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      The Temple of the Weeping Sun stood beautifully in all its glory as the sun shone on the stone causing it to sparkle.  The vision stopped me in my tracks as I approached the structure from the north.  I had walked in the gates of the temple many times, but this is the first time I would enter as an exiled cultivator.  This violation in all fairness should result in my execution, however, Hektor needed me and unfortunately, I needed him and his temple.  I wanted to break away completely, but that didn’t look like it was in the cards any time soon.  The quote from Michael Corleone in the Godfather Part III rang true in this situation -- “Just when I thought I was out; they pull me back in!”

      “Exile, halt!” a guard screamed from the gate.  It was the same guard that I had the confrontation with before I was given the boot from the temple.  He accused me of throwing him to the ground to get by him.  Which was partly true I suppose.

      “I need back up...now!”  the terrified man yelled as he frantically looked behind him for help against the big bad John LeBrock, exile from the great temple and enemy of the Cosmic Observator.

      I stopped ten yards in front of the guard and held my hands up. “I’m not here to cause any trouble.  I want to see Hektor.”

      Three new cultivators arrived quickly to assist in keeping me out.  I was in shock when I saw that Tan was one of the helpers.  He was surprised as well when he saw me standing outside.  His eyes were wide, and his mouth stood agape.

      “John, you can’t be here.  I don’t have to remind you that you were exiled.  That means you are to never return.  Get out of here before Hektor executes you!”  Tan spoke with great concern.

      “I’m here to see Hektor.  I think I am safe from execution.” I replied with a sigh.

      Suddenly all four of the guards’ faces formed into surprised expressions then I felt something nail me in the back of my head sending me into a black void of nothingness.
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      I slowly awoke inside the temple or what I thought was the temple.  I was disoriented and the back of my head throbbed like a motherfucker.  I raised my hand and placed it on the back of my head and grimaced.  After I blinked a few times while taking some deep breaths, I began to recognize my surroundings.  I was on one of the sofas in Hektor’s chambers inside the temple.

      I let out a cough as I placed my feet on the floor.  I sat in the tripod position for a couple of minutes before I scanned the room.  Whoever hit me in the back of the head was strong as hell.

      “John, I see you are awake.  I apologize for the strike in the back of the head.  I had my reasons,” Hektor said sarcastically from behind me.

      “What the hell were those reasons?”

      “I must say it felt kind of nice punching you in the head after the way you have treated me over the past weeks.  However, I needed to do it as a show for the other cultivators here at this glorious temple.”

      “I’m not following you.”

      “You are an exile.  I can’t very well have an exile defying my demands.  People will not take me seriously if I let enemies of the temple just waltz in whenever they please, now can I?  If I didn’t need you to climb the tower, I would have publicly executed you in a rather grisly fashion.  I must say I am surprised to see you.  What in the name of the Ancient Ones are you doing here?  We are not friends by any stretch of the word.”

      “Listen, I don’t want to be here...at all,” I shook my head. “However, you didn’t give me any details about this quest other than I am to climb this tower and give you a big chunk of the gold I acquire.  You mentioned the location, but you didn’t mention when I was supposed to go or any other specifics about what I am in for.  If you want to get all this gold you say is waiting for me, I would think you would want me prepared as much as possible.  Am I right?”  I shrugged.

      Hektor sighed with an eyeroll.  “I suppose you are correct.  I can help you with all this information.  However, you will not be helped here.  You will leave this place and never return.  If I need to see you, I will come to you or send a messenger.  Are we clear?”

      “Crystal,” I replied as I leaned back on the sofa.  “Now, tell me everything about this Tower of Infinite Glory.”

      “I don’t have the time or desire to tell you.  I can’t stand being in the same room with you quite honestly.  However, this man will mentor you once again.  He is a great scholar here as well as a fine cultivator.  Nonetheless, you chose to cripple the man after all the help he gave you,” replied Hektor as Saul entered the door to his chambers shocked to see me sitting on the sofa.

      I smiled at my former mentor. “Saul, how are you bud?”

      Saul replied with a quick nod.  He clearly didn’t want to engage in conversation in Hektor’s presence.

      “Master, you sent for me?” he asked the smug Cosmic Observator.

      “Yes, as you can see the exile has returned unexpectedly.  I should tell you to hang him from the temple walls, but you are aware of our deal.”

      “I am, master, how can I help?”

      “I need you once again to mentor this heathen, temporarily of course.  He needs to be prepared for what awaits him at the Tower of Infinite Glory.”

      “Okay, that won’t be a problem,” Saul replied respectfully with a nod.

      “Good, I can always count on you my dear friend.  This training, if you want to call it, will not happen here.  You will go with him back to his pitiful residence in Gallanthal.  You may take anything from the temple archives with you.  I want this man prepared to enter this tower and be victorious.  Do you understand?”

      “Perfectly, master.  I will make sure he is fully aware of what he is in store for.  I will gather materials from the archives and leave at once.”

      “Good,” Hektor nodded at Saul then turned to me with a fake smile. “Now, you need to get your ass off temple grounds immediately.  I will have Saul walk you out through an escape tunnel under the temple grounds that will lead you past the gate unseen.  You will be blindfolded of course.  Please give Yitri my love, will you?”  Hektor asked, then turned toward the doorway that led to his bedroom.

      Saul pulled some sort of rag from his pouch that he was going to use as a blindfold.

      “I hope that isn’t a handkerchief that you have wiped your snot on for the past week.”

      Saul shook his head with a smirk and moved in behind me.  He placed the rag over my eyes and began to tie it.  I shuddered when he pulled the knot tight.  The pain was still intense from Hektor’s sucker punch.
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      Saul held my arm as he guided me through a secret escape route under the temple.  Saul walked with a limp from his injury.  The prosthesis appeared to do well with his movement, but there was still a noticeable limp as we walked forward.  The environment was cool, wet, and silent like a tomb.

      “How are you John, I know you had some trouble in Spivey with Ryker.”

      “You could say that.  I wanted to thank you for your help.  Yitri mentioned that you and her talked with Hektor about helping me.  I appreciate that.”

      The sound from our conversation echoed throughout the tunnel.  We paused for a few moments before Saul spoke again. “I’m glad you’re out, but what you have agreed to do is almost an impossible challenge.  No one has ascended the Tower of Infinite Glory in 500 years.”

      I stopped suddenly and Saul stumbled almost falling forward onto the tunnel floor.  “Whoa, wait a minute.  So, no one has made it to the top in fucking 500 years?  You’re bullshitting me, right?”

      “I’m not sure what bullshitting is, but I am being truthful if that is what you’re asking.  This is serious John.”

      “I would say so. Fuck me,” I exclaimed sending a piercing echo down the tunnel.

      “John let’s keep going.  There is plenty of time to talk about the tower, believe me,” Saul replied as he pulled me forward.  We stopped a few minutes later. “John stand here a moment,” Saul instructed as he let go of my arm. I shook my arm to get my circulation going again.  The bald man held onto me with a death grip like I was going to turn around and run back into the temple to assassinate Hektor.  I hear a couple of clicks and the sounds of gears beginning to rotate. I heard something that sounded heavy begin to open up, and I felt a draft blow into my face reinvigorating my body.  The wet musty air was getting old fast.  Thankfully I had reached freedom and would be able to take this blindfold off my face.

      We stepped out of the tunnel and I heard the familiar sounds coming from the door as it closed behind us.  “Can I take this off now?”

      “Of course not, I will let you know when that can be done.  Let’s go on.  I must return to the archives and get my things ready to travel to Aedon.  Unfortunately, I don’t think this trip will warrant the use of Lashar the celestial eagle so I will need a horse.  I might need a wagon to transport all of my things and the material from the archives.”

      “Shit, how much stuff do I need?”

      “If you want to be prepared you need all that I can get my hands on.  Didn’t you hear me say it’s been 500 years since a cultivator ascended?  Personally, this feels like a suicide mission, but I will do my best to help prepare you.”

      “You’re acting like I had a choice.  I was going to die in that cage.”

      “Now you are going to die in the tower...probably.”

      “Your confidence really makes my heart sing Saul, it really does. Shit.”

      “You say you had no choice, but you did.”

      “Certain death versus probably death isn’t much of a choice, I’m afraid.”

      “Be that as it may, you were wrong.  You had a choice,” Saul said with a hint of sarcasm.

      “How many cultivators attempt to climb these things?” The direction of our discussion.

      “The one last century brought 1,000 climbers.”

      “Fuck me, 1,000 climbers?”

      “Is that not what I said?  Yes, 1,000 climbers,” Saul voice was laced with irritation.  “However, that was last time.  This time there could be more or could be less.  There is no way of knowing.”

      “If there is only one tower, you have to wait for all of these people to take turns?”

      “No, this is a divine construct placed on Azura by the Ancient Ones.  Everyone will enter the first floor at the same time.  Well not at the same time, but you know what I mean.  They will enter the doorway right behind one another.  Once you enter that floor, you will not see anyone else.  The floor will be all yours and yours alone.”

      “Huh?  How’s that possible?”

      “Like I said, this tower is a divine construct placed on Azura by Gods.  Our minds cannot comprehend their power and abilities. Anyway, you are getting ahead of yourself, John.  There is still a chance that the tower will not accept you to enter.  You will travel to the tower in the next couple of days and place your hand on the proper position and wait for the sign from the tower.  If you are accepted, there is no going back on that.  You are in it for the long haul and cannot change your mind.  If you are not accepted, you will just go back home.”

      “So Hektor could have freed me for nothing.  There’s a chance that I will not be chosen.  I can work with that.  I don’t think the Cosmic Observator would be too happy about it though.”

      “You are correct that it can possibly not happen, but I feel you are special, and you have the confidence of me and the Cosmic Observator.  Also, the Ancient Ones have shown you great favor so far with the cores you were blessed with.  It is almost as if they were grooming you to enter the tower.  It will be a great shock if you are denied entry, there is no doubt about that.”

      “So, what is the schedule?  When do I have to be there?”

      “The tower just arrived, and it will take a while to get everyone all over Azura mobilized to go check it out.  If the dates are equivalent to last century you will have one year to prepare before entry.  There is a timer on the tower that will give you the countdown until the door opens and you are summoned to enter.”

      “Summoned to enter?” I asked with my left brow raised.

      “When you place your hand on the tower you must use your left hand.  You cannot use the hand of your rank brand.  If you are accepted as a climber you will acquire a new tower climber brand on your left forearm.  Once that brand is on your body, there is no way to change your mind about entering the tower.  You can be anywhere on Azura.  The brand on your arm will illuminate and you will be teleported to the entry doorway.  If you do not enter the doorway, the Ancient Ones will kill you as you stand.  There is no going back once you have received the brand of the tower.  You will either die in the tower or the Ancient Ones will kill you outside where you stand.  So, if you have reservations, do not place your hand on the tower.”

      “Then my only probably will be a pissed off Tiger Rank Cosmic Observator that wants to kill me.”

      “Yes, you have no appealing options,” Saul replied as he took off my blindfold.

      The sunlight plunged into my pupils and I closed my eyelids tight then blinked slowly to get adjusted.  I looked around and saw that I was on the road that I came in on.  Saul was successful in keeping the secret tunnel a secret.  “Yes, Saul, my options suck.  What would you do?”

      Saul replied immediately. “You should enter the tower.  You gave your word to Hektor that you would do it and he released you.  It would be dishonorable for you to turn tail and run like a coward.”

      “Tell me how you really feel, Saul,” I replied sarcastically with a laugh.

      “You asked me, and I told you,” Saul grumbled as he crossed his large arms.

      “It was good to see you my friend.  I didn’t like how we left things.  You’ve done a lot for me and I don’t think I told you that before I walked away.”

      “Pssssh, don’t get all sappy with me John.  I’m a grown man, and I didn’t need a girly goodbye.  I am happy to see you as well, and I will do my best to help you with your tower climb.  Now, I need to return to the temple to get my things together and I will make my way toward Gallanthal in the morning.  Have a safe trip back.  It should take you no time considering you have a Savant Speed Core and the ability to go Supernova.  Just be careful and not set the forest on fire.  That would be most disagreeable,” Saul grinned as he patted me on the shoulder then he turned to head back to the temple.
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      Aedon Fortress looked even more magnificent when I returned from my short trip to the Temple.  The serpentine people were so appreciative for my small amount of help against Lesnar’s group of thugs that they continued to work their asses off to make this place a damn palace.  Outside of the city walls the serpentine cleared the lands and began planting different kinds of vegetables and fruits.  They had built a small pasture where they had placed some cattle for meat.

      I was happy to see Sorg and Shazo meet me as I reached the gate.

      “I hope you had a pleasant trip John, it is good to see you,” Sorg said with a smile.

      Shazo nodded her head with a narrow smile. “John.”

      “It’s wonderful to see you all as well.  I can’t thank you enough for everything you are doing.  It’s too much.”

      “Nonsense, we are happy to do it.  You are our treasured neighbor that helped us with a large problem.  This is the least that we could do.

      I placed my hands on my hips and shook my head. “I don’t know what to say.  It’s overwhelming. Thank you.”

      Shazo surprised me with a warm hug. “It’s our pleasure.”

      Her red hair smelled insanely good and I felt a pleasant warm travel down my body while we embraced.  The hug went on for a few seconds longer that I expected, but I wasn’t complaining one bit.  When a beautiful woman wants a hug, you give her a hug.  Before she backed away, she gave me a soft kiss on the cheek. I felt my face redden from the unexpected but welcome show of affection.  She didn’t think too much of me when I arrived at Torrine weeks ago, but I had the feeling that she had a bit of a crush on me.  I must say that I was becoming a little smitten as well.  The girl was part snake, but I didn’t care.  She was unbelievably hot, and I would be lying if I wasn’t curious what sex would be like with her. If things progressed at the same speed as they were, I was certain that dream would become a reality real soon.

      “You should hang out here more often,” I said with a flirtatious smirk.

      “Really?  That would be nice.  I would love to get to know everyone more.”

      “We like to have fun, and these girls really think a lot of you.  I do as well.  You’re a special woman.”

      Sorg cleared his throat.  “I will get back to my tasks.  It was good to see you John.”

      I chuckled realizing I had forgotten he was there.  Shazo’s presence demanded a man’s undivided attention.  I had a very tough time keeping my eyes from falling to look at her inviting chest.  They were fucking enormous and her cleavage was on point. I glanced then met her eyes again.  She had one of her brows raised because she knew exactly what I was doing.

      “John, my face is up here,” the snake girl giggled.

      “I’m sorry, I’m not even going to deny.  Your beauty is impossible to ignore, I’m afraid.”

      She embraced me once more, but this time she included her lower body in the act.  She squeezed tight and I lost my balance and fell to the ground.

      I let out an “oof” then she placed her lips onto mine softly.  The kiss was incredible, but the more we got into it, the more she squeezed.  I pulled away from our kiss and grinned.

      “This is fucking amazing, but you are going to kill me.”

      She laughed and loosened her grip. “I’m sorry, I got excited.”

      “That’s okay, this is fine now.  Come back,” I said as I placed my hand on her cheek.

      She smiled and moved in for another kiss.  It was much more passionate, but she was able to stay in control and not constrict me to the brink of bone crushing.

      “Oh my, you two are being naughty,” Yitri said with a smile as she stood over us with her arms crossed on her chest.

      “I won’t disagree with you,” I smiled as the lamia began kissing my neck.

      My dick had become hard as a fucking rock.  I couldn’t believe this make out session was happening right outside in front of anyone who walked by.

      “Shazo, you’re driving me crazy.”

      She just moaned in response and she began to suck on my neck.

      “Why don’t you guys go somewhere a little more private. I’m going to head on back inside.  I just wanted to say hi.  You guys have fun.”  Yitri blew a kiss and sauntered back toward the fortress.

      Shazo let go of my neck and placed her hands on the ground and pushed up.  “Follow me.”  She pulled me up and began to slither out toward the forest while holding my hand.

      “Where are you taking me? Should I be worried?” I asked flirtatiously.

      Shazo slapped me on the ass. “You should be most definitely.”

      We continued into the woods while my rock-hard member bulged in my pants.  We reached a small clearing surrounded by trees and other vegetation.  She pulled off her top quickly causing her huge breasts to fall out and bounce causing me to exhale in amazement.

      “You’re a well put together woman.  Fuck.”

      She grabbed the bottom of my shirt and lifted it over my head rapidly and began to kiss my chest.  Shazo was ravenous for my body as I was hers.  I ran my fingers through her long, soft hair and lifted my head to the sky enjoying her lips on my body.  I felt her tug on my waistband which caused my cock to harden even more in anticipation.  She slid my pants down causing my dick to plop out in front of her face.

      “Nice,” she whispered as she placed her lips on the very tip.

      “Fuck,” I muttered as she began to twirl her moist tongue around the circumference of the sensitive spot.

      After a few more seconds, she bobbed her head toward my hilt and took all my length inside of her mouth.  The sensation of her fangs sliding down my shaft was a sensation that I had never experienced before.  It was bliss in its purest form.  She sucked for a couple of minutes and came off my shaft with a small pop then she raised up not stopping at my head. She halted as her breasts stared me in the face.

      “Please twirl your tongue around my nipples,” She gasped as she began to softly run her fingers through my hair on the back of my head.

      “Happily,” I replied softly as I kissed her right nipple causing her to let out a loud gasp.

      I began to twirl my tongue around her nipple resulting in her convulsing violently as I palmed her other breast softly then harder.  I had to admit my mind wandered to what would happen shortly.  Obviously, I had never had sex with a lamia chick before so I had no clue how you would fuck one.  I just hoped I would be able to and very soon.  It was almost like she read my mind. She turned around and arced what I would call her ass toward me.  A wet, pink, tunnel showed itself beckoning me to ravage it.

      “Fuck me, John.”

      I grabbed the side of her body feeling her cool scales.  I guided my throbbing cock into her pussy slowly.  She inhaled loudly and deeply as I gently pushed my way to my hilt.  She turned her head to the side and made contact with my eyes as I began to thrust in and out of her sopping wet pussy.

      “Fuck me harder and deeper, John.”

      I didn’t respond verbally, I complied with her demand with my eyes and hips.  The contact between my skin and her scales was something unlike I had ever experienced before.  There was no familiar slapping sound, it was something completely different.  She slapped the ground with her right hand as I pounded her into submission.

      “You like that?” I asked through gritted teeth. “Tell me you like it.”

      “I like it John, don’t stop. I’m going to come.  Oh fuck, I’m going to come.  Keep fucking my pussy.”

      I pushed myst into my hips causing me to move faster.  I controlled my strength to not hurt her by going too deep with too much power.  I was thrusted at an amazing speed which caused her to slap the ground with one hand and dig into the grass with the other.

      “I’m coming oh fuck, don’t stop.  Fuck!”  she screamed as she placed her forehead on the ground.

      Her orgasm brought me to the edge.  After ten more quick thrusts, I spurted my milky white seed deep into her pussy.  “Fuck, you are fucking amazing.  I can’t believe that just happened.  You are so beautiful.”

      “John, you say such nice things to me.  The serpentine people are seen as disgusting by most of Azura.  Your compliments are things I have never heard.  Thank you, it means so much to me and I am yours if you will have me.  Can I be one of your lovers?” she asked with glistening eyes.

      “You are beautiful.  If anyone thinks you are disgusting, they are fucking idiots.  You can be whatever you want with me.  I would be honored to have you as a lover. Holy shit,” I murmured as I exited her and fell onto my back gasping for air.

      She rolled over and placed her left hand on my chest and kissed my head. “Thank you.”
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      I walked into the fortress with Shazo, the gorgeous snake girl slithering alongside me.  She had her left arm wrapped around my upper arm like I was walking her down the aisle at our wedding.  It was a little awkward, but I couldn’t help but smile and the image in my head.  Yitri had watched us make out in front of Aedon, but I didn’t think the other two saw us.  Nonetheless, I was sure that the cat girl spilled the beans about Shazo and I’s relationship entering the physical phase...very physical phase.

      My attention was directed upward as I saw my women lean against the railing on the third floor.  Yitri and June were smiling, but Kata had a look of concern on her beautiful kitsune face.

      “I saw you two stroll into the woods.  Did you go to pick some fruit?”  June asked in a facetious voice.

      “Yeah, we picked a whole basket full of apples while we were out there.  I left them outside.  Go eat some,” I replied with a brow raised and crooked smile.

      Yitri laughed with June, but Kata had a forced smile on her face.  I was sure she was still getting accustomed to her new home, and she saw another woman coming into the picture.  I needed to talk to her to see how she was doing and to reassure her that things were going to be okay.

      “Kata, how are you? Do you have any comments or insults?” I asked sarcastically.

      “No, I don’t believe I do,” Kata replied as she turned toward Shazo. “Hello, Shazo. Welcome. Will you be staying for a while?”

      Shazo looked at me with an unsure expression on her face before she responded. “I’m not sure, I don’t know.”

      “Shazo can stay for as long as she wants.  Let’s all make her feel welcome,” I replied confidently.

      June bounced up and down. “I love Shazo!  I’m so happy to have a new friend. Yay!” The kakuen quickly leaped over the rail to the ground and darted to hug Shazo.  I stood there with my jaw hanging to the floor.

      “Whoa, whoa.  How did you do that?” I asked the kakuen in disbelief.

      The kakuen looked confused.  “I pulled myself upward and went over the rail.  It was simple really.”

      “No, I mean, I know that.  You fell three stories, landed on your feet, and ran over here like it was nothing.”

      “Well, it was nothing, silly.  The kakuen people are very agile and naturally skilled in acrobatics.  You would be surprised to see all the things I can do.  I’m not a poor little monkey girl that needs to be saved all the time.”

      “I’m sure I am going to be surprised by you a lot.  I’m excited,” I said, and I pulled her in a tight embrace.

      “Mmm, this is nice.  I’ve missed this.  I hope you are sticking around for a while.  You are gone too much.”

      “I plan to stay put for a few days at least.  Saul is going to be headed this way this week to help me with this tower business.”

      Yitri gave me a start when she spoke from my flank.  She had made it down to the first level quicker than I anticipated. “Really?  That’s great I guess.”

      “You guess?  What’s wrong with Saul?” I asked with a furrowed brow.

      “Nothing is wrong with Saul, I’m just concerned about the tower climb.  I don’t want to see you get hurt,” Yitri replied solemnly.

      “Not to be too blunt, but I am going to be a lot more than hurt if I don’t get to the top.  If you go into the tower you either make it to the top or you die.  Those are the two options.”

      “John, don’t say those kinds of things!” June exclaimed and punched my arm.  I grabbed the spot of contact and grimaced sarcastically.

      “I’m sorry, I said I was going to be blunt.  From what I was told that the climb will not start until one year after the appearance.  So that gives me time to get ready.  Hektor is sending Saul to help me.”

      Kata broke her silence softly.  “How long has the tower been here? How much time have you lost?”

      “That’s a good question that I should have fucking asked Hektor. Fuck,” I placed my hands on my hips and gritted my teeth.  “Maybe Saul will know, or I can find out.  I don’t think it has been that long.”

      “This scares me John. I can’t imagine life without you. Gods help us!” June began to cry.

      I brought her in for another hug and kissed the top of her head.  “Don’t worry about it.  I’m going to be fine. I promise.”

      “How can you promise something like that?  From what I have heard it is very rare for a cultivator to ascend the tower,” Shazo added.

      “It’s been 500 years since the last successful cultivator,” Kata added, and the women looked at her with wide eyes. “I overheard Ryker talking about it.”

      “500 years?  Are you fucking kidding me?” Shazo’s eyes almost popped out of her sockets.  June and Yitri began talking to me incoherently at the same time.  I just held up my hands. “Whoa, whoa ladies.  It was either climb the tower or rot in a cage.  Those were my two options.  I chose the best one.”

      “We should run now.  Go somewhere and hide where no one will find us!” Yitri pleaded.

      “Yes, yes, let’s go!” June agreed and began pulling me.

      “Stop ladies, we can’t run.  Hektor would track me down to the ends of Azura. I’m not going to run for the rest of my life.  I can do this.”

      “500 years, John. It has been 500 years since a successful climb.  You must not be good at math.  Those are terrible odds,” Shazo interjected with frustration.

      “Ladies, it is what it is.  I have to climb this thing.  You aren’t exactly building up my confidence.”

      “You just need to understand how difficult this is going to be.  You are entirely too comfortable with performing this task,” Shazo crossed her arms and looked away.

      “John is right.  We aren’t helping him right now.  He needs our support and needs to know that we believe that he can do this.  I believe he can,” Kata smiled and nodded.  I was touched by what she said, and I was happy to see a smile back on her face.

      I nodded and playfully blew her a kiss.

      “I have confidence in John as well.  He has done things already that are beyond my belief.  If there was ever someone who could climb this tower, it would be John,” Yitri replied warmly.

      “I believe in you too John!  I promise not to say otherwise any more about this stinky old tower!” June chirped and clapped her hands.

      “Shazo?”  I asked the snake girl that still looked away from me.

      She exhaled loudly and turned her head toward me and looked into my eyes.  “Yes, John.  I believe you can do this.  You must do this.  I don’t give myself to just anyone.  I gave myself to you which should tell you that I am on your side.  I care for you and can’t help but to worry.  Nonetheless, I will hold back any negative comments about this climb.  That’s the best I can do right now.”

      “I’ll take it,” I replied with a smile.

      I looked at each girl one by one and motioned for them to come closer.  We embraced in a tight group hug.

      “This is fun, but you guys are squishing me,” June muttered.
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      Leon, my serpentine caretaker, prepared an astonishing meal for my new family.  Steaming fish with a multitude of fruits and vegetables sat in front of us to devour.  Leon stood straight with his hands behind his back no doubt proud of the feast that he created.  I asked him to sit and eat with us several times, but he was committed to our service.  I had never been a huge fan of fish, but these that were caught from the lake beside the fortress were delicious.  They had been broiled with a plethora of types of seasoning that Leon kept to himself.  The caretaker removed all the bones leaving tender buttery meat behind.  Yitri lived up to being a cat girl during the meal as she ate the most of us all.  Most women try to eat less in front of others, but the felinia couldn’t help herself as she inhaled the fish.

      After the meal was over, I offered to help Leon in cleaning up the empty plates that were left behind.  He refused, but I insisted.  He smiled and nodded in agreement to my assistance.  After we were done with the cleanup, I wanted to get to know my new serpentine friend.

      “How are you doing?”  I asked as I leaned my back against the stone wall.  The cool temperature of the rock touching the back of my arms caused my arm hairs to stand at attention.

      Leon looked surprised that I asked that question. “I’m fine sir, thank you for letting me live here and serve you all.”

      “How are your quarters?  Are they cozy enough for you?  Do you need anything?”

      “My quarters are very comfortable.  I don’t need anything that I am aware of.  Thank you for asking. That’s very kind of you.”

      “Listen, Leon.  You work here of course, but I also consider you part of our growing family here.  There’s no need to be so formal.  Treat me just like you treat your family and friends back home.  I will do the same.  Does that sound good?”

      “Yes, that would be wonderful,” Leon replied with a warm smile.  I could tell that he had been caught off guard by my interest in his well being though.

      “Tomorrow, I’m going to spend some time on the grounds here.  I’ve been so busy lately that I haven’t sunk my teeth into what the estate offers or gotten to know some of our friends helping us.  I need to take that chance now before things get extremely busy for me.”

      “Yessir, I have heard about your desire to climb the Tower of Infinite Glory.  That’s impressive.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t call it desire.  It’s a long story.”

      “Be that as it may, I think you will be successful in your ascension.  I have complete confidence in you.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate that more than you'll ever know.  I’m getting used to people telling me how impossible it is, but I have no choice but to be victorious.  Victory or death are my only options.  There aren’t any gray options.”
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      I awoke the next morning lying in the middle of three insanely beautiful women.  Shazo, Yitri, June, and I were entangled with one another.  You couldn’t tell where one of us started and the others began.  We were all completely nude from the night before.  Even though I had my share of threesomes in the past I had yet to have a foursome.  Shazo added quite a bit of diversity to the bedroom activities.  I was surprised that she was ready to enter into a sexual act with the other two girls.  She was amazing though.  It was a night I wouldn’t forget for a long time and I looked forward to more in the future.  Kata still stayed down the hallway in her own room.  I had no intention of pushing her into anything she wasn’t comfortable with.  I planned to let her take our relationship at whatever pace she wanted.

      We all made our way out of the bed and our noses led us to the breakfast that Leon cooked.  Kata had gotten up early to assist Leon.  I felt the expression old habits die hard applied to this situation.  She was used to doing the work that Leon was now responsible for.  After we ate our meal.  Shazo, Yitri, and June headed to one of the fields to weed the vegetables.  There were a couple of nights of heavy rain over the past week that had caused new weeds to sprout from the earth.  I planned to get my hands dirty so to speak that day as well. I asked the kitsune, Kata, to spend the day with me.  I wanted to get to know her even more and I wanted her to know how important she was to me. I didn’t want her to have the impression that I thought less of her for not laying in my bed.

      We walked outside of the fortress and began to walk toward the lake.  It was a gorgeous day with a scarce amount of clouds in the sky.  It was a beautiful shade of blue with a bit of violet mixed in.  There was a delicate breeze that enwrapped our faces and caused our hair to flutter.  One thing about this part of Azura is the lack of humidity.  I used to live in the South and humidity was the bane of my existence.  The humidity where I lived can be described almost perfectly with the following statement, If you could imagine taking a hot shower then not drying off then putting on your clothes you would understand what the climate felt like down south.

      We approached the crystal-clear blue water sparkling under the light of the sun.  We could see fish of all shapes and sizes dart through the water.  Some of them looked like they were dancing with each other.  I had spent some time last summer in Exuma which is part of the Bahamas in the Caribbean.  That is some of the most clear and beautiful water I had ever seen in my life.  The lake water here on the estate wasn’t quite as beautiful, but it wasn’t very far off.  We walked hand in hand as she laid her head on my shoulder.  Kata wore a long navy-blue sundress that went to her knees, and there were no straps up top.  As we walked my eyes were drawn to her ample cleavage, but I tried to keep my eyes out in front of me so I wouldn’t walk us into the lake.  Leon was 50 yards away holding a fishing rod.

      I waved at the serpentine and he returned my greeting with a smile. “Gorgeous day for fishing, are you having any luck?”

      “I have reeled in a couple of nice fish and placed them in my basket for later.  What are you two doing out here?”

      “I mentioned yesterday getting my ass out and checking out the estate here.  It’s really beautiful.  Everyone including yourself has really outdone themselves with what they have done to get this place back in order.”

      “It’s really pretty. I’m lucky to call this my home,” Kata added as she moved a streak of fluttering hair out of her eyes.

      I didn’t reply, I just kissed her softly on her head.  The kitsune’s fluffy ear tickled my cheek.

      Leon reeled in an empty lure and reached out to Kata.  “Would you like to try?”

      “Are you sure?  I don’t want to interrupt you,” Kata murmured as she wrapped her hand around the wooden pole.

      “Do you like fishing?” I asked.

      “I used to fish a lot when I lived in Redreach on the lake there, but it has been several years since I have cast a line,” the kitsune replied as she looked up and down the fishing rod.  I could almost see the memories that flooded her mind as she held the instrument.

      She wore a new smile on her face and her blue eyes shimmered in the sunlight as she slowly pulled the pole over her head and cast the line into the lake.  The lure soared through the breeze and plopped a good thirty yards.  She turned to me and grinned.

      “Nice cast, are you sure it’s been years since you’ve done this?  I think you are fibbing,” I chuckled.

      “Shush your mouth, John.  I don’t lie,” She replied with a smirk.

      “I actually believe that.”

      She looked back into my eyes but was interrupted by a movement of her wooden pole. “I’ve got a bite!”

      “Let it take the hook then jerk it,” Leon added from the flank of Kata.

      The fish popped at the lure one more time then took it under.  The kitsune pulled back on the rod like Leon mentioned and began to reel the fish in.  “This is a big one, he is pulling hard!” Kata exclaimed.

      “You’ve got this.  Just focus and reel him in,” Leon placed both hands on her shoulders.

      As she pulled back the wooden pole began to bend in a pronounced arc.  She wasn’t lying, this fish was pretty big.  Her grunts and rapid breathing were adorable, and I couldn’t help but to have a smile on my face as I watched her fight the fish.  After a couple minutes of strenuous effort, she brought the fish out of the water and sat the hand of the pole on the ground to keep the fish in the air.  The fish was at least eighteen inches and probably ten pounds.  Its scales were colorful but not too colorful.  Leon grabbed this fish and tugged on the hook until it popped out of the fishes’ mouth.  “This one is a nice one.  I will toss him onto the grill tonight for supper.”
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      I intended to spend time with each of my girls individually.  We were all very close and the physical attraction was undeniable, but I wanted to connect emotionally as well.  I had a great day with Kata on the grounds of the estate.  We talked a lot and had a lot of fun fishing in the lake.  Our relationship took a tremendous step, and I couldn’t be more excited about it.  I would spend the next day with Shazo.  She told me at the dinner table that her parents Sorg and Jasmine wanted to speak with me now that Shazo had entered a relationship with me.  This would be awkward, but with all that Sorg and his village has done for me, I would do whatever I needed to do to make the man happy.

      After breakfast with Leon and the girls, we hopped on Shazo’s serpentine chariot thingy and set off for Torrine.  The weather continued to impress with no clouds in the sky and warm weather. The ride from Aedon to Torrine was a beautiful windy road through the woods next to a giant mountain.  Shazo wasn’t the best at conversation and things felt a little awkward from time to time, but I figured she would come around soon enough.  I wondered if her parents were happy about our situation or concerned by it.  On Earth, a girl bringing home a man that also has three other lovers would cause quite a stir.  I felt like I was on the reality show, The Bachelor, and I was on my way to meet one of the girls' parents.

      We exited the woods and saw the small village of Torrine in the distance.  A warm smile appeared on Shazo’s face as she pulled the reins to make the horse move faster.

      “So, is your mom and dad going to kill me and cook me for supper around the bonfire?”

      Shazo scowled at me then smiled. “I’m not sure what they are going to do.  You are taking their only daughter away from them to live with you.  My father likes you, so you do have that in your favor.”

      “What about your mom?”

      “As long as you compliment her cooking, you will be fine.”

      “Good to know, I’ll do that,” I chuckled as the road became bumpier.

      The many serpentine farmers poked their heads up to watch us roll on into town.  I was sure it was a big event to see anyone traveling into their town so far out in the country.  I had made a good impression in this town and there were several people that slithered up beside the chariot to welcome me.  It still shocked the hell out of me that a village full of snake people would be so kind and hospitable.  We stopped in front of the Shazo’s home, and I took a deep breath before stepping off the chariot.  Shazo grabbed my arm delicately and kissed me on my cheek.

      “Don’t be nervous, John.”

      “I’m fine, but I appreciate your concern. I think I’ll keep you around a while,” I winked at the snake girl.

      Shazo’s mouth dropped and she punched me on the arm twice.  “You are such an idiot sometimes. I think you should worry if I am going to keep you around, earthling.”

      I rubbed my arm which stung a bit from her two strikes. “You really hit me.  I’m telling on you.”

      “Gods, get off my chariot and go to the door before I constrict you to death.”

      I nodded while envisioning her wrapping her body around me then squeezing as hard as she could cracking bones and suffocating me.  “Alright, that sounds like it would suck. Let’s go.”

      The door opened to reveal Sorg and Jasmine with smiles on their faces.

      Smiles were a good sign...right?

      “John, welcome back to Torrine.   I hope you are doing well,” Sorg extended his hand to shake mine.

      “I’m doing well, thanks. I’m certainly glad to be back in Torrine.  I love this place and I love the people,” I placed my arm around Shazo’s and pulled her closer. “I love this lady here the most though.”

      I cringed internally from the cheesy statement.  What the fuck was I doing?  I’ll admit, meeting parents of girlfriends was not something that I had a lot of experience with.  My life was karate and MMA and I didn’t have time for relationships.  During my career, I never got close enough to a girl to do this whole meet the parents' thing.  So, this was uncharted territory for me. The fact that the parents were huge snakes made the situation a little more intimidating.

      The inside of their home was beautiful.  They spaced furniture out more than I was used to because they had their larger bodies to move through the home. Speaking of the furniture, it was very low to the ground.  The sofa looked like a sofa, but almost flat on the floor.

      “John, I am going to put a cushion on the couch to make you a bit higher and more comfortable,” Jasmine announced as she lifted a large, burgundy square cushion and placed it on the couch for me.  She slithered to the couch with her husband after meeting my gaze with a pleasant smile.

      “Thank you,” I muttered as I sat down on the cushion.  It felt weird sitting on this cushion, but it was better than just sitting lower to the floor. I almost fell backward when my weight plopped into the cushion.  Shazo was able to grab me before I humiliated myself.  She curled up beside me and rubbed my arm.

      “So, John, how are things at Aedon?  I hope the villagers I send there are doing good work for you,” Sorg crossed his arms.

      “Yes, everyone has been wonderful.  They work so hard.  I don’t feel it is deserved.”

      “Nonsense, it is the least we can do for you.  You helped us and we will help you.  No more guilt, okay?” Jasmine pleaded.

      “We are even more inclined to help you now that you have entered a relationship with our only daughter.  She has spoken highly of you and assures us that you are as honorable as we think you are,” Sorg added to the conversation.

      “She is pretty amazing as well. I’m very lucky to have met her,” I replied as I smiled at the snake girl beside me.

      “However, I do have concerns.  I’m her father and I can’t help but worry for her.”

      Shazo looked perplexed.

      “What are your concerns?” I asked softly.

      “I have two concerns.  My first concern is your polyamory relationship with other women.  I understand that these kinds of relationships are not completely uncommon or taboo, but we’ve never had this type of relationship in Torrine. I worry that you will not give your all to my daughter.”

      “Father…” Shazo whispered.

      I patted Shazo on the back. “I understand, Sorg.  This type of relationship is new to me as well.  I didn’t set out for it to happen.  It just did.  I can promise you that your daughter will be taken care of in every way that she needs.”

      Jasmine did a quick clap and smiled largely. “That’s so wonderful to hear.”

      “I will hold you to that, John,” Sorg replied as he looked me directly in the eyes.

      “You don’t have to worry.  I promise.”

      “Okay, I believe you.  I do have one more concern though.  It is my understanding that you intend to enter the Tower of Infinite Glory.  Is this correct?”

      I simply nodded.

      “My daughter has found love, and there is a sizable chance that she will lose her love to the tower.  That scares me.  I can’t bear to see my daughter’s heart shattered to pieces.”

      “Father, this is something he has to do.  It isn’t for pride and glory.”

      I held up my hand. “You’re right.  From my understanding, this tower is an almost insurmountable challenge.  I’m not doing it to stroke my own ego or gain fame across Azura.  I’m doing it because it was the price of my release from Ryker’s grasp.  Otherwise, I would still be naked and rotting in that iron cage.”

      “Why don’t you run?” Jasmine asked delicately.

      Sorg immediately scoffed.  “He will not run because he gave his word.  Whether he made the right decision does not matter.  That’s why Jasmine.”

      Jasmine, clearly irritated by Sorg’s sharp response, turned away and sighed.

      “I will not run.  I made my bed, and I’m going to sleep in it.  I don’t want to constantly be looking over my shoulder for Hektor and Ryker.  I would rather die in that tower.”

      Shazo shuddered from those last words from my lips. “Please don’t say that.”

      “I’m sorry,” I replied softly as I kissed her on the forehead.

      “John, I admire you a great deal.  You are brave, honorable, and caring for those around you.  I am pleased that you have chosen my daughter.  We will continue to help you in any way that we possibly can,” Sorg replied proudly.

      “I appreciate the kind words, thank you,” I stood up and walked over to Sorg and extended my hand.  He rose and grasped it tight. “I won’t let you down.”
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      Late that evening we returned to Aedon Fortress after a long day of visits to the locals getting to know the town more.  Everyone was excited that Shazo and I had entered into a relationship.  The local baker made us a pie to take back with us to Aedon.  I wasn’t sure what kind of fruit it was, but it smelled like a mixture of apple and strawberry.  It was a long ride back smelling that sweet aroma, but Shazo was adamant that we share it with everyone and that I didn’t need to eat it like an animal with no utensils.

      After another amazing dinner, I pulled June to the side and asked her to join me the next morning for a day by ourselves.  Out of the four women, I had spent the least amount of alone time with the kakuen.  It wasn’t surprising how excited the beautiful brown eyed monkey girl was with my invitation.
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      I had much different plans for June and I the next morning.  She impressed me the other day with her insane agility when she jumped from the third floor.

      “What do you say we explore the mountains today?” I asked her as we exited the gate.

      “Gods that would be so wonderful, let’s go!”

      June’s bubbly personality was infectious, and I couldn’t help but smile when I was around her. She pulled me toward one the mountain behind the fortress quickly. I had trouble keeping up with her as she ran toward the rocky peak.

      She pointed toward a pathway toward two large pine trees directly in front of us, “Let’s go through there.  Maybe it goes to the top!”

      “Lead the way, my kakuen princess.”

      She hopped up to kiss me on the cheek and she began to run into the dark forest.  I couldn’t complain with the view that I had from behind the monkey girl.  She wore a small leather bottom that barely covered her flawless ass as it bounced up and down.  I was hypnotized by the sight and tripped over a root and I flew headfirst to the dirt.  I stuck my hands out in front of me saving my face from becoming a meat crayon and it slid across the ground.

      “Fuck,” I muttered to myself in embarrassment.

      “John! Are you okay?” June darted toward me as I rolled onto my back and laughed.

      “Yeah, I’m alright I suppose.  It’s your fault actually.”

      “My fault?  How is that possible?”

      “If you weren’t so damn beautiful, I wouldn’t have been staring at you running in front of me.  You had me completely mesmerized and I busted my ass.”

      “Aww, I’m so sorry John,” the kakuen said as she mounted me as I laid supine on the ground.

