and its floors.”

      Tears formed in Casey’s eyes.

      “I don’t care that Earth isn’t out there on this floor,” she said. “Because it’s not my home, Max. My home is wherever you are.”

      As the beautiful girl spoke, suddenly the overwhelming sense of frustration and disappointment disappeared, and he realized he was happy for everything he had already.

      He stepped forward and Casey looked up to him with her gorgeous green eyes.

      They both leaned in towards each other and kissed, no longer caring about the strange white emptiness that lay before them.
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      Across the lower floors of the tower, people were celebrating and rejoicing at the removal of the scar-like portal that had brought death, destruction, and fear to so many people’s homes.

      Sakura was happy for everyone, but knew that no one was completely safe yet.

      They had won a battle against Nicolas Adler, but they had yet to win the war.

      Furthermore, Max and Casey had defeated the dead-floor king and destroyed the heart of the multi-floor monster portal, but they still had to get back to Zestiris.

      For all they knew, the two of them could have destroyed Varnik and the monster spawn portal with multiple deadly enemies around them, sacrificing themselves in the process.

      All of these things ran through Sakura’s head as she descended through the tower, hurrying back to Zestiris to check if they had gotten back okay.
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        * * *

      

      U’lopp carried a large amount of sticks and added it to the nearby bonfire.

      Children frog-folk and the elderly were gathered around the fire keeping warm, while the others were working on a large temporary shelter to house everyone due to so many villages being destroyed.

      Despite the deep trauma of the last twenty-four hours, everyone seemed to have a smile on their face, and if not that, a determined zeal that kept them working extra hard.

      You wouldn’t catch a whiff of defeatism amongst those in the village right now.

      U’lopp smiled at everyone working together. Not just the frog-folks, but the humans and other tower races helping them out as well.

      U’lopp felt a great warmth in his heart.

      He realized that everything that just happened would go down in history forever.

      This would be known as a moment where all hope had seemed lost, right until it wasn’t any more.

      It would be a stunning example for the generations to come about what it means to be brave, hopeful, and, most of all, resilient.
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        * * *

      

      Sakura arrived down on floor-4 of the tower.

      She rushed towards the climber’s guild hall.

      The clerks turned to her as soon as she arrived.

      Their shoulders shot up straight and their eyes were alert, clearly shocked at the sudden arrival of the Zestiris climber president.

      Sakura caught her breath and asked, “Are they back?”

      The clerks’ faces went grim and pale.

      “What do you mean?” Sakura cried.

      “We have yet to hear anything,” said a clerk.

      It’s not possible, she thought. They couldn’t have died on their way back, could they? Or did those two foolish idiots decide to sacrifice themselves for the good of the tower?

      If Max did that, she grumbled, the kid is too young to be sacrificing himself like that. Leave it to the old-timers like me and Harold, you goof!

      Sakura shook her head at the clerks and then rushed to the front entrance.

      She’d go get those two herself if she had to.
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        * * *

      

      Bruce Patterson stood in front of the arrival teleporter on floor-4 of Zestiris, impatiently guarding it.

      He was bored.

      He hated guard duty.

      A superior climber had told him it was a very important position to guard this teleporter, but he didn’t see the point.

      Those two climbers weren’t coming back.

      Not in a million years, he thought.

      And yet, at that very moment, he felt a flutter of wind behind him.

      No, he thought.

      He turned around and materializing right in front of the teleporter was a boy and a girl.

      Their clothing was ragged and they were out of breath, but they were most definitely alive.

      “Incredible,” Bruce gasped.

      What they just did was impossible.

      Unheard of.

      They deserved the new nicknames that had begun circling since the S-ranked monster-wave.

      They truly deserve their titles, Bruce thought to himself.

      Max Rainhart.

      Casey Everton.

      Now known as The Heroes of Zestiris.
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      Twenty-four hours later, whispers filled the streets of Caesaria.

      Pubs and inns were overcrowded with foreign and unfamiliar faces.

      Rumors of war, conquest, and the destruction of all who lived in the tower whisked from one alley of the city to another, all as the sun began to set on the capital.

      At the city’s highest summit, at the top of the marble steps that led up to the former Caesarian emperor’s palace, diplomats and leaders from all across the alliance gathered to discuss the events of the last few days.

      One group of diplomatic travelers included Zestiris’ climber president, Sakura Sato, alongside the red-haired boy who had collected many nicknames in his short but illustrious career in the tower so far.

      The Winner of The United Floors Alliance Tournament.

      The God-Killer.

      The Hero of Zestiris.

      The A-ranker known as Max Rainhart.

      Max felt his heart thump in his chest as he and Sakura walked briskly through the streets of the Caesarian capital towards the emperor’s palace.

      He imagined the same question was running through everyone’s mind.

      What are we going to do about the threat Nicolas Adler poses against them all?

      Max gulped, just thinking about the question.

      But he had an idea of what they should do.

      He looked up towards the emperor’s palace where all the leaders and diplomats of the alliance were gathering.

      I just hope they’ll listen to me.
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        * * *

      

      Harold Swiftstriker, tower god chairman of The United Floors Alliance, sat at the front of a large round table as the different floor leaders and diplomats streamed into the meeting room.

      They came in slowly. First the Caesarians, then the Elestrians, then the Flaron, then the humans, and on it went.

      “Psst,” whispered Regulus to Harold. “You’re supposed to smile and nod at all the members as they enter.”

      Harold rolled his eyes. This whole alliance job was so tedious. So many pleasantries and rules.

      Plus, Hermia and Regulus—his ambassadors in the council—had become a lot more pushy now that they had been given temporary leadership over Caesaria until a new emperor was crowned. Their pushiness was making his job as tower god representative for the alliance even more enervating.

      The cat-folk diplomat was the last member to amble into the meeting hall.

      “Everyone is here,” whispered Hermia to Harold. “You can begin.”

      Harold eyed the room.

      Everyone was sitting down at the round table now.

      You wouldn’t think so much could be conveyed in as simple a gesture as sitting, Harold thought to himself.

      The Elestrians and humans were both sitting up straight at their tables, keen and eager to start the meeting, while the Boldrin and cat-folk were slumped and looking over their shoulders as if they were already ready to leave the meeting that hadn’t even officially commenced yet.

      I hope Max will be able to convince this group, Harold thought to himself, but it’s definitely going to be tough.

      Hermia coughed theatrically, followed by an intense stare at Harold.

      The old man smirked and finally addressed the room of diplomats and leaders of The United Floors Alliance.

      “Let the emergency meeting commence.”
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        * * *

      

      Following Harold’s official announcement that the meeting had begun, Hermia and Regulus took the reins on controlling the diplomatic gathering’s discussion point agenda.

      “As we have seen over the last few days,” Hermia began, “Nicolas Adler will not be behaving as a benign tower god-king. The man clearly has an agenda. Our spies have confirmed that he’s completely eliminated The Fallen Angel threat.”

      “Shouldn’t we be applauding him then?” interjected one of the cat-folk diplomats.

      Hermia bristled at that statement.

      “If that were the only thing he’s done, perhaps, but as we all know that is not the case. He created an S-rank monster-wave on each of our floors and threatened all of our peoples’ lives. And it gets worse,” said Hermia. “The remains of The Fallen Angel hideout contained a rare mineral called astralminium. Our spies believe Adler is working on creating a device with the capability to enslave every single being in the tower.”

      The meeting room went quiet.

      Sakura then spoke up. “That makes a lot of sense. This is the ultimate apotheosis of his powers and philosophy. A man who can craft anything, now wants to craft his own perfect utopia—where he controls everyone. He’s a maniac.”

      Max’s stomach sank.

      Adler wanted to create a world without freedom, without hope, without life. He wanted a total monopoly on power, even if that meant creating a world devoid of real feeling.

      Hermia continued. “Our spies also believe Adler will finish this device in just over a month and a half. The emergency meeting today is to figure out what must be done next—”

      “Nothing,” spat the Boldrin. “Why would we do anything? Even if what you say is true—which I’m not sure I even believe—there is no way we can take on the tower god-king. He lives at the top of the tower while we’re nothing but the little mice that live on the bottom, feeding on nothing but scraps.”

      “Surely you don’t believe that,” interjected Queen Violet. “The alliance has faced great threats before and triumphed over them. Why wouldn’t we be able to do that now?”

      Max’s head swung back and forth as different alliance members interjected and shot their opinions across the meeting room.

      He felt his heart racing in his chest.

      He wanted to seize the moment, say what he wanted to say, but he couldn’t find a moment to get a word in.

      He thought he might be able to build on Violet’s words and said, “I agree with the Elestrian queen—”

      “Why don’t we bargain with the tower god-king?” interrupted one of the cat-folk diplomats. “Surely that would be the easiest option for all of us, no?”

      “Bargain with the man who just assaulted all of our floors with the deadliest monster-wave any of us had ever seen?” balked the Flaron diplomat. “I cannot think of a greater gesture of weakness.”

      Max tried again to speak, “Well, what about—”

      Again the meeting descended into a chaotic shouting match full of name-calling and finger-pointing until a bellowing roar echoed through the room.

      “SILENCE!”

      Everyone went quiet and turned to the center of the room where Harold had stood up to loom over them all.

      Now that he had commanded all of their attention, he gestured with his hand to Max and said, “Let the boy speak.”

      A loud collective screech echoed throughout the room as everyone shuffled their chairs across the floor and turned to face Max.

      Their faces were filled with shocked curiosity as the tower god representative wasn’t really supposed to make special allowances for any one member-state of the alliance.

      Max took in all the faces looking at him now.

      He finally had the floor to speak.

      It was his chance to convince them of the best way forward.

      It was now or never.

      “As Queen Violet so eloquently put it,” Max began, “the alliance has faced grave threats before. It was only a few months ago that the Caesarian capital was attacked by The Fallen Angels, murdering the former tower god representative Sabriel. On that fateful day, many didn’t believe we would survive it to see the next. And yet we did. We banded together and fought off the threat, proving that if we work together we can achieve anything.”

      Everyone listened with rapt attention as Max spoke. Some of their eyes were widening as they were beginning to see where Max was going with it.

      They were awed that he might actually propose the unthinkable.

      The unimaginable.

      “It is my belief that the only way forward is to form a final army that will ascend to the highest realms of the tower,” Max declared. “We must wage war against the heavenly floors and the tower god-king himself.”
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      A stunned silence followed Max’s stirring recommendation for war against the heavens.

      Max waited for a response.

      A cheer.

      An applause.

      A reply.

      Anything.

      Do I need to repeat myself?

      Before he could open his mouth and say anything more, the meeting hall erupted into laughter.

      “You foolish boy,” shouted a Boldrin diplomat, who was speaking on behalf of the newly ascended Boldrin duchess, Rowena Wynson. “Do you know what you’re even saying? The tower god-king sits on his throne on floor-99 where he has total command over The Celestial Army that guards the entrance to the heavenly floors on floor-92. We wouldn’t get even close to the stairwell before the massive army surrounded and destroyed us. Such a conquest has never been attempted and, with good reason, it is the height of insanity.”

      The cat-folk joined in with the name-calling.

      Queen Violet looked at Max with concern and jumped in, “I stand by Max’s recommendation.”

      That got another couple of laughs.

      The room soon descended into another chaotic shouting match once more.

      Eventually, the Boldrin diplomat stood up and said, “I think I’ve heard enough. The Boldrin’s position is we’ll continue to pay our dues to the alliance, which was formed primarily as a defensive entity against threats, might I add. But to speak of conquest and war and attacking higher floors, we will have no part in it.”

      The Boldrin gathered his things and marched out of the meeting room.

      The cat-folk soon followed.

      Trying to get back control of the meeting, Regulus stuttered, “I think we will call this meeting to a close for today and hopefully we can reconvene in a few days’ time.”

      The other diplomats and leaders grumbled and headed for the door and soon enough there were only a few people remaining.

      “It was a rousing speech, Max,” Sakura said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

      The compliment didn’t really make Max feel better.

      “If it was such a rousing speech,” he asked, “how come so many people disagreed with me?”

      “Because they’re scared,” Violet joined in. “Terrified, even. This might be one of the darkest moments in the tower’s history and that’s saying something.”

      “Well, what are we going to do?” Max asked.

      Harold crossed his arms and sighed, “We have to do something and we’re going to need everyone if we’re going to take on the heavens. If we can’t unite everyone, we risk losing everything.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, Max continued the discussion on how to take on Nicolas Adler from the comfort of the common room in the human climber’s guild outpost in Caesaria.

      It was nice to be discussing the situation with more like-minded companions like his sister and Casey.

      Harold and Sakura were there as well and it brought back memories of The United Floors Alliance Tournament when many of them sat around this very common room discussing tactics and strategy for the games ahead.

      “You have to remember, Max,” said Sakura, “all the tower races of the alliance are hurting right now. They lost loved ones in the monster-wave Adler unleashed on us all.”

      “Don’t forget,” said Harold, “Caesaria is hurting most of all. They lost their leader. Their emperor. The city and its people are grieving.”

      Max took a deep breath and said, “Everyone is hurting, but that doesn’t mean that they all collectively share the same opinion of not wanting to take on Nicolas Adler.”

      “You’re right,” said Sakura. “We need to figure out who is on our side already and who we will need to convince.”

      “In which case, it all comes down to two factions,” Harold added. “If we can get those who are resisting on board, everyone will follow suit.”

      “And who’s that exactly?” Casey chimed in.

      “The cat-folk and the Boldrin,” Sakura sighed.

      Max pushed his chair back and said, “I’ll go and fix this right now.”

      “I’ll come with you then,” said Casey, also standing up. “Toto, too!”

      “Woah, woah,” said Sakura. “The less people sent, the better.”

      Casey blinked in shock. “It’s only the two of us”

      Toto squeaked.

      “Sorry, ahem, I mean the three of us.”

      Sakura shook her head. “That will make four, seeing as someone else will have to join you.”

      “Huh?” said Casey. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll have to go no matter what,” said Elle, crossing her arms.

      Casey looked at everyone quizzically. “Wait, why?”

      “I’m a huge part of the reason why the different groups aren’t joining,” Elle said. “I’m a wild card. A criminal. A fugitive—”

      “Not any more,” Max cried. “Sakura pardoned you. You helped save Zestiris and the other floors. How can they think—”

      “It is what it is,” sighed Elle. “To some I will always be seen as a threat. A terrorist. A monster. The Scarlet Demon.”

      “I think it’s settled,” said Harold, cutting Elle off from continuing with her self-loathing. “The Rainhart siblings will go as ambassadors for the fledgling alliance army and get the resistant tower races on side.”

      “When you say it like that, you make it sound easy,” Elle muttered.

      “Oh,” Harold grinned. “I’m sure it will be anything but.”
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      Lower in the tower, the leader of the cat-folk, Colette Couliard, sat on her throne in her ziggurat temple.

      She was finishing up a meeting with her diplomats and advisors.

      They were going over what had occurred at the emergency meeting of The United Floors Alliance.

      It sounded as if the meeting had been a total failure.

      No one had agreed on anything.

      It was all just the chaotic shambles of a shouting match.

      She was glad she hadn’t attended.

      Her advisors had agreed that was the most astute political move available to them and she was glad she had listened to them.

      “So what are our next moves?” the cat-folk leader asked.

      “The alliance won’t move ahead without us,” said one of the diplomats. “We also don’t know what the new mysterious god-king has in store for us all. So, I believe our best strategy, is just to wait and see what happens next and then bid on the winning horse.”

      Colette smirked.

      It was a devious political strategy and she loved it.

      “I like it,” she said. “Let us wait—”

      At that very moment, a guard rushed into the throne room and approached the cat-folk queen.

      The guard bent his knees and bowed to the cat-folk leader.

      “What is it?” she said. “Why do you interrupt my meeting with my advisors?”

      “Your highness,” said the guard, “two human climbers have descended onto our floor. Two infamous climbers, actually. The God-Killer and The Scarlet Demon.”

      Colette scowled and looked at her advisors.

      “Well, there goes our wait and see plan,” said Colette. “What should we do?”

      Her advisors’ faces went pale and were lost for words.

      “What do I even pay you for?” she snapped. She then turned to the guard. “I’ll tell you what. Tell the scouts and rangers on duty to arrest the two human trespassers at once.”

      “Yes, your highness,” said the guard. “And what would you like us to do once we have them in our custody?”

      The cat-folk queen smirked and then purred her answer to the guard, “Bring them to me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the jungle of the cat-folk’s home floor, crouched a squadron of elite rangers, hiding in the bushes.

      They were deadly silent, blending in with the surrounding shrubbery and shadows.

      Their eyes were locked onto two targets.

      Human trespassers.

      A red-haired boy and girl.

      Siblings.

      They didn’t hide or conceal their presence at all, walking through the jungle like giant noisy bears.

      Capturing such amateurs would be easy.

      The ranger leader lifted three fingers, signalling when they were going to spring on their targets.

      Three fingers.

      The rangers lifted their bows and nocked special arrows that paralyzed targets, freezing them in a single location.

      Two fingers.

      The rangers narrowed their eyes, aiming bull’s-eye onto their target.

      One finger.

      The arrows flew out at the two human climbers, only for a massive ripple of energy to shoot forth, neutralizing all the arrows before they even made it halfway towards their target.

      The elite ranger squad had no idea what was happening.

      To them it was an impossible scenario.

      There was no way the two humans had recognized their presence in the jungle.

      They were an elite stealth squad.

      Finally, the red-haired boy spoke up, looking in the direction of where half the squad was hiding.

      “We know you’re there,” said the boy. “Let’s skip the fighting. I don’t want to injure you all. We seek council with your queen.”
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      Elle walked just behind her brother staring into his patch of shaggy red hair.

      Her eyes narrowed with annoyance as she took in the back of her brother’s head.

      Part of her wanted to complain, but she wasn’t sure if it was safe to speak amongst the cat-folk rangers who were escorting them to their leader.

      They marched in a squad formation with Max and Elle in the middle of them.

      Max and Elle’s hands weren’t tied, but in many ways, they might as well be.

      They were currently straddling a very fine line between willing volunteers and captive prisoners.

      As they marched through the jungle, she kept eyeing the different rangers, wondering what they would do if she made a sudden movement.

      Part of her was curious to test them, but another part of her knew it would bug her older brother, and she didn’t want to mess up his plan.

      She eventually sighed and leaned her head towards her brother, just above his shoulder and near his ear, and whispered, “I hope you know what you’re doing here. I don’t want to get killed by mere accident.”
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        * * *

      

      Colette sat on her throne, listening to the steps of the guards escorting the two intruders to her.

      She picked at her claws, unsure whether the incoming interrogation would be enjoyable or tedious.

      A guard rushed ahead, announcing the arrival of the intruders, “We bring you the two human climbers, your highness.”

      “Send them in,” said Colette.

      Let’s see the faces of the two siblings who have caused the cat-folk so much frustration.

      The two human climbers stepped into her throne room, surrounded by a squadron of elite cat-folk rangers.

      Colette immediately noticed the similarity of the two siblings: their red hair and their sharp blue eyes.

      “I would welcome you,” said Colette, “but then I feel like I’d be doing myself a disservice by honoring two intruders who have barged into my kingdom. Worse, it happens to be two intruders that have been causing issues for me and my people for some time now.”

      Colette paused, giving the two human climbers an opportunity to defend themselves or apologize.

      They didn’t say anything, so she continued.

      “Max Rainhart you thwarted my people’s plans and humiliated us at The United Floors Alliance Tournament,” she said, before turning to look at Elle. “And you, The Scarlet Demon, not only tried to murder the entire team back then, but worked for an organization that has killed countless cat-folk.”

      Colette felt the anger inside of her swell. A deep bloodlust was beginning to consume her and she wanted to order the guards to slice these two open right in front of her.

      But she caught her breath.

      She smirked, projecting a calm and effortless control over her emotions.

      She tilted her head and looked at the boy and then the girl.

      “Tell me,” she said. “What do you two have to say for yourselves?”
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        * * *

      

      Elle locked eyes with the cat-folk queen.

      The woman had sharp hazel eyes. The eyes of a hunter.

      “So?” the queen continued. “Neither of you have anything to say? You came to my land just to what...stare at me?”

      This woman is impressive, Elle thought.

      The cat-folk queen had set the tone for the conversation now. How could they ask her for anything when she’d set up the discussion based on the fact that both of them owed her and her people an apology.

      She’d trapped them. Barred them from getting anywhere close to what they actually wanted to discuss.

      I hope you know what you’re doing, Max, Elle thought.

      Her brother stepped forward and bowed to the queen.

      “You are right, Queen Colette,” said Max. “We owe you countless apologies and I beg your forgiveness for every single one of them.”

      The queen adjusted herself in her seat and leaned back, seemingly unimpressed with Max’s words.

      “Is that all?”

      Max shook his head. “No, unfortunately not. While I recognize forgiveness is not something that can be rushed, we currently lack the time or I’d otherwise have obliged you. We ask that your people join us in the fight against the tower god-king. Join our army. Fight alongside the alliance.”

      Queen Colette did not respond, contemplating quietly.

      Elle wasn’t sure if Max’s strategy was that convincing.

      Is that all you came here to do, Max? Elle thought. You’re just going to ask her point blank?

      She thought her brother might have a more effective strategy than the one currently on display.

      Finally, Colette replied to Max.

      “Why should we join forces with you? What is there to gain for us?” asked the queen. “We might seek alliances elsewhere.”

      Elle’s eyes widened at that statement.

      She hadn’t expected the queen to take Max’s offer so easily, but neither did she expect that level of response either.

      Does the queen really think she can form an alliance with Nicolas Adler? Elle thought. I guess the pride of the cat-folk knows no bounds.

      Elle turned to Max.

      The meeting was quickly going downhill.

      Colette had all the power in this room.

      The decision to join their army was in her hands and the woman had no reason to rush the decision.

      She could easily wait and see what happened next in the on-going conflict throughout the tower.

      Tell me, Max, Elle hoped, tell me you had a back-up plan to this.

      What Mad did next shocked everyone in the room, from Elle to the guards to the queen herself.

      Max fell to his knees and lay his head on the floor, presenting the back of his neck to the cat-folk queen.

      “I offer my neck to you,” said Max. “Execute me now, if you wish. If you slay me, you’ll have earned the very thing Nicolas Adler wants. He tried to kill me and my sister as children. So look, here I am, kill me now, and present my head to the new god-king, that will surely gain you power.”

      “Max!” Elle cried. “What are you doing!?”

      She couldn’t believe what was happening in front of her.

      This is utter madness!

      A guard nearby traded glances with the queen and he stepped forward, unsheathing part of his sword, a gesture that basically asked the queen, “Shall I oblige you, your highness, and chop off this human’s head for you?”

      Queen Colette smiled and gestured with her hand to tell the guard to stand back.

      She then smirked at Max, eyeing him for a minute, until she finally replied to his sacrificial offer.

      “You’re more clever than you first appear, young man,” said Colette. “The cat-folk will fight on your side in your march into the heavens.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Max and Elle headed back through the jungle to the floor’s arrival teleporter.

      Elle was still shocked by the rapid change of events that had occurred in the cat-folk queen’s throne room.

      “Can you explain to me what the heck just happened? You offered them your head and suddenly they allied with us? How does that make any sense whatsoever?”

      “Yep,” Max grinned. “It worked for multiple reasons. You see, the cat-folk crave power and control, but are also quite suspicious of others and always want to hedge their bets. By offering my own life, I forced them to make a decision when they wanted to wait and see what would happen next.”

      “Still seems risky,” said Elle, pushing some jungle leaves out of her way. “How did you know they wouldn’t just kill you there and then?”

      Max’s grin grew even more. “I mitigated the risk by controlling the options, neither of which were that appealing. The cat-folk could have killed me to curry favor with Adler but then risked angering their surrounding neighbors, the strongest of whom are already currently gathered together. The other option was to not kill me and sign with the alliance.”

      “I see,” said Elle. “So you forced their hand. That’s brilliant. But won’t they see through that and resent you for it.”

      Max shrugged. “Possibly, but again, by offering my head to them, I showed them that they had a level of power and kingmaker-like control within the alliance, something they’ll never have in a partnership with Nicolas Adler.”

      “So ultimately you forced them to make the decision you wanted them to make while making them believe they were making a decision in their own self-interest,” Elle said with amazement.

      “Pretty good, huh?” said Max, as they arrived and stepped into the glowing light of the floor’s teleporter. “Let’s hope the Boldrin will be as easy.”
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      Rowena Wynson, the Boldrin duchess, soaked in her private hot spring, going over the most recent meeting with The United Floors Alliance in her head.

      She had left the meeting in a foul mood and the only thing that would help her relax was the soothing touch of the Boldrin hot springs.

      She sighed deeply and closed her eyes as her body dipped into the hot spring, the luscious water tickling against her naked skin.

      The other tower races are so irritating, she thought to herself. Especially the humans. When exactly had they gained so much sway in the alliance? They used to be nothing but a tiny voice in the meeting rooms. Now they’re suggesting they all go to war with the heavenly floors!

      Thankfully, there were enough other races at the meeting with common sense like the cat-folk, Rowena thought. So long as there are holdouts in the alliance, this suicide conquest mission won’t actually happen.

      Her contemplation was interrupted by footsteps nearby.

      She opened her eyes and saw one of her advisors, looming over her hot spring.

      “Um, can a duchess not have any privacy around here?”

      “You told me to contact you as soon as any changes happened with the alliance situation,” said her advisor. “You said no matter what.”

      Rowena’s eyes narrowed. “How has the situation changed?”

      “The cat-folk have agreed to fight alongside the alliance in their war against the heavens.”

      A huge splash of water sloshed out of the hot spring as Rowena stood up in shock.

      “You’re kidding!?”

      “Um, your highness,” said her advisor, blushing at the full sight of her.

      “Fools,” said Rowena, crossing her arms and covering parts of her naked body ever so slightly. “I will not join an army that includes members of The Fallen Angels in it. Never!”

      “Right, your highness,” said the advisor, trying to look anywhere but in the duchess’ direction, “but maybe you’ll still consider putting on a towel?”
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        * * *

      

      Max opened his eyes, following his descent from the cat-folk floor down to the Boldrin’s home in the tower.

      His sister soon materialized right beside him.

      “Now that we’re both here,” said Max, “let’s go give a little visit to the Boldrin duchess.”

      Knowing what he did about the Boldrin, he thought they might be a bit easier to convince than the cat-folk, but he wasn’t going to feel relieved until he got a firm promise from their leader that they would fight in their army.

      They strolled away from the teleporter and entered a Boldrin town.

      The Boldrin, who could clearly tell they were not from there, smiled and greeted them kindly as they passed.

      “Already off to a better start than our arrival with the cat-folk,” Max mused.

      As soon as they had stepped foot into the jungle world of the cat-folk, their elite rangers had eyes on them and were tracking with the intent to imprison and potentially kill them.

      Whereas the wintry mountain town of the Boldrin’s felt more like an idyllic ski holiday vacation resort. The kind of happy-go-lucky town that only existed on television or in shakeable snow globes.

      Elle’s disposition wasn’t as hopeful or optimistic as Max’s.

      “I wouldn’t get your hopes up just yet,” said Elle, looking around, suspiciously. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      Max didn’t give his sister’s words too much credence as they continued on their way towards the Boldrin duchess’ manor house.

      Upon their arrival, the guards made them wait at the door, while a messenger went upstairs to inform the duchess that they were waiting downstairs.

      “What!?” came a loud voice from above. “They’re here!?”

      Max and Elle exchanged a look.

      Max was beginning to think Elle might be right: this wouldn’t be as easy as he was hoping it might be.

      After a few minutes, they were sent into the manor house to meet the Boldrin duchess in her drawing room.

      She stood in the corner of a library with her arms crossed.

      Max was about to open his mouth, when the duchess spoke first, “I know why you’re here. I refuse to join you.”

      Max blinked in shock. “You didn’t even want to hear my spiel?”

      The woman shook her head.

      “Nope. I will not budge,” she explained. “So long as that monster right beside you fights in the army, I will not join you.”

      Max felt Elle shiver beside him.

      He thought he understood his sister’s pain. That word. Monster. It was seared into her from a young age. It was a word that drummed up all the blind rage and anger that had led her to joining The Fallen Angels in the first place.

      Before Elle could say anything she might regret, Max spoke up first.

      “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but my sister here has disbanded from The Fallen Angels now. She’s been given a full pardon by Zestiris as well.”

      “She hasn’t been pardoned by me,” said the duchess. “You know my father, the former Boldrin lord, would be rolling in his grave to hear I was even speaking cordially with a member of The Fallen Angels. He would never allow the Boldrin to work alongside such vile climbers.”

      Max’s mind raced.

      He hadn’t been expecting this much resistance from the Boldrin. This conversation was going worse than the one with the cat-folk; and that was saying something, considering he had offered to let them chop off his neck in that discussion.

      Max took a cautious step towards the duchess.

      “Rowena,” Max said, softly. “I cannot undo the past. None of us can. But together we can stop a terrible future from being inflicted on us all.”

      “I’ve made it perfectly clear what my line in the sand is,” said the duchess. “When she and her other rogue climber companions are kicked out of the army, then you’ll have our allegiance.”

      Max could feel Elle’s temper growing hot beside him.

      Now would be a terrible time to go full demon-mode, Max thought, imagining the worst-case scenario in his head.

      “As I said before: Elle has disbanded from that rogue climber group. Zestiris has not only pardoned her, but offered a public apology for her upbringing.”

      “I don’t believe it,” said the duchess.

      Finally, Elle spoke.

      She clenched her shaking fists at her sides, but spoke in a calm and measured way.

      “Is there any way I can prove to you, duchess, that I’m not the monster you believe me to be?”

      The duchess was taken aback by Elle’s statement and then a sly grin formed on the Boldrin woman’s face.

      “Actually, there is something you could do for me,” the duchess began. “Nicolas Adler has managed to wipe out The Fallen Angels with ease. However, one Fallen Angel managed to escape. The greatest stain in Boldrin climber history. Orifot Warmrock, The Raven Master.”

      Elle shuddered.

      The name flew totally over Max’s head. He had no idea who they were talking about.

      “If you bring me news of his destruction,” said the duchess, “I’ll believe in your supposed change of heart.”

      Max nodded, clearly understanding the bargain that was being agreed to.

      The only way to gain the Boldrin’s trust was to assassinate the last living member of The Fallen Angels.
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      Twenty minutes later, Max and Elle sat down in the corner of a Boldrin tavern with mugs of hot apple cider.

      They were the only humans in the tavern and the other Boldrin were giving them bad looks.

      “Is this really a good place for us to talk?” said Elle.

      “I mean, we’re both A-rank,” said Max. “I don’t think they would do anything beyond look at us funny.”

      “True,” said Elle, taking a sip of her cider.

      “So, let’s discuss what just happened with the duchess,” Max began. “I think that went pretty well. We haven’t sealed the deal with the Boldrin yet, but at least, we now know what we have to do to get them on-board.”

      Elle stared at Max sternly and then shook her head. “I think you’re underestimating the task we have ahead of us.”

      The Boldrin duchess had requested they hunt down the last living member of The Fallen Angels: Orifot Warmrock.

      “Is this Warmrock guy going to be hard to hunt down?” Max asked.

      “He’s a crafty and sneaky rat of a man,” said Elle. “Finding him and beating him won’t be easy.”

      Max nodded at his sister’s words. He chugged down his cider and slammed the glass back on the table when he was done.

      “Well, we better get started then,” said Max. “Shouldn’t we?”
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        * * *

      

      It was drizzly in Nightmare City on floor-60 of the tower.

      Gray clouds loomed over the city. The only light was the artificial kind of neon advertisements glowing from the bottom level of the dirty streets all the way up to the tallest skyscraper.

      Max and Elle strode through the mist, heading with determination to a particular destination they had in mind.

      Traversing Nightmare City was a lot easier than it used to be. Only a few months ago, it was impossible to move from one section of the city to another without a small gang skirmish erupting out of nowhere.

      Now that the gangs had been abolished and the city had united, it was a much safer place.

      Criminal activity still occurred, but it was now the type of illegal activity of the less violent variety.

      All of which was to say, Salazar’s business was booming.

      Max and Elle handed their climber pouches to the bouncer and stepped into the bar of the notorious trafficker of information.

      Unlike the last time Max had come here, the bar was bustling.

      Salazar—the goblin clad in a pinstripe suit—was sitting in his normal booth at the back of the establishment.

      A bar staff told Max and Elle to wait to be called over.

      “He’s just finishing up with some other clients,” said one of the staff members.

      After a few minutes, two owl-folks in suits got up from the booth and walked away from Salazar.

      The goblin then gestured with his bony finger for them to come over.

      “Ah, how good it is to see you two together,” said Salazar as Max and Elle sat down in the booth. “It looks as if you were able to sort out your family drama, then. Don’t answer that—I already know that you did. What I don’t know is: why are you here in Nightmare City, seeking me out? Are you two here to create more ruckus like you did last time?”

      “No, not exactly,” said Max. “We’re looking for someone.”

      “Ah,” said Salazar, grinning. “You came to the right place then. Who are you looking for?”

      “Orifot Warmrock,” said Elle.

      Salazar’s whole demeanor instantly changed. He stood up straight and his face went pale and stern.

      “I’m afraid I can’t help you with that one,” he said.

      “You can’t?” asked Max. “Or you won’t?”

      “Trafficking in information is a bit like gambling, you see,” said Salazar. “If I tell you where Orifot is and it gets back to him that I did that, then he comes looking for me. Next thing I know, I’m in trouble. Or, I tell you, get paid a pretty penny, and bet on the fact that if you’re looking for him—I might not see Orifot ever again.”

      “So what are you saying, Salazar?” said Max. “You don’t have faith that we’ll be able to take out Orifot.”

      “More like I’m hedging,” he said. “I lose out on some money by not sharing the information you want, but then I get to sleep well at night, knowing I’m not wagering my life on whether you two can beat Orifot or not.”

      Elle slammed her fist on the table. Her eyes narrowing at Salazar.

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Sal,” said Elle.

      She then adjusted herself in the booth so anyone watching couldn’t see what she was about to do.

      Her hand turned red and then into a sharp demonic pincer.

      “See this?” said Elle. “This is my break-mode. Demonic transformation. Pretty scary, right?”

      Salazar lifted his arm to call over one of his guards, but Elle transformed her other arm quickly enough that it was soon wrapped around Salazar’s arm and holding him in place.

      “I think you’re starting to see the threatening level of power you’re dealing with,” she hissed. “Now, it’s nice to see how well your business is doing in the wonderful peaceful Nightmare City. You wouldn’t want that business to dry up due to the horrific death of a customer or one of your guards, would you?”

      Salazar gulped.

      “Alright,” he said. “I’ll tell you where Orifot is.”

      Once they got the information they needed, Max and Elle thanked Salazar for his time and headed out of the bar.

      “What do you think of my negotiating tactics?” said Elle when they were back on the streets of the city.

      “Not subtle,” said Max, turning in the direction of the arrival teleporter. “But certainly effective.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Max and Elle stepped out from the arrival teleporter into a clear patch of grass.

      Right in front of them was a foreboding forest of tall pine trees. Shadow and mist filled the cracks between the large ancient trunks and branches.

      “Tranquil hiding spot,” Max declared.

      This was the place Salazar had told them to come to. Unless he had given them bad information, but after Elle’s intense display of force, he doubted Salazar would mess with them in such a way.

      They took a step forward towards the forest, when the sharp sounds of fluttering feathers shot out from the forest and into the clouds.

      It was a lone raven.

      Elle watched the blackbird disappear from view.

      “He knows we’re here,” she sighed. “He’s either leading us to him or it’s a trap.”

      Max was realizing that this mission was not going to be easy. Orifot Warmrock was the last surviving member of The Fallen Angels—a group of monstrously powerful rogue climbers. The fact that of such a group, he was the only one to survive, was a testament to how powerful he was.

      “Trap or no trap—let’s go find what’s in store for us,” said Max, taking another step forward and entering the ominous forest.

      As they traveled deeper into the woodlands, more ravens appeared.

      Black-eyed and black-feathered.

      They stared and watched them as they moved.

      Or they would make noises and fly in a certain direction.

      “They’re guiding us to him,” said Elle.

      Max accepted that the element of surprise would be lost when facing off against Orifot—or, at the very least, they wouldn’t be surprising him by the looks of things.

      Deep into the forest, the trees began to thin out and they arrived at a rocky cliff face.

      Along the rocks were black ravens perched and waiting.

      There were too many birds to count.

      In the distance, at the bottom of the cliff was a lone man, meditating.

      It looked as if they had successfully completed the first step of their mission.

      They had found Orifot.
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      An eerie silence followed as the two parties stood, facing each other.

      A sharp whistle of the wind cut through the silence, but did nothing to break the tension.

      Even the ravens were quiet, not moving a muscle.

      Orifot barely acknowledged Max. All he was doing was staring at Elle.

      There were only four living members of The Fallen Angels, and three of them had now defected. Orifot was the last one and he was now coming face to face with one of the few surviving ex-members of the organization.

      “Atone for your sins,” said Elle. “Come down to the Boldrin floor with us. We’ll only ask nicely once.”

      Orifot smiled widely and then began to snicker.

      “As if you really think I’d do that,” spat the last living Fallen Angel. “I thought you knew me better than that, Elle.”

      And then the quiet atmosphere of the forest shattered into a million shrill wails as every single raven behind Orifot kicked off of the cliff face and flew into the air in unison.

      Within seconds, the entire flock of ravens rushed towards Max and Elle in a whirlwind torrent of destruction.

      Soon enough all Max could see around him was a collage of black feathers, black eyes, and black claws.

      The ravens all shrieked as they rushed around them.

      There’s just too many of them, Max winced, trying to get his bearings.

      He felt the ravens scratch and nip into him one by one.

      Normal ravens shouldn’t be able to harm him given his current rank and endurance stat, but these ravens were clearly imbued with mana and energy giving their attacks a nasty bite.

      There were so many of them, he’d be dead before they all got a chance to sink their nails and beaks into him.

      “Enough is enough,” Max shouted, triggering dragon mecha-mode.

      His skin instantly turned into the clear crystalline outer shell of the powerful dragon mode, knocking back all the closest ravens just about to bite him.

      He followed up with a powerful energy blast, that rippled through the entire flock of ravens.

      The black birds were shot back a good few feet away, clearing the battlefield for Max and Elle to see what was going on once again.

      Orifot stood nearby, a scowl forming on his face.

      He stretched his arms and cracked his fingers.

      “What?” he sneered. “Do you really think I’m afraid of your precious little break-modes?”
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        * * *

      

      Orifot snapped his fingers and the sounds of flapping feathers echoed across the entire floor of the tower.

      He was calling in his reinforcements.

      More ravens flew towards the battle site, but there was one raven in particular Orifot was waiting for.

      Amidst all the ravens, emerged a massive-sized one on the scale of a gryphon.

      As the two human climbers dealt with another onslaught of ravens, Orifot jumped onto the massive raven, and flew high into the clouds.

      They won’t be able to hurt me up here, he grinned.

      He was now surrounded by hundreds of ravens, while hundreds more continuously descended upon the two human climbers.

      The Scarlet Demon’s brother continued to blast out energy waves that sent the ravens back, but it didn’t matter, because there was such a never-ending deluge of ravens, he could not keep them back for long.

      It’s just a matter of time now, Orifot contemplated to himself. A waiting game for the deaths of those two human climbers.

      He couldn’t even make out his two opponent’s below, they were simply too overwhelmed by the raven swarm.

      Everything was going smoothly until Orifot felt a sharp bite to his neck.

      He swatted the attack away and noticed he had been bitten by one of his own ravens.

      My birds know better than to attack me, he thought. What the heck is going on here?

      He looked at the raven, which had just bitten him and his eyes widened with shock.

      The raven’s eyes were a deep crimson.

      Orifot looked around frantically, noticing that many of the ravens around him had a similar set of red eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Max grinned.

      His plan was coming together now.

      After being hit with Orifot’s move, he signalled to Elle to hit him with her demon-mode ability, so that he could quickly fuse the two together to create a brand new break-mode, Raven-Demon Mode, and then share it back with Elle.

      With Elle’s mastery and greater experience with break-modes, she was able to take Raven-Demon Mode and, in a matter of seconds, make it really shine.

      “Good thinking, big bro,” Elle shouted as she manipulated her demon ravens to mutate and combine in the air until all of their wings conjoined into a sharp deadly shape in the sky.

      There was no way Orifot would be surviving this attack.

      It was too powerful.

      It had come upon him too quickly as well.

      No one was capable of surviving a deadly attack, such as the newly created, Demon Raven Sky Scythe.
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      Elle watched as Orifot Warmrock fell from the sky and his body smashed into the ground below.

      She watched the body squirm in the last throes of life and stepped towards it.

      “Good work, Elle,” said Max. “You really did it.”

      Elle hadn’t doubted herself before the fight began, but she still felt a heaviness take hold of her as they walked towards the defeated Orifot.

      Once he was gone, she and her companions would be the only living souls of The Fallen Angels, an organization that had spread terror and destruction throughout the tower.

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

      Standing over Orifot’s crumpled body, the man trembled in the last seconds of life.

      His eyes widened and he pointed a crinkled finger at Elle.

      “You won’t be able to outrun your deeds, girl,” spat the man. “Our actions will always catch up with us in the end.”

      And with that, the man’s veins went black, and he shattered into dust, leaving behind a single black feather.
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        * * *

      

      On floor-30, Casey and Toto were sitting at a crêperie, waiting for their meal.

      Casey had a clean white apron tucked into her shirt to protect any spillage while Toto had a matching one wrapped around his neck.

      “Madam Everton and Monsieur Toto,” said the Caesarian chef. “Let me present to you our newest crêpe recipe.”

      While Max and Elle had been away, Casey had volunteered to help the Caesarian restaurant improve its crêpe recipes. It was very much a favor both her and Toto were happy to oblige.

      The head chef barked and a waiter came out with two plates with a stack of crêpes on them.

      As the plates were laid out in front of them, the chef watched them eagerly like a hawk, eager to see if the two culinary-tasting savants loved his newest recipe.

      Casey took a bite as did Toto.

      They were silent as they chewed.

      Casey swallowed her mouthful and turned to the chef.

      She turned to Toto and, as if they were having a telepathic conversation, she said, “I’m glad to hear you agree.”

      The girl then turned to the chef and delivered her verdict on the meal in front of her.

      “This is good,” said Casey. “But the recipe would be perfection if you added a teaspoon of cinnamon powder.”

      The chef’s eyes widened. “Of course! How did I not think of that on my own!?”

      “That’s why you pay me,” said Casey, flicking her hair behind her.

      “Um, we don’t pay you,” said the waiter.

      “Free crêpes are the only payment we need,” said Casey blissfully with a sparkle in her eye.

      “Well, we have one more we’d like you to try—”

      Before the chef could go into his spiel about the final crêpe concoction, Tiberius burst into the restaurant and pointed at Casey.

      “What’s going on?”

      “We have a big problem,” said Tiberius. “Someone reminded the Elestrians and the Caesarians about a blood feud from centuries ago.”

      “I’m sorry, Tiberius,” said Casey, “but can’t you see we’re in the middle of a crêpe workshop—”

      “Casey,” said Tiberius, “this feud could potentially fracture the alliance for good. Have you heard from Max? If he doesn’t get here soon, the whole fabric of the alliance will fall apart!”
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        * * *

      

      On the Boldrin home floor of the tower, Duchess Rowena was once again soaking in her personal hot spring.

      Her cheeks were blushing from the heat and relaxing aromas all around her.

      She let her naked body slide beneath the water.

      Finally, some me-time, Rowena thought. Everyone keeps coming to me, bugging me to make decisions. Well, I’ve sent those two human climbers on a fool’s errand. No one in the history of the tower has ever beaten Orifot Warmrock—he is a Boldrin, no less—so hopefully I have some time to relax before they return to admit their failure.

      “Um, miss,” said one of the duchess’ advisors, who was hiding behind a pillar blushing. “The two human climbers have returned—”

      Rowena jumped up, standing fully naked out of the hot spring.

      “What!?” she shouted. “You told me they would be gone for at least a week! It’s hardly been a day!”

      “Um, duchess,” said the advisor, continuing to look away.

      “Don’t um duchess, me. What are we going to do? I can’t believe this—”

      “They are—”

      “You can never trust people with red hair. Don’t let me forget that,” said the duchess, pacing back and forth in the water. “And—

      “Duchess, there’s something important I have to tell you—”

      “Not now,” said Rowena. “We need to think of a strategy before they get—”

      “That’s just it, duchess, they’re already here!”

      SPLASH!

      Rowena had completely fallen back into the hot spring to conceal herself.

      “Why didn’t you tell me!?”

      “I was trying to, duchess.”

      “Can they hear everything we’ve just said?”

      “Most likely.”

      Rowena sighed and rolled her eyes.

      “Okay, fetch me a robe and then send them in.”

      A few minutes later, Rowena was clad in a fluffy pink robe holding an impromptu meeting with the two human climbers.

      “Please excuse my lack of decorum,” said Rowena, “but you did sneak up into my home and catch me off guard. If that’s your way of trying to convince me of joining your alliance, then I believe you’re sorely mistaken about the kind of person I am!”

      The two human climbers blinked in shock, not sure how to reply to the woman.

      The red-haired girl took a step towards her and materialized a single black feather.

      “This feather belonged to Orifot Warmrock,” said Elle. “I hope our defeating him will allow you to trust us and see that we are worthy partners in the conquest to defeat the current tower god-king.”

      Rowena looked down to the red-haired girl and the black feather currently resting in the palm of her hands.

      “How do I know you’re not lying?”

      “You can test it and you’ll find traces of Orifot on this feather.”

      Rowena looked into the girl’s deep blue eyes.

      She didn’t need to test it. She could tell they were telling the truth.

      She was incredibly amazed. These two humans had been able to hunt down and defeat Orifot Warmrock, something her and the Boldrin people had struggled to do for decades.

      She was about to open her mouth and pledge allegiance to the new burgeoning united army when her advisor stepped back into the room.

      After the incident from a few minutes ago, Rowena wasn’t planning on speaking over him again, and allowed him to hurry over and whisper something in her ear.

      Her eyes widened as she listened to her advisor’s words.

      She then turned to the two human climbers in front of her.

      “My scouts say there is a fermenting disagreement with some of the tower races already in the alliance,” Rowena said. “Assuming you can sort that all out, we’d be happy to join you.”

      Both the human climbers grinned at those words.

      “I wouldn’t be so happy just yet,” said Rowena. “From what I hear, you need to get back to Caesaria as soon as possible.”
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        * * *

      

      Tiberius was standing between an angry mob of Caesarian diplomats on one side and an angry mob of Elestrian diplomats on the other.

      They were shouting at each other about a diplomatic debacle that happened over a century ago.

      “Everyone calm down,” shouted Tiberius, trying to lower the level of hostility currently boiling up in the room.

      He wasn’t sure how all this mess about an Elestrian king insulting a Caesarian emperor from a century ago got brought up in the first place—but it somehow grew out of control into this now horrible situation.

      The alliance is very fragile right now, Tiberius thought. One wrong word from either side and everything could blow up in our faces. If the alliance is destroyed then we’re at the mercy of Nicolas Adler and his destructive chaotic impulses.

      Emerging between the crowds was a beautiful woman with purple eyes.

      It was none other than Queen Violet of Elestria.

      “Oh good,” said Tiberius. “Maybe you can help calm down this angry mob?”

      Violet shook her head. “I’ve tried already. I don’t know how to calm everyone down.”

      “At this rate,” said Tiberius, “it’s going to take a miracle.”

      At that very moment, the argument was interrupted by a loud bellowing voice.

      “What’s going on here?” said a voice.

      The diplomats stopped shouting and turned around to see Max, who had just spoken, and his sister walking down the streets of Caesaria.

      Right behind them was Colette, the cat-folk queen, and Rowena, the Boldrin duchess.

      Max, Tiberius thought with amazement. He’s really done it.

      Both the Elestrian and the Caesarian diplomats could see the obvious victory of having the two leaders standing behind Max, and suddenly their postures changed and everyone began to smile and laugh and head towards the nearest pub.

      That evening, The United Floors Alliance had a second emergency meeting for that week, and at the end of that meeting, all the races of the alliance united to create the final army that would march upwards to the heaven floors and take on the tower god-king himself.
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      A few hours later, Max was finishing up their first strategy meeting, deciding how they were going to ascend upwards in the tower, and what their game plan would be for when they arrived at the entrance of the heavenly floors on floor-92.

      There was so much to go over and think about that by the end of the meeting, Max’s head was bursting with so much information he had a migraine.

      Casey and Toto were waiting for him back at the Zestiris climber’s guild outpost.

      Everyone else was sleeping or had gone out, so it was just Casey waiting on the couch in the common room.

      She was smiling at him when he came in.

      As soon as he looked at her beautiful smile and gorgeous green eyes, he felt his headache fade away. He didn’t even care to look for any painkillers, he just happily sat down beside Casey.

      She gave him a hug and squeeze and let her head rest on his chest.

      “I missed you while you were away,” she said.

      “I missed you too,” said Max, cuddling his nose into her hair.

      Toto made a squeak from nearby.

      “And I missed you too Toto,” said Max.

      Both Max and Casey rested their eyes, tired from the long day.

      Max would happily have slept there on the couch, cuddling with Casey, when the sounds of loud footsteps came rushing up the stairwell.

      Max looked up and saw Kai and Winifred.

      Their faces were pale and grim.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Elle,” said Kai.

      Max instantly stood up.

      “Has something happened to my sister?”

      He felt his heart begin to race.

      We’ve only just reunited, he thought, don’t take her away from me again so soon.

      “Let’s not jump to any conclusions,” said Winifred. “She wasn’t in her room and we haven’t seen her in the last few hours. She could just be—I don’t know—at a bar somewhere.”

      Max’s eyes narrowed at that.

      “How much do you believe that?” asked Max.

      Kai and Winifred didn’t reply.

      Max felt a horrible pang in his chest. He didn’t want to ascend the tower without Elle at his side. They had to face Nicolas Adler—their parents’ murderer—together. It was the only way.

      He felt fingers latch onto his own and squeeze them.

      He looked up and saw Casey, standing beside him. Her beautiful face was filled with determination.

      “She can’t be far,” said Casey. “Let’s go find her.”
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        * * *

      

      They searched for a few hours, going deep into the night.

      The final Caesarian pub closed for the evening and still they couldn’t find Elle anywhere.

      “Maybe we’re overreacting,” said Kai. “She didn’t seem like she was going to disappear. Maybe she went on a very long walk.”

      Everyone shot Kai a dirty look because none of them believed a word he had just said.

      “Kai brings up a good point, though,” said Max. “I can’t think of a reason why Elle would disappear, can you? Which would mean maybe she’s disappeared against her own will. Maybe Adler has captured her.”

      “That would be a pretty terrible way to kick off the uniting of our army,” sighed Winifred. “One of our greatest fighters has been kidnapped within hours of the army banding together. Won’t be good for morale that’s for sure. It seems like the kind of petty trick Nicolas Adler would do.”

      “But if that were the case,” asked Casey, “wouldn’t he have wanted us to know that he had kidnapped Elle?”

      Max sighed.

      He was trying to stay calm, but the stress of the impending war coupled with the current disappearance of his sister was beginning to truly overwhelm him.

      The worst part was none of it was making any sense.

      None of this adds up, he thought.

      He then saw the shadow of a building in the distance.

      “Hold on,” Max said. “You guys stay here. I think I know where she is.”

      Ten minutes later, Max walked through the dark ruins of the Caesarian coliseum.

      The arena was still in ruins, half of it had been blown apart during The United Floors Alliance Tournament.

      Caesaria opted to build an entirely new arena and leave this one in disrepair as a historical testament to that fateful day.

      Max walked across the gravel pit in the center of the arena, heading across it until he was in the depths of one of the arena’s circular hallways.

      In the darkness of the hall, he caught a glimpse of red hair.

      It was Elle.

      Sitting by herself with her back turned to him.

      “Elle,” Max said, sighing with relief. “I thought I might find you here.”

      She kept her back to him.

      “Do you remember this place?” she said. “This is where we first reunited after so many years.”

      The memory wasn’t quite a happy one.

      Elle had been working for The Fallen Angels and she had just assassinated a tower god and unleashed a giant shadow monster attack on the entire capital city.

      On top of that, she absolutely kicked Max’s butt.

      Max wasn’t sure what to say.

      Elle’s shoulders shook and he could tell she was crying.

      “You’re speechless,” she said. “You have nothing to say, because you know that on that day when we were reunited I was nothing but a monster inflicting pain on so many innocent people.”

      “I never thought you were a monster, Elle,” said Max. “I thought you were lost. I thought you were misguided maybe, but never a monster.”

      Elle wiped her eyes and changed the subject.

      “It was fun going down to the cat-folk floor,” she said. “I like going on adventures with you.”

      Max approached his sister. He put a hand on her shoulder and smiled.

      “Here’s to many more adventures to come, sis.”

      The tears in her eyes dried up and Elle smiled, right before clasping her brother’s hand and getting back up on her feet.
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      The very next day the alliance army began its long ascent towards the heaven floors of the tower.

      Max found himself at the front of multiple regiments of climbers at the floor-60 departure teleporter.

      The floor-60 departure teleporter was underground at the final stop of the Nightmare City subway station.

      Looking around at the dark labyrinthine subway tunnels, Max couldn’t help but be reminded of the last time he was here: chasing both his sister and Nicolas Adler.

      Adler had gotten away. Or, really, he had never been there in the first place. Elle had defeated him only to discover it had been a mana-controlled android version of the man.

      Luckily, Elle hadn’t escaped Max that time. As much as she had tried, they had fought, but Max was able to show her the light. That it was time to stop running away and reunite with her family.

      Max’s memories were cut short by Harold who was standing beside him, “We’re ready to depart. Just tell me when.”

      Max nodded and turned his focus to the glowing light of the departure teleporter in front of him.

      This was all part of the strategy he and the military advisors of the new alliance army had worked out the day before.

      Moving a whole army up through the tower was a bit of a logistical nightmare—coupled with climbers of different ranks needing to be trained to go higher and everyone having a different floor cap they could immediately get to.

      The solution they came up with was to split the army in two. The majority of the strongest A-rankers and S-rankers would head up to floor-91 as quickly as possible and set up a base camp below floor-92 where the great celestial stairwell began and the infamous final eight floors of the tower started.

      Meanwhile, the rest of the army led by Max and his companions planned to climb the thirty-floors and meet up with the rest of the army in a month’s time.

      All the A-rankers were given special pills to alleviate the symptoms of tower sickness for not being S-rank on an S-ranked floor. So long as most of them didn’t go higher than floor-92 though—which was where most of them would be needed—there shouldn’t be any longer term consequences.

      Once they all reconvened in a month’s time, they would initiate phase-2 of their plan.

      Max knew that there was already a contagious spread of doubt moving through the ranks of the alliance army.

      A lot of them were concerned about whether it was even feasible to climb thirty floors in a month, not to mention successfully train more climbers to reach A-rank and S-rank.

      Many of the army’s strongest soldiers were doubting the whole endeavour, claiming it was impossible.

      Max was a bit concerned himself, but he didn’t want to vocalize it out loud.

      They need to stay strong.

      Firm.

      Optimistic.

      Determined.

      “C’mon,” said Harold, nudging him gently in the ribs. “Let’s get going. I’ll show everyone the way.”

      Max took a step towards the departure teleporter and everyone followed behind him.

      The long march to the top of the tower had begun.
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        * * *

      

      Max opened his eyes on floor-61 to find himself smack dab in the middle of a massive jungle.

      As the rest of the army arrived on the floor, a lot of them looked as perturbed as him.

      “Don’t all go losing your heads,” said Harold. “I know how to find the departure teleporter. Follow me.”

      Despite Harold’s long list of peculiar perversions, Max would trust the old man with his life.

      Well, I wouldn’t want to put him in the scenario of choosing between saving me and a hot spring full of ladies, Max thought. But other than that very specific scenario, Max couldn’t think of anyone he’d rather have leading him through unknown floors of the tower.

      They traveled for a few hours between the tall jungle trees and pushed to the side the leaves of large plants, all while keeping a suspicious glance in every direction.

      Everyone was worried Nicolas Adler might strike during this phase when the army was split.

      “We’re almost there,” said Harold.

      At that very moment, the relatively peaceful journey through the jungle came to an end.

      Three green-haired lions leapt out from the bushes to attack the front of the army.

      Their claws and large teeth loomed over Max.

      But only for a split second, before his face was covered with the blood of the monster.

      He blinked and saw Sakura, whisking away her hand after dealing an immensely powerful energy slice with a mere casual wave.

      A few minutes later, they arrived at the floor’s departure teleporter.

      Max stepped into it and prepared to ascend to the next floor.

      Maybe things will go smoothly after all, he thought to himself optimistically.

      As soon as he arrived on floor-62, Max realized he had thought they were in the clear, much too soon.

      Floor-62 may have been the strangest floor he had ever seen in the entirety of the tower.

      “Welcome to Pastry Land,” said Harold, opening his arms wide.

      In front of them all was an entire world composed of pastries—donuts, crêpes, pain au chocolat, croissants, apple crumbles, blueberry pie—it went on and on.

      “Well,” said Casey, “this takes the cake—seriously—for weirdest floor in the tower.”

      Harold merely grinned at Casey’s comment before falling to the ground and chewing into the crêpe they were standing on.

      Everyone looked at Harold like he was an absolute lunatic.

      “Has Harold finally lost his mind?” asked Sarah.

      “Personally, I thought he lost it ages ago,” said Casey. “This just confirms it.”

      Harold continued to ignore everyone and chomped into the gigantic football field-sized crêpe while everyone looked on with shock.

      He eventually stopped and looked up at the rest of the army.

      “Well, what’s the hold up!? Dig in! I thought we were in a hurry to get through the floors!”

      Is the old man serious? Max thought. Or has he finally lost it?

      Casey was the first one to break.

      “Well, look, I’m not going to say no to eating the biggest crêpe I’ve ever seen in my entire life and neither is Toto!”

      The two of them fell to the ground and started eating into the crêpe.

      Max followed suit and shortly after the rest of the army did as well.

      The crêpe was absolutely delicious.

      It was soft and fluffy in the mouth with the perfect texture against his teeth and tongue.

      Suddenly, though, the crêpe began to shake.

      The army had eaten so much of it that the foundations of the giant crêpe were beginning to fall apart and soon enough, they were falling through the clouds of Pastry Land.

      “Ahhhhhhhhh!”

      Everyone was screaming.

      Max’s stomach lurched and he felt like he was going to throw up.

      Finally, they collapsed into a giant floating vanilla ice cream cone with a cherry in the middle.

      Nearby floated the floor’s departure teleporter.

      Casey let out a deep sigh.

      “Honestly, I would’ve thought being in a world with giant crêpes would have been a dream come true,” said the girl. “I guess that just goes to show, be careful what you wish for.”

      And with that, they continued up the tower to floor-63, moving ahead right on schedule.
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      Max coughed as hot air and sand entered his mouth after materializing on floor-63.

      He got his bearings and took in the vast desert that lay before him.

      In the distance, he saw a few cacti. Max blinked and it looked like the cacti had moved closer.

      “Is anyone else getting weird vibes from the cacti in here?” Max asked.

      “Yep,” said Harold, materializing behind him. “Get ready!”

      Max wasn’t sure it was about desert floors, but they always seemed to pack a surprise beneath their seemingly mundane surface.

      Suddenly, a nearby cactus pushed itself out of the ground, showing itself to be not a cactus at all, but a cactus shaped monster with arms and legs and a mouth full of awful treacherous teeth.

      Harold leaped forward.

      The cactus-monster threw out a punch, but with Harold’s temporal manipulation ability, he was able to completely avoid the punch and then deliver a devastating kick that sliced the cactus in half.

      Everyone cheered and whooped at the S-ranker’s impressive display of power.

      Harold coughed and gestured towards Blake.

      “Um, the cactus will grow back,” said Harold. “Do you mind burning it to shreds, please?”

      “Right away, old man,” said Blake.

      “You’re doing what I ask which makes it hard to be annoyed at you for calling me, ‘old man’,” muttered Harold as he gave Blake an irritated glance.

      Blake unleashed his fire ability and set the nearly dead cactus on fire, roasting it into ash and dust that quickly mixed in with the desert’s sands.

      They continued their trek across the desert in a very similar fashion to how they had entered it. Mostly walking with the occasional battle against the cactus-monsters.

      A full day’s journey later, they arrived at the floor’s departure teleporter.

      Harold hurried ahead of the army and stopped in front of the glowing light of the teleporter and raised his finger to get everyone’s attention.

      “Before we move on to the next floor,” Harold said, materializing a large tub of pills, “everyone needs to swallow one of these.”

      The whole group looked at Harold with suspicion and unease.

      “I knew you were a perv, Harold,” said Casey, “but I didn’t know you would stoop so low as to drug everyone here. Also, drug the whole army? I don’t know what on earth you’re planning Harold but it seems a bit ambitious, no?”

      Harold blinked in shock. “Here I am, trying to save your lives, and all I get is grief. Trust me. You’re gonna want to take that pill. It’s necessary to survive the next floor.”

      Max volunteered to take the pill first and when he didn’t collapse to the ground unconscious, everyone began to relax a little and follow suit.

      He then stepped into the departure teleporter and ascended to the next floor.

      I wonder what kind of floor requires us to take a special pill before we enter it, Max thought idly.

      His question was answered as soon as he arrived on the next floor of the tower.

      He was completely underwater!

      His heart raced and he felt a sense of panic envelop his entire body.

      He looked up and it didn’t look as if there was any surface he could swim to.

      How are we supposed to survive down here? he thought. We’ll suffocate within a minute or so!

      “Aren’t you happy you took that pill now?” asked Harold, materializing behind him.

      Wait, how can Harold talk if we’re underwater? Max thought.

      He sighed and took a deep breath and then he realized something that he was previously too panicked to notice.

      I can now breathe underwater, he thought, marveling at the miracle. So that’s what that pill we took does.

      Now that he was no longer freaking out about suffocating to death in sixty seconds, Max could now take in the underwater world they had arrived at.

      There were beautiful schools of multi-colored fish and coral reefs full of species of underwater plants he had never heard of.

      The floor was one of the most majestic and awe-inspiring floors he had ever visited.

      Soon enough the rest of the army and their companions were gathered together by the arrival teleporter of the underwater floor.

      Max had calmed down since his initial arrival, but he was still looking forward to getting to the next floor as soon as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Nodin, the merman, hid behind a coral reef, clutching his trident, and spying on his targets.

      He watched the alliance army traverse his home floor, a world which his people commonly referred to as, “the ocean with no surface.”

      There was no way he’d be able to take on the entire army in front of him on his own, but that wasn’t important. He’d been hired just to take out the leadership, specifically the red-haired boy at the front of the pack.

      If I remove him, he thought eagerly, I’ll be paid handsomely.

      He also liked the idea of gaining a reputation as the one who finally slayed The God Killer.

      His hunger to kill only grew as he stalked his unsuspecting prey from behind.

      The army moved ahead of him and he got ready to start swimming alongside them from an appropriate enough distance.

      Nodin snickered to himself as he followed his unsuspecting group.

      He’d kill the targets before they even got the chance to attempt their futile goals.
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        * * *

      

      Max swam alongside Harold, leading the army behind them across the underwater world.

      Suddenly, Harold stopped swimming forward.

      “What’s wrong?” Max asked.

      He looked around to see if there were any enemies nearby. He couldn’t see anything.

      “Look,” said Harold.

      Max squinted his eyes and then began to see it.

      There were the threads of a net in the distance.

      “That’s a pretty big net,” said Max.

      “We’ve probably been caught within it for longer than we realize,” Harold sighed.

      “What do you think we should do?”

      The old man didn’t have an answer.

      At that moment, however, Kai swam to the front of the group to join them.

      He whispered something in Max’s ear.

      Max nodded and together he and the former Fallen Angel got to work.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nodin, the merman assassin, smiled with glee.

      The entire alliance army was caught within his magic net.

      I’d like to see you get out of this one, fools, he thought.

      Nodin’s magic net was incredibly powerful. No magical abilities could break the net from inside of it. The alliance army was completely trapped and done for.

      Nodin was just about to squeeze the net and tighten the army inside and start stabbing them one by one with his trident when he suddenly felt a presence behind him.

      It was the red-haired boy and another young man.

      How did they break through the net!?

      The red-haired boy must have used a teleport ability to get outside of the net somehow and then broken it open from the outside.

      “Fool,” said the other boy. “At A-rank I can imbue myself in water. You were never going to stop us in this environment.”

      And with that, the former Fallen Angel used his water manipulation to imbue himself with water and enter the assassin’s body. He filled him up with hostile mana until he imploded from the inside out, leaving nothing but a splotch of red seawater in his wake.
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      Two days later they arrived onto the next floor of the tower. The entire alliance army was relieved to leave floor-65 behind.

      Floor-66, however, brought its own peculiarities with it.

      The new floor was dark and cavernous full of dripping and poisonous stalactites.

      “I’d still take this crummy place over the last floor,” Casey mused.

      Max agreed with her entirely. Even having to always be on the lookout for dripping poison from the ceiling was better than being stuck underwater for over forty-eight hours. The underwater world just didn’t feel natural to him.

      The dripping stalactites echoed through the dark cavern as they traveled across floor-66.

      Everyone was quiet as they moved forward.

      People were on edge after the incident on floor-65.

      It makes sense, I suppose, Max thought to himself. Of course, Nicolas Adler, would send assassins after us. He wasn’t going to let them march into his kingdom so easily.

      They continued deep into the dark cavern world.

      Max sighed, lost in his thoughts.

      We’ll just have to stay on guard.

      The journey stayed relatively quiet through the caverns for a little while.

      Then the bats showed up.

      As soon as they had entered a new area of the cavern, things felt off.

      There were no stalactites for one and the ceiling felt a lot larger.

      Then a screech of deadly black bats echoed through the room and they descended on the army en masse.

      “Get back!” Casey shouted.

      She flicked her wrists and a torrent of wind shot the horde of bats backwards.

      Many of them were knocked against the walls of the cave, breaking bones in their wings and then falling to their deaths. Others were knocked back into jagged pointed rocks that stabbed right through them.

      Soon enough, the shrieks died down and all the bats were dead.

      Elle nudged Max and murmured, “Yeah, remind me not to get on your girlfriend’s bad side, big bro.”

      Sakura took a step forward into the large cavernous room.

      “Blake, it’s flashlight time,” she said.

      “I’m not your personal flash—”

      Sakura stared at him with deathly intensity.

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Blake, lighting his hand on fire to help illuminate the room.

      “We should camp here for the next few hours.”

      “We don’t have time,” Max said.

      Harold stepped into the conversation. “As fast as we’re moving, we still need to take breaks. Not resting will ultimately slow us down a lot more in the end.”

      Max saw the wisdom in what his companions were saying and so they all agreed to set up a small camp for the next few hours.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Max sat around a crackling fire with his companions.

      Tents for the soldiers surrounded them in every direction. They had taken the former bat cave and turned it into a small military encampment.

      “Here,” said Blake, handing Max a bowl of soup. “I made some soup. Gotta stay well-nourished now, don’t we?”

      Max thanked Blake and then noticed out of the corner of his eye that Sakura was slurping on her soup with a begrudging look on her face.

      “Sakura, is everything alright?” asked Max.

      “Everything fine,” she said. “This soup just doesn’t compare to bacon and egg ramen that’s all.”

      Max shrugged. He was so hungry from the day’s travel, he’d eat pretty much anything.

      Max took a sip. It was warm, soothing, and delicious.

      Everyone else—even a reluctant Sakura—was now doing the same, cozying up with their bowl of hot broth.

      When Max was done, he brought up something that had been lingering on his mind for a while now.

      “That assassin has me thinking,” said Max. “It’s not good enough that we’re at A-rank. Sure we can take those tower sickness pills when we get higher up to keep going, but I don’t think that’s enough. If we want a real shot at taking down Adler, we need to get stronger. Not just me. All of us.”

      Everyone nodded. No one offered any objections to what Max was saying.

      Harold took a deep sigh. “I know a place where we can train if we want to. My original plan was to get us through that specific floor as quickly as possible. It’s dangerous. It will be a risk. Is it worth risking our lives training when there is such an important battle on the horizon?”

      “The greater risk is ignoring an opportunity for all of us to get stronger,” said Max. “We can’t let this chance pass us by. We need to take on Nicolas Adler with as much strength and power as we can muster.”

      “Alright,” grinned Harold. “You’re the boss and I’m convinced.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day they continued traveling up the tower. Over the next week, they managed to make it through multiple floors until they finally arrived on floor-75.

      As soon as Max stepped out of the teleporter, he could feel that this floor was different.

      Deadlier.

      He could sense large pulsing fields of energy, mana, and power emanating in the distance.

      “Here we are,” Harold declared.

      What is up with this place? Max wondered, quietly to himself.

      They were in a grim foggy-looking field with ground composed of black sand. Dotted across the landscape were the massive skulls of terrifying beasts.

      One skull was of a creature with long horrific antlers. The remains of the creature’s head was as big as a two-story house.

      “Uh,” said Casey. “Where are we?”

      “This is none other than your training ground,” said Harold. “Welcome to the Graveyard of the Ancients.”
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      The entire army stood by the arrival teleporter of floor-75, staring out at the dangerous floor with a mixture of awe and terror.

      Max gulped at the sight of the large skull nearby once more.

      If that’s what the decrepit skull looks like, what does that creature look like when alive? Max wondered.

      Everyone’s face was pale and they stood around with the uncomfortable feeling that something terrifying would emerge any second now.

      “As I was saying,” said Harold, “this floor is called The Graveyard of the Ancients as multiple legendary monsters have lived and died on this floor. Floor-75 spawns more legendary monsters than any other floor and those monsters will sometimes fight each other, hence the graveyard moniker.”

      Everyone nodded at Harold’s words.

      “The training program is simple. When a legendary monster dies, it leaves behind an astral core. An astral core is the only monster core that will allow an A-rank climber to ascend to S-rank. So there’s only one way for us to all get stronger. That means, it’s hunting time.”

      “But wait,” asked Casey, “If there’s so many beasts that drop astral cores on this floor how come there aren’t more S-ranked climbers?”

      Harold shivered. “The answer to that question will become obvious when you encounter your first legendary beast. They are incredibly fearsome. Beyond that, it’s very difficult for even a group of powerful A-rankers to take one down on their own. You need an S-ranker on your side if you even hope to kill one—and normally, that’s not enough either. Plus, you have to remember, most S-rankers covet power and don’t want to share their power with others. You factor all that in and you can understand why this floor hasn’t become a popular training zone.”

      Everyone nodded their heads, listening closely to the impressive S-ranker.

      “Okay let’s get to work,” said Harold.

      Soon the whole army got to work setting up a base camp on floor-75.

      They couldn’t forget they were on a tight schedule. They had roughly a week to hit S-rank, and then a week to climb the remaining fifteen floors to catch up to the rest of the army.
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        * * *

      

      The first challenge to their training regimen was logistics.

      Within a few hours they had a new military encampment set up.

      Even for those soldiers who weren’t going to reach S-rank, the next week was going to be a training week. It didn’t matter if they were going to rank up or not, everyone could still raise their stats.

      One of the bigger dilemmas that Max was faced with was making the decision on who were the most crucial members in the army to get to S-rank.

      In the end, he decided it should be the people he trusted most.

      Casey.

      Sakura.

      Elle.

      And finally, himself.

      If the four of them were able to hit S-rank, that would seriously improve their chances of taking out the new god-king.

      Now hitting S-rank was easier said than done. Killing a single legendary beast wouldn’t be easy. Killing four of them was an even taller order. It would require a lot of effort. Some would even say it was impossible.

      But Max thought differently.

      If you could change your mindset to believe that you and the three people closest to you were going to hit S-rank, you’d stop asking the question, “Is this possible?” and start asking the right question, “How the heck do we do this?”

      From there, it was all a matter of planning and organization.

      Yes, slaying multiple legendary beasts sounded impossible—but they were already living the impossible. Never had such a unified army ascended in the tower this way, which gave them advantages former climbers never had.

      They already had one S-ranker with them, and after each legendary beast they slayed, that number would only increase in the process, unlocking new abilities to help them out further.

      So again the question came back to logistics: whose trait would evolve in such a way that would make it more efficient for them to train and take out more legendary beasts faster?

      We can deal with that once we acquire our first astral core, Max figured to himself.

      He stood up from his meditation stance and left his tent, ready to walk his companions through his plan.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, many of the army and his companions were gathered together.

      Max and Harold stood in the middle of the crowded circle.

      “Not all of us gathered in this army will get the opportunity to rise to S-rank,” said Max. “We simply don’t have the time, so I’ve elected three people, plus myself, who will be hunting the legendary monsters on this floor alongside our veteran S-ranker, Harold.”

      Everyone looked at Max with anticipation, including those who he had chosen to rank up alongside him and those who he had decided against choosing.

      “Those three people are as follows,” Max said, “Casey. Elle. Sakura. Please step forward.”

      The three climbers Max had named stepped forward.

      Of all the climbers in the tower, they were the ones he trusted the most.

      He dismissed the rest of the army and walked his legendary monster hunting team through his plan.

      They then set forth deeper into The Graveyard of the Ancients.

      Max clenched his fists with determination as he marched forward. “Let’s go hunt some legendary beasts.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            47

          

        

      

    

    
      Max and his companions traveled for more than half a day across the foggy plains of floor-75 in search of a legendary beast.

      The entire time Max was on edge, waiting for the emergence of one of these incredibly dangerous monsters that supposedly lived on this floor.

      But they had mostly traversed empty landscape. There weren’t even smaller lesser creatures to fight it seemed.

      “If these creatures are so big and deadly, you’d think we’d see their shadow or something by now,” sighed Casey.

      “The floor is big,” said Harold. “Don’t worry, we’ll see one eventually and when you do, you’ll regret ever having been impatient to find one.”

      “I hope we can get this over with soon,” said Elle, contributing to the conversation. “I want to get back to stopping Nicolas Adler.”

      “I’m honestly still struggling with the fact that little Ms. Terrorist now wants to save the tower instead of blowing it up,” said Sakura.

      Before Elle could retort anything back, the ground began to shake.

      “Here we go,” said Harold, calmly. “One of them has woken up.”

      In the distance, there was suddenly a massive silhouette of a bear-like creature with strange wings behind it.

      It was the monster they had traveled across the floor to hunt down.

      The legendary monster known as The Celestial Giga-Grizzly.

      The entire climber hunting squad stiffened just before taking on a fighting stance.

      They didn’t even wait for the legendary monster to get closer, they simply charged it without fear.

      So far everything is going to plan, Max grinned.

      As they got closer to the gigantic god-like bear monster, it roared.

      Its bellowing voice hit them with enough force that it slowed down their charge.

      The grizzly then did something quite peculiar.

      It jumped into the air and started flying away.

      It would have been unexpected if they hadn’t known already that the Celestial Giga-Grizzly was incredibly flighty.

      But they did.

      Elle leapt into the air and formed her spindly demon wings from behind her back and shot super high into the air, flying even faster than the legendary beast.

      She was soon higher in the clouds than the terrifying monster. She then stretched out her arms and unleashed a torrential air blast with enough strength to hurl the Celestial Giga-Grizzly back onto the ground.

      Max had shared Casey’s airbringer ability with Elle as Casey was needed at a different stage of the plan.

      The Celestial Giga-Grizzly smashed into the ground, shaking the entire floor of the tower with the impact.

      The Celestial Giga Grizzly’s whole face and demeanor changed.

      It looked pissed off.

      It picked itself up and loomed over its five attackers.

      It wasn’t going to run away anymore.

      Not after the most recent affront from the five climbers.

      The Celestial Giga-Grizzly lifted up one of its massive paws, readying a clawed strike at his enemies.

      But something strange happened as it tried to swing downwards.

      Its paw was stuck. Or, rather, it was moving at an incredibly infinitesimally slow pace.

      The legendary monster had no idea what was going on.

      But Harold did.

      The monster was trapped within the radius of his temporal manipulation ability.

      The creature could now no longer escape. It was locked into fighting them.

      “Alright!” shouted Harold. “I can only hold this monster down for so long!”

      This is all part of the plan, Max thought. It was now or never to finish this.

      Max looked at Casey, then Sakura.

      “Let’s go!” he shouted and they got to work.

      It didn’t matter if they had trapped the Celestial Giga-Grizzly. To defeat it, they would have to hit it with an unbelievable amount of fire power.

      Max rushed forward and triggered dragon mecha-mode, unleashing a blast of such devastating proportions it turned the Celestial Giga-Grizzly’s brown hair into a scorched black.

      Casey retaliated with a powerful lightning katana that drew its power from the sky and clouds above.

      Finally, Sakura arrived for the finishing blow, unleashing a brand new fused ability Max had shared with her.

      Time slice!!
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      The Celestial Giga-Grizzly’s whole body warped and shook from the onslaught of attacks.

      But its whole body began to change shape and warp from the inside out as Sakura’s time slice ability ripped through it.

      The legendary beast howled as it was overcome with an unbelievable degree of pain and suffering.

      Time slice was a fused ability Max had created, combining Harold’s temporal manipulation trait with Sakura’s slice trait. He then shared the ability with Sakura as she was the best wielder of slice-like abilities he knew.

      The power was brutally devastating. The massive energy blade not only had the force to cut through some of the most powerful and hardened flesh, but it had the ability to alter and warp time of anything it hits. Meaning upon impact, the destructive force will rewind and fast-forward a multitude of times, forcing incredible psychological pain on one’s opponent, as they endure the horrible attack multiple times over.

      In case of the Celestial Giga-Grizzly, the psychological torture was necessary to break down the monster’s defenses to unleash maximum amount of damage.

      With the two abilities fused via Max’s mimic power, the stats for both abilities were doubled, making the attack an SSS-ranked ability.

      In short, the legendary monster didn’t stand a chance.

      The Celestial Giga-Grizzly let out one final gasp of life before collapsing onto the ground and dematerializing into an astral monster core.
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        * * *

      

      Kai and Winifred sat around the military base camp by a small fire with some other soldiers in the alliance army.

      Everyone around the fire was taking a break from training. They were either enjoying a hot bowl of soup, coffee, or cider to pass the time. One portly and over-eager man had a bowl and two cups so he could consume all three.

      “Slow down there, man,” said a soldier. “You’re eating like it’s the last meal you’ll ever have.”

      “It most likely is,” shrieked the soldier, food spilling out of his mouth as he spoke. “Do you really believe those five climbers who went out today are going to be able to slay a legendary beast? It’s unheard of. Only the most powerful tower gods can slay such creatures—and then maybe they’ll graciously share whatever astral cores they find with those deserving of more power. That’s how it’s meant to be done. It’s suicide hunting the creatures around here.”

      The mood around the fire quickly turned somber.

      Kai had never considered himself an optimistic man, but he didn’t think Elle would lead them all on a suicide mission like the soldier was saying.

      Still, he thought, Legendary beasts are wickedly powerful.

      The seeds of doubt were beginning to fill his mind.

      “If I were you,” continued the portly man, “I’d eat and drink as much as you can handle, while we still—”

      The man dropped his bowl of soup from his hands and looked onward with awe.

      The four climbers had returned.

      Kai swerved his head and grinned as he saw the return of his companions.

      If anyone asks, Kai thought to himself, I never doubted any of them.

      The five climbers looked exhausted as they marched across the camp, gathering awed onlookers as they went.

      Finally, Max separated from the group and went to a tent on his own.

      Kai and Winifred joined Elle and asked, “Where’s he going?”

      Elle grinned. “He’s going in there to ascend to S-rank.”
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        * * *

      

      Max sat on a beautiful rug inside the commander’s tent all on his own.

      Mana torches lit up the tent from the corners, offering a nice flicker of light to the otherwise dim surroundings.

      He materialized the astral core from his climber’s pouch and placed it in front of him.

      The core had a clear marble surface. The inside looked like a vast nebulous galaxy in the night sky swirling all within the small orb.

      People killed for astral cores. People would pay billions for one, but they were too priceless for anyone to ever sell.

      Max picked up the orb and closed his eyes and began the process of draining it of its power.

      He immediately felt an intense sensation that was much more potent than any other monster core he had ever drained before.

      He felt his mana channels flood with power, expanding so much his body and muscles became temporarily engorged.

      His body began to spasm as new astral energy took over his veins.

      He then blacked out.

      He opened his eyes and had no idea how much time had passed.

      The astral core was beside him. It had turned completely black, fully drained of its power.

      Max sat upright and lifted his hands to his face.

      Am I okay? he thought. Did I hit S-rank?

      He let out a deep breath and called his profile to his retina to confirm the results of his draining of the astral core.

      
        
        Name: Max Rainhart

        Rank: S

        Trait (Unique): Mimic.

      

        

      
        You may use any ability you have ever been hit with over the course of your lifetime.

      

        

      
        You may fuse up to three abilities together to create a new ability.

      

        

      
        You may temporarily share your acquired abilities with one other person at a time.

      

        

      
        Strength: 92

        Agility: 91

        Endurance: 90

        Mana Affinity: 91

      

        

      
        Passive Skills:

        Kokoro (Warrior Spirit)

      

      

      His eyes widened with shock.

      I did it, he thought to himself, excitedly. I hit S-rank!

      With his stats all in the 90s, he was at tower god level in all of them. His strength, agility, and endurance were all at a level of power that was beyond comprehension. Only other S-rankers could potentially threaten him now.

      With his mana affinity in the 90s as well, it meant he could survive the highest echelons of the tower without any artificial drugs or pills. He was ready to ascend to the top.

      The most exciting thing of all was the evolution of his mimic trait. In fact, it was such an intense change it had literally streamlined the entire profile. He didn’t have any arsenal slots anymore, because somewhat unbelievably according to his new profile—he could use any ability he had ever been hit with, ever!

      Max didn’t know what to think.

      This is insane, he thought.

      He still was in shock and couldn’t fully believe it.

      He tried to think of an ability he had once used that hadn’t been in his arsenal before ranking up.

      He settled on stat-allocation. He had lost it a few weeks back when he fused it to create the reality-disintegration beam ability.

      He triggered the ability and watched his profile as he manipulated his own stat numbers.

      Max shook with awe and amazement.

      He looked down to his hands as he considered the sheer amount of power he had just gained.

      This is incredible.
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        * * *

      

      Sakura and the rest of the group were sitting around a bonfire near their tents, eating dinner and discussing what their next move should be.

      Sakura kept her eyes focused on the tent where Max had gone.

      She ignored the chatter around her as she watched on with concern.

      She always knew this day would come, but it looked as if her former pupil was finally moving beyond her own levels of power.

      Max, she thought. I hope you’re alright in there. No matter what happens when you rank up.

      “Do you really think the rest of us will be able to rank up in six days?” Casey asked, while sharing her bowl of soup with Toto.

      “We’re going to try our damn hardest that’s for sure,” said Harold.

      Elle asked about what monster they would fight next, only for the conversation to go silent at the flap of Max’s tent door.

      The boy had emerged.

      He looked the same, but Sakura could feel a heightened level of power emanating off of him.

      He strode towards them.

      “Are you alright, Max?” Sakura asked.

      “Yep,” he said, calmly. “I’m ready to keep training.”

      Sakura eyed him, curious to know what he’s thinking now that he had reached a level of power most climbers could only ever dream of attaining.

      “Well, the question is: what’s next?” said Harold. “Any preference of which legendary beast we fight next?”

      “Yeah,” Max said, a knowing grin forming on his face. “I want to fight all of them.”
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      High in the clouds of floor-75 flew a legendary monster known as the Giga Hawk.

      It soared high above the deadly floor, enjoying the rush of clouds and wind hitting its face as it ruled over the skies.

      The Giga Hawk enjoyed the solitude within the upper echelons of floor-75’s skyscraper.

      The powerful legendary creature kept its eyes peeled, searching for prey.

      Little creatures didn’t exist in this world, only massive terrifying ones that you could either kill or be killed by. Because of this, the legendary creatures could go a long time without feeding on prey.

      But the hunger grew over time until it was a gnawing embittering sensation driving every action.

      A scent whirled through the air and entered the Giga Hawk’s nostrils, changing the directory of its course.

      Finally, it thought. Prey, at last.

      Unfortunately, the Giga-Hawk was met with disappointment.

      As it soared through the clouds it discovered what creature it had sensed.

      It was the legendary monster known as the Celestial Cloudwalker.

      It was one of the few creatures the Giga-Hawk shared the clouds with.

      And it was one that the Giga Hawk took great efforts to avoid.

      It was not a creature the Giga Hawk could hope to slay on its own.

      The massive monster-sized hawk swerved through the air, preparing to fly far away from the Cloudwalker.

      Escape was the number one priority.

      But the hawk smashed into what felt like a stone wall.

      Pain rippled through the Giga Hawk, but more than that, it was filled with confusion.

      What have I smacked into? it wondered. There are mountains in this world but they are very far away.

      Its eyes opened wide as it took in whatever it had smashed into.

      It had the lines and texture of a creature’s palm, but the skin looked to be composed of powerful aged stone.

      A shadow began to loom all around the Giga Hawk as the fingers of the Cloudwalker’s hand closed in on it and squished it to death.
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        * * *

      

      Further away, the legendary Gigasaur heard a massive shriek in the sky.

      The shriek traveled miles across the floor it was so powerful and intense.

      The Gigasaur flared its nostrils.

      If another legendary monster had been destroyed, there was possible scraps, or another wounded creature that could be taken advantage of.

      The Gigasaur galloped across the foggy floor in the direction of the shriek.

      It kept all of its senses fully focused on finding its prey.

      But it didn’t realize it was running after a celestial Cloudwalker.

      A creature that dwarfed the Gigasaur—which was already huge—by ten fold.

      A creature that could cross whole areas the size of countries on Earth in a single step.

      There was no escaping such a creature if it came after you.

      The Gigasaur did not see the sole of the celestial Cloudwalker’s foot until it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Max and his companions rode on the back of the Celestial Cloudwalker.

      From their vantage point, it felt like they were now the kings and queens of this floor in the tower.

      “This is amazing, Max!” said Casey, giving his arm an affectionate squeeze.

      Max grinned. It had been one of his better plans for sure and it had been only been possible with the new capabilities of his evolved S-rank mimic trait.

      He had used a combination of two abilities of their former nemesis Samuel Archer. With the combination blood eyes and cellular manipulation, Archer had created one of the most powerful monster-control abilities of all time.

      Max just used that to take control of the strongest legendary monster on the floor and use that level of sheer power against the other legendary creatures.

      “Seriously, your S-rank trait is overpowered, big bro,” said Elle.

      “I’m shocked we’ve been able to defeat this many legendary creatures this quickly,” said Harold, amazed.

      “But we still need one more core, don’t we?” said Sakura.

      Max smirked. “Yep. Get ready for an emergency landing.”

      And at that moment, the Cloudwalker lifted up its arms against its will, and snapped its own neck.

      The creature began its descent towards the ground.

      Max shouted as the air rushed through his hair, “Here we gooooooo!”
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      Meanwhile, on floor-91, the main force of the alliance army had set up camp, waiting eagerly for the second half of the army to arrive.

      Two soldiers stood by the arrival teleporter of the floor, guarding it impatiently.

      “So what do you think?” said one of them.

      “Don’t think about it too much to be honest,” said the other.

      “No, dimwit,” said the soldier. “What do you think—”

      “I told ya—”

      “Let me finish! What do you think about the rest of the alliance army? Do you really think they can make it up here in time?”

      The other soldier whistled. “I hope so. I’d feel more comfortable up here if they were here. Harold Swiftstriker, the tower god, is with them.”

      “I know what you mean,” said the other. “But they only have ten days to get here now and even at the start of the month it wasn’t a lot of time to climb this many floors in the tower.”

      “What happens if they’re not here by then?”

      “Dunno,” said the other. “The army disbands, maybe. Doubt is already spreading throughout the camp. Rumors are circulating about that we’re just human meat shields to stop Adler temporarily and that the rest of the army isn’t actually coming up.”

      The soldier let out another long sigh and stared at the arrival teleporter and then up to the night sky of floor-91.

      “I hope they get here soon then. If not, this whole thing is going to fall apart and then what will we do?”
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        * * *

      

      With four more S-rankers to the army’s name, the alliance continued traveling up through the tower.

      They only had ten more days to make it the rest of the way up.

      “C’mon, everyone,” said Max, trying to boost morale. “We got this. Let’s go!”

      Max knew deep down they would have to hustle extra hard if they were going to make it through the tower in time. The odds were stacked against them, but things had been like this before and that had never stopped him and it wouldn’t stop him now.

      Floor-76 was a massive hedge maze which they were able to clear in less than half a day because Harold knew the exact route to the departure teleporter.

      Floor-77 was a huge green valley of plains that normally took more than a month to traverse, but Max was able to fuse Casey’s airbringer trait with a monster-summoning ability to create a cloud serpent that the entire army could ride on to the other end of the floor.

      “We’re making good time,” said Harold, right as they stepped into the departure teleporter to go to the next floor. “But we’re still working on borrowed time. Now c’mon, let’s move!”
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        * * *

      

      Things continued to go smoothly until a few days later they arrived on floor-85.

      The floor was an intergalactic floor with the arrival teleporter being in dead space.

      Harold had given everyone new special pills just to survive this new reality that contained zero to very little oxygen.

      The other problem is that it was a floor with seemingly no gravity.

      “Is there some sort of snappy trick to this floor?” Casey asked.

      Harold shook his head.

      There was no simple trick to getting across this floor.

      One needed to utilize their abilities to somehow travel through space.

      It felt like a very tall order.

      Max felt his heart race, frustration overwhelmed him.

      They only had three days now to catch up with the rest of the army.

      They still had quite a few floors to climb.

      If they didn’t succeed here, the army higher up would disband, morale would be crushed, and Adler would make quick work of them.

      They couldn’t fail here.

      Not when they were so close.

      Max closed his eyes and tried to think.

      He thought for ten minutes quietly, and then figured out a solution.

      He fused Casey’s airbringer trait alongside Harold’s temporal manipulation with the anti-reality disintegration beam to create a pocket gravity generator.

      It functioned as an area-of-effect cube that allowed everyone inside of it to feel the effects of gravity.

      So now they could march across the galaxy and get to floor-85’s departure teleporter.

      They still had a long way to go, but hope was not lost yet.
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, the soldiers on guard on floor-91 were ready to disband.

      Most soldiers were going to wait until the full day had passed, but many had already packed up some of their belongings to go back down to their home floors.

      Climbers were beginning to crowd around the arrival teleporter, ready to leave.

      Some were even beginning to push and shove.

      “Hold on now,” said a soldier. “We must respect the commanders and wait another few hours before we disband, yeah?”

      “Screw that,” yelled an embittered soldier. “We’ve waited here long enough. If we continue to stay here all we will get is misery and trouble. Our fates are written on the wall here!”

      The soldier guarding the teleporter didn’t know what to do.

      He didn’t want to disband or give up on the cause but the army’s morale had sunk to very low levels.

      He could hold off one or two climbers, but he couldn’t hold off all of them.

      “These guards can’t hold us back,” shouted one angry climber. “If we rush them we will be able to get through!”

      The rebelling soldiers got ready to charge the two guards, when suddenly a crowd of soldiers materialized from the arrival teleporter.

      Everyone already on the floor gasped with shock.

      The anger dissipated from all the unruly soldiers’ faces.

      Even the guard was full of disbelief.

      Incredible, the guard thought. They actually made it here in time.

      Even more than that, the power levels of the group was intensely palpable.

      There must be more S-rankers in the army now as well, the guard surmised with amazement.

      The red-haired boy stepped forward in front of the previously rebellious soldiers and his determined face brought hope and optimism to them all.

      “Glad you’re all still here,” said the boy. The alliance army is officially reunited and ready for the battles ahead.”
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      That night, the mood across the alliance army’s military camp was somber.

      They would rest for one more evening and then in the morning, they would ascend to the floor above and officially raise their arms against the heavens.

      Casey was snuggled up in a sleeping bag with Toto, and Max gave the airbringer a kiss on the cheek, before he did the rounds throughout the camp to make sure everyone was alright.

      It was important for him to inspire hope before the big battle that lay ahead of them.

      He greeted passing soldiers and different groups around the bonfire, eventually making his way over to his sister’s tent.

      “May I come in?”

      “Sure,” Elle answered behind the tent’s flap.

      Max opened the tent and found Elle lying overtop her sleeping bag, staring up at the tent’s ceiling.

      “You ready for tomorrow?”

      She shrugged. “Ready as I can be, I guess.”

      “Anything on your mind you’d like to talk about?”

      Her ears perked up at that question and she lifted the top half of her body so she was sitting upright rather than lying on the floor.

      “There was something I wanted to bring up actually,” said Elle. “It’s about how tomorrow we’re launching an attack on not just the heavenly floors but on Nicolas Adler himself.”

      “And?” said Max, a quiet anger laced within his voice. “I thought you of all people would be happy to be taking Adler on. He’s the man who murdered our parents, ripped us away from everything we knew.”

      Elle’s eyes narrowed and she nodded her head. “See, that’s the thing, Max. I’m more worried for you, than for me. We’re not hunting Adler down out of revenge, are we?”

      Max paused. He had to think about it for a second.

      “No, we aren’t,” he finally said.

      “I’m glad we’re on the same page,” said Elle. “I just don’t want you to become so consumed with hate, you end up becoming lost in your anger like I had become. Don’t get me wrong, that man deserves all of the hate we could give him; but we don’t deserve to let that hate corrupt and poison us from the inside out. So promise me, Max. No matter what happens—we’re taking on Adler, not out of vengeance for those who we’ve loved and lost, but rather for the protection of those we love and care for who are still with us today—perhaps in honor and regret for those that we’ve already lost to that evil man.”

      Max heard the wisdom in what his little sister was saying. There was a lot of truth and insight to her words.

      But something bugged him about what she was saying to him.

      “You’re telling me, Elle,” said Max, “that if you get a chance to land the knockout punch on Adler, that punch won’t be laced with any anger whatsoever?”

      Elle smirked. “Alright, a little bit of spicy fury won’t hurt anyone. You just promise to keep it under check? The tower doesn’t need two Scarlet Demons now, does it?”

      “Well, little sis, you got yourself a deal,” said Max, smiling. “I’m gonna go check on the others now, okay. Rest well and have a good night.”

      Elle lied back down and smiled.

      “Goodnight, big bro.”
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        * * *

      

      Will sat beside Sarah around a campfire, feeling overjoyed to be so close to her.

      The only thing stifling his joy was his romantic rival, Oliver, sitting on the opposite side of her.

      “Isn’t the fire beautiful?” asked Sarah, watching the bright crackling fire in front of them.

      Will wanted to tell Sarah there and then how he felt about her. He wanted to say the fire was beautiful but nowhere near as beautiful as she was; but something held him back.

      Maybe it was because he could see the same internal conflict happening in his friend Oliver nearby.

      He cared for Sarah deeply and he desperately wanted her to know.

      But something told him now wasn’t the right time.

      On the evening before such a significant battle, why force a girl you love to choose between you and your best friend?

      Why do that to yourself?

      Why do that to your friend?

      Why do that to the girl you cared so deeply for?

      Will realized he would rather die in battle tomorrow not knowing, content with the hope that she might choose him, than knowing for certain that she might not.

      He suddenly felt the warmth of the fire in front of him at that moment.

      He sighed, contentedly, enjoying the company of his best friend and the girl they both pined for.
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        * * *

      

      At a different campsite, Blake sat beside Sakura, enjoying a mug of hot chocolate in front of a warm fire.

      “Shouldn’t we be planning or doing more than just sitting around?” said Blake.