      She immediately put her lips on mine and gave me an amazing kiss.  “Does that help make it better?”

      “Yeah, I’m feeling pretty good right now.”

      “Oh really?”  June smirked.

      “Really.”

      “Would you like to fuck me before we continue up the mountain?  I am becoming very moist.”

      “Fuck, you are very direct, aren’t you?”

      “Well, do you?”

      I nodded and placed my hands on her plump ass. “That would be a resounding yes.”

      She smiled and unbuckled my belt and slid my pants down to my ankles.  My cock stood at attention instantly in anticipation.

      “Wow, you got ready quickly.”

      “I began my boner as I followed you into the woods, and your kiss just made the process speed up exponentially.”

      “I’m glad that my looks please you,” June whispered as she moved her straps on her top and slid it downward causing her breasts to fall out beautifully.

      My eyes almost popped out of my head.  “They do, holy shit, they do.”

      She shifted the crotch of her leather bottom to her left revealing her warm, wet pussy.  She immediately grabbed my shaft and guided me into her opening.  She moaned as the head of my cock entered her tight wet tunnel and my eyes rolled in the back of my head at the sensation of my dick entering her cum saturated pussy.  She slowly lowered to the hilt and began to rise and fall at a slow pace.  The pleasure was mind numbingly wonderful.

      I didn’t place my hands on the side of her ass to guide her. I got the sense that she wanted to be in complete control of the situation.  The sounds of the moist friction of the penetrations filled my ears.  I found the fact that she didn’t waste time removing her bottom fucking erotic.  She moved the leather over just enough to leave room for my cock.  Her large, perky breasts bounced up and down.  I wanted to stick my face between them, but I wanted to give her control. Almost as if she read my mind she leaned forward as she rode me quicker and quicker.  Her nipples grazed my chest provoking me to groan even louder. “Touch me, John.”

      I nodded and placed my hands on her thighs slowly moving them toward her ass cheeks.

      “Grab my ass John and squeeze.”

      I followed her demands immediately and filled my hands with her perfect cheeks.  She moaned with each squeeze as she rode my member.

      “June, I fucking love you.”

      “I love you too, John.  Maybe even more than fucking you,” she smiled and increased the pace and force of her riding.

      I was beginning to reach a crescendo as she sat upright.  She squeezed my nipples, an action that caught me off guard but added to the ecstasy.

      “John, I’m going to come. Don’t stop.”

      I reached upward and placed each of her nipples between my fingers.  As she rode me, I squeezed each softly causing her to breath even faster.

      “Fuck, John.”

      “Same time,” I muttered as I met her hungry gaze.

      A moment later she began to squirm as her pussy tightened around my dick as she began to orgasm.  Feeling her gyration and hearing her loud screams brought me to climax immediately.  I grunted as I plunged my shaft deep inside of her spurting my seed.  A couple of moments later she plopped her torso onto my chest and began to rub her fingers through my brown hair.  I softly rubbed the tips of my fingers down her back lightly.
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      We reached the end of the small pathway almost halfway up the mountain.  It led to a small clearing that hung over the side of the mountain giving us a perfect view of Aedon from above.

      “Wow, this is cool,” I said as I gawked at the scenery.

      “Aedon is so beautiful! We are so lucky to live there!”

      “I won’t disagree with you, but you girls make the place special.  It's not the structure or the land.”

      “Aww, John you say such nice things.  I can’t begin to thank you for saving my life and befriending me.  You were then nice enough to ask me to go with you on your new adventure.  You mean so much to me.”

      “You are pretty damn special to me as well.  I hope I can continue to be the man you see today.  I’m not perfect, but I take care of the people I love.  You’re one of those people.”

      “You are going to get me all teary-eyed John.  Let’s keep going!”  June replied as she looked around for a good place to continue our ascension to the summit.

      It was kind of odd that the path ended where it did.  I figured it would go to the peak or around the mountain to the other side at the very least.  It was almost like it wasn’t finished by whoever created it.  The more I looked at the terrain, it could have very well been because the path creator guy couldn’t go any further.  It would have been an extremely steep path for a regular person to travel.

      Of course, I can fly to the top, but where is the fun in that?  There is a lot of fun in flying, but that’s beside the point.  We would climb this mountain the old-fashioned way.

      “Alright girl let’s see what you got,” I smirked and moved quickly upward.  We swerved in and out of trees at a 30-degree angle initially which changed to 45-degree angle within a few yards. It was pretty dark due to the tree canopy above us.  We saw small streaks of sun pierce through but not much else.  The thick canopy caused the environment to be very cool compared to outside in the sun.

      A screech stabbed the silence from the top of one of the trees, We both looked upward and saw nothing. We looked at each other and shook our heads then we continued. Suddenly a dark figure swooped from a tree branch and grabbed June by the shoulders and took off.  It happened so fast that I didn’t get a good look at the predator.  It looked to be as tall as me, thin, and with black wings.  I ran to where it had grabbed her and screamed for it to let her go.  Which would have been a bad idea considering she was in the fucking air.  I quickly pushed myst from my cores to my feet.  I pushed enough that it escaped from the bottom of my feet and propelled me skyward.

      “John! Help me!” June screamed from above the treetops.  The creature was almost 30 yards above me and climbing.  I prayed to the Ancient Ones that the monster wouldn’t drop her.  I followed as best as I could.  Flying was a new skill that I hadn’t worked on like I should have.  I wasn’t ready to chase after something...especially something carrying someone I loved.  I held my hands by my side and opened them displaying my palms.  I pushed more myst out of my hands to give me an extra boost in speed.  I don’t know if I was flying correctly but it was working.  Watching all those Iron Man films had paid off in dividends.  As I got closer the creature looked back at me with glowing red eyes and long fangs.  I felt rain on my face and arms which was weird since there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.  I looked at the droplets on my arm and saw red.  It wasn’t raining at all.  It was June’s blood dripping from her shoulder wounds. It screeched again as it leveled off and began to fly horizontally.  Those red eyes gazed at me again followed by a sudden descent.  June continued to scream in horror as she rode this macabre and terrifying roller coaster.

      “I’m coming!” I screamed as I pushed more myst which helped me pick up my speed along with the pull of gravity.

      I noticed that June was no longer moving.  She dangled from the beast’s talons like a limp piece of meat.  She either passed out from the fear, the motion, or the blood loss.  I got to within eight feet of the bastard when he decided to bank left.  I couldn’t turn as quickly so he was able to put distance between us.  I accessed my Gods’ Eye to check on my myst reserves and they were dropping fast.  I approached the black beast slowly but surely then my worst nightmare came to fruition.  The creature released its bloody meat hooks from June’s shoulders and dropped her.

      “Fuck!”  I screamed and changed directions.  She was falling fast, and I wasn’t going to be able to catch her unless I went Supernova.  I initiated the technique and burst into flames.  This would get me to her, but I would have to disengage the technique, or I would melt her flesh.  I got beside her and disengaged Supernova.  I grabbed her arm and pulled her to my body.  I wouldn’t be able to stop my momentum enough not to slam into the ground hard.  I quickly attempted to get as horizontal as I could as I was headed straight down to our deaths.  I soared over Aedon and aimed for the lake.  I held my right arm out in front of me along with both of my feet to slow me down.  After I slowed some I flipped onto my back and held her in a bear hug as we fell.  A second later we plunged into the water with my back taking the brunt of the fall to protect the kakuen.
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      “How is she?” I asked with great concern.

      Yitri closed the door to our bedroom and smiled.  “She’ll be fine.  Her flesh was torn pretty bad, but I got to her quickly and the healing has begun.  She won’t have any scarring from the trauma.  She’s in a little pain from the wounds and the mending of the muscles from my healing is very uncomfortable.  Go in and speak to her, but make sure you let her rest.  The flesh will fix itself quicker if she is asleep.  I’m going to get her some tea that will relax her.”

      I nodded and hugged the cat girl tightly.  “We’re so lucky to have you here. Thank you.  I’ll speak to her for only a moment. I promise.”

      Yitri patted my cheek as she moved past me.  “You better, those are doctor’s orders.”

      I slowly opened the doorway and saw June lying on the bed with a gigantic smile on her face.  “Hello John! We had quite the adventure today, huh?”

      “You can say that again.  How are you feeling?  I was scared to death out there.  Probably not as much as you, of course, but I thought I was going to lose you when that bastard flew off with you.”

      “You saved my life!  Again!”  June sat up, but shoulder pain struck her, and she grimaced.

      “No, no, please lay down.  Yitri said you need a lot of rest.”

      “You’re right, I’m just happy to see you.  I wanted to thank you for such a special day.  Things went a little sideways towards the end, but it was wonderful until that monster showed up.  I thought I was going to die when it dropped me, but you soared to my rescue.  Then you made sure you protected me with your body as we hit the water.  Ancient Ones I’m so selfish I haven’t even asked how you were doing.  I’m so sorry.”

      I placed the back of my fingers on her cheek. “I’m perfectly fine.  The splash in the lake knocked the air out of my lungs for a second or two, but I’m not hurt at all.  I was just worried about you.”

      “That’s good, I was so worried.”

      “Listen, I’m going to let you rest.  Yitri is on her way with some tea.  Drink that and go to sleep for me. Okay?”

      “Anything for you, John.”
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      “Leon, what the fuck dude?”

      “Sir? What did I do?” the snake man asked with eyes wide.

      I shook my head. “No, you did nothing.  I just don’t know what happened up there.  What kind of monster was that?”

      “What did it look like?”

      “Fuck, it was a bipedal creature as tall or maybe taller than me.  It had wings, of course.  Its eyes were glowing red, and he had two large fangs from what I saw.  I thought it was a big bat, but as I was chasing it down, it looked like some kind of flying black silhouette of a man. I initially thought it only had wings and two legs with sharp talons, but the more I think about it, it was holding June with claw hands and its legs were behind it.  The creature also had a terrifying screech that freaking stabbed me in the eardrums.”

      “Damn, I know what it was...well who he was,” Leon replied, clearly shaken.

      I motioned for Leon to keep talking.  “Don’t leave me hanging?  Who is it?”

      “The Night Ripper,” Leon replied coldly.

      “The Night Ripper?  Are you freaking kidding me?”

      “I’m not kidding you, sir.  You described him perfectly.  However, there hasn’t been a sighting anywhere close by in years.  Honestly, I always thought it was just a legend parents told their children so they wouldn’t wander off into the woods.”

      “Did I hear you say Night Ripper?” Shazo asked loudly from the kitchen doorway.  She slivered in beside me and crossed her arms across her ample chest.

      “Yep, he said Night Ripper,” I said in a deadpan tone.  “Do you know anything about this monster dude?”

      “Fuck, I just thought June had been grabbed by some sort of bird of prey. She’s a cute little monkey girl, so I figured that happened.”

      I filled in Shazo the details of what happened with this dark figure and she became scared to death.

      “Ancient Ones, the Night Ripper isn’t supposed to be real.  It can’t be him.  It just can’t be,” Shazo told Leon.

      “I can’t be for certain, but John’s description fits the stories I have heard since I was a young boy.  Your father can tell you about him more than I can, I am sure.  Thank the Ancient Ones he is on his way to drop off some new garden tools,” Leon replied with a sense of relief.

      “So, this thing is like a damn Sasquatch but flies and kills people?” I asked.

      Shazo furrowed her brow.  “I am unfamiliar with what a Sasquatch is, but yes the Night Ripper flies and kills people.  You just saw this first hand.  Your head must have slammed into the water much harder that initially thought.”

      I rolled my eyes and sighed.  “No, Sasquatch also known as Bigfoot is a mythical creature that roams the forest leaving big ass footprints.”

      “Mythical creature?  Why don’t you send a hunting party to kill one?” Shazo asked.

      “Because, we can’t find them.”

      “You just said they were in the woods.  Go into the woods and kill one.  It’s quite simple really, John,” Shazo scoffed.

      “Just forget I ever mentioned the term Sasquatch. Please,” I shook my head and hoped that Shazo would not press me any harder.

      “Well, you brought it up,” Shazo jabbed.

      “Well, I’m sorry I did.  Can we get back to this Dark Ripper fellow?”

      “Not Dark Ripper...Night Ripper for sake of the Gods,” Shazo rolled her eyes.

      “Night Ripper, I meant.  Fuck don’t roll your eyes at me.  June and I almost died today.  Cut me some slack,” I said as my attention was drawn to commotion outside.

      “I think you may get the answers you seek very soon.  I will bet that sound is Sorg’s arrival,” Leon smiled with a nod.

      I grinned and walked quickly toward the front door of the fortress.  When I opened it, Sorg was staring back at me while he held a garden hoe and shovel.

      “John, how are you? I brought some tools that Leon requested.  I have a few more in my chariot if they are needed.  Are you doing alright John?  You look paler than usual.”

      “The Night Ripper is here,” I muttered.

      “Damn!” Sorg yelled as he looked all around.

      “Not here, here, but somewhere out there,” I motioned to the outdoors. “The douche bag almost killed June and me earlier.”

      “Oh dear, are you two alright?” Sorg asked.

      I nodded and asked the snake man to have a seat or whatever snake people do.  I began to tell him what had happened hours earlier.
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      After Sorg arrived we all sat down and I filled him in on what happened earlier in the day with June and this Night Ripper fellow.  He was just as surprised as everyone else.

      I leaned forward in my chair. “Can you tell me about this Night Ripper?”

      “Ancient Ones, not a great deal is known about him. I just know some stories from my father and others around town.  I always wondered if it was just bullshit, but I loved my father and believed what he told me.  Now, from what you are describing, I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that the Night Ripper is real. Gods,” Sorg replied as he stared into oblivion.

      “Please tell me something, I need to find this creature. He can’t just stick around this area and pick us off whenever he wants.  I was damn lucky that he dropped June.  There’s no telling what he would have done with her.”

      “He sucks the blood from his victims, and he rips the heart out and eats it.  Some say he eats their flesh as well, but all the stories I have heard say blood and heart. By the gods, over the past two weeks we have lost three of our livestock.  It had to be the Ripper.”

      “He’s a fucking vampire.  He looks the part,” I replied.

      “I can’t believe you actually saw him. Incredible,” Sorg shook his head and exhaled.

      “Terrifying is a better word. He looked like something straight out of the ninth circle of Hell.  I’ll never forget those red eyes.  Fuck,” I shook my head.

      Shazo broke her silence. “Father, where should we look for him?  Do you have any idea?”

      “What direction was he headed before you started chasing him?” Sorg asked.

      I closed my eyes to remember.  “I’m pretty sure he was headed south.  He didn’t expect for me to fly right after him. So, is this guy just a local legend?”

      Sorg pulled lightly on the tip of his beard. “That is how he is known throughout Azura, I’m sure. This is one reason for my shock that you met him.”

      “That’s just my luck, bad luck has followed me my entire life,” I replied as I rubbed my temples.

      “I think he is holding up somewhere close by.  Legend says he is from the Infernal Highlands, which is 500 miles south of here.  I lost my livestock a couple of days ago.  I don’t think he would have gone back to the Infernal Highlands in the brief span of time between attacks.  My guess is he is holding up somewhere nearby, but there is no way to be sure I’m afraid,” Sorg said.

      “Do any of you know where to look?  I can’t know for certain what his ultimate destination was, but he was flying south before he knew I was chasing him. There is a whole hell of a lot of south and I don't know where to look. Does anyone know how to search?” I pleaded with the group.

      Yitri raised her hand. “I have an idea.”

      I motioned for her to keep going. “Please, go on.”

      “Lashar.  If he came, you could fly around and try to find a location from the sky.  You can’t very well just go on foot and just hope you get lucky.  It is impossible to cover all of this area from the ground.  Lashar may know more information about the monster,” Yitri gave a shallow shrug.

      I clapped my hands and pointed at the cat girl. “You’re fucking brilliant.  That is a perfect idea. Lashar may be able to sense where he is.  I don’t know all the skills of a celestial eagle.”

      The rest of the group nodded and mumbled their appreciation of the cat girl’s idea.

      “How do I contact the celestial eagle? He didn’t give me his cell number,” I chuckled silently.

      “When did Lashar get thrown in prison?”  Yitri asked in shock.  She stood and put a hand over her mouth.

      “Prison? Why do you think he is in prison?” I asked, perplexed.

      “You said you didn’t have his prison cell number.  Why on Azura would someone put a majestic Celestial Eagle in prison,” Yitri lowered her hand down long enough to talk about what was happening then she covered her mouth again.

      I grinned and waved both hands. “Hold up people, Lashar is not in a prison cell.  Back on Earth we used devices called cell phones. We used them to talk with people who were far away and out of earshot. It’s not important.”

      “Well, it should be simple to get him a message. Whether or not he will come is up to him. The Gods’ Eye can contact him,” Yitri replied.

      “Excellent. I need to get somewhere and focus.  I think we hit it off well...right?” I asked Yitri with a nod.

      “I think so.  He liked us.  He really liked Rhonda,” Yitri replied.

      I placed my hands on my hips. “Fuck,” I said sharply.

      “Did I miss something?” Shazo asked.

      “Rhonda used to be a girlfriend.  I kind of ditched her on Earth.”

      “Why in the name of the gods would you just leave her on Earth?”

      “It’s a long story I don’t have time to get into right now.  The bottom line is it is what she wanted but didn’t want to admit it.  Let’s just leave it at that.”

      Shazo crossed her arms. “So, are you just going to leave me somewhere too when you grow tired of me?”

      I shook my head.  “Of course, not.  Listen, I’m sure Yitri would be happy to fill you in on the details.  I need to contact Lashar.  We have to do something about this Ripper dude.”

      “Yeah, Shazo, I’ll talk to you.  John did the right thing.  I promise,” Yitri said to Shazo.

      Shazo turned up her nose to Yitri and scoffed. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      Sorg chuckled. “You have gotten yourself in a bit of trouble, I’m afraid.  My daughter can be a feisty one.  Good luck with that.”

      “Father? Feisty? Really?  I am just concerned that a man would just leave the woman he loves on another planet,” Shazo scoffed.

      “Shazo, Yitri will explain it all to you. I promise.  You’ll understand.”

      Shazo grunted and slithered away from our huddle.

      “I love you though,” I exclaimed with a smirk.

      “Blah, blah, blah,” replied Shazo as she left the room.

      Yitri and Sorg chuckled under their breath.

      “Laugh it up, I’m headed to the roof.”
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      I knelt on the stone roof of the fortress.  The sun warmed my face as the breeze off the lake caused my hair to flutter. I held my hands in front of me in the prayer position and closed my eyes.  I cleared my head of the day and accessed my Gods’ Eye. I found the communication screen quickly.  It was a feature I had not used a lot since receiving the gift from Hektor.  The more I thought about it, I had only used the feature while I was on Earth to communicate with Ezekiel on Azura.

      Lashar, come in Lashar.

      I shocked my head with the stupidity of that plea to speak with the majestic bird.  Comin in Lashar?  Are you freaking kidding me?  He definitely won’t talk to me now.

      Lashar, this is John LeBrock.  We have run into some trouble in Gallanthal at Aedon Fortress.  Can you help us?  It is a matter of life and death.

      As I waited for a response, I cultivated my two cores and flushed my pathways and tributaries.  I was upset with myself for letting things go recently. The fortress and my group of girlfriends had become a lot to handle.  The importance of training was paramount right now, considering I was going to climb a tower from the gods that was supposedly impossible to accomplish.  What a great time to be lazy. My focus was shit right now because I was focusing on my shortcomings.  I closed my eyelids with more strength, as if that would increase focus. A few minutes later, I noticed a blink in the corner of my Gods’ Eye.

      John, what a pleasure it is to hear from you.  I will be happy to help you.  I can be at Aedon Fortress tomorrow.  I am helping the temple in Arturia Minor today, which is 2,000 miles away from your location.  I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.

      I couldn’t believe it.  That fucking incredible bird messaged me back, and he did it fast.  I hoped he would have success tomorrow to find this Night Ripper guy and put him out of his misery.  Gallanthal can’t have its residents snatched up at any moment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next morning June was up and about healed from her injuries.  She was still a little woozy.  I’d estimate that she was at 90 percent, but she would be at 100 by lunch time.  It was great to see her doing so well.  The horror of her hanging from the Ripper will haunt me for a long time, especially when the bastard let her go. Thank the Ancient Ones that I had the ability to go Supernova or she would have splattered all over the front lawn of Aedon Fortress. I called her over to me and cradled her on the couch.

      “Thanks again John for catching me,” June said as she kissed me on the cheek.

      I kissed her on the forehead and smiled. “I’ll always be there to catch you. Hopefully not this same situation, but I’m just trying to say that I’ll always be there for you and keep you safe.”

      “Aww, there you go again, you say such pleasant things, John.  However, I worry about this tower climb.  What if I lose you?  What if we lose you? You could die.”

      “We will not worry about that right now.  I’m here now.”

      “You’re right, John.  We are going to focus on that okay?”

      “You focus on that and I’ll focus on the Night Ripper.”

      “Deal,” the kakuen replied with a tight squeeze.

      “John! He’s here,” Yitri yelled from the front door of the fortress.

      “Lashar? Already?”

      “We’ll unless another large bird is out there...yes,” the cat girl replied with a raised brow.

      I gently set June beside me on the couch and stood then darted to the door.

      “You think I am going to stay in here when there is a celestial eagle here?  Poo on you!” June exclaimed as she began to jog behind me to the front of the fortress.

      Lashar stood dead center in all his majesty.  The morning sun shone on him perfectly revealing all his immaculate details. He fluttered his wings and shook his head really quickly.

      “John, good morning, my friend,” Lashar’s voice thundered through the corridor.

      I waved as I picked up the pace and closed the distance between me and him.  Suddenly June bounced past me and beat me to the eagle.  She began to rub his neck and hug him gently.

      “My word, who is this?” Lashar asked with a chuckle.

      “My name is June, it’s nice to meet you. I have heard so much about you.”

      “I certainly hope they are good things.  I do my best to do what is right, but even celestial eagles fall short from time to time.  It is a pleasure to meet you as well.”

      “Lashar, what’s up my man.  It’s always great to see you.  You’re looking well,” I patted him on his back.

      “Well, I’ve been working on my figure for a while. Thank you for noticing,” Lashar gave a large belly laugh.

      “You’re in a good mood this morning,” I smiled.

      “Yes, visiting friends always makes me very happy.  I have always loved Gallanthal as well. It is a beautiful region. A quiet region, mostly.  I’m concerned that you are having some trouble. How can I help you, my friend?”

      I filled Lashar in on the events of the previous day with the Night Ripper.  I was insensitive to June retelling the story in front of her. I could tell that she was still traumatized.  I should have asked her to go inside before I got into it with the celestial eagle.  Chalk it up to another poor decision on my part.  I need to work on that.

      “I am aware of the Night Ripper, John, very aware,” Lashar said.

      “What can you tell us about him?” I asked, then looked at June. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be talking about him in front of you.”

      “No, John it’s fine.  I want to learn about him as well.  I promise, it’s okay,” June smiled with a nod.

      “Alright then, if you’re sure?”

      “Yes, silly.  Talk.”

      “The Night Ripper is a demon named Grulke.  He is at least 500 years old and is very elusive.  I’m shocked that he attacked June during the day.  He is a nocturnal hunter or was at least.  He came to Azura from the Crematoria world through a doorway of an evil planeswalker, named Golgotha Aurelius.  He hails from the Infernal Highlands.  A truly dark place that most Azurans steer clear from if they know what is good for them. Golgotha Aurelius is an extremely powerful dark cultivator with the planeswalker ability.  He is Tiger rank, and Azura prays to the Ancient Ones that he will never ascend to Phoenix rank.  The world would be in grave danger if he had that kind of power.  At Tiger rank, he is powerful, but light cultivators can keep him at bay.  Grulke the Night Ripper is one of his minions he brought from Crematoria, which is one of the vilest planets in the known universe.  He has brought other demons through, but Grulke is assigned to this region of Azura. Grulke sucks the blood and eats the hearts of his victims.  If he destroys a cultivator, he will eat their cores as well.  Periodically he will return to Golgotha Aurelius and the dark cultivator will absorb the power Grulke has gained. Each time one of his demons returns to him, Golgotha becomes closer to Phoenix.”

      “Fuck, that’s not good,” I replied with a brown raised.

      “My theory is Grulke sensed your substantial power, and it drew him to this area.”

      “If that’s the case, why didn’t he attack John.  Why me?”  June asked, flustered.

      “That, I cannot answer little one,” Lashar fluttered his wings once more.

      “Why are people not seeing him more often?” I asked.

      “Night is the domain of Grulke the Night Ripper,” Lashar replied.

      “Obviously, hence the name.”

      “Those that see him don’t report it because he kills them, I suppose. Go to town and find a list of missing people that have been reported.  I am certain many of those are victims of the Night Ripper,” Lashar replied with another flutter of his beautiful feathers.

      “Why has this guy not been hunted down before?” June asked solemnly.

      “He has, but he is extremely elusive and feared.  He goes through periods where he is dormant and lulls people into a false sense of security.  I am confident your power has brought him to Gallanthal.  I think if you and I work together we can locate him.”
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      After convincing all the girls I needed to go by myself, which wasn’t a simple task, Lashar and I were airborne at last.  The sky was clear, and the scorching sun was bright as it lit up the land below us. We flew in the direction I thought he was taking June.  I had high hopes we could track him down, but I wasn’t looking forward to facing him.  Lashar’s explanation of who the Night Ripper was and how he came to be was the fuel of nightmares.  Perhaps even more terrifying was the fact that he was just a minion of a freaky dark cultivator named Golgotha.  I wondered if I would ever come face to face with this dark cultivator in the Infernal Highlands.  I would prefer not to visit a place with that creepy name, but bad things tend to happen to me.

      “John, I’m going to fly lower.  Hang tight.”

      Lashar dove a split second after those words left his mouth, causing my life to flash before my eyes.  I had relaxed my grip of his feathers because I was growing more comfortable riding the celestial eagle.  However, that all went out the window when the bird descended at almost a 90-degree angle.

      “Fuuuuck!”  I screamed as I held on for dear life. “Confirm that I am hanging tight before you dive to the fucking ground!”

      “Oh, John, I’m sorry.  I get carried away sometimes.  If you fall, I promise to catch you before you hit the ground.  Rest easy,” Lashar replied nonchalantly as came out of the descent and leveled off.

      “I prefer to not test your ability to do so. When you warn me about something, at least confirm that I heard the warning before you do anything.  That’s all I ask.”

      “No problem, my friend.  I will do as you ask.”

      We soared through valleys and over beautiful lakes as we looked for any places that were unusual.  I observed what we flew over as best I could, but I was relying on Lashar to sense things to investigate.  Villagers and travelers on the roads below looked upward at us as we glided over their heads. I even waved to them like I was on a damn parade float.  The kids we swooped over jumped up and down, hollering at us with gigantic smiles on their faces.  It wasn’t every day that they saw a celestial eagle up close and personal.

      “John, are you helping me look for the Night Ripper or are you just having fun waving at the Azurans?” Lashar let out a belly laugh that shook his whole body.  It felt like I was on an airliner riding through some bad turbulence.

      “Sorry, I’m an idiot.  I’m focused now.”

      “No worries, my friend.  I haven’t seen or sensed anything amuck yet.”

      “Are you searching in a planned grid or something?  How do we know if we are missing anything?”

      “Well, it is always possible we will miss something because Azura is a very large planet John.  Nonetheless, I have devised a flight plan that will cover the area you said he was traveling to.  Don’t worry, this isn’t my first time leading a search.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to overstep.  I just wanted to make sure.”

      “Feel free to ask me anything you like about what is going on.  We’re a team,” Lashar replied happily.

      “A team, yeah, I like the sound of that.”
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      We looked for a couple of hours.  Lashar was right. He had a plan and was searching in some kind of pattern that was like a grid.  He would ascend periodically and descend at times.  I was just along for the ride, and I did my best to see whatever I could.  In actuality, it would have been a good idea to bring a girl along to have another set of eyes.  However, if we found this demon bastard, I didn’t want to run the risk that one of the girls got hurt or kidnapped.

      “John, I have found something, but it has nothing to do with the Night Ripper.  It is troubling me, but it can be your choice if you would like to interfere.  There is a family on the road directly below me that is getting robbed by a group of bandits.  Is this something you want to get involved with?”

      “Fuck yeah, take me down there.  How many are there?”

      “It is three men with swords and spears.  The family consists of two parents, a very young boy and a teenage girl.  The husband is lying on the dirt.  I don’t know if he is alive or dead, but I do see blood under him on the road.”

      “Go!” I exclaimed as I tried to see what he was seeing.  Lashar was a large bird, so I was unable to see things directly under him.

      “I will land now.”

      Lashar dove quickly and leveled off before landing quickly on the ground.  “Go John, directly in front of me. I think the man is dead. Hurry.”

      I vaulted off the back of the bird and landed on my feet then I entered a run toward the attacker.  The big ass bird landing near them got their attention.  The man was lying prone on the road with a large puddle of red under his head.  Someone had stabbed him in the throat, or his throat was slit.  It was the only explanation for blood that had puddled underneath him.  The mother was standing in front of her two children with her arms stretched out to serve as a barrier.  The kids were squalling, but the mother was trying to be strong for them.  There were three male bandits in scraggly brown trousers and threadbare shirts with buttons torn off at different spots.  One of the men had a basic spear, and the others had cheap swords in their hands.

      “Fuck, what kind of bird is that? He’s huge!” the bandit with the spear squinted with a hand horizontal over his eyes.

      “To hell with the bird, there is a bloke running straight for us,” a swordsman cried.

      “Who the hell are you?  I suggest holding right there, dick head,” the remaining swordsman said with a mixture of toughness, but fear underlined it.  I could hear it.

      The bandit with the spear lunged at the woman and thrusted the spear.  The sharp tip of the spear was stopped just before it pierced the flesh of the terrified mother, “Stop, numb nuts or she gets it like her old man did.”

      “Please help us!” the teenage girl screamed.  She had long brown hair with brown eyes the size of saucers with tears pouring from them.  She wore a blue dress with flowers on it that went down a few inches past her knee, and she wore no shoes.

      “Shut up!” the spear man said, and he slashed the tip of the spear across the mother’s cheek, causing a large gash.  Blood gushed immediately and dripped from her face onto her white dress.  She looked as if she had been caught in a blood rainstorm.

      I stopped and held my hands up. “I’ve stopped. I don’t have any weapons.”

      “Are you some kind of hero? The daddy here thought he was a hero too.  Now he lays dead like a dog on the road.  All we asked was his money and his women. He didn’t want to negotiate,” the swordsmen out front chuckled then spit a huge glob of chewing tobacco on the back of the dead father.

      “I’m no hero, but I can assure you.  They aren’t going anywhere with you,” I growled then lowered my hands.

      “Come on Quinn, let’s kill this bastard,” the swordsman grunted to the other.  He nodded, and they raised their swords, then moved forward hesitantly.

      I crossed my arms and stood still.  The one doing all the talking looked as if he was going to attack first.  I glared into his eyes and he apprehensively met mine.  He lunged, then brought down a diagonal slash. I activated Supernova and caught the blade in my hand. I wrapped my fingers around the blade and the shit quality steel began to glow orange.  The orange glow was reflected in the whites of the terrified man’s eyes.

      “What the fuck? Oh, fuck.”

      The heat traveled to the hilt and he let go to avoid burning his hands.  I tossed the melting blade on to the ground, causing the grass to sizzle and steam rose.  The man backed away slowly, clearly overcome by terror as he watched a man in flames catch his sword and melt right in front of his eyes.  My mouth cracked open to tell the men to run, but I stopped myself. These men would continue to prey on innocent lives.  There was no telling how many people they had killed or how many women they had raped and sold into sex slavery.  These guys needed to be stopped.  They were the disease, and I was the cure.  I blitzed forward and grabbed the man by the throat in Supernova form.  I lifted him off the ground and the man’s flesh around his neck cooked.  He screamed in agony and terror as he cooked and choked simultaneously.  I set him back on his feet and executed a guillotine choke.  I placed him in a perfect hold and fell onto my back.  I squeezed his neck and wrapped my legs around him.  The piece of shit cooked in my arms as I squeezed his neck tighter and tighter.  The man could not scream, but he convulsed.  While the move was brutal and cool.  I didn’t think about how much I would stink after this.  The bandit’s burning body fell limp in seconds.  I released the dead body and rolled him onto his back.  The man’s clothing was burnt rags dangling off crispy flesh.

      The remaining men tossed their weapons onto the ground and held their hands in the air as they begged for their lives.

      I motioned for the family to run. “Run, you’re safe now.”

      The mother nodded slowly and turned toward her kids and pushed them down the road. She has to scream at them to snap them out of their stupor.

      “We’re sorry, that guy you just killed...he made us do it. Yeah it was all his fault. You need to let us go. We won’t hurt anyone ever again. I promise!” the spearman pleaded.

      “You know, I don’t believe you. I really don’t.”

      “It’s true. Listen we have gold, take it. It’s yours!”

      “Gold? Do I look like someone who wants your gold? I want your lives.”

      I deactivated Supernova which calmed the bandits somewhat.

      The closest one grabbed his dropped sword and charged toward me. “Get him, he’s out of magic.”

      He began to slash wildly at me. I crossed my arms and began dodging without a counter attack. During my play session I saw over the man’s shoulder that the spear wielding bandit had begun running away from him. I stopped dodging and performed a front kick into the exhausted bandit’s stomach. Ribs shattered and internal organs ruptured. As the man stood bent over forward. I executed a spinning kick and smashed the bandit on the top of the head sending it deep into his torso. The dead body plopped onto its side. I glanced at the body and wondered where the head was. Was it where his lungs were or did the head end up in his bowels?

      I took off into flight and darted toward the fleeing bandit. He heard the swoosh and looked over his shoulder. “Gods what are you?”

      I grabbed him under his armpits and changed directions upward. The bandit shrieked as I flew two hundred yards above the Azuran countryside.

      “What are you doing? Please put me down. I’ve learned my lesson. I’m begging you!”

      “Fly,” I whispered in his ear and released him. I watched him drop from my grasp. He looked up at me with wide eyes and screamed in terror. The sight of fear and inevitability in his eyes told the story.  A couple of seconds later the bandit smashed into the ground with a resounding crack and splat.
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      I grabbed a blanket from the family’s wagon and draped it over the father’s body.  I saw a line of ants moving toward the corpse, so I lifted him and walked him over to the wagon and placed him on the wooden planks gently. The poor man’s blood had almost emptied from the vicious trauma those bastards had inflicted.

      “What are you doing to my husband?” a woman asked softly from behind.

      “I’m getting him out of the insects, and this will make transporting him a lot easier, don’t you think?” I asked without turning to the mother.

      “Why did they do this to us? We were just minding our own business. They came out of nowhere. Jim was just trying to protect his family, and they killed him like he was cattle. He was such a good man. What are we going to do? Oh Jim,” the mother cried as she placed her hand on the chest of the body.

      “I’m sorry, It’s damn tragic.”

      “Why did you help us?” the woman asked as tears poured from her blue eyes.

      “It was the right thing to do. I wish I would have been here sooner. Maybe things would have been different.”

      She nodded and reached out and grasped my hand. “Thank you. You saved my children and me.”

      I nodded and walked toward Lashar hesitantly. I stopped a few feet away and turned. I placed my hand in my pouch and retrieved a handful of gold coins. I placed it on the wagon bed beside her and walked away, saying nothing. I didn’t even count how much it was. I just felt I needed to do something.
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      After we lifted off into the clear blue sky, it took a few moments to get my mind back on what we were trying to accomplish. The little side quest took little physically, but seeing the family lose their father in such a senseless, violent manner took a toll on me mentally. I couldn’t imagine as a child seeing my father slaughtered right in front of my eyes.  I don't see how a kid can bounce back from that kind of trauma. One second your father is there driving a wagon and talking to you about whatever, and the next second ruthless strangers rip his throat open. Hopefully, these Ancient Ones that I hear so much about have a plan for this family and didn’t just fuck them over for nothing.

      Lashar broke his silence. “John, that was a very honorable act.  I am proud of you. Evil like that should not exist in this world.”

      “I agree. You can’t stop evil, you just try to do what you can to hold it at bay. That’s what we’re doing right now searching for this Grulke demon fellow.”

      “Yes, you are wise beyond your years, cultivator.”

      “I don’t know about all that. I’m just trying to do what’s right when I can. I have tried to be that way most of my life, but I’ve fallen short more times that I would like to admit. Coming to Azura has given me a clean slate. Thanks for the kind words. Being close buddies with a celestial eagle is pretty awesome.”

      Lashar gave a deep belly laugh. “I am pretty exceptional and make a great buddy. Befriending a cultivator with your level of power is a privilege. You will do great things, like now. Very few Azurans would go on a hunt for such a demonic creature for no other reason than to defeat evil.  Promise me the more powerful you get; you will not forget what I tell you. You have the power to affect change in this world. Use that power wisely.”

      “I promise. I will do my best to stay the good guy and kill the bad guys.”

      “That’s all I ask,” the celestial eagle laughed. “I am not what one would call a gossiper.  Nonetheless, I am aware of the ever-widening rift between the Cosmic Observator and you.”

      “That’s an understatement. He despises me, and I reciprocate that wholeheartedly.  How much have you heard?” I asked with a brow raised.

      “I know everything, John. I am disappointed with the path Hektor has taken. I completely agree with your desire to cut ties with the Temple of the Weeping Sun. The deal that they forced you into in order to gain your freedom sickens me. The Tower of Infinite Glory is a terrifying obstacle to face. The tower is crafted and overseen by the Ancient Ones themselves. Hektor pushing you into the task for the sole reason of getting richer is beyond my comprehension. I will no longer aid Hektor. I only help those who help others. Hektor has gone mad,” Lashar scoffed.

      “You do know everything. I’m impressed and humbled by your support. Leaving the Temple, while bittersweet, is one of the best decisions I have ever made. My hope is to take care of this demon, get stronger, and climb the freaking tower. Any help you can give me with accomplishing those three things will be much appreciated.”

      Lashar turned his toward me as much as he could and nodded. “John, I will be happy to help you in any way that I can.”

      I rubbed the side of his neck. “Thanks, that means a lot.”

      “I have nothing better to do anyway,” Lashar laughed again.

      His laugh was infectious. “I didn’t know you were this much of a jokester man. I like that. I can’t be the only smart ass around.”

      “Well, I am 1,000 years old. I wasn’t always this way. I used to be so stoic, showing no emotion. I was completely dedicated to the duties of a celestial eagle. I am still completely dedicated, but I have what humans would say, lightened up.”

      “Dude, you should definitely come hang with us more at Aedon Fortress. It’s a gorgeous region, and the girls and I would love to see you more often...especially the girls.”

      “I might take you up on that offer. I must admit, I can get quite lonely when I am between quests.  Your hospitality warms my heart. Azurans have never invited me to just ‘hang out.’ I am seen as a tool by most of Azura. You see me as something else. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome anytime you want to drop by. Hell, there are a shit ton of mountains and enormous trees you can perch on permanently if your heart desires. A cool guy like you deserves to be with people who love you. Ah fuck, that sounded creepy...people who care about you.”

      Lashar laughed. “John LeBrock loves me! I cannot contain myself at this moment. He really loves me! Look at us citizens below, we are in love!”

      “Alright, laugh it up, big bird.”
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      We flew in silence for a while.  There was still no sign of the Night Ripper or a suspicious area to search. The temperature began to drop as we traveled into a more mountainous area of Gallanthal, the Stone Strike Mountains.

      “Yeesh, it is getting fucking cold up here,” I stated with a shiver.

      “Yes, John.  The Stone Strike Mountains are the highest elevation in Gallanthal.  Unfortunately, we need to search here. There are a lot of places to hide through here.  Caves are prevalent in these mountains.  You may lie down on my back and put your arms under my feathers.  That will keep you warm.”

      “I’m not going to be worth a damn helping with the search.”

      “You aren’t helping much anyway, John,” the large bird chuckled.

      “The jokester is back.”

      “You need to get warm or you will go into hypothermia.  If you were on the ground it would just be cool but flying through the air makes things much colder.  Please get warm, I will handle things from here.”

      “Alright, if you’re sure.  I’ll take you up on that.  The shrinkage is real,” I replied as I dug into his thick and surprisingly soft feathers.  I was able to get most of my body out of the icy wind and I enjoyed the warmth from his body.  His coat was too thick to get to his skin, but the wind being blocked was a godsend.  I was able to fly on my own, but it still had nothing on traveling with Lashar.  I had thought of doing a search with just me flying but it took so much myst and focus that I wouldn’t be able to go very long.  I would be focused so much on staying airborne that there wouldn’t be a lot of searching being done. I tried to fight sleep, but I was just too damn cozy in the feathers.  Within just a few minutes of digging in, I fell asleep.
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      I was jolted awake by a sudden shift in Lashar’s flight pattern which was followed by a loud cry from the celestial eagle.  “What the hell is going on?”

      Then I heard a familiar screech from below.  My blood ran cold when I realized that it was from the very creature we were looking for.

      “Hold on, John,” Lashar said calmly.  A split second later we dove almost straight down and began to barrel roll.  I had never held on to something harder than I did then.  It was always one of my worst nightmares to be in the middle of a roller coaster ride only for the safety restraints to break and I held on for dear life with just my hands.  This situation felt exactly the same.  I was too terrified to utter a word or scream.  I just knew that we were going to pile drive into the ground at what felt like 200 miles per hour.  As we spun, I felt warm, red droplets splash onto my gooseflesh blanketed skin.  I immediately knew what it was, but I didn’t know which creature was the source.  Lashar screeched again in what I could tell was severe pain.  That’s when I knew it was his blood covering me.  There was another screech and the celestial eagle shook followed by a growl from the demon attacking us.  A couple of seconds later I saw the Night Ripper let go and begin to fly in the other direction.