      Sakura shook her head. “Max, myself, and the other major leaders all had a strategy meeting earlier. We’ve done all the preparation necessary now. All we can do now is wait and rest.”

      Blake pulled out a pack of cigarettes and was about to light it, when Sakura said to him, “You know—if we’re going to go the distance, Blake. I’d really like it if you stopped smoking. Or at least, tried to.”

      Blake sighed, looking down at his pack of cigarettes.

      It was a brand new pack.

      He was really looking forward to having a smoke.

      But—the joy of smoking a cigarette did not capture the joy of hearing that Sakura was really contemplating a future together with him.

      It was enough joy that he was able to take the cigarette pack, crush it in his hands with ease and then throw it into the darkness of the military encampment.

      Sakura smiled at him and grabbed his hand and laced her fingers between his.

      “What about everyone else around us? What if someone sees?”

      She shrugged.

      “It might not matter after tomorrow, so who cares.”

      Sakura’s words were melancholic and bittersweet, but nothing could take away the warm joyous feeling Blake felt in his heart.
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        * * *

      

      Harold sat at a campfire surrounded by a group of young climbers. He looked at them with affection, remembering what it was like to be young like them.

      He looked to Tiberius and Queen Violet, sitting beside one another, not really talking, but a sort of energy or tension hovering between them.

      He smiled at the sight.

      Ah to be young and afraid to tell someone how you really felt, he thought contentedly. Let’s hope that after tomorrow’s fighting it won’t be too late to muster up the courage.

      That was the saddest thing about facing an existential threat like Adler’s plans to enslave them all—that everything could be over all too soon.

      There was a certain horrible despair in the notion that one might never have a second chance in life. A chance to overcome the regrets, mistakes, and accidents that pile up over the course of one’s childhood and teenage years. Such second chances were the beauty of life. That pain and suffering could be piled on and on—and, just by living, waking up each day, striving to be better, you could triumph over it all.

      Harold had lived his life to a ripe old age so he didn’t feel this sadness for himself.

      No—he felt a sadness for all the young climbers around him, who might never get to experience the rich beauty of a full life.

      It was a similar sadness that he felt for the climber colleagues he had lost decades before at the infamous United Floors Alliance Tournament, where the Caesarian rogue climber, Octavius, had strangled his teammates all to death.

      As he sat around the fire, thinking contemplatively to himself, he made a promise.

      Tomorrow, he would try his absolute best to protect this new generation of young climbers as much as he could.
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        * * *

      

      The night was quiet and tranquil as climbers prayed for their fellow loved ones, contemplated the lives they had lived up until then, and attempted to rest so they could fight at their very best in the momentous battle that was approaching them by the second.

      The following morning, The Great War of the Heavens would finally begin.
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      The following morning, the alliance army dismantled their campsite and marched towards floor-91’s departure teleporter.

      Plumes of smoke from doused fire pits dotted the field where the military camp once laid.

      “I can’t believe it’s really happening,” said Casey.

      “I don’t think any of us can,” said Max, looking around the grim muddy field and the gray skies. “C’mon, it’s almost time.”

      Everything they’d done in the last few weeks had been building up to this day. Climbing thirty floors in a month, hitting S-rank. It was all done with the purpose of stopping the new tower god-king from continuing his reign of destruction.

      It all came down to this.

      The departure teleporter was only an hour or so away.

      Upon arrival, they discussed a few last-minute preparations for the battle awaiting them.

      As they did so, a flock of birds flew in the sky above.

      Max looked up with a grim face.

      “Spies,” Harold grumbled.

      “Should we remove them?” asked a nearby soldier.

      Max shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now. They knew we were coming before now anyways. Nothing has changed. Let’s go.”

      The Celestial Army must think they’re really clever, Max thought. Just you wait, we have tricks of our own.

      The army then began its ascent to the next floor.

      Harold led the way with Max closely behind.
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        * * *

      

      On floor-92, overlooking a massive army of deadly soldiers that were composed of a vast variety of different monstrosities, was a large watchtower.

      Standing along the battlements of the watchtower was a powerful knight in inky black armor. He wore a helmet with large horns on either side. He had dark gray wings folded behind him. His eyes glowed a dark crimson red from behind his helmet.

      The man was known as Commander Rayburn, the leader of The Celestial Army.

      He steepled his black steel gloved fingers together, overlooking his army.

      The army was losing its patience. As was he.

      They were waiting for the heretical band of climbers to arrive.

      A small demonic underling appeared behind him.

      “The alliance army is about to ascend, my lord,” said the underling.

      “They truly are fools, then,” muttered Commander Rayburn. “They’ll die within seconds of arriving on this floor. Did they not think we would have the teleporter surrounded?”

      Large scale warfare across the tower had been confined mainly to individual floors for the very reason of the teleporter issue. One army could simply surround the teleporter and pick off all new arrivals one by one until the last soldier appeared and then died. The teleporter system created a bottleneck that the defending army benefited from.

      The entire cloud world tremored.

      Here they come, Rayburn thought to himself. Time to prove my theory that you can’t lead a straightforward offensive strike on an enemy floor when they have the arrival teleporter surrounded.

      Following the tremor from the teleporter was a loud audible gasp shared by many of The Celestial Army’s soldiers.

      Only one climber had emerged from the teleporter.

      A scrawny old man.

      The man clenched his fists and unleashed a powerful energy blast, knocking a huge portion of The Celestial Army backwards.

      Those who didn’t fall back attempted to rush the old man, but then found they were all frozen, locked in time, moving at an infinitesimally small fraction of their normal pace.

      During that window of opportunity—when The Celestial Army was pushed back and paralyzed—the rest of The United Floors Alliance army ascended onto the floor, ready to take on any traps or any other pre-emptive defense measures prepared by The Celestial Army.

      “Impressive,” grimaced Rayburn. He turned to his underling. “Tell our men to momentarily fall back. I want to see what they do next.”

      Rayburn’s glowing demonic red eyes narrowed as he stared at the newly arrived army of the lower floor alliance.

      How did the scrawny old man neutralize their trap so thoroughly? Rayburn wondered to himself.

      He was struggling to piece their strategy together.

      As far as their information told them, Harold Swiftstriker didn’t have an energy blast ability like the one he just displayed; meaning someone in the alliance army now has an ability to share powers of some kind. Using the energy blast, Harold could knock back the whole army and then enrapture them in a large temporal manipulation circle.

      Much larger radius than the reports had told us, Rayburn shivered. He must be pushing himself extra hard.

      “Gather all the forces,” Rayburn commanded to his underlings. “It’s time to show them who they’re up against. We are more than triple their size and power and they should know it. I want them to be shaking at the knees!”

      Once they see the true might of our power, Rayburn thought, I wouldn’t be surprised if they retreated back down to the lower floors in defeat.

      There comes a point where power level is the thing that matters most.

      The Celestial Army was stronger than the alliance’s.

      Those were the facts.

      Clever tricks, Rayburn thought, will only get you so far!

      Thunder struck in the clouds behind the army.

      The full scale of The Celestial Army emerged from the clouds.

      Dragons, celestial beings, super powerful climbers all emerged, adding to the already unbelievably large army of warriors.

      This army will destroy the alliance in minutes, Rayburn thought, unless the weaklings are smart enough to retreat in fear. They must all be ready to give up now.

      But then something happened.

      Something no one in The Celestial Army was expecting.

      The alliance’s army didn’t budge. They didn’t tremble. They didn’t shiver. They didn’t squeak with fear.

      No.

      They all stood firm.

      Determination and bravery was on every single member’s face.

      They were not backing down.

      Commander Rayburn’s eyes widened in shock as he heard a roar from the enemy army’s leader echo across the massive battlefield.

      It was a young man with red hair, yelling, “CHARGE!”
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      Max and the entire army behind him rushed across the cloud world to meet the deadly Celestial Army head on.

      Adrenaline surged through his body as he charged forward, leading the lower floor alliance towards the battlefield.

      The battle cries and rushing footsteps of the soldiers behind him echoed in his ears.

      Max’s heart thumped against his chest as he took in the opposing army full of different monstrosities, demons, and angelic warriors all charging at him.

      The moment only lasted a split second.

      After that, the clash truly began.

      Spears were thrown.

      Magical projectiles were shot.

      Heads exploded.

      Within seconds, the clouds were drenched in blood.
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        * * *

      

      Rayburn watched as the two opposing armies began to clash and fight with one another.

      Sounds of steel clashing with steel and magic against other magic echoed across the heavenly floor.

      “Their army is smaller than ours, my lord,” said an underling behind Rayburn. “It’s just a matter of time until we crush them.”

      Rayburn let out a deep breath.

      A few minutes ago, he would have agreed with his underling, but so far the red-haired boy and the army he was leading kept surprising him.

      He wouldn’t make that mistake anymore.

      Rayburn was taking them deadly seriously now.

      The battle was never meant to get this far—they were supposed to be crushed before they even had a chance to catch a breath on this floor.

      They now needed to get their bearings and figure out the best way to retaliate against this insolent force of rebels.

      They needed to figure out the enemy army’s weakest point.

      “Send word to all the generals,” said Rayburn to his minions. “Take stock of the battlefield and report back to me. Oh, and one last thing, make sure to tell them to kill every last one of them.”

      Rayburn then jumped off the watchtower ledge he’d been observing the battle from and flapped his wings to fly high above the clashing armies.

      He soared into the clouds.

      The battle cries and final gasps of life before death became nothing but a murmur until Rayburn couldn’t even hear them at all. The deaths of his soldiers and the climbers of the lower floor alliance were lost to the whistles of the wind.

      He stayed focused on going higher and higher until eventually he stopped.

      Only then did he look down and acknowledge the clashing armies below.

      He had flown this high above the battle to assess the clashing armies from the best and most strategically optimal vantage point.

      As he observed the fighting below, his eyes widened and a grin crept onto his lips.

      “The fools,” he snickered to himself with glee. “The damn fools.”
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        * * *

      

      A regiment of soldiers in The United Floors Alliance army pushed forward across the battlefield.

      They were a small battalion and they were surprised they had survived this long already.

      But they didn’t just want to survive.

      They wanted to win.

      But The Celestial Army loomed over them like an undeniable fact of life.

      It was at least ten times their size with mighty fearsome beasts.

      They didn’t have any dragons on their side.

      How were they supposed to compete with this army of monsters?

      They threw spears once more and obliterated some celestial foot soldiers rushing them.

      But even with those minor victories, the seeds of doubt were beginning to creep into their minds.

      How could the leadership believe they could take on an army of such enormity and power?

      How could Max and the other leaders send them to their deaths like this?

      The soldiers gripped their weapons and continued the fight, while doubt crept through them.

      The strong morale of the army began to slowly evaporate as the bloodshed continued to be spilled all around them.
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        * * *

      

      Commander Rayburn flew down from the clouds and landed in the middle of the battlefield.

      He unsheathed his sword and sliced it, decapitating three alliance climbers in a single slash.

      A giant battle cry of renewed destructive vigilance echoed across The Celestial Army as the sight of their leader joining them raised confidence and morale throughout the ranks.

      The Celestial Army was far stronger than the alliance forces, especially in numbers. The most important thing would be to squash them before they unleashed any more silly tricks on them.

      Rayburn had landed on a part of the battlefield near where one of the army’s generals was fighting.

      As they fought side by side, Rayburn told him their new strategy and to send the message across the troops and to the other generals and captains.

      “The plan is simple,” Rayburn explained, kicking a hole right through an alliance climber’s stomach as he spoke, “The alliance is already surrounded. Their weak point is clearly in the center. Their strategy is they want to draw us in and then envelop us at the sides. It’s clear as day. But here’s the thing; they’ve completely underestimated our numbers and strength. They won’t be able to flank us—meaning, we’ll be able to break our opponent’s strategy by doing what they want and they won’t even realize that we’re going to absolutely destroy them.”

      The nearby general grinned and then replied, “Destruction sounds good to me.”

      “Spread the word,” said Commander Rayburn, “Head for the center. Kill every last one of them!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            54

          

        

      

    

    
      Tiberius moved across the blood-soaked battlefield.

      He gripped his conjured mana-blade as he ducked an incoming attack from an enemy, only to retaliate a second later with an upward slash.

      “Urghfhg,” said the opponent soldier as blood leaked out of his mouth and stomach.

      Tiberius looked around, scanning the battlefield. There were enemies in every single direction.

      He felt his heart race. He was beginning to get worried. He wanted Max’s plan to work, but for it to succeed, they all needed to survive until the right moment.

      Will we be able to survive for that long, Tiberius nervously wondered to himself as he dodged another incoming attack.

      Tiberius thrust his sword forward, slicing it right through the neck of a shadow demon crawler, only for a much more sinister threat to emerge in the distance.

      Tiberius’ eyes widened at the sight of it.

      It was one of the most powerful fighters in The Celestial Army and he was coming right for Tiberius.

      It was none other than the S-ranker, Malakai, the greatest spearman in the entire tower.

      The warrior gripped his spear and rushed towards Tiberius.

      The strong Caesarian’s eyes narrowed as he took in his incoming opponent.

      His heart began to beat faster as Malakai got closer.

      This is a bit of a problem, he thought.

      Spearmen were a good counter to swordsmen. A spearman’s weapon had a range that a sword struggled to compete with.

      What am I going to do?

      Malakai would be descending on him any second now.

      Tiberius lifted up his sword in a defensive stance.

      This might be it, he thought. I think I’m going to die.

      Malakai lunged his spear forward, aiming for Tiberius’ neck.

      The attack would have landed, except at that very moment something unbelievable happened.

      Tiberius’ conjured mana sword—which normally took the shape of a single-handed long sword—transformed into a much larger golden-hued katana.

      The blade was long and sharp enough so that Tiberius could overpower the spear thrust and send it in a different direction.

      What the heck is happening? Tiberius wondered, frantically.

      He looked at his new mana-conjured sword and within the reflection of the swirling energy of the new magical blade, he thought he caught the glimpse of a ghost inside the weapon.

      “Hiroshi!?” Tiberius asked, his eyes widening.

      It was the legendary swordsmen, whose ghost form he had fought on his mission in Nightmare City from awhile back.

      “I’ve imbued a part of my soul into your conjured blade,” said the legendary swordsmen.

      “But how and why now?”

      “Well, you look to be in fatal danger,” said Hiroshi. “And this is the first time we’ve had a chance to meet since our battle.”

      The ancient swordsmen’s eyes gestured towards Winifred across the battlefield, shouting orders to her ghost army.

      “Now tell me,” asked Hiroshi, “are you really going to just stand there and let this unimpressive and cowardly spear wielder beat you?”

      Malakai jumped backwards, reassessing Tiberius as an opponent, now that his sword was longer.

      The S-rank spear wielder had now jumped into a new position where his spear again had a strong ranged advantage over Tiberius’s sword—even the new and improved version.

      Tiberius took a deep breath and focused.

      His nostrils flared.

      The spearman still had a huge advantage over him. The range of the spear severely limited Tiberius’ options in this specific battle.

      “You have more options than you think,” Hiroshi whispered, this time gesturing his eyes to Max fighting nearby.

      Tiberius caught Max’s eye and the boy gave the soldier a wink.

      Suddenly, Tiberius knew exactly what to do.

      The Caesarian soldier rushed towards the spearman.

      There was no doubt Malakai had the advantage.

      It was the power of the spear.

      “I don’t understand why everyone doesn’t use a spear,” laughed Malakai as Tiberius rushed towards him. “You’re nothing but a free meat skewer without one!”

      “I’m about to show you,” Tiberius shouted, “why you’re wrong.”

      Malakai smirked and thrust his spear forward right through Tiberius’ chest.

      The spearman’s eyes widened in shock as the Caesarian didn’t go pale, gush out blood, or slump over in death.

      Nope.

      The Caesarian soldier kept moving forward, because Max had just shared his phase-out ability with him at that exact moment.

      And that was the one flaw with spear wielders.

      Their range advantage was lost as soon as you dodged their first attack.

      As soon as you got into close range, the more versatile weapon like the sword reigned supreme.

      Tiberius sliced his sword across Malakai’s neck, chopping the spearman’s head cleanly off, proving his point without a doubt.
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      Meanwhile, across the battlefield, Zack, the famous mecha-mode break-mode user, fought alongside Moira, the mayor of Nightmare City.

      They were struggling to hold the western flank of the army.

      Moira threw out a set of three darts, paralyzing a group of incoming demon crawlers that had been galloping towards them with the deranged look of a predator spotting its prey.

      “Nice one,” said Zack, as he mutated his arm into a laser chainsaw with the help of his mecha break-mode ability, and shredded the paralyzed demon crawlers into a pile of bits.

      They were currently surrounded by enemies and Zack wasn’t sure how much longer they could hold out before the enemy just overwhelmed them completely.

      “Any idea how much longer we need to handle all these enemies?” Moira asked as she threw out more magical darts into the eyeballs of incoming attackers.

      Zack shook his head.

      “Max told us to wait for the signal,” he replied.

      Moira threw out another set of darts. The waves of enemies did not stop coming.

      “Any idea what that signal is?” Moira said, between gritted teeth as she focused on all the enemy soldiers around them.

      “No idea,” said Zack.

      He was quite annoyed that they had to take Max’s word on everything, but Max’s reasoning for not telling them the full scope of the plan was in case the enemy had any telepaths dotted across the battlefield. They needed to keep the full details of their strategy as secret and secure as possible.

      “As for the signal,” Zack said, “Max said we would know it when we see it.”

      “Until then,” said Moira, throwing a dart that punctured a celestial ogre right between the eyes in the forehead, piercing the monster’s low IQ brain, “I guess we just keep fighting.”

      Just as Moira said that, a new regiment of horrific celestial angel foot soldiers charged towards them.

      Zack’s eyes widened at the sight of the new incoming soldiers.

      His stomach lurched. This might be the final barrage of soldiers they wouldn’t be able to handle pushing back.

      “Zack,” cried Moira. “We won’t be able to take all of these—”

      “That’s why we’re here!” shouted a collective group from behind them.

      It was a motley crew of former Tuxedo Devils, Immortal Killers, and members of The Faceless Association—all combined into the new Nightmare City Brigade.

      Amazing, Zack smiled at the allies surrounding them.

      It was incredible to see once sworn enemies now fight as allies and friends for life.

      Zack and Moira, alongside the Nightmare City Brigade, pushed forward and met the incoming horde head on.
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        * * *

      

      They made quick work of the celestial angel foot soldiers.

      With Zack’s mecha-mode, Moira’s magical darts, and the full arsenal of deadly martial arts and illegal weaponry from the Nightmare City Brigade they were able to take them out with ease.

      Moira only had a second to catch her breath though.

      Her momentary relief disappeared very quickly as in the distance—between all the clashing and fighting—emerged three powerful beings.

      Her jaw dropped at the sight of the incoming opponents.

      They were three gold-plated monsters with mana for veins.

      Celestial golems.

      They were clearly the creation from the horrible mind of the climber known as the Arcane Crafter, none other than Nicolas Adler, the new tower god-king himself.

      “Let’s take out those golems right now,” shouted Moira.

      Everyone unleashed their full firepower onto the golems.

      A cacophony of gunshots, blasts, and explosions echoed across the battlefield, drowning out the other cries, grunts, and clashes happening everywhere else.

      The focused combined attack left a huge plume of smoke.

      The smoke cleared and Moira shook her head in disbelief.

      So did Zack.

      All the members of the Nightmare City Brigade couldn’t believe their eyes.

      The celestial golems were standing firm.

      None of their attacks made even a dent into them.

      These golems were clearly incredibly hard to kill.

      Uh oh, Moira thought. This might be a losing battle.

      She shook her head as soon as the doubts filled her brain.

      She couldn’t give up.

      She was the mayor of Nightmare City now.

      People depended on her.

      The soldiers here on the battlefield depended on her.

      “What are we gonna do boss?” asked one of the brigade soldiers.

      A full-frontal attack didn’t seem to harm the celestial golems at all.

      The question is, Moira thought, what is their weakness?

      She felt a stroke of inspiration.

      Those monsters are nothing but bits of machinery, she thought.

      She rolled up her sleeves and rushed forward.

      “Moira!” shouted Zack. “Be careful!”

      Moira rushed ahead and leaped into the air, clutching multiple mana darts composed of lightning.

      She threw them at the celestial golems with the hope of disrupting their circuitry and shutting them down.

      “Eat these,” she yelled. “Anti-Machinery mana-lightning darts!”
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      A huge explosion went off as soon as Moira’s lightning darts smashed into the gold-plated celestial golems.

      Bits of lightning crackled all around the golems as their circuitry broke and they fell apart, collapsing on the ground, barely able to stand.

      “Amazing,” shouted Zack.

      The versatility of Moira’s mana darts ability meant she could conjure darts that could deliver the greatest impact to specific opponents. The cost was sometimes felt in the raw power of her dart attacks, but if she conjured the right dart for the right enemy, it rarely mattered.

      The celestial golems were crackling with lightning, the glow in their viciously sharp eyes dissipated, as they looked to be shutting down.

      But then one of the golems lifted up its arms and began to adjust the plating on the other golem’s carapace. The other golem did the same for it.

      What the heck is going on now? Zack wondered with amazement.

      Within seconds, the golems had repaired one another and were standing on their feet good as new.

      Zack rubbed sweat off his brow and sighed.

      Aw crap, he thought. Defeating these golems won’t be as easy as we had hoped.

      The celestial golems wasted no time.

      They leaped in the air and then landed in such a way that they were completely surrounding Moira.

      “Um, Zack,” she shouted. “A little help, please?”

      Well, that escalated quickly, he thought.

      Moira was a crucial member of the alliance army. If she fell to these bad guys, then the whole morale of the Nightmare City brigade fell apart. Who knew what the longer term repercussions might be either. Without her at the helm, could Nightmare City fall back into its old dark violent ways?

      Zack quickly came up with the best plan he could think of.

      He triggered mecha-mode, mutating his right arm into a rocket launcher and his left arm into a laser grappling hook.

      He fired off a rocket and grappled onto it, propelling himself forward towards Moira and the celestial golems.

      Gripping onto his laser grapple, he mutated his rocket launcher hand into a laser chainsaw right as he approached the horribly powerful automatons.

      He slashed the golems, cutting them at the knees right before turning his laser chainsaw back into his normal hand so he could grab hold of Moira and escape the surrounding clutches of the golems.

      “Nice work,” said Moira, grinning at him.

      Zack let go of the grapple hook so they could land in safely.

      The rocket shot into a horde of demon shadow crawlers, creating a big explosion in the middle of the battlefield.

      In the shadow of the massive blast, Zack turned to Moira and said, “Maybe you’ll push through that permit so I can expand my bar?”

      “Ah, we’ll see about that,” said Moira.

      “A bit ungrateful, no?”

      “Well, we’ve destroyed those golems twice now, and they’re still not dying. How about we survive this before I make any promises, yeah?”

      He looked over and saw the golems once again repairing themselves and getting ready to wreak more havoc.

      Why won’t these things just stay down? Zack wondered full of irritation.

      Zack nodded to Moira and said, “Right,” and got back to work.

      The break-mode specialist ran towards the three celestial golems.

      The three of them took on a defensive stance.

      “Die!” shouted Zack as he approached, raising his fists.

      Zack decided he was going to try something different for his third attempt at trying to destroy these golems. Pure force clearly wasn’t working, but the good news was: Zack had other options beyond sheer power.

      Zack threw his punch out towards the golem, but at the last second he unclenched his fingers and opened his palm wide.

      He grabbed hold of the golem and began to trigger his break-mode.

      He was mutating into mecha-mode and bringing the golem along with him.

      The golem crackled and shook and finally completely powered down into nothing but useless rubble.

      The other golems saw this and began to take cautious steps away from Zack.

      Within seconds, Zack was on them, destroying them as well.

      By forcing the golems to be part of his break-mode’s mutation process, he was able to disrupt their nervous systems entirely and destroy their hearts and minds from the inside out.

      Standing over the golem corpses, Zack materialized a bottle of whisky from his climber’s pouch and took a big swig.

      He wiped his mouth and smiled at Moira. “Ready to make that promise?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            57

          

        

      

    

    
      Across the battlefield fought the Elestrian climbers, Will and Oliver.

      Will ripped through some of the celestial angel soldiers while in his shadow-bear transformation mode. The talons of the shadow bear were too much for the lowly soldiers in The Celestial Army to endure. The attacks sliced through the lowly celestial foot soldiers like butter.

      Oliver was right behind him with his extremely powerful mana-sight. He could see beneath the armor and skin of his opponents and see their mana channels and meridian points. Armed with that knowledge, he could destroy an enemy soldier with a single precise hit.

      Will and Oliver were a deadly combination of powers. One fought with the carnal rage of a deadly animal, while the other fought with the precision of a lethal assassin.

      “Whoever defeats the most soldiers,” shouted Will, “gets to ask Sarah out on a date first!”

      “You’re on,” shouted Oliver. “You fool! You can’t keep up with me!”

      “Will you two actually shut up for once,” shouted a voice behind them.

      They weren’t actually fighting just as a duo that day.

      No.

      Right behind them was none other than the queen of Elestria herself, Queen Violet.

      “Have you two lost sight of the main priorities of this fight?”

      Will and Oliver were assigned to fight alongside Violet so that the Queen could contribute to the war effort but also be protected on the battlefield as well.

      We’re also still waiting on that signal from Max, grumbled Oliver in his own head. How much longer can we survive out here until then?

      “We must protect the queen at all costs!” shouted Will as he tore into another regiment of celestial soldiers.

      “Um, excuse me?” said Violet. “I’m not sure if you’ve been keeping count, but I’ve defeated more enemy soldiers than both of you combined! In which case, neither one of you can ask out that human girl Sarah!”

      Suddenly, both Will and Oliver’s faces took on a whole new level of seriousness.

      “Are you kidding me?” balked Violet. “That shouldn’t be the reason you take this life-or-death battle seriously!?”

      Both answered at the same time: “Sometimes love is bigger than the most important things in the world.”

      Queen Violet shook her head at that and pushed the two climbers meant to be protecting her aside.

      “Well, if that’s your attitude,” she said, “I really can’t afford to let either of you guys win this bet.”

      Then, as a horde of shadow crawlers rushed towards her, she materialized a powerful glowing blue spear between her hands.

      Will’s eyes widened. “Is that...?”

      “Yep,” said Oliver. “The famous trait of the Royal Truthseeker dynasty. The spear of truth.”

      Ever since Queen Violet had ascended the throne, she had been honing her climber skills. After her adventures with Max and Casey, she had grown deeply inspired to grow stronger. After meeting those two, she knew that she would never give up striving for what she believed in.

      The shadow crawlers got closer and Violet, using her conjured weapon, stabbed them all to death with ease.

      She looked over her shoulder at her two climber escorts and smirked, “Admit it, you’re impressed.”

      Will and Oliver stood there dumbfounded at the sight of their queen’s power, grace, and fighting ability.

      But then something emerged behind them that took their sense of awe and completely transformed it into a sense of utter dread.

      Still, looking over her shoulder, Violet was confused.

      “What!? You two aren’t impressed?” she said, turning around. “Oh—”

      Emerging from the sky above was a giant celestial dragon.

      The creature cried out with a devastating shriek that rippled across the gigantic cloud world.

      It had glowing purple scales and sharp red eyes.

      While any dragon would have caused significant terror in the hearts of the alliance army, this particular dragon caused even greater levels of fear.

      The dragon was infamous across all floors of the tower.

      It was none other than the dragon known as Gargaran.

      The dragon was considered a SS-ranked creature, more powerful than some tower-gods. It was an incredibly fearsome and ancient beast.

      Oliver could only think of one thing as he stared at the incoming dragon looming overhead.

      We need to run, Oliver thought. There is nothing that can stop such a fearsome monster as Gargaran.

      “Oliver,” said Will, transforming back into a human. “What should we do?”

      Oliver felt his blood run cold as he stared at the deadly creature in front of him. Will’s face had grown pale as had many of the alliance soldiers around them.

      The only person who didn’t look terrified was Queen Violet.

      She cracked her knuckles and stepped forward, holding up her dress as she walked over the fallen creatures of the battlefield.

      “Do not worry, subjects. I got this.”

      She then rushed towards the dragon.

      Oliver and Will screamed simultaneously, “Your highness! What are you doing!?”

      “C’mon,” said Oliver, gulping. “We can’t let her go in there on her own.”

      “But it’s utter suicide,” said Will.

      “Well, it’s been nice knowing you then,” said Oliver. “The one solace of death will be that I’ll never have to live with the guilt of beautiful Sarah choosing me over you, so that’s one thing.”

      Oliver rushed ahead, leaving Will behind.

      “Oh, you arrogant prick,” shouted Will, rushing behind him. “I refuse to survive and end up with the wonderful Sarah while she honors you daily as a bloody martyr! Stop wrecking my dreams!”

      The two powerful Elestrian climbers rushed behind their queen, defending her as she attempted whatever insane suicide mission she had in mind.

      Violet rushed ahead across the battlefield, staring Gargaran dead-on.

      The dragon swooped down closer.

      “I’m not afraid of you!” shouted Violet.

      She stretched out her hand into the air and a massive bolt of lightning shot forth from the sky above and into her hands.

      “What the--?” said Oliver in amazement.

      Thirty seconds before, when Violet had materialized a small spear of truth to fight with, that had only been the B-rank manifestation of the truthseeker trait.

      Now what was happening in front of all of them was the A-rank evolution of her trait.

      The original spear of truth’s power level was determined by the level of falsehood and lies the opponent had told. However, now at A-rank, the spear of truth could reach new levels of power based on something else: it could be conjured at a level of power based on the level of evil an opponent had.

      And, unfortunately for Gargaran, who had been tormenting innocent civilizations for over a thousand years, it was one of the most evil creatures in the entire tower.

      A bright light flashed across the battlefield as Queen Violet conjured the biggest spear of truth she had ever created—drawing on mana, lightning, and energy from the clouds above.

      Like a gigantic bolt of lightning, Queen Violet threw the massive spear of truth right at the terrifying celestial dragon.

      Gargaran roared at the spear as it rushed towards it.

      But the dragon’s scream was not enough to stop the powerful spear of truth from pummeling through the dragon’s throat and through its skull.

      The fearsome and ancient dragon had been killed in a single strike by Queen Violet.

      From that day forward, she was no longer known just as a member of the truthseeker dynasty, nor as the queen of a united Elestria.

      No.

      She became known as Violet, the dragon slayer queen.
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      Oliver stood beside his companion Will, staring at their queen with utter amazement.

      Gargaran—former terror of the skies—fell to the ground like a meteorite, crashing into The Celestial Army and potentially killing hundreds in the process.

      “I can’t believe that’s our queen,” said Will.

      Oliver didn’t want to vocalize his amazement, not wanting to reveal any former doubts he had in their queen. He had always known Violet was strong-willed, but he hadn’t realized how much more powerful a climber she had become while sitting on the throne of united Elestria.

      She must have been working all day and all night, Oliver surmised.

      If she was busy with diplomatic affairs all day, the only opportunity would be to train at night.

      She is truly an incredible woman, Oliver contemplated.

      Violet caught her breath and then turned to her two companions.

      “Piece of cake,” she said. “Now, remind me again: who needs protecting?”

      At that moment, a massive roar echoed in front of them.

      “We do,” squealed Will, pointing to the clouds above. “We need your protection Queen Violet!”

      All three of the Elestrian climbers’ eyes widened.

      Emerging from the clouds were three more celestial dragons.

      None of them were as powerful as Gargaran, but they were close to his power level, and the fact that there were now three of them more than overcompensated for that fact.

      Violet’s purple eyes twitched and her skin went pale as a ghost.

      Oliver ran over to her.

      “Your highness,” said Oliver. “Why aren’t you doing anything? You defeated Gargaran with ease—surely these three shouldn’t be that difficult for someone who has just displayed such incredible power.”

      “Um,” said Violet. “I can only use the A-rank spear of truth every twenty-four hours.”

      A pit immediately formed in Oliver’s stomach.

      Uh oh.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Across the battlefield, the emergence of three more celestial dragons caused terror in the hearts of the fighting alliance soldiers.

      In one section, Harold fought only for his eyes to widen with concern at the sight of the deadly monsters in the sky.

      With those three deadly beasts, thought Harold, we won’t be able to survive for much longer.

      Similar sentiments were felt among many of the fighting alliance soldiers, including Tiberius and those around him.

      “Keep fighting, comrades!” he shouted, but even he was beginning to grow weary.

      Something needs to change, the Caesarian soldier thought. We won’t survive if we keep going like this.

      In another corner of the battlefield fought Sakura Sato, the human climber president.

      She triggered her S-rank slice ability, ripping through a horde of incoming monsters, but The Celestial Army was so large, the otherwise devastating attack hardly made a dent into the enemy forces.

      This is bad, she thought. Max—we’re all waiting on you now!

      It was this sentiment combined with fear and hopelessness that took over the mindset of the alliance soldiers across the battlefield.

      They wouldn’t survive unless something changed quickly.

      The only person smiling across the entire battlefield was Commander Rayburn of The Celestial Army. Things were going exactly as he had hoped they would.

      “The alliance is absolutely done for,” he said with absolute pleasure and delight.
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        * * *

      

      Violet stared up at the three celestial dragons descending towards them.

      Her body twitched.

      “Your highness we must retreat,” said Oliver.

      “I agree, your highness,” said Will.

      Nothing like facing death straight in the eye to get these two rivals to agree on something, huh? Violet thought to herself.

      She wanted to come up with a plan.

      Retreating meant giving up and giving up meant defeat for everyone who lived in the lower floors of the tower. She couldn’t give up, certainly not on those who weren’t even strong enough to come here.

      She wasn’t just fighting for herself. She wasn’t even just fighting for her subjects in Elestria.

      She was fighting for every innocent citizen in the tower whether they were part of the lower floor alliance or not.

      She materialized her normal-sized spear of truth.

      I’ll take on these dragons with everything I have, she thought. Even if it means sacrificing myself just to weaken them a little bit.

      She closed her eyes and prepared to fight the three deadly monsters descending towards her when a massive tremor shook the entire floor.

      The three celestial dragons shrieked and flapped their wings, sending themselves backwards in retreat.

      What’s happened!?

      Violet turned around and her eyes widened with awe and hope.

      Similar looks were shared across the disparate points of the battlefield.

      “What is that?” asked Zack.

      In front of them was a new army of soldiers.

      But it wasn’t climbers.

      It was legendary monsters and other powerful creatures, dotting the entire landscape of the battlefield.

      “That,” said Moira, “is the signal we’ve been waiting for.”

      “You mean...”

      “Yep,” said Moira. “The reinforcements have arrived.”
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      Commander Rayburn’s eyes widened with absolute shock.

      He looked out from his watch tower with frustration and rage.

      “How is this even possible!?” he yelled.

      Across the battlefield The United Floors Alliance’s army had quadrupled.

      Fighting on their behalf were swarms of powerful monsters, including some legendary beasts. It was a completely unfathomable turn of events.

      Commander Rayburn snapped his fingers and one of his flying demon underlings came to him.

      “Find out how those alliance bastards have suddenly materialized a whole monster army under their control,” he shouted.

      “As you wish master,” said the underling, before flying off.

      Commander Rayburn clenched his fists.

      He took a deep breath, trying to control his anger, and stay level-headed.

      How are these creatures under their control!?
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        * * *

      

      The legendary cloudwalker cocked a fist far into the clouds and then came smashing down into the enemy ranks like a giant cannonball.

      Monsters were ripped to shreds and bodies went flying from the explosive impact of the cloudwalker’s blast.

      “That’s right,” said Max, grinning. “It’s time for the true offensive push!”

      All around him, Max was controlling and sending orders to different swarms of powerful monsters.

      He was able to do this due to his powerful S-rank evolution to draw on any ability he’d once been hit with. He was once again taking advantage of Samuel Archer’s abilities to create an army of monsters to fight on his behalf, much like his former nemesis had done in his coup attempt of Zestiris almost two years back.

      As soon as Max had ranked up, he had begun to think about which powers would prove most advantageous in the upcoming battle.

      Samuel Archer’s was one without a doubt.

      But that required planning, so as soon as he had ranked up and helped out the others do the same, he began collecting and taming as many monsters as he could.

      He stored them in a powerful mana-training box with the ultimate plan to unleash them here on this momentous battlefield.

      He had spent all the time the army spent traveling up the tower to collect as many monsters as he could. He barely rested when the army took breaks, so he could keep adding to their monster army.

      It was key to any chance of victory in the battle against The Celestial Army.

      But Max knew that he needed to be even more clever and forward thinking. Powerful monsters on their side weren’t enough to beat Commander Rayburn and his immensely strong forces.

      No.

      He needed to utilize military strategy to completely blindside his enemies.

      And so he had been inspired by two famous historical battles he had studied in history class so long ago, back when he lived in the outer-rim of Zestiris.

      First, there was Napoleon’s battle at Austerlitz. Just like the famous French commander, Max had purposely made a section of his army look weak, forcing the enemy army to overcommit and draw their line to that area of the battlefield—being completely unaware of Max’s significant amount of reinforcements just waiting to be materialized onto the battle.

      All of which led to his second historical inspiration and that was the medieval Battle of Arsuf. Like Richard 1 in the third crusade fighting against an enemy onslaught, Max had learned it only took one giant push at the exact right moment to completely sway the tide of a battle.

      And that was exactly what they were doing.

      Max shouted commands to monsters and soldiers alike and with renewed morale, everyone pushed forward, taking out multiple enemies and overwhelming their opponents.

      Legendary monsters stomped onto the hordes of The Celestial Army with their feet, while climbers with renewed confidence used their traits to full effect.

      They were suddenly bulldozing their way through the army that had earlier dwarfed them in size and power.

      The tide was finally turning in their favor.

      Those who lived beneath the clouds were now winning the war against the heavens.
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      Commander Rayburn grimaced at what was happening in front of him.

      He was back at his watchtower, taking in the disaster.

      Dotted all across the battlefield were legendary monsters and they were fighting on behalf of the lower floor alliance.

      “Outrageous!” shouted Rayburn, slamming his fist.

      This shouldn’t be happening, he thought to himself.

      The alliance army was small and full of weaklings. They shouldn’t even be putting up a difficult level of resistance, let alone actually catching them significantly off guard.

      He took in a deep breath and exhaled.

      He had returned to his watchtower to reconvene with his strategy advisors so they could figure out their next moves.

      As angry as he was at the alliance, he knew that anger would only blind him from figuring out the best way to destroy them.

      In the distance, a legendary cloudwalker stomped on an entire regiment of demons, killing them at once.

      This is not good, thought Rayburn. We must figure out a way to neutralize the alliance’s momentum at once!
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        * * *

      

      Max charged forward, leading his army of alliance climbers and monsters under his control behind him.

      The crystalline armor of Max’s dragon mecha-mode glowed with a bright luminescence as he imbued mana into his fists and destroyed demons with the ease of a single punch.

      “C’mon, everyone!” he shouted, continuing to push forward.

      Their entire strategy had led to this moment and they were capitalizing on their current advantage. They were gaining control over the whole battlefield.

      The enemy were not expecting them to attack from the center with such a dynamic push. Now they had to keep moving forward. They had to take control of the celestial staircase just further beyond where they currently were, guarded by hundreds of Celestial Army soldiers.

      All of their planning had led to this moment, so they had to seize the opportunity and squeeze as much benefit out of it as possible.

      Victory was in their sights.

      It was now or never.

      Max triggered his dragon mecha-mode’s energy blast, sending a riptide of energy that knocked back countless demons.

      As they stumbled backwards, Max shadow blinked right in front of them in their moment of vulnerability, and then swiped his S-rank mana claws, ripping them to shreds.

      We have to keep going, Max thought as he gritted his teeth as determination pulsed through him.

      Even if just a few of them could reach the stairwell, they could start ascending towards the higher floors and remove Nicolas Adler from the throne of the god-king.
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        * * *

      

      Commander Rayburn’s sharp red eyes glowed with deep levels of anger as he watched the alliance soldiers continue to push forward through his army’s ranks.

      His advisors and underlings floated around him, already commiserating at their loss.

      “Things are going badly, my lord,” said one.

      “We underestimated the alliance, master,” said another.

      “We’re absolutely doomed, great commander Rayburn,” said the third.

      Rayburn flung out his hand and squeezed on the neck of the third advisor, snapping it within seconds.

      The advisor collapsed on the floor dead.

      “Shut up,” said Rayburn. “A battle isn’t over until I say it is.”

      The other two advisors had gone silent.

      Rayburn ignored their shivering bodies behind him and narrowed his eyes as he took in the battlefield once more.

      He reminded himself yet again that it was crucial in such scenarios to stay calm. Stay objective.

      Analyze the battlefield as if it were a board game.

      Ignore the stakes and lives on the line and focus purely on a single objective: winning.

      “I got it,” smiled Rayburn. “If we’re going to turn the battle back in our favor, we will employ two strategies. First, a battle of attrition. We can outlast our enemy much longer than they can outlast us. Secondly, we will employ a precise counter-insurgency to take down the leadership of the enemy army.”

      “Incredible thinking, sire,” said one of the advisors. “Does that mean—?”

      “Yes,” said Commander Rayburn, his eyes burning with rage and determination. “It’s time we awaken him.”
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      Winifred was running right behind Max and the others.

      She directed her ghost army all around her.

      “C’mon, everyone!” shouted Max, once more from the front.

      Elle was right beside her brother, taking out the minions of The Celestial Army with absolute ease.

      Winifred was heartened by the sight of the two Rainhart siblings reunited and fighting together.

      She too felt a steely resolve overwhelming her. She was determined to help Max and Elle achieve their goals and destroy the man who took so much from them, and threatened to end the lives of so many more.

      “Enemies incoming from the right!” shouted Elle just ahead of Winifred.

      Galloping across the battlefield were five powerful ferocious-looking demon hounds.

      Winifred’s eyes widened at the sight of the terrifying beasts and saw this was her moment.

      Her opportunity to help her friends.

      “You guys run on ahead,” she yelled.

      Max, Elle, and the rest looked at her wide-eyed and full of concern.

      “Don’t worry about me,” she yelled. “I can handle these beasts.”

      Elle put her hand on Max’s shoulder, a gesture that said, “You can trust Winifred on this one.”

      The crew pushed forward towards the celestial staircase while Winifred turned her attention solely onto the incoming demon hounds.

      The dogs were awful to look at; they were composed of red sinewy flesh as if their entire bodies had been folded inside out—so that the fur was on the inside and the sticky wet flesh was the exterior.

      Large globules of saliva dripped from their sharp blood-drenched teeth as they rushed ever closer to Winifred.

      The young woman stretched out her arms and directed her army of ghosts to take on the incoming demon dogs.

      The silver spirits all around her rushed towards the five demon hounds and, within seconds, the hounds were nothing but bits of sliced up flesh littering the ground.

      “You won’t get past me and my ghosts!” she yelled triumphantly.

      But she may have spoken a bit too soon.

      Coming from the other direction now was another set of demon hounds, but these ones looked much more powerful: they were three times the size as the others and much deadlier.

      Winifred didn’t bat an eyelid though.

      She pointed at them and sent her army of spirits after them.

      One of her ghosts went to deal the deathblow when something unexpected happened.

      The new more powerful demon hound ripped through the spirit flesh and killed one of Winifred’s ghost minions within seconds.

      Winifred’s eyes widened.

      Uh oh, she thought.

      She hadn’t expected them to be able to rip through ghost flesh with their teeth.

      It wasn’t just their teeth, however.

      They leaped forward, destroying her spirits with their claws as well.

      They were getting closer and closer to her and it didn’t look as if her ghosts were going to be able to protect her this time around.

      Winifred’s heart began to race, pounding against her chest.

      What am I going to do!?

      Without her ghosts, she was defenseless.

      She didn’t have any skills beyond her ability to see and control the spirits around her.

      She was useless without them.

      Tears began to form in her eyes as she watched the demon hounds get closer and closer.

      She shut her eyes and shook her head.

      She couldn’t believe this was happening.

      Am I really going to let down my friends?

      She was so sick of relying on others to help her. Not just other climbers, she was sick of relying on her ghosts as well.

      She wanted to help people on her own.

      The demon hounds were only a few seconds away from tearing her to shreds.

      She then felt something unlock inside of her.

      A deeper understanding of her A-rank potential.

      Just as a celestial demon hound leaped towards her, Winifred slashed her arms upward, a powerful energy forming around her arm and taking the shape of a scythe.

      She sliced the demon hound in two.

      Her eyes widened at the sight.

      She had just accepted her death when it turned out fate had something else in store for her.

      She looked at her own arm with awe.

      She understood the evolution of her trait now.

      She had unlocked the power of imbuing spirit energy with her own physical body.

      After years of relying on colleagues and her ghost companions, Winifred could finally fight alongside them with her own two hands.
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      Commander Rayburn’s advisers entered the bottom level of the watchtower.

      The place was known as The Crypt.

      One of the demon advisers floated towards a stone coffin.

      “This is the one,” he said.

      A powerful fighter lay dormant here, waiting to be awoken when necessary.

      Now was deemed such a time.

      The two advisers pushed the top of the stone crypt until it was ajar.

      Beneath them laid a purple-skinned man, who was once infamous for his deadly martial arts prowess and his hands that were incredibly large and claw-like.

      The notorious man was known as Korrigan, The Destroyer.

      “How do we wake him?” asked one of the advisers.

      They both shrieked when the sleeping purple man’s eyes opened wide.

      “Who disturbs my slumber?” hissed Korrigan.

      “The Celestial Army is under threat dear powerful Korrigan,” said the advisers. “Commander Rayburn summons you to help us.”

      Korrigan let out a deep breath and then climbed out of his crypt.

      “What is my task?” he said.

      “The leader of the enemy army must be killed as soon as possible,” said the adviser. “A red-haired boy by the name of Max Rainhart.”
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        * * *

      

      Korrigan jumped from the top of the watchtower and landed in the middle of the battlefield.

      The force of his jump and then landing was so powerful it sent a ripple of energy across the battlefield, knocking soldiers of both armies over.

      He stretched his arms and cracked his neck.

      It’s good to be awake, he thought.

      He took in the furtive terrified glances of those around him and grinned.

      He was glad to see his reputation hadn’t completely eroded while he had been in his long slumber in The Crypt.

      Korrigan looked across the battlefield, scanning it, searching for his target.

      Finally, he caught sight of the red-haired boy.

      He started to sprint towards the boy.

      He heard the whispered fearful breaths of those around him.

      “Is that—”

      “No way—”

      “I thought he was—”

      Korrigan filtered them out.

      They were mere distractions.

      Let’s make this quick, he thought to himself as he got closer to the red-haired boy.

      Within thirty seconds, the boy was coming into reach.

      Korrigan pushed himself off the ground with so much power that he practically flew into the clouds.

      He then flipped in the air and clenched his fist.

      Along with the sheer force from falling back down in the sky, Korrigan would imbue his fist into such a fatal blow there was no way the red-haired kid would be able to survive it.

      He felt the air rush against his skin as he descended rapidly towards the ground.

      The battlefield was coming more and more back into view.

      Korrigan’s eyes were locked onto the red-haired boy.

      He’d be dead in just a matter of seconds now.

      Five seconds.

      Four seconds.

      Three seconds.

      Two seconds.

      Right as Korrigan was about to land his punch and destroy the red-haired boy into a million pieces of dust, someone jumped right in front of him.

      A black-haired girl.

      Who’s this?

      Korrigan hadn’t noticed her before.

      She crossed her arms, ready to block his attack.

      “I won’t let you harm my friends!”

      And at that moment Korrigan’s fist landed into her crossed arms and a huge explosive blast of energy shot forth.

      Korrigan found himself knocked backwards from the impact of his own attack.

      He flipped in the air and landed on the ground, sliding backwards.

      Cloud dust and smoke was all around him. The energy blast had created such a massive amount of blinding light he had no idea what the results of his attack had been.

      The bright light of the blast cleared.

      Korrigan wiped his eyes. He was extremely angry about what he saw.

      The red-haired climber had gone deeper into the throng of the battle, getting closer to the celestial staircase.