      “Hold on, once more,” Lashar muttered clearly in pain.

      We slammed into the valley floor like a plane with broken landing gear.  We slid on his belly for a few yards then stopped.  I tried to regain my bearings, but it took a good twenty seconds to become fully lucid.  I felt the celestial eagle breathing heavily.  I rolled off his back to the ground and fell prone onto the grass which was luckily soft.  I felt warm liquid touch my forearm.  I opened my eyes to see Lashar’s blood pooling underneath him.  I raised to a seated position then I pushed myself up to my feet.  My legs were like noodles, and I almost fell to the ground.

      “Lashar,” I yelled.

      Lashar spoke but it was very quiet.  “Yes, John.  I’m awake.”

      “What are your injuries?”

      “Grulke stabbed me with a spear several times in my gut.  I don’t know if the damage is fatal.  Celestial Eagles can heal themselves, but it takes time to do so.”

      “Can you roll on your side so I can take a look?”

      “Of course,” the celestial eagle agreed as he took a deep breath and rolled onto his side releasing another screech of pain.

      “I need you to hold there for a second so I can check you out,” I replied as I began to search for his wounds. “I’m not a doctor, but I do have some salve I got from an herbalist in Garway.  It will be able to stop any bleeding you have.

      After running my hands through his reddened feathers. I had found three gaping stab wounds.  “It looks like he got you three times with that weapon.  The holes are gushing blood bad.  How long does it take for your healing to start?”

      “It has already started, but the healing speed solely depends on the wound severity. Hopefully I don’t lose too much blood and die before the healing is complete.”

      “We’re good, I have this salve here remember.  I held a brown tube which resembled a tube of toothpaste.  I took the tube and squirted the ointment or salve into the wound directly without putting it on some sort of applicator.  My hands could get him infected.  There was a small bit of steam that billowed out of the holes.  Lashar moaned deeply. “It’s working.  Thank you.”  The eagle was right, the bleeding had stopped, and his flesh began to mend itself back together at a very slow pace, but it was working which was all that mattered.

      “Are you okay?” Lashar asked as his breathing began to normalize.

      “I’m fine, don’t worry about me.”

      “We hit the ground pretty hard and I felt you roll off to the ground.  I thought you were unconscious.”

      “I’m not going to lie.  It was fucking terrifying and I was a little shaken up when we crash landed, but all is well for me.  I was scared shitless when I saw all that blood gushing from you.  I’m thrilled you’re going to be okay.  Where did that fucker come from?  I should have been awake.  Maybe I would have seen him coming.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up, he came out of a cavern right as I passed.  I didn’t have time to react.  He was so much faster than I would have ever imagined.  He latched on to my underbelly and I couldn’t sling him off.”

      “Why did he not come after me?”

      “Honestly, I don’t think he knew you were there.  You were deep in my feathers and he was under me.  That is the only reason I can think of unless it was fear.”

      “I doubt fear was the problem.  Where did he come from?”

      “There's a cave that is southeast of here in the valley.  I would estimate that we traveled two miles during the attack and the landing.  It will be easy to find.  There is a waterfall in front of it that protects it from view.”

      “Stay here and heal.  I’m going in.”
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      The waterfall was gorgeous. Lashar was right about not seeing the cavern behind it.  As I approached in flight, I slowed down readying myself for Grulke to launch out of the cave and attack.  It was a shame that something so beautiful hid something so evil behind it.  I had to land soon because flying used extra myst and I would need it for whatever awaited me in this cave.  I hovered to the side of the waterfall and saw a gap that I could squeeze through and not get drenched.  I would be damp from the mist off the plummeting water, but I wouldn’t be dripping all over the place.  I squeezed through the gap slowly.  The mist from the water caused goosebumps to cover my body and I shivered for a couple of seconds before I landed on the rocky ledge at the entrance to the unknown.  I had a similar feeling as I had when I was young before entering one of those haunted houses during the Halloween season.  This time the boogeyman truly resided on the inside and there was a real chance of being slaughtered.

      I pressed my back against the cold stone and peeked around the corner.  I didn’t see anything, so I decided to take a risk and close my eyes to cultivate.  I focused on my cores and breathed deeply, beckoning the myst of the world to enter my body and fill the spheres.  Using my phantom finger, I spun the hurricane of myst energy in my Hand to Hand Savant and my Speed Savant cores.  I pushed the enough myst from my Speed Core into the Hand to Hand core to fill it to capacity with a deadly mixture of the two myst types.  I then proceeded to push myst onto each of my pathways to flush the imperfections and impurities.  Myst flowed smoothly down each pathway and tributary wiping away the impurities.  I moved myst from my tributaries and directed them into the bones that had been through the weaving process.  Within minutes, I was ready to face whatever was in that cave.  I thanked the Ancient Ones for allowing me the time to cultivate without interruption from the evil creature.

      I wondered what the Night Ripper was truly capable of.  He had only shown me quick strike attacks in our confrontations.  The being had to be powerful to be charged with such an important job by the Golgotha, the tyrant of the Infernal Highlands.  Grulke wouldn’t have been taken from the world of Crematoria if Golgotha didn’t see a lot of potential in this cursed demon.  Had I bitten off more than I could chew?  Was I ready to enter this dark cave?  I could easily be underestimating the power of the Night Ripper or overestimating my own power.  Wait, this kind of talk didn’t sound like me at all. Confidence had never been something I didn’t have in spades.  I always went into a match knowing that I would be victorious.  Why is this any different?  Lashar mentioned that the Night Ripper must have been drawn to me to show up on the mountain outside of Aedon Fortress.  Grulke saw me as a threat that needed to be exterminated.  The demon would be on the defensive.  He never thought in a million years that I would come looking for him.  Azurans had let him run wild and were too scared to do anything about it.

      I charged my body and moved in the corridor slowly. I hated to waste myst when it wasn’t needed, but it was dark.  I had to have the glow from the myst to navigate the passage.  This is the one time I wished I had taken the Night Vision technique as a reward from my Necrodome duels.

      “Focus, John. Fucking focus,” I told myself under my breath.

      I had never been in a cave before in my entire life.  So, I didn’t really know what to expect.  When I thought of caves, I envisioned a grizzly bear waiting for me a few yards in.  Luckily that wasn’t the case.  The tunnel went on longer than I was expecting, and it began to go downward into the bowels of the mountain.  I hadn’t run into any forks in the road where I had to make a choice on a path to take.  From what I had seen it had been just one single corridor unless I missed a small opening to my left or right.  That could be entirely possible.  My myst glow lit up the tunnel, but it was still difficult to see.  Everything looked pink with purple mixed together.  I felt like I was walking into a cotton candy man’s asshole.

      I finally saw something that wasn’t stone.  I stepped on a large femur bone and almost lost my balance.  I knelt and picked it up to see if it looked like a human femur.  I wasn’t a doctor by any stretch of the imagination, but it looked like a human femur or a humanoid femur.  The further downward the more bones that I saw.  I was able to make some of them out but some were unrecognizable from being broken into several pieces and pulverized.  I don’t know why it mattered to me what the bones were.  Something living was now dead and left bones behind.  That was all I needed to know.  I didn’t need an Anatomy and Physiology class.  The silence was cut with a guttural moan from further down.  The sound caused the hair on the back of my head to stand straight up, and I had a small bout of nausea.  It had to be Grulke unless Grulke had his own minions crawling around the devil’s colon which I felt like I was in.

      “John, come,” a fiendish voice called.

      “Shouldn’t you buy me dinner first?” I asked with an uneasy smirk.

      I didn’t know whether to expect a response or not, so I kept walking. I picked up the pace because I didn’t want to make it to this Night Ripper guy and my cores completely empty.

      “I can smell your blood and your beating heart, come,” Grulke growled.

      “Fuck,” I whispered to myself as I continued further into the cave toward this evil creature.

      “Come.”

      “Come.”

      “Come.”

      Grulke cackled and my heart began to pound like a jackhammer in my chest.  I just wanted to find the guy and fight.  This dramatic approach was tearing my nerves up.

      “You are afraid, John,” the demon cackled. “You should be, cultivator.  I’m going to rip your beating heart from your chest and feast on the sweat muscle. I will consume your power and deliver it to my master. Come,”

      “Fuck you!” I screamed down the passage.

      The Night Ripper continued his evil cackling that made the hair stand on the back of my neck.  The cave seemed to go on forever.  Each turn revealed more corridors to traverse.  I was beginning to believe that this was all an illusion brought on by some sort of dark magic that the demon used.

      I stopped and looked behind me and back in front of me.  I powered down to conserve myst energy and recover.  There was no telling how much longer this stairway to hell would take.  Once my pathways were disengaged the glowing aura around my body dissipated leaving me in total darkness.  Terror filled my mind as I tried to see, but there was no use.  It was completely pitch black.  I calmed my breathing and focused on my cores.

      “Who turned out the lights,” Grulke laughed.

      The demon was in my head and impeded my focus.

      “Fuck this guy!”

      I closed my eyes again and meditated with no problem.  I cultivated and my myst energy built back up to full capacity.  I opened my eyes to see the face of the Night Ripper less than 12 inches from my face.
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      The luminescent red eyes lit up the demon's face just enough to permanently imprint the horror of the moment in my mind for eternity.  His face was black with red streaks scattered across his skin. Grulke’s nose was twice the length of mine. He had a devilish grin on his face.  The demon had sharp teeth like razors, but the incisors were triple the length of the other teeth in his mouth.  As he cackled inches from my face, his tongue slithered out of his mouth like a venomous snake and licked the tip of my nose as I sat in paralyzed fear.  I was not expecting the creature to be directly in front of me when I awoke from my meditation.

      Suddenly, Grulke extended his right arm and grabbed my neck with his long fingers.  He darted back where he came from while he pulled me by the neck.  Everything was a blur until I woke up in a large chamber in the bowels of the mountain.  Grulke snapped his fingers and several torches around the room lit up.  The sudden blast of light made my eyes feel like they were going to explode right then and there in my sockets.  I stood to my feet and focused on what was in front of me.  The dark menacing figure sat on a large stone throne twenty yards away from my location.

      “You found me John.  I’m impressed.”

      “Damn right we found you, and now I am going to kill you,” I replied coldly as I began to limp forward.

      “Chains!” exclaimed the Night Ripper.

      I heard the rattle of chains echo in the chamber followed by a deafening swoosh of something headed in my direction.  Pain exploded on my upper right arm.  I turned to see a steel chain with a gnarly hook on the end that was embedded into my flesh.  After I realized what had happened, another chain erupted from the wall and the rusty hook ripped into my left forearm.  The chains pulled tight in opposite directions and I stood spread eagle in front of this sick man’s throne. The pain was agonizing and my flesh was tearing but not enough to release me.

      “Stop, you have me!” I pleaded to the dark creature.

      “Chains!” exclaimed the Night Ripper.

      This time two chains from opposite sides of the room launched toward me and sunk into each calf muscle.  I screamed and tried to move, but it was of no use.

      “Chains!” hollered Grulke with a raised fist.  One chain darted into my back and sank into my muscle.  A split second later a chain erupted from the wall in front of me and hooked into my left pectoral muscle then another into my right nipple.  All the chains pulled tighter and made my skin look like pitched tents.  Just when I thought sick deeds of the Ripper were over two more chains launched from my flank and sank into my thighs.

      The pain I felt at that moment was unlike any I had ever experienced before.  I had no clue that this level of pain existed.  My mind was battered by signals from my pain receptors and was unable to process it all.

      I wailed and threw up on the stone floor.  Each movement I made caused unbearable pain.  The chains pulled even tighter.  The human skin is a wondrous creation that can withstand more that I thought possible.

      Grulke continued to sit on his stone throne leaning to one side with the devil’s grin.  “I think I have your attention, do I not?”

      I coughed and vomited once more.  The gagging from my disgusting act caused more pain in every wound.

      “Answer me!”

      I was unable to bypass the pain threshold enough to utter a word.

      “Suit yourself, chains!”  roared the demon.

      Two more chains jetted from the walls and tore into my love handles and tightened.

      “Yes, fuck yes! Stop!”  I yelled with all the strength I could muster.

      “You came to my lair to kill me did you not?”

      “Yes.”

      Grulke cackled.  “Earthling, you think you can kill the champion of Crematoria?”

      “Yes.”

      The demon snapped his fingers.  This caused a burst of electricity that traveled down each chain into my shredded body.  It was only a short episode, but it caused me to convulse which brought more agony from the hooks in my flesh.

      The demon leaned forward and scowled. “Evil cannot be killed, it only grows.  You will learn this. Cultivator. I had hoped you would search for me and come to my lair.  I could have killed you outside of your little fortress, but I longed to inflict pain on your body.  I wanted to consume your blood and heart right here in my chamber of horrors.  You did exactly how I wanted.  You are a fucking idiot.  You thought I ran away in fear?  It was all a ruse John.”

      “Get on with it,” I growled almost inaudibly.

      “I will, I will, but first I want to inflict pain mentally.  I have had fun with your flesh now I want your mind to suffer.”

      “I would say you have succeeded at both so far.”

      I was unable to flow myst through my body due to the trauma that had been inflicted.  Pain was the only thing I could focus on.  I had to somehow ignore the pain which seemed impossible.  How could I ignore countless hooks ripping my flesh?  Now this monster told me he was going to make me suffer mentally.  What could he possibly do right now that could hurt me more than I already was?

      Grulke pointed to the ceiling of the chamber and grinned.

      Every time I moved, pain jolted through my body.  Leaning my head back to look at whatever was on the ceiling was something that I had to prepare for.  I took a deep breath and then I realized that he could inflict insidious pain on my mind.  He succeeded in breaking my psyche.  June the kakuen was chained to the stone ceiling.  Her body was still, and she was unconscious, but she was alive.  I saw her chest move but barely.

      Tears began to pour from my eyes. “Why? You want me. Why are you doing this to her?”

      Grulke laughed. “I wanted to add to your misery, and I wanted to finish what I started with her.  You see, I didn’t retreat here after our little chase.  I stayed close by and waited.  I knew you would come for me.  I waited till you left then I dropped into your little fortress and took what I wanted.  I know you are wondering about your other friends.  They tried to stop me, but as you can see, they were unsuccessful.  I didn’t kill them because I didn’t have time to consume their blood and hearts.  I just injured them all.  They will carry a scar from the Night Ripper until I return for them and I will return.”

      “You’re fucking crazy.”

      “Crazy?  I don’t think so.  Sadistic?  That is a better adjective to my existence.”

      “Let her go, you can do what you want with me.”

      “Why on Azura would I let this monkey whore go?  Your bargain is a poor one.  I can do whatever I want to do with you anyway.”

      I just shook my head.  He was absolutely right.  There was nothing that I could do.  I had no bargaining chip and even if I had something he wouldn’t be interested in the end.  Evil was his ruler and pain was his reward.
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      “John, Ancients Ones! What has he done to you?”  June asked with horror in her bloodshot eyes.

      “Are you okay?”  I asked her with gritted teeth. Stillness was the only thing I could do to lessen the excruciating pain of the hooks in my flesh.

      Grulke slow clapped as he stood from his throne.  “This warms my heart.  I may shed a tear for you love birds.”

      June was petrified in fear from the sight of the demon approaching her.  She was unable to utter a single word.

      The demon kicked the kakuen in the side and she rolled over three times. June held her side and cried in agony. “Stop it, no. It hurts!”

      “How do you like that John?  How does it feel to be unable to help your woman as I break her bones?”

      “Fuck you,” I growled as I glared into his eyes.

      Grulke snarled and punched me in the gut sending me backwards.  The pain from the punch was eclipsed by the tearing of my flesh. “Poor manners, earthling.  Very poor.”

      I had to keep his attention on me so he would leave June alone. “Is that all you got?” I mutter with a pain laced smirk.

      Grulke struck me in the face this time.  The force knocked me toward the back wall, and I felt my skin tear to the point that some of the hooks were becoming unattached.  I had to convince him to keep hitting me in the hopes that I would be ripped from the hooks.  It was a torturous choice, but it was the only one I had now.  My strength was too weak to tear myself from the clutches of the steel chains.

      “Wow, you are a pussy.  I think Golgotha chose the weakest of all the demons of Crematoria.  Fuck you bitch.”

      “I will show you my power!  You little man!”

      “Show me, you’re weak.  You’re a coward bitch,” I yelled at the demon and spit in his face.

      My plan was working, he was enraged, and his focus was solely on me.  I just hoped I would survive the trauma he was inflicting.

      The demon roared and spun around quickly and kicked me in the chest with an ungodly amount of force.  I screamed in pain and the momentum tore me from the many hooks.  Chunks of flesh and skin dangled from all of them and there were huge gushing craters all over my body.  My chest felt like I had been hit with a sledgehammer.  I prayed that I would be able to charge my pathways.  I closed my eyes and focused all that I had into my cores.  I was able to move what myst I could, and my pathways and tributaries ignited in energy.  I opened my eyes to see the fist of the demon soaring for my face.  I moved out of the way a split second before impact then I began punching him rapidly in his side.  I was struck by an elbow that knocked me into the nearby wall.

      Grulke cackled and began to limp over to where I landed.  He should have been quicker. He gave me time to get back to my feet and enter a defensive stance.  Blood from my many wounds dripped to the floor. I glanced at the crimson puddles and back to his crimson eyes. We engaged in a series of punches back and forth.  A few of them made contact but we blocked many of the strikes.  The demon grabbed me by the neck and lifted me like I was a rag doll.  He smiled then choke slammed me into the stone floor.  An explosion of pain almost made my head explode all over the chamber. I tried to breathe, but there was nothing coming in or out. There was a John-sized indention in the chamber floor.   The demon pounded four strikes into my face in rapid succession.  As I looked for a way out of my dire situation, I saw a black nut sack dangling under Grulke’s loincloth. I kicked his balls with all the strength I could muster.  A deafening screech enveloped the deep mountain chamber.  It felt like someone was stabbing my ear drums with an ice pick repeatedly. I plunged the heel of my foot into the middle of the demon’s buff chest and sent him flying across the room narrowly missing June.

      She had gotten herself free then ran to where I laid.  “John, you are bleeding bad.  He’s going to kill you. Let me help you up and we will get out of here.”

      I placed my bloody palm on the side of her soft face.  “You need to run as fast as you can.  I’m going to finish this.  Lashar should be outside waiting for us.  Go now!  Don’t fight me on this!”

      The monkey girl nodded and kissed me on my bloody lips. “I love you.”

      “I love you, now go.”

      She ran toward the exit of the rock chamber and I breathed a sigh of relief.  She was going to be okay.  I pushed myself back to my feet gingerly.  I had taken quite the beating so far.  My head throbbed and flesh dangled from my wounds.  My skin was almost completely red from the blood flow.  I had to get this done or I was going to go into hypovolemic shock.  To my surprise the demon hadn’t gotten to his feet yet.  The crotch shot and kick to his chest hurt him much more than I was expecting.  I tried to run, but I was only able to manifest a jog.  I launched into a jump kick that was dodged easily by the demon. My foot knocked a large chunk of rock out of the wall. The demon began punching me in my kidney over and over.  I ran up the wall and flipped over behind the monster and pushed extra mist to my right hand and performed an open palm strike into the center of his back. The force of the strike thumped him into the wall.  Punches were thrown as fast as I got to execute them starting with his back then I got two good shots in the back of his head.  He flung his right arm backward wildly.  I ducked and grabbed his wrist with my right hand and punched upward into his elbow.  The creature screamed in pain as his elbow shattered.  I plunged an elbow into his gut causing him to bend over.  I stood up quickly and the top of my skull smacked him in the face smashing his nose into mush.  I did two back flips to put some space between us so I could reassess the situation.  The demon's forearm dangled awkwardly, and he held his face.

      “This isn’t over earthling!”  Grulke growled and opened his mouth sending a stream of orange flame across the room toward me.  I dove to the rock floor narrowly missing a direct hit.  The heat from the stream singed my skin.  Another stream came for me.  I rolled to my left.  The rock floor melted from the fire attack. There was another and another, each attack barely missing my flesh.  I Blitzed to the other side of the room to catch my breath.  I was prepared for another fire attack that never came.  The demon must have used the myst he had available to execute the technique multiple times.  I had built up enough myst that I activated Supernova.  An explosion of heat and power lit up my body and the environment around me.  The demon snarled and began walking toward me then he launched suddenly.  I wasn’t expecting the move and he landed on top of me.  While the attack hurt, I was thrilled that the bastard was dumb enough to grapple me while in my Supernova form.  I would burn him to death with no problem.  He began punching me in the side.  I noticed that his skin wasn’t receiving damage from the heat I was exuding from my pulsing body.

      “You are an imbecile.  I am a demon, your fire does not hurt me,” Grulke cackled then headbutted me in my face twice in a row.

      “Fuck,” I muttered and spit blood out of my mouth.

      The demon screeched and showed me his terrifying fangs.  He went for my neck. I grasped my hands around his neck stopping him from ripping my jugular.  I pushed more myst to my hands and began to squeeze as hard as I could.  Drool dripped from his mouth onto my cheek and his breath made me gag.  I began kneeing him in the stomach over and over until I was able to push him off me.  He rolled off and darted to the other side of the room to gain his bearings.  Supernova form was not having the intended effect that I had hoped.   I Blitzed directly in front of him swinging my fists to make any contact I could.  I grabbed his horns and brought his face down into my knee three times.  One of the shots knocked one of his fangs onto the floor.  I let go as he stood stunned and threw a kick directly into his knee.  The stomach-churning crack was loud followed by a screech of unadulterated agony.

      “You bitch!” Grulke screamed as he fell to the floor.

      I saw his long fang sparkle from my Supernova flames. I picked it up and plunged the fang into his right eye.  Eye juice sprayed in all directions as the beast screeched.  I stood and stomped the base of the fang and the tooth descended into the demon’s brain.  That was it.  The Night Ripper laid lifeless on the cold rock floor.  I disengaged Supernova and plopped onto my stomach with rapid breaths.
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      I’m not sure how long I laid on that floor.  The sudden sizzle of something to my left got my attention.  Grulke’s body was turning to ashes right in front of my eyes.  The smell was horrible, but the pleasure of seeing the bastard dissolving into nothingness trumped the smell.  Suddenly a blast of pink myst soared into my body from the creature's death.

      You have killed Grulke the Night Ripper!

      You have acquired 2,000 myst energy from your success!

      Azura is safer because of your bravery!

      The Ancient Ones have bestowed a gift upon you for removing this instrument of evil from the world!

      Suddenly there was a burst of white light that pulsed for a few seconds and dissipated.  A brown scroll with a light hue was left behind beckoning me to open it.  I slowly pushed myself to my feet and stood for a moment.  I was woozy and sore and I didn’t want to fall down on my ass again.  I shuffled over to the scroll and picked it up.  I just stared at it for a few moments before I slowly opened the scroll to reveal what it was.

      You have been awarded the technique “Sun Praiser Alliance”!

      You may use myst energy to summon the Sun Praiser to fight alongside you for a brief time.  At the current level, he will assist you for a maximum of five minutes or until he has been defeated in battle.  At level two that time will increase to ten minutes or until he has been defeated in battle. The defeat of the Sun Praiser is not a permanent death, he is an immortal being that was created by the Ancient Ones to help you, John LeBrock.  No other cultivator in Azura is able to use this unique technique.

      You will find the Sun Praiser to be an honorable ally in your adventures to come.  You must use him wisely as he requires a great deal of myst to summon.  The Ancient Ones have shown you favor. Continue to impress them for more rewards in the future.

      I opened my Gods’ Eye and learned the technique.  Once it was usable from my Technique screen, I activated the new skill.

      Suddenly a large beam of light descended and pierced my eyes causing me to look away.  I began to rethink my decision to use it in such a dark place. When the light in the chamber dimmed to a glow, I turned my head to look at what I summoned exactly.

      “John LeBrock, you have summoned me the Sun Praiser!  Glory be to the Sun above! May its grand majesty fill my days with happiness!”  a voice thundered from the figure that stood before me.  I blinked a few times to see what he looked like.  He stood the same height as me and wore a long silver robe much like the style that Hektor wore.  He looked young, but he had a long white beard that hung all the way to the center of his chest into a point.  The Sun Praiser had no hair on his head.  The next feature that caught my attention was his eyes.  They were just balls of light.  There was no white, sclera, or pupil on light.  He wore sandals and I could see the hilt from a sword that was attached to his back. There was a sun emblem near the bottom of his robe.

      “This is nuts,” I muttered to myself.

      “How may I serve you John?  Remember, my help only lasts for five minutes at my current level.”

      “Right, umm, can you help me out of here.  I’m fucking dying I think.”

      “Oh dear, I can help you with that,” the Sun Praiser wasted no time and lifted me like an injured child.

      “I was just going to suggest you help me walk, but this works too.”

      “Let us go!”

      My eyelids began to grow very heavy.  However, it wasn’t sleep that called me.  I was losing consciousness from blood loss and whatever other injuries I had sustained.  I couldn’t fight it, everything went black.
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      I awoke on the back of Lashar in the arms of June.  The sudden realization of my surrounding gave me a fright.  “Oh fuck!”

      “John, you’re awake!  Thank the Ancient Ones.  We’ll be home very soon.  Yitri will help you.  Just hold on for me,” she begged.

      I looked at my body and saw holes in several spots from the hooks, but the bleeding had stopped. “Oh no, is all of my blood gone?” I slurred as I tried to gain my bearings.

      “No, I took some of that salve out of your pouch and put it in all of your wounds.  The bleeding stopped, but you have lost a lot of blood.  You are white as a ghost.  You save me again.  Thank you!”  June cried as she kissed my cheek and squeezed me.  The sharp pain caused me to groan loudly.

      “Oh no, John, I’m sorry. Please forgive me!”

      “There’s nothing to forgive, I’m just happy you’re okay.  I didn’t think we were going to get out of there.”

      “I am actually happy that the Night Ripper took me there.”

      “Huh, why would you say that?”

      “Me being there gave you extra motivation to escape so you could save me.  I don’t think you would have survived otherwise.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “I have some cuts and scrapes, but I’m fine. Please don’t worry about me.  You need to worry about yourself for once.”

      Lashar broke his silence.  “Once again John, you have inspired me.  You think nothing of sacrificing your life for those you love.  We are almost at Aedon.  Hold on while we make our descent.
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      Leon lifted me under my arms and Shazo lifted my legs.  They were the strongest in the house.  The rushed me indoors and placed me on the nearest bed.  Shazo cried the whole way there.

      “I’m okay, don’t cry.”

      She nodded and sniffled, unable to utter a word.

      “Let’s remove his clothing so I can see all of his injuries,” Yitri announced confidently as she slowly tugged on my pants and Shazo began removing my shirt.  I could tell that Yitri was broken inside, but she was determined to be strong for me and the others.

      “Drink this,” Kata held an urn of water and poured it into my mouth.  The first swallow refreshed me, but it came back up a couple of seconds later.  Kata gasped. “I’m sorry!”

      “It’s fine, Kata.  He’ll be able to drink once I get to work on his injuries.  I need everyone to leave the room so I can concentrate.  I’ll get you as soon as I am done,” Yitri demanded.

      “No, I will stay with him,” Shazo replied angrily.

      “No, you won’t.  Leave us!”

      “Girls, don’t argue.  Shazo, please do as she says. I’ll be fine.  Yitri knows what she is doing.”

      “Okay, I will be outside if you need me, my love,” Shazo replied and kissed me on the forehead. I rubbed the back of her head then she slithered out of the room and shut the door.

      “John, what have you gotten yourself into,” the cat girl smirked.

      “You know me, I have to be the hero. So, what’s the damage besides these big ass holes in my flesh?”

      Yitri didn’t respond, she was scanning my body.  I decided to shut my mouth and let her do what she does best.  A couple of minutes later she finally responded.  “You have lost a lot of blood of course and your flesh has been shredded in several areas.  Thank the gods you had the salve with you and June stopped the bleeding.  You would have died otherwise. If Lashar hadn’t been there to bring you back, you would have died.  You have three broken ribs and a flail chest.  Your shoulder is dislocated, and your nose is broken.  Your left orbital bone has been shattered and your jaw is cracked.  You have had a severe concussion.  Your legs have taken minimal damage other than the flesh trauma.  I should be able to heal you, but you will have to stay in bed for a few days.  Here, take these herbs.  Hopefully they should dull your pain.  Open and chew it up really good.”

      She placed three small red leaves in my mouth, and I began to chew.  The taste was awful, but the benefits certainly outweighed the bitterness.  I chewed the leaves as much as I could and swallowed.  I hoped I would be able to get them down without puking them like I did the water.  The mush got stuck in my throat and I coughed.  Yitri poured just enough water in my mouth to help push the herbs to my stomach.  I felt a warmth almost immediate that spread slowly throughout my body.  My pain began to subside, and my eyelids grew heavy again.  I was out within a few seconds.
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      I didn’t wake for two days after I consumed the medicinal herbs.  My body had been ravaged too much and it decided to shut off to the world until it was ready to return.  The chambers were empty, but I could hear people talking in the distance.  I began to smell the aroma of breakfast.  My stomach growled and my throat begged for water.  On the nightstand sat a clay pitcher of delicious water that I drank ravenously. I swung my legs off the bed to the cool floor.  I was still naked from when I arrived.  I scanned my body for the nasty wounds from the chains of the Night Ripper.  Instead of huge craters in my flesh all I saw were pinkish splotches where the wounds were.  I was amazed at the cat girl’s ability to heal these vicious wounds.  I moved my jaw from side to side with no pain, and I touched my nose and orbital bones.  All three of the sites were healed.  I pushed gently on my rib cage and I felt no movement and no pain.  I smiled and took another swallow of water.  I stood too quickly and lost my balance.  I fell back onto the bed on my ass.  I shook my head and stood much more gingerly.  I shuffled my feet over to a robe lying on the back of a chair near my wardrobe.  I put it on quickly and tied it shut.  I didn’t want to mess with putting my regular clothes on.  Even though I was healed mostly, I was still very weak.  I planned to eat breakfast and cultivate somewhere quiet.  There was no telling what my myst system looked like.  Once I got my cores and pathways back into proper operation, I would most definitely feel much better.

      I exited the door and moved slowly over to the railing that overlooked the foyer below.  It was empty because everyone was in the dining room.  The stairs were a struggle.  I held the railing with both hands to avoid a terrible fall.  Once I reached the foyer, I dragged myself to the door and opened it slowly.  No one had noticed me yet, they were all eating and deep into conversation with one another.  Leon, Yitri, June, Kata, and Shazo circled the dining room table eating sausage, eggs, and fruit.  They sipped on milk and juice oblivious to my presence.

      I cleared my throat and held up my index finger.  “What does a guy have to do to get something to eat around here?”

      Everyone surrounding the table jerked their heads in my direction and the looks of joy were something I took a mental picture of.  The girls darted over to me and scrambled for a hug.  Kata had made it first, followed by June, then, Yitri, and then Shazo.  Leon stood at the end of the table with his arms crossed and a huge smile on his reptilian face.

      “Thank the gods!  You are awake.  We were so very worried,” Kata said followed by a loud exhale.

      “How are you feeling?” Yitri asked.

      “I’m doing okay.  I’m woozy and weak but considering the injuries I am doing awesome.  Thank you, whatever you did worked well.”

      Yitri smiled and blew me a kiss.

      “Please don’t ever scare us like that again.  I will kill you myself!” Shazo demanded with a furrowed brow.

      “I hope this doesn’t happen again either.  It’s over and Gallanthal is free of that bastard.”

      “People from all around have been coming to pay homage and drop off food and other gifts.  You are quite the celebrity now.  The amount of livestock we have been given is insane.  Welcome back sir,” Leon bowed his head.

      “It’s good to see you Leon, thanks for taking care of my girls.  That means a lot.  I’m going to sit down and eat some of this delicious food.  I am famished.”

      “Yes, of course!” Kata exclaimed as she slid a chair out and motioned for me to sit.
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      After eating two full plates of food, I told everyone that I wanted to get some fresh air.  The girls and I walked outside to the grounds.  I sat on a wooden bench by the lake.  There was only room for two of the four girls.  Shazo was able to power her way easily and June hopped on the other side.  Yitri and Kata sat on the soft grass in front of us.

      “It’s so beautiful and that breeze feels so good,” I said then closed my eyes to focus on the cool breeze that caressed my face. “June, how are you doing?”

      “I’m fine, John.  What bumps and scratches I had were fully healed.  Unfortunately, it will take a bit longer for my heart to mend, but seeing you alive and well will help to heal me,” the kakuen laid her head on my shoulder and sighed.

      “You were so close to dying, John.  I’m not afraid to tell you that.  I don’t sugar coat things,” Shazo grumbled.

      “Really you? I never knew you to be a serpentine that spoke her mind,” I smirked and nudged her with my elbow.

      “Ugh, you are preposterous.  You always want to joke about things that are not funny,” Shazo scoffed.

      “I’m fine.  There’s no need to focus on what could have happened.  I’m here and almost healed completely.  I killed this demon to protect all of you.  I came close to losing June twice to this dipshit.  I’m glad I was able to find him and destroy him.  However, he was just a tool of a dark cultivator named Golgotha Aurelius from the Infernal Highlands.”

      “No, I see it in your eyes already.  You aren’t going after this man.  That’s final,” Yitri shook her head with a brow raised.

      “Yeah, you almost died just two days ago.  You can’t go off to find this man who is even more powerful than the Night Ripper.  You are a mad man,” Shazo gritted her teeth showing her fangs.

      “Alright, let’s talk about something else for a bit.  That sounds good to you ladies?” I asked with a yawn.

      Kata broke her silence with her soft and sweet kitsune voice. “That sounds like an excellent idea.”

      “Thank you Kata, so what are these gifts I have been getting.  They are mine I hope you all know,” I said facetiously.

      “You wish,” Shazo scoffed as she punched me on my arm.

      I acted like it hurt me much more than it did.  It was fun to see her squirm in guilt.

      “I think you will find one gift interesting, John,” Kata said, “Ryker brought a gift personally, and gave his best wishes for your recovery.  Then later the same day, Hektor arrived with a gift as well.  It was bizarre, but they seemed sincere.”

      I chuckled.  “They could care less.  They just want me to climb that damn tower.  What were the gifts?”

      “We didn't open them.  They are still in their packages.  We are dying to know what they are,” June said excitedly.

      “I agree.  Let’s go see what I got.  Shall we?”
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      I sat down in the main hall and waited for Kata to bring out the gifts from Hektor and Ryker.  I must admit, I had no clue what to expect.  Maybe there would be a king cobra in the box from Hektor that will sink its fangs into my neck possibly?  It was odd enough for the common folk to drop by and leave gifts, but it boggled my mind that Hektor and Ryker would come to Aedon personally to deliver something.  None the less I was their only hope to get an exorbitant amount of gold.  Neither one of them were brave enough to enter.  Kata walked out with a box in each hand that were roughly the same size.  I would compare the size to a box of Kleenex tissues on Earth.  One of them was very ornate with the seal of the Weeping Sun, and the other was a plain wooden box.

      I reached for Ryker’s box first and took it from Kata’s hand slowly.  The box was very light and felt empty.  I shook it like a child shakes a Christmas gift, but I didn’t hear or feel any movement.  I slowly cracked open the lid and saw a small note lying on top of a scroll.

      
        
        John,

        You have gained my respect for your killing of the Night Ripper. I still despise you, but I do respect your skills. I brought you this gift that you can use to better yourself in your Tower attempt or any other demons you might run into.

      

        

      
        Regards,

        Ryker, Garrison of Spivey

      

      

      I handed the note to Kata because I knew she was dying to read what he wrote.  She read it quickly and raised an eyebrow.  “What is it?”

      I lifted the scroll from the box and held it for the girls to see.  There was a wax seal of what I assumed Ryker’s symbol or whatever was. “It may be a one-year membership to the jelly of the month club.”

      All the girls were understandably confused by what I said.  “Never mind, it's something the great Clark Griswold said on Earth.”

      “Was he your mentor?” Yitri asked.

      “He was more of a comedic god.  It’s not important,” I shook my head and grinned.

      The cat girl shrugged and motioned for me to open the scroll.

      The red wax popped off with minimal effort and I read the writing.

      Ruthless Cleave Technique

      The arms of the cultivator will turn into myst blades and he outstretches his or her arms horizontally.  At level one the cultivator will spin counter clockwise for three seconds cleaving any opponent in his or her range.  The mystblade length is the same length of the user’s arms. At level one the cultivator will only be able to stay in one location during the spins.  At level two the cultivator will spin for seven seconds and have the ability to move his location during the attack.  The cultivator's myst blade arms will extend another arm length allowing him more range.

      Would you like to learn this technique automatically using your Gods’ Eye?

      I thought the word ‘yes’ and a stream of light extended from the paper into my forehead for a couple of seconds.  I selected my Technique window and “Ruthless Cleave” was a selection.

      I passed the scroll around to all the girls. I watched their eyes widen and jaws drop when they read the new technique I had received.

      “I gotta say, I wasn’t expecting a technique from Ryker.  He wants me to climb that tower bad.  I am excited about an area attack that I can perform from the ground.  Crushing Armageddon is awesome, but I must get airborne before I can use it.  This is going to be awesome.  Let’s see what I got from Sphincter...oops I mean Hektor.”

      “You are such a goofball,” Yitri giggled.

      “You know you love it,” I gave her a wink.

      “Yep,” she replied with her own wink and phantom kiss.

      Shazo made a gagging noise. “Are you going to open it or do you and the cat girl want to go to your chambers to fuck each other?”

      “Actually, that sounds like a good idea,” I replied sarcastically.

      Yitri raised her hand. “I’m in total agreement.”

      I looked at the cat girl and motioned my head toward my chambers.  She laughed and covered her mouth.

      “Ugh, open the damn box!” Shazo growled.

      I held my hand up. “Alright, alright, my serpentine princess.”

      Shazo’s appeared to like the sound of that.  “That is correct, I am your princess.  Don’t you forget it!”

      “I want to be a kakuen princess!” June pouted.

      “I want to be a felinia princess!” Yitri added with a smile.

      “I want to be a kitsune princess!” Kata demanded and slammed her fist on the table playfully.

      “Ladies, ladies you are all my gorgeous princesses!”

      “If that is true then I am your queen!” Shazo crossed her arms.

      The other three girls gasped.

      “No, you are not!” June stood and pointed.

      “Sit your little furry ass down you little monkey!” Shazo rose to her feet.

      I stood and got in the middle and extended my arms.  “Ladies, this has taken quite the turn.  Everyone is my queen.  Each one of you.  Shazo, quiet.  I don’t want a monster girl battle royale.”

      The two girls nodded and sat down slowly glaring at one another.

      “Now, where were we?” I asked as I prepared to jump in front of June and Shazo once more.  I was surprised by June’s aggressiveness. She is usually restrained and just flat out nice all the time.  I wondered if her run-ins with the Night Ripper had hardened her a bit.  I think that would be a good side effect from all that trauma, but I didn’t want her to change too much.  This world was fucked enough that everyone needed some edge, but you don’t want that to take over.  It's something that I continue to struggle with.

      “You were opening the box,” Kata replied quietly.

      “Yup, you’re right,” I said as I slowly opened the box and saw that it was a small note on top of another scroll like the layout of Ryker’s box.

      “Well, suck me sideways,” I mumbled to myself.

      “If that is what you want, I’m game,” June interjected.

      “What? Huh? Oh,” I replied with a raised brow.  “Oh, another quote from Earth from a famous person named Jim Carrey. Dammit, I have to stop with the pop culture shit.”

      “Well, I can get on one side and Yitri can get on the other side and we can suck you from both sides. Doesn’t that sound fun?”  June asked.

      “I demand a side to suck.  Why was I not invited to the sideway blow job?” Shazo asked frustratingly.

      Yitri broke her silence. “We can suck both sides and you can suck on the bottom. John will need to lie on his back.  Won’t that work?  The top of his cock will be a little more difficult for Kata.  However, she can lay on top of him with her pussy in his mouth and suck the top of the shaft.  John’s cock will be sucked from all sides. It would be amazing to have a fifth girl suck the top of his dick.  Do you know anyone?”

      Kata’s cheeks reddened.  “I didn’t volunteer for this, at least not yet.”

      I shook my head and placed my hand on the kitsune’s. “Kata, they're just being silly.  I don’t expect anything of that sort from you.”  She smiled in relief.

      “I am not being silly John, I demand that we do this today.  I am excited about it.  Do not back out on me, well, us.”

      “We can talk about this later. Do you ladies want me to read this note or not?”

      All the girls replied with a simultaneous yes.

      
        
        John,

        Ryker informed me of your bravery and stated that he would be paying his respects to you with a note and a gift.  I feel as if I must do the same.  I do appreciate the fact that I do not have to worry about the Night Ripper wreaking havoc in Starfall now.  Take this gift as a token of my gratitude.  Also learn it and become proficient with this technique, it will help you immensely in your tower climb.  Don’t get yourself killed before you even make your attempt.

      

        

      
        Regards,

        Hektor, the Cosmic Observator of the Temple of the Weeping Sun

      

      

      I chuckled at Hektor’s struggle to pay me a compliment.  I can see his face as he wrote this letter.  I passed the note to Yitri since she was the most familiar with Hektor.  She placed three fingers over her mouth and giggled then she passed it around to the others.  I broke the seal and unrolled the pristine white paper.

      Holy Shield

      A large myst orb encompasses you for 5 seconds protecting you from all damage. The use of the shield will use 50% of your myst reserve and it has a cool down of two hours.  When the shield is upgraded to level two you will have protection for 10 seconds and it will use only 30% of your myst reserves. The cool down at level two will be one hour.

      Would you like to learn this technique automatically using your Gods’ Eye?

      I willed the Gods’ Eye to choose yes and I was welcomed by the same beam of light as before.  The technique was located in my Technique menu in the God’s Eye and ready to be used.