      He had not only dodged the attack, he was getting away from him too.

      Dammit, he thought with extreme agitation.

      He narrowed his eyes, taking in the girl who had wrecked his entire plan.

      She had been able to block the entire attack and seemingly survived it too, which Korrigan would have thought would have been impossible.

      The girl’s arms were completely singed black with bits of flesh gone, revealing cracked bones.

      “I won’t let you go any further,” said the girl, staring at him with intense determination.
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      Sarah’s whole body trembled.

      Horrific pain coursed through her entire self. She had to stay focused just to stand up.

      A few more seconds, she told herself.

      She had felt incredible amounts of pain over the course of her time as a climber, but she had been able to survive through it all, just by waiting. By knowing that it was all going to heal back. That was her power.

      The swirling dust of the battle began to settle and she could begin to see the man who had attacked Max from the sky.

      The man was not human. She had no idea what he was. He didn’t look like any race she had heard of in the tower.

      He had purple skin and a grotesquely muscular body.

      He stared at her with a malicious venom in his eyes.

      Sarah held her arms in the exact same position she had blocked the man’s attack with.

      She felt her flesh slowly regenerate and go back to normal, the pain dissipating slowly.

      This man, she thought, he had done so much damage in a single blow.

      She might have been the only person capable of surviving such an attack.

      She had to defeat this guy for her own sake.

      For Max’s sake.

      For all of their sakes.
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        * * *

      

      Korrigan took in the pipsqueak girl in front of him.

      From a few feet across the battlefield, she didn’t look like much.

      How dare she get in the way of my task, he thought to himself, gritting his teeth with anger.

      No one should have survived that blow he had just delivered. He was trying to figure out why this puny little girl had been able to.

      Then he saw it.

      He blinked at first in disbelief.

      Her arms. They were completely normal now.

      Only a few seconds ago had they been completely burned off, exposing flesh and bone.

      I see, he thought to himself as the realization of what was going on finally dawned on him.

      The girl has a regenerative healing trait.

      It was an impressive ability no doubt, but Korrigan had fought against similar abilities in the past.

      The ability didn’t scare him in the slightest.

      Especially as he now knew what he was dealing with.

      To destroy this girl, all he would have to do is obliterate her into nothing, until there wasn’t even the tiniest speck of her to regenerate from.

      He rushed towards her.
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        * * *

      

      Sarah’s eyes widened as the purple man rushed towards her.

      He was in front of her within less than a second.

      Such incredible speed, she thought.

      There was one way to counter this attack.

      Sarah retreated and dodged the incoming blow.

      Korrigan sneered at her.

      “You’re going to run away? Is that all you’re going to do?” asked Korrigan. “I don’t see how you think you can possibly beat me. You have no offensive abilities. You’re nothing but a glorified punching bag. Why are you even here?”

      Sarah shivered at the man’s words.

      In some ways, they were just as painful as the man’s punch from the sky.

      Her ability wasn’t an offensive one, so what could she do here?

      On top of that, this purple man was of a higher rank than her.

      He had greater experience.

      He was more powerful overall.

      She couldn’t really think how, in any quantifiable way, she measured up against this guy.

      She blinked as she noticed something appear in her profile in the corner of her retina.

      Something different.

      Max, she thought. Why of all things did you share this with me?

      Her eyes widened as she thought it through a bit more.

      She knew what she had to do now.

      She raised her fists and rushed towards the powerful purple man.
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        * * *

      

      Korrigan smirked as the puny girl rushed towards him.

      He took on a defensive stance, readying himself for the girl’s attack.

      She’s got guts, he thought to himself. I’ll give her that.

      But he had seen courage like this before and most of the time it just ended up blinding his opponents from their own impending deaths.

      The girl’s attack would land in a matter of seconds now.

      This was the perfect opportunity to get close to her and kill her with his counterattack.

      The girl raised her fist to punch him.

      Idiot, Korrigan thought to himself.

      He’d meet her punch with his own and obliterate her in the process.

      He threw out his punch and their two fists met in a cataclysmic clash.

      “DIE!” he screamed.

      He expected his punch to rip through her flesh and bone and disintegrate the puny girl with ease.

      But that’s not what happened.

      As their fists met, she stared him in the eyes, alive and confident.

      What the—!?

      He began to feel a sharp horrible pain go through him.

      His eyes widened.

      What the heck is happening!?
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        * * *

      

      Sarah held her fist out against the purple man.

      A scowl was forming on his face as he was beginning to feel real pain, probably for the first time in a long while.

      “How are you hurting me?” he gasped in shock.

      As the two fighters had their fists locked in a clash, Sarah utilized the move Max had shared with her.

      He had given her none other than the ability bone pincer, a move he had once told her about acquiring while in the frog-folk’s swamp floor.

      She used the ability to her full advantage.

      First, she had anticipated her hand getting destroyed when clashing fists with the purple man.

      Then, just as her flesh was getting destroyed, she imbued mana into her bone and turned the bone of her right arm into a sharp powerful pincer.

      The bone pincer broke through the purple man’s defenses, first creating a massive hole through his fist.

      But the sharp bone attack kept stretching forward and bending upward until it went right through the middle of Korrigan’s forehead.

      Sarah smirked as the life faded out of Korrigan’s eyes.

      “That’s how.”
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      A collective gasp echoed across the battlefield as Korrigan collapsed on the ground dead.

      The whispers and shivers spread like wildfire, reaching all the way back through The Celestial Army’s ranks to Commander Rayburn at his watchtower.

      “Impossible,” he yelled.

      Korrigan was one of the most powerful fighters in the tower and yet he had somehow lost to a puny A-ranked girl.

      It was unthinkable.

      Unimaginable.

      Rayburn felt fury throughout his entire body.

      The lower floor alliance kept besting them through cheap tricks and clever tactics.

      “Where are the reinforcements I called for!” he yelled.

      His advisers floated nearby. “They’re just about ready to spawn now, sir. Another minute or so. They’re coming.”

      Rayburn nodded and stared out at the battlefield.

      He was growing impatient.

      The alliance could pull out as many magic tricks as they wanted, but they were eventually going to run out, and when that happened The Celestial Army would snuff them out with ease.
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        * * *

      

      Max led the charge with his companions behind him.

      He caught whispered glee at the news of the purple man being destroyed.

      Sarah, he thought, you really did it. Good work.

      Max looked ahead. The celestial staircase was in sight. They still had a large throng of Celestial Army soldiers to get through, but if things kept going their way, they’d arrive at the stairwell in no time at all.

      Max slashed his mana claws left and right, taking out multiple celestial spearmen who were coming for them.

      The enemy soldiers’ bodies crumpled on the ground as he continued to lead the charge forward.

      “C’mon everyone,” he yelled. “Let’s do this!”

      Nothing was holding them back.

      “To the stairwell!” he bellowed.
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        * * *

      

      Rayburn paced his watchtower back and forth.

      He could see the little squad of alliance fighters pushing forward through the army’s ranks.

      They would arrive at the stairwell in ten minutes at the rate they were going at.

      That would be the worst thing that could happen to Rayburn so far.

      The new tower god-king wouldn’t care if they lost thousands of men in this battle, but if he let that red-haired wimp ascend to the floors above, it would be an utter failure on Rayburn’s part.

      He would have failed to stop the red-haired boy’s attempt at dethroning the new tower god-king.

      Rayburn clenched his fist, trying to hold back the rage boiling inside of him.

      “Where are those bloody reinforcements I called for!?”

      If the reinforcements didn’t arrive soon, the enemy was going to take hold of the stairwell and all would be lost.

      It was now or never to regain control of the battle.

      Every second mattered.

      The reinforcements would solve all their problems.

      If they would arrive in time.
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        * * *

      

      Max kept charging forward.

      He kept both his right and left arms out, letting his mana seep into his silver knuckles and create dangerously powerful mana claws to fight against The Celestial Army.

      “Keep going everyone!” he shouted. “We’re almost there!”

      Max stayed alert, ready for a change in their circumstances, but it looked like they were going to conquer the stairwell in a matter of minutes.

      My strategy is really paying off, he thought.

      Then, in less than a second, everything changed.

      The ground of the tower floor began to rumble.

      The clouds beneath their feet began to swirl all around them.

      Emerging all across the ground were new beings composed of clouds, mana, and spirit energy. They were the souls of the undead combined with the powerful celestial clouds to form a whole other army.

      The new soldiers were ghost-like creatures with a bluish hue and glowing red eyes.

      They emerged between every single soldier on the battlefield.

      Max’s eyes widened.

      This is really bad.

      The Celestial Army had just quadrupled in size.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            65

          

        

      

    

    
      Max’s eyes widened with shock.

      All around him were these new celestial cloud soldiers.

      “Holy crap,” he said, getting flustered.

      He felt like the rug had just been pulled out from under him. They were so close to the stairwell and now a whole new threat had just emerged.

      His allies were looking at him for answers.

      Sakura.

      Harold.

      Casey.

      Blake.

      Elle.

      Kai.

      “Max!” said Sakura. “What’s the plan!?”

      Max grimaced. They had prepared so much, but this level of retaliation this late in the battle, he hadn’t been expecting.

      He could feel the tide of battle, the control over the conquest slipping from his army’s grasp and returning back into the favor of Commander Rayburn and The Celestial Army.

      We need to do something quick, he thought, wracking his brain trying to come up with a new strategy on the fly.

      Think, Max, think!
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        * * *

      

      Blake really wanted a cigarette right then.

      But he didn’t think losing his focus while in the middle of such a ginormous battle would be very wise.

      Plus, I promised Sakura I’d quit, he thought, grumpily.

      He looked to Max and saw the lines on his face form as the gears in his mind were working on overdrive, trying to get them all out of their new terrible circumstance.

      A hero’s job never stops, huh? he thought.

      This was followed by a feeling of disappointment with himself.

      What have I done so far to help?

      Sure, he had taken out a few foot soldiers on their way to the stairwell, but nothing major. He hadn’t stopped that massive dragon like Queen Violet had or that giant purple guy like Sarah.

      Why was he even here if he couldn’t help solve major problems in this battle?

      Enough is enough, he thought.

      He stepped forward and spoke aloud.

      At the exact same time, the former Fallen Angel Kai, also stepped forward and spoke aloud.

      At the same precise moment, they both announced, “I have a plan!”
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        * * *

      

      Max listened closely to Blake and Kai’s plan and gave them the go ahead.

      They didn’t have any time to waste.

      I hope those two know what they’re doing, he thought.

      Deep down he trusted them and their instincts. He just hoped their idea worked.

      The firebringer went one way, while the waterbringer went another way.

      Meanwhile, Max and the remaining forces of his battalion pushed forward, taking on the original army along with the celestial cloud soldier reinforcements.

      As he sliced through enemy soldiers, he couldn’t help but wish he could do something more to help Blake and Kai.

      He considered his skills and what he could share with them that might help them out.

      He then thought of just the thing.
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        * * *

      

      Rayburn stood at his watchtower, grinning.

      The reinforcements had arrived and the battle was swinging back in their favor.

      “Time to die, foolish weaklings,” he laughed.

      His army was just so much bigger than the alliance’s and now with the celestial cloud soldiers, they were completely overwhelmed. The shock and surprise hit the alliance army just too hard for them to recover now.

      But then he noticed something in the battlefield.

      And his eyes twitched.

      The irritation he thought he had cured was returning.

      Emerging from the left and right sides of the red-haired boy’s battalion were two gigantic powerful waves of energy.

      The magic was ripping through the army and proving most devastating to the celestial cloud soldiers.

      The reinforcements were being destroyed almost as quickly as they had arrived.

      Moving eastward came a massive torrent of flames.

      Moving westward came a massive tidal wave of water.

      Rayburn slammed his fist on the watchtower battlements once more, cracking the stone with rage.

      Impossible!
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        * * *

      

      Blake smiled as his flames ripped through The Celestial Army.

      He still desperately wanted a cigarette.

      But, at the very least, his yearning to make a significant contribution to the battle had been wholly satisfied.
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      Max grinned as Blake and Kai’s plan swept the battlefield, obliterating the massive amount of reinforcements in one foul swoop.

      The fire burned through the cloud soldiers, turning them combustible, exploding them into ash.

      The water engorged the cloud soldiers until they burst into nothingness.

      “Amazing,” said soldiers nearby, awed by the level of power on display.

      Max had shared stat allocations with Blake first, and then Kai, helping them boost their mana affinity stats to the most powerful level, before they unleashed their A-rank elemental imbuing that absolutely wreaked havoc on the enemy line.

      Bits of ash and water floated around Max, gently touching his face.

      He continued to march forward.

      “We’re almost there,” said Casey.

      “I know,” said Max. “Let’s keep pushing.”

      The stairwell was so close.

      This was their opportunity to seize it.

      As they pushed forward, a new figure emerged from the clouds.

      With angelic black wings flapping behind him, Commander Rayburn descended from high above in the clouds to the battlefield below.

      He landed right in front of the celestial staircase.

      “This ends now,” bellowed Commander Rayburn. “You will not get past me.”

      Max’s eyes narrowed at the enemy commander in front of him.

      This man had caused so much pain and suffering on his soldiers and plenty of others throughout the history of the tower.

      Now he stood in their way of achieving their goals.

      Max craned his neck. He had no problem taking this guy out.

      He took a step towards the commander of The Celestial Army, preparing himself for a difficult opponent.

      Commander Rayburn lifted up his arm and with his finger pointed at a nearby alliance soldier.

      Suddenly, a ghoulish green energy emanated from his arm and into the alliance soldier.

      The man fell to the ground in death instantly.

      Rayburn did this two more times.

      Max gritted his teeth and clenched his fists.

      This horrible commander, Max thought. It’s time we finish this.
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        * * *

      

      Rayburn stretched his arm and pointed it like a laser beam, removing alliance soldiers from the battlefield with utter ease.

      The bright green light would shoot out and drain the soldiers of their life within seconds.

      The red-haired boy was getting closer to him now. The boy’s face was full of anger and discontent.

      You don’t know anger, foolish boy, thought Rayburn.

      Rayburn had flown to the center of the stairwell because this was the most important area in the whole battlefield. If he lost this to them, he might as well be dead, as he had failed at his primary objective.

      But this kid—clever as he may be—would be no match for him: an S-rank commander of the greatest army in the entire tower.

      “I can do this all day,” Rayburn laughed, goading the red-haired boy as he approached. “I’ll stop killing your soldiers if you promise to turn around right now.”

      The anger on the red-haired kid’s face did not disappear.

      The boy simply shook his head.

      Finally, he spoke with a guttural growl, “You really think after killing my men, I’d actually negotiate with scum like you!”

      The red-haired boy suddenly charged directly at him.

      Rayburn winced at the boy’s arrogant insolence and then quickly assumed a defensive stance.

      “I’ll block this with ease, fool,” shouted the enemy commander.

      “Will you now?” smirked the red-haired leader of the alliance army.

      There was no way this kid would be able to break through his powerful armor, let alone actually harm him due to his incredibly strong S-rank endurance stat.

      Plus, there was the simple fact that if the attack showcased enough power, Rayburn could just easily dodge it.

      But as the red-haired kid leaped through the air, fist cocked behind his head, something truly incredible happened.

      Two distinct ripples of energy circled out of his fist: one a powerful torrent of flame and the other a violent rushing whirl of deadly water.

      The boy’s attack was coming in all directions now.

      Commander Rayburn had no escape.
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      Max screamed as his powerful punch landed right into Commander Rayburn’s skull.

      First, his powerful mana-imbued fist broke through Rayburn’s powerful ancient helmet and into his flesh, while the torrent of flame smashed into one side of his temple, followed by the gushing tidal wave of water into another.

      By the time Max had landed on his feet, Commander Rayburn was nothing but a headless warrior collapsing onto the ground in death.

      I’m glad that worked, Max thought as he picked himself up and caught his breath.

      He had utilized a powerful military tactic normally used on a macro scale on a smaller scale against Rayburn.

      The strategy was known as the Pincer Movement.

      He put Rayburn in a position where he had no options and from there, Max let him have it.

      With Rayburn now out of the picture, Max took a step onto the glowing light of the celestial staircase.

      He couldn’t believe they had made it this far.

      The stairwell was a beautiful glow of ethereal luminescence.

      So this leads to the top of the tower, huh?

      Max caught his breath for the first real time that day.

      He turned around to find the battle still raging on.

      Alliance soldiers were killing Celestial Army warriors and vice versa.

      They showed no signs of stopping.

      His companions were nearby, keeping enemies at bay.

      They had reached the stairwell, but they couldn’t leave this battle down here unfinished.

      “We must finish this battle before moving on,” Max declared.

      Tiberius emerged from the throng of battle, slicing through enemies with the casual grace of a master swordsman.

      He looked up at Max and shook his head.

      “You must keep going, Max,” said Tiberius. “Only you can take on the god-king.”

      Max’s eyes widened.

      Tiberius couldn’t be serious. They were an alliance. They were all in this together. He couldn’t leave his friends, allies, and companions behind.

      Suddenly, he saw Violet and the Elestrian regiment nearby.

      Further on was Zack and Moira and the Nightmare Brigade.

      He saw his childhood friend Sarah, fighting alongside Kai and Winifred.

      There were the cat-folk.

      The Boldrin.

      The frog-folk.

      All of them were fighting their hardest so that Max could ascend and stop Nicolas Adler.

      They believed in him, just as he needed to believe in them that they could handle finishing the battle down here.

      Max gulped and looked over his shoulder back at the celestial staircase.

      A light shone high in the sky that looked as if it must be the portal or teleporter to the next floor.

      “But I can’t take on all those floors alone,” said Max.

      There were still seven more floors to reach Nicolas Adler. They were supposedly some of the most dangerous floors in the entire tower.

      Can I really face them all on my own?

      “I bet you can’t,” said Sakura, stepping forward. “That’s why I’m coming with you.”

      Max’s heart throbbed at the sight of Sakura, pledging her allegiance to him and their mission. One of his oldest friends in the tower-zone of Zestiris. His first mentor and teacher.

      “Don’t think I’m not coming,” said Harold, grinning.

      Max smiled down at the old man who had taught him so much and fought alongside him at The United Floors Alliance Tournament almost a year ago now.

      “And don’t think for a second, I’d let you go without me there,” smiled Casey.

      She grinned up at him with her beautiful smile and gorgeous green eyes and Max knew she didn’t have to say anything. This girl—his first peer and friend his age in the tower-zone and now love of his life—would go wherever he went, regardless of danger. He knew this because he would do the exact same for her.

      “I’m not letting you take Nicolas Adler without me,” said Elle, stepping forward towards the stairwell.

      Max’s heart ached with happiness at the sight of his long-lost sister, finally together with him, fighting alongside him for what they believed was right. They were now fighting together to save the tower, rather than destroy it.

      Max wiped a tear from his eye as he looked down at his companions who were willing to sacrifice their safety to travel up further into the tower with him.

      “But what about down here?” said Max, looking at the battle still raging all around him.

      “Don’t worry about that,” said Tiberius. “We’ll finish the battle down here for you. Now you guys go take care of Nicolas Adler for us.”

      Max nodded at the powerful Caesarian soldier with a new sense of zeal and determination.

      He then turned around and took another step on the celestial staircase.

      He looked over his shoulder at his companions who said they were coming with him.

      Sakura.

      Harold.

      Casey.

      Elle.

      “You guys coming, or what?” he grinned.

      They all nodded and the five climbers began to ascend the stairwell together.
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      On floor-99, Nicolas Adler put the finishing touches on his Enslavement Device.

      He turned it on and then grinned.

      So close, he thought to himself.

      He checked the device and could see it would only be twelve more hours until the device was fully operational.

      He then returned to his throne. His excitement for his new invention couldn’t be slighted even with the news that the battle on floor-92 wasn’t going as well as he had hoped.

      On a hologram screen, Adler watched over and over again the red-haired boy destroy Commander Rayburn.

      Dammit, he thought to himself. I should have killed that kid along with his parents long ago.

      The alliance army wasn’t meant to make it that far. In fact, they were meant to be destroyed by the S-rank monster-wave over a month ago.

      They were putting up a much greater fight than he had been expecting.

      It’s quite annoying, he thought.

      A red-demon fairy flew towards Adler and said, “Disappointed with Rayburn, my lord. Let me handle them.”

      Adler raised his eyebrows. “Oh yeah? You think you can succeed where Rayburn failed.”

      “Most definitely,” said the demon fairy, grinning mischievously. “I’ll wipe them out on floor-93. They won’t make it any closer to your throne, I promise.”

      Nicolas Adler smiled.

      The demon fairy was a deceptively powerful creature in the tower. She ruled over floor-93 for centuries now. If she said she could defeat the alliance climbers heading his way, he believed her.

      “Go on then,” he said and gestured her to leave him with his thoughts.

      He steepled his fingers and watched his hologram as the alliance climbers ascended up the celestial staircase.

      You’re amusing little mice, aren’t you? he thought. But you won’t get any closer to me on your futile little mission.
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        * * *

      

      Max walked up the celestial staircase.

      He wasn’t sure precisely when he ascended from floor-92 to floor-93 but he did recognize there had reached a point where he could no longer look down and see the battle happening below him.

      All he could see were puffs of clouds.

      The celestial staircase felt like an ancient prototype version of the teleporter system Max had grown used to throughout the rest of the tower.

      It functioned similarly as it teleported you from one new interdimensional floor to the other—just the stairwell made the floors seem more connected somehow, when truth be told, they really weren’t.

      Finally, the stairwell ended and standing in front of them was a massive gate.

      “Well, this looks ominous,” said Casey.

      As they got closer, the doors swung open and revealed a room that looked a lot like a high school gymnasium.

      There were laminated floors, basketball hoops on either end and bleachers on the side.

      At the very end of the gymnasium was an open doorway, beyond which they could see the celestial staircase continuing its upward ascent.

      “This was not what I was expecting to see behind those doors,” said Elle.

      Max looked to his companions. “Should we enter? Is there anyway we can get around this room?”

      Both Sakura and Harold shook their heads.

      “We must go through it,” said Harold. “There is no other way.”

      “Before we ascended the stairwell,” Sakura said, “an intel officer told me that according to their calculations, we only have about twelve more hours until Adler’s Enslavement Device was completely operational.”

      Max’s stomach lurched at that statement.

      Including floor-93, they now had to climb six more floors to reach Adler on floor-99. They had to climb six of the deadliest floors in 12 hours.

      There’s no time to waste then, he thought.

      Max took a step into the gymnasium and his companions followed suit.

      Once they were inside, the doors at the other end slammed shut.

      Max quickly turned around only to find the doors he had just walked past slam closed in front of him.

      They were now trapped in the gymnasium.

      Casey ran and pressed the doors, trying to push them open.

      First she pushed, then she pulled at the doors.

      Nothing worked.

      “They’re really closed shut,” she sighed.

      Everyone stayed composed, but Max could feel the tension rising in the air.

      “Let’s check the other doors,” Max said.

      Please don’t be locked, he thought to himself as he ran over to them across the gym.

      But just like the doors they’d stepped through, this door was glued shut.

      Of course it’s locked, Max groaned to himself.

      “This is bad,” said Elle.

      “Agreed,” said Sakura, crossing her arms.

      “Adler could beat us just with this single trap,” Max said. “If we can’t move beyond here, he remains tower god-king forever.”

      Harold looked around, curiously. He kicked the floor. He bent down, sniffed it.

      “I knew you were a perv, Harold,” said Casey, “but I didn’t know you had a—laminate floors fetish?”

      Harold’s face went red. “You foolish girl! We can’t just simply be trapped in here, that’s not how things work. There must be some kind of puzzle or way out of this room. We just need to find it.”

      Max nodded at his mentor’s words.

      That made a lot of sense.

      Just as he was about to start exploring the gymnasium more closely, a loud giggling echoed all around.

      He he he he he he.

      Max and his companions looked around, over their shoulder, at each other, at the ceiling.

      “I’m not the only one hearing a demented giggle, am I?” said Elle.

      “Nope,” said Sakura. “I think we all are.”

      “But where’s it coming from?” asked Max.

      At that moment, a demon fairy emerged above one of the basketball nets of the gymnasium.

      “Welcome to floor-93,” grinned the demon fairy.

      Max didn’t waste any time on pleasantries and asked, “Do you know how we get out of this gymnasium.”

      The demon fairy smiled.

      There was something about it that Max didn’t like, that made him feel deeply uncomfortable.

      “There’s only one way for you to ascend to the next floor,” said the fairy, playfully.

      “How?” Max demanded.

      The fairy giggled and there was something twisted and malicious laced within the strange playful giggle of the demon fairy.

      “To ascend to the next floor,” explained the demon fairy, “two of your party members must be sacrificed and killed or you will be trapped here forever.”
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      Everyone in the room went silent.

      The fairy was the only one who seemed to be enjoying the situation.

      “Once decided take the bodies of the two party members and place them at either side of the door and it will open.”

      “But—”

      “That is all,” said the demon fairy. “Good luck!”

      With that, the demon fairy disappeared.

      Max felt a huge pit form in his stomach.

      The fairy can’t be serious, can it? Max thought. There must be another way out of here.

      Max paced back and forth.

      “Everyone spread out,” he said. “Let’s comb over this gymnasium, there must be some secret in here, some way to break this horrible puzzle.”

      They spent the next thirty minutes combing over the entire gymnasium. They found nothing. Not even dust. The gymnasium was perfectly clean. Eerily clean.

      They gathered at the center of the gymnasium, in the middle of the basketball court once more.

      No one said anything.

      No one wanted to articulate what they were all thinking.

      It was finally dawning on them that they might have to take the fairy’s instructions seriously.

      If that were true, none of them knew what to do next.

      Max’s eyes darted around the room, furtive glances shared with everyone else who had been suddenly thrust into this horrific situation.

      He caught eyes with Sakura, Casey, Elle, and Harold.

      Soon none of them were looking at each other and just at their feet on the floor.

      Max felt an anger and sadness bubble up from inside of him.

      This is total bull crap, he thought.

      He was in a room with the people in his life he was the closest too.

      Now they had to decide which two of them they were going to sacrifice!?

      He couldn’t think of a greater nightmare than the circumstances they currently found themselves in.

      Max rubbed his eyes, hoping he might somehow wake up from this terrible situation.

      When he didn’t, he clenched his fists and shook his head.

      Finally, the group’s silence was broken.

      Harold took a step forward in the circle they had formed in the middle of the gymnasium.

      Tears brimmed in Sakura and Casey’s eyes as the old man did this.

      They all knew what he was about to say.

      “No,” Max said. “Harold, don’t even say it—”

      Harold cleared his throat and said, “I’m the oldest. I’ve lived the longest life out of any of you. I’m the one who should be sacrificed.”

      Everyone in the gymnasium tensed at Harold’s words.

      “There must be another way,” said Casey.

      “I agree,” said Sakura.

      Max and Elle looked at each other and nodded in agreement with the others.

      A pang clenched Max.

      He didn’t want Harold to sacrifice himself.

      His mentor. His teammate.

      He and the old S-ranker had gone through so much together.

      This couldn’t be how it ended, could it?

      He didn’t want Harold to die.

      He didn’t want any of them to.

      Then there was one last awkward thought racing through Max’s head.

      Even if they all agreed to Harold’s madness, there was still one more of them who would need to be sacrificed.

      Max shook his head.

      He refused to think that way. He wouldn’t give into the madness that the devil fairy was trying to impose on them.

      “Who will be our second?” said Harold.

      Everyone’s face twitched with fear and frustration.

      None of them wanted to be having this conversation.

      He couldn’t believe Harold would even ask the question so bluntly.

      Max refused to even contemplate the question. If any of his friends were going to sacrifice themselves, he wasn’t going to impose that sacrifice upon them.

      No.

      And that’s when Max realized there was only one option he could realistically take.

      He stepped forward.

      “I’ll be the second sacrifice then. I won’t be able to live with myself after this if I let someone else sacrifice themselves for me.”

      Everyone was stunned.

      “Max, you can’t,” cried Casey.

      Sakura wiped her eyes and then crossed her arms.

      “I hate to be the person to say this, but we need to think about who will have the strength to keep fighting beyond this point.”

      “I agree,” said Elle. “Max—your power is too great to not have you with us against the tower god-king.”

      Max inhaled deeply through his nose.

      He knew he was going to face push back for his decision.

      But his mind was made up.

      “I can share my overall power with Casey,” said Max. “With that, you guys can fight on without me. I’ve made my choice.”

      He started walking towards the sacrifice chamber on the left hand side of the exit door.
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      Max gulped.

      He took another step towards the sacrifice chamber.

      “Max,” Casey pleaded.

      Max closed his eyes as he felt tears brimming.

      He could see Casey’s tears just by the wobble in her voice.

      There was no way he could turn around and truly face them.

      It would hurt too much.

      Max’s heart thumped against his chest as he kept walking towards the sacrificial chamber.

      Harold moved towards the other one.

      Max was only a few steps away from the sacrificial chamber when something clicked in his brain.

      “Pause,” he said.

      He turned around and looked at each and every one of his teammates.

      Something is not right here, he thought.

      “What are you on about now?” croaked Harold. “You think I want to do this? Now is not the time for hesitation. We’ve decided, now let’s bloody go through with it. I can’t take it!”

      Max’s eyes bounced from the old man to Sakura and then to the rest of his companions.

      “Just one second,” said Max. “I think I might have thought of a way we can all get out of here.”

      Max’s heart thumped against his chest.

      Harold’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      Max paused. He hadn’t actually thought of a plan to break out of their current trap, but he was starting to question things around him. He particularly thought about what Sakura had said a few moments ago.

      “We need to think about who will have the strength to keep fighting beyond this point.”

      Sakura was a strategic thinker at times, yes. But she wouldn’t have arrived at such a conclusion with such coldness. At least, she wouldn’t have come to that conclusion with the sheer immediacy by which she had a few minutes ago.

      He didn’t care if there was a ticking clock of doom pushing them forward.

      The Sakura he knew wouldn’t have behaved that way.

      In fact, she would have been the first person to offer herself up to save the people she loved.

      Max gulped.

      He couldn’t speak for the others, but he was all but certain the Sakura in front of him was not the Sakura he knew and loved.

      Even though the gymnasium was dead silent, Max felt like his thumping heart could be heard by everyone.

      They were all waiting for him to speak.

      To say something.

      To explain himself.

      Yet, Max didn’t know where to even begin.

      He felt like he was in the most intense diplomatic discussion of his life.

      One wrong word and everything could blow up in his face.

      But Max didn’t even know where to begin.

      If Sakura standing in front of him wasn’t who she said she was that opened a whole new can of worms.

      Was she an artificial clone?

      Was she being brainwashed or telepathically controlled from somewhere else?

      And whatever had happened to Sakura that had made her now untrustworthy—how could Max know if she was the only one who had been affected by it.

      Could he trust anyone in the room right now?

      Max gave a quick glance to each and every one of his companions.

      He didn’t even want to give away the fact that he was growing suspicious of each of them.

      He had to start from the one thing he did know: he could trust himself.

      From that point, he now had to figure out who else he could trust in the room with him? And who he could not?

      “Young man,” said Harold with frustration. “You’re ruining an old man’s chance of heroism with this stalling.”

      Max raised one finger in the air and closed his eyes to convey that he needed another minute to think.

      He thought over the conversations they had had so far from when they entered the gymnasium.

      Both Elle and Sakura almost felt like they were suggesting they sacrifice Casey rather than Max.

      Could they have honestly meant that? Or did they just want to not seem eager about Max sacrificing himself? Should he speak to Casey and ask her what she thought of the situation? But what if she couldn’t be trusted either?

      Max’s head was spinning.

      He couldn’t speak to Casey.

      He couldn’t speak to any of them.

      At least, not properly. Not honestly.

      That was when a new idea came to him.

      He had once been hit by an ability a long time ago that would help him out here.

      He grinned.

      He triggered Violet’s truthseeker ability from when they had first met.

      Max’s eyes widened.

      He could not believe what the ability was showing him.
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      The evil fairy rubbed her hands together with glee.

      She had caught them.

      She had done what none of the god-king’s henchmen could do.

      She would succeed where everyone else had failed.

      She suddenly felt a buzz in her pocket.

      The god-king’s invented communication device was ringing.

      The great Nicolas Adler was trying to reach her.

      She answered without hesitation. She couldn’t wait to deliver the good news.

      “Are the intruders destroyed?” asked the god-king on the other end of the line.

      The evil fairy grinned.

      “They’re not going to survive my trap,” she said. “They’re doomed.”
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        * * *

      

      Max’s eyes widened in shock.

      As soon as he triggered the truthseeker ability his vision changed.

      Everything around him took on a certain color.

      In this case, everyone around him was a deep crimson red.

      From what Violet had explained to him of her trait in the past, Max knew that red equaled lying.

      He was in a room full of liars.

      Every single one of the people—who he thought he loved and cared for—were currently acting with deception.

      They were all lying to him in some way or another.

      He still didn’t know if that meant they were being brainwashed, were clones, or something else entirely.

      But he did know the situation was nothing like how he originally thought it was.

      All he had to do now was figure out what he should do next.

      “Max,” said Sakura. “We’re running out of time.”

      “I agree,” said Elle. “The whole tower needs our help. We can’t stay in this room debating our decision over and over again.”

      Casey wiped her tear stricken eyes. “I think they might be right,” she said.

      Max’s heart continued to thump intensely against his chest.

      The others could tell he was stalling.

      They were pushing him. Pushing him to sacrifice himself already.

      Max considered his options.

      If they were all clones, he could potentially kill all of them and go forward. Then he could rescue the real versions of his friends, wherever they might be. Or perhaps only two of the clones needed to be killed?

      But what if they’ve just been brainwashed? So if he killed this fake Casey, he could be actually killing the real Casey?

      Also, if they were all fake or brainwashed, they might all turn against him, any minute now.

      What do I do!?

      Max was beginning to panic.

      Only a few minutes ago, he was upset at the sacrifice they were being forced to make. Even if he didn’t think it was necessary anymore, the consequences of the trap were still incredibly paralyzing.

      He couldn’t see any way out of his current predicament.

      “Max,” said Sakura. “This is no time to fall apart. You need to make a decision.”

      The rest of the group began talking and arguing all around him.

      They didn’t want to let him think anymore.

      They wanted him to make an emotionally charged decision.

      They didn’t like how cautious and quiet he had suddenly become.

      But Max then came up with a realization.

      There was only one way to figure out this truly horrific and traumatic puzzle.

      They needed to have the evil fairy return.

      “I’m happy to sacrifice myself along with Harold,” Max said. “But I’d like to speak with the fairy once more.”

      Only with the fairy here would he be able to decipher the truth from the lies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            72

          

        

      

    

    
      The evil fairy snapped her fingers and materialized in the gymnasium with the trapped climbers.

      She quickly surveyed the room.

      Hmm, no blood spilled yet, huh?

      The evil fairy was a tad irritated by that. She thought they would have all killed each other by now.

      “Have you come to a decision?” she asked, between gritted teeth.

      The group of human climbers looked at one another with sadness, before they nodded their heads.

      The old man stepped forward.

      Good, thought the fairy.

      Then the red-haired boy stepped forward as well.

      Very good, the evil fairy grinned.

      “Ah,” said the fairy. “So you have made a decision then. Shall I do the honor of completing the sacrificial ritual?”

      The evil fairy felt gleeful at the idea of ending the lives of these foolish insufferable human climbers. She would do so gladly.

      She conjured in her hand a powerful demonic dagger used in ancient sacrificial rituals from a thousand years ago in a lost forgotten country that once existed within the tower.

      She flew over to the old man first.

      She didn’t care that much about killing the old man, but she wanted to save the red-haired boy for last.

      She flew behind the old man and held the ancient demonic dagger to his throat.

      The man began to shiver.

      “Just kill me already,” hissed the old man. “What are you waiting for?”

      The humans behind him cried out: “Harold!!”

      That was what the fairy had been waiting for. The delicious sound of anguish and pain.

      She relished moments such as these, moments excruciating for others brought her joy.

      The fairy pushed the ancient dagger into the throat of the old man and dragged it across his flesh slowly.

      The blood spurted out of his neck like a broken juice box.

      The old man’s eyes went white rolling to the back of his skull. He collapsed to the ground, pathetically splashing in his own puddle of blood.

      The fairy inhaled and exhaled euphorically, enjoying every second of murdering the old man.

      She then turned her attention to the red-haired boy.

      The boy was shivering. Tears were in his eyes.

      He looked over his shoulder to his remaining companions.

      “Good luck, you guys,” said Max. “I hope you can finish Nicolas Adler off without me. Tell everyone else how much I loved them and that I said goodbye. Make sure to tell Sarah, Tiberius, and Violet especially.”

      “Shut up,” sneered the fairy, floating over to the boy.

      The red-haired boy hiccupped and stared blankly at the gymnasium wall in front of him.

      “I’m ready,” said the boy. “Kill me.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I will,” laughed the fairy. “I’ll just do it very slowly.”

      The fairy took the demonic dagger and just pricked the edge of his skin. Slowly she pushed it deeper and deeper, until blood was leaking out either side of the blade.

      The boy’s tears rolled down his face until it mixed in with the blood flowing out of his neck.

      “It’s over,” sneered the fairy as she ripped the blade across the boy’s neck.

      The boy quickly toppled over faster than the old man had done.

      He gurgled and shook as his body suffered from the rapid blood loss.

      I can’t wait to tell the boss that I really succeeded, grinned the evil fairy.

      She turned around and smiled at the three remaining human climbers.

      They were crying and screaming.

      “Oh, give up the act,” sneered the fairy. “You don’t need to do that for me.”

      But the three women fell to the floor, consoling each other.

      Wow, my clones keep getting better, huh?

      They were really playing their part. Going above and beyond.

      She snapped her fingers at them.

      “Okay, enough of that,” she said.

      They kept crying on the ground though.

      She snapped her fingers. Nothing happened.

      She snapped them again.

      Her eyes narrowed. The fairy grew irritated.

      With the snap of her fingers, the three clones should disintegrate.

      Something wasn’t right.

      The evil fairy flew over to her clones and grabbed the red-haired boy’s sister by the hair.

      “Why aren’t you disintegrating?” she sneered.

      Suddenly, the red-haired girl’s face went from shocked and forlorn to disturbingly happy.

      Huh?

      The evil fairy spun around the gymnasium.

      What’s going on?

      She realized her clones weren’t disappearing, not because they weren’t functioning properly, but because they weren’t actually her clones.

      Where the heck was she!?

      She realized she was trapped somewhere.

      The sound of a snicker echoed all around her.

      This is not good, the evil fairy thought. Not good at all.

      The voice grew louder until it was no longer just the echo of a laugh, but a voice directly into her mind.

      “Thank you,” said the voice. “You’ve answered all of my questions honestly.”

      The evil fairy grimaced.

      That voice...

      It’s that damn red-haired kid!

      She thought she had killed him.

      No, she glanced over to the boy’s dead body. I did kill him!

      What the heck was happening!?

      “Confused, are you?” spoke the red-haired boy from some unknown location.

      “I can explain it all to you now, as you’re no longer a threat to me,” said Max. “Have you heard of the notorious rogue climber known as Mother? She once used an ability on me known as the illusionist trait. She could create entire scenarios that only existed in your head but felt as real as anything you had ever experienced. I just used it on you to figure out the nature of your trap and how to escape it.”

      The fairy grimaced at the sounds of the boy’s words.

      “You little prick,” shouted the fairy.

      The boy ignored the fairy’s words and continued speaking.

      “I needed to figure out whether or not you had brainwashed my friends or replaced them with clones,” explained the boy. “Now that I know what’s going on, I know how to escape.”

      The evil fairy felt rage surge throughout her entire body.

      She was going to kill this insolent kid as soon as she could.

      “Sorry, stupid fairy,” said the red-haired boy. “But it looks like your plan has failed. You lost. I won.”
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      The evil fairy scowled and looked around the imaginary gymnasium she’d been tricked into entering.

      So this is it, huh? she thought. This is where I die? Where I finally croak? In an imaginary version of a trap I created.

      But then a malicious thought entered her brain and she squealed with delight.

      “You fool,” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “You may have bested me, but you’re not in the clear yet. Even if you destroy me now, it’s too late.”

      She heard the silence that answered her at the red-haired boy’s shock.

      “Ah, not so smug now, are you? As I was saying, you’re screwed even if you defeat me. You won the battle, but not the war, you foolish boy. First off, you still have to fight the clones I created and secondly, all of your friends are trapped in their own version of the same nightmare scenario and—unlike you—aren’t privy to all the information you are.”

      The fairy rejoiced in the boy’s silence.

      “That’s right,” sneered the fairy. “How well do you think your friends are faring in the same nightmare scenario? They’ve probably sacrificed themselves already too. Time’s up you idiot.”

      Suddenly, the whole gymnasium began to rumble.

      The space began to destructively close in on itself. The whole gymnasium folding violently forward with the fairy at the center.

      The red-haired boy finally spoke up.

      “You’re right. Your time is up. I don’t have any to waste if I’m going to save my friends.”

      The evil fairy hissed as reality closed in on itself and her mind was destroyed.
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        * * *

      

      Max watched the fairy topple over onto the ground.

      Her eyes rolled into the back of her skull as her mind was completely destroyed.

      “Good riddance,” he muttered.

      Fighting off the illusionist trait was extremely difficult. The ability could destroy someone from the inside out. If you made the destruction of reality seem so real to your opponent then their mind can’t help but accept it, and it shuts down on its own.

      It was a truly devastating ability. One Max was thankful to now have back in his arsenal of powers from when he first fought Mother so long ago.

      With the fairy dead on the ground, he looked over at Sakura, Harold, Casey, and Elle.

      Suddenly, they were no longer crying.

      The remorse and anguish they had shown before was completely stripped away now.

      Their eyes narrowed and glowed red.

      They all suddenly took on fighting positions.

      Damn, Max thought. This isn’t good.

      He may have defeated the evil fairy, but he still had to fight against all four of his best friends at once. He had to fight them quickly too as he needed to figure out a way to communicate with his real companions to help them break out of their versions of this nightmarish trap set up by the fairy.

      He raised his fists and stared down the clones of his best friends.

      There was no time to waste.

      The evil clones of his four best friends descended upon him.

      He triggered shadow blink right before they collided into him with their punches and kicks.

      He reappeared on the other side of the gymnasium.

      He wanted to buy more time. He needed to come up with a strategy to beat the four strongest climbers he knew in a deeply unfair four-on-one match up.

      The easiest thing to do would be to trigger the illusionist trait, but the ability didn’t work out as neatly against multiple people. He could only set up an illusion with one person at a time, and as he was doing that his defenses would be down, and the other three could crush him in that moment.

      So the illusion trait was definitely out of the running then.

      They rushed him once more, screaming with anger and malice.

      He shadow blinked again.

      He couldn’t keep doing this. Even if it kept him alive, he needed to break through these four so he could find the real versions of his friends.

      As the evil doppelgängers of his friends rushed towards him, he suddenly came up with a solution.
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        * * *

      

      The evil Casey doppelgänger existed for one thing and one thing only.

      She was created—conjured by the evil fairy’s demon magic—for one purpose: to kill the red-haired boy known as Max Rainhart.

      She rushed towards her target.

      She created puddles of thick air beneath her boots to give her a running jump, so she could have a height advantage over her opponent.

      She didn’t think her individual strategy mattered much though, even if the boy dodged her attack, the four other fighters on her side would surely get him.

      There was no way this boy would escape them.

      Just as the evil doppelgänger Casey was descending towards Max, ready to break his jaw with a deadly spinning kick to the face, the boy shadow blinked once more.

      “Stop running!” screamed evil doppelgänger Casey.

      She assumed the boy would continue to ping pong across the gymnasium like he’d done the last two times she and her group had attempted a full frontal assault on him.

      But that wasn’t the case.

      A flutter of black shadowy wisps spilled out from behind her.

      He’s coming for me, she thought.

      She whipped around to punch the stupid kid in the face, only to be completely shocked at the sight in front of her.

      It was a spitting image of herself, descending towards her with the rest of her allies.

      Wait, what!?

      “It’s a fake!” shouted evil Casey. “He’s tricking us, you fools!”

      It was too late, the full beat down was coming for her.

      Well, I’m not going to just sit there and take this, she thought between gritted teeth.

      She conjured two wind katanas and stabbed it upward right through evil Sakura’s chest and right through the neck of evil Elle’s.

      It was futile though as the Sakura doppelgänger delivered a powerful slice right into Casey’s stomach.

      The chaos led Elle’s demon-mode attack to ricochet around the room, dealing the death blow to Harold.

      As all the evil doppelgängers collapsed to the ground, there was only one person remaining.

      It was the second fake Casey.

      The girl morphed back into the red-haired boy.

      Max looked over the remains of all the violence and destruction in front of him.

      Lesson learned, he thought. If you don’t want to kill clones of your friends, have the clones kill each other.
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      Max took a deep breath and looked at the dead clones of his friends, shattering into dust.

      His quick thinking to borrow the ability of Priscilla the Shapeshifter, who he had fought long ago alongside Violet and Casey during the Elestrian civil war, had saved him, allowing him to play the clones off against each other.

      He hated to witness his friends obliterated like this, even if he knew they were fake.

      Rest peacefully now, he thought.

      The image of the disintegrating clones haunted his mind.

      Everyone’s future could potentially be even worse than that, including his own, if they didn’t succeed at their mission and stop Nicolas Adler.

      He felt a renewed vigor to keep going.

      A loud creaking sound echoed through the room.

      Max looked up and saw that the gymnasium doors had opened and the bright glow of the celestial staircase was just ahead of him.

      The road to the next floor.

      Progress.

      Sitting on one of the steps of the staircase was a figure, hugging her knees, and hiding her head in her lap.

      Red hair draped over her face and the front of her body.

      Elle.

      Max ran up to her.

      “Elle,” he said, excitedly. “You made it through!”

      She looked up at him and he could tell she had been crying.

      She jumped up and clasped Max in a tight hug that he was both surprised by but also deeply appreciated.

      They both needed a hug after the ordeal they had just gone through.

      “What about the others?” said Max into Elle’s ear.

      His sister let go of him and wiped her eyes.

      “You’re the first to come through,” she said.

      Max took a deep breath.

      There was no time to waste then.

      “We need to help them,” said Max.

      “But how?” asked Elle. “The trial separated us all and so now they have to confront that nightmarish scenario on their own. All while those damn artificial clones push you to sacrifice yourself.”

      Max grimaced. He really didn’t want to live through that trial again.

      He was glad it was over.

      Or at least, almost over.

      Max turned around and looked into the gymnasium where he had just come from. He saw a massive crater in the floor where the clones had destroyed each other.

      He looked to Elle. “What do you see when you look in there?”

      Elle looked down at her feet. “I don’t want to look back in there.”

      “Please, sis,” said Max. “I need you to look. Just tell me, do you see a crater of destruction in the middle of the gym?”

      Elle looked up for a millisecond and then answered.

      “No,” she murmured.

      Max grinned.

      I see, he thought to himself. So as soon as we each stepped into the gymnasium for the very first time we were sent to our own parallel dimensional space to deal with the trial.

      Elle can still see her version of the gymnasium where he sees his that would suggest the parallel realities are coinciding all on top of one another.

      Meaning, even if he can’t see the rest of his companions, they weren’t far away. They were just beyond the curtain of the evil fairy’s trickster magic.

      So with all that in mind, Max figured he just needed to discover a way to communicate with his companions and let them know they were living in a trap.

      He couldn’t think of an ability that let him do that off the top of his head, so he called up his profile screen and got to work.

      It’s time to get creative, he grinned.

      The great part of his mimic trait’s ability to fuse different powers was that it was an incredibly flexible tool.

      It wasn’t just that you could combine whole abilities together, you could combine mere aspects of abilities with others.

      So his starting point right then was to take the ability to speak into people’s minds when using his former opponent’s Mother’s illusionist trait.

      Now he needed to combine that element of psychic-communication power with something that would change and expand its current limitations.