      “Ancient Ones, this technique is amazing too.  It’s called Holy Shield, take a look,” I said with wide eyes as I passed around the scroll for everyone to read.

      A familiar voice spoke from behind me.  “Well, it sure sounds like you have been spoiled by two very powerful techniques.  Do you think you can even use them effectively?

      I turned to see Saul smiling in the doorway.
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      “You aren’t focusing!” Saul yelled as we stood in the middle of the forest outside of Torrine.

      “I’m focusing.  Fucking Ruthless Cleave isn’t working like it’s supposed to,” I replied frustrated.

      “A cultivator of your stature and power is giving excuses?  Are you sure you are the same man that killed the Night Ripper?”  Saul crossed his arms and shook his head.

      “Yes, I’m that man.”

      “Well, show me!”

      We had made our way to a spot of crowded trees in the forest east of Torrine.  Saul said there was a chance I would be able to slice through trees so why not be helpful to the village and provide them lumber.  The man was right.  He’s right most of the time, and that never ceases to annoy me.  Even so, I was happy to see my former mentor.  I didn’t realize how much I missed him until we walked together on our trek here. He was quiet about what types of things were going on at the Temple.  He was most interested in hearing about my battle with the Night Ripper.  He was truly in awe of my victory.  He said a Mantis rank cultivator should not be power enough to kill one of the Archdemons.  That was the first time I heard that title, not even Lashar or Sorg told me.  There were two more Archdemons on Azura but like Grulke the Night Ripper they were difficult to locate.  Those who are lucky enough to locate them are dead.  That would make them unlucky to locate them.  I asked him more about the Archdemons and the dark cultivator Golgotha that brought them from Crematoria, but he was not interested in anything but training me to use these new techniques.

      “I need silence!” I yelled at the Mantis.

      “Silence?  Will a pack of minotaurs stay quiet as they attack you?  Did the Night Ripper mind his tongue in your duel?”

      “Yeah, yeah.  I had planned to cultivate earlier today, but you came along and decided to take me out here to bust my balls.  I almost died for the sake of the gods.  I’ve been unconscious in bed for almost three days.”

      “Psh, you are also whining your ever-loving ass off, John.  Thank the Ancient Ones that I came and have committed to training you for the Tower.  With this attitude you won’t make it past the first floor.  Now, let’s stop the chit chat.  I am going to take a piss and get some water from the stream down the way.  Why the hell is it so hot today?  You cultivate and get your mind right.  When I return you will perform Ruthless Cleave.  Are we clear?”

      “Yes, thank you. I’m not used to being trained by someone. It’s been awhile.  Bear with me.”

      “Whining again, cultivate!”  Saul exclaimed as he traveled deeper into the woods toward the local stream.

      I stretched my limbs and loosened my neck and back before I knelt on the forest floor.  I breathed deeply for a minute then I closed my eyes to focus on my two cores.  My myst had built back up since my battle against the Night Ripper.  I was running on fumes by the time the fight was over.  I circulated the energy in the cores and began clearing my pathways.  There were several imperfections and a few blockages.  These blockages played a huge role in my struggle to perform the new technique. It was like calling a plumber to unclog sewer pipes.  The myst that had clogged the pathways had changed into what looked like a black smoke.  This was the nastiest my core system had ever been since arriving on Azura.  I was already feeling much better after clearing the pathways.  Precious myst energy flowed through my body perfectly and I felt invigorated and I was ready to go.
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      When Saul returned, I was throwing kicks and punches.  Engaging and disengaging my pathways to work out the kinks.  I felt one thousand times better, and I couldn’t wait to try out my new techniques.

      “I sense a difference in you already,” Saul stated deeply.

      “I’m feeling much better.  I have gotten lazy with my training and cultivation.  That stops now.  I’m all in.”

      “If you defeated the Night Ripper after poor, lazy training.  That is impressive, and it shows your potential when you are a well-oiled machine.  Do not let your ego take over.  Yes, you have done great things.  Yes, Gallanthal is indebted to you for what you have done and has showered you with many gifts.  Yes, you have a house full of attractive women that love you.  It is fine to appreciate these things, but don’t let these things define who you are.”

      “I’m glad you’re here. These are things that I need to hear.  Thank you,” I placed my hands together and bowed.

      “You’re welcome.  Now, show me Ruthless Cleave.”

      I charged my myst pathways immediately and let the energy cycle through my body for a couple of moments.

      “Ruthless Cleave!” I yelled.  My arms formed pink blades in a split second, and I spun counterclockwise extremely fast until the three second timer was up.  I came out of the spin, and I felt like I was walking on the deck of a boat in rough waters.  I reached out my hand to the tree nearby and I felt nothing.  I opened my eyes to see the tree sliced away at my arm level.  I turned to look around me and there were three other trees lying on the ground.

      “Whoa,” I muttered to myself as I looked at my arms that were no longer blades.

      I heard a slow clap behind me. “Excellent,” Saul said with a smile on his face.

      “So I did it right?”

      “You cut down four trees using this technique for the first time.  Yes, you did it correctly.”

      “I was so woozy and almost fell on my ass when the three seconds were over.”

      “With practice that will go away, it was your first time so that is normal. I can’t believe you cut the trees down completely.  I expected you to leave large gashes and knock them down after using the technique three or four times.  It is amazing you did it so easily.  This bodes well for your tower climb.  You will deal with large mobs of enemies.  You have two crowd clearing techniques in your arsenal now.  That is a hell of an advantage.”

      “Oh yeah, I looted the Sun Praiser Alliance technique from the Night Ripper.  That one is going to be extremely helpful, and the Sun Praiser is a nice guy.”

      “I am aware of a few alliance techniques, but I have never heard of this Sun Praiser,” Saul replied as he stroked his beard.

      “The scroll says that it is unique to me. The Ancient Ones deemed me worthy or something, I don’t remember. Fuck, I forgot my pouch. I was going to show you the scroll.”

      “You were given a technique from the Ancient Ones?  A technique that was crafted specifically for your use and yours alone?”  Saul’s eyes were the size of baseballs.

      “That’s what it said.  I’ll show you when we get back if you don’t believe me.”

      Saul began to massage his temples and pace slowly.  “This is incredible. I don’t think you understand completely how incredible that technique is.  It was crafted specifically for you.”

      “Well, it was nice of them.”

      “Nice of them? Your nonchalance is disconcerting.”

      “Hold on, I’ll summon him,” I said matter of factly and then executed the Sun Praiser Alliance technique.

      A bright beam of light dropped from the heavens causing me to squint my eyes.  A moment later the Sun Praiser formed and spoke. “May the wonderful sun bestow its grand majesty to all!”

      Saul’s eyes were locked on my new phantom friend.

      “Hey Sun Praiser, how are you?”

      “I’m fine sir. How may I assist you?  Is there a battle to be fought?” the phantom asked as he pulled his large sword from the sheath on his back.”

      “No, no, I’m sorry there isn’t a fight, or I don’t need you to help me off the ground.  I just wanted to introduce you to my friend here.  Sun Praiser this is Saul, Saul this is Sun Praiser. Sun Praiser will be with us for a maximum of five minutes.”

      “It is a pleasure to meet you sir!” the Sun Praiser bellowed.

      “Likewise,” Saul replied in awe.

      “Saul isn’t usually speechless.  This is uncharted waters,” I joked.

      “So Sun Praiser, where are you when you aren’t...here?” I asked.

      “John LeBrock, I am in the heavens with the Ancient Ones of course.  It is a wonderful life there, but I am thrilled to be your divine assistant when you summon me.”

      “Next question, I want us to be friends, but Sun Praiser sounds a little too formal.  Would you mind if I called you...Sunny?”

      “John, show respect,” Saul scoffed.

      “Yessir, I would be happy for you to call me Sunny.  I love the sun, and I am thankful that you incorporated it into my new name.  I am...Sunny!” the Sun Praiser roared with his arms raised to the sky.

      “Awesome, I think we’re going to be good buddies Sunny.”

      “I hope so sir, Now, if there is nothing else, my time is almost up, and I will return to my post in the heavens.”

      “No problem, thanks for coming,” I replied with a wave.

      “It was a pleasure meeting you...Sunny,” Saul said uncomfortably.

      “Goodbye my friends, until we meet again!” Sunny yelled followed by a beam of light taking him back to the heavens.

      “Such a nice guy,” I murmured as I looked upward.

      “Truly incredible,” Saul added.  “You live some life, John.”

      “I’m not going to disagree with you there. I’m going to activate Holy Shield and I want you to throw something at me or attack to test it out.”

      I closed my eyes and activated Holy Shield.  A straight vertical line of pink energy stood before me, in a split the line expanded in both directions until I was surrounded by a sphere-shaped shield.  “That was easy, now attack!”

      Saul picked up one of the logs and tossed it at me hard.  I stood my ground, but I closed one eye and cringed.  The massive log smacked into the shield and bounced off.  I was not damaged at all from the attack. I was unable to move the sphere, so I had to be smart whenever I did use it in a fight.

      “Are you going to attack with a fists or kicks?” I asked while motioning him to approach.

      “John, I just threw a damned tree at you and it blocked it.  I think it is safe to say the technique works wonders.  Also, the last time I attacked you with a kick you liquefied my leg and now I limp.”

      “Fuck, that was in poor taste.  How is the leg by the way?”

      “The prosthetic works well.  I am certainly not what I once was, but I could be in worse shape had I not lived at the Temple.”

      “Have you tried any kicks yet?”

      “No, I haven’t and I do not intend to for a while.  I don’t want to fuck up any of the progress I have made.  I'm still quite skilled with these fists you see here,” Saul held his fists up and shook them at me.

      “Oh yeah, you can shoot those magic balls out of your fist too.  I had forgotten about that.”

      “Magic balls? Really?  The technique is Blazing Orb Fist.”

      “Right, that sounds much better than magic balls. I need some kind of blazing technique.  That sounds kick ass.”

      “John, I believe you are well set on magnificently overpowered techniques for the time being.  You must learn contentment.”

      “Never being content is part of my charm, you know that.”

      “Unfortunately, I do know that all too well.”

      “I detect a bit of sarcasm there my friend.  You better watch out,” I pointed at him and smirked.

      “And why is that?” Saul raised a brow.

      “I have a new friend named Sunny that can easily push you out of my best bud slot.”

      Saul chuckled.  “I will keep that in mind. I want to keep that spot filled.”

      “Hello there!”  a villager from Torrine slithered through the trees.  “Ancient Ones, you have cut us some trees down. Splendid!  I will get some help from town and we will pick them up if that is fine with you.”

      “Absolutely, I’m glad I could help.  What’s your name?” I asked as I extended my hand to grasp his.

      “Orion, it is a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      “The feeling is mutual.”

      “Thanks again for all you have done for Torrine and destroying the Night Ripper.  You are already becoming a legend in these parts,” Orion bowed.

      “Oh, I don’t know about all that, and please don’t bow.  I’m just a regular guy, no nobility in these veins.”

      “Gods,” Saul scoffed and shook his head.

      Orion waved and headed back to get help from the village. He seemed like a nice guy.

      “I fear that your head will explode soon,” Saul said.

      “Why is that?”

      “It is being filled with too much praise and admiration I fear,” Saul laughed and patted me on the back.

      “Hey, when you got it... you got it, if you know what I’m saying,” I said sarcastically.

      “Alright, let’s work on these techniques some more and head back to Aedon.  I am growing rather hungry and I’m also growing tired of your company.”

      I grabbed my heart and grimaced. “Shot through the heart and you're to blame! You give love a bad name!”  I sang as I played air guitar.  “These lyrics are from the great bard Jon Bon Jovi.”

      “I’ve not heard him play, I’m afraid,” Saul replied with a shrug.

      “Sucks to be you my friend.”
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      After dinner was completed, I put the old man, Saul, to bed in a nice room that Leon had set up just for him after he arrived.  That guy was a godsend. He knew exactly what to do, and he didn’t need to be told.  The serpentine man made life here at Aedon Fortress much easier than it would be if I was just running the show.  After wishing Leon a good night from the upper floor, I made my way down to my chamber to get ready for bed.  The day had been taxing.  I hadn’t trained that hard in a long time.  It was a good thing to have Saul around again.  He kept me on the right path.

      I stopped in my tracks after I entered the doorway, all four of my girls were in the room waiting for me.  Shazo lied curled up on one side of the bed Yitri lied on the other side.  June the kakuen was prone on the foot of the bed, and Kata sat with her legs crossed in a cushioned chair near the bed.

      “Ladies? What’s up? You’re tired too I guess?”

      “Not exactly,” Yitri purred.

      “We’re ready for dessert, Leon didn’t cook any, remember?” Shazo hissed as she bit her bottom lip.

      June stretched and yawned.  “I’m tired, but I don’t want to miss out on what is about to happen.”

      I raised a brow and crossed my arms. “And just what is about to happen?”

      Kata broke her silence.  “I think it’s pretty obvious, don’t you think?”

      I looked at the kitsune in surprise.  She and I hadn’t been intimate yet and she didn’t seem to be ready for our relationship to move forward yet.  I wasn’t complaining.

      I turned and shut the heavy wooden door and locked it tight.

      “There you go, now take that shirt off for us,” June demanded playfully of course.

      I grabbed the bottom and slowly pulled it over my head.  Each inch the shirt ascended caused the women to gasp along with many oohs and ahs.  Once I pulled the shirt up, I tossed it in Kata’s lap and winked at her.  She was startled, but she smiled and lifted the shirt to smell it.

      “I’m not so sure that is a good idea.  I trained awfully hard today.”

      Kata moaned and took another whiff. “It smells perfect, John.”

      “Alright, now it’s your turn.  I need you ladies to remove your shirts and show me your breasts.  Now,” I demanded as I motioned for them to disrobe.

      There was no resistance to my demand.  In unison, their tops came, and their breasts plopped into my vision.  Each of the women were well endowed.  Shazo was the largest of the four, but all of them had impressive racks that fit their body size well.  I expected to see Kata appear uncomfortable, but she didn’t.  The look on her face was that of passion.  She was excited about what would be happening real soon.  I curled my finger beckoning the kitsune to come over to me.  Her breasts were the only ones that I hadn’t seen before.

      “Don’t be shy, let me look at you,” I asked softly.

      She hesitated for a second and Shazo spoke. “If you don’t, I will happily go.”

      “I’m going, I’m going,” Kata replied to Shazo with some frustration.

      She sauntered over slowly.  The moonlight through the window illuminated her breasts even more.  They were milky white with medium sized pink nipples.  They were perky, but they had some bounce with each step.

      “Do they please you, John?” Kata asked.

      “They please me very much.  You’re beautiful.”

      “Will you touch them?” Kata beckoned.

      I nodded and touched each nipple with my thumbs. I put light pressure on the nipple and began to move the nipple clockwise.  Kata began to shudder and tilt her head back. “That feels so good. It’s been so long.”

      “I’m happy to please you,” I replied as I leaned down for a soft kiss on her pink lips.  The kiss was soft then it became much more violent.  We pushed both of our tongues in each other’s mouth as I continued to play with her nipples.  I began kissing her neck resulting in loud moans of pleasure.  “Oh, John that feels so good,” Kata said as she began rubbing my ass.  We were so in the moment that I had forgotten there were three other gorgeous women looking on to what was happening.  I glanced over my shoulder to see each woman glaring at us like we were a juicy steak to consume.  Yitri had slid her hand into her panties and she played with herself while Kata and I got up close and personal.

      Shazo looked over toward the felinia and groaned at the site.  “That is so hot, cat girl.”

      Yitri didn’t reply with anything but her eyes.  Her rubbing moved on to placing her finger in her wet pussy.  Shazo had taken her attention off me and placed it solely on what Yitri was doing.  Shazo reached out her hand and touched the cat girl’s nipple with her finger tips.  She placed the nipple between her middle fingertip and thumb tip and began to squeeze.  Yitri became much more vocal in her appreciation.  “Oh, fuck Shazo that feels so good.”

      Shazo moved over and began to kiss the cat girl on her lips and she slid her hand down to her crotch placing her hand on top of Yitri’s hand.  “Let me.”

      Yitri nodded and gasped as the serpentine’s fingers began to fondle her wet channel.  Yitri began to squirm and beg for another finger to be pushed in.  Her squirming became more violent then she asked for a third finger to be inserted.  “Fuck me with your fingers, Shazo, fuck me so hard.”  The snake girl answered her plea with thrusting her three fingers into the cat girl with reckless abandon.

      I turned Kata around and walked her over to the soft velvet chair that she had been sitting on. “Do you want to watch them for a minute from my lap?”

      Kata nodded and sat down right on top of my hard dick as it stayed in prison under my pants.

      Shazo began to suck on the cat girl’s nipples then she began to kiss down her lower body.  I rubbed Kata’s thighs under her skirt as she sat on me. She began to move her ass in a slow circular motion.  It felt incredible to feel her plump ass dry hump me as Shazo went down on the cat girls cute, pink pussy.  Yitri ran her fingers through Shazo’s long red hair as she squirmed in pleasure.  I moved my hands up Kata’s torso and placed my hands on her perky white breasts.  She tilted her head back and moaned and I began to squeeze them gently.  Once I was able to gauge the pressure, she began to get into it a lot more.  My hard cock had filled to the brim with hot blood and throbbed.  The more I fondled Kata’s breasts the more she ground her ass into my crotch.  I heard the new movement from the bed and saw that June was approaching us.  She had stripped off all her clothes at some point, but I had been just too damn distracted.

      June began to move her fingers through Kata’s dark hair, and she kissed the kitsune on the forehead.  Kata began to shudder even more with the new touch from the kakuen girl.  Kata moaned as she placed her mouth on one of June’s nipples and began to suck.

      “Kata, gods, don’t stop,” June whispered then bit her lower lip.

      “You like that June?” I asked as I glared at June.

      “Yes, I love it when she sucks on my breasts. It feels so good.”

      “You look like you love it,” I replied with a wink.

      I was insanely turned on by the activities going on in my room, and my pants weren’t even off yet.

      “You girls are going to make me rip a hole in my pants.  My dick is going to tear through the fabric soon.”

      June and Kata began to giggle.

      “Poor John, no one will take his pants off.  Please help the man,” Shazo interjected as she continued to pleasure Yitri on the bed.

      Kata stood slowly and rubbed her ass on my face before she turned around.  Kata began to remove the rest of her clothing revealing a shaven mound of pink between her legs.

      “You both are so fucking beautiful,” I said as I unbuckled my pants.

      “We’re beautiful too, John,” Shazo said from the bed.

      “I agree, but you aren’t standing in front of me.”

      “I will soon enough, the cat girl is much tastier that I expected.”

      “I agree with that as well.  She’s a fucking goddess.  Now, I’m going to get back to these ladies in front of me.”

      “We’ll fuck later,” Shazo said nonchalantly.

      I chuckled as I caress the hips of each girl in front of me.

      June looked at Kata and motioned to the floor with her head.  They both knelt in front of me and began removing my pants.  My cock sprang into action and the pants slid down my thigh.

      Kata gasped and June smiled at her surprised as they looked at my large dick staring at them.

      “Can you show me? I’ve never…” Kata’s words trailed off.

      I didn’t think it was possible for me to get any more turned on, but the knowledge that Kata had never given a blow job before excited me.

      June grasped my dick with her left hand and began to stroke it gently.  Pre cum began to make its escape from my urethra more and more.  The monkey girl saw the fluid and stuck her tongue out to lick.  There was a long string of cum that was attached to her lip.  She looked me in the eyes and placed her mouth on the head of my cock moved down.  She moaned as her tongue swirled around my shaft as she moved up and down.  She bobbed slowly then moved at a quicker pace.  I looked at Kata whose eyes were locked on the lewd act taking place in front of her.  She began to squeeze her right nipple, and the kitsune bit her lip.

      June came off and looked at Kata.  “Are you ready to try?  Just do what I did.  Don’t worry about messing up, it’s impossible to fuck up a blow job unless you bite it off.”

      I chuckled.  “That’s true.  I would like to keep it attached if you don’t mind.  You don’t have to if you aren’t ready.”

      Kata looked into my eyes and shook her head.  “No, I’m ready.  I just wanted to watch her for a bit to see what I needed to do.”

      “Listen, you don’t have to do it exactly how I did.  I have my own style and you will have yours.  John will enjoy both.”

      “Fuck yes,” I replied with a quick nod.

      June slid over and allowed Kata to position directly in front of me.  The kitsune slowly reached out and grabbed the shaft of my cock and rubbed her thumb in my pre cum that continued to flow.  I moaned and I lightly brushed her arm with my fingertips.  She looked at me again and then moved her mouth calmly down to the head of my cock.  She took the head into her mouth and sucked.  I heard a soft moan of approval escape her then she began to bob up and down.

      June rubbed the back of her head. “That’s good, keep going.  Deeper if you like.”

      Kata immediately moved down until my cock touched the back of her throat.  She couched and lifted her mouth off.

      “Are you okay?” I asked with eyes wide.

      Kata laughed as rubbed the water from her eyes.  “Yeah, I think I went too far.  I’ll do better.”

      “Believe me you are doing fine,” I replied.

      “I agree, you are doing very well,” June added.  “Do you want to continue?”

      Kata nodded and returned to my shaft, but not going down quite as far this time.

      “Since you are doing well, I am going to insert myself into what is happening on the bed.  See you in a few,” June chirped as she turned and hopped onto the bed.  She laid on the other side of Yitri and began fondling her breasts.  Shazo continued to lick the pink fur covered vagina of the cat girl.  She inserted two fingers as she continued to like her engorged nub.

      “Fuck, Shazo. I’m going to come,” Yitri gasped as she grabbed one of June’s huge tits. Yitri placed her hand on the back of Shazo’s head and pulled her head closer.  Yitri moaned louder and louder as she reached climax.  “You’re fucking amazing Shazo, oh my gods.”

      “You’re turn, June,” Shazo hissed.  June smiled and laid down on her back and spread her legs.

      “Damn, Shazo likes eating pussy,” I chuckled.

      “Yes, I do you big dork,” Shazo retorted with a middle finger.

      “It’s your turn now, Kata,” I whispered as I slowly pulled her from my cock.

      Kata was almost in a stupor.  She had almost become one with my cock.  I stood and pulled her to her feet.  I led her to the foot of the bed and pushed her on her back.  I knelt to the floor and began rubbing her inner thigh.  Her pussy was sopping wet and fluid drizzled down her taint over her asshole before settling on the sheets.

      I wasted no time putting my mouth onto her pulsing folds.  Kata’s entire body shuddered as I began eating her out. “John, oh fuck,” she yelled.

      The other girls turned their heads toward us and laughed.  “Damn, John.”

      Kata turned her head toward them and gasped. “Damn, he is so good.”

      “Don’t mind us, enjoy.  Pull his head closer, he’s getting lazy,” Shazo smirked.

      I felt the kitsune’s hands follow Shazo’s instructions.  They moved through my moist hair, and I felt Kata pull me closer into her sex.  As I increased the speed of my tongue, I overheard June climax as Shazo ate her out.

      “I’m going to come John, don’t stop. Fucking don’t stop.”

      I plunged my tongue into her channel and twirled it around her wet pink walls then I returned to her beckoning nub.  Kata released my head and began to grab fistfuls of the sheets in her hands as she wailed in ecstasy.  “Gods, don’t stop.”

      I sped up one last time before slowing down to sop up the juices secreted from her insides.  I pulled my head away and stood to take in the entire bed.  Kata’s eyes were closed as she savored the aftershocks of a powerful orgasm.  The positions had changed between Shazo, June, and Yitri.  Shazo laid to the side after she got off both women with her long reptilian tongue.  June and Yitri were intertwined in an intense make out session.  Their tongues danced with each other as they dry humped the thigh of the other forcefully.  June’s ass was pointed directly at me and caused my dick to throb.  Each hump caused her ass cheeks to show a glorious ripple that had me entranced.

      I looked down at Kata and flipped her to her stomach. “Get on your knees.”

      “Yes, cultivator,” she obeyed.

      “Call me that again, kitsune.”

      “Fuck me cultivator,” Kata growled.

      I admired her ass and slapped her right cheek hard enough to leave a red hand print.  She moaned in painful ecstasy.  I continued to slap her ass until I saw a bright red outline of my hand.  “You like me to put my mark on you?”

      “Yes, cultivator.  Please stick your cock in me.  Don’t make me beg.”

      I lifted my dick and touched her folds with the head lightly. A jolt of pleasure flowed through her like a tidal wave.  “Cultivator, please.  Fuck my little pussy.  Stretch me with your big cock.”

      I was turned on at another level with the way Kata talked dirty to me.  For someone who was hesitant a few minutes before she had turned into a sex crazed mad woman.

      She moved her ass toward me and raised her pussy toward me.  I could see cum dripping to the bed and her asshole slowly opened with each movement toward me.  I finally gave into her demands and slowly inserted my rock-hard member into her warm cum drenched pussy.  I gave two slow thrusts then my lust took over and I began to pound her immediately.  She was in pain for a few seconds then it transformed into ravenous ecstasy.  “Harder, cultivator, fuck me harder!”

      I grabbed her hips tight and began slamming my dick into her. The slapping sounds overpowered any other noise in the room.  I caught a glimpse of Shazo staring at me as she played with her nipples.  As our eyes locked, I began pounding Kata harder.

      “Do you like being called cultivator?  I can call you that,” Shazo said as she bit her lip.

      “Yes, fucking call me that.”

      “Cultivator,” Shazo said with a brow raised.  “Is there anything I can do for my cultivator?”

      “Come over here beside me and kiss me.”

      She slithered down the bed and got right beside me like I commanded her two.  She moved in for a kiss, “I want you to do one more thing.”

      “What is that cultivator?”

      “I want you to pull her hair like she’s a horse while you paint my mouth with your tongue, do it now.”

      Shazo grinned and grabbed a fist full of Kata’s gorgeous long brown hair that laid down her back.  She didn’t ease into the first tug.  It was forceful.  Kata’s head jerked backward quickly.  The kitsune moaned and began twirling her hips as I fucked her.  Shazo came within a couple of inches from my face and opened her mouth to show me her fangs.  Her long tongue crept out of her mouth and licked my chin to the tip of my nose.  I lifted my right hand to grab her breast as she inserted her tongue in my mouth.

      “John, I’m coming,” Kata screamed as she climaxed once more.  I slapped her ass even harder as she called into the night.

      Shazo pulled away.  “What else can I do for you, cultivator.”

      “We want a turn,” June said.

      “Come on over then,” I said as I pulled myself from the kitsune.

      “Please don’t go,” Kata said playfully as she moved up the bed into Yitri’s arms.

      June crawled over and put her mouth on my cock immediately.

      “What June wants, June gets,” I muttered, and I ran my fingers through her hair.  Shazo began sucking on my neck as June took me in her mouth.  I had never been more aroused in my life.  This fivesome with these goddesses was almost more than I could bear.  I felt like the pleasure was going to kill me but what a way to go.

      “Fuck, June. You are amazing.  Are you my little monkey girl?”

      She looked at me with her big brown eyes and pulled off my cock with a pop, “Yes cultivator, I’m your monkey girl.”

      “We are all yours,” Shazo interjected as she pulled away from my throat.

      “I didn’t tell you to stop, put your mouth back on my neck.”

      She chuckled and did as I said.

      “Now I want you to bite my neck.”

      “Huh,” she mumbled in surprise as she pleasured my reddening neck.

      “You heard me.  Bite my fucking neck.”

      I felt the tips of her fangs press against my skin and pull away.

      “Bite me dammit,” I demanded as I slapped her snake ass.

      The tips of her ivory fangs pressed harder this time.  I loved the way these girls listened to what I told them, “I want your fangs to sink into my flesh as I come in June's little mouth.  You understand me?” I asked with another ass slap.

      “Yes, my cultivator,” Shazo replied with an aroused tone now.  She no longer sounded hesitant about my demands.

      Shazo wasted no time.  I felt the tips of her fangs for only a split second before I felt four holes puncture my flesh.  It fucking hurt, but the pleasure overshadowed that by a factor of ten.

      I let her stay inside my neck for a few seconds then I asked her to pull away so I could look at her face.  Bright red blood poured from both sides are her mouth down her chin and onto the bed sheets.  I could feel warm crimson streams flow down my neck and down the side of my body.

      “Do you like the way I taste?” I asked the snake girl.

      “Very much, cultivator.”

      I began to pull June further down on my shaft. “Are you ready June?”

      The monkey girl moaned in agreement.

      I stopped her head from bobbing and began to fuck her mouth for a few seconds then I filled her with my seed.
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      I walked out onto the balcony and my eyes widened.  I blinked a few times to make sure I was seeing what I was indeed seeing.  Lashar was perched in the courtyard of the fortress speaking to Saul.  I yawned and stretched my muscles then ran downstairs to see what the hell was going on.  Celestial eagles don’t pop in out of the blue too often. There had to be a reason Lashar was here.

      “Lashar, what’s up man?”

      “John, it’s wonderful to see you again!  You look much better than the last time I saw you.  You gave Yitri and I quite the scare.”

      “He should feel much better this morning from all of the special therapy he received in his chambers last night,” Saul said with a smirk.

      My cheeks reddened, and I chose to ignore what he said.  I really wasn’t interested in talking about my sex life with my mentor and a large bird. “Can we help you with anything Lashar?”

      “Help me? I’m here to help you of course,” Lashar laughed.

      “I don’t get it.”

      “John, I contacted Lashar for his help,” Saul said.

      “I still don’t get it.  I’m happy to see him, but what help do we need?”

      Saul rolled his eyes. “Isn’t there a certain tower that you are supposed to climb?  We must go to Veyas in the region of Kugai so you can get the divine mark from the Ancient Ones that will allow you entry. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to walk the 1,000 miles to Veyas on my prosthesis.  You do remember crippling me, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, I remember.  You won’t let me forget,” I replied with a grin.  “I wasn’t expecting to go today, that’s all.”

      “You need to go touch the tower and if you are worthy you will be given the mark.  Once you have that mark there is no turning back.  You will enter the tower on your specific date whether you want to or not.”

      “How can I be forced to enter the tower?” I crossed my arms.

      “Once your time comes, you will be teleported by the Ancient Ones into the tower.  It does matter where you are on Azura, you will be taken there by a divine portal,” Saul replied.

      “There’s always the chance that you won’t be marked by the Ancient Ones,” Lashar interjected.

      “I’m sure Hektor would be really pissed about that,” I chuckled. “That man wants to get paid or he wants me to die climbing this thing. It’s a win-win situation for him.”

      “I would be unhappy if something happened to you John, you can best believe that my friend,” Lashar replied.

      I rubbed the big guy’s neck causing Lashar to close his eyes and moan.  “That’s nice of you buddy and thanks for coming. I’m going to grab something to eat from the kitchen and take a piss. Then we can take off and head to Veyas.”
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      Needless to say, the girls weren’t happy that I would be headed 1,000 miles away without taking a couple of them with me.  I explained to them how this wasn’t a vacation.  I would be signing up for my death more than likely.  I didn’t tell them that part of course. The girls would just be a distraction for me.  Saul and I needed to go alone on this one.  I’m not going to lie, I didn’t feel too good about leaving them by themselves so soon after the Night Ripper crap went down.  The demon was dead.

      We took off into a cloudless sky and began our 1,000-mile journey to visit the Tower of Infinite Glory. I sat closest to Lashar’s head and Saul sat behind me as we soared over the bustling town of Spivey.

      I heard an odd sound from behind. “Are you alright Saul?”

      “This is my first time on a celestial eagle.  I’m fine, a bit queasy but fine,” Saul muttered.

      “Did you say go faster Saul?” Lashar asked as he darted forward suddenly.

      “No, I didn’t!” Saul yelled.

      Lashar let out a thunderous roar of laughter as he went into an extremely fast barrel roll.

      “Fuck!” screamed Saul as he wrapped both arms around me tight, almost cutting off my air supply.
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      For the next two hours, Lashar flew at a quick pace, but there weren't any more pranks on the old man behind me.

      “Over these mountains you will see the city of Veyas, and the tower is visible in the distance outside of the city,” Lashar informed us.

      “Let’s go to the tower first, Lashar,” Saul instructed.

      “Psh, I was hoping to get a beer first.  You’re no fun bruh,” I said sarcastically.  “I mean, I’m going to sign my death warrant.  I need to get a drink first don’t you think?”

      “I believe in you John, you will be the first ascender in 500 years!  Your name will become legendary all over the world of Azura!  Stories of your grand victory will be told to children for the next 1,000 years!”  Lashar bellowed.

      I patted the huge bird on top of the head. “Thanks man!  I’m glad to have you in my corner.”

      “There is support and then there is idiocy, John,” Saul grumbled.

      “Idiocy? What do you mean?”

      “I fear this undying support from Lashar is going to fill your head full of bullshit and you will not train as you should.”

      “You talk as if I am not here,” Lashar said.

      “No disrespect, Lashar.  I just feel your support is a little too enthusiastic.  John thrives on this and it makes his head big.”

      “Really?”  Lashar turned his head sharply to look at John.  “I have not noticed an increase in head size since we met.  His hair is longer.  He needs to be groomed no doubt, but his head is not large.”

      I laughed.  “See Saul, there you have it.  My head is the same size.”

      Saul just grunted.  “Just take us to the damn tower.”

      We zoomed up and over a gigantic mountain and were welcomed by the site of the largest city I have seen since arriving in Azura.

      “Wow, that city is fucking huge,” My eyes widened in wonder.

      “Yes, it is magnificent.  I will fly low as we pass over.”

      The celestial eagle swooped downward close to the city.  There were buildings all over squeezed in beside each other behind a large wall that circled the perimeter of the city.  The city streets were packed with people that looked upwards as we soared overhead.

      I pointed at a large building in the center of the town. “What the hell is that?  A cathedral?”

      Lashar flew closer to the incredible structure that I stared at.  It definitely looked like a church but it towered as high as a skyscraper.  When I saw it initially, I had wondered if it was the Tower of Infinite Glory, but I knew that it was outside of Veyas, not within the city limits. The building was made of stone with stained glass windows scattered all over.  There were dragon statues perched in several different areas and a flag that flew on the top of the steep had what looked like a dragon on it.  The flag was gigantic, and it flapped violently in the wind.

      “No, that is not a cathedral, it is the Temple of the Onyx Dragon.  It is one of the largest cultivation temples in Azura,” Lashar replied.

      “Shit, that makes the Temple of the Weeping Sun look like a Burger King.”

      “I am not familiar with this Burger King?  Where does he reside?  It is odd for me not to know a king in Azura.  I know everything!” Lashar said with a perplexed tone.

      “Nah, Burger King is a legendary institution on Earth.  It is the home of the Whopper.”

      Lashar circled the Temple of the Onyx Dragon once more then darted toward the other side of the city.  “If you look forward you will begin to see the Tower of Infinite Glory!”

      He was right, I was able to see something tall, but the sun shone directly into my eyes when I tried to look at it.  “Fucking sun.  I can’t see shit.”

      “That’s wonderful, shit is most unappealing to look at. I am confused at why you want to see feces,” Lashar replied.

      I just smiled and shook my head.  I loved this fucking bird. Suddenly a large cloud passed in front of the sun, and I was able to see the divine tower. It looked very similar to the Burj Khalifa skyscraper in Dubai.  I saw that monstrosity in person when I participated in a WTM pay per view there a couple of years back.  There were no windows on the Tower at all from where I could see.  There were designs and other types of engravings up and down the sides, but it looked like a divine piece of volcanic glass impaled the Azura.

      “Simply incredible, I had only seen paintings. As spectacular as those paintings were, they don’t do the Tower justice.  Praise the Ancient Ones,” Saul said in awe.

      “It’s cool,” I replied nonchalantly.

      Saul scoffed. “Cool?  Cool?  You are a dumbass.  This is a beautiful work of art placed here by the Ancient Ones.  You should be dumbfounded.  It is truly a Tower of Infinite Glory.”

      I shrugged just to troll the bald man. “I’ve seen bigger.”

      “I want to slap you sometimes.  I really do,” Saul shook his head.

      As I took my attention away from the Tower, I saw a multitude of tents and other temporary structures in the front.  There were also dozens of people walking around and staring at us as we descended to the ground.

      “I hope your flight was enjoyable. Please disembark to your right and have a pleasant stay in the region of Kugai,” Lashar said sarcastically.

      I laughed as I slid down his smooth feathers, and I plopped on the soft green grass.

      “Greetings,” a voice yelled from behind us.  We turned to see an average size man in a long blue robe.  He had shiny blonde hair pulled into a ponytail.  The man’s face was as smooth as a baby’s bottom, and he had a large smile on his face.

      “Hi,” I replied, and Saul returned a shallow nod.

      “I am Sebastian James of the Temple of the Onyx Dragon.  I oversee activities around the Tower of Infinite Glory.”

      I did a quick glance at his forearm to look for his rank, but his sleeves were too long and covered the mark. “I figured the Ancient Ones oversaw the activities around this thing.”

      Clearly perturbed by my comment.  “The closest Temple is responsible for the grounds surrounding the Tower.  The Ancient Ones are in control of the Tower of course, but there has to be order on the grounds surrounding this majestic structure.  I am responsible for what goes on outside of the Tower. Now, what is your name and Temple that you hail from?”

      “I’m John LeBrock, but I don’t hail from any temple.”

      Sebastian scoffed.  “You must be a cultivator from a Temple in order to place your hand on the Tower.  I will not allow some sort of hobo access to such a sacred structure.”

      “He’s a cultivator from the Temple of the Weeping Sun.  He likes to joke around with people,” Saul chuckled uncomfortably.

      “No, I am not a member of that temple.  I left there to start my own temple.  My friend Saul here has been kicked in the head entirely too many times and his memory comes and goes.”

      Sebastian furrowed his brow. “You started your own temple?”

      I crossed my arms.  “That’s what I said, Mr. James.”

      “Alright then.  What is the name of your temple?”

      Saul cleared his throat.  “Yes, what is the name.  My memory has failed me again.”

      I looked at the dirt then glared into the eyes of Sebastian. “The Temple...of the Flying Cobra.”
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      We walked through the tents on our way to the base of the tower.  There were all kinds of people in the makeshift tent city.  Men, women, children of all different races made up the mix.  Many of the people watched us as we walked by and others just went about their business doing whatever it was you do in this weird tower base camp.

      “Temple of the Flying Cobra, eh?” Saul chuckled.

      “He kind of put me on the spot.  That’s what I came up with.  It sounds cool though.  What the fuck could be more terrifying than a cobra flying toward you.”

      “I’m sure cultivators will line up in the hopes to become a Flying Cobra,” Saul replied sarcastically.

      “Laugh it up, you’ll see,” I looked at the man and shrugged.

      As we approached the base, the sheer size of the tower turned our attention away from any talks of a cheesy temple name.  The base of the tower was fifty yards in diameter and then it just rocketed into the clouds.  The Burj Khalifa comparison was almost on the money.  There were three other people that were in front of me.  I wasn’t sure if they were just admirers or if they were here to test if they were worthy of ascending.  Two of the people directly in front of me were men in solid black gis with a dragon on the back.  It was safe to assume that these two were cultivators from the local temple.  There was a petite woman with long black hair down her back almost to her waist.  I saw two tall ears sprout from her head which took me aback. They were longer and sharper than the ears of the kitsune and felinia, so this woman had to be another race that I hadn’t met yet.   There was a gold hoop in one of the ears and she had gold bracelets on her cream-colored arms and a thick gold necklace that sparkled in the sun.  She didn’t wear a black gi, only a small white top and a short white skirt that went to the middle of her muscular thighs.  She had a long black tail that wasn’t as bushy as Kata’s or as thin as Yitri’s tail.  It was slightly bushy you could say. Her immaculate legs traveled down to reveal a pair of gold sandals on her feet. The breeze flowed through the fabric of the skirt and teased me with the reveal of what this girl’s ass would look like.  I had no clue what she looked like from the front, but if it was anything like her back it was going to blow my mind.

      “You’re such a horny man, John, quit ogling the poor Anubis woman,” Saul whispered.

      “Anubis?  I was trying to figure out what she was.”

      “I don’t think that was your priority. You were glaring at the woman like a piece of sizzling bacon.”

      “Bacon sounds good right about now,” I nodded.

      “Will you please get serious.  You are fixing to commit to the ascension of this tower.  Need I remind you that it has not been conquered in 500 years?  Need I remind you that the people that enter do not exit the tower unless they ascend it to completion? Are those odds appealing to you?”

      “Not really.”

      “Now, get your mind right!”

      Just as he said that the Anubis girl made her way back toward the tent city. It is safe to say that the front of this woman matched the beauty of her back. Those tall pointy ears were golden in color on the inside, and her eyes were bright blue.  The cream-colored top she wore wasn’t much larger than a bikini.  I was shocked at the size of her breasts as they almost spilled out.  She had a lean midriff and the front of her short skirt had a split up her left leg.  She swayed her hips and the breeze caused her long hair to flutter.  The men in front of me were mesmerized by the Anubis girl’s appearance as well.  Her eyes darted toward me as she passed.  She held them long enough to pierce my soul then she looked away.  As she passed, I caught a whiff of her perfume or it could have just been her natural scent.  I couldn’t place the smell, but it was sweet and intoxicating.

      I snuck a glance at her from behind as soon as she passed and received a slap in the back of the head from Saul.  “John, move forward it is almost your turn.”

      I shook my head to gain my bearings. It felt like I had been punched in the face by somebody. “Fuck, that girl is gorgeous.”

      “Most Anubis women are beautiful, however that isn’t going to help you climb this damn tower!” Saul scoffed.

      “Alright, I’m back now.  She’s gone and now I can focus.”

      “You have a divine construct from the gods directly in front of you, yet a girl receives more attention?” Saul asked with a chuckle.

      “Did you see that girl?  You should see the tower in my pants right now. Damn.”

      “Shut up, it’s your turn. Go.”