      Right now the psychic-communication could only happen if he trapped someone in an illusion of his creation—he couldn’t do that to people who were already trapped in a nightmare dreamscape.

      He needed to create a way that he could send a mental message to all three of his companions even if he couldn’t see them or pinpoint them exactly.

      He grinned and then decided to add his shadow blink trait to the fusion trial to see what the generator would spit out.

      He used to be so nervous about putting shadow blink into the fusion generator as he didn’t want to lose such a strategically powerful move in his arsenal, but now that he was S-rank, he never had to worry about losing an ability ever again.

      The fusion generator showed the new combo ability in his retina display.

      
        
        Mind Blink (Rare): Send a brief mental message to an ally in any place they might be.

      

      

      Perfect, Max thought. Exactly what I needed.

      He accepted the new ability and then triggered it straightaway.

      He sent the same message one after the other to each of his companions still in the trap.

      He explained to them it was an illusion and that they needed to defeat the clones in their version of reality to get beyond the doors.

      “Were you able to get in contact with them?” Elle looked up, hope in her eyes.

      Max nodded.

      “I hope my message was enough,” he said. “Now we just have to wait and hope our allies can fight their way through.”
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      The real Casey Everton clenched her fists as she took a step towards the sacrificial chamber in the gymnasium.

      Her body trembled.

      She was trying her best to hold back the tears.

      This is the only way it can be, she thought to herself.

      She had to be sacrificed.

      Everyone else was stronger than her. More powerful. She couldn’t let her yearning to live overtake her determination to save everyone in the tower. There were too many lives at stake for her own selfish desires.

      She looked back over her shoulder at Max, who was holding Toto in his hand.

      “Take care of Toto for me,” she said, wiping a tear in her eye.

      C’mon Casey, she thought. Just get it over with.

      She took another step forward towards the sacrificial chamber.

      Right as she was about to take the final step into the chamber, however, she heard a voice in her head.

      Casey, said the voice. It’s Max. Not the one behind you. You’re in a fake reality. The only way to escape is to defeat everyone else in there with you. Don’t worry—they’re all clones. Good luck.

      Casey held her foot in the air mid step.

      Her heart thumped against her chest.

      Crap, she thought. Even if they are clones, it’s still four versus one. The odds are not in my favor.

      She turned around.

      Casey wasn’t sure what happened next, but there must have been something about the look on her face because the evil doppelgänger Sakura across from her narrowed her eyes and said, “She knows. Let’s kill her.”

      In seconds, Casey was surrounded.
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        * * *

      

      Max and Elle waited outside the gymnasium by the celestial staircase, leading to the next floor.

      Max paced back and forth, waiting for some sign of hope. For one of his companions to emerge safe and sound.

      “Give them a minute or two, Max,” said Elle. “It’s not an easy fight for any of them.”

      Max sighed and nodded his head.

      His sister was right, but at the very least, he wished he had some kind of reassurance that his allies had received his message. The problem with the mind blink ability he had created was that it was only a one-way message system. He could send but he couldn’t receive a message back.

      “Oof,” said a voice. “That was tough.”

      Emerging from the gymnasium like she’d walked through an invisible portal was none other than Sakura Sato.

      Max’s eyes beamed with joy.

      “Thanks for the message, Max,” grinned Sakura. “How are the others doing?”

      “Just fine,” said a voice behind her. It was Harold, chuckling to himself. “You guys barely put up a fight.”

      Sakura rolled her eyes and did a headcount of the group.

      “So that means we’re waiting for just one more—”

      “Casey,” said Max, solemnly.

      He stared back at the gymnasium.

      Casey was the youngest of the group and after Sakura, had the least rare ability among them. Not that the rarity of one’s ability trumped all, but it did mean that she might have less versatile options of winning. That said, her airbringer trait did come with lots of tricks.

      Max was sure she could do it, but he was fearful, and he wouldn’t feel any relief until she stepped out from the invisible portal.

      He couldn’t imagine a world without Casey.

      He needed her in his life.

      She was his rock.

      The minutes went by and eventually Harold said, “How much longer can we wait?”

      Max’s stomach lurched.

      He didn’t want to ask such difficult questions. The fairy’s trial had pushed him to the brink on that front, he couldn’t do it any more.

      “Let’s give her another few minutes,” said Sakura. “But it’s true. We can’t wait forever. Everyone in the tower is depending on us.”

      Max closed his eyes and counted the seconds.

      After five minutes passed and Casey still didn’t show, Sakura and Harold began stretching like they were going to get ready to move on without her.

      “If you guys want to go on ahead,” said Max, “you can, but I’m not going until I know for sure what’s happened to Casey.”

      Just as Harold and Sakura were about to start arguing with Max, someone emerged from the invisible portal.

      Scuffed-up, bruised, and brimming with an exhausted triumph, Casey stepped towards them.

      “Well, I’m relieved,” she grinned mischievously. “It’s good to know I can beat the crap out of all four of you.”
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      Nicolas Adler tapped his finger against the armrest of his throne.

      He looked across the cloud world he inhabited, the summit of the entire tower.

      “Where’s that damn fairy?” he shouted.

      The evil fairy had been so confident in her destruction of the weak humans climbing towards them, but he hadn’t heard from the fairy in a good fifteen minutes now.

      “Um, my lord,” said an underling to Nicolas Adler.

      Adler grimaced.

      He knew what the underling was going to tell him before he even spoke.

      “Spit it out,” said the tower god-king.

      “The fairy—” said the underling, stuttering.

      The servant was so scared of the repercussions of delivering such bad news to Adler that he didn’t even want to say it.

      “Your fate will be worse for not speaking, do I make myself clear?” sneered Adler.

      “The fairy is dead,” said the underling, clearing their throat. “The heretical climbers defeated her.”

      Adler let out a long frustrated sigh.

      “What should we do—”

      Adler stretched out his hand, conjuring a laser sword that went right through the underling’s throat.

      “I guess I lied,” said Adler. “Your news has annoyed me.”

      As the underling fell to the ground in death, Adler laid back against his throne, thinking what his next move should be as he continued to tap his finger against the armrest.
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        * * *

      

      On floor-92, the battle between the Alliance forces and The Celestial Army raged on.

      A massive meteorite conjured by an undead shaman hurtled towards the battlefield, its shadow looming over and encompassing all of Sarah and her nearby surroundings.

      Sarah imbued mana into her feet and pushed herself forward with an epic leap, dodging the meteorite before impact.

      Rock and debris shot forth everywhere as the meteorite cracked open and exploded.

      Pieces of the meteor smashed into alliance and celestial soldiers alike.

      Sarah picked herself up and ran over to help some fallen alliance soldiers.

      She imbued her fists and obliterated a few lesser shadow monsters and then helped an alliance soldier get back on his feet.

      “C’mon,” she shouted. “The battle’s not over yet. We got this.”

      All around them the alliance army pushed forward against the celestial forces.

      They didn’t have to defeat every single one of them to win the battle, they just needed to hold out, and wait for Max and the rest of the crew.

      I believe in you, Max, Sarah thought. I’ll keep fighting so long as you do.

      She caught her breath and rushed back into the throng of the battle.
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        * * *

      

      Max led the way as they ascended the celestial staircase to the next floor.

      Nebulous energy reverberated around the ancient staircase.

      “If we’re not on the previous floor, but not yet on the next floor, where are we?” asked Casey.

      Max was wondering the exact same question.

      He had always thought climbing higher would lead to more knowledge and understanding of the tower and yet, the opposite seemed to be true. The higher they went, the more mysterious the tower became, the more unknowable it became.

      “It’s a nether realm,” Harold explained. “We’re walking through a realm that exists between the floors.”

      “I thought the tower was composed only of floors on top of floors,” said Elle. “How can there now be a realm between them?”

      Harold let out a soft sigh. “The tower is always larger and more expansive than your mind can ever encompass. One must learn to accept that difficult truth. Have you ever wondered what exists beyond the night sky of Zestiris. Whole planets and galaxies perhaps and that’s just one floor of the tower. Then, there are these realms between the floors—different planes. Where do the spirits come from and dwell when not with us? The tower’s vastness seeks to overwhelm, burden you with its weight if you let it.”

      The group fell silent after that, climbing up the stairwell.

      After a short while, Max stopped and turned back to his crew.

      “I have a feeling we’re almost at the next floor,” he said. “After our experience on the last floor I want to make sure everyone is prepared for anything. It looks like the floors are only going to get deadlier as we ascend higher. The closer we get to Adler, the more dangerous it will become. We need to be on guard. Are we all ready?”

      He looked at each and everyone of his teammates. They nodded their heads with determination. Even the gerbil Toto, nodded with steely-eyed zeal.

      “Alright, good,” he said. “Let’s keep moving.”

      They continued their ascent of the celestial stairway, climbing closer to their destination.
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      Nicolas Adler sat on his throne, contemplating his next move.

      A replacement underling came up to him with a message that one of his elite members wished to speak with him.

      Adler nodded his head. “Bring him to me.”

      So far too many of his servants had failed him. He had picked the best of the best: Commander Rayburn, the evil fairy, Varnik the dead-floor king—these were supposed to be the supreme powers of the tower and yet, one by one, they had failed him.

      Clearly, they were far weaker than he ever realized.

      Good thing then that the recruits who remained in his stable were still far more powerful than any of those who had been lost to the puny human climbers.

      There was no way they’d get past the rest of his elite soldiers.

      A few minutes later a hooded figure emerged and approached Adler’s throne, bowing.

      “You wish to speak with me?” Adler grumbled.

      “I do, my lord,” said the hooded figure. “I’d like the opportunity to do you a great service. Let me take care of the heretical climbers ascending towards us with the goal to remove you from the throne. I will not fail you like that awful fairy.”

      Adler nodded and grinned. He laid back in his throne and steepled his fingers.

      His Enslavement Device would be operational in nine hours now, so as long as his enemies kept being delayed, he would soon control all of them and he would be victorious.

      He gazed at the hooded figure.

      “Go,” said the tower god-king. “Wreak havoc on those weaklings.”
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        * * *

      

      The hooded figure lifted himself up off the ground and grinned at the tower god-king, Nicolas Adler.

      He then turned around, striding away from the tower god-king’s throne, embarking on his new mission.

      “I won’t let you down, my lord,” whispered the hooded figure to himself. “Not after everything you’ve done for me.”

      The hooded figure had no doubt in his mind that Adler was the rightful ruler of the tower. Anyone who could achieve what he had deserved to be the tower god-king. In the past, such a statement would have been difficult for the hooded figure to admit, but now he was content with existing in mere proximity to such awe-inspiring power.

      He descended down the celestial stairway ready to cross paths with the human climbers.

      The hooded figure strode down the ancient stairwell with glee.

      He was looking forward to achieving what all of his master’s other servants failed to deliver.

      The hooded figure picked up the pace, impatient and excited to kill.
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        * * *

      

      The celestial staircase faded away as Max stepped onto the next floor of the tower.

      Floor-94.

      “Alright, next floor, let’s do this,” said Casey, psyching herself up.

      Everyone mustered a faint smile, but there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that such smiles were anything but forced. After the unforgettable traumas of floor-93, it was hard to muster enthusiasm for what they might face next.

      They were determined to reach the top, yes. But this wasn’t the same excitement of their early days as young E-rank climbers. This was the grueling exhaustion of war and conquest. This was the true reality of being a climber—the harsh truth that so many of Max’s older mentors, teachers, and colleagues had warned him about so many times in the past.

      This was the type of tower climbing you didn’t do because you wanted to, this was the type of tower climbing you did because you needed to.

      The new floor they had just arrived on didn’t do anything to comfort Max’s thoughts.

      In many ways, the floor only confirmed the dark thoughts he was already having.

      In front of them were the fallen ruins of a futuristic cityscape.

      “There’s an old climber saying,” muttered Sakura, looking out at the bombed-out city in front of them, “the higher the tower you climb, the more devastation and destruction you find.”

      Max nodded solemnly to his mentor’s words and then took a step forward.

      “C’mon, everyone,” he said, softly. “Let’s go.”

      They traveled deep into the ruined city, keeping on guard the entire time they traveled.

      “Is there any plan to take a break?” asked Casey, holding her stomach as it rumbled. “I know we have a time crunch, but we have to eat, don’t we?”

      Elle materialized a chocolate bar and tossed it over to her.

      “Have that,” she said. “Kai became the crankiest jerk when he got hungry so I always kept a supply of them in my—”

      “Can I have another?” asked Casey with chocolate over her face.

      “How did you eat a whole bar so quickly?”

      “Uhh,” said Casey. “I dunno. I just like sweets, okay? What’s up with food shaming? Give me another chocolate bar!?”

      Elle rolled her eyes and tossed her another one. “I’m not surprised you always ended up fighting Kai in our former scraps. You two are very similar.”

      Casey shook her head as she rapidly chewed on the chocolate bar.

      Max turned to Harold. “How much further do we have to go, you reckon?”

      “I think we’re making good time,” said Harold. “If we stick at this pace, we won’t be on this floor for much longer.”

      Great, Max thought. We’ll get this floor out of the way and we’ll be one step closer to stopping Nicolas Adler.
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        * * *

      

      The hooded figure arrived on floor-98 and rushed through it.

      He had been through this floor beforehand.

      He knew its tricks and secrets.

      I won’t let anything stop me, he thought.

      Along the way, he gathered anything he could find in the environment that he might be able to use to his advantage later on when facing the intruders.

      The hooded figure would stop momentarily and then keep sprinting towards the celestial staircase.

      He would rush down the next few floors and arrive on the floor the intruders were on.

      He’d arrive on that floor and make sure they didn’t ascend any higher.

      It’s almost time, he grinned to himself. Time to die, little mice.
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      A group of celestial mecha-wolves leaped out from an abandoned building to surround Max and his companions.

      They all raised their fists ready to take on the urban monsters.

      “Here we go again,” said Elle.

      As they got deeper into the ruined city, more and more mecha monsters had started to appear with hunger for violence in their eyes.

      The enemy monsters reminded Max a lot of the creatures they fought on floor-59, The Junkyard, but at a much more powerful level. They were similar but this was the advanced-tier version of such beasts.

      I should expect no less than that from floor-94 of the tower, Max thought.

      He triggered dragon mecha-mode and unleashed his dragon mana claws.

      He swiped his hands, ripping the mecha-wolves apart.

      More showed up from a nearby alley and when he went to destroy them, a demonic blade sliced through them, cutting them all in half.

      “Sorry, big bro,” said Elle. “But I can’t let you have all the fun.”

      The group of them stood in the empty street surrounded by the broken remains of mecha monsters before they disintegrated into high-ranked monster cores.

      Max smiled at his sister. “If being competitive means we get through this floor faster, I’m all in. We need to keep moving and not let the enemy monsters slow us down.”

      The group moved deeper into the ruined city.
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        * * *

      

      The hooded figure descended the stairwell of the skyscraper.

      The stairs were rusted and covered in dirt. The stairwell creaked as the man hurried down the steps.

      Almost there, he thought.

      He couldn’t wait to kill those damn humans. He’d been waiting a long time for this moment. He was going to make sure they suffered.

      He reached the bottom of the staircase and poked his head out to find a ruined cityscape.

      Floor-94.

      He heard a rustle of movement and ducked quickly back into the building.

      He closed his eyes and listened closely.

      He could hear murmuring.

      He recognized the voices.

      It’s them, the man thought. They’re finally within my grasp.

      Time to attack.
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        * * *

      

      Max turned a corner, the rest of his companions following behind him.

      His eyes widened straightaway at an unexpected sight.

      There was a horde of S-ranked harpies and trolls waiting for them.

      Damn, Max thought. Where did these monsters come from!?

      There were far too many to count.

      “We got a problem,” Max said to his companions.

      “We can see that,” said Casey. “We’re totally surrounded.”

      Max looked over his shoulder and saw in every direction monsters were coming towards them.

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” said Elle. “There were hardly any monsters to deal with and suddenly now there’s a whole army coming down on us.”

      “Something’s not right,” said Harold. “Look at the monsters.”

      There were harpies, slimes, trolls, minotaurs, devil hawks, and more.

      “There’s a suspicious lack of mecha monsters,” Sakura observed.

      They had moved into a tight circle to defend all of their blind spots as a group.

      The monsters were closing in on them.

      “Ah, I see,” said Max. “These monsters aren’t natural to the floor, someone else is probably controlling them. We’re under attack by a beast tamer of sorts.”

      “Looks like it,” said Elle. “Let’s stay on our guard.”

      Max’s heart began to race.

      What are we going to do? he wondered.

      The horde of S-ranked monsters was growing larger. Even with all of their power, there were too many of them to take on. It was five versus five hundred.

      And even if they did take them all out, it would probably take hours, which was time they didn’t have to waste—meaning beating the monsters would only be a hollow victory in the face of total annihilation from Nicolas Adler.

      In short, they were absolutely screwed.

      “Anyone have any bright ideas?” said Casey, eyeing the approaching hoard of monsters with grave concern.

      Sakura stood forth stridently.

      “Enough is enough,” she said.

      No, Sakura, Max thought. What are you about to do!?

      She couldn’t possibly try and take on all of those monsters on her own, could she?

      Sakura was one of the most powerful climbers he knew, but even she couldn’t take on hundreds of S-ranked monsters by herself.

      Energy swirled all around her as she threw her arm out and shouted, “GIGA SLICE!”

      A massive blade of energy, the size of a city street, shot forth, blinding everyone with its awe-inspiring power.

      The attack obliterated all the monsters caught in its blast, leaving nothing but ash and dust.

      The blast also ripped through the exterior of the building, leaving a massive pathway of destruction in its wake.

      Everyone looked on, stunned.

      “We have only seven hours to reach Adler. We don’t have any time to waste,” said Sakura. “I have the best area-of-effect attack for dealing with this beast tamer jerk—leave it to me. You guys run ahead.”

      Max shook his head. “Sakura—you can’t be serious. I won’t leave you behind. We can take this guy on together.”

      Sakura wiped her eye and stayed firm.

      “This is what an S-ranked climber mission feels like, Max. There are no easy decisions and you have to act fast. Since the day I met you, I believe you had the potential for great things. I know you can do it without me. So believe that I can survive without you as well.”

      Harold grabbed Max by the arm.

      “C’mon, kid,” he said. “Listen to her. We don’t have a choice.”

      Max’s eyes widened. He was stunned.

      Sakura was his mentor. His friend. His former roommate. A shared connoisseur and lover of bacon and egg ramen.

      He couldn’t leave her behind.

      Not when they were surrounded by so many monsters.

      They were a team. They were in this together, weren’t they?

      Harold tugged his arm again and Sakura faced the impending horde of monsters.

      He looked at his friend, Sakura, for one last painful second—a second that felt like minutes—and realized the truth about what had to be done. He then turned away from her and ran deeper into the city streets.
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        * * *

      

      Sakura eyed the hundreds of monsters surrounding her.

      She then looked up to a high building where she couldn’t help but notice a figure.

      “So that’s where you’re hiding,” she murmured.

      The best way to destroy any army was to destroy its leader. Sakura had just spotted the heart of this monster horde and she was prepared to crush it.

      She ran to a nearby building, imbuing her feet, so when she arrived at the structure, she could start running up the side of it.

      The horde monsters chased after, shooting projectiles, but she was too fast.

      She made it to the roof and then leaped across the building until she was standing face to face with the cloaked figure who was controlling all the monsters.

      “I’ve been waiting a long time for this moment, Sakura Sato,” said the figure.

      Sakura took a step back in shock.

      She recognized the voice.

      It couldn’t be!?

      The cloaked figure removed his hood and Sakura’s eyes widened in shock.

      How is this possible!?

      Standing before her was none other than an undead spirit version of Samuel Archer.
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      Max sprinted forward as fast as he could.

      His heart raced. His throat burned.

      He couldn’t get the image of Sakura turning away from him to take on the monsters all on her own out of his mind.

      It was like the image was burned into his skull, haunting him as he ran.

      Please be okay, Sakura, Max thought. I know you can survive this.

      Even though Sakura had cleared a path through the city for them, the monsters hadn’t completely given up chasing them.

      The horde of deadly creatures was large enough for them to split apart, some taking on Sakura while some of them still chased after Max and his remaining companions.

      They turned a corner, hearing the ghastly breaths and violent cries of the monsters behind them.

      Max just kept pushing himself forward as did the rest of his friends.

      “C’mon, everyone!” he yelled as he sprinted further ahead.

      Even with monsters descending upon them, Max knew one thing for sure: they couldn’t let Sakura’s sacrifice go to waste. She wouldn’t want that. They needed to honor her for what she did and ascend to the next floor as soon as possible.

      They turned another corner only to find more monsters haunting the streets.

      Max could hear the pants and exhausted breaths of his companions behind him.

      “Do we even know where we’re going?” asked Elle.

      It was true. They needed to more than just outrun the enemy monsters, they had to truly escape, and that meant getting to the next floor as quick as possible.

      They all turned to Harold.

      The old man chuckled and scratched the back of his head nervously.

      “Harold,” said Casey with an irritated and venomous tone. “Why do I think you’re about to have a very poorly-timed senior moment right now?”

      Harold balked at Casey. “Excuse me, this has nothing to do with my age. It’s just—well, okay—I know this is a bad time to be saying this: but this about as far as I got when I was climbing up the tower to visit the former god-king when I first hit S-rank.”

      “Are you freaking kidding me!?” shouted Elle.

      The horde of monsters after them only grew larger.

      They needed an escape route, not just a plan to run around aimlessly and tire themselves out.

      The situation was growing worse with every passing second.

      What are we going to do!? Max thought to himself, trying to come up with a plan.

      “Seriously, Harold,” said Max. “Did you not research where you had to go? Can’t you remember anything?”

      Harold’s eyes widened. “I do remember! The stairwell is in the tallest building in the city!”

      They turned around and saw a skyscraper back where they came from.

      Perfect, Max thought. We now have a destination.

      Hope had returned to them.

      They pushed forward towards the skyscraper.

      As they sprinted towards the building that housed the celestial staircase, Casey triggered her airbringer trait, hurling powerful gusts of wind that knocked back the monsters chasing after them.

      They crashed into the ruined buildings of the decrepit city.

      Despite the monsters’ yearning hunger to eat and destroy them, Casey made sure they could never get quite close enough.

      They eventually arrived at the building.

      “Where’s the stairwell exactly?” asked Max. “Surely, we would see it if it’s on the roof.”

      “It’s hidden behind a weird dimensional doorway,” said Harold. “This is why I got bored and distracted. You pretty much have to check every nook and cranny of this building to find it.”

      Max looked over his shoulder and saw the horde of monsters galloping towards them.

      Casey stretched out her arms and knocked them back.

      “You know guys I can only do this for so long,” said Casey.

      Max looked at the building.

      They didn’t have time to check every hidden spot for where the secret passage might be.

      That was when Max had an idea for how to speed it up.

      He triggered dragon mecha-mode, the crystalline armor forming all around him.

      With the added strength boost from the break-mode transformation, he then triggered stat allocation, putting the majority of his points temporarily into strength.

      He then walked over to the skyscraper and bent down.

      He grabbed the bottom of the building and pushed his hands up.

      “ARGHHHHH!” he yelled as he put all his power into lifting the building.

      He heard cracks and squeaks as he ripped the building’s scaffolding and pipes away and dragged the skyscraper out of the ground.

      He then held the building over his head.

      He caught his breath for a second and then imbued mana into his hands.

      Don’t want my grip to slip here, he thought, cautiously.

      He then swung the skyscraper downward, smashing it into an empty street, obliterating the building in the process.

      When the rubble cleared, suddenly in the middle of the drab ruined city, was a glowing heavenly staircase leading up into the clouds and towards the next floor.

      They had found it.

      Their escape route to floor-95.
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      “What!?” yelled Nicolas Adler, sitting on his throne.

      He slammed his fist down on the armrest.

      “How did this happen?” he growled.

      He’d just learned from his newest underling that Samuel Archer had only managed to stop one of the human intruders from getting higher up in the tower.

      The rest had managed to get up to floor-95.

      Unacceptable, Adler thought, shaking his head.

      “Master,” said a voice. “Let me be of service. This is not a total loss. Their numbers are dwindling. Let me go finish this off. They’re only growing weaker.”

      Adler looked upon the powerful Caesarian soldier in front of him.

      Octavius.

      “Alright, I originally wanted you to stay up here with me,” said Adler. “But you’re right. Go finish them off.”

      “It will be my pleasure,” grinned Octavius, licking his lips. “I can’t wait to kill those brats and the one remaining human climber that I didn’t get to murder at The United Floors Alliance Tournament all those decades ago.”

      With that, Octavius spun around and began descending the tower to hunt down his prey.
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        * * *

      

      Max didn’t stop running up the celestial stairway until he emerged onto the next floor.

      His heart was pounding and he was so out of breath, he didn’t even check his surroundings when he first arrived.

      Finally, he looked up and saw that they were in an underground hallway lit only by red fiery torches.

      Floor-95 had the look of a classic dungeon floor.

      “The good thing about a dungeon floor,” said Harold, “is that we’re not given that many options on where to go next. Like this hallway for instance. We can only go forward.”

      “That’s a great way of expressing how your forgetfulness will not be letting us down again,” murmured Casey.

      “Excuse me, did I not remember the building that housed the celestial staircase?”

      Casey crossed her arms, grumbling, “Alright, I’ll give you that.”

      Meanwhile, Elle turned to Max.

      “I think you know what to do next, big bro.”

      Max grinned and bent down to the ground. He picked up a stray rock and threw it down the dimly lit hallway.

      The rock landed and nothing happened.

      “No traps, so far,” Max said. “Let’s keep moving.”
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        * * *

      

      Octavius calmly walked down the steps of the celestial staircase, arriving on floor-95.

      He stepped into a large and spacious chamber. The final room of floor-95’s dungeon labyrinth.

      The place was meant to be a respite from the dangers faced earlier throughout the floor and in preparation for whatever one had to face after ascending to the next.

      It was the perfect place for Octavius to prepare his trap.

      The Caesarian assassin snickered, finding a quiet place in the shadows of the room to hide.

      As he crouched, cloaking himself in darkness, he grew very still.

      Now, it’s just a matter of waiting, he thought. Who knows, maybe the dungeon will kill them before I get the chance.
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        * * *

      

      Max leaped into the next room, heart pounding, his chest tightening.

      He sucked in the air with relief.

      They’d just ran down a hallway with gushing hot lava pouring towards them.

      “Is everyone okay?” he asked, looking over his shoulder.

      Harold, Casey, and Elle all groaned.

      “I know I’ve probably said this before,” said Casey, “but I truly believe floor-95 is the worst floor in the entire tower.”

      Max struggled to disagree with her. The floor had been one ordeal after another. Poison traps, firetraps, puzzles with deadly stakes, and on it went.

      But glowing out in front of them was the celestial staircase. The road to floor-96.

      They had made it.

      They were making good time now. Maybe they’d make it in time to stop Nicolas Adler.

      I sure hope so, Max thought.

      Max picked himself up, then walked over to his companions and helped them get back to their feet.

      He led the way towards the stairwell when suddenly he was unable to move.

      His whole body tensed and throbbed.

      He tried to lift his foot but he couldn’t. Same with trying to jerk his arm forward.

      “What’s happening!?” Elle said with concern.

      Suddenly, a snicker echoed around them, filling the dungeon chamber.

      “You’ve put on a good show. You’ve really put the boss on edge,” said a voice hidden in the shadows, “but now it’s time to die.”
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      Sakura shook her head.

      She couldn’t believe her eyes. She couldn’t believe the face she was seeing right in front of her.

      “Surprised to see me, Sakura?” said the grizzled old man.

      The man’s skin was pale with a light green hue.

      “You look like crap,” she said. “But I guess looking awful alive is better than looking awful dead.”

      Samuel Archer gave a creepy grin. “Isn’t it though?”

      Sakura’s heart raced.

      Even hearing him speak, she still couldn’t believe it.

      How the heck was Samuel Archer standing in front of her right now?

      She and Max had defeated him over two years ago now. She remembered it as clear as day: she was lying on the ground almost dead at the awful man’s hands when Max appeared behind him and they did a two-pronged slice attack that went right through Archer’s chest.

      She smirked at the memory. It had been a satisfying victory.

      “How are you still alive?” Sakura said.

      The man across the rooftop from her craned his neck.

      “Part of me doesn’t want to answer your question,” sneered Archer. “I rather just kill you now, but then, I do enjoy watching you squirm. I’ll only get to experience this moment once.”

      Sakura bristled and kept her eyes over her shoulder.

      The flying monsters surrounded the rooftop now, but they weren’t descending towards her to attack.

      She sucked in a deep breath.

      Stay focused, Sakura thought.

      “I find it crazy now to think I tried to take over Zestiris,” said Samuel Archer. “What a futile errand. I’m nothing but a little mouse in comparison to the great Arcane Crafter, Nicolas Adler. His ability is truly amazing. I’d still be rotting in the ground if it weren’t for him. Can you imagine? He can craft and fuse powerful items. He can essentially make anything he wants in the palm of his hand. So, he made a reviving machine that allowed him to revive the dead using aspects of their ghost in the spirit world. A truly mesmerizing ability and creation.”

      “That’s insane,” Sakura shouted. “That amount of tampering with the tower on such a level could cause unknown havoc and destruction.”

      Samuel Archer chuckled. “Do you think I care about such things? It was incredibly flattering actually. I was the first one he brought back to life. And he gave me one mission: to slay the horrible climbers who messed up my plans for Zestiris way back when.”

      “Neither you nor Adler are going to get away with this,” shouted Sakura.

      Archer yawned, then smirked. “This little reunion was nice while it lasted, but it’s time for it to end. Goodbye, Sakura.”

      And then the clash between the two old enemies began.
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        * * *

      

      Samuel Archer stretched out his arm and pointed at the woman who had led to his first death.

      The monsters under his control surrounded the entire building.

      “There’s no escape, Sakura,” he said. “Now die!”

      Archer had thought of numerous scenarios for this fight and there was simply no way out for Sakura now. She could flee the roof, but would then have to face all the monsters below. Yet staying here she’d have to face both Archer and the countless flying monsters he had situated in the air around them. The roof also boxed her in. There were simply no good options for his opponent. She was trapped.

      The S-ranked harpies that were flapping their wings around the building screeched and wailed as they descended towards Sakura.

      They stretched out their clawed talons to rip through Sakura’s flesh, only for the Zestiris climber president to jump up and do a back flip high in the air.

      Mid-air the S-rank slicer triggered a multi-pronged slice attack, energy beams shooting in all directions.

      By the time Sakura landed on her feet, all the incoming harpies had been destroyed, their corpses crashing into the ground below.

      “Did you really think that would work,” Sakura smirked, while lifting her fists ready to keep fighting. “I beat you once already, Archer. What makes you think I won’t succeed again?”
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        * * *

      

      Sakura narrowed her eyes at Samuel Archer.

      He snickered, unperturbed, by her easy victory over his harpies.

      “You arrogant wench,” he laughed, before snapping his fingers.

      A whole new set of flying monsters shot up from the ground below and surrounded the rooftop once again.

      “I can do this all day, Samuel,” said Sakura. “But when are you going to fight with your own fists? Or are you going to keep hiding behind your little monsters forever like a coward?”

      “I won’t be fooled by your taunts,” spat Archer.

      The undead man then manipulated the airborne monsters to descend upon Sakura once again.

      Piece of cake, thought Sakura.

      She triggered her multi-pronged slice attack at the incoming flying beasts.

      Except this time, the blasts went right through them without causing any damage.

      Huh!?

      Sakura jumped high in the air, landed, then sprinted back and forth across the roof—the flying creatures chasing her in a swarm.

      Crap, crap, crap, she thought to herself on repeat. Monsters that can’t be harmed by normal attacks are going to be a problem.

      “You see now,” said Samuel. “I didn’t come here unprepared to fight you. I know your little weak slice ability could harm normal monsters, but now you won’t be able to harm my spirit servants and neither will you be able to harm me in this new undead spirit form. Face it, Sakura, you’re dead. Once I finish you, I’ll go after the rest of your companions and kill them too.”

      Rage surged through Sakura.

      Her eyes teared up a little bit as she thought of Max and all of her companions.

      All the people of Zestiris she looked after.

      “Shut your damn mouth,” she shouted.

      She’d been holding back the S-rank evolution of her ability until now.

      It was finally time to unleash it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Samuel Archer watched on with glee as his spirit monsters descended upon Sakura.

      They would rip up her flesh and he would watch on happily.

      “Destroy her,” Archer yelled, cheering his minions on.

      He started to bet with himself on how long it would take for his minions to kill her.

      Thirty seconds? A minute? Two minutes?

      Suddenly, a bright light blasted out from the carnage in front of him.

      What’s this!?

      Dark nebulous sparkling energy emanated all across Sakura’s body.

      The energy flowing off of her was effective against the spirit minions. They were destroyed from the initial blast.

      “That shouldn’t be possible with mere energy slice,” balked Samuel. “Doesn’t matter how powerful it is, that energy shouldn’t harm spirits!”

      “You fool,” snickered Sakura. “You say you learned from your previous battles with me, but clearly you haven’t. Your downfall is the same. You think you’re better than everyone, so you continue to underestimate them.”

      Samuel’s eyes widened at the powerful woman in front of him.

      He couldn’t believe it.

      There’s no way this dumb wench with her common ability will beat me again? he thought full of anger. I won’t let it!

      “I can defeat your spirit monsters with ease. The S-rank slice has evolved into something truly incredible. I now have the ability to reach God of Energy Mode and can manipulate any type of energy I’d like, including a form of energy destructive against spirits.”

      She then stretched out her hand and shouted, “Astral Energy Slice!!!”

      The incredible beam of energy lit up all of floor-94 and shot right into Samuel Archer, encompassing his entire being.
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      Harold looked on with horror to see the faint glimmer of mana strings bound around his wrists and the rest of his body.

      His body was motionless and yet internally he squirmed; his whole body wrenching and wishing to escape.

      Harold’s mind desperately wanted to break free and yet his physical body was unable to obey such commands. Such was the nature of being trapped within Octavius’ binding string.

      Making it a thousand times worse was the fact that Harold had been in this exact position decades earlier by the same psychopathic Caesarian soldier emerging from the shadows in front of him now.

      “Is it just me,” said Octavius, grinning at Harold, “or are you feeling the peculiar sensation of deja vu?”

      Rage swirled within Harold.

      He hated the man standing in front of him. For years, he had yearned to kill him until ultimately he gave up on seeking revenge, not wanting it to consume him for the rest of his life.

      And now the bastard shows up at the least opportune time, Harold thought with utter displeasure.

      Within his vision, he could see the others’ struggling within the binds.

      Max. Casey. Elle.

      They’re all still just kids, Harold thought with pain. Is this psychopathic piece of garbage really going to execute children right in front of me?

      “Who would’ve thought so many decades later,” laughed Octavius walking up to the paralyzed Casey, “we’d get to enjoy this little game all over again.”

      Octavius’ binding threads was still allowing them to breathe so Harold presumed they might still be able to talk.

      “DON’T YOU HARM THEM!” shouted Harold with rage.

      Octavius laughed. “As if you could do anything to stop me. Don’t you remember? You did nothing last time.”
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        * * *

      

      Decades ago at The United Floors Alliance Tournament, Harold collapsed on his knees into damp cold mud.

      It was raining.

      “Nooooo,” he cried out.

      All of his fellow climbers, his teammates laid dead around him.

      Deep red rings wrapped around their necks where Octavius had pulled his paralyzing binds and had choked them to death.

      Harold was now the only living member of the human team.

      “I couldn’t do anything,” he sobbed. “I just stood there, watching as they were all killed!”

      He slammed his fist into the mud.

      He had failed his teammates.

      He had failed his people.

      He had failed himself.
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        * * *

      

      Now Harold stood in the same position he had been decades earlier, reliving the most traumatic moment of his entire life.

      If he had been able to shake his head, he would have.

      He refused to let the situation go the way it did last time.

      I wouldn’t be able to live with myself, Harold thought.

      He didn’t even want to imagine it, and yet awful images pulsed in his head of Max, Casey, and Elle all dead on the ground. He imagined their cold pale corpses with red rings around their necks.

      No, Harold thought. Not this time.

      He had to think hard though.

      Their current position was really stacked against them.

      Octavius’ binding strings were impossible to cut. They were even more powerful now that Octavius was an S-rank climber. Harold could sense the difference, which only pained him more.

      How many more people did you needlessly kill to gain this growth in power? Harold thought angrily.

      The impossibility of the situation might have pushed Harold to give up, but the horrors of that day decades ago at The United Floors Alliance Tournament had been etched into his mind forever.

      Not a day went by when he didn’t think about it.

      And because of that, he knew what he had to do this time.
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        * * *

      

      The sensation of being paralyzed by the binding strings was incredibly peculiar and frustrating to Max.

      He felt himself squirming, wrenching, trying to escape—but he was completely frozen, standing still.

      How the heck do we break out of this?

      Max wracked his brain to think of a strategy to escape, but was struggling to come up with anything. They’d never faced a paralyzing ability this powerful and all-encompassing before.

      He considered maybe using the illusion magic to trick their way out, but Octavius was smart enough to not look anywhere near Max. It wouldn’t trigger unless they looked each other in the eye.

      He considered sharing the trait with one of his companions, but the infamous Caesarian rogue climber clearly was aware of their ability set, and was avoiding eye contact with all of them.

      This guy’s strong, Max thought. He might be the toughest opponent we’ve faced so far.

      As Max’s mind raced for a solution something incredible happened nearby.

      Mana and energy swirled around Harold.

      The temporal manipulation ring around his feet suddenly expanded to fill the entire room.

      Harold’s skin went deep red and veins thickened and creased throughout his body.

      How much energy is this costing Harold!? Max thought with concern.

      With the temporal manipulation ring encompassing them all, suddenly the binding threads trapping them began to reverse themselves just barely enough to free them.

      Octavius took a cautious step back.

      His eyes widened with shock. “This is impossible!”

      As his entire body strained from the immense amount of temporal manipulation he was creating, Harold gasped, “Run, you fools.”

      “But Harold,” Max gasped.

      “No buts, kid,” said Harold, his body trembling from all the energy he was expending. “I can only hold the binding threads for so long. The whole tower is on the line. We all need to play our part. Now GO!”

      Elle and Casey both grabbed Max’s wrist and pulled him forward.

      With six hours on the clock to reach Adler, the three remaining members of the squad rushed towards the celestial staircase as Harold and Octavius began their duel that had been decades in the making.
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      Harold clenched his fists and stayed focused on his wide-range temporal manipulation technique.

      He wouldn’t relinquish his control of the area until the three kids were out of sight and close to ascending to the next floor.

      Just hold out a little bit longer, he kept saying to himself.

      His wide-range temporal manipulation had freed them all from the paralyzing grasp of Octavius’ binding threads. On top of that, the temporal manipulation circle was wide enough that if Octavius were to try and chase after the three kids, he’d step into Harold’s area of control and be paralyzed himself.

      As Max, Casey, and Elle all escaped to the floor above, Harold also thought of the many teammates he had lost all those decades ago.

      I stopped it from happening again. Please, I hope you can finally forgive me...

      Harold stepped out from the binding threads himself and relinquished the temporal manipulation circle.

      “That’s a neat trick,” said Octavius. “But it won’t be enough to defeat me.”

      Harold smirked, before raising his fists. “Let’s see about that.”
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        * * *

      

      Octavius narrowed his eyes at the old climber in front of him.

      The man didn’t look like much.

      He was skinny and wrinkled and grown smaller in stature due to his old age.

      Octavius didn’t care if they were equally ranked climbers, he could see the man was a weaker fighter than him no question about it.

      The golden-eyed Caesarian raised his fists and grinned.

      “Bring it on, old geezer,” he said.

      “You’re going to regret saying that,” said the human S-ranker.

      No, I’m not fool, Octavius thought. This whole room is littered with hidden threads and traps. There’s no way you’ll be able to even get close to me. But oh how desperately I want you to try.

      “Prove it then,” said Octavius.

      “Oh, I will,” said Harold.

      The old S-ranker rushed forward towards Octavius, moving so fast he was a barely perceptible blur.

      Octavius just narrowed his eyes and waited for the blur to materialize, stuck and trapped within his binding threads.

      But that didn’t happen.

      As Octavius narrowed his eyes and caught sight of Harold, he could see the man was doing incredible flips, backflips, and other impressive movements to inch closer and closer towards him without getting caught in the traps.

      Damn, Octavius shuddered. This guy is going to be tougher to beat than I thought.

      He raised his fists ready to take the man on.

      I’m not worried though, he thought. I like a challenge.
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        * * *

      

      Harold was moving with the grace of the most accomplished gymnast as he flipped, slid, and jumped his way through the countless number of traps Octavius had laid across the large open chamber.

      His anger had subsided and morphed into an intense focus.

      This isn’t all-consuming revenge, he thought to himself. Merely an old man with regrets seizing an opportunity.

      The key to his success in breaking through Octavius’ traps was just a quick and subtle usage of his temporal manipulation trait. Normally, Octavius’ binding threads were too imperceptible for anyone but the psychopathic Caesarian to see, but by triggering his temporal manipulation trait even for a split second, he could then perceive everything within his vicinity, and then could act accordingly.

      It was a delicate dance Harold was doing: jumping through an opening between the hidden threads, triggering his trait and quickly perceiving where he needed to land, and continuing on.

      He was only a few feet from Octavius now.

      The rogue climber was almost within his grasp.

      He was about to jump through another set of traps when suddenly his body couldn’t move.

      Oh no, he thought. There wasn’t any thread. How am I paralyzed?

      Octavius chuckled. “Neat little strategy there, I’ll give you that. But just because you could see the traps I laid out, didn’t mean I couldn’t set more.”

      Harold gulped and felt the binding thread constrict around his neck.

      “One tug,” said Octavius, “and you suffocate to death. How does it feel? To be so close to achieving the vengeance you so desperately crave only to then die at my hands. Honestly, your pathetic and tragic attempt makes me squirm with delight.”

      Harold’s eyes widened.

      Is this really it?

      Octavius continued to laugh. “You’ll suffocate to death before you ever beat me.”
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        * * *

      

      Octavius grinned as he watched the old man realize his own defeat.

      The human S-ranker had been so close, less than a meter from landing a hit on Octavius.

      “A defeat this close to victory must taste bitter,” snickered Octavius. “I will say your shock makes my besting of you all the sweeter, though. So I thank you for trying, however futile your attempts may have been.”

      Octavius wanted to make sure the old man suffered and would have happily spent all day slowly constricting his windpipe and tortuously dragging the man’s death out—but, he still had to go kill those brats who had gotten away.

      Hate to say it, he thought, but duty calls.

      But right as Octavius was about to pull the binding thread that would kill the old S-ranker outright, something incredible happened.

      A powerful white glow emanated all around the old man.

      “Ha,” spat Octavius. “You think I’d fall for the same trick again.”

      He snapped his fingers and all of the mana threads he had around the room suddenly recoiled from their position and shot down towards Harold.

      “You’re temporal manipulation may be powerful,” said Octavius, “but you won’t be able to track thousands of binding threads coursing through your area of effect. One will get through and kill you!”

      The white energy around Harold only got thicker and more intense.

      The thread binding around his neck recoiled through Harold’s reversing of time.

      More than that, the man’s whole body began to vibrate in a strange mysterious way.

      From where Octavius was standing, the old man seemed to be moving rapidly in the same spot, making subtly different movements—so many times and so quickly, he was leaving behind brief fading transparent clones of himself, facsimiles of incredibly powerful movements through space and time.

      What Octavius didn’t know was that Harold was unleashing a powerful martial arts attack that was the human climber’s greatest move out of the countless different types of attacks that he knew.

      Harold was currently triggering his temporal manipulation ability over and over again until he was gathering so much energy into a single punch that the energy could no longer be measured in terms of mere stats.

      The attack could only be measured in terms of time spent gathering energy.

      Harold gasped as he finally unleashed the attack, delivering one of the most powerful moves ever done in the entire history of the tower.

      The attack had only one name.

      The One Thousand Year Old Punch.
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      Meanwhile on floor-92, the battle between the alliance army and the celestial forces raged on.

      Tiberius slashed his sword upward, slicing a shadow demon in two.

      Black ichor showered down upon his face. He wiped it from his eyes to clear his vision.

      “C’mon,” he shouted. “We must hold out for those who have ascended higher.”

      It was a simultaneous sad but hopeful truth that Tiberius had realized. There was no way the alliance army could fully defeat The Celestial Army in a battle of endurance. They were just far too outnumbered. Their only hope was to keep The Celestial Army preoccupied as Max and the others went higher up and stopped Nicolas Adler.

      That was their only hope.

      Yet, it wasn’t an easy proclamation to make nor was it something that would raise morale.

      They desperately needed a greater sign of hope, some kind of message from up above that things were still going in their favor, but nothing so far had come.

      Tiberius gripped his sword and rushed forward, yelling a battle cry.

      These are our circumstances, he thought.

      We have to keep fighting.

      We have to keep surviving.
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        * * *

      

      On floor-94, Sakura stared at the place where Samuel Archer had just been standing.

      Now, there was only his lingering decomposed remains drifting in the air, ashy black dust swirling in the wind.

      Sakura let out a deep sigh and fell down to her knees in the rooftop turned battle arena.

      The monsters Samuel had been controlling had all burst into dust once their master had been destroyed.

      Sakura felt all of her energy and willpower draining out of her.

      Her last attack had taken everything she had to give.

      She was too weak and exhausted now to even stand.

      She dragged herself to the rooftop door that led into the building below.

      She leaned her head back against the cold stone wall and looked out towards the celestial staircase glowing a few city blocks away.

      I guess I’ve played my part now, she thought, contentedly.

      The fate of the tower and all that lived within it was now in the hands of her colleagues who had climbed further up.

      I’m sorry, Max, she thought, wiping a tear from her eye. I knew this day would come. I can’t help you any further.

      You’ll have to push forward on your own now.
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        * * *

      

      Harold’s punch landed into Octavius’ jaw, sending a thousand years of rippling reverberations through his entire body.

      The infamous Caesarian’s climber’s head exploded from the sheer incomprehensible power unleashed upon him.

      Harold blinked and the headless corpse of the man he had hated for so many decades collapsed on the ground.

      “They say vengeance doesn’t taste as sweet as those who are seeking it imagine it to be,” said Harold quietly. A grin then formed on his face. “Whoever said that was an idiot.”

      Soon after, Harold collapsed to the ground himself.

      His vision began to blur and fade in and out.

      He looked out at his hand as he lay there on the ground.

      His skin was significantly more wrinkled than it had been before.

      He was now witnessing the cost of delivering the deadly One Thousand Year Old Punch.

      It was an ability only an S-ranker could truly deliver while still surviving its incredible cost.

      But there was no denying Harold would not be as skilled a fighter as he once was. His total lifespan had been significantly shortened. His body was more fragile.

      But even though the true price he had just paid to stopping Octavius lay before him, he couldn’t help but smile.

      I guess I can finally return to retirement, he thought. They really won’t have any use for a senile has-been like me anymore.

      He glanced up to the celestial staircase glowing in front of him.

      That’s if those three kids can finish the job we started, he thought.

      Max.

      Casey.

      Elle.

      He grinned as he thought about all three of them.

      His eyes closed as the exhaustion overtook him and he had one last conscious thought.

      Good luck, you three.

      Good luck.
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        * * *

      

      Max took another step up the celestial staircase.

      He was moving two steps at a time.

      “C’mon,” Max said, trying to rally Casey and Elle behind him.

      With Sakura and Harold sacrificing themselves to fight those monstrous servants of Adler for them to keep going, he was now determined to not waste any more time.

      Everyone was depending on them now.

      He kept picturing the different people he cared about throughout the tower.

      Sarah.

      U’lopp.

      Tiberius.

      Violet.

      Moira.

      And on it went, faces of all the people who had showed him kindness and aided in his journey up the tower.

      I won’t let you down, he kept thinking. Ahead of him he could see a faint glow, a signal of the change in atmosphere, the hint that they were about to reach the next floor.

      Floor-96.