      I was able to uncloud my mind and walk to the door of the tower.  The door had to have been twenty feet tall and in the shape of an arch.  There were several different types of engravings. A lot of it looked like hieroglyphics from pyramids in Egypt, surprisingly enough. There was a large sun directly in front of me.

      “You will place your hand directly in the center. You would already know this if you had been paying attention.”

      I nodded and slowly extended my hand. The glass-like stone revealed the reflection of the palm of my hand. I received a message from my Gods’ Eye:

      Do you wish to ascend the Tower of Infinite Glory?

      Yes or No?

      I paused for a second and closed my eyes.  After taking a deep breath, I selected ‘Yes’.

      Are you sure?  This decision cannot be changed after it is selected.

      I selected ‘Yes’.

      The stone was very cool to the touch and caused the hairs on my forearm to stand.  After a couple of seconds, the sun glowed bright orange and I felt a sharp burning sensation on my forearm.  It began to burn hotter and hotter until I jerked my hand away from the tower. I gritted my teeth and fell to one knee.

      My Gods’ Eye came into focus immediately.

      The Ancient Ones have deemed you worthy to ascend the Tower of Infinite Glory.  They construct the tower once every 100 years to test Azura’s cultivators.  The majority of those that enter will die, but the few that do ascend will gain unfathomable riches.  At the Mantis level your climb will be arduous and will test your skills at a level that you have never tested them before.

      You have one year from this moment to train.  Take that time to master your skills and cultivate your body to perfection.  If you attain Tiger rank before the year is up, the difficulty of the tower ascension will be adjusted accordingly.  You have made the choice to ascend and that decision cannot be changed.  One year from today you will be teleported in front of the door and it will be opened for you.  You will enter or you will die where you stand. Good luck cultivator! It is a tremendous honor to be allowed entry into the Tower of Infinite Glory.

      I noticed a new selection within my Gods’ Eye labeled “Tower of Infinite Glory.”  I scrolled over and looked inside to see a countdown running in front of me.  There wasn’t anything else in the menu currently. I assumed the screen would populate more things upon my entry.  The burning pain in my arm had left and a new mark was all that remained. The divine artwork on my arm had changed completely.  There was a tower that went from my wrist to my elbow that was a replica of the tower that stood before me. My Mantis rank tattoo was intertwined with the Tower of Infinite Glory.  The new mark was beautiful and terrifying at the same time.  It signified that I had been deemed worthy by the gods, but it also represented that I was one with the Tower now.  It was a part of me now or it may have been the other way around. I was a part of it.  The realization hit me like a semi-truck that I would either conquer this monstrosity or die trying.  It felt like there was a bottomless pit in my stomach.  I knew this was the choice I had to make, but it hadn’t hit me fully until this moment.

      “You were selected? You are the first to be marked this week.  I must admit, I wasn’t expecting that to happen.  No offense,” Sebastian said as he looked me up and down.

      I looked at him and back at my new mark on my forearm. “Well, I’m always surprising people.”

      I smiled at the snooty man and ignited in myst energy.  Saul and Sebastian almost jumped out of their skins when I exploded into a pink fire.  I looked at Sebastian and winked my eye then I pushed myst down the pathways in my legs and out of the soles of my feet.  I took off and rocketed to the top of the Tower of Infinite Glory in just a few seconds. I stood on top admiring the world around me.  I closed my eyes and placed my hands together and began cultivating.
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      After an hour on the top of the tower I slammed into the ground in the middle of tent village.  Was I being dramatic? Of course, I was, but it was fun.  I’ve signed up to die in one year’s time, why not live a little and do some stupid shit?  I left a small crater in the ground that I regretted.  I had no intention of damaging the grounds.  I was certain, I was going to get a strong reaction from Sebastian for fucking his universe up.

      I slowly stood to my feet to see almost the entire village staring at me with their eyes wide and mouths opened.  Most of the people had a look of awe and amazement, but there were those that looked like they wanted to rip my head clean off.  I saw Sebastian and Saul standing beside one another and they weren’t happy.

      “John LeBrock!  Who is the name of the gods do you think you are?  You desecrate the tower by standing on top of it for over an hour then you destroy the freaking ground in the middle of the camp?  Have you lost your damn mind? Answer me!”  Sebastian pointed angrily.

      I raised my hands. “I’m sorry about the ground. That was in poor taste,” I said as I attempted to fix the damage with my foot.  “Yeah, I’m going to need a shovel or bulldozer. Damn. Sorry.”

      Saul still stood in angry silence as Sebastian marched forward enraged. “If you hadn’t been selected by the Ancient Ones, I would make sure you were in the darkest dungeon in Veyas.  I have never witnessed such disrespect! I must get an earth mage to fix this crater you made.  I hope you are happy with yourself!  Is the entire Temple of the Flying Cobra this unhinged?”

      “Sorry, bud,” I shrugged.

      Sebastian scoffed and stomped away holding a thick book under his arm.  I heard him scream for an earth mage to some poor soul in the distance.

      “I see you continue to make friends everywhere that you go,” Saul said sarcastically.

      “Yeah, not so much.”

      “Was all of these really necessary?  Why in the name of the Ancient Ones did you rocket to the top of the tower to do gods know what.  What were you doing exactly?”

      “I was cultivating of course.  I figured it would be a cool spot.”

      “A cool spot?  You are an idiot.”

      “I have my moments.”

      “Then you choose to destroy the ground here for no valid reason other than draw attention to yourself.  We need to leave this town before you end up in the stocks!”

      “We’re not going to tour the town?  Go clubbing?” I asked.

      “Of course not, how is killing people with clubs going to help anything?” Saul shook his head as he clenched his fists.

      I laughed as I placed my hands on my waist. “Just an expression from Earth, but thanks for that image in my head.  Funny.”

      “How is any of this possibly funny?”

      “It’s kind of funny,” a soft voice came from our flank.  I turned to see the beautiful Anubis girl staring at me with a grin.

      “See, she thinks it's funny.  I’m John by the way,” I extended my hand and the browned haired beauty took it softly.

      Saul was startled by the woman’s sudden appearance and comment. “I’m Saul.”

      She didn’t acknowledge the bald man at all. She continued to stare into my eyes with wonder. “I’m Selki, Selki Nile.”

      “Nice to meet you, Selki.  That’s a really pretty name.”

      “Thank you, I was named after my grandmother.  She was a wonderful woman.”

      “What can I do for you?” I asked as we still held hands.

      She noticed that we had been shaking hands entirely too long, and she suddenly let go. “I’m sorry. I saw you earlier, and I saw that you were deemed worthy.  I wanted to meet you.”

      “Were you selected?  I saw you earlier in line?”

      She shook her head and looked down at the ground. “No, I just wanted to touch the tower.  I chose ‘No’ when I received the notification in my Gods’ Eye.  I’m not worthy.  Believe me.”

      “I don’t feel worthy either but here is my mark,” I replied as I looked at my forearm again. “Are you from Veyas?”

      “Yes, I have lived here all my life. My mother and father own a bakery downtown...Selki’s Sweets is the name.  Have you been there before?”

      “Nope, we just flew over the city earlier and landed here.  It’s a beautiful city.  It’s pretty cool they named a bakery after you.”

      “It was you that rode the back of the majestic celestial eagle?”

      “Yep, he brought me and my bald friend here from Gallanthal.  I live outside of Spivey in a place called Aedon Fortress...no, no that used to be the name.  It is the Temple of the Flying Cobra now.”

      Saul scoffed and marched off.

      “Wow, Gallanthal is a long way from here.  I have traveled a great deal, but I have not been to Gallanthal yet.  My parents take me on trips to sell their baked goods from time to time.”

      “So, are you a baker as well?”

      “Yes, I work in the shop with my parents. I’m an only child.  I long to do as you do.  I want to be a cultivator.”

      “Really, well luckily you have that huge ass temple in the middle of town.  I’m sure it’s an excellent place to train.”

      “I wish that was true. The Onyx Dragon does not admit females into their temple. It is frustrating beyond words.  It is the only temple within hundreds of miles.  My parents are not supportive of my dreams.  I long to cultivate my core.”

      “What kind of core do you have?”

      Selki looked shocked that I would ask such a question, and I immediately regretted asking.

      “I’m sorry, that’s a personal question.  You don’t have to answer that.”

      “No, I don’t mind. I have a Song Core.”

      “A Song Core? That’s fascinating. What can be done with that sort of core?”

      “Through the use of music and lyrics I can accomplish many different things.  However, my parents are not willing to help me get proper training, so I have never used my core,” Selki replied as a tear spilled out of her left eye.”

      “Why won’t your parents help you?”

      “They are old fashioned and think that as a woman I am here to be a mother and wife. Cultivation is not something they believe I should do. So unfortunately, I will never know what I can do.”

      I had just met this girl, but my heart went out to her.  I could see the longing in her eyes to cultivate and learn the potential of her core.  I wished there was something that I could do for the girl.

      “I’m sorry that’s a shame.  Women can be great cultivators and it's an honorable track to take with your life. I hope they will change their minds one day.”

      “Thank you. I pray to the Ancient Ones every day for that to happen.  I’m losing hope, but I have no choice but to continue.”

      “Listen, if you’re ever in Gallanthal come find me.  I’ll help you.  My temple hasn’t been around for that long and there aren’t many people but we’re a good bunch.”

      “Really?  You would help me?”

      “Of course, I would help you.  I would love to see what a Song Core could do myself.”

      Selki’s face lit up and she hugged me out of nowhere.  I was startled but I didn’t mind one bit.  Her warm body against my own felt incredible.  She pressed her ample chest into mine and squeezed me tight before letting me go. “Thank you for your kindness.  I will certainly find you if I am ever in Gallanthal.”
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      I was in no mood to fly back the thousand miles to Aedon today.  Saul was not of the same mindset as I was, and he told Lashar to take him home.  Lashar agreed and gave me a wink and this awesome bird smirk before he took off.  I had a feeling he was going to troll Saul on the trip back.  When I saw the celestial eagle take off like a damn F22 Raptor, I knew that was exactly what he was going to do.  I heard the screams of Saul all the way over the mountains.  I couldn’t wait to hear about this trip when Lashar came back to pick me up tomorrow.  I decided that I would spend some time in Veyas.  Check out a bar, rent a room at an inn, then before I leave go visit a certain Anubis girl at the Selki’s Sweets bakery.  I rubbed my hands together and made my way to a wagon that served as a shuttle back to town.  The driver said it was ten miles back to town.  Miles don’t mean a whole lot when you are soaring through the sky with Lashar.  I wasn’t looking forward to this long bumpy ride.  I could have flown myself, but I didn’t want to draw attention to myself.  I just wanted to lay low and have a chill night on the town.  I would decide if I wanted to make a spectacle of myself later.

      The ride back into town wasn’t too bad. I was able to take a nice power nap.

      “Sir, welcome to Veyas.  You disembark here,” the driver announced.

      “Where is a good place to find a place for the night?”

      “This is the main road in town.  It depends on how much you want to spend.  I suggest going straight down this road to the city center.  There are many inns down that way.  There are also many pubs and brothels if that is your thing. Just beware, there can be some unsavory characters late at night.  I don’t want you to get yourself into trouble.”

      “Okay man, thanks for the ride.  I appreciate the advice. I’m headed downtown.  I’ll try to avoid these unsavory characters.  Thanks for the heads up.”

      I flipped the gentleman some coin and hopped off the wagon and took in the cityscape.  This was the most people I have seen since arriving on Azura.  It was a shock to the senses but a welcome change to the laid-back atmosphere I was used to.  I walked for a while down the main drag until I entered the city center.  There were several pubs and brothels just like the man said.  It was late in the afternoon, but it was swarming with customers everywhere.  I passed several whores calling for me, but I just gave them a wink and waltzed on by.  Luckily throughout my life I was able to get a substantial amount of pussy, so I never had to pay for it.  There were some beautiful women calling me. There was a diverse bunch begging for me to let them give me a good time.  I pressed on until I saw an inn that looked like it would be nice on the inside.  I was used to living the high life and staying in the best hotels.  The place I entered was the Emerald Blossom Inn.  The door was a nice mahogany with green accents on the wood and decorative engravings.  I was surprised to see just how modern it looked on the inside.  In the center of the lobby there was a fountain.  The closer I approached I could see that there was some kind of magic involved in its operation.

      “Can I help you sir?” a sexy blonde from behind the counter asked in a sultry tone.

      She had long near platinum hair with green eyes and a tight black dress on.  She didn’t look like she fit into Azura at all.

      “Yeah, I’m going to need a room for the night. You’ve got a nice-looking place here. Hopefully the rooms are just as nice.”

      “They are even better. What kind of room would you like?  We have three types that we like to call good, better, and best.  There are no low-quality rooms, they just start with good.  We have some available at each level.  However, the better and best rooms do come at a much higher price.  Which should I put you down for?”  She asked as she leaned forward.

      “I’m going to need the best room, how much is that?”

      “Ten gold per night,” she replied.  I could tell that she expected it to be too much for me to afford, but she was very wrong.

      “Sounds good,” I replied nonchalantly as I pulled ten gold pieces out of my pouch and placed it on the stone counter.

      “Wonderful, let me get you a key,” She smiled and turned to a cabinet a few feet away.  She clearly wanted me to stare at her ass and I obliged.  She swayed her hips nicely.  The material the dress was made from was very thin so I was able to see more than one would usually see.  She bent over some even though there wasn’t any need considering the placement of the key in the cabinet, but she was trying to send me a message.

      She turned around fast enough to cause her hair to flip over her shoulder.  She walked slowly toward me and placed the key in the palm of my hand.  She rubbed my skin with her fingertips as she pulled away.  It wasn’t an accident by any stretch of the imagination.

      “I need your name, cultivator.  That is what you are right?  Your attire is the usual garments of a cultivator.”

      “I am, and my name is John LeBrock.”

      “What brings you to Veyas, Mr. LeBrock?”

      “The Tower of the Infinite Glory, I’m marked for entry.  I haven’t decided if I am happy about that or not,” I replied as I showed her the marking on my forearm.

      Her eyes widened. “You are a Mantis ranked ascender? That’s impressive and sexy.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “I’m Ivory.”

      “Damn, that’s a pretty name.”

      “Thank you.  Your room is 69,” she said as she bit her plump bottom lip.

      “Fuck, that’s kind of hot,” I replied.

      “You think so? You are kind of naughty, aren’t you?” Ivory asked.

      “You have no idea.  Thanks for the room.  I’m going to freshen up before checking out some local pubs. Hopefully, I’ll see you again before I check out.”

      “I hope so too,” Ivory replied, still biting that lower lip. “The elevation portal is over there.  Room 69 is on the sixth floor all the way down at the end of the hallway.  You’ll have a nice view of downtown from the balcony.”

      “Nice, let me ask you something.”

      “Anything,” Ivory purred.

      “I’m not used to the big city.  I’m a country boy you could say.  How do I use one of these elevation portals?  I’m kind of embarrassed to ask, but you seem to be the kind of girl that wants to be helpful.”

      “I’m very helpful.  You stand on the pink energy, and you think of the sixth floor and it will take you there immediately. Easy.”

      “Pink is one of my favorite colors.  Do you like pink?”  I asked.

      “I love pink, I have something very nice and pink that you would like to see,”  she replied eagerly.

      “I would love to see it.  You know where I’ll be.  If you have a break anytime soon why don’t you come check on the room to see if it’s okay.  I am usually picky about the beds.  Are they soft?”

      “They are very comfortable, Mr. LeBrock.  I’m coming up on a break in a few minutes.  I’ll go make sure your room is to your liking.  Will that be fine?”

      “Most definitely.”
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      The elevation portal was as simple as she made it out to be.  There was one long hallway in front of me with a window at the end.  I cringed a little for the cheesy flirting with Ivory, but she enjoyed it and was equally cheesy.  I reached the door at the end of the hallway.  The number 69 was engraved beautifully in the wooden door.  I entered the door and I immediately saw that the ten gold pieces I spent were entirely worth it.  This room was magnificent.  The bed was almost as large as the one that I had back home in Gallanthal.  There was a gorgeous floral comforter and large fluffy pillows awaited me.  There were cool tapestries and landscape artwork along the walls, and I saw a doorway out to the balcony.  I walked outside and was greeted with a sensational view of the city center below.  I placed my hands on the railing and breathed in the clean air.  The breeze felt cool and refreshing on my face.  I stayed outside for a few more minutes until I heard a knock at the door.  Then I heard the locking mechanism release and the door opened.  Ivory waltzed in and shut the door behind her and locked it.  She was sexy as hell.

      “I hope you don’t mind me coming on in.  We have a skeleton key for all the rooms.  Is your room acceptable?”

      “It is awesome.  It is even more awesome now that you are standing in it.”

      “Is the bed soft enough for your liking?”

      I walked over and pressed my hand on the mattress.  It was the perfect amount of firmness, not too hard or too soft.

      “It feels pretty good, but there is only one way to test it properly.”

      “Sleep on it?”  Ivory laughed.

      “Fuck you senseless on it,” I replied.

      She grabbed the bottom of her dress and pulled it over her head.  She wore no bra and had some skimpy cotton panties on.

      “Do you want my heels on or off?”

      I glanced down then back to her green eyes.  “Leave them on.  You’re fucking gorgeous.”

      She walked over slowly and smiled. “Thank you, I’m glad I please you.”

      “How long is your break?”  I asked as I met her in front of the bed.

      She placed her hand on my chest and bit her lower lip. “A half hour.”

      I nodded as I placed my right hand on her milky white breast. “That should be enough time to make you come three or four times.”

      Her eyes widened and she moaned from the expectation and my fingers on her breast.

      “Lay down on your back. I want to see the pink color you wanted to show me.”

      She gasped silently and nodded without saying a word.  She removed her panties slowly and plopped onto her back and spread her legs wide.  Her heels dug into the comforter, and she began to breath harder.  I knelt to the floor and put my face within a few centimeters of her clit.  I inhaled her sweet feminine aroma and it smelled insanely good.  Her pussy was already extremely wet.  I was willing to bet that she began moistening in the lobby during our cheesy flirtation.

      I licked her fluid that was fixing to spill from the base of her pussy and took my tongue all the way to her nub.  I moved my tongue vertically over and over.  She squirmed and moaned loudly.

      “Fuck, Mr. LeBrock.  Gods that feels so good.”

      “I know,” I whispered as I watched as she drove the back of her head into the bed forcefully.

      “It’s nice when a man enjoys tasting my pussy.”

      “Believe me, I am the first man you have had.  Let me get back to it.”

      I ate her out for a couple more minutes, and she began to move her pelvis violently and I knew she was on the cusp of a powerful orgasm.

      “Fuck, John don’t stop,”

      I increased my movement and grabbed her titties with both hands.  A split second later she began to convulse and scream.

      I stood to my feet and removed my clothing quickly and tossed it across the room.  My hard cock stood at attention.  “It’s my turn.  Put my dick in your mouth.”

      She nodded and got on her hands and knees on the bed.  She liked the precum that drizzled from my urethra then she took me all in.  The sound of the wet bobbing made my nuts pulse. I massaged the back of her head as she pleased me.  After a minute of sucking I pulled her away from my shaft.  The wet pop of her lips leaving my mouth echoed in the room.

      “What do you want?” Ivory asked wantingly.

      “Bend over and call me cultivator.”

      “Yes, cultivator,” the blonde goddess turned around and lifted her glorious ass toward me.  It was truly a sight to behold.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Yes, cultivator, fuck me, please.”

      I guided my cock into her wet channel and immediately thrusted the shaft all the way to the hilt.  I didn’t give her time to get used to it.  She was on her break and I wanted to send her back to work with a large smile on her face.  She gasped due to the surprise then she closed her eyes as I pounded the blonde in the wet pussy.  I breathed heavily as our bodies slapped together.

      I slapped her right butt cheek hard.  “You’re a bad girl, aren’t you?  Leaving your work to come fuck me.”

      “Yes cultivator, I’m so bad. Punish me.”

      “Your wish is my command,” I growled as I began to slap her perfect ass multiple times.  Each slap was harder and louder than the previous.  It only took a few moments of painful ecstasy to bring Ivory to another vicious climax.  She sank her nails into the sheets and screamed loud enough to wake up the whole floor if they were sleeping.

      I pulled my shaft out and flipped her over on her back.  I didn’t give her a respite. I just slipped my shaft in and continued thrusting.  “I wanted to watch those titties bounce while I fucked your little tight pussy.”

      “Yes, cultivator. I need you to suck on my nipples.  Please, cultivator.”

      I began to nibble her nipple with my teeth then I twirled my tongue around it slowly.  Ivory’s eyes rolled into the back of her head as she peaked once more.  I felt her pussy tighten around my dick as she wailed in pleasure.

      “Gods, you’re fucking amazing,” she muttered almost out of breath.  “You fuck me so good. I want your seed, I want it bad.”

      “Where do you want it and I’ll give it to you.”

      “Soak my pussy, I want you to fill me up. Please.”

      I began thrusting more violently.  “Now what did I tell you to call me?”

      “Cultivator,” she said in almost an indecipherable language from my hard pounding.

      “Look at me, fucking look at me!”

      Her eyes locked onto mine and she licked her lips. “Fill me, cultivator.”

      The pleasure I had been enjoying came to a crescendo.  I fucked her harder and ejaculated ropes of seed all inside her channel.  My orgasm launched her into another climax with me.  My rhythm slowed as I finished leaving my mark inside of her. I pulled out and plopped beside her.  We both stared at the ceiling trying to fill our lungs with air.  She rolled over toward me and placed her hand on my chest while grasping onto my thigh with her loins.

      “That was the greatest fuck I’ve ever had in my life. Oh, my gods.”

      “I’m glad I could be of service.  You’re damn amazing yourself. Goddamn,” I replied then kissed her on the top of her head.

      “Dammit,” she murmured out of the blue.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Break’s over.”
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      I stood outside a pub that Ivory suggested called the Drowning Rat.  I found the name hilarious and disgusting, but she said it was her favorite.  The way that girl fucked made me believe anything that came out of her pretty mouth.  It was difficult to get that girl out of my head.  She was one of the most intense fucks I have had in my life.  It made me chuckle that the establishment had those swinging doors like a saloon in the old west.  The place was jumping with activities. There were several full tables and a lot of patrons around the bar.  There was a bard on stage playing something that looked like a guitar, but it wasn’t a guitar. The man’s tunes filled the atmosphere.  I moved through the crowd to the bar.  I left a seat open beside me to give me a little bit of space.  I scanned the room as the big breasted barkeep walked over to take my order.

      “What can I get you?” asked the purple haired elf.

      “Just give me a whiskey, neat.”

      She nodded and took a glass from under the bar and slammed it on the surface. She raised a hand toward the shelves behind her and a bottle of whiskey floated over toward her from eight feet away.  She grabbed the bottle out of the air and poured the brown nectar of the gods into the glass quickly.  She placed a napkin down and the glass of whiskey on top.

      “One whiskey, enjoy,” she said and began moving to the other side of the bar.

      “Hold up, you aren’t going to summon a bottle of whiskey and make it float into your hand without giving me some answers, sugar,” I laughed.

      The elf smiled and placed her elbows on the bar as she leaned forward to speak.  A bonus of her position was the pushing up of her massive tits.  I took a quick glance and then my eyes popped back up to hers.  She knew what I had done, but she kept a smile on her face.  I was certain every man that she served did the same thing.  “What do you want to know?”

      “How in the fuck did you do that?”

      “You never seen an elven mage before?  Well I’m in school to be at the academy in town. This is just a part-time job to make some extra coin.”

      “What’s the name of this academy?”

      “I knew I hadn’t seen you around.  You must be new in town. It’s simply called the Veyas Academy of Magic Pursuits. I’m in my second year there. I’m the first in my family to go to an academy.”

      “That’s awesome.  I’m sure you are at the top of your class,” I replied as I took a sip of my whiskey.  I have had much better, but it was acceptable enough.

      “I don’t know about the top, but I do pretty well.  Are you always this complimentary when you go to pubs?”

      “I try to be nice.  Don’t tell anyone.”

      She chuckled and handed me a bowl of nuts.

      “I don’t even know your name.”

      “Why would you? I’m just a barkeep you met a few minutes ago.  My name’s Alta.  What’s yours?”

      “John, John LeBrock.  I’m from Gallanthal outside of the town of Spivey.  I run a temple there.  The Temple of the Flying Cobra.”

      “Well, well aren’t you special. Something told me you were a cultivator.”

      “I get that a lot,” I winked at her as I finished off the glass.

      “Another?”

      “Yes, please.”

      She opened her hand and did her magic trick again.  The glass slid by itself across the bar in front of her.  She poured more whiskey in it and moved it back with her mage skills.

      “Show off,” I chuckled.

      “Hey, bitch. Are you going to serve the rest of us or just this piece of shit?” a male voice shouted from the end of the bar.

      I immediately leaned forward to see what punk bitch said that shit.  I could take the insult, but a line was crossed when he disrespected Alta.

      “Well, well, look at who it is...motherfucking John LeBrock.”

      I squinted my eyes to see who the heck in this pub would know my name.  When I saw him I couldn’t believe it.  It was fucking Lesnar.  What in the name of the Ancient Ones was this bastard doing all the way in Veyas?  This city was a thousand miles away from where he should have been.  I knew good and well he wasn’t here to climb the tower.

      “Lesnar?  What the hell are you doing here?”

      “You know this guy?” Alta asked with a brow raised.

      “Unfortunately,” I replied with a quick glance at her.

      “I thought something stunk here in this shit hole,” Lesnar yelled.

      “Aren’t you a long way from your butt buddy, Ryker?  I mean his dick isn’t going to suck itself.”

      “You son of a bitch!” Lesnar growled as he threw his glass.  I caught it and handed it to Alta.

      Lesnar stood and began to march over to where I sat.  I didn’t move, I just took another gulp of my whiskey.  Most everyone in the bar was staring at us as they wondered what the hell was going on.  I’m sure they thought they were fixing to see a fight.  I had no intention of tearing this bar apart to teach Lesnar another lesson.  I decided to try and keep this to a rally of insults and put downs.

      “The only man that sucks dicks in here is you!” Lesnar yelled.

      “I doubt that.  There’s a lot of men in here and some of them look like you. So I am sure they suck a dick too.”

      Alta covered her mouth as she laughed.

      “What the hell are you looking at you elf bitch!” Lesnar pointed at Alta.

      “I’m trying to keep this from getting physical.  I suggest you stop disrespecting my friend here.”

      “You don’t tell me what to do!  You’re nothing but a piece of shit!”

      “You’ve called me that already. Try something else.  You’re boring me.”

      “I’m not the same Lesnar.  I’m a new man. I’m a man you can’t push around anymore!”

      “You’re a new man?  You look like the same bag of dicks that I met in Gallanthal.”

      “I’ve been in town to get a core installed.  I am here at this shit hole pub to celebrate and you had to ruin it.”

      “A new core?  They do that?” I asked Alta.

      “Yes, it's expensive, but a person can get it done here in Veyas.  The manufactured core can’t be cultivated, but through the use of myst crystals the patient can fill their core that way.  They use the core then fill it with a myst crystal...rinse and repeat.”

      I grinned at Lesnar. “Hmm, sounds pretty lame to me.”

      Lesnar roared and grabbed me by the neck with his right hand.  He picked me up with one hand and slammed me into the wall behind me.  He began punching me in my gut with his left fist with shocking force. I was in a daze. I felt as if I was in a dream. I couldn’t believe that the weak loser was manhandling me like this.  Was it happening?  He squeezed my throat harder and harder then slammed me into the floor.

      “Cat got your tongue, John?  Is this ass kicking lame?  Huh punk!”

      I saw stars and my head was foggy.  All the sudden there was a group of men in black robes rushing into the pub.  They surrounded Lesnar and held him back.  He attempted to get free from the six men, but there were too many.  I saw the familiar dragon on the back of their gis which told me that they were cultivators from the Temple of the Onyx Dragon.

      “Are you okay?” said a man that stood over me.  I recognized him immediately.  It was that snooty bastard Sebastian. “So, this brute took you out of commission?  You won’t even conquer the first floor of the tower.”

      “I told you John, I’m the new Lesnar!  How did you like that ass whooping?”  Lesnar roared as six cultivators held him back.

      He was right.  Lesnar had whipped my ass.
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      No, I wasn’t going down like that.  Hell no, Ultra Lesnar did not beat me.  I charged my pathways and jumped to my feet.  Supernova would be too dangerous to activate right in the middle of the city.  I didn’t want to hurt anyone or fuck up a lot of property.

      The six cultivators had drug him out of the pub into the street.  The bastard was laughing and continued to taunt me.

      “Let him go, we’re not done!” I demanded as I walked through the wild wild west doors.

      All the Onyx Dragon cultivators turned their heads immediately to see where the command originated from.

      “Yeah, let me go for fuck sake! This shit stain wants some more.  I’m happy to give it to him.  He isn’t all that,” Lesnar yelled followed by a shit eating grin.

      “No, we’re not going to allow any violence in the city streets.  Walk away LeBrock or we’ll be forced to take you to the magistrate.  Which is where that man is headed if he doesn’t stop fighting my cultivators!” Sebastian yelled as he grabbed my shoulder.

      Lesnar put more effort into his escape and freed his arms from the clutches of the six cultivators.  The bandit began throwing elbows and headbutts.  He connected with each one and sent Onyx Dragons to the ground.

      I was dumbfounded at how a manufactured core was giving Lesnar as much strength as he had.  He had turned into the fucking Incredible Hulk.  He stuck his hand in his pocket and retrieved a myst crystal.  He squeezed it until it shattered and breathed in the pink energy.  His eyes transformed to nothing but pink light for a couple of seconds as he investigated the twilight and roared like a rabid grizzly bear.  Two of the Black Onyx were back on their feet executing another attack.  One of the men’s fist was caught in Lesnar’s hand.  The brute roared and crushed his hand.  The poor cultivator screamed in agony from the vicious attack that turned his hand into oatmeal.  Lesnar punched the same man in the center of his chest and sent him flying into a window of a nearby shop.  Glass shattered and bystanders screamed in horror.  Lesnar picked the other man up and lifted him over his head like he was just a wooden plank.  After another battle cry, Lesnar slammed the man on his knee shattering his back.  The disgusting crack made me gag, and the crowd gasped in terror.

      The hulking man marched toward me with hate in his eyes. Suddenly, three streams of blue energy blanketed him in all directions.  I jerked my head toward the source to see mages in black robes.  The blue energy erupted from their hands and began to transform Lesnar’s feet into sparkling ice cubes.  The ice continued to slowly move up his legs to his pelvis and upward.  Lesnar screamed in either pain or anger.

      The bandit gave me an insidious glare as the ice reached his neck. “I’m going to kill you and your bitches!”

      The ice covered his face and he was silent.  Lesnar was frozen from head to toe from the strong ice magic of the freeze mages.  They turned and walked back to wherever they came from.

      “There, he won’t be doing anything for a while,” Sebastian said in approval. “Are you going to cause me any trouble?”

      “Is he dead?”

      “Of course not, we're not murderers.  He’ll go to a cell until he can be tried.  Then he will be hanged, I hope.  You don’t kill one of the Black Onyx and get away with it.”

      “How does a manufactured core make someone so damn strong?”  I asked as I walked around the frozen Lesnar ice sickle.

      “If you have a lot of coin and an unscrupulous core engineer you can become very strong.  This doesn’t look like a fellow that would have 100,000 gold coins to buy a strength core of this size.  He must be funded by someone.”

      “100,000?  That’s insane.  This prick doesn’t have this kind of wealth.  He must have stolen it from someone.”

      “Or he has a benefactor that wants him to be this strong,” Sebastian added.

      “Who the fuck would foot the bill for this douche to turn into freaking Thor?”

      Sebastian just shrugged and motioned for some approaching men to put the iced Lesnar on a wagon.  Once they gingerly lifted him, they threw him on the wagon.

      “These gentlemen will take him to his new home at the Veyas magistrate’s dungeon.  Anyway, I must notify this poor cultivator’s family that he has been killed.  I hate this part of the job.  Please stay out of trouble.  Good night,” Sebastian nodded and walked behind the wagon as it traveled to the dungeon.

      “Are you okay?” Alta asked.

      “I’m fine, just a little sore.  My pride is hurt more.  I shouldn’t have underestimated him like I did.  However, how was I supposed to know he was ultra-bionic Lesnar now.  He’s gone for good at least.  Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, thank you for sticking up for me earlier. I feel bad you almost got yourself killed.”

      “Believe me, that doesn’t happen to me often.  Fuck I’m embarrassed.”

      Alta laughed.  “It’s good to learn a lesson in humility from time to time.  Are you coming back in?  The drinks are on me,” the big breasted help said as she rubbed my arm.

      “I think I’ll pass but thanks.  I’m going to head back to my hotel and cultivate a while and get to bed.  I’ve found enough trouble for tonight.  It’s nice to meet you.  Maybe we’ll see each other again.  Do you mind if I give you a hug?  I’m not a creeper.  I’m just a hugger when it comes to beautiful women.”

      Alta chuckled and embraced me.  “No, I don’t mind.  It’s the least I can do for a man that defended my honor like that.  I hope we meet again as well.”

      “If you're ever in Gallanthal. You can find me at the Temple of the Flying Cobra outside of Spivey,” I replied and kissed her on the top of her head.

      “Hey, I didn’t approve a kiss, but I’ll let it slide this time.  I’m not sure if I will ever be in your neck of the woods, but I’ll be sure to drop by if I am. This is nice, but I’ve got to get back to work.  Take care of yourself, Mr. John LeBrock.”
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      After a few rounds of jade petal tea at the inn bar where I was staying. My night on the town didn’t go as long as I had hoped.  I couldn’t believe I got myself into trouble on my first stop.  What were the odds I would run into one of my biggest enemies and the odds that he would be fucking Hercules after a core implantation? Lashar arrived first thing the next morning.  I messaged the celestial eagle where I was, and he landed on the room of the inn.  We both received a lot of baffled looks before taking off into the cloudy sky.  We didn’t chat a great deal on the trip back, but I did get a few laughs at the expense of Saul.  Lashar terrified him for most of the flight the day before as he traveled at high speeds and performed many nausea inducing maneuvers.

      Lashar dropped me off at Aedon Fortress a couple hours later after leaving Veyas.  Well,  it was no longer Aedon Fortress, it would be called the Temple of the Flying Cobra.  Lashar wanted to fly over some areas that he hadn’t travelled in a while and said he would see me soon.  I was thrilled that I was able to contact him on my own.  I hoped that when I eventually made it to Tiger rank, I would be able to fly more efficiently, but until then I was happy to have a celestial eagle as a close friend.  I explained my reasoning to a bunch of confused monster girls.  After a lot of questions and baffled looks, I finally got the point across.  Leon was the only one that wasn’t on board with the change.  He had been caretaker for the place for so long that he disagreed with the name change, but it wasn’t his place, so I won the battle.  Saul was as grumpy as ever from his trip back the day before.  I was pleased to get another chance to troll the poor man.  He didn’t enjoy that at all.  I filled the girls in on what happened downtown the night before.  They were just as surprised as I was and Yitri gave me a thorough examination to make sure I was okay.  I was stunned to discover that Lesnar had cracked four of my ribs.  I was in pain from the barrage of punches to my gut, but I didn’t think that any ribs were broken or cracked.  Thank the Ancient Ones for Yitri and her healing talents.  We didn’t understand just how lucky we were to have her.  She was the one girl that was most excited about changing the name of the fortress to a temple.  She was sad to leave the home she had known for so many years.  She was happy to work in the infirmary there and she helped a lot of people.  I keep her skills in check a lot with all my visits.
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      I spent the rest of the week each day cultivating and perfecting my new techniques.  One of my main goals was to learn to control my Supernova form better.  It is a very dangerous technique that can cause collateral damage if I don’t use it in the right spot.  My inefficiency was the reason for not using the form in Veyas during my confrontation with Lesnar.  There were too many people around and the buildings in the area were dense.  I could have melted people and set buildings on fire. Not to mention the damage I would have caused from knocking Lesnar all over the place.  I hoped to learn to modulate the intensity of the technique so I could use it in more situations and not need a lot of open space. Saul was spending a great deal of time studying material he brought from the Temple of the Weeping Sun to help me hone my abilities.  I was surpassing his abilities and knowledge a little more each day, so he had to work hard to keep up.  I was confident I would be able to ascend to Tiger Rank before my tower climb in one year. However, from what I was told by Saul it would be a double edge sword.  I would be exponentially more powerful, but the Ancient Ones adjust the tower challenges so a cultivator wouldn’t just plow through everything.  This is one of the reasons why there hasn’t been a victor in the last 500 years.  Even if that is the case, I would be much more comfortable going into the tower as a Tiger rank.  Each time I have ascended, I have been a more impressive cultivator at that rank than most other cultivators at the same rank.  Even Saul stated that I had passed him skill-wise soon after I reached Mantis.  Nonetheless, my confidence had taken a hit from my confrontation with Lesnar.  I was still baffled by what occurred.  Saul stated that implanted cores would disqualify one from entering the tower.  According to the history books, a cultivator with an implanted core has never been chosen to climb.  However, the first successful core implantation was 250 years ago.  The process has improved quite a bit, but those who take the route of an implant are not respected.  They are seen as freaks and frauds.  Freak is a fitting word for what Lesnar was now.  Saul mentioned that implanted cores could be upgraded if the patient has the gold to get it done.  Luckily the frost mages were able to capture the freak before he could take advantage of that and cause even more trouble.

      I decided to quit my training earlier in the day to spend some extra time with my women.  Ever since I returned from Veyas, I was preoccupied with my cultivation and training.  This was time well spent and it was my priority, but I owed these women my attention.  They left their previous lives to be with me, and that is something not to take for granted. All the women were working in the fields with the serpentine villagers when I returned.  The fields were a sight to behold after looking like a pile of thorny shit when I first arrived.  There were rolling hills of crops and cattle made possible by my friends from the village of Torrine.  Fruits and vegetables hung heavy on the green plants and were ready for harvesting.  Cattle grazed the soft grass in the pastures filling out quite nicely.  With the amount of people, we had at the temple, the food that was being produced was too much so we let the serpentine use what they wanted and we sold some at the market in Spivey.  The former Aedon Fortress was thriving and had turned out to be much more than I ever thought it would be.  The women noticed me coming down the road and dropped what they were doing to meet me.  I waved and smiled as they made their way over to me.  June was the fastest like usual and she hopped into my arms and began kissing my neck.  I looked over her shoulder at the other women waltzing over to me.  Suddenly my attention was grabbed by a flying creature coming over the mountain.  I placed my hand over my eyes to block out the sun.  It was Lashar.  However, there was something wrong, he looked as if he was in a rush to get here.  He swooped down and his feet smashed into the dirt.

      “John!  Starfall has a serious problem I think you would want to be made aware of,” the celestial eagle said seemingly out of breath.  I was startled by Saul stepping beside me. I didn’t realize he was in the area, but I was glad he was here. I didn’t know what the bird was going to say.

      “Starfall? What’s going on?” I asked with a brow raised.

      “Red Reach has been attacked and is under siege as we speak!”

      Saul stepped forward. “Attack?  What in the name of the gods?”

      “It’s Lesnar, he broke out of the dungeon and gathered a group of men.  They attacked the village and killed many of the kitsune villagers.  I was able to kill one of the attackers, but I needed to come get help.  I can only do so much.”

      “Where are the Weeping Sun cultivators?  Are they on their way?” I asked.

      “No one is there yet.  I’m not sure if they have received word or not.  Hektor is the Cosmic Observator, he should be able to see these types of attacks as they happen.  I’m not sure what the holdup is.  Will you return with me?  You’re the only one nearby that can help these peaceful people.  I just hope there is someone left to save.  We must go!”

      I nodded and turned to everyone. “I’ll be back.” I jumped on the back of Lashar faster than I ever had before.

      “John, I’m coming too. I am a Weeping Sun cultivator! This is my job!”  Saul added as he grabbed a fist full of feathers and pulled up.

      Yitri and Kata both volunteered to go as well. We had to be reaching Lashar’s carrying capacity, but he didn’t protest.  I wanted to tell Kata to stay behind because I had no idea how she would be in a combat situation.  Nonetheless, Red Reach was her hometown and there was no way I was going to keep her from going with us.  We took off like a Saturn V rocket headed to the stratosphere.  There were no words spoken on the journey.  My heart was beating out of my chest, and I was certain that my passengers were feeling the same thing as I was.   Lashar flew with lightning fast speed and precision.  There were no mistakes.  The celestial eagle was perfectly efficient and flew masterfully to our dire destination.  We darted over the mountain ridge before Red Reach then descending like we were on a roller coaster.  My stomach dropped as I saw smoke and fire.  Then I saw corpses of the kitsune strewn about the fields and the town.  That was one of the darkest moments of my life.  Kata wailed in horror as she saw her village in ruins and her people slain.
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      I saw at least one dozen bandits dispersed all over the town.  Most of the structures were on fire, but there were a couple that had not been set ablaze where some bandits could be hiding. Lesnar was nowhere to be found yet which astonished me since he was a mindless brute who was the leader of this cowardly invasion against a town of peaceful kitsune.  My blood was boiling. I vaulted from Lashar before he had a chance to land. I was around fifty feet in the air when I made the choice to stay or leave.  My feet hit the dirt then I rolled into a somersault and darted toward the nearest bandit.  The large man had a buzz cut with gray threadbare garments.  His face expressed a mixture of fear and anger as he watched me charge toward him. He didn’t appear to have a weapon, so I prepared for this fellow to be some rank of cultivator.  He moved into a weak fighting stance while I continued to dart toward him. I barged into the man with my shoulder and smacked him twenty yards into a scarecrow.  My attention was redirected at a small corpse on the row of corn.  I saw the lower half of a child.  My heart shattered at that moment.  I knelt beside the boy and hoped he was still alive even though I knew the opposite was true.  I moved the plants out of my way and the little kitsune boy lie face down. The boy’s skull was caved in on the back.  Blood and cerebrospinal fluid flowed from his ears into a small puddle on the dirt.  What kind of monster can smash a small child’s head in?  This was the worst sight I had ever seen in my entire life.  An innocent child’s life cut short just because men are evil.