      “We really are getting closer,” said Casey with awe.

      “It’s incredible, isn’t it?” said Elle.

      Max smiled in agreement.

      It was a smile of tiredness, yet still full of determination.

      Once they reached floor-96, there would only be four more floors to go.

      It’s crazy to think about how far they’d come, Max thought, as he took another step towards the top of the tower.
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      On floor-99, Adler paced in front of his throne.

      He was frustrated.

      He was angry.

      He was full of rage.

      “How do these damn puny pipsqueaks keep bypassing those I send after them!?” he yelled with rage.

      He had handpicked some of the greatest climbers alive to help him with his goals and one by one they kept failing.

      They were supposed to be the best. The most incredible fighters. The deadliest killers.

      “Despite our climbers’ failings,” said one underling, “they are managing to pick them off. They started their assault with an army. Then went down to their five best. Now, they’re down to three.”

      Adler paused, contemplatively.

      “You’re right,” he sighed.

      Plus, the clock is ticking ever closer to my Enslavement Device being fully operational, Alder smiled. They’ll never make it here in time to stop me.

      The underling interrupted Adler’s thoughts.

      “How would you like to proceed next, god-king sire?”
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        * * *

      

      Max stepped out from the astral space of the celestial staircase and onto floor-96.

      He felt the difference in spaces immediately.

      The air on floor-96 was humid: hot, sticky, and thick.

      The sky was a greenish hue and the surrounding landscape was covered in fog.

      Casey materialized a bottle of water from her climber’s pouch and said, “Holy crap, it is hot on this floor.”

      “Staying hydrated isn’t a bad idea,” said Elle, materializing a bottle of water of her own. “We’re not just fighting enemy climbers, remember. There’s all the survival conditions of each floor to keep in mind as well.”

      Max nodded.

      It was a good point and one that was easy to forget.

      He materialized a bottle of his own and took a swig. As he chugged down the water, he watched Casey tip her water bottle towards Toto so the little gerbil could hydrate as well.

      When Max was finished chugging down his water, he took in floor-96 once more.

      The ground at his feet was muddy. That along with the humidity suggested to him they were on some kind of swampland floor.

      Their biggest issue going forward was they no longer had the encyclopedic resource of Harold around to help them find the continuation of the celestial staircase on this floor. Though they were beyond the scope of Harold’s knowledge now anyway.

      We’re just going to have to make do, Max thought, taking a step forward.

      They followed a trail that led them to the edge of a large murky swamp.

      Large firefly-like creatures flickered, lighting up the dim humid atmosphere.

      At the swamp’s edge, there was a rickety wooden dock with a boat.

      “That’s a bit eerie, isn’t it?” said Casey.

      “Why wouldn’t there be a boat at a dock?” Elle replied.

      “Just as the mouse would say, ‘Why wouldn’t there be cheese in the human kitchen?’”

      “What are you getting at?” said Elle.

      “How do we know that’s not a trap,” said Casey.

      “We don’t,” said Max. “I agree with you that it seems odd that a boat would just be waiting for us, but that’s how the tower works, remember? Every floor has its oddities. Perhaps this boat materializes every time a new group of travelers arrives on the floor.”

      “Alriiiiiight,” said Casey. “I’m just saying this whole situation is creepy as heck, but hey, lead the way.”

      The three of them went down to the dock and got aboard the wooden rowboat.

      Max began to row them out further into the swamp.

      As they floated deeper into the middle of the swamp, they didn’t notice the mysterious creature bubbling up behind them, eyeing them hungrily.
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        * * *

      

      The large snake monster slithered beneath the surface of the swamp, keeping a safe distance away from the rowboat full of delicious prey.

      The monster didn’t want the humans to notice it tracking them.

      Then they’d be alert. They’d run away. They would make eating them more difficult.

      The snake monster didn’t like that.

      The creature followed the prey for a while until it began to idle in the water, lost, unsure which direction to move in next.

      The snake monster knew now was its chance to feed.

      It went a little deeper underwater, slithering quickly so that it was underneath the prey.

      The snake was already imagining the three humans in its stomach.

      The monster shot itself out of the water, hissing and opening its jaws widely to consume the three climbers.

      A sharp pain filled the giant snake monster within seconds.

      Then the monster’s vision went askew.

      The monster creature realized its head was no longer a part of its body.

      It had been cut off.

      Suddenly, the head was splashing back into the dark swamp water and sinking to the bottom, watching its detached body descend deeper underwater as well.

      As the giant snake sunk deeper and deeper, its consciousness fading altogether, the three companions at the surface of the swamp looked out into the dense fog and sighed.

      “Let’s keep going,” said the red-haired boy. “The sooner we get out of this swamp, the better.”
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      Max, Elle, and Casey all shared a nervous glance at one another.

      Max had stopped paddling so that he could take a look around, get some better semblance of where they needed to get to in this swamp.

      “Is it just me or are we going in circles?” asked Casey.

      “We wouldn’t even know, if we were,” mused Elle, looking over her shoulder suspiciously. “All we’ve seen is fog, fog, and more fog.”

      Max kept his hands gripped on the paddle ready to propel them on their rickety boat in any direction they wanted. The only problem was they had no idea which direction to go in.

      He narrowed his eyes and tried to deduce something beyond the thick curtain of fog that surrounded them. Even looking at the green and murky swamp water below brought no answers, the depths of water just as cloudy as the surface above.

      He felt his stomach rumble. Just another indication of the dwindling timeline they were working under.

      I wonder how Sakura and Harold are right now, he thought. And everyone else, fighting even further below them in the tower?

      Everyone was working so hard, facing harder challenges than a foggy swamp that was for sure.

      Max gripped the paddle with a renewed vigor, and determinedly splashed it back into the water and started to row.

      Casey, Toto, and Elle’s eyes widened.

      “Have you figured something out?” Casey asked.

      Max shook his head.

      “Nope,” he said, paddling on one side of the boat to the next to keep it balanced. “But I also know the celestial staircase isn’t going to come find us, we gotta go find it, so I’m going to do everything I can to do just that.”
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        * * *

      

      Elsewhere on floor-96 swamp, unseen by Max and his companions was an old woman sitting and meditating on the surface of the water.

      She was small in stature, her shoulders hunched.

      Her skin was wrinkled and saggy. She appeared tired and frail. Her eyes were open, but they looked like mere slits as if it was too much energy to open her eyelids any more than she had to.

      She’d been sitting cross-legged, floating on the swamp’s surface for a long time, for a couple of weeks, maybe even a few months.

      But she was waking up from her meditative trance now.

      She could sense the swamp had new visitors.

      Visitors she had been waiting for a very long time to meet.

      The old woman unpeeled from her sitting position and stood up, her feet resting comfortably on the surface of the water, not falling or floating downwards.

      She stretched out her right arm and grabbing the air with her hand she suddenly conjured a stone handle and then a glowing lamp beneath it.

      She started walking across the swamp through the fog in the direction of the new arrivals.

      They’ve finally come, she thought to herself. Hopefully it isn’t too late…
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        * * *

      

      Max’s heart raced as he paddled forward with an intense fervor.

      The waves of the green murky swamp water had grown choppy and violent since Max began his vigilant paddling.

      “Max, maybe you should take a break,” said Casey. “Let Elle or I takeover.”

      “No,” shouted Max. “We’re almost there, I can feel it.”

      Casey and Elle exchanged a look.

      “I can’t tell the difference between our surroundings now and where we were an hour ago,” sighed Elle.

      Max shook his head. He didn’t want to hear what they were saying. They must have made some headway. Some progress. They must be closer to the celestial staircase than they were an hour ago.

      “Dammit,” he yelled.

      He picked up the paddle and threw it down with frustration inside the boat.

      Max breathed in and out, heavily, catching his breath from all of his intense paddling.

      Are we really trapped here in this swamp!?

      He didn’t want to believe it. The consequences of them being lost and stranded were too much to bear.

      If they didn’t get out of this swamp, Harold and Sakura’s sacrifice would be for nothing.

      If they didn’t get out, all of those still fighting down on floor-92 will eventually get overrun and killed.

      If they didn’t get out, the whole tower would be destroyed.

      All of their hard work would mean nothing.

      Absolutely nothing.

      Right as Max was about to yell, scream, suggest another plan forward—something entirely unexpected happened.

      A figure emerged from the fog.

      Max’s eyes widened.

      “Do you two see that?”

      Casey and Elle swerved in the direction of the figure.

      “What the—”

      Max gulped.

      At first he couldn’t tell whether the figure was a monster or a creature of some kind, but as it got closer it took on a human shape, and even more surprising, the shape of an elderly woman.

      Max’s shoulders tensed at the sight of her.

      He had read enough fairy tales and fought against enough of them to know that women in the later years of their lives were never as benign as they may first appear.

      Could this be the next mercenary fighter Nicolas Adler has sent down to fight them?

      The woman continued to get closer.

      She held a glowing lamp just above her head. Her footsteps were gentle, barely causing a ripple as she walked across the surface of the water.

      “Who are you?” asked Max as the woman came into earshot.

      The woman approached them a bit more, until she was just a few feet away. Cautious, yet not unfriendly either.

      A smile appeared on the woman’s face.

      “I’ve waited a long time for you,” she said, looking from Max to Elle. “Both of you. You look so much like your parents.”

      Both Max and Elle’s eyes widened at that.

      Elle gripped the boat. “You knew our parents!?”

      The older woman answered with a contented nod, offering no more information than that.

      “You still haven’t answered my question,” Max pointed out.

      As much as part of him desperately wanted to know more about his parents, he wasn’t fully convinced it wasn’t a distraction, a red herring made by this woman, a way of manipulating them. He had to stay focused on the mission, even if he desperately craved even the most meager scrap of information about his family members he had lost so long ago.

      “Ah, the question who am I?” sighed the woman. “Over the years, I’ve gone by different names. The Swamp Queen. The Mistress of the Fog. The Interlocutor. The Between Self. The Weaver of All Time and Consciousness.”

      “I feel like when someone asks you ‘who are you’ the appropriate response is one answer,” muttered Casey. “Definitely not five.”

      The old woman added no other comments, lingering in front of them silently.

      “Do you know where the celestial staircase leading to the next floor is?” asked Max.

      The woman nodded, then spoke.

      “The only way to move forward is to answer my riddle. If you get it wrong, the swamp won’t open up to you and you’ll never reach the next floor.”

      “How hard can a riddle be?” shrugged Casey.

      A smirk formed on the elderly woman’s lips at the sound of Casey’s comment.

      “You only have one chance to get the riddle right.”
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      The murky swamp water had grown still and tranquil with the arrival of the mysterious older woman.

      She stood there, not saying anything else, seemingly waiting for one of them to respond to her statement.

      The Mistress of the Fog or whatever her name is, really is a strange conversationalist, Max thought. She was in the middle of explaining something and yet she’s stopped, clearly waiting for them to ask the obvious question next.

      Elle and Casey weren’t saying anything, leaving this crucial conversation in Max’s hands.

      The whole situation felt absurd to him in that moment. After all their training, fighting, and climbing up the tower—everything they had worked so hard to achieve now finally came down to…a riddle?

      Max took a deep inhale through his nose and finally asked the question that the woman clearly wanted them to ask.

      “What is the riddle?” Max asked.

      “My riddle is a mere question,” said the strange woman. “How many floors exist within the tower?”
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        * * *

      

      The old woman waited to see what the three climbers did next.

      They’re so young, the woman thought to herself.

      They were fidgety, agitated, and bewildered by her calmness.

      It was the difference between teenagers and someone who had lived for over a thousand years.

      The three climbers murmured between themselves and then looked up at the woman.

      “Do you mind if we speak among ourselves?”

      “Do as you wish,” said the woman.

      They readjusted their boat and paddled a few more feet away from her so that they could speak a bit more privately.

      She couldn’t get over the sight of the two red-haired children. Teenagers, really. But they look so young compared to their parents from way back when.

      She looked at the boy and then the girl.

      They look alright, she thought.

      The boy had clearly seen hardship and looked to be triumphing over it with every action that he took.

      The girl looked a bit more worn. The tower had clearly been even harsher to her than the boy. There was a fierceness in her eyes, but also something hollow there as well. Something lost that could never be regained.

      It’s remarkable to see them, thought the woman. I hope my tampering will be proven to have been the right decision.

      It will be through these two young climbers that she will find out if one of her few interruptions in the river of life that streams through the tower paid off. She will get to see the consequences of her few direct manipulations.

      But only if they can answer her riddle correctly.
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        * * *

      

      Max, Casey, and Elle were hunched over in the rickety boat, murmuring quietly to themselves.

      Even further away, they didn’t want the mysterious woman to hear them.

      If they only got one chance to answer the woman’s riddle correctly, they didn’t want to blow that chance with any accidental blurting of the wrong response.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” asked Casey. “There are 99 floors. The top floor is where the tower god-king sits.”

      Elle crossed her arms and nodded her head in agreement. “I honestly don’t know why we’re taking so long to discuss something so obvious.”

      “But aren’t you two bothered by the fact that it seems so obvious?” said Max.

      “Maybe the whole point is to make us overthink and doubt ourselves?” said Casey.

      Max closed his eyes and stayed focused on his own thoughts for a few brief seconds.

      He wracked his brain, searching for an alternative answer to the riddle. He didn’t like Casey’s counter argument. It went against so much of how riddles worked.

      Riddles were designed to play with language and the conceptual constructs people make of reality, and to upend those boundaries to reveal the instability of everything one might take for granted.

      With that in mind, Max considered the bottom floor that he saw when he and Casey had visited the dead-floors. The floor where the tower should have exited onto the remains of the Earth.

      But there had been no Earth.

      No apocalyptic destroyed landscape.

      Nothing.

      Just a mysterious and endless white space.

      Max then considered one of the names this woman referred to herself as: The Weaver of All Time and Consciousness.

      Even her name suggested the possibility of multiple planes and realities.

      He then thought about Winifred and her spirit army.

      Where do those spirits come from, he wondered.

      The more he thought about the riddle, the more complicated everything seemed to be than he had ever realized.

      Finally, he opened his eyes and looked at Elle and Casey.

      “I have my answer,” he said. “Do you guys trust me?”

      Both Casey and Elle nodded.

      He picked up the paddle and returned their boat back to where they had first met the mysterious older woman.

      “Do you have an answer, boy?”

      Max gulped.

      Everything they had worked for now came down to this moment. The whole fate of the tower was now wrapped up in Max’s answer to the riddle.

      If he was right, there still may be hope.

      If he was wrong, all would be lost.

      Max cleared his throat and then gave his answer: “The tower has an unquantifiable number of floors.”

      The woman raised her eyebrows. She didn’t give any indication whether that was the right answer or not.

      “Interesting,” she said. “Before I tell if you’re correct or not, may you tell me how you arrived at that conclusion? Were you not taught the tower has 99 floors?”

      “Yes, but that seemed too obvious,” Max replied. “Plus, there seemed to be signals that such information may in fact be incorrect.”

      “Interesting,” the woman said for the second time. “And if that were the case, how come you didn’t suggest the tower had an infinite amount of floors?”

      “That didn’t seem correct either,” said Max. “An unquantifiable number could still have an end, even if we don’t know it.”

      The woman grinned and Max felt his heart thump against his chest.
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      The old woman smiled.

      She still did not know if her manipulations from so many years ago was the correct one, but she felt a swelling of hope fill her at the boy’s response to her riddle.

      “You have answered my riddle correctly. The path forward will now become clear to you.”

      She wished she could help them more somehow, but there was no more that she could do for them.

      The woman snapped her fingers and emerging beneath the green murky swamp was an orange glow marking out a path through the swamp that would lead them to the celestial staircase.

      Despite the path forward becoming clear to him, Max didn’t immediately pick up the paddle.

      All of the thoughts and questions he’d been suppressing until then suddenly started bubbling back up to the surface of his mind.

      He couldn’t leave when he was this close to knowing more about his lost parents.

      “You said you knew our parents. Could you tell us more about them? How did you know them?”

      The mysterious woman nodded her head gently, smiling as if a lost memory was gracing her mind after a long time having been forgotten.

      “I met your parents a long time ago,” explained the woman. “I gifted them with a special ability called “The Lover’s Dynasty”. It was a power that would pass on incredible hereditary traits to their children and that all of their offspring would have great power. It is why your sister has the heijo-shin passive and you have the Kokoro passive.”

      “Why did you gift them such an ability?” Max asked.

      “They did me a great service once a long time ago and they impressed me so much I gifted them that power. I have yet to decide whether I regret that decision or not.”

      Max was about to ask another question when the woman spoke before him: “I am sorry but I cannot say anything more to you. Good luck.”

      With that the woman faded away, leaving the three young climbers alone in the swamp.
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      “What?” bellowed Nicolas Adler.

      His underling had just informed him that the three annoying climbers had made it past floor-96’s swamp queen.

      Of course, he considered, I had made it past that silly old woman as well. As far as trials in the tower go, it isn’t the most arduous or difficult.

      “Well, good thing we already have an agent waiting for them on the next floor,” said the underling.

      “True,” said Adler, grinning.

      Natasha and her deadly snow leopard were incredibly powerful.

      The three weak climbers wouldn’t make it past her.

      He was sure of it.

      The thought of their deaths gave him great pleasure.

      He sent his underling away. “Come back and inform me when those three intruders are dead.”

      He leaned his head back and kept track of the time.

      Only four more hours now until my Enslavement Device is complete, he grinned.
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        * * *

      

      After answering the mysterious woman’s riddle, finding the celestial staircase was easy.

      Max paddled for ten minutes, following the glowing path beneath the murky swamp water, and eventually found the luminous ethereal light of the celestial staircase breaking through the thick cloak of the fog.

      An hour or so later, the three companions had ascended to the next floor, stepping out onto floor-97.

      “Wow,” said Casey, looking around with awe.

      Stretching across for miles was a misty mountain range.

      The only sign of life were pagoda temples dotted here and there across the landscape.

      Max took a deep breath and then collapsed onto the ground.

      “I think we need a break,” he said. “Let’s eat and catch our breath for twenty minutes before moving on. If we don’t, we’re going to crash sooner or later and probably better now with this brief moment of respite.”

      “Sounds good to me,” said Casey, who then turned to Elle. “Hey, Elle—do you have any more of those chocolate bars?”

      “Do I?” grinned Elle, materializing a handful of chocolate bars for all of them. “I have a life time supply.”

      “Hurray!” both Casey and Toto wolfed down their own individual chocolate bars as Max set up a small camp and began to cook a much more nutritious meal.

      “I’m not going into any big battle on only a chocolate bar,” said Max, cooking up a vegetable stir-fry.

      “What’s wrong with chocolate bars?” asked Casey. “I mean, they’re no crêpes, I’ll give you that. They’re pretty tasty in a pinch though.”

      “Agreed,” laughed Elle. “I don’t know why big bro is raining on our chocolate parade.”

      Max shook his head playfully while hiding a grin.

      He was happy to see Casey and his sister getting along.

      I always thought they would, he thought happily.

      Thirty minutes later, after they had eaten a more nutritious meal than a handful of chocolate bars, the sun was beginning to set on the misty mountain floor.

      As it grew darker, something peculiar happened.

      Far beyond the mountain range they could see the faint trace of light.

      The celestial staircase.

      “I guess we know which direction we’re going in then,” said Elle.

      “Even better that all of us can fly,” said Max, triggering his dragon mecha-mode and pushing himself off the ground.

      Max took a deep breath of the cool mountain air and looked down at his companions above.

      Elle leaped up into the air first, creating her demon wings on her back to keep her afloat. Casey followed next, imbuing herself with the wind around her to fly up and join the rest of them.

      “We ready?”

      Max couldn’t believe he was floating in the air with his girlfriend and little sister right now. Only three years ago they were all so disconnected. More than that, the idea of flying in the air was nothing but a dream or fantasy for all three of them.

      But here they were.

      “Let’s go,” they all cheered and started zooming overtop the mountains towards the celestial staircase.

      The sky had darkened into a beautiful clear night with countless stars sparkling overhead. The cool air pushed Max’s hair back as he flew further and further to their destination.

      An hour later, they came down to land on a soft blanket of white snow at the foot of the celestial staircase.

      They caught their breath and Max looked at his two companions, “Shall we continue? Onward to the next—”

      A large crackling sound echoed loudly around them.

      Max’s legs became freezing cold and he looked down to see a coating of ice entrap his legs into the ground.

      The same was true of his two companions.

      Two figures emerged from beyond.

      One figure was a woman dressed in a winter fur jacket; the other was a large powerful snow leopard.

      The woman who had trapped them snickered as she approached them.

      “Did you really think it would be so easy to traverse this floor?”
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      Casey’s teeth chattered violently against each other.

      She couldn’t stop shivering. She felt the mountain coldness deep in her bones.

      “I can’t believe you fools caused so much trouble for my former allies,” said the woman. “You’re nothing but a bunch of weaklings. Maybe you needed your teachers to survive, but all alone now, you’re nothing.”

      Casey could barely even hear the words the evil woman was saying as the deep freeze she was feeling was making her feel nauseous.

      Snap out of it, Casey, she said to herself.

      There was something about the current cold that was different from the mountain coldness they had experienced earlier when they had first stepped foot on this floor. It definitely had something to do with the ice enveloping her legs.

      The ice wasn’t just a powerful paralysis trap, it was actively sending deep-freezing coldness into her body, which was then harming her from within. The ice-cold feeling had seeped beneath her skin.

      There must be some way to break out of this, Casey thought.

      Toto poked his head out of her pocket and she made a wide-eyed glance of terror that signalled to him to go back into his hiding spot.

      It wasn’t safe for pet gerbils right then.

      Casey took in the woman who had trapped them.

      She had platinum blond hair, pale skin, ice-cold blue eyes, and wore a thick furry parka. Next to her was a terrifyingly large leopard.

      The evil blonde woman laughed and crossed her arms.

      “This is the end of the line,” she said. “You won’t budge an inch further towards my master.”
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        * * *

      

      Natasha grinned at the three struggling climbers, trapped in the snow.

      They squirmed and shivered with despair.

      “It’s no use,” Natasha said. “There’s no way to break out of that ice. It’s too strong for weaklings like you.”

      Natasha couldn’t help feeling extremely pleased with herself. She would succeed where all of Adler’s other soldiers had failed. She’d be made tower-god queen and given unlimited power. The idea filled her with joyous glee.

      All she had to do now was watch these three die.

      The deep cold that the ice trap was sending into their veins would kill them in another minute or so.

      Her snow leopard beside her hissed at the dying humans.

      “Don’t worry,” smiled Natasha. “Your dinner will be ready soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      The deep-freezing cold filled Casey’s body more and more.

      It felt like a freezer had been installed within her and was sending deeply cold air throughout her body’s organs, creating a layer of frost in her bones.

      I need to think of a way to break out of this, she thought. But it’s like I can barely think anymore.

      The freezing cold infecting her body was making every other action difficult.

      She looked over to Max and Elle, whose skin had gone deathly pale and were squirming and shivering just like her.

      I hope they’re doing okay, she thought. There must be a way for us to break out of this.

      Just as she was trying to think of a plan to escape their current predicament, something very peculiar happened.

      A voice spoke into her mind.

      Something very similar had happened earlier in their journey up the final floors of the tower. It happened when they were all trapped in that awful gymnasium illusion where they were forced to choose who they were going to sacrifice.

      Casey—it’s me, Max.

      Just hearing his voice brought a warmth to her heart.

      To hear his voice was enough reassurance to know he was doing okay. Or at the very least surviving the current frost-filled onslaught.

      Hang on, said Max through the telepathic exchange. I’m going to use a powerful flamebringer spell to break the ice at our feet. Once I do that, we’ll charge forward. We’ll all run up the staircase when that happens, got it?

      Like the last time she had this exchange with Max, it was one-sided. He could only send messages to her. Nevertheless, Casey spoke back to the boy whom she cared for deeply. It didn’t matter if he couldn’t actually hear her.

      Got it, Max.

      She closed her eyes and waited for the signal.
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        * * *

      

      Natasha grinned, counting the seconds.

      They’ll be frozen to death very soon.

      “Which one should I feed to my pet first?” she taunted.

      The red-haired boy was the one Adler seemed to hate the most, so that would be who she’d let her leopard feast on first. She couldn’t wait to watch her pet rip out the organs and flesh of the boy and then drench the blanket of snow with blood.

      Except right as she was expecting the life to fade out of the three weak human climbers’ eyes, the opposite happened.

      A swirl of flames erupted from the fingertips of the red-haired boy.

      Those flames grew into a torrent of fire that shattered the ice traps containing all three of them.

      Impossible!

      She was surrounded by ash and fire. She could barely make out what was happening in the chaos.

      “Run!” shouted the red-haired boy.

      I see, Natasha scowled to herself. They think they can escape me.

      She looked down at her snow leopard who was yearning for flesh.

      “Go! Attack them! Don’t let them escape!”
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        * * *

      

      Max rushed forward, listening to the footsteps of his companions behind him.

      He was a few steps up the celestial staircase when he looked over his shoulder to see the evil woman’s snow leopard coming right at him.

      Suddenly, a huge gust of wind knocked into the leopard sending it hurling backwards into the snow.

      Max looked over and saw the blast had come from Casey.

      The gorgeous girl’s hair swirled all around her.

      She smiled at him and said, “We won’t make any headway with this lady and her bloodthirsty leopard chasing after us—”

      “No,” shouted Max, shaking his head.

      He knew where she was going with this.

      “It has to be done,” said Casey. “You know it does.”

      “No, it doesn’t—” said Max, tears brimming in his eyes.

      Powerful mana-imbued wind and energy swirled all around Casey.

      “You two keep going. Let me handle her,” said Casey, before offering Max the beautiful slightly mischievous smile he had fallen in love with. “Don’t worry—I got this.”
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      Max’s heart sank as he watched Casey descend the celestial staircase to face the evil woman on her own.

      He rubbed his eyes.

      This can’t be happening, he thought. I can’t leave Casey alone like this.

      He thought about all the adventures and missions they’d gone on. Fighting side by side. He thought about their first date: sharing a meal by candlelight. Their first kiss. The first time he introduced her to Elle.

      He didn’t want to lose the chance to create more experiences with her.

      He didn’t want to lose Casey.

      Not now. Not ever.

      He felt a soft touch on his arm.

      It was Elle, gently tugging him upward.

      “She’s doing this for you, big bro,” said Elle. “She’d be mad at you if you stayed behind. Now, c’mon, we only have two more hours now.”

      Max took one last look at Casey descending the staircase to fight the evil frost magic woman and her deadly pet.

      He gulped.

      All he could do now for Casey was believe in her and honor her sacrifice.

      You got this, Casey, he thought. I know you do.

      With that, he turned up and began ascending the celestial staircase to the next floor.
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        * * *

      

      “How many times must I go through this?” said Adler, his face red with anger.

      “Remember sire,” said the tower god-king’s underling, “they are slowly being whittled away. Your strategy might not be working as effectively as you’d like it, but it is working nevertheless.”

      The tower god-king stood up from his throne and said, “I should meet them head on. I’m sick and tired of waiting here.”

      “You mustn’t,” said the underling. “Your strength lies with you on the throne. To go below and meet them there would be a sign of weakness. You don’t want to give them any sense of victory or hope. We must stick to the plan.”

      “I agree,” said an outside voice.

      Stepping towards Adler and his underling was an older woman wearing a billowy purple cloak.

      Adler grinned at the woman.

      Sherazad, the S-rank climber, known as the Astral Witch.

      A terrifying force to be reckoned with.

      “Let me go and stop them,” said the Astral Witch. “You stay here, my lord, don’t dirty your hands with these lousy intruders.”

      Adler grinned and gestured with his hand for her to go off and do his bidding.

      Go and kill the remaining two climbers who so foolishly think they can stop him and his plans.
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        * * *

      

      Max and Elle didn’t speak. All they did was run, ascend the celestial staircase towards floor-98.

      They were getting closer and closer to the top of the tower.

      It was incredible.

      Never in a million years could Max imagine being this close to the top of the mysterious spire that governed so many billions of people’s lives.

      It wasn’t just the awe and importance of where they were that kept Max and Elle silent though.

      There was the lingering pain of all those who had sacrificed themselves for them to get here and the uncertainty of the fates of all those people.

      But they had to keep moving forward, keep ascending closer to the top.

      It was the only way to honor those who were fighting on their behalf below them.

      They stepped out onto floor-98.

      “Interesting,” were the first words Elle said.

      Max was intrigued as well.

      It was another medieval-style dungeon floor.

      “Looks like we’re going to have to break through another long series of traps,” sighed Elle.

      “Screw that,” said Max, sharing an ability with her and then grabbing her hand. “I’m speed running this now.”

      He triggered phase-out forward, pulling Elle behind, who triggered the ability herself once she realized he had shared it with her.

      They were so close now.

      They didn’t have any time to waste.
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        * * *

      

      The Astral Witch descended one floor from the tower god-king’s throne world to floor-98.

      It was a large chamber that looked like the hallowed halls of a grandiose church. There was no roof in this chamber though. It opened up to a beautiful blue sky with clouds.

      It was a signal of how close this floor was to the top of the tower.

      She sneered at the sight of the floor.

      What a stupid floor, she thought. This is really the last floor before the top?

      S-rankers can get past traps. It was foolishness that this was one of the final barriers to enter the realm of the tower god-king.

      But then again, Sherazad thought. Very few climbers can even make it this high. They die far earlier before ever reaching here.

      And for those two puny climbers intruding upon the tower god-king’s domain—she was ready to take them on and kill them.

      Even if they get past all the traps, she thought, they won’t get past me.

      It’s time I finally settled the score with the two climbers who led to my daughter’s death.
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        * * *

      

      Max sprinted through all the traps.

      Giant rolling boulders, deathly spikes, massive hidden axes slicing up and down a hallway, and every other trap you could think of—Max and Elle ran through all of it.

      “Despite being unable to be hurt by the traps,” said Elle, “it’s still kind of mentally exhausting to keep having stuff that should be killing you rush right through you, you know? Like I have this massive headache now.”

      “We literally just walked through a room where we would’ve been burnt alive like in a furnace,” grumbled Max. “Play me a tiny violin for your headache.”

      They turned a corner and entered the final chamber of the floor.

      A stone cathedral where instead of an altar at the front stood the luminescent celestial staircase.

      A clapping sound echoed through the hall as a figure emerged from the shadow.

      “All my former allies came at you with traps,” said the figure. “But I wanted to kill you both fair and square.”

      Elle’s eyes widened at the sight of the woman. “Sherazad—what are you doing here?”

      “To kill you, you little wench,” said the strange purple-cloaked woman nearby.

      Max looked back and forth between Elle and the strange woman, confused.

      “Uh,” he said. “You guys know each other?”

      The mysterious older lady smiled at Max in a way that made him feel deeply uncomfortable.

      “Do you remember Mother, the leader of The Fallen Angels, who you so cruelly destroyed at The United Floors Alliance Tournament?” sneered the woman. “That girl—Mother as you called her—she was my daughter and I’m here to get vengeance on those who killed her.”
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      Casey rushed at Natasha, conjuring a wind katana within her grip as she did so.

      She slashed downward with the intent to slice the evil woman in half.

      “Take this,” Casey yelled.

      Now at S-rank all of her abilities were so much more powerful than they had been before, even abilities she had learned early on as an airbringer. The wind katana could pretty much slice through anything now.

      As Casey sliced downward, however, the ethereal and deadly wind katana began to take on a material form.

      It became an ice blade!

      Casey’s eyes widened as her normally immaterial katana took on a materialized shape.

      She then gasped as that new ice blade cracked into countless pieces that fell down into the blanket of snow.

      “Did you really think you’d be able to beat me with a mere slash of your sword, you foolish girl? Who do you think you’re dealing with?”

      Crap, Casey thought. If she could turn my wind katana into ice, she could effectively neutralize so many of my abilities. What am I going to do!?
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        * * *

      

      Natasha kept her fists raised and eyed her opponent.

      Powerful wind and energy swirled around the girl.

      “You’re better than I thought you were,” said Natasha. “I’ll give you that, but you’re still no match for me.”

      Natasha wasn’t just taunting the girl. She was clearly a force to be reckoned with, but unfortunately for the girl she was facing one of the worst match ups an airbringer—even an S-rank one—could face.

      Natasha grinned. She was confident she had this fight in the bag.

      She triggered ice paralysis.

      Shooting up from the ground below her opponent’s feet was another ice trap, coating the airbringer’s legs with frost and then a sharp impenetrable coating of ice.

      “Gotcha,” said Natasha.

      Without that annoying red-haired boy’s irritating flame ability, this silly girl won’t be able to escape, she thought happily.

      “Go,” said Natasha to her deadly pet snow leopard. “Feast on her flesh!”

      The large terrifying leopard bared its teeth and crept in the direction of the paralyzed human girl.

      “There’s no escape now,” snickered Natasha, watching the fear and despair creep onto the trapped girl’s face.

      Just a few feet away from the trapped girl, the snow leopard bent backwards only to then propel itself forward to leap right on top of the paralyzed airbringer and start the feast.

      This is it, Natasha grinned.

      Mid-air the leopard let out a huge howl of pain and was knocked far backwards into the snow. A horrible gash across its stomach leaked out blood, drenching the perfect white snow red.

      “What just happened?” Natasha gasped.

      She stayed in her position, but her heart throbbed with pain for her pet, for the creature lying injured and dying on the ground nearby.

      Where the heck did that attack come from?

      First, Natasha looked to the girl, but she was paralyzed and unable to attack.

      Off to the side however was a small hole in the blanket of snow, emanating from it was an intense amount of mana.

      The mana was so powerful it was melting snow all around it until it revealed the creature that had attacked the snow leopard with such devastating damage.

      It was none other than the human girl’s pet gerbil.
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        * * *

      

      Casey’s eyes widened.

      She couldn’t believe it.

      Toto had doubled in size and was glowing with a powerful white energy all around him. His claws were sharpened and incredible.

      Cute lovable Toto had saved the day.

      When did Toto become so powerful? Casey asked herself. When did this all happen?

      The gerbil must have been harnessing mana all this time that they’d been traveling the tower together, getting stronger and stronger without her or anyone else realizing it.

      Toto hopped back to Casey and with his glowing mana-imbued claws broke the ice paralysis with ease, freeing Casey.

      Before they did anything, Natasha let out a scream.

      The snow leopard had bled to death nearby.

      “I’m going to make you and that stupid gerbil pay for this,” sneered Natasha. “I’m going to torture that little rat right in front of you for hours on end. Just you watch.”

      Casey clenched her fists.

      Toto’s rescue had given her a second chance in this fight.

      If they wanted to stop this woman, help Max, and save the tower—she had to give it her all right now.

      As Casey began to unleash all of her power, she screamed with a torrent of rage, “Toto’s not a rat, he’s a GERBIL!!!!”
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        * * *

      

      Natasha had to lift her arms to cover her eyes as the light and energy emanating off the human girl was blindingly sharp.

      Wind, snow, light, and thick streams of mana swirled all around the girl.

      I can’t believe it, thought Natasha. The girl hadn’t displayed this level of power earlier. Where is this coming from!?

      Natasha figured if she could weather this barrage of attacks coming her way, she might still be in this. She just had to do everything she could to protect herself.

      The girl in front of her yelled, “Time for you to witness S-rank advanced tier elemental wind imbuing!”

      Damn, so much power emanating from this girl, Natasha thought, gritting her teeth. This is going to be tough.

      But then things got even worse for Natasha.

      The girl disappeared imbuing herself and her energy into the wind, suddenly embodying the clouds of the entire floor.

      Natasha looked up with awe as a god-like titan of wind formed within the sky.

      A fist the size of mountains came hurling down at the rogue climber.

      Natasha didn’t stand a chance.
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      Elle and Max stood side by side, ready to take on the woman known as the Astral Witch.

      Elle clenched her fists.

      “I’m looking forward to getting vengeance for your killing of my daughter,” sneered the deadly old woman.

      Elle knew that this woman was even more powerful than Mother, who was a deadly rogue climber in her own right. If she and Max even wanted to have a chance of beating her, they’d have to give it everything they had.

      If worse comes to worse, though, she began to think and then immediately shook her head, violently. No—it won’t come to that. I won’t let it.

      “C’mon, big bro,” said Elle. “Let’s do this.”

      Both of the red-haired Rainhart siblings triggered their respective break-modes.

      The clear crystalline armor of dragon mecha-mode formed around Max’s skin, while dark demonic wings sprouted out from Elle’s back.

      The two siblings charged at Sherazad.

      “Take this!”
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        * * *

      

      Sherazad’s eyes widened at the sight of the incoming attack.

      The two young S-rankers rushed at her, getting closer and closer.

      So brazen, she thought. Such insolent arrogance.

      Two S-rank break-mode users were quite the pair. In some ways, she wasn’t surprised the previous powerful climbers Adler had sent down had perished. It wasn’t every day that you came across such a plethora of rare and unique climber traits and abilities.

      Still, Sherazad was not fearful in the slightest.

      She swiped her hands, creating a rippling wave of astral energy that smashed right into the two siblings, hurling them back until they smacked against the nearby wall.

      The two human climbers groaned and struggled to pick themselves up off the ground.

      Too easy, she grinned. I’ll be finished with these two in no time.

      Her eyes flickered at her surroundings and then smirked.

      Ah, she thought. They’re smarter than they look, but still not quite smart enough.

      “You think I don’t recognize the illusion you’re concocting,” she yelled. “I taught my daughter everything she knew.”

      The Astral Witch reached out with her hand and clawed the air, ripping at the fabric of reality as if it were a curtain, and then pulled herself back into the actual material realm.
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        * * *

      

      Elle trembled at the power of Sherazad.

      Most climbers could barely withstand the psychological turmoil of the illusion trait and yet this woman just broke through it with ease.

      It was horrible and incredible all at once.

      If we can’t trap her in an illusion, Elle thought, what the heck are we going to do?

      “Forget trapping her in an illusion,” said Max. “Let’s just go at her for real.”

      The two of them triggered their break-modes for real this time and rushed at the Astral Witch.

      The older woman snapped her fingers and—just as in the illusion—the two siblings were sent hurtling back.

      “How is that even possible?” groaned Max. “We’re all S-rankers here. How can she so easily break through our endurance stats and toss us around like that?”

      Sherazad laughed at that.

      “It is because you are weak and I am strong,” she snickered. “You are young and foolish, and I am old and wise.”

      Purple astral energy began to gather around the powerful woman.

      Oh no, Elle thought.

      She’d heard about this ability from Mother a long time ago.

      Astral Tidal Wave.

      It was near impossible to withstand. If they got hit by it they would surely be obliterated within seconds.

      There was no way to stop it.

      Unless…

      Elle shivered.

      I don’t want to, she thought, tears forming in her eyes. But I have to…

      “Elle,” said Max full of concern. “What are we going to do?”

      The astral energy around Sherazad had grown thicker and more intense and was beginning to form a large ominous looking sphere of energy.

      Elle turned to Max with tears in her eyes.

      “Elle,” said Max. “Why are you crying?”

      “Because there’s no way that both of us can survive this next attack,” said Elle. “But I know a way I can save you.”

      Max shook his head. “No, what are you talking about?”

      Elle gulped.

      “The strongest ability of demon-mode which I only unlocked at master-tier break-mode usage,” Elle explained, “is an ability called A Demonic Irony. It’s the most powerful defensive ability in the entire tower, but it comes at a huge cost. The ability gained its name from an ancient story about a demon who loved to kill, but whose most powerful ability was one that could actually save someone from harm at the cost of their own life.”

      Max shook his head, tears filling his eyes.

      “No,” he said. “There must be another way.”

      “I’m sorry, Max,” she said.

      “NO!” Max screamed. “We were only just reunited after so long. I’m not ready to say goodbye.”

      “Neither am I,” said Elle. “But here’s the thing, there’s no life for me beyond this fight with Adler. I’m reviled throughout the tower. People think of me as a monster. I did monstrous things. Unforgivable things—”

      “But you didn’t have a choice,” sobbed Max. “Nicolas Adler destroyed our normal lives.”

      “We can blame him for what happened to us,” said Elle. “But we can’t blame him for how responsibly we behaved in the situation thrust upon us.”

      “Zestiris pardoned you,” Max bawled. “The other floors will eventually too.”

      “It doesn’t matter though,” said Elle, tears in her eyes. “The problem is: I can’t pardon myself. I think the only way for me to forgive myself is to do everything I can to save you and everyone else in the tower, and that means triggering my defensive ability. All my life I’ve been feared as a monster because I was blindly chasing after revenge. You showed me, Max, that I could be better than that. I am better than that. Now, please, let me prove that to you.”

      “But it will kill you!”

      Max was clutching onto his sister now.

      Elle mustered a smile.

      “Only you can save the tower now, big bro. I’m so happy I got to see you again. Even if for a short while. I love you, Max. This is goodbye. Good luck.”

      Before Max could say anything else, plead with his sister, beg her not to do what she was about to do—an explosion shot forth, temporarily destroying everyone’s field of vision.
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      Nicolas Adler felt a shiver in his bones.

      In that second, he knew that Sherazad had been defeated.

      Only one of the intruders remained.

      The red-haired boy.

      I should’ve killed him long ago when I had the chance, Adler thought to himself.

      He stood up and cracked his neck and began to stretch.

      If that damn boy wants to come fight me so badly, the tower god-king thought, well here I am.

      Waiting.
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        * * *

      

      The battle on floor-92 raged on.

      Tiberius and Violet were fighting with their backs against each other.

      “How are you doing princess?” asked Tiberius.

      “You realize I’m a Queen, not a princess,” said Violet, conjuring her spear of truth and stabbing a demon monster right in the throat.

      “My mistake,” said Tiberius, slashing another incoming troll lumbering towards them. “I thought royalty knew how to stay composed.”

      “I’m sorry, are you trying to tease and flirt with me while a massive battle takes place around us?” said Violet, between heavy breaths. “How much longer can we hold out?”

      They’d been fighting for hours now. The soldiers were losing stamina, Tiberius included.

      The alliance’s numbers were beginning to dwindle. They were being overwhelmed by The Celestial Army’s forces now.

      Tiberius gripped his mana sword tightly and looked up to the clouds above.

      To the heavens.

      To the top of the tower.

      He hoped Max and the others were okay.

      It’s all in their hands now.
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        * * *

      

      On floor-97, Casey collapsed onto the snow-covered ground.

      The battle was over.

      She had defeated her opponent.

      Toto had shrunk back to his normal size. He crawled over to her and perched himself on her shoulder.

      He sniffed her, making sure she was okay.

      “I’m alright, Toto,” she smiled.

      She could barely keep her eyes open.

      “You did good, Toto,” she said. “We both did.”

      She had won the battle, but she was all out of energy now.

      Max, I stopped her, she thought. But now the rest is up to you. I believe in you. I only wish I was there to help you finish this.

      You can do this, Max.

      Good luck.

      I love you.
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        * * *

      

      Max stood in the final dungeon chamber of floor-98.

      The room was ostensibly a cathedral with stone columns and stained glass windows.

      It was now filled with dust and ash.

      The floating remains of both Elle and the Astral Witch.

      The impact of Elle’s demonic defense and Sherazad’s astral tidal wave was enough to cause such a huge level of destructive energy that it destroyed them both.

      Max’s shoulders slumped as he looked at the spot where Elle had just been standing mere moments ago.

      He wiped his eyes.

      It was too soon.

      His sister shouldn’t have had to sacrifice her life like that.

      A swell of emotions coursed through Max in that moment.

      Anger, rage, sadness—but most of all, determination.

      He had less than an hour now to stop Adler and his evil plans to enslave the entire tower.

      Max took a step forward towards the celestial staircase.

      Nicolas Adler waited beyond those steps.

      Let’s go fight that piece of garbage now, he thought.

      For Casey’s sake. For Elle’s sake. For his family’s sake.

      For everyone.
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      Max walked up the final length of the celestial staircase in silent determination.

      He felt a laser focused determination swirl within him. There was almost a tranquillity to this feeling.

      It all comes down to what happens next, Max thought, calmly.

      Would Nicolas Adler face him head to head, beg for forgiveness, or send a few more powerful S-rankers his way? Max had no idea, but he would find out soon enough.

      The air pressure and general texture of the atmosphere changed as Max stepped out from the in-between astral space of the celestial staircase and onto floor-99.

      The new floor was another cloud world much like floor-92. The sky was a bright blue and the surface was composed of white tufts of cloud.

      The clouds were considered celestial clouds composed of such richness of energy that they were like walking on grass or concrete or any other solid surface, all of which was to say, when Max took another step onto the floor, he didn’t slip through the clouds and crash down to his death.

      In the distance stood a large golden throne with a figure slumped on the chair, bored.

      Max could barely make out the figure, but he knew who it was.

      Nicolas Adler.

      The tower god-king.

      The man who murdered his parents.

      The man who ordered the killing of his sister.

      The man who wanted to enslave them all.

      Max would not let this man go free.

      This man had to be stopped.

      Max took his first step to confronting Nicolas Adler, then his second.

      As Max got closer, the man only watched on, not getting up from his seat.

      “Do you really think you’re that much better than me?” yelled Max. “Is this how you treat someone who has beaten all of your agents and comrades? With indifference?”

      Max found Adler’s actions insulting, but they also inspired a level of caution in him. What does this man know that he doesn’t?

      It was at that point that a giant set of laser beams shot from every direction going through every fiber of Max’s being.

      It caught him off guard, but in the end he was able to walk through the trap unscathed due to his phase-out ability.

      Max even thought he saw a twitch of irritation in Adler’s eyes as he got closer.

      “Did you really think that would work?” Max asked. “After everything you’ve sent to kill me, you thought a measly trap of lasers would finish the job? Is this your plan: to keep hiding? To keep running away? What other trinkets do you have for me, Mr. Arcane Crafter?” Or wait, do you have more S-rankers you can throw at me so you can keep avoiding a fight with me?”

      Adler scowled.

      “It makes me think you’re afraid of fighting,” said Max, getting closer to the throne now. “And there could be only one reason you’re afraid. You know what that is?”

      Max smirked at his opponent.

      “It means you’re afraid I might win.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicolas Adler narrowed his eyes with annoyance.

      He stayed slumped in his chair, eyeing up the red-haired boy who had come to fight him.

      “You really think you’re so powerful, do you?” said the god-king.

      Adler couldn’t honestly believe this little pipsqueak had made it to the top of the tower. He must have gotten lucky or merely relied on his companions. He was all on his own now though.

      The thing that bugged Adler the most however was the fact that he could have killed this kid years ago. He had just murdered the boy’s traitorous weakling parents, why hadn’t he just finished off the whole family there and then?

      Adler shook his head.

      It doesn’t matter, he thought. I have more abilities and items at my disposal than he does. He won’t be able to keep up with me.

      Adler stretched his neck back and forth.

      This kid is probably such a weakling, he won’t want a fight if given the choice.

      Finally, Adler stepped up, removing himself from his throne.
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        * * *

      

      Max watched as the tall powerful figure in front of him lifted himself off his seat and stood up to meet his gaze.

      “So, my words finally got through to you then?” said Max. “Are you beginning to feel the heat?”

      Adler stroked his hand through his hair and chuckled. “You’ve grown cocky, have you? I don’t feel anything at all. You’re nothing but an annoying fly on the back of my neck. Sure, I might have to concentrate a little bit harder to kill you, but it doesn’t change the fact that you’re nothing but a bug to be squashed.”

      “Call me names all you want,” said Max. “But so far all I’m getting from you is big talk. If I’m such a bug, squash me already, why don’t you?”

      “Ah,” said Adler. “You make a good point. One that I was actually just about to come to. You’re a meddlesome fly, but you’ve shown some ingenuity as well. My question for you is: why are we even fighting? We should be working together. When my plan is complete and everyone in the tower is under my control, a new world will be reborn—you can be my right hand man in that enterprise. You’ll be second from the top. The most powerful person in the world after me. Doesn’t that sound appealing?”

      Max balked at the man’s words.

      Work alongside him? Max thought with disgust. He must be joking.