      I gnashed my teeth and stood then turned toward the man lying on top of the shattered scarecrow.  He must have been out cold for a couple of moments, but now he was stirring.  I marched over with cold purpose and grabbed him by his shirt.  I drug him over to the corpse of the boy.

      “Why?” I screamed.

      The bandit chuckled. “Why not?  He’s just an animal.”

      “Just an animal?  Gods you are a twisted piece of shit,” I replied angrily as I pulled him to his feet.  I slammed the top of my forehead directly into his nose.  The man fell to the direct gushing bright red blood from his nasal cavity.

      I summoned the Sun Praiser from the Heavens.  He arrived in a brilliant display of light. “May the sun burn for eternity! John, how may I be of service?”

      “I need you to run into the town and kill every bandit you can before your time runs out.  Go!”

      “Yessir!”  Sunny replied as he took his large sword from his back.  He turned immediately and ran toward the town.  It wasn’t far so I didn’t feel like a moron for summoning him just to waste his fighting time running to a battle.  He was unusually fast for a phantom man from the heavens.

      “Fuck you!” the bandit growled as he placed his hand on his nose.

      “I need to work on my headbutting.  I thought that would have killed you. It only made you uglier.” I wanted to go Supernova and burn this bastard alive, but I wanted to conserve myst energy.  The Sun Praiser summoning takes a lot to pull off.  This was my first time calling him to battle. I hoped he was worth the myst expenditure.  I glanced toward town to see him engaged with a bandit.  Sunny spun counterclockwise and took the poor bandits head clean off. I could see a blood geyser on the stump on his torso.  I couldn’t help but to smile at the carnage and Sunny’s precision.

      I grabbed the bandit on the ground by his neck with my right hand. I charged my body and pushed myst from my feet and took to the air.  I held him by the neck until I was in the center of town.  I was clenching his neck with such force that a scream was unable to escape his body.

      “Die!” I dove to the ground with him in tow. The bandit’s head exploded when I smashed it into the heavily packed road.

      Saul and Yitri were busy in combat while Kata helped a fallen kitsune.  Saul was crippled from his leg injury, but he still kicked ass.  While he was not as quick and agile as before, the prosthesis performed well in battle.  Yitri pounced on a bandit from behind and dug her claw like nails into his eyes.  The man squealed in anguish.  She darted to her next victim immediately afterward.  The cat girl was an expert healer, but her hand to hand combat prowess had improved astronomically since the battle against the Skullfist in Midori.  The next man she performed a corkscrew in the air and ripped the man’s throat out.  The blood spray was pure nasty.

      “Fuck yeah, Yitri!” I yelled and rose my fist in the air.”

      Saul, Yitri, Kata, and Sunny had things under control against these low tier bandits which gave me time to search for Lesnar.  The only building not in flames was the town leader and Tasha’s father, Rikoru.  That had to be where the asshole was.

      I could hear screams inside, but the door was locked.  I punched the knob with my right hand and the door flew open.  Rikoru lay prone on the floor not far from the door in a huge pool of blood.

      “Come here!” Lesnar yelled.

      I thought he was yelling at me, but he wasn’t.  His attention was on a screaming kitsune woman.  I recognized it as Tasha, the daughter of Rikoru immediately.  The closer I got to them I saw that her clothes were ripped off almost completely.  It wasn’t difficult to decipher what was happening.  Supernova was out of the question in the building.  It was too dangerous.

      “Lesnar!”  I shouted at the huge bionic asshole.

      He had Tasha by the neck while he turned his head toward me.  He formed a shit eating grin on his face and chuckled.  His head swung back to Tasha. “I’ll get to you later, kitsune bitch!”  Lesnar tossed her into the wall knocking the girl out cold.

      “What the fuck man?  Your fight is with me!  What the hell do the people of Red Reach have to do with anything?”

      “You’re here aren’t you?  My plan worked.  Well it almost worked perfectly, but you interrupted me. I planned to show that fox girl a good time before I broke her neck.  I killed her fat ass father right in front of her. I ripped his heart right out from his chest and ate it in front of her.  It didn’t taste half bad.  I may have to open a restaurant in Spivey to cook kitsune.”

      “How the fuck did you even get out of jail?”

      “I’m awfully strong, John.  Too damn strong for a pissy little dungeon to hold me.  I took out a lot of people before I blew town.  I’m finally getting used to my new core.  I got a lot of practice on the way back.  I killed thirty people on my trek back to Gallanthal.  I’m pretty good with the new core now.  I’m going to show you how good, faggot.”

      I was tired of talking. It was time to fight.

      We charged at the same time and started throwing punches at each other.  Lesnar punched wildly and in the hopes of connecting with one.  Out of nowhere he executed a spinning back fist that smacked me in the side of the head sending me through the wall and into the street.  I rolled a couple of times and picked myself up from the ground.  I squinted one eye as the ear on the right side of my head rang loudly.

      Lesnar launched through the roof sending wood and stone flying in all directions. The roar from deep inside him chilled my bones.  I could have sworn that the ground shook when landed on the ground a few yards in front of me.

      “Upgrades, motherfucking upgrades.  It’s nice of Ryker to pay for all this good stuff.  He wanted some strong muscle at this side and he fucking has it now.”

      “I knew it.  Did he send you over here too?”

      Lesnar laughed loudly.  “Nope, this was of my own doing.  Ryker can be an asshole, but he isn’t a heartless monster like you see in front of you. He doesn’t realize that I ain’t going to be his little errand boy.  I am a superhuman beast. I am going to take what is mine and what is everyone else’s.  I’m going to take this little kitsune and I’m going back to my fortress and I’m going to take all your little women there.  Don’t worry I may chain the dirtiest ones to the wall and use them when I get horny which is surprisingly often since I had this core installed.  Good for them is they won’t last long.  When I fuck, its rather violent.  Not many bitches on the way from Veyas lived to tell the tale of when they were fucked by a real man.”

      “Crushing Armageddon!” I screamed as I launched over his head and dropped down fist first.  Lesnar dove out of the way as my fist crashed into the dirt.  I was stunned for a moment then Lesnar's huge boot nailed me in the face sending me end over end out of town close to the lake. Lesnar jumped over to me quickly and began pounding me in the back of my head with his boulder like fist.  I was astonished by the man’s strength.  It was impossible for him to handle me like he was.

      I hammer fisted his foot.  I felt his tarsals smash and crack inside of his boot.  He lost his balance and fell to the ground.  This was my chance, I rolled backward and stood. I Blitzed behind him and kicked him in the back of the head and again and again. He spat blood onto the grass in front of him. He rolled onto his stomach and covered the back of his head like a coward.  I took the opportunity to stomp him in the back of the knee as hard as I could snapping his leg in half.  He screeched and then rolled to his back. I stomped his other knee from the front this time bending it the wrong way.  The man looked like a crash test dummy that should be retired after thousands of crash tests.

      I straddled the man and punched my hand into his chest.  I moved it around until I found his implanted core.  I yanked it out, cutting my own hand on his sharp broken bones.  The core was the size of a miniature bowling ball.  The myst energy in it blinked then it died.  Lesnar stared at me in horror still hanging onto life by a thread. I bashed his head with his core three times then his head burst like a watermelon.

      I stood and put my hands on my hips breathing rapidly.  I looked back at town to see the bodies of all the bandits scattered all over.  Kata and Yitri were outside looking for survivors.

      “Girls, Tasha is in Rikoru’s house!  Go check on her.  She’s in pretty bad shape.  Rikoru’s dead.”

      Kata’s eyes widened.  “Ancient Ones I have been looking for them. Come on Yitri!”

      The girls frantically ran toward the only building that wasn’t on fire.  As I ran toward the building, I heard Kata’s bloodcurdling scream.  I ran faster.
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      Kata’s wails were unlike anything I had ever heard.  The pain and horror she exuded stabbed me in the heart.  When I opened the door, I saw why she was devastated.  Tasha was hanging from the rafter in the middle of the room from a rope.  Kata stood on a chair under her and attempted to hold her up to remove the vicious pressure on Tasha’s neck.  It was of no use. The kitsune woman’s face was blue and the neck was at an awkward angle -- clearly snapped in two.  Yitri knelt in front of the gruesome scene in tears.  Tasha had killed herself.  The anguish was too much to bear.  Her father had been murdered, her village was in ruins, corpses of her friends and loved ones lay in the dirt, and she had been violated by the man responsible for it all.

      “John, help me!  We need to get her down!  She’s going to die!” Kata sobbed.

      I walked up to her with a lone tear beading down my face.  I placed my hand on her leg softly.  “She’s gone.”

      Kata shook her head.  She looked up at Tasha then back at me.  “No, she’s going to be okay.  We just need to get her down and Yitri will heal her!  Help me!”

      I nodded.  I levitated and removed the hastily makeshift noose from Tasha’s neck.  I took her back to the floor and laid her on a couch in the living area.  She was cool to the touch and it wouldn’t be long before rigor mortis began to lock her in time. I rubbed the kitsune’s face and kissed her on the forehead.  Kata pushed me out of the way and laid on top of her body crying.

      “Please, Yitri. This can’t be happening,” Kata begged through the waterfall of tears.

      “She’s gone sweetheart.  There’s nothing I can do,” the cat girl replied as warmly as she could.

      The realization that Tasha was dead finally sunk in, and Kata’s cries became more violent.

      “Can you stay with her? I’m going outside.  What’s it like out there? How many survivors?”

      “We’ve only found a couple.  There is a woman named Polly and her little girl Ruby.  They hid in the forest inside of a large bush.  They are uninjured physically, but mentally is another story.  The husband and her sons were killed by the bandits.”

      “Fuck, this is a nightmare,” I replied.

      I grabbed a blanket and covered the corpse of Rikoru. The massive puddle of blood began to soak into the fabric immediately, but this would provide the leader of the village some dignity.
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      Saul and I searched the area for any survivors.  We called into the forest in case there were any kitsune hiding.  We were unsuccessful in finding the living, but we kept finding dead kitsune wherever we went.  Men, women, and children were massacred by these monsters for absolutely no other reason but evil. The sudden realization that all of this was my fault overwhelmed me with guilt and sadness.  Lesnar did this in order to shatter me and lure me into a fight.  I leaned against a tree and slid to my butt then covered my face.  The tears began to spill from my eyes.

      “John, are you okay?” Saul asked.

      “This is all my fault,” I murmured and I lowered my hands and scanned the destruction and death.

      “How is this your fault?”

      “Lesnar wanted to get to me.  It’s my fault.”

      “No, it is Lesnar’s fault and his alone.  The man was completely unhinged, and his surgery turned him into a monster.  He was a rabid animal that wanted to destroy anything and anyone in his attack.  Do you really want to know who is to blame for this?  Hektor!”

      I looked into the eyes of Saul and nodded once.  “He can share the blame with me that’s for damn sure.  Where the fuck is the man?  His fucking boyfriend bankrolled Lesnar’s core implantation and upgrades turning him into this.  He may not have intended all of this.  Lesnar said he just wanted some muscle to stand alongside him.  That little plan backfired.”

      “My heart is not only broken from what I have seen here today.  My mentor, who I thought was a great man, abandoned the people of his region which he was sworn to protect.  As Cosmic Observator, he most certainly saw the attack.  At Tiger Rank, the man could have flown here in minutes and stopped these bandits easily.  What has happened to the man?  I must go to the Temple of the Weeping Sun and gather some answers.  I cannot let this stand.”

      “I’m going with you,” I growled and pushed myself to my feet.

      Saul raised his hand and shook his head.  “Absolutely not.  You were exiled.  You made the mistake of returning once.  The man will kill you if you return again.  This is a personal discussion that I intend to have with the man.  I have served him for decades, and now he lets his people die like dogs to fucking bandits?  He could have saved a lot of these kitsune, not all of them but a lot. Son of a bitch!”  Saul screamed as he punched the tree, I had leaned on moments earlier.  The trunk snapped and it fell to the ground with a thunderous thud.  Saul was fucking pissed, and he had every right to be.

      “If anyone can get through to him you can, Saul,” I said as I placed my hand on his shoulder.

      “That is my hope.  I have stood by his side, and he listens to me. I will leave at once.  I want to stay and help bury the dead, but I need to talk to Hektor as soon as possible.  I’m sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about.  Lashar will take you and bring you back.  You are coming back, right?”

      “Yes, I’ve made a commitment to train you for the tower, and I intend to honor that commitment.”
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      Lashar touched down on the Temple of the Weeping Sun on top of the tallest tower.  Saul dismounted the majestic celestial eagle and rubbed him on his neck.

      “Thank you for the ride my friend,” Saul said.

      Lashar nodded and flapped his wings.  A gust of wind smacked into him and he shifted his feet. “Will you be going back to Gallanthal today?  I will wait for you.”

      “I hope too, but I’m not sure.  I am not looking forward to this meeting.”

      “Hektor has become an idiot, I must say.  I can’t even stand putting my feet on the structure he lives in.  He was once a great man that has fallen from grace.  I cannot explain it.  Hopefully you will be able to talk some sense into him.  Nonetheless, he allowed the village of Red Reach to be demolished and did nothing to stop it.  He will be tainted with that for the rest of his years.  I will be nearby.  When you are ready to return, come to this spot, and I will see you.”

      Saul nodded and smiled warmly. “I’ll certainly do that. Thank you.”

      Lashar pushed off the top of the tower and soared into the blue sky.  Saul stood still and admired the creature until he was lost in the sunlight.  Saul made his way down the long winding staircase to the first floor where the Cosmic Observator’s chambers were located.  Saul breathed in the crisp mist of the waterfall inside the temple and waved at those who sat in the waters for healing.

      Saul almost collided with Veronica in the dark stone hallway that led to Hektor’s room.  “Is the Cosmic Observator available?”

      “Hello Saul, you startled me.  It’s good to see you.  How are things going in Gallanthal?”

      Saul scowled at the brunette and shook his head.

      Veronica’s eyes widened at Saul’s angry reaction to her question.  She paused a moment before speaking again.  She expected a verbal response from Saul that would hint at what he was angry about.

      “Did I say something wrong?”

      “Everyone here is acting as if everything is well in Starfall.  I cannot believe it.”

      Veronica was clearly confused and bewildered by Saul’s behavior.  He was always so cool, calm, and collected.  “Everything is well.  I haven’t heard of anything that would make me think otherwise.”

      “Let me pass,” Saul replied angrily as he walked past Veronica toward Hektor’s room.

      “Saul, what is going on?”

      Saul ignored the Cosmic Observator’s assistant and continued down the stone corridor to the large, ornate wooden door.  There was no knock from the Mantis.  He opened the door in a quick motion and marched into the room.  “Hektor! Hektor! I need to speak with you!”

      Saul’s heart began to beat faster, and he could feel the warm blood flow through his fans as if a dam broke in his heart.

      Soft footsteps echoed down the hallway to Hektor’s bedroom.  The robed man walked out of the darkness and into the bright light of the living area.  A large skylight was cut into the ceiling to allow natural light to illuminate his large chambers during the day. “Saul, I wasn’t expecting you.  I figured you would be at John’s residence in that shit region of Gallanthal indefinitely. Does the rat need something?  Is he sending you on errands now?  Surely he doesn’t think that lowly of you.”

      “I am here of my own accord.  Where were you today?” Saul asked as he crossed his sizable arms.

      “What do you mean?” Hektor asked with a shit eating grin on his face.

      “You know damn well.”

      “Are you talking about that little spat in Red Reach? Unfortunately, I was tending to other affairs, and I was unable to deal with that at the time. How did things turn out?”

      “Everyone in the village was slaughtered except for two people!  Men, women, and children -- all dead!  How could you let that happen!  I know you saw it.  You could have been there in time to help those people.  So many people died for nothing!  Starfall is under your care for the sake of the gods!”

      “Careful with your tone, Saul.  Be very careful.  I can tell you have been spending too much time with John.  His disrespect for me has tainted you.  People do not waltz into my chambers and talk to me in this way.”

      Saul placed his hands on his hips and looked at the granite floor.  After a moment he slowly raised his eyes and locked them with Hektor’s.  “What has happened to you?”  Saul asked with heartfelt concern.  “I have stood by you for decades.  I have fought battles with you and for you.  I pledged my allegiance to you.  Why would you not help the citizens of Red Reach?”

      Hektor placed his hands behind his back and began to slowly pace the floor.  “As I said, I was dealing with more important things.  I ripped my robe for gods’ sake. I had to get it to the tailor to get it fixed.”

      Saul stood in shock.  It was as if Hektor had been possessed by an evil demon from the Seven Hells.  The Mantis rank cultivator opened his mouth, but there were no words.  In all his years, that moment was the most shocking of all moments.  Hektor just stood there with a devilish grin on his face.  “I don’t know who you are anymore.  You’re something else...something evil.”

      “Saul, I am the same Hektor I have always been.  It is you that has changed.”

      “You’re completely unhinged.  Is anyone here at the temple aware of what you did?  Are they aware you allowed the complete destruction of a peaceful kitsune village?”

      “Why would they know?  I certainly didn’t tell them.  They have more important things to concern themselves with,” Hektor chuckled.

      “You are a vicious bastard.  I am no longer a part of this Temple.  I will make everyone aware of what you allowed to happen.  People here should know the man you have become. Actually you are no longer a man.  You are a monster!”  Saul growled as he ripped the seal from his gi and threw it in Hektor’s face.  Saul stood his ground breathing heavily.  The veins on his body pulsed and showed themselves to the world.  Saul knew in his heart there was no way he would be able to defeat Hektor.  It would be a death sentence, but he would be damned if he was going to turn tail and run.

      “You disappoint me, Saul.  You have betrayed me and this temple. John LeBrock has turned you into one of his puppets and little bitches.”

      Saul gnashed his teeth and pointed his finger directly into Hektor’s face.  “I would rather be John’s little bitch than stand by you for one more second. I hope you rot in hell for what you have done.  I can’t even stand to look at you!”  Saul spat in Hektor’s face right between the eyes and turned toward the door.

      Hektor wiped his face with the sleeve of his robe and darted behind Saul before he reached the door.  Saul struggled to escape from the choke hold of the Tiger rank cultivator.  Saul reached for his attacker’s head and punched his arms, but it was futile.

      “You are a goddamn traitor, Saul.  I will treat you like one.  Damn John, for turning you against me.  If it wasn’t for that damn tower, LeBrock’s skin would be hanging on the wall over my bed.  I’m going to send that piece of dog shit a message.”

      Saul lost consciousness a split second later.
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      Saul felt the cool breeze on his face and his bare chest.  He slowly opened his eyes to see the sky.  The sun rays pierced his eyes with ferocity.  He attempted to put his hand in front of his eyes to stop the pain, but he couldn’t move them.  Both of his hands were tied behind his back.  This realization brought Saul to full alertness.  He was on the roof of the temple standing on the ledge.  Below he saw a crowd of onlookers staring at him.  He was unable to see their expressions due to the distance.  Saul tried to step off the ledge onto the roof, but he felt something around his neck tighten holding him in place.

      “What is happening?” Saul asked loudly as he squirmed to get free from bondage.

      He felt a pat on his bare shoulder. “You, my friend, are being hung from the temple walls for treason.  I contemplated whether I should just exile you, but I wanted to send a stronger message to everyone here.  I wanted to send a message to John as well. I wish I could see his face when he finds out that I killed you.  It would be so epic. I’m sure you're wondering why you can’t break free.  You are a Mantis for gods’ sake.  I have injected you with a solution that dulls your ability to use myst temporarily.  Unfortunately, you will be a corpse hanging from the wall before it wears off.” Saul moved over and raised both of his hands to get the mob’s attention.

      “Cultivators of the temple, Saul stands before you guilty of treason against the temple and Starfall.  His transgression is so grievous that an exile is not punishment enough.  Saul will hang from this wall until I decide to cut down his corpse. It will be a reminder of the terrible prize you will receive if you betray me or this temple.”

      Saul stood silent in preparation for his death.  He heard a rip and a tug at his waistband.  Hektor was removing the rest of his clothing.  Saul would not only die, but he would be humiliated by dangling naked for everyone to see.  There were some mumblings in the crowd, but he was certain they were too terrified of what Hektor would do to them if they protested.

      “Do you have any last words?” Hektor asked devilishly.

      “Yes, John will kill you for this.”

      Saul felt the impact from Hektor’s foot at the base of his back.  The world around him seemed to stop as he fell from the roof.  In the distance he saw Lashar flying toward the temple.  However, it would be too late.  Saul felt his body stop suddenly and his neck snapped.
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      After a few hours of training I laid down for a power nap.  The older I got the more I enjoyed naps.  I was almost to sleep when the door to my chambers opened and Yitri blasted in and jumped on my bed.

      “John, you need to get up!  Lashar is here and he needs to see you immediately, he says.  He won’t tell us why.  Come on!”  Yitri pulled the covers off me and tossed them on the floor.

      “Did you really have to get my damn sheets all dirty and not in a good way?”

      I still had my gi on, so I just walked on out toward the front of the temple.  All the girls were around Lashar curious why he demanded I come out right away.  The celestial eagle had a look in his eye that I hadn’t seen before since we met.

      “What’s up Lashar?  You need to see me?”

      “John, something terrible has happened.”

      A collective gasp sounded from all my women without even knowing what the terrible thing was.

      “I’m listening,” I crossed my arms and waited for a response.  There was clearly something wrong, and Lashar was distraught by it severely.

      “I dropped off Saul at the temple, and he wanted me to come back to pick him up later in the day.  So, I went to cover some areas that I hadn’t been to in a while,” Lashar spoke slowly which frustrated me.

      “Cut to the chase, bud,” I motioned for him to continue.

      “I don’t know the details, but Hektor and Saul’s discussion went poorly.”

      “How do you know that exactly?”

      Lashar took a deep breath and closed his eyes then he looked at me.  “Hektor killed Saul.”

      I heard the response to my question, but it didn’t register with me.  My brain couldn’t process the devastating news.  I stood there in silence as each of the girls began to sob.  Yitri sobbed to the point of hyperventilation.  Leon had to help her breath properly.  I stood there frozen staring into oblivion.

      “This can’t be true.  You must be mistaken.  Hektor does a lot of bullshit, but he would never kill Saul.”

      “I saw his body.  I flew over the border with Bloodlake and circled back to the temple.  As I crested the mountains, I could see that two figures were on the roof of the building.  One of them appeared to be on the ledge.  As I tried to process what I was seeing, the figure on the ledge was knocked from the roof.  I saw the rope after the figure began to fall then the rope tightened and snapped the man’s neck.  A split second later, I recognized the man as Saul.  I swooped closer to be absolutely sure and I confirmed it completely.  Hektor stood on the roof with a smile on his face.  Hektor served as executioner.”

      “Gods, what the fuck,” I muttered as I put my hands on top of my head and began to pace.

      “If I had only been a minute earlier, maybe I could have saved him.  Hektor hung the man naked as well.  I have seen many things that have kept me up at night.  This sight will haunt me.  Saul was a good man.  I came here immediately.”

      The tears began to flow down my checks as I continued to mindlessly pace back and forth.  Shazo pulled me into her arms, and I fell apart immediately.  Saul was my mentor and my father figure on this new world.  He was a good man, and he always wanted to do what was right.

      “I should have gone with him.  This is all my fault,” I cried in the snake woman’s tight embrace.

      “Oh, John. I’m so sorry,” Shazo said compassionately.

      I let a few more tears out and I wiped my face.  I was done with my grief.  It was time to do something about it. “Lashar, I need you to take me to the temple.  I need you to do it now.”

      Lashar didn’t protest at all.  He nodded and motioned for me to hope on his back. “It will be my pleasure.”

      “John!  You are going to get yourself killed!  You can beat Hektor!  He’s Tiger rank, this is going to be suicide.  We can’t lose you!” Yitri cried as she grabbed my arm desperately trying to pull me from Lashar.

      “She’s right, you can’t do this,” Kata interjected.

      “We’ll figure something out.  Hektor won’t get away with this, but a straight fight between you and him is a bad idea.  We love you, John.  Please listen to us and stay.  You’re not thinking straight.  You are angry and ravenous for revenge, as you should be, but it is clouding your judgement.”

      I paused for a moment then looked all my women in the eye.  “No.  I’m going.”

      Yitri kept pulling me.  “At least take me with you, I can help you!”

      I gently pried her hand from my arm and brushed the pink hair from her face.  “He’s already killed someone I loved.  He’ll use you against me.  Stay here.  This isn’t up for discussion.”

      Yitri accepted my decision with a hesitant nod. I mounted Lashar and we were off into the clouds. I turned back to look at my ladies and the home I had made wondering if I would ever see either of them again.  My mind still had not fully processed that Saul was dead. He was not only dead, he was stripped naked and hung from the temple wall in front of everyone.  He was killed for doing what was right, and he was killed to send a message to me.  I had a message for him and it was attached to my fucking knuckles.  Along the way there I did something that I had never done before while on Azura.  I prayed to the Ancient Ones.  I asked for strength, courage, and wisdom in the upcoming battle. I never regretted my decision to confront Hektor which is why I knew it was the right decision.  I believed that it is what the Ancient Ones wanted for me as well. They would get me through this and give me strength.  I was a Mantis and he was a Tiger, but I was confident that I was the strongest Mantis to ever walk Azura.  I closed my eyes and began clearing my pathways and moving myst in my cores to prepare them for perfect efficiency.  This battle would take everything I had, and a little bit of help from the gods.  I felt that Hektor was afraid of me to a certain extent.  Otherwise, why would I affect him so badly?  Why did he hate me like he did?  Why did he try to make my life miserable?  It was fear.  Another thing in my favor was Hektor’s complacency?  It was rare for him to train or engage in any sort of battle.  All he wanted to do was walk around the temple in his fancy robes.  Even when we had the battle against the Skullfist in Midori, Hektor just offered support from the sky out of harm's way.  He dropped in at the last minute to give the killing blow to the big baddie. If this fool was ever a warrior, it was a very long time ago.

      “Lashar, I’m going to hop off in flight when we get within a mile of the temple.”

      “Okay, but don’t you want me to fight with you?” Lashar asked.

      “You have helped me so much already and I appreciate your offer, but this fight is between me and Hektor.  I need you to promise me something.”

      “Of course, John.”

      “If something does happen to me, please watch over my girls for me.  I mean, I know you can’t move in, but please check on them often and help them when you can.”

      “John, it will be an honor to do that for you.  However, you can do all of that yourself.  I believe in you.  This is a battle of good versus evil and good is due a victory.  You are a special man, and an incredible cultivator.  You go and kick this bastard’s ass!”

      “You got it.”
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      “Thanks for the ride.  I'm getting off here,” I patted Lashar on the head.  “You’re a good dude. You’ve been an awesome friend to me and my girls.”

      “John, you make this sound like it is goodbye.  Don’t make this old bird cry, like I have always told you.  I believe in you.  I’ve been around for centuries, and I have seen many cultivators come and go.  You are the most honorable example with the most potential.  Take care of yourself.  Focus only on what you are about to do, nothing else.  Got it?”

      “I got it,” I replied as I dove off Lashar high above the treetops.  I cultivated the entire flight, and I was ready to give this fight my best. I charged my body and began flight after a short freefall.  I planned to use only what I needed to fly efficiently.  I still had a myst crystal in my pouch if I was to get myself into a bind.  Come to think of it, this whole situation could be classified as a bind.

      I was a couple of miles out from the temple, and with each passing second my blood began to boil.  I kept picturing Saul hanging naked on the temple walls.  Hektor was going to pay for this bullshit.  He was a Tiger rank cultivator, but somehow, I was going to kill him today.  I could feel it in my bones.  There would be no stealthy sneaking in the joint. I was going to go in full tilt boogie.
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      I reached the temple and ascended higher in the sky.  I changed directions and dove at a 90-degree angle.  I was headed straight for the skylight to Hektor’s chambers.  I roared as my fists crashed through the glass and I flipped back to a landing position slamming into the floor.  I created a crater dead center in the assholes living area.  I shook the floor and the walls causing all of his decor to fall to the floor.

      “That was quite an entrance, a bit dramatic in my opinion.  You want to see me about something, swine,” Hektor said as he walked from the dark corridor into the living room.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I growled at the man and clenched my fists almost drawing blood.

      Hektor’s brow raised with a sarcastic surprised expression on his face.  “Whatever for?  Is this because your mentor, Saul the traitor, hangs from the wall naked as we speak?  I figure it would be a nice decoration for the courtyard for a while and it will feed the vultures.  I figure I will have his flesh picked to the bone.  Then I’ll clean the bones and place him in the corner over there. I was surprised to see how small the man’s dick was.  That’s why he never married I’m sure.  I did the man a favor the more I think about it,” Hektor cackled.

      I almost shattered my teeth from the punishment they were receiving from my jaw. “Why did you kill the man?  He was your right-hand man!”

      “Was, is the key word.  He chose you over me, I’m afraid.  Any person that could make that poor of a decision shouldn’t be allowed to live.  The more I think about it, I think it is a good idea to execute Yitri in the same manner.  She chose you as well.  I will rip her clothes off and decorate the wall for a while.  Damn, I may strangle her and hang her naked body over my bed.”

      That was the straw that broke the camel’s back.  I Blitzed to Hektor’s flank and punched the man in the kidney.  Hektor had not expected me to attack him so soon.  He might have been under the impression that I would come to my senses and change my mind about facing a Tiger rank Cosmic Observator.  The bastard was wrong.  He allowed a peaceful village to be wiped off the map, and he murdered my mentor in cold blood.  I would kill him or die trying. Those were the only two possible outcomes of this confrontation.  Perhaps, the biggest advantage I had in this fight was Hektor’s ego.  Hektor was such a narcissist that his brain can’t process the chance that I would win a fight between the two of us.  My strategy was to strike hard and quickly before he finally decides he needs to focus and fight me.

      Out of the corner of my eye, the chamber doors opened.  Weeping Sun guards began to file in and stare at the both of us.  I continued my barrage of punches to his kidneys and guts then I followed with an uppercut.  The force of the punch knocked him out of the broken skylight into the area above the roof.  I activated Supernova and rocketed into his chest with two fists.  The vicious attack launched the Tiger rank higher. His body flipped end over end until we were fifty yards above the temple’s tallest tower. I Blitzed behind the fool and executed an open palm strike into the center of his spine.  Hektor screeched in agony as his body bent the opposite way that it was supposed to.  So far, my plan was working, I was attacking him so quickly that he didn’t have time to retaliate.  I activated Ruthless Cleave immediately.  I held my arms outward from my side and they changed into pink blades.  I began whirling like a F5 tornado.  My arm blades made contact with Hector's body.  I felt his garments rip followed by the flesh on his torso.  Hektor wailed in agony as his flesh was hacked and his muscles split from the savage mystblades.  I deactivated Supernova immediately following the attack.  When I go Supernova, the attacks and speed are astronomical, but there is the tradeoff of losing myst reserves quickly.

      Blood dripped from Hektor’s chest and rained down on the temple grounds.  I hadn’t tried summoning Sunny while in the air, but I was going to wager that he couldn’t fly.  The technique required too much myst to waste if I couldn’t use him.  I stopped to catch my breath and immediately regretted it.  Hektor was gaining his bearings quickly.  Luckily, I landed several punches in his face before he became alert. I kicked him in the stomach then slammed my knee into his face. The man’s nose cracked and became a crimson waterfall.  This was too easy, way too easy.  I continued landing body blows and face punches like he was a punching bag at the gym.  Hektor began to cackle as I landed punch after punch.

      “Fucking die!” I screamed at the madman.

      “You can’t kill me,” Hektor replied in a monstrous, demonic tone straight out of a horror film.

      I continued my attacks and landed punches and kicks with precision.  Hektor continued to cackle and mock me as I hit him.  I had to stop to catch a breath.  Hektor was a pulverized, bloody mess.  I heard a finger snap from behind me and Hektor exploded right in front of my eyes.

      “What the fuck?”

      I heard a slow clap from behind and I turned to see where the noise could possibly be coming from this high up.  My blood ran cold when I saw a pristine Hektor floating in the sky clapping his hands.

      “I have my little magic tricks as well you piss ant.  You did well beating the shit out of my decoy.  I haven’t had the pleasure of using that technique in a couple of decades.  It is just as brilliant today as it was then.  I wish you could see the look on your face right now.  It’s the face of fear and defeat.  You’re exhausted and you have used a great deal of myst reserves fighting my decoy.  This is too funny.”

      Hektor was right. I was tired, and I felt like a moron.  I had been punching a fucking mannequin basically.  It was going too easy, and I should have known better.  Fuck Hektor!

      Suddenly, Hektor vanished into thin air.  A split second later, I felt a seismic impact on the back of my head, and I traveled end over end violently in the opposite direction.  I finally stopped myself only to see Hektor before me smiling.  The asshole hit me with a sudden storm of punches all over my face and torso.  It felt like I was getting shot by an M60 machine gun.  I activated Holy Shield immediately, thank the gods that technique was in my repertoire. I was able to stop the punishment for a few seconds.  I took the opportunity to jerk a myst crystal out of my pouch and crush it in front of my face.  I took a deep breath. I inhaled the entire crystal in two seconds. I activated Supernova and jetted away from Hektor to regroup.  He vanished again but this time I was ready. The dumbass appeared in the exact same spot as before, and I greeted him with an elbow to his face. Then I turned counterclockwise and followed the elbow with a punch to his orbital bone cracking it.  The flames that engulfed me in Supernova caused my fist to fry his face.  A huge blister on his cheek had already shown itself.  I landed a front kick into his sternum and then followed it with a spinning heel kick.  I deactivated Supernova to conserve myst energy because I didn’t have another myst crystal in my pouch.  I darted over his head and performed Crushing Armageddon.  My fist smashed his skull and sent him plummeting to the roof of the temple at an incredible rate of speed.

      “Fuck it!” I screamed as I activated Supernova again.  Hektor landed flat on his back on the roof, while I nose-dived toward his supine body.  I collided with him and we pierced the stone roof and then two subsequent floors until we smacked into the bottom floor in front of the Weeping Sun waterfall that flowed through the temple.  I was dazed and rolled onto my back and put the back of my hand on my forehead and breathed deeply.  I took a quick second to stick my face in the water pool from the falls and gulp to quench my thirst.  I turned back toward Hektor who had pushed up to one knee.  I activated Ruthless Cleave and began twirling my arm blades toward the Tiger rank warrior.  I counted four slashes that made contact before I stopped.  I grabbed him by the neck and flew through the chow hall knocking tables and chairs all over the place. We crashed out the back door and I slammed him into the ground in the middle of the courtyard.  I saw Saul’s naked body dangle alongside the granite wall.  I roared with burning hate then rocketed to the hanging body and ripped the rope from the wooden beam.  I slowly cradled Saul’s body as I lowered myself to the grass below.

      “I’m sorry, Saul.”  I kissed him on the forehead as I laid him on the ground.  “So long, my friend.”

      I jerked my head back toward a slowly rising Hektor.  I Blitzed directly in front of him and performed a spinning leg sweep.  He flipped in the air twice before landing flat on his back.  I pounced on top of him and began hammer fisting him in the face as hard and fast as I could.

      Hektor raised his hands and wrapped them around my throat. He began squeezing with a great deal of strength considering the amount of trauma his body had just experienced. I grabbed his wrists with each hand and pulled his hands away.  Hektor swung his head into mine and sent me flying off of him.  I felt the warmth of crimson blood poor from my broken nose. I wiped the blood off with the arm of my gi but it was futile.  The blood wouldn’t stop anytime soon without proper medical attention.  We both stood head to head breathing heavily.  Blood dripped from both of our faces.

      “You impress me John.  I underestimated you.”

      “I knew you would.  You’re have a fucking god complex.”

      “Eh, you might be right.  I’m your god that is for damn sure,” Hektor said as he zoomed across the grass and connected with a jump kick to my chest.  I flew into a stone picnic table and shattered it all over the gardens that surrounded it.

      “I’ve grown tired of this dance.  Die already,” Hektor said nonchalantly as a fireball appeared in his hand.  It grew to the size of a basketball before he threw it straight at me.  I rolled out of the way only to be hit in the chest by the one he threw immediately after the first.  My gi was on fire and my flesh cooked underneath the fabric.  I grabbed my shirt by the collar and ripped it from my body and threw it into the bushes.  Another fireball smacked me in the back right after I threw the shirt causing an intense burst of flaming agony.  I was burned badly on the front and back of my torso.  I could hear the sizzle and smell the charred flesh.  Every breath I took was painful. I just wanted to jump into the waterfall and cool my burns off.

      I closed my eyes and prayed under my breath. “Ancient Ones give me the strength and the stamina to remove this evil from your world.  I can’t do it on my own. Help me.”

      “You think the Ancient Ones are going to listen to an earthling?  They will probably strike you down for even asking them for help.  Now one is going to help you.  Let’s get this over with.”

      We lunged at each other simultaneously and began striking.  Each of us blocked the punches of the other.  How we were able to do this after what our bodies had been through was unfathomable.  I grew tired and called upon Holy Shield again to block the punches that were fixing to break through my defense.  Hektor’s fists bounced off the sphere of myst.  I saw an opening and punched the man in the throat then I went into a spinning backfist smacking him on the side of his head.  I levitated two feet off the ground and executed Supernova once more.  I grabbed the man by the ponytail and swung him around like a helicopter.  The heat from my technique disintegrated the handful of hair I was holding, and he went flying into the stone wall on the opposite side of the courtyard.

      Suddenly I felt a gargantuan force of energy enter my body and out of my limbs.  I began to rise until I was twenty feet from the ground, and I was consumed by an orange sphere of energy like I had never seen before.  Bright light emitted from my forearm and I figured out what was happening.  A new mark was being written on me by the Ancient Ones themselves.  They had answered my prayer.

      You have reached the rank of Tiger!  The Ancient Ones award very few cultivators this ranking!  They have deemed you worthy of the honor and responsibility!  Not only has your cultivation and training pleased the Ancient Ones, but your dedication to what is right and your desire to rid Azura of evil.  Your prayer was heard today!

      Another burst of energy erupted from my chest like the xenomorph in the movie Alien.  My entire body began to convulse and I arched my back uncontrollably.  I screamed because I was in pain and out of control.

      You have been awarded a third core from the Ancient Ones.  The Regeneration Savant core will serve you well!  Your cores will now gain the ability to regenerate myst energy at a rapid rate.  If the core is cultivated properly and you learn to use it efficiently. You will never run out of myst reserves!

      “It can’t be!  It cannot be true!” Hektor screamed as he looked at me from the ground.

      “That’s right, I’m Tiger rank bitch!”  I growled then Blitzed behind in a split second.  I put him in a sleeper hold and rocketed like to 100 yards above the courtyard.  I activated Supernova as I held the man by the neck.  The flames from the technique were even more intense and radiant since I ascended to Tiger.  Hektor screamed as his body was consumed by my Supernova flames.

      Hektor wailed in agony and despair as he began to melt in my arms.  The Cosmic Observator no longer had any fight left in him.  He would burn to death in the arms of his greatest enemy. It was a fitting end to the life of the evil man.
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      As I slowly descended to the ground filled with concerned onlookers, Lashar landed right beside me and rubbed his head on my slide.  “I knew you were capable, and I was right.  By the gods, you are a Tiger rank cultivator now.  This is incredible.  You have cleansed Azura of this evil narcissist bastard.”

      “It’s certainly a bittersweet occasion.  I wish Saul would have been here to see it.  He lays over there dead.  I need you to do me a favor, old friend.”

      “I will do anything, John. Just name it.”

      “I want you to carry Saul to our temple in Gallanthal.  I want the girls and the serpentine to find an appropriate spot and bury him.  I’ll be damned if he is laid to rest in the cemetery here.”

      “I would be honored to do that for you and him.”

      With the help of Tan and Macchio, we wrapped Saul’s body in garments and strapped him to the back of Lashar.  I rubbed the celestial eagle on the neck, and he was off to Gallanthal with my mentor to lay him to rest where he will be loved and looked after.

      I turned toward my friends and nodded. “Thanks for your help.  I’m sorry for the damage and making things difficult here.  Hektor was a piece of shit, and he needed to be stopped.”

      Tan patted me on the shoulder and smiled.  “Don’t worry about that.  I was in shock by the execution of Saul.  He was a great and honorable man.  I knew Hektor had shown questionable decision making in the past, but this despicable act was unforgivable.”

      “Exiling you was the beginning of his downward spiral into madness.  Thank you for saving us from a tyrant,” Macchio did a quick bow and walked away.  Things were still kind of awkward between Macchio and I, but he was coming around.

      “What’s next?” Tan asked as he looked around the temple as if an answer was in hiding.

      “I’m not sure.  There needs to be a trusted person to take the reins right now.  I would suggest it be a temporary placement until things get back on track then a permanent person could be chosen,” I replied.

      “Who would this person be?”

      “I have an idea for an interim leader. She’s standing right over there,” I replied, pointing toward Veronica.  She was standing over the gruesome corpse of her boss.  “Who knows better than her how to run the day to day operations?”

      “I see what you’re saying. That could work, but why don’t you come back and lead us?”  Tan pleaded.

      “I have my own temple now, and I’m very happy where I am.  This used to be home, but I don’t feel that anymore.  I’ll be happy to help with a few things if I can but coming back here is out of the question.”

      “I figured as much, but I had to ask.”

      “Listen, I’m going to talk to Veronica,” I patted Tan on the shoulder and walked toward the brunette standing in the middle of the courtyard lost.

      “Veronica,” I said softly.

      She stood in place for a moment then slowly turned around.  Her mascara had run down her face and her eyes were all puffy from crying.  I expected to get slapped across the face at any second, but I was astonished that she darted to me for a tight embrace.  I stood in shock for a moment then I wrapped my arms around her and squeezed.  She began to sob in my arms.

      I patted her back to comfort her. “I’m sorry this happened.  There was no way around it.”

      “I know.  Hektor had become a truly evil man.  It was as if he had been possessed by an evil spirit.  I was very vocal when I saw him take Saul to the roof with a noose around his neck.  He wouldn’t listen to me.  I begged for Saul’s life, but he just told me to shut up or I would be next. I’m such a coward.”

      I gently pushed her forward so I could look into her eyes.  “You are not a coward.  He wasn’t bluffing, you would have been hanging alongside Saul.  I’m grateful that you tried to stop him,” I kissed her softly on the forehead and smiled.

      “Please tell me you are coming back to lead us.  We need you.”

      I shook my head as I ran my fingers through her hair.  “No. I can’t, but I know what needs to be done right now, temporarily at least.”

      “What?” she asked.  Her eyes longed for an answer that would ease her anxiety and hopelessness that plagued her sweet soul.

      “You.”

      “Me? What can I do?”

      “You assisted the man that ran the whole joint.  You know the ins and out of how this place runs.”

      She shook her head quickly, and I held my index finger up to stop her.  “You can do this.  These people need you.  It’s just a temporary thing.  Hell, once everyone sees how well you do things it may be permanent. Things will be rough for a while, but life will get back to normal here if there is a good leader in place.”

      “What if no one agrees with me being in charge? I’m a woman that isn’t a cultivator?”

      “You let me worry about that.  If I suggest this solution, I think everyone will fall in line.  I did just kill Hektor for gods’ sake.”

      Veronica chuckled followed by a sniffle. “You’re probably right, but please don’t kill anyone else today."

      It took very little convincing to get Veronica the interim responsibility of running the temple.  Most people were relieved that someone would be in place so quickly.  They worried that everything would collapse with the death of the Cosmic Observator, but I told them that Veronica wouldn’t let that happen.  I’m sure there were people that wanted to rip my head off.  There were loyal servants of Hektor no matter what the bastard did, however he lost most of his students when he executed Saul in cold blood.  Saul was a well-respected man, perhaps the most respected man in the temple.  After reassuring Veronica a while longer, I was off to my own temple in Gallanthal.  As a Tiger rank cultivator, flight would be extremely efficient for me and I would be able to travel greater distances with no issues.  I would still use my buddy Lashar for the really long trips, but Starfall to Gallanthal was going to be a piece of cake. I put one knee on the dirt and leaned on my fists as they touched the ground.  I closed my eyes and spun the myst energy in all three of my cores.  I pushed myst into my pathways and I rocketed off the ground and I was half a mile above the land of Azura in second.  I kept pushing and pushing until I reached well above the cirrus clouds high in the atmosphere.  I stopped to take in the view and dove toward the ground once more.  I was startled when I heard a loud sonic boom shatter the silence as I went faster and faster.  I leveled off above the trees.  As I flew over the forest, the tree tops swayed as I pushed the air causing the branches to move.  I always wanted to be Superman growing up and now I had the ability to fly like he did.  I was anxious to begin my cultivation and training to unlock the true potential of what it was like to be a Tiger rank cultivator.  My focus had to shift to my tower ascension a few months down the road.  Unfortunately, I wouldn’t be able to get out of the commitment even though Hektor was dead.  Once it was my time, I would be forced into the tower except I would be in there as a Tiger instead of a Mantis.
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      The next day we had a memorial for Saul at where he was laid to rest behind the Temple of the Flying Cobra.  The girls, Leon, the two survivors from Red Reach, and I were there.  We were all astonished by the attendance of the entire village of Torrine to pay their respects to our fallen friend.  We placed a cross to mark his grave temporarily.  A sculptor from Torrine volunteered to create a beautiful headstone for us free of charge.  The serpentine were the most generous and kind group of people that I had ever met.  A feast was prepared by Leon and a few serpentine villagers.  It was a delicious meal of meat, vegetables, and fruit.  Definitely one of the best meals since arriving on Azura, maybe the best.  Yitri and I told stories about Saul for a couple of hours then the town left and retired for the night.  We were emotionally exhausted, but it had been a good day that paid homage to the man he was and the people he had helped in his life.  I spent three hours cultivating my cores from the battle with Hektor.  I also began optimization of my new Savant Regeneration core which would be a fucking awesome addition to my arsenal of kick-assery.  I wanted to make sure I was in good shape for the outing that I had the next day.
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      Shazo and I left early the next morning in her cool serpentine crafted chariot. I had one more visit to make before I was ready to move on from Saul’s death.  I planned to make a special trip to Spivey to have a chat with Ryker, the garrison and lover of the late Hektor.  There were two items of discussion, I planned to pay my respects to his dead boyfriend.  I couldn’t help but chuckle at that particular thought.  The next item of business would be his funding of the monster, Lesnar.  I also intended to get to the truth as to whether Ryker gave the order to destroy Red Reach.  For his sake, I hoped that wasn’t the case.  I wanted to get through this day without any violence, but Ryker was not my biggest fan.  I was Tiger rank, so may the gods help the person that challenges me.  I’ll be ready for those asshole lightning mages as well.  My Holy Shield technique would protect me from their lightning attacks.  I also had my friend Sunny that was ready for a summon whenever I needed him.  I tried to talk Shazo out of coming with me, but that would have been a losing battle.  Nonetheless, she is the most battle-ready girl in my circle of lovers.  I loved all of my girls, but in this situation Shazo’s companionship fit the bill perfectly.  As a Tiger rank, I was confident that I would be able to protect her if the need arose.  There was no need for spare myst crystals anymore.  I praise the Ancient Ones for bestowing a Savant Regeneration core after I ascended to Tiger rank.  My myst would constantly regenerate which negated the need for the crystals.  It was like a gas tank in a car that kept the tank full all the time.  Doing several high-level techniques would empty my core at a faster rate than I could regenerate, but the more I trained and cultivated the more efficient the Regeneration core would become.  My goal was to have it in almost perfect order by the time I entered the Tower of Infinite Glory.

      We had a much easier experience at the Spivey gate than I expected. I fully expected Ryker to instruct the guards to keep us out of the city but that wasn’t the case at all.  Shazo received some looks on our way to the garrison’s keep, but that was because of the disrespect for the serpentine race.  I wanted to call these people out for their shitty prejudice, but Shazo instructed me to keep my mouth shut.  Our goal was to speak with Ryker, me confronting townspeople would not dissolve centuries of racism against the serpentine folk.  She was right, but these people still made me angry.  People looking down on my lover, Shazo, made my blood boil.  She was an amazing person and sexy as all hell.  I was proud to stand beside her as we rode through the city.

      A few minutes after arriving in town we reached our destination, the garrison’s keep, Ryker’s home.  The guards here weren’t as welcoming as the ones at the gate.

      “Hold!”  a chubby human guard in leather armor stepped in front of me with a spear equipped.

      I paused and gave the man a hard look that got his attention immediately.

      “What is your business here?”

      “We’re here to see the garrison.  Immediately.”

      “Is he expecting you?”

      “Yeah, he is. We’re buds, now please move or I will move you,” I turned my wrist to show my Tiger rank mark.  The man’s eyes widened, and he stepped aside.

      “Not you!” a voice from behind me yelled. I turned to see a different guard blocking Shazo’s path with his spear. “Your kind is not welcome in the keep.  You can wait on the street for your master to return! Move!”

      Shazo’s face dropped and she held her hands up.  She looked at me and saw red in my eyes.

      “I advise you to lower your spear at my lady.”

      “Your lady?  You mean slave girl.”

      “No, she is my lover, and she will go wherever I go.  Lower your fucking spear or I will rip your heart out of your chest and feed it to your guard friend here.”

      Shazo gave me a thankful smile and I returned one to her.

      The guard could tell that I wasn’t joking.  It was a real threat that would become reality if my command wasn’t followed.

      “If you even look at her in a way that I don’t like your heart will be in his mouth,” I growled as I pointed at his pale faced friend.  “You know that place you stick your cock every night.”

      Shazo laughed then covered her mouth.

      “No sir, you won’t have any more problems with us,” the guard replied then nodded at Shazo. “I’m very sorry ma’am.”

      It turned out that the garrison was in the middle of lunch with his little circle of advisers according to a handmaiden we received directions from in the hallway. She pointed to the door of the banquet hall and I waltzed into the room with my hands behind my back.  Shazo followed close behind.  There was a table with six men sitting on the flank and Ryker sat at the end.  His face turned white when he saw me stalking him like a ravenous beast.  The other men put their utensils down.  The man closest to me stood then put his hand on my chest to stop me.  I looked at his hand then I locked eyes with him to see if he would be dumb enough to touch me.

      “It’s, It’s alright Douglas.  Let him talk. Sit down,” Ryker said anxiously.

      Douglas took his hand off and nodded before sitting back in his chair.

      “Good move, Dougie.”

      Ryker stood and cleared his throat. “Why are you here?”

      “I’m sure you have heard about the big fight up at the Temple of the Weeping Sun?”

      Ryker held in a lot of rage. “Yes, I’m well aware of your attack and murder of Hektor.  Nonetheless, I cannot prove it was murder so I will have to let you continue to walk the streets”

      “Murder?  There was only one murder.”

      “Yes, the little bald man was executed.  He was guilty of treason I was told.  Shame.”

      I gnashed my teeth and clenched my fists. I was determined for this meeting not to be a bloodbath.  This was the closest city to my temple, so I needed to trade here.

      “Moving on.  Did you order the attack on Red Reach?”

      The room gasped and Ryker’s eyes widened.  “Order the attack?  Are you mad?”

      “Well, you had been funding the science project with Lesnar, and he was the one who organized the attack killing the entire village except for two people.  Before I ended his life, I asked if you had anything to do with it.  He said that you had no part in it. Nonetheless, I wanted to ask you face to face.  Did you have anything to do with the attack on Red Reach?”

      “I am a lot of things, but I am no monster.  I would never encourage an attack on a peaceful village.  Yes, I funded Lesnar’s core implementation and upgrades for the sole purpose of him being my personal bodyguard.  He made the horrible choice of attacking the village.  I regret having anything to do with that bastard.”

      I paused for a moment to look into the man’s eyes. “I actually believe you. Now, moving on to one more matter. I am required to climb the Tower of Infinite Glory since I already have the mark, but you will not receive any gold that is received when I ascend it.  Considering it penance for turning Lesnar into a fucking killing machine.”

      “I’m fine with that.”

      I crossed my arms and smiled.  “This went much better than I expected.  Now, I will leave you to your meal. My temple and Spivey can be peaceful neighbors.  Do you agree?”

      “Yes, I agree.  Your temple and its inhabitants are welcome through the gates of Spivey,” Ryker replied sharply.  I could tell that I should leave before things went south.  I was quite proud of myself for not cracking a skull today.  I expected things to go very poorly.

      I nodded with a grin and motioned for Shazo to lead the way out of the banquet hall.  I could hear some grumbling behind me, but I just let it slide off my back.  We left the keep and hopped back on the chariot and began our trip back to the temple.

      “You were surprisingly civil. I was surprised, especially after his comments on Saul,” Shazo said as she kissed me on the cheek.

      “I’m surprised as well.  Ryker is still an asshole, but I think he won’t bother us.  If he does, I’ll go back, and things will get very uncivil.”

      After we exited town we continued in silence for a mile or so.

      Shazo broke her silence.  “I wanted to thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For defending my honor and the honor of my people.  It is rare for a human to stand up for a serpentine,” Shazo replied on the verge of tears.

      “I’ll always protect you from anything.  I love you and your people.”

      Shazo dropped the reins and embraced me. “I love you too, we all do.  You make us feel so safe and secure with you by our side.”

      “I plan to spend the rest of my life protecting all of you.”

      That comment struck a chord with the snake girl.  “This tower climb frightens me.  The odds are not in your favor.  I can’t bear the thought of losing you.”

      “I promise you I will climb that tower and stand on top alive and well. The coming months are going to be busy for me.  In order to do that I have to train and cultivate harder than I ever have before.  I’m hoping you girls don’t feel neglected.  Once I’m done with this tower business, life is going to be fucking incredible.  Well even more incredible than it already is,” I kissed Shazo on the top of her head.  “Now, don’t you need to grab the reins before these horses decide to take us on a joy ride which ends up with us going off a cliff?”

      Shazo smiled as she picked up the reins then she handed them to me.  “Why don’t you hold the reins for a while.”

      I gave her a befuddled look then I felt her unfastening my belt and tugging on my pants.

      “Oh shit,” I chuckled.

      Shazo looked up at me and raised a brow. “Do you want me to stop?”

      “Fuck no.”

      “Good, I aim to please you, my cultivator.”

      “Please me then,” I placed my hand on the back of her head and pulled her toward my cock.  She kissed the tip then locked eyes with me again.

      “Get back to work my little snake girl.”

      She giggled then placed my dick in her mouth gently.  Her long, reptilian tongue swirled around my shaft as she began to bob up and down.  She moaned as she tasted me.  She grabbed both of my ass cheeks and pulled me into her mouth deeper.   The sounds of her sucking filled the chariot and caused me to close my mouth to enjoy the sloppy, wet sound.

      “Mmm, you taste so good, cultivator. I could suck you forever.”

      My shaft throbbed harder as I looked at her insane large tits that almost spilled from her top.  “Fucking blow me.”

      “Yes, cultivator.”

      She took one of her hands and began to play with my balls as she bobbed.

      “Squeeze them,” I whispered.

      My testicles felt more pressure inside of her delicate hand. “Harder.”

      Her grip was perfect now, the combination of pain and pleasure was bringing me to the peak.

      “Do I please you, cultivator.  Will you let me taste your seed?”

      “Fuck, Shazo,” I began to breath heavier as my balls began to throb from the squeezing and they were fixing to blow their load in the snake girl’s mouth.

      I took control of her head and she gave me free rein.  I began to pull her to me quicker and harder.  The ecstasy was overwhelming me, and I began to moan louder as filled her hot mouth with spurt after spurt of cum. I fell against the back of the chariot and gripped the railing tightly.
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      The months afterward were uneventful.  Each day was spent almost the exact same way.  I would eat breakfast, pack a lunch and then travel to different spots to cultivate and train with all my techniques.  At night, I would spend time with my women.  Some of those nights were low key, but most of them were fill with sex and cuddling.  My relationship had grown with each of my girls to heights that I would have never imagined.  I was in love with all of them as they were with me.  Even the happiness we felt together was real, there was a dark cloud that lingered over us -- the tower.  We rarely talked about it, because it would end in snowballing into a session of violent sobbing and Shazo yelling at the women to be strong.  Nonetheless, I was to leave the next day to return to Veyas in the Kugai region to see what all this tower fuss was about.  I was ready, well as ready as I could be.  The women were not ready for me to leave. Even Shazo’s strong foundation shattered and she became a puddle of tears.  There wasn’t a lot that I could say to comfort, but I still searched for a way to do so.

      “John, we must leave tonight!  We will call Lashar and we’ll go thousands of miles away from here!” June begged with her cute puppy dog eyes.

      “You idiot, that won’t work!” Shazo said sharply. “John is bound to the tower; he has the fucking mark for the sake of the gods!  He has only two choices -- climb or die.  Stop asking him to do things that he cannot do!”

      “You don’t have to be a salty bitch about it, Shazo,” Kata interjected.

      “Yeah, your attitude isn’t helping at all!” Yitri said.

      I held my hands up. “Whoa, ladies.  I don’t want you to argue with each other.  I know emotions are charged tonight, but you all need each other.  I need to know that you all are taking care of each other while I’m gone.  Can you girls do that for me?”

      “Sorry, John.  We will do better. I will do better. I’m just sad about you leaving, and if you will come back,” Shazo replied with her bottom lip poked out.

      Yitri’s face hardened, and she pointed at the serpentine. “Don’t say things like that! John is coming back!”

      Shazo rolled her eyes with a loud exhale, but she didn’t give any verbal response.

      “I’m coming back.  I don’t know how many times I must tell you that.  I understand you’re worried, but you must trust me.  I’m in the best shape of my life and my power is more incredible that I could have ever imagined at Tiger rank.  I’m ready to do this. I’ve worked my ass off and my myst system is a well-oiled machine that I’m ready to use to its fullest extent.”

      “How can you be so sure? It’s been 500 years since the last successful climb,” June replied then looked away toward the wall.

      “I just know.”
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      After a long, drowning in tears goodbye, I left for Veyas on my personal celestial eagle, Lashar.  I could have flown myself, but it had been a while since I had seen my feathered buddy.  Lashar was the complete opposite of my women with his positivity and praise.  He was certain that I would be victorious which was exactly what I needed to hear.  In my career, I never wanted to be around negativity.  It would bring me down and hurt my performance. During our journey we talked for a while then I spent time cultivating. One thing I learned was that I was a big fan of meditation on the back of a celestial eagle.  It was peaceful.  Lashar’s movements along with the breeze that caressed my face were hypnotic.

      “John, we’re here my friend,” Lashar woke me from my meditation.

      “Already?  That's a pretty good time for an old bird like you.”

      Lashar laughed.  “I’ll show you how old I am.”  Suddenly he began to fly in a sharp corkscrew then into a loop.

      “Alright, you win man.  I don’t want to puke as soon as I step in front of the door.”

      Lashar landed directly in front of the tower door.  I had no desire to mingle with anyone before going in.  Nonetheless as I dismounted the celestial eagle, I heard an annoying voice calling out to me.  I turned to see Sebastian motioning for me to stop

      “You can’t land that bird here!”

      “I’ll have you know, young man that I will land wherever I like,” Lashar yelled at the man.  “I had the great honor of bringing a Tiger rank cultivator to show everyone in Azura the proper way to climb a tower.”

      Sebastian looked perturbed at getting his ass chewed out by an eagle, but he deserved the scolding.  “A Tiger? Did you drop him off before you arrived here?”

      “You little shit, he stands before you!  Show respect for the love of the gods!” Lashar grew very angry.

      I patted him on the neck.  “Thanks bud,” then I turned my attention to Sebastian.  “It’s my time to go in, so if you’ll excuse me, I have a tower to ascend.”

      “You have to check in before you go anywhere near the tower.  You should have learned that the last time you visited.”

      “I have much more to worry about right now than breaking your protocol.”

      “You need to show John respect!  He’s a Tiger rank cultivator, he shouldn’t even be talking to you!”  Lashar exclaimed.

      Sebastian cleared his throat and forced a smile.  “Fine then, I will mark your entry into my log book.  Good luck.  You’re going to need it.”

      I shook my head as the douche walked away. “Psh.”

      “John, this is where we part ways.  I wish you the best of luck in the tower.  It will be the greatest challenge of your life, but you will be victorious, I know it.  Hopefully I can resist the urge to rip that little Sebastian man’s head from his body.”

      “You’ve been spending way too much time around me.  I have corrupted you I’m afraid.  It suits you though.  Thanks for the ride and your support since we met.  You know the drill, if something does happen, I want you to keep an eye on my girls for me.  Got it?”

      “Yessir, it will not be necessary, but you have my word that I will take care of your lovers.”

      I rubbed the eagle’s neck once more and walked slowly toward the large doorway.  I look upward as a reminder of this structure’s incredible height.  As I stood ten feet away, the outline of the door erupted blinding white light, and I could hear the grinding of gears.  When the door opened, more light escaped from the darkness within and pierced the pupils of my eyes.  The radiant light dimmed to a glow that I was able to look at.  I stopped at the threshold and looked back toward Lashar and nodded.  He nodded back and launched into the air.  I entered the door only to be met by darkness.  The hairs on the back of my neck stood when the heavy door slammed behind me.
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      After the door shut, I stood in total darkness for a few seconds then a sphere the size of a basketball appeared a few feet in front of me. It looked like a mirror ball from a seventies disco.

      I was startled when the ball began to speak. “I am your guide, Alexander. Welcome to the Tower of Infinite Glory!  You were marked one year ago as a prospective climber, and now your day has come. Please wait one moment while you are scanned: John LeBrock, Tiger Rank, Temple of the Flying Cobra, Three Divine Cores: Hand to Hand Savant, Speed Savant, and Rejuvenation Savant. You are a most impressive challenger of this glorious tower!  You were Mantis rank when you applied for entry, and you ascended to Tiger rank since then.  That is quite impressive and unprecedented.  The Tower of Infinite Glory is recompiling your personal tower experience which explains why you currently stand in a void of nothingness.”

      I broke my silence. “What do you mean by recompiling my personal tower experience?”

      “You were accepted as a climber while you were at the Mantis rank.  A year later you stand here as a Tiger rank which is quite unheard of.  You see, it is rare to see a Tiger rank cultivator enter the tower.”

      “Why is that, exactly?”

      “There are not a lot of Tiger rank cultivators to begin with.  Also, a Tiger is usually pleased with his or her station in life and feels they have very little to prove.  They have no desire to risk their life in the Tower of Infinite Glory.  Tiger rank cultivators usually are already wealthy or have no desire for personal wealth.  Tiger rank cultivators are already legends on Azura, so the renown received from ascending the tower, while incredible, is not worth the very high risk of death.  You are in a very special situation, you were Mantis when you placed your hand on the tower and you reached Tiger before your entry date thus the tower must accommodate this highly unusual occurrence.  It has been 2,000 years since the last Tiger rank ascender.  This should be interesting.”

      “Interesting huh? Don’t know if I like the sound of that.”

      “The recompile process has been completed.  Your tower experience has changed, and it is going to be very exciting.”

      “I’m guessing that you mean exciting for you, not really exciting for me.”

      “Interesting, indeed.  The tower has been 50 floors for centuries, however the Ancient Ones have reconfigured your tower experience to be only 10 floors.”

      “I don’t get it.  Since I’m Tiger rank, won’t this make things much easier?  You’re removing 40 floors.”

      “I’m not responsible for changing the towers.  I’m only your guide and only have the responsibilities of that position.  The Ancient Ones created this amazing place and they make changes as they see fit.”

      “So I should be thankful that I only have 10 floors?  Isn’t that unfair to everyone else?”

      “Even though you only have 10 floors to ascend, from the challenges I have seen they are extremely formidable.  I’m quite confident that no other ascender would want to switch places with you.  Your current path is very difficult.”

      “Fuck me.”

      “Pardon?”

      I sighed and shook my head.  “How is a tower with 10 floors unappealing to ascenders that have to go through 50 floors?”

      “Your floors will contain extremely challenging tasks to complete. While other ascenders will do 50 floors, they pale in comparison to the challenges that you will face.”

      “Damn, all of this because I am Tiger rank now?  I thought this would be a blessing, but it looks like it is going to be a fucking curse.”

      “There are two pieces of good news in my opinion.  Your rewards will be much more exponential at this level of difficulty and if you are successful with conquering the floors you will be done with your ascension in as little as 10 days.  Climbers that ascend the normal 50 floor towers can be here for months.”

      “Yay, I guess.”

      “Can you explain to me how this works exactly?”

      “The Ancient Ones have allowed me to give you certain information.  However, after that has been given. I will not be able to give additional information until I have been instructed by the glorious Ancient Ones.”

      “I understand. Please continue.”

      While I was terrified by what I was going to see on each floor. I had to come to terms with it or I would be killed pretty damn quick.

      “You will not begin the first-floor challenges today.  You will be given the opportunity to absorb the information I have given you and cultivate to prepare.  You are also given a very nice room to sleep with a spectacular bed.  You will be fed wonderful meals as well.  There are also other bonuses will be given.  These have not been revealed to me yet, but they have been quite acceptable to other ascenders.  So, the towers aren’t all terror and pain.  You will look forward to the break between floors.”

      “Can I access you at any point in my ascension or only on my breaks?”

      “I can be accessed at any point, but you will be far too busy trying to survive.  Even if you do contact me while you are in the middle of a challenge, I will not be very much help.  I can provide a pat on the back or word of encouragement if you need that sort of thing.”

      I shrugged. “Eh, you never know.  That might be helpful if I’m getting my ass kicked.”

      “In that case, I will be delighted to encourage you in your times of need.”

      “Are you the guide for all ascenders?”

      “There are ten ascenders besides you that are climbing the tower as we speak.  Each ascender has a personal guide.  I am assisting you and you alone.”

      “Well don’t I feel special.”

      “I do feel I am the best guide so you should feel special.  The others are not quite as fun or knowledgeable.  On the other hand, I’m very excited to be guiding the only Tiger rank ascender in the last 2,000 years.”

      “Has your ascender ever...ascended?”

      “I have guided eight ascenders in my 10,000 years of servitude.”

      “Holy shit, you are 10,000 years old?  Even more shocking is that only eight cultivators have succeeded under your guidance in ten fucking thousand years?”

      “That is correct.  Your success ultimately depends on your strength and power.  If you fail, it is your fault.  The tower is the ultimate challenge a living being will ever face.  With great risk there is great reward.  Ascendance will make you rich beyond your wildest dreams and you will be perhaps the most renown cultivator that is living today.”

      “Yeah, that does sound pretty good.”
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      The lights turned on, I stood in a room half the size of one of my Vegas retreats on Earth.  A large bed was the first sight to get my attention.  It was the size of a California king, and had an extremely gothic iron looking headboard.  The sheets were white, and the comforter was blood red.  On the left side of the bed was a table large enough for one person with a silver platter in the center.  It was covered with a silver top to keep the food hot.  There was a bottle of wine and a tall glass alongside it.  On the opposite side of the room there was a large bathtub with steam rising a foot over the brim.

      “I trust the accommodations are acceptable.  Spend your time however you like, however a portal will appear in the center of the room when it is time to begin.  The portal will take you to the first floor immediately.  If you can conquer floor one a portal will appear that will return you here.  You will be provided with food and a bath.  There will be a healer that will visit you to take care of any injuries you may have sustained during your experience.  Monetary rewards will not be awarded until you have passed the tenth floor.  Like I mentioned earlier there may or not be bonuses available to you upon floor completion.”

      “Alright, this is all very generous.  I’m blown away.”

      “Once you begin your trials, you’ll see that these accommodations are the least that we can do.”

      I chuckled as I pointed playfully at Alexander.

      “Will there be any more questions?” asked the guide.

      “How do I summon you if I need something?”

      “You simply call out my name.”

      “Another question let’s say I completed a floor quicker than I expected and I wanted to move forward to the next one.  Is that possible?”

      “Of course, all you have to do is ask. However, it would behoove you to recover before the next floor.  I would wager that you would regret your decision.  Once you have entered a floor you cannot leave until you conquer its challenges.  Did I answer your question properly?”

      “Yep, I’m going to eat and hop in the tub.  You can go do whatever it is you do.”

      “Thank you, John, and welcome to the Tower of Infinite Glory.”

      The flashy orb turned and moved through the nearest wall.  I grinned and sat down at the small table and removed the silver cover over the platter.  My nostrils were bombarded by the heavenly smell of steak and buttery potatoes.  There was a large steak at least 32 ounces flanked by potatoes and asparagus.  I poured my wine and dug into the meal with reckless abandon.  After I devoured everything I undressed and made my way to the tub.  I took the entire bottle with me instead of the glass.  I stuck my foot in and the water hadn’t lost any of its heat while I was eating.  I was concerned it would be cold by the time I got a chance to hope in.  I sunk my body into the water and rested my back.  I placed my arms under the water.  The wet heat unwound my muscles almost immediately.
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      I was awoken by a bright light in the center of my room.  It was the blue portal that could be taking me straight to my death.  I slept in the nude after my bath.  I swung my legs from under the sheets to the floor.  I was startled to see Alexander staring at me.

      “Good morning, John.  You have a big day ahead!”

      I yawned and smiled. “Dude, you’re making it sound like I’m headed to Disney World.”

      “I’m not familiar with Disney World.  Is this a desirable place to go?”

      “Never mind, it's just a place on Earth.  It is called the happiest place on Earth though.”

      “That sounds like a wonderful place to go. Back to the task at hand. I have your breakfast here. Enjoy.”

      “Once the portal appears, how long do I have to get in?”

      “You have two hours.  If you do not get in by then you will be teleported to the appropriate floor by the Ancient Ones.  Please don’t make the Ancient Ones wait.  Defying the gods is never a good idea.”

      “Yeah, I’m with you there.”
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      I stood in front of the portal and admired its beauty, however, this beautiful thing may be taking me to my death.

      “Don’t want to keep the Ancient Ones waiting,” I muttered to myself as I stepped in the center.  In a blink of an eye, I was outside somewhere.  I wondered if something happened and I was teleported to the wrong place.  Then my God’s Eye popped into my vision:

      Floor One

      Defeat the Centaur Army to ascend to the next floor!

      Good Luck!

      I swiped the screen back into view.  I thought it said the word ‘army.’  To my surprise, I had read it right the first time.  I stood in the middle of a rocky canyon that looked like the one where Mufasa died in The Lion King. The sides of the canyon were more of a slope than a steep angle.  One could walk up and down if they were careful.  A regular person would be exhausted by the time he or she reached the top, but it was doable.  I looked all around my location and saw nothing at all.  There was only the sound of the wind blowing through the canyon and birds flying overhead while I waited for something to happen.  I wasn’t sure if I walked around to trigger the event or if the bastards were on their way to my position.  I moved forward thirty yards then I began to hear something approaching.  It sounded as if the sound was coming from all directions.  I wasn’t a sound expert so I had no idea what the acoustics of the canyon would do.  I decided to stand exactly where I was at and wait for the enemy to show themselves.  I was battling an army according to the notification...hopefully more of a regiment or platoon, but with my luck it would be the size of the Union at the Battle of Gettysburg.  I took a deep breath as the thunderous sound headed toward my position.

      A few seconds later I saw lines of centaurs stop at the crest on both sides of the canyon.  There were none in front or behind me.  I counted thirty on each side.

      “Fucking shit, 60 centaurs?”

      I was going to find out the full power of the Tiger rank cultivator really quickly.  Half of the centaurs on each side stepped forward and raised bows.

      “Fire!” yelled a centaur on each side.  Fifteen arrows from both sides of the canyons launched simultaneously and they were headed toward my position.  I activated Holy Shield immediately.  I hoped the force field worked well with arrows otherwise I would be dead on day fucking one of my ascension.  My ass puckered tighter and tighter the closer the arrow got.  I closed my eyes right before they reached my position.  I heard nothing but wood splintering and arrowheads clunking off the force field.  I looked down at my body to see if any had gotten through.  I was completely clear.  I immediately deactivated my Holy Shield and held up both middle fingers.

      “Fuck you, bitches!”

      A battle cry erupted from each of the centaurs as they raised melee weapons in the air.  Some of them looked like spears, and some of them looked like swords.  All sixty of the horse men began charging down the slope.  Dust plumes filled the air in their wake.  I had a plan that required me to stand still until the perfect moment.  It took a lot of balls to wait here for as long as I did, but I was determined to hold my ground.  The closer they got the stronger the stench became.  It turns out that centaurs fucking stink.  They continued to scream as they thundered to my position.  I engaged Supernova and launched into the air like a rocket. The centaurs were unable to stop in time causing them to collide with one another.  I had them right where I wanted them.  I activated Crushing Armageddon and plummeted back to the ground where I stood.  My right fist would cause the impact that I hoped would cause some area of effect damage to the army.  The closer I got, I was able to see the whites of their eyes.  I smashed into the crowd with a titanic amount of force.  The centaur army was unprepared for the power I was raining upon them.  The impact with the ground caused a violent shockwave that ripped the centaurs to shreds.  The ones closest to the impact site were vaporized.  The crater that I made was twenty feet deep and fifty feet wide. My power at Tiger rank was almost god-like.  I could imagine what this technique would have done at Phoenix rank.  I would have gone straight to the core of the planet and split the damn thing in half.  I levitated above the crater to look for the survivors.  I had hoped there wouldn’t be too many to deal with.  My jaw dropped when I saw that the entire army had been slain.  There was blood, guts, and bone scattered for what looked like miles.  I laid devastation to an army with one attack.

      Congratulations! You have conquered Floor One!

      You may return to your chambers at once!

      The portal that brought me to the floor only minutes ago was here to take me back.  I stepped in quicker this time than before. I immediately materialized in my room and I raised my fist in the air and roared.

      “That was rather incredible, John.  Congratulations,” Alexander said as he floated over my bed.

      “I’m pleased, that’s for sure.  I’m also fucking bloody,” I murmured as I looked at my blood splatter body and clothes.

      “Remove your clothing and I will make sure they are cleaned immediately.  Your bath is ready for you.”

      I couldn’t help but be pumped as I removed my clothing.  I had completely owned the first floor against any army of centaurs.  I was more powerful than I expected.  I had no idea what challenges the next floor would bring, but I felt better about my chances after today’s success.
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      “Alexander.”

      The shiny guide floated in from the wall. “Yes, John. How may I be of service?”

      “Give me the portal to floor two.”

      “Are you sure? Once the portal has been placed there is no going back on that decision.  I always advise ascenders to take time to recover.”

      “Thank you for your guidance, but I’m ready to go.  There’s no need for recovery, I didn’t take any damage.  Let’s do this.”

      “It will be done.”

      A split second after Alexander agreed to my request the portal to floor two came into existence.  I stretched all my limbs, my neck, and my back in preparation for my fight.  Stretching wasn’t necessary for me at Tiger rank, but I’m so used to doing it that it was an involuntary response.

      “Good luck, John.”

      I nodded at the floating disco ball and stepped into the portal.
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      This time I was in a completely different area.  I stood in the middle of what looked like the Sahara Desert.  There was nothing but sand and heat.

      “Great, I fucking hate hot weather and sand.”

      Floor Two

      Defeat the Giant Sandworm to ascend to the next floor!

      Good Luck!

      Luckily the notification didn’t tell me the army of Giant Sandworms because that would have sucked.  Sweat already began to bead on my face from the insane heat.  I could see the heat rising from the sand, thank the Ancient Ones that I had my shoes on or I would have been in some serious pain right about now.  I climbed the slope of a large sand dune to get a better look at my surroundings.  I could make up a plan if I saw what direction the big bastard was coming from.  I wondered exactly how big this thing was going to be.  Something large for me, may not be something large in the eyes of the Ancient Ones.  I stood in place for five minutes pivoting a little bit to look all around me.  There was no movement that I could see.  Maybe this thing was taking a nap, he may not have expected me to challenge him so soon.  I found out pretty quick that wasn’t the case.  I began to feel the ground shake, but I was unable to see anything.  I just felt vibrations under my feet.  The arrival of this thing took my mind off the blistering heat at least.  I tried to anticipate where the worm was coming from, but it felt as if the ground shook everywhere.  I jogged around the top of the dune and I felt the same level of vibration wherever I stepped.

      “Where are you at, stop being a pussy!”

      The vibrations under my feet became much more intense.  This thing was getting closer and faster.  I have this feeling in my gut that the worm was going to swallow me at any moment.  I was right, a screech erupted under my feet and the sand began to collapse.  I charged my system and took off.  If I would have waited a second later this bastard would have devoured me.  I looked down as I rocketed upward, when I looked down all I saw was a gigantic mouth and multiple rows of teeth.  I estimated the mouth to be twenty yards wide and twenty yards tall.  I was astonished that the monster had not reached its peak yet.  I was climbing and so was he.  A ear piercing roar escaped from his large maw and rancid breath followed.  I covered my ears and gagged all at once.  This slowed me down resulting in the worm to gain yards on me.  The jaw of the creature shut in an attempt to grab a hold of my legs.  The worm had finally reached its peak and began to fall back to the ground.  He dove deep into the sand leaving a hole that began to collapse behind him.

      I descended to the sand to try and draw the bastard out again but instead of flying straight up I was going to dive forward.  I could feel him come backing for another attack. As soon as the sand began to collapse underneath me, I Blitzed forward dodging the attack.  When I looked at him, I could see eyes and spikes scattered all over his body.  When he saw that I was still on the ground, he flipped around and opened his mouth again.  I moved out of the way, but I was able to attack with a side kick before he disappeared in the sand.  The Giant Worm’s skin was like cast iron armor.  My kick didn’t do a damn thing which was shocking.  I went through the same process three more times causing zero damage even in Supernova form.  I looked at my feet to see the intense fire from my body melting the sand and turning it into glass.  My strategy wasn’t working, but I had another one that would do a lot of damage.  However, it was risky as hell.  The Great Sandworm launched out of the ground like it had before. When it flipped over to descend, while in Supernova form, I rocketed inside of the creature's mouth.  I narrowly missed the teeth.  I was melting his insides as I launched forward.  The stink was god awful and the sensation of plowing through nasty guts made my skin crawl.  I sped up and exploded through the ass end of the giant worm.  I was covered with blood, guts, and viscera.  When I looked below, I saw the Great Sandworm split in half.

      Congratulations! You have conquered Floor Two!

      You may return to your chambers at once!

      I landed directly on the portal that was dead center of all the gore on the sand.  I was back in my chambers instantly.  I was blanketed in nastiness, and I dripped all kinds of gore on the floor as I walked over to the tub.  I removed all my blood drenched clothes, and they plopped on the floor with a wet sticky sound.  I hopped into the water and began scrubbing my body rapidly to remove all the goop.

      “Alexander!  I need my clothes cleaned and the floor cleaned.  I’m going to puke. This is freaking disgusting.”

      “Of course, John. Congratulations, that was an impressive defeat of such a terrifying monster.  You are doing very well.  Two floors in one day is fantastic.”

      “We’ll chat later, just get this stuff away from me.”
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      “I have cleaned and sanitized your clothing as well as the chamber floor.  I admire your bravery, flying in the mouth of that terrifying beast took a great deal of courage and fortitude. Please notice you have a bonus that has been placed on your bed in the golden chest.”

      I finished drying my body with the towel and tossed it in the corner of the room.  Even the towels were epically soft and warm. “Cool, I’ll take a look right now.  Do you give me the bonus or do the Ancient Ones?”

      “The Ancient Ones provide the bonuses.  I am very curious as to what they have given you.  It is rare to give an ascender a bonus this early.  You have no doubt impressed them with your success.”

      The chest was wooden with sparkling gold accents.  I slowly flipped open the two latches and lifted the lid.  I was smacked in the face by intense white light then a screen popped up in my Gods’ Eye.

      Congratulations! You have been awarded a bonus by the Ancient Ones!  You have been unscathed during your floor 1 and floor 2 challenges!  Due to your perfect performance we will allow you to skip the 3rd floor and advance to the 4th floor. Please be aware that skipping this floor will not reduce any rewards if you complete the tower ascension to its completion.  Do you want to skip the 3rd floor? Yes or No?

      I raised a fist in the air and roared in excitement.  “Hell yes, I accept!”  The screen in my Gods’ Eye and the chest disappeared as soon as I made my selection.

      “Alexander, are these bonuses given out often?”

      “Sometimes they are, but they are much more significant here since you only have ten floors to climb.”

      “Yeah, skipping floor 23 to 24 wouldn’t be that big of an advantage.  I’m psyched about this.  As a matter of fact, I am so pumped up that I would like to go to Floor 4 immediately.”

      “John, are you certain?  Three floors in one day is a lot.”

      “I’m sure.  I haven’t taken any damage yet.  I don’t see the need in waiting.”

      “Okay, your wish is my command.”

      The portal appeared for the third time today.  I put my freshly cleaned clothes on and made my way over to the portal.  “Oh fuck, I almost forgot my shoes.  The desert floor would have been a real bitch with no shoes.”
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      When my eyes opened, I found myself in a meadow of wildflowers in an extremely large clearing surrounded by thick woodlands.  It was a complete one eighty from the second floor.  The flowers were gorgeous.  The blue, red, purple, and pink colors saturated the ground.  The scent of the flowers was a bit overpowering for my taste, but it smelled much better than the two floors before me.

      Floor Four

      Defeat the Nephilim Trio to ascend to the next floor!

      Good Luck!

      “What the fuck is a Nephilim?  At least there are only three of them, whatever they are,” I muttered to myself while I looked at my surroundings.  I assumed that whatever these creatures were they would come hauling ass out of the tree line at any moment.

      “Kill the interloper!”  a deep voice shouted from the sky.

      I looked up to see three large men with large white, feathery wings.  Each of the Nephilim had gigantic platinum tridents in their massive hands. As they grew closer, they were at least eight feet tall and the size of Ronnie Coleman in his prime. Each of them had thick lumberjack beards and piercing blue eyes.  They were wearing golden armor on their shoulders and a fancy loincloth down below.  I’m not sure what they thought the shoulder armor was going to protect them from, but that’s how they rolled.

      Each winged man smashed into the ground surrounding me in each direction.  “You've ascended to the wrong floor mortal.  Your climb will end here.”

      “You sure about that angel man?”  I asked as I charged into Supernova form.

      I activated Ruthless Cleave immediately.  My arms transformed into razor sharp mystblade. I began to spin at a mind boggling speed sinking my blades into the chests of the Nephilim.  The screams of agony were hilarious from the shit talking assholes.  They launched into the air to remove themselves from the carnage.  Blood dripped from their body’s creating showers of blood rain that covered me and they flower in the meadow.  I took to the sky right after them and punched the closed brute to me knocking him all the way to the tree line.  He crashed into an oak tree snapping it in two.  The other two tried to stab me with their tridents.  I caught them in each hand easily. Their eyes widened in astonishment and quickly changed into fear.  I increased the intensity of my Supernova heat as tightened my grip around the shafts of the tridents.  The steel heated in seconds and began to glow bright orange.  The Nephilim were unable to handle the heat, and they let go simultaneously. I spun the points of the trident towards them and plunged them in their chests. The molten trident cut through them like butter.  The two Nephilim fell from the sky to the ground with a pronounced thud.

      I turned to see the man I had knocked into the tree flying toward me with his trident.  I stayed in position and activated Holy Shield before the Nephilim had a chance to change directions.  My force field shattered the trident, and the angel bounced off the shield to the ground.  I activated Crushing Armageddon causing the man to explode as I drove my fist into him.