      “I’ll never work alongside you,” spat Max.

      Adler stretched his arm and wriggled his shoulders.

      “So be it,” said Adler. “Then there is nothing left for us to do but fight.”

      Max lifted his fists and got ready for what might possibly be the most important battle in the entire history of the tower.

      Every single fight in this war had been leading up to this moment.

      Max and Adler rushed towards each other.

      The clash between the boy, known as the god-killer, and the new tower god-king had finally begun.
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      Nicolas Adler rushed to meet the boy head on, cocking a fist behind him.

      Both fighters threw out powerful punches at the other.

      “Die!” yelled Adler.

      Adler had designed a powerful device that allowed him to reallocate his stats. Right at the point of impact, he’d raise his strength so high, there was no way the boy’s endurance stat could withstand such an attack. In such an event, the punch would rip through the boy’s flesh and bone and if it didn’t outright kill him, it would leave him severely crippled that the fight would soon be over anyway.

      I’m going to make that kid regret refusing my offer of an alliance, he thought to himself.

      The two powerful S-rankers’ fists met one another, creating a powerful seismic explosion.

      The clash of such power sent such a reverberating shock wave through both fighters, they were both sent hurtling back.

      As Adler was tossed back from the impact of the attack, he flipped through the air and landed back on his feet.

      Across the battlefield, the red-haired boy had done the same.

      The tower god-king’s eyes narrowed.

      Both of our attacks were neutralized, huh? Adler thought. That must mean the kid has some kind of stat reallocation ability himself.

      Fair enough.

      Adler reoriented his plan. The kid wasn’t going to be killed with absolute ease that was for sure.

      He needed to find the boy’s weaknesses and blind spots as soon as possible.

      Let’s find out what this kid is made of, Adler thought. After that I’ll trap him and kill him slowly to make sure he suffers.

      Adler rushed forward once again, thirsting to finish the boy off once and for all.
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        * * *

      

      Max blinked and in that second Adler was already uncomfortably close to him.

      The god-king was incredibly fast.

      I’m not sure I can keep up with him, Max thought.

      The man’s punch had matched his own stat reallocated strength, which meant he either had a ridiculously high strength stat or the ability to change his stats at will similar to himself. Or, his clothing and armor were increasing his stats externally. The man’s boots were engraved with all sorts of markings. Could the boots be giving him a speed boost?

      There was no time to strategize, however, not with his opponent so close to him.

      Max triggered shadow blink, dematerializing into a puff of black smoke.

      He reappeared behind Adler with a plan to dish out a devastating surprise.

      Except the opposite happened.

      Adler had already anticipated Max’s teleport and new position before he had even reappeared and was throwing out a sharp weapon right in the direction of Max’s skull.

      The weapon looked deadly as well.

      It was a thick sharp dragon’s tooth with a handle at the end.

      Max ducked the attack and then back flipped a few paces away from his opponent, who was retreating.

      Max felt sweat forming on his brow.

      He caught his breath and took in his opponent.

      How the heck did he know where he was going to reappear with his shadow blink ability?

      Adler chuckled at the boy.

      “Losing that cocky edge, are you now boy?” said the god-king. “You see my ability to craft anything I need has allowed me to fill and perfect any blind spots I have in my fighting style. I have inbuilt head gear you can’t see that can assess all the variables of a battle on the fly. That’s how I knew where you were going to reappear. It’s like your sister’s heijo-shin passive but better, especially because I made it myself.”

      Max clenched his fists.

      The man had all these extra perks and advantages because of all his inventions.

      The only way forward would be to break those inventions down. Sabotage his materials and items until he had nothing left and was forced to fight with his fists and his fists alone.

      Then, I’ll be the one who comes out on top, Max thought, gritting his teeth.

      If he could destroy the man’s toys it would be the end of him for sure.

      Max pushed himself off the ground and rushed towards the god-king once more.

      He swung a fist and the god-king dodged and jumped backwards.

      “Afraid to face me?” shouted Max.

      He had the god-king on the back foot now. He needed to keep the pressure on him. Push him into a corner.

      Max swung out another fist, which Adler ducked. Max then followed up by crouching and doing a deadly spinning kick, forcing Adler to jump into the air. Max followed up with an uppercut. Adler flipped away to dodge the blow.

      It doesn’t matter if he keeps dodging my attacks, Max told himself. As long as I’m in control of the battle, he’s on the back foot, and an opening will come my way.

      Max pushed forward to swing another punch when it smashed into a powerful invisible force field.

      Excruciating pain shot up Max’s arm.

      What’s this!?

      Max stretched out his hand and found that he had been boxed in by some kind of energy shield.

      Thick bars appeared. They were formed of astral energy.

      The god-king laughed nearby.

      “You fell for my trap,” laughed the man. “You did exactly as I anticipated. You let me lead you right into your cage, fool. There’s no way out now. Face it boy: you’re finished.”
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      Max was in shock.

      His heart pounded against his chest furiously.

      Dammit, thought Max. How could I let this happen? How could I let myself get trapped like this?

      Everyone was depending on him. Casey, Sakura, Harold, Sarah, Violet, Tiberius, and the list went on and on. They all needed him to succeed. They were all fighting their hardest and putting their lives on the line for Max to fight this creep and beat him.

      Elle had gone so far as to sacrifice herself so Max could have this opportunity.

      Elle…

      He pictured her face in his mind and his heart throbbed with pain.

      I can’t let them down, he thought.

      There must be a way to escape this cage.

      He threw a powerful punch into the energy shield only for it to reverberate back.

      He wasn’t discouraged by the trap’s rebuff however.

      He just kept punching at it.

      I’ll find a way out of here, thought Max, gritting his teeth. Or I’ll die trying.

      He punched the energy shield a few more times and then stopped.

      Okay, he thought. Now I know for certain that pure brute strength won’t break me out of here.

      He would keep experimenting with the walls of his traps until he figured out the trap’s weak point and then exploit that to escape.

      He then triggered his phase-out ability and tried to walk through the trap only to smack his head against the energy shield.

      That’s another option off the table, he thought.

      Adler laughed and taunted him from beyond the cage.

      “Just give up you foolish weakling,” said the god-king. “You’re not just trapped in there, you realize that, don’t you? The trap was designed to sap you of your energy. If you keep punching it, you’re only going to grow weaker faster.”

      Damn, Max thought. It’s a lose-lose situation.

      If he did nothing, he’d eventually lose all energy and die. If he tried to break out, he’d only lose energy and die faster.

      Max took a deep breath.

      He had to stay calm and think.

      He reevaluated everything he knew about the cage.

      His punches and other attacks currently couldn’t break through the trap. The trap was composed of astral energy.

      So really the question came down to: what can break through astral energy?

      If Max could figure that out, he might be able to break out and beat Adler once and for all.

      There was just one problem: astral energy was the most powerful energy in the entire tower.

      Max crossed his arms and closed his eyes.

      He ran through different strategies and ideas in his mind.

      He tried his best to ignore Adler’s taunts from beyond the cage.

      “Just give up boy,” said Adler. “You won’t be able to figure out a way to break out of there. I’ve tested it myself. It’s impossible. Face it. Accept your death, fool.”

      Max stayed focused on thinking through all the options available to him.

      Due to the fact that the trap was draining him of energy, he didn’t want to waste energy on bad ideas. He would compile a list of ideas, choose the best ones, and then go to a testing phase.

      As tense and nerve-wracking as the situation was, Max knew he needed to stay calm.

      If he started panicking, he was as good as dead.

      “Tick tock,” sneered Adler. “Only five more minutes left.”

      Max wasn’t happy with any of the ideas he’d come up with so far. He couldn’t come up with any solutions to his current predicament.

      “You realize you’re going to die in there, don’t you?” said Adler. “You’re screwed. You’re basically dead already.”

      Max shook his head. He had enough of this guy telling him what was and wasn’t going to happen to him.

      This man was not in control of his destiny.

      “SHUT UP!” yelled Max, finally letting the anger break through the calmness he’d been instilling in himself for the last few minutes.

      Right at that moment, however, an idea finally clicked in Max’s head.

      No way am I going to let this bastard win.
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        * * *

      

      Nicolas Adler sucked in a deep breath, basking in his guaranteed victory.

      He crossed his arms and counted the seconds in his head.

      It’s just a waiting game now, he thought, smiling.

      He took a great pleasure in watching the foolish red-haired boy struggle within the astral energy cage. Pathetically trying to escape. Couldn’t he see it was all so futile? That he had lost as soon as he’d gotten trapped?

      The boy crouched down on his knees, lowering himself to the bottom of his cage.

      Ah, smiled Adler. It’s finally dawning on him. He’s losing it now.

      The boy hugged his knees and began to rock back and forth.

      There was only a minute left until the cage sapped him of all his energy and then the life would fade out of his body and the boy would be nothing but a corpse.

      Adler grinned, counting down gleefully.

      The boy continued to stay in his crouched despondent position.

      Soon there was only ten seconds left. Then five.

      Then four…

      Then three…

      Then two…

      Then…

      A huge blast of light burst forth from the cage.

      The bars of the cage melted away.

      Powerful energy swirled all around the boy.

      He had new equipment. Metal grips clutched by each of his fists. Powerful purple-mana claws burst from either side of him.

      Oh no, Adler thought.

      The boy had copied his ability and had crafted himself a new item to break out of the cage.

      The red-haired kid had created a brand new weapon for himself.

      Astral Dragon Claws.
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      Max relished the new power surging through him.

      His new dragon astral claws ripped through the energy bars of the cage with ease like they were nothing but butter.

      He couldn’t help but feel the great satisfaction of solving a difficult puzzle.

      Since he had no way of figuring out what was an energy level higher than astral, he assumed that if he could wield some astral energy of his own that might be enough to break through the cage. He considered how jewelers could only use diamonds—the toughest crystalline material—to cut and reshape other diamonds. He hoped that astral energy might work the same way.

      The next thing he had to figure out was how to gain control of some astral energy for himself. It was at that point that he realized he could now utilize Adler’s crafting ability via his mimic trait.

      It all happened like a powerful domino effect, each idea spurring on the next.

      Max then used Adler’s power to upgrade one of his favorite items that had been in his arsenal from his earliest missions as an official tower climber. The item known as Galrog’s Fists.

      The silver knuckles had slits in them that allowed him to send energy through them to create a powerful claw attack. With the help of Adler’s crafter ability, Max could harness the energy of the cage’s astral energy bars and fuse it with his silver knuckles. Along with some of the energy from his dragon mecha-mode, he could also create an entirely brand new item that could break through Adler’s cage.

      Such was the origin story of The God Killer’s Astral Dragon Claws.

      Max destroyed the cage that had previously trapped him and stepped out from the rubble, freed from his forced imprisonment.

      He didn’t waste a second of being free, however.

      He rushed Adler before the man had time to get over the shock of his victory being suddenly ripped away.

      The older man’s eyes widened as Max got close to him faster than a blink of an eye.

      He was speechless as Max landed a devastating punch, imprinting burn marks from his astral claws right into his face. Adler then hurtled backwards.
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        * * *

      

      Adler’s back smashed against the puffy cloud surface of the floor.

      Despite the ground’s pillowy appearance, his whole body ached from the blow as if he had crash landed into a patch of hardened ground rather than anything that resembled a cushioned surface.

      “The little prick,” Adler trembled, wiping the blood leaking from his mouth.

      The kid is smarter than he looks, the tower god-king thought. The best way to overtake him then is to ruin his composure, screw with his ability to think clearly.

      But the boy didn’t give him much opportunity to recover.

      Before he even got up, he was coming in for another attack.

      Adler managed to roll and dodge at the last second before impact.

      Using all of his strength, he picked himself up and retreated backwards, creating space between him and his opponent.

      “Stop running, you coward!” shouted the boy.

      I gotta regain control of this battle, Adler thought, eyeing up the boy and their current surroundings.

      He grinned.

      I know just what I need to do.
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        * * *

      

      Max did not relent.

      He shadow blinked right in front of Adler, swinging his Astral Dragon Claws even before he re-materialized.

      Don’t lose sight of him, Max thought between gritted teeth.

      He had to stay focused on Adler. He refused to give the man an opportunity to catch his breath. So long as Max did that, his opening for victory would eventually reveal itself.

      Right as Max was about to land another devastating punch to Adler’s jaw, the god-king disappeared in a cloud of pink dust.

      He reappeared across the battlefield.

      Max’s jaw dropped in frustration.

      Huh!? He thought. How did he manage that!?

      “Our powers are quite alike,” snickered Adler, regaining composure now that he’d created a sizable distance between them. “I realized in my journey to power that my crafting ability could be used to recreate any ability I wished to have. Teleportation traits like what you just saw to elemental manipulation traits or conjured weapon traits—you name it. Nothing could stop me from creating an arsenal of strategic weapons, defenses, and technologies that allowed me to be a climber that could utilize any feasible ability known to man.”

      Incredible, Max thought. This would be the ultimate test of his own mimic ability then.

      Max was coming face to face with another climber who could draw from a vast library of abilities.

      He’d never faced someone so similar in skill set before.

      Adler’s eyes narrowed. “I can even utilize my own form of illusion magic.”

      The man then snapped his fingers and the cloud arena around them changed.

      An orb of mana expanded outward until both Max and Adler were surrounded by it.

      With another snap of his fingers, the orb began to conjure images, feelings, sights, sounds, and senses in almost exact replica of Mother’s illusion trait. The way the two abilities manifested was different, but the end result was the same.

      Max was suddenly trapped inside a memory.

      He looked around wide-eyed as he stood in a living room with the smell of dinner being cooked in the kitchen nearby.

      I’ve been here before, he thought instantly. But he couldn’t quite place it exactly.

      Adler crossed his arms, snickering from across the living room. “Recognize where we are?”

      Max shivered, realizing where he was.

      It was his family home.

      He’d been here before, seen this exact scenario. Mother had shown it to him.

      It was the night of his parent’s death.

      He could hear the radio playing jazz as his mother and father cooked pasta dinner.

      Elle was nearby on the carpet playing with her dolls.

      He could even see himself—much younger and smaller—playing nearby with a toy car.

      This is different, Max thought. I’ve seen this memory before, but not this portion of it. It was the night of his parent’s death but earlier in the evening.

      His memories had been tampered with so that he’d never seen the moments building up to his parent’s death. All he could recall were the scenes shown to him by others, including the moments that followed right after. He had no recollection of the moments building up to the horrible event that had changed his life forever.

      As Max was piecing together what he was witnessing, a doorbell chimed.

      “Max, honey,” hollered his mother. “Could you answer the door, please?”

      The younger version of himself in the memory let go of his toy car and rushed over to the front door of their family home.

      He opened the door and Max looked on with horror.

      Looming in front of him was none other than Nicolas Adler, smiling and holding a box of desserts in his hand.

      “Good evening, kiddo,” said Adler. “You going to invite me in?”

      Little Max grinned mischievously and shook his head.

      “No?” mused the Adler from the past. “Not even if I gave you a little bit of chocolate?”

      Now, little Max couldn’t contain his glee, snatching the piece of candy in the man’s hand and running back to the living room.

      What’s going on here? Max thought to himself. Adler and my parents were actually friends!?

      “Nicolas, get in here,” said Max’s father. “We need you to test the sauce, we’re not sure if it needs more salt or not.”

      “Well, that’s incredibly reassuring to the guest you invited over for dinner,” laughed Adler.

      He placed the box of desserts down and headed into the kitchen.

      A second later, a horrified scream echoed throughout the entire house.

      Max hurried to witness the events and found his father lying dead on the ground, blood splattered all over the kitchen tiles and table.

      His mother was screaming in shock.

      She attempted to run out of the room, but Adler wouldn’t let her escape.

      She tried to regain her composure and attack the man, but it was too late.

      Max couldn’t believe what he was witnessing.

      Nicolas Adler had been my parents’ friend, Max thought with horror. And he stabbed them in the back.

      His mother tried futilely to attack the man, but the outcome had already been decided so long ago.

      Adler had won.
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      Max shivered, horrified at seeing his parents murdered.

      He wanted to puke at the sight of it all.

      How many times will I have to relive this trauma?

      Adler snapped his fingers once more and the illusion shattered into a million pieces.

      “You see,” said Adler, grinning, “whenever I face any of the Rainharts, I always win.”

      Max’s nausea quickly morphed into anger and rage.

      This man had killed his parents, in effect destroying his entire family life in the process.

      Energy began to swirl around Max as he clenched his fists.

      “I’m going to kill you!”
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        * * *

      

      Adler braced himself as the red-haired boy charged at him.

      The boy swung a fist and Adler blocked it with his forearm.

      He then retaliated with a fist of his own.

      The boy ducked and did a round house kick.

      Adler backflipped.

      The boy shadow blinked behind him and threw out a powerful astral energy infused punch.

      Adler caught the blow, neutralizing the energy with his gloves.

      He grinned at the utility of another one of his crafted items: his astral gloves could nullify most types of energy, including astral energy.

      He held out both hands and blocked the boy’s punches full of fury, neutralizing one attack after another.

      The foolish boy is attacking me with a blind rage, Adler grinned. This is exactly where I want him.

      But then something surprising happened.

      The boy triggered his shadow blink ability and retreated, creating space between them.

      Adler’s eyes widened with surprise.

      I thought the kid was filled with rage. What the heck is he doing now!?
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        * * *

      

      Max took a deep breath.

      As hard as it was, he was trying to retool his anger.

      Sure, he could use his anger to create punches of greater fury, but that was the most blunt way of utilizing his rage.

      He didn’t want to expunge himself of his fury, though.

      Sure, a mindful Zen master might be able to relinquish his emotions to see the truth, to see the path of victory.

      But that wasn’t who Max was.

      He had every reason to be angry, facing down this evil man who had killed his parents, ruined his family, and threatened everyone else he loved and cared for in the tower.

      So, he was faced with two options: let the anger take control of him, or use the most fiery of emotions to propel him to victory, to push himself beyond any limit he had ever known.

      He reconsidered his opponent once more.

      He assessed all the ways that Adler was incredibly powerful.

      The man was masterful at defending against enemies, that was for sure.

      The only way to beat him then would be to attack him from the inside out.

      But how the heck can I do that?

      A familiar smirk began to form on Max’s face as he suddenly came up with a new solution.
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        * * *

      

      Adler narrowed his eyes at the boy.

      The boy stood there in a fighting stance, but didn’t approach him.

      “Tired out?” Adler taunted.

      Maybe the boy wants me to attack him? Adler mused.

      He assumed the boy was coming up with some sort of plan but as far as Adler could see nothing was happening.

      Maybe the boy was just catching his breath.

      Then something strange happened.

      Adler’s vision began to blur.

      What’s happening?

      He looked down at his hands, his skin turning red.

      Something’s wrong, Adler realized, panic suddenly fluttering throughout his body.

      Through his blurring vision, he noticed the boy smiling at him.

      “What have you done to me?” roared Adler, who was suddenly falling to his knees.

      “Let me break it down for you,” the red-haired boy said. “I created a new ability, fusing together my mimic’s ability share power along with your crafter ability and aspects of my mecha break-mode to create a brand new move: remote ability trigger.”

      Adler could barely comprehend what he was hearing. He was losing agency over his body with every passing second.

      “The new ability lets me share a power with someone else: ally or opponent. I also have the power to trigger that ability whether or not the person targeted wants to or not. So for you, I just shared demon-mode with you and triggered it remotely on you myself.”

      Adler’s body trembled spasmodically, his vision fading with frustration. He tried to claw his hands into the ground just to gain some semblance of control over himself, but it was futile.

      “Here’s the thing about break-modes. At its fastest, it takes weeks of training to gain cognizance over it. Training that you’ve not undergone. You’re losing your ability to rationally control the battle. Face it, Adler: you’ve lost. I’ve turned you into nothing but a wild beast!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            100

          

        

      

    

    
      Impossible, Adler thought as he squirmed on the ground.

      His vision was going black.

      His items and gadgets were cracking around him as his body morphed and changed shape into a monstrous uncontrollable creature.

      Am I really going to get defeated here!?

      Has this damn stupid kid really bested me!?

      Right as Adler accepted defeat, a message rolled out in his retina.

      The advanced heijo-shin technology he’d put in his brain had begun to catch up with what was happening inside of him.

      Downloading mastery levels of break-mode into the mind, read the system message across his eyes.

      Adler smiled to himself as he began to feel his own consciousness and control take over his body.

      I’m still in this.
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        * * *

      

      Max watched as Adler’s body was consumed into demon-mode.

      Once he was fully transformed, Max would make quick work of him. He’d be separated from his gadgets and items and he’d no longer be able to defend himself from Max’s powerful attacks.

      It’s finally over, he thought to himself.

      His eyes then widened when Adler’s transformation into a mutant demon suddenly halted.

      The tendrils of demonic energy began to pull back.

      Adler, who was only a few seconds before shaking on the ground, had regained composure and was picking himself up.

      From there, things only got worse.

      The transformation wasn’t completely reverted, but Adler had regained control over it.

      Suddenly, Adler grew horns at the top of his head, and behind him spindly demonic wings grew out.

      The man laughed as a whole new level of power surged through him.

      Impossible, Max thought with dismay. No one can gain mastery over a break-mode that quickly!

      “You may have just handed me my victory, fool,” laughed Adler.

      Nicolas Adler had reached a whole new level of power.

      The Arcane Crafter had been reborn into Nicolas Adler, The Demonic Crafter.

      The new and improved Adler rushed towards Max.

      Max braced himself for the attack.

      He managed to mitigate the damage but the blow still sent him far across the battlefield, even if he was dragging his feet.

      Crap, Max thought, gritting his teeth. Adler’s strength has definitely increased significantly now.

      Max shook his head.

      He thought he had won and now it felt more like he’d just given the victory to Adler.

      How am I going to beat him now!?

      Max shook his head.

      He reminded himself he had fought and won against a powerful demon-mode user in the past. If he could beat Elle back then, he was sure he could beat Adler now.

      Max triggered dragon mecha-mode, increasing his power to the limit.

      I’m not afraid of you, Adler, Max thought. Let’s go!

      The two break-mode users rushed towards each other.

      Their fists met in a cataclysmic blow sending them both hurtling backwards.

      They got up and went at each other again.

      It was an epic clash of two of the most powerful beings in the entire tower.
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        * * *

      

      Adler rushed towards the red-haired boy once more.

      I need to figure out a way to break through the dragon mecha-mode’s crystal armor, Adler thought to himself.

      Using his new demon-mode’s mutation power along with his crafting ability, he created the exact item needed to do the job.

      As the two figures met in the middle of the battlefield once more to trade blows, Adler changed his tactic.

      He dodged, retreated, and then came in with an attack the boy wasn’t expecting.

      Adler conjured a demonic astral blade and thrust it directly in Max’s chest.

      The sword’s power broke through the crystal dragon armor, cracking it apart, letting the incredible newly crafted sword puncture through the armor and through the boy’s flesh, and right into his beating heart.

      Max’s eyes widened at the shock attack.

      Adler ripped the sword out from the boy, heaps of blood gushing from the young man as he did so.

      The boy then collapsed onto the ground.

      The red-haired boy was dead.
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      On floor-92, the sky above trembled with thunder.

      Tiberius ripped his sword out from a demon monster, dragging out his blade along with the monster’s blood-drenched guts and organs.

      Battle cries echoed all around him.

      There was no indication from what he could see around him that the battle had radically altered, and yet he felt a strange feeling go through him that made him absolutely shudder.

      He’d felt this feeling many times before.

      He didn’t have an exact word for it: all he could call it was a warrior’s intuition.

      Something terrible has happened, Tiberius realized.

      He looked up to the sky above.

      Something awful has occurred in the floors above, Tiberius thought. Could this really be it? Has the shining light of all of our hope finally been extinguished?
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        * * *

      

      On floor-97, Casey rested her battle-worn body against a tree.

      Toto lay perched on her shoulder.

      They both were still breathing heavy, exhausted from their battle, when a sharp twisting pain clenched Casey from inside of her.

      She shook her head. “No, it couldn’t be,” she thought.

      Toto perked his head up to look at her, recognizing that something was deeply wrong.

      Something very bad has happened, Casey realized.

      She had no rational way to prove it, but she could feel it in her bones.

      Something awful had happened on the floors above.

      She felt her heart twisting and her stomach clenching.

      Tears filled her eyes.

      Please, Max, she thought. Please be okay. You can’t leave us here like this. You can’t leave me like this! This isn’t the way we’re meant to say goodbye!
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        * * *

      

      Blackness.

      Pure impenetrable blackness.

      Max felt himself falling, drowning into a pit of darkness.

      His body felt heavy and drained. He could barely keep his eyes open. He felt as though he was being pulled into a deep long sleep.

      Where am I? He thought. What’s happening?

      He continued to descend the endless black pit of emptiness.

      I was just fighting Adler, he thought. Where did that jerk go?

      He then recalled Adler’s attack, a stabbing wound right in his heart.

      Weakly, Max shook his head.

      No, he thought. It can’t be possible.

      Is this really what defeat looks like?

      Is this really the end?

      The heaviness overtook him and he could barely even think anymore.

      Faint images floated through his mind of his sister, Casey, his parents, Sakura, Sarah, and everyone else he loved and cared for.

      Then, the images began to fade and when they started to come back, he couldn’t recognize all their faces. He felt a deep concern for them, but he couldn’t quite remember who they were.

      He was losing his memories as he drifted closer and closer to his final end.

      Losing his memories, losing hope.

      Max continued falling deeper into the pit of darkness when a bright white light appeared above him.

      The light got closer to him and he realized it was a luminous ethereal orb of light and power.

      The orb suddenly spoke, “Max...”

      Max didn’t understand what was going on. Everything still felt heavy and horrible. He didn’t even have the strength to speak back, all he could do was think to himself in reply to the orb: who are you?

      “I am you,” said the white light. “I have been with you your entire life. I have been with you on all your travels. I’m the one who helped you break free of Adler’s curse when you needed it most.”

      Max’s eyes widened. The memory suddenly coming back to him. A long time ago, he thought he had no powers when suddenly in a life or death fight with a minotaur in the tower-zone he had unlocked his climber abilities and was able to fight back.

      That was you...Max thought.

      “It was both you and I,” said the orb. “I am nothing without you. You are the one who channels me, not the other way round. If you haven’t guessed it already, let me tell you who I am. I am the embodiment of Kokoro—the warrior spirit.”

      Max’s eyes widened.

      Kokoro warrior spirit had been a passive ability that had been in his profile ever since he had unlocked it years ago. He never really understood what it did beyond breaking Adler’s paralyzing curse that had been placed on him.

      “I have been with you on all your travels and rarely have I ever had to even help you or nudge you since I first broke through that curse,” said the orb. “But now, after all of our travels, we must say goodbye, as it will take the full extent of my powers to aid you in this final crisis. I offer you a second chance that very few warriors ever get. Only those with the Kokoro passive like you, get this one extra chance. Good luck.”

      The blackness disappeared as bright light covered everything, encompassing all of Max’s current reality.
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      Nicolas Adler grinned at the pale lifeless corpse of the red-haired boy.

      He lay there frozen still in death, blood still leaking from the chest wound Adler had so devastatingly delivered only a few moments before.

      Adler’s smiled widened.

      I’ve won, he thought to himself. I’ve achieved everything I’ve wanted. The boy is dead and I am victorious.

      Adler turned away from his fallen opponent and started back towards his throne.

      He began making a checklist in his head for what he had to do next: clean up this whole mess with the alliance army down on floor-92 and continue with his master plans.

      He was halfway back towards his throne when he heard a groan from behind him.

      His eyes widened.

      No, he thought. It couldn’t be.

      He turned around and saw the red-haired boy had rolled onto his stomach, his body weak and trembling, but the worst thing of all to Nicolas Adler was that the boy was still alive.
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        * * *

      

      Max gasped for air.

      Breathing had never felt so good.

      His whole body ached with pain.

      Kokoro warrior spirit might have granted him an extra life, but it sure hadn’t revived him to full health.

      He shook his head.

      I’m not going to let a little pain stop me, he thought, gritting his teeth and pushing the pain away from his mind.

      He planted his hands on the ground and began to push himself up. Every muscle ached and he felt his bones shake as he went from lying on his stomach, to on his knees, to back on his feet standing.

      He wobbled a bit to get his balance right.

      Strength began to surge through him.

      This was his second chance.

      He couldn’t waste it.
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        * * *

      

      Adler blinked with shock. Then blinked again to test he wasn’t losing his mind.

      Nope.

      The red-haired kid was somehow still alive.

      How the heck did this happen!?

      The kid had definitely been dead. He’d watched the life fade from the boy’s eyes.

      He shook his head.

      It looks like I have to kill him again.

      Adler still had the power of the demon break-mode coursing through his veins.

      He mutated his arm into a demonic battle axe and then rushed at the boy once more, ready to kill Max for the second time that day.

      The boy didn’t hesitate and charged right back at him, triggering his dragon mecha-mode ability and conjuring a crystal dragon blade in his grip.

      The two figures met in the middle of the cloud arena and their blades clashed and clanged against one another.

      They were locked into a battle of strength: the boy pushing his dragon sword against Adler’s demonic axe.

      Adler winced with pain.

      He should be able to overpower the boy, push the blade back.

      Why did it feel like they were locked in a battle of equal strength when he knew that shouldn’t be the case?

      Worse, the kid didn’t seem to be straining despite the fact that Adler was pushing down on the boy’s blade with all of his might.

      “Why won’t my attack kill you!” he yelled with rage.

      “Two reasons,” Max explained. “I’m using one of the very first abilities I ever mimicked. Try breaking through the defense of an S-rank shield slime.”

      Adler’s eyes widened with rage. He couldn’t believe the kid was using the ability of such a low-level tower monster against him.

      Preposterous!

      “But there’s more,” smirked Max. “You’re losing all your power.”

      Huh!?

      Nicolas Adler’s demonically mutated arm suddenly morphed back into his regular human arm.

      Adler didn’t understand what was happening to him.

      He suddenly collapsed to his knees.

      “What’s happening to me?” he asked, even his voice sounded weaker than normal.

      “My S-rank mimic ability allows me to use any ability I’ve ever been hit with,” Max explained with a grin. “That includes abilities that I might not even realize at first that I have at my disposal, such as the very ability that the bastard who killed my parents used to leave me paralyzed and powerless for the majority of my childhood.”

      Adler shriveled on the ground.

      “Even better, my mimic ability doubles the power of all copied abilities,” Max said. “So the ability that once paralyzed me and left me powerless will now destroy you.”

      Adler couldn’t believe it.

      He could feel all of his power draining from his body.

      “This can’t be the end,” he screamed with rage.

      Max stared down at him, looming over with triumph. “Oh, but it is.”
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      Already on his knees, Adler then crashed sideways into the ground.

      The man was still technically alive, but he was losing more and more cognitive function with every second.

      Max stood over the man who had caused so much pain in his life and throughout the entire tower.

      He took a deep sigh of relief.

      He had won.

      He had beat Nicolas Adler. The man who had murdered his parents along with so many others.

      Looking at the former tower god-king’s dying body, Max couldn’t believe it was actually over.

      I should go check on the others, he thought.

      At that very moment, a strange glowing light formed in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      On floor-92, Princess Violet kicked a demon off of her and then sliced its head off with her spear of truth.

      Light from the dark clouds above began to shine through.

      She suddenly felt a renewed feeling of hope surge through her.

      Is it possible they did it? She thought looking up at the clouds. Did they take down Adler!?

      All the soldiers of the alliance looked up to the sky and began to grin.

      It was a sign from the heavens.

      Max and his team had really done it.

      Soldiers of The Celestial Army began to disintegrate and fade away, disappearing from the battlefield entirely.

      With the tower god-king destroyed the source of their power no longer existed and so they could not feasibly survive for much longer after their master’s own demise.

      The alliance army cheered with victory and happiness.

      But the rejoicing was short-lived.

      Following the wide-spread disintegration of The Celestial Army into black dust of nothingness, something very strange began to happen in the sky.

      The sky above began to fragment as if reality was folding in on itself into weird peculiar cubes.

      More cubes formed in the sky while others got larger.

      What’s happening!? Violet thought, looking up with horror.

      We won.

      This shouldn’t be happening!
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        * * *

      

      Sakura felt the ground shake beneath her.

      The sky above her was raining with strange falling cubes.

      She couldn’t quite understand what she was seeing, but the sight of it made her feel awful.

      She could tell that something was going horribly wrong in the tower.

      Is this Adler’s doing?

      She pulled herself forward across the large skyscraper roof where she had fought Samuel Archer and took it in.

      In every direction were falling cubes.

      She had a really bad feeling about what she was seeing, but she had no idea what to do.

      Is this what the final destruction of the entire tower looks like!?
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        * * *

      

      Max looked at the sky above floor-99 and gulped.

      Strange cubes formed in the air. It looked as if the floor was swallowing in on itself like a black hole.

      Is this happening on every floor of the tower?

      Max created a dragon blade and destroyed Adler’s Enslavement Device, hoping that would stop the strangeness happening all around him.

      It did nothing.

      Adler snickered on the ground at Max’s feet.

      The man was on the brink of death. He shouldn’t even have the strength to laugh.

      “I finally understand why I was never able to get my wish,” Adler laughed. “You won’t be able to stop the tower’s destruction now. Only The Supreme Being can save you and he is a malevolent being who cares for no one.”

      Max crouched down and shook the man. “What the heck are you talking about?”

      But the light faded from Adler’s eyes at that very moment.

      He was gone.

      Max stood up.

      His heart began to beat faster as he felt a sense of panic.

      It was all supposed to be over once he defeated Adler. He wasn’t expecting this.

      He gulped and looked at the light that had appeared when he had defeated Adler.

      The glowing light reminded him of something.

      It couldn’t be…

      Is that another...departure teleporter?

      But Floor-99 is supposed to be the final floor, Max thought. Could there actually be one more floor?

      A secret floor unknown to the rest of the tower?

      Max clenched his fists and walked towards the newly discovered teleporter and ascended to an unknown floor above.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            104

          

        

      

    

    
      Max felt the familiar feeling of ascending from one floor of the tower to the next.

      His chest swelled. His hair rose upwards.

      Then he felt the air settle around him, his hair flop back down to his shoulders. He opened his eyes.

      He had ascended to floor-100.

      The whole environment was a completely blank white space.

      Max instantly recognized it.

      This is just like floor-1 where Earth was supposed to be, Max thought.

      He suddenly felt very confused and awestruck.

      What is this place?

      An all-powerful voice spoke out to him.

      “Welcome. It’s been so long since I’ve had a proper visitor.”

      Max blinked in shock and looked around.

      There was no identifiable person to where the voice came from.

      But then suddenly, materializing in the distance, a dark green figure emerged.

      It lumbered towards Max.

      It looked almost like if a demented stick figure drawing had been given life.

      “Do you know who I am?” said the figure as it approached.

      Even though the figure had taken a shape, the voice still echoed from all around the floor.

      It was as if the figure was only a manifestation for Max’s sake than actually a true embodiment of the power he was dealing with.

      “I once heard there was a goddess at the top of the tower? Not some dude named The Supreme Being,” said Max.

      The figure chuckled softly. “Over thousands of years, I’ve taken on different forms and meanings to different climbers, but I am the most powerful being in the tower.”

      Max then recalled reading in the Zestiris library a long time ago about how a climber who reached the top of the tower was granted a single wish.

      “Are you the so-called granter of wishes?” Max asked.

      The being chuckled. “Indeed I am. Do you know what you might like to wish for?”

      Max’s eyes narrowed.

      Could he trust this so called supreme being?

      “How come Nicolas Adler never came to you and was granted a wish?” asked Max.

      “A very good question. When someone new arrives on floor-99, they undergo a test beyond their realizing of it. They can either sit on the throne of the tower god-king and be given a boon of immense power or they can ascend to the floor above into the unknown. Whatever that person’s first choice is, they’re forever locked out from making the other. You chose to ascend rather than sit at the throne. You chose discovery, knowledge, and curiosity over power, status, and strength. You see how I might not wish to grant a wish to those who are consumed purely by power, hmm?”

      Max nodded his head.

      He still wasn’t sure whether this being in front of him was benign or malevolent, but he liked his answer. Anyone who chose to withhold power from Nicolas Adler gained a few points in their favor in Max’s book.

      Max then returned to the subject of wishes.

      His first thought was he could revive Elle.

      Then, he thought about saving all the others who had died.

      Or he could maybe wish for those strange cubes in the sky to stop forming.

      Did he bring back those who had fallen already or save the tower from impending future harm or did he wish for something else entirely?

      An all powerful wish was a difficult proposition.

      A huge responsibility.

      “Are you struggling young child?” said The Supreme Being. “Do you need any help or suggestions?”

      “Sure, you seem wise and all-powerful,” said Max. “I’d be curious to know what you think I should wish for.”

      “I assume you’re trying to help the most amount of people you love find happiness and avoid strife, yes?” said The Supreme Being. “Perhaps what might solve everything is if the tower never appeared in the first place.”

      Max eyes widened at the suggestion.

      He certainly hadn’t thought of that option.

      It’s an interesting suggestion, Max thought.

      But it didn’t really sit well with him.

      He couldn’t fathom a world where he never met Sakura, Casey, the Elestrians, and all the other people he had met on his travels.

      But maybe that would be for the better. It would save so many lives.

      “Here,” began The Supreme Being. “I can show you what this world looks like and then you can decide, yeah? When we’re done, I’ll let you make your decision then?”

      Max gulped and nodded his head.

      With that, The Supreme Being snapped his fingers and all of reality obliterated at once.
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      Max felt the flicker of sunlight.

      He opened his eyes to find himself in the back of a moving car. He was leaning his head against the window. Big bright leafy trees were passing him by, sunlight poking through the foliage.

      The car was driving through a quaint suburban neighborhood.

      In front of him was the back of his dad’s head, driving the car. Just beside him was his mom.

      Mom… Max thought with a sense of intense happiness. Dad…

      Snoring softly across from him was his little sister, Elle, clutching onto her safety belt like it were a blanket or a stuffed animal.

      Max’s heart swelled with joy and happiness.

      He was experiencing the family reunion he had always dreamed of.

      His father turned the steering wheel, and they went around a corner onto a new street of the idyllic neighborhood.

      “Ah, this is our street,” said his dad.

      Max’s mother looked over to him and smiled.

      He couldn’t believe it.

      He hadn’t seen his mother’s smile in so long.

      She looked at him with so much warmth and love. He could feel the kindness of her gaze, filling him up with joy.

      “You kids are going to love it here,” said his mom. “Everyone is friendly and nice. The schools are amazing. There’s a creative writing teacher who publishes romance novels on the side. Sakura something-or-another.”

      A stupid grin formed on Max’s face.

      Sakura is here too, he thought. That’s amazing.

      His father turned the steering wheel of the car and they turned into a leafy suburban cul-de-sac.

      They approached a bright big old house and pulled up into the driveway.

      “Home sweet home,” Max’s dad chuckled. “Come on, everyone. Let’s go unpack into our new home.”

      His dad opened the door and stretched his arms. His mom got out of the car and opened Elle’s side of the door to gently wake her up.

      “Elle, sweetie, we’re here,” she said, comfortingly to the sleeping girl.

      She made a grumpy face. His mother undid her seat belt and picked her up out of the car.

      He smiled at the sight.

      This is what it’s like when we’re altogether, he thought.

      Max followed his family and got out of the car himself.

      The rest of his family headed to the front door while Max looked around the beautiful suburban neighborhood.

      At one of the neighboring front lawns was a young girl playing with a paper airplane. She was laughing at the sight of her plane flying in odd directions before crashing into the ground.

      Casey! Max thought.

      The girl ran over and picked up the fallen airplane. As she did so, she noticed Max across the street.

      She smiled at him and waved.

      Before Max could do anything else, she ran away into the backyard.

      Max couldn’t believe it. He ran into the middle of the quiet road and looked down the street. He spun in a circle and was amazed.

      There was no spire shooting out into the sky as far as the eye could see.

      In no direction was there any sign of the tower.

      Max’s heart fluttered.

      If this is what the world is like without the tower, he thought. Sign me up.

      His parents had left the front door ajar and he ran ahead to meet them.

      He started to think about all the things he wanted to do with his parents and sister that he had never gotten to do growing up. They could play board games, watch TV together, sit at the dining table, go on vacations—at the core of it all, he was going to have the opportunity to make new memories with his family, something for so many years he could only ever dream of.

      And yet, he thought. Here I am experiencing a second chance.

      Max entered the suburban household and couldn’t see his family anywhere.

      He heard his mother and father murmuring something in a room nearby.

      Max headed towards their voices.

      He idly wondered what they might have for dinner that night. What were his family’s regular special meals? Pasta? Chili?

      He couldn’t wait to fight over the last piece of garlic bread with his sister.

      As he headed towards the sound of his parents’ voices, they suddenly stopped talking.

      Something felt off.

      Strange.

      Max eventually found them standing in the kitchen.

      As soon as he stepped onto the tiled floor of the kitchen, his father said, “He’s here. Do it now.”

      His mother looked at his father, determinedly, and then rubbed her hands together before placing them on the ground.

      Purple magic emanated from her hands and shot outward, encompassing the entire kitchen surroundings and beyond.

      It was some kind of area of effect ability.

      When the move was over, his mother stood up.

      His mother and father then turned to him and were suddenly looking at him in a whole new way.

      They were no longer looking at him with the eyes of loving parents admiring their innocent fourteen year old, but with the eyes of two people who knew and understood everything Max had been through from the moment they passed away in his reality.

      From the outer-rim to the upper echelons of the tower.

      They knew all of it.

      “Son,” they said. “You and everyone you love are in grave danger.”
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      Max stared at his mom and dad.

      They looked at him with stern serious gazes.

      He and his whole family were finally reunited, but it was not the reunion he had always dreamed of.

      He felt his heart begin to pace faster.

      He didn’t understand what was going on. His parents were suddenly talking to him as if they knew who he was: The God Killer, the s-rank leader of The United Floors Alliance Army, and all his accomplishments. But how could that make any sense? Wasn’t he supposed to be experiencing an alternative reality right now?

      “Wait,” said Max. “What’s going on? What are you doing here? I thought you were dead and this is an alternative world? Yet, you seem to know everything that’s happened in my current reality?”

      Max then looked at his younger sister who was playing with some toys on the floor.

      Suddenly, tears brimmed his eyes as he looked at the cute little girl.

      He got to reunite with his parents while Elle didn’t. If only Elle had survived the battle with Sherazad, she could have been here too and it would have been a true family reunion.

      It’s not fair!

      His father looked at Elle and then back at him.

      “Ah,” he said. “I think I know what you’re thinking. We’re aware of what happened to your sister. We’re so proud of her. Both of you. There might even be a way that you can still save her.”

      Max’s heart skipped a beat. “What do you mean?”

      He then looked around, questions flooding his mind. “Where are we exactly?”

      “It’s the middle space between realities. We exist and don’t exist simultaneously. Before we died, we made preparations for a worst-case scenario—so that we could see you again when the time came.”

      Both his parents smiled.

      “That time is now.”

      Suddenly, all the questions in Max’s head disappeared and he rushed towards his parents hugging them both.

      Tears rushed down his face.

      “I’m so happy to finally get to see you two again.”

      The mother and father held their son in a warm embrace, until they eventually stepped away.

      “There’s a lot to catch up on,” said Max’s mom. “And we’re running out of time.”

      “I think you’re right,” his father replied. “Listen, Max, we can explain it all to you from the beginning...”
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        * * *

      

      In 2045, everything on Earth changed with the appearance of the tower.

      Even a year later in 2046, the world was still coming to grips with the seismic impact of the tower’s emergence.

      Many different types of people tried exploring the tower—some were rewarded with great strength and riches, others were led to quick and brutal deaths.

      Two people over that first year were gaining renown as incredibly gifted climbers.

      They were originally professors of archaeology and loved the idea of exploring new realms and discovering new things.

      Not only were they professional colleagues, they were also husband and wife, and very much in love.

      Their names were Edgar and Leslie Rainhart.

      As a few more years passed, the two of them were highly regarded in the elite echelons of the growing climber society. They went from strength to strength, their teamwork allowing them to reach climber ranks that were unheard of.

      They were one of the first people to hit S-rank.

      They achieved all of this with their ally and party member who went by the name of Nicolas Adler.
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        * * *

      

      Everything changed one fateful day in 2055.

      Across the globe, things were reaching a breaking point.

      Different countries were preparing to drop nuclear bombs on the tower. It was seen as the only option against a United States of America that was growing in so much military power due to the immense power climbers brought to their army.

      Beyond that, rogue climbers were rampaging across the planet, wreaking havoc and causing genocide.

      The planet was on the brink of destruction.

      The great three as they had come to be known came up with a plan to save humanity.

      They created a plan with some other powerful climbers and formed a small colony of humanity to brave the tower together and sought a more hospitable life for themselves, away from their original planet on the brink of destruction.

      Only hours after they had departed on their colonization mission into the tower had multiple nuclear missiles shot into the walls of the tower from around the world.??

      The nuclear blasts wiped out all life on Earth.

      The tower, however, remained unscathed.

      The small colony traveled up the early floors of the tower looking for somewhere safe to reside.

      They eventually arrived on floor-4 and with wide-eyed excitement they realized quite quickly that this was it.

      This floor would be their new home.

      Their new world.

      Their new Earth.

      They decided they would create a new city with rules that would help protect citizens from climbers and the threats of the tower floors above.

      It would be a redo, a restart, a second chance.

      An opportunity for a new and better future.

      Everyone cheered for the three founders of Zestiris.

      Edgar Rainhart, Leslie Rainhart, and Nicolas Adler.
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      At first, the Zestiris project didn’t prove itself as a great success.

      Morale was severely low. Depression ran rampant across the colonizers.

      Worse, there was a growing divide between the citizens and the climbers.

      Leslie and Edgar found themselves caught in the middle of it.

      Half of the populous held themselves up as saviors. The other half started to resent the founders of the city as they began to miss their homes and loved ones on Earth.

      Edgar came up with the solution to the growing problem.

      He brought it up at a founder’s meeting.

      His idea was that for the city to function at its best, they should remove themselves from the equation.

      Remove the people’s memories of the founders and of the planet they had lost.

      That would be the only way for them to move forward.

      “Absolutely not,” said Adler, shaking his head. “The idea is preposterous. We would really just give away all that we’ve built?”

      “We’ll still keep our memories,” said Edgar. “That way, we’ll still be here keeping an eye on things.”

      “This is crazy,” shouted Adler. He slammed a fist on the table. “I don’t want to hear anything more about it.”

      “It’s not up to you, though,” said Edgar.

      “Don’t I get a say?” he said. “Aren’t I a founder just like the two of you?”

      “We can put it to a vote, if you want?” said Leslie.

      Adler’s eyes narrowed and he looked back and forth between the two of them.

      “I see how it is,” said Adler. “This has never been an equal partnership. You’re going to squeeze me out.”

      Edgar looked at the man, sincerely. “We really aren’t trying to do that, Nicolas. We couldn’t have done any of this without you, you know that. But this seems the only way for all of those we have saved to fully flourish and survive. This is the final step to what we’ve been trying to build. Tell me you’ll take that step with us?”

      Adler sighed and, ultimately, agreed.

      But the seeds of resentment had formed and they would only get worse over the years.

      After they had altered the memories of the inhabitants of Zestiris, suddenly the city began to take off.

      Morale was high. The hope and spirit of the people of Zestiris proved to be truly amazing.

      Only the three original founders and other elite climbers now knew the truth about the city’s history and where they had come from and what had happened.

      But as time passed, Adler’s resentment only grew.

      The years passed and Adler became more and more embittered by the decision they had made to wipe humanity’s memories.

      He felt like he had been stripped of his power and importance.

      He began to feel as if Edgar and Leslie had betrayed him.

      While he was stewing unhappily, they had created a family.

      They were creating new offspring that would create a dynasty that would only solidify their power while continuing to strip him of his prestige more and more.

      Adler began to perceive the whole decision to alter the people of Zestiris’ memories as a malicious tactic used to cut him out of the benefits of their creation.