      Congratulations! You have conquered Floor Four!

      You may return to your chambers at once!

      “Fuck yeah!” I screamed as the portal came into existence.

      I was less of a mess this time, but I still had several blood droplets scattered over my body and clothing.

      “Another bath it is! Oh snap, there is a silver platter too.  I have worked up an appetite.”
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      I decided to stop pushing my luck and stop at floor 4 for my first day.  I didn’t want to get too cocky or complacent even if I had destroyed each challenge with relative ease.  I was certain the Ancient Ones would adjust the difficulty to match my power.  That was all speculation of course, it served as a reason to focus and not slack off. I cultivated for a few hours after my floor 4 victory then I went to bed.  I had no clue what the fifth floor would bring.  I hoped for another bonus after clearing it.  I didn’t need to get ahead of myself.  I’m bad for that.

      The portal’s light woke me with a jolt.  It was freaky being awoken by what looked like an explosion of light.  I ate my breakfast and dressed in my fresh gi.  Alexander and I exchanged pleasantries, but I wanted to get to it.  There were five floors left, and I wanted to knock out at least two floors.

      When my eyes opened after portal entry, I was shocked by the setting this time.  It was night and very dark.  The moon offered very little light onto the battlefield. There was even a creepy fog that blanketed the moist grass.  Thunder and lightning startled me as I began to move forward to an unknown destination.

      Floor Five

      Defeat the Necro Emperor to ascend to the next floor!

      Good Luck!

      “The spooky ass setting makes sense now.  The Necro Emperor...boo,” I chuckled as I looked left and right.

      The temperature began to drop considerably, and gooseflesh broke out all over my skin.  I began to hear a rustling sound nearby, I stopped to look, but the fog was being a bitch. I charged my myst system which gave me a little more light due to the pink aura that enwrapped my body.  I then decided to engage my Supernova form to give me more light.  However, I was disturbed by a screen from my Gods’Eye instead.

      We apologize but the Supernova technique will not be available to you on Floor Five. Good luck!

      “What the fuck?  Alexander you asshole you never told me that my skills could be taken away! We’ll talk about this later.”

      A hand burst from the ground and grabbed my right ankle then another grabbed my left.  I lost my balance falling flat on my back.  More hands erupted from the ground around me and grabbed my arms and legs holding me down. Some of the hands were skeletal and others were covered with rancid decomposing flesh.

      “Goddamn! Zombies!”

      I saw dozens of the undead limping and creeping toward me on the ground.  They were stalking me in all directions.  Of all the ways to die in the tower, death by a zombie was not on my radar.  The stench of decomposition was unbearable as the zombies closed in on my position.  I felt the ground move between my legs. A rotting head began to rise out of the ground slowly directly under my ball sack. One of the eye sockets was filled with maggots while an eyeball dangled out of the other.  This was one of the most terrifying predicaments I had ever been in before.  I was going to get my package eaten by a zombie.  The strength of the arms holding me down was incredible.  Had I been able to use Supernova, I would have been able to easily escape.  I summoned the Sun Praiser, Sunny, to only be rewarded with a familiar screen.

      We apologize but the Summon the Sun Praiser technique will not be available to you on Floor Five. Good luck!

      “Fuck! This bullshit!”

      I closed my eyes and pushed more myst from my three cores into each of my limbs.  It was hard to focus with the zombie head between my legs

      I was able to free my arms just in time to punch the zombie head as it went in for my balls.  The head exploded in a rancid goo. I ripped off the hands from my legs and jumped to my feet.  I pushed myst out of my feet only to be interrupted by another screen.

      We apologize but flight will not be available to you on Floor Five. Good luck!

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me!”

      The horde of undead was almost on top of me.  I activated Ruthless Cleave fully expecting another screen telling me that it wasn’t available but luckily it was.  I began to spin at a high velocity shredding all the zombies around me. Decomposing flesh and God knows what splattered all over me.  When the technique was complete, I saw that dozens of zombies had been killed, but there were more on the way.

      I had to find this Necro Emperor who was evidently a necromancer.  More and more zombies would rise from the ground until the bag of dicks was killed.  Flight would have come in real handy at the moment.  Searching from the air would have been much easier and safer.  I took out nearby undead with punches and kicks when I had no other choice.  I put my focus on locating the necromancer.  After killing another twenty zombies, the Necro Emperor finally broke his silence by cackling.

      “Rise! Rise and kill the interloper!”

      The zombies weren’t difficult to kill.  With my power, one punch or kick destroyed each walking corpse.  The numbers were the problem.  Without flight or Supernova, this situation was a lot more dangerous.  I did have Holy Shield, but I was unable to attack while inside the force field.  The zombies wouldn’t be able to attack me, but they would pile up on top of the shield.  Whenever the technique disengaged the undead would fall on top of me.  I wasn’t sure if I would be able to fight them off before they tore me to shreds and ripped my guts out.

      “The fifth floor is the end for you!  My children will dine on your corpse and you will stay here with me!” the Necro Emperor cackled.

      The necromancer’s voice was coming from my right, so I made my way in that direction fighting off the zombie horde with relative ease.  His cackling became louder and louder as I grew closer.  Zombies blocked my view until I noticed a faint glow coming from something.  It was an aura around this Necro Emperor. I engaged Ruthless Cleave once more giving me more space.  When I came out of the bladed spin I saw a large skeleton in a hooded black robe.  He looked just like the grim reaper but with only a staff, not a sickle.

      “Found you, asshole!”  I Blitzed behind him and performed an open palm spike in his spine.  He screeched and fell on his face.  I performed a front flip and stomped the Necro Emperor’s skull shattering it all over the surrounding grass.

      Congratulations! You have conquered Floor Five!

      You may return to your chambers at once!
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      “So, Alexander you never told me that my powers could be taken away.”

      “You never asked, John.”

      “No shit, I didn’t think that was possible.  Your little tutorial should have explained that.”

      “I’ll remember that for my next ascender.  Thank you for the feedback.”

      “Is there anything else that you aren’t telling me?  Will I have to do a challenge blindfolded or some shit like that?”

      “I don’t think so.  That would be a terrible experience for you.”

      “Well, this zombie experience wasn’t a good time.  I'm just happy it’s over.”

      “As I am too, I have grown fond of your company, John.  Luckily for you, there appears to be another chest on your bed.”

      “This better be good after what happened.  It isn’t fair to take two of my skills away.  It ain’t fair at all.”

      The chest looked the same as last time.  I quickly opened it and waited for the screen to pop up.

      You have received a bonus for your completion of Floor 5 so valiantly.  The Ancient Ones removed your ability to use three of your skills.  You were able to succeed without them.  The Ancient Ones will not deactivate any of your skills again.  That is your bonus.  Congratulations!

      I took in a deep breath and exhaled in relief. “I was hoping for another floor skip option, but I’ll take this bonus happily.”

      “Well, that was very kind of the Ancient Ones!  Your tower experience has been far more interesting than any other ascender that I have guided.”

      “I’m glad that I have entertained you,” I replied sarcastically.

      “Do you wish to advance to Floor 6 or are you finished for today?”

      “Good question, when I returned, I planned to call it a day.  I was kind of fucked in the head that my skills were going to be taken away in battle from now on, but the bonus the Ancient Ones gave me has changed my mind.  So, fire up the portal.”
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      When I arrived on the next floor, I was pleased to not be in Halloweentown like before.  I was on a large stone bridge connecting two towers of a castle.  The settings are always so different than the floor before.  The sky was blue with no clouds.  There was a soft breeze, and the temperature had to be in the seventies.

      Floor Six

      Defeat the Cerberus to ascend to the next floor!

      Good Luck!

      I recognized that name, but I couldn’t place it at the moment.  I racked my brain, but I was unable to remember where I had heard it before.  Frustratingly, I moved forward on the stone bridge to hear a deafening howl followed by a large creature falling from the sky and landing on the bridge.  Once the shock wore off, I immediately recognized the creature.  It was the three-headed dog monster, Cerberus.  I knew that I knew that name.  This thing was a good twenty feet tall in size.  I couldn’t see the length of the dog monster, but I imagined he was fairly long.  He had three dog heads that looked almost identical, and they all wanted to eat me.  They were snarling, barking, growling, and drooling all over the place.    I thought initially that it wasn’t going to move, but it slowly advanced toward me snapping its jaws and slinging drool everywhere that the sun’s light touched.

      I activated Supernova immediately.  I was so relieved that the Ancient Ones hadn’t been lying about not taking his skills away anymore.  The fire that engulfed my body reflected back at me in the whites of their eyes.  Suddenly the Cerberus pounced toward me out of the blue.  It did nothing to telegraph the attack.  It just happened so quickly that I barely had time to react.  I dashed backward then I levitated off the stone and into the air. I smacked the dog head in the middle with a hammer fist stunning it long enough to get a second-strike in.  The head fell limp evidently knocked out cold.  I kicked the top of the skull with more force narrowly missing a bite from both dog heads remaining.  I heard a crack this time and blood began to gush from the nose and mouth.  I killed the head in the middle with three solid strikes.  I wasn’t lucky enough to kill the entire Cerberus.  Evidently, all three of the heads live autonomously.  When the dogs saw that the middle head was dead, they began to howl clearly distraught by the death of their brother. I guess you could call him.  I was a dumbass for not attacking while they placed their focus on the dead head.  It wasn’t every day that you saw an enormous three headed dog, so I was mesmerized by the crazy sight.

      The heads returned their gaze on me, and they were pissed off.  The Cerberus stood on its hind legs and began swiping with its claws.  I swooped underneath and punched the monster in its mammoth balls as hard as I could.  It was a cheap shot, but this was my life on the line.  The monster wailed in agony.  I was able to fly out from under the beast before it fell on top of me.  I dove with my fiery fist driving it in the temple of the dog on the right.  I flipped backward and plunged my fists into both of his eyes.  My arms were covered in black slimy goop.  The head screamed and frantically snapped in every direction just hoping to get a hold of me.  I Blitzed beside the blind dog and began punching it in the side of his skull with speed and ferocity.  I then performed a backward flip kick that knocked his head backward with enough force to snap the bones killing the head instantly.

      The remaining dog head howled from the pain and sorrow of seeing the dead heads hanging toward the stone bridge.  Huge puddles of blood laid under each head.  The remaining head attempted to move toward me, but the two hanging heads made things much more difficult.  The Cerberus tried to get to his hind legs, but it lost its balance and began to fall over.  I saw what was happening and took advantage immediately.  I dashed in for a sidekick which knocked the dog toward the railing on the bridge.  I executed a spinning roundhouse kick which pushed the monster over the railing.  The dog barked and wailed in terror as it fell all the way to the stone floor 100 meters below.

      Congratulations! You have conquered Floor Six!

      You may return to your chambers at once!
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      Another chest awaited me on the bed.  The familiar beautiful wooden chest with golden accents beckoned me to open it up. I unlatched the lid and popped it open to be blasted with the brilliant white light again.

      John, you have received another bonus for your impeccable performance. However, this bonus has strings attached.  You may skip Floor 7, however, if you decide to do this, your enemies on floors 8, 9, and 10 will be 25% more powerful and no other bonus chests will be rewarded.  Do you choose to accept this bonus even with the negatives that have been explained to you?  Yes or No?

      I stood straight and crossed my arms.  I tilted my head back and closed my eyes as if that would help make the correct decision.  Skipping an entire floor is huge, however, increasing the difficulty of the remaining floors did give me pause.  The bonus chests I have received have been helpful as well.  Did I really want to lose them?

      “Ah, fuck it,” I muttered as I accepted the deal.

      “Welcome back John, I see you received another bonus chest.  Were the contents agreeable?”  Alexander asked as he appeared in the center of the room.

      “Jury’s still out, but I think it was the right call.  Skipping a floor altogether is huge,  I can deal with the negatives.”

      “If you are pleased then I am pleased.  May I help you with anything?”

      “Yep, give me the portal to floor 8.  I’m ready to kick some ass.”

      “Certainly, John.  It will be done.”

      I cracked my knuckles then stepped into the portal for my next challenge.
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      Floor Eight

      Defeat the Archmagus to ascend to the next floor!

      Good Luck!

      “I don’t even know what an Archmagus is.  When I think of an arch, I think of McDonald’s.”

      This setting looked like the countryside near Ezekiel’s home in Starfall.  Gorgeous pink, blue, and purple leaves floating in the breeze.  There were a few knolls, but nothing too steep or difficult to maneuver.  The sky was cloudy, but the light from the sun was able to pierce through to the ground below.  I was startled by multiple explosions above the clouds.  I decided to wait to see what it was before leaving the ground to investigate.  I had no clue what I would be flying into.  I heard the roar of something that sounded like a gigantic jet engine on an oversized cargo plane.  The clouds parted to reveal six huge meteors plummeting from the heavens headed straight for me.  The meteors weren’t small rocks, they were the size of minivans that were in flames.  I came close to activating Holy Shield, but I was not going to take that risk.  Holy Shield was a very strong technique, but these were Toyota Sienna sized meteors.  It would be moronic to put that much trust in the force field. The meteors began to speed up for some kind of bizarre reason, they should have been in terminal velocity.  It was like they had a NOS tank and hit the button to engage. I charged my myst system and went into Supernova form.  I dashed along the ground making sure not to stand in the shadows.  I had played enough video games in my life to learn that the shadows revealed the point of impact.

      Suddenly each of the six meteors exploded into smaller pieces.  There were way too many to dodge, so I knew I was going to get hit.  I made the decision to trust Holy Shield since the pieces were smaller.  The pink forcefield sphere covered my entire body.  I knelt on one knee and cover my head with my arms like I was in a tornado drill.  I heard the rock slam into the force field, and I felt the ground shake from the impacts of all the other meteors.  Praise the gods that this force field kept me safe from all this punishment.  When the smoke from the trail from the meteors dissipated there was a man in a robe floating one hundred meters in the air.  He wore a large blue robe with a golden staff in his right hand.  He had a long white beard that went to his waist.  He looked to be bald.  An Archmagus was nothing but a wizard.   I rocked to meet him in the sky.  I held my position twenty feet away from him.

      “So, you are?” I asked sarcastically.

      “I am your destructor, weak man!”  The Archmagus yelled and extended his left arm shooting lightning from his fingertips.  The jagged ropes of electricity wrapped around my body.  The pain was excruciating, and I was paralyzed.  I threw a hail mary and activated Ruthless Cleave.  I hoped that the spinning arm blades would cut me out of this painful trap.  I roared as I began to rotate.  It was a long shot, but my blades cut the lightning or just disturbed it long enough to be freed.  My body squirmed and convulsed still after I had been freed from the bondage.

      “Fuck!”  I was struggling to gain control of my limbs from the electrical trauma.

      The Archmagus smashed my skull with the head of his magic staff.  There was a huge round gem on the top that almost caved my skull in. He flipped the bottom of the staff upward catching me in under the chin which launched me in the other direction.  I stopped myself from end over end flipping only to be hit with a small fireball from the gem on top of the staff.  It may have been a small fireball, but it slammed the left side of my skull.  The impact was vicious, and I could smell my hair burning and my flesh sizzling.

      “Christ!”

      Another blast of lighting out of his fingertips darted through the air to wrap around me again.  I descended a few feet to dodge the attack, then I flew diagonally toward the mage and clobbered him directly in the gut.  The attack caused him to bend forward and I rose my knee directly into his face with all the strength I could muster.  I heard the loud sound of shattered facial bones that put a smile on my face. I activated Ruthless Cleave mid-air and slashed his torso in rapid succession.  He bent over once more.  I pulled his head between my legs then power bombed him into the ground with great power.  I began to hammer fist his face over and over until I caved his face in like a deflated basketball.

      Congratulations! You have conquered Floor Eight!

      You may return to your chambers at once!
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      “I’m trying to decide if I should go ahead to Floor 9 or wait until tomorrow.”

      “You certainly deserve a break, John.  I would imagine floors 9 and 10 will be quite difficult.  Nonetheless, all of the floors you have completed would be quite difficult for most other cultivators in existence.”

      “I’m going to use my head and take on floor 9 tomorrow.  I’m going to cultivate and get a lot of sleep.  Who knows, I might knock out both tomorrow and be king of the world,” I chuckled.

      “I don’t think ‘king of the world’ is a reward possibility, John.  You will be well renowned.”

      I spent the next six hours cultivating and clearing my pathways to allow almost perfect efficiency.  I hadn’t had a lot of damage as of yet, so everything was in pretty good condition, but there is always the opportunity to be better.  With a proper night’s sleep, I will be in my best fighting condition since entering the Tower of Infinite Glory.  I devoured a wonderful steak meal and a glass of fine whiskey.  I was out like a light very early in the evening.
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      The next morning, I awoke before the portal materialized in the center of my room.  I had been using it as an alarm clock, but I wanted to do some fine-tuning to my body in preparation for what would be a more challenging floor.  I couldn’t believe I had already ascended to Floor 9.  I had to keep my ego in check.  The road here had been much easier than I expected before entering.  My powers are extremely strong but getting a big head would backfire during the next two challenges.  I missed my girls, and I wanted to get back to them.  The dream of seeing them again was more motivating than any riches I would receive.  I took a deep breath and stepped onto the portal.

      The setting for this floor was terrifying. The lava world before caused my eyes to almost pop out of my head.  A mountain range served as a wall that kept me inside this hellish arena.  Boulders and rock platforms adorned my vision.  Bubbling lava pools were scattered all over the place. Some of them randomly spurt lava into the area like a satanic geyser.  My first thought was the planet Mustafar from Star Wars Episode Three: Revenge of the Sith.  I always thought that planet looked scary, and here I was standing in a place almost indistinguishable from it.

      Floor Nine

      Defeat the Apocalypse Dragon to ascend to the next floor!

      Good Luck!

      I levitated across the terrain slowly.  Above the lava pools, the temperatures were scorching.  The randomness of the lava geysers made the arena even more unpredictable.  An area may appear to be safe for one minute then spray you with red, hot lava the next.  Soon, there would be a dragon tossed in the mix that will shoot fire at me while I try to stay out of the lava. Suddenly there was a loud eruption below me, it wasn’t a geyser like I had suspected, it was the Apocalypse Dragon itself.  I pushed as much myst from my feet as I could to avoid getting swallowed or scorched by this red scaled behemoth.

      “Fuck me!”  I screamed as I slammed into an invisible barrier one hundred meters above the dragon. I darted to my right in time to miss the dragon’s killing strike.  It smashed into the invisible barrier as well.  This was just like a video game that didn’t want you to get too far off the beaten path.

      “Damn, cheap ass trick!”

      The dragon was stunned for a couple of seconds then it took off toward me, but this time I saw an orange glow in his throat.  A thick stream of napalm-like fire streamed from the creature massive maw.  The heat from the end of the fire stream burned my ankles.  I activated Supernova and took a sharp left and circled around for a punch to the flank of the beast.  I punched the creature twice on its side.  There was a screech of pain, but the usual fire damage from my Supernova fists did not apply with the dragon.  It made sense that it was completely fire resistant considering the fucker manufactured fire inside its gut, and it burst out of the lava to attack me. It took another charge at me, and I spun counterclockwise and activated Ruthless Cleave as the dragon passed.  I left a deep trail of slashes down its side as it passed.

      The dragon’s roar shook the surrounding rock walls causing them to crack and pieces to fall not to mention hurt my eardrums severely.  I covered my ears after it began the roar, but the sound wasn’t muffled much at all.  When I released my ears, I saw blood on my palms.  The dragon gave up on precise fire shots and blasted randomly everywhere that it could.  I dodged all the attacks but one that grazed my left upper arm.  My gi melted and skin slid off my arm in sheets.  That was going to hurt like crazy later.  The dragon didn’t have difficulty creating enough fire to breath.  As much as the bastard attacked, he would need recovery time, but that wasn’t the case yet.  It was able to track me really well, which made an approach window extremely difficult.  I deactivated Supernova because it wasn’t doing me any good.  Once I was able to get close to him, I would reactivate and attack.  Swooping down low was damaging because of the heat rising from the lava pools not to mention the unpredictable lava geysers firing at me.  My only chance to get in close is the use of Holy Shield which would require precise timing.  I waited for another charge then I engaged the force field.  It blocked the damage from the incoming fire attack, but I still felt the intense heat from the napalm-like substance. I deactivated Holy Shield and dropped under the beast. I laid in the air supine and activated Ruthless Cleave once again.  After this attack, I was able to see some of the dragon’s intestines falling from a gaping laceration in its gut.

      The dragon was in pain.  The screams were ones of agony, and his speed declined.  He couldn’t turn on a dime like before either.  My next attack would be risky, but I thought it would work out.  I was able to maneuver much closer to the beast after the last attack. I dove under his belly again and activated Supernova.  I then summoned Sunny the Sun Praiser on the back of the beast.  The beam of light burst through the invisible barrier and landed on top of the dragon.

      “May the sun be worshipped….whoa!” Sunny’s greeting was cut short, and he almost fell from the back of the beast.

      “Stab it all to Hell!” I screamed at the wobbling divine knight.  Sunny immediately began stabbing the dragon in the back of its neck.  I put the next part of my plan into action instantly.  I soared into the dragon’s laceration and pushed through the intestines that were falling out.  I activated Ruthless Cleave and indeed slashed the insides of the beast into spaghetti.  After the significant trauma had been inflicted, I dropped out of the wound.  I was drenched in vileness.  Blood, shredded skin, muscles, fat, and intestine dangled from my body.  Sunny was still hacking away at the neck of the dragon.  The dragon was barely able to stay airborne at this point.  I landed on the back of the dragon and instructed Sunny to stab into the top of the neck as hard as he could.  I hammer fisted the hilt of the sword pushing the steel deep inside of the neck.  There was another loud screech and the dragon’s eyes closed immediately.  The dragon’s corpse descended toward the ground quickly.  I lunged into the air and figured I would see Sunny do the same.  He continued to stand on the back of the beast as he waved at me.  When the dragon slammed into the lava pools below, Sunny returned to the Heavens.

      Congratulations! You have conquered Floor Nine!

      You may return to your chambers at once!
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      “Alexander, I’m gonna need some of your healing skills right about now.  That dragon burned the fuck out of my arm.  Hopefully, you have some kind of pain-killing shit too.”

      “Of course, John, I advise you to clean the wound first then I will heal you.  You are covered in nasty gore.”

      “Ah fuck, this is going to burn like a bitch when it gets in the water,” I cringed as I pulled my shirt off very carefully.  It didn’t really matter. I could be standing completely still, and the pain would stay excruciating.

      I slowly stepped into the tub and closed my eyes as I sat in the water.  I took a deep breath when my arm slowly submerged.  I screamed as the hot water added to the misery.  I tried to clean it as best as I could considering it was just a big well-done steak.  “Alright, I’m done.”

      “No sir, finish washing then dry off and I will heal you.”

      “Of course, you can’t do it right now, that would be too damn easy.”

      I calmly washed the rest of my body as my arm burned like a son of a bitch.  I stood and dried off as quickly as I could before having to dab the burn with my towel to soak up the water.  I sat down on the chair at the dining table and motioned frantically for my disco ball guide to get to work on my arm.

      He floated closer to me than ever before.  I was able to feel a small amount of heat exude from the orb.  It didn’t feel good on my burn, but I decided to stop being a little bitch and grin and bear it.  A beam of purple light emitted from the center of Alexander in the shape of a triangle.  The base of the triangle moved up and down my arm like I was being scanned.  I glanced at my wound to see if anything was happening.  My brow furrowed as I continued to hurt while my wound continued looking the exact same.  A pink triangle beam emitted from the orb which was the light that began the healing.  The pain began to dissipate as the energy touched my arm over and over.  The charred flesh began to gradually return to its normal state.  After twenty scans from Alexander, the light went away.  “There, you are healed.  How does the arm feel, John?”

      I moved my arm in all directions and I felt no pain whatsoever.  “It’s great, thank you.”

      “You're welcome, John.  Will you challenge the final floor today?  I would not if I were you.”

      “I think I’m going to take your advice and call it a day.  I plan to cultivate and get my mind right before this last floor.  That dragon was a real piece of work.  I don’t even want to think about what’s coming on Floor 10.  Thank the gods that it’s almost over.
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      This was it, the portal for the last floor in the Tower of Infinite Glory.  Would I be the first victorious cultivator in 500 years?  We would find out soon, that’s for damn sure.

      “Good luck, John. You have done well.”

      “Thanks, Alexander, you’ve been a cool guide, and I have enjoyed your company.  Will I see you again?”

      “If you die, you will not see me again, but if you are victorious you will see me.”

      I chuckled and gave the disco ball a thumbs up as I stepped into the portal. The setting for Floor 10 was another shock to the system. I was in space on what looked like an asteroid.  It was cold, but I could breathe thanks to the Ancient Ones.  The view was beautiful.  Brilliant stars were sprinkled across a black void.  In the distance, my attention was drawn to a brighter star than all the others.  The more that I watched it the larger that it got.  This thing was moving towards my location.  It wasn’t a star at all, it was my final opponent.  My heart began to pound fast and hard in my chest, and my breathing became rapid.

      Floor Ten

      Defeat the Cosmic Titan to complete your tower ascension!

      Good Luck!

      All I could picture was fucking Galactus from the Marvel Universe headed straight for me.  This would be a bitch of a floor.  The light multiplied in size as each second passed to the point that I couldn’t see the black void of space in front of me.  Was the Cosmic Titan an asteroid that was going to just crash into this rock I was standing on and then it was game over?

      “Alright, it’s time to stop.  Show yourself Galactus,” I yelled at the ball of light.

      Suddenly the ball changed directions and rocketed straight up and exploded.  The light pierced my eyes and knocked me on my back.  I turned my head away a split second afterward.  When I felt the coast was clear I looked forward and almost shit my pants.  There was a gargantuan, winged humanoid figure towering over me.  It looked like a large rock golem with wings.  Its eyes glowed red as they looked at me as I sat on my ass.

      “You have challenged me and now you will pay the price, ant,” the titan thundered.

      I summoned Sunny immediately.  The luminous cylinder of light struck the ground and my heavenly friend appeared.  “I am here to help you and pay my respects to the sun….where is the sun, John?”

      “Not here my friend, but the Cosmic Titan sure the fuck is.”

      “Charge!”  Sunny yelled as he raised his sword charging toward the titan.

      The Cosmic Titan lifted his leg and smashed the heel of his colossal boot on top of Sunny immediately.

      “Well, there you go. That plan didn’t pan out,” I muttered as I sucked on the back of my teeth and spit on the ground.

      I launched vertically without knowing what I was going to do exactly.  I just wanted to get a better look at the thing.  The titan began swatting at me like a fly.  He was slow, so I was able to dodge the attacks.  Just eyeballing the titan, he looked to be about the same size as the Statue of Liberty.  Suddenly laser beams spewed from his red eyes as he continued to whack at me. I morphed into Supernova and landed on his forearm and began punching as hard as I could.  This thing was a solid mountain of rock.  I was just chipping away and not much else.  I had to move quickly to dodge the slap of his other hand. I was a mosquito that was just aggravating him at this point.  I darted around him to his back only for his rock wings to start slapping at me.  I took a hit from his right wing because I was not expecting them to be used as a weapon.  Luckily it wasn’t a solid hit, but it was enough to knock me a good thirty yards off course. It took a second to gather myself quick enough to dodge a giant backhand strike from the titan.

      “Fuck! How am I going to kill this damn thing?”

      I was thinking of boss fights in the video games I used to play where you would fight a glowing spot somewhere that you needed to attack to win.  I didn't see that here.

      “Come here, ant!” thundered the titan as he turned around and performed a haymaker.  There was a mountain of rock behind me that his fist drove into shattering into pieces.  I launched upward to get out of the way of any more of those devastating attacks.  I expected to hit an invisible barrier as I did with the dragon fight, but I never did.  Lasers blasted from his eyes as he lifted off the rock and flew toward me.

      “Fuck! I forgot the damn thing could fly!”

      I aimed directly toward the giant’s head.  I darted in and out of laser fire as I descended for a head attack.  I performed Crushing Armageddon and smashed the fool right between the eyes.  I heard a loud crack that turned into a small crater.  He fired another laser blast from his eyes that scorched my skin on both sides.  I just began stomping as hard as I could into his face.

      I saw him raise his arm out of the corner of my eye. It dashed to my right, and the dumbass punched himself in the face.  I was bombarded by flying stone from the titan’s face.

      “You stupid bastard!” I screamed at him then laughed.

      He swung another haymaker with his other fist that missed me by a few feet.  I rocketed toward the side of his head and drove both of my feet into a crack that he made from the punch.  I broke a huge chunk of his head off.

      “Come here you!”  the Cosmic Titan shouted as he reached for me with his right hand.  The Titan fired two more lasers at me from his shattered eyes.  There had been so much damage to his face that the blast blew more of his head apart.  From what I could see, another eye laser blast would shatter his entire head.  I would get to see just how stupid this big guy was. I decided to taunt him in order to get him to blow his own head up.  I flew around in front of the Titan dodging the monster’s strikes.  The thing was smarter than I thought because he knew that his skull would be unable to withstand another laser blast.  The skull would continue to be my target, and I knew exactly what to do.  I planned to invade his skull and go to work.  I would take his ass out from the inside.  Hopefully, he wouldn’t try to fire up his laser attack while I was in his skull. If so, he would kill me along with himself.  I wouldn’t be able to survive the point-blank laser attack.  Holy Shield would protect me, but I am unable to attack while that technique is in use.

      I took a deep breath. I needed to time my move perfectly, or I would be the one with the busted head. I pushed myst out of my feet and dashed through the Cosmic Titan’s flailing arms into his skull. The monster roared and began to jab a finger into his skull to dig me out.  I backed up as far as I could go and activated Ruthless Cleave.  I began to twirl at lightning speed with my bladed arms extended as far as they would go.  The inside of his skull began to crack in other places that weren’t already damaged.  After I stopped spinning, I began a flurry of punches and kicks to anywhere I was able to make contact.  The Titan continued to roar and plunge his finger inside of his skull.  I was able to stay out of his reach.  As long as I watched my location when he inserted his finger, I would be fine.  His desperate attempt to kill me was helping make my job much easier.  I knelt and I pushed an exorbitant amount of myst and launched vertically bursting out the top of the Titan’s skull.  I reached twenty meters above the Titan and performed Crushing Armageddon.  I screamed and used everything I had to make the technique as strong as possible. I descended back through his skull and dug my fist into the base with outlandish force.  A spiderweb of cracks spread all over the Titan’s skull for a couple of seconds then gave way, obliterating what was left of his battered head.  The Cosmic Titan froze, there was no more life in him.  I felt the massive creature lean forward and plummet to the rock floor below.  I rocketed out of his skull and watched the body crash into the ground.  It looked like a skyscraper falling over.

      Congratulations! You have conquered Floor Ten!

      You have ascended the Tower of Infinite Glory!  The Ancient Ones chant your name in the heavens!

      The portal appeared, but I was used to my Gods’ Eye telling me that I would be going back to my chambers.  I descended slowly to the rock floor and stepped into the blue portal.  An instant later, I was standing on the top on another floor.  The walls opened in sections to review the blue sky and an incredible view of the countryside.  I walked over and saw that it was real.  There wouldn’t be a monster to fight on this floor.

      You are in the Sanctum of the Victor!

      Congratulations on a successful ascension! The world will remember your name, John LeBrock, for centuries to come.  Your power and skill accomplished the impossible.  You defeated ten extremely difficult challenges to stand where you are right now.  Not only did you win, but you also did it impressively and with great honor.

      “Congratulations, John, you are one of the few to complete this task.  A cultivator that ascends the tower fully will be revered throughout history,” Alexander said from my flank. I had no clue that the thing was floating there.

      “Thank you, I appreciate the kind words. I really do.”

      “Now, John you will receive your rewards,” Alexander replied as four golden chests appeared before.

      “Sweet,” I whispered as I walked over to them.  There was no wood, these were solid gold chests.  I started on the left and planned to work my way over.  When I stood in front of the first chest, it opened on its own without my touch.

      Congratulations! You have received 50 million gold coins!

      “Holy fuck, no wonder Hektor and Ryker were so interested in me sharing everything with them,” I muttered as I stepped over to the next chest which opened in the same manner.

      Congratulations! You have received a Legendary Robe crafted specifically for you by the Ancient Ones! This robe will earn you tremendous respect all over Azura!  Wear it proudly!

      The robe floated in front of me.  It looked as if it had been weaved with gold and platinum thread.  It may very well have been.  There were elegant designs all over the front, but there were not enough to make it look tacky.  I turned the robe around to see a huge cobra on the back.

      “Hell yes, long live the Flying Cobras,” I said as I slowly put on the robe and tied the black belt in the front. I moved over to the next chest that opened just as before.

      Congratulations! You have the Ancient Medal of Ascension!  Wearing this medal will not only bring you great respect from all others, but it will give you the ability to control the weak-minded if you so choose.  This is a powerful ability, but it is a dangerous one if the medal falls into the wrong hands.  Using this ability in evil ways will incur the wrath of the Ancient Ones!

      I put the gold necklace over my head slowly and stared at the shiny medallion in front of me.  The medal was on a large red strap, and it was the size of a sand dollar.  The medal was made from gold with a language engraved on it that I didn’t understand.  A cobra was engraved directly on the front.

      I moved over to open the last chest.  I had received so much from the other three that I had no idea what else could be given.  The chest opened before me like before, but the light that sprayed out of the chest was much brighter than before.

      Congratulations!  Eat of this fruit grown in the heavenly gardens of the Ancient Ones!  You will ascend to the next rung of power!

      Just like everything else, the strawberry was gold, but it didn’t look edible.  Who was I to go against the Ancient Ones?  I placed the entire strawberry in my mouth and began to chew slowly.  The juices that escaped the fruit with each chew tasted incredible.  After I swallowed the fruit, I felt a warm sensation journey to my stomach.  The warmth became hotter and golden light burst from every pore in my body as I rose into the air involuntarily.  My forearm began to burn strongly then I watched the Ancient Ones mark me once more.  When they were done, I was left with a red phoenix that wrapped my arm completely all the way to my shoulder.

      You have reached the rank of Phoenix!  This rank is not awarded to many only the greatest of the great wear this mark.  Continue to use your power for good!  You have the favor of the Ancient Ones!  Fall to your knees, cultivator!

      My heart almost burst from the speed at which it beat.  I was overwhelmed with emotion and power.  I was Phoenix rank.  It was unbelievable.  I had done it.  I conquered the tower and each rung of the ascension ladder.  I knelt and prayed to the Ancient Ones.  I offered them my thanks and my life was in their hands.  I promised to use my power to make Azura a better place.  I made an oath to rid this world of evil and train a new generation of cultivators to do the same. I would instill in them what my mentor, Saul, instilled in me.  I would protect those who could not protect themselves.  I had truly risen from the ashes and became a new creature.  I had become a Phoenix.
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      I knelt on the moon of Azura to meditate as I did every day.  The silence and solitude were unmatched there than anywhere I could go for cultivation.  Some would say that a cultivator would slow down once he or she reached the rank of Phoenix.  However, I would disagree with that statement completely.  One who worked as hard as I did to get here would never be truly satisfied.  Ancient texts, literature, and Azuran scholars all over the world have told me that Phoenix was the last rung on the ladder of ascension.  I didn’t believe that at all, and at some point, I would prove to everyone that a true cultivator’s potential is limitless.  The best way to kill a Phoenix rank cultivator is to tell him or her that their journey is over, and they have arrived.  If there was breath in my lungs I would cultivate.  It was not an option for me.  There was no retirement for a man like me.

      I hadn’t been to Earth’s moon, but from photos I had seen, Azura’s moon looked very similar.  It was twice the size of Earth’s moon, but the terrain was almost identical.  I am the first man to walk on Azura’s moon and I do it daily.  My oldest children always instruct me to be on the lookout for an interesting moon rock for their collections.  They beg to be taken with me when I go, but unfortunately, they could not survive.  It motivates them to cultivate and work hard so that one day they may be able to put their feet on the gray dirt of the moon.
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      “You’re back father!”  yelled Mika as she ran toward me with her long brown ponytail fluttering behind her. “Did you bring me anything?”

      Mika was my eldest daughter at nine years old and her mother was the beautiful kitsune Kata.  She was nothing like me visually which was fine with me.  She looked like her mother completely.

      “Bring you anything?  I bring you stuff all the time!”

      “Father, you know what I’m talking about!” she smiled as she placed one of her soft hands on each of my cheeks.

      I reached into my pouch and retrieved a jagged rock I had found on my stroll on the moon that morning.  It was unlike any I had seen before and I knew that she would love it.

      “Oh, it’s so cool!  Thank you!  I’m going to show Saul!”  Mika hopped and skipped away to tell my eldest son Saul who was 7 years old.  His mother was my precious Yitri.  It was her idea to name our son Saul and it suited him perfectly.  He was headstrong and would call us out on parenting decisions that he didn’t care for.  The little man was so driven to be his age.  I felt that he would be able to ascend the highest of my nine children.  He was already committed to cultivating and he had a burning desire to train whenever he could.   It put a smile on my face to see him training when he thinks he is alone.  I love to watch the little guy and his spirit is infectious.

      I married each of my women and were happy to officially call them my wives.  Yitri, Shazo, June, and Kata loved me with all their hearts as I did them.  So far Shazo is my only wife who hasn’t bore a child yet.  Human and serpentine couples are known to have a lot of difficulty.  Shazo struggled with that.  She loved my other children but she no doubt wanted a child of her very own.  I prayed to the Ancient Ones that I would be able to give that to her one day.

      The Temple had grown over the years.  A few months after I climbed the Tower of Infinite Glory, I had a visitor on my doorstep.  Selki, the Anubis girl with the bakery named after her, from Veyas arrived.  She wanted to become my student.  I told her that if she was ever in the area to drop by and I would help her.  She did exactly that, and she has made it to Viper rank since that day. After some time passed Selki and I became lovers, but I have not proposed marriage to her yet.  I hoped to one day, but it just hadn’t been the right time.

      I was selective with the students that I took in.  Right now, there were only eight cultivation students that wore the emblem of the Flying Cobra.  So far, I was the only mentor, and it would probably stay that way because I wanted things to be done my way that’s it.  I had no intention of becoming a massive operation which would have been easy to do.  Cultivators all over Azura were desperate to become a student at the Temple of the Flying Cobra.  There is no other place in Azura where you can train directly under a Phoenix rank cultivator.  It’s difficult enough just to find a Phoenix let alone learn from one.

      I hold to the promise I made to the Ancient Ones when I ascended to Phoenix.  I would fight evil and protect those who could not protect themselves.  From time to time, I will get word from Lashar, the Celestial Eagle, of trouble in a region that he believes my powers could be used to resolve.  Diplomacy is always my first choice, and it usually works in negotiations that I have.  Only morons will attempt to defy a Phoenix rank.  I have butted heads with other Phoenix rank cultivators before.  I tend to enter regions that are controlled by others and that rubs others the wrong way at times.  Nonetheless, if I see a need that I can help, you best believe I will go wherever I need to go.  I was certain one day that I would fight a Phoenix rank cultivator somewhere, but that day hadn’t come yet.  Most Phoenix rank cultivators are lazy bums that sit on their ass in palaces doing nothing for anyone other than themselves.

      I walked into the beautiful gardens that had been grown and meticulously cared for by our serpentine friends from Torrine and smiled at my students who were there for their first lesson of the day. I received eager smiles and nods in return.  These cultivators were ravenous for training and pathways to ascension.  I saw myself in each one of them in one way or another.  I hoped that I could mentor these students the same way that Saul mentored me on my journey, hard but compassionate.

      “Good morning cultivators, Let’s begin.”

      I hope that you enjoyed Mixed Martial Cultivator Round Three!  I have thoroughly enjoyed bringing these characters to life!  Finishing this book was certainly bittersweet. PLEASE leave a review for me on Amazon.  Authors need them like they need oxygen!  Well that is an exaggeration, but we need them bad!
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        If you enjoyed Mixed Martial Cultivator Round Three, please check out my Amazon bestselling series – Monster Girl Galaxy Book One!  Please leave a review.
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      https://www.amazon.com/Monster-Girl-Galaxy-Book-One-ebook/dp/B08KPS6BG1

      Monster Girls!

      Sick Plasma Gun Firefights!

      Necromancy!

      And More Monster Girls!

      Dalton Wade aka "The Cooler" is a mega superstar pro wrestler and KAW World Heavyweight Champion. One day his life takes an unexpected turn, and he finds himself transported to a strange new world that is governed by video game-like rules.

      What the heck is going on?

      Why is Dalton seeing strange blue screens pop up in front of him?

      He is quickly swept up into an intergalactic fight for survival in this science fiction gamelit adventure. However, things aren't all bad for our hero. This new world is overflowing with sexy monster girls that help Dalton along the way in more ways than one. Fox girls, dragon girls, bunny girls, lamias, and more fill the world of Zorth. They are more than just eye candy. They have unique talents and abilities.

      Will Dalton thrive in this new world?

      Can he handle his unique class?

      Can he manage his growing harem of diverse monster girls?

      This action-packed harem gamelit novel contains violence, profanity, and unconventional relationships with a multitude of hot monster girls. If you are fine with debauchery and love reading about monster girls, this book is for you! What are you waiting for?
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        Thank you so much for reading Mixed Martial Cultivator Round Three!  I love these characters, and I have enjoyed telling their story!  If you enjoyed your journey,  PLEASE leave a review for me on Amazon.  Reviews are so important to independent authors like me.  The more reviews I have the better chance someone will read my book, and that the Amazon algorithms will show it to people in their searches!

      

        

      
        It doesn’t have to be a long review at all, just go there and quickly tell others what you thought!  I want to thank everyone in advance for helping me out in this way!

      

        

      
        CLICK HERE TO MAKE ME THE HAPPIEST AUTHOR ON EARTH BY REVIEWING THIS BOOK! :)
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