      They had taken his power and status away from him and he hated them for that.

      He didn’t think the tower existed to create a little utopia inside of it. No, it existed for the pursuit of power.

      Why couldn’t Leslie and Edgar see that?

      All of these thoughts eventually led to the fateful night when he rang the doorbell to their apartment and young Max Rainhart opened the door, inviting in the man who would leave Max and his sister Elle as little orphans in a world they barely knew or understood.
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      Max was in shock.

      He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know what to feel.

      He felt dizzy, the suburban kitchen suddenly spinning all around him.

      “Son,” said his father. “Are you alright?”

      He couldn’t believe everything his parents had just told him.

      Some of it he knew already—about the memory wipes and Zestiris being on floor-4 of the tower, but he had never realized how great a role his parents played in it all.

      The fact that they were the founders of Zestiris along with Nicolas Adler blew him away.

      “It’s a lot to take in, Max, I know,” said his mother, trying to offer him a comforting smile.

      Max gulped and then looked around the room. “So where are we now? I thought this was a fabricated reality that The Supreme Being was showing me was possible to create. How can the two of you with all of your memories from a different reality exist within this fake reality he just created for my own sake?”

      “The alternate reality being presented to you right now is all a ruse,” his father explained. “It’s a trick that has enslaved the most heroic of climbers for thousands of years. Why do you think The Supreme Being has it set up so that the teleporter to find him is only available to those who don’t take the throne? Because he knows the people who don’t take the throne are selfless beings, that they will fall for his trick.”

      Max still wasn’t following it all. “What does that even mean?”

      “Let me explain myself further,” said his father. “If you do as The Supreme Being suggests then you’ll only be prolonging the inevitable. He will create a world where the tower never existed and then in a few years, maybe decades, the tower will reappear anew in that world. That is what happened to us. Our reality was only one of countless other resets by The Supreme Being. He bides his time before materializing the tower on our world yet again. Taking his offer will not break the cycle, it will only continue it.”

      The revelation made Max feel a bit sick.

      Everything he took to be true he was being told wasn’t.

      “You’re moving too fast, Edgar,” his mother chided his father. “Max. The whole notion that the tower appeared on Earth in 2045 is a false one. The tower doesn’t have a beginning and an end. It’s infinite.”

      Max’s eyes widened.

      “Look at him,” said Edgar. “You’ve made him more confused.”

      “I saw floor-1,” said Max. “I was expecting to see an apocalyptic Earth but instead I just saw a strange blank white space.”

      “Exactly,” said Leslie. “There is no Earth now. There is only the tower. That blank white space you saw would be where The Supreme Being’s new reality would form, seemingly detached from the rest of the tower, until he chose to have the tower emerge.”

      “Our working theory of the tower is that it didn’t use to have so many floors. Who knows where it all started, but eventually The Supreme Being created the Caesarians, then the Elestrians, then the cat-folk—all of those different civilizations and played with them until he got bored and situated them somewhere in the tower and created a new floor and a new set of people.”

      Max’s stomach lurched.

      He’d been so focused on defeating Nicolas Adler for so long, he had no idea how to defeat The Supreme Being of the tower.

      How do you fight against the architect of all reality?

      Max looked between his parents.

      “So, what should I do?”

      “I think you know, son,” said Max’s father. “Deep down you know what you have to do.”

      Tears began to form in his eyes.

      Max rushed towards his mother and father and hugged them both tightly.

      “I don’t want to say goodbye,” he cried. “We only just got to see each other again.”

      “I know, son,” said his father.

      “Everything is going to be okay, sweetie,” his mother said, comfortingly into his ear.

      “I want you to meet my mentors Sakura and Harold,” he said, tears flowing down his face even more. “My friends Sarah, Tiberius and Queen Violet. But most of all I want you to meet my girlfriend—no, she’s more than that—she’s the person I love the most in all the tower. Love as much as I love you and Elle. Her name is Casey. I think you two would like her.”

      They let go of their hug.

      “I’m sorry, we can’t son,” smiled his dad. His eyes were brimming with tears.

      “Just remember,” his mother said, wiping her eyes. “We’re so proud of you.”

      Max shook his head.

      “Time’s running out,” said his father. “You’ll have to go back and face The Supreme Being now.”

      Max shook his head.

      As both his parents faded away along with the all of the fabricated reality, they both said, “Don’t forget one last thing, son. We’ll always love you.”
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      Max blinked and he was suddenly back in the endless blank white realm of The Supreme Being.

      He took a second to catch his breath.

      The Supreme Being looked down at him.

      He doesn’t know about the conversation I just had with my parents, Max thought. He believes I just came back from an idyllic dream.

      I can’t let him know that I know the truth about his malevolence.

      “You see now what the right choice is,” said The Supreme Being. “You can undo all the pain and misery in one simple gesture.”

      Max nodded.

      The Supreme Being spoke again: “Shall I grant you that wish then?”
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        * * *

      

      On floor-92, Sarah approached the front ranks of the alliance army.

      No one was quite sure what to do now that The Celestial Army had been wiped out.

      Under normal circumstances, they would be celebrating but the strange reality bending activity in the sky was putting everyone on edge.

      We’re definitely not in the clear yet, thought Sarah.

      She found Tiberius, Queen Violet, Will, Oliver, Moira, Zack, and the other leaders of the army gathered together.

      “Do we know what’s happening?”

      Everyone’s faces were stone cold and somber.

      Queen Violet crossed her arms.

      “The disappearance of the celestial army means that Adler was defeated,” said Violet. “But the activity in the sky suggests a potentially cataclysmic event for the entire tower.”

      “Isn’t there something we can do?” Sarah asked.

      Everyone’s face saddened at the question.

      “Nope,” said Tiberius. “All we can do now is hope and wait.”

      Sarah hated this. She didn’t like not doing anything.

      She then looked up at Will standing on one side of her and Oliver standing on the other.

      She grabbed Will’s hand with her left hand and Oliver’s hand with her right.

      They both blushed.

      “We can do something,” said Sarah. “We can all hope together.”

      They all grabbed each other’s hands and formed a small circle.

      All they had left to rely on was hope.
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        * * *

      

      Harold looked around the floor he was on and could see that it was morphing and changing like it was mid-transformation.

      He was exhausted.

      All of his bones ached.

      The tower was crumbling all around him.

      This must be happening on all the floors, he realized.

      He then grumbled to himself: what’s happening up there? What’s that kid doing?
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        * * *

      

      On floor-100, Max stared at The Supreme Being who was offering him one single wish.

      It all came down to his answer to the omnipotent being’s question.

      “So?” asked The Supreme Being.

      The words of his dad echoed through his mind: “You know what you have to do now, son.”

      Max wiped a tear from his eye and shook his head in answer to The Supreme Being.

      He clenched his fists, summoning up the courage for what he was about to do.

      He looked up and stared at The Supreme Being directly.

      “You can grant any wish though, right?”

      The Supreme Being hesitated, caught off guard by Max’s question. “Within my power, yes—but the one I suggested to you is by far the greatest.”

      Max smirked at that. “Maybe not.”

      “If you believe you have a better wish, by all means I would love to hear it.”

      “I doubt that,” Max smiled again.

      He then spoke with all the determination and emotion he could muster: “I wish to become The Supreme Being of the tower!”
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      The Supreme Being twitched and shook spasmodically at the words of Max’s request.

      “You wretched boy,” screeched The Supreme Being. “You insolent little climber!”

      Max braced himself for whatever was about to happen next. No one had ever made such a wish to The Supreme Being before in all the tower’s history and there was no doubt massive implications to the wish. That said, The Supreme Being’s weakness lay in the fact that he had to grant someone a wish. That was the only thing outside of his omnipotent control.

      The Supreme Being continued to scream and shake until he suddenly exploded into millions of little particles.

      The particles then rushed into Max, seeping through his skin and pores, and filling him with an overwhelming amount of power.

      His body surged with energy and strength.

      He looked down at his hands and saw that they were glowing.
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        * * *

      

      Sakura rested her head on the balcony of the rooftop waiting for the world to end.

      She kept her eyes closed as she rested with her thoughts.

      If there’s nothing I can do, she thought, then I’ll just accept the end peacefully.

      As she was thinking such tranquil thoughts, she realized her surroundings had gone suspiciously quiet.

      There were no explosive bursts as reality folded in on itself in the sky, no thunder, no lightning.

      It was enough to make her open her eyes and face the impending apocalypse once more.

      She was surprised by what she saw next.

      The strange cubes in the air had faded away. The sky was clearing and the sun was coming out.

      Her eyes filled with tears.

      Those kids, she thought.

      They did it. They made it all the way.

      They saved the tower.

      They saved all of us.
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        * * *

      

      On floor-92, the sky began to clear and the sun came out.

      Tiberius opened his eyes and let go of the hands he’d been holding in the circle of hope.

      All the soldiers across the alliance army looked up at the sky and realized victory had finally come.

      A huge cheer echoed across the ranks of the soldiers.

      “They really did it,” said Tiberius, smiling.

      “No,” said Violet as the sun shone forth on all the soldiers of the alliance army. “We all did it.”

      In that beautiful moment of triumph, something even more miraculous began to happen.

      Bright lights formed around the fallen soldiers of the Alliance army who had died during the battle.

      Suddenly, their wounds healed and life returned to their previously pale unmoving bodies.

      The army cheered once more and went to help the newly revived soldiers.

      Everyone looked up to the sky with amazement, recognizing that it was truly a dawn of a new era.
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        * * *

      

      Max felt the surge of power course through him and he channeled it all outwards, down to floor-92 where so many had sacrificed their lives.

      The power of The Supreme Being was unmatched and he could now undo all the misery of this horrible war.

      He couldn’t believe the intensity of his power, but there were limits. It seemed he could only revive people who had been lost within the last little while—so he couldn’t bring back his parents or anyone else from long ago.

      But the power was good enough for him.

      He held his hands out and gripped the air with all his might.

      The power of The Supreme Being was vast and his father’s words echoed in his mind: You can still save her.

      He screamed at the top of his lungs, channeling all his power into the air in front of him.

      C’mon, Elle, he thought. You’re not lost to this world, yet.

      A bright light began to form in front of him.

      The light began to take on the contours of a body until suddenly lying in front of him in the cloud realms was none other than his sister, Elle.

      She smiled up at him.

      “I see how it is,” she said. “You’re just too much of an overprotective big brother to let me go out as a badass hero.”

      Tears filled Max’s eyes and he fell to his knees and hugged his sister, so happy to see her alive.
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        * * *

      

      Casey lay in the snow, drifting to sleep, she was so exhausted.

      Toto had nestled inside her pocket where it was warmer.

      Part of her began to worry if she’d die out on this mountain in the snow. Did she need to get somewhere warmer?

      But she didn’t have any more energy to move.

      She looked to the celestial staircase and realized that was a zone with a different temperature to the one she was experiencing on the mountain floor.

      She tried to crawl her way to it, but she was too tired.

      She didn’t have the stamina.

      She looked up to the celestial staircase one last time and suddenly saw a white glowing figure emerge from it.

      It was Max, but he was slightly different.

      He was now brimming with a palpable level of power that she could feel even from a few feet away.

      Following right behind him was Elle, looking strong and alive.

      Max walked over to Casey and smiled and picked her up in his arms.

      She looked at him with a gorgeous smile.

      “We did it,” he said.

      “It’s over?” she asked, softly.

      “It’s over,” he said, smiling.

      And like that, The Great War of the Heavens, the most significant war in the entire history of the tower, finally came to an end.
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      Following the conclusion of The Great War of the Heavens, a new era of peace was ushered in throughout the tower.

      Sweeping changes occurred as people moved around, deciding on new places they would like to live.

      Cat-folk moved to Elestria.

      Boldrin moved to Caesaria.

      Flaron moved down to Zestiris.

      It was a time of great change and prosperity.

      One of the greatest changes happened a month following The Great War of the Heavens on none other than floor-30 in the capital of Caesaria.
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        * * *

      

      A crowd gathered outside the palace of the emperor in the Caesarian capital.

      It was coronation day.

      There hadn’t been one in almost two decades.

      Eros had come along with some of his pals from the local pub to witness the crowning of the new emperor.

      There were rumors that the new person to be crowned was going to be someone unexpected.

      “Why did we leave the pub?” a friend of Eros grumbled. “So we can celebrate another undeserving member of the politician-class achieve his dream over all the other scumbag members of the politician-class?”

      Eros felt his heart flutter and he smiled at his friend.

      “I feel like today might be different,” he said. “So much has changed in the tower over the last month. The old ways aren’t to be expected.”

      “Pah,” said Eros’ friend. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      They turned to the great staircase that led to the emperor’s palace and waited with the thousands of others in the crowd to see what happened next.
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        * * *

      

      Hermia and Regulus were running around the emperor’s palace, frantically.

      “He’s not ready,” cried Regulus.

      “You need to calm down,” said Hermia. “He’s going to be fine.”

      Regulus shook his head, tears in his eyes.

      “This is insane. How did this happen! It goes against all tradition!” Regulus covered his face. “Go get him Hermia. He’s waiting in there. I can’t look at him. I think I’m gonna be sick.”

      Hermia stepped into a dressing room and found a strong powerful Caesarian soldier wearing a white robe and wearing a golden crown on his head.

      “C’mon,” Hermia said. “Everyone is waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      Eros and his pals were growing impatient in the crowd.

      The crowd was buzzing until the two diplomats Hermia and Regulus walked out of the emperor’s palace and stood at the side.

      A wave of silence rippled through the crowd.

      It’s about to happen, Eros thought eagerly.

      A man stepped out from the palace steps in a white robe and a crown on his head.

      The whole crowd gasped at the sight.

      Is that really our new emperor!?

      Standing in front of the crowd of thousands of Caesarians was none other than the famous soldier-class Caesarian known as Tiberius—the man who had fought valiantly on behalf of Caesaria in The Great War of the Heavens.

      “Dear citizens of Caesaria,” spoke the new emperor. “I am honored to be your new emperor. I will do everything I can to serve you. I hope my coronation symbolizes a whole new era for Caesaria. One where we are not bound by the classes we are born with. Together we will usher in a new era of hope, peace, and prosperity!”

      The crowd cheered.

      Eros felt tears running down his eyes. He was so moved by the sight of a soldier-class Caesarian becoming emperor.

      The first anything of the sort had ever happened in the entire history of Caesaria.

      Surprising Eros even more was his friend, the man who had been complaining earlier. The man was now shivering with tears rolling down his cheeks himself.

      Today really is a momentous day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tiberius looked out to the sea of hopeful faces in front of him.

      They were going blurry as tears filled his eyes with joy and happiness.

      All his life he had dreamed of breaking down the rigid system and hierarchies that governed so much of Caesaria.

      And today he had achieved the absolute pinnacle of that dream.
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      A week later, on floor-10 of the tower, Queen Violet sat on her throne, waiting impatiently.

      Her palace staff stood nearby, waiting at attention.

      “Are they here yet?” she asked.

      “They’re not meant to be here for another ten minutes.”

      “So, they’re late,” she sighed.

      “No, they’re just not early, your highness,” said a staff member.

      She sighed and leaned her head back against the throne.

      The new emperor of Caesaria, Tiberius, was meant to be arriving on a diplomatic visit to Elestria that day.

      She turned to her loyal soldier Trenton and said, “I feel nervous.”

      “Is it because you think the new emperor Tiberius is handsome, your highness.”

      “Trenton!” Violet gasped out loud, her face going red.

      “I don’t know whatever gave you that idea, but it’s absolutely wrong. I’m nervous because this is an extremely important diplomatic meeting between our two floors.”

      “Of course, your highness. My mistake,” Trenton replied, though he couldn’t seem to remove a smile from his face.

      “Stop smiling,” said Violet. “I order you to stop!”

      She looked around, hoping Will and Oliver would be there to assist with the diplomatic meeting, but they were nowhere to be found.

      Probably chasing after that human girl again, she thought.

      A foot soldier ran into the throne room, excitedly, drawing everyone’s attention, including Violet’s.

      “The Caesarian emperor has arrived!”
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        * * *

      

      Within minutes, the entourage of the emperor was entering the throne room. The Caesarians streamed in until finally Tiberius emerged in his long white robe.

      Trenton held his arms together and watched the man approach Violet sitting on her throne.

      “Queen Violet,” said the new Caesarian emperor. “Before this diplomatic visit can truly begin we must settle the argument that began on floor-30 before the alliance army marched towards the heavens. I believe you know what it is, I speak of?”

      Violet straightened up in her seat.

      Trenton felt his stomach tighten. He looked around and saw all the staff of both tower races beginning to go red, sweat, and panic a little.

      The whole point of this visit was to ease tensions, not escalate them, Trenton thought frantically.

      The entire tower was currently at peace, neither Elestria nor Caesaria should be mired with the infamy for having broken it.

      Suddenly, a smirk crept up on Violet’s face similar to the one forming on Tiberius’ face as well.

      They began to giggle and laugh.

      Trenton shook his head in disapproval.

      They had put a ruse on all of us, he thought. These two are trouble together.
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        * * *

      

      As Tiberius materialized his PlayDudeAdvanced to show Queen Violet the wondrous joys of the game SweetBursters, Hermia made a furtive glance at Regulus.

      The other diplomat made a similar gesture.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” asked Regulus to his partner in crime.

      Hermia blushed, not sure if it was wise to vocalize it.

      She looked over to Tiberius and Violet, laughing together.

      “It’s never happened in the history of the tower, I don’t think,” said Hermia.

      “We could be the first diplomats to engineer something of the sort,” Regulus grinned.

      “Can you imagine?”

      Regulus nodded eagerly.

      “A royal marriage will bring the two floors closer together and consolidate both of our floors’ power even more.”

      Both Tiberius and Violet stopped giggling and turned to look at Regulus and Hermia.

      “What are you two plotting?” asked Tiberius.

      Both Hermia and Regulus blushed.

      “Nothing,” said Hermia, smiling. “Absolutely nothing.”
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      A few weeks later on Portal Cove, the tropical oceanic floor-6 of the tower, Sarah was fixing a roof of an old building, hammering in a nail.

      She’d been working on the roof for the last few days and it didn’t seem to be getting any closer to being finished.

      She sighed, wiping sweat off her forehead.

      Even after she finished with fixing the roof, they would then still have to paint it.

      The work would never stop.

      But she didn’t have a problem with that.

      “Sarah,” said a feminine voice. “I think you need to take a break, come down for lunch.”

      She sighed and headed downstairs where the friends who were helping her had set up a table with grapes, meat, bread, and cheese.

      Sitting around her were the Elestrians Oliver and Will, as well as the former rogue climbers Kai and Winifred.

      The two former members of The Fallen Angels had been pardoned after The Great War of the Heavens. Kai wanted to go on a long holiday but Winifred was committed to helping Sarah with her goals and so Kai ended up coming along as well.

      “Well, no wonder things are moving so slowly,” Sarah smiled. “You guys are all down here having a picnic.”
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        * * *

      

      Will immediately stood up from the table after Sarah’s playful chastisement.

      He bowed and said, “Please Sarah, take my seat.”

      His pesky friend and romantic rival Oliver immediately followed suit and stood up from his seat. “No Sarah, take mine!”

      Sarah looked flustered at the both of them.

      “Um, I’m going to go use the bathroom first.”

      Both Oliver and Will sat down in dismay.

      “Why are you stealing my ideas, bro,” said Will. “You scared her away! There was no need for you to offer Sarah a seat after I had so gallantly done so!”

      “What a preposterous accusation,” said Oliver. “I had the idea before you, you merely acted on it quicker then I did!”

      “Wow,” said Winifred sipping on a glass of water. “You two need to chill.”

      Both Will and Oliver turned to the girl with annoyed faces.

      “What are you two doing here anyway?” sneered Oliver. “You don’t care about Sarah like we do.”

      Kai crossed his arms at that statement. “You’re absolutely right. I don’t. But my friend Winifred here does and I care about her. So here we are. So shut up, stop complaining and bickering over Sarah, and actually help her get what she wants. Maybe then she’ll actually have a moment to think of which one of you two morons she likes more, though my guess is probably neither.”

      “Harsh,” murmured Winifred.

      “What’s that human expression?” said Kai, pondering out loud. “Ah, that’s right—don’t hate the player, hate the game.”
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        * * *

      

      A week later, after much hard work, the building was completely renovated and open.

      Above the front door were the words painted in friendly lettering, “Sarah’s Home for Wayward Souls and Orphans Throughout the Tower.”

      Her eyes beamed with satisfaction at the words.

      “Well done, Sarah,” said Winifred.

      “I couldn’t have done it without you,” she smiled back at her, and then at the rest of the group. “All of you.”

      This was the first orphanage she was opening, but she was already in talks with other floors to make branches of her orphanage organization on many of them.

      She couldn’t believe she’d actually achieved her dream.

      She had so many people to thank and be grateful towards, but her childhood friend Max deserved a lot of credit.

      He was the first person who taught her that you could have a dream and with enough hard work and determination you could actually achieve it.

      Tears formed in her eyes as she looked at the newly built orphanage.

      She had built it so that young children—who grew up in similar circumstances to Max and her—would never feel like they didn’t have a home ever again.
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      Elle sat in the waiting area on the top floor of the Zestiris climber’s guild building.

      She sat there, tapping her fingers on her leg. She looked down to a pile of magazines that were mostly about gardening and furniture. The magazines appeared too boring to even attempt flipping through them.

      What am I doing here anyways?

      Elle had been feeling lost ever since the end of The Great War of the Heavens. She didn’t know what she was meant to do now that she wasn’t chasing revenge or trying to stop evil tower dictators.

      The secretary behind the desk looked up at Elle and said, “The climber president will see you now.”

      Elle stood up and entered the office.

      Sakura was sitting behind her desk, smiling. The entire city could be seen from the tall glass windows from just behind her.

      “Thanks for coming to meet me, Elle,” said Sakura. “How are you settling in?”

      Elle wasn’t sure how to respond to that.

      She’d mostly spent her time working out at the gym and trying to not lose her mind to boredom.

      She figured she’d be honest. “I’m not really sure what to do with myself anymore.”

      Sakura nodded her head.

      She then picked up a file and opened it up.

      “I know it might still be a bit raw, but I was curious to know more about what happened on your way to the top of the tower. I know you and Max fought Sherazad together, but then Max went onto fight Adler on his own. What exactly happened during that battle with the Astral Witch?”

      Elle shivered just thinking about the battle with Sherazad. How that woman had almost killed Max, how she had almost stopped them from saving the tower.

      Tears began to form in Elle’s eyes, until she was suddenly bawling.

      Sakura came over to Elle, putting her hand on her back.

      Hiccupping as she spoke, Elle said, “I just never knew before that moment, what it meant to care for someone so much that you’d do anything to protect them.”

      Sakura smiled at her. “I was the same way. It took me a long time to recognize that in myself as well. Hearing you say all this though confirms in my mind that I’ve made the right decision.”

      Elle sniffled and wiped her eyes and looked up at Sakura. “What decision?”

      Sakura let out a deep breath. “I’m thinking towards the future. I might not always be around, you know? I won’t be climber president forever, so I need to start thinking about training my successor. It needs to be someone powerful. An S-ranker. So what do you say, Elle? Are you interested in one day becoming climber president of Zestiris?”

      Elle couldn’t believe what was being offered to her.

      She gulped and looked Sakura dead in the eye, “It would be an honor.”
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        * * *

      

      As time went by, Elle’s notorious title of The Scarlet Demon faded from memory until it was largely forgotten altogether.

      She became known by a different title.

      The Crimson Hero.
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      A few days later, on Zestiris, Max—now the new supreme being of the tower—paid a visit to the Zestiris cemetery.

      It was a clear blue-sky day, the sun shining brightly.

      He stood in front of a set of two commemorative gravestones that had been placed there after The Great War of the Heavens.

      Each grave had a name of one of his parents.

      Edgar Rainhart.

      Leslie Rainhart.

      He placed a set of flowers on both of their gravestones.

      He then stood there reflecting on everything that led to this moment.

      In that moment, he suddenly remembered something his father had told him once a long time ago, before they were murdered, when they were still just a happy family.
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        * * *

      

      Many years ago…

      The Rainharts had gone on a little picnic to the park.

      They had lunch and played Frisbee and all sorts of other games.

      Max had fun but part of him wanted to go back home and play with his computer games. He was impatient and acting a little bit spoiled.

      His father took him aside and they had a short walk around the park together.

      “Look at your sister and mother over there,” said his father.

      “What about them?” said Max, a bit stroppy. “They’re not doing anything.”

      “No, really look,” said his father.

      Max looked at his sister and mother once more and could see that they were making peanut butter and jam sandwiches but with crackers instead of bread.

      They weren’t eating them, but were putting them aside on a plate. And on the plate they were making a happy face out of each individual peanut butter and jam cracker sandwich.

      They were both laughing and giggling as they worked on the little project.

      “Do you think they’re making those sandwiches for us?” Max asked.

      “Perhaps,” said his father. “I know I definitely want one. Or two. Or maybe three. Or all of them.”

      They laughed at that.

      “But my point is,” said his father, and then he went on to share a piece of advice that Max wouldn’t think about until many years later.

      “You need to cherish these moments with the people you love. For at the end of the day, after you’ve lived a long rich life, those are the things you’ll care most about.”

      And as his father said that, he placed his hand on Max’s shoulder and smiled down at the boy with all the warmth and love in his heart.
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        * * *

      

      Tears poured down Max’s face as he stood in front of his father’s grave, remembering his dad’s words of advice from so long ago.

      His shoulders shook and he realized he must look like a bumbling mess.

      He wiped the snot and tears away with his sleeve and tried to regain some composure.

      “Mom, Dad,” Max said out loud. “It’s so good to be talking to you guys again. Gosh—I wish you guys were here.”

      Part of him even felt comfort in the fact that wherever his parents were now in the different streams of reality and planes of existence that belonged within the tower, they might actually be able to hear him.

      He would never know for sure, but it was a small comfort.

      “You should see it,” he said out loud to them. “The changes happening throughout the tower. Tiberius is emperor of Caesaria. Sarah is opening up orphanages throughout the tower. Incredible things are happening.”

      He paused. “Really—I wish you guys could see it. I just miss you guys so much. It hurts inside.”

      As he spoke to the graves of his two deceased parents, he thought about his father’s piece of advice once again:

      “You need to cherish the moments with the people you love. For at the end of the day, after you’ve lived a long rich life, those are the things you’ll care most about.”

      Only then did he truly begin to understand his father’s words.

      All this time, ever since he had become an official tower climber, he had been chasing after Elle, fighting to reunite his family. But what he hadn’t realized was that all along the way his family had been growing.

      First, Sarah.

      Then, Sakura.

      Then, Casey.

      Then, Violet.

      Soon, Blake, Harold, Tiberius, Zack, Moira, and on it went until he was reunited with Elle, and their family even then continued to grow more and more.

      Don’t worry, Dad, Max thought, wiping a tear from his eye. I’ll cherish every single moment. Just like you told me to.
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      An hour after visiting his parent’s gravestones, Max arrived outside a bookstore in downtown Zestiris.

      He caught his breath as he had rushed there from the cemetery. He was worried he was late.

      There was a big crowd of people inside.

      This freaked him out.

      Crap, I am late! He then checked his watch and sighed. Only ten minutes, though. That’s basically fashionably late, isn’t it?

      All the people inside were gathered for a book launch.

      Filling the window were copies of a new romance book.

      Max smiled as he took in the title and author name.

      The title was called, “The Slicer and The Flamebringer” and underneath the title was the author’s name: Sakura Sato.

      Max stepped into the bookstore.

      Hardbacks and paperbacks were crammed into tall shelves that went as high as the ceiling. People were dressed up and holding glasses of wine.

      Everyone was standing around, quietly listening to Sakura being interviewed at the front of the room by the bookstore owner, both of whom were sitting in green leather ottomans.

      “I’d first like to thank Blake and his new restaurant, ‘BBQ Blake’s Ramen Hot Spot’ for providing bowls of delicious bacon and egg ramen for after the event.”

      Everyone clapped and Max caught sight of Blake standing near the front, blushing.

      Wow, Max thought. Blake must’ve have really upped his ramen-making game.

      “It’s not your normal book launch catering service,” mused the bookstore owner. “But who am I to judge? But let me repeat: please refrain from spilling any broth on the books!”

      The bookstore owner then turned to Sakura.

      “Now, for my final question of the evening,” said the bookstore owner. “May I ask is any of this wondrous story you’ve written based on real life?”

      Sakura raised her eyebrows playfully and then shook her head. “It is all completely made up. It just popped into my head one day.”

      In the corner of her eye, however, Sakura looked at Blake with a beautiful warm smile and touched her stomach that had begun to grow over the last few months.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, after Sakura finished signing books for everyone, she, Max, Casey, and Harold stood around drinking from little bowls of ramen.

      “This is indeed delicious,” said Casey, but looking around at the bits of ramen stains on the carpet, “A bit ridiculous for a book launch, no?”

      “I don’t think so,” Sakura grinned.

      Harold held up the climber president’s romance novel and said, “You know, I’ve been skimming through this and so far I’ve found no saucy bits, what gives!”

      “That’s because I wrote a wholesome romance, you pervert!” yelled Sakura at the old man.

      Everyone laughed and Max excused himself to go to the washroom.

      After Max walked away, Sakura pulled Casey aside.

      “Okay, time for a bit of girl-on-girl chat,” Sakura said.

      “Did I hear girl-on-girl!?” shouted Harold.

      “GO AWAY!” yelled Sakura. “Or I’ll have you forcibly removed.”

      The old man sauntered away to mingle with the other people attending the book launch.

      “Okay,” said Sakura, speaking quietly. “What’s going to happen between you and Max now that he’s The Supreme Being?”

      Casey’s face went pale and she looked down at her shoes.

      She had been avoiding this question in her own mind for the last little while.

      “I’m not sure,” she said, sadly.

      “Just remember, honey, I’ll always be here,” smiled Sakura.

      “Why do you say that!?” said Casey, suddenly aggravated. “You’re talking as if we’ve broken up already!?”

      Sakura looked away.

      “What!” said Casey. “What do you know that I don’t know?”

      “It’s just,” said Sakura, “he’s The Supreme Being now. It will be hard for him to stay in close contact with any of us. He’ll be busy looking after the entire tower. I’m surprised he even made it down here for this.”

      Suddenly, an overwhelming feeling overtook Casey and she ran out of the bookstore, before anyone could see her tears.
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      Max exited the bathroom and returned to the book launch party.

      The crowd was thinning out as people congratulated Sakura and left to go home.

      The bookstore owner was also berating Blake. “You said your ramen wouldn’t cause a mess! I’m going to have to spend at least a whole day spraying and rubbing down the floor.”

      Max cautiously avoided the argument, looking out for Casey.

      He really wanted to hang out with her. They hadn’t had much of a chance since the end of The Great War of the Heavens.

      He looked all over the bookstore but couldn’t find her.

      First, he asked Elle, who was happily keeping to herself in a corner. “Hey sis, have you seen Casey?”

      She shook her head. “I think I saw her talking to Sakura earlier?”

      He went over to Sakura and said, “Hey, have you seen Casey around? I can’t find her anywhere.”

      Sakura’s face went pale. “She ran off. I think you might need to talk to her.”

      Max didn’t like the sound of that.

      “Where did she go?”

      Sakura shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

      Max congratulated Sakura once more and left the bookstore, entering the downtown streets of Zestiris.

      He looked down one street and then another.

      Where would she have gone?

      He ran over to her parent’s home and stationery shop, but she wasn’t there.

      He checked her favorite crêperie and she wasn’t there either.

      Finally, it dawned on him where she might be.

      He ran to the climber’s guild and then went past it to the climber academy and beneath the stars and moon in the darkness of the courtyard, he saw her.

      Casey.

      She was sitting in the very spot where they had first met over two years ago now.

      He approached her and saw that she was sobbing.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to stop seeing you now that you’re The Supreme Being,” she said, wiping her eyes. She looked up at him, her eyes red and dilated, but still absolutely beautiful. “I thought we cared for one another, don’t we?”

      Max grabbed her and held her in his arms, staring into her beautiful green eyes.

      “I feel the same way,” he said. “And guess what? I figured out a solution that will mean we will get to hang out loads.”

      Casey wiped her eyes. “Really? What is it?”

      Max grinned at her and said: “How would you like to become the new tower-god queen?”
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        * * *

      

      And so, a long glorious age of peace was ushered in throughout the tower.

      Max Rainhart and Casey Everton oversaw it all, becoming the tower’s benevolent rulers.

      Of course, they did take the occasional break to go out for an evening in one of the lower floors.

      They usually went out for dinner at a restaurant in Nightmare City.

      The same place where they went for their very first date.
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      The school bell rang and Neil quickly shoved his stuff into his backpack.

      He was standing up before the teacher even said, “Class dismissed.”

      If I can just get out of here quickly, he thought.

      As kids streamed out from the other classes, he rushed to his locker, hoping to grab his jacket and make his quick escape.

      He felt an internal clock clicking in his mind, as he fumbled with the lock at his locker.

      He grabbed his jacket and slammed his locker closed.

      I’m almost home free, he thought.

      But he had spoken too soon.

      He turned down the hall only to see a boy named Snake and his cronies walking towards him.

      Neil quickly turned around and saw another set of cronies coming the other way after him.

      “Where do you think you’re going, weakling?” snickered Snake.

      The hallway suddenly cleared and it was only Neil and the gang of thugs.

      Crap, Neil thought, despondently.

      Snake walked up to Neil and punched him in the gut.

      Neil fell to the floor, pain surging through his whole body.

      Here we go, he thought.

      They were going to beat him up again. Ruin his day yet again.

      When will this misery finally end…

      Before Neil could feel any more pain, he suddenly heard strange sounds.

      It sounded like incredibly fast wisps of wind.

      Neil looked up and saw that Snake and his cronies were no longer looming over him and instead had all fallen down on the ground, knocked out.

      Huh!?

      The school hallway was now empty except for Neil, the unconscious thugs, and a red-haired guy who was glowing with an immense amount of power.

      “I hate those who pick on those who are weaker than them,” said the glowing red-haired man.

      He smiled at Neil.

      “I don’t think this little group of thugs will be causing you any more trouble,” said the man.

      Neil was speechless.

      “By the way,” said the man, tossing a copper-colored orb towards Neil. “If you’re looking to get stronger that monster core can help. Just remember: anyone can rise to the top if they’re willing to try. Whatever your goal or dream is—however unfathomable it may seem right now—if you pursue it wholeheartedly, it will come true in the end. Trust me.”

      And with that, the red-haired boy disappeared.

      Neil stood there, stunned.

      He couldn’t believe it.

      That was Max Rainhart.

      The boy known as the E-ranker from the outer-rim.

      The young man who had saved the entire tower.

      The God Killer.

      The Supreme Being.

      The Legendary Tower Climber.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Author’s Note

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you so much for reading Tower Climber from start to finish. If I could make you all S-rank tower gods, I would. Seriously.

      It’s been such an amazing journey writing this series and I’m so glad I got to share it with all of you. I’m sure there’s a couple of things on your mind.

      1 - Is this really the end?

      2 - What’s next? Are you going to do a new series?

      Okay, let’s tackle each question one at a time.

      1 - This is definitely the end…for now. There are other projects I’d like to pursue at the moment, but I’m not against returning to this world and characters at a later date. Make sure you leave a review on this book if this is something you’d like to see happen one day in the future.

      2 - I’m already working on the first book of my next series and I’m hoping to have it out by July 2022, so that’s only a few months away. It will be LitRPG/GameLit/Progression Fantasy. I’ll share more details later ;)

      Not sure what to do between now and the release of my next series?

      I highly recommend you sign up to my email newsletter. This is the best way to stay up-to-date on my new releases. You can press the link here (and get a free ebook short story in the process) or find a sign-up page at my author website: www.jakobtanner.com.

      The other thing you can do to support me as an author is to leave reviews on my books. Seriously. If you want to keep reading stories written by me, your reviews are crucial in supporting my author career. Shouting out my books in online groups and forums is also incredibly helpful. Every little bit helps and I’m incredibly grateful for all of you who help get the books into new readers’ hands. Thank you so much.

      Finally, I want to give an extra special thanks for all of my beta readers who helped make this series really shine. So a huge thank you to Josh Cothran, Ben Graff, Sean Hall, Jo Hoffacker, Denny Johnson, Valentine Obasuyi, and Josh Robinson. Thank you for all the help!

      Okay…that’s all I got for now. Thanks again everyone for reading!

      Alright, I gotta get back to that writing chair. There’s a new series to write! Hopefully, it will be as fun an adventure as this one was.

      

      -Jakob Tanner, 2022

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WANT A FREE EBOOK?

      

        

      
        If you’re curious to read about the very first person to enter the tower, you gotta read the prequel short story: Tower Climber: The First Climber! It’s exclusively available as a bonus to subscribers of my newsletter.
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        Get my free ebook short story!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Looking for a new series to read?

      

        

      
        If you’re not sure what to read next while I’m still writing book 1 of the next series, maybe check out my first series, Arcane Kingdom Online. It’s a seven book complete series with loads of LitRPG/GameLit/Progression Fantasy goodness. If you’re interested, check out a free sample on the next page…

      

        

      
        Thanks again for reading and see you soon!

        -Jakob Tanner

        www.jakobtanner.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Arcane Kingdom Online: The Chosen (Book 1) (Preview)
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        Chapter One

      

      

      It wasn’t easy waiting to see if you’d live or die.

      It was why the old man at the front of the line took his sweet precious time. He waddled forward, lifting his cane then placing it down again. Step by step. The echo of the cane on the terminal floor was like the ticking of a clock, each excruciating beat bringing me one second closer to my turn. My dance with fate.

      The soldier managing the line barked through the air purifier tusks of his gas mask: “Hurry up or I’ll throw you into quarantine.”

      The man stopped dawdling and stepped into the bioscan. He slouched his shoulders and muttered a quiet prayer to himself. A few seconds passed and a green light appeared above the machine, followed by a single shrill beep.

      The passenger was free to go. The old man hurried away towards baggage claim.

      The armed soldier yelled, “Next!” and the line shuffled forward.

      Four people stood ahead of me. Four more turns until my own.

      A little boy in front of me tugged at his mother’s arm.

      “I don’t want to go through there mommy,” he said. “Please.”

      The woman’s face was pale and she had bags under her eyes. She gripped her son’s hand tightly and said, “Shh. It will be over soon.”

      But the little boy was far from comforted: tears forming in his eyes.

      I crouched down and smiled at the kid. “Why are you crying little guy?”

      The boy sniffled and wiped his eyes. “Cause… I don’t want to walk in there…”

      “It’s scary, huh?”

      He nodded.

      “But think about this: you had to go through the same scan before you got on the plane, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah…”

      “And you must’ve been cleared—healthy as ever—otherwise you wouldn’t have been allowed to even get on the plane, right?”

      The boy nodded his head again.

      “So do you really think you would’ve gotten sick between now and the last scan?”

      “I don’t know,” said the kid.

      “Well, did you eat the veggie option?”

      The boy shook his head emphatically. Of course not.

      I smiled at him. “Then you’re fine.”

      The kid laughed, vindicated for his dislike of vegetables.

      “You’re almost through,” I said, “Don’t worry.”

      I stood back up and the woman smiled at me. “Your mother must be so proud of you.”

      I shrugged awkwardly, not wanting to disappoint her with the truth.

      The guard ended our conversation abruptly, yelling, “Next!”

      The woman bent down and kissed her son on the forehead. “Wait here and join me on the other side in a minute.”

      The woman walked through the two metal walls of the bioscan. The device scanned her body, searching for any signs of the virus. The machine buzzed and a green light flashed. The woman stepped forth onto the other side.

      “Your turn buddy,” I said to the kid.

      He took a few hesitant steps before rushing between the detector’s walls. As the scan commenced, the boy shivered. His whole body trembled. It was horrible to watch. The shrill beep went off and the green light flashed.

      The boy ran to his mother, jumping into her arms. They hugged and kissed before grabbing their things and hurrying towards the exit. They had made it. They were free to enter the country. The boy turned around, smiled at me, and waved.

      “Next!”

      I stepped forward, passing between the two armed guards, and entered the scanner. The process was no different from going through a metal detector. The only thing you felt were your nerves. I stood there as the machine scanned my body for bacteria and deadly cells. I closed my eyes and counted the seconds. There was nothing to be worried about. Just as I had told the kid: I’d gone through the exact same scan only a few hours ago. Nothing had changed.

      I waited for the beep. Silence. I lifted my head to see if a green light flashed. Nothing. I turned around to get confirmation from one of the guards. Instead I found an assault rifle pointed at my chest.

      “Stay right where you are,” said the guard from behind his gas mask. He had a rough voice with a slight country twang. “Don’t move.”

      “What’s going on?” I said. “This must be a mistake.”

      I whipped round and another guard was already there, semi-automatic ready in hand to blow my brains out.

      “If you do not calm down, we’ll be forced by law to subdue you.”

      I didn’t move. I didn’t open my mouth. Anything I did would be taken as a threat from these guys. All I wanted to do was elbow them in the face and run for it. But somehow I knew if I did, I would be begging them to shoot me.

      The soldiers kept my head in their crosshairs. Army boots smacked against the floor, getting louder and louder. Security had sent out reinforcements.

      Two new armed guards took position in front of the bioscan and started processing people.

      The guard at my back patted me down and confiscated my phone, wallet, and passport.

      “Hey! I need those—“

      “Not where you’re going,” muttered the guard, patting me down.

      Once finished, the other soldier said, “Follow me.”

      He spun around and marched forward. I stood still, frozen with fear. Paralyzed. What was about to happen? The guard behind dug the barrel of his gun deep into my skin. A sharp pain ripped across my back.

      “Move it.”

      I caught up with the marching guard while the other one followed behind, making sure I didn’t run for it. We entered a back stairwell and headed down the steps. A cold draft swept through. My teeth shivered and my shoulders shook. At the bottom was an open door, leading to the tarmac.

      Waiting for us there amongst the airplanes and runways was a green army van, engine running. The guard opened the back door and climbed in. Behind me, the soldier kicked my back with his boot, knocking me into the van.

      “What the hell?”

      “Shut up,” said the soldier, climbing in after me and shutting the door. He signaled the driver, “Take us to the quarantine facility.”

      I got up off the van’s floor and sat down in the corner seat. “What are you guys planning to do to me? What exactly have I done?”

      The guard who wasn’t a complete dickhead turned to me and lifted his gloved hands to his head. He fiddled with his gas mask and pulled it off. The man behind the mask had a boxy head with a square jaw. He had a standard army buzz cut and blue stoic eyes. He blinked and a string of numbers and code fell along the side of his right eye. No wonder this guy didn’t give a shit. He was an android.

      “Passenger 1307-b,” he said. “Clay Hopewell, aged twenty-four years old, citizen of United North America. Arriving from Charles de Gaulle airport, Paris, France. Flight number: 248. You’ve been put under immediate arrest for breaking international law by the decree of—”

      “Breaking the law! How so?”

      “Isn’t it obvious, dumbass?” said the jerk guard, who kept his gas mask firmly on his head. “You got ZERO. You’re a ticking time bomb now bud. I’m sure those French fucks are real happy with themselves for kicking out all the foreigners.”

      My arms shook, my shoulders shuddered. If what they said was true: I only had a few days to live.

      “I was fine a few hours ago,” I said. “How is this even possible?”

      “You’re asking the million-dollar question,” said the guard.

      We drove along an empty runway towards a large airplane hangar. Surrounding the perimeter of the building was a scaffolding of barbed wire, armed guards, sentry towers, and machine gun turrets. We slowed down at a parking gate. The driver poked his head out and spoke with another masked soldier. They exchanged a few words and then the barrier lifted. We drove on towards the hangar.

      The army vehicle halted beneath the shadows of the large building.

      “We’re at your stop,” said the jerk guard. “C’mon—out ya get.”

      He grabbed my jacket collar and dragged me out of the van. All the turrets from the different sentry towers pointed down at my section of the tarmac.

      The guard led me over to a small shed-like building attached to the hangar. He punched in key commands and a metal door slid open.

      “You enter the quarantine zone through here,” said the guard. “We’ll lock the door behind you.”

      “Is there a phone in there? How will my family be alerted of my whereabouts?”

      The guard shook his head. “Don’t worry. That’s all been taken care of.”

      I clenched my fists and swallowed my anger. I brushed past him, heading into the quarantine zone.

      “Okay,” said the guard. “We’ll open the next door after we’ve sealed this first one. If you don’t enter the hangar, we’ll come in there and exterminate you.”

      He punched in the key commands again and the door slid closed, sealing me off from the outside.

      The room was a cold concrete square. A metal door slid open, granting me entrance into the airport hangar. The open doorway revealed a pitch black room. The darkness was impenetrable. A stench wafted out from the hangar’s entrance. It was like a mixture of rotten meat and shit combined. The smell made me not want to go any further. The guard’s voice cut through my thoughts: we’ll exterminate you. I lifted my t-shirt above my nose and stepped into the room.

      The metal door slid closed behind me. The lights above flickered on and the sight was unbelievable. Horrible. This was the quarantine facility?

      The floor was a sea of corpses. A few wrangled on the ground in their own vomit, moaning, but the majority of them were dead. In the furthest corner across the hangar was a heap of bodies, the mound like a pile of garbage at a scrapyard. Instead of rubber bags and broken bottles, there were bloated limbs and the occasional head, frozen in its last contorted gasp of life. They were empty husks, their skins saggy and hollow like deflated balloons. A snapshot of my future.

      My stomach churned. I spun around and banged on the sliding door. “You have to let me out of here!”

      I banged on the steel door with my fist until it was red and aching. “Shit!”

      I leant my head against the wall. What the hell am I going to do?

      An odd gurgle echoed from behind. I turned around and scanned the bodies. “Is someone else in here? Hello?”

      Emerging from behind the tent was a pale dismembered hand clenched between the mouth of a wrinkled old lady. The woman had long sweaty gray hair with patches of red blood stains. Her eyes were yellow and her nose was scrunched like a vicious wolf. She crouched on the ground, her arms hanging between her legs. She dropped the limb from her mouth, swallowing back a piece of flesh. She pulled her dinner closer to her and growled at me.

      “Trust me,” I said. “I don’t want any.”

      She growled louder this time and then barked. What was wrong with this woman? I got the sense she was telling me to get lost. To leave her to her tasty human limb. Fine by me. I stayed where I was, halfway across the hangar from her. But she didn’t stop staring. She didn’t blink. She growled and bared her teeth.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” I said. “I’m going over this way. I’ll leave you alone, if—”

      She hissed, spit flinging from her teeth. She rushed towards me and jumped, fingernails out, ready to claw my face off. I lifted my foot and kicked her right in the stomach. She fell onto the pavement. She rolled over on the floor, got back up, and ran at me again. This time I kicked her in the head.

      “Screw off lady,” I said.

      I ran from the door. The woman’s heavy panting encouraged me to run faster. I spun round and she was already halfway in the air, claws out. She dug her sharp nails into my shoulders and pushed me on the ground. Her sweaty blood drenched hair fell into my face along with her spit and bile. Drool dripped onto my cheeks as her lips opened wide for a big chomp of my flesh. I grabbed her neck and pushed her away.

      She caught hold of my arm and pinned it to the floor. She did the same with the other. The woman’s strength was overpowering. I kicked her, but she used her feet to keep my legs down. She had me trapped. Her hot breath poured down on my face. She licked her teeth with her tongue, readying herself for her fresh meal.

      I was zombie chow-mein.

      I closed my eyes, waiting to be eaten alive when a burst of machine gun fire echoed across the hangar. The deranged woman wailed in pain, shrieking. She collapsed onto my chest. Her body was sticky and warm. I pushed her off and scrambled to my feet.

      What the hell was going on?

      Back by the hangar entrance was a guard in a gas mask holding an assault rifle. I recognized his rough voice straightaway.

      “Mr. Hopewell,” said the guard. “Someone very important has alternative plans for your future.”
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